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        We are sisters.

        We are partners in crime

        We are a mirrored mime

        A moment in time

        What’s yours is mine

        Together entwined

        By bloodline.

        We are sisters.

      

      

      

      

      ‘The Palmer Twins: A Grave Awakening’ by Faye Mathis
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      Digging her grave is the hardest thing he’s ever done. Not because he cares about the dying woman on the dirty grass behind him, but because it fucking hurts. Even with gloves, his flesh burns from the rough wood of the shovel handle, and his back, shoulders and arms ache from the effort of heaving soil. And the soil… it’s everywhere: on his jeans, his boots, his skin, mingled with his sweat, in his eyes, his hair, his mouth.

      The moonlight moves like a wraith across the moor grass, picking out patches of mauve-coloured heather. He has turned off the powerful torch in case a driver on one of the distant roads sees it. Even though he has carried his victim far away from any footpaths, he still worries that her body will be found quickly by a dog walker after the sun rises. He digs deeper. This will not be a shallow grave. She cannot be found any time soon.

      Owls screech in the distance. He ignores their cries, just as he has ignored the rustling of foxes and grouse through the undergrowth. Perhaps the odd grass snake too. He has not seen cattle or sheep up here but if there are some, they may wander over to investigate the noise. He doesn’t want that. He doesn’t want cows signalling to their farmer that there’s something strange in their pasture.

      He pauses and wipes the sweat from his forehead. How much longer is this going to take? The dying woman, the person he despises most in this world, has been quiet for a while. Ever since he administered the overdose that should have killed her by now. He turns around to check.

      The moonlight is weak, so he bends down and collects the heavy torch. The power switch gives a satisfying clunk as the light illuminates the area where he dumped her on the ground.

      The yellow beam strikes the moor grass gently stirring in the night breeze. It shows two squinting eyes and the furry body of a young fox sniffing around a pile of vomit on the ground. The gravedigger rushes forward, his stomach turning as he sees the partially dissolved pills that he force-fed his victim before he threw her into the boot of his car.

      But the discovery of the vomit isn’t what makes his blood run cold.

      The illuminated ground reveals that the woman he thought would be dead by now, is no longer there at all.
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      I become conscious standing in front of a mirror. When I glance down at my hands, I see pale, clenched fingers gripping the bathroom sink. I gently ease them from the porcelain and make my way into the lounge. The clock on the wall tells me it’s 2 a.m. Why am I up so late?

      The silence makes way for the sounds of the North Sea in the distance and a sense of peace floods my body. The tide washing over the coastline in relentless rhythm, refreshing and renewing.

      It’s not unusual for me to find myself lost at night. It’s called sundowning. The mind cannot disconnect and give itself to sleep; instead, it becomes more alive, working on overdrive but not functioning correctly. I don’t need to panic or overreact. I know these things can happen. This is just one symptom I’ll have to live with from now on.

      Six months ago, I was diagnosed with young-onset dementia. It all happened a few weeks after my fiftieth birthday party.

      “I am not the sum of my illness.”

      It helps to say the words out loud.

      Reclining against the plush sofa, I continue to listen to the sea for fifteen minutes or so. Then I pour a glass of water and head back to bed. The bricks and plaster and glass settle around me like an old friend. The Palmer House is the holiday home I bought from the royalties of my third Palmer Twins book, and is the one thing I requested in the divorce settlement after Scott got his assistant pregnant. It sits atop the Yorkshire cliffs facing the cold, blue sea that stretches beyond. My safe haven and sanctuary, decorated and furnished exactly how I wanted it. Unlike my life in London, which feels like a million years ago now. The sterile house always kept perfectly clean in case Scott wanted to bring colleagues and clients over for dinner. The Palmer House can be covered in notebooks and pens and torn out pages from magazines that remind me of the characters I’m writing.

      I never imagined I would be living here alone in my fifties, but now that it’s happening, I enjoy it. The freedom, the space to prioritise myself, the quiet. Except for moments like this when my mind glitches. Maybe that’s how I’ll think of sundowning from now on, a technical glitch. It makes it feel less permanent.

      I sip my water and get back into bed, wondering if a noise in the house woke me up.

      I don’t remember going to bed. In fact, I’m not sure I remember what I did yesterday evening at all. Perhaps last night was so uneventful it slipped my mind, as evenings sometimes do. I probably made a cup of hot cocoa and read a book. Perhaps I napped. I tell myself I’ve forgotten because it was boring, not because of my broken mind.

      Sinking into the bed sheets, I remind myself that this house is safe. It always has been. Any sense of fear stems from my increasingly paranoid brain. I stare at the ceiling, listening to the creaks and groans of this old place, remembering the family holidays, the happy times, the meals cooked here, the laughter shared. And then I sleep.

      The next morning, it’s all like a dream. A wisp of something real that I can’t quite grasp onto. Perhaps it didn’t happen after all.

      I quickly shower and head into the kitchen to make a cup of coffee. There’s a pleasant, salty breeze drifting into the house. I enjoy it at first, until I realise that the windows and doors ought to be closed. My daughter, Penny, is forever reminding me to close every window and lock every door before I go to bed, but the house can get quite stifling in these summer months. Did I open a window while I was wandering around at night?

      It turns out I not only left the bathroom window wide open but one of the patio doors too, which is swinging on its hinges. With my heart beating quickly, I close it and lock it. But as I’m about to return to the kitchen, the hair rises on the nape of my neck. I feel the presence of someone behind me. An intruder.

      My hands ball into fists. I turn slowly and stop.

      The room is empty.

      “Silly cow,” I say with a laugh and a shake of the head.

      I try to brush it off, but I still can’t quite quell the sensation of being watched. To indulge myself, and to ensure that I can tell Penny with all truthfulness that no one broke into the house, I check each room methodically. Once I’m satisfied I’m alone, I return to the kitchen and start making breakfast.

      After I’ve finished my granola and coffee, I decide to step out into the beautiful morning and do a bit of shopping in Beckthorpe village. I’ll be okay, I tell myself, as I always do whenever I leave the house. The roads around the Palmer House are filled with holiday cottages and small bungalows facing the coast. Their pretty front gardens often occupied by holidaymakers on their lounge chairs. But today I head inland to the main road lined with a few shops and cafés. Beckthorpe is small, but it has everything I need.

      I’m at the corner of Summer Lane when my body tenses. This is the place I first realised something was wrong with me. It creeps up on me even now, like the aftertaste of rotten food. I had been on my way to the local Co-op to pick up something for dinner. I know these streets like the back of my hand and often meander on the way to the shops so that I can gaze in through the large, bay windows, to see cats peeking out through curtains and bookcases against walls. It’s one of my favourite things to do. Or it used to be.

      But six months ago, I lost my way home.

      A morning breeze cools the sweat on the back of my neck. Hot flashes descend quickly and without warning. I peel away my cardigan to let my skin breathe, then I make my way up the hill into Beckthorpe.

      I won’t get lost today. I won’t most days. I’m more than capable of living a normal life as long as I take my medication and don’t try to do too much. Obviously, that is going to change in the future, but for now, I am fine.

      “Faye! I thought that was you.”

      I’m a few feet from the entrance to the supermarket when I turn to see a woman smiling expectantly at me. I can’t place her name, but that isn’t the dementia. I’m bloody awful with names and always have been.

      “Oh, hi!” I say cheerfully, trying to conceal my confusion. I know this woman’s face, but where from?

      She’s younger than I am, around forty I’d say, with highlighted hair and a thin nose.

      “You look better than you did earlier,” she says. “Had you been out for a hike?”

      I shake my head slightly. “Umm… I’m so sorry I don’t know what you’re⁠—”

      “I saw you up on the coastal path. The one near Seeley Moor.” She frowns. “We had a chat?”

      I remember where I know her from now. The Red Lion. Years ago, when Scott and I were still together, we used to go there a lot. She worked there. But what is she talking about now?

      “Are you sure it was me?” I ask, finally remembering that her name is Tina, and she always forgot my ice.

      Tina frowns slightly. “I… I mean, yeah. It was definitely you. I’d know that hair anywhere! But you were a little… dishevelled. Actually, I was worried about you. I asked if you wanted to come home for a cuppa, but you were adamant that you wanted to stay outside.”

      “What time was this?” I ask.

      “Oh, early this morning. About dawn. I was walking Roger Moore.”

      I shake my head. “Excuse me?”

      She laughs. “I thought I’d brought him to the Red Lion but maybe I didn’t. Roger Moore is our yellow Lab. Ten years old and still acts like a puppy. I have to walk him twice a day or he chews up the sofa cushions.”

      I smile and nod while heat spreads across my skin. A hot flash or perhaps it’s shame this time. There’s a chance I did go for a walk at dawn. Seeley Moor is only about fifteen minutes from my house by foot. But I was in my kitchen making breakfast at 8 a.m. I didn’t get up early enough to have seen Tina. Did I?

      “Sorry,” Tina says. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      I realise that my expression must be one of shock, or fear. I try to rearrange my features. “Don’t worry about it. I guess I was still half asleep this morning. No more late nights for me.” I laugh, and swipe my arm as though wiping away everything that came before this point in our conversation. “How are you? Are you keeping well?”

      Tina starts telling me about the new extension they’re having done and the havoc it’s playing on her and her husband’s lives. And Roger Moore’s life, probably. I smile and nod but in my heart, I’m deeply disturbed and all I can do is picture myself wandering on the moors without even knowing I was there.

      Tina says her goodbyes and I head into the Co-op, now on the back foot, like I have a long list of groceries to buy but I’ve left the list at home. How have I forgotten going for a walk? I thought this medication was helping me. Since it was prescribed by the doctor – after many, many tests – I started to feel better. I’ve been driving to and from my mum’s house, handling my shopping and cooking my meals. All are aspects of life that can be impaired by dementia, but I’ve been coping well.

      Perhaps this disease is progressing faster than I anticipated. I can’t bear the thought. She’s wrong. She has to be. After all, Tina only ever saw me in a dingy pub after the sun had gone down. She most likely mistook me for someone else. Why should I doubt my own mind just because this person thinks every redheaded woman is me?

      Moving quickly, I grab the items I need and head to the till.

      I run a packet of ibuprofen, a pint of milk and a can of deodorant through the self-service and wait for the teenage staff member to confirm I’m old enough to buy painkillers.

      Once I’ve paid, I hurry out of the shop and down the hill to the Palmer House, walking briskly along Summer Lane.

      Back home, as I put away the milk, I see a text from Penny on my phone.

      Hey Mum, thought I’d check in and see how you’re doing. Let me know how the date goes tonight. Exciting! Please text me when you get home though, ok? Love you!

      It’s a perfectly lovely message and I should be grateful my daughter – who, now in her twenties has her own life to live – cares enough to check in. And yet I know why she is and it’s stifling. Like this house without the windows open. It’s not her fault. I know that. She loves me and she’s worried about me.

      But I don’t want anyone to worry about me.

      I think ahead to my plans for the evening. My first date in over twenty years. He’s thirty-seven, called Alistair and works at a design agency.

      Of course, I haven’t told him that I have young-onset dementia. Obviously, he’ll go running for the hills as soon as I mention it, which is probably why I’m putting off telling him. It isn’t really first-date material, is it?

      Nice to meet you, I’m Faye, I’m fifty, divorced and sometimes I forget how to make a cup of tea. I like long walks on the beach and forgetting who I am in the middle of the night.

      Even thinking about it makes my chest tight. Which is why I need some actual fun. I need to get to know someone who has no idea what I’m going through.

      It’s like I’m being suffocated by medication and doctor’s appointments and the concern on people’s faces. I need this date with Alistair. I need to be with someone who makes me feel young. I deserve conversation and flirting and adventure and, yes, sex. I want those things.

      I’m in the process of composing a reply to Penny when I notice a text from my stepson, Nathan.

      What the hell is this? Sorry, but I think you need help.

      The terse tone gets my hackles up. Nathan has never been known for his tact. No, he definitely learned his manners from Scott, not me.

      Intrigued, I tap the link in the message and gasp when it opens.

      A local news article loads, filled with ads around the side bar. But what catches my attention is my name in the headline. Then, as I scroll slightly further down, I see the photograph. My heart stops as I stare at the image.

      This can’t be right. It can’t be.
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      Penny calls first.

      “Mum, I’m coming up. I need⁠—”

      “I’m fine,” I interject.

      “But the photo⁠—”

      “It’s not me, Pen.” I sigh. “It… it can’t be.”

      “Mum, it’s obviously you! Your face⁠—”

      “You’re wrong.” My voice begins to tremble. I take a deep breath.

      The photograph in the article is quite clear. It isn’t grainy or open to interpretation. It is taken in a good light on one of the streets nearby. And along with its clarity, it’s deeply disturbing. There I am, walking along the pavement wearing nothing but a white shirt smeared with dirt and a pair of grey knickers. My hair is dishevelled, my face afraid.

      I know how it must seem to her, but this cannot be me. There is no way in hell that I would walk around like that and not remember it. There’s just no way.

      “Mum, come on,” Penny says gently. “It’s you.”

      There are tears in my eyes as I walk away from the kitchen, pull open the patio doors and step outside, staring at the blue horizon beyond the house.

      “Penny, please,” I say. “You’re jumping to conclusions. I know why you don’t believe me. I know that I have had some frightening episodes and believe me, I understand my diagnosis, but can we please consider that someone has faked that photo.”

      There’s a pause on the other end of the line. Perhaps Penny is examining the photo again. Then she says, in a quiet voice, “It doesn’t look fake to me. I’m sorry, Mum, but it just doesn’t.”

      I close my eyes and hold back a sob. Nothing I say is going to convince her, and why should it?

      Penny sniffs before continuing. “I know you would never, ever walk around like that. But there will be times now when you do things and say things that aren’t you.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not there yet, Penny. I’m not lost. It’s still early. I still have time before all that. You know that.”

      “Do I? The doctor said nothing was definite about the progress of the disease. It’s different for everyone. And what if they made a mistake? Maybe it’s further along than she thought?”

      I think about my encounter with Tina but don’t mention it. “Maybe,” I say. “Fuck. I can’t believe this photo is in the news under my name! Can they do that? Without me confirming it? Look, I have to go. I need to call my agent and put out some sort of statement.”

      “Mum, are you sure you’re okay?”

      First a witness of me on the moors and now photographic evidence. Am I being stubborn? Should I accept that I had an episode and forget about defending myself? I know my mind is becoming less and less reliable, but I feel so sure about this. Every part of my body clenches up tightly.

      “Pen, I promise you I’m okay.”

      “Are you still going on your date?” she asks.

      I consider that for a moment. “I guess so. Unless he’s seen the photo. In which case, I’d be surprised if he even shows up.”

      “Well then he won’t be worth it,” she says. “Speak later, okay?”

      “Okay,” I say, before hanging up.

      About a year ago, Penny decided she wanted to leave her apprenticeship at a finance company in London and work in York. She even lived with me for a few weeks before moving into a flat in Malton. The job didn’t last though. Since then, she has worked in the York dungeons, as part of a team of wedding planners at Howsham and at a Dracula-themed bar in Whitby. We joke that she’s making her way around North Yorkshire. It’s been nice having her living nearby, but sometimes I worry that she’s staying in the area because of me. I hate the idea that I’m holding her back, that she’s not doing what she really wants because of me, and yet there’s a part of me, the selfish part, that wants to keep her close forever.

      I slump down on a patio chair and stare out at the sea. Seagulls swoop and squawk over the cliffs. Bees buzz around the roses at the bottom of the garden. Usually this view would calm me, but not today. I think about every doctor explaining this illness to me. Paranoia, forgetfulness, confusion, stubbornness, changes in personality: all these symptoms track with dementia and every single one suggests I’m wrong about this, and that I was out there roaming the moors. At one of my group support sessions another woman with dementia shared how she forgot to put on her trousers after coming out of a shop changing room. Is this really so different? If I was presented with this photo and told the person in it had dementia, I would think that it all makes sense.

      I’m not there yet.

      At least, I don’t want to be there yet.

      As a writer of mysteries for teenagers, I decide to approach this like my crime-fighting twin-sister characters. I need to examine the evidence. Penny thought the photo seemed genuine. I check it again. She’s right. If it is a fake, it’s a very good one.

      I read some of the comments on the news article. It appears my readers have found it already. A case for the Palmer Twins. What happened to Faye Mathis? A night of partying or a night of burying bodies? I wish it was a night of partying.

      Having written bestsellers for years, I am a public figure. Not a very famous one – but my image is available online. Anyone could find my official author photos from over the years and put it through one of those AI programs. They could create a false narrative. I don’t know why anyone would, but it’s possible.

      Next, I call my agent. It’s time to implement some damage control.

      The receptionist answers and puts me through. I’ve had the same agent for over twenty years now and we’ve never had any major issues. I meet the deadlines set by my publisher and Shalina negotiates the contracts.

      “Faye. Oh my God. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. It has to be some sort of… what do they call it?” I hesitate, searching for the right phrase. Many words and phrases take longer to find now. “Deep fake?”

      She’s quiet for a moment. “You really think so? You don’t think… I mean it couldn’t be… um, related to your diagnosis?”

      I want to tell her to save the walking on eggshells, to get rid of that tentative tone.

      “I’m not there yet.” I close my eyes. I’m starting to get tired and my thoughts fracture away from each other. “I’m on medication that slows down my condition. I know everyone will assume that I’m crazy but if that was me in the photo, I would remember.”

      “Okay,” Shalina says. I can tell she isn’t completely convinced. “Right. So, I did get an email from the journalist asking for a comment. Only things were manic here this morning and I didn’t quite know what was going on. We can comment now if you want. I just need to know what kind of statement we’re putting out. Because if you’d like to disclose your condition then it would be best to do that in a way that makes you feel comfortable.”

      I consider it for a moment, and then say, “No. No… I don’t think I want to do that.” The strength of feeling takes me aback. I hadn’t realised how much I don’t want my private business to become public.

      “Are you sure? It might work in your favour. You’ll be given a lot more grace by the general public. You could even go on TV and talk about it. Be one of those heroes who speaks out about the things we don’t usually talk about. Like the celebrities talking about menopause now.”

      I almost groan. “With me it’s a two-for-one special. You get menopausal and crazy. But no. It’s not for me.”

      She laughs. “Okay, got it. You don’t fancy being called ‘brave’.”

      “No. This is private. I just want to get on with the next Palmer Twins book.”

      “How’s it going?” she asks. “Want me to read anything?”

      I don’t want to tell her that I haven’t even started it yet. The last book ended on a cliffhanger. I killed off Marigold Palmer and brought her back as a ghost to haunt her sister, Daisy. Eventually they’ll fight crime together as girl and ghost, but for now Daisy needs to work out who murdered Marigold. The only thing is, I don’t even know yet.

      “It’s going well.” I bluff. “I’ll give you an update in a couple of weeks.”

      “What about the memoir you were working on?” she asks.

      When I received the diagnosis, I suddenly became filled with this deep sense of nostalgia. Anything to do with my childhood. I wanted to relive it all, encapsulate and commemorate it before the strands of the past became untethered. It had been a long time since I’d sat down and written for the sake of writing, but this family history memoir consumed me for a few weeks. That is, until I reached the point where I needed to delve into a part of my childhood that was too painful.

      “I wrote a few chapters but hit a bit of a dead end. I need to speak to Mum because there’s a lot I can’t remember.” I realise how that comes across and quickly add, “Because it was a long time ago. Not because of… you know…”

      “Okay,” Shalina says. “Well, Elaine said they’d be honoured to publish it once it’s finished. Take your time with them both. Don’t rush it. You’re due a break.”

      I want to tell Shalina that I don’t want a break, but I bite my tongue.

      “So… the statement is that it isn’t you in the photo? Or no statement at all?” she asks.

      I hesitate for a moment. “No statement. Let them speculate. I’m going to get on with my life and forget all about this.”

      “Good for you,” Shalina says. “Stay safe, okay?”

      “I will.”

      I hang up.

      Zooming in and out of the photo, I search for anomalies. But the slight curve of my stomach, the black bra, the white shirt open at the neck… it all seems familiar. Or are the clothes just generic items of clothing? It is odd for me to wear a black bra and a white top together. I’m usually careful not to let my bra show through. There’s mud on the shirt and what looks to be “my” face. The strawberry blonde hair is completely mussed and almost brown with dirt. This person has clearly fallen over.

      I research AI pictures, finding excellent dupes with the tiniest of tells. Hands, usually. This picture has no indication it’s been doctored. Nothing in the background seems distorted. Every part of the image flows seamlessly into the next. After examining it over and over again, I have to come to the same conclusion as Penny: this picture is real.

      I hurry into the house, suddenly afraid that I have this all wrong. Upstairs, I tip out the laundry basket and search through it, throwing clothes across the floor. With a sigh of relief, I come to the end. The clothes in the picture are not in my laundry basket. If I had worn them, surely I would have put the clothes in the basket?

      That’s a good sign, but it isn’t enough. If I truly believe that the photo is a fake, I need to prove it. I just have no idea how.

      I have a few hours before I need to start getting ready for my date so I go and make a snack. In the cupboard, I look for my favourite rye crackers to have with a bit of cheddar, but I’m out. I could have sworn I bought two new packets the other day but it’s just another indication that I’m losing my grip on everyday tasks. What will be next? Before I can dwell too much on the negativity of that train of thought, I decide to distract myself. I head to my study, sit down at my desk and open the file named “Family Memoir”.

      I find the last paragraph. The part that made it too difficult to continue. Old wounds picked open like a scab best left alone.

      When I was sixteen, my parents sat me down on the sofa and told me something that turned my whole world upside down. I had just come back from school and found my mother, red-eyed and worried. I knew she’d been crying, and my usually unflappable dad looked stressed. At first, I thought someone had died, but what they told me was almost worse than that. My life up until then, my childhood, my very existence, had all been a lie. I was adopted.

      I take a deep breath and feel the anguish of that moment as if it was yesterday. I was so shocked, so sad not to be the real flesh and blood daughter of my parents, it took me a long time to get my head round it. And now it’s stopping me from making any progress with this memoir.

      I start to type.

      I had always been a happy, confident child, but in that moment, I suddenly questioned everything about myself. I didn’t know who I was or where I came from. Who did I look like? Who was my real family and why didn’t they want me?

      As I re-read what I’ve just written, my eyes linger on the words “my real family”, and a thought filters in through the noise in my mind.

      It’s a mad idea, which I almost dismiss right away.

      But I can’t help exploring it.

      I don’t know anything about my biological relatives. I don’t know my birth mother and I don’t know if I have any brothers or sisters. For all I know, I could have a twin out there.

      Is that crazy?

      It’s no crazier than walking around outside without trousers on.
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      Hello, Sister.

      I cannot wait to meet you. I hope it will be soon. After all these years, I’m tired of waiting.

      Even though we’ve never met, I know everything about you, Faye.

      I know where you live, where you went to university, who you married – and divorced – and what music you listen to. I know where your daughter works, the name of your stepson’s wife and child and your bleak outlook for the future.

      I have known about you for almost all of my life, but you cannot say the same about me.

      We have had very different lives, you and me.

      Yours has been charmed. I hope you know that. You had loving parents. I did not. And the less said about that, the better.

      Don’t get me wrong, I have had good times. But as soon as I found out about you, I had to know more, and you could say it has become a bit of an obsession of mine. Which is why I asked him to watch you.

      My man would do anything for me. Could you say the same about yours? No, I don’t think so, otherwise he wouldn’t have cheated on you with his assistant. And he certainly wouldn’t have got her pregnant.

      I’m sorry, that’s a low blow on a sore subject and I do not mean to be rude. You are my sister, after all. By blood, if nothing else.

      We will meet soon. That’s the point of all this. To finally see you and talk to you and be in the same room as you. After all, we are sisters. And, as your sister, I want to say that I’m sorry for the time we’ve lost. But mostly I’m sorry for what is about to happen. Because it’s not going to end well for you.
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      For as long as I could remember, I’d been disappointed that the face I saw in the mirror didn’t resemble my mother. She was beautiful with her raven hair and deep brown eyes but I didn’t see any of those qualities in my reflection. When I found out I was adopted, it all made sense.

      I loved my parents. They were good people who were extraordinary in their ordinariness, with Mum teaching primary school and Dad working at the local bank. When I found out they weren’t my biological parents, I was devastated. But even more upsetting was wondering why my birth mother gave me up. Not knowing makes you question yourself. Why me? Why didn’t she – or they, if my father was in the picture – love me enough to raise me? Deep down, I know it was most likely due to circumstances, that my birth mother felt she was doing the right thing giving me up. But without knowing the truth, the reality is like constantly walking across a trampoline, the ground beneath my feet quivering and unstable.

      I’ve always wondered how it is possible to miss something you never had. I never knew my birth mother and yet I always felt the pang of not knowing her.

      The years went by and every now and then I considered trying to find her, and answering the many questions I had about who I was and where I came from. But I never did. Perhaps the fear of rejection stopped me going through with it.

      Over the years I have thought about whether I have brothers and sisters. It’s one of the most compelling arguments for me to investigate my roots. My birth mother may have given me away, but with potential siblings it would be a clean slate, free from emotional baggage.

      But a twin? Surely not. And anyway, don’t adoption agencies try to keep twins together?

      I’ve been a writer long enough to recognise when my imagination is running away with itself. I’m writing the backstory to my own life, dreaming up a twin when there’s absolutely no evidence of one. I created the Palmer Twins because of the commercial power of two identical crime-fighting sisters. But now I wonder if I’ve had some sort of fixation on this for the last twenty years.

      This is getting me nowhere.

      I push all thoughts of twins out of my mind and start getting ready for my date.

      Alistair hasn’t sent me a text to cancel, which suggests he hasn’t seen the photo. I consider cancelling myself. I’m not feeling remotely sexy and my tolerance for small talk is minimal. But I shake off my negativity. What do I have to lose? The worst that can happen is he stands me up. Actually, no, the worst that could happen is that he’s a serial killer, but that’s highly unlikely.

      I’m in the taxi when my phone pings. I lift the screen, my heart pounding, convinced that it’s the disappointing text I’ve been expecting all day.

      Alistair: Can’t wait to finally meet you. Just got to the bar. I’m in a blue polo shirt.

      I send a quick message back. En route. I’ll be there in five minutes.

      Alistair: Great!

      The taxi pulls up outside the bar and I step out, a little unsteady on the four-inch heels I decided to wear. It’s been a while since I had an occasion to wear them. That’s one thing I miss about my life with Scott. Sometimes it’s good to dress up to the nines and turn a few heads. I smooth down the skirt of my dress, the blue shift dress that matches my eyes. Now I’m wondering if I could have gone even more glam. It’s a Saturday so pretty busy, and the three women standing outside the bar smoking are all in low-cut, skimpy dresses with perfect curls cascading down their shoulders, caressing their young skin.

      I check myself before the usual comparisons float into my mind. Fifty is not ancient. I still have a yoga-toned body. I still have a curve to my thighs, my hips, my breasts. I’m a bestselling author for goodness’ sake. I have gifts to give this man. I am worthy of him and I have a place here. I take a deep breath and push through into the low-lit bar. Here we go.

      I see him right away, sitting by the bar in his blue polo shirt. I realise our blue outfits match. A smile lights up his handsome face, and I’m relieved he looks like his photos and seems genuinely pleased to see me. I like that he’s clean shaven and that his hair is neatly slicked back. I like that his hands rest comfortably on his knees and that his posture is relaxed. Most of all, I like the dimples in his cheeks when he smiles at me.

      “Wow,” he says, as I approach. “Wow. You’re stunning.”

      I can’t help the rush of blood to my cheeks, girlish and giddy.

      We kiss on the cheek, and I take a seat.

      “What would you like to drink?” he asks. His eyes are like magnets, locked onto mine.

      “I’ll have a vodka martini,” I say.

      “Great choice.”

