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The morning began as so many do in winter, with low-hanging fog and a smattering of frost. For weeks the sky has been the muted silver of a much-thumbed coin, but today the sun has broken through, laundering my little Cambridgeshire village with light.

As I walk the ten or so minutes to the pub, I relish this new brightness which has brought with it so much colour – red berries in a thicket of holly, a battalion of purple pansies in a window box, and perched on the wall outside the church, a blue tit, its head cocked inquisitively to one side.

I see David as soon as I cross the threshold of the White Swan. He is easy to spot, with his round bald head and those John Lennon-style glasses, which he wears balanced precariously on the end of his nose. In all the early family photos of him, Anna and myself, David has thick, black curls, much like my own, but his hair started to thin rapidly the year he turned forty, and now, at fifty-eight, there’s barely a strand remaining. Strangers used to comment on David’s hair when I was a child, telling me how fortunate I was to have inherited it. I always smiled away and allowed them their assumptions – in fact, I enjoyed hearing them. In the eyes of those people, I was a normal daughter, from a normal family, living a normal life.

I once read that the average human life has seventeen possible starting points. Some believe it begins at conception, others the moment of birth, while for a few the transition into adulthood marks the real beginning. I suppose our life is a story, and we are its author – therefore it’s down to us to decide which chapter means the most to us.

My own life began eight days after my fourth birthday – the day I found out I was adopted. I can’t remember how it felt before that, just being Evangeline Nash, a child who had no idea she had been given away by the one person who was supposed to cherish her the most, a mother whose name I don’t even know. In the quietest moments of the night, in that pause before the dawn arrives, I still search inside and try to find myself – the person I should have been.

‘There she is!’ David exclaims as I walk towards him. ‘You look lovely – what a nice dress.’

‘It’s a jumpsuit,’ I say, lifting one leg to the side like a tightrope-walker before accepting his enthusiastic hug of greeting. ‘They’re flattering, but an absolute nightmare when you need a pee.’

Stripping off in the ladies’ loo aside, it made a nice change to wear something other than leggings and a sloppy jersey today, so I’m touched that he has noticed the effort. It has been a good long while now since I have ventured out for lunch, and I even went so far as to apply a smear or two of make-up.

We spend the first few minutes discussing the mundanities of David’s life – his car MOT and the ongoing battle between the neighbour’s dog and his rose bushes. I remark on the ludicrous number of Christmas decorations that are up in the pub, and we deliberate over whether to order the Swan’s famous macaroni cheese or its triple-stacked BLT from the menu. I don’t argue when he offers upfront to pay, even though it stings to accept. I will get back to a place where I am earning again, but at the moment, it still feels a long way off.

‘So,’ he begins, when we both have a Diet Coke in front of us, ‘your big date is tonight, isn’t it?’

‘It is,’ I agree. Then, seeing him arch an inquisitive brow, ‘Why are you making that face?’

‘I’m just happy for you, poppet, that’s all. Billy is one of the good guys.’

David often makes these proclamations, telling me his opinion rather than asking me for mine. Anna told me once that he can’t help it – before he became a full-time author, he spent so many years teaching that his mannerisms and speech patterns were altered.

‘Well, don’t get too carried away,’ I inform him, allowing myself the flicker of a smile as I picture Billy. The idea of being on a date with him later is sending my mind down a helter-skelter, but it’s too late to cancel on him now.

‘It’s just a drink,’ I remind David. ‘Not a Happily Ever After.’

‘Yes, of course, I know that. I don’t want you to feel that I … Well, that is to say … What I mean is …’

David coughs to mask his discomfort, then reaches into the inside pocket of his blazer and extracts a small cloth. When he removes his glasses to polish them, however, he promptly drops them on to the floor, then bangs his head as he begins rooting around beneath the table.

I would usually have been amused by such a display, but as it is, I find his obvious unease disconcerting. David was once the person I relied on to have the answers to all my questions, but nowadays, he falters whenever he speaks to me – even over a subject as benign as my date with an old friend. In his eyes, I have transformed from my robust self into something fragile, a delicate china ornament that must be handled with the utmost care at all times, just in case I crack.

Since Anna died in a horse-riding accident last Christmas Eve, it has felt increasingly like David’s playing a part; he is A Father and Widower Who Is Coping, rather than his real, presumably wobbly self. Would it be different if he had fathered me in the traditional way? If we were related by blood, would we have a mutual understanding that allowed each of us to better support the other? I wish I could do more to help him, but then, I wish he could help me more, too.

Once the glasses have been restored to David’s face, I do my best to steer the conversation away from the subject of my dating life, and the two of us end up sharing a laugh as we recall a comical habit from my childhood. I was very fond of pulling my jumpers up over my face and pratting around the house unable to see, which led to many a collision with not only the furniture, but also two long-suffering cats and, while seated at the dining room table once, a plate of macaroni cheese hot from the oven. That one was messy.

I have just put my knife and fork together across my empty plate when David drops his bombshell, beginning with the fairly innocuous comment that he’s worried about me.

