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PROLOGUE

Those months, the months before she disappeared, were the best months.

Really. Just the best. Every moment presented itself to her like a gift and said,
Here I am, another perfect moment, just look at me, can you believe how lovely I am?

Every morning was a flurry of mascara and butterflies, quickening pulse as she
neared the school gates, blooming joy as her eyes found him. School was no
longer a cage; it was the bustling, spotlit film set for her love story.

Ellie Mack could not believe that Theo Goodman had wanted to go out with
her. Theo Goodman was the best-looking boy in year eleven, bar none. He'd
also been the best-looking boy in year ten, year nine, and year eight. Not year
seven though. None of the boys in year seven were good-looking. They were all
tiny, bug-eyed babies in huge shoes and oversized blazers.

Theo Goodman had never had a girlfriend and everyone thought maybe he
was gay. He was kind of pretty, for a boy, and very thin. And just, basically,
really, really nice. Ellie had dreamed about being with him for years, whether he
was gay or not. She would have been happy just to have been his friend. His
young, pretty mum walked to school with him every day. She wore gym gear
and had her hair in a ponytail and usually had a small white dog with her that
Theo would pick up and kiss on the cheek before placing it gently back down on
the pavement; then he would kiss his mum and saunter through the gates. He
didn’t care who saw. He wasn't embarrassed by the powder-puff dog or his
mum. He was self-assured.

Then one day last year, just after the summer holiday, he had struck up a
conversation with her. Just like that. During lunch, something to do with some
homework assignment or other, and Ellie, who really knew nothing much about
anything, knew immediately that he wasn’t gay and that he was talking to her
because he liked her. It was totally obvious. And then, just like that, they were
boyfriend and girlfriend. She'd thought it would be more complicated.



But one wrong move, one tiny kink in the time line, it was all over. Not just
their love story, but all of it. Youth. Life. Ellie Mack. All gone. All gone forever.
If she could rewind the timeline, untwist it and roll it back the other way like a
ball of wool, she'd see the knots in the yarn, the warning signs. Looking at it
backward it was obvious all along. But back then, when she knew nothing about
anything, she had not seen it coming. She had walked straight into it with her

€yes open.



PART ONE



Laurel let herself into her daughter’s flat. It was, even on this relatively bright
day, dark and gloomy. The window at the front was overwhelmed by a terrible
tangle of wisteria while the other side of the flat was completely overshadowed
by the small woodland it backed onto.

An impulse buy, that's what it had been. Hanna had just got her first bonus
and wanted to throw it at something solid before it evaporated. The people
she’d bought the flat from had filled it with beautiful things but Hanna never
had the time to shop for furnishings and the flat now looked like a sad
postdivorce downsizer. The fact that she didn’t mind her mum coming in when
she was out and cleaning it was proof that the flat was no more than a glorified
hotel room to her.

Laurel swept, by force of habit, down Hanna’s dingy hallway and straight to
the kitchen, where she took the cleaning kit from under the sink. It looked as
though Hanna hadn’t been home the night before. There was no cereal bowl in
the sink, no milk splashes on the work surface, no tube of mascara left half-open
by the magnifying makeup mirror on the windowsill. A plume of ice went down
Laurel’s spine. Hanna always came home. Hanna had nowhere else to go. She
went to her handbag and pulled out her phone, dialed Hanna’s number with
shaking fingers, and fumbled when the call went through to voicemail as it
always did when Hanna was at work. The phone fell from her hands and toward
the floor where it caught the side of her shoe and didn’t break.

“Shit,” she hissed to herself, picking up the phone and staring at it blindly.
“Shit.”

She had no one to call, no one to ask: Have you seen Hanna? Do you know where
she is? Her life simply didn’t work like that. There were no connections

anywhere. Just little islands of life dotted here and there.



It was possible, she thought, that Hanna had met a man, but unlikely. Hanna
hadn’t had a boyfriend, not one, ever. Someone had once mooted the theory that
Hanna felt too guilty to have a boyfriend because her little sister would never
have one. The same theory could also be applied to her miserable flat and
nonexistent social life.

Laurel knew simultaneously that she was overreacting and also that she was
not overreacting. When you are the parent of a child who walked out of the
house one morning with a rucksack full of books to study at a library a fifteen-
minute walk away and then never came home again, then there is no such thing
as overreacting. The fact that she was standing in her adult daughter’s kitchen
picturing her dead in a ditch because she hadn’t left a cereal bowl in the sink was
perfectly sane and reasonable in the context of her own experience.

She typed the name of Hanna’s company into a search engine and pressed the
link to the phone number. The switchboard put her through to Hanna’s
extension and Laurel held her breath.

“Hanna Mack speaking.”

There it was, her daughter’s voice, brusque and characterless.

Laurel didn’t say anything, just touched the off button on her screen and put
her phone back into her bag. She opened Hanna’s dishwasher and began

unstacking it.



What had Laurel’s life been like, ten years ago, when she’d had three children
and not two? Had she woken up every morning suffused with existential joy?
No, she had not. Laurel had always been a glass-half-empty type of person. She
could find much to complain about in even the most pleasant of scenarios and
could condense the joy of good news into a short-lived moment, quickly
curtailed by some new bothersome concern. So she had woken up every
morning convinced that she had slept badly, even when she hadn’t, worrying
that her stomach was too fat, that her hair was either too long or too short, that
her house was too big, too small, that her bank account was too empty, her
husband too lazy, her children too loud or too quiet, that they would leave
home, that they would never leave home. She’'d wake up noticing the pale cat fur
smeared across the black skirt she’d left hanging on the back of her bedroom
chair, the missing slipper, the bags under Hanna’s eyes, the pile of dry cleaning
that she’'d been meaning to take up the road for almost a month, the rip in the
wallpaper in the hallway, the terrible pubescent boil on Jake’s chin, the smell of
cat food left out too long, and the bin that everyone seemed intent on not
emptying, contents pressed down into its bowels by the lazy, flat-palmed hands
of her family.

That was how she’'d once viewed her perfect life: as a series of bad smells and
unfulfilled duties, petty worries and late bills.

And then one morning, her girl, her golden girl, her lastborn, her baby, her
soul mate, her pride and her joy, had left the house and not come back.

And how had she felt during those first few excruciatingly unfolding hours?
What had filled her brain, her heart, to replace all those petty concerns? Terror.
Despair. Grief. Horror. Agony. Turmoil. Heartbreak. Fear. All those words, all
so melodramatic, yet all so insufficient.

“She’ll be at Theo’s,” Paul had said. “Why don’t you give his mum a ring?”



She'd known already that she wouldn’t be at Theo’s. Her daughter’s last
words to her had been: “I'll be back in time for lunch. Is there any of that lasagna
left?”

“Enough for one.”

“Don’t let Hanna have it! Or Jake! Promise!”

“I promise.”

And then there'd been the click of the front door, the sudden dip in volume
with one person less in the house, a dishwasher to load, a phone call to make, a
Lemsip to take upstairs to Paul, who had a cold that had previously seemed like
the most irksome thing in her life.

“Paul’s got a cold.”

How many people had she said that to in the preceding day or so? A weary
sigh, a roll of the eyes. “Paul’s got a cold.” My burden. My life. Pity me.

But she’d called Theo’s mum anyway.

“No,” said Becky Goodman, “no, I'm really sorry. Theo’s been here all day and
we haven't heard anything from Ellie at all. Let me know if there’s anything I
cando...?”

As the afternoon had turned to early evening, after she'd phoned each of
Ellie’s friends in turn, after she’d visited the library, who'd let her see their
CCTYV footage—Ellie had definitely not been to the library that day—after the
sun had begun to set and the house plunged into a cool darkness punctuated
every few moments by blasts of white light as a silent electrical storm played out
overhead, she’d finally given in to the nagging dread that had been growing
inside her all day and she’'d called the police.

That was the first time she’d hated Paul, that evening, in his dressing gown,
barefoot, smelling of bedsheets and snot, sniffing, sniffing, sniffing, then
blowing his nose, the terrible gurgle of it in his nostrils, the thickness of his
mouth-breathing that sounded like the death throes of a monster to her
hypersensitive ears.

“Get dressed,” she snapped. “Please.”

He'd acquiesced, like a browbeaten child, and come downstairs a few minutes
later wearing a summer holiday outfit of combat shorts and a bright T-shirt. All
wrong. Wrong wrong wrong.

“And blow your nose,” she’'d said. “Properly. So there’s nothing left.”



Again, he'd followed her instruction. She'd watched him with disdain,
watched him fold the tissue into a ball and stalk pitifully across the kitchen to
dispose of it in the bin.

And then the police had arrived.

And then the thing began.

The thing that had never ended.

She occasionally wondered whether if Paul hadn’t had a cold that day, if he'd
rushed back from work at her first call, rumpled in smart clothes, full of vim and
urgency, if he'd sat upright by her side, his hand clasped around hers, if he hadn’t
been mouth-breathing and sniffing and looking a fright, would everything have
been different? Would they have made it through? Or would it have been
something else that made her hate him?

The police had left at eight thirty. Hanna had appeared at the kitchen door
shortly afterward.

“Mum,” she'd said in an apologetic voice, “I'm hungry.”

“Sorry,” said Laurel, glancing across the kitchen at the clock. “Christ, yes, you
must be starving.” She pulled herself heavily to her feet, blindly examined the
contents of the fridge with her daughter.

“This?” said Hanna, pulling out the Tupperware box with the last portion of
lasagna in it.

“No.” She’d snatched it back, too hard. Hanna had blinked at her.

“Why not?”

“Just, no,” she said, softer this time.

She’d made her beans on toast, sat and watched her eat it. Hanna. Her middle
child. The difficult one. The tiring one. The one she wouldnt want to be
stranded on a desert island with. And a terrible thought shot through her, so fast

she barely registered it.
It should be you missing and Ellie eating beans on toast.

She touched Hanna’s cheek, gently, with the palm of her hand and then left

the room.



THEN

The first thing that Ellie shouldn’t have done was get a bad grade in maths. If
she’d worked harder, been cleverer, if she hadn't been so tired the day of the test,
hadn’t felt so unfocused, hadn’t spent more time yawning than concentrating, if
she’d got an A instead of a B+, then none of it would have happened. But going
further back, before the bad maths test, if she hadn’t fallen in love with Theo, if
instead she’d fallen in love with a boy who was rubbish at maths, a boy who
didn’t care about maths or test results, a boy with no ambitions, or better still no
boy at all, then she wouldn’t have felt that she needed to be as good as him or
better, she’d have been happy with a B+ and she wouldn't have gone home that
evening and begged her mum for a maths tutor.

So, that’s where it was. The first kink in the time line. Right there, at four
thirty or thereabouts on a Wednesday afternoon in January.

She’d come home in a temper. She often came home in a temper. She never
expected to do it. It just happened. The minute she saw her mum or heard her
mum’s voice, she'd just feel irrationally annoyed and then all the stuff she hadn’t
been able to say or do all day at school—because at school she was known as a
Nice Person and once you had a reputation for being nice you couldn’t mess
with it—came spitting out of her.

“My maths teacher is shit,” she said, dropping her bag on the settle in the
hallway. “Just so shit. I hate him.” She did not hate him. She hated herself for
failing. But she couldn’t say that.

Her mum replied from the kitchen sink, “What’s happened, love?”

“T just told you!” She hadn’t, but that didn’t matter. “My maths teacher is so
bad. I'm going to fail my GCSE. I need a tutor. Like, really, really need a tutor.”

She flounced into the kitchen and flopped dramatically into a chair.



“We can'’t afford a tutor,” her mum said. “Why don’t you just join the after-
school maths club?”

There was the next kink. If she hadn’t been such a spoiled brat, if she hadn’t
been expecting her mum to wave a magic wand and solve all her problems for
her, if she’d had even the vaguest idea about the reality of her parents’ finances,
if she’'d cared at all about anything other than herself, the conversation would
have ended there. She would have said, OK. I understand. That’s what I'll do.

But she had not done that. She had pushed and pushed and pushed. She'd
offered to pay for it out of her own money. She’d brought up examples of people
in her class who were way poorer than them who had private tuition.

“What about asking someone at school?” her mum suggested. “Someone in
the sixth form? Someone who'll do it for a few quid and a slice of cake?”

“What! No way! Oh God, that would be so embarrassing!”

And there it went, slipping away like a slippery thing, another chance to save

herself. Gone. And she didn’t even know it.



Between the day in May 2005 that Ellie had failed to come home and exactly two
minutes ago there had been not one substantial lead regarding her
disappearance. Not one.

The last sighting of Ellie had been caught on CCTV on Stroud Green Road at
ten forty-three, showing her stopping briefly to check her reflection in a car
window (for a while there'd been a theory that she had stopped to look at
someone in the car, or to say something to the driver, but they'd traced the car’s
owner and proved that he'd been on holiday at the time of Ellie’s disappearance
and that his car had been parked there for the duration). And that was that. Her
recorded journey had ended there.

Theyd done a house-to-house search of the immediate vicinity, brought in
known pedophiles for questioning, taken CCTV footage from each and every
shopkeeper on Stroud Green Road, wheeled out Laurel and Paul to be filmed for
a television appeal that had been seen by roughly eight million people, but
nothing had ever taken them further than that last sighting of Ellie looking at
her reflection at ten forty-three.

The fact that Ellie had been wearing a black T-shirt and jeans had been a
problem for the police. The fact that her lovely gold-streaked hair had been
pulled back into a scruffy ponytail. The fact that her rucksack was navy blue.
That her trainers were bog-standard supermarket trainers in white. It was
almost as though she’d deliberately made herself invisible.

Ellie’s bedroom had been expertly rifled through for four hours by two DIs
with their shirtsleeves rolled up. Ellie, it seemed, had taken nothing out of the
ordinary. It was possible she might have taken underwear but there was no way
for Laurel to know if there was anything missing from her drawers. It was
possible she might have taken a change of clothing, but Ellie, like most fifteen-

year-old girls, had way too many clothes, far too many for Lauren to keep an



inventory. But her piggy bank still contained the few tightly folded ten-pound
notes she forced into it after every birthday. Her toothbrush was still in the
bathroom, her deodorant, too. Ellie had never been on a sleepover without her
toothbrush and deodorant.

After two years, they'd downgraded the search. Laurel knew what they
thought; they thought Ellie was a runaway.

How could they have thought that Ellie was a runaway when there was no
CCTYV footage of her at any train station, at any bus stop, walking down any
road anywhere apart from the one from which she'd disappeared? The
downgrade of the search was devastating.

Even more devastating was Paul’s response to this pronouncement.

“It’s a sort of closure, I guess.”

There, right there—the final nail in the dry box of bones of their marriage.

The children meanwhile were shuffling along, like trains on a track, keeping
to schedule. Hanna took her A levels. Jake graduated from university in the
West Country where he’'d been studying to be a chartered surveyor. And Paul
was busy asking for promotions at work, buying himself new suits, talking
about upgrading the car, showing her hotels and resorts on the Internet that had
special deals that summer. Paul was not a bad man. Paul was a good man. She
had married a good man, just as she’d always planned to do. But the way he'd
dealt with the violent hole ripped into their lives by Ellie’s disappearance had
shown her that he wasn’t big enough, he wasn't strong enough—he wasn'’t insane
enough.

The disappointment she felt in him was such a tiny part of everything else
she’d been feeling that she barely registered it. When he moved out a year later
it was nothing, a small blip in her existence. Looking back on it now, she could
remember very little about it. All she could remember from that time was the
raw need to keep the search going.

“Can we not just do one more house-to-house?” she'd pleaded with the
police. “It’s been a year since we did one. That’s long enough, surely, to turn up
something we didn't find before?”

The detective had smiled. “We have talked about it,” she said. “We decided
that it was not a good use of resources. Not at this time. Maybe in a year or so.
Maybe.”



