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For all my readers who have supported me on my writing journey so far – thank you and I hope you enjoy this story.



PROLOGUE
Lots of things can come from an affair.
Heartbreak. Scandal. Divorce. Forgiveness.
A child.
I was just one of the consequences of the affair between Doctor Drew Devlin and his mistress Alice Richardson, an affair that became so notorious that it spawned its own true crime documentaries and countless newspaper articles. I was the unintended result of two people being together – two people who never should have met, two people whose liaison caused the loss of several lives. A child is usually a source of joy, but in my case, I’m connected to a dark history and will forever be linked to one of the most notorious women in England, a woman the police force are still searching for to this day.
The doctor’s wife.
Being the child who was born out of that fateful affair has meant I have grown up hearing all about the rumours and news stories surrounding Fern Devlin, my father’s wife, as well as my late father Drew, my mother Alice, a detective and everybody else whose lives intertwined in the resulting investigations and court cases. The impact on an innocent child like myself, who didn’t ask for any of that, has been huge. But how much will it shape me now I’m an adult? Only time will tell, but like all things connected to Fern Devlin, the infamous doctor’s wife who remains on the run, the consequences surely promise to be two things.
Explosive.
Unpredictable.
Then again, there was usually one thing that could be counted on when Fern Devlin was involved, and it was that death followed her wherever she went. I was warned about what would happen if I ever tried to find her, and those warnings came from people who knew exactly how dangerous and deadly the doctor’s wife could be.
But like many youngsters, I ignored the warnings from my elders and thought I knew best.
Revenge really is a powerful motivator.
Unfortunately, I’ve realised far too late that I am out of my depth. I simply want to go home, but after the terrible thing that has happened recently, that would be difficult, as I am now in just as much trouble as Alice and Fern.
I thought I was better than the two women who came before me, but quickly realised that I am not.
I’ve made mistakes. I’m not perfect. My future is now as clouded as my past.
It’s me.
Evelyn.
The doctor’s child.



ONE
FERN
PRESENT DAY
Can a child inherit the bad parts of their mother as well as the good? I have to assume so, although it doesn’t please me to think that. My daughter might have some of my more appealing physical characteristics like hair colour, height and a fast metabolism that lends itself to a slender appearance, but what does she have inside? Does she have my darkness – my penchant for wicked acts – the part of my soul that is capable of not just dreaming up crimes but carrying them out too?
I suppose what I really want to know is this: could my child take another person’s life like I did?
In eighteen years of motherhood, I haven’t had any reason to believe this yet and I hope I never will.
I pray that I remain the only killer in the family.
Needing some relief from my intrusive thoughts, I find it in the sunlight that filters through my bedroom window of this chateau in the French countryside. The vitamin D is welcome, but not unexpected. That’s because the weather is usually fine in this part of the world and that is just one of the many things that I relish about living here. I also appreciate the scenery, particularly the rolling green hills that I can see if I look out of my window. They are the hills that surround this village I call home, the ones that are populated with vineyards where wine is produced, bottled and sold to connoisseurs all over the planet. I love the melting pot of people who call this village their home too, some of them French locals but many of them people from abroad, from countries like Spain, Portugal or Switzerland, people who came here once on holiday and enjoyed it so much that they returned to buy property. My reason for coming to this village was very different to theirs, but I’ve blended in as easily as they have and, just like them, I expect to live out the rest of my days in this quiet, rural retreat.
I also adore the house I now reside in, a two-floor stone property that dates back to the sixteenth century and was once home to a French aristocrat and his merry band of maids, at least if the history books are to be believed. I was sceptical at first and thought it was just our estate agent spinning us a story to make this house seem even more enticing, but it turned out to be true. This house really was once occupied by French royalty, although now, it’s just home to a three-person family who have very normal jobs and spend their spare time doing very normal things.
The house is big, but not so big as to feel like I could get lonely as I potter around it whenever I’m here by myself. All the floors are stone, which gives this place a rustic feel and also helps keep it cooler during the heatwaves that are frequent between May and August. I initially missed the feeling of carpet on my bare feet, but now I am soothed by the coolness of the stone whenever I pad around without shoes. The kitchen is my favourite room, the long wooden table in there the scene of many happy family meals in recent years, though the study is a close second – the room with two large bookcases full of all sorts of gripping stories I like to lose myself in during the colder months of the year. Outside, the garden is sizeable – a sprawling lawn encircled by tall trees that offer shade from the summer sun and privacy from my neighbours’ homes nearby. I love spending the middle months of the year out in the garden, tending to the flowers and developing a healthy glow on my skin that lasts long into the tougher months, when the trees shed their leaves and the ground is as cool as the stone inside. But the thing I love most about this place, and a thing that will never be topped because it’s easily the most important out of all the aforementioned things, is that I’ve been able to live here for almost eighteen years without anybody knowing who I really am.
My husband, my daughter and the other two hundred or so people in this village simply know me as Teresa Brown, an ex-pat who left England and moved to a small French village, seamlessly blending into life in her new country.
None of them know the real me.
None of them know that I am Fern Devlin, the doctor’s widow, and the woman who every police officer in the UK is still on the lookout for.
I’m sitting at my dressing table in front of my mirror and, as the sunlight continues to pour into the room, I am warmed both by the added heat and the fact that, despite my advancing age, I still look pretty good. I’m fast approaching sixty and the wrinkles that have grown in number and strength over the last few years will vouch for that, but unexpectedly, I feel fine about it. I wasn’t aware of it until I reached my fifties, but I quickly realised there is a calmness that comes with ageing, one that the folly of youth doesn’t appreciate. I almost cringe now when I think back to some of the other big milestones in my life, like turning twenty-one or thirty, and how I would feel like I was already old and over the hill at that stage. Back then, birthdays were almost something to be feared rather than celebrated, as if getting older was a hinderance rather than a help. But now I see that there is a beauty that comes with age, as well as a wisdom, and the older I get, the calmer and more confident I seem to feel. I might never have lacked confidence in my life but I certainly appreciate that calmness, particularly as I’m still on the run from the law and will be until the day that I die.
As I comb my dark hair, the hair that I have dyed once a month to cover up the greys, I think about one milestone in particular, one that stands out more than all the others because of what happened that night and what came after it. My fortieth birthday is one I’ll never forget, but mostly, for all the wrong reasons. That was the birthday when my boyfriend at the time threw me a surprise party, but the real surprise turned out to be when, at the end of that night, I discovered he had been lying to me and was not the man he said he was. Rather than being Roger, a guy I had met in a bar and the guy I was looking to build a life with after the death of Doctor Drew, my late husband – who I helped put in an early grave – it turned out my boyfriend was really Greg, Drew’s old friend. And the guy who was trying to expose my hidden secret. I killed Greg that night, marking my fortieth with a dead body, which was apt as I had already arranged the murder of my cheating husband Drew. But the consequences of that night are what drove me to be here, many miles away from all my family and friends back in England, in rural France, living a quiet life, because that’s the only life I dare to live now.
That night was also the night I conceived my little girl.
My daughter, Cecilia, was born as a result of mine and Greg’s relationship, and if her arrival seems like a long time ago, the fact she is almost eighteen now only serves as a reminder of that. I can’t believe the little baby I gave birth to in Cornwall – the baby I fled with overseas – is officially going to be an adult soon.
I also can’t believe I’ve had to keep so many secrets from my own child.
Over the years, as Cecilia grew, I knew only two things with any certainty. One, that I would love her and look after her for as long as I lived. And two, that she could never know who I really was, who her father had been, and the real reason why we were living in France. I’ve managed to achieve that, although it hasn’t been easy. Lying never is. As far as my daughter knows, we left England and moved here to escape her dangerous father, my abusive ex-boyfriend who was known for drinking a lot and putting his hands on women even more. That fictitious cover story is one that has made it easier for Cecilia to not feel any love for her absent father or make her want to go looking for him but, crucially, it is also one that prevents her from doing such a thing. That’s because I’ve told her that my ex is so dangerous that if he was to ever find us, he would most likely hurt me and possibly even hurt his daughter for leaving him, so we can never risk him knowing where we are.
That means we can never go back to England.
Of course, the real reason we can’t go back is because I would be arrested, but I needed a way to make sure my daughter never wants to visit the country where she was born. So my fictitious ex was my solution. It’s a terrible lie, but it’s far better than the truth. Imagine if Cecilia knew that I had actually killed her father after he exposed my own lies? Not only that, but what if she discovered that I was already guilty of being involved in two other deaths as well as that of my first husband Drew – of Rory, my accomplice in Drew’s murder, back in Arberness, and of Greg, her own father. My daughter would hate me, and quite rightly so, and I doubt I would ever see her again. That’s why she can’t know the real me. I simply can’t risk losing the love of my baby.
But I’m not just being selfish. Like any good mother, I also have my child’s best interests at heart. I’m aware that keeping her from the truth is the best way to protect her mental health and save her from drowning in a sea of shame. If she knew the chaos that she really descended from, what kind of life would she have then? It certainly wouldn’t be a normal one, not a healthy, thriving life where she reached her potential and found true happiness with all the people she encountered. The past would affect everything from her personal life to her professional one, and that’s even before any journalist tried to get to her to tell ‘her story’ in the national news. None of it would be her fault, but that wouldn’t be much consolation as she tried to navigate through life with one deceased parent and the other one in prison for his death.
Cecilia can never know the real me.
And neither can the new doctor in my life.
I finish combing my hair just in time to see the man I share this bedroom with walk in behind me, looking dashing in his smart suit, his hair already perfectly in place, in time for him to leave the house this morning.
‘Bonjour ma belle,’ my sexy Frenchman says as he leans over to kiss the top of my head, and I smile as I always do when Pierre greets me in the morning by calling me beautiful.
‘Bonjour mon bel homme,’ I reply, my customary reply, to let my husband know just how handsome I think he is, before he leaves the house to start another day of work. But I don’t just say that to be kind to him. I also say it because even after all these years of living here, I still get a kick out of the fact I can speak a language other than my native tongue.
As Pierre picks up his briefcase and leaves the room, I call after him to wish him a good day, though I know it will be because it always is. Like my first husband, Pierre is a doctor, but unlike my first husband, he is an honest, decent man. That means he’ll go to his office, treat patients with love and care, and then come home to me and treat me in the same way. Not like Drew, with his affair and his lies and with his ability to use his career choice to make him feel superior to others. I used to worry about where Drew was and what he was up to when he wasn’t with me, but I don’t have that problem with Pierre. I trust him.
I started dating Pierre when my daughter Cecilia was five years old, and our love has continued to grow over the years for many reasons. I love Pierre not just because he loves me, but because he loves Cecilia too. She might not be his daughter, but he has helped to raise her like she is his, giving her a strong, dependable male presence in her life when my actions in the past could have easily meant that she never had a father figure to look up to as she grew. He’s a good man, a better man than I deserve, though of course, just like my daughter, he can never know who I really am.
My cover story of an abusive ex just waiting for me to return to England is how I have managed to stop Pierre suggesting we take a trip back home to where I grew up, and why he believes me when I tell him that if we never leave this village for the rest of our lives then I’ll be happy. But there is a problem there. While Pierre and I have no plans to leave, somebody in our family does. Cecilia wants to move to Paris when she turns eighteen, seeking adventure in a big city alongside her best friend, Antoinette, who she has known since her very first school day in this village.
I can’t stop my daughter. She’s almost an adult and free to make her own choices. But I am afraid. Her going out into the world means I can’t control the narrative as much, if at all, anymore. She’s free to explore, forge her own path, and possibly, find her own truth. It’s a day I’ve been dreading since she was born. I could keep my secret safe when Cecilia was small, but now she’s bigger, what’s stopping her from figuring it out on her own, especially with information on the internet so freely available at her fingertips? I did consider making this a Wi-Fi free home at one point, but anyone with a teenager will surely know that’s not a realistic thing.
As she gets older, maybe it’s only a matter of time until she figures out the truth about her upbringing. It’s a massive problem, though I know I’m not the only one seeing their baby become a grown-up. Alice will also be going through the same thing. The woman Drew had his affair with had a baby too, and it’s the baby I saved the life of before I fled to France. If I hadn’t done that then I’d be in prison now, though at the time, I was simply trying to save an innocent life rather than make it all about me.
Alice’s child, Evelyn, must be eighteen already, as she was a little older than Cecilia.
I wonder how the doctor’s mistress is coping as her own child turns into an adult.
If she is even coping at all, that is.
The last time I saw her, I had just saved little Evelyn’s life on a clifftop in Cornwall and, eternally grateful to me, Alice allowed me to get away again, despite spending so long trying to catch me before that. It’s weird to think that the woman I have to thank for the life I lead now is the same woman I once hated with a passion and framed for murder. Life sure has a funny way of working things out… although I do sometimes wake up in the middle of the night and wonder if Alice has ever had a change of heart.
Does she still forgive me for what I did, and live her life in peace these days?
Or does she think of me as often as I think of her. If so, what is on her mind?



TWO
ALICE
It’s a typically wet and blustery day in Arberness, the village in the far north of England, where the beach overlooks the southern tip of Scotland and where tourists like to make a stop-off to take a few photos and sample some of the local pub food before moving on. But I haven’t moved on from Arberness and, with so much time having passed since I first moved here, I don’t think I ever will now.
This village is more than my home, it’s the place where I’ve had some of the best and worst days of my life. Other people might be weighed down by that history and run from so many memories in favour of finding peace elsewhere, but I have remained. I decided this was not only the best place for me but for my daughter, Evelyn, too, which is why I have raised her here for the past eighteen years. Despite some tough times, I feel like I did a good job of that. But unsurprisingly, now she is an adult, Evelyn has decided she wants to see more of the world.
‘How’s it going?’ I ask my daughter after coming downstairs to find her where I usually do these days, which is sitting at the dining room table surrounded by travel guides for all sorts of interesting destinations in Europe.
‘Fine,’ is the curt reply from Evelyn as she keeps her head down, the pen in her right hand moving across the piece of paper she has in front of her, which tells me she is taking notes based on whatever she has just read in one of these books.
I wasn’t expecting a monologue from my daughter, but something a bit more substantial than a one-word answer would have been nice. That’s just the way it is between us most of the time. It’s been that way since she became a teenager, if I’m honest, although I can’t blame her hormones for the fact that she doesn’t talk to me as much as she used to when she was smaller. What I can blame it on is the fact she grew up and got to the age where she could find out about my past by reading all sorts of salacious news articles online, as well as reading the articles where she was summed up in one very succinct way.
While I will always be known as ‘the doctor’s mistress’, Evelyn will always be ‘the doctor’s child’.
‘Where are you reading about now?’ I try again in the hopes of a conversation being struck up between us.
‘Somewhere far away from here,’ Evelyn replies, again without looking up at me as she speaks.
‘Don’t be like that.’
‘Like what?’
‘You know what I mean. Making out like you can’t wait to leave me behind.’
‘I can’t.’
‘Evelyn…’
‘Shut up. I’m trying to work here.’
‘I will not shut up! How dare you talk to me like that in my own home!’
‘Urgh,’ Evelyn groans and she starts picking up some of her books, which suggests she is going to go and carry on working in her bedroom. But I don’t want her to do that because, as much as it can cause conflict, I’d rather have her downstairs with me than upstairs where I can’t see her.
‘It’s okay. Stay there. I won’t interrupt you again,’ I say before she can get up and go, in the process letting my daughter off lightly for the way she just spoke to me, but anything to try and keep the peace around here.
I leave Evelyn to her travel-planning and go into the kitchen to make myself a cup of tea, staring out at the wet, windswept field at the back of my house and feeling a little sorry for the one lonely sheep I see standing out there, bearing the full force of the elements. I don’t know where the rest of his flock is, but he or she is all by themselves and it makes me feel sorry for them. And as the kettle boils, I know I am going to be like that sheep very soon myself, all alone with no company to brighten my long, slow and repetitive days. That’s because Evelyn is planning to go backpacking in Europe, hence all the travel guides currently littering my house, and once she’s gone, there’ll be nobody living here but me.
As I take the teabags from the cupboard, I feel guilty and more than a little selfish for not wanting my daughter to leave home. I should be happy and excited for her and the adventures that await her beyond the borders of this tiny village, and I am sometimes, but I’m also very sad too. I’m sad not just because my little girl is spreading her wings and flying the nest, but because we’re hardly on the best of terms. I can’t help but feel that once Evelyn has gone, she will never come back here again.
It’s not unusual for children to move out of the family home when they reach adulthood. They might get a job and a place of their own, or go to university, or travel. As the decades go by, more and more options open up to the youth of today that might not have existed for previous generations. And that is a good thing, not just for the youngsters but for their parents too, who only want their children to thrive and follow their dreams. But it does mean that while Evelyn will be away doing just that, I’ll be left with nothing but the memories of the past eighteen years, hoping that I’ll get the chance to make new memories with her in the future. But that’s not a given because all the one-word answers she gives me, as well as the slamming of doors and tutting whenever I try and make an effort with her, is proof that my daughter can’t stand me and can’t wait to get away from here.
And if I’m honest, it’s not her fault.
I’d probably hate me too if I was her.
As I linger in my kitchen and sip my tea, not daring to go into the other room where Evelyn might be dismissive towards me again or, worse, ignore me completely, I think about the journey we have both been on to get to this point. It all started when I had that stupid affair, and I fell for the charms of Doctor Devlin. In the process, I incurred the wrath of his vengeful and resourceful wife, Fern. Drew died, though not before impregnating me, then I was framed for his murder soon after. Then the real craziness began. It was a craziness that culminated in me having my baby before eventually tracking Fern down to a village in Cornwall with the help of my ex-boyfriend, Detective Tomlin. If it hadn’t been for the fact that baby Evelyn had been snatched and taken onto a clifftop by Fern’s disturbed next-door neighbour, then Fern would be behind bars now because I had caught her and was ready for her to finally face justice. But Fern saved Evelyn’s life that day. I was so grateful to her that I had to let her go.
I don’t know where Fern is now and what became of her and the baby she had.
All I know is that Evelyn hates me for allowing the woman who killed her father to get away.
How does my daughter know what went down on that clifftop in Cornwall eighteen years ago? I told her, that’s how. I thought I was doing the right thing at the time, by being as open and as honest with my daughter as I could be, though in hindsight that was definitely naïve of me. But I’d simply wanted to give Evelyn the full story of what had happened with Fern and Drew, not just half a story or, worse, the story that journalists wrote about at the time because they didn’t know the full facts, only I did.
Evelyn was four when she started asking about her daddy, no doubt because she had seen other children at her nursery being picked up by men as well as their mothers. Back then, I told her simply that her daddy was in heaven with the angels and, while she was sad, she left it there. It was in primary school when the teasing started, a few unsavoury little boys and girls in her class picking on her because they knew she was different. She was the only one without a dad, though thankfully, at that age, the bullies didn’t really know why.
It was during secondary school when that changed.
I’d always feared the day when Evelyn, and all the other kids at her school, would figure out that her father was the infamous doctor who had died on the beach and made national news. I tried to pre-empt it by broaching the subject with Evelyn myself, sitting her down when she was ten and telling her that her daddy had been killed by another person, but that he hadn’t been in pain, and it was a very long time ago. Evelyn had been upset, and very confused. I’d tried to answer her questions as best I could, although there was one that was hardest of all to answer.
‘Did the person who hurt him go to prison?’
I had wanted to say yes, because that should have been the answer, and it would have been the only response that might have made Evelyn feel a little better about the situation, but I couldn’t. I had to tell her the truth: that the person who plotted the murder got away with it. I had to tell her because she’d only find out by reading news articles online when she got older anyway. I told Evelyn that Fern was still out there, which was the truth, and the reason every police department in the UK has her photo on file, and unsurprisingly, my daughter was not happy about that. But rather than risk having my child go her whole life filled with vengeful hate towards the woman who got away, I tried to offset some of that anger by telling her that Fern had saved her life once.
I’d hoped such a revelation would make Evelyn feel a little less hatred and, in turn, make her life a bit easier as she grew, and for a little while, it did. But the bullying Evelyn suffered at secondary school was intense; once she was old enough to read things online and get her information from other sources beyond her mother, she couldn’t believe that I had allowed Fern to get away.
‘She killed Dad!’
‘She framed you for his murder!’
‘She was evil!’
I’ve lost count of how many times I heard Evelyn say those sentences once she was a teenager, and it carried on all the way until she was fifteen. By then, Evelyn had become much more reserved, a shadow of her former self as a child, not just from the bullying she had endured but because she had made her mind up about everything.
She had made her mind up that she hated me, and I was at fault for the life she had.
I want nothing more than to have a normal relationship with my daughter. I’d love to go into that dining room now and sit down beside her and ask her all about the travels she is planning. I want to engage with her properly, have a long conversation, see the light in her eyes when she talks about her plans, but also see the love in her eyes when she tells them to me, her mother. But that won’t happen. If I was to sit beside Evelyn now then she would just get up and go to her bedroom, and if I followed her in there then she would leave the house entirely. At least if I stay away from her then I can pretend like we have some semblance of a normal mother–daughter relationship.
Evelyn feels like justice hasn’t been done for her dad, which is understandable, but it’s more the way she feels about me that hurts. Thanks to the news reporters who spun their stories about me, the mistress that caused the doctor’s wife to go on her killing spree, Evelyn has a fixed idea of me as being some sort of man-eater who got involved with another woman’s husband and set the whole chain of events into motion. She’s called me some awful names over the years, though she’s most likely only been repeating what she’s heard people at school saying about me. It’s been tough. Tensions have eased recently, but only because Evelyn is on the verge of leaving home, which is hardly a cure for our problems. But what can I do?
I really don’t want Evelyn to go away for an undetermined amount of time, especially when things between us are so fractured, although at least if she gives me her travel itinerary then I will know where she is.
That’s better than not knowing, which has happened before.
Despite everything I’ve been through, the day Evelyn went missing is still the worst day of my life…



THREE
ALICE
TEN YEARS AGO
They say being a parent is the hardest job in the world, and I can attest to that, but I’ve also found something else that can be tough too.
Being your own boss.
When I decided to set up my own business, I thought it would be a breeze. Set my own hours. Work at my own pace. Give myself permission to take an extra day’s holiday here or there. However, if anything, I’m working harder now than I ever have before, but I had little choice if I wanted to keep sustaining myself as a single mother.
After my break-up with Tomlin – the detective who helped me navigate the first few stressful months of Evelyn’s life by providing not just moral but financial support too – I had to survive on child benefit payments. I never saw any of Drew’s money, because there was no will that said I or any child he might have in the future would be entitled to it in the event of his death. It wasn’t beneath me to be on benefits, mainly because it was a matter of survival, and I took advantage of a few precious free hours of universal childcare that the government offered to new parents until Evelyn was old enough to go to the free state school in the village. But despite the occasional bit of respite, there were some long years of being cooped up at home with my daughter, unable to have a real break or go out and earn the kind of money that would have made a difference to our lives. Once Evelyn reached the age of five, I started working in the local butchers, which was messy work, to say the least, but it gave me a solid income. But there’s only so long a woman like me can come home covered in animal blood. I made the decision to do something a little more suited to my personality, and that’s how I had the idea of making my own greetings cards. I liked the idea of being creative and producing things that people could gift to each other on occasions like birthdays and anniversaries, so I watched a few videos online and then jumped right in. I’ve been doing it ever since and, slowly but surely, I’ve built up enough of a customer base online to ensure I can keep doing it for as long as I want to.
It’s much better than working at the butchers, that’s for sure.
The only time I get blood on me now is with an accidental paper cut.
The house is quiet, allowing me to work easily on my next card, and it will stay this way until I’ve picked Evelyn up from school and brought her back here. I collect her every weekday at half-past three, making the ten-minute walk from here to the school gates, where I join the rest of the mums in the village – although by join, I mean stand near them while they gawk and gossip about me.
I had been hoping to make some new friends during the school drop-offs and collections, expecting to find some common ground with the other mothers, but while we share having a child in common, it seems that’s the only way we can relate to each other. The other mums have never made much of an effort to talk to me and I know why. Many of them either dislike me because of the part I played in the suffocating drama that enveloped this village for several months, back when Fern Devlin was the talk of the nation, or they dislike me for another reason.
They think I might end up trying to sleep with their husbands.
I only had one affair, an affair I tried to end myself on several occasions, I might add, yet every female under fifty in this village seems to think of me as a threat who will sleep with any man I can if given half a chance. That’s laughable for several reasons, not least of which because I haven’t even been with a man in years, not since I ended my relationship with Detective Tomlin after I discovered him kissing another woman just before I went to Cornwall and confronted Fern. The last thing I want in my life is another man, but that hasn’t stopped those at the school gates from keeping their distance from me, as if making me their friend will only lead to them coming home one day to find their husband under the sheets with me. Sometimes, when I’ve been feeling particularly lonely or hurt by their standoffishness, I almost feel like trying to seduce one of their partners, just to prove them right, but that would be stupid.
There’s no way I’d ever dare get involved with another woman’s man again.
The last thing I need is another Fern Devlin on my case.
But while I can handle my problems with the mums in the playground, I’m not sure how well my daughter is handling her problems with the kids in it. Several of them have been teasing her about the past and, in particular, her father in that often overly honest and hurtful way that children can be, and I know it’s getting to her. She’s come home in tears a few times and, while I’ve spoken to the headmistress, it’s not been nipped in the bud yet. I just hope today has been a good day for Evelyn, for both our sakes; but just after lunchtime, I get a phone call that tells me things are not good at all.
‘Hello Mrs Richardson,’ the headmistress at my daughter’s school says, an air of nervousness in her voice. ‘I’m sorry to call, but we were wondering if Evelyn is with you?’
‘With me? Why would she be with me? It’s the middle of a school day. She should be with you.’
There is a brief pause from the other end of the line then, which is another bad sign.
‘What’s going on?’ I demand to know. ‘Where the hell is my daughter?’
‘It seems she snuck out of the school during the lunch break, and she hasn’t come back to her class yet.’
‘Snuck out? How could she sneak out? Weren’t you watching her?’
My chest is starting to tighten as I think of my eight-year-old daughter roaming around the village on her own, crossing busy roads, going in and out of places she shouldn’t be going. But then I have an even worse thought.
‘What if she was taken?’ I cry, my heart rate increasing by the second.
‘Oh, I’m sure that’s not the case. The school is very secure,’ the headmistress assures me, but that’s not much good after Evelyn has already got out.
‘Secure? You have a missing child!’ I shout down the phone as I begin to panic. ‘Have you called the police?’
‘Well, no, we were just trying to find out if she had gone home. If a child sneaks away then it’s usually to go back to their house.’
‘I just told you she isn’t here!’
This can’t be happening. Where is my daughter?
After telling the headmistress to keep looking, I end the call and instantly dial the number for the village police station. It’s only tiny because there is never any crime here, not since Fern Devlin’s actions, but it’s a start and they can bring in reinforcements from Carlisle, the nearest city, if need be. But I’m praying it won’t come to that and I rush to the window, hoping I’ll see Evelyn walking towards the front door with her school bag. I wouldn’t even be mad at her for leaving school, I’d just be glad she’s okay. But I don’t see her outside, so I have to tell the police officer who answers my call that there is a missing child in the village.
If it was an adult then there would be far less concern but, given Evelyn’s age, action is taken immediately, and I’m assured that everybody who can help will be looking for her around the village. But as I put on my coat and run from the house, desperate to join the search myself, I feel like I need to do more. My support network is limited, not much larger than the people in this village – and most of them just feel sorry for me – and doesn’t extend to my old friends, all of whom gradually stopped replying to my messages, no doubt because it was awkward and I was the ‘taboo’ subject in the group. It’s been a similar story with my family too, though I have to take some of the blame. The shame I feel about not just embarking on an affair but going to prison, even if I was framed, means it’s easier for me to avoid familiar faces from the past and stew in my own self-pity than face whatever judgements they have of me. But there is someone who might be able to help me now, so I make a call to a person who has come to my rescue before. It’ll be the first time we’ve spoken in years so it might be awkward, but at a time like this, there’s far more important things to worry about.
‘Hello?’ the gravelly voice says when they answer, and this man sounds worse than I remember him being.
‘Tomlin? It’s Alice,’ I say, letting my ex know it’s me in case he had deleted my number at some point since we split almost eight years ago. I’m not sure why I kept his number if I’m honest, though maybe part of me knew having a detective on speed dial might come in handy one day, although based on what I read in the newspapers a few months ago, it’s ex-detective now.
‘Alice?’ Tomlin says, suddenly clearing his throat. ‘How are you? Are you okay?’
‘No, Evelyn’s gone missing from school, and I have no idea where she might be!’
‘I’m on my way!’ Tomlin says without skipping a beat, which is incredibly kind but also incredibly sad, because I can already hear in his voice that he hasn’t moved on from me, even after all this time. Then again, I knew that already after reading about how he had been dismissed from the police force recently due to alcohol problems. The journalists who scavenge around in the gutters of society for a story that sells were quick to latch onto the news that the detective who had famously believed Fern Devlin’s lies and botched the doctor’s murder case so spectacularly had fallen on hard times. I was sorry to hear Tomlin had been struggling but, right now, I just need his help.
While he’s on his way from Carlisle to Arberness, I go everywhere in the village I think my daughter could be. My first stop is the sweet shop, followed by the park, followed by the beach, but there is no sign of her. It’s troubling to not find her at the first two places, but it’s almost a relief that she’s not at the beach; it would be too dangerous for her on her own by such a large body of water. Then again, I had wondered if she might be somewhere on the sand, in particular in the area where her dad was killed, because she has asked me a lot of questions about that place recently in that morbidly curious way kids do when death is involved. Unable to find her, I have no choice but to just run from building to building in the village, asking pedestrians if they have seen her and knocking on doors and trying to recruit residents inside to help. I get aid in the form of Dorothy and Ethel, two women who were regulars at the coffee mornings I used to organise at the community centre; further help comes as a couple of police officers and two teachers from the school lead the search, as well as the sheepish headmistress. Then Tomlin arrives, having made the hour-or-so journey through the country roads from Carlisle, looking like he needs a good wash, a change of clothes, a haircut and a shave. When he speaks to me, I can smell alcohol on him. Has he driven here under the influence? I don’t get time to ask him because one of the teachers calls out that she’s found Evelyn’s schoolbag on a bench near the village church.
It’s evidence that my daughter was here, so after checking the bag to see if there’s anything in it that might offer clues as to her whereabouts, I run around the cemetery part of the church, calling out to Evelyn and hoping to spot her somewhere amongst the headstones. But she’s not there. So I go into the church. While at first I think the old stone building with the stained glass windows is empty, I hear a creak and assume it’s from the rows of wooden pews. A quick search of them all yields nothing, and I’m just about to go back outside again when I hear another sound.
Crying.
I find my daughter crouched inside the pulpit at the front of the church; the place where the vicar delivers his Sunday sermon is Evelyn’s selected hiding place after she fled from school. I feel my shoulders sag and the tightness in my stomach loosen once I know she is safe, the curse of a parent forever resigned to worrying about their offspring. This has been just one of a number of tense times in my life since I became a mother.
It takes me a while to get her to stop crying and tell me what is wrong and, when she does, it turns out that it was more bullying that caused her to run away. I’m just glad I’ve found her, as is Tomlin, the police, the locals and, of course, the headmistress who might have been fearing for her job only a few minutes earlier. But, despite the panic being over, I know the underlying problem is not solved. Will it ever be?
I just want Evelyn to be a normal child and have a normal childhood, but how can she, given who her parents are and their connection to the doctor’s widow? Maybe it was a mistake to stay here but, with the story being national news, she could be bullied about my past at any school. At least we’re familiar with Arberness, so we’re somewhat comfortable in our surroundings during trying times. Better the devil we know, and all that.
But this is still hard. I don’t want to say it to any of the people in the village who smile at me as I take my daughter home, but I’m clueless as to how to stop what has happened in the past affecting Evelyn’s future.
I’ll try my best, but I guess I’ll only know if it has worked when she is older.
I’ll know because one of two possible things will happen.
Either she’ll love me.
Or she’ll hate me.



FOUR
EVELYN
PRESENT DAY
I’m glad Mum hasn’t come and sat with me or asked me more questions about the trip I’m planning. I hate how she insists on the pair of us having a forced conversation that always ends in an argument, either because I get annoyed at her for talking to me or she gets annoyed at me for not talking to her. Better for us both to just do our own thing and only talk when we absolutely have to. But soon, we won’t even have to do that, because I’ll be out of here, many miles away from Arberness, and I cannot wait.
I put down my pen and look at the notes I’ve just made. I’ve jotted down a list of things worth seeing in Madrid, in preparation for when I eventually make it to the Spanish capital and have time to explore the city. The travel guide I have for Spain tells me there is a lot to do there and I can’t wait to see it for myself, but it’ll be a while until I do. I have many stops to make before Madrid, including Paris, Amsterdam and Brussels. But my first stop is London, which is where I will take the train to begin my journey.
I’m so excited to be a backpacker. I’ve dreamt about it for the last couple of years, ever since I found out it was a thing that people could do. The thought of just throwing a few belongings into a bag, putting that bag on my shoulder and then hitting the road is an enticing one and perfect for someone like me, who feels like they’d be happier anywhere but home. I know that it’s not just a desire to see more of the world that is driving me, it’s also a desire to escape Arberness and my family’s horrible history in this place, but so what? I want to get out of here and, pretty soon, I will get my wish.
I pick up the travel guide for Greece and flick through a few of the pages, my eyes taking in the wonderful sights of ancient ruins and sun-kissed beaches. I plan to end my trip in Athens, although I’m flexible and could end up anywhere, depending on how long my finances last and what happens to me along the way. I might find a job en route, working in a bar for extra funds that could keep me away for longer. I might even meet a man on my travels and move in with him, which would be ideal – then I might be able to stay away forever. I’d happily never come back to Arberness if I can help it, and I think Mum knows that, which is why I think she gets so upset whenever we have one of our arguments and I end it by telling her I can’t wait to leave home.
But can she blame me? She has no idea how hard I’ve had it for the last eighteen years. Everybody I’ve ever met has already known who I am since I was a little child. I’m the offspring of the doctor who was murdered and the woman he had an affair with. I’m a consequence of an affair that saw a doctor’s wife go crazy and kill several people; she remains at large to this day, which is insane. I presume she fled to Europe, which might be another reason why I’m interested in going there. I might see something in the news about a woman matching her description on my travels and somehow bring her to justice. It’s a little fantastical, but stranger things have happened. Fern certainly made enough headlines in this country – maybe she’s already up to her old tricks elsewhere.
But mainly I want to get out of here and spread my wings because none of it is my fault. I didn’t ask for any of this to happen. Why would I? Because of what happened before I even existed, I’ve been bullied for years and have no real friends in this village despite living here my whole life. Sure, some of the older women say hello to me when they see me out on the street, but no one here my age wants to hang around with me.
That’s why I can’t wait to leave. I can have a fresh start, reinvent myself, free myself from the shackles of the mistakes people made before me, mistakes that have followed me around since I was born. I plan to use a different name when I travel, a fake name that I’ll make up and sounds cool. Maybe I’ll go by a different name in each country I go to, introducing myself to other backpackers in the hostels with a new identity each time until I find the one that I like the best. Whichever one makes me most popular will be the winner. I definitely won’t use my real name, Evelyn Richardson, because all anybody has to do is type that name into a search engine and the internet will give them my whole past.
‘You’re the doctor’s child?’ some of them might ask before they stop wanting to be my friend, instead seeing me as a great bit of gossip they can share when they meet other backpackers, ones who have had normal lives and don’t have a dad who was murdered and a mother who was framed for it. I want to avoid such a scenario at all costs, so I’ll make sure I do that by going under an alias.
I pick up my pen and write down the name Tiffany. I like that. Maybe I’ll start out as a Tiffany.
Deciding that I’ve spent enough time looking through all my travel guides today, I gather them up and leave the dining room table, carrying them all to my bedroom where I dump them on my shelf, beneath which sits the backpack that I will soon fill when I start my travels. But I’m not quite ready yet, mainly because I could do with earning a little bit more money from my job at the village supermarket. Stacking shelves is what I have done since I left school at sixteen. While it’s been boring beyond belief, two years there while living at home rent-free has allowed me to save up a nice chunk of cash and, as long as I don’t go too crazy when I travel, it should last me a long time. Then there’s the money Mum has offered to give me, although I’m still not sure if I’ll take it. Sure, it’ll be nice to have extra funds and see a few more places, but accepting it might make her think that I’m grateful to her and I’m not sure I am.
How can I be grateful to the woman who let my dad’s killer just walk away?
The evil bitch who killed my dad is still free, out there somewhere living her life, well away from here. It seems like I’ve been punished instead of her and that is not fair, but I can’t do much about it. If the police can’t find her then I won’t be able to, not that I’ve ever spent too long looking. I don’t want to torment myself by thinking about that woman any more than I already have done. She doesn’t deserve it. But I find it unbelievable that Mum had the chance to have Fern arrested and didn’t take it. If she had, maybe I’d be feeling slightly better about things. I don’t know, maybe not, but I surely wouldn’t be feeling any worse. As it is, that woman is still out there and, because she is, the newspapers will occasionally mention her, speculating on where she might be, and that only helps keep her and, by extension, me and Mum in the headlines, which is the last place I want to be.
I’m glad I didn’t see Mum as I moved through the house; I’m hoping I won’t see her as I head for the front door. Fortunately I don’t, which spares us both another uncomfortable moment. Once I’m outside, I’m already feeling a little better. Imagine what I’ll feel like when I’m thousands of miles away. Like a new person, hopefully. But before that, I am still very much me, just a lonely, confused young woman who never got to meet her father, and has only read what other people have written about him online.
I take a walk on the beach in Arberness every day, whatever the weather, because the fresh air and sea view usually lifts my mood, even though this place is where Dad lost his life. I tend to avoid the exact spot on the sand where he died, sticking to the other end of the beach, because that’s better for my mental health, but whenever I’m here, I do feel closer to him. I’m not sure I’d go as far to say his spirit still lingers here, but knowing I’ll never actually meet him means this place is the next best thing. If he was really here now, in flesh-and-bone form rather than just spirit, I would have so many things to say to him. Unlike with Mum, where I’m practically mute, I would ask him a million questions.
‘What were your hobbies?’
‘Did you like travelling?’
‘What was your childhood like?’
‘Do you regret having that affair? Why did you start it?’
‘What would you do if you had more life to live?’
So many questions, and while I could get many of the answers to them from Dad’s parents, who have reached out to me in the past, I’ve never felt ready for that. I want to speak to Dad, not them, but that’s impossible. I’ll never get the chance. Fern Devlin denied me that. I’ve never wanted to meet them, which isn’t their fault, it’s mine. But what good can come from me being around more people who Fern hurt? I’ve been having a hard enough time dealing with my own grief, let alone anybody else’s. But maybe I’ll meet them one day, ideally when we have something to be positive about.
I’d love to be the one who catches Fern one day. I would finish what Mum started and actually hand her over to the police, or maybe I’ll go even further than that. But I guess I’ll never get that chance.
I’ll never be in the same place as her.
Maybe that’s for the best.
Or I might end up a murderer like her.