That makes two of us.

‘I’m fine,’ I say automatically, only to chastise myself for the lie. ‘What I mean is, I will be fine. I just need a bit more time, that’s all.’

I twist a thick wedge of hair furiously around one finger, wincing when it starts to shred.

‘It’s been almost a year,’ David continues, and immediately I feel the all-too-familiar stinging sensation behind my nose.

‘Oh, Genie.’ David sighs and reaches across the table to pat my shoulder. ‘I’m sorry, sweetheart. I shouldn’t have brought it up.’

I shake my head and look down at my knees rather than at him. I have already learned that seeing my own pain reflected back in his expression does nothing at all to lessen it.

‘It’s OK,’ I mutter. ‘I don’t want you to feel like you can’t talk about it.’

David sits silently while I discreetly cry out this latest batch of tears, his fingers rubbing soothing circles on my hands. It’s only when I stop and bring my eyes up to meet his that I see the fear in them. He has something else that he needs to tell me, but suddenly, I don’t want to hear it.

I move my hands out of his grasp and lean back, gripped by an urge to flounce away from him, just as I would have done as a teenager. I tormented David and Anna from the age of thirteen right through to eighteen, sneaking out after my bedtime, drinking, smoking, even dabbling once or twice in recreational drugs. And I delighted in inviting boys home and locking my bedroom door behind us – a practice that was strictly against David’s rules. How bold I felt, when really, I was lost. It’s obvious to me now that I was oh-so angry at my displacement within the world, when what I should have been was grateful – happy to be as cherished as I was by my adoptive parents.

‘I can’t just sit here and watch while you allow your life to fall completely apart,’ David says quietly, his tone sympathetic rather than severe. ‘This is the first time you’ve been out for a meal in months,’ he adds, gesturing around. ‘And what about your job – are you ever going to go back?’

I shake my head once, the gesture unequivocal.

‘I can’t,’ I say. ‘I just can’t be there. I can’t be anywhere near there. I’m sorry that I’m not paying my way – I will get a job somewhere else.’

‘Genie,’ he begins, and I know what he’ll say next: money is not the problem, never has been since he wrote all those books about another girl called Evangeline; since he turned my forlorn start in life into the Evangeline And … series for other children to enjoy. It’s that Evangeline who has kept a roof over our heads, who settles the utility bills, puts food in the fridge and pays for the artwork on the walls of our home. She is the real star of our family.

‘It’s time we had a chat about your real mother,’ David blurts out.

I feel the blood drain from my cheeks. Whatever I thought he was going to say, I never would have guessed it would be this. The official line regarding my birth parents has always been the same: that my mother was a friend of an acquaintance, a girl who got herself into trouble when she was too young to cope, while my father was simply some random that she hooked up with – perhaps even one of many – who was never in the picture and never wanted to be. David and Anna stepped in to help because they so longed for a baby. There has never been any suggestion she was a person they knew – or even met. I know her name must be on my original birth certificate, but I have never seen it, nor have I ever wanted to. The only one I care about is the reissued version, which has David and Anna down as my parents. For a moment, all I can do is mouth uselessly, my emotions veering violently from shock to anger to downright alarm.

David has turned pale at the look on my face – an expression that warns him to stop talking. I cross my arms and jut out my chin, my posture radiating anger. Before I can muster an appropriate reply, however, he takes another deep breath and adds, ‘I know who she is and I know where she is, too. I have always known.’

‘You WHAT?’

I can’t believe that I am hearing this.

‘You always said you had no idea where she went after I was born,’ I storm.

‘I know,’ he agrees, looking sheepish. ‘Anna and I told you that we didn’t know any details, but we did. I’m so sorry, darling – but we thought we were doing the right thing, by her and you, by not revealing the extent of it all. But now that everything’s changed, I think it’s time you knew more. At least let me tell you her name?’

‘What if I don’t want to know?’ I retort. ‘What if I don’t want to know anything about that … that woman? It’s not as if she can replace Anna, is it? Nothing and nobody can do that, and you shouldn’t bloody well think they could!’

David sighs. He is not a big man, but my reaction has made him seem even smaller somehow. Despite my indignation, I feel something inside me give as I glare across the table at him. He has been so hurt already by my actions, yet here I go again, piling on more pain.

‘Why?’ I ask, and I have to clench my jaw to mask the tremble in my voice. ‘Why now?’

David looks at me for a moment. I can guess what he is about to say, and brace myself.

‘It’s because of Anna,’ he mutters, now close to tears himself. The waitress, who was approaching to clear away our plates, takes one look at him and veers off in the opposite direction.

‘Because she would hate seeing you like this – seeing both of us like this.’

I close my eyes, and the image of my adoptive mother fills the dark space behind them. Her soft, lined face, her warm smile and those kind, fawn-coloured eyes. God, I miss her. I miss her so much that it makes my breath catch in my throat.

‘The thing is, Genie, this is killing me – seeing you in this state. I feel like I’ve lost you, as well as her, and it can’t go on. Things can’t keep on the way they are, with you so miserable and shut off from the world, and the two of us tiptoeing around each other all the time. Something has to change, don’t you see that?’