But then suddenly this January, out of the blue, the police had called and said
that Crimewatch wanted to do a ten-year anniversary appeal. Another
reconstruction. It was broadcast on 26 May. It brought no fresh evidence. No
new sightings.

It changed nothing.

Until now.

s

The detective on the phone had sounded cautious. “It could be nothing. But we'd
like you to come in anyway.”

“What have you found?” Laurel said. “Is it a body? What is it?”

“Please just come in, Mrs. Mack.”

Ten years of nothing. And now there was something.

She grabbed her handbag and left the house.



THEN

Someone from up the street had recommended her. Noelle Donnelly was her
name. Ellie stood up at the chime of the doorbell and peered down the hallway
as her mum opened the door. She was quite old, forty maybe, something like
that, and she had an accent, Irish or Scottish.

“Ellie!” her mum called. “Ellie, come and meet Noelle.”

She had pale red hair, twisted up at the back and clipped into place. She
smiled down at Ellie and said, “Good afternoon, Ellie. I hope you've got your
brain switched on?”

Ellie couldn't tell if she was being funny or not, so she didn’t smile back, just
nodded.

“Good,” said Noelle.

They'd set up a corner of the dining room for Ellie’s first lesson, brought an
extra lamp down from her room, cleared the clutter, laid out two glasses, a
water jug, and Ellie’s pencil case with the black and red polka dots.

Laurel disappeared to the kitchen to make Noelle a cup of tea. Noelle stopped
at the sight of the family cat, sitting on the piano stool.

“Well,” she said, “he’s a big lad. What's he called?”

“Teddy,” she said. “Teddy Bear. But Teddy for short.”

Her first words to Noelle. She would never forget.

“Well, I can see why you call him that. He does look like a big hairy bear!”

Had she liked her then? She couldn’t remember. She just smiled at her, put
her hand upon her cat, and squeezed his woolly fur inside her fist. She loved her
cat and was glad that he was there, a buffer between her and this stranger.

Noelle Donnelly smelled of cooking oil and unwashed hair. She wore jeans

and a bobbly camel-colored jumper, a Timex watch on a freckled wrist, scuffed



brown boots and reading glasses on a green cord around her neck. Her
shoulders were particularly wide and her neck slightly stooped with a kind of
hump at the back and her legs were very long and thin. She looked as though
she’'d spent her life in a room with a very low ceiling.

“Well now,” she said, putting on the reading glasses and feeling inside a
brown-leather briefcase. “I've brought along some old GCSE papers. We'll start
you on one of these in a moment, get to the bottom of your strengths and
weaknesses. But first of all, maybe you could tell me, in your own words, what
your concerns are. In particular.”

Mum walked in then with a mug of tea and some chocolate chip cookies on a
saucer that she slid onto the table silently and speedily. She was acting as though
Ellie and Noelle Donnelly were on a date or having a top secret meeting. Ellie
wanted to say, Stay, Mum. Stay with me. I'm not ready to be alone with this stranger.

She bored her eyes into the back of her mother’s head as Laurel stealthily left
the room, closing the door very quietly behind her: the soft, apologetic click of it.

Noelle Donnelly turned to Ellie and smiled. She had very small teeth. “Well,
now,” she said, sliding the glasses back up to her narrow-bridged nose, “where

were we?”



The world looked loaded with portent as Laurel drove as close to the speed limit
as she could manage toward the police station in Finsbury Park. People on the
streets looked sinister and suggestive, as if each were on the verge of
committing a dark crime. Awnings flapping in a brisk wind looked like the
wings of birds of prey; billboards looked set to fall into the road and obliterate
her.

Adrenaline blasted a path through her tiredness.

Laurel hadn'’t slept properly since 2005.

She’d lived alone for seven years—first in the family home and then in the flat
she moved into three years ago when Paul put the final nail in any chance of a
reconciliation by somehow managing to meet a woman. The woman had
invited him to live with her and he'd accepted. She’d never worked out how he'd
done it, how he’'d found that healthy pink part of himself among the wreckage of
everything else. But she didn’t blame him. Not in the least. She wished she could
do the same; she wished she could pack a couple of large suitcases and say good-
bye to herself, wish herself a good life, thank herself for all the memories, look
fondly upon herself for just one long, lingering moment and then shut the door
quietly, chin up, morning sun playing hopefully on the crown of her head, a
bright new future awaiting her. She would do it in a flash. She really would.

Jake and Hanna had moved away too, of course. Faster, she suspected, and
earlier than they would have if life hadn’t come off its rails ten years ago. She
had friends whose children were the same age as Jake and Hanna and who were
still at home. Her friends moaned about it, about the empty orange-juice cartons
in the fridge, the appalling sex noises and the noisy, drunken returns from
nightclubs at four in the morning that set the dog off and disturbed their sleep.
How she would love to hear one of her children stumbling about in the early

hours of the morning. How she would love the trail of used crockery and the



rumpled joggers, still embedded with underwear, left pooled all over the floor.
But no, her two had not looked backward once they'd seen their escapes. Jake
lived in Devon with a girl called Blue who didn’t let him out of her sight and was
already talking about babies only a year into their relationship, and Hanna lived
a mile away from Laurel in her tiny, gloomy flat, working fourteen-hour days
and weekends in the City for no apparent reason other than financial reward.
Neither of them were setting the world alight but then whose children did? All
those hopes and dreams and talk of ballerinas and pop stars, concert pianists and
boundary-breaking scientists. They all ended up in an office. All of them.

Laurel lived in a new-build flat in Barnet, one bedroom for her, one for a
visitor, a balcony big enough for some planters and a table and chairs, shiny red
kitchen units, and a reserved parking space. It was not the sort of home she'd
ever envisaged for herself, but it was easy and it was safe.

And how did she fill her days, now that her children were gone? Now that
her husband was gone? Now that even the cat was gone, though he’d made a big
effort to stay alive for her and lasted until he was almost twenty-one. Laurel
filled three days a week with a job. She worked in the marketing department of
the shopping center in High Barnet. Once a week she went to see her mother in
an old people’s home in Enfield. Once a week she cleaned Hanna’s flat. The rest
of the time she did things that she pretended were important to her, like buying
plants from garden centers to decorate her balcony with, like visiting friends she
no longer really cared about to drink coffee she didn’t enjoy and talk about
things she had no interest in. She went for a swim once a week. Not to keep fit
but just because it was something she’d always done and she’'d never found a
good enough reason to stop doing it.

So it was strange after so many years to be leaving the house with a sense of
urgency, a mission, something genuinely important to do.

She was about to be shown something. A piece of bone, maybe, a shred of
bloodied fabric, a photo of a swollen corpse floating in dense hidden waters. She
was about to know something after ten years of knowing nothing. She might be
shown evidence that her daughter was alive. Or evidence that she was dead. The
weight on her soul betrayed a belief that it would be the latter.

Her heart beat hard and heavy beneath her ribs as she drove toward Finsbury
Park.



THEN

Noelle Donnelly began to grow on Ellie a little over those weekly winter visits.
Not a lot. But a little. Mainly because she was a really good teacher and Ellie was
now at the top of the top stream in her class with a predicted A/A* result. But in
other ways, too: she often brought Ellie a little something—a packet of earrings
from Claire’s Accessories, a fruit-flavored lip balm, a really nice pen. “For my
best student,” she’d say. And if Ellie protested, she’d brush it away with a “Well, I
was in Brent Cross, yknow. It’s a little bit of nothing, really.”

She’d always ask after Theo as well, whom she’d met briefly on her second or
third session at the house. “And how’s that handsome fella of yours?” she’'d ask in
a way that should have been mortifying but wasn’t, mainly because of her lovely
Irish accent, which made most things she said sound funnier and more
interesting than they actually were.

“He’s fine,” Ellie would say, and Noelle would smile her slightly chilly smile
and say, “Well, he’s a keeper.”

GCSEs were now looming large on the horizon. It was March and Ellie had
started to count down to her exams in weeks rather than months. Her Tuesday-
afternoon sessions with Noelle had been building in momentum as her brain
stretched and tautened and absorbed facts and formulae more easily. There was
a snappy pace to their lessons now, a high-octane rhythm. So Ellie noticed it
immediately, the shift in Noelle’s mood that first Tuesday in March.

“Good afternoon, young lady,” she said, putting her bag onto the table and
unzipping it. “‘How are you?”

“I'm fine.”

“Well, that’s good. I'm glad. And how did you get on with your homework?”



Ellie slid the completed work across the table toward Noelle. Normally
Noelle would put on her reading glasses and start marking it immediately but
today she just laid her fingertips on top of it and drummed them
absentmindedly. “Good girl,” she said. “You are such a good girl.”

Ellie watched her questioningly from the corner of her eye, waiting for a
signal that their lesson was about to begin. But none came. Instead Noelle stared
blindly at the homework.

“Tell me, Ellie,” she said eventually, turning her unblinking gaze to Ellie.
“What's the worst thing that ever happened to you?”

Ellie shrugged.

“What?” Noelle continued. “Like a hamster dying, something like that?”

“l haven't had a hamster.”

“Ha, well then, maybe that. Maybe not having a hamster is the worst thing
that ever happened to you?”

Ellie shrugged again. “I never really wanted one.”

“Well, then, what did you want? What did you really want that you weren’t
allowed to have?”

In the background, Ellie could hear the TV in the kitchen, the sound of her
mother vacuuming overhead, her sister chatting to someone on the phone. Her
family just getting on with their lives and not having to have weird
conversations about hamsters with their maths tutor.

“Nothing, really. Just the usual things: money, clothes.”

“You never wanted a dog?”

“Not really.”

Noelle sighed and pulled Ellie’s homework toward her. “Well, then, you are a
very lucky girl indeed. You really are. And I hope you appreciate how lucky you
are?”

Ellie nodded.

“Good. Because when you get to my age there’ll be loads of things you want
and you'll see everyone else getting them and you'll think, well, it must be my
turn now. Surely. And then you'll watch it disappear into the sunset. And therell
be nothing you can do about it. Nothing whatsoever.”

There was a moment of ponderous silence before finally, slowly, Noelle slid

her glasses onto her nose, pulled back the first page of Ellie’s homework, and



said, “Right then, let’s see how my best student got on this week.”

s

“Tell me, Ellie, what are your hopes and dreams?”

Ellie groaned inwardly. Noelle Donnelly was in one of those moods again.

“Just to do really well in my GCSEs. And my A levels. And then go to a really
good university.”

Noelle tutted and rolled her eyes. “What is it with you young people and your
obsession with university? Oh, the fanfare when I got into Trinity! Such a big
deal! My mother couldn’t stop telling the world. Her only girl! At Trinity! And
look at me now. One of the poorest people I know.”

Ellie smiled and wondered what to say.

“No, there’s more to life than university, Miss Smarty Pants. There’s more
than just certificates and qualifications. I have them coming out of my ears. And
look at me, sitting here with you in your lovely warm house, drinking your
lovely Earl Grey tea, getting paid a pittance to fill your brain with my
knowledge. Then going home to nothing.” She turned sharply and fixed Ellie
with a look. “To nothing. 1 swear.” Then she sighed and smiled and the glasses
came up her nose and her gaze left Ellie and the lesson commenced.

Afterward Ellie found her mother in the kitchen and said, “Mum. I want to
stop my tutoring.”

Her mum turned and looked at her questioningly. “Oh?” she said. “Why?”

Ellie thought about telling her the truth. She thought about saying, She’s
freaking me out and saying really weird things and I really don’t want to be alone with

her for an hour every week anymore. How she wished she had told her the truth.
Maybe if she’d told her the truth, her mother might have been able to work it all
out and then everything would have been different. But for some reason she
didn’t. Maybe she thought her mother would say that it was a silly reason to
want to stop having the lessons so close to her exams. Or maybe she didn’t want
to get Noelle into trouble, didn’t want a situation to develop. But for whatever
misguided reason she said, “I just honestly think I've gone as far as I can go with
Noelle. I've got all the practice papers she gave me. I can just keep doing those.
And it will save you some money.” She smiled, winningly, and waited for her

mother’s response.



“Well, it does seem a bit strange, so close to your exams.”

“Exactly. I think there are other things I could be using the time for now.
Geography, for example. I could really do with some extra study time for
geography.”

This was a 100-percent untruth. Ellie was totally on top of all her studies.
The extra hour a week would make no difference to anything. But still she
smiled that Mum-pleasing smile, left the request hanging in the air between
them, waited.

“Well, darling, it’s up to you, of course.”

Ellie nodded encouragingly, the echo of Noelle’s loaded words, the tired
aroma of old cooking and unwashed hair, the mood swings and the tangential,
slightly inappropriate questions pulsing through her consciousness.

“If you're sure? It would be nice not to have the extra expense,” her mother
said.

“Exactly.” Relief flooded through her. “Exactly.”

“OK,” said her mother, pulling open the fridge door, taking out a tub of
Bolognese sauce, closing it again. “T'll call her tomorrow. Let her know.”

“Great,” said Ellie lightly, feeling an odd, sordid weight lifting from her soul.
“Thank you.”



The suited policeman who greeted Laurel was young and washed out, clammy-
handed and slightly nervous. He led her through to an interview room. “Thank

you for coming,” he said, as though there’d been an option not to come. Sorry, I
have a lot on today, maybe next week?

Someone went to fetch her a cup of water, and then a moment later the door
opened again and Paul walked in.

Paul, God, of course, Paul. She hadn’t even thought of Paul. She'd reacted as
though this was all down to her. But clearly someone at the station had thought
of Paul. He blew into the room, all floppy silver hair, rumpled suit, the dry smell
of the City embedded in his skin. His hand reached for Laurel’s shoulder as he
passed her but she couldn’t bring herself to turn to acknowledge him, just forced
a small smile for the benefit of people watching the exchange.

He took the seat next to her, his hand pressed down against his tie as he
lowered himself into the chair. Someone fetched him tea from a machine. She
felt cross about the tea. She felt cross about Paul.

“We've been investigating a site near Dover,” said the detective called Dane.
“A dog walker called us. His terrier dug up a bag.”

A bag. Laurel nodded, furiously. A bag was not a body.

Dane pulled some 10- by 8-inch photos from a hard-backed envelope. He slid
them across the table toward Laurel and Paul. “Do you recognize any of these
items?”

Laurel pulled the photos toward herself.

It was Ellie’s bag. Her rucksack. The one she’d had slung over her shoulder
when she left the house for the library all those years ago. There was the small
red logo that had been such a vital part of the police appeal. It had been virtually
the only distinguishing feature on Ellie’s person that day.



The second photo was of a black T-shirt, a loose-fitting thing with a slash
neck and cap sleeves. The label inside said “New Look.” She’d worn it partly
tucked into her jeans at the front.

The third was a bra: gray jersey with small black polka dots. The label inside
said “Atmosphere.”

The fourth was a pair of jeans. Pale denim. The label inside said “Top Shop.”

The fifth was a pair of scruffy white trainers.

The sixth was a plain black hoodie with a white drawstring. The label inside
said “Next.”

The seventh was a set of house keys. The fob was a small plastic owl with
eyes that lit up when you pressed a button on its stomach.

The eighth was a pile of exercise books and textbooks, green and rotten with
damp.

The ninth was a pencil case: black and red polka dots, filled with pens and
pencils.

The tenth was a packet of tampons, swollen and obscene.

The eleventh was a tiny leather purse, purple and red patchwork, with a zip
that went around three sides and a red pompom on the zipper.

The twelfth was a small laptop, old-fashioned and slightly battered looking.

The last was a passport.

She pulled the photo closer; Paul leaned toward her and she pushed it so it lay

between them.
A passport.

Ellie had not taken her passport. Laurel still had Ellie’s passport. She took it
from the box of Ellie’s possessions from time to time and gazed at the ghostly
face of her daughter, thought of the journeys she’d never take.

But as she stared at the passport she realized it was not Ellie’s passport.

It was Hanna's.

