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			Prologue

			All those years ago

			Even the next morning, when the two of them might both have been self-conscious and hungover, Lara still felt exactly the same as she had the night before – as if she had stepped into a new and better life. With him. Light-headed from happiness and lack of sleep, she made coffee and had just enough bread left for them to have a slice of toast each, and then they sat in bed together, bare legs entwined, sleepy and content, not saying much. Friday morning, and she was due at work before long, despite his attempts to persuade her to skive off.

			‘But I’m free this evening?’ she suggested shyly. ‘If you are too.’

			‘Definitely,’ he said. ‘Let me find us somewhere stunning to meet, so that we can celebrate a whole twenty-four hours of knowing each other.’ He reached over to grab her New York guidebook from the bedside table and began flipping through its pages. ‘Hey, how about Grand Central Station?’ he suggested. ‘We can pretend we’re in a movie and run towards each other, like long-lost lovers.’

			‘I’m up for that,’ she said, trying and failing to hide how pleased his words made her feel. Long-lost lovers! So this was going to be a thing then, the two of them; a proper, wonderful thing, she thought joyfully. It was as if every other event in her life had led up to this precise moment: the pair of them lolling on her crumpled sheets making plans for that evening, a shaft of warm June sunlight falling through the broken blind and leaving a golden splash on his bare shoulder, the smell of slightly scorched toast in the air. Each tiny decision and step and turn she’d ever taken had brought her all the way through the long, winding maze that was her previous twenty-six years to this exact time and place. She’d only just met him and already he felt like everything: a door opening to her future that was suddenly full of bright, shiny colours. Her New York experience was bursting from its tight chrysalis there and then, on the verge of shaking loose its wings into the best summer of her life. ‘Although . . . the station’s presumably massive, right?’ she pointed out. ‘How will we find each other?’

			‘Good question,’ he said, running a finger down the page. He even had nice fingers, she thought dreamily, wondering if he played the piano or guitar. How could you feel so sure of another person, when in reality there was so much you didn’t know? ‘Okay, there’s a very posh oyster bar downstairs apparently,’ he went on. ‘How about meeting outside that? Six-thirty? Look how fancy it is,’ he added, showing her a picture. ‘I’m not sure I can run to actually going inside it, but we could pretend for a moment that we live that sort of life. Before moving on somewhere more in keeping with our pitiful budgets. What do you think?’

			‘Wow,’ she said, leaning against his arm to see the page. His skin was honey-coloured and he smelled faintly of soap and coffee. ‘Nice. Six-thirty sounds perfect. I think I can just about make it till then without you.’

			He grinned at her, his cheekbones catching the soft morning light, his dark hair tousled. Had she appreciated quite how good-looking he was last night? How generous his mouth, how beautiful his eyes; how, when he smiled like that, it took her breath away? She could feel herself becoming intoxicated by him all over again from his sheer closeness, the warmth of his body, and the instinct to touch him was so strong, she found herself reaching over to brush a stray toast crumb off his cheek.

			‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘See? Yet another reason why I’m better off with you in my life.’

			She laughed, knowing he was exaggerating, but somehow the words felt right nonetheless. Then she peeled herself reluctantly away. ‘I wish I didn’t have to go to work,’ she groaned, sorting through the scant contents of her wardrobe and wondering if her flatmate Toni had any nice tops she could borrow. It felt like a day for wearing something eye-catching, for alerting the rest of the world to the fact that delight was spilling from her like an overflowing fountain.

			He stood up, buttoning his shirt. ‘I too wish you didn’t,’ he said. ‘Last night was seriously one of the best nights of my life. I feel as if everything has changed, don’t you?’ He glanced over at her as if his tender words had left him feeling vulnerable.

			‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I know what you mean.’

			‘But I’ll see you in . . .’ He screwed up his face, making calculations as he pulled on his jeans. ‘Ten and a half hours? The countdown starts now.’

			They kissed again, even though neither of them had brushed their teeth, and held each other close. She could feel his heart beating through his soft rumpled shirt. She liked him so much, she thought dazedly. She really, really liked him. He hadn’t even left the flat, and already she could feel the ache of his potential absence starting to form; a delicious, tormented pain at the prospect of missing him. Of course, if she’d known then what was to happen later, she wouldn’t have let him out the door at all, she’d have phoned in sick and led him back to bed by his shirt collar. But instead . . .

			‘See you later, Lara,’ he said, and let himself out.

		

	
		
			Part One

			SPRING

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Eliza was sitting on the wall, the hedge behind her prickling through her jacket, when a grubby white van slowed to a stop nearby. Right on time. A flurry of nerves whirled up inside her like a shaken snow globe on seeing the van’s logo: Steve Pickering, Painting and Decorating. The lettering was crummy and basic-looking, like something stencilled from a cheap kit. The P of Pickering was even wonky, as if the person applying the letter had coughed in the middle, or lost concentration. She allowed herself a scornful lip curl. If she ever started up her own decorating business – or any business for that matter – you could bet she would at least put some effort into her branding. Eliza Spencer Magnificent Transformations, she could market herself. Or maybe . . . She rummaged through every paint-inspired pun at her disposal. Brush Hour? she considered, wrinkling her nose. Fifty Shades of Great?

			Whatever. Right now, she had other, more pressing items on her agenda. Number one: the puffy-faced man with a sparse thatch of reddish-brown hair and low-slung paunch currently clambering down from the van, as shambling as a bear emerging from a cave, post-hibernation.

			A bold new chapter in your life begins today, Eliza’s horoscope app had encouraged her that morning, and the words came back to her now. Here goes, she thought, jumping off the wall.

			‘Hi,’ she said coolly, taking in the stain on his faded T-shirt and the ancient trainers flecked with paint. So he was a slob as well as a terrible person, she thought in disapproval. When she was a proper grown-up with a job and everything, there was no way she would ever dream of leaving the house looking so unkempt. She’d been in the Co-op the other day when a woman had walked in wearing a dressing gown, with tangled bed hair. What was wrong with people?