‘No,’ I reply sulkily, even though I know he’s right.

‘I know that meeting Bo—’

A glare from me makes him falter.

‘Your birth mother,’ he corrects. ‘I know she won’t become a substitute for Anna, but meeting her might help you find your way back to yourself. Haven’t you ever wondered who she might be, or what she might look like?’

‘No, I haven’t,’ I snap, although David knows as well as I do that I’m lying.

‘And you do need to get out of the house,’ he says gently. ‘Get back into the world and remind yourself that there is still plenty to live for out there.’

‘Why do I need some random stranger to help me do that?’ I demand.

‘She’s hardly that,’ he counters quietly. ‘She’s your mother.’

‘I don’t want another mother,’ I tell him, my voice rising. ‘I want my mother.’

The tears come back then, and I let them. I sit motionless as they trickle over my cheeks and down my neck. David’s eyes behind his glasses are watery, but his expression remains determined. He has his educator hat on again, but the lesson he is trying to teach me is one I already know.

I can’t have what I want, because what I want is Anna. And Anna died because of me.




[image: Penguin walking logo]

2

I am fairly certain that, given the day I have just had, most people would probably cancel their evening plans. Finding out your adoptive parents have kept a huge secret from you throughout your entire life is catastrophic enough, but when you toss in the name and location of the woman who gave birth to you as well, it could surely be assumed that you would draw a line through any dates for the next month – let alone the following few hours.

At the very least, what I should be doing tonight is an online search for the woman who gave me up. Any normal person would be desperate to put a face to the name – especially if it’s one they’ve waited almost their entire life to hear.

I am not most people, though, and neither am I normal. So, instead, I have come back to the pub to meet Billy, and so far I have done a sterling job of convincing him – and myself – that there is absolutely nothing wrong with me.

‘Nice shot, Nash.’

Billy grins at me from across the pool table, and raises his half-empty pint glass in a salute. I have just potted three yellow balls off the break, and now I am limbering up for a fourth.

‘She shoots, she scores,’ I throw back, slamming the cue so hard against the white that it ricochets forwards and sends two of Billy’s red balls hurtling across the floor of the pub.

‘Whoa there!’ Billy laughs as he tries and fails to catch them. ‘Any harder and you’ll take out the windows.’

It is not the first time the two of us have played pool together in this setting – it could easily be the two-hundredth – but none of the previous occasions was an official date. This is the first of those, and it’s every bit as weird as I hoped it wouldn’t be.

‘Two shots,’ I say, taking the opportunity to get stuck into my glass of white wine. I have been avoiding alcohol at home, but this evening it feels necessary. Anything that can ease this awful feeling of having the rug yanked out from under me is worth a punt – or a pint. Now if only they sold wine in those …

Billy always looks rather ridiculous when he is bent over the pool table. He has the body shape of one of those inflatable air dancers that you sometimes see outside car dealerships, all lanky limbed and square-headed. That is not to say that my old friend is not attractive, however, because he very much is. He has amiable pale-grey eyes, a liberal spray of Irish freckles and masses of conker-brown curls, not to mention the metabolism of an Olympic sprinter. Before we started this game, I watched him inhale a bacon double cheeseburger with all the sides, and now he’s tucking into a bag of salt-and-vinegar crisps.

‘Want one?’ he offers.

My mouth is full of wine, so I decline with a shake of my head, deciding privately that there’s no way he can be expecting a kiss at the end of the night. Not even Billy would be foolish enough to season his mouth with such a strong flavour if he thought there was any chance of it coming into contact with mine. He does keep glancing over at me, though, perhaps not in a suggestive way, but more with an expression of concern.

I made a pact with myself after my disastrous lunch with David that I would put on a stoic face during this date. It’s not that I don’t trust Billy or don’t want to share things with him; it’s more that I need to be the old me tonight – to prove not only to myself but to David, too, that I am getting on with my life. I don’t need an intervention in the shape of my so-called real mother – I am going to get through all this grief and guilt on my own terms.

It would not have been fair of me to turn up and dump these latest woes on to Billy – he knows me as the girl who punctuates her sentences with laughter, the prankster who teaches the youngsters down at the stables how to bury the toes of their riding boots into the soft surface of the indoor school, then cartwheel right out of them. It’s that Genie he fancies, not the shadow of what Anna’s death has left behind.

‘Genie?’

I look up to find Billy right beside me.

‘Sorry – what?’

‘Your go.’ He gestures to the table. I have two balls left, he has three.

I line up the first shot, squinting along the cue until I’m happy with the angle.

‘Shit,’ Billy mutters, as the ball thunks into the corner pocket.

‘Aaargh!’ he adds, as the final yellow sails effortlessly in after it.

I only have one attempt at the black, but it’s all I need.

‘Victory!’ I declare, downing the remainder of my wine.

Billy suppresses a belch.

‘There I go again,’ he says with a smirk. ‘Being a proper gentleman and letting the lady win.’