      It probably isn’t the most sensible idea. At the back of my mind, I hear Penny telling me that I shouldn’t drink with my medication. She tried to convince me to meet Alistair in a coffee shop in the middle of the day, but I can’t imagine a date without at least a small drop of alcohol to calm the nerves.

      Alistair orders a whisky sour, and we decide to take our drinks over to a booth at the back of the bar where it’s quieter.

      “I have a confession to make,” he says, leaning close.

      I see the sparkle in his expression and wonder what he’s about to say.

      “I know who you are. My niece reads your books.” He smiles broadly. “She adores the Palmer Twins. She wanted me to ask you what’s going to happen to Marigold now.”

      I laugh. “Ah, no spoilers! Actually, I haven’t decided yet. I don’t always plan everything out. But you can tell her that I’m working on it and that she will never be able to guess it.”

      As I sip my martini, a few nerves bubble up from my stomach for the first time. What if I have an episode here in the bar? I picture myself dribbling vodka down my chin, suddenly forgetting how to swallow, or at the bar with the money in my hand, confused about what I’m buying.

      “You must have such an amazing mind to come up with all those twists,” he says. “I don’t know how you do it.”

      I laugh. “It’s easier to write twists for children and teenagers. Crime writers. Anyone writing mysteries and thrillers for adults. Now they have real devious minds.” I place my martini down on the napkin. “Do you like to read?”

      He lifts his hands as though in surrender. “I do but I don’t usually find the time. When I read, I prefer non-fiction.”

      “Oh, history and geography, that kind of thing?”

      “More science and philosophy,” he says, almost apologetically. “Which I know makes me sound a tad pretentious.”

      I shake my head. “It’s only pretentious if you’re pretending to enjoy it. Who is your favourite philosopher?”

      “It changes all the time,” he says. “I’m mostly interested in ethics and morality. Kant has written extensively on the subject. Right now, I’m exploring ethical egoism. It’s the idea that we all know our wants and needs better than others and should be responsible for our own wants and needs.”

      “What about the needs of others?” I ask.

      “That’s the tricky part. Egoism isn’t concerned with others.”

      “Isn’t that a little selfish?”

      He laughs. “It’s extremely selfish. I suppose the idea is that if everyone in the world is selfish, then we’re all looking after ourselves rather than relying on others to do it for us.”

      “As a mother, I’m not sure I can get on board with that principle,” I say. “All parents need to put their children first.”

      Alistair lifts a finger. “But there’s a reason we’re told to put our oxygen masks on first, isn’t there? If we always put others first, we die before we’re able to help them.”

      I sip my martini, surprised by the sudden depth of the conversation. But I have to admit that I quite like this kind of adult, educated discussion.

      “Sorry,” he says. “We ended up delving into philosophy before we talked about regular things like jobs and hobbies. I’m a designer at an agency in Scarborough. I like running and have completed a couple of marathons. Oh, and travelling. What about you?”

      I start listing off the things I do in my spare time, like cooking and walking. We’re quite different. He has a logical, mathematical brain, whereas I am creative and more emotionally driven. Annoyingly, I like it.

      We order our second drinks. This should definitely be my last but I need it to loosen up. The conversation moves onto family. Alistair has never been married or had any children. I suppose some women may see that as a red flag, but he does tell me about a long-term girlfriend he lived with for almost a decade.

      “She told me she didn’t want kids but then changed her mind.” He shrugs.

      “That can happen,” I say. “Some of my friends were adamant in their twenties but suddenly felt the urge after they turned thirty.” I think about one of Scott’s colleagues, an ambitious woman who later admitted regretting having her son, when she was drunk on Malbec.

      “I didn’t resent her for it,” he says in a level voice. “But we couldn’t get past it and she chose to pursue having children over the relationship. I did love her though.”

      And suddenly I realise his interest in older women.

      I finger the stem of my glass as I try to broach a subject that could be awkward. “On your dating profile you said you don’t want a serious relationship.”

      He smiles. “Is that a problem?”

      I shake my head. “No, not at all. I feel the same way.”

      He exhales shakily. “Oh, that’s good. It’s always a little… tricky to navigate with someone new.” He takes a sip of his drink. “I hope this doesn’t come across as wanky or whatever, but I like living in the moment. I don’t like thinking about the future. I just want to keep hold of that initial attraction to someone and see where it takes me. You know?”

      “It does sound a little wanky,” I say with a grin.

      He laughs heartily and I’m hopelessly excited by him.

      I move closer to him. “Why don’t we go somewhere we can dance?”

      He grins. “Sounds great. I know a place in Whitby. Fancy it?”

      I nod.

      As he arranges an Uber, I catch my reflection in a mirror and I don’t recognise myself. For a moment there, I am twenty again. I see Alistair as Scott. My life is yawning out ahead of me, any possibility within my grasp. Then the moment passes.

      Alistair kisses me lightly in the taxi. His fingers brush tendrils of hair away from my face. That fleeting impression of being young again returns, but this time I know myself, and I can indulge in its lightness.
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      He sees the trail of her escape in the flattening of moor grass and heather. The torchlight picks up her path, heading away from the coast. But as he takes a step in that direction, he hears a rustling sound behind him. Heart beating faster, he turns, moving the torch with his body. Clumps of heather shiver under the weak moonlight but there is no one standing behind him. He curses. It could be anything. Another fox, a grouse, some sort of rodent. Whatever it is, it has cost him precious seconds.

      Picking up the shovel by his feet, he stomps through the grass, tracing his prey’s footsteps. Sweat trickles down his forehead and he wipes a mix of sweat and dirt from his eyes. This is turning into a nightmare. Why didn’t he slit her throat or cave her skull in? He’d tried to do this the least messy way. But now it was becoming messier than ever.

      He hits a muddy patch and skids, almost ending up on the ground until he manages to use the shovel to stop his fall. For the first time, he’s out of his depth. His heart pounds. His fingers tighten around the torch as he continues, searching for signs of the woman.

      He quickens his pace and his chest begins to heave. Panting and panicked, he’s running now. There’s no sight of her at all. How can this be? How can she have managed to hide in such an open area?

      The torchlight finds a mound in the distance. It is little more than an irregular shape at first, but as he runs towards it, he realises it is a group of large rocks. The perfect hiding place. There’s nowhere else for her to be. He laughs quietly to himself as he heads over to the rocks.

      “Would you like to finish digging your own grave?” he says, dipping the light across the stones. “Because I would be happy to let you. I thought I was doing you a favour by taking on the heavy lifting but now I understand that you feel left out. You’d like to do it yourself. Feminism, am I right? Equal opportunities!” He laughs, this time as loud as he likes. He wants to enjoy this moment, to relish it, to know that he has outwitted her yet again.

      He steps around the rock and shines the flashlight into the blackness beyond.

      “There you are.”

      She is curled in a ball, with her knees up to her chin. The torch reveals the whites of her eyes, terrified and bulging like they’re being squeezed out of her skull. He almost feels sorry for her but then he remembers what she’s done. He knows what he has to do, and he’ll enjoy every minute of it.

      He drops the torch to his feet and grabs the shovel with both hands. Taking a step closer, he raises his weapon, ready to bring it down on her skull. It’s time for the messy solution to his problem. But to his surprise, instead of the satisfying thwack against flesh and bone, the shovel connects with a dull thud on the soil. He scrabbles to find her with his hands, but can only feel the cold, hard ground. He reaches for the torch. The place is deserted. Somehow, she has dashed forward, disappearing into the dark.

      It’s time for another chase.
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      I wake suddenly, the sugary cocktails still pulsing through my system. My head is stuffy, the room a little wobbly. But I’m okay. I know where I am, who I am, and what I’m doing.

      With stiff legs, I head downstairs, make a cup of coffee and sit out on the patio, watching the sun come up over the sea. Sitting here, I start to relax and the hangover begins to ease. It’s good to clear my mind sometimes, to meditate and dissolve my worries. Meditation is supposedly good for the brain and I read somewhere it can even help prevent dementia. Although, I remember my response to the doctor when I was diagnosed.

      “I guess playing Wordle every day was a waste of time after all. Brain training my arse.”

      My phone pings.

      I enjoyed our date last night.

      He’s up early on a Sunday. And he didn’t wait to message me either. I’m almost put off by how keen that is, but I appreciate someone who doesn’t play games. God knows I had enough of that during my marriage.

      I text back: Me too. Good conversation. Pretty good dancing. Excellent kissing.

      Exquisite kissing, he replies.

      I smile and take a sip of coffee. This is new to me, this back and forth, the dopamine hit when my phone dings. Most of my dating occurred in the early nineties, before texting was a thing. Instead, boyfriends left messages with my university flatmate when I wasn’t around. None of them were sexy.

      But I’ll work on the dancing, he texts.

      I respond: Perhaps I was too hard on the dancing. And you’re right about the kissing.

      Can I take you out again? he asks.

      This all feels a little too good to be true. Is he naturally charming or trying too hard? I can’t be sure. Maybe I’m selling myself short. After all, we had a blast last night and why shouldn’t he want to text me right away? Then there’s the issue of my dementia hanging over me like the sword of Damocles. But Alistair doesn’t want a serious relationship and I’m enjoying myself, so does it really matter? What is it they say, you only live once? I remember watching a viral video on YouTube with some bloke screaming YOLO before diving off a cliff. He had a point, but he also went on to break several bones in his body. Not sure his advice was worth much after that.

      I’d love to, I respond. When are you free?

      How about Tuesday night? I have something in mind.

      That sounds great, I type. Looking forward to it. Then I add impulsively. Especially if there’s more kissing.

      I hope so, he replies.

      The warm fuzzy excitement of flirting with a man is suddenly spoiled by thoughts of the viral photo. It’s still out there being shared on social media. Hopefully Alistair won’t even notice it and the whole business will simply fade away.

      I’m visiting Mum today and part of me is not looking forward to it. There are difficult conversations to be had, ones that have been avoided for more than thirty years.

      Getting older should mean taking more things in your stride, developing a thicker skin. But the older I get and the longer I carry life’s baggage, the more my back aches.

      Suddenly the doorbell rings. It’s just after 9 a.m. on a Sunday. Who on earth is that? I make my way over to the front door and swing it open.

      “Hi, Mum! Thought I’d pop in. A client sent the company some local biscuits and jam and my boss gave them to me. Thought we could share them.” Penny bustles into the house, making her way to the kitchen. “How was the date? Did it go okay? Are you… okay?”

      She places a gift basket on the counter and turns to me, her grey eyes wide with anxiety. Penny is a petite version of me: barely over five feet with that same pale complexion that never tans and similar strawberry blonde locks. Only she wears her hair longer, and never blurs the freckles on her nose with concealer like I tend to do.

      “I’m fine,” I say, trying not to sound frustrated by this unexpected intrusion. “The date went very well. We’re meeting again on Tuesday.”

      Penny pulls two mugs out of the cupboard and flicks the kettle on. “Great. And you remembered your medication today?”

      “Not yet,” I say brightly. “I haven’t even had a chance to eat breakfast.”

      “Mum…”

      I can’t help but bristle at her condescending tone. “I am perfectly capable of managing my own life, you know.”

      “I do know that.” Her voice is pleading. “I just worry, that’s all.”

      “It’s okay.” I pat her shoulder, trying to gloss over the tension. “Like I said, I’m doing fine.” I change the subject. “I’m going to visit Grandma later.”

      “Oh,” she says, her eyes brightening. “Can I come?”

      “No, I’m sorry, not today.” I watch her pour hot water into the mugs.

      She frowns. “Why not?”

      Penny is in her mid-twenties now, but she’s still a baby to me, and when she frowns, she pouts like a child.

      “I need to talk to her about my adoption.” I sigh. The word has a heaviness to it. “You remember I was writing a memoir, right?”

      She nods.

      “I’ve been putting this part off.”

      “Grandma won’t mind talking about this stuff, will she?” Penny asks.

      I shrug. “I honestly don’t know.”

      All of a sudden, Penny’s arms are around my neck. She pulls me into her so tightly that I can smell her coconut shampoo.

      “Mum, promise me we won’t leave things too late.”

      I wrap my arms around her and a memory sweeps into my mind. Penny toddling down the garden of our first house in London. Her tripping over. Me picking her up, holding her as she sobbed. Her stepbrother, Nathan, laughing.

      “I promise,” I say.

      Penny wipes her cheeks as she pulls away.

      We open a packet of fancy-looking shortbread and take our mugs of tea over to the sofa. I make a point of getting out my medication and taking it in front of her.

      “By the way, Nathan and I have tracked down the guy who took that photo. I thought you might want to know.”

      I set my mug down on the coffee table and lean in. “I do.”

      She grabs her phone from her bag. “I’ll ping his handle over to you.”

      “Handle for what? Twitter?”

      “Yeah, or X or whatever it’s called now.” She taps her phone and mine chimes. I open WhatsApp to find the name of the user who started this whole ridiculous thing.

      “I’ve got it,” I say.

      “Maybe he can tell you more about what you were doing that day,” she says, sheepishly.

      “Penny—” Before I can say anything she launches in.

      “Mum, don’t. Don’t say it.” She sighs. “It’s you in that photo, Mum. You just don’t know it’s you.” I watch tears form in her eyes. “Do you expect me not to worry? Do you think it’s something I can turn off?”

      “No,” I admit, wiping away my own tears. I open my mouth to tell her I just want some benefit of the doubt. That part of me longs to hear her tell me she believes me and that she still sees me as the mother capable of picking her up when she falls down. But I can’t pull my swirling thoughts together to tell her.

      Penny breaks out into a sob. “What if something really bad had happened to you? What if you’d got lost and didn’t find your way home?”

      “That hasn’t happened, Pen.”

      “But it could.” She uses the heels of her hands to dry her face. “I can’t stop thinking about it. I’ve been really worried, Mum. I know you’re not going to like this idea, but there’s this app where we can keep track of each other.”

      I don’t reply. I remember the doctor suggesting something similar at a recent appointment, but I didn’t think it was time to consider it. Not yet.

      “We just need to download it and add each other, then I can see where you are, and you can see where I am too.”

      I stay silent. She’s trying to phrase it like it’s mutually beneficial, but what she really wants is to be able to see where I am. Goosebumps erupt along my arms, and a heavy sensation builds in my stomach. This is a small thing to make my daughter feel better. It doesn’t matter if she knows where I am, I know this; I’m not a spy or someone living a double life. I would never hide anything from Penny. But something about the lack of privacy does makes me feel… sad. And afraid.

      Whether or not it is me lost and alone in that photo, the day when I do become disorientated and distressed and can’t find my way back to myself may not be too far away.

      The doctor recommended this app, and my daughter is requesting it. Am I really so pig-headed as to ignore what’s happening and shun everyone’s advice?

      Finally, I say, “If it will make you feel better.”

      “Really?” She pulls me into an immediate hug. “Thank you. I know you like your privacy so this means a lot. I promise I won’t spy on you.” She releases me and grins. “You can do what you want with lover boy wherever you want. I won’t judge.”

      I can’t help but share her grin. Then I add, “There’s one condition though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You start cutting me a bit of slack.”

      “Deal.” She grins.

      We set about downloading the app and once it’s on our phones, Penny explains how to work it.

      “That way you know where I am if you need me.”

      “And you don’t mind that?” I raise an eyebrow. I still remember the sign on Penny’s door warning us to keep out. The announcements of “I’m going out. See you later,” followed by a door slam, and “I’m sixteen. I can do what I want.”

      “I’m not irresponsible anymore,” she protests. “I’m not about to jet off to Ibiza without telling you.”

      I touch her cheek. “But you can live your life, Pen. You can travel and you don’t have to tell me where you are every second.”

      She takes my hand. “It’s fine. Honestly.”

      We try to ease into another conversation, but it never really gets off the ground. After the gravity of what’s just passed, it’s hard to lighten the mood. We make small talk until we’ve finished our tea.

      “Okay, well, I’d best get going.”

      We make our way to the front door.

      “Thanks for coming, and for finding that guy on Twitter,” I say.

      “Well, it was mostly Nathan, to be honest.”

      “Oh. Well, thanks to Nathan too then.” I force myself to smile.

      Penny laughs. “When are you and Nathan going to start getting on?”

      “We do get on,” I protest.

      “Yeah, right,” she says with raised eyebrows.

      She’s right, we don’t get on, but I won’t admit that. Nathan knows what he did to me. He knows why we aren’t close and never will be. And it’s something I will never ever tell Penny.
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      The handle is @Jasonjay.

      I flick through his profile for a few minutes, finding the original photo with the caption: Does anyone know this woman? Just want to check she’s okay.

      The longer I look at the original tweet, the more my pulse quickens. I hate the caption more than I hate the image. It seems so reasonable, caring even. The context makes my denial seem stupid. Why would this Jason person fake a photo of me? Barely anyone knows my face. Yes, I’ve been to book festivals and talked at schools and even attended the odd awards ceremony. But in twenty years, I’ve only been on television three times – hardly enough to be recognisable to the average person.

      Everything about this situation suggests that the woman in the photo is me. I’m probably deluded to believe it isn’t, but I can’t shake the strange intuition screaming from my gut.

      I fire off a quick DM to Jasonjay asking for more information about the photo. Shalina would probably tell me not to do this. I could lose my cool and Jason could screenshot any messages I send to him, but my desire to know what the hell is going on pushes all of those worries away. Then I shove my phone in my bag, grab my keys, and leave the house.
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      I usually bring Mum a present when I visit. A book or a stack of magazines. The teabags she likes, or a cake to enjoy. I have come empty-handed today. This time there’s something I need from her.

      I fish out my key and open her front door.

      “Hey, Mum, it’s me!” I say, loudly enough for her to hear me. Although it’s not her hearing that’s the problem, it’s her eyesight these days.

      “Faye,” she says. As I walk into the living room I see her huddled in her armchair, her eighty-seven-year-old body tiny in the wide seat.

      While Mum’s vision is failing, and her body is weakened by the fall she had last year, she’s still sharp and still has a great memory, which I envy. To reach that age and still understand the world is a gift I never considered in my youth. Aside from a nurse who comes to the house in the mornings to help her dress, Mum is doing well taking care of herself.

      “You look different,” she says, squinting behind thick glasses. “Did you do something to your hair?”

      “Maybe it’s longer?” I suggest.

      “Sit down, you’re making the place untidy,” she says with a chuckle. “How’s Penny?”

      I grab the remote from the coffee table and turn the volume down on an episode of Bargain Hunt. “She’s good. She’ll come and visit you soon. Worrying about me seems to be keeping her busy at the moment.” The words come out with a resentful edge I don’t really mean.

      I notice Mum wince at that. She knows about my diagnosis and has said a few times now that she doesn’t want to see me lose myself. During one disturbing phone call she even told me that she hopes she dies before it happens.

      “Anyway, I’m here to ask you a few questions,” I say, pulling myself away from morbid thoughts.

      She laughs at that. “What’s going on? Is this a quiz?”

      “No, I… Actually, I’ve decided to write a memoir, and I want to include what happened to me when I was born.” I pull in a deep breath. “I want to know everything about my birth mother. I think it’s time.”

      Mum’s fingers tighten around the arms of her chair. She stiffens slightly, and I can tell that I’ve made her uncomfortable. “I see.”

      I suddenly feel guilty for launching straight into this without any warning. “Why don’t I make us both a cup of tea? Then we can go through it all. Is that okay? Have you got any biccies in?”

      She nods slightly. “Bourbons. They’re in the usual tin.”

      As I get up, I notice that she hasn’t brushed her hair properly today. I make a mental note to help her before I leave.

      I go into the kitchen and put the kettle on. Then I carry the teas and a plate of Bourbons back to Mum.

      “Here you go. Nice and strong, just how you like it.”

      “How I like my men more like,” she quips. “God bless your father, but he never really filled that mould.”

      “Mum!”

      “Don’t give me that look. I loved your father for many other reasons.” She picks up a biscuit and nibbles at it. “I know it’s not fashionable to say now, but when I was a girl, we wanted to be taken care of. That’s all we wanted. A husband who went to work and came home and loved his children.” She sighs.

      “Dad did that,” I say. “He came home every single day, and he loved you.”

      She nods. “We never spent a night away from each other. Not one.”

      An unexpected well of tears springs into my eyes. I turn away, wiping them with my fingers.

      “Whatever is the matter, Faye?” Mum asks. “Is my company that bad?”

      I laugh, sniffling through the sudden rush of feelings. “Sorry. Just a tad emotional today.”

      “You’re dwelling on the past, that’s why. Looking back doesn’t do anyone any good, does it?”

      “But I can’t exactly look forward either, can I?”

      This time Mum’s eyes fill with tears, and I regret burdening her. I reach out and grab her hand, giving it a squeeze.

      “Come on,” I say. “We’re not going to sit here blubbering all afternoon. Eat your biscuit, drink your tea and tell me about my adoption. I want to know everything.”

      “Fine.” She tuts slightly, a smile playing on her lips. I sound like her, and it delights her. But I know the moment her thoughts drift back to the seventies because her expression darkens. “Before we adopted you, I had a miscarriage.” She wraps her hands together. “Actually, I had more than one. I had four. And I said to your father that I didn’t want to go through that again. I said the only way we could have a child was through adoption.”

      I nod but I hadn’t known about the miscarriages.

      “We put our names down on a waiting list,” she continued. “That is, after we had several interviews to make sure we were suitable. And then we had to wait.” Her hands tighten, turning the skin on her fingers bone white.

      I pull in a shuddering breath. “Do you know anything about the woman who put me up for adoption?”

      Mum’s jaw tightens. “At the time, we never wanted names. We didn’t want to walk down the street and see her and know that she is your mother by blood. We wanted a clean break.” She shakes her head sadly. “I never understood how someone could give up a child like that. But I’ll always be grateful to her because if she hadn’t, I wouldn’t have you.”

      I reach over and stroke her hand. “And I’ll always be glad that it brought me to you.” I pull away, trying to compose myself. “Mum, is there any chance I had a brother or sister? Maybe a twin? Did the doctors comment on my birth weight? On the damage the mother went through during labour? Did anyone say that something didn’t add up?”

      She frowns then, and her skin crinkles between her eyebrows. “No. I don’t remember that at all. What a strange thing to think. Why are you asking that?”

      I don’t want to mention the photograph. “I keep getting an odd feeling I can’t shake. But it’s nothing. It doesn’t matter.”

      “I have to confess something to you, Faye. I did keep something that may help you.”

      “What is it?”

      “After your father and I told you about the adoption, I went back to the agency, and I asked for the name of your mother. I found out then that she’d already reached out in the hope of finding you, but they’d called your father, and he’d put a stop to it.” She lets out a long sigh. “I had a different view. I asked them to place your birth mother’s name and address in an envelope and seal it. And I said I would pass it on to you if you ever wanted to find her. But you made it clear that you didn’t want to do that.”

      “What did you do with the envelope, Mum?” I ask. “You don’t still have it, do you?”

      “It’s in my dresser, darling. I would never throw something like that away.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 9

          

          FAYE

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Back home, I stare at the envelope. The paper is brown at the edges and there’s a tea ring running through the name on the front. For Faye Redfearn.

      It’s strange seeing my maiden name written down. Redfearn reminds me of the sixteen-year-old girl who had her world tipped upside down by one conversation.

      This is coming to me too late, I realise. I should have requested it years ago. The woman who gave birth to me may not even be alive. I could open Pandora’s box and find it empty.

      I toss the envelope down on the kitchen table and step away like it’s radioactive. I am going to open it eventually because I need answers. I need to know where I came from.

      But first I need a glass of wine.

      As I reach for the Sauvignon Blanc tucked into the fridge door, I see a notification flash onto my phone. Jason has sent me a message back on Twitter.

      Hi, I’m so sorry about the attention you got after I posted the photo. I had no idea you were a famous writer. Sure, I’d be happy to tell you everything. I’m a photographer. I got up early to take photos on Seeley Moor. On my way home I saw you and thought you were in trouble. I tried to approach but you walked off, so I snapped a quick picture to post to Twitter. Sorry again. I probably handled it wrong.

      I sigh. Yes, you handled it badly, Jason. You made everyone in my life think I’ve lost my mind.

      Thank you for getting back to me, I reply. I know this is a big ask, but can we meet? I’d like to see the original photo for myself.

      The fridge door slaps shut, and I pull the stopper from the already opened bottle. By the time I’ve poured a glass of wine, Jason has responded.

      I can meet in Whitby tomorrow lunchtime.

      I suggest we meet at a café near the west pier then I gulp down half of the glass before grabbing the envelope. I stare at it for a moment. Then I tear it open, almost ripping the pages inside with my haste. The paper tugs against the sides, creating an unbearable extra few seconds, and then it is in my hands. The information that I have avoided for over thirty years. Shaking, I unfold the paper and there it is. One name and one address.

      Rachel Lacey.

      15 Emerald Drive, Middlesbrough.

      My birth mother’s name is Rachel. A perfectly lovely name. I close my eyes and try to picture her in 1974. She has long hair and bell-bottom jeans. Her fringe hides her eyes by design. She doesn’t like people meeting her eyeline because she’s shy. She’s in love with a boy at her school. He lives down the road from her. She wants him to ask her out, but he might like Betty from her maths class more. She doesn’t know it yet, but she’s about to give her body to that boy and make me.

      I place the paper back on the table. My imagination is running away with me again. It’s time to focus.

      I head into my office and grab my laptop to take back into the kitchen where the light is better, and it’s easier to top up my wine. As soon as it’s booted up, I type “Rachel Lacey” into the search bar and wait to see what happens.

      It’s not a common name but there is a romance author called Rachel Lacey and many of the results are dedicated to her books. I try to narrow the search down to the Middlesbrough area and begin to get better-tailored results. There’s a private Facebook profile for a woman who appears to be in her sixties which could match with my theory of my mother having me as a teenager. I add her as a friend. Then I glance at the address on the sheet of paper, wondering whether I can drive over after meeting Jason tomorrow.

      I close the laptop and finish the wine. It’s a warm evening so I open the patio doors and let the sea air filter in, refreshing the house and hopefully my mind. Then I grab a notebook and sit at the kitchen table making notes. I start with the memoir, trying to pin down the emotions I felt hearing Mum talk about my adoption. But the words won’t come. Some escape me altogether. I’m disassociated by it all, like I’m floating above myself.

      I go back to the Palmer Twins, jotting down ideas for Marigold’s return but it’s mixed together with notes about adoption. The twins weren’t adopted, were they? One of them dies, but how? Why can’t I remember? I created them and yet I don’t know them. I reach out to them in my mind, try to picture them but I can’t grasp hold of them.

      And then time slips away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I come round it is dark and I have something in my hands. Why am I reading my last novel? Why am I in my study? Why is the window open in front of my desk?

      I blink but when I open my eyes, the scene remains the same. My heart is racing as though I’ve been startled but I have no idea what it was that disturbed me. The house is silent aside from the sound of the breeze billowing through the curtains. I stand and close the open window.

      I check my phone, and see that it’s 3 a.m.

      “The woman was here again,” I hear myself say it, but I don’t know why I do.

      I pull the window shut, then make my way through to the kitchen and shut and lock the patio doors.

      Then, slowly, I walk to the bathroom mirror where I stand and stare at my own reflection.
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      “Come on,” he says. “Come back out to play. I’ve been a very good boy.”

      The moor grass rustles beneath his feet as he moves. She can’t have gone far. She must be aching and confused as she stumbles through the dark. And yet she has managed to evade him twice now and that is starting to make him angry.

      Movement. The barest hint of it to his right. He spins, picking up the sight of her with the torchlight. He breaks into a sprint, his boots sliding on the damp grass. He’s moving up an incline, his thighs working hard. His foot slips and he reaches out, grabbing hold of the grass to steady himself. A breath squeezes out of his lungs as he pushes himself forward.

      Her panting breaks the silence. She must be struggling now. He sees her fifty-year-old body lumbering up ahead, arms pumping. He reaches the top of the incline and stumbles down, letting the momentum accelerate him towards her. The torch shudders as he moves, revealing her position every other second. In one flash she’s staring over her shoulder, her eyes wide with terror as he approaches.