FIVE
FERN
The big day has arrived. It’s the day of my little girl’s birthday party, although she isn’t so little anymore, as the large number eighteen on all the balloons in this room remind me. But rather than dwell on where all the years have gone and how I’ll never have Cecilia fall asleep on my chest again, forcing me to carry her upstairs to her bed, I will focus on how this is a happy occasion that is to be celebrated and enjoyed.
I know my daughter is certainly excited about it.
This party was her idea.
As I look around the lavishly decorated room and see all the people who have come out tonight to celebrate with us, I know Cecilia is more than happy with the effort me and Pierre have put into this event. There is a long line of hungry guests queuing at the buffet table, the bar is busy and there are several movers and shakers on the large dancefloor, in front of which a DJ plays some pop hits that I am far too old to know the words to. I spot my daughter in the middle of the dancefloor, her arms stretched above her head and a big grin on her face as she loses herself in the music alongside some of her best friends. Antoinette is beside her of course, just like she has been for the last thirteen years. They became firm friends at school and vowed to do everything together as they grew up. They’ve stuck to that youthful promise, and soon they will both leave here and go to Paris where they each have jobs lined up. Cecilia has an internship at a fashion house in the city centre, which has always been her dream line of work, while Antoinette is getting a start with a recording label, which is perfect because music is her particular dream. How wonderful it is to see two youngsters going after what they really want in life. I’d say they remind me of myself, but it’s so long ago I can’t recall what it was like to be young and do what I want. I’m not even sure I was ever so carefree.
‘I still think that dress is too short.’
I turn to look at the man who has just sidled up beside me and smile when I see Pierre, easily still the most handsome man in the room, despite there being many males in here under half his age. But Pierre is ageing as well as any of the fine wines that are produced in this region, and he must be happy enough with my appearance too – he has his hands around my waist, and he gives me a kiss on the cheek as we watch Cecilia continue to dance.
‘The dress is fine,’ I tell him, although I did have reservations too when I first saw what Cecilia planned to wear to this party. The black dress she spent most of her birthday money on is made of a wonderful material, it’s just a shame there isn’t a little more of it; but like my daughter reminded me, she’s old enough to decide what she wears now, and soon I won’t even get to see what goes on in her wardrobe. Paris is only forty miles away from this village, but it might as well be four hundred. It feels like a huge chasm between me and the little life I so carefully raised. But I am happy for her and know she will have a wonderful time in the city. This village is better suited to people like me and Pierre, those looking to gradually wind down in life, rather than those just starting out in it, but still, she’s my baby.
I will just have to visit her as often as I can.
Pierre realises that we are both out of wine and struts away to the bar to get us some more. While he’s gone, his spot beside me is quickly filled by Marion, a good friend I’ve made since moving to this village. Like me, she moved here from elsewhere, but unlike me, she isn’t on the run, or at least I don’t think she is. She’s just a normal woman, and normal is exactly what I needed when I came here, which is why I guess I find her company so soothing.
‘It’s a shame they have to grow up, isn’t it?’ Marion muses as we watch the dancefloor. ‘It’s hard when they’re a baby, but I’d give anything to go back in time to when my girls were small again.’
‘Yeah,’ I say as I gaze in awe at Cecilia and the woman she has blossomed into. That’s despite the fact she spent the first few months of her life living in very abject conditions, back when I was a struggling hideaway in Cornwall with barely two pound coins to rub together. ‘I don’t know where the years have gone.’
‘Instead of focusing on what you’ll lose when Cecilia moves, try to focus on all the things you’ve got to look forward to,’ Marion says, using her own experience of being a mother of two adults to help cheer me up. ‘You’ll get to visit her own home one day. You’ll see her on her wedding day. She might become a mother. There are so many adventures still ahead for you both to experience together.’
I appreciate Marion’s words, and I appreciate the drink Pierre hands me when he gets back to the bar. I certainly need a few gulps from my glass a moment later because the music cuts out and as everybody stands around to see what is going to happen next, Pierre reminds me that it is time for us to make our speeches.
As I follow my husband to the stage where the DJ has a microphone ready and waiting, I can see Cecilia frowning because she has no idea what is going on. Pierre and I made sure it was that way; she would only have tried to talk us out of it if we had told her that we planned on saying a few words. As it is, Cecilia is powerless to prevent the pair of us speaking to the gathered guests, and as my husband takes the microphone first, I smile at my daughter to let her know that yes, the next few minutes might be a little embarrassing for her in front of all her friends, but it’s going to be fine and, when it’s over, she’ll appreciate what we have to say. Hopefully.
‘Thank you all for coming,’ Pierre begins, before adding a little French where he thanks the staff who have been catering for us all this evening. Then he switches effortlessly back to English, not just for my sake because I still find my native language easier, but because everyone we have invited can speak English too, so it’s no issue for him to converse in that tongue.
‘It’s a wonderful evening to celebrate the milestone of a wonderful young woman,’ Pierre goes on, smiling at my daughter as he speaks. ‘As most of you will know, Cecilia, and her mother, came into my life thirteen years ago. Back then, I thought I was happy enough living here, fulfilling my duty as a doctor and imbibing several glasses of wine in the village bistro every Friday evening, which totally contradicted the advice I’d spent all week giving out to my patients.’
A few people in the room laugh, including the owner of the bistro himself, a man who has profited greatly from my husband’s custom over the years.
‘But then I fell in love with the woman standing beside me here tonight, and only then did I realise what true happiness was.’
I roll my eyes at Pierre’s soppy show of affection, and he winks at me before he goes on.
‘However, I fell in love twice when I came to be around Cecilia, and discovered what an absolute joy she was. I met her when she was just five years old, and if you think she is cheeky now, you should have seen her back then.’
Laughter around the room. Cecilia still looks like she’d prefer the speech to be over, but there’s a little way to go yet.
‘I just want to say that it’s been an honour and a pleasure to be around to witness you grow into the woman you are today,’ Pierre goes on, looking slightly misty-eyed as he speaks, which tells me just how much affection he has for my daughter. But he didn’t have to make this speech to tell me that; he’s more than proved it over the years since I made the big decision to introduce him into my daughter’s life when she was younger.
‘I know you’re going off on a wonderful adventure in Paris soon and we’re going to miss having you around every day, but we wish you the best and can’t wait to hear all about your adventures. Speaking of which, your mother and I have got you a little something to kickstart those adventures.’
Pierre reaches into his suit pocket now and takes out an envelope before inviting Cecilia onto the stage to join us. She’s reluctant but her friends quickly nudge her in our direction and, once she’s beside us, Pierre hands her the envelope.
‘Happy eighteenth,’ he says with a smile as Cecilia opens her present, and when she sees what it is, her smile couldn’t be any bigger.
‘Front row seats to a fashion show in Paris,’ Pierre declares triumphantly as Cecilia beams widely. ‘I think she likes it!’
Everybody cheers, well aware that for somebody as obsessed with fashion and glamour as my daughter, this is the perfect present. I take in how happy Cecilia is before giving Pierre a kiss, because it was he who was able to afford such an expensive present. I’d been saving for a long time for this day but would still have been way off affording something like this, but my husband had secretly been saving too.
Doctor wages to the rescue, and not for the first time.
Then Pierre hands me the microphone and I guess it’s my turn to say a few words about the birthday girl.
‘Where do I start?’ I say as the room falls silent. The tears I had been hoping to keep at bay until the end of this speech already threaten to overwhelm me. ‘My baby girl. All grown up. It only feels like yesterday when I was holding you in my arms in the hospital.’
Everyone in the room smiles at that moment, except Cecilia who just blushes, but while I am smiling too, the memory I have just mentioned is tinged with the fear I had at the time. I was still relatively new to being on the run then and living under a fake identity, so was praying that I wouldn’t be exposed or my baby would have been taken away from me. As magical as the moment I first met my child was, I will never forget the extreme paranoia I felt as I lay in that hospital bed and tried not to imagine several police officers swarming onto the ward. I feared that the hands I was using to feed, swaddle and soothe Cecilia would soon be restrained by handcuffs, and it was terrifying to think about the little life I had just given birth to having to fend for herself in this big wide world without her mummy around to look after her. But the police never came and, eighteen years later, I’m still waiting for them to find me.
‘We’ve been through so much together, you and I,’ I go on as no one in the room, including Cecilia, can possibly know what I’m really talking about. ‘I’m just so glad that despite not really knowing what I was doing, I’ve somehow been able to help you grow into the wonderful person you are today.’
Cecilia doesn’t look quite as embarrassed now. Instead, she just looks emotional, which is sweet.
‘I just want you to know that wherever you go and whatever the distance between us, I will always be thinking of you and will always be here for whenever you need me,’ I say as a tear rolls down my cheek. ‘Have fun in Paris and follow all your dreams, but don’t forget me. Promise?’
Cecilia laughs before she moves in for a hug, and the pair of us embrace as everybody in the room applauds. As we separate, tears in our eyes and smiles on our faces, we have a quiet moment amidst the applause where Cecilia thanks me for everything I have done for her, which means a lot. But there’s no need for her to do that, and now it’s all about looking forward, which is why I say what I do next.
‘I know you’ll love Paris and have the best time,’ I say, excited for her. ‘But just remember, and you know I hate having to remind you, but I’m your mother and you know I worry. You’ll see lots of signs for the Eurostar while you’re there, but don’t be tempted to get the train to London. I mean it, Cecilia. It’s too risky. Your dad might find out if you went to England and we can’t have that. Okay?’
‘Yes, Mum,’ Cecilia replies, rolling her eyes because she’s heard this all before.
‘I mean it. Promise me.’
‘I promise.’
I only end the conversation once I’m convinced Cecilia has got the message again. I think she does so now she’s free to rejoin her friends on the dancefloor, and as the DJ starts the music again, the party is back underway. I watch my daughter dancing and it looks like she doesn’t have a single care in the world at this moment.
Oh, how I wish I could say the same…



SIX
ALICE
I’m making the drive from Arberness to Carlisle, a route I have taken many times before, but today’s trip is not an easy one to make. That’s because I’m on the way to the train station and, when I get there, I will be saying goodbye to the person currently sitting next to me in the passenger seat.
‘Can we turn the music off and just talk for a minute?’ I suggest to Evelyn after she has turned the radio on to try and avoid any awkward silences between us.
Evelyn sighs before reaching out and turning off the music. Now the car is quiet, which is how it has been for most of this journey so far. But this time, I’m determined to say what I need to before I no longer have the chance to converse with my daughter.
‘Look, I know things have been hard between us for the last few years,’ I begin, as Evelyn folds her arms across her seatbelt and turns her head away from me to look out of her window at the passing countryside. ‘But I hope you know that I’ve always tried my best to do what’s right for us and I hope that one day you can appreciate it.’
‘Whatever.’
‘Evelyn, come on, talk to me.’
‘What do you want me to say? That I can’t wait to get out of here? Because I can’t.’
It hurts to hear it, but I can’t say it’s shocking news.
‘I know you’re excited to go travelling and I’m excited for you too. But I hope that you understand that I’ll be worried about you, so it’ll be nice if you keep in touch with me and let me know that you’re okay.’
Evelyn doesn’t say anything to that, which suggests that her plan was to completely cut contact with me once she gets on that train to London.
‘You don’t have to message me every single day and you don’t have to send me lots of information, but just a short message every now and again to let me know where you are and that you’re safe. That’s all I ask for. Can you do that?’
‘Fine,’ Evelyn says, her head still turned away from me.
That’s all I really needed to say, but as we’re talking now, or at least one of us is, I keep going before Evelyn turns the radio back on.
‘One day, if you have a child of your own, you’ll understand how this is for me,’ I say, feeling emotional as I grip the steering wheel tightly and focus on the quiet road ahead. ‘How it feels to spend eighteen years of your life loving someone and caring for them only to have them grow up and be so distant.’
‘So it’s my fault now?’ Evelyn says, finally looking at me.
‘No, I didn’t say it was your fault. I’m just telling you that you probably don’t understand the sacrifices I made for you⁠—’
‘Sacrifices for me? Yeah, it must have been really hard for you to have an affair and then let Dad’s killer walk away because you were too much of a coward to stop her.’
‘Evelyn!’
‘Just leave it, Mum.’
‘No, I won’t just leave it! Not when you talk to me like that!’
Evelyn lets out a deep sigh and turns away again, clearly ready to get out of this car and onto the train. Maybe I should just leave it before we both say things we’ll regret, although I doubt there’s much more Evelyn can say that she hasn’t already at some point over the last few years.
‘I haven’t told you this before but screw it, I might as well tell you now because who knows when I might see you again,’ I say as Carlisle comes into view in the distance. ‘When I first had you, I struggled badly. You were a terrible sleeper and cried all the time. I couldn’t cope. The doctor thought I had depression.’
‘Great, you were depressed when you had me, that’s lovely to hear,’ Evelyn says, shaking her head as if I’m making this worse, but I’ve not got to my point yet.
‘You don’t know how hard it can be to have a baby and I hope that, one day, if you do become a mother, things will be easier for you. But it was hard for me, damn hard, and I am not ashamed to admit that I was struggling to bond with you.’
‘Even better!’
‘Listen to me!’ I cry as Carlisle train station comes into view. ‘What I’m trying to say is that if things hadn’t gotten easier when they did, I might not have been able to cope and, if I hadn’t, I don’t know what would have happened to you. You might have been taken away from me and, if you had, you might not have had the life you’ve had.’
‘I might have had a better one.’
That stings, but I ignore it and move on quickly.
‘What I mean is look at the opportunity you have here now. You’re getting ready to go and see the world. Do you know how lucky you are? But if you’d gone into care and ended up with someone who didn’t treat you well, you might not have had this chance now you’re all grown up.’
Evelyn doesn’t say anything to that, so I keep talking while I have the chance.
‘I’m saying this because I know you’re hurting and feel filled with hate and anger, for both me and Fern, but my point is, when you were taken from me that day in Cornwall and that disturbed woman held you on that clifftop and threatened to jump off it, that was what snapped me out of the mess I was in. But by then, I thought I was too late and would never get the chance to love you properly. Then Fern saved you and, thanks to her, we’ve had these eighteen years together, and now you’re going to go and have the time of your life.’
I think Evelyn gets my point. Both me and Fern, the two women my daughter hates the most in this world, are big factors, if not the biggest, as to why she is alive and well and in a position to make the choice to go travelling and live her life.
‘I want you to enjoy yourself, darling,’ I say as I bring the car to a stop in the station car park. ‘Don’t let your heart be filled with hate, for me or for Fern or anybody else. Try and be happy and try and see that I love you more than anything, and I’ll miss you like mad, and any message you send me while you’re away will be the best thing that happens to me that day.’
Evelyn is just staring ahead out of the windscreen at all the other people scurrying into the station to catch the next train southbound, but then she finally speaks and, when she does, it’s all I needed to hear.
‘I’ll message you whenever I get the chance,’ she assures me quietly. ‘I need to go.’
I thank her before we get out of the car and, after she has put her heavy backpack onto her shoulders, I take in the sight of my daughter as she prepares to leave me behind and branch out on her own for the first time.
‘I love you,’ I say as I give her a tight hug, and I’m saying a silent prayer that I’ll hear the same words back any second now.
‘Bye, Mum,’ Evelyn replies before she turns and heads for the station door, and I keep my eyes on her the whole way in until she disappears from view. Once she’s gone, I have a thought about how I hope her train gets randomly cancelled so that I get to spend another hour or so with her, but despite sitting in the car and waiting, I see a southbound train come and go and know that she’ll be on it now, whizzing down to London and further away from here by the second.
I’m aware that the drive back to Arberness is going to be a lonely one and I will feel even lonelier when I get to my house and walk in to hear the deafening silence inside it. I’m sure I could do my best to keep busy when I get there, finding clothes to wash and dusty surfaces to clean, which should help kill a little time. Then I could go and sit down at my desk and start putting together a few more greetings cards, pouring myself into work to help me forget the aching void in my heart now that Evelyn has moved out. But before that, I decide to make a stop-off on my way home, parking at a motorway service station to grab a cup of coffee and some sugary snacks to lift my mood.
As I walk through the doors and see dozens of other motorists who have stopped off like me for refreshments, I am struck by the memory of the time I used a service station to get revenge on somebody who had wronged me. It was back when I was driving down to Cornwall almost eighteen years ago, to try and catch Fern. I was in the car with my boyfriend at the time, Tomlin, and my friend from prison, Siobhan. With the knowledge that the pair had recently betrayed me by kissing each other when they thought I was asleep, I saw an opportunity to get my own back on Siobhan, abandoning her at the service station by the side of the motorway, driving away and leaving her to figure out how to get anywhere without a car.
It made me feel good at the time and I presumed I’d never have to see that woman again.
But I was wrong and, in hindsight, I probably shouldn’t have messed with a woman as dangerous as that…



SEVEN
ALICE
SEVENTEEN YEARS AGO
The first year of Evelyn’s life has been a blur but her first birthday party came and went in a flash, and now it’s time to put away all the balloons and banners. Yesterday was a lovely day, the few people I call friends in this village accepting my invitation to come to my house and indulge in a slice of cake and some soft drinks to help celebrate my daughter’s first milestone in age. But today is all about the village fete, and me and Evelyn are going to check out the colourful stalls and see if we can spot something either of us might like.
It’s a fine day in Arberness, a blue sky hanging above the village and bathing it in much-welcomed sunlight, and that makes for a pleasant walk from home to the high street, where all the stalls are set up and music can be heard coming from the band on the stage at the back.
I smell sizzling sausages and catch sight of multicoloured cards on display for sale and think about how, one day, I’d love to make my own cards and maybe have my own little business, but there’s no time for that at the moment. There’s no time for anything with a one-year-old, so I’ve done well to just get out of the house.
I smile at a few familiar faces – while ignoring some of the frowns I get from those in this village who disapprove of my past and the fact I still choose to live in Arberness – before coming to a stop at a stall that sells all sorts of lotions and potions for skincare. Tempted to pick something up to help me battle the bags under my eyes, I browse the selection and I’m just about to make my choice when the band finishes playing their latest song and the singer announces it’s time for the raffle to take place. I bought a ticket for the raffle last week, so I reach into my purse to find it while hoping my number is called, because it’s always nice to win things, isn’t it? Then again, maybe not for me. I wonder if I would get booed by some of the people in this crowd who don’t like me if I went up on stage to claim my prize. But as I find my ticket and look up to the stage to watch the singer make the announcement, I catch a glimpse of someone in the crowd that I did not expect to see. In fact, I never expected to see this person ever again, or at least hoped I wouldn’t.
But I’m sure it was her.
It was Siobhan.
I could have sworn I just spotted the woman I used to call a friend. The last time I saw her was when she was walking into a service station by the motorway before I sped away and left her behind. Because she betrayed me… But was it really her? I can’t confirm it because I can’t see her anymore. I’ve lost that woman in the crowd and, despite looking everywhere, I can’t find her again. I’m unsettled now – what if it was her?
What the hell would she be doing back in Arberness?
Isn’t it obvious, my paranoid brain says to me. She’s back here to get revenge on you for leaving her.
I try not to entertain that thought but the worries come thick and fast.
She is a killer, remember. She tried to murder her old boss. That’s how you met her in prison. She’s incredibly dangerous. What did you think would happen when you made an enemy of a woman like that? She’d just laugh and forget about it? Of course not. She’d take action. She’d come back and make you pay.
Unable to relax and appreciate my surroundings any longer, I push Evelyn’s pram away from the busy street, totally ignoring the raffle ticket number that is called out. I have far more important things to worry about now.
No sooner have I got home and made sure Evelyn is safe than I call my ex-boyfriend. Detective Tomlin answers my call on the first ring and asks me if everything is okay.
‘I think I saw Siobhan. I think she’s in Arberness,’ I say in a rush, afraid that I am right, and it wasn’t just somebody who looked like her.
‘Really? What’s she doing there?’ Tomlin asks; but the answer to that is obvious to me.
‘She’s come to get her own back on me, hasn’t she!’ I cry. ‘I never should have left her at that service station.’
‘Calm down, I doubt that’s what it’s about.’
‘Why else would she be here? I invited her here last year, so she knows where I live. She’s come back to see me again, except we’re not friends this time.’
Tomlin keeps trying to get me to calm down, but it’s no good and now I am angry.
‘This is your fault! If you hadn’t kissed her then we never would have fallen out and she wouldn’t be here now trying to hurt me.’
‘We don’t know if she’s going to try and hurt you. You could be overreacting.’
‘What am I supposed to do? What if she hurts Evelyn? How can I keep her safe?’
Tomlin reads between the lines and tells me what I’m hoping to hear.
‘I’m on my way,’ he says. ‘Just stay in until then and don’t answer the door unless I tell you it’s me outside.’

By the time Tomlin gets to my house, I’ve calmed down slightly but it’s still good to have him here to protect me and my daughter. But as soon as he enters the home we once shared together, I get the sense he’d been hoping for a call like this for a while, as evidenced by the way he looks at both me and Evelyn once he’s back in the same room. That’s when I get paranoid again.
‘Wait. Have you done this? Have you orchestrated Siobhan’s return here so you can worm your way back into my life?’
‘Don’t be ridiculous. I haven’t seen or spoken to Siobhan since that day you left her,’ Tomlin assures me. ‘I’m here as a friend. I just want to help.’
‘Fine. You can help by looking around this village to see if you can see her anywhere. Check everywhere. The pub. The park. The butchers. The supermarket. But start with my back garden. She might be hiding out there, waiting for her chance to come in.’
I can see that Tomlin thinks I’m crazy, but he does as I say and begins conducting his checks, knowing exactly what the woman I have tasked him with finding looks like. But after ninety minutes, he returns to the house to tell me that he has looked everywhere, including at the busy fete, and asked several people he passed on the street, but there is not a sign of Siobhan anywhere.
‘What about the beach? Did you check down there?’ I ask him, and he tells me that he drove past the stretch of sand and didn’t see a single soul out there today, not even a dogwalker, which is rare, but then everyone must still be at the fete.
‘She’s biding her time,’ I say, thinking out loud as I watch Evelyn sitting in her highchair with the food I tried to give her earlier mostly around her mouth rather than inside it. ‘She’s clever. She’s a schemer. She told me that when she tried to kill her boss, she plotted it for months.’
‘Look, I don’t think you have anything to worry about but, just in case, how about I stay here tonight?’ Tomlin suggests before quickly adding, ‘I’ll sleep on the sofa! Not upstairs. Don’t worry, I’m not here to do anything but be a friend.’
I take Tomlin’s word for it and agree that him staying the night is a good idea. It’s likely the only way I’ll have a chance of getting a wink of sleep, because otherwise I’d just sit up all night listening for any sounds downstairs. But with him watching over us, hopefully everything will be okay.

‘Alice! Wake up! We have to get out of the house right now!’
Tomlin’s desperate pleas stir me from my slumber. When I open my eyes, I see him standing by the side of the bed holding Evelyn, who is wriggling and on the verge of tears. But I see something else too.
Smoke.
And lots of it.
‘What’s going on?’ I ask as I pull off my duvet and rush out of bed while Tomlin goes to the bedroom door, looking out into the dark, smoky hallway.
‘I don’t know. I woke up and smelt smoke and realised the house is on fire,’ he says. ‘Come on. We have to go now!’
I can’t argue with that and, as I follow him out of my room, I am wondering why my smoke alarm didn’t go off to warn me. But as we pass under it, I can hear it faintly bleeping away, though it’s not very loud. It takes me a second to figure out why it’s so quiet. It’s because it can’t compete with the sound of the flames roaring away below us on the ground floor.
‘Oh my God!’ I cry when I look down the stairs and see nothing but an ominous mass of black smoke sitting heavily above the steps – visibility is reducing by the second. ‘How the hell are we going to get out?’
It looks to me like our escape route is blocked and I’m now imagining me and my daughter perishing in a fiery inferno. But Tomlin isn’t giving up just yet and his police training quickly kicks in. ‘Cover your mouth,’ he says as he pulls at the top of my night dress. I follow his instructions and use the fabric to act as somewhat of a shield from the plumes of acrid smoke threatening to enter my lungs. I watch as he puts Evelyn inside his shirt, shielding her from the smoke too, as well as any flames we may encounter on our way out of here. Then, while keeping one strong arm wrapped around Evelyn, he uses the other to reach out to me and pull me down the stairs with them.
We descend the staircase at a frightening speed and I’m afraid we might trip and fall at any moment, but we make it down. Once we do, I get a true sense of the heat down here. It’s unbearable and, between the sweat pouring down my face and the smoke stinging my eyes, I’m struggling to see where I’m going. But Tomlin just keeps pulling me along, that is until a wooden beam comes down and I let out a scream, fearing it is going to strike him and Evelyn – terrified my daughter will surely not survive the blow. But just before it hits, Tomlin twists his body and takes the brunt of the blow on his back, which keeps Evelyn safe, though the loud cry the detective lets out tells me he has just been hurt. But he pushes on past the flames that envelop us on all sides, probably fuelled by pure adrenaline, before a door opens and I see beautiful, brilliant darkness beyond. It’s the back garden and, a second later, all three of us are out in the safety of the fresh air, where the fire and the smoke can’t hurt us any longer.
Tomlin collapses to the ground, and Evelyn rolls onto the grass beside him, crying out for me, and I waste no time in picking her up and making sure that she is okay. She seems to be unharmed, but the same can’t be said for the man who just saved our lives – he is clearly in a lot of pain. When I get a glimpse of his left arm, I see why. He is badly burnt and is in agony from the injuries he must have sustained while ensuring we all made it out of the house.
The house.
I turn back and see my home disintegrating before my eyes, the flames devouring every single part of the building where Evelyn and I should have felt most safe. By the time the fire engines arrive, there isn’t much to save, but at least the fire is put out before it can spread to any of the neighbouring homes, and the main thing is that no one has died here tonight. But Tomlin is in a bad way and is taken away to receive urgent medical attention, while a couple of paramedics check on me and my daughter too. I’m happy for them to check Evelyn, but I tell them that I’m fine and don’t have time for going to the hospital because I need to speak to the police.
‘I know who did this!’ I cry to the first police officer who comes my way.
It has to be Siobhan.
I might know that, but as I watch my home being consumed by the fire, I don’t know the answer to another question.
Where is she now?



EIGHT
FERN
PRESENT DAY
I move around my quiet house with only the sound of the birds chirping in the trees outside my kitchen window for company. Pierre is at work and Cecilia is in Paris. I guess this is my new normal now. No longer will I hear pop music blaring from my daughter’s bedroom or find her dirty plates and cups in the sink instead of in the dishwasher, where I constantly reminded her to put them. Nor will I find her shoes lying by the front door after she got home late from another night at the village bistro with Antoinette, or see her enter my bedroom in one of her hungover states and watch her flop down on the bed beside me before asking if I fancy ordering a pizza and watching a movie together.
Cecilia is in the French capital now, currently ‘living her best life’, as youngsters like my daughter like to say, and I’m here, pottering around by myself, checking my phone every five minutes to see if she has sent me a message or uploaded anything new to Instagram that might give me a clue as to what she’s up to.
Her last message, sent to me yesterday afternoon, told me that she was preparing for a night out with Antoinette after they had spent the day browsing around the many retail stores that Paris has to offer. They haven’t started their new jobs yet and are taking the opportunity to have some fun before getting a dose of reality, and their city life experience starts to include commuting and deadlines as well as happy hours and window shopping. I then saw a couple of photos of her on Antoinette’s Instagram account, Cecilia holding up a colourful cocktail to the camera in the first image before being pictured posing beside a large neon sign in a nightclub.
My daughter is having fun, and I couldn’t be happier for her. I also can’t blame her because Paris is an incredible place to visit, never mind live in, and I know that for a fact because I have experienced the city myself in the past.
As I step outside into my sun-kissed back garden and occupy myself by clipping a few dead flowerheads, my mind is on the first time I went to Paris. As far as my current husband knows, I had never set foot in the French capital until he took me there himself a few months into our relationship, but in reality, I had been there many years before.
I’d been when my first husband whisked me away for a romantic weekend.
The memory of being in Paris with Drew is not one I should dwell on because it’s not fair on Pierre, who over the years has treated me to a lovely trip there not just once but several times since we have been together. But I can’t help it because, while the second doctor that took me there did a great job of spoiling me with luxurious hotels, magnificent meals and shopping sprees, the first doctor managed to outdo him with the treats he laid on for me.
It feels bad to even compare the two in my mind – Pierre is far more of a decent man than Drew ever was – but I can’t deny that when Doctor Devlin took me to Paris it was incredible. We stayed at a hotel with a breathtaking view of the Eiffel Tower from the bedroom, we dined at rooftop restaurants that overlooked such iconic landmarks as the Arc de Triomphe and the Louvre, and we even sailed along the Seine after Drew had paid somebody to row us down the river on a fine summer’s day. Back then, I thought my husband was the best man in the world, a guy who doted on me and would give me anything he could to make me happy, and it sure was a blissful state of ignorance to live in. The trips I’ve taken with Pierre have never quite matched the heights of that first city break I took with Drew. But then again I’ve never had to be told Pierre is sleeping with another woman, nor have I had to stand outside a window and listen to the sound of lovemaking and betrayal coming from his doctor’s surgery.
So, swings and roundabouts, I suppose.
I must be feeling a little guilty for thinking about Drew, which I often do when he enters my thoughts at various intervals during each and every day, because I put down my clippers and send a text message to Pierre telling him that I love him. He doesn’t reply, probably because he’s with a patient, but I know he’ll smile when he sees it. Then I send a message to Cecilia too, telling her that her favourite tree in our garden is looking wonderful and I take a photo of it to show her. My daughter has loved the pink petals of the cherry blossom that has bloomed every year since she was a little girl. I have so many pictures saved from over the years of her standing beside it with a big grin on her face. Oh, how I wish she was here now so I could capture another image, but it’s just me in this garden. Not even the little squirrel that hops across the trimmed lawn in front of me can give me the kind of company I am longing for at the moment.
I receive a text message a few minutes later and wonder who has replied to me first – Pierre or Cecilia. But it turns out to be neither – the message is from Marion. My friend is checking in on me to see how I am getting on since Cecilia left, bless her, and it’s a nice thing to do. She must know how I’m feeling, and she is right.
Hope you’re not feeling too blue. You’ll come to enjoy the peace and quiet again soon, as well as having a tidier house. It’ll just take some time.
It’s a nice gesture from my best friend in this village, and I reply to thank her before letting her know that my garden is keeping me busy. As I put my phone away, I’m glad that I didn’t let my paranoia ruin what has turned out to be a great friendship with Marion. That’s because, when I first met her, I was terrified she knew who I really was.
My main reason for thinking that was because Marion asked an awful lot of questions when we first got talking properly on my wedding day to Pierre, which took place in this quaint French village. I feared she was prying when she asked me about my former life in England, or worse, feared she was taunting me and pushing me to keep lying while she already knew the truth and was just taking pleasure in making me squirm. I remember ending our conversation, making up an excuse about having to go and talk to a few other guests, and after that, I tried to avoid her as much as I could. But it’s impossible to avoid anybody in a village this size, so we predictably kept crossing paths and, every time we did, I felt like every stare she gave me or every sentence she uttered was done with something sinister in mind. That was until I realised she was like that with everyone. She is chatty, she asks a lot of questions and she likes to know everyone’s life story. She’s not shy in telling hers either, and gradually, over time, I relaxed around her until the point where I realised what a valuable friend she could be. Now I don’t harbour any worries about Marion knowing my dark secret because, if she did, she’s spent several long years keeping it to herself, so why would she suddenly blurt it out now?
She doesn’t know.
Nobody knows.
Well, nobody except some of the wildlife in my garden, who I have occasionally confessed my sins to whenever they have been playing on my mind a little too much. Thankfully, the birds and the squirrels can’t speak, so my secret is safe with them.
I end up spending a little too long out in the sunshine. By the time I go back indoors, I fear I have suffered a bit of sunburn on the back of my neck. I’m sweating too and my nails have dirt under them. I also have backache, but that’s just part of the joy of approaching sixty, so I can’t blame the hot weather for that one.
Deciding I need to both freshen up and soothe my bones with a bit of hot water, I run myself a bath in the spacious bathroom that Pierre delighted in paying for because he knows how much I like to relax in my own space under a few soapy suds. As the hot water runs and the tub slowly fills up, I undress and crane my neck as I look in the mirror and try to see just how sunburnt I am. It’s not as bad as first feared, so I’ve been lucky there. Far luckier than last week when I took a shower and almost lost my wedding ring down the plughole. There’s not as much of a risk of that happening again now that I’m taking a bath, but I’d rather play it safe, so I slide my diamond ring off my finger and place it beside the sink. It’s a beautiful ring, it really is, and while Pierre never told me how much it cost, I did some snooping around online to try and find a photo of it and when I did, I got an idea of the price.
Let’s just say Pierre probably couldn’t have afforded it if he hadn’t been a doctor.
But the sight of the stunning piece of jewellery just sitting there on the stone sink makes me think back to the day Pierre first put that ring on my finger.
Our wedding was unforgettable for many reasons.
It was the day I married the man I love.
It was also the day I went back to being the woman I swore to myself I’d left behind.



NINE
FERN
TEN YEARS AGO
I stare at the woman looking back at me in the mirror and can’t believe I am her. The woman in my reflection is wearing a white wedding dress, yet I swore I’d never marry again, so it can’t be me, can it?
‘Are you ready, Mummy?’
I look away from the mirror and down at my daughter who is wearing her own pretty dress, this one a pink floral number, which is perfect because she is the designated flower girl at this wedding. Soon, she’ll be walking down the aisle ahead of me, sprinkling pink petals all over the floor.
‘I think so,’ I reply as I beam at Cecilia and I’m not sure who is more excited here – her or me. It might be my big day, but to my eight-year-old daughter, this is the stuff dreams are made of. She has already told me that I look like an angel in my white dress, and I know she has spent the last few weeks practising for her big moment with the petals, taking the job I have given her very seriously, which is incredibly sweet. If I’m honest, I’m almost going through with this as much for her as for me, because I know that getting to be a part of a special event like this is something Cecilia will remember for the rest of her life. I’m also doing this because, despite my previous belief that I would never fall in love with another man again after the disasters that were Drew and then Greg, I have met a man that fills my heart with happiness, and now it’s time to make our love official.
Pierre will be waiting for me at the altar, so I better get moving, and that’s why I tell Cecilia to pick up her basket full of petals and join me by the door. She does as she’s told, I’ve been blessed with an incredibly well-behaved child, and as we take our positions, the door is opened and the music starts to play.
I get a glimpse of the church ahead of me and see our guests from the village standing in the rows of pews, their heads turned back to get their first glimpse of the beaming bride. I see Pierre’s family too, sitting up at the front just behind where the groom himself stands and waits. The only thing missing is my family, but I’ve already had to make my peace with never seeing my parents ever again. As far as Pierre knows, they died many years ago.
I see the smile spread across the face of my handsome groom when he sees me, and I smile back at him before I give Cecilia a gentle nudge to let her know that she is to begin. I see my little girl take a deep breath before she strides forward and, as she begins to pass the rows of guests, she starts throwing out pretty petals around herself, which only makes everyone witnessing it smile and whisper to each other about how cute it is.
Then it’s my turn to get moving, so I set one foot in front of the other and slowly begin the walk to the altar, trying to ignore the photographer at the front who is snapping several images of me as I get closer. When I had finally relented and agreed to marry Pierre after his very unexpected proposal six months ago, I insisted on this being a very small and private affair. That wasn’t just because small and private affairs are best for a woman on the run like me, but because I’ve already done this before, and I didn’t care to be reminded of that first time by having all the things I had then. My wedding to Drew was a decadent occasion, so by making sure this one was much smaller, it was my way of separating them in my mind and giving them as many differences as possible. Thankfully, Pierre was happy to keep this occasion small, even though he had no idea about my real reasons for wanting it. I just told him I was shy and didn’t like having a lot of attention on me, and he said he was happy enough to do whatever I wanted, as long as I agreed to be his wife.
So I did.
And here we are now.
The vows Pierre and I exchange are short and simple, classic lines that most couples who wed share, and the ceremony ends with the two of us kissing once we have officially been declared husband and wife. Cecilia sneakily saved one last handful of petals for this moment because she throws them right up in our faces as we turn to celebrate with our gathered guests, and everybody laughs before we all leave the church, crossing the street to the village hall where the reception is due to take place. But first, Pierre, Cecilia and I must pose for several photos, and it’s lovely to be able to have them taken outdoors where the sun is shining and the weather is warm. My new husband is so composed that there is not even a single bead of sweat on his forehead despite the rising temperature. He always tells me that he grew up in good weather, so he doesn’t get sweaty, unlike me and my English upbringing. My lack of experience in hot climes has me melting every time the mercury in the thermometer goes up just a tiny bit.
After the photos comes the food and we all feast as if food is going out of fashion, gorging on generous portions of French cuisine, all washed down by hearty measures of red wine from the local vineyards, of course. As day turns into night and the music begins to play, Cecilia is on the dancefloor with some of the other children from the village. I am busy enough chatting with our guests, including a new resident here called Marion, who I feel like I might have to be wary around – she asks a lot of questions and I wonder why she is so interested in me. It feels weird to have people here at my wedding who I barely know but, because this village is so small, we felt like we had to invite everybody or risk having a very awkward time in the future seeing all the people who didn’t make the guestlist. Thankfully, not every single person accepted our invites, but it was important that we gave everyone the chance to be here. Village life is just like that.
You’d think I’d have learnt my lesson after living in Arberness and fled to a city instead of a place like this, but apparently not.
The party goes on late into the night, far later than Cecilia should be staying up, but how can I tell her to go to bed early on her mother’s wedding day? By the time the music has stopped and the guests are filing outside to take in the spectacular sight of the starry sky as they walk home, Cecilia is fast asleep on me and I’m going to have to carry her weight all the way back to her bed. But she’s getting too heavy for me to carry these days, plus my feet are aching badly after so many hours in tight-fitting shoes, so Pierre offers to carry my daughter for me. The fact she doesn’t even stir and looks so comfortable on my husband’s shoulder is just one of the reasons I know it was the right thing to do to marry him. Cecilia adores Pierre and he adores her, so I didn’t have any reservations there.
By the time we make it back home and get Cecilia to bed, it’s well after midnight and all I want to do is collapse onto my bed and sleep. But Pierre seems wired, or at least he is running on all the red wine he’s consumed today, and he has the idea that we open some of the cards we received from our guests during the course of the day. I was quite happy to leave them until the morning, but Pierre makes an eager start. As he opens a few and I see some of the kind messages that have been written to us, as well as several Euro notes falling out of the cards and onto the bed, I decide it might be fun to open a few cards myself after all.
Picking up the nearest one, I tear open the envelope and admire the beautiful card with the cute illustration of a wedding chapel on the front before savouring the nice message that is written inside by two of the guests at our big event earlier. Then I open another one and I’m wondering if this one will be just as sweet. It seems like it at first because the front of the card features some lovely words and another nice illustration, but when I open it, my heart skips a beat and all I can think is how I have been incredibly lucky to pick this up before Pierre had the chance. That’s because the message written inside is hugely troubling.
Instead of it saying something nice about us as a wedded couple, congratulating us and wishing us many happy years together, it just has eleven terrifying words scrawled across the page.
I know who you are and what you did.
Hello, Fern.