‘Best of three?’ I ask, ignoring his comment, and Billy sighs.

‘Oh, go on then.’

I head to the bar for refills, ordering myself a shot of tequila, which I quickly slam while Billy’s back is turned. The alcohol is having the desired effect – my edges are beginning to feel fuzzy, and the awkwardness I felt when I arrived a few hours ago is slowly being extinguished. Perhaps I do fancy my friend the farrier after all? Maybe Anna was right.

My adoptive mother adored Billy. Whenever she and he happened to be at Mill House Stables at the same time, she would make a beeline for him, and I would often catch them talking about me. It was obvious from the way Anna giggled and looked over in my direction, and I knew what she was saying without needing to eavesdrop – she was telling Billy that he should persevere. That eventually, I would realise how great he was and fall madly in love with him.

My late mum was nothing if not a romantic fantasist, and I know that the real reason I’m here on this date – if I can even call it that – is because I want to make her happy in some small way. There is so much I have to make up for, but I have no idea how to begin.

Shrugging off my melancholy, I venture back to the table and listen while Billy tells me a funny story about his father’s retirement plans, which to date have included pottery, ju-jitsu, birdwatching, and now, apparently, he’s adding pond-building to the list.

‘He spent all of Sunday digging the hole, then found out how much it was going to cost to line it with sand and scrapped the whole project. I think my mum might bury him in it!’

Billy’s dad hung up his blacksmith’s hammer in August, handing the reins of his business over to his eager protégé. I have known the family since I first started learning to ride, back when my legs were too short to reach the stirrups, and it has been a case of one amusing anecdote after another ever since.

I make it through three more victorious games of pool and two more illicit orders of tequila before my carefully constructed armour begins to chink. Knowing me as well as he does, it doesn’t take Billy long to notice that I have fallen silent, and that I’m not biting my lip because I’m concentrating on the game, but in order to stop myself from crying.

‘You’re regretting saying yes to this date now, aren’t you?’ he asks.

‘I would never regret spending time with you,’ I tell him honestly. ‘You’re one of the people I like most in the world.’

Billy reddens at that, the colour spreading across his cheeks and down his throat.

‘People you like?’ he repeats, a note of reluctant resignation in his tone as I reach for my glass of wine.

I know what he wants me to say. He wants me to admit that I like him in more than a friendly way, that I agreed to come here tonight because I feel the same way that he does, because I want to be more to him than just that daft and haphazardly blundering lass from the stables with the hair that’s nearly long enough to sit on. The girl who shares her Pot Noodle with him when he takes a break from shoeing the horses and makes him cups of instant coffee on cold winter mornings. I almost wish I did love Billy in that pure and passionate way, because then it would all be so easy.

The memory of my lunch with David hits me hard, landing like hooves in the centre of my chest.

‘Genie?’

Billy has finished his pint and wants to know if he should get another. He is one of my dearest friends, but when I look up at him and see the unmistakable glimmer of hope in his eyes, all I want to do is run away, back to the security blanket of home, where I am free to wallow as much as I want. I feel uncomfortable here now, but it’s not because I’m on a date with Billy – it’s because I actually hate pretending to him that everything is fine. He deserves better than this fake version of me, and this clown act that I’m having to put on tonight is exhausting.

Lifting my glass of wine, I drain it forlornly.

‘Come on,’ says Billy, his fingers warm in the crook of my arm.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say, returning once again to the word I seem to use more often than any other these days.

Billy shakes his head, deflecting my apology.

‘Don’t worry,’ he says. ‘I get it, Genie – you don’t have to explain.’

I’m not sure I would even know how, but I don’t say as much to him.

Billy looks at me without a trace of disgruntlement. His concern, as ever, seems purely to be focused on how I feel, and what I want. Not for the first time, I feel lucky to have such an incredible friend. I certainly don’t deserve him.

‘To be continued, Nash,’ he says, grinning at me as he pushes all the remaining balls into the nearest pockets. ‘Get your coat on and I’ll walk you home.’
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It is the day after David pulverised me with his revelation, and Hayley is running late.

My best friend has many talents, but timekeeping is definitely not one of them – it’s one of the many things we have in common, our chaotic disorganisation. She said that she would aim for just after four p.m., and it’s almost five now, the December sky beyond my windows an inky black. As soon as I reach for my mobile to call her, however, I hear the distant chime of the doorbell, followed shortly by the muffled sound of David’s voice, then feet on the stairs.

I have been friends with Hayley Thomas ever since the summer of our very first Pony Club Camp. Back then, she was saddled with a rotund and very greedy piebald pony called Boris, while Anna and David had arranged for me to loan out a chestnut gelding named Fox, who jumped like a stag but spooked at everything.

On day two, I was studiously warming up for the under-tens’ showjumping competition when a bystander noisily opened a packet of crisps. Fox shot off sideways in fright, only to collide heavily with a rather exuberant Boris, who had also clocked the exciting packet and was determined to eat the contents. Hayley, who was up on his back, had pulled one of her reins to slow him down just as I yanked my own, and the two of us had collided in the air like skittles, our ears left ringing inside our hard hats as we struggled to regain control of our respective steeds.