      “No!” she cries out.

      He runs. He throws every last effort into gaining on her.

      “Please!” she begs.

      He raises the torch. It’s metal cased and solid. He throws himself forward, bringing the torch down on the back of her skull. There is a loud crunch as she folds in on herself, hitting the ground. Her body drops so quickly that he trips over her, losing his balance and stumbling down the hill. His feet lose control, and his arms grab at the air around him, touching nothing but the cold night breeze. His next contact with the ground is his head smashing against a rock. Then the torch goes out.

      His mind swims. The blow almost knocked him out. When he lifts his fingers to his temple they touch the warm, wetness of blood. That isn’t good. He’s leaving DNA all over this moor. Enough for a sniffer dog to trail. A deep echoing pain rumbles across his forehead and his vision blurs. He rests his head against the ground and pulls in a few deep breaths. The night seems darker all of a sudden.

      Do not go to sleep, he thinks. She must not get away. Do not close your eyes.

      But it is the second time he reminds himself not to fall asleep that a dark veil slips over him, and he drifts into unconsciousness.
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      This man has caused me a lot of harm, and I need answers.

      I step into the café and scan the faces. Luckily Jason uses a photo of himself as his profile picture, so I find him quickly. He’s sitting at a small table at the back of the open space. He gives me an awkward wave and I nod before heading to the counter to order a cappuccino.

      He stands when I approach the table with my coffee, offering me a hand to shake. “You must be Faye. My sister loved your books when we were kids.”

      I clock his age. Early thirties, I think. He’s attractive, with dark brown eyes and black hair, but dresses very outdoorsy, a battered old backpack slumped at his feet.

      I quickly shake his hand, then sit. “Thanks for agreeing to meet me.”

      He has trouble meeting my gaze and I can immediately tell that he feels guilty for what he did. But is that guilt for posting the photo, or for editing it?

      “No problem. I just hope I can help,” he says.

      “Did you also read my books as a child?” I ask. “Have you been following them all these years?”

      “Umm, I must admit, they’re not really my thing.” He shrugs with an uneasy grin.

      I can’t help but smile at his brutal honesty, that is if he’s telling the truth.

      “And you didn’t recognise me that day?”

      He shakes his head. “Sorry, no. I’m sorry about all this,” he says. “I only wanted to make sure you were safe. And… are you… okay?”

      I bristle at this, sensing the familiar patronising tone coming on. “Perfectly. I’m here, aren’t I?” My gaze trails over to the window where people walk past with their dogs, and kids run along with ice cream cones gripped by tiny fingers.

      He grimaces before saying, “I did go up to you, but you ran away. I quickly snapped a few photos to share on social media, to see if anyone could help identify you and make sure you were all right.”

      “What happened when you approached…? What did I say?”

      “Nothing,” he says. “You ignored me and ran down the street.”

      “And it was near Seeley Moor?” My mind goes back to Tina from the pub saying she had seen me up there.

      “Yes.”

      “Can I see the other pictures?”

      “Sure.” He taps the phone screen before handing it to me. “There’s five in total if you swipe.” He leans back in his chair. “I would have used my SLR but I didn’t have time to get it out of my bag.”

      I want to take my time, even though his eyes are making me self-conscious. I zoom in on every detail. The fact that these photos even exist blows my theory that the original was photoshopped or made with AI. There’s no way he would have gone to the trouble to make five or six images perfect and I can’t find any obvious signs of editing when I zoom in. The lighting is the same in every single one. My body is in motion, which would be even harder to fake.

      “Can you forward these to me?” I ask, handing him the phone.

      “Yes, of course.”

      “And then I’d appreciate it if you deleted them.” I lower my chin, levelling my gaze at him. “I understand why you did this, and I don’t believe your intentions were unkind. But I think you can appreciate that these images are not ones I would ever want the internet to see. You have put me in an extremely vulnerable position.”

      His olive skin turns grey. “I deleted the original once I knew you were okay.”

      I shake my head. “Too late. It exists everywhere now.”

      “Sorry. I really was⁠—”

      “I know.” I sigh. “Can you send me the photos?”

      Jason nods before tapping the screen. A moment later, my phone chimes and I check my Twitter notifications to find all the photos ready to download.

      “Okay, and now I’d like to see you delete the photos from your camera roll.”

      Jason angles the phone so that I can see them. One by one, he taps delete, and a weight lifts from my chest once it’s done.

      “That’s a relief,” I say.

      Jason stares down at his Americano.

      “What time of day was it?” I ask.

      “About 6:30 a.m. I’d been out on the moors taking photos of the sunrise. I decided to walk home.”

      “Did you see any visible injuries?”

      “It was hard to tell. I thought I saw some blood on the back of your head,” he says. “But it didn’t really show up much in the photos.”

      My hands instinctively reach to the back of my head, groping my scalp. There’s nothing. No cut. No bump.

      “Are you sure?” I ask again. “About the blood?”

      He taps his finger against the mug handle. “You know, I can’t be completely sure. But that’s my recollection. You were dirty, confused and I thought I saw blood. That’s why I was worried.”

      “Okay,” I say.

      Jason wipes sweat from his forehead. “Look, I could do with going back to work. But you can always DM me if you have any more questions.”

      I nod. “All right. Thank you for meeting with me today. I appreciate it.”

      There’s a flush of red on Jason’s cheeks as his guilt eases.

      He trips over his feet as he leaves the café. I watch, my stomach in knots and adrenaline flooding through my veins. Caffeine will only make it worse, but I still finish the cappuccino before leaving. And then I wander down Whitby pier in the cool sunshine. This place reminds me of summers with my younger cousins, making sandcastles with them and watching them do cartwheels until they were dizzy. I can taste the candyfloss and stroke the soft fabric of my Nirvana t-shirt that Mum told me “did me no favours”.

      Those memories will fall away eventually. Will it be tomorrow? Or in six years? Ten years?

      I sit on a bench and touch the back of my skull. If that was me out on the moor, where’s the injury to the back of my head?

      I load up the photos and zoom in over and over. This whole thing is getting stranger and stranger.

      After a few minutes of staring at my phone, I find myself dialling a number I haven’t called in about eight months.

      “Faye,” Scott says. “It’s good to hear your voice.”

      He’s charming. Of course he is. That’s why I married him. That’s why I moved to London with him. A place where I never felt at home but lived for over ten years. And I must admit, it’s good to hear his voice too. Familiar. Easy.

      “Have I always been…” I trail off.

      “What?”

      “Stubborn.”

      “Stubborn? You? Somewhere between a mule and a donkey, I’d say.” His mocking voice softens when I don’t respond. “Faye. Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” I whisper. It’s not convincing.

      He pauses, and then says, “Well, you’re certainly determined.”

      “That’s one way of putting it, I guess.” A small smile plays on my lips.

      “It’s admirable, Faye. Do you remember when Penny was a newborn and you were spending all your spare energy on writing book two, or book three, I think it was.”

      I remember those years well. The exhaustion. The belief I’d never have the creative energy to write another book again.

      “Nothing was going to stop you. Although, sometimes you don’t know when to let things go, it’s true.” I wince at the perfectly aimed jibe.

      “Right.”

      “I saw the photo,” he says. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.” As I say the words, I wish they were true.

      “Honestly, if you need anything…”

      “I know,” I say.

      My body fills with warmth before I remember every shitty thing he ever did, including his assistant, and the baby they made in the process. I close my eyes and sigh.

      “I should go. But thanks for that.”

      “Okay.”

      Impulsively, I add. “I found my birth mother’s name and address.”

      “Seriously? That’s great. I hope you see it through, Faye.”

      I let out a snorting laugh. “What makes you think I wouldn’t?”

      “Oh, just an inkling.”

      “You think I’m flaky?”

      “No,” he says. “But I know how much you avoid anything to do with your adoption and your birth mother. Maybe now is the time to face it full on.”

      I sigh. “I think you’re right.”

      “You know, I was right more often than you think.”

      “Hmm,” I say.

      “Shit, I have to go it’s⁠—”

      “Her?” I snap. “Or is it the baby?”

      “Let it go, Faye,” he warns. After a pause he adds, “We’ve been through this. Let’s not leave things on bad terms. I’m glad you called today.”

      But I’m lost in the past now. The pain stabbing me again as if it was yesterday. Finding out about the affair was one thing, but the baby…

      “Bye, Scott,” I say, trying to soften the edge to my voice and failing. Then I hang up before he can say anything else. “Smarmy git,” I say to myself, reminding myself never to call him again.

      I fish out the envelope from my handbag and stare at my maiden name. I stand, and I try to find the strength I know I possess.

      It’s now or never.
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      The journey goes by in a blur, despite introspection plaguing every moment. I’m still questioning whether I’m doing the right thing as I pull up to a terraced house on a narrow street. This is Rachel Lacey’s address. Or at least it was fifty years ago.

      The street is lined with red-brick houses that I imagine haven’t changed since the seventies, with doors that open directly onto the street, and windows smudged with children’s handprints. The sun beats down overhead as a woman pushing a pram goes by in a spaghetti-strap dress.

      I draw a deep breath. On the way here, I pictured myself saying the immortal words of every saccharine straight-to-video movie. I am your long-lost daughter. But the chances of Rachel still living here are slim. This is simply my first stop.

      Never one to prolong the moment, I exit the car, hurry up to the door and knock, my heart pattering away beneath my ribs. When the door opens, my heart stops, and then restarts.

      A man stands expectantly, waiting for me to speak.

      “Hi,” I say.

      His hand hovers by the door, as though he’s considering shutting it in my face. He’s young, less than thirty, wearing jeans, no socks and a t-shirt with a stain on it. He hasn’t shaved and his hair is greasy.

      “I’m so sorry to bother you. This is a long shot. I… I knew someone who lived here a long time ago and I’m trying to track her down. Her name is Rachel Lacey. I don’t suppose you know her?”

      He shakes his head.

      “Have you lived here long?”

      “Nah,” he says. “About a year. I don’t own the house, I rent it.”

      “Ah, okay.” I can tell he’s about to close the door. I know I have to say something quickly to keep his attention. “The thing is, I’m Rachel Lacey’s biological daughter. She gave me up in the seventies. I just found her name and former address. I know it’s a long shot, but if you know anything.”

      He contemplates my words for a moment. “Well, I do recognise the name. Wait there a sec.” He disappears into the house.

      I do as he asks, leaning with my foot on the front doorstep. With the door swung open, I see a trail of half-filled boxes leading into the living room. He’s either about to move out or really hates unpacking.

      There’s an alleyway between this house and its neighbour. When I was small my parents lived in a terrace just like this. All the gardens joined up at the back and everyone knew everyone’s business. It was claustrophobic.

      He returns. “I thought the name Lacey sounded familiar so I checked the details on my rental agreement. The person who owns this house is called Dina Lacey. I reckon they could be a relation.”

      “I think you’re right,” I say. “Do you have a phone number for her by any chance?”

      He shakes his head. “All of my dealings go through the estate agent. It’s Hardy and Co if you want to get in touch with them. Maybe they can help you.”

      I can tell he wants me to go. He’s been helpful and polite enough, but he doesn’t want to be dragged into my drama.

      Back at the car I gaze up at the building. This could be the house Rachel Lacey grew up in. Then my stomach flips over. Maybe Dina inherited the house from Rachel, and my birth mother is dead.

      I push the thought out of my mind. After a quick Google search, I discover that Hardy and Co have an office about a fifteen-minute drive away. I put the address into the satnav and start the car before I have a chance to hesitate.

      A thrum of rebellion courses pleasantly through me. I know all about the clichéd stubbornness of older patients suffering from a cognitive decline. I also know that young-onset dementia can make people more impulsive. But right now I don’t care about those aspects of my disease. A list of symptoms written on a piece of paper do not equal the reality of life. My stubbornness to remain independent can be a strength, not a weakness. My new impulsivity is taking me to places I’ve been too scared to visit before.

      In other words, I am living.

      It takes me twenty minutes to find the estate agents. It would have been quicker if I hadn’t taken one wrong turn and almost gone the wrong way down a one-way street. Though I’m not sure I can blame that one on the dementia. Then I park the car and sit for a moment, composing myself.

      I flip down the mirror on the sun visor. “Get a grip, Mathis.” Then I sigh, grab my bag and head into the office.

      A polished young woman with blonde hair looks up from her desk as I walk in. “Hi. Let me know if I can help⁠—”

      “Actually, I’m not here about a property,” I say, stepping over to her desk. “I’m trying to track someone down.” Considering the best way to approach this, I reach into my bag and grab the envelope. “Um, this is a long shot and probably really weird, but I need to find Dina Lacey. She’s a landlord who owns a house on Emerald Drive and I know you handle the business side.” I hold out the details from the adoption agency with Rachel’s address on it.

      “I’m confused,” the woman says. “What am I looking at?”

      It all comes tumbling out of my mouth. My adoption. The fact that Dina could be related to my birth mother. Even the dementia diagnosis.

      The young woman stares at me open-mouthed. “I… Okay, let me make a call.”

      I nod, thinking she’s probably going to call the police, but a few moments later she beckons me over.

      “I have Dina on the phone if you’d like to speak to her?” She holds the receiver out like it’s no big deal. Like this phone call isn’t about to change my life forever.
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      The estate agent rises from her seat and gestures for me to take the phone. I sink into the soft chair and try to swallow away my dry throat.

      “Is this Dina Lacey?” I ask.

      “Yes. Can I help you?” There’s a hint of uncertainty in her voice which doesn’t surprise me. “Are you a tenant?”

      “No,” I say. “Sorry, this is going to sound very strange. Are you related to Rachel Lacey?”

      “Yes. She’s my mother. What is this about?”

      My first thought is that Dina uses the present tense. That’s a good sign.

      I let out a long, slow breath. “Well… I don’t know how to say this, but I may be her daughter too.”

      There’s silence on the other end of the line.

      “My name’s Faye and I was adopted,” I explain. “Your mother reached out to the adoption agency years ago to say she wanted to meet me. But I only found out her name and address today which is what led me to the house on Emerald Drive. Your tenant gave me your name and⁠—”

      “My mother only had one child,” she says. “I think this is a mistake.”

      “I… I don’t think it is. Could we meet somewhere? A coffee shop maybe?”

      “I don’t know,” she says. “Have you got any proof of all this?”

      “No,” I admit. “But I have brought the letter my mum got from the adoption agency. Without a DNA test or whatever, it isn’t definitive proof. But I would be willing to do that if your mum is. If Rachel is. Is she… is she still alive?”

      “Yes,” Dina says. “She is but she’s… it’s complicated. Okay… Look, you don’t sound too crazy, and Mum did have her issues when she was young. I guess it’s plausible that she could have…” She trails off as though she can’t bring herself to say the words. “There’s a café called Marmaduke’s around the corner from the estate agents. I’ll meet you there in twenty minutes.”
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      It’s thirty minutes before Dina walks into the coffee shop. By that time, I’m jittery from sipping my second cappuccino of the day and the anxiety of watching every woman enter through the door. But as soon as Dina walks in, I know it’s her. Immediately. She stops a few feet inside the shop and we stare at each other.

      We both know.

      This woman is my sister. She is younger than me, obviously. I’m guessing around forty, maybe late thirties. But aside from that, there’s no mistaking the similarities. Her chin points at the tip like mine, making her face shape a tear drop. Her eyebrows are arched and her upper lip is thin. She has blue eyes and strawberry blonde hair, falling in curls around her shoulders which, aside from age, is the main difference between us. She has naturally curly hair whereas mine is just wavy.

      She walks slowly up to me and sits down.

      “Maybe we don’t need that DNA test after all,” I say with a nervous laugh.

      “You look exactly like her,” Dina breathes. “Exactly.” She shakes her head slightly. “Sorry if you had to wait. I came as quickly as I could. The traffic around the school is always crazy at this time.”

      “Oh, you work at a school? You’re a teacher?”

      “School administrator.” She laughs. “Who also gets roped into helping organise the school plays. Year eleven are doing Macbeth.”

      I smile. “That’s nice! And you didn’t keep me waiting at all. Can I get you a coffee?”

      “I’ll get a water I think. I’m too wired for caffeine.” Her eyes linger on me as she stands, as though she can’t believe I’m real. She grips the back of her chair for support. I’d do the same if I was standing right now.

      It’s not every day you meet your half-sister. At least, I assume she is my half-sister. For all I know we share the same dad too.

      Dina returns a moment later and sits. “Can I see the letter from the adoption agency?”

      I reach into my bag and hand her the paper. It flutters slightly in her fingertips, her hands still trembling.

      “I had no idea,” she says. “Mum never told me about any of this. When were you born?”

      “Nineteen seventy-four.”

      “Mum would have been sixteen. She must have been so frightened.” Dina thrusts the letter back to me. “Sorry.” She turns her head away and brushes tears from her eyes. “Sorry. This is all so unexpected.”

      I pass her my napkin. “It’s okay. I hate springing this on you so suddenly. I never expected to get this far today. I thought I’d reach a dead end.”

      She dabs her eyes and then regards me. “Why today? Why like this?”

      “Oh, lots of reasons.” I let out a quick laugh. “I guess if I’d done this when I was young, I could have set something up through the adoption agency. But I didn’t want to find her then. Now… things are different.” I gaze down at my coffee, at the swirl of dark liquid. “I’ve recently been diagnosed with dementia. Basically, it’s now or never.”

      “Shit.” Dina takes a sip of her water. She shakes her head as though hearing the words is painful to her. “I’m sorry, Faye. I hate to tell you this. It’s not what you want to hear, I’m afraid. But Mum – Rachel – also has dementia. She’s actually in a nursing home now. That’s why I’m renting out her house to help pay the fees.”

      “Oh.” My fingers wrap around the warm cup in front of me. Without thinking, I squeeze the porcelain until it feels as though it might break. I let it go and release a breath at the same time. “I suppose there is a genetic link so that makes sense. How… how is she?”

      Dina frowns. “Not good. She’s not my mother anymore. She hasn’t been for a while now. But she has good days. She still laughs at jokes sometimes. But most of the time she doesn’t know who I am.”

      And there it is.

      My stomach flips. She doesn’t know who I am. Those are the words that Penny will one day say about me. There’s the sword hanging above my head. The destructive blade poised and ready to strike.

      It’s the reason Penny and I have been at odds with each other since I was diagnosed. We know what is to come and we’re already thinking about how it will affect our lives. Sometimes she doesn’t consider my side, and I certainly haven’t always thought about hers. Now, as I gaze at Dina, my new sister, I view her as Rachel’s daughter. I see her as Penny.

      Dina passes a napkin to me, spotting the tears on my cheeks. I quickly brush them away with my fingertips.

      “Are you all right?” she asks.

      “As well as I can be, I suppose.”

      “That’s understandable,” she says. We sit in silence for a moment and then she leans forward. “If it isn’t too much for you today, there’s still time to go to the nursing home before visiting hours are over. Would you like to meet Mum?”

      The question lances through my abdomen. I lower my gaze for a moment, finding Dina’s blue eyes too piercing and intense to hold. This is it. Thirty-four years of wondering who my biological mother is, culminating in this moment.

      I nod. “Very much so.”

      Dina glances at her watch. “Come on. I’ll drive you there and then bring you back here if that works for you.”

      “Okay,” I say.

      And with that, I make my way to meet my birth mother.
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      We walk over to Dina’s Mazda parked a few spaces away from my car. “It’s only ten minutes from here.” She starts the engine, turning down the loud radio that blares out of the speakers.

      “Thank you,” I say. “This is so kind, really.”

      “Well,” she says. “It’s not every day that you meet your long-lost sister.” And then she laughs.

      “Can you tell me a little about Rachel on the way?” I ask.

      She lifts her eyebrows. “I’ll do my best, but Mum was always a closed book. I guess now I’m starting to understand why.” She exhales slowly as though thinking about the past. “She never really talked about her childhood. I know she grew up in the area but as a child I never met my grandparents.”

      “Never?”

      She shakes her head. “Not once. I didn’t have any extended family. No aunts, uncles or cousins. No one. It was Mum, Dad and me.”

      “And your dad?”

      “He passed away last year. He was a teacher. A bit older than Mum. She didn’t work. I think she had a job at a butcher’s before I was born and then became a housewife and mother. I had a good childhood. We weren’t well off but there were Christmas presents and home-cooked meals.”

      It sounds nice, her simple childhood. As a young woman, I might have felt resentful that my birth mother was able to take care of her second child but not me. As a fifty-year-old woman, I’m glad my birth mother found happiness with another daughter.

      Dina pulls into a carpark, reverses into a bay and refuses my offer to pay for the parking.

      The nursing home reminds me of a Victorian school. Perhaps it was at some point. I wrap my arms around my body, taking a few steps closer.

      “Are you okay?” Dina asks as we make our way inside.

      “Not really,” I admit. “I feel very strange.”

      The nerves have taken over and there’s a sense of disconnection flooding my body, as though I’m hovering above myself, staring down at the top of my head.

      “I keep wondering if I’m doing the right thing,” Dina says. “Whether this is all too soon. After all, I only just met you. But to be honest, I don’t know how long she has left. And you seem nice.” She shrugs. “Besides, if you are some sort of grifter, you’ll be disappointed. There aren’t a lot of riches for you to pilfer.”

      I laugh. “I promise you I’m not a grifter.”

      We walk along a corridor before a nurse allows us through locked doors. I follow Dina, watching her move. While the physical resemblance between us is strong, our mannerisms are different. She walks with her shoulders forward whereas I lean back.

      Before I know it, we’re outside a door. Dina knocks three times.

      “Come in,” answers a weak voice.

      I hold my breath.

      As Dina opens the door, I think time may have slowed down. I’m not ready. But how can that be possible after all these years? A few seconds later, I step into the room and see my birth mother for the first time.

      This is it.

      The window behind Rachel’s slumped shape illuminates her form. Sunlight peeks through the wisps of her grey hair. If she is sixteen years older than me, that makes her sixty-six, but she looks more like eighty.

      “Ah,” she says. “You girls should be out in the fields, playing. Why are you inside?” She shoos us away with her hand, as if to dismiss us.

      “Hi, Mum,” Dina says. “How are you today?”

      “I’m fine,” she replies, with an edge to her tone. “Stop asking.”

      “Okay,” Dina says. She glances back at me before taking a few steps into the room. “There’s someone here to see you. Can you be nice for a few minutes?”

      Rachel makes a pfft sound. “I’m always nice. Unless it’s one of those bitches out there.”

      Dina bites her lip. “Sorry. She’s been a bit difficult recently.”

      I wave a hand to tell her not to worry. I know already that dementia can cause changes in personality.

      “Hello, Rachel,” I say. “Can I sit down?”

      “I suppose so.” She leans forward, as though interested in who I am.

      I bring the chair closer so that she can see me properly.

      “I know you,” she says. “You’re the girl.”

      “I was once,” I reply.

      “No. The girl!”

      “Which girl?” I ask gently.

      She stares out of the window. “It’s going to rain, you know. And when it rains, I get tired. I always say that, don’t I?”

      “You do, Mum,” Dina says.

      “I totally understand,” I say. “I promise I won’t stay if you’re tired.”

      “That’s good of you,” Rachel says with a huff.

      The sense of disconnection grows. A hot flash works its way up the back of my neck. I move my hair and waft air around my shoulders.

      “Hot, are you?” she asks. “It’s always fucking freezing in here.”

      “Sorry,” Dina says. “She never used to swear.”

      “Oh, that’s all right,” I say. “Rachel, can I tell you something?”

      “If you want,” she replies.

      “Fifty years ago, a young woman gave me up for adoption. I think that young woman was very scared but very brave to do that. I was adopted by two amazing people who loved me very much. I don’t feel any anger or animosity towards my birth mother. I’m just sorry she was so afraid.”

      Rachel listens, her eyes misty, her expression impassive.

      “Do you remember anything about that?”

      “No,” she says.

      I glance at Dina.

      Dina shrugs.

      I pull my attention back to Rachel. This time, before I speak, I take in her features. She has the same heart-shaped face and thin lips she gave her daughters. I wish I’d seen her before her hair went grey. I’m guessing we share the same natural colour.

      “Did you have a baby when you were young?” I ask.

      She turns away from me. “That’s none of your business.”

      “Rachel, I think I might be the baby you gave away,” I say. “The adoption agency gave my mum a letter. It had your name and address on it.” I rummage through my bag, my fingers trembling. When I produce the letter, she won’t look at it. “I know you wanted to meet me. At some point, anyway.”

      She says nothing.

      “I think she might be tired,” Dina says. “Don’t take it personally.”

      I nod slowly.

      This is only to be expected. Rachel is very ill right now and Dina is right. I can’t take any of this personally. Rachel may have even forgotten about me, not because she doesn’t care, but because of the dementia.

      I put the letter back in my bag. “It was very nice to meet you. I’m so sorry that it’s under these circumstances.” I stand up, deciding that it would be best to let her rest. But I have one more question. “Rachel, I’ve been wondering something, and I don’t know why. I can’t explain it. I have this strange feeling that I have a twin. I know this is hard for you, but can you tell me that? Did you give up twin babies?”

      Rachel’s eyes grow unfocused. Then something dark crosses over her expression. She leans closer and grabs hold of my hand. As I look into the eyes of my mother, waiting for the answer, spittle forms on her lips and she says, “Get out before I say something cruel to you.”
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        She wakes at night,

        Expecting a fright,

        To find just an empty bed.

      

        

      
        Her heart is heavy,

        She knows already,

        That you have been stolen away.

      

        

      
        “Please tell me why?”

        She screams at the sky,

        Lost without her guide.

      

        

      
        “You always knew,

        What we should do.”

        She cries in her borrowed nightgown.

      

        

      
        And then she thinks, “No.

        I won’t let you go.

        I’ll find you wherever you are.

      

        

      
        I’ll drag you from hell,

        I’ll climb down a well,

        I’ll chase you to faraway worlds.”

      

        

      
        She hears a laugh,

        Her phantom half,

        Back home to haunt her at last.

      

        

      
        “Did you miss me?

        My little sissie?

        Are you glad to see me again?”

      

        

      
        Her heart now soars.

        “You’re here!” she roars.

        But stops before the embrace.

      

        

      
        Then takes a step forward,

        Like it’s somehow ordered,

        By the shadowy shape over there.

      

        

      
        She cannot resist her,

        The darkest sister,

        A ghoul,

        A ghost,

        A silent whisper,

        The girl who came home from the

        d e a d.
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      I spend a sleepless night replaying what my birth mother said to me: Get out before I say something cruel to you.

      Every time I consider those words, I take a different meaning from them. Either she knew who I was, recognised her own limitations and wanted to spare my feelings, or she took a dislike to me and felt the urge to be cruel to me. Or both.

      My mind swims with impressions of her face. I do resemble her. Not only in our facial features, but the tone of our voices too. There were times when it all felt a bit uncanny valley.

      There were also incredible similarities between me and Dina. I pull up the photos I got from Jason, wondering if it’s possible that the picture that went viral is of her and not me. But it’s obviously not her. We look alike, but not that alike.

      Before I left, Dina gave me her number and we’ve promised to stay in touch. I complicate everything, and not just on a personal level, but legally too. Rachel is nearing the end of her life and I’m sure Dina now has worries that I might be entitled to inherit part of her estate. If we can carefully navigate our way through that minefield, I hope that a relationship may bloom. Obviously, I don’t want anything of Rachel’s. What I want is something she can no longer give me, because I left it too long. Answers.

      After hours of tossing and turning, I eventually give up trying to sleep at 4 a.m. and head down to my office to type out some notes about what it was like to meet Rachel after all these years. Memoir writing is a new medium for me and is so different from my fiction. I keep waiting for a character arc to emerge but that feels strange when I am the character and I’m living it right now. I will have to be patient and let events take their course. I just hope I can afford the time.