TEN
CECILIA
PRESENT DAY
‘I can’t believe they advertised this place as having a view of the Eiffel Tower,’ I say as I stare out of the window at the tip of the famous landmark; the tip is all I can see of it, as the bulk of the building is obscured by other buildings in front of it.
‘Technically, we can see it, so they weren’t lying,’ Antoinette says from her position on the sofa behind me, where she is flicking through one of my fashion magazines.
‘We can only see the top of it, that’s it. It’s false advertising.’
‘What are you going to do? Sue our landlord?’
‘I don’t have the money to sue anyone. I’ve already spent half of my savings since we’ve been here.’
‘Well, shut up and sit down then,’ Antoinette replies with a laugh, and I can’t help but smile as I leave the window and slump down onto the sofa opposite her.
I’m not really that bothered about seeing the Eiffel Tower from the window of our new flat, because I can just walk outside and be right at the base of it in ten minutes if I wanted to. But it was more than a little cheeky of our landlord to advertise this rental property in the way he did. He made it sound as if we would be looking out at one of the most famous buildings in the world every day as we sat and ate our breakfast or entertained friends with a few drinks in the evenings. As it is, there’s not much of the tower to see, although at least the rest of the flat is exactly as advertised.
Antoinette and I are sharing a two-bedroom flat in the Beaugrenelle region of Paris, and while it’s small and expensive, it’s a perfect base for us to explore the city as well as commute to the jobs we are soon to start here. Other than the two tiny bedrooms that are barely big enough to fit in a bed and a wardrobe, there is the miniscule bathroom and then there is the ‘largest’ room, which basically consists of the kitchen, dining room and living area all in one open-plan space. It was already cramped when we first got here, and that was before we even unpacked all our dresses, shoes and make-up accessories, but as Antoinette keeps reminding me, it’s better to be in a small home in Paris than a large home back in our tiny village.
It’s easy to agree with her because since we’ve been here, I can safely say I’ve had nothing but a good time and I’m not missing home one bit. Okay, so I do miss Mum a little, as well as Pierre, but it’s not as if I’ve been moping around staring at these four walls and allowing myself to get homesick. That’s because Antoinette and I have been out every night in Paris, partying until the early hours of the morning, hence my rapidly depleting funds. We’ve also shopped on the Champs-Elysées, which has only ensured my bank balance has diminished even quicker. But it’s not all been about spending money. We’ve also sat in the park by the tower and soaked up the sun, as well as strolled along the Seine and paused to admire all the street artists at work, and it feels like each day has been better than the rest, even with a few hangovers added into the mix. I know the holiday can’t last forever, not least because we’re both due to start work in a couple of days, but I’m hoping that work will also be enjoyable and, even if it’s not, there’ll still be lots of sightseeing and partying to do in our free time. Even better, we’ll soon be getting paid.
Still feeling the after-effects of a late night last night, I tell Antoinette that I’m going to go for a lie down and she laughs and calls me an ‘amateur’ before I enter my bedroom and close the door. This room is a fraction of the size of my room back home when I lived with Mum and Pierre, but it feels good to be independent and have my own place, although I bet it won’t feel as good when the next rent payment is due and I have frittered most of the money for that on drinks in some Paris super club.
Collapsing onto my bed, I am aiming to get some much-needed sleep but, before that, I use my phone to scroll mindlessly through social media for a while. There’s not much of interest for me to see online, barring a few updates from the celebrity accounts I follow, and that’s because I don’t have that many genuine friends whose updates I can look at. Antoinette is my best one, and I have a few more friends back in the village, all of whom made my recent birthday party very special, but it’s a small circle and not just because I grew up in a tiny village.
It’s because it’s been tough for me to make friendships when I’ve always felt like I stuck out.
Being the only English girl at a school in France meant it was easy for me to feel different, and it was also easy for a few bullies to pick on me, highlighting my differences to make themselves feel better and me feel worse. I never asked Mum to move me to a different country when I was small, and even though I have spent most of my life in France and speak the language fluently now, all it took was a few of the nastier kids in my classes to find out that I was originally English and they saw to it that I had to be teased tirelessly every day.
Mum always told me that it would get better, and she was right because it did, eventually, and it certainly helped when Antoinette started sticking up for me and the two of us became close. I’ve barely left her side since, which is why it was a no brainer for me to come to Paris with her when she first floated the idea a couple of years ago. I can’t complain and say I’ve had a bad upbringing – that wouldn’t be fair on Mum and Pierre who did their best to give me everything they could – but there have been times when I have tried to talk to Mum about the reasons why we moved here and also about the things we might have left behind. I have no grandparents, cousins, aunts or uncles, because when Mum made the decision to move abroad, she cut ties with every single one of them. She tells me it was because we were in danger from my father, who was abusive towards her, she had no choice, and I guess she wouldn’t lie about something like that, but still, how am I supposed to feel about having practically no family?
How am I supposed to feel about never getting to meet my dad?
I could tell from an early age that Mum got quite defensive whenever I broached the subject of him, so I learnt not to upset her too much by pestering her for more information on him. The way I see it is if he hurt Mum, to the point where she felt she had to flee, then he didn’t love her, or me, so that has made it a bit easier to try to forget about him and the huge hole he left in my life. But again, it’s just another sign of me being different. Without a dad to pick me up from school the meaner kids were quick to latch onto that and tease me even more; at least they were until Pierre came on the scene.
I know things must have been hard for Mum in her life, but I don’t think I’ve ever really told her how hard they have been for me too, and I probably never will because I don’t want her to feel guilty. It’s not her fault she was abused and had to run away with me to keep us both safe. I’m sure she’d have preferred to stay in England and have a stable family unit, but it wasn’t meant to be. But should one man’s actions keep us from so much?
Moving to Paris was a big dream of mine, but I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t dreamt of moving to England too. I want to see where I was born and learn about English culture, because it is my heritage after all. But more than that, I want to find out if my grandparents are still alive, as well as if I have any other relatives that I could talk to and help me form a better understanding of where I come from and what my life might have been like if Mum hadn’t moved us when she did. But I’m not allowed to do that – Mum says it’s too dangerous for me to go back there. She is afraid that her ex will find me or her again and hurt us, and the fact she has drummed that fear into me so many times over the years tells me that she really is worried about it and needs me to stick to the rules. That’s why I always have done, but it was easy back when I was living in the village. There, everywhere else feels like a million miles away, England included. Now I’m in Paris, I see signs for the Eurostar all the time and, as well as the relatively cheap ticket prices that are advertised, it’s also the fact that I can be in London in just over two hours.
It would be so easy for me to just take one of those trains and end up in the English capital, where I would be free to walk around and see the sights. I could do it one day and Mum would never have to know. I could come back that same day, making it a quick stop-off, so at least I can say to myself that I have been. I could go with Antoinette and I’m sure we’d be fine because how would Mum’s ex find us? He could be anywhere in England. He might already be dead.
Maybe I’ll rebel one day and go to the UK.
What’s the worst that could happen?
According to Mum, it would be disastrous.
But she’s surely just exaggerating.
Isn’t she?



ELEVEN
EVELYN
I’ve been in London for three days now and, so far, I have mixed feelings. In a sense, it’s been predictable. No sooner did I get here than I felt the best I’ve felt in years, and I know that is all to do with me getting out of Arberness and stepping out of Mum’s shadow. It’s also been predictable in that I’ve been to see all the famous sights that any tourist goes to see while here.
Buckingham Palace. Big Ben. The Tower of London.
Tick.
The reason for my mixed feelings is that some things have been unpredictable and the biggest one is that it has been incredibly hard, if not impossible, to make any friends to share my travels with.
Loneliness has been the story of my life, but it was a story I expected to end when I hit the road and began backpacking, not add a few more chapters to. Yet despite my eagerness to make friends out of the other backpackers I have met in my hostel, it’s not gone well so far. Maybe I’ve been overeager and that has put them off. Nobody wants to hang around with a desperate person. But I don’t think I’ve been desperate. At least I hope I haven’t, anyway.
I’m staying in a hostel near Waterloo, which is very cheap and, as a result, very crowded. But that was exactly what I wanted because one, I need to make the most of my money and two, I want to have the chance to meet as many people as possible. There are all sorts of people here, from English and Irish, to German and French, and of course several Americans too, and I was very much looking forward to chatting to as many of them as I could as I entered my eight-bed dorm room and dropped down my backpack onto my personal bed. But the first few people I met clearly didn’t speak a word of English, and while I had imagined conversation might be tricky with a few foreign nationals, I hadn’t expected it to be downright impossible. Then I met some travellers who did speak the same language as me and, after asking them where they were from and where they were headed next, I suggested we all go out to see a few things together and maybe get some food afterwards. They seemed unsure and told me they already had plans and that they’d see me later. It turned out I never did see them later because they were out all night and, by the time I woke up the next morning, they had already checked out and moved on.
I’m not going to let my slow start to friendship-making put me off. The main purpose of this trip is to see more of the world and friends will come and go along the way, so I just have to let it happen naturally. As tough as it has been to spend the last three days by myself, wandering the streets of London and wishing I had somebody to take a photo of me instead of just posing for yet another selfie, I know this is a marathon not a sprint. I also know that no matter what happens, this is still better than being in Arberness.
I’m currently lying on my bed in my otherwise empty dorm room in the middle of the afternoon, and I’m here instead of out in the city because I know this is check-in time. I’m hoping the door to this room is going to open at any second now and one or two backpackers who I might get on really well with will walk in and be open to a conversation. Then I’m hoping that I can go out and have a good night with whoever they are, because as amazing as sightseeing has been, I’d also like to check out some of the pubs and nightclubs that this city has to offer. That’s not really the kind of thing I can do alone unless I want to be the sad girl at the bar with nobody by her side.
For now, I’ll make do with lying on my bed and looking at my phone, although I wish I wasn’t doing that when I see another message come through from Mum.
Hey! Just checking in! Are you having fun in London? I know you must be busy but just checking you’re okay. Have you made some new friends? Miss you. Mum xx
This is the fourth message Mum has sent me since I left Arberness and, as of yet, I have only replied once. I sent her a quick text to say that I had made it to London and hoped that would keep her satisfied and off my case for a while. But she just replied instantly and, even though I haven’t gone back to her since, there has been a steady stream of these types of messages popping up on my phone.
I should reply now and then I can go back to ignoring her for a while again, but there’s something about her most recent message that has caught me off guard, and suddenly I have tears in my eyes. It’s not that it’s caused me to feel homesick, it’s more that she has asked me about friends. She’s probably imagining me surrounded by people now, laughing away and having the time of my life, yet that couldn’t be further from the truth. I only have to roll over on my bed and look around this empty dorm room to remind myself of that.
But rather than go back to Mum and tell her that, pathetically, I have been by myself so far, I leave it. With a renewed determination to change my circumstances and make things happen – so I won’t have to lie when I eventually do reply to this message – I get off the bed and prepare to go out into the common area where I expect several backpackers will be hanging around.
Entering the common area, I do see some people, most of them lounging on beanbags or sofas, all of them on their phones and a few of them with headphones over their ears. I ignore the seemingly anti-social ones and head for the ones without headphones, and I’m doing my best to feel confident as I sit down beside a friendly looking woman who is watching a video on her phone.
‘Hey! How’s it going?’ I ask as I notice the video she is watching is of her and another female on Tower Bridge.
‘Oh, hey,’ she says in an American accent, briefly looking me up and down before returning her gaze to her screen.
‘Where are you from?’
‘Oklahoma.’
‘Cool. You like it here?’
‘Yeah, it’s cool. We’re leaving tomorrow.’
‘Oh, right. What are you doing tonight?’
‘Nothing. We have an early flight in the morning.’
This isn’t going well and I’m wondering if I should abort and find somebody else to try and entice into an evening out in London, but just before I can make my excuses and go, another American approaches and starts talking to my ‘new friend’. It’s clear they do have plans tonight and the woman with the phone in her hand was just keeping them from me.
‘Come on, let’s go,’ the second American says, and the backpacker I was talking to is quick to get out of her seat, saying that they should get some food first because she can’t go to another nightclub on an empty stomach. That suggests to me that she does plan on having a late night after all, despite what she told me about her early flight, and I’m hoping she might remember our brief conversation and ask if I’d like to join them. But that doesn’t happen and, as I watch the two Americans walk away, chattering loudly as they go, I just shake my head and think about how much easier this would have been if I had travelled with a friend from home like they clearly have done.
Looking around the common room, I don’t see anyone that gives me hope of having a better interaction than I’ve just had, so I cut my losses and leave the hostel, walking outside to get some fresh air. I find myself on Waterloo Bridge looking down at the boats sailing by on the Thames, and all around me people rush by, talking to companions or to other people on their phones, and once again, I feel like I’m the only one who has nobody to talk to.
I could call Mum but I’m not going to do that. So what should I do?
Feeling like I’ve already had enough of London, I make my mind up that it’s time to move on.
I’ll check out of the hostel tomorrow and head to St Pancras station.
That’s where the Eurostar goes from.
Next stop for me – Paris.



TWELVE
FERN
Having spent the whole time since Cecilia left for Paris either cleaning the house or maintaining the garden, I am at the point where there’s not a single job that needs doing around the home to help occupy my mind and keep me from missing my daughter. That’s why I’m sat at my laptop now and am currently checking hotel prices in the French capital.
It’s time to book a trip.
‘What are you doing? I thought we weren’t going to go to Paris until Cecilia said she was settled and had some time off work,’ Pierre says as he enters the bedroom and notices what I am up to.
‘I’m just browsing,’ I say, even though I am actually very serious about booking something, today if possible, so we can be in Paris sooner rather than later. But my husband knows me all too well, which is why he closes the laptop screen.
‘Hey, what are you doing?’ I cry, surprised he just did that but, when I look up at him, he is smiling.
‘I know what you need. Follow me.’
Pierre leaves the bedroom. I’m not sure what he is talking about, but I do as he says and, as I go downstairs, I find him in the kitchen putting the finishing touches on what looks to be a picnic basket. I see baguettes, packets of meats, a few salad items as well as a bottle of red wine and two glasses. Yep, sure looks like a picnic to me. But if it is, it’s an unplanned one.
‘The taxi will be here any minute,’ Pierre tells me as he places a tub of olives into the treat-laden basket.
‘Taxi? Where are we going?’
‘We’re getting you out of the house where you’ve been cooped up ever since Cecilia left. So we’re going to have a lovely afternoon outside in the fresh air where I’m going to show you the benefits of it just being the two of us now.’
We hear a car engine outside. Pierre picks up the basket and tells me to grab a blanket from the cupboard under the stairs as well as a bottle of sunscreen if I know where one is. Five minutes later and we are both sitting on the backseat of the taxi as it whizzes through the countryside. As I look out at all the green fields passing my window, I can’t say I’m annoyed about the surprise that has been sprung on me. I’m certainly not annoyed when we reach our destination, which is a vineyard about a dozen miles away from our village. We’ve been here before and it’s one of my favourite vineyards to visit because the views across the valley are incredible, particularly on a fine day like today, and Pierre has clearly planned this well.
After getting out of the taxi, Pierre tells me he is going to buy some cheese in the produce shop as well as pay our entry fee into the vineyard, and suggests I go and find us a nice area to sit where we can enjoy our picnic. I know exactly where to go and head for the part of the vineyard where I can see some of the fruit trees as well as a few of the workers who wander amongst them, checking on the quality of the produce they are picking.
It’s wonderful here and, by the time Pierre returns, there is only one thing I have to say to him.
‘Thank you. This is just what I needed.’
Pierre already seemed to know that as he smiles and he takes his seat on the blanket beside me, before reaching into the basket and taking out the bottle of wine. After opening it and pouring us each a generous amount, we clink glasses and toast to what should be a lovely day. But it’s not just today that is on my husband’s mind.
‘Here’s to doing more things like this,’ he says, still smiling as a gentle breeze blows through the vineyard and lightly sways some of the trees in the distance. ‘I know it’s been hard seeing Cecilia go. I’ve struggled with her not being around myself, so I can’t even imagine how you have been coping. But she’s having the time of her life in Paris, and it’s important we have some fun too now that we’re free from the shackles of parenting on a daily basis.’
‘You’re right,’ I say in agreement. ‘This is just what the doctor ordered.’
I wink at Pierre before taking a refreshing sip of wine as he gets out the food and we start to sample all the calorific treats he has packed for us. I’m almost finding it hard to believe that a woman like me who has done what she has done in the past could be having such a wonderful moment like this one. There are hundreds of police officers back in England whose blood would literally boil if they could see me now, because the only view I should have is the inner walls of a prison cell. Yet here I am, looking out over these fields, and I can see for miles.
‘What’s on your mind?’ Pierre asks, and I guess I’ve been daydreaming for longer than I realised.
‘Huh? Oh, nothing,’ I say quickly. ‘Mmm, these olives are good.’
But Pierre doesn’t buy that. ‘Are you thinking about Cecilia again?’
‘Not quite.’
‘What is it then?’
I’m not so stupid as to suddenly blurt out that I’m thinking about how I should be in an English prison right now, because my husband has no idea about any of that and I’d like to keep it that way. But he does have an idea about something dark in my past, and while it wasn’t on my mind just then, it has been something I’ve been dwelling on for the past few days, particularly whenever I look at my wedding ring and remember that period in my life when I was a newlywed. It should have been a golden time, yet it wasn’t for me, all thanks to that threatening wedding card.
I didn’t show the card to Pierre that night, so he never knew what was written inside it, but that doesn’t mean there were no more repercussions. That card was just the beginning of a nightmare that would involve both me and the man I had married.
‘I promised never to talk about it,’ I say to Pierre in answer to his question about what I have been thinking about, and he instantly knows what I am referring to.
‘Okay, let’s not talk about it then,’ he says rather predictably. It’s predictable because he was the one who first suggested that we should never mention what happened again. I’ve tried to honour that promise ever since and have done a pretty good job of it but, recently, it’s been playing on my mind far more than usual, and I really think it would help me if we could discuss it just a little bit.
‘Do you still think about it?’ I ask Pierre nervously, ignoring his wishes.
‘Stop it. Let’s not ruin this picnic.’
‘I’m not trying to ruin the picnic. It’s just that you asked me what was on my mind, so I’m trying to tell you.’
‘That conversation is off limits,’ Pierre reminds me, no longer eating or drinking, just staring into space.
‘Come on, it’s not healthy to keep it bottled up forever. We can talk about it for one minute. I think it’s because our wedding anniversary is coming up soon. That must be why I’m thinking of it more.’
‘It happened years ago, and we’ve got this far without any problems because we’ve never mentioned it since, so drop it, please.’
I can see how anxious Pierre still is about it all based on how wound up he looks, so I decide to leave it, at least until we have had a little more food and wine. But another half an hour passes by and the combination of the alcohol and the warm sun emboldens me to broach the nervy subject one more time during the course of the picnic.
‘I just want to make sure you’re okay,’ I say to Pierre. ‘I mean, if it’s on my mind it might be on yours too.’
‘On my mind? Of course it is! I can’t just forget what we did!’ Pierre cries, almost knocking over his wine as he suddenly sits up straighter.
‘Pierre, relax, it’s okay.’
‘No, it’s not okay. It’ll never be okay. The only way it was reasonably okay was when we promised to never talk about it again, but you’re ruining that now.’
Pierre gets to his feet and I fear our lovely afternoon is over. But he doesn’t grab the basket or any of the items strewn around it on the blanket. He just marches away across the field, towards the tall trees in the distance, and he takes the bottle of wine with him.
I guess he needs a break. A bit of time by himself. I’ll leave him to it then.
I never should have brought up the secret from our past, but I’m foolish and I’ll have some apologising to do whenever he comes back.
But even though I can’t talk to him, I know what he’ll be thinking about now.
He’ll be thinking about the same thing as me.
He’ll be thinking about that awful crime we committed together.



THIRTEEN
FERN
TEN YEARS AGO
Most people spend the first days of marriage basking in a warm glow of love and contentment, reflecting on their wonderful wedding day and feeling excited about the next step in the adventure that is their relationship with the person they adore the most. I certainly had that experience the first time I got married, back when I was with Drew. But my second time has not been like that at all. Instead of being blissfully happy the first few days since I said my vows, I’ve been anxiously waiting to see if the person who sent me the disturbing wedding card is going to send me anything else.
I have no idea who in this village knows my secret, but somebody does and I know that for a fact – they used my real name in their message. Somebody here knows I am Fern, not Teresa, but the question is, what do they intend to do with that information? So far, they have only tipped me off that I have something to worry about. As far as I know, they haven’t told anybody else yet, certainly not the police, or I’d be in handcuffs already and possibly back in England by now. I don’t know why they are teasing me, and they are certainly tormenting me, but I am grateful that they seem to be giving me a chance.
The problem is, I can’t do anything about it until I know who it is I am dealing with.
I’ve spent every second since my wedding night trying to work out who sent that card. Every person in this village is a suspect, but there are a few people who stick out to me more than others. One of them is Marion, the nosey woman who seemed to be asking me a lot of questions on my wedding day. I haven’t seen her around the village since, but I am looking out for her. When I do see her, I will have to approach her cautiously to find out what she has to say next. It could be her, then again, it might not be. I’m also thinking it might be Ed and Maureen, the English couple who retired here two years ago. They would have heard all about the doctor’s death in the news back home and the hunt for his widow. When they first moved here, retiring to the sunnier climes of France, I was terrified that they would recognise me instantly. But that didn’t seem to happen and, while I’ve always kept my distance from them the few times we have passed each other in the street, we have always just smiled and wished each other a good day. So is it them or is it someone else?
I’m driving myself mad by not being able to trust a single person in this village besides Pierre and Cecilia, and I don’t know how long I can go on like this. Pierre has already noticed that I’m distracted, and it even got to the point last night where he asked me if I was having second thoughts about the wedding. He was worried that I’d been regretting marrying him because I’ve been so distant since that first night but, of course, it’s nothing to do with him and I reassured him of that. I just spun him a lie about the wedding making me think about my family and friends back home who I’ll never see again, and how I was feeling more down about that than usual, and he believed me, thankfully. But that was only a short-term fix and, unless I can solve this mystery, then my long-term future is looking very bleak indeed.
I’ve just dropped Cecilia off at school, spending the ten minutes at the gates nervously looking at all the other parents and wondering if any of them could have been behind the card. But nobody seemed to pay me much attention, beyond the two mums that told me they had a great time at my wedding and were thankful for being invited. I smiled politely, but I’ve just been thinking about how I wish I hadn’t bothered getting married and inviting everybody in the village, because it made me the centre of attention for a day. That could have been what spurred on my mystery threat to step out of the shadows and send me that ominous message.
Maybe I need to move. Leave this village and start again elsewhere. I even suggested such a thing to Pierre last night over dinner.
‘Would you ever leave here?’ I asked him as we tucked into a plate of seafood and salad while Cecilia slept upstairs.
‘The village? No, it’s our home. I love it here, you know I do. I’ve spent most of my life here, barring that time I worked in the city, which I hated. Why?’
‘Just wondering. You’ve never fancied a change of scene again?’
‘No, not really. Do you?’
‘I’m just thinking out loud. Maybe it would be nice to live somewhere else. This village is nice, but it can be a little suffocating at times, don’t you think?’
‘I thought you loved it here.’
‘I do! I did. I mean, I don’t know… Never mind.’
‘You have friends here. Cecilia has friends too. She likes her school. We’ve put a lot of work into this house. I thought you were happy.’
‘I am happy. Never mind.’
I’d been able to change the subject quickly enough then and neither me nor Pierre have mentioned moving since, though I do wonder if things would have been easier if he had told me he was open to the possibility of uprooting our lives and starting afresh elsewhere. If he had said that then I’d have probably started packing right away, but it hasn’t come to that, which is probably a good thing. I know Cecilia would hate me if I told her I was taking her out of school and away from Antoinette, who she doesn’t stop talking about whenever I pick her up after another day’s classes.
So, if I can’t leave, I have no choice but to find out who the person is who sent the card, and then I’ll have to do something about it. I wish they’d make it easy for me and just tell me who they are.
I’m five minutes from my house when a miracle happens, and I get my wish, very quickly bringing to mind that age-old adage about being careful what you wish for.
‘Hello, Fern.’
My blood turns cold at the mention of my real name, and it’s far scarier to hear it spoken out loud than it was to read it in that card. As I spin around, I see a man I don’t recognise looking right at me. He has dark hair, slightly longer than most men have theirs, just past his ears, and he has dark eyes too. But the most unsettling thing about him is the way he stares into my soul with a sense of pleasure about the power he holds over me, and what he could do to my life if he only had the inclination to destroy it.
‘Excuse me?’ I try, feigning ignorance, but this man clearly knows who I am, not just because he said my real name but because he is smirking like he has something all the police officers in England don’t.
Me.
‘Congratulations on your wedding. Did you like the card I sent?’
I don’t know what to say and all I do know is I’m frozen, unable to attack or defend myself. Right now, the carefully constructed life I have made in this village seems to be falling apart, and my first thought is who is going to pick up Cecilia from school if I’m in prison by then? I guess it would be Pierre, but if he already knows I’ve been lying to him by then, why would he help me anymore?
‘What do you want?’ I’m finally able to say, relieved that I know who my enemy is now, but despondent because I can hardly do much about it out here in broad daylight. There’s no one around, but even I’m not stupid enough to risk retaliating out here in the wide, open space where anybody could wander along and see me. At least that night on the beach when Drew died was under the cover of darkness, and when I killed Greg it was in a hotel room. But to do anything drastic now would carry too much risk, and that’s even before I consider whether or not I even have it in me to kill one more time. This well-built man has strength on his side, so my one chance of overpowering him would be with the element of surprise. Unfortunately, he’s the only one doing the surprising so far.
‘You can probably tell by my accent that I’m from Engand,’ the man says calmly. ‘Like most people there, I was gripped by the huge news story about that doctor who was murdered in Arberness. I was even more gripped when it came to light that it was his wife who had been behind it all, and she ended up going on the run. I’m not ashamed to admit that I have watched all the documentaries about the case, so please forgive me if I appear a little starstruck. It’s not every day a person is in the presence of such an infamous figure like yourself.’
‘What do you want?’ I repeat, not caring for all the unnecessary background story as to how he came to know who I am. He’s from England, and he knows who I am, despite the passing of time and the change in my appearance, and that’s all there is to it.
‘However, while I claim to be from England and sound like I am, I actually spent the first fifteen years of my life right here in this village,’ the man goes on. ‘I was born here, and I went to school here, the same school your daughter is at right now.’
‘Don’t talk about my daughter,’ I warn the man, and he seems to take that on board.
‘My point is, I’m no stranger to this village, even though it has been over forty years since I originally left it. No one here would recognise me now, but I know a few of the faces and one of them is your husband. That’s because Pierre and I were classmates at school.’
‘Why are you telling me this?’
‘So you understand the reason behind what I am about to ask you,’ he says coolly. ‘Back in school, Pierre was the man, if you know what I mean. The popular kid. The one who was the best player on the sports teams and the one all the cutest girls in class wanted to be with. No one could compete with him, least of all me, but Pierre didn’t take his good fortune gracefully. No, he used to tease and taunt kids like me. I’ll never forget him laughing in my face after he told me he had just kissed the girl who I had nervously asked on a date only ten minutes earlier.’
That doesn’t sound like the man I have come to know and love, but then maybe that’s to be expected, because Pierre wasn’t a man at all back then. He was just a boy and probably did plenty of foolish things his older self would look back on and frown at. Unless he still has another darker side to him, but I hope not – my secrets are more than enough for the both of us.
This man and his recollection of childhood memories shouldn’t be my problem, but it is, and I still don’t know what to do about it.
‘I don’t like Pierre. Never have and never will,’ he goes on. ‘But I do find it amusing that he is now married to such a dangerous woman as yourself. I imagine he has no idea. The police certainly don’t. So I am going to give you a chance, Fern. I will not tell anybody about your secret if you give me the opportunity to get my own back on Pierre after all these years.’
‘Get your own back?’
‘Yes. I want to get the girl this time. His girl. Sleep with me and then I will leave you alone.’
I’m baffled by the proposition, but the man is deadly serious and seems confident that he can get what he wants. He’s presumably lonely too, if he’s suggesting such a thing, or maybe he is just driven by a simple need to one-up Pierre, or at least the version of Pierre he remembers from school. It’s an awful proposition that he has made me, but part of me is somewhat grateful. That’s because at least he has given me a chance to get out of this.
‘That’s your house in the distance, isn’t it?’ he asks, and I don’t have to turn and look at it to let him know that he’s right. ‘How about we go back there and have a little entertainment while Pierre is busy being the village doctor? Then I’ll leave you alone and you can carry on living a peaceful life here with your daughter.’
I have no other choice, no time to think of a Plan B, so I agree to the proposal and start walking to my house, the man following behind and chuckling as we go. But I’m not finding any of this funny and, by the time we get inside my house, the darkness that my tormentor possessed earlier has now transferred itself to me. That’s the only explanation I have for what happens as soon as we have entered my bedroom, because the real me returns to the surface, the woman who has spawned dozens of documentaries and countless conversations.
The doctor’s wife strikes again.
Grabbing my hair straighteners off my dressing table, I hit the man over the head with them before wrapping the cable around his neck and then pulling him backwards, down onto the carpet with me. As I see blood pouring from the side of his skull, his legs kick and arms grab for the cable, but I refuse to loosen it, using a strength that frightens me to keep him trapped in his perilous position.
It takes several long and awful minutes that he spends writhing around and gurgling while I simply grit my teeth and keep straining before he stops moving. But just to make sure he is actually dead I stand over him and hit him three more times with my weapon until I’m satisfied that my latest threat is safely neutralised.
Then I go and throw up in the bathroom sink because, despite my past, that was horrible and I’m disgusted both at what I’ve done and the fact that even now, at almost fifty, I clearly still have it inside of me to end another person’s life.
As I step back into the bedroom and look at the body, I know I have to get rid of it before Pierre and Cecilia come back here. But then I hear the front door open downstairs and my husband calls out to me.
‘Hey! My first two patients cancelled, so I thought I’d come back and have a late breakfast with you. Is everything okay?’
It’s funny but, for the second time this morning, I have no idea what to say.



FOURTEEN
ALICE
PRESENT DAY
It’s been four days now since Evelyn left Arberness and, barring a couple of very short messages, I haven’t heard much from my daughter. I guess she’s been busy, but I haven’t had many details to go on, only a couple of facts like her location.
She was in London but now she is in Paris.
The distance between us grows even further.
The aching in my heart grows only stronger.
I’ve decided to take up power walking as a way of dealing with my despair and loneliness, mainly on the recommendation of Audrey, a villager here who has been doing it for years and is always quick to extol the benefits of it. I guess it must have worked for her because she’s in her nineties now and still as fit as a flea.
‘Much easier on the joints than actually running, but still enough to get your heart rate up and give you a good workout,’ she said to me the other day when I saw her on the high street and said I was thinking of starting some form of exercise. ‘Plus anybody can do it. You just walk like you always have done, only try to do it faster. I’ve had to slow down now at my age, though I still get out and walk every day. But you’ll have no trouble!’
I decided to give it a go yesterday and found it slightly more refreshing than I was expecting, so I’m back out again today to do it again, and I’m currently making my way along the pavement that runs alongside the beach, feeling the wind in my face as my heart rate gradually quickens. Healthy body, healthy mind, is the mantra, and I’m hoping that consistent bouts of power walking will make me feel better about missing Evelyn and everything that has gone before.
As I carry on my way, swinging my arms and shuffling my legs, I am enjoying it enough to the point where I think this is something I could feasibly do for many years, or at least as long as my health permits. I’ve not lived in the healthiest of ways ever since my life began to unravel, the traumatic effects of what I went through meaning that these days I prefer a takeaway over having a toned body, but if I can’t try and improve my ways again now at my age, when can I?
I think about messaging Evelyn and telling her about my new hobby, but now she is in a different country I’d probably be better off emailing her rather than texting, as I don’t know what the charges would be for either of us. I don’t want her getting annoyed at me that a message I have sent her has ended up costing her money, so I’ll stick to email from now on. But I am eager to hear from her, even more so now she is in Paris, because I bet it’s incredible there. I’ve never been, and am not likely to go anytime soon, seeing as it’s the city of love and I have no one to love me, so I’ll rely on my daughter to paint a picture of what that place is like in her messages.
If she ever replies, of course.
As I turn towards the beach and consider going down onto the sand to continue my power walk, I think about how Evelyn would probably be quicker to respond to me if she knew half of the things that I had done in my life to keep her safe. Being near this beach is a reminder of one of those things, and it’s something only I know about, as I experience a flashback to that time, seventeen years ago.
It’s the time when I had to do something very drastic to make sure Siobhan could never try and hurt me and my child again after that fire.

SEVENTEEN YEARS AGO
I leave my temporary accommodation, although sadly only for a short while because I’ll have to come back here soon with Evelyn, and I have no idea when we’ll be able to live somewhere better. I’m getting us both out of the house we are currently sharing with Audrey, the kindly villager who offered to give us a place to stay after our own home burnt down in the fire that turned out to be arson.
It’s been three weeks since Tomlin ran into my bedroom and roused me from my bed before he heroically pulled Evelyn and me out of that burning house, but so far, the police have not been able to catch the culprit, despite me telling them exactly who it was. I know Siobhan started the fire that almost killed three people, and I have given the investigating officers her name and her photo, but they haven’t been able to trace her yet. I’m not even sure how hard they are looking for her because I don’t think they even believe my theory that she is the arsonist they are looking for. They just think it’s another dramatic story from the woman in the village who always seems to be involved in dramatic events.
With my house in ruins, most likely needing to be knocked down and rebuilt, I was praying that the home insurance money would help me out. But that’s being withheld while the investigation is pending, so it could be a long time before I see that money, if ever. That’s why it was incredibly kind of Audrey to ensure we had a roof over our heads and a warm bed to sleep in.
It feels weird to be staying at the house right next door to where Fern and Drew lived during their time in Arberness, but this isn’t a time for letting things like that get in the way of me keeping my daughter safe, so I’ve just been getting on with it. It’s not been easy living with Audrey, despite her hospitality, because having lost everything we owned in the fire, Evelyn and I have struggled to adjust to our new surroundings. Evelyn misses her favourite toys, and I don’t even have the money to replace them at the moment. I miss my home comforts, but in the grand scheme of things I shouldn’t complain. At least we’re alive and at least we were unhurt, barring a little smoke inhalation that gave me and my poor daughter a cough that lasted for a few days after the fire. That’s more than can be said for the man who saved us, because Detective Tomlin did not have such a lucky escape.
He suffered extensive burns to his arms in the fire, wounds that have required surgery and will leave deep scars. He is currently under heavy medication in hospital. It’ll be a while before he’s discharged and able to return to his normal life, so I shouldn’t complain about the upheaval I’ve had to suffer over the past few weeks, as it’s nothing in comparison to how bad things could’ve been.
I’ll forever be indebted to the bravery of Tomlin and will visit him in hospital as well as continue to check on his recovery, and generally check on his wellbeing for the rest of our lives. That doesn’t mean I want to rekindle my romance with him though, nor do I pity him, but it’s just the least I can do after he fought so hard to keep us safe.
Evelyn is in her pram, though she has taken some steps recently, and I am encouraging her to practice standing on her own two feet more and more. My plan is for us to get to the beach and then I will let her have a play around on the sand. It’s a dry day and, when we make it to the beach, it’s a surprise to see it so quiet. But that just means more space for me and my daughter to roam in. We make our way across the sand, Evelyn still in her pram but her little legs kicking away, eager to be set free.
I am on the lookout for Siobhan again, nervously glancing over my shoulder as well as peering into the distance to see if she might be around. Ever since I spotted her at the village fete, and even more so since the fire, I’ve been on edge. But there’s no sign of her, which shouldn’t be a surprise. I imagine she is lying low after the serious crime she committed that could easily have ended in murder charges. She must have seen the news and learnt that everybody in the house survived the fire. I wonder how that made her feel.
Like she has done enough now?
Or like she needs to do even more?
I push the pram down to the water’s edge and then unstrap Evelyn, lifting her out before placing her down on the sand, where she quickly runs her hands through all the grains around her. Then she attempts to get up and, while she is very wobbly, she does manage to get to her feet before tumbling back down and giggling loudly as she goes. I keep a close watch on her as she scrabbles around on the sand, but that means I’m distracted. I’m not doing what I have been doing for the last few weeks.
I’m not looking over my shoulder.
That’s how I fail to realise Siobhan is there until she’s standing right behind me.
I only see when Evelyn points and, as I turn around, my heart skips a beat at the sight of the woman I’m afraid of being so close to both of us. My first instinct is to pick up my daughter and run, but before I can do that Siobhan reaches out and grabs my arm.
‘Bet you wish you didn’t leave me behind at that roadside now, don’t you?’ she says with a smirk. ‘Did you really think I’d let you get away with that?’
‘Get off me!’ I try, but Siobhan feels stronger than me and that’s a worry – what if she goes for Evelyn? Will I be able to fight her off?
‘I thought we were friends,’ Siobhan goes on, keeping a tight grip on me. ‘But I’ll admit I made mistakes. I guess you knew about what happened between me and your boyfriend. How is he doing by the way? Hope his burns are healing.’
‘You bitch. You could have killed us!’ I cry, hoping my voice will carry across the beach and into the village, where somebody might hear me and come for help. But nobody seems to be nearby, and unlike the last time I was put in danger by this woman I don’t have Tomlin around to save me.
‘Do you have any idea how hard life has been for me since I got out of prison?’ Siobhan says, clearly only thinking about herself here. ‘I can’t get a job, I can’t get a man to stick around, family and friends have cut ties with me. Why do you think I was so quick to come here and visit you when I did? It’s because I had no one else. I have nothing else.’
‘You kissed my boyfriend! That’s not what friends do!’ I try, but Siobhan just shakes her head.
‘You guys were having problems! I thought you were over,’ she says, but she’s just making excuses. Not that I care. I really don’t give a damn about the past; I just want to get me and my daughter away from this dangerous woman. But I can’t because she won’t let go of me. Her grip tightens.
‘Maybe it’s right what they say in prison,’ Siobhan goes on. ‘People like us don’t change. We can’t change. We’re broken and, even if we get out, we’re just destined to make the same mistakes again and again. I’m sorry, Alice, but I don’t know what else to do with my anger.’
A second later, I’m on my back on the sand. Siobhan had pushed me down hard and now she’s coming for me again, so I try to scramble back to my feet but I’m not quick enough, and now she’s on top of me.
We roll on the sand and then I feel wet on my back, telling me that we must have rolled down to the water. I can hear Evelyn crying but I’m just glad she isn’t being hurt, yet. I see a white flash of light as Siobhan hits me hard in the face. It stirs something inside me, bringing out a side that I need to unleash if I am to survive this. I scoop up a handful of sand before throwing it in Siobhan’s face.
While she is temporarily blinded, I get on top of her and slam her head into the sand. The wet, sticky surface isn’t hard enough to hurt her too much, although when she rolls onto her side, I sense an opportunity and now I’m on her back.
With my whole weight on top of her, she can’t get up and I push her head down into the soaking sand as the water rolls over her again and again.
She keeps fighting, Evelyn keeps crying and I keep my weight where it is.
Two minutes later and only one of those things has changed.
Siobhan is no longer fighting.
Only once I’m sure she is dead do I get off her and, as I stand, I look down at her lifeless body, face down in front of me. I’m on the verge of being sick because of what I have just done, but then I look at Evelyn and feel grateful that she is safe.
I’m grateful for one more thing, too.
My daughter is far too young to remember her mummy killing somebody right in front of her.
With no one else around besides my daughter to see what I have just done, I drag the body out into the water, before returning to the beach to take a few clumps of sand, which I stuff into Siobhan’s pockets to weight her down. I wade out with her deep enough for her to slowly start sinking below the surface and far enough for the current to take over for me.
As the corpse disappears, I make sure it’s far enough out so as not to wash up back on shore anytime soon and, with a bit of luck, it will be carried out to sea, and nobody will ever know what happened here. That, coupled with the fact I know Siobhan had few people who might miss her, makes me feel hopeful I’ll get away with this.
Of course, I’ll always know what I did and have it weigh heavily on my conscience, but I’ll deal with my guilt privately.
The main thing is that my daughter is safe.
The things a mother has to do for her child.