			‘I’m your two o’clock,’ she said now. And then, because she couldn’t help herself, she blurted out, ‘Remember me?’

			His pudgy face creased in a frown, then he glanced down at his phone before looking uncertainly back at her. ‘Mrs Robinson?’ he said. You could almost hear the cogs grinding in his brain with painful slowness. Is she even old enough? he’d be thinking. What am I missing here?

			Eliza folded her arms across her chest and tapped her foot. Come on, Steve, make the connection, she thought. You can do it.

			‘You asked me to quote for . . .’ he said, followed by another swift check of his phone, renewed doubt in his eyes. Apparently basic logic was still beyond his means. ‘A kitchen redecoration?’

			Eliza snorted sarcastically, louder than was necessary, in an attempt to cover up precisely how crushed his blankness had left her. Despite everything. When she should have known better. Because he clearly didn’t remember her at all, unless his gormlessness was merely an act of cruelty. Her insides felt newly hollowed out; she was an avocado with the flesh scooped clean away. ‘Yeah, I did, didn’t I?’ she replied, deadpan. Still nothing.

			He hesitated, then gestured at the house. ‘Er . . . Shall we go in, then?’

			‘No,’ she said impatiently, and then her muddled feelings gave way to facetiousness because it seemed to be all she had left. ‘Let’s not. Because I don’t live there and we probably shouldn’t go breaking and entering. Not on a Thursday, anyway.’ Her own home was twenty miles away in Scarborough; her journey had involved two buses and a walk up from the bus station, plus a lie to her mum that morning about a migraine, so that she could have time off school. And now here she was, standing in front of a smart semi-detached house just outside Whitby, her heart thumping while Steve Pickering gazed at her in confusion. She was starting to wish she hadn’t bothered.

			Dejection took hold and she sighed. Even after so many years, she’d hoped there might be at least a flicker of recognition. Blood calling to blood. ‘I’m not Mrs Robinson,’ she said through clenched teeth, because clearly she would have to spell this out to him. ‘I’m Eliza. Eliza Spencer. Your daughter.’

			A flash of pure astonishment crossed his face, then he blinked several times before he looked at her with a new, unreadable expression. Fondness or regret? Horror? Eliza wondered, hardly able to breathe as they stood staring at one another for an intense, heart-pounding moment.

			‘Eliza, hey?’ he said eventually. ‘Wow. Look at you. You must be – what, seventeen now?’ He shook his head. ‘Wow,’ he said again, as if that was all he could come up with.

			She rolled her eyes, fists curled so tightly that on the bus ride home, she’d find crescent-moon imprints gouged in her palms from her fingernails. For crying out loud. Was that it? He was hopeless. An abomination of a man. Could he make it any more obvious that he didn’t care? ‘Eighteen,’ she replied crisply. ‘An adult. And I arranged this because I want some answers. I need some answers, all right? Dad,’ she added, for good measure.

			Was it her imagination or did the name make him cringe momentarily? His wide shoulders slumped and he stared down at the pavement for a long few seconds. The wind blew in Eliza’s face, cold and spiteful, and she felt her eyes begin to water. Great. Now it would look as if she was crying, she thought, furiously wiping them with her jacket sleeve. At last he lifted his head and spoke. ‘Listen, we should probably talk about this inside,’ he said gruffly, with another miserable glance over at the house.

			‘I don’t live there!’ Eliza repeated, throwing up her hands in annoyance. God, was he completely thick, as well? How many times did she have to tell him? Although he had a point, she conceded grudgingly in the next second. Nobody wanted to air their dirty laundry in public. ‘We could sit in your van though,’ she suggested after a beat of silence. ‘If you’re that embarrassed about talking to me out here.’

			He hesitated, running a hand through his hair. It needed a cut, she noticed, feeling more and more contempt for him with every minute. He was pathetic! Mum was right, they were definitely better off without him. It was rubbish being related to someone like Steve Pickering, now that she had seen for herself exactly how weak and shabby he was.

			‘Look, Eliza,’ he said, then stopped again. He seemed to be having some kind of internal wrestling match about what to do. ‘I’m not sure there’s much point us having this conversation,’ he went on eventually, his voice so gentle it seemed impossible that he could be saying these horrific words aloud.

			Fury burst up in Eliza, consuming her entirely. ‘Well, what a fucking surprise,’ she snapped, glaring at him with such hatred she almost believed she could scorch him with it, given long enough. Blow up his van too, while she was at it. Set the privet hedge alight with crackling flames. ‘And there was me hoping we could both be adults about this. Start again. Attempt some kind of connection, like two human beings, but—’

			

			‘Eliza, stop,’ he said, then rubbed his face, seeming exasperated. Possibly even sad, on a closer look. She could hear the bristles rasping on his chin now that the breeze had dropped. ‘She hasn’t told you, has she? She’s never actually told you.’

			That brought Eliza up short. ‘Told me what?’

			‘That . . .’ His shoulders sank again. He could barely look at her, glancing instead over at his badly painted van. ‘On second thoughts, yes, let’s sit in the van. Have a proper chat, rather than—’

			‘Just tell me,’ she broke in, unable to bear stringing this out any longer. ‘Please. Whatever it is.’

			‘Okay,’ he said heavily. ‘Well . . . bottom line is, I’m not your dad. That’s why we broke up, me and her. All right? I’m sorry, love,’ he added, his brown eyes moist all of a sudden. ‘I was devastated. Because . . . you know.’ His voice had become gruff. ‘Because I really liked being your dad. But . . .’

			She blinked because his words were hitting her belatedly. I’m not your dad. All right? No, she was not all right. Each word was like a sledgehammer, battering the breath from her lungs. ‘You’re not . . .’ she croaked before breaking off. ‘Well, who is, then? Who is my dad?’

