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prologue

Helen

 

 

 

Next summer

When I get out of the airport, I look around in wonder. I am on the other side of the world. I have never been so far from home. I could not get any further than this, unless I went into space.

The air is clear, and I take deep breaths. I am grateful to be off the plane, away from the hordes of strangers and the stale air. Nothing here looks particularly weird, but it feels odd. I am disconnected, disorientated. Two days ago I was in Spain. The day before that I was in France. It is confusing to be so far from everything that I know.

I look around for a taxi. I take the piece of paper out of my pocket, although I memorised her address long ago.

‘I need somewhere to stay in Ponsonby,’ I tell the driver.

He looks at me, and at my big rucksack. ‘A hotel?’ he asks. ‘A backpackers? There’s a backpackers in Ponsonby. Nice place, I’ve heard.’

I consider it for a moment. The days when I was too  scared to stay in backpackers’ accommodation are long gone, I decide.

‘That would be perfect,’ I tell him. I get in, and settle back. I am smiling, showing Auckland that I want to belong. I am a European backpacker, and I happily stay in hostels.

I will find her. This time it will all be different.

I breathe deeply in the cab. I have done everything I can to forget all the things that happened last year. I toss back my dark hair and pull at the hem of my dress, pulling it almost to my knees. Last year is the past. It is what brought me here. It is all a part of my story.

As the flat, green landscape passes by, I realise how much I have grown up. I was nobody, when this started. I was nothing. I used to hang around at home, in France, talking to my little brother. I used to lie back, in the sun, and wait. I waited and waited for something to happen.

‘You have to make things happen,’ Tom said to me, once. We were lying by the pool. I was trying to make him get me a drink. We had done nothing at all for days. ‘They don’t just happen by themselves.’

‘How am I supposed to do that?’ I asked him.

He shrugged and stretched out his arms and legs, like a starfish.

I knew he was right. In the end, I did make things happen.

I had an adventure, and it is still going on. Here I am, one year and ten months later, in New Zealand. I would never have imagined that the trail would lead me here.

Finally, I have the confidence to do my own thing. I know what I want, and I am going to stay in Ponsonby until I’ve got it. I am going to find her, and this time it’s going to work out perfectly. This is just the beginning.




chapter one

Elizabeth Greene

 

 

 

London, 31 October

It was Halloween, and a few people were dressed in stupid costumes. Everyone ignored them. I stood on the Northern Line, gripping a red pole and swaying in the familiar rush-hour crush, and I decided that I was going to start to make an effort. When Steve and I got together, we were starry-eyed 27-year-olds. Now we were close to forty, with nothing but a mortgaged flat to show for it.

It was natural, I decided, that we had fallen into a rut. I pictured a huge tractor ploughing a muddy field. There we were, Steve and me, tiny little figures struggling in an enormous earthen rut. He tried to give me a leg up, but I toppled back into the mud. He climbed on to my shoulders, but we overbalanced. My hair was covered in damp earth. We were stuck. This was what I thought, at least, on Halloween. My whole life was a rut. I was doing the job I had trained for, as a stopgap, sixteen years earlier, when people with English degrees who didn’t want to go into the media did  a PGCE as something to fall back on. I was bored with teaching, but I didn’t know what else to do.

Someone lurched into me. ‘Sorry,’ I told him, without thinking.

A lot of other people I knew had babies. Maybe that was good, I thought. Perhaps it gave a relationship a new focus. Perhaps a baby gave a couple something to look at, other than each other. It certainly gave them something to talk about, endlessly. I didn’t want a baby, though, and neither did Steve. What I wanted was a holiday. I was trying to work out whether I could arrange something as a surprise for Steve, whether he could take several weeks off work, and how far away we could get without flying. I was thinking of Italy, or Russia, or a great train trip like the Trans-Siberian. In the year since we’d both decided to stop air travel, we had been no further afield than Brighton. Although we’d often talked about taking off on the Eurostar and having romantic holidays centring on European stations with big clocks and well-dressed people, Steve seemed to be in the process of downgrading this summer’s excursion to a weekend at Glastonbury.