FIFTEEN
EVELYN
Paris is pretty but, so far, I’m having the same problem I had in London.
I’m still all by myself.
I disembarked the Eurostar yesterday and went straight to the Eiffel Tower to get the obligatory selfie there. Then I checked in to my new hostel, hopeful that this would be where my luck would change, and I would meet one or two people who I would be able to hang out with so that all my memories of my trip wouldn’t be solitary ones. But, once again, I’ve encountered nothing but backpackers who seem happy to stay in their own groups and not allow a stranger like myself into their inner circle. I’m not going to do what I did in London and just lie on my bed rereading Mum’s latest messages and wondering if I made a mistake in getting away. I am going to take some initiative. If I can’t find somebody to hang out with, I’ll just have to go out by myself.
I’ve spent the past hour in the hostel bathroom applying make-up to my face to complement the sparkly dress I’m wearing and my hair, which is looking the best it’s done in several days. I’m ready to hit the town, or the city to be more precise, and I’m going to drink and dance the night away and at least act as if I am having the time of my life. Surely that will be more achievable if I go to a place where alcohol is flowing freely, and social lubrication presumably will make things easier when it comes to making new friends.
A very loud German backpacker enters the bathroom and frowns when she sees me before going into one of the cubicles. I decide to hurry up so that I won’t still be at the sink when she comes out to use it soon. I get a few more strange looks from some of the other backpackers I see as I return to my dorm room. It’s probably because they are scruffily dressed and lounging around with nothing to do and no money to spend, but I won’t let their low vibe bring me down. I make sure I have what I need in my handbag before I head for the door. I’m not going to be like them, and if they won’t make the effort with me, I will leave them behind and go and find some people who are more fun.

It feels good to get out of the hostel and, after having a drink in a bar on the corner, I head to a nightclub I have read good things about online. It proves to be popular because there is a long line of revellers waiting to get in and I take my place in that queue, feeling nervous and excited in equal measure. As the line slowly moves and I get closer to the security guys guarding the entrance door, I wonder if I should have had a couple more drinks, not just because I need the extra confidence but because it’s probably very expensive in here and I am on a budget. But it’s too late for that now and, after showing my ID, I am granted access into the club and head down the stairs before laying eyes on what is a very large dancefloor.
It’s so crowded in here, but I tell myself that’s a good thing because once I’ve joined the crowd, it will be harder for anybody to tell that I’m by myself. First I need a drink, so I find the bar and once again I’m queuing. As I wait to catch the attention of one of the bartenders, I check my phone and see that I have another email from Mum. I told her I had got to Paris yesterday but haven’t sent her anything since, and now she’s asking for a photo. I could send her the one of me in front of the Eiffel Tower, but screw it, maybe tomorrow. For now, I put my phone back in my handbag and focus on where I am rather than where I have come from.
By the time I place my order with the barman, I seem to have attracted the attention of a creepy older guy who is trying to speak to me in French despite me telling him that I don’t speak the language and therefore cannot understand him. Thankfully, I’m able to get away from him and his grabby hands and lose him on the dancefloor. As I sip my drink through my straw, I try to lose myself in the music. It takes me a little while to stop feeling awkward, but I eventually find my rhythm and, half an hour later, I’m feeling like I’m having a good time. The problem is that I’m not having a great time. Whenever I see groups of friends laughing and joking together, I wish I was part of them.
I consider going up to one of the groups and trying my luck, introducing myself and seeing if they’ll be receptive to me. Maybe I will have more chance here when everybody is inebriated, as opposed to at the hostels where everybody seems like they are either moody because they have run out of money or only interested in talking to the person they have gone travelling with from home. I will do that, but first, one more drink.
I return to the bar and it’s even busier than it was the last time I was here, but I bide my time and eventually make it to the front where I can speak to a bartender again. Just as I go to place my order of vodka and orange, a young woman wearing an even shorter dress than me tries to give her order at exactly the same time as I do.
‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ she says when she realises she has just interrupted me, possibly out of line.
‘No, it’s okay,’ I reply, smiling because she looks to be the same age as me and is obviously polite, so I can’t be mad. She’s also very pretty too, and I wonder who she is here with. A boyfriend, perhaps, though I can’t see anyone who seems to be here with her.
‘No, you were first. You go,’ she says, and I thank her before repeating my order to the bartender. Before he can turn away and start making my drink, I decide to offer to buy a drink for the woman beside me.
‘What would you like?’ I ask her with a big smile to show it really is just a friendly gesture on my part.
‘You’re buying?’
‘Yeah, why not?’
‘Wow, thank you. I’ll have a vodka soda and my friend is having a rum and cola.’
I make sure to pass that on to the bartender, and as he gets to work, I try not to think about how much those three drinks are going to cost me in a place like this. Maybe it will be worth the investment because I might have just got myself a friend.
‘You’re English?’ she asks me, and I confirm.
‘You?’
‘No, I’m French. Can you not tell by my accent?’ she replies, but I can only just hear her over the music, so detecting an accent is tricky.
‘This club is cool,’ I say as the bartender works in front of us.
‘Yeah. I was here two nights ago, but it’s way better tonight. So, who are you out with?’
The question is one that I’m nervous to answer because I wonder if I’ll be judged negatively if I say that I’m out by myself. But I might as well be honest and see where it gets me.
‘I’m actually on my own,’ I say. ‘I’ve only just got here. I’m backpacking and don’t know anybody in Paris yet.’
‘Oh wow! That’s so cool,’ she cries, and while it hasn’t actually been that cool so far, I smile and agree. Then she says something that is music to my ears.
‘You have to come and party with me and my friend! Get your drink and come with me!’
I thank her for the invite and try to play it casually as I agree, as if I have any other options available to me, and once the bartender hands over our drinks, we are on the move.
I follow her across the crowded dancefloor to a table at the back of the room where I find another woman around my age sitting. She looks very pretty, far prettier than most of the other women in here, but before I can talk to her, the friend I made at the bar introduces herself properly.
‘I’m Antoinette,’ she says, and this is my first big test. Do I give my real name, or do I use one of the fake names I’ve come up with because I want to make sure I cut all ties to the old me?
‘I’m Tiffany,’ I say, proving which option I went with.
‘What a beautiful name!’ Antoinette cries, clearly having no idea that it’s fake, before she turns to her friend to introduce us.
‘This is Cecilia,’ she tells me. ‘She’s originally from England too. I think you guys will get along!’



SIXTEEN
CECILIA
My feet are aching from all the dancing I’ve done, and my throat is sore from having to shout over the loud music whenever I wanted to talk, but that doesn’t detract from what has been a brilliant night. Antoinette and I always have a good time when we go out together, but this was something else, this was epic, and our night was even better because we had an extra person to share it with.
Antoinette came back from the bar with a total stranger, but once we’d been introduced, it was clear that we had the same interests in life. We love to drink, we love to dance and we love the fact that neither of us are from Paris yet we’d made it to the glamorous city. Not bad for a pair of eighteen-year-olds.
But while the three of us have had a great time in the hectic club, we haven’t had much of a chance to talk properly because it’s so loud. That’s why, as the clock strikes two o’clock in the morning, I suggest we leave and go and get something to eat.
Antoinette and Tiffany are keen on that plan, so we make our way out of the club, dodging the advances of several drunken male revellers who try to persuade us to stay with bad chat-up lines or suggestive stares.
‘Tonight was épique!’ Antoinette cries once we’re back out on the street, and it’s nice to be able to hear my friend properly again, although I can also hear ringing in my ears after spending so long near those booming speakers.
‘I need chips and I need them now,’ I exclaim, and Tiffany agrees that chips would be perfect, so we look around for somewhere to get some food.
‘Over there!’ Tiffany shouts when she spots a takeaway, and we head across the street, the three of us giggling as we sway and stumble, euphoric from the potent combination of alcohol and endorphins.
Entering the takeaway, we quickly claim ourselves a table before we task Antoinette with going to the counter and placing our order. She’s less forgetful than me so it’s better that she does it, and as she goes to get us the food that our stomachs crave, I sit down across from Tiffany who is smiling widely.
‘Thanks so much for letting me hang out with you guys,’ she says as I take off my heels and give my aching feet some air. ‘It was so much fun.’
‘It’s been lovely to meet you,’ I reply, meaning it. ‘Thanks for all the drinks. I’m pretty sure we owe you some money.’
‘Don’t worry about it,’ Tiffany says, batting the air in between us. ‘I’ve not spent much since I’ve been travelling, so it’s fine.’
‘How have your travels been going?’ I ask, glad I can have a proper conversation with our new friend now rather than just a few snatched sentences in between dancing to the next song.
‘Not great if I’m honest. I mean, it’s been interesting seeing the sights here and in London, but travelling alone has been harder than I thought it would be.’
‘Oh no, sorry to hear that. Did you not have any friends at home who wanted to go with you?’
Tiffany shakes her head. ‘Nah, they’re all boring,’ she says quietly before looking away, but I get the impression that she might not have had that many people to ask.
‘So how long are you here for?’ is my next question. ‘Because if it’s a while then we should do this again!’
‘I’m not sure yet. I haven’t really got a plan. I’ve just been taking it as it comes.’
‘How adventurous!’
Antoinette returns, the orders placed, and now all we have to do is wait patiently for our names to be called when the food is ready. But there are a few people waiting ahead of us so it could be a while yet. That’s fine though, because I want to know more about Tiffany and where she comes from. I like to learn more about England any chance I get, especially because I might never get to go there and see it for myself.
‘So whereabouts in England are you from?’ I ask curiously.
‘Oh, it’s a tiny village. You’ll never have heard of it,’ she replies.
‘We’re from a tiny village too,’ Antoinette chips in. ‘It’s boring, isn’t it?’
‘Hell yeah,’ Tiffany says, rolling her eyes. ‘I like Paris a lot more. Plus my mum isn’t here so that helps.’
‘You don’t get on with your mum?’ I ask.
‘Let’s just say we have a complicated relationship.’
‘I know exactly what you mean,’ I reply. ‘I love my mum, but I had a bit of a weird childhood and sometimes I feel like she hasn’t always told me the truth about it.’
‘That’s exactly how I feel!’ Tiffany cries, looking amazed that she has met somebody else who she shares this problem with. I’m amazed too because growing up in the village, it seemed like I was the only one with an unusual upbringing. I love Antoinette, but she comes from a very stable home where both parents were always around for her, so that’s always been the one area where we haven’t had something in common. The same goes for the other kids I grew up with in the village. But now I’ve met somebody who might know how I feel.
‘What about your dad? Do you get along with him?’ I ask her now, but she just shakes her head.
‘I never met him,’ is all Tiffany says, but it’s enough for me to get the sense of how upsetting that has been for her. I try to cheer her up by letting her know that she’s not alone there either.
‘We left mine behind when we moved from England, and Mum tells me it’s too dangerous to go back and find him,’ I say. ‘Sucks growing up without a dad, doesn’t it?’
‘Sure does,’ Tiffany confirms as Antoinette leaps out of her seat to go and collect our food order that has just been called out.
As I see our delicious food being brought back to our table, I watch Tiffany and see how vulnerable she looks, like she is a little bit damaged and needed something like tonight to make her feel better about herself for a while. Maybe it’s because we seem to have had similar issues growing up in our families or maybe it’s just the way she looks. Despite all the make-up and the wild dancing back at the club, now we’re in the bright light of a takeaway, I can see the real her and I sense a loneliness. That’s only enhanced by the fact she was all by herself when we met her in the club earlier, and I hate the thought of anybody feeling like they don’t have someone to call a friend. That’s why, once we’ve had a chance to eat a few chips, I have an idea.
‘Antoinette and I have jobs here in Paris,’ I say in between mouthfuls of greasy food. ‘Why don’t you try and get one too? You could stick around for a while. I think we need more nights out like this one.’
‘Yeah, you should stay!’ Antoinette cries, more than happy to have Tiffany join us for future adventures.
‘I’d love to,’ Tiffany replies, looking touched that we are so enthusiastic about seeing her again. ‘But do you think I’d find a job?’
‘Sure,’ I say confidently. ‘It depends what you want to do. But you could do anything. Bartending. Waitressing. Office work. You name it.’
‘I probably do need to get a job if I stick around for a while. It’s so expensive here,’ Tiffany says, and I agree with her. Then I have another idea, possibly one fuelled by how much I’ve had to drink tonight, but I’m sure Antoinette won’t mind when she hears it because she’s just as sociable as me.
‘You could always stay with us. We have an apartment nearby. It’s only got two bedrooms, but we could figure something out. It’s quite expensive for two of us, but if we could split the rent three ways then that would make it cheaper.’
Tiffany seems genuinely appreciative of my suggestion that she comes and lives with us rather than heading off elsewhere on her own. I check with Antoinette if she agrees with my suggestion.
‘Yeah, that’d be cool,’ my best friend says. ‘As long as our landlord doesn’t find out there is an extra person staying. But I’m sure he won’t.’
‘Are you serious?’ Tiffany asks.
‘Yeah, why not?’ I say. ‘Isn’t travelling all about making new friends and taking chances? I mean, I get it if you’d rather carry on backpacking around Europe, but it sounds like you’re not on a strict schedule and in any rush to get back home, so why not live in Paris for a few months and see how it goes?’
‘I’m definitely not in a rush to get home,’ Tiffany confirms. ‘And Paris is so pretty, I’d love to see more of it.’
‘Plus who wouldn’t want the chance to hang out with two crazy cats like us?’ Antoinette cuts in, and we all laugh before Tiffany agrees to the idea.
‘Great!’ I say with a smile as I pick up another chip. ‘Here’s to new friends!’



SEVENTEEN
FERN
I love waking up next to a strong, dependable man and I just wish it was the weekend rather than a weekday, then Pierre wouldn’t have to get out of bed and go to work. But I’m out of luck and, after he kisses me to say good morning, he slides out from underneath the duvet and heads for our ensuite bathroom, his bare feet padding across the carpet as he goes. If I could have picked something else to wake up to then it would be a new voicemail message from Cecilia, and I’m pleased to see that there is one waiting on my phone for me.
As I stay snuggled in the duvet, feeling glad that I don’t have to get up and go to work myself, I open the message to see what my daughter has been up to recently. I can see that her voicemail was left at four a.m., which could be a cause for concern – it might mean that she was in trouble or had a problem so big that it was preventing her from falling asleep. But I quite quickly hear that I have nothing to worry about because when I press play, it’s obvious why she left me a message at the time she did.
‘Hiiiii Mummmmm. Just letting you know that I had the best night. We made a new friend! Tiffany. What a cool name! She is going to be living with us now. Anyway, just wanted to say I love you and miss you. Say hi to Pierre for me. Byyyye!’
I smile at the sound of my daughter’s drunken voice and laugh at how she has a new friend to live with, because the plan was always for just her and Antoinette to live together. But that’s my baby, spontaneous and adventurous, and I’m sure Tiffany is lovely. I guess I’ll meet her when we go to Paris, and as I type out a reply to Cecilia, I’m excited for when that time will come.
Morning, darling. Sounds like somebody had a good night! Glad you’re having fun. Maybe don’t stay up quite as late when you start your new job though. The sun is shining here. Hope it’s nice there. Love you xx
I don’t expect to get a reply for a while, mainly because Cecilia is most likely sleeping off a terrible hangover right now, so I put my phone down and roll over, glancing towards the bathroom door. When I do, I see Pierre emerge, his trousers on but his upper half still topless, and while he reaches into the wardrobe for a white shirt, I tease him by telling him that I think his current look is already perfect, and he doesn’t need to add any more items of clothing.
‘Actually, on second thoughts, some of your female patients have high blood pressure, so maybe seeing you half-naked might not be the safest thing for them,’ I add, and Pierre laughs as he buttons up his shirt and then finds a tie to complement it.
‘I’ll save the state of undress for the weekend,’ Pierre says with a wink, and I tell him that sounds good to me.
As he finishes getting ready, becoming smarter by the second, I try not to see flashes of Drew in him, though it’s hard. I spent so many years lying in bed, watching my first husband getting ready to go and be the good doctor, that it’s hard not to be reminded of that now I have another handsome man in my bedroom wearing a smart suit. But as Pierre kisses me goodbye and tells me to have a good day, I get flashes of something else too, and it’s the thing we almost talked about during the picnic the other day. We haven’t broached the subject since, but it’s still very much on my mind. As my husband leaves the house, I lie back on my pillow and, while I might regret it, I allow myself to think back once again to ten years ago, to the most difficult period of our relationship.
It was the time, yet again, when a dead body almost cost me everything.

TEN YEARS AGO
I can’t believe this is happening. Not only have I killed again, but my new husband has come home unexpectedly, and now he’s only seconds away from figuring out what kind of woman I really am.
But I had to kill this man. He knew who I was, and he would have continued to blackmail me into doing all sorts of things unless I took action. He was a problem so I dealt with it, but I have an even bigger problem now.
Stepping away from the body on my bedroom floor, I go to the door and look down, seeing a flash of Pierre’s suit as he moves under the staircase. I can’t have this. I need to get Pierre out of the house as quickly as I can so I can then focus on getting the body out of the house. But my husband is in the kitchen now and I guess he’s not going anywhere for a while.
Closing the bedroom door so that the body won’t be clearly seen if Pierre comes up here, I head downstairs and find my husband rummaging around in the fridge.
‘Everything okay?’ he asks me as he takes out some bacon and eggs.
‘Okay? Yeah, everything’s fine. Why wouldn’t it be?’
I’m probably fortunate that Pierre doesn’t look at me as I answer, still far too preoccupied with finding more food, because otherwise he would surely see how bad a liar I am and that things are not okay at all. He’d also surely see what a mess I currently look – all sweaty and shaky – and while I manage to keep my voice steady, it’s about the only thing that is right now.
‘I’m starving,’ he says as he turns on the cooker, and within minutes there are two pans being heated, one frying bacon, the other cooking eggs. It should smell delicious and, ten minutes ago, I would have been hungry enough to gobble all of it up, but not after what I’ve just done. Killing that man has left me feeling sick, and the smell of the cooking breakfast is only adding to my nausea. But of course, Pierre is totally unbothered because, as far as he knows, this is a great morning. He’s got less work to do than he thought and soon he will be tucking into a tasty meal.
I know that my secret is safe upstairs as long as my husband stays down here, so I tell myself that this doesn’t have to be so bad as long as he just eats his breakfast and goes again. Pierre is surprised when I tell him I don’t want anything to eat myself, but I just say something about starting a new diet, and he doesn’t ask any more questions. I watch him as he sits and eats his meal, taking his sweet time, totally oblivious to the horror that sits just above our heads. Finally, after what feels like forever, he puts his knife and fork down on his empty plate and says he better be making a move as he has a patient to see in fifteen minutes.
‘I’ll tidy up here. You get yourself back to work,’ I say, ushering him towards the door, and it seems like I’m going to get away with this after all. That’s until Pierre suddenly stops and turns back towards the stairs.
‘I’ll just use the toilet before I go,’ he says, sending a shiver down my spine, because the only two bathrooms in this house are upstairs.
‘Can’t you wait?’
‘No, I’ll just be a minute,’ he says before he heads up the stairs, and I feel weaker the further up he gets. At least I closed the bedroom door, so he won’t see anything as long as he doesn’t open it.
‘Use the main bathroom,’ I say as I follow him up.
‘Why?’
‘I’m cleaning the ensuite,’ I reply, pleased with my quick thinking, and he does as I say, heading into the bathroom that isn’t connected to our bedroom.
I wait outside the door for him, like a guard standing on duty, but I simply can’t allow him to move around up here without keeping watch. When I hear the toilet flush, I hope that’s the end of this unnecessary drama and he’ll finally be on his way now.
‘Damn it,’ I hear Pierre cry a moment later.
‘What is it?’
The bathroom door opens now and, when it does, I see why he just got so annoyed. There is a green stain all down the front of his white shirt.
‘I spilt mouthwash down myself,’ he says with a huff. ‘I’ll have to change now.’
That’s the last thing I wanted to hear because all his spare shirts are in the wardrobe in our bedroom.
But he cannot go in there.
‘Wait!’ I cry, stepping in front of him and putting my hands on his chest before he can go any further. But I fear I’ve been too desperate to keep him out of the bedroom and now he knows something is going on.
‘What are you doing?’
‘Erm. I’m cleaning the bedroom too. It’s a mess in there. Just wait here and I’ll get you your shirt.’
Pierre frowns, but I tell him I’ll just be a second and then I quickly open the bedroom door, but only enough so I can slip inside and not an inch more. Then I close the door again and, ignoring the corpse on the carpet, I rush to the wardrobe to grab Pierre another shirt and I think that somehow, as crazy as this is, I am going to get away with this.
And then I hear the bedroom door open behind me.
My breath catches in my throat as I spin around and see my husband standing in the doorway, looking down at the body of the man I killed before he came home.
This is it. My marriage is over. I’ve just lost the man I love and, when my daughter finds out, I might lose her too. I certainly will if Pierre goes straight to the police. But will he?
‘Wait! I can explain!’ I cry, dropping the shirt I was holding and rushing to Pierre, but he just recoils and keeps his distance from me, clearly unsure if he can even trust me.
Does he think I’m dangerous? Is he scared of me? It’s hard to tell – his eyes are only on the dead body.
‘Please, let me just tell you what happened!’ I beg, praying Pierre doesn’t run out of the house because I won’t be able to stop him.
‘Who is that?’ he asks me. ‘What have you done?’
I’m lucky that Pierre doesn’t seem to recognise this man as being one of his former classmates, but it was a long time ago, so deciding to use that bit of luck to my advantage, I begin to weave another lie as quickly as I can.
‘It’s him,’ I say quietly. ‘My ex.’
Pierre looks even more horrified than he did two seconds ago, but I nod my head, leaning into the lie.
‘I don’t know how he found me, but he did, and he was making threats. Said he was going to hurt you and take Cecilia away from me. I didn’t know what to do so I tried to calm him down. I told him I’d missed him and that you were out at work. I said I was sorry for running away from him and that I wanted to make it up to him, so I brought him back here. Then I killed him.’
It’s possibly the worst lie I’ve ever told, although a few other people might disagree, but I’ve told it now and I just have to hope that Pierre believes it.
But does he?
‘How did he find you?’ he asks, suggesting he does believe me after all.
‘I don’t know! But he did and I panicked! I’m sorry. I didn’t know what to do! I couldn’t risk him hurting you or Cecilia. I had no choice! You have to believe me!’
I try to hug Pierre and this time he doesn’t back away. Maybe that’s because I’m crying now as well, the emotion of not just the past half an hour spilling out of me, but the emotion of keeping all my secrets from him for so long.
But I think he does believe me with what I’ve just said. Then he proves that he does as he takes out his phone.
‘Who are you calling?’ I ask him nervously, fearing it’s the police.
‘My receptionist. I’m telling her to cancel the rest of my patients today. We need to hide this body.’
Pierre steps out of the bedroom and makes his call, explaining to his receptionist how he feels ill and needs to take the rest of the day off.
I can’t believe it.
He’s going to help me sort this mess out?
I love him so much. But I’m not quite out of the woods yet, so while Pierre’s back is turned to me, I quickly kneel down and search inside the dead man’s pockets, desperately looking for his wallet. I pull it out when I find it and hide it in the drawer on my bedside table. With that out of the way, there’s no chance of Pierre checking this man’s ID and recognising the name of his former classmate.
He thinks this is my abusive ex.
As long as he keeps thinking that I should be okay.
I just have to remember the extra lie I have told. As if I didn’t already have enough of those to remember.



EIGHTEEN
ALICE
PRESENT DAY
I smile as I pass the nurse sitting behind the desk of this particular ward of Carlisle Hospital. She presses the button to electronically unlock the doors for me so I can make it to where the patients are. I’ve been here a couple of times before, so I know which bed I am looking for, and as the other people who have arrived here at the same time as me for the beginning of visiting hours reach their respective patients, I find the person I am here to see.
‘Hello, Tomlin,’ I say as I stop beside the bed of the man who I used to be so close to. But there’s a huge distance between us now, not literally, but emotionally, and while he turns his head and looks at me, he quickly turns it back and returns to staring out of the window at the grey sky beyond.
‘I brought you some chocolates,’ I say, placing the snacks I picked up on my way here down on the table beside his bed. ‘I thought you might be running low on supplies.’
Tomlin doesn’t acknowledge me or the chocolates, so I take a seat and give him a moment to hopefully become more receptive to me. As I do, I can hear the voices of the other people on this ward, patients and their visitors, all of them chatting and catching up, though I can’t see any of them. I can’t see them because the curtains are drawn all the way around Tomlin’s bed, as they always are whenever I come here. I know why that is and, as always, I feel guilty because of it, mainly because Tomlin’s need for privacy is borne out of the scars he got while saving me and Evelyn from that fire so many years ago.
His badly scarred arms have not just caused him to be self-conscious though, they are responsible for far more than that. Like the addiction to painkillers that he developed as his burns were healing – the addiction that almost saw him lose his job in the police force before he was given help. But while he was able to reduce his dependency on the medication, he increased his dependency on alcohol and, eventually, his employers had enough and there was no saving his job at that point. While he has been able to live off his pension since he was let go from the police force, ‘live’ is not exactly the right word to describe it. He’s been an addict for years, barely leaving his house and now, after such a long time of punishing his body, it is failing on him and, sadly, the staff here don’t think he has long left.
Why am I here to see him when we broke up such a long time ago? It’s not just the guilt of how he got his burns that drives me here. It’s simply because I recognise that he doesn’t really have anybody else. Since we broke up, he hasn’t dated again – and neither have I – so there’s no partner to sit by his bedside, nor are there any children to pay him regular visits. Not even his former colleagues come to see him, although that’s just because Tomlin is still bitter about how his career ended up and he has shunned a lot of them, not just because they remind him of Fern and the investigation that he messed up but because he still thinks that people blame him for it now.
Things might have been different if I hadn’t let Fern get away in Cornwall. If she had been sent to prison, Tomlin could have put the whole sorry tale in the past, but with her still out there somewhere he has never been able to rest, and over the years it has eaten away at him little by little.
‘You’re looking well,’ I try, wondering if Tomlin will believe my lie or at least laugh and tell me to stop talking nonsense. But he doesn’t do any of that, choosing to keep ignoring me instead, and I’m starting to think it was a mistake in coming here. However, with Tomlin’s days numbered, I thought I should make the trip one last time, though if I’m honest, I thought my previous trip here would have been my last. I’m surprised he’s still hanging on because he looks so ill, deathly pale, extremely gaunt and despite the food the nurses bring him – as well as the chocolates I try and tempt him with too – he isn’t taking in much food these days. He’s on the verge of death, but stubbornly living on, as if he is waiting for something before he goes.
But what?
I reach into the bag I brought the chocolates in and take out the other thing I bought on my way here. It’s a newspaper and I brought it because I thought Tomlin might like to hear about some of the stories currently dominating the headlines. That investigative mind of his must still be in there somewhere, so I wonder if he would want to hear about a few of the unsolved cases currently keeping the police busy and see if he has any theories on them himself. But it turns out that it was a bad idea, because no sooner have I started talking about one of them than he tells me to stop.
‘Aren’t you interested in the news?’ I ask him, but he just shakes his head.
‘The only thing I’m interested in is if that bitch has been caught yet.’
I know he is referring to Fern, which only makes me feel worse – he’s clearly getting increasingly bitter about her still being on the run. Maybe if he had been like this back in Cornwall, all those years ago, then I wouldn’t have been able to stop him arresting her, but on that day, after she had saved Evelyn, he was just as happy for her to walk away as I was. Because she saved Evelyn. But time has hardened him and he’s clearly back to wanting her caught, though there’s little either of us can do about that now.
I decide to give up with the newspaper, but leave it on his bedside table just in case he wants to look at it after I’ve gone. I’m thinking about giving up on being here at all but, before I can say my goodbyes, Tomlin speaks up again.
‘How’s Evelyn?’ he asks me, and I’m touched because, despite his cold, withdrawn demeanour, he obviously still cares about my daughter; he spent a lot of time with her when she was a baby.
‘She’s great, thanks for asking,’ I say. ‘She’s gone travelling now. I think I told you she was planning it.’
‘Travelling?’ Tomlin says as he stares vacantly out at the same view he’s had for months.
‘Yeah, she went to London first and she’s in Paris now.’
‘Does she message?’
‘Every now and again. I think she’s having too much fun to want to talk to me every day.’
At least that’s what I’m telling myself.
I wonder if Tomlin is going to ask me next how I’ve been, but he doesn’t do that. As an uncomfortable silence falls between us, I consider telling him that I’m sorry. For everything. For breaking up with him, which maybe I regret a little because these years have been lonely. For letting Fern get away when we had her. For him being in my house when Siobhan started the fire, and for what has become of this man who was once such a hardworking, dedicated detective. But I don’t, mainly because I fear he might get angry at me if I do.
‘Goodbye, Tomlin,’ I say as I stand up and gently touch his shoulder before waiting for him to say goodbye to me. But he doesn’t, and I’m not sure if that’s because he thinks he’ll still be alive long enough for me to make another visit, or if he simply doesn’t wish to end things between us on a civil note.
Making my way out of the ward, I pass a nurse I recognise and smile at her before asking her how long she thinks he has.
‘Honestly, it should be any day now,’ she says sadly, and it’s hard to disagree with that based on how the ex-detective looks sitting forlornly in his bed. But as I leave the hospital and prepare to make the long drive back to Arberness, I realise there is something that both myself and the nurse looking after him have failed to take into account.
Yes, Tomlin is gravely ill.
But he isn’t going anywhere.
He is clinging on until he has closure on the one case he has never been able to finish.
The one who got away…



NINETEEN
FERN
A coffee morning with my best friend in the village is just what I need to rid myself of the daily anxieties that rattle around in my brain and will do so until the day that I die. As I walk into the café and see Marion already at the counter getting ready to place her order, I am glad that the most demanding thing I’ll have to think about for the next few seconds is whether I opt for a cappuccino or a latte. That’s certainly better than thinking about anything from whether or not Pierre and I will ever face the consequences of hiding that body, whether the police in England will ever figure out I’m hiding here in France and whether Cecilia will one day disown me and I’ll die all by myself in a windowless cell with nobody to come to my funeral.
‘Hi!’ I say, putting on a brave face, and Marion smiles when she sees me.
‘Hey, I’ve just ordered. What are you having?’
‘Can you get me a latte? I’ll find us a table.’
Marion can handle that. As I find us the one table in here that isn’t littered with empty cups and cookie crumbs from previous patrons, I try to relax. It helps when I check my phone and see that Cecilia has just sent me a message, letting me know that her first morning in her new job has gone well. I text back to say that I’m pleased to hear it, as well as very proud of her beginning the career of her dreams. From spending eighteen years worrying that social services would take my girl away when they knew what kind of a murderous mother I was, to being excited about my baby entering the work force and building a life of her own.
What a wild ride.
‘One latte,’ Marion says as she places my drink down on the table, and I quickly put my phone away, ready to give my friend my full attention.
‘Thank you,’ I say before reaching for a sugar sachet, and once we have both made sure our drinks are exactly to our liking, we begin catching up.
‘So, on a scale of one to a billion, how much are you missing Cecilia?’ she asks me, and I laugh before answering.
‘Two billion, I’d say.’
‘Sounds about right. Is she enjoying Paris?’
‘Loving it. Her new job seems to be going well and she keeps talking about the new friend she has made. Tiffany.’
‘That’s a nice name.’
‘Yeah, I thought that too.’
‘How did she meet her?’
‘On a night out, apparently.’
‘Party animals.’
‘Yep. It sounds like they’ve been inseparable ever since.’
I think about how that might be a bit of an understatement, because almost every message I receive from Cecilia now seems to mention this mysterious new friend of hers. But it’s not long to go now until I get to meet her and be in the same room as my daughter again.
‘Pierre and I are going to Paris next week,’ I exclaim with a huge grin spreading across my face. ‘We’re going to stay for three nights. I can’t wait.’
‘How wonderful! You’ll have an amazing time.’
I sure hope my friend is right, but I can’t see why she wouldn’t be. Catching up with Cecilia, seeing where she is living now as well as getting a bit of time to do a few romantic things with my husband can’t be anything but enjoyable, can it?
The rest of my catch-up with Marion goes well, and we plan to do the same thing again when I get back from my trip so I can tell her all about it. But just before we depart, my friend says something that instantly takes me back to the time when I used to be paranoid about her and whether or not she knew my secrets.
‘Be careful in Paris. Lots of tourists around, including plenty from England.’
She gives me a knowing nod before walking away. Gripped with fear, I call after her to see what she meant. Is she referring to the fact that I’m a wanted woman in my home country and somebody in Paris might recognise me and have me arrested? If so, I can’t believe she has pretended to be my friend all this time while knowing who I really am. But she just shrugs as she stops.
‘I’m talking about your ex. You don’t want him or anyone he knows recognising you, right?’
‘Oh, yeah, of course.’
Marion gives me a wink and heads on her way, and I watch her until she disappears from view, an unsettled feeling in my stomach. No, don’t be paranoid again, I’ve got enough to worry about, I tell myself before I turn for home. But I’ve barely gone on my way before I get a call from Pierre and when I answer it, he asks me if I’m still at the café with Marion.
‘No, she just left. Why?’
‘I was wondering if you could pick me up a slice of chocolate cake and a coffee?’
‘Chocolate cake for the doctor? What would your patients say if they knew you were eating unhealthily?’
‘Try and smuggle it into my office the best way you can,’ Pierre says, and I laugh before telling him that I’ll be on my way.

I pick up what my husband has requested and then head for the building in this village where the locals go when they have something to worry about health-wise. Fortunately, I’ve not been here much myself, not just because I have my very own doctor at home to consult with on a daily basis, but because I’ve been fortunate enough to not have many issues or ailments since I’ve lived in this village. But while I’ve been okay, I do often wonder how my parents are back home. They’ll be into their eighties now, if they’re still alive, and I wonder what sort of life they might be living. But as usual, I can’t dwell on that without feeling on the verge of tears, so I do what I always do and tell myself that they’re both still perfectly healthy and enjoying their retirement and will continue to do so for many years to come. Better that than imagining one of them at the funeral of the other and their only daughter nowhere to be seen. The media might have enjoyed making me out to be some selfish person with a heart of stone, but I’m not and I miss my family terribly. The problem is, I can’t let anybody else know that, because sitting down with a journalist and ‘telling all’ is hardly an option for me.
‘Bonjour,’ I say to the receptionist as I walk in before asking if Pierre is currently with a patient or not. But the waiting room is empty so I’m hoping not, and she tells me he is free, so I can enter his office. I knock twice before doing that and find Pierre sitting at his desk and writing something on a notepad, but he looks far more thrilled when he sees me than he did working away a second ago.
‘You’re a lifesaver,’ he says. ‘I’m falling asleep in here, so I need sugar and caffeine and I need it fast.’
‘Just what the doctor ordered,’ I say as I hand him his treats. He gives me a kiss.
‘How was Marion?’ he asks me, and I say she was fine, obviously not mentioning her slightly ominous words to me as we parted.
‘Good, good,’ Pierre says before sipping his hot coffee. ‘I bet she’s jealous about Paris.’
‘Yeah, I guess. That reminds me, I need to start packing, so you’ll have to get the suitcases down from the attic for me tonight.’
‘Will do,’ Pierre says before telling me that he better get back to work.
I give him another kiss and am just about to walk away when I notice what he was writing on his notepad when I walked in. I had presumed it would have been something about a patient or a note to remind him to do something before he finished for the day, but it’s not that at all.
You are not a bad person.
‘What’s that about?’ I ask Pierre, and when he realises I’ve seen the notepad, he quickly covers it with another one.
‘Oh, that? Nothing. Just patient stuff. Sorry, you shouldn’t have seen that.’
Is it really to do with another patient? Or is it about my husband?
‘Are you sure?’ I ask. ‘Is everything okay?’
‘Yeah, fine,’ Pierre replies before telling me he has a phone call to make so I better go.
I’m still not convinced that Pierre is being honest with me and am concerned there is something troubling him, but decide to leave it, for now at least. There’ll be plenty of time at home for me to ask him about it again.
‘I love you,’ I say to him as I open the door and prepare to leave.
‘Love you too,’ he replies quietly before turning back to his desk, and I guess that’s all I needed to hear.
Pierre’s fine, right? He’s always fine. At least I hope he is.
After all, he’s usually the strongest one out of the pair of us.
He proved that on the day he helped me bury that body.