“I don't get it,” she said. “This is my elder daughter’s passport. We thought
she’'d lost it. But . . .” She stared down at the photo again, her fingers touching
the edges of it. “. . . it’s here. In Ellie’s bag. Where did you find this?”

“In dense woodlands,” Dane replied. “Not too far from the ferry port. One
theory we're looking at is that she may have been on her way to Europe. Given

the passport.”



Laurel felt a burst of anger, of wrongness. They were looking for evidence
that backed up their long-held theory that she’d run away from home. “But her
bag,” she said. “With just the things she had when she left, when she was fifteen?
And you're saying that she took the same things with her to leave the country?
All those years later? That doesn’t make any sense.”

Dane looked at her almost fondly. “We've analyzed the clothing. There’s
evidence of intensive wear.”

Laurel clutched her chest at the mental image of her perfect girl, always so
impeccably clean, so fresh-smelling and fragrant, stumbling around in the same
clothes for years on end. “So . . . where is she? Where’s Ellie?”

“We're looking for her.”

She could sense that Paul was staring at her, that he needed her to engage
with him in order to process this jumble of information. But she could not face
his gaze, could not give him any part of herself.

“You know,” she said, “we were burgled a few years after Ellie went missing. [
told the police at the time that I thought it was Ellie. The things that were taken,
the lack of forced entry, the sense of . . .” She pulled herself back from talking
about unsubstantiated feelings. “She must have taken Hanna’s passport then. She
must have . ..”

She trailed off. Was it possible that the police had been right all along? That
she’d run away? That she’d been planning an escape?

But from where? To where? And why?

At that moment the door opened and another policeman walked into the
room. He approached Dane and he whispered something in his ear. Both men
looked toward Laurel and Paul. Then Dane sat straighter, adjusted his tie, and
said, “Theyve found human remains.”

Laurel’s hand instinctively found Paul’s.

She squeezed it so hard she felt his bones bend.



THEN

“What shall we do this summer?”

Theo, whose head was in Ellie’s lap, turned his face up to her and smiled.
“Nothing,” he said. “Let’s do completely nothing.”

Ellie put down her paperback and rested her hand on Theo’s cheek. “No
way,” she said. “1 want to do everything. Everything that isn’t revising and
learning and studying. I want to go paragliding. Shall we do that? Shall we go
paragliding?”

“So your plan for the summer is basically to die?” Theo laughed. “You are so
weird.”

She punched him gently against his cheek. “I am not weird. [ am just ready to
fly.”

“Literally?”

“Yes, literally. Oh, and Mum says we can use Grammy’s cottage for a few days
if we want.”

Theo beamed at her. “Seriously? Like, just us?”

“Or we can take some friends.”

“Or maybe just us?” He nodded, eagerly, playfully, and Ellie laughed.

“Yeah, I guess.”

It was Saturday afternoon, May, a week before GCSEs. They were in Ellie’s
bedroom, taking a break from revision. Outside the sun was shining. Teddy
Bear the cat lay by their side and the air was full of pollen and hope. Ellie’s mum
always said that May was like the Friday night of summer: all the good times
lying ahead of you, bright and shiny and waiting to be lived. Ellie could feel it all
calling to her from the other side of the dark tunnel of exams; she could feel the

warm nights and the long days, the lightness of having nothing to do and



nowhere to be. She thought of all the things she could do once she'd finished
this chapter of her life, all the books she could read and the picnics she could eat
and the funfairs and shopping trips and holidays and parties. For a moment she
felt breathless with it all; it overwhelmed her and made her stomach roll over
and her heart dance.

“I cannot wait,” she said. “I cannot wait for it all to be over.”
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THEN

The police investigation into the burglary at Laurel’s house all those years ago
had come to nothing. They'd found no fingerprints of any distinction anywhere
on the property, checks of CCTV footage from the two hours that Laurel had
been out of the house showed no sign of anyone meeting the description of
Ellie, or of any teenage girl for that matter. The “thief” had taken an ancient
laptop, an old phone of Paul’s, some cash that had been tucked into Laurel’s
underwear drawer, a pair of art deco silver candlesticks that had been a wedding
present from some very rich people who they weren'’t friends with anymore,
and a cake that Hanna had baked the day before that had been sitting on the
kitchen counter waiting to be iced.

They hadn’t taken any of Laurel’s jewelry—including her wedding and
engagement rings, which she’d stopped wearing a few months before and which
had been sitting in plain sight on a chest of drawers in her bedroom. They
hadn’t taken the Mac, which was newer and more valuable than the laptop they
had stolen—and they hadn'’t taken her credit cards, which she kept in a drawer in
the kitchen so that if she was mugged on the street, they wouldn't get stolen.

“It’s possible they ran out of time,” said one of the police officers who arrived
at her front door ten minutes after she'd called them. “Or they were stealing to
order and knew what they could sell and to who.”

“It feels strange,” Laurel had said, her arms folded tight around her middle. “It
feels—I don’t know. My daughter disappeared four years ago.” She looked up at
them, eyed them both directly and uncompromisingly. “Ellie Mack?
Remember?”

They exchanged a glance and then looked back at her.



“I could sense her,” she said, sounding mad and not caring. “When [ walked
into the house I could sense my daughter.”

They exchanged another glance. “Are any of her things missing?”

She shook her head and then shrugged. “I don’t think so. I've been in her
room and it looks exactly as it was.”

There was a beat of silence as the police officers moved awkwardly from foot
to foot.

“We couldn’t see any broken locks or windows. How did the burglar gain
access?”

Laurel blinked slowly. “I don’t know.”

“Any windows left open?”

“No, I...” She hadn’t even thought about it. “I don’t think so.”

“Do you leave a key out?”

“No. Never.”

“Leave one with a neighbor? Or a friend?”

“No. No. The only people who have keys are us. Me, my husband, our
children.”

As the words left her mouth she felt her heart begin to race, the palms of her
hands dampen. “Ellie,” she said. “Ellie had a key. When she went missing. In her
rucksack. Whatif . ..?"

They stared at her expectantly.

“What if she came back? From wherever she’s been? Maybe she was
desperate? It would explain the fact that only things we don’t care about have
been taken. She knows I don't like those candlesticks. I was always saying I was
going to take them on the Antiques Roadshow one day because they were
probably worth a fortune. And the cake!”

“The cake?”

“Yes. There was a chocolate cake on the counter. My daughter made it. My
other daughter. I mean, what sort of burglar takes a cake?”

“A hungry burglar?”

“No,” said Laurel, her theory solidifying quickly into fact. “No. Ellie. Ellie
would have taken it. She loved Hanna’s cakes. They were her favorite thing,
they were—" She stopped. She was going too fast and she was alienating the

people who were here to help her.



No neighbors had seen anything out of the ordinary: most of them had not
even been at home at the time of the burglary. Nothing stolen from the house
had ever been recovered. And that was that. Another dead end reached. Another
gaping hole in Laurel’s life.

For years, though, she’d stayed close to home, in case Ellie came back again.
For years she'd sniff the air every time she returned home from her brief
sojourns beyond her front door, looking for the smell of her lost daughter. It
was during those years that she finally lost touch with her remaining children.
She had nothing left to give them and they grew tired of waiting.

Then three years ago Laurel had finally given up on Ellie coming home again.
She’d accepted that it had been a simple burglary and that she needed to start
again, in a new place. Three years ago she’d stepped backward out of her lost
daughter’s bedroom for the last time and closed the door behind her with a click
so soft that it nearly killed her.

For three years she had put Ellie from her mind as much as she was able.
She’d strapped herself into a new routine, tight and hard, like a straitjacket. For
three years she’d internalized her madness, shared it with no one.

But now the madness was back.

s

She climbed into her car near the police station and as she put the car into
reverse she stopped for a moment, stopped to suck the madness back down, suck
it as far inside as she could get it to go.

But then she thought of her daughter’s bones being placed at this very
moment into plastic bags by strangers in rubber gloves and it burst back up and
emerged into the silence of her car as a dreadful roar, her fists pounding the
steering wheel, over and over and over again.

She saw Paul then, across the road, walking toward his own car, the terrible
hang of his face, the sag of his shoulders. She saw him stare at her, the shock in
his eyes as he registered her fury. And then she saw him begin to walk toward

her. She put the car into gear and drove away as fast as she could.
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THEN

Ellie had not thought too much about Noelle Donnelly since their final lesson.

According to her mother she had been a “bit arsey” about it, said that had she
known her time with Ellie would be cut short, she might not have taken the job
and now she had a slot she could not fill, and it was not really the done thing
blah blah blah. Her mother had brushed it off when Ellie had said she felt bad.

“It’s fine,” she said. “I think she’s just the type to take umbrage. Shell be OK.
And she’ll definitely find someone to take that slot so close to the exams. Some
last-minute panicking parent will snap her up.”

Ellie had felt reassured by this and removed Noelle Donnelly from the bit of
her brain that concerned itself with the here and now. The here and now was
oversubscribed as it was.

In fact it had taken her a moment to place Noelle Donnelly at all when she
saw her on the high street that Thursday morning during the May half-term.
She was on her way to the library. Her sister had a friend over who had a really
loud, really annoying laugh. She needed some peace and quiet. And also a book
about the workhouses in the nineteenth century.

So, in retrospect, she could have blamed her sister’s friend with the loud
laugh for her being there at that precise moment, but she really didn’t want to
do that. The blame game could be exhausting sometimes. The blame game could
make you lose your mind . . . all the infinitesimal outcomes, each path breaking
up into a million other paths every time you heedlessly chose one, taking you on
a journey that you'd never find your way back from.

Noelle’s face formed a complicated smile when she saw Ellie. Ellie scrambled
around in the back rooms of her brain for a nanosecond, retrieved what she

needed, and then returned the smile.



“My best student!” Noelle said.

“Hi!”

“How's it going?”

“It’s fine! It’s great! The maths is going really well.”

“Oh, well, that is grand.” She was wearing a khaki-green waterproof coat in
spite of a forecast for warm, dry weather. Her red hair was clipped back from
her face with tortoiseshell clasps. She had on cheap black trainers and was
clutching a cream canvas bag to her shoulder. “All ready for the big day?”

“Yes, totally,” she overstated, not wanting to give Noelle an opportunity to
chastise her for stopping her tutoring sessions.

“Tuesday, yes?”

“Yes. Ten a.m. Then the second paper the week after.”

Noelle nodded, her eyes never leaving Ellie’s. “You know,” she said, “I've been
using a practice paper with my other students. They all say it's been
superhelpful. And from what I've heard through the grapevine it has a lot of
crossover with this year’s paper. If you like I could give you a copy?”

NO, Ellie screamed at herself from beyond the beyond. NO. I DO NOT WANT
YOUR PRACTICE PAPER. But the here-and-now Ellie, the one who wanted to
spend her summer paragliding and losing her virginity, the one who was having
pizza tonight and seeing her boyfriend tomorrow morning, that Ellie said, “Oh,
right. Yes. That could be good.”

“Now let me see,” said Noelle, touching her lips with her forefinger. “I could
drop by this evening. I'll be close to you then.”

“Great,” said Ellie. “Yes, that would be great.”

“Or . . . you know, maybe better still’—she looked at her watch and then
briefly behind her—“TI'm just here.” She pointed at a side road. “Literally four
houses down. Why don’t you pop in now? It'll take ten seconds.”

It was busy that Thursday morning. People passed on either side of them.
Ellie thought of those people afterward, wondered if they'd noticed, wondered if
somewhere in someone’s head there lay an untouched memory of a girl with a
rucksack, wearing a black T-shirt and jeans talking to a woman in a khaki
waterproof with a Daunt Books shoulder bag. She imagined a Crimewatch

reenactment of these moments. Who would they cast as her? Hanna, probably.



They were almost the same height these days. And a red-haired female police
officer togged up in an ugly green coat, pretending to be Noelle.

“Were you there,” Nick Robinson would say afterward, eyes narrowed at the
camera, ‘on the morning of Thursday the twenty-sixth of May? Did you see a
middle-aged woman with red hair talking to Ellie Mack? They were outside the
Red Cross charity shop on Stroud Green Road. It was about ten forty-five a.m.
You might remember the weather that day; it was the day of an electrical storm
over London. Did you see the woman in the green coat walking with Ellie Mack
toward Harlow Road?” The screen would shift to some grainy CCTV footage of
Ellie and Noelle walking together up Stroud Green Road—Ellie would look tiny
and vulnerable, turning that last corner, heading toward her fate, like a prize
idiot. “Please,” Nick would say, “if you remember anything from that morning, if
you saw Ellie Mack on Harlow Road, please get in touch. We're waiting for your
call.”

But nobody had seen Ellie that morning. No one had noticed her talking to a
woman with red hair. No one had seen her walking with her toward Harlow
Road. No one had seen Noelle Donnelly unlock the door of a small scruffy house
with a flowering cherry tree outside and turn to Ellie and say, “Come on then, in
you come.” No one had seen Ellie walk through the door. No one had heard the

door close behind her.
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Paul and Laurel buried the partial remains of their daughter on a sunny
afternoon at the tail end of an indolent Indian summer. They buried her femurs,
her tibias, and most of her skull.

According to the forensics report, her daughter had been run over by a
vehicle, her broken body then dragged some distance through the woodland,
buried in a shallow grave, and left for animals to take her bones and scatter them
through the woods. For days dogs had swarmed through the woods where she’d
been found, looking for more pieces of their daughter, but they'd found nothing
else.

The police trawled local garage records for cars that had been brought in
with damage commensurate with hitting a body. They also leafleted the
surrounding areas, asking if anyone remembered a female hitchhiker, a
passenger on a bus, a young woman with a navy-blue rucksack; had she stayed
in your hostel, your home; did you come upon her sleeping rough; do you
recognize this face, this girl of fifteen years old, this computer-generated woman
of twenty-five? Photos of Laurel’s candlesticks were circulated. Had anyone sold
them, seen them, bought them? But no one came forward. No one had seen
anything. No one knew anything. After a twelve-week flurry of activity
everything went still again.

And now Ellie was dead. The possibility was gone. Laurel was alone. Her
family was broken. There was nothing. Literally nothing.

Until one day, a month after Ellie’s funeral, Laurel met Floyd.



PART TWO
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Laurel hands the young girl who washed her hair a two-pound coin. “Thank
you, Dora,” she says, smiling nicely.

Then she gives the hairstylist a five-pound note and says, “Thank you, Tania,
it looks great, it really does. Thank you so much.”

She eyes her reflection one more time in the wall-length mirror before
leaving. Her hair is shoulder-length, blonde, shiny and swishy. Her hair is
entirely unrepresentative of what lies beneath. If she could pay someone in
Stroud Green eighty pounds to give her psyche a shiny, swishy blow-dry, she
would. And she would give them more than a five-pound tip.

Outside it is a blowy autumn afternoon. Her hair feels light as silk as it is
whipped around her head. It’s late and she’s hungry and decides that she can'’t
wait to get home to eat so she pushes open the door to the café three doors
down from her hairdresser’s and orders herself a toasted cheese sandwich and a
decaf cappuccino. She eats fast and the cheese pulls away from the bread in
unruly strings that break and slap against her chin. She has a paper napkin to her
chin to wipe away the grease when a man walks in.

He is of average height, average build, around fifty. His hair is cut short, gray
at the temples, receding, and darker on the top. He’s wearing good jeans with a
nice shirt, lace-up shoes, tortoiseshell glasses: the sort of clothes that Paul would
wear. And whatever her feelings are now about Paul—and they are conflicted
and horribly confusing—she has to concede that he always looks lovely.

She finds, to her surprise, that she is almost admiring the man in the
doorway. There is something about him: a low-key swagger and a certain—dare
she say it?—twinkle in his eye. She watches as he queues at the counter, takes in
more detail: a flat but soft stomach, good hands, one ear that protrudes slightly

farther than the other. He’s not handsome in the traditional sense of the word



but has the air of a man who has long ago accepted his physical limitations and
shifted all the focus to his personality.