			There was an air of apology, even mournfulness, about his shrug. ‘I’m not sure, Eliza. Sorry,’ he said again. ‘You’ll have to ask your mum. I’ve got no idea.’

			She scowled at him with new ferocity because what he was saying couldn’t possibly be true. It simply couldn’t. ‘I don’t believe you,’ she said. ‘God! Even now you still can’t be honest. You can’t admit that you’ve been a total shit to me and to her.’ She wheeled around on the spot, partly to avoid letting him see the hot tears that had suddenly swelled in her eyes. ‘Well, sod off, then. We don’t care. We don’t need you anyway!’

			

			Marching away, something seemed to crack inside her. The hopeful buoyancy that had propelled her this far crumbled abruptly to rubble, leaving a paralysing disquiet in its place. It couldn’t be true, could it, what he’d said? Because who even was she, if not the daughter of Steve Pickering? What did this mean?

			‘Hey!’

			His shout took her by surprise and she stopped dead on the pavement. He was back in his van and had pulled up beside her, leaning out of the window. Her heart galloped, her hands squeezing into tight knots of expectation. ‘What?’

			He looked cross now. ‘Is it you who’s been leaving me all those made-up reviews, by the way?’

			Eliza rubbed her eyes, trying to dash away the tears. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ she managed to reply, nose in the air.

			‘I think you do,’ he said. ‘And I’d appreciate it if you could take them down. It’s not a game, all right? I’ve done nothing wrong. Ask your mum if you don’t believe me.’

			He drove away, leaving her standing there shaken, unable to breathe momentarily, the very ground seeming to shudder and fracture beneath her feet. His van disappeared around the corner and she was alone. She felt as if she were an image on a computer screen, disintegrating into pixels before reforming in a new, unknown shape; her old self gone, invalidated. But who remained?

			The wind rushed around her again, tugging at her long chestnut hair, and she shoved her hands in her pockets, bowed her head and began walking back to the bus stop. One last tear dripped from her chin on to the pavement and she gave an angry sniff. She had come here hoping for answers but had been left facing more questions than ever. So now what?

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			While her daughter fumed tearfully on the bus back from Whitby, Lara Spencer was at work, sitting as usual in the passenger seat of her dual-control car, as one student after another stalled the engine, crunched the gears or, if she was lucky, pootled slowly and without incident around the quiet backstreets of Scarborough. When she’d initially trained to be a driving instructor, she had optimistically imagined herself jaunting about all over the place, but in truth, she tended to patrol the same old suburban estates week in, week out. Driving for a living but never actually getting anywhere, endless three-point turns in silent cul-de-sacs: that was about the sum of Lara’s life, really. But look, it paid the mortgage, it meant she could keep herself and Eliza warm and fed, and that was all that mattered. Right?

			On this particular Thursday afternoon, eighteen-year-old Jake Watson was having his lesson and he was always entertaining company, if sometimes eccentric. ‘Have you ever, like, tried to kill someone with your eyes?’ he asked, midway round a roundabout, as if to confirm Lara’s private opinion of him.

			‘Indicate left now,’ she replied. ‘Next exit. That’s it.’ She waited until he was safely through the junction before returning to his inquiry. ‘Say that again. You were asking me about, er, killing people? With my eyes?’

			‘Yeah,’ he said, jerkily changing gear from second to third. ‘You know, by really staring at them? Like this—’

			‘Eyes on the road, Jake,’ she said automatically as he swung his head towards her, presumably to demonstrate. Christ, a death glare was the last thing you wanted when you were trying to teach a young person how to operate a heavy piece of machinery moving at thirty miles an hour. ‘Concentrate on what you’re doing. Check your mirror. Look – the car behind you is overtaking.’

			He tutted. ‘Someone’s in a hurry,’ he said, sounding more like a critical fifty-something than a teenager. ‘Idiot’s breaking the speed limit, too.’

			She hid a smile at his self-righteous tone. ‘Thank goodness you’re far too sensible a driver to even think about doing such a thing.’

			‘I know, right? Anyway – have you?’

			‘What, tried to kill someone by staring at them? No,’ she said firmly. Amusement rose in her nonetheless. This was what she knew of Jake Watson so far: he lived in a pleasant street of 50s-built bungalows where people tended their front gardens and kept their cars gleaming. His mum sometimes waved him off from the doorway and on more than one occasion had been wearing an apron, indicating a bout of pastry-making or some other domestic goddessery. So far, so pedestrian – and yet here he was now, asking her innocently, startlingly, about killing people. Despite her instinct that this could be straying into inappropriate conversational realms, she was intrigued enough that it was impossible not to ask, ‘Why, have you?’

			He shrugged. ‘I mean, I gave my French teacher a seizure with a look, back in Year 10, so . . . you know. Kind of, I guess. It was pretty bad.’

			‘Gosh.’ Lara gently took the wheel where he was starting to drift across the central road markings. ‘Stay in lane,’ she said, guiding him back. ‘Let’s try not to kill anyone today, eh?’

			

			He made a pleased sort of sound through his nostrils. Heavens, he was adorable, she thought to herself. She especially liked the kooky kids she came across, the ones who were so themselves, so other to the rest of the crowd. She couldn’t help wondering how the saintly, apron-wearing Mrs Watson dealt with such conversations though. ‘How’s college going?’ she asked now in order to change the subject. ‘What are your plans for next year?’

			This was one thing about teaching teenagers that she loved: the fact that they all had their big life hopes glittering like beacons ahead of them. They talked to her about university applications, about apprenticeships, applying for jobs and training courses. Some shyly mentioned boyfriends and girlfriends; one boy a few years ago had come out to her before he’d even told his parents. Of course, it wasn’t all dreams and wishes – there were painful situations, too; she’d noticed what looked like self-inflicted cuts on more than one student’s arm and had wondered with anguish what misery must lurk in the shadows of their lives. Others poured out their sadnesses to her: first relationships faltering, parents separating, exam stress and disappointments. Last year, there had also been one girl, Romilly, who’d become thinner and thinner with each passing week, until she’d eventually passed out at the wheel, weak from starving herself for so long. She’d had to stop lessons and Lara hadn’t heard from her since.