TWENTY
PIERRE
I really wish my wife hadn’t seen the stupid scribblings I had made on my notepad. I don’t even know why I bothered making them because they don’t even work. Despite what some studies say about writing affirmations to make yourself feel better, I can categorically state that it does not work, at least for me anyway. I should know because I’ve been writing them for a while, several years in fact, on and off, but I don’t feel any better about myself or what I did in the past.
I still feel guilty about burying that body.
And I still live in fear that I’ll go to prison one day for doing it.
Sipping my coffee and nibbling on my brownie does stop me from feeling as tired as I was before my wife came and brought me these things, but fatigue is the least of my problems. Guilt and paranoia are far higher on that list, and those aren’t quite so easily dealt with. A person might think that someone with my skillset and knowledge would know of a medication that might help with processing a troubling event in the past, but all I do know is that none of the medications work. Pills are only good for certain things and, while they can ease physical pain, they can’t remove the memory of a dead man.
Wine can help things, but it’s only a short-term fix.
There’s no long-term escape from the torment I have inside me.
Trying to get back to work, I wonder why my actions ten years ago are playing on my mind so much again now. Some days are always worse than others, and sometimes there are a few magical days when I almost go the full twenty-four hours without thinking about that hole I dug or the person I put into it. But today is not one of the good days and it’s been more bad than good recently.
When I discovered that my wife had murdered her horrible ex-partner and he was lying dead on our bedroom floor, it was an awful lot to process. Unfortunately, there is not a lot of time to process things when a dead body is involved. You have no choice but to move quickly, at least you do if you want to stay out of prison, so I sprang into action that day before I really had time to think about what I was doing. Even now, it’s hard to know if I was more fuelled by a desire to avoid the police or desire to keep the woman I loved safe, so I like to think it was 50/50 and leave it at that.
On that day, ten years ago, after excusing myself from work for the rest of the day due to a fake sickness bug, I went downstairs to the kitchen to find some items that could help me with what I needed to do. I found a couple of pairs of rubber gloves under the sink as well as several cleaning accessories, and I returned to the bedroom with them all before telling my murderous wife what we had to do.
‘We need to put the body in the back of my car, but we can’t do that until it’s dark in case somebody sees us. So let’s just move him downstairs and clean up in here as best we can and then we’ll take him out of the house after sunset.’
I had almost been surprising myself with how composed I was being, but one of us had to be like that. It was no time for panic, and while it was a shock to find out that the woman I married was capable of killing another person, I knew she had only done it because her loved ones had been threatened, so she really had no choice. Of course, I wished she had just found a way to call the police rather than resort to such drastic action, but I know she wouldn’t have done it if there was any other way, so I couldn’t be mad at her, or love her any less.
After putting on our gloves, we began to move the body, which was no mean feat because it literally was a dead weight, and it took a while just to drag it to the top of the stairs. Afraid of getting any more blood and fibres on the floor than we already had, I then returned to the bedroom and took out several bed sheets before laying them out down the stairs so they would catch any incriminating DNA. Far easier to wash a few sheets than scrub the entire house.
It took a lot of struggling before the body was downstairs, and I covered it in a sheet as it lay behind the door, where I presumed it would be well out of view if we were to get a surprise visitor at any point before we had chance to remove it. Then, already sweating, not just because of the exertion or the heat outside, I started cleaning, joining my wife in the bedroom and working our way systematically back along the route we had dragged the body, looking out for any drops of blood and praying that we were cleaning away any incriminating evidence.
It took hours, mainly because I insisted on being so meticulous, and the only time we spoke was to give the other one an instruction.
‘Move that.’
‘Don’t forget to wipe that part there.’
‘Help me clean this blood up here.’
But even when we were done, it was still several hours until sunset. I wasn’t going to risk carrying the body to the car and bumping into the postman or some villager, so I insisted on waiting until after dark and, with some time to kill, I tried to figure out if there might be anybody out there who would miss this man who we were about to try and hide forever.
‘Family members or friends of his back home,’ I had said to my wife. ‘People will be looking for him. Will anybody have known he was coming here?’
‘No, I doubt it,’ she’d replied, but unconvincingly.
‘Are you sure? Because this is important! If anyone knew he was coming here then they will know where to look when he fails to turn up again!’
‘Yes, I’m sure!’
‘How can you be?’
‘He told me he was here by himself. He tracked me down by himself and nobody knew about it. I swear.’
I took my wife’s word for it then because what else could I do? I had to hope she was right. The long length of time that has passed since suggests she was – nobody has ever come to the village to look for him.
With that additional bit of anxiety cleared up, and one more time asking my wife if she was sure we could get away with this, I had gone to the garage where I kept several tools that would help me with the disposal of the body, a spade being the main one. I’d put them in my car, making sure to leave space for the body that would soon be in there too, and then I waited for the sun to go down.
By the time we’d transferred the corpse from the house to the car, I guess the shock of what had happened had worn off, because I’d suddenly been struck by an urge to call the police. Maybe I shouldn’t have allowed myself to have been talked out of it, but I was. If only I had called the authorities then I might have saved myself so many years of stressing about the past coming back to bite me. In the end, I did what I felt was best to keep my family together. That meant not allowing my wife to go to prison and not allowing Cecilia to see her mother in handcuffs.
With the body in the back and my wife in the passenger seat, I drove us out into the countryside, getting over fifty miles away from home before I felt like I was ready to park up and do some digging. I probably didn’t need to go as far as I did, but I felt like I wanted to put a considerable distance between myself and the corpse when I got back home, as if his ghost might want to haunt me but not bother when he realised how far it would take him to get back to my place. By the time I finally started digging, it was almost midnight and I’d fully come to terms with what I doing by then. I accepted that I had crossed a line and there was no going back, no matter what happened in the future, and I just had to accept my life choices and get on with it.
I didn’t say any words after I had rolled that man into his grave, not feeling like offering any comment whatsoever, not just because he surely didn’t deserve it but simply because I was too exhausted to even speak. It took what little energy I had left to fill in the hole and then drive back home, my wife in the seat beside me as silent as I was behind the wheel.
Before we re-entered our home, we both made a vow that we would never talk about what happened again, and while it seemed a silly notion at the time, we have successfully managed it, for the most part. Nobody has discovered that body, so I guess I did a good job, not that I ever feel like giving myself a pat on the back. I would check the UK news online from time to time over the years, searching to see if there were any articles about a missing person, looking for photos of the man I had buried, trying to find out if there was a police investigation into his whereabouts. But I never found anything. He literally vanished in all senses of the word. While that is very strange, because surely someone in England missed him, it was good news for us.
Here I am, all these years later, still a practising doctor, still getting to help people and have everyone in this village think I’m a good guy who would never do anything awful, let alone cover up a murder. That’s the illusion I must keep up and it’s the same illusion my wife keeps up too.
Have I ever had my doubts about what really happened in that bedroom before that man lost his life? Sure, but there’s not much I could do to ever find out if what happened differed from what I was told. I just have to take my wife’s word for it.
She has been honest with me, hasn’t she?
I hope so.
One skeleton in the closet is more than enough for any marriage.
The best thing about it all, even better than the police not finding out about what happened, is that Cecilia has no idea either. That means she still retains the idea that the two people who helped raise her are innocent, good and honest people.
That’s very important to me.
I’d hate for her life to be screwed up by other people’s actions.
Thankfully, it seems it’s not going to come to that.



TWENTY-ONE
EVELYN
I stroll right past all the shops that I’d love to stop and browse in, and I don’t even glance up at the Eiffel Tower in the distance or pause to take another photograph. That’s because I’m no longer just in Paris as a tourist. I’m potentially here now as a resident, although that will only be the case if I can find myself a job that will support my stay here.
After making two new friends in the club the other night, they have persuaded me to stick around and spend the entire summer in Paris. It didn’t take much to convince me, not just because this city is an amazing place to live, but because it feels brilliant to have companionship after so much time on my own – not just on my travels but growing up back home too. Cecilia and Antoinette are lovely, really genuine, friendly young women who have been incredibly kind to me in many ways, and while I do feel a little guilty about giving them a false name when I met them, meaning they still think my name is Tiffany, it’s hardly the worst thing in the world. If I ever do tell them the truth one day then I’ll just say I was trying to reinvent myself, which is true, and hopefully, they won’t mind. Besides, I do like my new name much more than my old one.
It was nice enough of Antoinette to invite me to party with her and her friend, when she met me in the nightclub and realised I was all by myself, but their generosity hasn’t stopped there. After we got food together that first night, they told me about their place and how I could potentially live with them if I wanted to. It might have seemed a bit of a rush and, if I’m honest, I thought it was only something they were saying because they were both very drunk. I presumed they’d wake up the next morning, regret it and withdraw the invitation or possibly not even message me again at all. But that didn’t happen. My new friends were clearly being genuine when they suggested I come and live with them in their apartment, and so I sprang into action, looking for a job, any job, as quickly as I could, so I could stay and contribute to the rent with them.
So far, my search for work has been fruitless, which is frustrating, but it’s still early days. Fortunately, I budgeted for a long trip around Europe, so I have more than enough funds to last me a while. That’s why Cecilia and Antoinette have been happy for me to move in with them and start contributing already. It was a joy to check out of my overcrowded hostel and move into their airy apartment, and while my new accommodation is obviously going to be a lot more expensive than my old one was, it’s well worth it. The apartment is in a great location, and I can even see the Eiffel Tower from the window of it, albeit just the top of the tower, but it still counts. As for sleeping arrangements, while there are only two bedrooms in the apartment and they are both rightly claimed by Cecilia and Antoinette, there is a very comfy sofa bed, plus both girls have said they’re more than happy to let me sleep in their beds from time to time, and especially if one of them ends up staying elsewhere like at a guy’s place.
This is going to be so much fun. Three eighteen-year-olds, living away from home, in the city of love, free to party, date and laugh as much as we want to, without parents around to watch over us and tell us what we can and can’t do. I’m so lucky that I met my new friends because, if I hadn’t, I’d probably already have left Paris and moved on to the next city, as lonely as ever and on a certain path to ending up back in Arberness with Mum again. But now I have an amazing summer to look forward to and who knows how long I’ll end up staying here for. But I do need a job to fund it all, so I walk into yet another restaurant, my eighth of the day, and smile widely at the first person who greets me. They clearly think I am here for a table, but I let them know that’s not the case.
‘I was wondering if there were any waitressing jobs going?’ I ask with a smile. ‘Or any jobs working behind the bar. I can do either.’
‘Do you have any experience of working in a restaurant?’
This already sounds far more promising than the first few places I tried because, by this point, they had already told me that there were no vacancies and I had to scuttle away out the door in disappointment. At least it sounds like there might be a chance here.
‘Yeah, loads of experience!’ I say, bending the truth somewhat. ‘I’ve worked in restaurants before, back in England, as well as in a pub.’
They are lies, but needs must, and there surely isn’t anyone who got a job without telling a few fibs to get it.
‘Do you speak French?’ is the next question and my heart sinks because while it was easy to lie about my previous work history, it’s going to be impossible for me to pretend like I can speak another language when I don’t.
‘Erm, French? I know a few words. Enough to get by in here, I’m sure.’
But that answer doesn’t go down well.
‘You’ll need to be fluent,’ I’m told. ‘Our customers aren’t just tourists, we have many locals as well, and they won’t be happy if they have to order in English all the time.’
‘Oh, I see.’
I can feel this potential job slipping away and, sure enough, after being unable to convince that I can carry off speaking French to any diners in here, I am politely told that there are no jobs available at the moment.
‘Damn it,’ I say to myself as I step back out onto the street that is bathed in sunshine.
That’s so annoying, but I mustn’t be deterred. This is a huge city, and somebody will hire me to do something, and I don’t really care what it is as long as I can stay here and keep having a great time with my new friends.

Deciding to call it a day, I head back to the apartment that I now call home and use the key that Antoinette lent me to get inside. She said I can have it all day as long as I’m home when she gets back from work so I can let her in, so I make sure I always do that. Entering the apartment, I pour myself a glass of orange juice before taking a seat on the sofa. Checking the time, I am pleased to see that I’ll have company in the next ten minutes or so. It’s just gone five o’clock so my housemates will be back soon, and it’ll be nice to hear about their day at work, even if it will slightly remind me of the fact that I’m still currently jobless.
I expect Antoinette will be back first because she works closer to the apartment, but it ends up being Cecilia, and I smile as I see her enter the apartment.
‘Hey! How was your day?’ I ask her as she immediately goes for the fridge and takes out a soda can.
‘Busy,’ she replies. ‘My boss took us all for lunch at this really fancy restaurant by the river. I had a couple of cocktails because everyone else was drinking, but I regretted it when I got back to my desk because could I concentrate on my work then? Nope.’
I laugh as Cecilia slumps onto the sofa beside me and cracks open her can of soft drink before taking a thirsty sip.
‘How was your day? Any luck on the job front?’ she asks me.
‘Not yet. Came close a couple of times.’
‘You’ll get there. Just enjoy not having to get up early for a while yet. I’m exhausted.’
‘Are we still going out tonight?’
‘Hell yeah. I’ll sleep when I’m dead.’
We both laugh before Cecilia takes out her phone, and I see her checking a few of her messages. I should probably do the same, but it’ll only be Mum who has been in touch with me and I’m not in a massive rush to reply to her. I haven’t even told her that I’m living in an apartment yet with some people I just met, so she probably presumes I’m still in a hostel or moved on already.
‘Guess what? My mum is coming to see me this weekend,’ Cecilia suddenly says. ‘Her and my stepdad. I guess I better book a table for us to go for dinner.’
‘That’s nice,’ I say, not expecting that it will involve me, but I’m wrong.
‘You’ll have to meet her. Come for dinner with us. Antoinette will be coming.’
‘Oh, erm. Are you sure?’
‘Yeah, of course!’
It’s so nice of Cecilia to keep including me in things, and I guess this is what I’ve been missing by not having good friends all my life in Arberness. But then Cecilia says something that I’m not quite as happy about.
‘Why don’t you invite your mum to Paris too? We could get all the family visits over with in one weekend. It might be nice for our mums to hang out. That way, we could probably escape earlier and go out ourselves, leaving them to it.’
‘My mum? Erm, I don’t know.’
‘You could ask her?’
‘I could. I’m not sure I want to.’
‘Just an idea,’ Cecilia says. ‘I guess if you’re staying here then she’ll want to come and visit you at some point. Might be less awkward if my mum’s here too.’
I think about it and it’s not a terrible idea, but I’m still not sure I want Mum coming here. Things are going well for me in my new life, so why drag my past into it?
‘I’ll think about it,’ I tell Cecilia before we hear the buzzer to our apartment blare out, telling us that Antoinette is outside and needs letting in.
I get up to open the door for her and, as I go, I consider Cecilia’s suggestion some more. Things have been hard with Mum, but maybe here, in a whole new setting and with so much excitement to be had, it might actually make things easier between us. It’s either that or I carry on just ignoring her messages. I suppose I could ask her and see what she says. It’s probably too short notice, but never mind. I’d probably prefer it if she said she can’t come, and I’m sure she won’t, so what’s the harm in asking her?



TWENTY-TWO
ALICE
It’s another long and lonely day in Arberness with nothing but the greetings card I am working on to keep me occupied. I’m designing a new anniversary card that I’ll display for sale on my website soon, but I’m not feeling very creative today and it’s showing in the quality of my work. Maybe it’s because it’s been a grey, dreary day here and that is causing my low mood. Perhaps it’s because my recent visit to see Tomlin is still fresh in my mind and I’m feeling sorry for him. Or it could simply be because Evelyn is still not messaging me back much – we’re becoming more and more distant by the day.
When I hear my phone bleep I pick it up and see that my daughter has just got in touch; my spirits soar and I’m feeling happy again.
I feel even happier when I open the message and see what she has sent me.
Hi, Mum. Just to let you know that I’ve made a couple of new friends in Paris and I’m living with them now. They’re my age and both really nice. I’m looking for a job for the summer. Anyway, one of the girls has her mum coming to visit this weekend and I was wondering do you want to come too? You don’t have to. Hope you’re OK. Ev x
There’s a lot to make me smile in that message, not least the fact that my daughter has said that she hopes I’m okay and added a kiss at the end. But it’s the fact that she has invited me to go and see her in Paris that is the most heart-warming.
Is she serious?
I check the time, wondering if Evelyn might be drunk now. Why else would she send me a message like this? But it’s only the early evening, so she might not be. If I woke up to this message then I could put it down to her sending it after a late night at a club, but it’s been sent at a respectable hour and there is nothing in the words that suggests she has been drinking. So I have to assume she genuinely means it.
As I continue to get excited about my daughter possibly not hating me anywhere near as much as I fear she does, my mind starts racing with ways I could accept this invitation and be in Paris this weekend. It is short notice, but I work for myself, and my social calendar is hardly full, so I can easily find the time to go. Why shouldn’t I? I’ve never been to Paris, and could do with a holiday, but it’s not even about that. It’s about going to see my daughter and potentially healing a few wounds now she has left home.
After so many years of the pair of us having arguments in this tiny village, I am thrilled by the thought of us having some mother–daughter time in a new city. Maybe a change of scene is all it will take for us to settle our differences, and it sure seems that way if Evelyn is already being more receptive to me.
Deciding not to overthink it any longer and risk my daughter regretting it and changing her mind, I type a reply to her as quickly as I can.
Hi, love. I’m well, thank you. So glad to hear you have made friends. Good luck on the job hunt! I’d love to come to Paris! Thank you! I’ll have a look at flights now and see what time I can get there and let you know. Love Mum x
The fact that I’m almost shaking as I send that message is proof that I’ve hardly ever had the type of relationship with my daughter that required me to send nice messages like this one. But it feels good to be able to express my love and genuine happiness for her, and I’m just praying now that she doesn’t reply by saying it was a mistake, or worse, that one of her friends had her phone and sent me the message themselves as a prank. But that doesn’t happen and five minutes into me checking flights to Paris, I get another message from Evelyn.
Great. Let me know x
It’s much shorter than her first message was and it’s hardly full of enthusiasm, which suggests that my daughter is a little tentative about this whole idea, but it’s not a withdrawal of the invitation, so that’s the main thing. With the trip very much on, I get back to checking flights and see that there is one that could get me into Paris in the early evening on Friday, which would be perfect for the start of the weekend. I guess I’d come back on the Sunday or maybe I could extend my trip for a few days, seeing a little more of the city, even if Evelyn isn’t free to be with me the whole time. I might as well make the most of this opportunity and I’m excited to look for hotels once this flight is booked.
The problem with being based in a place like Arberness, or at least one of the many problems, is it can be a bit of a hassle to travel abroad. There’s obviously not an international airport here, nor is there one reasonably close, so I have to travel quite a way just to get to the point where I can even show my passport to somebody. I guess I’ll be flying from Manchester, so that’s a journey before the actual journey begins, but it’s not as if I’ve got loads to do here. This greetings card can wait, so once I’ve booked the flight, I hurry into my bedroom and pull out my suitcase, keen to make a start on my packing.
I’m so out of practice when it comes to going away that I’ll probably forget half the things I need, but I make sure to pack the essentials and figure I can manage if I fail to pack something that’s not as urgent. The main thing is that I have my passport. There is a brief moment of panic when I open it up and fear that it might have expired, but I see that it’s still in date and useable at border control.
After making a good start on the packing, I see my flight booking confirmation has come through via email, so I take a screenshot of it and send it to Evelyn so she’ll know exactly when I land. Then I message her to say not to worry about meeting me at the airport – I’ll just get a taxi to my hotel and then meet her wherever she is from there. It might be a little presumptuous of me to think that she was going to bother to come to the airport to greet me, but I like to imagine she would have done. But Evelyn just replies to say that sounds good, so I guess she probably wasn’t going to be at the arrivals gate holding up a big sign saying: ‘Welcome to Paris, Mum!’
I spend the next hour booking the other parts of my trip, including my train from Carlisle to Manchester and also my hotel for my stay in France. I decide to book for four nights and see how it goes. I’ve got money saved up from doing very little over the last few years, beyond making sure the bills were paid and Evelyn had a full fridge to explore, so I’m not too worried about the cost. Besides, a trip like this is priceless and I can’t wait to get going.
I can’t believe I’m going to Paris.
It’s going to be amazing.
A trip I’ll never forget…



TWENTY-THREE
FERN
We’re packed and on the road, and as the music plays on the radio and the wind blows in my hair from my open passenger side window, I can’t take the grin off my face.
I’m on my way to see my daughter.
Next stop, Paris.
I send a quick message to Cecilia to let her know that we’re en route and she replies to wish us a safe journey. It should take us just over an hour to get there. It would be quicker if we had some motorways to go on, but coming from the village it’s all narrow, winding country lanes until we get to the city’s edges, not that it is necessarily a bad thing. The view on both sides of the car is lovely, all green fields and tall trees, so I’ll make the most of that before the densely packed buildings of the French capital come into view.
Pierre is at the wheel and rigidly sticking to the speed limit here, which is unsurprising because he’s always been a very sensible driver, although he has to slow down when a tractor pulls out into the road ahead of us.
‘Still not as bad as rush hour in Paris,’ I say jokingly, but he doesn’t smile as he keeps his eyes on the road ahead. He’s been a little distant with me all day and I know why that is. Today is the anniversary of when we buried that body together and he’s always distracted at this time of year. Not even me turning up the radio and singing a song can snap him out of his sombre mood, but I dare not mention it in case it makes him feel even worse, so instead I talk about what should be a brilliant weekend.
‘Cecilia has booked a restaurant for us all tonight,’ I say. ‘It looks really nice.’
‘All of us? Who else is going?’
‘Antoinette, obviously, and their new friend Tiffany.’
‘Oh, right. I thought it would just be the three of us.’
‘I told you it wasn’t. Weren’t you listening?’
The look on Pierre’s face lets me know he clearly wasn’t listening, but given how distracted he has been lately, I will let him off.
‘I guess this Tiffany has made a good impression on Cecilia and Antoinette if we’re getting to meet her so soon,’ I say.
‘Yeah, I guess,’ Pierre replies as the tractor continues to trundle along in front of us, and it’s a relief when we see it turn off the road a few minutes later, allowing us to get back up to speed.
‘So what else do you know about this Tiffany?’ Pierre asks me as the countryside zips by again.
‘Not much really other than they met in a club and now she is living with them.’
‘Is she from Paris?’
‘I don’t know. I presume so.’
‘They’ve allowed a stranger to live with them?’
‘She’s not a stranger. Like I said, Cecilia and Antoinette must really like her if they have been spending all this time together.’
‘It’s just you don’t seem to know much about her, that’s all.’
‘Well, I can only go off what Cecilia tells me in her messages, and she’s never been the chattiest when it comes to those,’ I remind my husband. ‘I’m not sure why you think this is a problem.’
‘I just don’t like surprises, I guess.’
‘It’s not a surprise.’
‘Fine.’
I study my husband’s expression and see that he is still very distant, clearly worrying about the past, and I guess that is why he is anxious about surprises. People with secrets like us like to know exactly what we are getting ourselves into and with who, but he’s being even more paranoid than me. Or maybe I just have more experience at handling my nerves than he does. After so many years of quite literally getting away with murder, I am not as on edge as I used to be, not as fearful of meeting new people and certainly not thinking everyone I do meet somehow knows my secrets. But Pierre is still there, even after years of dealing with this himself, and I bet he only feels settled when he’s at home in the village, keeping his head down and going about his usual routine. Routine breeds comfort, but I want him to know that breaking our routine now isn’t going to mean we end up in handcuffs.
‘How do you do it?’ he asks me now, breaking the silence that had fallen between us.
‘Huh?’
‘Live your life as if you didn’t do a terrible thing? I’ve been wanting to ask you for years, but didn’t want to dredge it all up again. But if I’m honest with you, I’m really struggling lately and I’m afraid it’s going to get worse as I get older.’
‘I don’t live my life as if I have never done a terrible thing,’ I reply, glad Pierre only knows about one of the terrible things I’ve done and not about all of them. ‘I just live it as best I can day to day, which is all any of us can do, right? Nobody’s perfect, but we get up and try and make today better than yesterday was.’
‘Nobody’s perfect? That’s true, but that doesn’t mean everybody has dug a grave and put a body in it either,’ Pierre says as he turns off the radio, clearly not in the mood for music at a time like this.
‘I understand that, but we did what we had to do,’ I say clearly. ‘What would you have preferred? Trying our luck with the police? If we’d done that then I doubt we’d be on our way to Paris now. We’d still be finishing our prison sentence.’
‘Our prison sentence? I didn’t kill him.’
‘No, but you helped me get rid of the body.’
‘Maybe that was a mistake.’
‘Really? Helping your wife was a mistake?’
Pierre’s silence answers that question and we say nothing more for several long minutes. I don’t dare to put the radio back on, but I am worrying that the tension between us is going to carry over into our time away and spoil what should be a great weekend with Cecilia and her friends. I also get the sense that I need to nip this in the bud sooner rather than later, for fear it could have consequences for our relationship even after this weekend is over. That’s why I choose to say what I do, in the hopes that it will make Pierre feel better before Paris comes into view.
‘You’re the bravest man I’ve ever met,’ I say, meaning it. ‘What you did for me that day was truly heroic, and you know I’ll never forget it. You kept our family together. Without it, Cecilia wouldn’t have the life she does now. Maybe none of us would. You’re free because you helped me get rid of a horrible man who threatened us all. Remember that.’
Pierre seems to take on board what I have said, and I hope it’s worked, though not everyone is like me. I’ve told so many lies and kept so many secrets that it’s just a part of my identity now, and I often wonder if there is anything I wouldn’t do to keep me and my family safe. I just really hope I never have to be put to the test ever again so I don’t have to find out. As we near Paris and the Eiffel Tower comes into view, I am anticipating nothing but a relaxing weekend filled with laughter, good food and wine, and a little pillow talk with Pierre as we lie in our luxurious hotel bed.
That’s all this weekend will be about, right?
Nothing else can happen.

If only I’d known then what was awaiting me in this pretty city I’d have screamed at Pierre to hit the brakes and turn the car around, before urging him to speed away as quickly as he could in the opposite direction. I’d say don’t stop until we get back to the village, and then I’d stay there for the rest of my life, hiding in my house and enjoying what little freedom I had left. But I wasn’t to know the horrors that awaited me there, not one of us did – not me, not Pierre, not Cecilia and certainly not the people she was about to introduce me to.
We all just thought this would be a memorable weekend, and it was.
Just for all the wrong reasons.
By the time it was over, my carefully cultivated life was in ruins, and I wished I had listened to my husband’s paranoia.
He’s right.
The past can’t stay hidden forever.
The truth will always come out and, when it does, good luck.



TWENTY-FOUR
CECILIA
‘I think this is as tidy as we’re able to get it,’ Antoinette says as she finishes plumping up the cushions on the sofa, and as I look around the apartment, I guess she’s right. Between the three of us, we’ve spent the last few hours trying to make our living space as clean and uncluttered as we can, so that my mum has no idea about all the junk food and drinks that have been consumed here since we moved in. This place looks almost as good as it did on the day we got the keys to it, and there’s no hint of the empty pizza boxes, empty wine bottles and discarded clothes that were littering the carpets not so long ago. We even have a few scented candles to mask the smells of our recent meals, and they seem to be doing the job.
‘We’ve done well,’ Tiffany says as she admires our work, and I have to agree with her.
‘It actually looks like a girl’s apartment again,’ I say with a laugh, as opposed to it looking like one where a group of unruly guys live. But if one thing has become clear over this past week, it’s that we can make just as much of a mess in our living space as our male counterparts.
‘They’ve checked in at the hotel and are on their way, so they should be here any minute,’ I say in relation to Mum and Pierre and their whereabouts. ‘How’s your mum doing?’
I look to Tiffany then and see her checking her phone, and when she does, it’s better news than the last time she looked.
‘She’s just boarding her flight,’ she tells me.
‘Great, better late than never,’ I say, referencing the two-hour delay Tiffany’s poor mother has already endured.
‘It’s only a short flight, so she won’t be too late,’ she says. ‘She could just meet us at the restaurant when she gets here.’
‘I’m happy to push the meal back so we can wait for her,’ I suggest, but Tiffany doesn’t want to do that.
‘No, it’s fine. She can come and find us. I’m hungry and everyone else probably is too, so we’ll stick to the plan.’
The plan is for us all to go to the restaurant around the corner, where we have a reservation for seven o’clock; it’s the kind of place we wouldn’t go without our parents, mainly because it’s expensive, so it will help that they can cover some, if not all, of the bill.
The buzzer sound makes us all jump, as it has an annoying but hilarious habit of doing, and that must mean Mum is here.
I hope she doesn’t say or do anything embarrassing, I think to myself as I go to let them in, but that remains to be seen, because parents are as unpredictable as their children at times.
‘Hi!’ Mum cries when she gets her first look at me in weeks, and she pulls me in for a hug before giving my arms a squeeze to make sure I haven’t lost too much weight since I moved out of home, which I haven’t, but she has to be sure.
‘Welcome to Paris,’ I say, feeling grown up that I get to say that to them, before giving Pierre a hug too.
‘So this is where you’re living now, is it?’ he says as they follow me to where my friends are waiting in the living area. ‘Great location.’
‘Yeah, it’s perfect,’ I say before they see Antoinette and give her a hug too, happy to see my best friend is thriving here alongside me. That just leaves my new friend for them to meet.
‘This is Tiffany,’ I say, and Mum and Pierre keep the smiles on their faces as they greet the newest person in my life. But for some reason, Tiffany doesn’t smile at first. She looks unsure, but it could just be shyness, which is sweet, if not a little unexpected, because she certainly hasn’t seemed shy since I’ve known her.
‘Lovely to meet you,’ Mum says, not self-conscious at all, and she goes to embrace Tiffany too.
‘And you,’ Tiffany replies as they hug before Mum pulls back slightly, looking a little surprised.
‘You’re English?’
‘Yeah,’ Tiffany replies, smiling a little now, but still not looking quite as happy as she normally is.
‘Oh, okay. Sorry, I just presumed you were from Paris,’ Mum says before Pierre offers his greeting.
Now Mum is the one who looks awkward, and I have absolutely no idea what is going on, but it’s probably just the initial stage of people getting to know each other. I’m sure everyone will loosen up when we’re at the restaurant and enjoying a glass of wine.
‘Let me show you around before we go for dinner,’ I say, gesturing for Mum and Pierre to follow me so I can give them the guided tour of the apartment, not that it will take long.
As I head for my bedroom, I glance back over my shoulder and see Mum frowning slightly, and while Pierre looks okay, Tiffany is standing behind him and she looks pensive too. Fortunately, Antoinette is her usual self and suggests we all have a drink here before we go.
‘There’s a bottle of wine in the fridge,’ she says breezily, and I tell her that sounds good as I show Mum and Pierre my room.
‘Cosy,’ is my stepdad’s opinion of it, which is a polite way of saying it’s tiny, but it’s more than enough for what I need, which is basically a place to crash out after a night of partying. I look to Mum to see what she thinks, but she’s still looking weird, like she isn’t herself. She seems to have turned when she found out Tiffany was from England. Is that what it is? Is Mum worried that somehow, having this connection to the country she ran away from with me is going to be a problem for us? If so, her paranoia is in overdrive, because not every English person is a threat, only one, my dad, her ex, and he’s got nothing to do with Tiffany.
‘Are you okay, Mum?’ I ask her.
‘Yeah, fine,’ she replies, seemingly snapping out of it, and she looks around my bedroom properly now. ‘This is nice. Tidier than your room at home.’
‘I’m a grown-up now,’ I say with a laugh before we leave the room, and after I’ve shown them the bathroom, which is currently gleaming after we scrubbed it all and soaked almost everything we could in bleach, we rejoin my friends on the sofas.
‘Here you go, guys, you must be thirsty after your drive,’ Antoinette says as she hands Mum and Pierre a glass of wine. I see Tiffany already has hers, so I pick mine up and then toast to what will hopefully be a great evening.
‘To tonight,’ I say happily.
Everyone’s glasses clink together, but not everyone seems as enthused as I am. Tiffany is still being very quiet and has barely said a word since she first met Mum. Why is that? I want to ask her if she’s okay, but I don’t want to put her on the spot in front of everyone else and draw more attention to the fact that she seems a little withdrawn, so I leave it. I decide to update Mum and Pierre on the part of this evening that they aren’t aware of yet.
‘Guess what? Tiffany’s mum is on her way to Paris too, and she’s coming out with us tonight as well,’ I say. ‘Isn’t that right, Tiff?’
‘Yeah,’ she replies before taking a swig from her glass, and I was kind of hoping she might elaborate a little more with her answer, but it’s not to be. As it is, Mum quickly fills in the silence.
‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ she asks me, looking slightly annoyed, which is strange.
‘Tell you what?’
‘That Tiffany’s mother is coming. That they’re from England. Any details would have been helpful to know.’
‘Okay, sorry. It’s not a big deal, is it?’
I frown at Mum because I’m confused as to why she is seemingly annoyed at me. Antoinette clearly senses a little tension between the two of us because she asks Pierre how the drive to get here was and that breaks the ice a bit better. But there shouldn’t be any ice to break, surely?
Why is there a weirdness in the room?
As we carry on making small talk, Mum seems to relax a little and that’s a relief. Maybe she was just tired from the drive, or who knows, but she seems okay now. Tiffany has said a little more too, opening up as she drinks her wine, and I guess it was just nerves on her part. Maybe meeting my mum was a bigger deal for her than I thought. She probably wanted to make a good impression but felt nervous because Antoinette already knows our guests well, whereas she doesn’t.
Everything seems to be going better now and, as we finish our drinks, Tiffany tells me that she has just got a message from her mum to say that she has landed.
‘Great!’ I say as I collect up the empty wine glasses and put them by the sink. ‘Shall we make a move to the restaurant then and she can meet us there?’
‘Sounds good,’ Tiffany says, and we all go to leave but, just before we do, Mum excuses herself to go to the bathroom.
‘It’s usually you who is waiting for me,’ I say jokingly as we all stop by the door to wait for Mum. Pierre chuckles, and I expect Mum to as well, but she doesn’t.
She just goes into the bathroom and quickly closes the door, locking it behind her.
Is everything okay with her?



TWENTY-FIVE
FERN
Why did they have to be from England? I silently ask myself, cursing my bad luck, because what I thought was going to be a great weekend has now turned me into a nervous wreck. Tiffany would have been a baby when my story was in the British news, but my photo still occasionally gets recirculated now in the media, particularly on the anniversaries of my crimes, so she might be getting the sense that she’s seen me somewhere before. And what about her mother who has apparently just landed at the airport and is on her way to meet us for dinner? Will she recognise me from the news, even after all this time has passed? Do I look different enough? Will she get a sense that I bear a resemblance to the infamous doctor’s wife she recalls seeing in all the news bulletins, and if she does, what will she do about it?
I have no idea who this woman is and whether or not she will recognise me, but I’m extremely anxious and don’t really want to hang around and find out. What if I make up an excuse to get out of this dinner? I could say that I’m sick, would that work? Pierre probably won’t buy it because he’s been with me all day and I’ve been fine, but I could say it has come on suddenly. I could make up some story that I feel nauseous or have a bad migraine or any other ailment that could cause me to have to miss dinner tonight. Then I could just go back to the hotel and relax there, and not have to meet Tiffany’s mum or worry about whether or not she remembers seeing my face in the British tabloids almost two decades ago. Or am I overreacting? Maybe I could go to dinner, and everything will be fine. I won’t be recognised as that woman who went on the run and it will just be a nice evening.
What shall I do?
I have no idea.
‘Are you okay in there, Mum?’
Cecilia’s question followed by her knocking on the door tells me I’ve already been in here too long and should come out if I don’t want to make this weird for everybody waiting outside for me. As I look at my reflection in the mirror, I try to tell myself that it’s impossible to be recognised after so many years, so I’ll be fine. My hair’s a different colour and length. I’ve put a little weight on, thanks to all those French pastries I can’t stop eating in the village. And I’ve aged, the wrinkles of time adding another layer to my disguise. I’m the same woman, but I look very different, and I can’t act like this every time I’m around someone from England, I try and convince myself. It just isn’t healthy.
But as I turn away from the mirror and go to unlock the door, I’m still not sure what I’m going to do. It’s only when I open it and see Cecilia standing on the other side of it with an excited grin on her face that I realise I can’t ruin tonight. My daughter is excited to have me in Paris and show me a part of the life she is building for herself here, so I don’t want to ruin that for her. I want to hear all about her new job, and what she is doing in her free time, as well as get to know her new friend a little better. Plus, I promised Antoinette’s mother back in the village that I would catch up with her daughter so I have lots of news when I get back. Bless her, Antoinette’s mum is not very well, so she couldn’t make the trip with us, and she’ll be disappointed if she finds out I didn’t go out for dinner with our children while I was here.
‘Sorry. I’m ready to go now,’ I say, forcing a smile onto my face, and Cecilia rolls her eyes before telling everybody that we can get going.
I follow everybody out of my daughter’s apartment, hoping that I’m not making a huge mistake in going ahead with this dinner. But the closer we get to the restaurant, the more I have a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach that I can’t explain or shake off.
Call it a sixth sense.
But I feel like something terrible is about to happen.