I sighed as the doors opened and twenty-two more people forced themselves into the scrum. My shoulders were up against everyone else’s, as usual. I blew the hair off my face and tried not to feel claustrophobic. I hated feeling that I had failed myself. The dreams I’d had, when I was young, had never included being jammed on to the Northern and Victoria Lines twice a day. They hadn’t involved trying to ram D.H. Lawrence down the throats of unresponsive fifteen-year-olds, when everyone in the room - myself included - would rather be drinking, smoking and shagging. I was fed up with my life, and I was worried about  my relationship, too. Last week, I’d put a lot of time and effort into seducing Steve. To my horror, it had been difficult. I’d had to force him into it, and before that we hadn’t had sex for months. Tonight, I was going to try again.

Steve was the great love of my life. From the moment we met, we belonged together. He was a part of me. Over the years, we had been best friends, lovers, soulmates. We had always been equals. Now, suddenly, things felt wrong. We were distant, slightly wary of each other. I wondered whether we would split up. It was unthinkable. I wished we were married, because that would have made it harder for us to part. Neither of us had ever wanted marriage. We had been to so many of our friends’ weddings that there had long ago ceased to be any attraction in having our own: we would have been forced either to re-enact a ceremony we had already been to many times over, or to be self-consciously different just for the hell of it. On top of that, I had been married before, for two sad years in my early twenties. I married my university boyfriend, feeling enormously grown up. My father paid for a registry office and a party in the upstairs room of a pub in the Lanes in Brighton. Within six months I could hardly bear to look at my husband. I had never fancied being a double divorcee. That was another reason why I had not married Steve.

The train pulled into my station and as I came out of the Tube, I decided, with a sudden fierce conviction, that I had to do everything I could to bring us close again. I would start that night, by putting on an ironic Halloween party for the two of us. We would get drunk, laugh, be silly, and remember why we were together. When I was drunk enough, I would steer the conversation to my insecurity, and to holidays and the fact that life was no longer as much  fun as it ought to be. Actually, I was rubbish at playing games. I would have a drink and tell Steve exactly how I felt. Then it would be up to him.

It was a clean, crisp day, even in London. The air I breathed was impregnated with exhaust fumes, but I was used to that. Whenever I left the city, my lungs protested, scalded by fresh air. The sun had disappeared behind a tower block, low in the sky, but above me everything was blue and cloudless. My breath fogged in front of me, and the nip of incipient night was making my nose red and my fingertips numb. I threw fifty pence at the homeless boy on the pavement, aware of the pathetic nature of my token gesture, and wondering how he was going to get through the winter with a skimpy sleeping bag and a 50p coin. Then I forgot about him, and went to Waitrose.

There was always something soothing about Waitrose. That was a sad state of affairs, but it was true. It was its own world, where everything was clean and orderly. Instantly, I felt I could make things right.

If I could put on a good enough Halloween spread, then everything was going to work out the way I wanted it to. I dashed around, feeling harassed and trying to order my mind. In my anxiety, I filled a small trolley with a big pumpkin, several bags of crisps, two Pizza Express pizzas, two bottles of expensive champagne and a box of Belgian chocolates. Then, almost hysterical, I added an orange plastic tablecloth with witches on it, two novelty black pointed hats, and a pair of plastic champagne glasses with spiders on them. Not long ago, Steve would have loved something this kitsch. Drunken, ironic evenings were the sort of thing we used to do together, winding each other up to fever pitch, laughing and staying up all night. I  contemplated face paints, but decided that I should stop short of making myself look mad. I would redo my make-up instead. I would put on some sexy underwear.

Years ago, on my thirtieth birthday, we had a party, just Steve and me. We had just bought our flat. He cooked dinner, and we drank and laughed and ate, and sat on our sofa with the curtains open and the lights off, and talked until it got light. I adored Steve. I had loved him passionately from the day I met him, and I was not letting him go.

I was excited when I got back to the flat. We lived on the top two floors of a large terraced house in Kentish Town. We had been there for years and years, since we were twenty-nine, and had watched our friends gradually having families and moving out to the suburbs and beyond, generally just before the second baby arrived. These days the only people I knew locally were shopkeepers, the barman at the local café, and a few neighbours.

The big black front door slammed shut behind me. I checked the post on the sideboard, though there was nothing for us. I unlocked our front door, which was a cheap plywood effort in the hall, and took the stairs two at a time.

‘Hiya!’ I shouted, always hating the sound of my voice in a potentially empty space. ‘I’m back,’ I added, my voice tailing off. I listened. There were footsteps upstairs.