      After about half an hour my attention span fades and against my better judgement, I check social media. The viral image of me is now being used as a meme. I scroll through a set of videos created from the photo with various captions written across the image. Me the day after Coachella, Me with my girls at bottomless brunch, How I’ll really look when I’m eighty and in the nursing home.

      It’s callous mockery. I can’t bring myself to read any more, so I put my phone away and go for a walk.

      I head along the coast and up to Seeley Moor. A magenta sky licks the landscape, disappearing behind a cliff to reach the sea beyond. I’m alone, watching the heather shiver with the morning breeze. Even in summer there’s a cool tinge to dawn up here. But that’s okay. I run so warm with hot flashes these days that the chill feels good. I close my eyes and meditate for a minute or two and when I open them again, the sky is blue and my mind is clear.

      I haven’t been sundowning since the drama with the photograph prompted me to find my birth mother. Perhaps having a goal is helping to slow down the degeneration of my mind. Or maybe that’s wishful thinking.

      The doctors who tested me discovered that over my lifetime, I’d experienced a series of TIAs, or transient ischaemic attacks – mini strokes – that had gone unnoticed until they caught up with me, instigating young-onset dementia. Before the day I was diagnosed, I’d considered my divorce to be the hardest thing I’d had to go through. But in one moment that all changed. Heartbreak was suddenly insignificant when compared to the disintegration of my mind. The organ responsible for who I am, my personality, the essence of my being.

      And yet I have now revisited a part of myself that I’ve denied for decades. I’m finally serving the teenage girl who never knew her birth parents. I’m finding more of me. Not less.

      Stretching my arms up tall and then wide, I let the early morning breeze pass through my hair. Slowly, the stretch helps loosen taut muscles. I take in the craggy coastline, the foam of the sea and the seagulls circling overhead one more time. Then I make my way back from the moors, walking through the village so I can grab a pint of milk.

      Exhaustion washes over me like cold water when I reach Summer Lane, the site of my first episode. Images of me disorientated and tearful flash through my mind. I’m not even sure if they’re all real. They could be from my imagination. But the emotion feels real. The fear, the confusion.

      I pull in a deep breath and head home. Completely and utterly simple. There’s really nothing to it. All I do is put one foot in front of the other. But I can tell I’m frazzled by the time I get back, from the sweat across my forehead. I put the milk away, take my medication and then sit down on the sofa to tune out the anxiety with sitcom re-runs on TV.

      I put my feet up and bundle the cushion under my cheek.

      Then I fall asleep.

      When I wake, I’m in my bed, and my phone is ringing. I grab the clock on my bedside table and stare at it. It’s lunchtime.

      What the fuck?

      I answer the phone, croaking down the line.

      “Mum?”

      “Who else would it be?” I quip.

      “Were you asleep?” she asks.

      It feels like some sort of accusation but before I answer, I check myself. That’s the pride speaking. “Yes, sweetheart. The insomnia was bad last night so I took a nap. How are you?”

      “Good,” she says. “I’m just on my lunch break. It’s so cold today, it doesn’t feel like summer, does it? I miss London.”

      I rub sleep from my eyes. “You do? I thought you liked it up here. How’s work going? Do you like this one?”

      “The hours are good,” she says. “And it’s in Malton so I don’t have to go far. But the office is kind of boring, you know?”

      I make a non-committal sound. Penny leaving her apprenticeship didn’t bother me at all. But I just wish she could find something that fulfils her and actually involves using her brain. I know she has one.

      But the subject is a tricky one to tread around. I can’t help but worry about Penny at times, but she’s still young and has plenty of time to figure things out. The last thing she needs is judgement from me.

      “What do they do again?” I ask.

      “Mum, I told you,” she says impatiently. “They supply schools with those plastic chairs. You know, the ones with the bendy backs.”

      “Right,” I say.

      “Anyway…” I hear Penny chewing on something. When she speaks again it’s with a mouthful. “Can we come for Sunday dinner? I’ll help cook.”

      “We?” I ask.

      “Me and Nathan,” she clarifies.

      I hesitate for a moment. “Nathan wants to come? All the way up from London?”

      “He hasn’t seen you since the divorce,” she says. “I think he misses you. Mum, I know things between you and him can be a bit tense at times, but he found that guy on Twitter. He wanted to help.”

      “I know,” I say. I think about the insensitive way he sent me the photo in the first place. And everything that went on before. Pretty much our entire relationship as stepmother and stepson has been difficult.

      “So, can he come?”

      I force myself to smile. “Of course he can come.”

      “Good,” she says. “Oh, and do you mind if I bring Tim?”

      “Tim?”

      “My boyfriend,” she says, as though it’s information I already know.

      “I didn’t know you had a boyfriend.”

      “Well, I do and I want you to meet him.”

      “Okay, sure. I’ll look forward to it.”

      I hear Penny exhale with relief. “Great. Thanks, Mum. It’ll be so nice for us all to hang out. It’ll be like… like when me and Nathan were kids.”

      I don’t think it will, but I agree anyway.

      “So, what’s Tim like? What does he do?” I ask.

      “He works at an insurance company, which sounds stuffy, I know. But he’s pretty fun. We have loads in common.”

      “Oh, that’s nice,” I say.

      “Shit,” Penny says. “I need to go. I went for a wander and now I have ten minutes to get back to work. I might have to make a run for it.”

      “All right, sweetheart.”

      “Speak soon! Love you!” she says.

      Before I can reply, she’s gone. I didn’t even get a chance to tell her about Rachel and Dina Lacey. Maybe such a huge topic should be handled face to face.

      I think about Tim, the new love interest. I’ve met plenty of Penny’s boyfriends over the years. Older men with motorbikes. Baby-faced boys in skinny jeans with spiky hair. There are rarely any similarities between them except that she jumps into relationships fast, lets them burn out and then moves on. It’s all par for the course with her and I’ve just learned to be happy when she’s happy. There have been times when her spontaneity leaves me riddled with anxiety. Impromptu holidays I don’t hear about until she’s home, like that boozy trip to Ibiza when I so nearly reported her missing. I’d had my hand hovering over the phone ready to make the call when she finally replied to me with one text.

      Clubbing in Ibiza. Mad times.

      It’s been a while since I last saw Nathan. It was about a month before the divorce was finalised. He’d made some comment about how I’d never want to see him again and I’d reassured him that wasn’t true. But the truth is somewhere in the middle. Nathan reminds me of many things. I see Scott in him. Too much of Scott. That superiority. Wanting his own way. Even as a child he knew how to control people. But I also see the hurt little boy who had just lost his mother. I see all the rage and spite he showed me as a child, and a teenager, and, to a certain extent, an adult.

      Penny loves him. He’s her brother after all, and it’s good that they have that relationship. But I’m not sure I could ever love him as a mother. Not after everything he did.
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      The heavy curtain of unconsciousness starts to pull back over his eyelids.

      When he wakes, the night has turned into a pale summer morning and he blinks against the sun. Once his eyes adjust, he pushes against the moist grass at his side, sits up and sees a herd of cattle in the distance. Then he remembers.

      Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit. Where is she?

      He gets to his feet, a sharp pain tearing across his skull. Reaching to the back of his head, he feels his sore flesh and touches dried blood. At least the blood isn’t flowing anymore.

      The events of the last few hours come back to him. The chase, the fall. He thought that he’d killed her for the second time. There’s no sign of her but there are traces of what happened here.

      There’s nothing else for it. With the sun coming up, he has to fill in the grave he dug and get away from here.

      He brushes the dirt from his jeans and staggers back up the hill.

      The shovel is where he left it and he starts moving the earth as fast as he can, filling in the empty void which was supposed to entomb her forever. Then he pulls clumps of grass and loose heather over the large rectangle, trying to disguise it as best he can. Satisfied it looks natural enough, he hurries back to his car and throws the shovel in the boot. Soon he’s back in the driver’s seat, and his heart racing, he starts the car.

      This wasn’t supposed to happen.

      Maybe she hasn’t gone far. Weakened by the head injury, she might be close and incapacitated. Maybe he can find her on the road. But deep down he senses that he has blown his chance to do this quietly. It’s messy now. She knows he’s coming after her.

      But maybe he still has time, because he knows she won’t go to the police and she won’t go to the hospital. There are reasons why she can’t explain what has happened to her. She is not innocent in all of this.

      He still has some power.

      There’s still a way forward.

      He accelerates as he changes gear, enjoying the force of the car pushing him forward.

      He likes to be in control.

      And by regaining control he intends to achieve his objective.

      “You may have won this battle,” he says to himself, “but my darling stepmother, you’d better believe I’m going to win the war.”
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      “I thought I’d drive tonight,” Alistair says, gesturing to his red BMW parked on the drive. “It takes a little while to get there but it’s worth it, I promise.”

      “And you don’t mind not drinking?” I step out and drape the shawl around my shoulders as the evening breeze chills the back of my neck.

      “Not at all.” He grins. “Not when I’m with someone who is so fun to be around.”

      I can’t help but smile at his flattery. Alistair makes a point of opening the door for me and I climb into the car. He gets in and we’re soon on the road, heading to the surprise destination.

      “Is this radio station okay?” he asks.

      I nod, not really listening to the music.

      “You seem distracted today,” he says. “Is everything okay?”

      He turns off the main road and heads away from the coast onto the darker, narrower roads that lead into the countryside.

      “Course it is,” I say, making sure to smile.

      “Ah,” Alistair says. “I thought maybe you were worried about the photo. I… Sorry to bring it up, but I wanted to clear the air and let you know that I saw it.”

      My heart sinks. “You saw it?”

      “Yes, but it’s completely fine. Please don’t be embarrassed or upset about it.”

      The North York Moors loom ahead, and I wonder where we’re going as I try to control the blush crawling up my cheeks.

      I clear my throat before speaking again. “The thing is… I need to explain because the context around that photo is a little complicated.”

      “That’s okay,” he says. “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want to… it’s just that I’m not even sure what to think myself.” I shake my head. My thoughts about the situation are so broken and twisted that I don’t know how to put them into words. But Alistair is silent, waiting for me to continue. “It doesn’t make sense. I don’t remember it. And…” I sigh.

      This is it. The moment of honesty. Time to tell him all about the dementia diagnosis. So why am I not saying anything?

      Maybe I don’t have to tell him. If Alistair is someone who wants to live in the moment. If he’s more concerned with having fun than anything serious, then maybe there’s no need right now.

      I don’t want his pity and I don’t want to ruin whatever fun we could have tonight. I can have tonight, can’t I?

      “Are you okay, Faye?”

      His question breaks the silence I’ve left brewing too long.

      “Yes, sorry. It’s just all so strange. I honestly have no memory of that photo being taken. I met with the guy who took it and he said he saw blood on the back of my head. But I haven’t hurt my head recently. And I couldn’t find the muddy shirt in my laundry basket. And what would I be doing on Seeley Moor like that for God’s sake? I just refuse to believe it’s me.”

      A long breath escapes my lips. With it, comes all of the worry and concern I’ve been holding inside my body.

      He pauses for some time, taking it all in and then he asks. “So, if it isn’t you… did someone photoshop it, do you think?”

      I glance around at our surroundings. We’re really in the middle of the moors now. The thin road snakes through the dark valley, no lights, no sign of life.

      “I don’t think so,” I say. “The photographer gave me several other photos from other angles. I could buy him faking one, maybe two. But not that many.” I let out a slightly nervous laugh. “You’re going to think I’m completely bonkers when I tell you what I think.”

      He gives me a wry smile that’s followed up with the softest caress of my knee. “Try me.”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “We’ve got another twenty minutes before we arrive.”

      Alistair turns down the radio and I tell him all about Rachel Lacey giving me up for adoption and finding my sister Dina. I tell him the crazy theory I have that my identical twin could be out there.

      Once I’m done, he cocks his head to one side and says, “Okay. So, what are you doing to find your twin?”

      I could laugh. Never in a million years did I think he would respond that way. But there’s no hint of doubt in his open, interested eyes. He really seems to believe me.

      “Nothing yet. I honestly don’t know where to begin.”

      “What about the photo?” Alistair suggests. “If you’re right then the woman in the photo must have been in the same area as you. Maybe she’s trying to find you.”

      “But why would she be in a state of undress like that?” I ask.

      “I don’t know, but whatever the reason, it seems as though she needs a caring family member to help her,” he says. “And you’re a smart, sensitive woman. Which means she needs you, Faye.”

      He pulls into the carpark of a small, countryside pub.

      “Oh,” I say. “We’re here.”

      The drive went by in no time. I got so lost in our conversation. Alistair not only listened, but believed me right away when I told him my madcap theory. He makes me feel heard and safe. I smile and then take in our surroundings. This small pub seems odd to be a grand surprise, but perhaps it has a special restaurant. One glance at the parked cars tells me that the clientele are big spenders. Alistair’s BMW slides in next to a metallic Range Rover.

      “So, it might seem pretty ordinary on the outside, but the food is amazing,” he says. “It’s worth the drive. Believe me.”

      On the walk into the restaurant, Alistair slips an arm over my shoulder and in return, I slip mine around his waist. His body is warm and firm. As we walk through the door, I realise this is my first time in a crowded place since the photo went viral and I’m not sure if people will recognise me, or who they assume to be me.

      We’re shown to our seats, a small table by the window, and Alistair orders a wine for me and a coke for him. Low ceilings and old-fashioned beams criss-cross above our heads. The room pulses with the buzz of conversation which thrums through me pleasantly. I haven’t been to a fancy place like this for a long time. I smile as I pick up the leatherbound menu to peruse the options.

      “The salmon is good here,” he says. “But go with your instincts because it’s all amazing.”

      I appreciate him not being pushy. Some men like to order for you, and I’ve never been a fan of that. But in the end, I go with his recommendation of the salmon to pair with my white wine.

      Across the other side of the restaurant, I notice a man staring at me. He’s in his thirties, with dark hair and deep-set eyes. I meet his gaze for a moment, thinking it will make him turn away. But he doesn’t. He continues to stare. I shake my head slightly and turn back to my date.

      “You know,” I say, “I could do with some help investigating this possible twin. I know it’s a bit of a strange request, but so far you seem to be the only person who believes me. So do you fancy helping me out with this? And maybe you and I can get to know each other a little better as we do it?”

      Alistair tucks a lock of hair behind my ear and kisses me lightly on the lips. “If it means spending more time with you, count me in.”
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      When I wake, I know that something isn’t right. The man in bed with me is not my husband. I leap out, almost tripping over my own feet and stagger over to the window where daylight is beginning to creep across the floor.

      “Faye?” The man rolls over, smiling. “Faye?” The smile fades. He sits up, revealing his bare chest. The tan and the muscles certainly do not belong to my husband. “Are you all right?”

      There is a niggling at the back of my mind. It’s a clawing feeling that I want to ignore but sense I should pay attention to. Then I remember. “Alistair?”

      He nods. “That’s right.”

      “You’re into that philosophy for selfish people.”

      He laughs. “I’m not into it. I read about it, that’s all.”

      I slump against the windowsill. “I’m so sorry. I think I had a nightmare.”

      I take a deep breath and sit down on the bed. I completely lost my sense of reality there. I should tell him why.

      He throws the covers back and gets out of bed. He’s in boxers and nothing else. And he’s so attractive that my heart flutters. I’m so used to Scott’s middle-aged spread and greying chest hair.

      “Come on,” Alistair says. “Let’s have a cuppa, seeing as we’re up.”

      I brush my hair away from my face. “You must think I’m a crazy woman.” I try to laugh it off.

      He wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me into him, planting a kiss on my head. “Not at all.” He traces a finger from my chin to my collar bone, lingering between my breasts. Then it continues, slipping over the satin of my nightgown. “You have an incredibly sexy body, Faye Mathis.”

      I lean into him and we kiss, then I grab a dressing gown from the hook on the door and pass it to him. It was a Christmas gift from Penny, bright pink flannel. As soon as he puts it on I can’t stop laughing.

      “What is it?” he asks, feigning innocence. “What are you laughing at? Aren’t I pretty?”

      “You certainly are. Twirl.”

      Alistair obliges and I laugh even harder.

      “Okay, I think your drag name is Fuscia Fabulosa. How about that?”

      “I can work with that.”

      Grinning like an idiot, I follow him downstairs, relieved to be smiling again. I half-fill the kettle and a quick glance in the glass of a kitchen cabinet reveals that my hair isn’t too much of a bird’s nest.

      “Sit down, Faye,” he says. “I’ll make it for you. Where are the teabags?”

      I gesture to a cupboard and do as he says. Then I watch him move around the kitchen. Where did this man come from? He’s like some sort of unicorn. How is it that I’m fifty years old and I’m only now meeting a man this handsome, this kind and this silly? And the best part is that his energy makes me feel silly too. I can be completely myself around him. And he believes me when I tell him, without any real proof, that I have a twin out there.

      “Fridge?” he asks.

      “In the utility room.” I point to a door.

      He moves around the space like a salsa dancer being silly, tapping a beat on the mug with his spoon.

      “Here.” Alistair hands me the tea and we fold into the sofa.

      “Ah, now I’m glad you woke me,” he says. “This is lovely. A hot cup of tea. A beautiful woman sitting next to me. The perfect way to start the day.”

      His compliments come thick and fast, and I suddenly wonder if it’s authentic or if he’s just saying things he thinks I want to hear. “I think you’re too kind.” I say.

      “I’m not kind.” He smiles. “You said it yourself, I like selfish philosophy.”

      “Well, that’s true.” I sip my tea and let the liquid soothe away my misgivings.

      Alistair lets out a small laugh. “Now that we’re up, why don’t you show me that photo and everything you have on your adoption?”

      “All right.” I reach for the laptop and quickly load up the picture. Then I show him the other images on my phone.

      Alistair frowns, turning his face from the pictures and then to me, and back again.

      “You think it’s me, don’t you?”

      He uses the mouse to enlarge the photo, zooming right in on the woman’s crotch.

      “Her thigh muscles are weaker than yours,” he says. “And there’s something on the inside of her leg. There. It could be a scratch. Or it could be a scar.”

      “Where?”

      Alistair hands me the laptop and I lift it higher so that I can see. Truth be told, I could do with my glasses, but I squint instead. He’s right. For the first time, I feel as though I’m establishing proof that my theory isn’t so insane. Every muscle in my body lightens, as though a heavy weight has been lifted. If I’m right, then this isn’t the dementia. It isn’t stubborn pride. I have nothing to be ashamed of.

      If I’m right. We need to prove it first.

      I glance at the photo again. “If that’s a scar then it definitely isn’t me.”

      “I know,” he says.

      I blush, thinking about a few hours earlier when his soft kisses grazed my skin.

      We had a wonderful evening. He was a good listener and I felt so relaxed, like I could tell him anything. Well, almost anything. I briefly told him about my divorce and the somewhat fraught nature of my relationship with Penny. Then we’d kissed in the restaurant. And then again in the car before falling into bed in a tangle of limbs, all thoughts of dementia and adoptions and divorces gone from my mind. He lets me live in the moment with him. Being around him is freedom.

      “I wish I knew how to find her.” I mumble.

      “What about the adoption agency?” Alistair suggests.

      “It was so long ago. Fifty years. I doubt they kept the kind of records they do now.”

      “You won’t know for sure until you try,” Alistair says. Then he takes my hand and squeezes it. “You found one sister this week. Why not make it two?”
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      Hello, Sister.

      Over the years that I’ve watched you, I’ve often wondered what it would have been like if we’d never been separated. Sometimes we would visit your house and watch you from afar. You were always happy. I resented you for that, for the life you were handed on a plate.

      Were you always happy? Or am I romanticising it? Does your life just seem brighter when I compare it to my own? One thing I do know is that you’ve always wanted me. You’ve wanted that connection. And I have too. Or at least I did when I was a child. I would have done anything to have you in my life but then something snapped inside me. Maybe it’s to do with circumstances. Maybe it was finding out you’d moved back up north, closer to me again. You may not know this, but I left you alone while you were in London with your husband. Oh, and do not get me started on that man. I judged you for marrying Scott. And I was right about him all along.

      Still, I let you live your life undisturbed during that time and, in the end, I regretted that. Because those feelings fermented inside me, turning sour with each passing year. I thought my life would get better, that I’d make up for lost time somehow.

      But I’m not that woman.

      I wanted to love myself, but the simmering rage in my body wouldn’t allow it. I despise you and everything you stand for, everything you had that I didn’t. All the love and warmth from a safe environment. Do you understand that? Have you ever raged about someone before? Truly wanted them dead? No, of course not, because you had a perfect life.

      I tried to move on and get past it, but I just ended up hating you more. And now it has gathered power and taken the form of something I can’t control. That hatred is a volcano waiting to erupt, spitting fury, ready to blow.

      I can’t stop the volcano. The eruption has already started and soon that lava is going to burn away everything in its path. Including you.
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      It’s lost, completely lost.

      I don’t remember where I put the meat.

      I grip hold of the kitchen counter and pull in a deep, steadying breath, trying to keep calm. I need to put the beef in the oven. They’ll be here soon and lunch isn’t nearly ready. As I move towards the fridge to look for the joint in the roasting tin for the hundredth time, I hear a creak upstairs. Then another.

      Footsteps.

      Is someone here already? Did I forget that they’ve already arrived?

      I walk over to the bottom of the stairs and call up.

      “Hello?”

      I wait for a reply that doesn’t come. No, I’m here by myself and they’re due to arrive at 12 p.m. It’s the paranoia again. I can’t trust my mind. Over the last few days the dementia has ramped up. And now here I am imagining some intruder in my home. I try to shake off the uneasy feeling that flutters alongside my confusion. It won’t subside. It’s been lingering for a while now.

      “I don’t have time for this.” I say, returning to the kitchen.

      The last few days have gone by in a blur. Alistair and I have been texting, but we haven’t met again. I haven’t felt up to it. I followed his advice though and after a little Google investigating, I called the adoption agency and have been told a case worker will be in touch soon. I can’t face the memoir right now, so I’ve been working on the next Palmer Twins book instead. The rest of the time, I’ve been mostly watching the phone, waiting for the adoption agency to get back to me and worrying about losing myself again.

      I’m convinced that the dementia is progressing more quickly than I thought. Sometimes it feels like I’m sweeping up a million shards of glass and trying to put them back together. I thought I had everything under control but I’ve been spiralling away from myself, losing my grip on simple tasks and the stark shape of reality. I feel as though eyes are on me, silent witnesses to my decline, but when I search for the source of that feeling, I am always alone. It’s the reason I’ve put off seeing Alistair again. I don’t want to have another incident when we’re together and I just can’t face telling him about my diagnosis and navigating his reaction. What’s the point anyway, when I might not even be here for much longer?

      Pull yourself together, Faye.

      Suddenly my thoughts are broken by the sound of a bell. What is that? The oven timer? Then more insistent ringing follows. Is someone calling my phone? I walk over to where it sits on the counter and see a notification from my doorbell app. I click on it and see a video of Penny and a man waiting at my front door.

      It’s the bloody doorbell. Of course. They’re here.

      I hurry to the front door and snatch it open.

      “Hi!”

      Penny and a man I don’t recognise stand on the doorstep. He’s tall, with dark hair and brown eyes. He smiles warmly at me. For a moment I think I’m supposed to know who he is and I’m scared that I don’t.

      “Penny,” I say, reaching for the next word and not finding it.

      “You okay, Mum?” Penny’s expression shifts into one of concern.

      I wrap my hands around her shoulders, pulling her to me, pretending to hug her when I’m really in need of a hug myself. “Oh, yes, I’m fine. Come in, both of you.” Then I remember. This has to be Penny’s new boyfriend. “You must be Tim.”

      As I let go of my daughter, I extend a hand to the man next to her. He takes mine in both of his and meets my gaze with a smile.

      “It’s lovely to meet you, Mrs Mathis.”

      They step in and I wave a hand to usher them through to the kitchen. Tim looks smart in a crisply ironed blue shirt. He’s definitely more attractive than her last boyfriend. But when I view him under the glare of the kitchen lights, I see that he’s probably about ten years older than Pen.

      “Is Nathan here yet?” Penny asks, placing a bottle of wine on the counter.

      “Not yet,” I say.

      “He sent me a text early this morning to let me know he was setting off,” Penny says. “Jessica and Kiri are at a birthday party.”

      “I haven’t seen Kiri for a while now. How old is she?” An image of Nathan’s baby pops into my mind along with the regret that I’m not closer to my stepson.

      “Three,” Penny says. “How’s the roast going?”

      “Swimmingly,” I say, remembering that I don’t know where I’ve put the beef.

      Penny walks over to the oven and pulls down the door.

      “Mmm,” she says. “It smells good, Mum.”

      And in that moment, all the tension leaves my body and it’s replaced by some clarity. I put the beef in fifty minutes ago and it’s roasting well. The potatoes are in too. I remember now that I was going to make a soup as a starter but the bread rolls I bought have already been eaten. I must have had them for lunch yesterday, although I have no memory of it. But, hey, I did just invent an intruder in the house so I’m clearly getting one step closer to losing all the marbles in my brain.

      Now I just need to whip up the Yorkshire pudding batter and boil some peas. Everything is under control. It was a blip, a nothing. I’m fine.

      “Would you like any help, Mrs Mathis?” Tim asks.

      I wave a hand. “Not at all. Can I pour you both a glass of wine?”

      Tim shakes his head. “None for me, thanks. I’m driving today.”

      “Penny?”

      “Make it a large one,” she says.

      I grab the bottle they brought and place it in the fridge. Then I take out the cooled bottle I put in earlier, fetch two wine glasses and pour them out.

      “So, how did you two meet?” I ask.

      Penny sips her wine before speaking. “Tim slid into my DMs.”

      “What do you mean ‘slid into your DMs’? I’m a hundred years old, remember.” I roll my eyes dramatically and let out a giggle.

      “He sent me a private message on Instagram.” She grins and holds out a hand for Tim to take.

      He squeezes her hand, looking down at her with a loving gaze. “I swear the message was innocent. Penny posted about a band I happen to love.”

      “Albion Foxes,” Penny says. “They’re a band from York. Do you remember me telling you, Mum? I followed them when they were gigging around the area.”

      I nod my head, vaguely remembering Penny playing them in the car once after making a playlist for me to listen to.

      “We met at a gig after chatting on Insta and things sparked from there,” Tim says, smiling.

      The doorbell rings, and I stand on weary legs. Penny I always love to see but I’m finding it difficult to be interested in this new boyfriend. Well, they never hang around long enough to be a problem. This one won’t be any different.

      But now I have to deal with Nathan. I push down thoughts of the past as I make my way across the hall and swing open the door.

      “Hello, Mummy,” Nathan says, with a Cheshire cat smile. He leans forward and kisses me on the cheek. “I brought something for you.”

      He passes me a bottle of excellent champagne.

      “This looks very expensive.”

      “Only the best for my stepmother,” he says, widening his grin.

      Nathan inherited all of his cockiness from Scott but not quite as much charm. While Scott exudes warmth beneath the bravado, Nathan is cold.

      I remember the times I would try to hug five-year-old Nathan, and he would give me nothing but a penetrating stare. Later he’d punish me with bad behaviour. It became a pattern. I knew it was because his mother had died about a year before I came on the scene, but knowing that didn’t change anything. I’d try to break through his defences but he would see any sort of affection as something to resent or rebel against.

      “Come in,” I say, trying to keep my voice warm.

      We head into the kitchen where Penny is taking the potatoes out of the oven.

      “I always forget how lovely this house is. Such wonderful views,” Nathan says. “And a big garden for kids to play in.”

      “Could you help your sister, Nathan?” I say, sitting down at the table, suddenly exhausted at the idea of hosting these people in my house. “I’m so sorry but I am feeling a little tired.”

      Nathan takes a seat, stretching out his feet. “Penny can handle herself.”

      “Mum?” Penny calls from across the room. “Are you okay?”

      It’s Tim who gets up to help with the dinner. I glance sidewards at Nathan, who simply smirks back. He gets under my skin, like ants burrowing into my flesh.

      I wave a hand. “I’m fine, just tired.”