TWENTY-SIX
EVELYN
As we make the short walk from the apartment to the restaurant, I discreetly glance at Cecilia’s mum a few times along the way, because there is something about her that is troubling me. I’m not sure what it is, but she seems vaguely familiar, like I’ve seen her somewhere before. But I surely haven’t, not that it helps me shake off the sense of déjà vu that surrounds her.
It’s not just me that is feeling weird. She seems a little ‘off’ too, like she’s not quite settled. She spent an awfully long time in the bathroom before we left the apartment and, at one point, I was wondering if she even wanted to come out for dinner with us all tonight. She is still here, so I guess she does, but she did seem to lose a bit of enthusiasm around the time she found out my mum was coming.
The mention of England certainly seemed to spook her, but maybe there’s just a good reason for that. Cecilia has told me all about her upbringing and how her and her mother fled home to get away from a dangerous person back there, so it’s possibly just a bit of residual tension whenever she is reminded of where she came from. I’ll put it down to that, although as we carry on to the restaurant, I’m still not sure what to put my sense of tension down to.
‘Almost there,’ Cecilia says breezily, clearly feeling fine herself about tonight – and why wouldn’t she? Antoinette seems happy too, chatting away with Pierre about something to do with the village. I’m glad Mum is coming after all because I could easily end up feeling left out amongst these four who all have so much history. I’m the new one, the one that everyone is still getting to know, and I’m getting to know them, so I guess it will be nice to have a familiar face at the table.
A text from Mum says that she got through customs quicker than she anticipated and is now in the taxi headed for the restaurant. She’s probably about twenty minutes behind us, but it will give us time to get seated at the table and perhaps order the first round of drinks, so I text her back to ask what she would like me to get her. I figure it’ll be nice of me to have a drink waiting for her when she gets here, and it’s just one small part of trying to make the effort with Mum this weekend. It might go disastrously but I should try if she’s coming all this way to see me, I suppose. Maybe the distance that I created between us with my travelling will help once we’re back together again. It would be nice if I had a better relationship with my mum, and maybe the key to getting that is for us to only see each other sparingly, and somewhere a bit more uplifting than Arberness.
Mum replies to tell me she fancies a glass of red wine, so I commit that to memory as we reach the restaurant doors and are welcomed in by a grinning maître d’ who probably has all sorts of fancy qualifications in hospitality and fine dining. I get that impression from the way he carries the menus as he shows us to the table, as well as how he points out several things on the way like the fish tank full of lobsters, the piano where a musician will soon perform and, of course, the view from the large glass windows at the back of the restaurant that overlooks Paris and the famous tower. Then he’s straight into a well-rehearsed speech about the wine options available to us, as well as the soup of the day, the chef’s special and what he would personally recommend if he was dining here himself this evening.
‘Thank you,’ is the least we can say after listening to all of that before we are left alone for a few minutes to savour both the extensive drinks menu and the wondrous view of Paris in front of our table.
‘This is amazing,’ I say, meaning it, and Pierre agrees with me.
‘Well done on booking this,’ he tells Cecilia. ‘Was it hard to get a table?’
‘I have my contacts in Paris,’ she replies with a wink. ‘But don’t get too excited. We should probably brace ourselves for when the bill comes.’
‘I’m sure it won’t be that expensive,’ Pierre says before looking at some of the prices on his menu and raising his eyebrows.
Beside him, and opposite me, his wife sits there quietly perusing her own menu, not looking up, not saying much. I get the chance to really look at her again. It’s so bizarre but I’m still getting the strangest sense that I have seen her somewhere before. But where?
Another message arrives on my phone, and I probably break one of the rules of dining in a place like this by checking it at the table, but I have to so I can see where Mum is.
‘Mum’s ten minutes away,’ I tell the table as a waiter arrives to enquire about our drinks, and we place our orders just before we hear the first sounds coming from the piano this evening. We all turn to look in the direction of the music and see a silver-haired man in a tuxedo sitting at the keys, his eyes shut and his fingers moving from memory, as he plays a song that only adds to the ambience of this venue.
This was certainly not the kind of place I expected to find myself in when I set off on my travels. I thought I’d be eating packet noodles in a grotty kitchen surrounded by dozens of international travellers, not waiting for my wine to arrive at this immaculately set dinner table where a classical musician serenades us. I certainly didn’t expect Mum to be joining me on this adventure, but she must be no more than five minutes away now and, very soon, she’ll sit down in the empty seat beside me and get to know the other people we are out with this evening.
I wonder what she’ll make of my new friends. She’ll probably think I’ve landed on my feet considering the place we’re eating in and the apartment I’m living in. It certainly feels quite glamorous. The longer we are here, the more Cecilia’s mum seems to be relaxing. She seems to know quite a lot about several of the wines on the menu, as well as which wine would go well with the main course that her husband is thinking of ordering, and that suggests to me that she isn’t entirely unaccustomed to eating in places like this. Then again, she’s married to a doctor, so I bet that has given her a nice life, or at least a nice one since she got away from her ex in England.
There’s something about the thought of a doctor that suddenly sends a chill through my body.
Is it because my late dad was a doctor, just like Pierre is, and it feels a little close to home? Or is it something else? I don’t know, but I find myself staring at Cecilia’s mum again, only this time, I get caught.
‘Are you okay, Tiff?’ Cecilia asks me, clearly having noticed me eyeballing her mother.
‘Erm, yeah, fine,’ I say, but it’s no good – it’s been too obvious that I’m not fine and my friend knows it.
‘What is it?’ she persists, and everyone at the table is looking at me now, the only noise the sound of the perfectly played piano in the background.
‘It’s just…’ I begin before wondering if I shouldn’t say it. But everyone is still looking at me, waiting for an answer, including Cecilia’s mum, so I look at her again and tell the truth. ‘Well. It’s just that I think I recognise you from somewhere, that’s all.’
‘You recognise my mum?’ Cecilia asks as she looks between the two of us before laughing. ‘That’s weird.’
Antoinette laughs too. But Cecilia’s mum isn’t laughing. She just looks down at the table and then puts a hand to her stomach.
‘Oh no. I felt a bit queasy back in your bathroom,’ she says. ‘I have a bit of an upset stomach and I’m afraid I’m not going to be able to enjoy the food tonight. I might have to go back to the hotel.’
That just seems like very bad acting to me, but both Pierre and Cecilia seem to buy it and ask if she is okay. She says not, but she seemed fine to me a minute ago, at least until I said that I recognised her. But before anyone can say anything else, Mum arrives at the table.
‘Hi!’ she says when she sees me, and I get up quickly to give her a hug, which should help her feel more at ease around all these other strangers. It should also make it look like we have somewhat of a normal relationship, because I don’t want Cecilia’s family thinking we’re weird.
It is nice to hug, which is a rarity, and as we separate Mum says what a nice restaurant this is before looking at the rest of the people I’m with.
That’s when her face drops in horror. She’s now staring at the same person I was just staring at, except there is one crucial difference.
I only thought I recognised Cecilia’s mother.
But it’s clear my mum knows exactly who she is.



TWENTY-SEVEN
ALICE
How has this happened?
‘Fern?’ is the only thing I can say as I stare at the face of the woman who I never thought I’d have to lay eyes on again.
It’s a face that has changed since I last saw it, but that’s just what the best part of twenty years will do. It’s still her, of course it is. I’d recognise those features anywhere, even with a few wrinkles and a new hairstyle. I’d recognise her face even in this unusual setting of a fancy restaurant in the middle of Paris. We are a hell of a long way from Arberness, or Cornwall, the places I associate this woman with, but there’s no denying it is her; although, bizarrely, it seems that is what Fern is going to try and do now.
‘Excuse me?’ she says, looking puzzled, but I can also see the shock in her expression, and she is as caught off guard by this as I am. She isn’t doing a very good job of pretending like I have made a mistake. She must recognise me too – there’s no way she can’t. We have far too much history.
‘Who is Fern?’ the man at the table asks now and, to be fair to him, the confusion on his face does seem genuine. I’m guessing Fern has a new man in her life and has been keeping secrets from him, but that’s hardly a shock. What is a shock is the fact that I’m confronted with my past again and, more specifically, I’m face to face with the doctor’s wife once more. She’s been on the run for so long that I’m convinced the police back in England have given up looking for her. Maybe they’ve even forgotten about her by now. But I never did.
‘You know it’s me,’ I say to Fern. ‘Alice.’
Fern hears my name but still pretends like she has no idea who I am, unlike the others at the table who genuinely don’t know.
‘Evelyn, we need to go,’ I suddenly say to my daughter, still feeling utterly clueless as to what I have walked into, but feeling like the only thing that is best for my child is to remove ourselves from this situation as quickly as possible. But not just best for us, best for everyone at this table, because besides Fern, how much do they all know about her, if anything? I can see two other young women sat at this table with my daughter, though I have no idea who they are. Fern had a young daughter of her own with her the last time we were together, so I guess one of these women must be her. The other might be a friend, or maybe Fern has two daughters now. Whatever the case, Fern’s entire family is at risk of blowing up if this gets any worse, and despite the past, Fern still saved my child’s life. I’m willing to walk away again, especially as walking away is the safest thing anyone can do in Fern’s presence.
‘Evelyn?’ one of the young women says. ‘I thought your name was Tiffany?’
That only confuses me even more and I look to my daughter, but she isn’t getting up out of her seat yet and leaving like I suggested we should. She is simply staring at Fern before looking back to me, seemingly for confirmation.
‘Fern?’ she says in an inquisitive tone before realising she doesn’t need me to even answer. She already had a feeling something was wrong about this woman. ‘Oh my God, it’s you! I knew I recognised you from somewhere! You’re the evil bitch who killed my dad!’
Evelyn does get out of her seat now but only to lunge across the table at Fern, who quickly gets out of the way, aided by the man beside her who puts an arm out to keep Evelyn at a distance. But the noise she has made disrupts the entire restaurant and, as the piano stops playing, we become the main source of entertainment for the other diners.
‘What the hell are you doing? That’s my mum!’ the nearest young woman to Fern says, so I guess this must be Cecilia, the baby I met briefly so many years ago in Cornwall. ‘Are you okay, Mum? What’s going on?’
Cecilia looks at Fern, concerned for her wellbeing, because Fern looks like she is going to pass out. She’s gone as white as a ghost and looks like she would collapse to the floor if it wasn’t for the fact that her partner and her daughter are holding her upright.
‘Evelyn! Let’s go,’ I say, fearing this is only going to end badly if my daughter keeps pushing Fern; every time this woman is backed into a corner, she always gets away, but not before somebody else has died.
But Evelyn is in no mood for doing what I did so many years ago and allowing Fern to walk away. To make that point most dramatically, she picks up a knife from the table and points the sharpest edge towards Fern.
‘I know it’s you and you’re not getting away this time!’ Evelyn cries.
One of the waiters rushes over to try and defuse the situation. I don’t envy him – if he had any idea what was really going on then he would know that defusing it is impossible now. I already know that, which is why my only hope is to drag Evelyn out of here before she can use that knife and end up in a Parisian prison, or worse, before Fern gets hold of it and uses it to defend herself.
‘Evelyn, please!’ I try again, grabbing her arm that holds the knife, but her strength surprises me, though maybe it shouldn’t. My daughter has gone her entire life hating the circumstances in which she grew up, and now she has come face to face with the cause of all of them. She’s never going to back down, and I think Fern understands that at the same moment as I do, because she suddenly turns to leave.
‘We have to go now!’ Fern cries. ‘These people are dangerous!’
It’s hard to argue against that when Evelyn is holding a knife, so her partner and daughter quickly follow her, though the other young woman just stays in her seat, seemingly frozen in fear or just stunned into staying seated. We watch the three family members leaving the restaurant. But at least they’re leaving. I am stunned by how randomly my path just crossed with Fern’s again; I also know we’re lucky that no blood was shed like the previous times.
And then Evelyn goes after Fern with the knife still in her hand.
‘No!’ I cry as I try to catch my daughter before she is past me. But it’s too late, so all I can do is chase her as she chases Fern and her family out of the restaurant. We hurriedly leave behind all the gawking diners and the horrified wait staff who can do nothing but watch us go.
‘Evelyn! Stop! She’s dangerous!’ I cry out as I chase my daughter out onto the street, but she’s not slowing down, and as several pedestrians hastily step out of her way, I realise it’s going to be impossible to stop her using that knife on Fern because I simply can’t catch her. But I can’t give up either, so I keep running and calling out to my daughter as we move onto another street and more pedestrians dart out of our way.
I hear a car horn up ahead and see Fern narrowly avoid getting struck by a vehicle in her desperation to get away, but it allows Evelyn to make up some ground on her. Now I’m just hoping that the man Fern is with can stop my daughter from causing devastation with that knife.
We’re onto a bigger street now and, as I see Fern and her family run across the road, several cars have to slam on their brakes. I fear that Evelyn is about to be knocked down by a speeding vehicle when she attempts to cross. And then I hear a sickening thud – that’s when I realise that one of the cars wasn’t able to slow down quickly enough to avoid the people running out in front of them.
At first, I fear that my daughter has come to harm. But it’s not her who has been hit. She has stopped right on the edge of the pavement. I wonder if it is Fern, the woman who has caused all this, and I think about what it would feel like to see her dead body. But it’s not her either, because I can see that she has made it across the road and is standing opposite, although she has turned back to the accident too. Then I see Cecilia is with her, which means there is only one person missing.
That’s when I see Fern’s partner lying face down in the middle of the road.
The car that hit him has a damaged front bumper, and the driver of the vehicle has got out from behind the wheel and is holding his head in his hands as he tries to come to terms with what just happened. It seems as bad as it looks because the victim isn’t moving. I’m not the only one who knows it. As my eyes meet Fern’s across the busy, crowded road, where so many motorists and pedestrians have stopped to stare too, I see that she knows that the man she was just with is no longer with us.
That’s when I grab hold of Evelyn and tell her that we need to get out of here now, before the police arrive, or worse, before Fern does something in retaliation.
This time, finally, my daughter agrees with me.



TWENTY-EIGHT
FERN
‘Pierre!’
I rush back onto the road to get to my husband, not worrying about being hit by any traffic myself because everything has come to a standstill around me. The road is totally blocked, because the man I love is lying on the tarmac, and since he got hit by that car, he hasn’t moved yet.
‘Pierre! Can you hear me?’
I reach him and check for signs of life, hoping to see him move or hear him make a noise, but when he doesn’t, I check for a pulse on the side of his neck. I can’t feel one, but that could just be because of the awkward position he is in. He’s currently face down, though I know better than to try and roll him over on to his back, as that could make whatever injuries he has sustained even worse. I am desperate to get just one sign of life from him so that I can at least feel like the emergency service workers who will eventually come here will have something to work with. But as I stare at Pierre’s unmoving body and see blood on both his head and his back, I fear for the worst – and I’m not the only one.
‘Is he dead?’ the frightened voice behind me says, and I turn around to see Cecilia looking down. Behind her, I see somebody on their phone, and I presume they are calling for help. Then I look around and see several other faces just watching me, waiting to see what happens next. But the faces of Alice and Evelyn are not amongst them, though it remains to be seen if that is a good or bad thing.
I have no idea how this could have happened. How my daughter ended up becoming friends with Alice’s daughter and how we all came to be at the same table in a restaurant in Paris, with my real identity revealed and the person whose life I once saved then chasing me through the streets with a knife. But right now, the most important thing is protecting my daughter, and that means helping her as she tries to process the fact that the man who she has known since she was just five years old is now lying bloodied and bruised before her.
‘I don’t know. I mean, no, he’s not dead. He just needs help,’ I say before raising my voice so everyone else around here can hear me. ‘He needs help! Call for an ambulance! Please, help him!’
The doctor on the ground urgently needs care himself, and the sound of sirens in the distance tells me it is on the way. That was quick, but I suppose if there is anywhere to have an accident, the middle of one of the busiest cities in the world is the best place – it’ll never take long for aid to arrive. Until it does, I can only sit with Pierre and tell him that he’s going to be okay while praying that he can not only hear me but that I am telling him the truth.
Cecilia doesn’t say anything more, simply standing and staring at me on the ground in front of her. An ambulance arrives and the paramedics disembark before quickly getting to work. I get out of the way so they can examine the patient, and I am hoping there is going to be some positive news in a moment. Miraculously, I seem to get my wish, because they don’t confirm that the patient is dead, instead looking to safely try and move him as quickly as possible, supporting his neck before he is put onto a bed and carried into the back of the ambulance. I quickly follow and am allowed in, as is Cecilia, and the pair of us watch on in horror and hope as Pierre is worked on. The ambulance doors slam shut and we are on the move.
As we race through the streets of Paris to get to the nearest hospital, I watch as a pair of paramedics do all they can to give their colleagues at the A&E department something to work with when they deliver the patient there. My husband is hooked up to a heart monitor, given oxygen and, terrifyingly, revived once with a defibrillator. He’s clinging on to life, but is clearly in a bad way, and the paramedics seem to know it because whenever I ask them what is going on or if he is going to be okay, they either tell me that they’re trying their best or they tell me to be quiet.
Cecilia is still not saying anything, so it’s hard to know exactly what she is thinking. I am guessing, or maybe hoping, that her only concern is for Pierre’s health, but I’m aware that after what was said at that restaurant, she might be thinking about the thing I was accused of and the name I was called. Alice called me by my real name of Fern, a name that Cecilia has never known me by, while Evelyn said that I killed her father.
What does Cecilia make of all that?
I tried to emphasise that we were in danger, that we had to leave that restaurant, and was able to make it to that road with Pierre and Cecilia seemingly on my side before my husband’s accident. But now, I fear it’s over, and whatever happens to my husband, I’m going to have some tough questions to answer from him and my daughter. But I’d rather have Pierre alive to ask me those questions than have him die without ever getting to tell him that I’m sorry and I really do love him despite my lies, so I push all the frightening thoughts of the future out of my head for the time being and just keep urging the paramedics to save him.
Unfortunately, by the time we make it to the hospital, the heart monitor has stopped showing signs of life and the repeated usage of the defib is not working like it did before. I hear lots of hurried sentences in French, and my understanding of the language is enough to decipher one of them, though I wish I couldn’t when I hear it.
‘We’re losing him.’
‘No! Keep trying!’ I cry with tears running down my face, and now Cecilia is crying too. But despite the best efforts of the paramedics, as the ambulance doors are opened and somebody else comes in to assist, it’s obvious that the rush to get him inside is over.
Pierre has gone.
His death is confirmed to me by a senior doctor at the hospital half an hour later, but his words are just a blur of noise to me, although one thing he says does stick out more than the rest.
‘Police.’
Of course they will be involved, because there will have to be an investigation into how a man came to be struck by a car and died. I’m sure the driver of the vehicle involved has already been spoken to at the roadside, and I imagine he has told them the truth, which is that Pierre ran out in front of the traffic along with two other people. A few witnesses might also have spoken to the police and backed up that account, but possibly mentioned that the people they saw run into the road were being chased. The police will want to speak to me and find out why we were running, and I have no idea what I am going to say to them when they ask. I also have no idea if Alice and Evelyn are going to be speaking to the police either, but I can’t even think about that right now because I’ve just lost my husband and my daughter has lost a man she loved like a father. That’s why I make sure to stay with her as we are taken into a private room, and I want to ensure she is okay before I worry about the police.
‘Come here,’ I say, attempting to hug her, but she recoils when I get close.
‘Get away from me!’ Cecilia cries, looking angry. ‘And you can stay away from me until you tell me the truth!’
‘The truth?’
‘Who are you?’
‘What? It’s me, your mother.’
‘Why did they call you Fern? And why did Tiffany, or Evelyn, or whatever her name is, say you killed her dad?’
I guess I’m really having this conversation.
‘I don’t know. I…’
It’s my natural tendency to lie my way out of trouble, and only when the lie doesn’t work do I resort to violence, but this is different. This is my daughter, so it’s harder to lie to her, especially now she’s grown up, and as for violence, there’s no way I’d ever do anything to hurt her, no matter if it’s a matter of protecting my secret or not. That’s why I stop the line of thought I was having, the one in which I was just going to play dumb, and change tack because now Pierre is dead, I don’t see how this can get much worse, especially when Cecilia says what she does next.
‘If you don’t tell me the truth then you’ll never see me again,’ my daughter says, leaving me in no doubt as to what will happen if I even try and slip another lie past her. So I won’t bother. Why would I? She already has my real name and what I’ve done to go off; it won’t take her long to fill in the blanks on the internet. So here goes…
‘I haven’t been honest with you,’ I begin with, feeling even more nervous now than I did before Drew died and I went from being an innocent member of the public to a criminal. ‘I told you that we left England because I had an abusive partner. But that wasn’t the truth. The truth is…’
This is so hard. Harder than taking another life, or at least it feels like it in this moment, in this quiet, private part of the hospital where so many other lives are being saved in the rooms around us.
‘The truth is, we left England because I was on the run from the police,’ I say, shaking as I speak. ‘I still am on the run from them to this day.’
‘You’re on the run? What did you do?’
Where do I even begin?
‘I made some mistakes. Handled things the wrong way. I⁠—’
‘What did you do?’
Cecilia isn’t going to let me be vague.
‘I found out my husband was having an affair. So I came up with a plot to have him killed and for his mistress to be framed for it.’
Cecilia looks mortified, but she barely even knows the half of it, though she starts to fill in some of the blanks herself.
‘That was Evelyn’s dad?’ she asks and, when I nod, she figures that the woman she just met at dinner tonight must have been who my late husband cheated on me with.
She already knows far more than I ever wanted her to, but currently, she doesn’t seem to have made the connection that I am the doctor’s widow made infamous in the British newspapers.
‘You killed your husband and framed his mistress,’ she says, repeating the facts back to herself. ‘That’s why you ran? That’s why I’ve had to go my whole life being told that England was this scary place that I could never go to?’
‘I was trying to protect us.’
‘You were trying to protect yourself!’ Cecilia cries, tears in her eyes now as she learns who her mother really is. ‘You selfish bitch! You’ve ruined people’s lives and lied to me every single day, and now Pierre is dead because of you!’
‘That wasn’t my fault! I didn’t chase him into traffic,’ I try, but I know it’s pointless because of course I’m to blame and Cecilia knows it. But before she can say anything else, and before I have to make the grim decision about whether or not I tell her anything more, including what really happened to her dad, we are interrupted by a police officer entering the room.
‘I just need to ask you a few questions,’ the pensive looking man says, probably because he’s aware that we’ve just lost a loved one and now he has to bring more stress to our lives. But he has no idea just how much stress the two of us are really under.
Yes, we’re mourning Pierre, but we’re mourning something else too.
We’re mourning the fact that we’re no longer the loving mother and daughter duo that we thought we were. And things are only likely to get worse from here, starting with answering the police officer’s first question.
‘Why was the deceased running into traffic?’



TWENTY-NINE
CECILIA
I’ve seen a man I’ve loved for most of my life die in front of me, and then found out my mum is a pathological liar, who is not only capable of plotting somebody’s murder but getting away with it.
So the question has to be; why am I helping her right now?
‘We thought we heard somebody shout the word terrorist behind us,’ I say in answer to the police officer’s question as to why we ran into traffic.
‘Terrorist?’
‘Yeah, there was panic. I thought other people were running. But it all happened so fast. I don’t know what was going on.’
I look to Mum so that she knows to take over the lie, and perhaps unsurprisingly, given how good she is at this, she doesn’t skip a beat.
‘We thought we were in danger,’ she says. ‘We tried to cross the street as quickly as we could, but Pierre got hit and…’
Her voice trails off now because we all know what happened next, but she’s said all she needed to and, more importantly, left out what she needed to. Neither of us mention the fact we were being chased because my mum had just been unmasked as the criminal she is. But I’m only helping because I feel there is far more that I need to know about it all yet, and I’ll only get the chance to talk to Mum and get those answers quicker if she isn’t arrested by this officer. I might want her arrested in future if I deem her lies to be too much for me to bear, but for now, I want her free so she can tell me everything, and I can let her know exactly how it feels to have been lied to for all these years.
‘None of the witnesses have mentioned anything about a panic or hearing the word terrorist,’ the police officer says, and it’s hard to tell if he is just stating a fact and nothing more, or coolly pouring doubt onto our version of events. But Mum and I both share a look before sticking to our story.
‘Like I said, it all happened really fast. I didn’t really know what was going on,’ I repeat before rubbing a hand over my weary face in the hopes that this police officer will get the hint – I’m emotionally exhausted and he should leave us alone for a while. Thankfully, he does just that, offering us his condolences before mentioning that we have to make official statements at a more suitable time. Then we’re left alone. But while Mum might be breathing a sigh of relief, I quickly make it clear that this is far from over yet.
‘Pierre was a good man,’ I say defiantly. ‘And because you lied to him, he is dead. He never would have been with you if he knew what you had done.’
‘Don’t you think I know that?’ Mum says, surprising me a little. ‘I’m well aware that he would have hated me, just like everybody back in England hates me too. But I was trying to give us a good life. I wanted you to have as normal a childhood as I could give you. That meant I had to take you away to somewhere new, somewhere safe, and build a life for us there. It also meant allowing myself to trust another man again so you could have a father figure in your life.’
‘But you took away another person’s father figure!’ I cry. ‘Somebody lost their dad because of you.’
Then I realise Mum must have been lying to me about my own dad. If he wasn’t some fictitious abusive ex, who was he?
‘Where is my father?’ I ask nervously. ‘What happened to him?’
‘Cecilia, please⁠—’
‘Where is he?’ I repeat, in no mood for Mum’s stalling tactics.
‘I don’t know,’ is her response.
‘What do you mean you don’t know?’
‘Please, just believe me when I say that it is better if you don’t make me talk about this.’
‘Better for who? Me or you?’
‘For both of us! I love you and I’m trying to keep this family intact!’
‘What family?’
My loud question makes Mum shut up, but I don’t try and sugarcoat what I just said.
‘This isn’t a proper family. I don’t know my mum or my dad! At least my dad has an excuse to be a stranger to me. I’ve never met him before and I don’t know if I ever will. But I’ve known you my whole life and you’re still a stranger to me! You’re a liar and you’ve not just ruined other people’s lives, you’ve ruined mine too!’
I’ve had enough of Mum now and I need to get out of this room, especially because it’s obvious she isn’t willing to tell me anything more. It’s also obvious that something terrible happened with Dad; but if she won’t tell me the truth, I know a couple of people who surely will. But before I can get away, Mum comes after me and stops me in the doorway before I can escape out into the corridor.
‘Cecilia, please. Just calm down and let’s talk about this.’
‘I’m trying to talk about it, but you’re not telling me the truth, and I told you what would happen if you did that. I’m gone!’
I try to pull away, but Mum holds firm.
When did she get so strong?
‘I’m trying to protect you,’ Mum says. ‘Why won’t you let me do that?’
‘Protect me from what?’
‘Everything!’
That’s a cryptic answer and it doesn’t tell me anything, so what’s the point of me staying?
‘Get off me!’ I cry, and while Mum says no to that, she has little choice but to loosen her grip on me when a nurse walks past our room and turns her head to see what all the noise is about. No sooner has Mum let go of me than I am away, running down the corridor. I hear Mum calling for me to come back, as well as the nurse asking her if everything is okay, but I don’t stop. I am running through the hospital, trying to find my way out of here through this maze of corridors. I eventually manage it and suck in mouthfuls of fresh air once I’m outside, where I see several ambulances parked up as well as a few patients sitting on benches or in wheelchairs, smoking or chatting or just having a break from the dreary environment inside. They might get out of here alive, but Pierre never will, and I feel sick at the thought of his body growing cold as it lies on a bed somewhere in the building behind me. That only makes me want to get even further away from this place as fast as I can, so I hail a taxi and, once I’m in it, it’s a relief that I don’t see Mum running outside to stop the driver taking us away.
I can’t relax once we’re on the road because this isn’t over yet. It’s not even close, and I don’t know how it is going to end. All I know is that Mum is not who she says she is, and I want to learn more. But I can’t trust her not to lie. I have to learn it from somebody who will tell me the truth, as bad as it may be, and that’s why I have to find Tiffany, or Evelyn, which is apparently her real name. They could be anywhere in this city and may very well be planning to leave it quickly based on the fact they chased a man to his death on the city streets. But at some point, surely Evelyn will go back to the apartment to get her things. Her passport will be there, so she can’t leave Paris, meaning there is a chance I could catch them at the apartment before they vanish, potentially forever.
If I get to them then I might finally know the truth, not just about Mum, but about my life.
If I miss them, I’ll be left with questions that might haunt me until the end of my days.
I have no choice.
I have to find Evelyn before she leaves.
Or before Mum finds her first and shuts her up.



THIRTY
EVELYN
No matter how hard I try, I just can’t get the image out of my head.
The image of that man flying through the air before landing hard on the concrete road.
He has to be dead, there’s no way he could have survived that. The car was going too fast; he landed terribly; he didn’t get up. He didn’t even move at all.
I saw a man die right in front of me.
My body is cold, shaky and weak, and I guess this is what shock feels like. I don’t know how long it’s been since I saw that man get hit by the car, but everything that has happened since has been a blur.
‘We have to go!’ she urges me as she pulls on my hand, the one that doesn’t have a knife in it. ‘Evelyn, quick! We have to get out of here now!’
I understand the need for urgency, but it’s impossible to tear myself away from the sight in front of me. I am staring at the body in the middle of the road and praying it shows a sign of life, any sign, so that I will at least know that I haven’t just inadvertently chased this man to his death. He hasn’t moved, so I haven’t been able to get that reassurance I am so desperately seeking. All I have are the facts, which are that I chased this man into traffic while running after his wife with a knife, and because of that he is dead and, technically, I am guilty of causing this to happen.
But it isn’t just me who knows it. Mum knows it too, which is why she is so keen for me to get away from the scene as quickly as possible.
‘Evelyn! Listen to me! We need to go, or you’ll be arrested! Do you want to go to prison?’
It’s only now that I’m able to avert my eyes from the body and I look at Mum to see how worried she is for me. I know she is right. I have to run, or I’ll be blamed for this. But it isn’t really my fault. It’s the fault of the woman who is now going to check on the body.
I get a glimpse of Fern rushing back into the congested road, seeing her weaving between the stationary vehicles as she tries to get to her husband as quickly as possible, and I see how upset she is at what just happened. I know she is the one to blame for this because I had been chasing her and for good reason. She’s the notorious Fern Devlin and she killed my dad. She’s been on the run ever since. But now I know what she feels like, because I just killed somebody.
Now I’m running too.
I follow Mum as she drags me away, away from the body and from Fern and Cecilia and any of the drivers and pedestrians and anybody else who might have seen what happened. Away too from the paramedics on their way and the police officers coming to arrest somebody for this incident. We keep running until we are a safe distance from the scene, and we only stop when I tell Mum that I physically can’t run anymore. But it isn’t fatigue that causes me to stop. It’s the feeling of being overwhelmed by everything that has happened. I need a break. I need a minute. Unfortunately for me, Mum keeps saying we have to keep going.
‘We have to get out of Paris as quickly as we can,’ she says to me as I hear sirens in the distance. ‘We have to go to the airport and get the first flight out of here. Or take the Eurostar. Whichever’s going to be quickest. But we have to go, and we have to go now!’
Mum seems to think our next move is simple, but how can it be when there is still so much unresolved?
‘What about Fern?’ I ask.
‘What about her?’
‘She’ll get away again!’
‘I don’t care! We have to get away or we’ll be blamed for what just happened!’
‘But it was her fault! I had to chase her! For Dad!’
It made so much sense for me at the time to go after Fern, even if it was dangerous and stupid to do so, because what else could I have done? Shrugged my shoulders and told Fern that all was forgiven? I’m not Mum. I can do better than that. Or at least I thought I could.
There are more sirens filling the night air and I imagine the first responders are already on the scene now, trying to revive the victim. But will they be successful? I need to know, but Mum doesn’t seem to care.
‘Don’t you see? This is what I tried to tell you whenever you blamed me for letting Fern get away the last time. Death follows that woman everywhere! It’s not worth trying to stop her because somebody always gets hurt and it’s always somebody else, never her! Now that man might be dead, and we’ll get blamed for it, and she’ll vanish like she always does. This is just how it works with her. But I’m not going to let her send you to prison like she sent me there! We have to go now!’
Mum pulls on my hand again, but this time she grabs the one with the knife in it, and I drop it. It clatters loudly on the floor and attracts the attention of a pedestrian walking on the other side of the road. Mum picks it up quickly and tells me we need to get rid of it because it won’t look good if the police find us with it. She then tosses it into a bin before urging me to move again.
I realise now she is right. I see why she left Fern. Bad things follow that woman around and this is bad, very bad. The sirens are proof of that. For so much of my life, I’ve been wanting revenge for my father, a man I never met and who has been dead for years. But now I see that I should have been more focused on my mother, a woman who has dedicated a large portion of her life to raising me. Now I need to make sure that the pair of us are safe – we’re the only ones left alive for Fern to potentially hurt, which is nothing that Mum hasn’t been trying to tell me herself for years.
‘Okay,’ I say, agreeing to Mum’s plan that we should leave Paris as quickly as we can before things get any worse for us. But then I realise there is just one small problem with that plan.
‘My passport!’ I cry. ‘It’s at the apartment!’
Mum’s face drops when she realises I don’t have the one thing I need to get out of the country.
‘We’ll have to go and get it,’ I say, and there really is nothing else we can do.
‘Quickly!’ Mum cries. ‘Which way is it?’
I point the way and set off with Mum following behind me, the sirens growing louder by the second.
It only takes us five minutes to get to the apartment and I’m glad I still have Antoinette’s key to get in, otherwise I really would be screwed. Gaining access, I rush inside and grab my bag before checking inside it that the passport is where it should be. I find it zipped inside the inner pocket, and once Mum sees it, she tells me it’s time to go. So many of my things are strewn around the apartment, like my clothes and toiletries, so I start gathering them up too.
‘What are you doing? Come on!’
Mum drags me away and now we’re back at the door, which we’re just about to leave through as soon as I pull it open when…
‘Antoinette!’
I almost drop my bag in surprise when I see my friend standing outside. I haven’t seen her since we left her behind at the restaurant and, only a second ago, I never thought I’d see her again.
‘What the hell is going on?’ Antoinette asks angrily. ‘What was all that about at the restaurant?’
As crazy as it is, I realise Antoinette only knows half of what has happened tonight and has no idea about the accident after we left the restaurant. That’s a good thing, but it’s still bad that she’s interrupted our escape, and I’m not sure what to tell her.
‘It’s a long story, but we have to go,’ Mum says, answering for me, and she pulls me past Antoinette.
‘A long story? What is going on?’ Antoinette cries, but it looks like the plan is for us both to ignore her and keep going – it seems like it’s working too.
Right up until the moment somebody else arrives outside the apartment.



THIRTY-ONE
CECILIA
I didn’t know where to go when I left Mum at the hospital, so I came straight back to the apartment and it’s a good job I did, because if I hadn’t, it looks like I would have missed Evelyn and Alice trying to escape. They both look surprised to see me, but I can’t say I’m surprised to see them wanting to get out of here as quickly as they can.
‘Where are you going?’ I ask them as they stand before me, their bags with them and Antoinette standing just behind them.
Neither Alice nor Evelyn says anything, so I ask them again, trying to keep calm.
‘Where are you going?’
‘Is he okay?’ Evelyn asks me, which at least shows that she cares about the devastation she just helped cause.
‘What do you think?’ I reply coldly, and Evelyn gets the message, tears welling in her eyes as the full horror of the situation dawns on her. But just in case she still thinks there is hope, I make it clear.
‘He’s dead. I left Mum at the hospital with him. Well, Mum and the police.’
‘Pierre’s dead?’ Antoinette asks in horror, and I nod my head sadly.
‘The police?’ Alice says, looking as upset as her daughter now.
‘Yeah. They have lots of questions about what happened.’
‘Oh God,’ Evelyn cries.
‘But not as many questions as I have,’ I say before Evelyn can get any more upset.
‘We’re terribly sorry about what happened. We didn’t mean for Pierre to get hurt,’ Alice pleads. ‘It was an accident. We were in shock. We never expected to see…’
‘Just tell me the truth about my mother,’ I snap back. ‘That’s all I want. If you do that, maybe I’ll let you walk away before the police find you.’
Standing on the street outside an apartment might not be the best place to have a conversation like this, but I don’t think there’s going to be anywhere that will make it any easier, so I wait for Alice or Evelyn to give me the facts, however horrible they are.
‘Your mother has done some terrible things,’ Alice says, speaking first. ‘She’s hurt so many people, including myself. But I’m one of the lucky ones. I’m still alive. Many others aren’t.’
‘Like your father,’ I say quietly to Evelyn, and she nods.
‘I had an affair with Fern’s husband,’ Alice goes on. ‘That was my fault and I take my share of the blame for that, but I could never have known what Fern would do if she found out about it. When she found out about it. I could never have known she would plot with Rory, my partner at the time, to kill Drew. And then she killed Rory afterwards. I was framed for Drew’s death and went to prison, and it looked like I would be there forever. The only reason I got out is because somebody helped me.’
Alice stops talking, clearly on the verge of saying something even more difficult than what she has already said.
‘It was your father,’ she eventually tells me. ‘He’s who got me out of prison. But he lost his life in doing so. Fern killed him. She killed him when she realised he had tricked her into confessing to her previous crimes. That’s when she went on the run.’
The true severity and horror of what my mother has been capable of hits me like an avalanche, and any thoughts I had about this being some kind of mistake or overreaction are wiped away in an instant. It’s as bad as it could be. The last memory I have of my mother being a loving parent vanishes in that split second, as I realise how awful a person she really is.
‘How did she get away with all that for so long?’ I ask. ‘How could the police not catch her?’
‘She’s so clever,’ Alice says, almost respectfully. ‘And lucky. It’s a combination of things, but she’s always gotten away with it.’
‘She could have been stopped,’ Evelyn says now, looking to her mother.
‘I had the chance to have her arrested once,’ Alice admits to me. ‘When you were just a baby. But I let her go.’
‘Why?’ I ask, amazed this all could have ended back when I would have been too young to remember any of it.
‘She saved my daughter’s life,’ Alice says, looking lovingly at Evelyn. ‘I couldn’t punish her after that, so I gave her a chance. I let her go and she vanished. I haven’t seen her since. Until tonight.’
I process it all in the very limited time available, before asking the most obvious question I have.
‘Are you still willing to let her get away with it?’ I ask Alice, and she nods her head.
‘Yes. I can’t hate that woman, despite what she has done, because without her Evelyn wouldn’t be here.’
I look to Evelyn, because I suspect she has a different opinion based on how she chased Fern out of that restaurant.
‘What about you?’ I ask. ‘Are you going to let her go again?’
‘She should pay for what she has done,’ Evelyn replies, looking scared in the moment, but clearly still passionate about hurting my mother. ‘She might have saved my life once, but she has ended others’ and that’s not right.’
Evelyn looks like she has more to say on this matter, but the sound of a siren in the distance seems to focus her mind.
‘I don’t want to get into trouble,’ she says, fearing the police’s arrival. ‘I’m sorry about what happened tonight.’
I can see that both Alice and Evelyn are afraid of the repercussions of Pierre’s death, and I can’t blame them, because it must be very frightening to be in another country and fearing arrest. I can also see that none of this is their fault, not really. So much of what has happened in their lives has been a reaction to something my mum did. While it might have all started with Alice’s regrettable affair, it has ended here, with several innocent people paying for my mother’s mistakes.
I say nothing as I step aside, clearing the way for Alice and Evelyn to leave and carry on to where they were going before I interrupted them. I’m guessing it’s the airport, or possibly the train station, but wherever it is, I don’t wish to hold them up any longer, not now they have told me the truth.
Alice looks keen to leave and makes a move, but Evelyn doesn’t want to go quite so fast.
‘What about the police?’ she asks me nervously.
‘I’ll deal with them,’ I say, hoping that gives her a little comfort during her journey home.
‘What about your mum?’ she asks me, perhaps more anxiously.
‘Leave her to me,’ I say coolly before I walk into the apartment, leaving Alice and Evelyn to make their escape behind me.
I hear Antoinette following me into the apartment and I know she’s going to have a million questions, which she does, although the first one she asks me is rather sweet.
‘Are you okay?’ she wants to know, and while I could have fought back my tears if she’d asked me about Mum or Pierre or any of the horrible things I’ve learnt about tonight, it’s that one question that cuts through my defences, and before I know it I’m crying on my best friend’s shoulder. It takes a while for the tears to stop, but when they have, Antoinette starts again with the questions, though I am not in any mood to answer them. Perhaps her most pertinent question is what I plan to do next, but while I don’t tell her, I already have something in mind. That’s why I go into my bedroom, and when my friend isn’t looking, I put my passport into a small rucksack along with a few items of clothing and my purse.
‘I need to go for a walk and clear my head,’ I say when I emerge from my bedroom. Antoinette offers to come with me, but I refuse. ‘I just really need to be on my own right now,’ I say before telling her that I’ll be back, as the police will probably be here to ask some more questions soon.
‘What shall I say to your mum if she comes back and asks where you are?’ Antoinette wants to know as I open the door, and that’s a good question.
‘Tell her I don’t want to see her yet,’ I say with my rucksack on my shoulder. ‘I’ll let her know when I’m ready again.’
I leave and head down the street, my pace brisk and my mind focused, despite the chaos of the evening so far. I would have thought that at such a crazy time as this, my thoughts would be erratic, and I’d have no idea what to do next, but that hasn’t been the case. What I need to do next has come to me loud and clear, and while it terrifies me to even consider going through with it, I feel like it is the right course of action. That doesn’t mean it’s the best course of action, but how this all plays out remains to be seen.
I keep walking until I reach the station, then I go inside and check the departure screens. Despite my grave misfortune tonight, I’m in luck now because I see there is a service due to depart here in thirty minutes, so I don’t waste any time and go straight to the employee behind the desk and purchase a one-way ticket from him. Then I take my place in the queue and, when the time comes, I show my passport to the border official who wishes me a good trip. But I’m no tourist, despite the bag on my shoulder and the fact I’m now boarding a train that will take me into another country.
I’m not going to England to see the sights.
I’m going to England to end all of this, once and for all.
Mum will hate me for doing this.
But right now, I hate her too.
So I guess we’ll be even.