‘Lizzy!’ he called. A herd of elephants gallumphed down to meet me. Steve leapt down the last five steps, landing with a crash in front of me. He smiled a broad smile, but he looked unsettled.

Steve had changed after work, and was wearing a baggy shirt, unbuttoned almost to the waist. He had lost weight recently, which made me conscious of the fact that I hadn’t.  He was trying, at the moment, to compensate for his receding hairline by growing what remained, so it touched the back of his collar. To my surprise, he looked distinguished like that. It suited his face.

He ran a hand through his hair.

‘You’re back!’ he exclaimed, frowning and smiling at the same time. ‘Are you early?’

I shook my head. ‘Maybe a bit,’ I said. ‘Left school at four for once.’ I held up my hands, a laden carrier bag in each. ‘Went to Waitrose. Got stuff for tonight.’ I listened to myself. I could tell that I was nervous, because I was missing off personal pronouns. The atmosphere was odder than usual.

Steve nodded. ‘OK. Cool. I’m just sorting some stuff upstairs. Be down in a minute.’

‘Sure.’

Steve was often home before me, even though he supposedly worked until half past five. I had never quite worked out how he did it, though when I thought about it, I knew that I usually stayed later than four, and he often bunked off early. I worked further from home than he did. My school was in Pimlico. I travelled eight stops on two Tube lines, while he rode a bike for ten minutes. It did add up, in a way.

I looked around the kitchen. There were two cups, washed up, on the draining board. Otherwise it was spotless. Our kitchen was filled with cheap wooden units that we painted blue and yellow after we visited Monet’s house on holiday, years ago. I remembered feeling proud and grown up, standing up a ladder with a paintbrush in my hand. These days it was tatty, but it was home, and I would not have swapped it because our history, in our happy days, was in this kitchen.

I put the radio on, determined to work myself up into a party mood. Radio Four was eager to tell me about a reporter for one of the British papers who had been kidnapped in Iraq. I felt fairly sure that the details weren’t going to crank up my adrenaline levels and make me irresistible, and so I twiddled the dial. Eventually, I found an easy listening station that allowed me to attempt to harmonise with Sinatra in ‘Something Stupid’. I chilled the champagne in the freezer, and poured myself a gin and tonic. I hollowed out the pumpkin as best I could, and put the pathetic scrapings I took from its middle into the fridge, where I supposed they would sit in a bowl for a week or so before we threw them away.

By the time Steve reappeared, the oven was pre-heated, ready for the pizzas, and the table was set with the tasteless tablecloth and five candles. I was pleased with the overall effect. I had even remembered to close the sitting-room door at the front of the house, with lights off and curtains drawn, to discourage trick or treaters.

I was singing along, enjoying myself, when Steve came back downstairs, and I stopped with the words ‘I love you’ in my throat, suddenly shy.

He looked around.

‘Heeeeeyyyy,’ he said. He was trying hard to be appreciative.

‘Do you like it?’ I pretended his reaction was incidental, as if the whole point of the evening was not to get him back.

He smiled warmly, and put an arm around my shoulders.

‘Of course I like it. What can I do?’

I cuddled into him, appreciating the rare physical contact.

‘Did you switch everything off upstairs? So we look like we’re out?’

‘Scared of your students coming to terrorise you?’

‘They live too far away. Thank Christ. Scared of the local five-year-olds, though.’

‘Scared of drunk teenagers armed with flour and eggs.’

‘Fireworks and handguns, more like.’

‘Well, it’s all switched off upstairs, yes.’

We put the pizzas in the oven, and I opened the first bottle of champagne. The plastic flutes made a dull clunk against each other.

‘Cheers,’ said Steve, and he sat down at the table. The atmosphere between us was suddenly stranger than it should have been. I looked at him, the beautiful man who had adored me for years, who had made me laugh and cry with happiness. My first husband had never been anything. Steve was everything to me. I made myself speak. I couldn’t try to manipulate the conversation like a ‘Venus’ woman. I had to come straight out with it.

‘OK,’ I said, levelly. ‘Steve. Honey. I think we need to talk about a few things.’

Steve stared at the table.

‘Talk about a few things?’ He snorted gently. ‘Yes. I’ve been wondering if you’d picked up on anything.’