			For students undergoing such difficult times, she consoled herself that she was at least teaching them a valuable life skill, one that could make a real, practical difference to their lives. On the whole, it was hard not to become very fond of most of her clients; she adored their general resilience and spirit.

			Take Jake, for instance. Here he was, telling her enthusiastically of his plans to study marine biology, followed by a tub-thumping sermon on the joys of fish. ‘I mean, people think that fish are just, like, cold, right? That they don’t have any feelings or much of a brain. But they’re so interesting,’ he said, accelerating triumphantly out of a successful three-point turn.

			‘I’ll take your word for it,’ Lara replied, smiling to herself. She felt a small stab of envy though, as she often did when hearing about her students’ aspirations – especially as becoming a driving instructor had definitely not been a career ambition back when she was a teenager. Her dreams then had been of escaping her quiet Cumbrian town for the bright lights of London, becoming a journalist, working in busy, gossipy offices full of interesting twenty-somethings, wearing black, having excellent hair and drinking red wine in bohemian bars. And, to be fair, for a number of years, she’d managed all of those things, and more. Until—

			A siren was wailing behind them, an ambulance with its blue lights flashing. ‘Okay, slow down, move over to the left, you need to give way,’ she instructed Jake.

			‘The feds are coming for me!’ he cried, forgetting to slow down in his thrill as he flung the car over.

			‘Foot on the brake,’ she said as the ambulance loomed in her rear-view mirror, its siren in crescendo. ‘Brake!’ She had to stamp on her own brake pedal, jerking the car to a stop as the other vehicle hurtled past, resisting the urge to cross herself, like her mother always did whenever she saw an ambulance or funeral procession. Lara wasn’t all that superstitious but she knew that life could surprise you, and not always in a good way.

			‘Sorry,’ said Jake, chastened.

			‘And we call them “police” in this country anyway,’ she teased as he recovered himself. ‘Or actually, if it says “ambulance” across the top of the vehicle in big letters, “paramedics”. Okay, straighten up and let’s go again.’

			They were trundling around the northern outskirts of Scarborough, the town that had been home to Lara and Eliza for the last eighteen years. She’d moved here amidst a flurry of big life changes; leaving her job and her small shared flat in North London five months’ pregnant, in order to make a new, fingers-crossed start with Steve. Since then, life had taken a slower turn and she’d settled into the place, loving its big skies, sandy beaches and old-fashioned seafront. Unable to pursue her fashion journalist career here – at the time of moving, the internet was still in its infancy and the scene very much London-centric – she had trained as a driving instructor as a stop-gap role, plucking the notion pretty randomly from the air when her relationship fell apart and single motherhood demanded back-up plans. What else could she do, besides write about the season’s new hemlines and trouser styles? Drive. That was about it. Okay, she’d thought, signing up for a course – she would give it a whirl as an interim measure, then return to journalism once the dust had settled. Somehow or other though, fifteen years later, here she was, still booking lessons and arranging tests, motoring up and down the same roads, as the sun went on rising and setting, and the seasons wheeled slowly around her. It was early spring now, with its heavy rain showers and fresh winds; the time of year when every student of hers familiarised themselves with the windscreen wipers pretty quickly.

			‘How are you ever going to meet a new man, though, teaching teenagers to drive all day?’ her best friend Heidi tutted now and then, and it was true, Lara did spend most of her time with young people, the small confines of the car scented with their cheap perfumes and hair products. There was no flirty office banter when you were a driving instructor, no watercooler chat with attractive colleagues to get your pulse racing. How did other people meet their soulmates anyway? It all seemed so random. Heidi, for instance, had got chatting to her now-husband Jim purely by chance when they’d been given seats next to each other at a Violent Femmes gig twenty years ago. Lara’s brother Richie had met his husband Jordan at a bus stop in Sheffield following a train cancellation; these days they lived in Auckland together and had recently celebrated their tenth wedding anniversary. To think that such perfect couples had only met because they had been allocated certain tickets from a concert venue or were meant to be catching a particular train . . . it blew Lara’s mind, actually, to think that these paths could so easily never have crossed at all. And what if you had met your soulmate, only to have lost them almost immediately? Maybe it was better not to dwell on that.

			 

			She found herself thinking about Jake and his love of marine biology as she made her way home at the end of the day. He’d told her about a phenomenon called ‘mouth-brooding’, where certain species of fish incubated their eggs in their mouths, which often meant the parent fish not being able to eat, presumably for fear of swallowing their own offspring. The sacrifices made by parents – humans and fish alike! She wondered how it must feel when the parent fish eventually dared release their young, in the hope that they could survive alone, swim safely away. Then she gave a hollow laugh, recognising her own projection. No surprises where that particular train of thought was coming from. This autumn, exam results permitting, her daughter Eliza would be heading off to university and leaving her mother behind. While Lara was excited for her that the world was about to open up so thrillingly, she couldn’t deny that she also felt a stomach-turning dread at the prospect of being completely alone for the first time in years. Sometimes in the dead of the night she lay awake, the same old questions looping around her mind. What would she do to fill the evenings and weekends? How would she manage in a silent, empty house, with no one to chat to about the day, to laugh with, groan over trashy TV, nag about leaving wet towels on the bathroom floor for the millionth time? She thought again of her mum, who allotted different chores to each day of the week so that she always had ‘something to look forward to’. This was not a future Lara wanted for herself. But how else should she fill the absence Eliza would leave? Who was she, without her child?

			‘Hi love,’ she called, letting herself in to their small semi, a mile or so out of town. Up on the hill, there was a sea view from the bathroom window if you leaned out far enough, and a sky full of swooping gulls. Tonight she was greeted by a thud of loud music from upstairs – presumably this meant Eliza’s migraine had abated. ‘I’m home!’ Lara shouted, but no reply came.