THIRTY-TWO
FERN
‘Answer the phone, you foolish girl,’ I say out loud, infuriated at yet another one of my calls going straight to Cecilia’s voicemail. I cannot get my daughter to pick up her phone and, as long as that is the case, I have no idea where she might be and what she might be doing, which is worrying for all sorts of reasons. I’m afraid for her mental wellbeing after Pierre’s death, because that is a trauma that isn’t easy to process quickly. I’m also afraid for her because she has found out some shocking things about me tonight, and I worry how she is coping with all of that. But I’m also being selfish and worrying about myself too, because what if my daughter has decided to go to a police station and tell them everything that has happened this evening? It sure would be a cruel twist of fate if, after avoiding the British police for so long, as well as several of the people I have wronged with my crimes, it ends up being my own flesh and blood who brings me down. But until I know what Cecilia’s next move is, it’s impossible to stop imagining a detective walking into this private hospital room and telling me that my time on the run is over.
And then I see an actual detective right in front of me.
‘I’m Detective Mathieu. Can I have a word with you?’ the woman with the short black hair says, and I instantly start to panic that the worst has happened, and my daughter has given me up to the police. But there’s no sign of any handcuffs yet and, after taking a seat, the detective offers me one opposite her. I’ve been pacing around this room for a while, ever since Cecilia left, and a nurse told me that I’d be able to see Pierre’s body once the examinations had been completed. I could have run from here but I haven’t been able to do that for two reasons. One, I want to properly say goodbye to Pierre and not have my last memory be of him dying in the back of an ambulance. And two, I am still hoping that my daughter will come back here and, when she does, I want to hear her say that she understands why I did everything that I did, and she forgives me for all of it. I might be being optimistic on that second part, but I can hope, and as I take a seat opposite the detective, I am hoping this conversation goes as well as it can.
‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ Detective Mathieu says as I think about how she seems far too young to be having a serious talk like this one. She looks to be in her thirties, and there must be a million other lines of work she could be in that aren’t as dreary as sitting in a room like this talking to a doctor’s widow. Maybe she enjoys it, and I get the sense that she does when I see a light in her eyes as she tells me what the plan is regarding the investigation into my husband’s death.
‘We are checking the CCTV cameras on the street where the accident took place as well as the surrounding ones, and I’m confident we will soon have a better idea of what really happened,’ she says. ‘I know you told my colleague you thought there was a bit of a panic, and you started running, so we are going to try and determine the start of that panic and if anybody else was running.’
‘I thought it was just an accident,’ I say quietly, looking down at the detective’s shoes.
‘It may be the case, but we need to look into everything, which we will do, and we will inform you as soon as we have more information.’
That is probably supposed to be comforting for me at a time like this, but it only makes me feel worse, because I don’t want the police looking at those cameras. If they do then they might see Alice and Evelyn running after us and know that they were the reason for Pierre running into traffic. Then all they will need to do is find the pair of them and ask them what it was all about, and if they tell them the truth, I’m screwed.
The detective offers me her condolences one more time before she leaves the room, but I have a feeling I shouldn’t hang around in here too long myself, not if the police are already looking for Alice and Evelyn. Where are they now? Just like Cecilia, I have no clue, and it’s terrifying to have my fate so precariously dangling out of my control. The only thing I can control now is whether I stay here or whether I leave. I stand up, making up my mind that going has to be better than staying and waiting for my arrest to be made. But just as I step outside the room, I see the nurse is back again and she has an update for me regarding my husband’s body.
‘If you’re ready, you are able to see him now,’ she says, a very caring look on her face, and it seems like her heart is breaking for me as I stand in front of her listlessly.
I probably should leave but I should also see my husband one last time, and I’ll have to take the chance of being arrested in order to be a good wife.
‘Okay,’ I say quietly before the nurse starts leading the way, taking me along several corridors and only stopping once we are outside a door, behind which lies the body of my late husband.
‘Take as long as you need,’ the nurse says to me, gently touching my shoulder for a moment before leaving me to it, and I stare at the door handle for several seconds before taking a deep breath and going in.
The room is cold and metallic, stripped of all identity and soul, which is probably what makes it a good place to store the dead. The only thing in the room is Pierre’s body on a slab, though it’s currently covered by a white sheet, allowing me a few moments to compose myself further before I remove it and face what’s underneath.
With a shaking hand, I gently lift up the top half of the sheet and, when I do, I see Pierre’s pale, stoic face before me. His eyes are closed and the blood on his hair has been cleaned away, making him look neat and tidy. He always was a smart man, and he looks smart now, even in death. I let go of the sheet when I’m at his upper chest, not needing to see any more of his body other than the head and shoulders, because I don’t want to know what injuries were sustained lower down. Then, as I look at my poor husband’s lifeless face, I start with the first thing that has to be said.
‘I’m so sorry. This is all my fault.’
A solitary teardrop falls from my face onto the white sheet below me, and I wipe my cheeks so no more can fall and possibly land on the body.
‘You were such a good man. Thank you for loving me and my daughter.’
I have to wipe my face again.
‘I’m going to miss you so much. I don’t know what is going to happen next, but wherever I end up, you will always be in my thoughts, I promise.’
I tentatively expose Pierre’s hand under the sheet and take hold of it, giving it a gentle squeeze even though I know he won’t be able to feel it. I keep hold of him for several minutes, but there’s nothing more I can say other than, ‘I love you.’
By the time I leave the room, there’s no point in me trying to wipe my tears away because they are falling too fast, and I walk right past the nurse who tries to offer me a tissue as I go. I keep walking until I find myself at the exit, only pausing there to try and call Cecilia again. But there’s still no answer, so I can only leave a voicemail.
‘I’m so sorry. I really am. Please forgive me. I don’t want to run again, and I won’t if you say you still want to see me, but I just need to know. Please, give me a call.’
I end the voice message then and start walking, figuring I’ll find a taxi somewhere and be on my way. As I look, I am praying my phone will ring and it will be my daughter telling me that she does want to see me again. Until then, I wonder where Alice and Evelyn are and whether the police have caught up with them yet, or if they have gone to see them of their own accord.
I hope not.
I hope they have some sense and get out of Paris as quickly as possible, avoiding any scrutiny from the police about what happened with Pierre.
Please just go back to England and leave me alone, I pray silently as I find a taxi to get into. Please just let me try and live what’s left of my life in peace.



THIRTY-THREE
ALICE
There’s been many times when Arberness has reminded me of dark moments in my life, but I can safely say that I’m glad to be here now. I was certainly glad when I got back here thirty-six hours ago after we had landed in Manchester and made the rest of the journey home. The time it took for Evelyn and me to board our flight from Paris had been a nerve-racking one, and I hadn’t been sure we were going to make it out of the country safely until the plane backed away from the gate and the engines started to fire up. Even then, I had been worried the pilot was going to receive a call from the tower telling him to abort take-off because there were two passengers on board who the police wanted to speak to. Then I was imagining being marched off the plane in handcuffs alongside my daughter while the rest of the passengers watched on, peering out of the plane windows as we were taken across the runway and put into the back of a police car. From there, I was fearing we would be shown CCTV footage of the pair of us chasing Pierre to his death, and then we would be arrested for involuntary manslaughter or whatever the best charge was that the prosecutors felt could stick.
None of that happened. We were able to board easily enough, and the plane took off right on time. Once we were in the sky, the cabin crew moved through the aircraft offering refreshments, and Evelyn and I both had a glass of wine to calm our nerves as we soared up to 38,000 feet. We landed without issue either and we got back home to the safety blanket of this sleepy village where it can often feel like the rest of the world doesn’t even know this place exists. That’s just the way we like it at the moment, as Evelyn and I prepare for another day of wondering just what is going on in France with Fern, Cecilia and the police investigation into Pierre’s death.
‘There’s a new article online!’ my daughter says as she comes rushing into my bedroom just after seven a.m. with her laptop in hand.
‘What does it say?’ I ask, my stomach lurching as I sit up in bed, though I wasn’t resting before. I’ve been wide awake for hours, tossing and turning after another restless night.
‘I’m just translating it,’ Evelyn tells me, so I have to be patient while she uses the internet to convert the French article she has found into English. ‘Got it!’ she cries a moment later before she sits down on the bed beside me so we can both read what’s on the laptop screen.
MYSTERY STILL SURROUNDS DEATH OF MAN IN PARIS
That sounds promising, but I have to read more to find out for sure. Thankfully, when I do, I see that so far the police are still struggling to learn why Pierre ran out into the traffic. This article features an update from Detective Mathieu, a name I recognise from a few other articles recently, and she has spoken about the findings from the CCTV cameras in the area of Pierre’s death. She says that due to how dark it was and how crowded the city streets were, investigating has been tough. There’s also the fact there was only one camera on the road where Pierre got killed but not on the streets leading up to it, and that one camera was not in a convenient location to show the entire area where the incident took place. Therefore, the police can’t be sure if he was being chased or running away from some unknown threat.
‘Thank God,’ Evelyn says after she has finished reading the article, because she’s come to the same conclusion as me. This is good news, not for Detective Mathieu but certainly for us, because it appears our involvement in Pierre’s death has gone undetected. An article yesterday mentioned a few witnesses, but all of them had spoken of their confusion and said that, while they had noticed a few people running, they didn’t really see all the faces or what they were running from. That is one less thing to worry about, but perhaps the biggest thing we were worried about hasn’t happened either. Cecilia obviously hasn’t given our names to the police, or we would have been contacted by now. She’s allowed our presence that night in Paris to stay under the radar, and we are grateful for that. It all hinged on her, because we knew Fern wouldn’t tell the police about us; she’d be mad to, because then we’d simply give her crimes up as well. As it is, the four of us seem to have gotten away with what’s happened, although I can only really speak for me and my daughter. I don’t have any idea what Fern and Cecilia might be doing now. They could still be in Paris, or they might have returned to the village where their home is. It’s possible Cecilia has fled from her mum and maybe Fern has fled too, figuring she is better going back on the run rather than hanging around to see what happens next. I have no idea and I doubt I ever will know, not unless something happens to make it into the French news articles that Evelyn checks for several times a day.
‘What are you doing?’ I ask Evelyn as she takes back her laptop but continues to use it.
‘Just looking for any more news,’ she replies, which is sensible but also makes me feel sad – it’s a sign of how worried she is. I wish I could tell her that everything is going to be all right and there’s nothing more to worry about, but I can’t, at least not yet anyway. Hopefully, with enough time, it will become obvious to us both that the police in Paris aren’t going to identify and question us; when that day comes, my daughter might get some peace.
‘What would you like for breakfast?’ I ask her as I get out of bed and put on my dressing gown. I will put some proper clothes on later, especially as I have barely got dressed since we got home from Paris, but for now, I just want to be comfortable. Neither of us have left the house since we got back, but I think today should be the day when we go outside and get some fresh air. I may even suggest the two of us get lunch at the village pub, but first things first; a cup of tea and a slice of toast.
Evelyn tells me she’d like some toast, so I go downstairs to make it, happy that I won’t be eating alone again, though well aware that the circumstances for Evelyn’s early return from travelling are not good ones. My daughter should still be in Europe somewhere, seeing the sights, but she’s back here already and in a worse state than she was before she left. The only thing that is better than before she went is our relationship. The experience we shared in Paris has brought us closer together. While I wish it hadn’t happened and a life hadn’t been lost, at least my daughter now understands my reasons for letting Fern go when I did.
She understands just what happens if somebody thinks they can get the better of her.
Evelyn also saw exactly how much I love her and how far I am willing to go to keep her safe, based on how I reacted after Pierre had been hit by that car. While my daughter went into shock, I kept my composure long enough to ensure she made it away from that scene safely and evaded the law. If the police had spoken to her, she would have most likely been in such a bad way that she would have just told them the truth, and then they would have had no choice but to arrest her for causing Pierre’s death. But I made sure that didn’t happen and Evelyn knows that, which only makes her feel closer to me, despite the trying circumstances.
I’m not sure how long my daughter will be back home for, but I’ll try to enjoy it for as long as it lasts. However, I will also be happy when the day does come that she leaves, because it must mean she is moving on again with her life. For now, we will have another quiet day in Arberness, checking the news and seeing if anything is happening many miles away from here that could impact us.
As the kettle boils and the toaster does its job, I glance out of the kitchen window to check on the weather for our potential walk later. But it doesn’t look good – the sky is grey and it looks like it might rain.
I think I remember reading that a storm is on the way.
Hopefully it’s only the weather type and not any other kind.



THIRTY-FOUR
CECILIA
Large raindrops start hitting the windscreen of the car I am travelling in, and it doesn’t take long for the driver to turn on the wipers to get rid of them. But it’s impossible to have totally clear vision, because the heavens really have opened above us and the rain is torrential now.
‘Welcome to England,’ my taxi driver says to me with a chuckle, hinting that the weather is like this here most of the time, and it’s pretty much what I expected. I had heard it wasn’t usually sunny in this part of the world. But I’m not here for a holiday, so I don’t really care if the sun is obscured by clouds, which is a good thing because it really is getting stormy out there.
‘How long until we get there?’ I ask the driver as the windscreen wipers continue to work overtime.
‘About ten minutes or so,’ he replies. ‘Unless the main road in is flooded when I get there. But let’s hope not.’
He chuckles to himself again, but I’m not laughing. I don’t want anything getting in the way of me reaching my destination, not now I’m so close, and certainly not after how far I’ve travelled just to get here.
I left Paris on the Eurostar and disembarked in London, my first time on English soil, and in getting there I’d broken the promise I’d made to my mum throughout my whole life. I was where she always told me I was not to go, but I wasn’t going to stop. I had to spend a night in the capital while I waited for the next day’s train services to begin, and then I boarded the first train I could get on to go north. I had boarded a train to Manchester and, once there, I spent some time doing a few things in the city that were important to me. Having spent the night in Manchester, I set off again at eight a.m. this morning and, after arriving in Carlisle, I found a taxi to bring me here on the final leg of my journey.
It’s been a long trip and it’s been made even longer whenever I’ve seen Mum trying to call me or leave me voice messages, but it’s almost over now. She has no idea where I am because I haven’t answered any of her calls or replied to any of her messages, so I guess she’s getting her own message loud and clear that I don’t want to speak to her.
Not yet, anyway.
‘Almost there,’ my driver says a few minutes later and, mercifully, the rain seems to have eased a little before I am due to get out of this car. I look ahead to see where we are approaching, but I don’t see much of anything yet, which is weird because the driver said we were nearly there. But then I do start to make out a few houses on the hill in the distance before we round a bend and I see more buildings congregated together, all of them alongside a large body of water.
‘You can usually see the southern tip of Scotland from here,’ the driver tells me as if acting as my tourist guide now. ‘But not today, not in this weather.’
It is very gloomy and a mist hangs above the water, giving this place a very ominous feel as we arrive. It’s almost as if the universe is adding a sense of foreboding to mark my entrance here, and maybe that is right because things are certainly going to get dark here if everything goes to plan.
‘Where would you like me to drop you off?’ the driver asks me.
‘Down by the beach, please.’
‘The beach? In this weather? Are you sure?’
‘Yes, thank you,’ I say as I reach into my purse and take out my credit card. The driver thinks I’m crazy but I’m sure he’ll still be more than happy to take my money and, of course, he is. He hands me the card machine after parking, and I tap my card on it to transfer the fare to him before thanking him again and getting out.
‘Have fun!’ he says a little sarcastically as the rain begins to fall again, and while he is quick to get out of here, I am stuck now, which is fine by me. I make my way onto the sand that is soaked by the raindrops. The grains stick to the bottom of my feet, but I’m not worried about ruining my shoes. I only want to find a particular place on this beach, and the news article I have on my phone is going to guide me.
It takes me about five minutes to roughly find the spot on the beach where Doctor Drew Devlin died. I stand and survey the scene quietly as the raindrops hit the sand all around me, trying to imagine the time when my mum was here. She lured Drew down here under false pretences and had her accomplice, Alice’s partner, kill him. That was the start of it all, the start of my mum’s life of crime, and she’s been committing crimes ever since.
I feel sorry for Evelyn that her father lost his life here, in such a sombre place and in such a terrible way. I know what it’s like to lose a dad in awful circumstances too, and it isn’t just Drew’s death scene that I have visited since I came to England. I was at the PinkTree Hotel in Manchester yesterday, which is where all the news articles told me was the scene of the death of the man I presume was my father. Fern killed Greg in room number 6E; I asked the hotel porter if I could see that room. It might seem morbid of me to have wanted to stand in the place where my father was stabbed to death by my mother, but I asked anyway, though I was told somebody was staying in the room and it wouldn’t be possible.
I wonder if the guest knew what had happened in that particular room before.
If so, they might have asked for a different one.
Even if I had been allowed into the room, I knew it wouldn’t be like being close to my late father, so that’s why I made sure to visit his grave too, his real final resting place. The rain-soaked cemetery I found his headstone in resided in a quiet corner of Manchester, and the bouquet of flowers I left for him added a rare touch of colour to the gloomy setting. I had imagined saying a few words when I got there, something to break the silence even if he could no longer hear me, but I didn’t in the end. It was strange to know I was standing where the bones of my dad lay. In terms of my life’s journey, he was only involved in the conception and literally lost his life mere minutes after it. But that’s not his fault; I’m sure he would have been a good father if he had been given the chance.
He was denied that opportunity.
The wind is strong on this part of the beach and, along with the rain and the swirling water only a few feet away, it makes for a very grim setting when it’s like this. I’m sure it looks lovely on a summer’s day, but it’s still no place to die, yet this beach was the last thing Drew ever saw.
Mum made sure of that.
I leave the desolate beach after ten minutes alone with my thoughts and head for the village, figuring I should be able to find my way around here easily enough. According to everything I have read about Arberness, since I realised what a big part it plays in my mother’s history, this place is tiny. I already got a good sense of that in the taxi here, but I can see it even more now I’m right amongst it. Not many people are on the streets given the weather, which means I don’t have to have a conversation with any ‘friendly local’ who might ask me who I am and what I am doing here. They’d surely scurry away back to whichever house they live in if they knew those things. It also means I’m not going to bump into Alice or Evelyn yet, and while I will make sure to see them soon enough, I’ll let them enjoy the peace a little longer too.
My next stop is the village pub and, as I walk in, the two old men who are drinking at a table in the corner look up from their pints to see who has just entered. When they see me, an unfamiliar eighteen-year-old female, they seem surprised, but I suppose it’s not every day that a young woman walks into a venue like this. This pub is certainly dated, and the man who runs it looks dated too as I approach the bar and receive a warm welcome.
‘Good afternoon. What can I get you?’ the landlord asks me, stroking his grey beard with one hand while he uses the other to lean against one of the beer pumps. He looks too old to be on his feet all day, but maybe he just loves his job. I wonder if he was the owner here back when Mum lived in the village. If so, she would have drunk in here, and it feels weird to think he may have served two generations of our family.
‘A vodka and lemonade, please,’ I say, taking a seat at the bar.
‘Can I see some ID, please,’ I’m asked next, which is probably to be expected.
‘Sure,’ I reply, taking out a card from my purse, and when the landlord inspects it, he raises his eyebrows.
‘You’re from France?’
‘Sure am.’
The man hands me back my ID before getting to work on my drink, but I expect he’ll have another question for me shortly. The two men in the corner have also gone back to minding their own business, but I have a feeling they will be interested in me again very soon too.
‘There you go,’ the landlord says with a smile as he places my drink down in front of me. ‘So, what brings you to Arberness? Are you travelling?’
‘Not quite,’ I reply before asking if he has a straw.
‘Of course,’ he says, handing me one, and I use it to stir my drink a little before taking a long, thirsty sip. When I’m done, I place my glass back down and prepare to instantly become the talk of this village.
‘My mother used to live here,’ I begin as the landlord picks up an empty glass and starts polishing it with a dishcloth.
‘Oh really? I’ve lived in this village my whole life, so I’ll definitely know her. What was her name?’ the landlord asks.
‘You’ll definitely know her,’ I say with a nod. ‘Fern Devlin.’
The landlord drops the glass he was holding, and it shatters loudly on the hard floor behind the bar. But I don’t flinch. I just turn to look at the two men in the corner and, unsurprisingly, they are looking right back at me.
‘Did you say Fern Devlin?’ one of them asks me nervously, and I nod my head.
‘Do you know where she is now?’ the other one asks, and I do the same again.
‘I think I need to call the police,’ the landlord says as he steps away from the broken glass by his feet, but just before he can get to the phone, I raise my hand, causing him to stop.
‘Just be patient,’ I say. ‘There’s no point in the police trying to find her because she’s too good at hiding. I’ve got a better idea. Leave her to me.’



THIRTY-FIVE
FERN
I’ve decided to stay in Paris and wait for Pierre’s body to officially be released for burial back in the village, but I’ve not just hung around for that, as important as it is. I’ve stayed because, so far, the police haven’t shown any more interest in me, allowing me to think that I might be able to carry on with my life without fear of being arrested. My secret identity still seems to be a secret, at least from the authorities anyway, so no need to panic yet. I’ve also stayed in Paris because this is where Cecilia was living and I have to assume she is still here somewhere, lying low and possibly waiting for me to leave first. I’ve been to her apartment several times to try and catch her coming or going there, but the only person I have seen is Antoinette. I haven’t had a very welcoming reception from my daughter’s best friend whenever I have approached her to ask where Cecilia is; she’s always looked terrified to see me before saying that she can’t help me and then asking me to leave. I guess she knows exactly who I am now, and has read everything about me online, so is understandably nervous around me these days. I did worry she might have been a threat to me and could have gone to the police and told them who I was, but she doesn’t seem to have done that. It could be fear or it could be out of loyalty to Cecilia, but whatever it is, Antoinette has kept quiet so far, thankfully. I don’t pose a threat to her either, at least not unless she has been lying to me, but I have no reason to think that she has been.
Wherever my daughter is, not even her best friend knows.
It was awful to see Antoinette so wary of me when I saw her most recently. I’ve known her since she was a little girl, waving to her and her mother in the playground. Cecilia would tell me all about the new best friend she had made. I’ve seen her grow up alongside my child and, while we’re not flesh and blood, I almost considered Antoinette another daughter of my own because of the amount of time she spent at our house in her youth. But any relationship we had is clearly over now Antoinette knows about my past, and I have all the news stories online to thank for that. I bet she’s read every one of them, and if she has, no wonder she was nervous when I approached her. She might have even been trying to predict if I was going to make her my next victim, which is ludicrous, but that’s the problem once you become known as a serial killer.
People are just waiting for you to kill again, which is a terrible reputation to have precede you.
But things are different this time. I’m not sure I have it in me anymore to take another life to protect my own. Or maybe I’m just hoping that with age has come a calmness that will prevent me from killing, but who really knows until I’m properly put to the test again? Maybe it’s not really a calmness that has come over me anyway, maybe it’s more of a malaise, or worse, a depression. There’s the trauma of Pierre’s death to deal with, losing the man I loved and the future we had together. But even worse than that is thinking I’ll never see my daughter again. That in itself is enough to make me give up and no longer want to fight for anything, but what else can I think when she won’t allow me to make contact with her?
I need a miracle.
And then I get it.
It’s as I’m sitting on a bench by the River Seine, the sun reflecting off the water and numerous Parisian pedestrians scurrying across the bridges that overlap it, when I hear my phone ring. As I take it out of my handbag, I expect it will be somebody from the mortuary calling me to let me know Pierre’s body is now ready to be moved. But it’s not.
It’s Cecilia.
‘Hello!’ I call out loud and clear so she can definitely hear that I have answered. I stand up from the bench and move a little closer to the river’s edge. Why is it that people like to stand up and pace around whenever they take an important phone call, as if the other person won’t be able to hear them if they stay sitting? I don’t know, but I’m certainly pacing now.
‘Hi, Mum,’ comes the quiet voice from the other end of the line.
‘Where are you? Are you okay?’
‘I’m fine.’
‘Why haven’t you been answering my calls?’
‘I just needed some time.’
‘I wish you’d let me know you were okay. I’ve been so worried. I didn’t know what to think.’
‘Worried for me or worried for yourself?’
That’s a harsh question but, sadly, I can see why Cecilia has asked it.
‘Worried about you, of course,’ I try to assure her, but it probably comes off as a little false – it would be unusual, if not downright weird, for me not to be concerned about how Cecilia has reacted to my secret.
‘I suppose you want to know if I’ve spoken to the police,’ Cecilia says.
‘No, I just wanted to make sure you were safe.’
‘So you don’t care if I have or not?’
‘No. Well, I mean, I hope you haven’t, but only so I might get the chance to explain things to you properly, before whatever has to happen next.’
I don’t know what my daughter wants me to say, so I’m just trying my best to let her know that she is my priority.
‘I haven’t said a word to them,’ Cecilia says, which is a huge relief, before she adds one crucial word. ‘Yet.’
‘Just come and meet me and let me explain this all to you, face to face,’ I beg. ‘I know the things you will have heard or read about me will sound awful, but I had a reason to do all of them and I just need the chance to explain myself to you. Please, will you give me that?’
‘Yes,’ Cecilia replies calmly, which is more positive news.
‘Great! Where are you? I can come and meet you right now. Are you still in Paris?’
‘No, I’m not.’
‘Are you back in the village?’
‘No.’
‘Where are you then?’
There’s a pause before my daughter answers me.
‘I’m in Arberness.’
I can’t have heard her right. There had to be a bit of interference down the phone line. She can’t have just said what I think she did.
‘Sorry, what?’
‘I’m in Arberness, Mum. You know it well, don’t you?’
Of course I know it, and Cecilia is well aware of that, but I’m not confused about where it is. I’m confused as to why the hell my daughter has decided to go there, of all places.
‘What are you doing there?’ I ask, the tension I’ve carried in my body for the last few days only strengthening now.
‘I’ve come to visit a few people.’
I can guess who she’s talking about, but don’t want to say their names.
‘I haven’t seen Alice and Evelyn yet,’ Cecilia says, mentioning them for me. ‘But I will.’
‘Why? What are you doing?’
‘I’m trying to get to know my mother better. I’ve already spoken to a few of the locals here about you. They all have lots of stories to tell.’
I bet they do.
‘Cecilia, whatever you think you have to do, you don’t. The only person you need to talk to about all of this is me, so please, just leave there and come back to France and we can talk properly.’
‘How about you come to me?’ she asks. I have to think carefully about my answer to that one.
‘You know I can’t do that,’ I say honestly. ‘I’ll be arrested if anyone finds out that I’m back in England. Then we’ll never get to talk, at least not outside of a prison visitor room.’
‘That’s not my fault.’
‘I know it’s not your fault. It’s just how it is. Please come back to France. Please let us talk here.’
‘No, I think I’m going to stay here,’ Cecilia says, and I hear the wind blowing, but it’s not at my side of the call. It’s from the other end of the line. It must be that notorious Arberness wind blowing down from Scotland. I wonder if my daughter is near the beach while she makes this phone call. If she is, she is right near the spot where I watched Evelyn’s father die.
‘Cecilia, please. I don’t know what you want me to do,’ I admit.
‘I want you to come and see me here in Arberness.’
‘What?’
‘You heard me. I want you to come here. If you do that then we will have a relationship going forward, whatever happens after that.’
‘What if I don’t come?’
‘Then you will never see me again.’
‘Cecilia, I can’t. You know the police will be looking for me.’
‘You can get here if you really want to,’ she tells me calmly. ‘It just depends on how desperate you are to do that. How desperate you are to see me again. If you don’t come then I’ll know how you feel about me.’
‘Cecilia.’
‘Goodbye, Mum.’
The call ends and, despite trying to get my daughter back on the line, she refuses to pick up. I guess she has said all she needed to say. She’s told me the situation, and now she really has put my loyalty to the test.
Either I put myself first and never see my child again.
Or I put her first and face the wrath of Arberness, and every police officer who has ever tried to get me to face justice.
As I stare out across the Seine, I have no idea what I’m going to do.



THIRTY-SIX
EVELYN
Nobody likes to wait and see what happens. People prefer to make predictions. At least that way it feels like they have some control over the future, even if they end up being wrong. That’s why I’ve made a very confident prediction recently, and it’s one I’ve been doubling down on ever since as more time has passed. I’ve felt like the odds of me being correct have only increased.
I have predicted that the woman I hate most in the world, Fern, will not return to Arberness.
And so far, I have been right.
I’m currently at home with Mum, the two of us sitting on the sofa with a drink in our hands and the television on. She has a cup of tea, I have something a little stronger, but neither of us are particularly relaxed, nor are we paying attention to what we’re supposedly watching. The TV is on more for background noise than anything else, and we desperately do need something to break through the silence. It’s tense in here, as well as a little awkward, and that’s for a few reasons, but mainly because we’re not the only two people in the house. We’ve been joined by a third person who has been visiting us occasionally over the last three days. It’s a person who I was very shocked to see in Arberness because I never thought I’d lay eyes on her again. I was even more shocked when she told me why she was here and what her plan was.
It’s Cecilia and, despite the fact that we are on the opposite side of this situation with Fern, she made one thing very clear when she first showed up on our doorstep the other day.
She’s on our side now.
It was scary to see her and just as scary to imagine what it might mean for me and Mum going forward, but Cecilia quickly put our minds at ease, and since she has been here we have bonded over our shared experiences and heartache. That doesn’t mean her stay has been an entirely enjoyable one, though.
At the moment, Cecilia is also pretending to watch the TV with a drink in her hand, but I know it’s only a matter of seconds before she checks her phone and then goes to the window to have a look outside. I know that because it’s what she does every five minutes – and here she goes again.
Checking her phone. But there are no messages or missed calls.
Now going over to the window. But nobody is coming to the door.
‘Can we just stop this and accept that she’s not coming?’ I say when I’ve grown tired of all our lives being left in limbo. ‘She’s a coward and she isn’t going to come back, no matter what.’
I know that must be a hard thing for Cecilia to hear but, as usual, she gives very little away, simply checking her phone again. I look to Mum, but she doesn’t say anything either, probably because we’ve already said everything we’ve needed to and saying any more is only repeating ourselves. I know I’m certainly repeating myself in what I just said, but one of us has to talk some sense. One of us has to stop all three of us sitting here for the rest of our lives – waiting for somebody, who clearly has no intention of coming, to turn up at the door and end this once and for all.
‘I have a plan to get Fern to come back to the village.’
That’s what Cecilia had said to my mum after she had answered the door to her the other day, and what she repeated to me after I’d come downstairs to see what had got Mum so surprised. I heard Mum keep asking somebody what they were doing here, so I left my bedroom and went to investigate and, when I did, I found Cecilia in our house.
‘I want to help you both,’ she had said then. ‘It’s not fair what my mum has done to you and to everybody else in this village. I want her to hand herself in so everybody can have some closure, me included, and I think that might happen soon.’
Through it all, I had thought that if anybody would bring Fern Devlin to justice then it would have been me. But after what had happened in Paris, I had been prepared to let that go. I certainly hadn’t been expecting a development like the one that landed on our doorstep.
Fern’s daughter wanted to be the one who got revenge?
‘What the hell are you talking about?’ I’d asked, not daring to dream that anything Cecilia had said was actually going to come true.
‘I’ve phoned my mother and told her where I am. I then said that if she ever wanted to see me again then she had to come back here. So she has no choice. She has to return to Arberness or lose me as a daughter forever.’
I’d looked at Mum and frowned then because, to me, that sounded like Fern still had a choice.
‘She could just decide not to come!’ I said, shocked that I seemed to be the only one who saw a major flaw in this plan. ‘You really think she’d give up her freedom for you or anybody else? She’s selfish, that’s why she’s done all the things she has. Because she only cares about herself, no one else.’
‘She’ll come,’ Cecilia had said, trying to appear confident, though I definitely detected a hint of uncertainty in her voice and her expression, like she was trying to convince herself as much as us. That’s when I felt a little sorry for her, because she had clearly told herself that, no matter what her mother had done, she wasn’t going to risk her daughter’s love to get away with it. Sadly, that’s where I felt she was wrong.
‘My mum was right all those years ago when she let Fern walk away,’ I had said, looking at Cecilia and Mum standing beside her. ‘She knew it was better to do that than risk any more harm coming to anybody. I never listened and hated her for that, but now I know she was right. Look at what happened when I tried to catch Fern. An innocent man died and, if we hadn’t been lucky, I could have gone to prison for that. We need to just leave Fern alone, before anybody else gets hurt.’
I was aware that I was talking as much to my mother as I was to Cecilia, acknowledging that all the years of lamenting how Mum let Fern get away were a mistake on my part. I know Mum appreciated that acknowledgement too, though she didn’t say anything at the time. She stayed very quiet as Cecilia and I went back and forth debating what Fern’s next move would be, so much so that it got to the point when the pair of us were desperate to hear her thoughts on it. That’s when Mum finally spoke up and let us know what she predicted Fern would do after being backed into a corner like this one.
‘She’ll come,’ Mum had said then, surprising me.
‘What? Why do you think that?’ I’d asked.
‘Because she won’t want to lose her daughter. She’ll do anything to keep you in her life, Cecilia, even if it means going to prison. As long as she knows you’ll visit her, that will be okay. As a mother, that will be better than being on the run and having no daughter at all. I believe Cecilia is the only person Fern would potentially give up her freedom for.’
Cecilia had nodded, clearly on the same wavelength, but I’d still been unsure.
‘Why are you talking as if Fern is going to make a rational decision and put love before herself?’ I’d asked. ‘Why are you assuming she cares about anyone more than she does her own wellbeing? She’s killed people in cold blood. She’s told a thousand lies. She’s not just capable of committing serious crimes, but she’s very good at getting away with them too. So why do you think she’ll just throw away whatever life she has left and make it easy for the police after all this time? So her daughter might come and visit her once a month in prison? Please, it’s just not going to happen.’
‘We’ll see,’ was all Mum had said then, before she had asked Cecilia where she planned to stay in Arberness while we all waited for Fern to get here. I’d had to return to my bedroom because I couldn’t exist in whatever fairy-tale land those two were clearly trying to live in, but when I’d re-emerged a few hours later, I learnt that Mum had invited Cecilia to stay with us and Cecilia had accepted that invite.
‘You’re both deluded,’ was all I had been able to say to them, and my opinion on them both hasn’t changed in the time since. That’s because absolutely nothing at all has happened to prove me wrong. There’s been no sign of Fern and I doubt there ever will be. That’s why I’m just about to get up from this sofa, turn the television off, tell Mum that we need to get on with our lives and then I’ll politely ask Cecilia to leave. But just before I can do that, something unexpected happens.
The phone Cecilia has been checking for the last three days finally comes to life.
‘It’s Mum!’ Cecilia says as she leaps off the sofa, her ringing phone in her hand.
‘Answer it!’ Alice cries, also getting up off the sofa, leaving me sitting, though I am just as keen to hear what the reason for the call is. But, as the voice of reason here, I try to dampen the sudden enthusiasm that has swept through the room.
‘She’s probably just going to tell you that she can’t do it,’ I say with a sigh, but Cecilia ignores me and answers the call anyway.
‘Hello?’ she says nervously.
Neither me nor Mum can hear what is being said from the other end of the line, but we do notice Cecilia’s eyebrows rise before she goes over to the window and looks out again.
‘I understand,’ is all she says next before ending the call.
‘What’s going on?’ I ask, expecting this to be the moment when Cecilia tells me Fern isn’t coming after all, and then all that will be left for me to do is say I told you so, although I’m not mean enough to do that – Cecilia’s heart will be breaking about her mum giving up on her.
But that’s not what is happening at all.
‘She’s here,’ Cecilia says, turning away from the window to face us both. ‘She’s back in Arberness.’