I looked at him, surprised. ‘Picked up on what?’

‘You tell me.’

‘No. You tell me.’

‘You started it.’

‘I don’t think I’ve “picked up on anything”.’ I tried to fit my concerns into a framework of picking up. It didn’t work.

‘So what did you want to say?’ he asked, fiddling with his plastic champagne glass, a glass which suddenly looked stupid.

‘I’m going to the loo,’ I announced suddenly, scared. ‘Then we both have to talk.’

‘Deal.’

I looked at him. He smiled and winked. It was a shadow of the way we used to be, a trace of the old days. I felt a mounting fear, because I sensed that the foundations of my life were shifting.

I lurched upstairs, already slightly drunk. More than that, though, I was starting to panic. I knew Steve inside out, and I knew that he had something big to tell me. It was going to be something disastrous. I wondered whether he was ill. He had lost a lot of weight. We hadn’t talked about it.

I stared into the bathroom mirror, which had a little mosaic around it. I was hiding from what might be coming. I saw that the fear, and the alcohol, had made my cheeks pink, my eyes wide. I drew my fingers through my curly hair and tried to be positive.

I looked good. I was slightly heavier than I would have liked, but my features were strong and even. I looked a bit stupid in my work clothes, so I thought I would go and change. This was something I should face in what Steve called my ‘glad rags’.

Then I stopped myself. I wasn’t going to hide upstairs, in the bathroom. I wasn’t going to put on a dress. This was not a job interview. This was Steve and me. I told him everything. We were partners. He was probably in financial trouble. We would work through it together.

Someone moved in our bedroom. I wondered how Steve had got up there without my hearing him. I didn’t even need to go to the loo. As I opened the bathroom door, I heard footsteps jumping down the stairs, taking all of them in three or four jumps. Steve was standing at the bottom, but there was someone else there too.

Within seconds, I was in the kitchen. Steve grabbed me around the waist, and held me back. Our visitor was going down the other stairs, now, in a panicky blur. The plywood door downstairs slammed shut. I kneed Steve in the balls and jumped down, taking the stairs in fours and fives.

I had only seen Steve’s face for a second, but it was all there. I knew.

He chased me down the stairs, trying to catch me as I tumbled over and grabbed the banister. I had to find her, had to know who she was. As I opened our flimsy front door, I saw a slight figure silhouetted in the frame of the main door. That door slammed with a noise that shook the building. I ran to it, yanked it open, and stared at the person on the steps.

I was expecting a young woman. In the few seconds since I’d realised what was happening - since I had started to ‘pick up on it’ - I had formed a picture of a twenty-two-year-old girl with peachy skin. Many things had instantly fallen into place. Steve wasn’t interested in sex with me. He came home from work early, presumably not alone. He often changed the sheets on our bed, which he never used to do. He was too polite to me, like a stranger, and he had wanted to talk. When I was about to tell him how much I loved him, how much I wanted to be with him for ever, he was working up to telling me that he’d met someone else, and that the woman in question was hiding in our bedroom.

But this was not a peachy young woman. It was just a boy. He was a teenager, handsome in a young, callow way. He was wearing a pair of jeans and Steve’s grey jumper. As he turned and looked at me, I saw that I had missed everything. I was a stupid woman who had no idea about things that went on under her nose. I knew nothing, nothing at  all. Steve and I had been leading separate lives, and I had thought it was all about commitment.

I grabbed the boy’s arm. He looked at my hand, and then at my face. His face was young, younger than I would have thought possible. He looked like the more knowing children in my GCSE classes. His skin was slightly pitted and his eyes were wild, as if he were high.

As I stared, he looked back at me. He began to smile. Then he chuckled, and within a few seconds, he was laughing loudly, in my face.

Steve’s face was flushed, his expression unreadable. As I watched, he covered his mouth with his hand. I had no idea whether he was laughing too, or whether he was mortified.

‘Um,’ he said. ‘I imagine this clarifies things.’ I could not make a reply. ‘I guess I’d better go,’ he added. ‘I’m sorry that it’s been . . . I’m sorry, Liz. It’s just ...’

I didn’t want him to leave. All the same, I stood on the pavement, outside our house, in the cold of an autumn evening that was turning to night, and watched my boyfriend of ten years leaving me with a boy who was probably illegal.