      “You’ve been doing too much,” Penny chides. “Sit down and put your feet up. We’ll handle this.”

      I sip my wine and regard Nathan from across the table. “How’s Kiri?”

      “Perfect,” he says. “She’s so clever. And naughtier than I was as a child.”

      “Is that possible?” I ask.

      Nathan lets out a short laugh before showing me photos of his daughter on his phone. I have to admit that he looks the part of the doting father in every picture. Even with all the resentment between us, I find it heart-warming to see.

      “You’ll have to bring her here next time,” I say.

      “It wouldn’t be too much for you?” Nathan asks.

      “Why would it be?” I reply.

      He shrugs. “No reason.”

      Before I can push, Penny comes walking in carrying plates of food.

      “All done, Mum.” Penny places a plate of food in front of me. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine, honestly.” I glance across at Tim, who I’ve just met, and would prefer not to feel so self-conscious in front of. But Penny has that same worried expression on her face that makes me feel five years old. “Come on, let’s tuck in.”

      Penny takes the hint. “Sure. Let’s have a nice meal.” She stabs a potato and gives me a small smile. I sense there are unspoken words dangling awkwardly around us.

      “I heard you went viral recently, Mrs Mathis,” Tim blurts out. “That must have been quite an experience.”

      I freeze, the fork part-way between the plate and my lips.

      “Oh, um, Tim, we probably shouldn’t—” Penny starts.

      “It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Tim adds. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you, Mrs Mathis. You’re ill, I know that, I just wondered what it was like having that much attention on you. It must have been quite an unusual experience.” He smiles widely at first, but the longer our eyes meet, the more his expression fades into one of concern.

      I put the fork down. “It’s not really something I like talking about. Given the sensitive nature of the photograph.”

      “Oh, totally,” he says. “I have a foot and mouth issue. Sorry!”

      Nathan lets out a laugh. “Finally, I’m not the only one.”

      “It’s okay,” I say. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “But you really have nothing to worry about,” Tim says. “You have a great body for a woman your age.”

      “Tim!” Penny gasps.

      Tim slaps his forehead with his hand. “Shit… I mean, gosh, I’m so sorry. Foot in mouth again. I told you!”

      Nathan starts to laugh, a portion of chewed potato visible from the corner of his mouth, and leans so far back in his chair it almost tips over. I send him the glare I’d rather have sent to Tim.

      Cheeks burning, I choose to ignore them both and try to eat. Tim is still apologising but I just raise a hand to get him to stop.

      “Tim that was so insensitive. Sorry, Mum,” Penny says. “Sorry.”

      I hear Tim whisper, “But it was a compliment.”

      Maybe it was and I should laugh it off. In a week or a month I might. But right now I’m too filled with frustration and annoyance. I add, “It’s not me in the photograph.”

      Penny sighs but she says nothing.

      The silence thickens around us. It’s clear that today isn’t the right time to tell Penny about finding my birth mother. And, honestly, after her doubting me again I don’t even want to admit to her what I’ve been doing. She’ll probably think I’m fixating on proving I’m not the woman in the photo by digging into my past.

      Nathan ends up breaking the silence by talking to Tim about football. But I can’t concentrate on a single word they’re saying, because all I’m thinking about is how disconnected I feel from my family and how I want nothing more than to go back to the person I was before.
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      High up on Seeley Moor, I watch the sun rise over the sea. I have a travel mug of hot tea in my hand as I trudge the empty coastal path, my thoughts coming and going like the tide.

      Grass rustles behind me. A footstep. I turn, but there’s no one there. Only the lingering sense of being watched. My heartbeat quickens. I wait, expecting a dog walker to emerge from the other side of the path. But there’s no one. I’m alone again.

      I received the call I’d been waiting for yesterday afternoon, from my case worker at the adoption agency. Privacy laws meant that the information she could share was extremely thin. I would need Rachel’s consent for more details, but I’m not sure Rachel is in any fit state to agree to anything. My birth father wasn’t named, nor were any other relatives. All I know is that I was born at James Cook Hospital in Middlesbrough, and I weighed less than six pounds. I found this last detail curious. Why was I so small? Was I premature? Or was I a twin?

      Either way, I still have no proof of a missing sister and evidence is stacking up against that theory. If I apply Occam’s razor then the most obvious answer points to it being me in the photo. Alistair could be mistaken about the scar on the leg. It could have been a trick of the light. Jason Jay might not have seen blood after all but the muddy remnants of a fall on the moors.

      I linger for a moment, almost daring myself to lose control. Let it come for me. The brain fog. The paranoia. Let it take away this barbed wire of anxiety lying inside me. I ball up my fists and scream at the sea, watching the gulls flap away from the cliff in surprise. Screw meditation today. My therapy is a primal yell from the pit of my stomach.

      Reality creeps over me. There is no point in wallowing. I have too much to do and too much to enjoy. I can find out about my past. I can dance with Alistair and kiss in taxis. I can sit in my beautiful house facing the sea and write my books.

      It takes less than thirty minutes to walk home. The stretch of my muscles feels good. As I walk inside the front door, I feel I’ve successfully managed to get the creative juices flowing, so I head straight to my office to work. I start with free writing, letting words spill out of me and releasing all the blockages that have plagued me over the last week. Then I gather up my notes to work on the Palmer Twins.

      A new poem catches my eye.

      

      
        
        
        I see him on the hill

        The boy made of bone

        Standing there with a knife-edge smile

        All bloated with darkling guile

        And his heart like a stone

        And his skin alabaster

        He’s here to hate you,

        To become your master.

        The boy on the hill

        Will have his fill

        Of chaos and evil

        The boy on the hill

        Made of bone

        Made of stone

        Destined to be

        Alone.

      

      

      

      

      I inhale a sharp breath as my fingers stroke the paper. I don’t remember writing this at all. When I read these words, I think of Nathan. I think about him standing over me at the bottom of the stairs all those years ago, ignoring my cries for help, his expression devoid of emotion.

      Suddenly my phone pings, making me jump.

      Good morning, sexy. I miss you. We need to meet up!

      A flutter of excitement courses through me as I read Alistair’s message, before it’s replaced with a thrust of guilt. I should have told him about my diagnosis on our last date. But the moment passed so quickly. Then he came home and we were laughing and drinking and kissing… Now I’ve left it so long it’s verging on lying.

      But we’re casual, right? He doesn’t need to know absolutely everything about me, does he?

      I’m about to type my own response when my phone starts ringing. I answer right away.

      “Hi, Faye, it’s Dina.”

      “Hi.” I pause. “It’s nice to hear from you. Is everything okay? Is Rachel okay?”

      “She’s fine. Sorry, I didn’t mean to worry you. I just thought I’d check in to see how you were doing after the other day? It was quite intense, wasn’t it?”

      “Yeah, you could say that. But I’m doing okay. Thanks for asking.” I push back in my desk chair. “How are you coping with it all?”

      “I don’t know where to begin,” she says. “But when we were in the room with Mum, you asked her if you had a twin. I’ve been thinking about that a lot.”

      “You have?” I ask.

      “Yes, and honestly, the thought has unsettled me. I’ve been an only child all these years. My mum is living her last years, and I suppose I’ve made peace with not having any family. I’m not married and I don’t have kids, but now I have a brand-new sister and maybe even two. So all of this has come as a shock.”

      “I can understand that,” I say. “I’m sorry if it’s been difficult for you.”

      “It’s not your fault,” she says. “It’s Mum’s fault. She’s the one who never told me about her past.”

      The resentment is clear in Dina’s voice. I don’t blame her, but I don’t blame Rachel either. This is a difficult situation for everyone involved and I don’t think there are any villains here.

      “I’m sure Rachel had her reasons for giving me away,” I say. “I’ve forgiven her for it.”

      “Mum was a good person,” Dina says. “I don’t know what happened but I’m sure it was hard for her.” She sighs. “But I suppose we’ll never really know for sure what the circumstances were.”

      I pause before I share what I’m thinking. “If it makes you feel any better, the twin theory is looking unlikely.”

      “Really?”

      “The caseworker at the adoption agency didn’t find any evidence of siblings. I think the most sensible explanation is that I’m just struggling with my dementia.” This is the first time I’ve said this out loud and an unexpected tidal wave of emotion hits me, and tears fill my eyes.

      “I’m so sorry, Faye,” Dina says. “This must be so hard.”

      “Thanks. Sorry. It’s been an intense week.”

      Dina snorts. “You don’t have to tell me that! Wow.”

      We share a laugh, and then I say, “I’m so glad I found a sister. That’s really all I wanted. I think, perhaps, being adopted can make you miss something, or someone, that you never met. I’ve missed you all these years.”

      “Now you’re going to make me cry!” she says.

      We chat for another ten minutes or so and it feels easy. We are both traversing new ground, each working out how to relate to the sister we never knew we had. It’s a comfort to know that I have Dina. I was never going to find this fictional twin I conjured from nothing, but instead I have a real living and breathing sister, right here in my life.
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      I’m running late and Alistair is on his way. I’ve invited him over for dinner but I haven’t a clue what I’m going to make. I’ve been so busy writing my memoir that time has completely run away from me. Ever since chatting to Dina on the phone, the burden of my past has lifted, hefted out of my way. I have been on a creative roll, eager and empowered to share my life story now I have a clearer idea of how it all began.

      I look at myself in the mirror as I pull on a navy-blue wrap dress and buckle the straps of my gold heels. I’m still applying lipstick when the doorbell rings.

      I open the front door to find Alistair standing there in a hoody and jeans, holding a large paper bag. “I brought dinner to us.” His smile is lopsided and sweet. “I probably should have called and warned you but⁠—”

      I grab hold of his hoody and pull him in for a kiss. “You’re a lifesaver.”

      His free hand bundles up my hair at the nape of my neck, pulling me in for another kiss. When we break apart, he holds my hand and we walk into the house, almost forgetting to close the door behind us.

      “I should turn up with food more often,” he says with a grin.

      “Throughout the ages men have underestimated one simple fact about women. We like to be surprised.” I grab some crockery and cutlery while Alistair removes takeaway boxes from the bag. A spicy aroma fills the air between us.

      He laughs. “I get it. Surprises keep things interesting, and all the better when the surprise involves curry.” He pushes a box over to me. “Butter chicken?”

      My mouth waters. “It’ll taste even better now I don’t have to cook something.”

      Alistair steps over and wraps his arms around my waist, resting his head on my shoulder. There’s something tender about it, but sexy at the same time. Then he whispers, “I brought weed too.”

      I start to belly laugh at that. It’s just so unexpected.

      It all feels so natural. The two of us here, plating up our meal, moving to the sofa to eat and chat and drink wine. Alistair tells me about his family’s Christmas tradition of making a curry sauce to go with their turkey dinner. He talks about them with affection and his eyes brighten. As I mop up the last smudges of sauce, Alistair fetches a second bottle of wine. We clear the plates away and head out to the patio where the warm evening drifts the scent of honeysuckle over to our chairs facing the coast.

      He sinks into his seat. “Your home is so beautiful. To have all this,” he sweeps his arm across the landscape.

      “I’m lucky,” I say. “I know.”

      “So, do you want to smoke?” he asks.

      “I have to warn you, I haven’t smoked since 1999. Aside from one night at a dinner party in London. Scott’s rich friends brought out a silver platter with cocaine and spliffs.”

      “No way.” Alistair laughs. “That kind of thing really happens?”

      I nod. “I never went back. Scott did though.” I stretch out my arms. I’ve probably drunk more than I should but I feel good, so why not add a little marijuana into the mix? “All right. Go on then.”

      He lights the spliff, takes a drag and hands it to me. The smoke catches the back of my throat, bitter, but not unpleasant. I hold it in for a moment and breathe it into the night sky where it lingers before drifting away, fading towards the end of the garden.

      The tension in my body finally unfurls. I stretch out my legs on the chair and pay attention to the cooling, salt-scented air around my body. Alistair brings our chairs together and opens his arm, offering me his shoulder. I nuzzle into his warmth.

      This is perfect.

      “This is going well, isn’t it?” Alistair says.

      I turn to him. “I think so.”

      “I mean… I feel like I’m doing pretty well here. Like I’m knocking this out of the park.” He laughs. “The dinner, the company.” He gives me a cocky smile.

      I frown slightly. “What do you mean?”

      He shakes his head. “Sorry. That came out weird.” He laughs. “It’s the weed making me blurt stupid shit out.” He shrugs. “I like these dates with you. Even chilling on the patio is fun.”

      “It is. I… I like you and our time together.”

      A silence stretches between us. I think Alistair is just a little over-enthusiastic about having a good time together. But at the back of my mind, I also wonder if this relationship is going in a direction that isn’t as casual as I thought it would be.

      Then again, I haven’t dated for decades. Maybe this is what a casual relationship looks like.

      I decide to change the subject. “I spoke to the adoption agency.”

      “No way! Why didn’t you say sooner?”

      “Well, because there’s nothing to say, really. Turns out I’m not a twin.”

      He frowns and takes a drag of the joint.

      “But what about that photo?” he asks after exhaling and passing it back to me. “Surely you’d remember roaming the moors half undressed?”

      “Um, well. Yes, it is confusing.” This is it. I need to tell him. I need to be honest about why it’s likely I wouldn’t remember that. I take another drag for Dutch courage, and start coughing.

      He laughs and hands me my glass of wine.

      “Here, this’ll help.”

      I take a big glug of wine and the choking sensation eases, but I’m immediately hit by a head rush. My tummy flips as I close my eyes and try to regulate the feeling. My head spins as though I’m trapped on a Waltzer, swivelled round and round without any way off. My cheeks are hot and my mouth suddenly fills with saliva.

      “I don’t feel good.” I lean forward in my chair and gasp for breath. The world is twisting around me, the outside lights dancing across my vision. I take a deep breath but can’t get any air.

      “Faye, are you okay?” His silhouette emerges in my eyeline, splintered into three.

      “Yes, I’ll… be fine.” I say as I stagger up from my seat and lurch forward.

      “You’re not.” His hand is on my back, weighing me down. “Let me help you.”

      I need to get inside, away from him. I don’t want him to see me like this.

      “No, I just need to…”

      “Come here.” His voice sounds distant.

      I lean on him, helpless in his arms, my head spinning and my stomach lurching. Then, before I know it, I’m bent double, throwing up over my patio, Alistair’s shadow looming over my cowering body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 23

          

          THE GRAVEDIGGER

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      She’s calling him again. He rolls his eyes but he can’t keep ignoring her. He pulls over to answer the phone.

      “Darling,” he says smoothly.

      “Is it done?”

      “No,” he admits.

      A long silence stretches between them. Sweat breaks out across his forehead. He scans the coastline path as he waits for her to speak.

      “Why the fuck not?”

      She’s seething, he hears it in her voice, like every word is pushed out between her teeth. Her anger reminds him that she’s the only person he’s ever met who matches the dark part of himself. The part that he spent so long trying to hide.

      “She puked up the pills and ran away while I was digging the grave.”

      “And you couldn’t catch her?” she snaps.

      “I did catch her but there was a struggle. I fell and got knocked out.”

      She starts to laugh. “What? Are you serious? Of all the incompetent, useless⁠—”

      “Do not speak to me like that,” he warns. “Don’t fuck with me.”

      She’s quiet. He remembers moments with her from the past. The way her hair fell over her face. The low-cut dresses she wore.

      “Do you still have the knife I gave you?” he asks. “I have mine.”

      “The penknife? Yeah, I always carry it. You know that. Why?”

      He hears the metallic shush of the knife opening.

      “Because we may need to use it. I have an idea.”

      He remembers the day he gave her the knife like it was yesterday. It was the day they first met, and their lives became forever entwined, sitting on the dry, fragrant grass, her Nikes tapping next to him as she fingered the skinny straps of her top.

      He led her down to the pig farm across the field, to get her away from the house. When they were near the pig shed, he took out the knife and asked if she wanted some bacon. He flipped the blade open and watched her eyes grow wide with fear, exactly as he had wanted. But then she did something unexpected that excited him even more. She pulled him towards her and pressed the knife against her skin, cold eyes staring up into his without flinching. He had never met anybody like her before.

      He feels a rush of excitement as he remembers. It still turns him on, even after all this time.

      “Do you trust me?” he asks.

      “You know I do.”

      “I’m going to fix this,” he promises.

      “Of course you will,” she says. “If you don’t, I’ll gut you like that little piggy you promised me. Only I’ll actually go through with it.”
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      There’s a moment on the drive over to Mum’s house when the satnav turns into a jumble of lines with no real meaning. I am holding the steering wheel, but I am losing my grip on where I’m headed. The road in front of me no longer seems familiar. All I know is that it has no ending, and no beginning.

      The feeling is fleeting but disturbing and when I come back to myself I pull over, drink some water and eat a protein bar. The wine and late night are taking a toll on my body today. Not to mention the embarrassment I felt after being sick in front of Alistair. He laughed it off and helped me to bed, but still, I felt like a teenager at their first party. I suppose that’s better than feeling ancient like I do a lot of the time.

      Lists cover every surface of my home and important dates are circled in bold red pen on my calendar. The fridge is covered in shopping lists. Sometimes I tally up what’s inside and scribble it on a Post-It note on the fridge to save me checking more than once. I’m supposed to live a quiet life of routine, but I keep ignoring that to go out on dates with a younger man and spontaneous dawn walks.

      Maybe this is why the disease is progressing more quickly than I expected. Do I really want to smoke weed with Alistair on the patio and stay out drinking wine after midnight? Or do I want to keep hold of myself for longer? That’s the balance – grasping hold of those joyous, spontaneous moments or sacrificing them for months or even years of maintaining the status quo.

      Once the fog shifts and my confidence returns, I run my fingers along the veins of the roads tracked out on the map and put the car into gear. When I reach Mum’s house, it feels like an achievement to be celebrated.

      She’s sitting with a crossword when I arrive and seems even more frail than the last time I saw her. Slumped forward, her chin almost reaches her chest. But she lifts her head as I come in through the door.

      “Is that you, Faye?” she asks, squinting through her thick lenses.

      “It’s me, Mum. I brought you those biscuits you like, with the caramel inside.” I take her hand and squeeze it.

      “Ah, you found your key then?” she says.

      I start opening the packet. “I never lost it, did I? Why would you think that?”

      “Because when you came, you knocked and said you’d lost it.”

      I pause. “When was this?”

      “Two days ago,” Mum says.

      “I didn’t come two days ago,” I say. “This is my first visit for over a week.”

      Mum shakes her head. “No, you came two days ago, and we talked about your adoption again. Although given what you said, I understand why you might want to pretend you never came.”

      “What?” I mumble. “No, that’s not right. I didn’t come on Monday.”

      Mum sighs. “Why would I make this up?”

      “Why would I?” I retort.

      We both fall silent, staring at each other. Mum adjusts her glasses. My heart thumps against my ribs. The room is too hot, too stuffy, and the smell of air freshener is overwhelming.

      It’s Mum who breaks the silence. “Perhaps you forgot. I… I know that can happen with…”

      “With dementia,” I finish. Then I laugh. “Maybe we’re both losing the plot.”

      “Maybe,” she says, but she doesn’t smile.

      In an attempt to clear the tension and reset, I go into the kitchen, make two cups of tea, arrange the biscuits on a side plate and walk back in with a smile. She’s gripping the arm rest of the chair with her veined hand.

      “I wasn’t wearing my glasses that day,” Mum says. “You asked Sally next door to take them into the opticians. Remember? There was that crack on the left side.”

      “Right. Yes, I remember.”

      “But it was you. It had to be.” Her voice begins to sound doubtful. “You had a cold, didn’t you?”

      “What?” prickles shoot up the back of my neck. “I haven’t had a cold at all.”

      “Hmm,” she says. “You sounded a little congested before. My eyes though…”

      “Listen to me now, I sound fine, don’t I?”

      “Yes, I suppose you do.”

      “What did I say to you that day? Did we fall out?”

      Mum’s fingers tighten around the arm of the chair. Her throat bobs as she swallows. “You told me that I made a mistake adopting you. That your father and I were selfish people who didn’t think about the consequences of our actions.” She pulls in a deep breath as though steadying her emotions. “It came as quite a surprise, as you can imagine. I’d never… I always thought…” Her voice begins to break.

      “Mum, I don’t think those things and never have!” I say quickly. “Even if it was me… if I came here and left without knowing I did, I promise you, I don’t believe that for a second. If it was me, then it was the dementia talking. It can mess with your mind and even make up its own narrative.”

      I think about the case studies I read online. Sons and daughters dealing with parents who change the history of their whole lives in the fog of their illness. Again, I thought I had more time, I was sure of it…

      I stand, needing to do something with my body. Pent up anxiety powers my legs as I pace around the room.

      “I remember all of Monday. I swear I didn’t come.”

      She doesn’t reply with words, but raises an eyebrow instead. I sit back down.

      “I spoke to a social worker at the adoption agency. They said I weighed less than six pounds when I was born. Did you know that?”

      “No,” Mum says. I hear the surprise in her voice. “You were over six weeks old when we adopted you. They did say you were a little underweight and to take you for regular check-ups but they didn’t mention your birth weight. We were so wrapped up in you that we didn’t think to ask.”

      “So, you don’t know whether I was premature or… or just small?”

      She shakes her head.

      For her this chapter is closed and has been for many years. But for me it’s wide open. And now something strange has happened yet again. There’s a possibility that someone came here pretending to be me. I was busy writing on Monday, I haven’t had a cold and I can’t imagine being so cruel to my mum. It seems insane but once more my mind drifts to the possibility of a twin. But this feels like an attack, a violation.

      As we drink our tea, I make small talk and I try to steer the conversation towards something more positive. Mum doesn’t deserve to deal with my unhinged distractions, she needs peace and calm in her time of life. I help her do some washing, trim her nails and then promise to bring Penny with me next time I come. I put a good face on it, but the whole time, I feel like two people. One person sitting here smiling through the tasks, the other desperately searching for someone through an abyss, screaming out a name unknown.
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      Strands of red hair float onto the sofa cushions as she walks into the room. I see her face reflected in the TV screen, leaning over my elderly mother, skinny hands around her neck. This reflection sneers with hatred.

      I wake with a silent scream. The room is pitch black, the sheets beneath me soaked. Slowly, I step out of my bed and switch on the light with a trembling finger.

      I have never had a nightmare like that before. That wasn’t the dementia, it was something else. Pure terror.

      It hits me. I believe someone who looks like me went to my mother’s house and entered her property by tricking her. That person most likely wants to do me, or her, or my whole family harm.

      That twin I’ve always wanted… if she exists, she might just be the person making me terrified to sleep right now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As dawn breaks, I give up trying to get any sleep and put myself under the shower. Try as I may, I can’t wash away the creeping sensation that something is very wrong. I can’t get it out of my head. Why would someone visit my mother? Why ask about the adoption? Why say those horrible things to her?

      As I try to rationalise it, my thoughts swing from believing it was me, to believing there’s an evil version of me lurking in the shadows, impersonating me and watching me. Someone who hates me.

      When I thought I might have a twin before, I was concerned she might be hurt. I was worried about her and wanted to help her. But now I feel afraid of her, terrified of what she might be capable of. That’s if she exists at all.

      Having an enemy out there in the world is far less terrifying than the idea that there’s an enemy within me, sabotaging my every thought and feeling. A parasite that I can’t cleanse. With the adoption agency offering no new leads, I realise there’s only one person who can help me. I need to try and speak to Rachel again. She’s the only person who knows the truth and I have to do everything I can to find it out. Once and for all.

      I drive over to her nursing home later that morning, before I can talk myself out of it. After I arrive, I sit in the car for a few minutes, preparing for what may come. Another day with another mother, and my only hope for answers. I walk up to the reception and sign into the guest book. Then I make my way down the corridor, transforming my fear into determination with every step.

      “You again,” Rachel says as I walk in.

      She’s propped up on the bed with lots of pillows. There’s a newspaper on her lap. She seems as though she was happy and content until I ruined it by stepping into the room.

      “I won’t keep you long, Rachel.”

      “Good,” she says.

      “Do you remember you had a baby in 1974? One you gave up for adoption?”

      She rolls her eyes. “You can’t even get it right, Claire.”

      “Who’s Claire?” I ask. “And what can’t I get right?”

      “There were two babies. Two.” She sighs. “You know that, Claire. You were one of them.”

      I freeze. This is it. The confirmation I have been searching for. “You’re sure? Two babies? You had twins?”

      “There were two babies,” she repeats. Validation and triumph courses through me. I was right. I am not mad. “They wouldn’t keep them together. Bad that, isn’t it?” She continues. “But they were better off alone than together with me. That I know for certain.”

      “You do?”

      She nods.

      Suddenly, I’m hit by the emotion this news brings. I have a twin sister and her name is Claire. Tears prick the backs of my eyes and heat flushes my face. “You called… you called me Claire?”

      “No,” she says. “I didn’t name them. It seemed silly to do that. They weren’t mine, not really.” She bites her lip and breathes heavily. For a moment I see the pain of the teenage mother, forced to part from her children.

      “Where did the name Claire come from?”

      “Ask your parents,” she says. “Why are you asking me all of this?” Immediately the vulnerability lifts, her temper erupting over her cruel face.

      I ignore her question and plough on with my own. “So, you contacted Claire when she was older? That’s how you know her name?”

      “Why are you talking like that?” Rachel asks. Her eyes narrow. “Who are you?”

      “I’m one of the babies,” I say. “I’m one of your twins.” I lean forward, hoping to take her hand and connect with her at long last. “I am your daughter.”

      She pulls her hand away from me and raising it, she slaps me, a harsh sting across my cheek. “I don’t know you. You’re nothing to me. Get out.”
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      It’s funny how you’ve never noticed me all these years. I’m nothing more than a dark shadow on the edges of your perfect life. Something easily ignored as you swan around, floating from one success to the next without any effort. But if you had paid any attention, you would have seen me. I’ve never been far away.

      I went to visit your mum recently. The one who adopted you, not our mother. She let me into her home. She made me a cup of tea.

      The poor dear was blind and confused during the whole thing, very vulnerable really. I put on my poshest voice, pretended I had a cold, and would you believe it, she thought I was you. It was so easy.

      I won’t tell you the circumstances of the visit or what she said to me because that’s between me and her. But it made me realise what I could have had. How much easier my life would have been if I’d had a doting mother rather than the one I was stuck with.

      Shall I tell you about my childhood?

      There was a cellar in our house with a lock on the outside. It was freezing cold and full of spiders and woodlice and mildew. When my father was at work, she would take me down there and lock the door so she could go out. I don’t know where she went or what she did. I was always too afraid to ask when she eventually let me out.

      I had chores to do most days and she held me back from school if I hadn’t completed them. It was hard to reach her standards. No plate was ever clean enough. No floor scrubbed hard enough. She took pleasure in my failure.

      And if I didn’t do it right, she threatened to sell me. What she didn’t realise is that it never sounded like a punishment to be sold away from her. Until she told me the kind of person she would sell me to and what he would do to me. And she warned me that if I tried to get help from my father, she’d immediately get rid of me and tell him I’d run away. This bad man willing to buy me would take me out of the country or lock me in his cellar forever and ever.

      Don’t you think it’s strange how one small circumstance can change a life? How it can shape a person?

      You had the perfect family. You went to people who actually wanted you.

      I did not.

      Anyway. As soon as I met my man, I learned to survive. He is the most ruthless person I know, and he would kill for me. He would even kill you, sister, if I asked him to. He’d kill your entire family. And he’d enjoy every second of it.

      I’ve read all your books, by the way. They’re darker than other children’s books. You don’t shy away from death, do you? That’s what I like about them.

      But the rest of it is cloying. All that rubbish about how sisters are best friends and have a special bond. It isn’t true. You, of all people, should know that. People say the same thing about mums and daughters, that there’s this magical connection between them. Mothers are supposed to be their daughter’s best friend, and no one wants to admit that there are terrible mothers in the world. That they can be negligent and cruel and evil.