			Ah well. She’d make a start on dinner. Eliza babysat every Thursday evening for the Partridges, three doors down, so there wasn’t much time to cook anything elaborate, just some noodles and a stir-fry, she decided. She made a fuss of the cat, then washed her hands, switched on the radio and began chopping an onion. The news was being read and she frowned as she heard one story about a sinkhole in China, where a busy road junction had just cratered out of sight with no warning. Fifty metres deep, the newsreader said in sober tones. An entire bus and several other vehicles had been swallowed up, with the number of casualties unconfirmed as yet.

			It gave her pause, her hand momentarily still on the knife, as she tried to imagine how it would feel to have the road suddenly collapse like that. Would you even have time to process what was happening as you plunged into the crevasse? Would you pray, scream, clutch at the person next to you on the bus seat? She visualised the terrible crash of impact, followed by the moments of stunned silence immediately afterwards, the startled cries of birds as they scattered above the scene.

			Shuddering, she resumed chopping, only for Eliza to burst into the room, looking stormy. ‘Hi,’ Lara said, taken aback. ‘Is everything okay?’

			The question was met by a disdainful snort. ‘Is everything okay, she says,’ Eliza commented sardonically to the air around her as if a vast TV studio audience were hanging on her every word. ‘Well, no, actually, everything is not okay, Mother. Starting with you, lying to me – that’s really not okay.’

			Lying? This didn’t sound like the preamble to a standard moan about missing tights or Lara having failed to iron a top she’d promised to. ‘What do you mean?’ she asked, plucking a clove of garlic and peeling off its papery outer layer.

			‘I didn’t have a migraine today,’ Eliza announced. ‘I had a little day trip out instead, all by myself. Want to guess where I went?’

			Lara put the garlic down and stared blankly at her. She had no idea where this was heading. ‘Why don’t you just tell me?’ she suggested.

			‘I went to Whitby,’ the girl said, pacing across the floor, ponytail swinging behind her, fists clenched. ‘I saw Dad. Or should I say Steve?’

			Okay, so this was unexpected. And alarming too. Why was Eliza calling him Steve? Did this mean . . . ? ‘What—?’ she began but her daughter was already speaking over her.

			‘Because he’s not my dad, is he? He told me, so you can drop the act now.’ Eliza’s voice shook with emotion, her wide grey eyes full of accusation. ‘Have you any idea how embarrassing that was, by the way? That he had to tell me, in the middle of the street, that he wasn’t really my dad? Can you even imagine how I felt at that moment?’

			Lara had to put both hands down on the worktop because here was her own personal sinkhole, weakening the ground beneath her, threatening to drag her down. The secret she had buried for so long, and so carefully, now exposed to the open air for the first time in years. Her breath seemed to seize in her lungs. ‘I’m sorry,’ she managed to say. ‘That must have been horrible.’

			‘Oh, you think?’ Eliza’s sarcasm was belied by the fact that her face was turning red, just as it always had when she was a small girl and trying not to cry. It pained Lara to register this. ‘Correct! It was horrible. It was fucking awful, Mum!’

			Lara gulped. ‘I’m really sorry,’ she said again, aware of how weak the words sounded, how woefully inadequate.

			‘Well, guess what, that’s not good enough,’ Eliza retaliated. She was Lara’s height, five foot six, and stood opposite her, bristling with such ferocity that Lara took a step back. ‘You can’t apologise your way out of this one. You let me think Steve was my dad – and that he didn’t care enough to have anything to do with me. You let me think that, even though it’s not true. That’s really shitty, Mum. That is just . . . wrong.’

			Lara closed her eyes briefly, wishing there was something she could say to turn the situation round, an explanation she could produce that might make this better. But there was nothing. Because it was shitty. It was wrong. She’d always had to live with that knowledge. ‘I—’

			‘Don’t say you’re sorry again because I don’t want to hear it. I’m not interested in you being sorry.’ Hatred was practically radiating out from Eliza’s pores and it pierced Lara to her very marrow. ‘I’m just so . . . hurt. You know? So fucking hurt that you have been lying to me all this time. I thought you were better than that!’

			The words stung like a slapped face. Lara’s hands trembled so violently she had to clutch them together. She didn’t know what to say other than sorry, but if she dared bleat that out for a third time, her daughter’s anger might become incandescent. But how could she explain? ‘It didn’t start as a lie,’ she mumbled, her face flooding with heat.

			Eliza stared at her, allowing the words to hang between them. ‘It didn’t start as a lie?’ she repeated. ‘What the hell does that even mean?’

			Lara dropped her gaze to the scuffed lino floor. It meant that, all those years ago, when she’d told Steve she was pregnant and he’d assumed the baby was his, she had kept silent when a more honest person would have corrected him with a ‘might be’. She had agonised over the omission, truly grappling with the ethics of the dilemma, but at the time she’d had very few choices. Steve had effectively been offering to rescue her from a difficult situation; he was a decent, steady bloke, trying to be responsible. Sure, had things been different, he’d have remained merely a drunken, consoling encounter during a bad patch and nothing more; she never would have bothered seeing him again. This was not how the dice fell though – and so she’d made a go of it with him, for better or worse. In retrospect, for worse.

			‘It means that I thought you were his,’ Lara replied, low-voiced. The old shame surged through her, forcing her to add the muttered caveat, ‘Well, probably anyway. I hoped you were.’

			

			This was greeted by a long, sarcastic whistle. ‘Probably, she says. Probably. Jesus Christ, Mum, do you know how you sound? This is . . . I can’t believe it. Poor Steve! I’ve spent all these years despising the man and now I actually feel sorry for him. I can’t believe—’

			Whatever it was Eliza couldn’t believe remained unspoken; she let out a noise that was somewhere between a scream and a growl, and threw her hands in the air. ‘So who is he, then? My real dad, who you’ve kept hidden from me my whole life? Were you ever going to tell me? Or was it more convenient for you to go on letting me think my dad hated me and wanted nothing to do with me?’ She was crying by now, tears rolling down her round freckled face. ‘Does everyone else know, by the way? Does Grandma know, and Uncle Richie? Is this some big family secret that you’ve all been keeping from clueless little Eliza?’