THIRTY-SEVEN
FERN
Why is it that life often comes full circle? No matter what we do and what we intend to do in the future, it seems like we always end up back where we started. That’s what’s happened to me. Despite all the years, all the running and all the lies, I’ve ended up back in the place where it all began.
This is where I decided that the doctor had to die.
And this is the exact spot on the beach where I watched that happen.
The chill in the wind is as familiar as the landscape that surrounds me as I stand on the sand and try to embrace my surroundings. I never wanted to come back here, nor thought I’d ever be tempted. Only an idiot would return to the scene of a crime.
I guess this makes me an idiot then.
But does it really? Or does being back in Arberness make me something else, something far better? I like to think so. That’s because I haven’t come back here due to a stupid mistake or for some selfish egotistical reason. I’m back here for the only thing that really matters in life for a parent.
I’m here for my child.
I’m potentially giving up my freedom for Cecilia, although there may still be a way for me to avoid prison if I can convince my daughter that is not the best thing to happen. I don’t want to be behind bars, but more than that, I don’t want to live if my daughter hates me, so something has to give.
I’m risking everything right now just for a chance to see my child.
So where is she?
I look around the desolate beach but see no signs of my daughter, despite calling her ten minutes ago and telling her that I was here. I’ve granted her the wish she made when she phoned me in Paris. I’ve returned to this village so that whatever happens next, I will still be able to see her in the future, even if I will be wearing a prison uniform during those times and have to return to a small cell afterwards. The thought of being put into handcuffs by a smug police officer makes me feel sick, just as sick as spending the rest of my days eating dreary food in dull clothes surrounded by depressing individuals who, unlike me, weren’t smart enough to get away with their crimes and got caught rather than gave themselves up.
It was a long time ago when a dogwalker made an anxious phone call to say that they had discovered a body on the beach here, a discovery that sparked a huge investigation and saw this village overwhelmed with journalists from far and wide. Imagine if I hadn’t had Drew killed. What would have happened instead? Would the pair of us still be living here, sharing that house we bought on the beachfront, the one I can see in the distance? Would Drew still be going to work as the village doctor every day, pretending to be the smartest and most compassionate man in Arberness, while secretly being nothing like that? Would his affair with Alice still be ongoing, or would he have got bored of her and moved on to somebody else? Perhaps a new addition to the village, another woman to catch his eye, some pretty blonde or brunette who flicked her hair in the pub and captured his attention? What would’ve become of me, the dutiful wife, sitting at home, trying to come up with ways to make my philandering husband happy, but knowing that no matter what I did I could never trust him again and, worse than that, I’d never be enough for him either.
I could have chosen not to be a killer. I could have been so much more. Or am I just lying to myself? Did I really only ever have a straight choice?
Be the betrayed wife whose best outcome was a bitter divorcee? Or take back the power and make my husband pay for what he had done to me?
It felt like there was only one real option at the time, so I made my choice.
Now I have to stick with it.
I see movement on the beach in the distance and feel butterflies fluttering in my stomach, as I expect it is Cecilia on her way to see me. As I watch the figure get closer, I realise it is not her. The movements don’t match my daughter’s. This person moves slower, a little stiffer, suggesting they are older than my eighteen-year-old child and, sure enough, as they get nearer, I see it is not her at all. But I still recognise who it is.
It’s Audrey, my old next-door neighbour here.
If I ever thought I was getting old as sixty approaches, I’m not sure how Audrey feels herself, because she must be in her mid-nineties by now. It’s lovely to see that she is still active and enjoying a walk on the beach, albeit with the help of a walking aid, although I’m not sure how much she will be enjoying it when she looks up from the sand and sees who she is sharing it with this morning.
As Audrey slowly approaches, her head bowed and still seemingly oblivious to the fact that I am here, I think about the time she visited me and Drew as we first moved into our new house here in Arberness. She kindly called by to welcome us to the village and brought us a lasagne she had cooked, which we gladly ate because our fridge was empty and all our pots and pans were still in boxes. I remember how friendly she was and how her eyes lit up when she first saw Drew, my handsome husband who breezed past her and probably made her feel thirty years younger when he flashed her that devilish smile of his. But most of all, I remember what she said just after I had welcomed her into my new house and, out of habit, had locked the front door behind her.
‘Oh, you don’t need to worry about locking your doors here, dear. There is no crime in Arberness.’
Oh, Audrey. How innocent you and everybody else in this village once was.
I bet everybody here locks their doors at night now.
Audrey is almost upon me, yet she still hasn’t seen me with her head and shoulders so stooped, so I decide to make my presence known to her so that she doesn’t get the biggest shock of her life in a few seconds’ time.
‘Hello, Audrey,’ I say, just loudly enough to be heard over the wind.
Audrey looks up before her face drops in horror and she loses her grip on her walking aid. As I watch it fall to the sand, I realise I have failed in not wanting to shock her, because she’s clearly stunned at my appearance here and looks as if she has just seen the bogeyman.
‘Let me get that for you,’ I say as I lean down and pick up her walking aid before I attempt to hand it back to her. She just stares at me open-mouthed, that is until I tell her that I am not here to cause trouble and don’t mean her or anybody else in this village any harm.
Audrey reluctantly takes back her walking aid, eyeing me suspiciously before she sets off past me, moving in a far faster fashion than she did to get here. I guess she can still move quickly when she really has to, and she must feel she has to right now because she is really moving across the sand, attempting to put as much distance between herself and me as possible. But I don’t have the time to think about how this once receptive woman is clearly terrified of me these days, because I see more movement on the beach and, this time, it is my daughter who is on her way. She has company and, as the three figures get closer, I see that Alice and Evelyn are with her too. That’s to be expected though, because when I called Cecilia and told her that I was here, I asked her to meet me at the beach and for her to bring the other two with her.
I walk towards them to meet them in the middle, at the same time respectfully moving away from the spot where Drew lost his life – it would be harsh of me to expect Evelyn to stand for any length of time in the spot where her dad died. Even more so when I consider what I have to say to her when she joins me.
‘Thank you for coming,’ my daughter says to me as we meet, though she stays back enough to suggest she is unsure about a hug.
‘Of course I came,’ I reply, gazing into my beautiful daughter’s eyes. ‘So, what do you think of Arberness?’
‘It’s quiet,’ Cecilia replies, giving the understatement of the year.
‘Yeah,’ I say with a sad laugh.
‘But not for much longer,’ Cecilia adds ominously, and I suspect she means because the police will be here soon.
‘Is this what you really want?’ I ask her, but she just shakes her head.
‘Talk to them first,’ my daughter says. ‘Don’t you think you owe them an apology?’
I look to Alice and Evelyn standing a little behind Cecilia, and I know my daughter is right.
‘I’m sorry,’ I say to them both before addressing each of them more directly. ‘I’m so sorry, Evelyn, for what I robbed you of. You never got to meet your father because of me, and I deeply regret that.’
Evelyn says nothing as she hears my apology, then looks distantly past me, possibly at the point of the beach where Drew passed away. As she does that, I look to Alice.
‘I’m sorry for what I put you through,’ I say, even though I’ve already apologised to her once before, back in Cornwall, though I’m sure I’m overdue saying it again. ‘The fact you forgave me once shows you are a far better and stronger person than I could ever be.’
Alice seems slightly moved by that statement and, while she stays silent like her daughter, she does at least give me a nod to show she appreciates what I have just said. That just leaves me with Cecilia.
‘I know saying sorry doesn’t even come close to making up for the things I’ve done to you,’ I begin with. ‘Hurting your father. Lying to you your entire life. Keeping you from discovering who you really were and where you really came from. I’ll never be able to forgive myself for many things, but those things are the worst.’
Cecilia maintains eye contact with me as I speak, which I hope means she is understanding just how much I mean what I am saying.
‘When you phoned me to tell me I had to come back here or risk never seeing you again, I knew I had no choice. Not really. You’re the only thing I have to show for what is left of my life, and the only person who can prove that I’m not the monster the media make me out to be. I hope that one day, in time, you will be able to let others know that despite what I’ve done and the people I have hurt, I did have a good side. A caring side. A fun side. A normal side.’
Cecilia has tears in her eyes now and so do I, as the last eighteen years flash through our minds – the late nights when my baby needed me to hold her to help her sleep, the early mornings when I would get her ready for school, the weekends filled with activities and the Christmas holidays that I always tried to make so special. The conversations, the hugs, the laughter, the love. It’s not all been bad. Has it?
‘It’s okay, Mum,’ Cecilia says now, letting me know that it hasn’t, and she steps forward before hugging me tightly.
I squeeze her as if it’s the last time I will ever get to feel her, which I’m hoping it won’t be, but who knows what happens next? Certainly not the three people I am with on this beach, because I haven’t told them what the next part of this is.
As my daughter and I separate, I wipe away a couple of tears from my daughter’s cheeks before speaking again.
‘I made another phone call after I rang you,’ I say to Cecilia. ‘I called the police in Carlisle and told them where I would be and at what time.’
I check my watch and see that it is almost eleven o’clock, which means we should have more company any minute now.
Cecilia, Alice and Evelyn look shocked that I would be the one to call the police rather than any of them, but they should know me better than this by now. As the one who started it all, I had to be the one who ended it. As I hear sirens in the distance, I know it will be over very soon. I can hear the whirring of rotor blades and look up to see a helicopter cutting through the grey sky above, on its way over this beach to give the officers on the ground an update on my position from up high.
Several police cars quickly line the road at the top of the beach. The officers inside them disembark and run down onto the sand, all of them spreading out and ensuring there is no escape for me, unless I choose to go into the water, not that I will.
As Arberness feels like it is closing in on me rapidly, and not for the first time, I smile at my daughter.
‘You’ll come and visit me?’ I ask nervously, seeking confirmation that my daughter will stand by me now that I’ve kept my end of the bargain and returned to face the music.
‘Yes,’ Cecilia says, more tears running down her cheeks than I could possibly hope to wipe away before I’m arrested. I try my best but, seconds before the first police officers reach me, I make sure it’s clear that I’m not going to give them any resistance now the time has come. I demonstrate that by slowly sinking to my knees and putting my hands out in preparation for the handcuffs, and when the feeling of that cold, hard steel hits, it’s almost a relief.
I make sure to smile at Cecilia before I am taken away, just so she knows that I am going to be okay, although that remains to be seen.
Will I really?
Or just like that night on this beach with Drew, have I made yet another grave mistake?



THIRTY-EIGHT
ALICE
Arberness beach. So much has happened there that it’s impossible for it not to be on my mind today. I guess that’s why I’m currently designing a whole new batch of greetings cards and all of them have a beach theme, modelled loosely on that beach not far from my home in this village. That stretch of sand, that swirling water and the people who visit it. I’m drawing it all now, creating new cards that I can sell and help grow my business. Things certainly seem to be going well these days, and I’m feeling as positive about things as I can ever remember.
I suppose the reason for that is an obvious one.
The doctor’s wife is no longer casting a shadow over my life.
It’s been three months since that day on the beach when Fern, having made a shocking return to Arberness, willingly allowed herself to be taken into custody for all the crimes she had gotten away with for so long. That’s just over ninety days that she has been without freedom now, although that’s a mere drop in the ocean compared to what she is facing in the future. Having confessed to everything, there was no need for a trial, and Fern Devlin was finally sentenced on a blustery Friday morning last week. The hearing had been held at Manchester Crown Court after the court in Carlisle had been deemed too small to hold such important proceedings. Such was the media attention in Fern’s case, a bigger court was necessary so that journalists from all over the UK could crowd into the courtroom and witness the sentencing of the woman they had written so many articles about. There was room too for reporters from Paris, several intrepid French journos crossing the Channel because they had a vested interest in the case too, considering Fern’s actions had infiltrated their city and kept their news-hungry readers clicking on all the online articles that were written about them.
I was present in court, alongside my daughter – the pair of us dressed modestly, as if to avoid drawing attention to ourselves, which was futile because we must have had our photos taken at least a thousand times before we made it up the steps outside the courthouse. It was tough to be under the glare of the media spotlight again, as well as have renewed interest from the police who had to corroborate several things with us in relation to Fern’s confessions. But it had to be done, we had to be there and, because we were, we got to witness the moment the doctor’s widow was finally punished.

‘Will the accused please rise for sentencing?’ asks Judge Clary, the sixty-year-old man with a permanently furrowed brow who has overseen the proceedings so far. Those proceedings have consisted of a very long and brutal account of everything that Fern Devlin is guilty of, which is why the judge is not the only person in the courtroom who looks tired. But no one looks more tired than the woman getting to her feet at this second.
As I watch Fern stand up, I don’t see a cold, calculating killer with a talent for murder, fraud and telling more lies than most humans could ever even dream of. I simply see someone who is ready for all of this to be over so she can see what is waiting for her on the other side of it. Mercifully, the judge is just about to tell her exactly what that is.
‘Fern Devlin, while the charges against you are severe and abhorrent, the court must thank you for the way you have conducted yourself during these proceedings. You have been open and communicative, enabling the legal team that surrounds you to work efficiently and speeding this process up significantly. In doing so you have also spared your victims, some of whom are in this court today, any added distress on top of that which you have already caused them, and I know they are grateful for that. I have spoken to them myself during these proceedings. However, that is not to forget that you purposely and strategically prolonged the suffering of all involved by going on the run and living under a false identity to evade capture. Many people have been affected by your selfish choices, and I made sure to get accurate accounts of just how far and wide and damaging those impacts were.’
I saw the judge glance at me then and recalled the short conversation we had, in which he simply asked me what the biggest impact of Fern’s actions had been on my life. I had answered just as simply, telling him that the worst thing that had happened was that I had lost so many years of my daughter’s childhood to countless worries – that she would one day grow up and be traumatised by the news of what had happened to her father. Judge Clary obviously wanted to take into consideration the emotional impact on everyone involved in Fern’s actions, so he could take those into account when deciding the punishment. I know he spoke to Evelyn too and asked her the same thing, and while she didn’t tell me what her answer was, I can guess.
Because of Fern, she will never know what it’s like to have a dad, and I don’t think there’s a person in the world, never mind a judge, who wouldn’t have been moved by a fact like that.
‘With all that said, there can be no getting away from the grievous nature of your crimes,’ Judge Clary goes on. ‘So even with your cooperation taken into account, I must still look to punish you with the full severity that the law allows me.’
That sounds ominous but Fern remains composed, standing perfectly still with her hands together in front of her, resting lightly on the grey prison uniform she has been wearing ever since she was taken away in handcuffs on that blustery beach.
‘For the premeditated plotting of Drew Devlin’s murder with Rory Richardson, I sentence you to twenty years.’
The mention of Rory, my late husband, stirs up feelings of regret and shame inside me, as it always does, so I can only imagine what it’s doing to Fern as she stands there and hears that she has two decades to spend behind bars now. But that’s only the beginning.
‘For the murder of Rory Richardson, your initial co-conspirator whom you turned against, I sentence you to fifteen years.’
Fern remains stoic as another heavy sentence is handed down.
‘For perverting the course of justice by framing Alice Richardson for Drew Devlin’s murder, and taking into account the time Alice mistakenly spent in custody for this, I sentence you to twelve years.’
I try to keep calm as my name is mentioned, not thinking back on the prison time I served for that crime, but focusing instead on how I am free now and Fern is not.
‘For the murder of Greg, a man you previously knew as Roger, as this particular crime was so brutal and selfish in nature, I sentence you to twenty years.’
There are sobs in the gallery now from some relatives of Greg’s, the poor man who was stabbed to death with a broken beer bottle in a hotel room not too far away from this court, shortly before Fern went on the run. They’ve also had to come to terms with the knowledge that their lost loved one fathered a child in Cecilia, just before his untimely demise, though for now, their priority has been justice over forming new relationships. Funnily enough, that’s the next crime on the judge’s list.
‘For the further perversion of justice caused by misleading investigators into Greg’s death, as well as opting to go on the run when the true nature of your guilt was brought to light, this warrants some pause before sentencing.’
The courtroom is silent as the judge considers his next words.
‘Fern Devlin, for all the crimes previously mentioned, through various means, you were able to avoid punishment for over eighteen years. That’s eighteen years in which not only the surviving victims suffered, but countless hours of police time were spent on trying to locate you. That’s manpower that could have been put into other cases, and who is to say how many other crimes could have been solved if so many resources weren’t being spent on the search for you? It’s fair to say that the true extent of your actions may never be fully known, and for that, because you chose to run rather than end this much sooner, I sentence you to nine years for evading justice.’
I’m starting to lose track of all the sentences, and I wonder if Fern is too, but I’m also wondering exactly how much time she is going to spend behind bars. I assume all these sentences are going to run concurrently. I think the longest one she received was for twenty years, so I guess that’s the total time she’ll be in prison, with a few years probably removed for good behaviour at the end. But then the judge speaks again.
‘The crimes you are guilty of occurred consecutively, separate crimes on separate dates over a long period of time. That is why I considered having you serve these sentences in the same fashion, meaning consecutively. That would total seventy-six years, but given your age, I have decided to keep this simple and categorise all your punishments into one. Fern Devlin, I hereby sentence you to a whole life order.’
As those words ring around the courtroom, I study Fern and how she takes the news, now that it is official, that she will never be released from prison before her death. I can’t be sure, but there might have been a small part of her hoping that one day, maybe twenty years from now, and if she was still alive and well, she could be released to enjoy a little time before she passed. But the judge has just removed that as a possibility and, once Fern is taken from here, this is the last time she will ever breathe air that is not surrounded by prison walls.
As Fern is led away by two police officers, a couple of people in the gallery shout insults at her, aware this is the last chance they will ever get to make their feelings known directly to this woman. But most people in the court are silent, including myself, Evelyn and Cecilia, who I can see staring at her mother as she is led away. As I watch Fern go, I see her mouth the words ‘I love you’ to her daughter, before it looks like she will disappear down the stairs and be out of my sight forever. But just before she does that, Fern stops and looks back. I realise that she is staring right at me.
We hold each other’s gaze for a few seconds before Fern is nudged on her way again by the officer on her right and, seconds later, she is gone.
‘What was all that about?’ Evelyn asks me as we leave the courtroom ourselves, referring to the look the condemned woman gave me.
‘I’m not sure,’ I admit before wondering if it actually might be obvious. ‘Maybe because she still thinks deep down that I started it.’

I look down at the greetings card I was designing and realise that, in my daydream, I have made a bit of a mess of it. Screwing it up and preparing to start again, I tell myself to concentrate, but before I can get back to work, Evelyn enters the room.
‘I thought you should see this,’ she says before handing me her phone and adding, ‘I’m sorry.’
‘What is it?’ I ask as I look at the phone and see a news article on screen, but the headline accompanying the article tells me before my daughter can.
DETECTIVE WHO BOTCHED DOCTOR DEATH DIES
I realise what has happened, sorry to get the news from this source rather than a simple phone call from the hospital, but read on to learn more about poor Detective Tomlin’s passing, feeling sad at the loss of the man I was once close with and a man who played a part in Evelyn’s very early life. It’s such a shame that the journalist who wrote this article has decided to go with the angle that Tomlin messed up Doctor Devlin’s murder investigation, because what really happened is that he was tricked by Fern and he’s far from the only one who that happened to. Hopefully, some of the other articles that might be written about him will be more positive and, if not, I will have to make it known what a good man he was. I guess I can do that by attending his funeral, alongside my daughter, if she wishes to accompany me, and I will speak to any loved ones who are there to pay their respects to Tomlin too, not that I ever met many of them in the time I knew him.
‘At least he’s at peace now,’ Evelyn says as I hand her phone back to her. ‘You said he was in a lot of pain the last time you saw him.’
I nod because my daughter is right. Tomlin was in pain the last time I saw him, which was only a day after Fern had been sentenced to life in prison. I went to the hospital to tell him the news, though he already knew it. The nurses told me he had been avidly watching the TV in his room as updates from the court filtered out for the public. But I wanted to give him confirmation from somebody who had been right there in the same room as Fern and, after I told him how Fern was as she heard her fate, he only had one thing to say about it all.
‘Good,’ Tomlin had said, forcing a smile onto his face for a brief moment before the pain that was gripping his weak body overpowered him again and he closed his eyes. I’d held his hand for a moment then before saying goodbye, and I guess it really was goodbye. Now he’s gone.
As Evelyn leaves the room again and I shed a small tear for Tomlin, I can’t help but think about the timing of his death, coming so soon after Fern’s sentencing. It’s almost as if he hung on until he knew what was happening with her. Maybe he did, or maybe it’s just a coincidence. But knowing that stubborn detective like I did, I have a pretty good idea of which one it was.
I guess that’s another character in this whole sorry story taken care of. I should just be glad myself and Evelyn came out of it all okay.
But what of the protagonist?
What has become of the doctor’s wife?



EPILOGUE
FERN
I’ve spent a large portion of my existence avoiding being locked away. Now I’m here, in prison, trapped with other criminals and with no way of ever experiencing the type of life I was once accustomed to.
What’s it really like?
I guess I should say that it’s terrible, especially if anybody connected to the justice system is listening, because I’d want all of them to think how much I am suffering so that one day, maybe, they might be kind enough to give me a reprieve and let me out when I’m in my nineties, perhaps. I would certainly say that it’s bad in here if my daughter was within earshot, because I want to make sure she is never tempted to commit a crime and end up following in her mother’s footsteps straight into a prison cell.
But what’s the truth?
Those who know of me and my story would assume that the truth is hard to come by.
But here it is.
Prison hasn’t been so bad.
Sure, the first night was awful and it took me a little while to get used to my new surroundings, but once I did I made sure to do what I always do when put into a new environment.
I made the most of it.
Whether I am swanning around a city wearing designer clothes, or going on the run as a poverty-stricken single mother, or living a quiet life in a small French village, or living as a prisoner in a high-security facility, I always adapt to my circumstances. I might not have the bank balance I once had as a doctor’s wife, or the freedom to move in several social circles and entertain guests in my large house, but I still have something that other people gravitate towards.
I have my charm.
That’s certainly served me well in here.
After accepting this was my new life, I quickly went about making the best of the situation and that meant making friends. From fellow prisoners to the wardens who watch over us all, I worked on charming each and every one of them, building a new network for myself rather than dwelling in my cell and hiding away like some people on the outside might like to think I was doing. It didn’t hurt me to quickly realise that I was the most famous prisoner within these walls, and I used that to my advantage, capitalising on the respect, fear and recognition that the news reports had garnered for me. Some new prisoners might get tested early on in their stay by being threatened and forced into proving their toughness, but I never had to do such a thing. Everyone knew I was tough because the media had already told them I was, so nobody dared try and take me on in a fight. Then there’s the fact that in an all-female prison surrounded by many women who end up hating men, the fact I have killed three members of the opposite sex in my time has gone some way to ingratiating me further.
‘You’re the Black Widow! Cool to meet you!’
‘Well done for killing your cheating husband! I’d have done the same!’
‘You’re one crazy bitch. But I love it!’
Those are just some of the things fellow prisoners have said to me since I’ve been in here; it quickly became apparent to me that I could utilise my fame in prison to gain some advantages. I’m basically running this prison wing now, from having my pick of all the best jobs in here to knowing the right people when it comes to having certain ‘luxuries’ smuggled inside. The latter might technically be against the rules, but considering I’ve already been told I’m in here until I die, I can afford to take a few chances. But one thing I am not tempted to do is try and stage a prison break.
For the first time in a long time, I am not looking over my shoulder every day and waiting to be caught. That relief means I am sleeping easier, even with a cellmate who occasionally snores, and if I’m honest, I quite like the routine in here. Every part of my day is mapped out, from sunrise to sunset, and it is quite freeing not to have to waste mental energy deciding what to do with every hour that comes. It’s certainly freeing being able to be my more authentic self rather than the heavily disguised version I spent so long projecting. I also don’t have to think about money here, which would have been a dream back when I was a single mum on the run and constantly living in fear of starving either myself or my baby. Sure, it’s not exactly a hotel, and I can’t take part in wine and cheese nights with my old friends like I did when I was married to Drew, but it’s okay. However, the main reason I am not tempted to try and escape from here, even if I could, is that it would not be fair on my daughter.
Cecilia is able to move on with her life now my fate has been confirmed, and I don’t want to throw all that into disarray again by trying to go back to my life on the run. I’ve had my chance at living, and while some would say I wasted it, a few in here might argue I maximised it. The point is that it’s not about me anymore. It’s about my child, who has made me a better person in all sorts of ways, but perhaps the biggest is that she has made me face up to the consequences of my actions – and what a lesson that is for her to carry on as she goes through her own life. My daughter is still young and can do anything she chooses to, and I know I’ll take far more pleasure from hearing about her journey than I will trying to prolong mine outside of these four walls. And hear about it I will, because it’s time for my daughter’s next visit now.
Despite being the queen bee in this prison, my favourite time is always when Cecilia is here to see me. I’m excited as I walk into the visitor room and see my daughter at one of the tables. She looks pretty, far prettier than her mother is these days, but then she is wearing her own clothes and has access to make-up. I’ve pretty much given up on beautifying myself ever again, because spa days aren’t really an option in here, even for prisoners as well connected as me.
‘Hi, darling,’ I say as I take my seat and smile, not to pretend I’m okay here, but to show that I actually am. But my daughter already knows that because I’ve made it clear that while this is no holiday, I’m not in danger. I’ll be able to serve out my sentence safely as time goes by with minimal issues, thanks to all the respect I command from the other inmates in here.
I’m not proud of being a notorious killer, but there is one perk.
No one will mess with me in here.
‘Hi, Mum,’ Cecilia says, looking around awkwardly at our surroundings. I suppose this isn’t the usual place a mother and daughter would get together for a catch-up.
‘What have you been up to since your last visit?’ I ask, trying to keep things light.
‘I’ve just got back from a week in London. I made some new friends down there so I might end up going back to the city to look for work,’ she replies, which sounds both exciting and worrying.
‘You’ll still come and visit me even if you’re in London?’ I ask nervously, aware that it’s at least two hours from Manchester on the train, which my daughter might deem too far to come and see her criminal mother on a regular basis.
‘Yes, I’ll still come, don’t worry.’
‘Thank you,’ I say, relaxing now I’ve been reassured.
Cecilia tells me how she has been seeing a careers adviser and has a few ideas for her next steps in the working world, which might even involve applying to a few university places. After learning her whole life in France had been based on a lie, she decided that she was going to rethink things and that included her fashion job in Paris. I was sad to hear that, she had seemed so happy, but she said she might go back to it one day, though not before taking the time to try and connect to who she really is. That means a lot of time spent in England, her real home country, where she has been travelling, making friends and exploring as many options as possible as to what to do next. Some might say she is trying to run from the fact she is my daughter by looking to reinvent herself, but I believe it is simply the way she says it is.
She just needs to find her own path, completely separate from the one she was on in France, because that one was based on a lie.
I suppose I should just be grateful that the revelation that she is the daughter of an infamous serial killer hasn’t totally wrecked her life and led her down a path of misery, shame and regret. Instead, she’s showing great strength, focusing on the future rather than the past, keenly aware that her mental health depends on it. The only time she does delve into the past is when she comes here, or when she messages Evelyn, who she has kept in touch with because they were once friends and they will always be bonded by me.
‘Have you had any thoughts as to what you might study if you do go to university?’ I ask, interested to find out what her options might be.
‘I’m not sure yet. Maybe medicine. I was thinking about becoming a doctor.’
My face drops and I am just about to ask Cecilia if she thinks that is a good idea given our family history when she laughs.
‘I’m joking, Mother. Don’t worry, there will not be any more doctors in either of our lives,’ she says, and it’s a relief that we can have a moment of light-heartedness despite our troubled past.
‘Well, whatever it is that you decide to do, I know that you’ll be brilliant at it,’ I say with a smile, but also a pain in my heart. If my daughter does graduate one day, I won’t be there to see it. Nor will I be there to witness her build her career, but that’s no different to me missing out on her future wedding or visiting her home one day or playing with the grandchildren she might eventually have. I’ll miss it all, resigned to just hearing stories about her life while I sit in this room, and that’s easily the worst part of my punishment. I can take the rubbish meals and the lack of direct sunlight for most of the day, but not seeing my daughter live her life is tough and will only get tougher the more things she adds to it. But at least I can still see her, albeit in these very unusual and restricted conditions, and that’s because I granted her the wish she had when she asked me to return to Arberness.
I kept my promise to my daughter and, because of that, I still have something to live for.
The rest of our visit goes far too quickly for my liking, despite me trying to savour every single second of it like I always do. By the time I am told it’s over, I have to face the fact that I won’t see Cecilia for a while again now.
‘Have fun out there,’ I say, before almost telling her not to do anything that I wouldn’t do, but I bite my tongue and realise that’s probably not the most sensible thing I could say, given the circumstances. I hope there are as few similarities between me and my child as possible, but one of them is clear. We are both survivors. Cecilia has survived what I have put her through. Almost just as amazingly – I have survived it all too.
Despite the things I have done, things that were a very long time ago but no less damaging with the passage of time, I am still here. Still standing. Still going. That’s how I like to see myself – as a survivor more than a victim. The only time I ever was a victim was when I first found out about Drew’s affair, an affair no happily married wife ever asks for. Back then, for a short while, I was nothing more than the poor doctor’s wife. But, due to what he did to me, and the fact I had to take so many actions in self-defence in the aftermath of my revenge, I transformed into something more powerful. Ultimately, what happened in the end means that, whatever anyone might call me now, no one will ever say that I was simply a victim.
It’s harsh, but then maybe I like it that way. It will mean I’ll always be remembered for taking action as opposed to being passive, and I will be remembered as cunning rather than naïve. Do I ever miss my old self? No, that woman is long gone. What I miss now are far less selfish things. Like my daughter, obviously, because I don’t see her enough. I miss Pierre too, and regret that our love ended so tragically and untimely. I miss my parents, though it was a huge relief to know that they are still alive and still in good health. Hopefully, I can reconcile with them one day, but I accept they are still processing everything that their daughter has done in her life. And I did a lot. I also miss my old friends, friends whom I never expect to hear from again, but friends I have great memories with that I will cherish forever. Perhaps most of all, I miss being like everybody else – a normal, functioning member of society. That’ll never be me again. I’m too famous and too feared for that.
But I survived it all.
I guess that’s the most important thing.
As my daughter leaves the prison, I am led straight into the canteen where I join all the other prisoners for lunch. This is one of the highlights of the day, which isn’t saying much in here, and as I take my place in the queue to get food, I am wondering what is on the menu. I’m guessing it’s nothing particularly appetising, and I’m right when I see the sloppy offerings being scooped into the bowls of my fellow inmates ahead of me. Fortunately, there is a fruit bowl too, so I decide I’ll stock up there rather than risk food poisoning by eating whatever the prison chef has cooked up in the kitchen today.
Reaching the fruit bowl, I take a banana and an orange, but it’s the sight of the juicy green apples on top that get my attention, and the famous old saying plays in my head, causing me to smile wryly as it does.
An apple a day keeps the doctor away.
Given my history, I guess I better play it safe then.
I’ll take two.
* * *
If you were totally hooked by Fern’s story in The Doctor’s Wife series then don’t miss The Perfect Nurse by number 1 bestselling author Daniel Hurst - a completely page-turning and addictive psychological thriller with mind-blowing twists!
Get it here!



THE PERFECT NURSE
‘My name is Darcy, I’m your nurse and I’m here to help you.’ I repeat the words I’ve said so many times. Except this time, I don’t mean it…
If you saw me walking down the street, you’d think I was pretty ordinary – I wear the typical crisp, white nursing uniform, my hands are scrubbed clean and you’d have no reason to believe I was anything other than a good citizen. A good nurse.
But looks can be deceiving. You shouldn’t trust me – because I don’t even know if I can trust myself.
Now I stare at the reflection in the mirror – dark smudges under my eyes and blood on my hands – listening for the sound of police sirens.
Because the truth is I had to do something terrible. I broke all the rules a nurse should follow. I wanted someone gone so badly. And now they’re dead because of me.
I’m looking over my shoulder everywhere I go because I’m sure someone knows my secret. Then when my home is broken into I know one simple truth: this isn’t over yet…
It’s only the beginning.
The police are the least of my worries now. But to save myself, am I going to have to kill again?
Get it here!
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A LETTER FROM DANIEL
Dear reader,
I want to say a huge thank you for choosing to read The Doctor’s Child. I hope you enjoyed following the misadventures of Fern Devlin for a fourth time! If you did enjoy it and would like to keep up to date with all my latest Bookouture releases, please sign up to my Bookouture newsletter at the following link. Your email address will never be shared, and you can unsubscribe at any time.
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I hope you loved this fourth book in the Doctor’s Wife series and, if you did, I would be very grateful if you could write an honest review. I’d like to hear what you think!
You can read my free short story, ‘The Killer Wife’, by signing up to my Bookouture mailing list here.
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THE DOCTOR’S WIFE
He thinks his secret is safe. But she knows the truth…
My husband is a doctor. He’s smart and charming and everybody trusts him. Except me.
On the surface, it looks like I have it all – the perfect marriage, the perfect husband, the perfect life. But it’s far from the truth.
Doctor Drew Devlin is not the respectable figure he makes out to be. The reason we moved to this beautiful, old property with a gorgeous view of the sea was because we needed to put our past behind us. It should’ve been a fresh start for us both.
Except I’ve discovered my husband has been lying to me again. He’s using the power he has in his job to mess with people’s lives, and to get exactly what he wants – no matter who it hurts.
But he’s underestimated me. I’ve had plenty of time, in this big, isolated house, to think about all of his mistakes.
And my husband has no idea what’s about to happen next…
From the number one bestselling author of The Passenger, an absolutely gripping psychological thriller packed with jaw-dropping twists that will keep you reading late into the night. If you love Behind Closed Doors, Gone Girl and The Housemaid, you’ll be hooked on The Doctor’s Wife.
Get it here!



THE DOCTOR’S WIDOW
She trusted him. Now she’s paying the price…
I loved my husband, Doctor Drew Devlin, but he betrayed me. And now he’s dead.
As I put the key in the lock and open the door to the luxurious new home I’ve purchased with Drew’s life insurance money, I’m certain the worst days are behind me. My secret is safe, and I can’t wait to enjoy my new wealth and freedom.
Then I meet handsome Roger. I wasn’t looking for a relationship but as we spend our evenings drinking wine on my sunny terrace, I realise he’s just what I need right now. Roger is nothing like Drew, he’s spontaneous and romantic. And most of all, he’s honest.
He thinks I’m a rich, lonely woman. He’s wrong of course, there’s so much more to me…
But then one night, when we’re curled up in bed together, Roger says something that makes my blood run cold. I think he knows the truth about my life as the doctor’s wife.
I will do anything to stop my past from catching up with me… But is Roger really who he says he is? Or is my life now in danger?
An absolutely gripping psychological thriller packed with jaw-dropping twists from the number one bestselling author of The Doctor’s Wife. If you love Behind Closed Doors, Gone Girl and The Girl on the Train you’ll be hooked on The Doctor’s Widow.
Get it here!



THE DOCTOR’S MISTRESS
The wife. The mistress. Who will get their revenge?
I was the other woman. The mistress. Everyone blamed Doctor Drew Devlin’s death on me. And I’ve paid the price for loving the wrong man.
Now, I have dark circles under my eyes because I can’t sleep at night. I lost everything – friends, family, my home and even my freedom. Drew’s devious wife Fern tore my whole world apart. And she thinks she’s got away with murder.
But she’s wrong. It’s time for revenge. For myself… and for my baby.
Her new life on the windswept Cornish coast is about to come crashing down around her. I’m determined for everyone to find out the true story. Because now it’s not just my life in danger, I’ve got to protect the doctor’s daughter too.
I know Fern will expect me to come after her – I’m certain she will have her own plan in place to stop me. After all, she’s duped so many people before.
But then again, Fern always did underestimate me. And by the time she realises, it’ll be far too late for the doctor’s wife…
An absolutely addictive psychological thriller with twist after twist from the number one bestselling author of The Doctor’s Wife. If you loved Behind Closed Doors, Gone Girl and The Girl on the Train then The Doctor’s Mistress will keep you reading long into the night!
Get it here!



THE FAMILY TRIP
I planned the perfect vacation. But now my son is missing…
Everyone believes my husband Donovan and I have it all – a loving marriage, two adorable children and the dream house. But beneath the surface of our enviable American lifestyle lies a secret that binds us tighter than our vows.
I thought we could keep the truth buried forever, but I was wrong. To protect the secrets of my past, we have to go to Ireland to find the woman who has the power to shatter my perfect family. And I’m prepared to do whatever it takes to stop her…
Except my plan for revenge has gone horribly wrong. And now my eight-year-old son Barnaby is missing.
My body trembles as I scan the sunny spot where I last saw him. But there’s no sign of Barnaby’s blue t-shirt and sandy blonde hair.
Who has taken my son? I thought I was in control but now I fear this whole vacation was a trap… Can I save my family, or will our lives be destroyed forever?
From the number one bestselling author of The Doctor’s Wife, this completely addictive psychological thriller will have you glued to the pages until the very last twist! Perfect for fans of T.M. Logan, Freida McFadden and John Marrs.
Get it here!



THE COUPLE’S REVENGE
How far would you go to protect your child?
I knew something was wrong. It’s a mother’s instinct.
I could tell when my son started hiding things from me. He used to walk to school with a mischievous grin on his beautiful face. Now he avoids eye contact and keeps his head down.
Since I discovered he’s being bullied by a classmate, I’ve spent every day worrying, my stomach churning with anxiety from the moment he leaves the house to the second he walks back through the door.
Everyone keeps telling me I’m overreacting, but I won’t risk my child’s safety. My husband and I try to talk to the other boy’s parents, but it only makes things worse…
Then our precious child is hurt. Enough is enough. It has to stop. Even if that means taking matters into our own hands.
Because we know the truth about the family targeting our son – it’s not the first time they’ve done this.
So the question is, exactly how far will we go to get revenge?
A nail-biting, page-turning psychological thriller from the number one bestselling author of The Doctor’s Wife. If you love Behind Closed Doors, Gone Girl and The Housemaid, you’ll be hooked on The  Couple’s Revenge.
Get it here!



THE HOLIDAY HOME
The perfect holiday or the perfect nightmare…
I sit sipping champagne in the warm water, bubbles frothing around me as I admire the breath-taking view of gorgeous blue skies and mountains. I can’t believe I’m here, at this stunning holiday home. It’s to die for…
My best friend and her husband have invited me and my family to their lakeside property for the weekend, to experience their luxury lifestyle. I’m not envious of their wealth, although I know my husband Ryan is. All I want is to escape from our recent troubles and get my marriage back on track.
Then I overhear Ryan having a whispered conversation late one evening, and he says something that sends a shiver down my spine. In this beautiful paradise my whole world is turned upside down.
Just when I think things can’t get any worse, I discover a second secret. The truth is even more shocking than I imagine, and now I have no idea who to trust.
This was meant to be the perfect holiday, but someone isn’t going to survive it…
A twist-filled psychological thriller that will keep your heart pounding until the very last page. If you love Behind Closed Doors, Gone Girl and The Housemaid, you’ll be gripped by The Holiday Home.
Get it here!
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We – both author and publisher – hope you enjoyed this book. We believe that you can become a reader at any time in your life, but we’d love your help to give the next generation a head start.
Did you know that 7% of children don’t have a book of their own in their home, rising to 12% in disadvantaged families*? We’d like to try to change that by asking you to consider the role you could play in helping to build readers of the future.
We’d love you to get involved by sharing, borrowing, reading, buying or talking about a book with a child in your life and spreading the love of reading. We want to make sure the next generation continues to have access to books, wherever they come from.
Click HERE for a list of brilliant books to share with a child – as voted by Goodreads readers.
Thank you.
*As reported by the National Literacy Trust in 2023
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