      Why don’t you write about that?

      I can give you a twisted story all about it.

      If I visit your mum again, I might even tell her, too.
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      The tears come on the way home. Thicker and faster than ever before, until I have to pull over and let them run. My sobs choke my throat, strangling me as I release decades’ worth of pain wondering who I am and where I came from. Finally, I allow myself to recognise that missing part of myself, the one that all adopted children must feel at some point in their lives. The siblings they imagine. The twins I wrote into my book.

      And now, the twin who became real.

      Claire.

      Did I manifest her?

      I start to laugh then. What a fucking mess this all is. Me, with my deteriorating brain function, my two mothers with all of their baggage, and now a twin.

      Which means the viral photo might not have been me. I might not have been on Seeley Moor that morning.

      And it must have been her visiting my mother that day.

      Why did she say those cruel things to her? Does she hate me? Is she exactly like the woman in my nightmare?

      The questions continue to swirl around my mind as I start the car again and the roads fade around me. I’m zoned out, but luckily, I find my way home with ease. When I get there, Penny is waiting by her car in the driveway.

      She walks over before I’ve even got the handbrake on.

      “Mum,” she says, “did you forget we were meeting for lunch today?”

      I’m all fingers and thumbs exiting the car with my bag and water bottle. “Shit. Sorry, Pen. It’s been a crazy day.”

      “Are you all right?” she asks. “Has something happened?”

      “No. I’m good, honestly.” This time I don’t find myself getting defensive because truthfully, she’s right to be worried. In fact, I’m glad she’s checking in on me. I fumble for my keys as Penny steps around me and pushes open the front door.

      “Okay, well I have to get back to— Mum, it’s open. Did you forget to lock it?”

      I stand there staring at the door. “I… I don’t think so. Was it not closed properly?”

      She shakes her head.

      “I was in a rush, but… Has it been forced, do you think?”

      She inspects the lock and then shrugs. “I don’t think so.”

      Her eyes turn to me, and they’re filled with pity.

      After a search of the house, to check nobody’s inside and nothing has been taken, Penny pulls me into a big hug.

      “Do you want me to stay, Mum?” Penny asks.

      “No, love. You have work.”

      “I don’t mind.”

      I shake my head. “I doubt anyone was here. I bet I left it slightly ajar. Sorry.”

      She rubs my shoulder. “Hey. That’s okay.”

      I gaze into my daughter’s grey eyes and consider telling her everything. From finding Rachel and Dina to working out that I have a twin. But where to start? She has kind eyes. Even as a baby they were filled with warmth. And yet I can’t bring myself to say the words. Telling her I have a twin will seem very out of the blue and I don’t want her to think I’m crazy. I don’t want her to give me that pitiful expression again like she did with the photograph. But most of all I don’t want to worry her.

      “I’m tired,” I say. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here when you arrived, but I’ve had a busy morning and don’t feel up to chatting. You get off. I’ll lock the door behind me, and I’ll be completely fine.”

      “Mum—”

      I hold up my hands. “I mean it. Honestly, I just need peace and quiet.”

      “All right,” she says reluctantly. “But I’m leaving my phone on tonight. If you need me, at any time, call me. Even if it’s three in the morning. Promise?”

      “I promise.”

      She hugs me tightly at the door. It’s the kind of embrace that has a tinge of desperation to it, held longer, squeezing tighter. Then she’s gone, and I lock the door behind her. As soon as I hear her car crunching over the gravel driveway, I get out my phone and call Alistair. He is the only person who will understand what happened with Rachel today.

      He arrives just after five. We open a bottle of wine and head into the lounge to relax. Alistair’s fingers knead my shoulders as I tell him everything that happened today.

      “She called you Claire?” Alistair asks. “That’s new.” He pours himself a second glass of Merlot.

      “And she said there were two babies.”

      He shakes his head, speechless, and pushes the bottle across the coffee table to me, but I don’t pick it up. I’ve had one glass and that is enough. Any more and I might start feeling fuzzy again. After everything that has happened today, I want to make sure I’m clear headed.

      “I have a theory, and I want to run it by you.” I say.

      “Go on,” Alistair replies.

      “Rachel reached out to my parents through the adoption agency. Mum kept Rachel’s details in that envelope to give to me. But after I found out about the adoption, I didn’t want to know my birth mother so they ended up staying sealed. Rachel probably reached out to Claire’s family too. Claire responded. That’s how Rachel knows her name but not mine. She actually met up with Claire.”

      “That makes sense,” Alistair says.

      “But the problem is, I don’t have a last name,” I say. “Just Claire and the fact she was adopted in 1974.”

      “I guess Googling won’t hurt,” he says.

      I grab my laptop.

      I start with Claire, 1974 and North Yorkshire. A few social media profiles come up. Alistair leans over my shoulder, watching as I scroll. He points towards the screen.

      “Click on that.”

      The link leads to a headline of a regional BBC news article.

      
        
        Local woman Claire Blackburn missing from the Stockton area.

        Claire Blackburn, 50, has not been seen for ten days following the funeral of her late husband Jack Blackburn, 53, in Little Ingleby, Stockton-on-Tees. Neighbour Janice Tideswell reported Claire Blackburn missing on 10 July.

        Family members have expressed concern for Claire’s well-being after the sudden loss of her husband. Lisa Blackburn, Claire’s daughter-in-law told the BBC that the family are hoping Claire has gone away for some space to grieve. “We want to believe she forgot to let us know but it’s unlike her to do something like this. We’re obviously really worried about her mental state right now. She’s vulnerable.”

        If you have any information regarding Claire Blackburn’s whereabouts please contact Cleveland Police or BBC News.

      

      

      “Oh my God,” I say.

      At the top of the article is a photo of Claire Blackburn. Same wavy strawberry blonde hair, same heart-shaped face, same thin lips. Exactly the same. Seeing that picture is like looking in the mirror, and now it leaves no doubt at all. I have an identical twin sister.
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      I barely sleep that night. How can I when I’ve finally found her? Now I know she exists. My missing half, my sister. I was right. I can hardly believe it after doubting myself all this time. After watching expressions of pity flash across the faces of loved ones.

      But Claire has been missing for about two weeks. Why? What has happened to her?

      And if I’m right, then she was on Seeley Moor just after she was officially last seen, and at my mother’s house a few days ago.

      As Alistair sleeps beside me, I read the article over and over again on my phone. I even find her neighbour, Janice Tideswell’s Facebook post asking if anyone has seen Claire. I click through and find Claire’s Facebook page. It’s private and the profile picture is of her with her grandkids. She’s a grandmother.

      The article mentions that Claire’s husband Jack passed away recently. After a little more digging online, I see Jack Blackburn was a local businessman with a very successful haulage company and he died from heart disease. Dealing with the sudden death of a husband would be so painful. Perhaps her mental health is suffering, or she has had an emotional breakdown. I can’t stand the thought of her vulnerable and afraid somewhere out there alone.

      I consider the thought that she might be in the same boat as me. My condition is difficult even with proper treatment and a support network, how would it be without any of that?

      My thoughts spiral and adrenaline won’t let me rest. But there’s also an uneasy edge to my ceaseless enquiries. Why is she stalking me? Why is she upsetting my mother?

      Giving up on sleep entirely, I climb out of bed and pace the house. First my office, then the living room, then the kitchen. I check the doors and windows are locked, even though I feel much safer with Alistair in the house with me.

      What if Claire is a bad person and she’s doing all this to me. But why? To make me feel like I’m going crazy? What’s the endgame there?

      When dawn breaks, Alistair stirs. I’m back in bed. His hand reaches out for me and I answer, distracting myself with the warmth of his skin, the taste of his lips on mine. Finding respite from the anxious thoughts swirling around my mind.

      Then we shower, dress and drink coffee. I’m careful to take my medication. A night of not sleeping could easily affect me during the day.

      “We need to go to Little Ingleby,” Alistair says. “It’s near Stockton-on-Tees so not far.”

      “Shouldn’t I go to the police first?” I ask.

      “We can ask around a bit before going to the police. There’s no harm. The police will probably tell you to keep out of it.”

      “Yes, that’s true. Although people in Claire’s village may be confused when they see me. I look exactly like her.”

      “Right,” he says. “Which is an advantage, isn’t it? You can pretend to be her even!”

      I shake my head, speechless that he would make light of this.

      He immediately senses my disapproval. “Sorry, I was probably being a bit reckless about you pretending to be Claire. But we finally have a lead. I’ll book us somewhere to stay.”

      “All right,” I say.

      Alistair does some research about Little Ingleby online before we set off on the motorway. It all happens so fast. I barely know what to say on the journey, leaving Alistair to fill the silence.

      “Do you want to eat when we get there?” he asks. “I looked up the local pubs and have a good idea where we could go. But it really depends on whether you’re hungry. We could⁠—”

      I place a hand on his arm. “We’ll figure it out.”

      He smiles. “Sorry, I’m being a bit much, aren’t I?”

      I pause a moment before responding. “You maybe seem a little over-enthusiastic about all this. It might seem like an exciting mystery for you to solve, but it’s my life. This is all very real to me.”

      “Hey, I know that,” he says.

      He turns the radio up and keeps his eyes fixed on the road ahead. I immediately regret what I said, even though I still believe there’s truth to my words, no matter how cutting they may have sounded.

      “I appreciate this though. You know that, don’t you?” I ask. “You’ve taken time off work to help me. My daughter is happy in a new relationship and I couldn’t do this alone. I’d hate to drag her out of her romantic little bubble.”

      “You know I’m happy to help,” he says, and with a small smile, things between us seem more settled.

      My palms are damp by the time we reach Little Ingleby. I pull my hair away from the back of my neck and lower the window, sensing a hot flash on the way.

      The village is exactly how I pictured it. Moss-covered drystone walls, ivy-clad cottages and rose gardens. The satnav tells Alistair where to park and I note that we made it all the way here without arguing about directions. That’s a welcome change from my car trips with Scott. Nathan and Penny in the back of the car punching each other on the arms. But I have the same squirming sense of unease at the pit of my stomach.

      Alistair parks in the centre of the village next to a newsagent. “What do you want to do first?”

      “I think we need to figure out where Claire lived and speak to her neighbours,” I say. “The only thing is, if I talk to people who know Claire⁠—”

      “They’re going to think you are Claire.”

      I nod. “So, I’m not sure how we’re going to do this. What I need is for someone local to understand what I’m trying to do and help me. Maybe if we hang out at the pub. Or if I send you out on your own to ask questions.”

      “Hey, I’m up for that.” He smirks. “I’ve always wanted to be a detective.”

      His excitement is not contagious and I suddenly wonder why he’s here. Why he’s taken time off to help me with this. Is it because he has feelings for me? Because he’s living out a fantasy about being a detective? Or because he has an ulterior motive? I’m throwing myself headfirst into this investigation to find my sister. But I have no idea what kind of danger may be lurking around the corner, and now whether I can trust the man at my side.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 29

          

          THE GRAVEDIGGER

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Showered now, he tosses his phone onto the bed and pulls out an outfit for the day, catching a glimpse of his phone wallpaper, with the little girl smiling at the camera.

      A long time ago, the gravedigger understood that he needed to fit in. He needed a cover for his darker side. That’s where the family-man act comes in.

      He dresses, thinking about his failure. He let that bitch get away. When he pictures her face – that red hair, those large blue eyes – his jaw tightens, and he imagines wrapping his fingers around her neck. She got away this time, but he will finish this soon. He will end this battle that has been raging between them for over thirty years.

      He knew from the first moment he saw his new stepmother that he hated her. Even at five years old he knew that.

      But he never expected to be burying her on the moors. That part took him by surprise.

      She started things sweetly enough. She wanted him to like her because she wanted to make a good impression on his father. Just like any decent gold digger would.

      And so the coddling began. But he hadn’t stood for it.

      He remembers how she stared at him. He always hated her large blue eyes, so full of fake pity.

      “Why are you with my daddy?” he asked.

      She smiled sweetly at him but he knew it was all fake.

      “Because I love him very much,” she said.

      “He doesn’t love you, he loves my mummy.”

      Her smile faded then. “Now that me and your daddy are getting married, he thought it might be nice for you and me to spend the day together. How about that?” Her voice was all shaky, like she was scared. “What would you like to do? We could go to the zoo? Or to the park? Or the⁠—”

      “I want Mummy!” he screamed.

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart, but that’s⁠—”

      Didn’t she understand? He didn’t want her. He’d hit her as hard as he could, over and over again, pummelling every part of her body that he could reach. Her legs, her hip, her knees. She’d lowered her arms to try and protect herself. Then she grabbed his wrists. He’d pulled and pulled, trying to get out of her grip.

      He remembers the steel in her eyes. It was the first time he’d seen a backbone.

      “That’s enough!” she yelled. “Stop!”

      “You’re hurting me!” he screamed.

      She let him go.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry. Was I too rough? Did I hurt you?”

      The gravedigger smiles to himself, remembering what came next. It was the beginning of the games between them. He’d turned around and run from the room. First to the hallway, then to the kitchen. This was his house. Not hers. His and his father’s house. He grabbed the front door handle, swinging it open to make his escape.

      She tried to stop him but he spat in her face.

      She wiped it away with her sleeve, making a disgusted sound. He ran straight out of the house.

      It’d been cold outside despite the bright sunshine. He sprinted, as fast as a five-year-old could. He kept going and going and going, determined to not fall over.

      He’d heard her panicked screech behind him. “Stop! Come back!”

      He’d enjoyed the fear in her voice and the power he had over her.

      He’d run straight towards the road at the end of their front garden. He saw the car approaching. He slowed, just slightly, but still kept going until he heard the high-pitched sound of car brakes screaming to a halt.

      The car had stopped in the nick of time and a woman got out. He’d run straight to the stranger and folded his arms around her as though he was afraid of his stepmother.

      “My goodness! Are you all right?” the woman had asked, her eyes crinkling in the sun.

      “I’m scared,” he’d said, holding on to her tightly.

      His stepmother had reached out to take him but he’d cringed away from her.

      “She’s not my mummy!”

      The woman holding him said, “I think he’s in shock.”

      As the gravedigger dresses, he imagines himself back then, facing his crying stepmother, making sure the nice lady couldn’t see his face. He opened his mouth and smiled, showing her his teeth.

      “I’m going to find you,” he says under his breath. “And I’m going to kill you.”
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      The investigation is underway.

      I send Alistair off to enquire about Claire and Jack Blackburn in the local shops, while I try to find their neighbour, Janice Tideswell. Janice is an avid Facebook user, and there are a few photos of her proudly displaying the roses in her front garden, trowel in hand, and enough details of her house for me to potentially recognise it. Mock Tudor, large bay window, red front door.

      Little Ingleby is small, and it doesn’t take me long to navigate through the roads, ruling out houses along the way. When I reach a long road dotted with cottages and bungalows, I sense that I’m in the right area. From what I’ve read about Claire and her husband, they were wealthy, and no doubt lived in a large property like the ones I’m seeing around me. I pass a detached, red-brick house with its own gate and tasteful fountain on the driveway. What mars the sight of the pretty house is the police car sitting on the drive. Could this be the Blackburns’ house? Why else would the police be here?

      I decide to quicken my pace and hurry out of sight from the police. I wore plain, navy jeans and a beige shirt today, hoping to blend into the background. I’ve tied my red hair into a bun, seeing as in every photo I’ve seen of Claire she wears it loose. That way I’m hoping the police won’t pounce on me as soon as they see me walking around.

      As I carry on up the road, I almost turn back. I’m starting to second-guess what Alistair is doing. Why did I agree to us splitting up to ask questions? Now I can’t know what he’s saying or who he’s talking to. This is paranoia again, raising its pesky head. Alistair has been nothing but good to me and he deserves my trust.

      As I turn the corner, I see the red front door and the elegant roses of Janice Tideswell’s house. I place my hand on the cool iron of the garden gate, open it and follow the path to the front door. Before I lose my nerve, I knock three times using the brass ring.

      A tall woman in a cream cashmere cardigan opens the door.

      “Claire!” Janice exclaims. “We’ve all been so worried.”

      She tries to hug me, but I step back. “I’m so sorry. I’m actually not Claire. I’m her twin.”

      Janice shakes her head slightly and her greying curls move prettily around her face. “What are you⁠—”

      I grab my wallet and flick through it to find my driver’s licence. “My name is Faye Mathis and I’m Claire’s estranged twin. I’m sorry, I know this is a bit of a shock. To be honest, it is for me, too.”

      She glances at the ID and then at me. “Claire never mentioned you.”

      “She might not have known about me,” I say, making the split-second decision to be honest with this woman. “We were adopted to different families.”

      “Oh,” she says.

      “I know this is all a bit much, but I know you reported her missing and I’d like to find out a bit more.”

      “I see. Would you like to come in?” Janice asks.

      The warmth of her tone eases the tension in my body. I let out a relieved sigh. “I’d love that.”

      She leads me through to a sunlit conservatory at the back of the house and brings out a pitcher of cool lemonade.

      “I always make it on hot days,” she says, pouring me a glass.

      “What a beautiful house,” I say. “And garden.” I gesture to the manicured lawn sloping up to two different levels.

      “Yes,” she says. “Little Ingleby is a lovely spot full of great properties. We’re very lucky to live here.”

      I agree with her and then jump right into my questions. “Were you and Claire close?”

      “We’d have coffee every so often,” she says. “Usually right here in the conservatory. Sometimes in the village or at her house. Less often at her house.”

      “Was there any particular reason for that?”

      Janice pauses. “I actually don’t know. I always assumed it was the hassle of entertaining.”

      I can picture Janice taking charge of a social situation. Her drinks always ready and prepared, her snacks made from scratch the night before. Perhaps Claire is more like me, someone never quite ready for visitors.

      “Did Claire have a job?” I ask.

      “No. Aside from housewife. She was always by Jack’s side when it came to official business. She kept the house tidy and had a few volunteer days.” She sighs. “You know, the reason we didn’t notice her absence is really because of Jack’s death. We thought she needed space, so we gave it to her. If I could go back and change that, I would.”

      Her words are like a gut punch. This is the first person I’ve met who knew and cared for my sister. And now I can’t stop thinking what our lives would have been like if we’d never been separated.

      “What is she like?” I ask.

      A genuine smile crosses Janice’s lips. “Funny. But she didn’t show it often. A lot of the time was well put together. Very diplomatic. She is one of those people who never says anything controversial. But when she has a couple of Pinots or when she’s had enough of a boring fundraiser, that’s when her acerbic side shines through.” She takes a sip of lemonade to hide the fact that her chin is wobbling slightly. Then she places the glass down on a coaster. “I hope they find her.”

      “I hope so too,” I say quietly.

      I want to meet this person, this tightly wound woman who has a secret dry wit hidden beneath diplomacy. I want to flesh out the skeleton in my mind.

      “When was the last time you saw her?” I ask.

      “Jack’s funeral.”

      “How was she?”

      “Oh, she was holding everything together, of course. That’s what women do during these times. Not that anyone was particularly…” She trails off and stares down at her feet.

      “People weren’t sad to see Jack die?”

      “Ah, I didn’t mean it to sound like that. Jack had been ill for a very long time, and it didn’t come as too much of a shock.”

      “Okay,” I say. “What do you think has happened to Claire?”

      Janice’s chin wobbles again. She turns away and brushes tears from her cheeks. “I wish I knew. I wish I had an answer to give. This is not like Claire at all. I suppose what I keep thinking is that… is that she had some sort of breakdown. Like I said, Claire is always very reliable, very controlled. Maybe losing Jack cracked something she’d been holding together. Maybe she’ll turn up on a beach in Spain drinking cocktails.”

      I can tell that she’s thinking wishfully. I don’t believe she’s on holiday for a moment.

      “Could someone have hurt her?” I ask.

      Janice sighs. “I did mention this to the police. I suppose there’s no harm telling you too.”

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “The things is… Claire never had a good relationship with her stepson. Actually, she was really quite afraid of him. And she always had been. I’m not saying that he was a dangerous person or that he had anything to do with her disappearance, but she did once, maybe twice, confess that he scared her.”

      “What did she say? Was he physically violent?”

      “No, nothing like that. More… manipulative.”

      My mind immediately goes to Nathan, to all the trouble I had with him as a child. Chills run up and down my arms.

      “Thank you so much, Janice. Can I leave you my number?”

      “Of course,” she says, taking a business card from me. “You are so like her. The resemblance is uncanny. But you don’t speak or move like her at all. It’s very strange.”

      I laugh. “Sorry. It must be creepy.”

      “If I didn’t know Claire as well as I do, I wouldn’t know the difference,” she says, raising her eyebrows.
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      Alistair greets me with a cocky, “Afternoon, inspector,” when I join him in The Cricketers, a pub on the edge of the village.

      I flash him an amused but tired expression and he heads to the bar to order me a lemonade.

      “So, did you find anything out?” I ask as he sits back down.

      “Not really,” he says. “Except that these people know her,” he points to the barman pulling a pint of ale. “But they knew her husband better. He used to go to the pub alone a lot. Local bigshot apparently. His company is one of the biggest employers in the area and they host a company barbecue every summer that is quite well known around the village. His son is tipped to take over the business.”

      “Pillars of the community,” I mutter.

      There’s something almost dystopian about it. The perfect house, the perfect life, with the possibility of a rotten core. But I check my imagination before it runs away again. I don’t know anything for sure. Claire could be perfectly safe, holed up in a hotel somewhere ordering room service for all I know.

      Alistair and I swap notes over our drinks. I tell him all about Janice Tideswell, and everything she shared with me about my sister’s life. Aside from her manipulative stepson and her somewhat reserved attitude to life, it sounded as though my sister was comfortable, happy even. Yes, her husband had just died but it made no sense for her to disappear.

      “I just wish I knew where she was,” I say as I sip my lemonade.

      “Hmm, well, you know she was on Seeley Moor and at your mother’s house,” Alistair chips in.

      “Yes, pretty far from her home. But why?”

      Then it hits me. Of course. She was there to find me. And suddenly I realise that the lead we have been searching for might have been under our noses all along.

      I think of Palmer House and all the strange things that have been happening there over the last few weeks. Walking up to the open door with Penny. That sinking feeling that I’d forgotten to lock it behind me. The open patio doors and the missing bread rolls.

      Could my twin have already found me without me realising? It would explain those prickling sensations of being watched. Could she have actually been inside my house? She’s been at my mother’s so what’s to stop her breaking into mine?

      “Faye? Are you okay?” The look on my face prompts Alistair to ask.

      “Not really.” I feel sick as I weigh it all up and I tell him what I’m afraid of. That my missing sister might have found me and might be lurking around my home. He listens and nods, then places an arm over my shoulder and squeezes me into him. “I think you might be right.”

      There’s a very real possibility that my twin has been breaking into my house to mess with my head. And that thought scares me down to my bones. Why would she want to do that?

      I can’t answer that right now.

      “You all right?” Alistair says.

      I nod. “Freaked out, but okay.”

      “You don’t know for sure that she’s been in the house,” he says with a measured voice. “Try not to jump to conclusions.”

      “Yes, you’re right…” My voice trails as mind snaps into focus. “But I know a way we can find out.”

      Curiosity flashes over his face.

      “I have a doorbell camera.”

      I hastily pull my phone from my bag and open up the doorbell app. But before I click on anything, I pause. My fingers trembling, I take a deep breath. “Faye, you’re shaking.” Alistair grabs my hand.

      “I just don’t know what’s going on anymore. This is all so crazy,” I say.

      “I know,” he says.

      “You don’t,” I say, not unkindly. “You don’t have any idea. It’s a total mindfuck.”

      He shifts forward in his armchair and strokes my hand. “You’re right. I don’t know. But I’m right here with you, okay? You found your long-lost mother and twin sister. You did that, Faye.”

      “With your help,” I point out.

      He shrugs. “It was mostly you. And you were brave enough to come here to Little Ingleby and ask questions. You are incredibly smart. Be kind to yourself,” he says.

      “How?” I say, laughing. “That wasn’t a thing when I was young. We were supposed to push ourselves.”

      “That’s overrated. Now, let’s take a look at this footage and see if there’s anything to even worry about. What date shall we start with?”

      “Let’s start with the day the photos were taken of her on Seeley Moor, because I know she was close by then.”

      It takes me a few moments to pull up the images on my phone, and check the time stamp. Then we load up the video software and open clip after clip of movement picked up by the motion sensor. It’s boring at first. There’s little more than a parade of dog walkers and the occasional fox. We diligently check each entry. And then someone approaches the house. A limping figure comes into view. And every part of my body grows cold.

      Alistair raises his eyebrows and lets out a quiet gasp. We watch the person move closer, then he says quietly, “It’s really her.”

      The footage is black and white, bleached by the bright nightlight on the doorbell. We watch Claire Blackburn move towards the front door of the Palmer House. Dishevelled and dirty, her mouth is slightly agape, and her eyes are wide as though she is drunk or in some sort of trance. She lifts one finger as though to press the doorbell but then backs away and walks out of view.

      We are both silent as we stare at the screen, waiting to see if she reappears, but she has vanished. Lost once again.

      “Where does she go?” I say, mostly to myself.

      Alistair shakes his head. “I have no idea. But I think it’s time we phoned the police.”
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      Hello, Sister.

      You know, not everything has gone to plan so far but I have to say, I am enjoying myself. There’s power to be found in knowing your target, watching and waiting, unseen and unheard.

      You’re such a good sport, dear sister. So easy to play with. I mourn the loss of our childhood together. Imagine all the ways I could have tortured you when we were young. Perhaps I could have locked you in the cellar, and made you sit there with the spiders. I could have hit you with the broom handle if the floor wasn’t clean enough. I could have underfed you and made you search through the bins for a meal. But this is good too.

      The part I enjoy the most is seeing you from afar, flailing around, visiting your mothers, driving along unfamiliar roads, not knowing what is still to come.

      Me and my man are ready to take what is ours. You’re part of that, Faye. One way or another, I will get my revenge, and he will get what is owed to him.

      You have no idea who he is, dear sister. You have no idea how close to you we really are. You’re so blissfully unaware of it. Blind to the people watching you.

      He’s in your life right now. He knows you. He has been in your house.

      I think you’re scared now, aren’t you? You should be. Your gut is slithering with worry, nothing adds up and it isn’t because of your disease, it’s because your senses are primed for the attack. I want you to be scared. I want you to be terrified. I want you to feel all the emotions that helped raise me and mould me into the woman I’ve become.

      I can’t wait to watch you suffer.

      Soon, Sister. Soon.
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      Back at home, Alistair helps me search the house and check all the windows and doors are locked. We replay the doorbell footage several times, to see if there are any details we’ve missed.

      I watch my twin sister, trying to gauge what kind of mindset she’s in. Did she break in that day? There’s a possibility she may have walked around the side of the property and searched for an open window. But she looked so confused in the video, not at all like someone determined to break into a house.

      Evidence gathered, I make the phone call to Cleveland Police. When I finally get through to a police officer involved in Claire’s missing persons case, they seem rather baffled by my story but ask me to email over the doorbell footage and say they’ll send an officer out to interview me tomorrow afternoon. It feels like an impossibly long time to have to wait, I’m itching to share my findings and regain some peace in my life, but I will have to be patient. And vigilant. Who knows what Claire Blackburn’s motives are for coming here? Who knows what she’s capable of?

      A few hours later, Alistair reluctantly heads home after double-checking every room in the house.

      “Are you sure you’re going to be all right?” he asks as we kiss goodbye on the doorstep.

      “Yes, of course.” I hope my voice sounds more certain than I feel. “Life goes on.”

      He makes me promise to call him if anything, absolutely anything, happens. I smile at him with reassurance as he drives away and then I close the front door. Now I’m alone in Palmer House, or at least I hope I am.

      I know it’s time to tell Penny about everything that has happened. There’s so much to share, I have no idea where to begin. But as I’m working out how to explain everything, she beats me to it and calls me.