He orders a slice of carrot cake and a black coffee—his accent is hard to place,
possibly American, or a foreigner who learned English from Americans—and
then carries them to the table next to hers. Laurel's breath catches. He didn't
appear to have noticed her staring at him yet he’s chosen the table closest to hers
in a café full of empty tables. She panics, feeling as though maybe she’s
subconsciously, inadvertently, invited his attentions. She doesn’t want his
attentions. She doesn’t want any attention.

For a few moments they sit like that, side by side. He doesn’t look at her, not
once, but Laurel can feel some kind of intent radiating from him. The man plays
with a smartphone. Laurel finishes her cheese sandwich in smaller, slower
mouthfuls. After a while she begins to think maybe she was imagining it. She
drinks her coffee and starts to leave.

Then: “You have beautiful hair.”

She turns, shocked at his words, and says, “Oh.”

“Really pretty.”

“Thank you.” Her hand has gone to her hair, unthinkingly. “I just had it done.
It doesn’t normally look this good.”

He smiles. “You ever had this carrot cake before?”

She shakes her head.

“It’s pretty amazing. Would you like to try some?”

She laughs nervously. “No, thank you, I...”

“Look, I have a clean spoon, right here.” He pushes it across his table toward
her. “Go on. I'm never going to eat all this.”

A blade of light passes across the café at that moment, bright as torchlight. It
touches the spoon and makes it glitter. The cake has the indents of his fork in it.
The moment is curiously intimate and Laurel’s gut reaction is to back away, to
leave. But as she watches the sparkles on the silver spoon she feels something
inside her begin to open up. Something like hope.

She picks up the spoon and she scoops a small chunk of cake from the end
that he has not touched.



His name is Floyd. Floyd Dunn. He offers her his hand and says, “Pleased to
meet you, Laurel Mack.” His grip is firm and warm.

“What's your accent?” she asks, pulling her chair closer to his table, feeling
the blade of sunlight warming the back of her head.

“Ah,” he says, dabbing his mouth with a paper napkin. “What isnt my accent
would be a better question. I am the son of very ambitious Americans who
chased jobs and money all around the world. Four years in the U.S. Two in
Canada. Another four in the U.S. Four in Germany. A year in Singapore. Then
three in the U.K. My parents went back to the States; I stayed here.”

“So you've been here for a long time?”

“T've been here for"—he scrunches closed his eyes as he calculates—“thirty-
seven years. | have a British passport. British children. A British ex-wife. I listen
to The Archers. I'm fully assimilated.”

He smiles and she laughs.

She catches herself for a moment. Sitting in a café in the middle of the
afternoon, talking to a strange man, laughing at his jokes. How has this
happened, this day? Of all the days, all the hundreds of dark days that have
passed since Ellie went? Is this what closure does? Is this what happens when
you finally bury your child?

“So, do you live around here?” he asks.

“No,” she says. “No. I live in Barnet. But I used to live around here. Until a
few years ago. Hence the hairdresser.” She nods in the direction of the shop a
few doors down. “Total phobia of letting anyone else touch my hair, so I trek
down here every month.”

“Well . . .” He eyes her hair. “It looks like it's worth it to me.”

His tone is flirtatious and she has to ask herself if he’s weird or not. Is he? Is
there something odd about him, anything a bit off? Is she failing to read warning
signs? Is he going to scam her, rape her, abduct her, stalk her? Is he mad? Is he
bad?

She asks these silent internalized questions of everyone she meets. She was
never a trusting person, even before her daughter vanished and then turned up
dead ten years later. Paul always said he'd taken her on as a long-term project.
She’d refused to marry him until Jake was a toddler, scared that he was just

going through a phase and would stand her up at the register office. But she asks



these questions even more these days. Because she knows that the worst-case
scenario is not simply a terrible thing that isn’t likely to happen.

But she’s staring at this man, this man with gray eyes and gray hair and soft
skin and nice shoes, and she cannot find one thing wrong with him. Apart from
the fact that he is talking to her. “Thank you,” she says in reply to his
compliment. And then she moves her chair back, toward her table, wanting to
leave, but also wanting him to ask her to stay.

“You have to go?” he says.

“Well, yes,” she says, trying to think of something she needs to do. “I'm going
to see my daughter.”

She is not going to see her daughter. She never sees her daughter.

“Oh, you have a daughter?”

“Yes. And a son.”

“One of each.”

“Yes,” she says, the pain of denying her gone daughter piercing her heart.
“One of each.”

“I have two girls.”

She nods and hitches her bag on to her shoulder. “How old?”

“One of twenty-one. One of nine.”

“Do they live with you?”

“The nine-year-old does. The twenty-one-year-old lives with her mum.”

“Oh.”

He smiles. “It’s complicated.”

“Isn’t everything?” She smiles back.

And then he tears a corner off a newspaper left on the table next to his and
finds a pen in his coat pocket and says, “Here. I've really enjoyed talking to you.
But it hasn't been for long enough. I'd really like to take you out for dinner.” He

scribbles a number on the scrap of paper and passes it to her. “Call me.”
Call me.

So assured, so simple, so forward. She cannot imagine how a human could be
that way.

She takes the piece of paper and rubs it between her fingertips. “Yes,” she
says. Then: “Well, maybe.”

He laughs. He has a lot of fillings. “ ‘Maybe’ will do for me. ‘Maybe’ will do.”



She leaves the café quickly and without looking back.

s

That evening Laurel does something she’s never done before. She drops into
Hanna’s unannounced. The expression on her older daughter’s face when she
sees her mother standing on the doorstep is 90 percent appalled and 10 percent
concerned.

“Mum?”

“Hello, love.”

Hanna looks behind her as though there might be a visible reason for her
mother’s presence somewhere in her vicinity.

“Are you OK?”

“Yes. I'm fine. I just . . . I was just passing by and felt I hadn’t seen you in a
while.”

“I saw you on Sunday.”

Hanna had popped by with an old laptop for her but hadn’t crossed the
threshold.

“Yes. I know. But that was just, well, it wasn’t proper.”

Hanna moves from one bare foot to the other. “Do you want to come in?”

“That would be nice, darling, thank you.”

Hanna is in joggers and a tight white T-shirt with the word Cheri
emblazoned across the front. Hanna has never been much of a style maven. She
favors a black suit from Banana Republic for work and cheap leisurewear for
home. Laurel doesn’t know what she wears in the evenings since they never go
anywhere together in the evenings.

“Do you want a cup of tea?”

“Bit late for tea for me.”

Hanna rolls her eyes. She has little patience with Laurel’s caffeine sensitivity,
thinks she makes it all up to annoy her.

“Well, I'm going to have a coffee. What shall I get you?”

“Nothing, honestly. I'm fine.”

She watches her daughter moving around her small kitchen, opening and
closing cupboards, her body language so closed and muted, and she wonders if

there was ever a time when she and Hanna were close.



“Where've you been then?” says Hanna.

“T'm sorry?”

“You said you were passing?”

“Oh, yes. Right. Hair appointment.” She touches her hair again, feeling the
white lie burning through her.

“It looks lovely.”

“Thank you, darling.”

The piece of newspaper with the scribbled number and the name “Floyd” on
it is in her pocket and she touches it as she speaks. “A funny thing happened,”
she begins.

Hanna throws her a look of dread. It’s the same look she throws her any time
she starts a conversation about anything, as though she’s terrified of being
dragged into something she hasn’t got the emotional capacity to deal with.

“A man gave me his phone number. Asked me out for dinner.”

The look of dread turns to horror and Laurel feels she would do anything,
pay anything, give anything to be having this conversation now with Ellie, not
with Hanna. Ellie would whoop and beam, throw herself at Laurel and squeeze
her hard, tell her it was amazing and incredible and awesome. And Ellie would
have made it all those things.

“Of course I'm not going to call him. Of course I'm not. But it got me
thinking. About us. About all of us. How we're all floating about like separate
islands.”

“Well, yes.” There’s a note of accusation in Hanna’s voice.

“It's been so long now. And yet we still haven't found a way to be a family
again. It’s like we're all stuck. Stuck inside that day. I mean, look at you.” She
knows the moment the words leave her mouth that they are completely the
wrong ones.

“What?” Hanna sits up, unknits her fingertips. “What about me?”

“Well, youre amazing, obviously you're amazing, and I am so proud of you
and how hard you work and everything you've achieved. But don’t you ever
feel . .. ? Don’t you ever think it’s all a bit one-dimensional? I mean, you don't
even have a cat.”

“What! A cat? Are you being serious? How the hell could I have a cat? I'm out
all day and all night. I'd never see it, I'd .. .”



Laurel puts a hand out to her daughter. “Forget about the cat,” she says. ‘I
was just using it as an example. I mean, all these hours you work, isn’t there
anything? Some other dimension? A friend? A man?”

Her daughter blinks slowly at her. “Why are you asking me about men? You
know I don’t have time for men. I don’t have time for anything. I dont even
have time for this conversation.”

Laurel sighs and touches the back of her neck. “I just noticed,” she says, “a few
times recently, when I've been in to clean, you haven’t been home the night
before.”

Hanna flushes and then grimaces. “Ah,” she says, “you thought I had a
boyfriend?”

“Well, yes. I did wonder.”

Hanna smiles, patronizingly. “No, Mother,” she says, “sadly not. No
boyfriend. Just, you know, parties, drinks, that kind of thing. I stay at friends’
places.” She shrugs and picks again at the dry skin around her nails.

Laurel narrows her eyes. Parties? Hanna? Hanna’s body language is all skew-
whiff and Laurel doesn’t believe her. But she doesn’t push it. She forces a smile
and says, “Ah. I see.”

Hanna softens then and leans toward her. “I'm still young, Mum. There’ll be
time for men. And cats. Just not now.”

But what about us, Laurel wants to ask, when will this stop being our life? When
will there be time for us to be a family again? When will any of us ever truly laugh or
truly smile without feeling guilty?

But she doesn't ask it. Instead she takes Hanna’s hand across the table and
says, ‘I know, darling. I do know. I just so want you to be happy. [ want us all to
be happy. [ want...”

“You want Ellie back.”

She looks up at Hanna in surprise. “Yes,” she says. “Yes. I want Ellie back.”

“So do I,” says Hanna. “But now we know. We know she’s not coming back
and we're just going to have to get on with it.”

“Yes,” says Laurel, “yes. You're absolutely right.”

Her fingers find the piece of paper in her pocket again; they rub against it and

a shiver goes down her spine.
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“Hi. Floyd. It’s Laurel. Laurel Mack.”

“Mrs. Mack.”

That soft transatlantic drawl, so lazy and dry.

“Or are you a ms.?”

“T'm a ms.,” she replies.

“Ms. Mack, then. How good to hear from you. I could not be more
delighted.”

Laurel smiles. “Good.”

“Are we making a dinner plan?”

“Well, yes. I suppose. Unless . . .”

“There’s no unless. Unless you have a specific unless in mind?”

She laughs. “No, I have no unless in mind.”

“Good then,” he says. “How about Friday night?”

“Good,” she says, knowing without checking that she will be free. “Lovely.”

“Shall we go into town? See some bright lights? Or somewhere near me?
Somewhere near you?”

“Bright lights sound good,” she says, her voice emerging breathlessly, almost
girlishly.

“I was hoping you'd say that. You like Thai?”

“Ilove Thai.”

“Leave it with me then,” he says. “I'll make us a booking somewhere. I'll text
you later with the details.”

“Wow, yes. Youare ...

“Efficient?”

“Efficient. Yes. And ..."

“Exciting?”

She laughs again. “That’s not what [ was going to say.”



“No. But it’s true. [ am a thrilling guy. Nonstop fun and adventures. That’s
how I roll.”

“You're funny.”

“Thank you.”
“T'll see you on Friday.”
“You will,” he says, “unless . . .”

Laurel has always taken care of her appearance. Even in the terrible early days of
Ellie’s disappearance she would shower, choose clothes carefully, blot out the
shadows under her eyes with pricey concealers, comb her hair until it shone. She
had never let herself go. Herself was all she had left in those days.

She’s always made herself look nice but not worried about looking pretty for
a long time. In fact, she stopped attempting to look pretty in approximately 1985
when she and Paul moved in together. So this, right now, her stupid face in the
mirror, the open bags of cosmetics, the flow of nervous energy running through
her that has her putting mascara on her eyelids instead of eyeliner, the terrible
scrutiny and crossness at herself for allowing her face to get old, for not being
pretty, for not being born with the genes of Christy Turlington, this is all new.

She grimaces and wipes the mascara away with a cleansing wipe. “Bollocks,”
she mutters under her breath. “Shit.”

Behind her on her bed are the contents of her wardrobe. It’s strange weather
tonight. Muggy, for the time of year, but showers forecast, and a strong wind.
And although her figure is fine—she’s a standard size ten—all her going-out
clothes are ones she’s had since she was in her forties. Too high up the leg, too
flowery, too much arm, too much chest. Nothing works, none of it. She
surrenders, in the end, to a gray long-sleeve top and flared black trousers. Dull.
But appropriate.

The time is seven oh five. She needs to leave the house in ten minutes to be
on time for her date with Floyd. She quickly finishes her makeup. She has no
idea if she’s made herself look better or worse but she’s run out of time to care.

At the front door of her apartment she stops for a moment. She keeps photos
of her three children on a small console here. She likes the feeling of being

greeted and bade farewell by them. She picks up the photo of Ellie. Fifteen years



old, the October half-term before she went missing; they were in Wales; her
face was flushed with sea air and ball games on the beach with her brother and
sister. Her mouth was fully open; you could see virtually to the back of her
throat. She wore a tan woolly hat with a giant pompom on the top. Her hands
were buried inside the sleeves of an oversized hoodie.

“I'm going on a date, Ellie,” she says to her girl. “With a nice man. He’s called
Floyd. I think you'd like him.”

She passes her thumb over her girl’s smiling face, over the giant pompom.

That’s awesome, Mum, she hears her say, I'm so happy for you. Have fun!

“Tll try,” she replies to the emptiness. “I'll try.”

s

The light is kind in the restaurant that Floyd’s chosen for their date. The walls
are lacquered black and gold, the furniture is dark, the lampshades are made of
amethyst beads strung together over halogen bulbs. He’s already there when she
arrives, two minutes late. She thinks, He looks younger in this light, therefore I
must look younger, too. This bolsters her as she approaches him and lets him
stand and kiss her on both cheeks.

“You look very elegant,” he says.

“Thank you,” she says. “So do you.”

He's wearing a black and gray houndstooth-checked shirt and a black
corduroy jacket. His hair looks to have had a trim since their first meeting and
he smells of cedar and lime.

“Do you like the restaurant?” he asks, faking uncertainty and fooling nobody.

“Of course I like the restaurant,” she says. “It’s gorgeous.”

“Phew,” he says and she smiles at him.

“Have you been here before?” she asks.

“l have. But only for lunch. I always wanted to come back in the evening
when it was all gloomy and murky and full of louche people.”

Laurel looks around her at the clientele, most of whom look like they just
came straight from the office or are on dates. “Not so louche,” she says.

“Yeah. I noticed. I am very disappointed.”

She smiles and he passes her a menu.

“Are you hungry?”



“I'm ravenous,” she says. And it’s true. She’s been too nervous to eat all day.
And now that she’s seen him and remembered why she agreed to share his cake
with him, why she called him, why she arranged to meet him, her appetite has
come back.

“You like spicy food?”

“I love spicy food.”

He beams at her. “Thank God for that. I only really like people who like spicy
food. That would have been a bad start.”

It takes them a while even to look at the menu. Floyd is full of questions: Do
you have a job? Brothers? Sisters? What sort of flat do you live in? Any hobbies?
Any pets? And then, before their drinks have even arrived, “How old are your
kids?”