From that moment onwards, we barely left each other’s side at Camp. Hayley has always been able to make me laugh, but she has also listened, supported, berated and been there to hold my hand – or my hair back – as required, just as I have been for her. She is the only person I have told about my lunch with David. Immediately, she suggested that she should come over today so we could talk it all through.

‘I’m so sorry!’ she says now, giving me a repentant smile as she closes my bedroom door behind her and hurries towards where I’m sitting to give me a one-armed hug.

‘The men came to remove the muck heap just as I was getting in the car, and I couldn’t risk leaving them to their own devices,’ she explains, pulling off her thick woolly hat with such vigour that strands of her hair stand up in the static.

Hayley is tall, lean and blonde, much like a sunflower, while I am petite, rounded and dark-haired, not unlike a blueberry.

‘Don’t worry about it.’ I wave away her apologies. ‘I bought a cake – do you want some?’

Hayley’s eyes widen in delight as she eyes the box on my bedside table.

‘Is that lemon drizzle?’ she asks, grinning as I confirm that it is. ‘Thank God for that – I’m bloody starving!’

Like Billy the burger-gobbler, Hayley is always hungry – a trait that I often tease her she inherited from Boris. But unlike her chubby first pony, my friend never seems to gain much weight. Then again, I never used to either – not until I stopped working at the yard. When you’re putting in twelve hours of manual labour a day, only really sitting down when you’re in the saddle, then you quickly burn off all and any calories you ingest – even those that originated in cake.

After I have cut her an enormous slice, Hayley tells me between mouthfuls that her younger brother Mike has quit his degree course for the third time in as many years.

‘Honestly, I don’t know why he doesn’t just get a job like I did.’

Hayley and I both swerved university and went to agricultural college instead. Being riding instructors is all either of us ever wanted to do, so it seemed pointless to pursue anything else. Now that I can’t see myself ever doing it again, however, I’m at a loss as to what else to try. It’s been more than eleven long months since I turned my back on the job that I once loved, and I haven’t so much as looked at an application form since. I know Hayley worries about me, just as David does, but I can’t seem to motivate myself into doing anything about it.

‘So, are you going to tell me how your date with Billy the Kidder went?’ Hayley asks, licking lemon icing off her fingers. ‘Or are you going to make me guess? Hang on – I know! He’s a terrible kisser? Or worse – he’s terrible at the other stuff and you were forced to call a halt halfway through.’

‘Stop!’ I implore, lobbing a stuffed-dog toy at her. ‘Nothing happened.’

‘Boo to that,’ she pouts. ‘Since when do you kiss and not tell?’

‘When I don’t even kiss,’ I reply, and Hayley cocks her head to one side.

‘Oh dear,’ she says. ‘And there was me thinking he might have got down on one knee or something – we both know how bananas he is about you.’

‘Perhaps not any more,’ I reply with a sigh. Then, as Hayley gives me a questioning look, ‘It’s a good thing, really. Now I know for sure that we really are just friends – that’s all we’ll ever be, and that’s fine.’

‘Poor old Billy,’ laments Hayley, helping herself to another slice of cake. ‘But I suppose you can’t force yourself to fancy him.’

Never able to sit still for more than a few minutes at a time, Hayley gets up off the bed and begins to prowl around the room, picking up and examining first a lipstick, then a necklace, before coming to a halt in front of my bookcase. Battered Jilly Cooper novels sit squashed beside the Enid Blyton adventure stories that I devoured growing up, while the shelf below groans under the weight of my Evangeline And … collection.

I watch as Hayley pulls out the first book in the series and flicks through the pages, smirking at the sight of my literary counterpart.

Right from the start, Anna and David wanted me to see my adoption as a positive thing, and he always made sure that I knew the character of Evangeline the time-travelling adventurer was based on me. Rather than paint her as someone tragic and lost, David had made her a pioneer. Evangeline had been chosen to lead a bigger life than the one she was born into, one where her intrepid spirit and natural courage could help others. This was all very well and made for a series of fun stories, but it also left me forever trying my best to match up to my literary twin.

I had enjoyed the notoriety at first. The Evangeline And … books began to take off when I was in my final year at primary school, a time when being the centre of attention suited me just fine. It was only when the film rights sold, and four big-budget movies were made during my tricky teenage years, that the comparisons started to rankle. I no longer wanted new acquaintances to know that this globally recognisable character was based on me, because they would inevitably look at me differently once they did. It felt almost as if they would stop trying to get to know the real me. I resented the assumptions they made, not to mention their misguided envy, and as the years passed, I started to dislike the character.