      “How does lunch sound?” she asks. “My treat, tomorrow, at The Black Swan. The one with the really good scampi.”

      “That sounds lovely. We need to have a chat.”

      “Oh,” she says. “Is everything all right?”

      I lie. “Yes, nothing too bad. I’ll explain everything tomorrow.”

      “Bring Alistair,” she says, her voice filled with enthusiasm. “I want to meet him. It’s been ages now.”

      “Okay,” I say, before thinking it through.

      “Good. That’s sorted then! See you tomorrow. Love you!”

      She hangs up before I can say anything else. Lunch? While I’m this tense? While my stomach is coiled into a knot? At least I’ll be able to tell Penny everything that’s been going on while on neutral ground, and with Alistair there to help explain, it might be even easier.
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      “Thank you for coming at such short notice,” I say as I drive along country roads. I let out a shuddering breath and Alistair reaches across the gear stick to take my hand.

      “It’s about time I met the family.” He grins. “I put my smartest shirt on just for this.”

      I return the smile and then turn into the pub carpark. Judging by Alistair’s relaxed demeanour, I’m the only one with butterflies flapping about inside my stomach.

      “Faye?” Alistair says, pulling me from my thoughts. “Are we going inside?”

      I let out a shaky laugh. “Yes. Come on.”

      We make our way into the pub. It’s been about five years since I last came here. It was with Scott during the summer and Nathan brought Jessica with him for the first time. I remember him ordering champagne and Penny ended up so drunk that she passed out on the car ride home. I later learned that Nathan was topping up her glass without us noticing.

      He always encouraged her to be naughty.

      “Hey, Mum.”

      When I turn around to give Penny a hug, I’m surprised to see Tim with her. But before I can react, she throws her arms around my neck.

      “Mummy, we’re engaged!”

      “What?” I whisper.

      She pulls back and then flashes a diamond in my face. “Tim asked me to marry him. Isn’t it amazing? Look at this ring! I can’t believe how gorgeous it is.”

      I turn, somewhat dazed, to Tim, who is beaming like he’s the cat that got the cream.

      “It’s a little soon so I’m not surprised you’re shocked, Mrs Mathis,” Tim says. “But Penny is the most amazing woman. I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life with her.”

      Penny makes an “aww” sound and sinks into his torso.

      “Wow,” I say. Then I remind myself that this is supposed to be a happy occasion and I force a smile onto my lips. “Wow. Congratulations to you both.”

      Penny hugs me again. “Thanks, Mum. It means so much to me that you approve.”

      I definitely haven’t given her my approval, but I don’t tell her that. I hug her back until she pulls away. Then Penny turns to Alistair who I awkwardly remember is still standing behind me.

      “Oh, sorry. Alistair, this is Penny, my daughter,” I say.

      “And I’m her favourite son, Nathan.”

      I hadn’t even noticed him approach. But there he is. My stepson, all six feet of him. I blink, completely overwhelmed by all the people, all the noise.

      “Aren’t you going to say hello, Mummy Faye?” he asks.

      “Of course. It’s good to see you, Nathan.” I turn to Penny. “Where’s the table?”

      Penny smiles. “Over here. Isn’t it lovely? Tim had it all decked out. The balloons are so pretty.”

      As soon as I see the “Congratulations” confetti spread across the tablecloth, I know I can’t tell Penny about Claire now. This is an engagement party. It isn’t lunch with my family.

      We sit down and order drinks, making polite chitchat. But I need to know more.

      “So, Tim,” I turn to the man who is going to become my son-in-law. “You proposed. How romantic.”

      “We were in Manchester for an Albion Foxes gig,” he says. “It was amazing, as always.” His eyes flit over to Penny and I have to admit that he does seem smitten with her. “But what Penny didn’t know was I’d arranged with the band for us to go on stage for the encore. And then⁠—”

      “He got onto one knee and presented me with this!” Penny, breathless with excitement, holds up her left hand.

      “It really is a lovely ring,” I say.

      “Whopping diamond,” Nathan says. “Shall I order champagne? I feel like we should. Remember last time, Pen.”

      I watch my daughter’s cheeks flush with shame and could slap Nathan for bringing up that day. She was twenty and he’d been the instigator of it all.

      “It’s a family ring,” Tim says. “We had a rich auntie who left it to my mum. She always said she was keeping it aside for when I met the right person.” He gazes adoringly at Penny. “I knew from the moment I saw her.”

      “It’s quite sudden,” I can’t help saying.

      “We realise that. But when you know, you know,” Penny says, her smile somewhat forced as she senses my mood. I glance at Alistair. He isn’t Penny’s father but he is my ally and I need someone to back me up on this. An engagement after only a couple of weeks? They haven’t even lived together yet.

      Alistair seems to take the hint and helps ease the situation by changing the subject.

      “So, what line of work are you in, Tim?”

      “Insurance, mostly buildings, contents, that sort of thing.” He smiles and carries on explaining. Despite the dry subject of the conversation, I watch Penny gaze on adoringly and I put all my energy into swallowing the urge to say something I’ll regret.

      Nathan clicks his fingers at the waiter and orders two bottles of Dom Perignon. A sense of discombobulation washes over me. Like I’m at sea, treading water, the surf catching in my throat. All of these people around me are sharks.

      “Mum?” Penny asks.

      When I turn to her, Nathan is pouring us all a glass of champagne. I didn’t even notice it arrive.

      “Yes, love?”

      “I was saying that Tim and I were going to go away somewhere to celebrate but I already have this spa break booked with some of the girls at work. We’re heading to this amazing rural spa in Northumberland.” She gazes lovingly at Tim. “But that’s okay because we’ll celebrate properly another time.”

      “Lovely.”

      Nathan hands me a glass of champagne. I watch the condensation sweat against the glass, feeling the same damp beading break out across my forehead.

      “Signal might be patchy,” she says. “I thought I’d let you know in case you need me. I don’t want you to have an episode and not be able to get hold of me.”

      “An episode?” Alistair asks.

      My heart drops.

      “Yes, with her condition,” Penny replies, innocently.

      “Not now, Penny,” I almost yell.

      The table grows quiet, everyone looks at me.

      “Sorry, what condition?” Alistair’s voice is hard and serious.

      Nathan lets out a sharp burst of laughter. “Don’t tell me she hasn’t told you?”

      “Told me what? Faye?”

      The room starts to spin as I focus on the champagne flute sat in front of me on the table. I can’t bear to look up, but I force my gaze to meet Alistair’s.

      Nathan blurts, “She has⁠—”

      I cut him off. “Let’s go somewhere private and talk.”

      “Yes, it sounds like we should,” Alistair says.
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      We walk out to the carpark in silence. Alistair’s jaw is tight with tension. Then he turns to me.

      “What was that? Your daughter mentioned episodes. What kind of episodes?”

      I open my mouth to speak and then close it again.

      “Faye!” he prompts.

      “All right. Just give me a moment. I need to…” I sigh. “I’m sorry. When we first met we both said we wanted something casual and you said you wanted to live in the moment. And then suddenly it wasn’t a casual relationship. And it was all too late.” I pull in a deep breath. “I have young-onset dementia.”

      “What?” He shoves his hands into his pockets and takes a step back. “That’s quite a significant thing not to mention.”

      “I know. I just didn’t want this to end.” I gesture between us.

      “End? Why would it end?” He shakes his head.

      “Alistair, you’re young. You’re still in your thirties and you have plenty of time to have a… a life. I’m fifty and… I’m in a steady decline⁠—”

      “Bullshit. You’re making it sound like you’re half dead!” He grabs me by the shoulders. “Faye, you’re one of the most alive people I’ve ever met.”

      I blow out a lungful of air. “Stop. Just stop being so kind to me.”

      “And you can stop underestimating me.” He paces around for a moment and then points at me. “You kept this from me. That’s a lie. You’ve been lying this whole time. And why? Because you thought I was that shallow?”

      “I’m sorry. I couldn’t bear for anything to change. I didn’t want to risk your pity or rejection.”

      “It hurts more that you didn’t trust me,” he says.

      “I’m in quite a bit of pain myself,” I say. “You have no idea what it’s like going through this, dealing with people’s sympathy. And then there was that photograph! No one believed it wasn’t me. They all jumped to the same conclusion, that I’m… I’m fucked in the head.” My voice rises, almost to a shout. I place a hand on my chest, trying to slow the thumping of my heart. “You not knowing gave me the smallest,” I lift my fingers and pinch them together, “piece of respite in all of this. You believed me. I thought if I told you everything, you’d stop believing me and wouldn’t be on my side. I just didn’t want you to doubt me. I didn’t want you to see me any differently.”

      He lets out a long sigh. “Fuck’s sake, Mathis.” He rubs his forehead. “I get it. But I had a right to know.”

      I nod. “You did. I’m sorry.”

      “Is that everything? Or have you been keeping anything else from me?”

      “That’s everything.”

      He sighs. “Look, I think I need some space. I’m going to grab an Uber back to your place and pick up my car⁠—”

      “I can drive you⁠—”

      “No.” He smiles. It’s not a full smile. It’s brief and laced with sadness. “Go back inside. Enjoy the rest of the engagement party. We’ll… We’ll talk. All right?”

      “All right.” I direct my gaze back to my feet as he walks away. Then I turn around and take a deep breath, before the tears can come.

      “Mum?” Penny is standing just inside the back door, head tilted, compassion all over her face. “I’m so sorry, I thought he knew.”

      I open my mouth to say something but it’s not Penny’s fault. I have nobody to blame except myself. And then the tears start to fall, and I fold into my daughter’s arms.
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      “Hello, Mrs Mathis, my name’s PC Forrester and this is my colleague PC Shelly. May we come in?” The tall policewoman waits patiently for my response. A shorter man stands to her left, his shoulders oddly broad for his height.

      “Yes,” I say, stepping back. “Of course.”

      After forcing myself to smile through the rest of lunch and squeeze out some convincing congratulations to Penny and Tim, I made my excuses and got home just in time for my appointment with the police.

      “I take it you viewed the video footage from the camera?” I say as I lead PC Forrester and PC Shelly through the hallway.

      She nods. “We’ve had our analysts take a look. It does appear to be Claire Blackburn.”

      I walk into the kitchen and hover awkwardly by the table there.

      “Yes. But I don’t know what she was doing here. How does she know I live here…”

      As I trail off, PC Forrester takes charge.

      “It does seem to be quite an unusual situation. Do you mind if I take a seat, and you run me through things from the beginning?”

      “Not at all. Please, sit down. Would you like a drink?”

      “Coffee please, white no sugar. While we’re talking, do you mind if PC Shelly takes a look around your house?”

      The way she says this stops me in my tracks. For the first time, it crosses my mind that I might be viewed as more than the victim of a potential break-in or a witness in a missing persons case. Now I’m wondering if I’m some sort of suspect.

      As the other officer moves around the house, pulling out drawers and picking up photos, I tell PC Forrester every detail: from the original Twitter post, to finding Rachel Lacey, to the missing food and the visit to my mother. It takes almost an hour for me to tell my incredible story and PC Forrester listens and takes notes. I can’t work out if she believes me or not, but I know it’s the truth so I comfort myself with that thought.

      After we’ve finished, I take our mugs over to the sink and I see PC Forrester talking to her colleague in the hallway, through the reflection of the kitchen window. I watch PC Shelly bundle some white clothing into a ziplock bag. And then I see a dark brown patch, staining the material. I frown and turn to get a better look.

      “What’s that?” I ask.

      PC Forrester walks forward. “We’re taking these for testing.” She grabs the bag from her colleague and shows it to me. “Do you recognise⁠—”

      “No,” I say quietly. “I’ve never seen that before. Where did you find it?”

      “Bundled in a plastic bag at the back of your wardrobe,” PC Forrester says. Then she turns to me. “Before we leave, may we trouble you for a DNA sample? It won’t take a moment.” She smiles brightly but it doesn’t reach her eyes.

      I can’t refuse. Why would I? I have nothing to hide. And yet, this feels like an ambush. Some sort of accusation hangs in the air. But what is it I’m being accused of?

      I let PC Forrester run the swab over the inside of my mouth, and watch her bag it up. “Well, that’s us done for the day. Thank you for all the information. There’s a lot for us to look into. Here’s my card if anything happens or if you think of anything else. We’ll be in touch soon.”

      I slink away from her as the officers leave the house. And then I walk over to the kitchen counter and grip hold of the marble. There’s no strength left in my legs. I feel as though I could melt, dissolve into the ground at any moment.

      What I’m trying not to think about is the bloodstain I saw on the white shirt in that ziplock bag. Where did it come from? Whose blood is it? I feel I know the answer and it’s too dreadful to contemplate. The white shirt looked exactly like the one Claire was wearing in the photograph on Twitter and that was captured on my doorbell camera. Claire has been inside my house.

      I rush through to my office and rummage through the stack of notes on top of my desk, reading every strange paragraph and rhyming verse.

      

      
        
        
        I am the dark half of you,

        Made of shade from a midnight hue.

        I lurk inside the pitch-black shadow,

        Severed by your gloomy window.

      

        

      
        You are light and twice as bright,

        Living as day instead of night.

        I beat my fists against the glass,

        Forever afraid to drop my mask.

      

      

      

      

      Did I write this? Or was it Claire? A cold sweat breaks out across my forehead. I have no recollection of writing it myself but maybe it’s my own subconscious inventing my other half, light and twice as bright.

      I don’t know what has happened to my twin sister. I don’t know where she is or why she disappeared from her own life. But I do know that nothing she has done since then has made any sense. And my senses scream a warning to me, that she could be very, very dangerous.
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      I walk along Seeley Moor wishing I had a faithful dog with me by my ankles. Salt air mists over the sea, and my hair clings to my forehead, tentacles splayed across the shifting sands of my mind. I walk farther than I ever have, all the way to the highest point of the cliff, alone aside from an old, tumbling farmhouse in the distance.

      Alistair hasn’t been in touch since lunch the other day. I’ve respected his request to give him space, but I’m finding it very hard. I want to tell him all about the visit from PC Forrester, the bloody shirt, the suspicious glances from her colleague as he searched the house. But most of all I want to tell him I’m sorry. That I was selfish and wrong not to tell him about my diagnosis. That I would do anything to turn back time and trust him enough to share it with him. Instead, I regularly check my phone, hopelessly knowing that he’s going to need longer than a few days to think about things.

      A smattering of cold drizzle wets the back of my neck on the way home. This summer is unpredictable. My moods are too. Dark thoughts lap at the surface, wetting the edges of my paranoia. I no longer feel safe inside my house, not now I know she’s been there. I lie awake at night, alert to any noise, picturing the police opening drawers, peering in cupboards and going through all my belongings. It doesn’t feel like home anymore.

      This morning, I covered every mirror in the house with tea towels and scarves and shawls. I don’t want to see her face at all. My dark half, staring back at me, always watching. Though it doesn’t stop her appearing in my dreams.

      I’ve been checking in with my mum every day. Of course, I don’t tell her what’s been happening, it would worry her sick. But I need to make sure she’s okay and that no more mysterious visitors have paid her a call. So far, nobody’s been back there. I just hope it stays that way.

      I’m standing close to the edge of the cliff watching the sea emerge from the fog as it slowly lifts, when my phone rings, breaking the silence.

      “Mrs Mathis, this is DS Oliver from Cleveland Police. I’ve been assigned the Claire Blackburn case. I believe you’ve been dealing with PC Forrester.”

      “That’s right,” I reply.

      “Good. I’d like you to come to the station to answer a few questions. Right away, if possible.”

      “I’m not home right now. But as soon as I get back, I’ll set off immediately,” I say.

      “Excellent. Then I’ll see you soon.”

      By the time I arrive at Stockton police station a couple of hours later, my legs are shaky. I want my body to be stronger than it is, but every muscle seems jellified, like I’m boneless. A tall man steps forward and announces himself as DS Oliver. “Mrs Mathis.” He extends a hand and gives me an official nod before leading me through to an interview room that is small and too bright. He shows me where to sit. There’s a female officer with him too, but not PC Forrester this time.

      “Can I get a glass of water?” I ask.

      “One moment, Mrs Mathis. I’m setting up the interview.”

      I note the recorder on the desk. This is official. Should I call a solicitor? I’m second-guessing myself. If I do that then I might make myself appear guilty. But guilty of what? I think of the blood on the shirt.

      A word rushes into my mind, burning hot as it scalds its way forward.

      Murder.

      DS Oliver announces my name to the recording device, stating the date and time. The other officer is introduced as PC Henry, a stocky woman with red cheeks.

      “How do you know Claire Blackburn, Mrs Mathis?” Oliver begins.

      “I don’t,” I say. “I wish I did. I found out recently that she is my sister. My twin, in fact. Only we were separated at birth. We were adopted to different families.”

      Oliver nods. “So, when did the two of you meet?”

      “We’ve never met,” I reply.

      “You’ve never been face to face with Claire Blackburn? Never spoken to each other?”

      “No,” I say.

      “When did you realise you had a twin?” Oliver asks.

      I glance across at the silent police officer, wondering if she’s going to ask any questions.

      “When I saw the viral photo. I know a lot of people thought it was me, but I knew it wasn’t. I had no recollection of walking down that road in such disarray.”

      “But you are suffering with young-onset dementia?” he asks. “That’s what you told PC Forrester.”

      “Yes. But it is mostly being controlled with medication at the moment. Obviously, it will progress, but I still have an awareness of what has happened to me.” It feels as though I’m warping the truth to make myself appear strong and together, the version of myself I used to be. My mouth is dry and I wonder where that glass of water is.

      “You didn’t ever try to find any siblings before then?” Oliver asks.

      “No,” I say.

      “And you’ve never met Claire Blackburn?”

      “I already told you. No.”

      PC Henry looks to DS Oliver who nods. She leans down under the table and produces a large ziplock bag containing the clothes found at my house. She dumps it on the desk and pushes it towards me.

      “Twins may look identical, but their DNA is not,” DS Oliver says. “There’s blood on the clothes inside that bag. And the blood belongs to Claire Blackburn.”

      When DS Oliver says the word “blood”, the room fades in and out of focus and I slump forward in my seat. I hear someone mention a glass of water but I can’t tell who’s speaking. Then a moment later PC Henry returns with a plastic cup filled with tepid water. I drink it in two gulps.

      “Are you all right, Mrs Mathis?” DS Oliver asks.

      I nod and place the cup carefully on the desk in front of me. “Luckily for you, you’ll never get to experience the wonderful symptoms of the menopause, which includes hot flashes. Thank you very much for the water. That helps a lot.”

      He smiles thinly. “Why do you think finding out about the blood on the clothes led to such a strong reaction from you?”

      “Like I said, DS Oliver, I am in the middle of the menopause, and this is a stuffy room. But also, because now I know my sister has been hurt and that is a distressing thing to hear.”

      “Even though you’ve never met this sister?”

      “Yes,” I say. “We’ve never met but I still feel a connection to her. I want her to turn up alive and well.”

      “No one said she was dead, Mrs Mathis,” he says.

      “I know,” I say calmly. “Neither did I.”

      We’re irritating each other. He’s hoping for a rise from me and I’m pushing down the rage his questions are provoking. I hear the insinuations in his voice. The accusation in his tone. He thinks I might have hurt Claire. Or worse. My house is the last place Claire was seen and they found blood on her clothes inside. None of this looks good for me.

      DS Oliver slides a notepad and pen over to me. “Could you write down your whereabouts for the last twenty-seven days?”

      I take hold of the pen and click it three times. The police clearly suspect me of a crime, but I’m not guilty of anything except trying to get on with my life. These past few weeks I’ve felt as though I was the victim, and yet here I am having to account for my movements and explain the strange circumstances that have led me here. I close my eyes and the twisted grimace on Claire’s face from the doorbell footage lurches into my mind. She was stalking me. She wanted to hurt me. But now I wonder if she is trying to frame me. I put my head in my hands and try to rub away the image of her from my brain, pressing and clawing at my scalp, pushing the spectre of her away.

      “Are you well, Mrs Mathis?” Oliver raises an eyebrow. “You’re quite pale.”

      I look up and the room shifts. I’m in a hospital room with my dad, staring at machines, too afraid to look at his withered and grey face. I am sick to my stomach with the guilt of worrying about myself as he’s dying, wondering how on earth I will cope without him. Then I blink again and DS Oliver stares at me with his head tilted. This time his expression shows genuine concern.

      I’ve forgotten the name of the other officer. Oliver is hard to forget – he wants to arrest me, he wants to put me in prison. He says something but when he speaks, his words sound jumbled up. I don’t understand what he’s saying. And then a great sense of exhaustion washes over me and I slump forward. Arms pull at my shoulders, sitting me up straight.

      “Is there someone we can call?”

      “What?” I shake my head.

      “Is there someone we can call to collect you, Mrs Mathis? Or would you like to go to the hospital?”

      “To see my father?”

      The strangers in front of me regard each other with a look of confusion before gazing back at me.

      And then everything shuts down. I’m in a dark room on my own, not able to see what’s happening around me. I know I’m speaking, and I hear someone replying to me. Is it her? My twin sister. My missing half.

      I feel her here with me.

      She’s come at last.
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      At night, he dreams of the moor. He conjures her death in his mind, a clean killing, so quick and so satisfying. But every morning he wakes up and remembers she is still alive and the deed is yet to be done. He hasn’t completed his task.

      Rage drives him forward. His hatred for her that is so much a part of him, he doesn’t know who he would be without it.

      Growing up, he made it his priority to torment her. Moving her things around, poisoning her food, insulting and disobeying her at every opportunity. There are few things more delicious than messing with someone’s head in that way. The look of confusion on her stupid face. The slow realisation that he was behind it all. He always made sure she could never prove it. But he knew he got to her.

      The moment he knew for sure was that day on the moor. He must have been about twelve years old, forced to go on a walk with her. Standing close to the cliff face, he peered down over the steep drop, enjoying the thrill of the risk of falling, plummeting over the side. As he turned, he saw his stepmother close behind him, arms outstretched as though she was going to push him over the edge. To rid herself of her troubles and release herself from her tormentor once and for all.

      The look on her face as he turned is something he’ll never forget. Fear, shock, guilt. Emotions he finds fascinating but has never experienced himself. And he knew from that moment that he owned her. Up there on the moor was where she showed her true self to him, her hatred and despair, her brutality.

      When he was a teenager, he used to watch her without her knowing. Eyes through the banister at the top of the stairs, peering through bright windows from the cold darkness outside. Observing her movements and her most vulnerable moments. He liked to see her naked, rubbing lotion along her inner thighs. He always imagined what it would be like to see the life fade from her eyes.

      And he was so close to finding out.

      But he will have his chance.

      A new plan is coming together, like pieces slotting into place, connecting in a way he never thought possible, yet somehow with even more satisfaction than he could have ever imagined. Nothing will stop him getting back what has been stolen from him. Nothing.

      “Daddy?”

      A small voice breaks through the silence of the dark bedroom.

      “Yes?” he says as small hands pull at his duvet.

      “I’m scared.”

      “What are you scared of?” he asks.

      “Monsters,” the child whispers.

      “There are no monsters here,” the gravedigger replies, pulling the tiny body under the covers and wrapping his arms tightly around his child.

      Soon he will have his satisfaction. Very soon.
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      “Hi, Mummy.”

      I wake to a pair of dark eyes staring down at me in the bed.

      “Are we feeling better?” he asks.

      “Nathan,” I croak.

      “Disappointed?” he asks.

      I take in my surroundings. I’m in a hospital room, but I don’t seem to be hooked up to any machines. There’s a bruise on my arm where someone must have injected me with something but at least I haven’t woken up with an IV in my arm.

      Finally, I regard my stepson. “What’s going on, Nathan? Why are you here?”

      “The police called me. You collapsed.”

      And then I remember DS Oliver’s stern face.

      “Why didn’t they call Penny?”

      “They did but Penny didn’t pick up. I did.”

      “The spa,” I mutter. “She warned us about the signal.”

      “Yep,” he shrugs. “She’s having too much fun to come and care for her old mum.”

      “You don’t know that,” I say, irritated. “How long have I been here?”

      “About three hours or so. I just got here. They think you can probably go home soon but you need to be signed off by a doctor first.”

      “Did you text Penny? She might get patches of signal here and there.”

      “Not yet,” he says. “To be honest, I got in my car and came straight here.”

      I smile. “You were worried about me?”

      His expression is non-committal, perhaps even cheeky. “Why wouldn’t I rush to see my loving stepmother?” The words are laden with familiar sarcasm.

      As always, I have no idea where his true feelings lie, or even where mine do. There is affection for this man, of course there is, but after what happened, I’ve always felt afraid of him.

      A silence stretches between us. Nathan sighs and pulls a chair up to the bed. “You’re still thinking about it, aren’t you? You’re always thinking about that day and nothing I do will change that. Penny is blood and I’m… the unwanted child who came along as baggage with the man you loved.”

      “Nathan, that isn’t true.” I reach out to touch his hand, but he pulls away. “You were never unwanted. But I… I had difficulty bonding with you. And I blame myself for that. Though your father didn’t help matters.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Dad was fine. A bit strict I suppose. Anyway,” he waves a hand to indicate that we should move on, “are you going to tell me what the hell has been going on and why you’ve been questioned by the police? You have a twin sister. Is that right?”

      I try to make the explanation brief. “Yes, and she’s missing. Her name’s Claire.” I bite my lip. Then add, “It was her in that photo that was posted on Twitter. The police also found some of her clothing in my house.”

      “Did you kill her?” he blurts out.

      “No! Of course not.”

      His smile widens into a wicked grin. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, Nathan. I am quite sure.” I know he’s teasing me and his sense of humour is dark, but I feel like there’s a small part of him, deep down, that may actually suspect me of such a terrible thing.

      “It’s not looking good for you though, is it?” he points out. “She was in your house. Why? And how did she know about you when you didn’t know about her? Unless you did?”

      “I only found out about her a few days ago.” I glance at Nathan. “Claire is missing, but she isn’t dead. Not until they find a body. The police have nothing but confirmation that she turned up to my house and probably broke in. I don’t know why she did that. Maybe she tried to leave me a message somehow.”

      For the first time, all trace of amusement dissipates from Nathan’s expression. “Yeah, because if your twin is in danger, it might mean you are too.”

      “What?”

      “Well, you and her have the same face, right? If someone has hurt your twin, it might be because they thought she was you,” he says.

      A shiver runs a cold finger down my neck and along my spine. “I need to get out of this hospital room. I need to go home.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise?” he asks.

      I look up into his face and he seems genuinely concerned. His features are so much like Scott at his age, dark eyes, heavy brows, full lips. It’s true I haven’t always been the best mother to him, let alone the one he desperately needed, and yet here he is willing to help me.

      “Are you driving back home today?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “I don’t have to. I could stay the night.”

      “Do you want to help me?” I ask. “I need to find my sister, otherwise the police are going to think I hurt her.”

      “All right.” He sounds surprised. “If you want me to.”

      “I do.”

      I gaze into Nathan’s eyes, wondering if I’m making a huge mistake by putting some of my trust in him. But I remind myself it’s only some. I could never trust this man completely. Not since he killed my baby.
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      Nathan hands me a pill and tells me to take it. He nods encouragingly. “It’s your usual medication. I think, anyway.”

      I check it over before I put it in my mouth, and he’s right, it appears to be my usual pill. He passes me a glass of water and I swallow it down.

      We’ve only been home a few minutes and Nathan is already making himself at home, kicking off his shoes and raiding the fridge. I’m tired and everything in my world seems off kilter. My daughter has no idea that I’ve been questioned by the police or that I’ve been in hospital, and I can’t decide whether or not to ruin her spa break with my drama. As Nathan pointed out, Penny does fuss, and there’s a chance she might overreact. But she’s my daughter, she deserves to know what is going on.

      I’m just so embarrassed.

      The police all but accused me of being a murderer, and when I was under pressure, I crumbled. I lost myself. It’s not something I can change and unless I’m able to find Claire, I can’t prove my innocence.