“Oh.” She bunches her napkin up on her lap. “Theyre twenty-seven and
twenty-nine.”

“Wow!” He looks at her askance. “You do not look old enough to have kids
that age. I thought teens, at a push.”

She knows this is utter nonsense; losing a child ages you faster than a life
spent chain-smoking on a beach. “I'm nearly fifty-five,” she says. “And I look it.”

“Well, no you don't,” he counters. “I had you at forty-something. You look
great.”

She shrugs off the compliment; it’s just silly.

Floyd smiles, pulls a pair of reading glasses from the inside pocket of his nice
jacket and slips them on. “Shall we get ordering?”

They overorder horribly. Dishes keep arriving, bigger than either of them
had anticipated, and they spend large portions of the evening rearranging glasses
and water bottles and mobile phones to free up space for them. “Is that it?” they
ask each other every time a new dish is delivered. “Please say that that’s it.”

They drink beer at first and then move on to white wine.

Floyd tells Laurel about his divorce from the mother of his elder daughter.
The girl is called Sara-Jade.

“l wanted to call her Sara-Jane, my ex wanted to call her Jade. It was a pretty
simple compromise. I call her Sara. My ex calls her Jade. She calls herself S].” He
shrugs. “You can give your kids any name you like and theyl just go ahead and

do their own thing with it ultimately.”



“What's she like?”

“Sara? She’s . . .” For the first time Laurel sees a light veil fall across Floyd’s
natural effervescence. “She’s unusual. She’s, er . . .” He appears to run out of
words. “Well,” he says eventually. “I guess you'd just have to meet her.”

“How often do you see her?”

“Oh, quite a lot, quite a lot. She still lives at home, with my ex; they don’t get
on all that well so she uses me as an escape hatch. So, most weekends, in fact.
Which is a mixed blessing.” He smiles wryly.

“And your other daughter? What's her name?”

“Poppy.” His face lights up at the mention of her.

“And what's she like? Is she very different to Sara-Jade?”

“‘Oh God yes.” He nods slowly and theatrically. “Yes indeed. Poppy is
amazing, you know, she’s insanely brilliant at maths, has the driest, wickedest
sense of humor, takes no shit from anyone. She really keeps me on my toes,
reminds me that [ am not the be-all and end-all. She wipes the floor with me, in
all respects.”

“Wow. She sounds great!” she says, thinking that he could have been
describing her own lost girl.

“She is,” he says. “I am blessed.”

“So how come she lives with you?”

“Yes, well, that’s the complicated part. Poppy and Sara-Jade do not have the
same mother. Poppy’s mum was . . . [ don’t know, a casual relationship that
rather overran its limitations. If you see what [ mean. Poppy wasn'’t planned. Far
from it. And we did try for a while to be a normal couple, but we never quite
managed to pull it off. And then, when Poppy was four years old, she vanished.”

“Vanished?” Laurel’s heart races at the word, a word so imbued with meaning
to her.

“Yeah. Dumped Poppy on my doorstep. Cleared out her bank account.
Abandoned her house, her job. Never to be seen again.” He picks up his
wineglass and takes a considered sip, as if waiting for Laurel to pick up the
commentary.

She has her hand to her throat. She feels suddenly as though this was all
fated, that her meeting with this strangely attractive man was not as random as

she’d thought, that they'd somehow recognized the strange holes in each other,



the places for special people who had been dramatically and mysteriously
plucked from the ether.

“Wow,” she says. “Poor Poppy.”

Floyd turns his gaze to the tablecloth, rolls a grain of rice around under his
fingertip. “Indeed,” he says. “Indeed.”

“What do you think happened to her?”

“To Poppy’s mother?” he asks. “Christ, I have no idea. She was a strange
woman. She could have ended up anywhere,” he says. “Literally anywhere.”

Laurel looks at him, judging the appropriateness of her next question. “Do
you ever think maybe she’s dead?”

He looks up at her darkly and she knows that she has gone too far. “Who
knows?” he says. “Who knows.” And then the smile reappears, the conversation
moves along, an extra glass of wine each is ordered, the fun recommences, the

date continues.
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When she gets home, Laurel goes straight to her laptop, pulls on her reading
glasses, and googles Floyd Dunn. They'd talked all night, until the restaurant had
had to ask them very politely to leave. There'd been a gentle suggestion of going
on somewhere else; Floyd Dunn was a member at a club somewhere (“Not one
of those flashy ones,” he'd said, “just a bar and some armchairs, a few old farts
drinking brandy and growling”), but Laurel had not wanted to travel back to
High Barnet after the tubes stopped running, so theyd said good-bye at
Piccadilly Circus and Laurel had sat smiling dumbly, drunkenly at her reflection
in the tube window all the way up the Northern line.

Now she is in pajamas with a toothbrush in her mouth. The clothes she’d left
on her bed are in a pile on the armchair and her makeup is still scattered across
her dressing table; she has no energy for practicalities; she just wants to keep
herself tight inside the bubble that she and Floyd made together tonight, not let
life crawl in through the gaps.

Within a few seconds Laurel discovers that Floyd Dunn is in fact the author
of several well-reviewed books about number theory and mathematical physics.

She clicks on Google Images and stares at Floyd'’s face in varying stages of life
and appearance; in some photos he is visibly younger: late thirties, long-haired,
wearing a low-buttoned shirt. This is his author photo from his first few books
and is slightly unsettling. She would not have shared a slice of cake with this
man who resembles a lonely Open University lecturer from the early eighties.
Later photos show him more or less as he is now, his hair slightly scruffier and
darker, his clothing not quite so smart, but fundamentally the man she just had
dinner with.

She wants to know more about him. She wants to envelop herself in him and
his fascinating world. She wants to see him again. And again. And then she
thinks of Paul, and his Bonny, the numb disbelief she’'d felt when he’d come to



her to inform her that he’d met a woman and that they were moving in
together. She had been unable to comprehend how he had managed to get to
such a place, a place of softness and butterflies in your stomach, of making plans
and holding hands. And now it is happening to her and all of a sudden she aches
to call him.

Paul, she imagines herself saying, I've met a fabulous guy. He’s clever and he’s
funny and he’s hot and he’s kind.

And she realizes that it’s the first time in years she’s wanted to talk to Paul
about anything other than Ellie.

The next day is an agony of silence.

On Saturdays Laurel usually sees her friends Jackie and Bel. She’s known
them since they were all at school together in Portsmouth, where they were an
inseparable gang of three. About thirty years ago, when they were all in their
twenties and living in London, Laurel had met up with them in a bar in Soho
and they'd told her that they had come out to each other and were now a couple.
And then eleven years ago, in her early forties, Bel had given birth to twin boys.
Just as Laurel was exiting the parenting zone, they'd walked straight into it, and
in the years after Ellie disappeared, their home in Edmonton full of nappies and
plastic and pink yogurt in squeezy tubes had been a refuge to her.

But they are away this weekend, taking the boys to a rugby tournament in
Shropshire. And so the minutes pass exquisitely and the air in the flat hangs
heavy around her. The sounds of her neighbors closing doors, calling to their
children, starting their cars, walking their dogs, ratchets up the feeling of
aloneness, and there is no call from Floyd, no text and she is too old, far too old
for all this, and by Saturday night she has talked herself out of it. It was a mad
idea. Nonsensical. She is a damaged woman with a ton of ugly baggage and
Floyd was clearly just using his effortless charm to secure a night out with a
woman, something he could probably manage every night of the week if he so
chose. And he was probably sitting in a café somewhere right now, sharing a
slice of carrot cake with someone else.

On Sunday Laurel decides to visit her mother. She usually visits her mother

on a Thursday; having it as a weekly slot makes it less likely that she'll find an



excuse not to go. But she cannot spend another day at home alone. She just can't.

Her mother’s care home in Enfield, a twenty-minute drive away, is a new-
build, redbrick thing with smoked-glass windows so that no one can peer in and
see their own devastating futures. Ruby, her mum, has had three strokes, has
limited vocabulary, is half-blind, and has very patchy recall. She is also very
unhappy and can usually be counted upon to find the words to express her wish
to die.

Her mother is in a chair when she arrives at half eleven. By her side is a plate
of oaty-looking biscuits and a cup of milk as though she was four years old.
Laurel takes her mother’s hand and strokes the parchment skin. She looks into
her dark eyes and tries, as she always does, to see the other person, the person
who would pick her up by one arm and one leg and throw her in swimming
pools when she was small, who chased her across beaches and plaited her hair
and made her eggs over easy when she requested them after she’d seen them on
an American TV show. Her mother’s energy had been boundless, her curly black
hair always coming loose from grips and bands, her heels always low so that she
was free to run for buses and jump over walls and pursue muggers.

Her first stroke had hit her four months after Ellie’s disappearance and she’d
never been the same since.

“I went on a date last week,” Laurel tells her mother. Her mother nods and
pinches her mouth into a tight smile. She tries to say something but can’t find
the words.

“F-F-F-F...F-F-F...

“Don’t worry, Mum. I know you're pleased.”

“Fantastic!” she suddenly manages.

“Yes,” says Laurel, smiling broadly, “it is. Except now of course I'm really
nervous, behaving like a teenager; I keep staring at my phone, willing him to
call. It’s pathetic...”

Her mum smiles again, or the facsimile of a smile that her damaged brain will
allow. “N ... Name?”

“His name is Floyd. Floyd Dunn. He’s American. He’s my age, ludicrously
clever, nice-looking, funny. He’s got two daughters; one of them lives with him,
the other is grown up.”

»

Her mother nods, still smiling. “You...you...you...you...



Laurel runs her thumb across the top of her mother’s hand and smiles
encouragingly.

“You...you...you call him!”

Laurel laughs. “I can’t!”

Her mum shakes her head crossly and tuts.

“No. Honestly. I called him the first time. I already made the first move. It's
his turn now.”

Her mum tuts again.

“I suppose,” Laurel ponders, “I could maybe send him a text, just to say thank-
you? Leave the ball in his court?”

Her mum nods and clasps Laurel’s hand inside hers, squeezing it softly.

Her mother adored Paul. From day one she'd said, “Well done, my darling,
you found a good man. Now please be kind to him. Please don’t let him go.” And
Laurel had smiled wryly and said, “We'll see.” Because Laurel had never believed
in happy ever afters. And her mum had been sanguine about Paul and Laurel
splitting up; she’'d understood, because she was both a romantic and a realist.
Which in many ways was the perfect combination.

Her mother puts out a hand to feel for Laurel’'s handbag. She puts her hand
into it and she pulls out Laurel’s phone and hands it to her.

“What?” says Laurel. “Now?”

She nods.

Laurel sighs heavily and then types in the words.

“I will hold you fully responsible,” she says, mock-sternly, “if this all blows up
in my face.”

Then she presses the send button and quickly shuts her phone down and
stuffs it into her handbag, horrified by what she has just done. “Shit,” she says,
running her hands down her face. “You cow,” she says to her mum. “I can’t
believe you made me do that!”

And her mother laughs, a strange, warped thing that comes from too high up
her throat. But it's a laugh. And the first one Laurel can remember hearing from
her mother in a very long time indeed.

Seconds later Laurel’s phone rings. It’s him.
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Laurel and Floyd have their second date that Tuesday. This time they stay local,
and go to an Eritrean restaurant near Floyd that Laurel had always wanted to try
but Paul would never agree to because they had a three-star hygiene rating taped
to their window.

Floyd is dressed down, in a bottle-green polo shirt under a black jumper,
with jeans. Laurel is wearing a fitted linen pinafore over a white cotton blouse,
her hair clipped back, black tights and black boots. She looks like a trendy nun.
She had not realized, until she met Floyd, how stern, virtually clerical all her
clothes were.

“You look amazing,” he says, clearly missing all the signs of her sartorial
struggle. “You are far too stylish for me. I feel like an absolute bum.”

“You look lovely,” she says, taking her seat, “you always look lovely.”

She’s amazed by how relaxed she feels. There are none of the nerves that
plagued their first meeting last week. The restaurant is scruffy and brightly lit,
but she feels unconcerned about her appearance, about whether or not she looks
old.

She stares at his hands as they move and she wants to snatch them in midair,
grab them, hold them to her face. She follows the movement of his head, gazes
at the fan of smile lines around his eyes, glances from time to time at the just
visible spray of chest hair emerging from the undone top button of his polo
shirt. She wants, very badly, to have sex with him and this realization shocks her
into a kind of flustered silence for a moment.

“Are you OK, Laurel?” he asks, sensing her awkwardness.

“Oh, God, yes. 'm fine,” she replies, smiling, and he looks reassured by this
and the conversation continues.

He talks warmly to the waitstaff, who seem to know him well and bring him

bonus dishes and morsels of things to taste.



“You know,” she says, tearing off a piece of flatbread and dipping it into a
mutton stew, “my ex refused to bring me here because of the poor hygiene
rating.” She feels bad for a moment, belittling Paul, painting a one-note picture
of him for a stranger when there is much more to know about him.

“Well, hygiene, schmygiene, I have never had a dodgy tummy after eating
here and I've been coming for years. These people know what theyre doing.”

“So how long have you lived around here?”

“Oh, God, forever. Since my parents went back to the U.S. They gave me a
piece of money, told me to put it down somewhere scruffy but central. I found
this house; it was all split up into bedsits, just disgusting. Jesus, the way people
live. Dead rats. Blocked toilets. Shit on the wall.” He shudders. “But it was the
best decision I ever made. You would not believe how much the place is worth
now.”

Laurel could believe it, having sold her own Stroud Green house only a few
years earlier. “Do you think you'll ever go back to the States?”

He shakes his head. “No. Never. It was never home to me. Nowhere ever felt
like home to me till I came here.”

“And your parents? Are they still alive?”

“Yup. Very much so. They were young parents so they're still pretty spry.
What about you?” he asks. “Are your parents still with you?”

She shakes her head. “My dad died when I was twenty-six. My mum’s in a
home now. She’s very frail. I doubt shell be around this time next year.” Then
she smiles and says, “In fact, it was her who told me to call you. On Sunday. She
can barely talk, it takes her an age to form a sentence; usually all she wants to
talk about is dying. But she told me to call you. She said it was fantastic that I'd
met you. She literally put my phone in my hand. It's the most’—she glances
down at her lap—“the most maternal thing she’s done in a decade. The most
human thing she’s done in months. It moved me.”

And then Floyd reaches across the table and places his hands over hers, his
nice gray eyes fixed on hers, and he says, “God bless your glorious mum.”

She hooks her fingers over his and squeezes his hands gently. His touch feels
both gentle and hard, sexual yet benign. His touch makes her feel everything she
thought she'd never feel again, things she’d forgotten she'd ever felt in the first

place. His thumbs move up her wrists and pass over her pulse points. His



fingertips draw lines up and down the insides of her arms. She pulls at the soft
hair on his forearms, and then pushes her hands deep inside the soft wool of his
sleeves. She finds his elbows and his hands find hers and they grasp each other
like that across the table for a long, intense moment, before slowly pulling apart
and they ask for the bill.

s

His house is exactly the same as her old house, just three roads down from
where she used to live. It’s a semidetached Victorian with Dutch gables and a
small balcony over the front porch. It has a tiled path leading to a front door
with stained-glass panels to each side and a stained-glass fanlight above. There is
a small square of a front garden, neatly tended, and a pair of wheelie bins down
the side return. Laurel knows what the house will look like on the inside before
Floyd even has his key in the front door because it will look just like hers.

And yes, there it is, as she’d known it would be, the tiled hallway with a wide
staircase ahead, the banister ending in a generous swirl, a single wooden step
leading down to a large airy kitchen, and a door to the left through which she
can make out a book-lined room, the flicker of a TV set, and a pair of bare feet
crossed at the ankle. She watches the bare feet uncross and lower themselves to
the stripped floorboards, then a face appears, a small, nervous face, a shock of
white-blonde hair, a crescent of multiple earrings, a thick flick of blue liner.
“Dad?”