The larger the Evangeline And … brand grew, the further I retreated. I went from being the noisy centre of a large circle of friends to spending every spare minute at the stables. Horses judge you purely on your own merits, and I found that most of the people working at the yard had little interest in stories about time-travelling children. There are no airs and graces when you spend the vast majority of your time shovelling manure, and while my family might have been well off as a result of my fictional frenemy’s fame, I never acted as if I was, or took advantage of the fact. I think Anna and David did desperately want to spoil me, but aside from delighting in their decision to support my riding obsession with a series of ponies, I resisted their offers of holidays abroad and a new car. The way I saw it, I had a roof over my head, parents who loved me, a handful of trusted friends, a job I was passionate about and a horse, called Suki, that I adored – I didn’t need or want anything else.

I look up to find Hayley staring at me, a look of concern beginning to take shape on her face. She has the lived-in skin of someone who spends every season outdoors, and her nails, like Billy’s, are framed with the remnants of ground-in dirt. My own hands were not dissimilar once, but the past year’s idleness has softened them.

‘You’ve gone pale,’ Hayley points out gently. ‘Were you thinking about your mum?’

‘Which one?’ I reply bitterly, and Hayley comes over to sit beside me again.

I already told her the headline facts over the phone: that my birth mother is a woman called Bonnie, and that David and Anna met her before they adopted me. She doesn’t know everything, though – I still have one last thing to reveal.

‘You said that David knows where she is?’ Hayley asks, and I nod.

‘He thinks I should go and see her, that it might help me get back to myself somehow – whatever that means.’

‘Wow.’ Hayley’s pale eyes are wide.

‘I know.’

‘That is huge. Are you going to go?’

My morning cup of tea is still sitting half finished on the floor, and I stare hard at the film that has formed across the top of it. Bringing my knees up to my chest, I wrap my arms around them in an attempt at comfort. When I woke up this morning, both my hands had pins and needles in them because I had been hugging myself so tightly in my sleep.

‘Honestly?’ I say, and Hayley murmurs encouragingly. ‘I don’t know. At first, I thought, “No, no bloody way.” But now I’m not so sure. David is adamant that it’s a good idea, and I do want to make him happy after everything he’s been through. But part of me also wants to meet her just so I can shout at her for giving me away in the first place – I guess part of me needs to have it out with her. And maybe if I do, I will feel better. But then again, I could end up feeling even worse than I do now, if that’s possible. Oh, I don’t know …’

My words falter as I realise how weak they sound, and how feeble I’m being about the whole situation.

‘This isn’t about David,’ Hayley observes. ‘It’s about you and what you need to do.’

‘David thinks my life is stuck on hold,’ I explain. ‘He seems to think that this woman, this stranger, can help me feel normal again. But how can that be? How can meeting the woman who abandoned me make me feel better about losing the one who wanted me?’

Hayley is shaking her head.

‘I don’t know, Genes.’

For a moment, we just look helplessly at one another, neither of us sure what to say.

Hayley takes a deep breath.

‘David is right about one thing, though,’ she says quietly. ‘About your life, I mean. It does feel like someone has pressed pause on it.’

There isn’t anything I can say to that.

‘Maybe meeting your birth mother is not what you need at all. Maybe what would really help you is coming back to work at the yard.’

‘I don’t think so,’ I sigh, pleating my quilt between my fingers so I don’t have to meet her eyes. ‘I honestly don’t think I could bear it. Too many memories, and too many empty spaces.’

‘Don’t you miss it?’ Hayley presses. ‘The horses, the people, the physicality of it all – me?’

All I can do is sit there, muted as I am by a mixture of exasperation at the situation and frustration towards my own emotions. I was three years old when I first sat on a pony, six when I began taking regular lessons, and nineteen when I began teaching others to ride. For so many years, horses were my passion, my main reason for getting out of bed in the mornings. But now, since I lost my own beloved Suki alongside Anna in such horrifying circumstances, I can barely bring myself to think about them, because it hurts too much.

Hayley jumps as a scatter of rain hits the skylight above us. It has been raining a lot recently, a series of downpours stripping the last of the late autumn leaves from the trees. Soon the landscape will look as it did the day Anna died, and I have no idea how I will bear it; how I will stand to feel the icy wind against my cheeks, and the sight of snow on the ground. My world has become a minefield of reminders, and I am powerless to escape it.

Or am I?

‘I’m sorry,’ Hayley says, looking from the skylight back to me, and I know how impotent those words must feel to her.

‘Do you remember how we used to talk about going backpacking together?’ I say then, noting her look of relief at the change of subject. ‘We had that map stuck up on the wall at the yard, and we used to plan our route while we cleaned all the tack.’

‘Of course I remember that,’ she says. ‘We ended up spending all the money we’d saved on those dressage saddles instead, didn’t we? I left mine over Magnum’s stable door and he chewed a hole in it, the cheeky beggar.’

I chuckle.

‘Why do you mention that now, anyway?’ she enquires, sliding a finger inside her thermal sock to scratch her foot. ‘Are you planning on taking a gap year a decade too late or something?’

‘Not exactly,’ I begin. ‘But there is something about this Bonnie woman that I haven’t told you yet.’

‘Oh?’ Hayley lets go of her foot and gives me her full attention.