The boy looked back over his shoulder, and smiled contemptuously. He put a hand possessively on Steve’s bum, and Steve didn’t stop him. Not even for my sake.

Across the road, three children dressed as vampires were going from house to house.




chapter two

Helen

 

 

 

Bordeaux, 31 October

Mother and Papa were away for the weekend, so I made a visit to their house. Apart from the compulsory Sunday lunches, I made a point of visiting only when they were out. I thought we got on better that way. On Sundays, I visited the dining room, the kitchen and the downstairs loo. When they weren’t there, I poked in every corner, checked every cupboard.

I had lived in that house for eighteen years, so it was horribly familiar. The smell of it hit me straightaway. The floor cleaner that Madame Allemand used for the tiles every Saturday morning. The leftover cooking smells, with top notes of garlic and breadiness. The haze of red wine. I was fifteen again. I was twelve. I was four. It made me sick.

I was thankful that I didn’t have to live there any more. Because of the business they were in, the parents had a lot of outbuildings. Some of them had been derelict for years, and, a few years ago, the parents did them up, as  cheaply as they could. Some became holiday cottages, and others were now workers’ accommodation for harvest time. The smallest one was my home. I moved in the day after I finished my bac. It was an ineffectual gesture on my part, one that was intended to show that I would like to move out even though I couldn’t work up the motivation to do it properly. All the same, it was good to be out of here.

I hated the ugly furniture which everyone pretended was beautiful because it was old. The house was stuffed with oversized varnished cupboards and bulky chests. The rooms were dark. The tiled floors were so cold that you needed to wear slippers all year round. I nosed around the place, noticing a few things that had changed since I’d last been in. The sitting-room furniture had been moved about a bit. There were some different, but equally boring, pictures on the walls. There were never any photos of Tom or me. Mother said putting photos of your children up around the house was crass. Everything had to be done properly. It was all correct and joyless. My parents were snobs. They were horrible.

I wandered around for a while, taking it all in. I took some biscuits from the cupboard and a bowl of posh ice cream from the freezer. Tom joined me. We poured drinks. We both hate red wine, but we managed to knock back our own approximation of a vodka martini, complete with olives. Then I set to work. Tom trailed after me, giggling to himself. He always got drunk quickly. I glanced back at him. His cheeks were red and his eyes were wide.

Thankfully, Tom had no idea how good-looking he was. When I was his age, teenage boys stared sullenly at the floor, their skin already scarred by acne. They slouched and avoided eye contact. They were horrible. Tom had creamy  skin, and he smiled and charmed everybody. Even as his big sister, I could see that he was amazing. I would never have told him that.

I felt bad, going into the parents’ room. It lasted a few seconds, and then I felt better. Luckily, the room was so sterile that I could avoid thinking about them having sex. The bed was covered by a white counterpane with small flowers printed on it, and this was pulled so tight that I couldn’t imagine anyone sitting on it, let alone anything else.

I was looking for excitement, but I had no idea what it might be. Perhaps I thought Papa would have some porn, though the idea was laughable. He was far too uptight. If he did have porn, it would have to be extreme and disturbing. Maybe I thought Mother would secretly have a drawer full of sexy underwear and nurses’ uniforms, though that was, if anything, even less likely. Still, I set to work, hunting through drawers of carefully folded jumpers and swishing past rows of immaculately ironed skirts and shirts. Tom just sat on the floor and laughed. He always did that. I was never silly; all my silliness seemed to have gone to Tom.

After fifteen minutes’ careful searching, I struck gold. At the back of Mother’s wardrobe was a neat little cardboard box, sealed on all sides with thick brown tape. I debated opening it. It would probably be something dull, and then I was going to be stuck trying to close it again. I didn’t know where to find the right tape, so I was bound to botch it. Still, I couldn’t imagine what it was, so I decided to prise it open anyway, as carefully as I could, and deal with the consequences later. I peeled the tape back, and hoped that whatever was inside was going to be worth it.

I wouldn’t get into trouble. Nobody ever talked about anything in our family. We were not really a family at all. Mother would notice that someone had been into her special box, and she would know it had been me. It would not occur to her that Tom, the golden boy, could have done such a thing, and she would be right. He wouldn’t. She would be colder to me than ever, but she would never, ever mention it. I ripped away the rest of the tape, threw it on the wooden floor, and reached inside the box.