The head retracts quickly at the sight of Laurel in the hallway.

“Hi, honey.” Floyd turns and mouths Sara at Laurel before popping his head
around the door. “How's your evening been?”

“OK.” Sara-Jade’s voice is soft and deep.

“How was Poppy?”

“She was OK.”

“What time did she go to bed?”

“Oh, like half an hour ago. You're early.”

Laurel sees the delicate head lean forward slightly, then snap back again.

“Sara”—Floyd turns to Laurel and gestures for her hand—*T've got someone to
introduce you to.” He pulls Laurel toward the door and propels her in front of

him. “This is Laurel. Laurel, this is my elder daughter, Sara-Jade.”



“SJ,” says the tiny girl on the armchair, slowly pulling herself to her feet. She
gives Laurel a tiny hand to shake and says, “Nice to meet you.” Then she falls
back into the armchair and curls her tiny blue-veined feet beneath her.

She’s wearing an oversized black T-shirt and black velvet leggings. Laurel
takes in the thinness of her, wonders if it is an eating disorder or just the way
she’s built.

On the television is a reality TV show about people having blind dates in a
brightly lit restaurant. On the floor by SJ’s feet is an empty plate smeared with
traces of tomato ketchup and an empty Diet Coke can. Crumpled on the arm of
the chair is a wrapper from a Galaxy bar. Laurel assumes then that her build is
all natural and immediately pictures her mother, some tremulous pixie woman
with enormous eyes and size six jeans. She feels pathetically jealous for a
moment.

“Well,” says Floyd, “we’ll be in the kitchen. Do you want a cup of tea?”

Sara-Jade shakes her head but doesn’t say anything. Laurel follows Floyd into
the kitchen. It's as she’d imagined: smart cream wooden units with oversized
wooden knobs, a dark green range, an island surrounded by stools. Unlike her
old kitchen it hasn’t been extended into the return but just to the back where
there is a pine table surrounded by pine chairs, piles of papers and magazines,
two laptops, a pink fur coat slung over one chair, a suit jacket over the other.

She sits on a stool and watches him make her a mug of camomile tea, himself
a coffee from a filter machine. “Your house is lovely,” she says.

“Why thank you,” he replies. “Although I feel you should know that that
exact spot where you're sitting was where the guy who used to live in the back
room kept his chamber pot. And I know that because he left it behind when he
moved out. Unemptied.”

“Oh my God!” She laughs. “That’s revolting.”

“Tell me about it.”

“You know, your house is the same as my old house. Exactly. | mean, not
exactly, obviously, but the same layout, the same design.”

“All these streets,” he said, “all these houses, they were modern estates once
upon a time, built at the same time to house the City workers.” He passes her

her tea and smiles. “Strange,” he says, “to think that one day our ancestors might



be charmed by a Barratt estate, desperately trying to preserve the period
features. Don’t touch that plastic coving, it's priceless.”

Laurel smiles. “Can you believe, the people who lived here before took out the fitted
wardrobes with mirrored sliding doors!’

Floyd laughs and eyes her fondly. And then he stops laughing and stares at
her intently. He says, “You know, I googled you. After our first date.”

The smile freezes on Laurel’s face.

“I know about Ellie.”

Laurel grips her mug between her hands and swallows. “Oh.”

“You knew [ would, didn’t you?”

She smiles sadly. “Oh, I don’t know, I suppose it occurred to me. I would have
said something. Soon. I was on the verge. It just didn’t seem like first-date kind
of fodder.”

“No,” he says softly. “I get that.”

She turns the mug around and around, not sure where to head next with this
development.

“T'm really sorry,” he says. “I just . ..” He sighs heavily. “I wouldn't. .. I cant
imagine. Well, I can imagine. I can imagine all too well, which makes it hard to
bear. Not that me bearing it is of any relevance to anything. But the thought
of ...you...and your girl . . . it’s just. Christ.” He sighs heavily. “And I wanted
to say something all night, because it felt so dishonest to sit there making small
talk with you when I had all this knowledge that you didn’t know I had and . . .”

“I'm an idiot,” she says. “I should have guessed.”

“No,” he says. “I'm an idiot. I should have waited for you to tell me, when you
were ready.”

And Laurel smiles and looks up at Floyd, into his misty eyes; then she looks
down at his hands, the hands that just caressed her arms so seductively in the
restaurant, and she looks around his warm, loved home and she says, “I'm ready
now. I can talk about it now.”

He reaches across the counter and places his hand upon her shoulder. She
instinctively rubs her cheek against it. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” she says. “I'm sure.”



It is nearly 1 a.m. when Floyd finally leads Laurel up the stairs to his bedroom.
Sara-Jade had taken a taxi home at midnight, saying good-bye to her father in
hushed tones and without acknowledging Laurel.

Floyd’s room is painted dark burgundy and hung with interesting abstract oil
paintings he claims to have found in the basement of the house when he was
renovating it. “They're kind of ugly, I guess. But I like them. I like that I liberated
them from total obscurity, let them live and breathe.”

“Where’s Poppy’s room?” she whispers.

He points above and behind. “She won't hear anything. And besides, she
sleeps like the dead.”

And then he is unzipping the back of her pinafore dress and she is tugging at
the sleeves of his warm soft jumper and they are a tangle of limbs and clothes
and tights and despite the fact that Laurel had decided a long time ago that she
and sex were over, five minutes later it is happening; she is having sex and not
only that but it is the best sex she has ever had in her life and within moments of
doing it she wants to do it all over again.

They fall asleep as a dull brown dawn creeps through the gaps in his curtains,

wrapped up in each other’s arms.
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“Morning! Are you Laurel?”

Laurel jumps slightly. It’s ten o’clock and she’'d assumed that Floyd's daughter
would have been at school by now. “Yes,” she says, flicking on a warm smile.
“Yes. I'm Laurel. And you're Poppy, I assume?”

“Yes. I am Poppy.” She beams at Laurel, revealing crooked teeth and a small
dimple in her left cheek. And Laurel has to hold on to something then, the
closest thing to her, the door frame. She grips it hard and for a moment she is
rendered entirely mute.

“Wow,” she says eventually. “Sorry. You look . . .” But she doesn’t say it. She

doesn’t say, You look just like my lost girl . . . the dimple, the broad forehead, the
heavy-lidded eyes, the way you tip your head to one side like that when you're trying to

work out what someone’s thinking. Instead she says, “You remind me of someone.
Sorry!” and she laughs too loud.

Laurel used to see girls who looked like Ellie all the time, after she’d first
gone. She’'d never quite got to the point of chasing anyone down the street,
calling out her daughter’s name and grabbing them by the shoulder as people did
in movies. But she’'d had the butterflies, the quickening of her breath, the feeling
that her world was about to blow apart with joy and relief. They were always so
short-lived, those moments, and it hadn’t happened for years now.

Poppy smiles and says, “Can I get you anything? A tea? A coffee?”

“Oh,” says Laurel, not expecting such slick hostessing from a nine-year-old
girl. “Yes. A coffee, please. If that's OK?” She looks behind her, to see if Floyd is
coming. He'd told her he would be down in two minutes. He hadn't told her that
his daughter would be here.

“Dad said you were really pretty,” says Poppy with her back to her as she fills

the filter machine from the tap. “And you are.”



“Gosh,” says Laurel. “Thank you. Though I must look a state.” She runs her
hand down her hair, smoothing out the tangles that this child’s father put there
last night with his hands. She’s wearing Floyd’s T-shirt and she reeks, she knows
she does, of sex.

“Did you have a lovely evening?” Poppy asks, spooning ground coffee into
the machine.

“Yes, thank you, we really did.”

“Did you go to the Eritrean place?”

“Yes.”

“That’s my favorite restaurant,” she says. “My dad’s been taking me there
since [ was tiny.”

“Oh,” says Laurel. “What a sophisticated palate you must have.”

“There’s nothing [ won't eat,” she replies. “Apart from prunes, which are the
devil’s work.”

Poppy is wearing a loose-fitting dress made of blue and white striped cotton,
with navy woolen tights and a pair of navy leather pumps. Her brown hair is
tied back and has two small red clips in it. It’s a very formal outfit for a young
girl, Laurel feels. The sort of thing she’d have had to bribe both her girls to wear
when they were that age.

“No school today?” she inquires.

“No. No school any day. I don’t go to school.”

“Oh,” says Laurel, “that’s...I mean...”

“Dad teaches me.”

“Has he always taught you?”

“Yes. Always. You know I could read chapter books when I was three. Simple
algebra at four. There was no normal school that would have coped with me
really.” She laughs, a womanly tinkle, and she flicks the switch on the filter
machine. “Can I interest you in some granola and yogurt? Maybe? Or a slice of
toast?”

Laurel turns to look behind her again. There’s still no sign of Floyd. “You
know,” she says, “I might just have a quick shower before I eat anything. I feel a
bit . ..” She grimaces. “I won'’t be long.”

“Absolutely,” says Poppy. “You go and shower. I'll have your coffee waiting

for you.”



Laurel nods and smiles and starts to back out of the kitchen. She passes Floyd
on the stairs. He’s fresh and showered, his hair damp and combed back off his
face, his skin uncooked-looking where he’s shaved away yesterday’s stubble. He
encircles her waist with his arm and buries his face in her shoulder.

“I met Poppy,” she says quietly. “You didn’t tell me you home-schooled her.”

“Didn’t I?”

“No.” She pulls away from another attempt at affection. “I'm going to have a
shower,” she says. “I can’t sit chatting to your daughter smelling like an old
slapper who'’s been up all night shagging her dad.”

Floyd laughs. “You smell delicious,” he says, and his hand goes between her
legs and she’s torn between pressing herself hard against it and slapping it away.

“Stop it,” she says affectionately and he laughs.

“What did you think?” he says. “Of my Poppy?”

“She’s charming,” she says. “Totally delightful.”

He glows at the words. “Isn’t she just? Isn’t she just magnificent?”

He leans down and he kisses her gently on the lips before descending the
stairs and heading into the kitchen where Laurel hears him greeting his
daughter with the words, “Good morning, my remarkable girl, and how are you
today?”

She continues up the stairs and takes a long slow shower in her lover’s en-
suite bathroom, feeling a peculiarity and wrongness that she cannot quite locate

the cause of.

s

Later that day Laurel goes to Hanna'’s flat to clean it. Other people might find the
thirty pounds pinioned beneath a vase of flowers on the table slightly peculiar.
Laurel is aware that being paid in cash to clean her daughter’s flat is not entirely
normal, but all families have their idiosyncrasies and this is just one of theirs. As
it is, every week she puts the thirty pounds into a special bank account that she
will one day use to spoil her as-yet-unborn grandchildren with treats and days
out.

She folds up the notes and slots them into her purse. Then she does the
detective sweep of Hanna’s flat that she has begun to do since Hanna stopped

sleeping here every night. She remains unconvinced by Hanna’s explanation of



late nights and sleepovers, this sudden rush of parties and good times. That is
simply not the daughter she knows. Hanna has never liked having fun.

The flowers are of particular interest: not a hastily bought bunch of
Sainsbury’s tulips or Stargazer lilies, but a bouquet. Dusky roses, baby’s breath,
lilac hyacinths, and eucalyptus. The stems are still spiraled together in the
middle where the twine would have tied them together.

In the kitchen she takes out the cleaning products and eyes the work surfaces,
looking for clues. Hanna was not home the night before, as evidenced once
again by the lack of cereal bowl and makeup detritus. The problem, Laurel can
see, is that if there is a man, then Hanna is spending all her time at his house so
there will be no evidence to find at her house. She sighs and leans down to the
swing bin to pull out the half-full bag, which, as always, weighs nothing, as
Hanna has no life. She scrunches it down to tie the top in a knot and notices the
crackle of cellophane. Quickly she puts her hand into the bag and locates the
flower packaging. She pulls it out and unfurls it, and there is a tiny card taped to

it, a message scrawled on it in scrufty florist’s handwriting:

Can’t wait to see you tomorrow. Please don't be late!

I love you so much,
Tx

Laurel holds the card between her thumb and forefinger and stares at it for a
while. Then she shoves it back into the bin bag and ties a knot in it. There, she
thinks, there it is. Hanna has moved on. Hanna has a man. But why, she

wonders, is she not talking to me about it?
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Laurel has not seen Paul since Ellie’s funeral. There they had stood side by side;
Paul had not brought Bonny and had not even asked if he could.

Yes, he is a good man.

A good man in every way.

He had held her up that day when she felt her legs weaken slightly beneath
her at the sight of the box going through the curtains to the sound of
“Somewhere Only We Know” by Keane. He'd passed her cups of tea at his
mother’s house afterward, and then found her in a corner of the garden and
lured her back into the house with the promise of a large Baileys and ice, her all-
time favorite treat. They'd sat together after everyone else had gone and rolled
the ice around the insides of their glasses and made each other laugh, and
Laurel’s feelings had warped and contorted and turned into something both
light and dark, golden and gray. He hadn’t once checked his phone or worried
about being late for Bonny and they'd left his mother’s house together at ten
o’clock, weaving slightly toward the minicabs that rumbled and growled on the
street outside. She let him hold her deep inside his arms, her face pressed hard
against his chest, the clean, familiar smell of him, the softness of his old Jermyn
Street shirt, and she’d almost, almost turned her face toward him and kissed
him.

She'd woken the following day feeling as though her world had been
upended and reordered in every conceivable way. And she hadn’t spoken to him
since.

But now she feels as though all that ambiguity has melted away. She is a clean
slate and she can face him once more. So when she gets back from Hanna'’s flat,
she calls him.

“Hello, Laurel,” he says warmly. Because Paul says everything warmly. It’s one

of the many things that made her hate him during Ellie’s missing years. The way



he'd smile so genuinely at the police and the reporters and the journalists and
the nosy neighbors, the way he’d reach out to people with both of his warm
hands and hold theirs inside his, keeping eye contact, asking after their health,
playing down their own nightmare, trying, constantly, to make everyone feel
better about everything all the time. She, meanwhile, had pictured herself with
her hands around his soft throat, squeezing and squeezing until he was dead.

But now his tone matches her own state of mind. Now she can appreciate
him afresh. Lovely, lovely Paul Mack. Such a nice man.

“How are you?” he says.

“I'm fine, thank you,” she says. “How are you?”

“Oh, you know.”

She does know. “I wondered,” she began, “it’s mine and Hanna’s birthday next
week. [ was thinking maybe we could do something. Together? Maybe?”

Hanna had arrived in the world at two minutes past midnight on Laurel’s
twenty-seventh birthday. It was family lore that she’d been born determined to
steal everyone’s limelight.

“You mean, all of us? You, me, the kids?”

“Yes. Kids. Partners, too. If you like.”

“Wow. Yes!” He sounds like a small boy being offered a free bicycle. “I think
that's a great idea. It's Wednesday, isn't it?”

“Yes. And I haven'’t asked her yet. It’s possible she may be busy. But I just
thought, after the year we've had, after, you know, finding Ellie, saying good-
bye, we've been so fractured, for so long, maybe now it’s time to—"

“To come back together,” he cuts in. “It’s a brilliant idea. I'd love to. I'll talk to
Bonny.”

“Well,” she says, “wait till I've spoken to the kids. It's hard, you know, they're
so busy. But fingers crossed . .."

“Yes. Definitely. Thank you, Laurel.”

“You're welcome.”

“It's been a long journey, hasn’t it?”

“Arduous.”

“I've missed you so much.”

“I've missed you, too. And Paul—"

He says, “Yes?”



She pauses for a moment, swallows hard, and then reaches down into herself
to retrieve the word she never thought she’d say to Paul. “I'm sorry.”

“What on earth for?”

“Oh, you know, Paul. You don’t have to pretend. I was a bitch to you. You
know [ was.”

“Laurel.” He sighs. “You were never a bitch.”