			‘No!’ Lara protested, even though yes, her mum did know – having moved down from Cumbria in the aftermath of Steve’s departure in an act of solidarity. And yes, okay, so Richie knew too, but that was because he was kind and wise, and a good person to talk to in a crisis. It wasn’t as if she’d gone round broadcasting her secrets to the world at large though. ‘Well – all right, they do know,’ she conceded in the next moment, wretched at the thought of another layer of untruths, ‘but it’s not like we’ve all been talking about it behind your back. It’s more that—’

			She couldn’t find the words to explain – were there any words good enough to explain? – but it didn’t matter because Eliza was yelling now, fists clenched by her sides. ‘How could you do this to me, Mum? I hate you for doing this!’

			At that precise moment, Lara hated herself too. If someone else had caused that blanching anguish on her girl’s face, the shocked tremor in her voice, she’d be going after them with a rolling pin, but she was the one to blame this time; she’d done that to her, the person she loved the most. She mentally turned the rolling pin on herself, beating herself up with her usual comparisons: that if she was any kind of proper mother, like the apron-clad Mrs Watson, this would never have happened. ‘Darling, I’m so sorry,’ she said again, but Eliza rounded on her before she could continue.

			‘Stop bloody saying that! If you were really sorry, we’d have had this conversation years ago. You wouldn’t have lied to me from the day I was born!’ She scrubbed at her face with a tissue, inadvertently smearing mascara around her eyes. ‘You still haven’t told me who he is, anyway. Or how I can find him.’

			Lara’s throat felt as if it were closing up and she had to force herself to swallow back the rearing tide of panic. Of course Eliza wanted to find him, to know about him. But she in turn felt so unprepared for the telling of this story, she had no idea how to begin. She steeled herself. ‘Listen, you’re upset, maybe this is not the time—’

			‘Oh, it’s the time, all right. I’m not waiting another eighteen years for further updates, Mum.’ Eliza perched on the table, folding her arms with a glare. ‘This ends tonight. You need to tell me now. Right now.’

			Lara’s knees seemed soft and unreliable, as if she might sag to the floor any second. ‘I don’t know where he is, I’m afraid,’ she said. An old film began playing in her head: starring her, running full pelt and tear-stained into Grand Central Station, before coming to a halt outside the Oyster Bar, her hands flying up to clutch her face in dismay. ‘It was over before I knew it,’ she said, her voice thick with regret even after so many years.

			‘What? So it was a one-night stand? After the times you’ve nagged me about being careful and respecting myself . . . God, Mum!’ Eliza slammed a fist down on the table, causing the salt and pepper pots to rattle nervously against one another. Then she exhaled loudly and asked in a quieter voice, ‘So who was he?’

			Lara bowed her head, trying to gather the pieces of herself back together. ‘His name was – is, presumably – Ben. Ben McManus,’ she replied eventually. It was like reciting an incantation, saying his name aloud after so long, and she almost expected him to materialise at the table on her command, like a storybook demon, complete with sulphurous smoke. ‘And he was from Cambridge originally, although when I met him, he’d been living in Glasgow, then London,’ she went on, pausing as a further wave of memories slapped against her. Him leaning over the table in that Greenwich Village bar, his handsome face animated under the too bright lights as they swapped life stories. The wide grey eyes that his daughter had inherited. ‘Just to complicate things, I met him in New York,’ she added.

			Eliza raised an eyebrow, briefly forgetting her fury. ‘What – so I was conceived in New York?’ she asked, interest piqued.

			‘Yeah. You were conceived in New York,’ Lara replied tonelessly.

			Hunched over her phone, Eliza’s fingers flew in a rapid burst of typing, then she held it up to show Lara the screen. ‘Which of these is him, then? Any of them?’

			Lara went over to see, feeling a mix of reluctance and intrigue. She had vowed never to look for him again, not to let him back into her life after what had happened. Whenever he had crossed her mind and she’d been tempted to look him up online, she had refused herself that knowledge. What was the point? It was sure to only rub salt in the wound. And yet now here she was, gaping at the sea of men’s faces on her daughter’s phone, arranged in a grid, like a bingo card or a digital police line-up.

			‘Well?’ prompted Eliza, unable to wait any longer. ‘So which Ben McManus do you think is my dad?’

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Kirsten Jensen was sitting at a packed, rowdy dinner table, having a moment of introspection. When you had as big and as noisy an extended family as she did (three sisters-in-law, would you believe, who came with an entire luggage carousel of accompanying baggage), being able to sit there amidst the crowd, smiling and apparently engaging with them while secretly chewing over matters of deep personal interest, was an extremely useful acquired skill. She was, by now, an expert.

			Charlotte, whose birthday it was, held court at the head of the table, still red in the face after cooking and serving two massive moussakas, glassy-eyed from wine, recounting a story about accidentally putting on a stranger’s bra after swimming that day, while everyone laughed along. Kirsten too, even though privately she was often horrified at Charlotte’s shambolic approach to life. That said, despite finding her husband’s sisters all pretty aggravating in their own ways (the dramas! The crises! The phone calls at all hours breathlessly recounting the latest saga!), she couldn’t deny there was something impressive about Charlotte’s apparently undampenable optimism. Look at her now, pantomiming her surprise at trying to squeeze into a bra three cup sizes too small followed by the awkwardness of being confronted by the woman whose bra it actually was. And yet this was Charlotte, who’d lost her dad as a teenager, been jilted at the altar by Alec Dunstable (the family still boycotted his butcher’s shop, almost fifteen years later), had had her house repossessed five years ago when her current idiot husband (she knew how to pick ’em) ran up massive gambling debts . . . Life kept throwing stuff at Charlotte and she kept gamely scrambling back on her feet, undaunted. Cheeks flushed, eyes shining, laughing uproariously as she reached the punchline of her bra anecdote.