‘She doesn’t live here in England,’ I tell her, pausing while Hayley takes this in. ‘If I really want to find her, then I’m going to have to travel much, much further away.’

Thoroughly intrigued now, Hayley scoots along the bed until half her bottom is resting on my toes.

‘How far are we talking?’

For a brief second, I look past her, towards where last year’s calendar hangs like a confession of guilt on the wall, still open on December, the month Anna died. If I went away, there would be no memories waiting to ambush me. If I got on a plane, I would swap a cold and harsh winter for a warm and fresh new world. It would allow me the space to breathe, and to think, and maybe even to get some answers about who I am, and why I was given away in the first place. Because no matter what David and Anna told me so reassuringly over the years, the facts remain the same. My birth mother did not want to keep me, and I want to know the reason why.

‘She is about as far away as a person can be,’ I say. ‘My real mother lives in New Zealand.’
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One of the gifts Anna bought me for my twenty-first birthday was a five-year memory book. Bound in smart navy leather, it has gold lettering on the front, and is small enough to slip into a generous coat pocket. The idea is that you write a few lines each day, marking down anything of note, so that you are able to refer back to it later. So, rather like a diary, but with added meaning and fewer humdrum details.

I was useless at remembering to fill it in at first, but Anna never gave up encouraging me. David eventually joined in, too, merrily repeating what Dr Seuss said about never knowing the value of a moment until it is a memory. Thus inspired – not to mention keen for David to stop lecturing me – I started to fill it in every evening before bed. Soon it became a habit, like taking my multi-vitamin and applying night cream. If I ever went away from home, which was rare, considering how much I loathed to be parted from my horse, the little blue book would always come with me, and when I filled that one, I bought another the same.

Anna confided to me that she had been keeping memory books since she turned twenty-one, too, and would sometimes read me snippets as we sat curled up together on the sofa in front of the fire.

Given the limited space in the book, my adoptive mother had developed a real skill in summing people up in just a few words, and while they weren’t always the most complimentary of descriptions, they were always amusing in their simplicity.

Her ex-boyfriend, who she spent two years with before she met and fell in love with David, was referred to as ‘Bum bag beard’ throughout, while the neighbour who lived in the flat above her first London home was ‘Mr Anvil’, on account of his clodhopping feet.

My favourites among Anna’s memories, however, were the ones involving the two of us. She had scribbled down a memory for every single day we had spent together, and would delight in choosing pages – and years – at random, before recounting them to me.

‘Oh my God!’ she would cry, hooting with laughter. ‘I had forgotten about the time you mistook a tube of mustard for one of toothpaste and chewed a hole in it.’

Apparently, as a baby, I liked nothing more than taking items out of her shopping bags one by one and testing them with my emerging teeth. Anna said she could leave me on the floor for hours, but that every single apple, banana or nectarine she ever put into the fruit bowl would be decorated with tiny fang marks.

At one of my little friends’ fifth birthday parties, I was so scared of the clown they hired to do tricks for the kids that I squeezed myself into the airing cupboard up on their landing and got myself stuck behind the water tank. At the end of her memory for that day, Anna had written, ‘Comic Relief may pose problems!’ and later explained that my resulting terror of all-things red-nosed had even stopped me from wanting to visit Santa’s Grotto at the local shopping centre that Christmas, for fear of running into Rudolph.

There were more recent memories, too, of trips to the cinema, dinners out, and even the odd line or two about arguments the two of us had. With the addition of time and hindsight, both Anna and I were always able to laugh these away with ease, bickering instead over which of us had been the more foolish in said row, then getting the giggles as we realised the irony of what we were doing.

In the weeks after Anna died, I floated around the house like a leaf on the wind, tumbling down to howl in corners and weep across chairs. Occasionally, David and I would find ourselves in the same room, desperate to comfort each other but unable to find the right words. Instead, he would clutch me to him with a fierceness that frightened me, and I would stand there, stock still, my arms by my sides, immobilised by sadness, and with no idea how to bridge the metaphorical gap that had opened up between us.

I didn’t forget Anna’s memory book so much as not allow myself to think about it, just as I fought not to recall any details about her, or our life together. For a long time, it was easier to remain in a state of flux, somewhere between shock and acceptance. To give in to the grief was too terrifying a prospect, the pain it promised too devastating.

David must have agonised over how to give Anna’s most recent memory book to me, but in the end, he did the simplest – and sneakiest – thing and slipped it into the bag I had packed for my flight to New Zealand. Anna had so many folded pieces of paper stuffed in amongst the pages that it didn’t stay shut without an elastic band around it, and it was this that I fingered absent-mindedly as I waited to board. There was no way that I could bring myself to open it – not yet. If I turned to the last entry, would I see what Anna had written about that awful final day? A memory that was destined never to be amended by the passing of time, or by the simple beauty of hindsight. How would I ever bring myself to look at it – or at any of her words for that matter?