“No,” she says, “I was worse than a bitch.”

“You were never anything other than a mother, Laurel. That’s all.”

“Other mothers lose children without losing their husbands, too.”

“You didn’t lose me, Laurel. I'm still yours. I'll always be yours.”

“Well, that’s not strictly true, is it?”

He sighs again. “Where it counts,” he says. “As the father of your children, as
a friend, as someone who shared a journey with you and as someone who loves
you and cares about you. I don’t need to be married to you to be all those things.
Those things are deeper than marriage. Those things are forever.”

Now Laurel sighs, an awkward smile twisting the corners of her mouth.
“Thank you, Paul. Thank you.”

She hangs up a moment later and she holds her phone in her lap for a while,
tenderly, staring straight ahead, feeling a sense of peace she never thought

would be hers to feel again.

Hanna sounds annoyed even to be asked about it.

“What do you mean, all of us?” she asks.

“I mean, me, you, Dad, Jake, Bonny, Blue.”

“Oh God,” she groans.

Laurel stands firm. She’d known Hanna wouldn’t leap headfirst into the
concept. “Like you said,” she explains, “it’s time for us all to move on. We're all
healing now, and this is part of the process.”

“Well, for you maybe. [ mean, you've never even met Bonny. How awkward
is that going to be?”

“It won’t be awkward because me and your father won't let it be awkward.”
How long had it been since she’d used those words? Me and your father. “We're

all grown-ups now, Hanna. No more excuses. Youre almost twenty-eight. I'm



virtually an OAP. We've buried Ellie. Your father has a partner. He loves her. I
have to accept that and embrace her as part of this family. The same with Jake
and Blue. And, of course, with you...”

“With me?”

“Yes. You. And whoever sent you those beautiful flowers.”

There’s a cool beat of silence. Then: “What flowers?”

“The bouquet on your kitchen table.”

“There is no bouquet.”

“Oh, well, then, the imaginary bouquet with the imaginary pink roses in it.
That one.”

Hanna tuts. “That’s not a bouquet. It’s just a bunch. I bought them for
myself.”

Laurel sighs. “Oh,” she says, breezily, disingenuously, “my mistake then.
Sorry.”

“Will you just stop trying to invent a boyfriend for me, Mum? There is no
boyfriend, OK?”

“Fine. Yes. Sorry.”

“And I really don't like the idea of this big family meal. It’s too bizarre.”

“Are you free?”

She pauses before she replies. “No.”

“No?”

“Well, not on my actual birthday. On our birthday. No. But I could do
another day next week.”

“What are you doing on our actual birthday, then?”

“Oh, you know, just drinks after work. Nothing special.”

Laurel blinks slowly. She knows her daughter is lying. That “T” is taking her
out somewhere special. But she says nothing. “Well, then,” she says measuredly,
“how about the Friday?”

“Fine,” says Hanna. “Fine. But if it’s all a hideous disaster, I'll blame you for
the rest of my life.”

Laurel smiles.

As if that was anything new.



Laurel arranges to see Floyd again on Thursday night. She didn’t need to fret
and simmer this time. He'd texted her within half an hour of her leaving his

house on Wednesday morning. That was the best date I've ever been on. And Poppy
loves you. Could I see you again? Please? Tomorrow?

It had arrived on her phone as the tube burst out of the tunnel and into the
daylight at East Finchley. She’d sucked her smile deep inside herself and texted
back: Maybe. Unless . ..

She asked him if he'd like to come to her flat for dinner. He said that would
be lovely, he'd ask SJ to sleep over at his.

And now she is shopping for that dinner, alarmed and exhilarated by the
litany of choices she is having to make. For so long she has done everything by
rote, out of necessity. She has eaten the same meals cooked from the same
ingredients that she has picked up in the same aisles. All her meals are roughly
calorie controlled. Three hundred for breakfast, four hundred for lunch and
three hundred for dinner. Enough left over for a chocolate bar or some biscuits
at work, two glasses of wine at the tail end of the day. That is how she views
food: as calories.

She stopped cooking for Paul and the kids the day Ellie disappeared. Slowly
they'd finished the contents of the fridge, and then the freezer, and then at some
point Paul and Hanna had gone to Asda and filled a giant trolley to the brim
with “staples”—pasta, canned fish, sausages, frozen meat—and Paul had, without
any form of official handover or agreement, taken over the kitchen. And, God
bless him, he was a terrible cook—no sense of taste, no idea about balanced
meals—but the bland, well-intentioned food had appeared and the family had
eaten and no one got rickets or died of malnutrition, and that was all that
mattered, she supposed.

But now she has to cook a meal for a man. A man she’s had sex with. A man
she would be having sex with again. A man who took his daughter to an
Eritrean restaurant when she was a toddler. And she feels completely out of her
depth.

She’s clutching a computer printout of a Jamie Oliver recipe for jambalaya.

Rice. How hard can it be?

She collects peppers, onions, chicken, chorizo. But it’s the other elements
that throw her. Nibbles. Aperitifs. Puddings. Wine. She has no idea. None. She



piles her trolley with strange-sounding crisps made out of pita bread and lentils,
then throws in some Walkers ready salted, just to be safe. Then tubs of
taramasalata, hummus, tzatziki, all of which she throws back when she realizes
that they didnt go with the main course. But what does go with jambalaya?
What do they nibble on in Louisiana before dinner? She has no idea and picks
up a Tex-Mex dip selection pack, which feels like something a student might
buy for a house party.

She covers all her bases for pudding. He’s American, so she chooses a New
York-style cheesecake, but he’s also an Anglophile, so she picks up a sticky toffee
pudding, too. But what if he’s too full for pudding? What if he doesn’t like
pudding? She buys a box of After Eight mints, imagining some kind of well,
you're not really English until you've eaten an After Eight mint type of conversation
and then finally she pays for everything and loads it all into the back of her car
with a sigh of relief.

Her flat is another hurdle to cross. It’s fine, essentially. She’s neither messy
nor tidy. Her flat is usually only a ten-minute run around with a vacuum and bin
bag away from looking perfectly presentable. But it’s the lack of personality that
worries her. Her flat is smart but soulless. Shiny, new, low-ceilinged, small-
windowed, featureless. She'd let the children take most of the things from the
old house. She'd given a lot to charity, too. She’d brought the bare minimum
with her. She regrets that now. It was as though she’d thought she’d be here for
only a short time, as though she’'d thought that she would just fade away here
until there was nothing left of her.

She showers and shaves and buffs and plucks. She cooks in her pajamas to
save her clothes and she finds the process of chopping and weighing and
measuring and checking and tasting and stirring more enjoyable than she’d
expected, and she remembers that she used to do this. She used to do this every
day. Cook interesting, tasty, healthy meals. Every day. Sometimes twice a day.
She’d cooked for her family, to show them that she loved them, to keep them
healthy, to keep them safe. And then her daughter had disappeared and then
reappeared as a small selection of bones, and the body that Laurel had spent
almost sixteen years nurturing had been picked apart by wild animals and
scattered across a damp forest floor and all of those things had happened in spite
of all the lovely food Laurel had cooked for her.



So, really. What was the point?

But she is remembering now. Cooking doesn’t just nurture the recipient; it
nurtures the chef.

At seven o'clock she gets dressed: a black sleeveless shirt and a full red skirt
and, as she’s not leaving the house and won't have to walk in them, a pair of red

stilettoes. At seven fifteen her phone pings.
Disaster. S] blown us out. Can either come with Poppy or reschedule. Your call.

She breathes in deeply. Her initial reaction is annoyance. Intense annoyance.
All the effort. All the hair removal. Not to mention the changing of her
bedsheets.

But the feeling passes and she thinks, actually, why not? Why not spend an
evening with Floyd and his daughter? Why not take the opportunity to get to
know her a bit better? And besides, the bedsheets needed changing.

She smiles and texts back. Please come with Poppy. It would be an absolute
pleasure.

Floyd replies immediately.

That's fantastic. Thank you. One small thing. She’s obsessed with other people’s
photos. If you have any of Ellie, maybe best to put them away. I haven’t told her about

Ellie and think it’s best she doesn’t know. Hope that’s OK. @
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Poppy is wearing a knee-length black velvet dress with a red bolero jacket and
red shoes with bows on them, and Laurel feels another jolt of unease about the
way the girl is dressed. It screams of lack of peer influence and a mother’s touch.
But she puts the unease to one side and brings Floyd and Poppy into her living
room where candles flicker and cast dancing shadows on the plain white walls,
where bowls of crisps and Tex-Mex dips decanted into glass dishes sit on the
coffee table, where soft background music blunts the hard edges of the small
square room and where a bottle of Cava sits in a cooler and glasses sparkle in the
candlelight.

“What a lovely flat,” says Floyd, passing her a bottle of wine and prompting
Poppy to pass her the bunch of lilies she’d been clutching when she arrived.

“It’'s OK,” says Laurel. “It’s functional.”

Poppy looks around for a moment, taking in the family photos on the
windowsills and the cabinets. “Is this your little girl?” she says, peering at a photo
of Hanna when she was about six or seven.

“Yes,” says Laurel. “That’s Hanna. She’s not a little girl anymore though. She’s
going to be twenty-eight next week.”

“And is this your son?”

“Yes. That’s Jake. My oldest one. He'll be thirty in January.”

“He looks nice,” she says. “Is he nice?”

Laurel puts the wine in the fridge and turns back to Poppy. “He’s . . . well, yes.
He’s very nice. I don't really see much of him these days unfortunately. He lives
in Devon.”

“Has he got a girlfriend?”

“Yes. She’s called Blue and they live together in a little gingerbread cottage
with chickens in the garden. He’s a surveyor. 'm not sure what she does.
Something to do with knitting, I think.”



“Do you like her? It sounds as if you don't like her.”

Laurel and Floyd exchange another look. She’s waiting for him to pull Poppy
back a bit, rein her in. But he doesn’t. He watches her in something approaching
awe as though waiting to see just how far she will go.

“l barely know her,” Laurel says, trying to soften her tone. “She seems
perfectly OK. A bit, maybe, controlling.” She shrugs. “Jake’s a grown man,
though; if he wants to be controlled by another human being, I guess that’s his
lookout.”

She invites them to sit down and eat some crisps. Floyd does so, but Poppy is
still stalking the room, investigating. “Have you got a picture of your husband?”
she says.

“Ex-husband,” Laurel corrects, “and no. Not on display. But somewhere, I'm
sure.”

“What'’s his name?”

“Paul.”

Poppy nods. “What's he like?”

She smiles at Floyd, looking to be rescued, but he looks as keen to find out
about Paul as his daughter. “Oh,” she says. “Paul? He’s lovely, actually. He’s a
really lovely man. Very gentle. Very kind. A bit daft.”

“Then why did you split up?”

Ah. There it was. Silly her, not to have seen the conversational cul-de-sac she
was walking straight into. And still Floyd does not come to her rescue, simply
scoops some dip onto a pita chip and pops it into his mouth.

“We just . . . well, we changed. We wanted different things. The children
grew up and left home and we realized we didn’t want to spend the rest of our
lives together.”

“Did he marry someone else?”

“No. Not quite. But he has a girlfriend. They live together.”

“Is she nice? Do you like her?”

“I've never met her. But my children have. They say she’s very sweet.”

Poppy finally seems sated and takes a seat next to her father, who grips her
knee and gives it a quick hard squeeze as if to say good job on grilling the lady.
Then he leans toward the coffee table and places a hand on the neck of the Cava
and says, “Well, shall I?”



“Yes. Please. How did you get here? Are you driving?”

“No. We got the tube. Do you have an extra glass?”

She’s confused for a moment and then realizes that he wants the extra glass
for Poppy. “Oh,” she says. “Sorry. I didn't think. It's the French way, isn’t it?”

“What's the French way?” asks Poppy.

“Children drinking,” she explains. “Not something that happens much in
other countries.”

“Only champagne,” says Floyd. “Only a sip. And only on very special
occasions.”

Laurel pours the Cava and they make a toast to themselves and to her and to
SJ for not showing up and meaning that Poppy gets to stay up late and wear her
nice dress.

“That is a really lovely dress,” Laurel says, sensing an opening. “Who takes
you shopping for clothes?”

“Dad,” she replies. “We shop online together mostly. But sometimes we go to
Oxford Street.”

“And what's your favorite clothes shop?”

“I haven'’t really got one. Marks & Spencer is really good, I suppose, and we
always go into John Lewis.”

“What about H&M? Gap?”

“I'm not really that kind of girl,” she says. “Jeans and hoodies and stuff. I like
to look . . . smart.”

Floyd’s hand goes to the knee again, gives it another encouraging that’s my
girl squeeze.

“So,” says Laurel. “Tell me about the home-schooling? How does that work?”

“Just like real schooling,” Poppy responds. “I sit and learn. And then when
I've learned I relax.”

“How many hours a day do you study?”

“Two or three,” she says. “Well, two or three hours with Dad. Obviously he
has to work. The rest of the time by myself.”

“And you don't ever get lonely? Or wish you had kids your own age to hang
out with?”

“Noooo,” she says, shaking her head emphatically. “No, no, never.”



“Poppy is basically forty years old,” says Floyd admiringly. “You know, how
you get to forty and you suddenly stop giving a shit about all the stupid things
you worried about your whole life. Well, Poppy’s already there.”

“When I'm with kids my own age I tend to roll my eyes a lot and look at
them like they're mad. Which doesn’t really go down too well. They think I'm a
bitch.” Poppy shrugs and laughs and takes a mouthful of champagne.

Laurel simply nods. She can see how this self-possessed child might appear to
other children. But she doesn't believe that it’s the way it must be; she doesn’t
believe that Poppy couldn’t learn to enjoy time with her peers, to stop rolling
her eyes at them and alienating them. She doesn’t know, thinks Laurel, she
doesn’t know that this isn’t how you grow up. That wearing shiny shoes with
bows on and rolling your eyes at other kids is not a sign of maturity, but a sign
that you've missed a whole set of steps on the road to maturity.

This child, Laurel suddenly feels with the immediacy of a kick to the gut,
needs a mother. And this mother, she acknowledges, needs a child. And Poppy,
she is so like Ellie. The planes and lines of her pretty face, the shape of her
hairline, of her skull, the way her ears attach to her head, the shapes her mouth
makes when it moves, the precise angle of her cupid's bow, theyre almost
mathematically identical.

The differences are pronounced, too. Her eyebrows are thicker, her neck is
longer, her hair parts differently and is a different shade of brown. And while
Ellie’s eyes were a hazel brown, Poppy’s are chocolate. They are not identical.
But there is something, something alarming and arresting, a likeness that she
can'’t leave alone.

“Maybe you and I could go shopping together?” Laurel says brightly. “One
day? Would you like that?”

Finally Poppy looks to her dad for his approval before turning back to Laurel

and saying, “I would absolutely love that. Yes, please!”

s

Laurel goes to work on Friday. She works Mondays, Tuesdays, and Fridays at
the shopping center near her flat. Her job title is “marketing coordinator.” It’s a
silly job, a mum job, a little local thing to fill some hours and make some money

to pay for clothes and the like. She comes, she smiles, she makes the phone calls



and writes the emails and sits in the meetings about the inconsequential things
she’s being paid to pretend she cares about and then she goes home and doesn’t
think of any of it again until the next time she walks through the door.

But she’s glad to be there today. She’s happy to be surrounded by familiar
people who like her and know her, even if it's only on a superficial level. The
previous evening had been strange and unsettling and she’'d awoken thinking
that maybe she’d dreamed it. Her flat had felt odd in the wake of her dinner
guests, as though it didn’t really belong to her. The cushions on the sofa were in
the wrong order, the result of Poppy’s attempt to tidy up after themselves, food
was stacked in the wrong parts of the fridge, and there was a pile of washing up
on the draining board that Poppy had insisted on doing in spite of Laurel trying
to persuade her that she needn't, that it would all just go in the dishwasher. The
lilies on the dining table gave off a strange deathly perfume and Floyd had left
his scarf in her hallway, a soft gray thing with a Ted Baker label in it that hung
from a hook like a plume of dark smoke.