It seemed I had found her Achilles heel. Most parents kept photographs of their children in albums, or in frames. My mother preferred to seal hers in a box and hide it in the back of her wardrobe. Nonetheless, here was the evidence: she did think we were worth recording after all. I held the picture by the edges, amazed that she had kept this photograph of me, toddling around the garden, clutching a teddy I still owned and looking grumpy. My white-blond hair was cut in an uncompromising fringe, and I was wearing a strange little smock. There were six pictures of me, up to the age of about five. There were pictures of Tom, too, as a tiny baby. In a couple of them, he was propped on my lap while I clutched him protectively. I slipped one of those shots into the back pocket of my jeans.

Then there was a photo with Mother in it. She was sitting up in a hospital bed, with a tiny baby in her arms. Obviously, she wasn’t smiling. She wasn’t looking at the camera, either. She was just staring away into a corner, looking grim.

It took me a few seconds to realise that the baby was neither me nor Tom. Mother was incredibly young. In this picture, she looked about the same age that I was now, and the colours were strange and faded. She had funny hair  that was long and straight and parted in the middle: hippy hair. I could do mine like that, if I wanted to, which I didn’t. And there was a man standing behind her, but when I looked closely at him (it was a crap photo; he was in the shade) he was definitely not my papa. I looked again at the woman. That was her, all right. Mother had had a baby, with somebody else.

‘Hey,’ I said to my brother. ‘Hey, Tom. Look at this.’ The other stuff in the box filled in a few gaps. There were a few more pictures of the baby, mostly with Mother looking at it in a bored and disappointed manner. The poor child was togged up in lacy knitted jackets and ribboned bootees. There was a newspaper cutting with a birth announcement, circled by an ancient red pen, marking the following arrival: ‘GREENE: To William and Mary, a girl, Elizabeth Rosemary.’ The birth date was 21 October 1969. The baby was born at the Royal Sussex Hospital in Brighton.

Mother’s name was Mary but I had never heard the name Greene in my life. I had also never heard her mention anyone called Elizabeth.

Tom sat on the floor and examined everything I passed to him. He leaned forward, intent on his task, and his fringe flopped forwards over his face.

‘This is weird,’ he noted. ‘Do you think the baby died?’

I shook my head. I hated the idea that a baby could die.

‘No,’ I said.

‘Why not? If it didn’t, that would mean we’d have a sister. We’d know if we had a sister.’ He looked at me, big-eyed. ‘Wouldn’t we?’

‘Yes, because Mother is such an open person, she could never keep a secret. Particularly not from us.’

‘But she couldn’t hide a child.’

‘She could have had it adopted. That’s what people used to do, if they didn’t want it or whatever. And if it had died, there’d be a death notice with this birth one. Maybe.’

‘Have you checked?’

‘No.’ I tipped out everything that remained in the box. Five envelopes were held together by a rubber band. I took off the band and threw a couple of envelopes over to Tom. They were all addressed to Miss Elizabeth Greene, c/o Mr William Greene, with an address in Brighton, Angleterre. They didn’t have stamps on.

I opened one. I didn’t care now that she was going to know that we knew. In fact, I was glad.

The letter was typical of her.

Dear Elizabeth,

Happy birthday to you. I hope this finds you well.

I am sorry not to be there with you. I am, however, sure that your father is looking after you properly. Please find enclosed a birthday present of five pounds. I hope your father buys you something nice with it.

I do think about you and miss you. I hope we will meet again one day. In the meantime, I wish you a very happy second birthday.

With best wishes,

Mother. x



That was my mother all over: warm, affectionate and supportive. She had not had the baby adopted, and it hadn’t died. She had just left it with its dad, for ever. We read the letters, put everything back as authentically as we could, and rushed over to my cottage to get on to the internet.

Since I had left school my life had been deadly boring. I was stuck in the countryside in the middle of N’importe-où, France, with no job, parents whom I hated and who hated me, and a little brother who was at school most of the time. Nobody took any notice of me. They all thought I was meek and dull. Nobody, apart from Tom, knew what I was like inside. I had been longing for something like this to happen. I had been desperate for excitement, and now it had arrived. I had known that something would happen, eventually.

It was time to get to work. It appeared that we had a sister. It would be rude of us not to try to find her.
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