As well as the book, David had hidden an envelope containing five hundred New Zealand dollars, a credit card and a slip of notepaper bearing my birth mother’s name and address. There was also a note from him, which read:


Darling Genie,

The enclosed is for emergencies, but if you run out of money, just call and I can top up your account. I know you’re worried about leaving me alone over Christmas, but don’t be. This year was always going to be a strange one, and I’ve had plenty of invitations to spend the day with friends. If at any time you want me to be there with you, let me know and I will get on the next plane. I’m so proud of you for having the courage to do this by yourself, my darling girl, and I know Anna would be too. I have sent her words and love along with you (see zip pocket), which I hope will help. If you feel afraid, just ask yourself what Evangeline would do – she is there with you, too, urging you onwards, as she always has been.

All my love,

Dad xx



If someone had taken me to one side a year ago, and told me that in twelve months’ time, I would not only have lost one mother, but I would end up travelling to the other side of the world to find another one, I would have scoffed with disbelief. Yet, here I am, in that exact situation.

There is a crackle of static as a member of the Qantas staff steps up to the desk in front of the gate and leans over the microphone. It is time to begin boarding. As the business class passengers file importantly through the entrance to the jet bridge, I reach into my bag and extract my own memory book. I know without looking that my last entry was 23 December 2017. I know that it reads: ‘Suki threw shoe, waited for Billy, so still no presents bought! Will go tmrw.’

And I know what came next.

Firmly folding over to a new, clean page, I note down today’s date – 11 December 2018 – then write underneath: ‘Fly to New Zealand.’ I am about to close the book and stow it back in my bag, when I am struck by a need to acknowledge my missing mum somehow. I want her to know that she is with me in this decision, that she is always with me, and that she has been every moment since she wasn’t.

Opening the book to the same page, I hastily scrawl: ‘Days without Anna: 352.’

I hadn’t even realised that I was keeping count.
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Having a time-travelling literary character based on you brings with it a certain number of assumptions – the main one being that I myself am an avid traveller, just like Evangeline.

People meeting me for the first time just presume that I went off backpacking in my gap year. Because I must have, right? I am fearless and intrepid; I seek adventure; I wander the world without a backwards glance. I am Julia Roberts in Eat, Pray, Love and Leonardo DiCaprio in The Beach. Except that I am not.

In truth, I have always been content to remain in the small and secure pocket of my life just the way it is, close to where I grew up in a village outside Cambridge, with more fields and bridleways than buildings and pavements. I consider a two-hour flight to be extreme in terms of distance, so getting myself here to New Zealand has been quite a trial.

I boarded a flight at Heathrow Airport that took me to Dubai, where I wandered, bleary eyes stinging under the many artificial lights, until it was time to go back to the plane. I watched the safety video for the second time, raised polite eyes as the stewardess demonstrated which toggle to pull on the life vest, and wondered if anyone realistically believed that there would be time to place said item over your head in the case of an emergency.

Once we took off again and there was nothing beyond the oval window but blackness, I closed my eyes, twisting the jade-stone ring Anna gave me on my twenty-first birthday around on my finger as I listened to the whirr of the engines, the sporadic ping of call buttons and the muffled suck-whooshing sound of the toilet flush. Time had ceased to matter while I was up there, marooned as I was in the dark, my fate purely dependent on thousands of moving parts over which I had no control. Like life itself, it would only have taken one thing to go wrong for the rest to fall apart.

Now, the luggage carousel below me shuffles and groans into life, and I stare down at the scalloped pattern of the black rubber surface until suitcases, pushchairs and rucksacks begin to roll past. David gave me Anna’s old backpack to use on this trip, which is khaki green and covered in sewn-on patches. Unlike me, she was quite the adventurer in her younger years, and explored most of Europe under her own steam. Anna and David’s big retirement plan had always been to travel the world together; now they will never get the chance.

Shouldering the heavy pack with a groan, I make my way towards the exit. My journey so far has taken me from London to Dubai to Melbourne to Auckland, and from there down to Queenstown on New Zealand’s South Island. I currently have no idea what time it is in the UK, or how many hours I have been in transit, but I do feel relieved to have finally made it. I am here, I will do what needs to be done, and then I will return to whatever is left of my life back in England.

Outside, the sunshine beats down on me, so strong and sudden that it causes me to stop in my tracks. I know it’s summer here in the southern hemisphere, but the ferocity of the heat still takes me by surprise. The jeans I travelled in feel all at once constrictive, and I peel off the thick pashmina that kept me snug on the numerous flights, bundle it up into an untidy ball and stuff it into my rucksack.

All I can see of New Zealand so far is clear blue sky, concrete pathways and the leaves on distant trees. The air is dry and crisp, and as I stand for a while, taking it all in, couples and families filter out past me. There are groups of older teens carrying backpacks, their tanned skin the colour of toffee and their wrists adorned with leather bracelets and coloured twists of string. They all seem to have somewhere to go, or people to meet, and watching them stride around so happily prompts a hollow lurch inside.

I know what David would say if he were here, his head on one side and his bespectacled eyes full of parental encouragement: ‘Come on, Genie – think what Evangeline would do.’

That other Evangeline, the natural
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