She’d been glad to leave the flat, to put some distance between last night and
herself. But even as she switches on her computer and stirs sweeteners into her
coffee, as she listens to the messages on her voicemail, it’s there, like a dark echo.
Something not right. Something to do with Floyd and Poppy. She can't pin it
down. Poppy is clearly a strange child, who is both charmingly naive and
unsettlingly self-possessed. She is cleverer than she has any need to be, but also
not as clever as she thinks.

And Floyd, who in the time that Laurel has spent alone with him, is virtually
perfect, warps into something altogether more complicated when he’s with his
daughter. Laurel finally crystallizes the issue while discussing her evening with
her colleague, Helen.

“It was like,” she says, “you know, like when youre supposed to be having
drinks with a friend and they bring their partner along and suddenly you're at
the pointy end of a triangle?”

The evening had essentially been the Floyd and Poppy Show with Poppy as
the star turn and Laurel as the slightly dumbfounded audience of one. Floyd and
Poppy shared the same sense of humor and lined up jokes for each other. And
Floyd’s eyes were always on his precocious child, sparkling with wonder and

pride. There was not one conversation that had not involved Poppy and her



opinions and there had not been one moment during which Laurel had felt
more important, special, or interesting than her.

She’d closed the door on them at midnight feeling drained and somewhat
dazed.

“Sounds like she’s got the classic only-child syndrome,” says Helen, neatly
shrinking the issue down to a digestible bite-sized chunk of common sense.
“Plus, you know, some fathers and daughters just have that sort of thing, don’t
they? Daddy’s girls. They usually turn into the sort of women who can only be
friends with men.”

Laurel nods gratefully. Yes, that all makes perfect sense. She has seen that
bond before between fathers and daughters. Not with her own daughters. Ellie
was both a mummy’s and a daddy’s girl and Hanna is just a law unto herself. And
maybe the surprise she is feeling is due to her own issues and nothing to do with
Floyd and Poppy. Poppy is entertaining in a gauche kind of way and Floyd is
clearly a wonderful, nurturing, and loving father.

By the time Laurel leaves the office at five thirty and gets into her car in the
underground car park she is feeling clearheaded and right-footed.

She cannot wait to see Floyd again.

s

Laurel and Floyd spend the whole of the following weekend together. It wasn’t
planned that way, but there never seemed to be a point at which leaving his
house made any sense. They had dinner out on Friday night, a late breakfast on
Saturday morning, a trip to the cinema with Poppy that afternoon followed by a
detour to M&S for new underwear and a toothbrush, Chinese take-out on
Saturday night, and then brunch in a café around the corner on Sunday before
Laurel managed to tear herself away and back to her flat on Sunday evening,
ready for work on Monday morning.

At the office Laurel feels as though she has shed a skin, that she is somehow
reborn and that she needs to mark the transition in some landmark way.

She calls Hanna.

“‘How would you feel . . .” she starts tentatively, “if I invited my new
boyfriend to our birthday dinner?”

The silence is black and heavy.



Laurel fills it. “Totally don’t mind if you say no. Totally understand. I just
thought, in the spirit of us all moving on? In the spirit of a brave new world?”

The silence continues, growing in depth and darkness.

“Boyfriend?” says Hanna eventually. “Since when did you have a boyfriend?”

“The guy,” says Laurel, “the guy I told you about? Floyd.”

“I know the guy,” she replies. “I just wasn't aware that he'd made boyfriend
status.”

“Yes, well, if you ever answered your phone.. . .”

Hanna sighs. Laurel sighs too, realizing she has just done the thing she always
promised herself she would never do. When the children were small, Laurel’s
mother would occasionally make small, raw observations about gaps between
phone calls and visits that would tear tiny, painful strips off Laurel’s conscience.

I will never guilt trip my children when they are adults, she'd vowed. I will never
expect more than they are able to give.

“Sorry,” she says. “I didn’t mean to nag. It’s just, yes, things are moving quite
fast. I've met his kids. I've stayed at his. We talk all the time. We've just spent the
whole weekend together. I just . . .” Ridiculous, she suddenly realizes. A
ridiculous idea. “But forget I mentioned it. I mean, I haven't even asked Floyd
yet if he'd like to come. He'd probably rather saw his legs off. Forget I said
anything.”

There’s another silence. Softer this time. “Whatever,” Hanna says. “Invite
him. I don’t mind. It’s going to be so fucked up anyway, we may as well go the

whole hog.”

s

Floyd says yes. Of course Floyd says yes. Floyd has made it very clear from the
moment she headed home after their second date that he is wholly committed to
their romance and that he is not interested in playing games or hard to get.

“I would love that,” he says. “As long as your family are OK with it?”

Paul had been OK about it. Hugely surprised, but OK. Jake had said it was
fine. No one was jumping up and down about it but no one had said it was a
mistake.

“And Poppy?” Laurel adds. “Would Poppy like to come too?”

She half hopes he'll say no.



“She’ll be thrilled,” Floyd says. “She keeps saying how much she’'d like to meet
your children.”
“And my ex-husband. And my ex-husband’s girlfriend.”

“The whole shebang.”
The whole shebang. The whole hog.

She books a table for eight at a restaurant in Islington, a legendarily chichi
place down a narrow cobbled alleyway off Upper Street.

She must be mad, she tells herself. She must be absolutely insane.
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On her birthday, Laurel receives a large bouquet of purple hyacinths and laurel
from Floyd. Paul always used to put laurel in her bouquets. But this doesn't take
away from the pleasure of it, the startle of his thoughtfulness. And a comparison
to her ex-husband is no bad thing, no bad thing at all.

Later on he takes her to a bar in Covent Garden called Champagne &
Fromage, which delivers what its name promises. Throughout the evening
Laurel keeps her eyes on her surroundings, hoping for a glimpse of Hanna, who
said she was “going somewhere in town with mates” when Laurel had inquired
about her birthday plans. But she doesn’t see Hanna anywhere and so the
mystery of the man called “T” stretches on.

“When’s your birthday?” she asks Floyd, her knife breaking into a tartine.

“The thirty-first of July,” he replies. “Roughly.”

“Roughly?”

He shrugs and smiles. “Things were a bit chaotic when I was born.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. It was a steep trajectory for my parents. From the gutter to the stars.”

“And the gutter was . .. ?”

He narrows his eyes and she hears a small intake of breath. “My mum was
fourteen when I was born. My dad was sixteen. No one wanted to know. They
were homeless for a time. [ was born in a public toilet, I believe. In a park. They
took me to a hospital . . . and left me there.”

Laurel’s breath catches.

“I was dressed in a blue suit and a fresh nappy, wrapped in a blanket. I had on
a soft hat and mittens. I was in a box lined with a cushion. They'd written my
name on a piece of paper. ‘This is Floyd, please look after him." My parents came
back for me three days later. By that time I'd been taken into emergency foster

care. There was no way they were giving an abandoned baby back to a pair of



scrawny teens with no means of support. It took them nearly a year to get me
back. I think it was the fight to do so that fueled my parents’ ambition.”

“And how did you find out about it? Did they tell you?”

“Yes, they told me. My God, they told me. All the time. Whenever I was
misbehaving they'd march it out: “We should have left you there in the hospital.
We'll take you back there, shall we?’” A muscle twitches in Floyd’s cheek.

“But do you remember anything about it?” she asks. “Anything about those
days?”

“Nothing at all,” he replies. “My very first memory is my dad bringing home a
plastic car. It had a little ignition"—he mimes turning a key in a lock—"and it
made a noise when you turned it, an engine starting. And I remember sitting in
that car for an hour, maybe more, just turning that ignition, over and over. I
was about four then and we were living in an apartment in Boston with a
balcony, views across town, all the bright lights and the ocean. So, no, I don't
remember the bad days. [ don’t remember them at all.”

“You know,” she says, “you're the first person I ever met in my whole life who
didn’t know their birthday.”

He smiles. “Yup. Me, too.”

Laurel glances about herself. For so long she has been the story: the woman
whose daughter disappeared, the woman at the press conference, the woman in
the papers, the woman who had to bury her daughter in tiny fragments. But
now here is another human with a terrible story. What other stories surround
her? she wonders. And how many stories has she missed all these years while
she’s been so wrapped up in her own?

“Your parents sound amazing,” she says.

Floyd blinks and smiles sadly. “In many ways I suppose they are,” he says. But
there’s a chip of ice in his delivery, something sad and dark that he can't tell her
about. And that’s fine. She'll leave it there. She understands that not everything

is conversational fodder, not everything is for sharing.

s

They go back to Floyd’s house after dinner. Sara-Jade is curled up in the big
armchair again, a laptop resting on her thighs, headphones on. She jumps

slightly as Laurel and Floyd walk into the room.



“Happy birthday,” she says in her whispery voice. “Did you have fun?”

Laurel is taken aback by the unexpected overture.

“Yes,” she says, “yes, thank you. We did.”

Floyd squeezes Laurel’s shoulder and says, “I'm just popping to the loo, be
back in a minute,” and Laurel knows his withdrawal is deliberate, that he’s
hoping she and SJ might finally have a chance to bond.

“I'm a bit tipsy,” she says to SJ. “We went to a champagne and cheese place.
Had more champagne than cheese.”

SJ smiles uncertainly. “How old are you?” she says. “If you don’t mind me
asking?”

“No, of course I don’t mind. ['ve never understood people being ashamed of
their age. As if it’s a failure of some kind. I'm fifty-five,” she says. “And a few
hours.”

SJ nods.

“Are you staying over?” Laurel asks.

“No,” says SJ. “No. I think I'll go home and sleep in my own bed. I've got work
tomorrow.”

“Oh,” says Laurel. “What sort of work do you do?”

“Bits and bobs. Babysitting. Dog walking.” She lowers the lid of the laptop
and uncurls her legs. “Modeling tomorrow. For a life-drawing class.”

“Wow. Is that clothed, or ... ?”

“Naked,” SJ says. “Just as you say that there’s no shame in getting older, I
think there’s no shame in being naked. And don’t you think,” she continues,
“that if people say you shouldn’t be allowed to ban burkinis on the beach then,
really, the natural extrapolation of that is that full nudity shouldn’t be banned
either. Like, who decides which bit of a body should or shouldn’t be seen in
public? If you're saying that one woman legally has to cover her breasts and her
minge, then how can you tell another woman that she’s not allowed to cover her
legs or her arms? [ mean, how does that even make sense?”

Laurel nods and laughs. “Good point,” she says. “I hadn’t thought about it like
that.”

“No,” she says. “No one thinks about anything properly these days. Everyone
just believes what people on Twitter tell them to believe. It’s all propaganda,

however much it’s dressed up as liberal right thinking. We’re a nation of sheep.”



Laurel feels suddenly very drunk and has to resist the temptation to say
baaaaa. Instead she nods solemnly. She has barely absorbed another person’s
opinion for over a decade. She is no sheep.

“Your daughter was Ellie Mack,” says SJ, as if reading the changing direction
of Laurel’s thoughts.

“Yes,” Laurel replies, surprised. “Did your dad tell you?”

“No,” she says. “I googled you. I've been reading everything on the Internet
about it. It’s really, really sad.”

“Yes,” Laurel agrees. “It’s very sad.”

“She was really pretty.”

“Thank you. Yes, she was.”

“She looked really like Poppy, don’t you think?”

Laurel’s head clears, suddenly and sharply, and she finds herself saying,
almost defensively, “No, not really. I mean, maybe a little, around the mouth.
But lots of people look like people, don’t they?”

“Yes,” SJ replies, “they do.”
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Laurel visits her mother the next day. She'd seemed a bit perkier during her visit
last Thursday, interested in Laurel’s romance, gripping Laurel’s hand inside hers,
her dark eyes sparkling. No talk of death. No empty gaze. Laurel hopes that she
will find her in a similar mood today.

But the joy seems to have seeped out of her in the days between her visits and
she looks gray again, and hollow. Her first words to Laurel are “I think there’s
not much time left for me now.” The words are seamless, said without pause or
hesitation.

Laurel sits down quickly beside her and says, “Oh, Mum, I thought you were
feeling better?”

“Better,” says her mum. And then she nods. “Better.”

“So why the talk of dying again?”

“Because . . ."—she stabs at her collarbone with stiff fingers—*. . . old.”

Laurel smiles. “Yes,” she says, “you are old. But there’s more life left in you
yet.”

Her mother shakes her head. “No. No. No life. Andy...y... you Happy.
Now.”

Laurel takes a sharp intake of breath. She feels the meaning of her mother’s
words. “Have you been staying here for me?” she asks, tears catching at the back
of her throat.

“Yes. Fory...y...you. Yes.”

“And now I'm happy, you're ready to go?”

A huge smile crosses her mother’s face and she squeezes Laurel’s hand. “Yes.
Yes.”

A heavy tear rolls down Laurel’s cheek. “Oh,” she says. “Oh, Mum. I still need

»

you.



“No,” says her mum. “Not n ... n ... now. Ellie found. You happy.I...” She
prods at her collarbone. “I go.”

Laurel wipes away the tear with the back of her hand and forces a smile. “It’s
your life, Mum,” she says. “I can’t choose when to let you go.”

“No,” says her mum. “N ... n...no one can.”

s

That afternoon, Laurel takes Poppy shopping. It’s raining, so she suggests Brent
Cross as an alternative to Oxford Street.

Poppy greets her at her front door wearing smart trousers with a jade-green
round-neck cardigan and a floral raincoat. Her hair is in two plaits, one on each
shoulder. She loops her arm through Laurel’s as they run through the rain to her
car across the street. Then she rolls down her window and waves frantically at
her father, who stands in the doorway in his socked feet waving back at her.

“How are you?” Laurel asks, turning to glance at Poppy as she pulls out of her
road.

“I'm superexcited,” she says.

“Good,” Laurel replies.

“And how are you?”

“Oh, I'm OK, I guess. A little the worse for wear after last night.”

“Too much champagne?”

Laurel smiles. “Yes. Too much champagne. Not enough sleep.”

“Well,” says Poppy, patting Laurel’s hand, “it was your birthday after all.”

“Yes. It was.”

The rain is ferocious and Laurel switches on her headlights and pushes the
wipers up to the top speed.

“What have you been up to this morning?” Poppy continues in the
precocious way she has that Laurel is quickly becoming used to.

“Hm,” she replies, “well, ['ve been to see my mum.”

“You have a mum?”

“Yes, of course! Everyone has a mum!”

“Idon’t.”

“Well, no, maybe not one you can see. But you have a mother. Somewhere.”

“If you can’t see something, it doesn’t exist.”



“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“It makes total sense.”

Laurel frowns at her passenger. “So, what about New York? I can’t see it.
Neither can you. Does that mean it doesn't exist?”

“That doesn’t count. We could see New York on a thousand webcams right
now. We could call someone up in New York and say please send me a photo of
New York. But with my mum, well, I can’t see her on a webcam or in a photo, I
can't call her up, I can’t even go and look at her remains in a graveyard. So my
mum does not exist.”

Laurel feels thrown for a minute and breathes in sharply. “Would you like
her to exist? Do you miss her?”

“No. I never even think about her.”

“But she was your mum. You must think about her sometimes, surely?”

“Never. I hated her.”

Laurel glances at Poppy quickly before returning her gaze to the road in front
of her. “Why did you hate her?”

“Because she hated me. She was mean and ugly and neglectful.”

“She can’t have been that ugly, to have had a daughter as pretty as you.”

“She didn’t look anything like me. She was horrible. That’s all I remember.
Horrible and she smelled of chips.”

“Chips?”

“Yes. Her hair . . .” She peers through the rain-splattered windscreen. “It w