			It made Kirsten wonder why she couldn’t tap into her own vein of contentment with such apparent ease. After all, compared to what Charlotte had been through, she had it made. Both her parents were still alive, she had a satisfying midwifery career and solid marriage, she lived in a nice house and had friends, hobbies and lovely holidays every year. You’d think all the ingredients would be there for life to be, if not a literal palm-tree-fringed paradise, then at least a cheering, stress-free existence. So why didn’t it feel that way?

			She’d been in the DIY superstore that afternoon when this thought occurred to her. In truth, it had been lurking close by for some time now, as each day ended with the usual perfunctory kisses in bed, after which she’d lie awake in the darkness with the uncomfortable nudging of the same old questions in her head. Is this it? Is this enough? Now, standing in front of shelves of overpriced, neutral-toned paint, the mood seemed to settle with a new heaviness on her shoulders as if her location was the very epicentre of her ennui, made real. God, just look at you. Choosing between magnolia and vanilla, like it actually matters which bland nothingy shade you paint the downstairs loo. Like that’s all your world has shrunk down to. Who cares?

			Her frustration over the limited colour palette must have shown on her face – maybe she had even groaned aloud – because a man nearby turned towards her. ‘All beige, really, aren’t they?’ he’d said, raising an eyebrow. ‘Beige with fancy names. Might as well call them “Boring Bastard” and be done with it, if you ask me.’

			Kirsten wasn’t usually one for striking up conversation with complete strangers in public places but she found herself laughing, because it was as if he’d read her mind. The man had a Geordie accent and looked a bit younger than her with scruffy brown hair and a trendy little beard. He’d spent longer on that crappy beard than the rest of him, she thought in amusement, taking in the knackered jeans and black sweatshirt. ‘From one “Boring Bastard” to another,’ she agreed, reaching out to pick up one of the tins. ‘Goose Egg’ it was called, which meant nothing to her. What was so special about a goose egg anyway, that you’d want its shade on your wall? She’d grown up in Milton Keynes; she was pretty sure she’d never even seen a goose egg before.

			‘Do you know, when I was a kid,’ he went on, ‘I always thought I’d paint my house red. Or striped. Or, you know, something really bright and interesting. Something fun! Why is it that when we reach adulthood, we all start choosing these dreary non-colours instead?’

			Kirsten smiled in a way that she hoped was polite yet not wholly encouraging. An elderly man in a green anorak further down the aisle was looking at them disapprovingly, as if they were breaking the silence of a library or a cathedral. And yet there was no denying that the Geordie guy had a point. ‘I used to love purple when I was a teenager,’ she heard herself reply. ‘I was a bit of a goth, mind, but all the same – my clothes were purple, my DMs were purple, even my hair was purple at one point. But now . . .’

			‘Now here we are, looking at bloody Linen White and Clotted Cream and No Personality,’ he said, gesturing contemptuously at the tins in front of him. ‘Sod it, I’m going retro after all. I’m too young to die a beige, middle-class death. I’m going to find some colours. Are you with me?’

			This was the moment Kirsten probably should have given him another polite smile, shaken her head and turned back to the sea of uninspiring neutrals. She was pretty sure there wasn’t even a shade called ‘No Personality’. But despite everything, his words were ringing a bell within her, activating some part of her that had been buried too long beneath thoughts about mid-price wine and Egyptian cotton sheets and yes, endless boring dinner party conversations. Suddenly she was sick of tepid, scared-looking colour schemes. ‘Yeah,’ she said impulsively. ‘I’m with you.’

			Kirsten snapped back to the room just as Charlotte reached her latest punchline and everyone burst out laughing again. She joined in hurriedly with a fake chuckle so that nobody would notice she hadn’t been paying attention. Were they still on bras, or had they moved on to something else? Had Charlotte swiped someone’s knickers this time? ‘Brilliant,’ she said to no one in particular, and wondered how long it was before they could leave. She was on earlies this week and by now – Thursday evening – her very bones felt as if they were too tired to hold her upright much longer. She glanced across the table at her husband, trying to catch his eye, but he’d been nobbled by Annie, whose head was close to his as she spoke – asking for something, at a guess. Charlotte pissed, Annie on the scrounge, her mother-in-law, Gwen, updating them at length on her usual ailments . . . they just needed Sophie now to dredge up a childhood argument or injustice, and it would be full house.

			Or maybe, Kirsten thought, struck by how mean-spirited she sounded in her own head, maybe she needed to lighten up. Get over herself. Stop seeing everything through the critical filter that seemed to have dropped before her eyes after discussing paint shades with the Geordie hipster. Because for some reason, he – Neil – had been popping up in her mind with a running commentary ever since she’d left the store and returned to her car (‘Does anyone actually yearn to drive a Vauxhall Vectra? I mean, did you? What sort of person chooses the most boring car on the road anyway?’). She’d heard him again as she paused outside her front door (‘Is that it? I’m not being rude, but does this building say Dream Home to you? Because it looks pretty dull from where I’m standing’) and now she was even imagining what he would have to say about Charlotte’s birthday party. (‘Well, this is wild, right? That anecdote about the broken fridge-freezer is really up there in my collection of life highlights.’)

			Was it possible to have an epiphany in the paint aisle of a DIY superstore? It seemed unlikely but look at her now, with her tin of unopened plum paint sitting like a small act of rebellion in the utility room back home, plus her dissatisfied eye tonight, flicking to and fro around the faces of her in-laws, around Charlotte’s ivory walls (‘Hey, is that Goose Egg?’ she felt like asking). She had washed up in a world of oatmeal carpets and double-glazed windows, with a safe husband who never surprised her any more, and suddenly all she felt like doing was running away from it all.

			She pictured herself leaping to her feet, striding for the door. ‘So sorry,’ she imagined calling back over her shoulder. ‘But I’ve realised I’m in the wrong life. I’m off to find out what happened to the real me, the Kirsten who used to have fun. Bye!’

			They would be confused, the lot of them. Charlotte might try to hug her and press the number of a psychotherapist into her hand. Annie would roll her eyes and mouth ‘attention-seeker’ across the table. Sophie would give one of her suspicious little frowns as if worried a trick was being played on her. Gwen would claim that the exact same thing had happened to her last week, only worse, and she had put it down to allergy-related hallucinations. As for Kirsten’s husband . . . would he notice? Would he try and stop her, even?

			Better not think about that.

			Back under the bright lights and canned elevator music of the DIY store, Neil had eventually chosen a can of bright turquoise paint for his kitchen. ‘This is the one,’ he’d said, hefting it down with a decisive air. ‘Perfect.’

			‘What’s your wife going to say about that?’ Kirsten had asked, hearing a certain archness in her tone, only to regret it in the next moment. She didn’t usually talk that way. Had she sounded too flirty?

			He looked her full in the face, and all the blood rushed dizzyingly to her head. ‘What wife?’ he asked, deadpan.

			She gulped. Clearly it had sounded too flirty, she thought, panic quickening inside. Way too flirty, and now his response was like a gauntlet thrown down. Your turn. She was too chicken to proceed any further though. The last scraps of her bravery were spent sliding the can of Iced Plum from the shelf.

			‘This one, I think,’ she mumbled, fixating on the label – matt emulsion interior paint – and nodding to herself as if to say, yes, this is definitely the only thing on my mind right now.

			‘I don’t have a wife,’ he said, apparently determined to hammer his point home. ‘Or a husband,’ he added with another twitch of his eyebrow when she dared look at him. They were very expressive eyebrows, she noted, feeling her cheeks turn hot. He could have conducted an orchestra with them, given the slightest encouragement.

			Well, she had given him enough encouragement, she decided. Perhaps too much. And now she needed to row back to the safety of shore. ‘Good to have that cleared up,’ she said, trying to disguise her embarrassment. ‘Anyway, nice to—’

			‘I’m Neil, by the way,’ he said, holding out a hand.

			She fumbled with the paint tin, swapping it into her left hand, feeling the plastic handle dig into her palm as she reached out to shake. ‘Kirsten,’ she replied. Her heart was actually starting to pound now, her back prickling with a sudden sweat. Alarm or excitement? It was hard to tell. Oh God. Where was this going? What was happening? It was as if something had been awoken in her with the press of his fingers. Some animal instinct raising its head, testing the air.

			‘Great to meet you, Kirsten,’ he said, his gaze direct, as if he could see right into her mind. His black sweatshirt had the words Landscape Legends printed on it in neon pink, she noticed distractedly, along with an illustrated pink spade (was he a gardener?), but then all she could think about was how strong and warm his hand was. Firm. Not clammy. A perfect specimen handshake, in fact.

			She disentangled herself abruptly. ‘You too. Thanks for the inspiration!’ Then she held up the Iced Plum, hoping that this gesture said, Our entire exchange has been about paint. Nothing more. ‘Good luck with your kitchen.’

			‘And you.’ His smile was wide and charming, his blue eyes crinkling at the edges, a dimple in his left cheek. Then he saluted. ‘Paint rebels of the world, unite!’

			With that, he was gone, whistling as he went to pay. Kirsten let out her breath in a gust of relief. There, she told herself. The end. As soon as he vanished around the end of the aisle, her mind scrambled to reframe the whole sequence merely as a funny story that had happened to her. Maybe something she could confess over dinner tonight even, laugh about, then file away. And you actually bought the paint? she imagined Charlotte hooting. Oh, Kirsten!

			She hesitated though, because then she was thinking about how grating she always found it, the way her sisters-in-law liked to ‘Oh, Kirsten’ her in that ever so slightly patronising way. Not least because Sophie was seven years younger than her, Annie couldn’t do a thing for herself, and Charlotte was the dictionary definition of a flake. Oh, Kirsten! As if she would never quite understand the McManus family ways; their glance-exchanging refrain othering her, keeping her apart from the tribe. The three sisters with their shared history and shared jokes, all mothers who seemed to love endlessly discussing their adored children in front of her, knowing that she had no such stories of her own to contribute. Oh, Kirsten! You’ll never be one of us! Perhaps this imagined response was why, despite her strong impulse to quietly replace the Iced Plum on its shelf and return shamefacedly to the beige selection for something more suitable, she didn’t do any such thing.

			Yes, Charlotte. I actually bought the sodding paint. What of it?

			‘Can anyone squeeze in dessert?’ Charlotte asked at that moment. ‘There’s the most amazing-looking birthday cake out there, thanks to Kirsten.’ She twinkled her eyes across the table at her, and there were a couple of smiling ‘Oooh!’s from the others. Kirsten suddenly felt mean for all her bitchy thoughts that evening, because on the rare occasions when the sisters extended their collective warmth to include her, she always experienced such a wave of corresponding pleasure, as if she was part of their family after all. Despite everything, she still longed to be included. Was that the curse of being an only child? Or a sign that she was tragically insecure?

			The main course over, there was a bustle of activity: plates cleared, drinks poured, Charlotte shouting unintelligibly from the kitchen about cream and ice cream. Kirsten seized the chance for a moment to herself and escaped to the downstairs loo, grabbing her phone from her handbag on the way. How was it possible that you could be in a room full of loud, jolly people and yet feel so alone?

			Once locked away, she exhaled, rolling her eyes at her flush-faced reflection, already thinking yearningly of her quiet, dark bedroom, of how her weary body would sink into the mattress later. Not long now, she reassured herself.

			Then, for some reason, she found herself typing Landscape Legends into the notes app on her phone and saving it. Just in case she ever needed it in future.
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