      “I bet you want something stronger than a cup of tea, don’t you?” Nathan asks. “Where’s your whisky?”

      “The back shelf in the pantry.” I wave an arm in the general direction and then head into the living room to collapse on the sofa. My head is throbbing. I don’t really want whisky but I’m happy to let Nathan have some.

      I check my phone but there are no messages from Alistair. I sigh and drop the phone onto the coffee table.

      “No word from lover boy after your tiff?” Nathan says, coming over to the sofa.

      I ignore him.

      “I poured you two fingers. Three for me,” Nathan says, handing me a glass of amber liquid that smells like firewood.

      The glass is cool in my hand. Maybe I do need this whisky after all.

      “How are you?” he asks. Again, he seems genuine. But I don’t want to confide in him.

      “Fine. Just tired.” I place the whisky down on the coffee table. “I might go to bed. You know where the spare room is, don’t you?”

      “But what about helping you find this missing twin of yours?” His voice is conspiratorial and I’m not in the mood.

      “I’m shattered, Nathan. I can’t face that tonight.”

      I get up to leave the room and he prattles on.

      “You know I have really fond memories of staying here as a kid. I had the room down the hall from Penny.” He sips his whisky. “I used to convince her that her room was haunted.”

      I roll my eyes. “I knew that was you.”

      “I’d move her things around and leave the wardrobe door open. I even unscrewed her lightbulb so it wouldn’t work. She never did figure out it was me.”

      “That’s awful, Nathan.” I shake my head. “She was terrified. And very young.”

      He shrugs. “It was character-building.”

      “It was mean.” I stand on wobbling legs. “I’m going to bed.”

      I walk towards the door and as my foot is about to cross the threshold, Nathan adds, “I might be mean, but at least I’m not cruel. What happened back then wasn’t my fault.”

      I turn back to face my stepson. Staring at him and proving just how cruel I can be, I say, “If it wasn’t your fault, then whose was it?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next morning, I am up early and ready to get to the bottom of things. I have to find Claire and prove that I have nothing to do with her disappearance.

      I sit in the kitchen reviewing the evidence on my laptop, patio doors open wide, fresh coffee in hand. I have written out the key dates and am examining the photos and videos of her the day she was spotted on Seeley Moor and outside my front door. She really does look terrible, her hair fuzzed up, her clothes missing, dirty and wounded. But who hurt her?

      Then I wonder, maybe I’ve been seeing this all wrong.

      Maybe by coming here she didn’t want to hurt me, maybe she wanted my help. Was she trying to find me and seek refuge? What was she afraid of?

      I need to know more about her life and what or who she might be running from. I need to know what she knew about me and her adoption, because she certainly knew how to find me. I click onto Facebook, go to Janice Tideswell’s page, and fire off a friend request along with a quick DM.

      Hi. Sorry to bother you. I was wondering if we could meet. I have a few more questions about my sister.

      Janice was helpful before, and now I have so many more questions. Hopefully she’ll be able to answer at least some of them.

      “What are you doing?”

      I glance up from the laptop as Nathan saunters into the kitchen and fills the kettle.

      “A bit of internet sleuthing,” I say.

      Nathan stares at the kettle. “Why haven’t you got a hot water tap? This is taking forever.”

      “I like it,” I say. “I get little jobs done while it’s boiling. Or work out a plot hole.”

      He scoffs. “Except for that plot hole in Murder at Rocky Gorge. Why didn’t Marigold just use the boat?”

      I sigh, finishing the last sip of my coffee before I reply. “Because I forgot about the boat and so did my editors. Since when did you read the books?”

      He rolls his eyes. “Since Jessica made me read them to Kiri. She said I should get to know you better.”

      “Oh,” I say. “That’s… nice.”

      I can’t help but think he’s trying to get into my good graces by mentioning the books. I hate that my mind immediately goes to a dark place, though what he actually said was a criticism.

      Nathan grabs the kettle and pours water over a teabag. “So, what kind of sleuthing are you doing? Am I still helping you?”

      I hesitate. I asked for his help while I was vulnerable in hospital. Now he’s standing here in front of me, do I really want to involve him?

      “Not a lot,” I say, evading his second question. “Claire doesn’t have much of an internet presence. At least not one that’s accessible. So, I thought I might add her neighbour as a Facebook friend.”

      “What’s that going to do?” he asks.

      I shrug. “It won’t hurt to poke around a little.”

      He sips his tea. “Good for you. You’re not taking this lying down, are you?”

      “Of course not,” I say.

      He whistles his way out of the kitchen and into the lounge and I hear the TV go on.

      I open a new tab and Google Claire’s name for any updates. Claire’s disappearance has now made the national news. And so have I, it seems. My heart plummets as I see my name among the headlines.

      Long-lost twin sister of author Faye Mathis reported missing.

      So now everybody will know. I click through the article. If the media is connecting me to Claire, they may also know that my house was searched and I was brought in for questioning. If they do, Janice will never want to speak to me. Why would she let a potential murderer into her house?

      Suddenly my phone pings.

      Janice Tideswell has sent me a Facebook message.

      Can you come this afternoon?
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      Hello, Sister.

      It’s all coming together. My man is putting the finishing touches in place and setting the plan in motion. We will be together soon, sisters together at last. He has been working very hard, so hard he has hardly had time for me, but I know it’s all for us, our future together. It’s what we have both wanted for so long.

      To see you on your knees.

      I hope you feel it. I hope you sense that I’m coming for you. That you’re looking over your shoulder at every moment.

      I heard the police were knocking on your door. I heard that they interrogated you. Naughty girl. Did you tell them about me? The problem is you don’t know enough to tell. You have no idea where I am or what I’m doing, and you have no idea what it is I really want.

      It’s been a bad week for you Faye, from blazing rows in pub carparks to being rushed to hospital. Yes, that’s right, I see everything. I would feel sorry for you, but I don’t.

      I never have.

      I will watch you fall and I will enjoy every minute of it.
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      It’s my first attempt at a disguise. I stare at the woman in the mirror and I don’t see Claire or me. I see a pale-faced woman with dark hair. I’m wearing a wig that I found in a box in the attic and last wore at a Halloween party about three years ago. I went as Morticia Addams and Scott dressed as Gomez. It’s one of the last times I can remember us laughing easily and enjoying each other’s company. I loved sashaying around in a long black dress while Scott’s pencil moustache gradually unpeeled throughout the night. Of course, that was just before his affair began. The wig is not great quality, but I manage to comb it into a bun that juts out below a baseball cap. Then I put on a pair of square-shaped glasses and a baggy t-shirt over black leggings.

      There’s no law against me going to see Claire’s neighbour, but I don’t particularly want to be recognised by anyone in the area, especially now the press have got wind of this. And if DS Oliver suspects I’m sticking my nose in where it’s not wanted, that might work against me.

      Nathan is in York visiting the northern branch of his office and won’t be back until later. It still seems strange that he wants to help me, but perhaps he’s right, maybe I have been underestimating him.

      My phone alerts me that the taxi is waiting outside—while I’m usually fine driving, I sometimes avoid it during more stressful moments in case I have an episode—and I make my way downstairs, and out the front door.

      The driver is quiet as I get in. If he wants to know why I’m going all the way to Little Ingleby, he doesn’t ask.

      The car air conditioning is a welcome reprieve from the muggy weather outside and this itchy wig. I resist the urge to tear it away and concentrate on staying calm as the miles tick by.

      When the village comes into view, I pull in a deep breath.

      The truth is, I’m not just here to see Janice, I have another reason to come to Little Ingleby. I’ve even brought a few tools with me. The taxi pulls up and I grab my backpack and climb out of the car. When I heft it onto my shoulders, the weight tugs at the muscles in my back. Then I walk towards the one place that might give me answers.
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      I keep my head down as I walk past the Blackburns’ house. For now, I just want to find out if anyone’s at the property. Sweat runs down my back when a car moves along the road. But they don’t stop. They’re driving fast, but I get a quick glimpse of a BMW as it speeds around the corner. To my relief, it’s not a police car.

      But there is a car in the driveway, which is interesting. A small, ten-year-old Skoda.

      I make my way around to Janice’s house, remove the hat, wig and glasses and shove them into my bag. She answers on the first doorbell ring.

      “Hi,” she says. There’s a moment of hesitation, as though she doesn’t want to let me in. But then she steps away from the door. “Come in.”

      “Thanks,” I say, following her inside.

      “So, I saw in the news, the police questioned you?” Janice asks straight away.

      “Yes,” I say. “But only because Claire may have come to my house. Which means she knew I existed. Even though I had no idea about her.”

      Janice nods. She leads me through to the conservatory again and I get a glimpse of Claire’s house next door, through the hedge. I can see the upstairs windows and I imagine my twin sister living her life up there. What happened behind those walls? As I stare at the window, the flicker of a figure moves across the window. I’m sure of it. But it doesn’t reappear.

      “So, what do you want to ask me?” Janice breaks my distracted stare.

      “Oh, yes, sorry. I’m just trying to make sense of everything. How Claire knows about me and why she came to me. Did she ever say anything to you?” I ask. “About her long-lost mother? Her adoption? Something?”

      “Actually, she did,” Janice admits. “She mentioned that she’d had a few long talks with her birth mother. But something happened. They fell out.” Janice shakes her head slightly. “This was years ago. I wish I could remember the details.”

      “How long ago?” I ask.

      “Before I knew her,” Janice says. “I didn’t move to the village until 2003. We became friends a year or so later and she told me more about her past a few years after that. So, this is all a long, long time ago.”

      “Did you tell the police?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “To be honest, they’ve focused more on when I last saw Claire. Her mindset after Jack died. That kind of thing. Anything to do with her birth mother seemed irrelevant. Ancient history.”

      “Right. I guess that makes sense.” I wrap my fingers around wicker conservatory seating. “I have to admit, I’m floored you agreed to see me. With the focus on me from the police, I thought you might be suspicious. I don’t know if it goes without saying – I mean, from my point of view it does – but I had nothing to do with Claire’s disappearance. She went missing before I even knew she existed.”

      Janice rubs her palm along her knee. Then she says, “I believe you. Actually, the reason I agreed to see you is because I’m hoping you’ll listen to me when the police won’t. I’ve warned them about him and told them about all the shouting I heard but…” Janice shrugs.

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      She hesitates. “I think he might have done something to her. I think he might have hurt her.”
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      “He might have hurt her.”

      I let the words hang in the air between us.

      “Who?” I ask.

      “Magnus.”

      “Is that Claire’s son?”

      “Her stepson.”

      She stands up, rubbing the tops of her arms. “On the day Jack died, I heard raised voices. I was out in the garden. I only ever hear them when I’m outside.” She shrugs. “I mean, that’s when I’ve heard Jack and Claire fighting in the past. During summer. Well,” she raises her eyebrows, “actually I only ever used to hear Jack. I never heard Claire’s voice.”

      “She didn’t argue back?”

      Janice looks at me with wide eyes and shakes her head.

      “So, the day Jack died, you heard Claire and her stepson, Magnus, fighting? Did you hear any words?”

      “No, but he sounded furious.” Janice exhales, long and slow.

      “How did you know it was Magnus?”

      “It was him. He looks like Jack, but their voices are quite different. I thought about going over, but I didn’t want to get involved and I knew she would be embarrassed that I’d heard. I came inside. I didn’t want to hear it.”

      I let the words sink in. A scene comes together in my mind. Janice kneeling on the lawn by her roses, a pair of secateurs in her hands. The windows open at Claire’s house, her stepson’s booming rage filtering out into the air.

      “It wasn’t until the next day that I found out Jack had died. When I next saw Claire, I was too focused on supporting her to bring up the argument I heard. But it has bothered me. And now she’s missing. I just know it has something to do with him.” Her agitation is extreme as she shares this with me.

      “And you told the police this?”

      “Yes, but I have no idea if they’ve followed it up or not. I haven’t heard any more.”

      I look back to the upstairs window of the Blackburns’ house where I saw the figure moving around.

      “Can I ask you a question?” I say, breaking the tense silence. “Is there someone at Claire’s house right now?”

      Janice moves closer to the conservatory glass and squints into the distance. “I’m not sure. I haven’t seen anyone.”

      “I saw a Skoda in the driveway as I passed.”

      “That’s Claire’s cleaner’s car. But why would she be there?” Then she gasps. “Oh, that’s right. Before Claire went missing, she mentioned that her cleaner was going to be away for weeks. Some sort of long cruise vacation. She’d been saving up for years, apparently.”

      “So, it’s possible she doesn’t know Claire’s missing?”

      “It’s possible,” Janice muses. “Poor thing, someone needs to break it to her.”
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      I walk up to the Blackburns’ house, my palms itching with anticipation. Excitement, even. This is reckless. It’s probably the most daredevil action I’ve ever taken. But if I don’t find Claire, I can’t clear my name.

      In my backpack is a screwdriver, hammer and crowbar. I came prepared. Not just to speak to Janice Tideswell, but to get inside Claire’s house. Even if I had to break in.

      I’ve finally found new strength from my diagnosis. Because now I realise I have nothing to lose. There’s nothing stopping me pushing my boundaries to a place I’d never dare go if I knew my future lay sprawled out like a red carpet. Clearing my name and finding my sister is more important to me than getting into trouble over breaking into a house. My stakes are higher than they have ever been. And there’s freedom in that.

      I walk up the drive. Claire’s house is beautiful. Ivy climbs the walls in thick ropes. White pillars stand next to a large, blue door with a brass knocker. Not a single weed pokes up from in between the stones that criss-cross along the driveway. I smooth down my top.

      Before I reach the front door, it opens and my heart skips a beat. I try to rearrange my shocked expression to one of relaxed serenity, as if I own the place.

      A woman in a blue tabard walks out of the house carrying a vacuum cleaner.

      I jog up to her, forcing my mouth into a relaxed smile.

      “Hi!” I wave. “No need to lock it. I’m just coming back from… a jog.”

      The woman turns her face up at me. “Oh, Mrs Blackburn. You made me jump!”

      “Sorry.” I place my hands on my knees, pretending to be out of breath. She looks at me with a curious expression. “How was the cruise? Was it amazing?”

      Any doubt dissipates when I ask about the cruise and her eyes light up. She’s around my age, with a few wrinkles and greys, but her skin is tanned and glowing from the holiday.

      “Oh yes, it was brilliant,” she says.

      I stand there awkwardly as she talks about her trip, even showing me a few photos on her phone. Trying not to say much, I nod and smile and hope I’m emulating the twin sister I’ve never known. But the cleaner – who I wish I knew by name – is so lost in her post-holiday bubble that she never, not for one moment, realises I’m not who she thinks I am.

      “I have to go,” she says. “I’m late. I can’t stop nattering about the holiday. Sorry.”

      “That’s okay,” I say. “I’m glad you had a good time!”

      As she starts walking down the driveway, my heart finally slows and I risk a glance down at my fingertips to see them trembling. I force myself to wave as the Skoda pulls out of the drive and onto the road.

      “Holy shit, Faye. Holy moly, holy shit.”

      Gently, as though it might break, I place the backpack down, pull a pair of gloves from the front pocket and step into Claire Blackburn’s house. There’s no blaring alarm. No broken windows. All I had to do is walk in through an unlocked door.

      Now my sister and I are both intruders in each other’s homes.

      “It’s one all, Claire,” I mutter to no one.

      I close the door behind me and try not to worry about my footprints as I head through a wide, tiled hallway into the living room. I’m not sure what I’m searching for here.

      There has to be more to the story. When did Claire find out about me? Did she write it down? Does she have correspondence with the adoption agency? But more than that, I need to find something that might incriminate someone else in her life. Janice mentioned her stepson, which eerily mirrors my own life with Nathan. What were they arguing about that day? Did it lead to Claire’s disappearance?

      I move across the living room towards an antique sideboard, wondering if documents sit within, the key to the mystery. But before I open the cupboard doors, something on the fireplace mantel catches my eye. I move closer. There’s a framed photograph of a family, all standing close together, smiling. There’s Claire, my doppelganger, and her grey-haired, now deceased husband. A couple of children stand in front of a young, blonde-haired woman who I assume is their mother. But it’s not any of them who grab my attention.

      My heart drops to the pit of my stomach as I recognise the man at the centre of the photo. A man who has wormed his way into my life. A man who has lied about everything, including his name.

      I pick up the photograph and bring it closer to my face so that I can make absolutely sure that I’m right.

      Then I hear the front door open.
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      She thinks she’s fooling him with that disguise, but he knows it’s her. He sees her face in his dreams, and his nightmares. He would know it anywhere. He’s been watching her more closely than usual the past few days, trying to work out the best moment to spring his plan into action. Whenever he can get away from the life he pretends to live, he monitors her movements.

      And now he watches as she leaves in a taxi. He follows it.

      About halfway through the journey, he realises that she’s going back to Little Ingleby. A spasm works its way through his body as he follows her back to where it all started.

      She’s exiting the taxi. He’s forced to drive past, hoping she doesn’t see him.

      She’s going to the house. She has to be.

      This turn of events has forced his hand. He will now have to act. It’s slightly sooner than he expected but if that’s what she wants, that’s what she’ll get.

      He’s surprised when she makes her way to the neighbour’s house. She keeps him on his toes and he likes that. He watches the nosey old bat next door let her in and he continues driving up the hill towards the village. He parks the car and walks over to a drystone wall. From there, he can observe her leaving the neighbour’s house.

      He waits.

      Ten minutes.

      Twenty.

      Then she’s on the move again. He watches her walk towards Claire’s drive and then sees her talking to the cleaner. He marvels at her audacity as she waves her goodbyes and makes her way into the house. Her confidence excites him. He will have his fun after all.

      He hurries back to his car, and drives down the hill, reducing the speed to a crawl. He doesn’t want to alert her with his arrival. He pulls the car into the drive and parks close to the door, ready for a quick getaway.

      This is it.

      He grabs a small, pen-sized object from his glovebox before walking quietly to the front door. She’s here because she’s searching for answers. She wasn’t expecting the answer to lead to him. The thought makes him smile.

      His pulse quickens when he places his hand on the door handle. This is a thrill he hasn’t experienced for a long time. He steps quickly into the house, closes the door and locks it. He doesn’t bother being quiet. He has decided to use speed instead.

      As soon as he enters the living room, he hears the sound of her moving through the kitchen. Breaking into a jog, he follows, finding her pulling at the back door. When she sees him, her eyes widen into dinner plates. He clears the kitchen in two strides as she staggers away from him. He catches her skinny wrist, yanking her back towards him.

      “Why are you doing this?” she winces in response to his grip, her voice pleading. “Why… why did you lie? What do you want?”

      “What do I want? A few things, actually,” he says. And then adds, “Mrs Mathis. Or should I call you Faye now?”

      She’s still struggling to get away from him, twisting and turning her body, but he holds on tight.

      “Only if you tell me your real name,” she says. “Because I know it isn’t Tim.”
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      My stomach churns when I gaze at this man with dark eyes. He sat at my dining table and made me believe he loved my daughter. He seduced her, lied to her and even proposed to her. And all this time, Tim, the man I thought would soon become my son-in-law, is the stepson of my twin sister.

      There’s something disgustingly Freudian and Machiavellian about all of this. But the one thing I can’t figure out is why?

      “You can call me Magnus,” he says. “Auntie Faye.”

      His smile is so sickly sweet that I want to punch out his teeth and watch them fall down his throat. But he’s holding onto both my wrists now with an iron grip. Every fibre of my being wants to try and throw him off, to struggle and thrash, but I realise the best thing I can do is calm down and try to conserve my energy.

      “Why?” I stare up at him, trying to figure him out.

      His placid face looks down at me. He doesn’t seem to be in any kind of emotional distress. Holding me hostage like this isn’t a problem for his conscience at all. He’s dangerous. Violence is not alien to him.

      “You hurt Claire, didn’t you?” I say. “You’ve done something to her.”

      There are still some pieces of the puzzle missing but I’m almost certain that the reason Claire disappeared is because of this man who is restraining me. What I don’t know, is whether he killed her.

      “Claire and I had some issues to resolve, it’s true,” he says, the smarmy smile stretching further. “I mean, the stepmother stereotype exists for a reason. She’s a bitch who deserves everything she gets.”

      This man is vile. He is a snake who has slithered his way into the heart of my home, the heart of my daughter. What did he have to gain from seducing Penny? The thought makes heat rise to my cheeks. “What does any of this have to do with me and my family? Penny is innocent in all of this.”

      The smile on his face drops and blackness descends. He shoves me. Hard. I land on the expensive floor, hitting the side of my head against the flagstones. I’m scrambling to my feet when he wraps his arms around me.

      “You need to stop asking so many questions,” he hisses into my ear. “After all, you don’t know where your darling daughter is right now, do you?”

      The words make the world tilt on an axis. “What have you done to Penny?”

      He laughs. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      And then I feel a sharp pinprick in my right arm. I suck in a quick breath. He’s injected me with something. It could be a sedative, or it could be something that will kill me.

      “Now, if you just co-operate, then perhaps you’ll see lovely Penny again. If you don’t, then I’m afraid there will be some consequences. Is that understood?”

      He pushes me back down on the kitchen floor where I lie awkwardly, my hips and knees sore. I place a hand on my chest.

      “All right,” I say. “I’ll behave.”

      “Good. What I’d like you to do now, is go to sleep.” He glances at his watch. “It should only take a minute or two.”

      “What are you going to do with me? Where is Penny?”

      He wags a finger. “What did I tell you about questions?”

      I’m silent, staring in horror at this man and the power he has over me.

      “Much better, Faye.”

      I’m trying to decide if I can make a run for it when a warm sense of calm rises in my chest, oozing upwards, a hot lavender bath easing my aching bones. The kitchen swirls around me and my eyelids feel heavy. All I can think about is Penny. My daughter, laughing in my arms as a child. Crying after falling out of a tree. Performing in the nativity play, a bright angel, singing under the spotlight.

      “It’s okay, Penny,” I mumble. “Everything will be okay, I promise.”

      Then the flagstone floor swallows me up, eating me whole.
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      Nathan stands over me, shaking with rage, his face deathly white. He sees me reaching for him, asking for help, but he stands there, watching me bleed at the bottom of the staircase.

      “Call for help,” I say.

      I know I’m losing her. The bottom half of my body is on fire with pain. Warm blood seeps out from between my legs. I’m losing Penny’s sister and Nathan is standing there, not doing anything.

      Slowly, I manage to turn my body around so that I’m on my hands and knees. And then I crawl along the wooden floorboards of the house, searching for Scott. He was in the garden playing with Penny before… before…

      The room is dark. It’s cold. I’m crawling towards the door, my head throbbing, my throat raw. My ribs, knees and ankles hurt.

      I don’t know where I am.

      I don’t know why I’m here. I need to find Scott. I touch my belly, touch the space between my thighs, and there’s no blood, there’s no baby bump. I turn around and lay my head on the cold ground. I am not at the bottom of the stairs, I am somewhere dark and cold and alone.

      I am here because someone wants something from me. Otherwise, I would be dead. If only I could remember…

      I remember that my name is Faye Mathis.

      I live near Hampstead Heath in London.

      No… No, I don’t. Not anymore.

      I hear a noise, the opening of a door above me. I sit up, scramble against the wall. Whoever this is will hurt me. I try to stand so I can rush from the room but my legs wobble and I land back down on the stones. A man laughs at me. He laughs! Why would anyone laugh at someone when they fall?

      A light comes on overhead, revealing the room that is also my cage. It’s some sort of cellar, with a bucket in the corner and a chair next to it. The man is tall with a handsome face and dark brown eyes. I know that face. He clamps a strong hand on my upper arm and forces me up to my feet. A whimper escapes my lips as he drags me over to the chair.

      It’s humiliating, demoralising to allow this man to push me onto the chair and tie my hands to the armrests without fighting back, but I know I can’t win. I’m too terrified to do anything. He keeps staring at me, right in the eye, as though he knows a secret I don’t.

      “You’ve forgotten who I am, haven’t you? I can see you examining my face, trying to remember.” He crouches down and places a gentle hand on my knee. “Penny warned me about how crazy you are now. It’s a shame because you used to be a smart woman, but your brain is broken and soon there will be nothing left.”

      He stands, smiling at me, and the purest form of hatred burgeons up from the lowest point of my abdomen. He knows Penny. How old is she now? How old is my daughter? Is she still at school?

      “Wait here,” the man says. “Someone is coming to see you soon.”

      He backs out of the room and closes the door, switching off the light before the lock clunks into place. I pull at the ropes and the knots wrapped tightly around my wrists. They don’t budge. The effort is exhausting. My chin droops, hitting my chest.

      “Is she in there? Tied up?”

      “Yeah,” says the man. “And she’s out of it. She doesn’t remember me or why she’s here.”

      The man laughs. It’s long, and slow, and cold, and it turns my spine to ice. I tug against the ropes again.

      A bright light bursts into the room, illuminating the dusty dankness of my prison. Two figures emerge from the shadows and walk over to me. It’s the man, first. The smile is still on his face, lighting up his brown eyes.

      And then the woman steps forward.

      It’s strange. Amidst all the confusion, I know who she is instantly. Her face is almost as familiar to me as my own. My stomach drops with disappointment. Because I thought I’d found a sister, when instead I found an enemy.

      “Hello, Sister,” she says.

      “Dina,” I whisper.
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      ‘The Palmer Twins: Marigold and the Monster’ by Faye Mathis

      

      
        
        
        I see teeth in a shadowy room,

        Two eyes peeking out from the gloom,

        Aglow in the light of the moon.

        It hums a sad little tune.

      

        

      
        “I’m going to eat you all up,”

        It says while rubbing its gut.

        “I’ll soon turn you into a pulp,

        Eat you up in one big gulp.”

      

        

      
        The eyes are moving towards me,

        I’m trapped and there’s no way to flee,

        No saviour to come break me free.

        I blurt out one final plea.

      

        

      
        “Please spare me, my heart is true,

        And we can be friends, me and you.”

        But its terrible smile only grew.

        “Little girl, this is what monsters do.”
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      “Nathan, babe, how long are you staying with Faye?” Jessica’s voice is muffled through the car speaker. I turn the volume up another bar before answering.

      “Maybe for one more night. I’m not sure.” Then I laugh and add, “Gotta get in the old stepmother’s good graces to inherit that house.”

      Jessica doesn’t answer right away. But when she does, her voice is measured and calm. “Nathan, you can’t carry this guilt for the rest of your life.”

      Sometimes I can’t stand that Jess sees right through me, as she has just now. She’s the only person I’ve told the whole truth to. Not even Faye herself has told anyone else what happened that day. But Jess knows, and Jess loves me anyway. Not that I deserve it.

      I’m a brat. Dad could be strict at times, but after Mum died he ended up spoiling me, hoping it would fix everything. But it taught me that I could get my own way, that I could get anything I wanted. And the thing I wanted more than anything in the world was for Faye to disappear and for my mum to come back.

      I’ve replayed the day it happened again and again in my mind. She’d been married to dad for about three years by then. Penny was two – I could never hate that little munchkin as much as I tried to – and Faye was pregnant with her second child. Though I didn’t actually know that as an eight-year-old boy. We were upstairs in the new house in London, and I was screaming at Faye. I don’t know what it was about, but I remember the pure unadulterated rage I felt towards her. I blurted out all the classics: “You’re not my real mum”, “I hate you” with the disco remix of “go to hell”.

      It was the first time I’d seen Faye snap. She threw something across the room, and then she stormed out.

      It was like an elastic band went off inside me. She wasn’t allowed to lose her temper. Only I could scream and stamp my feet. So, I ran after her and shoved her as hard as I could.

      Did I know she was on the top step of the stairs?

      Did I know I was going to hurt her?

      Or was I simply acting out in the moment?

      I’ll never know.

      But the part that sticks out in my mind is how I stood there watching her crawl along the hallway.

      I didn’t help her.

      And I have carried around the guilt of that day ever since.

      I indicate off the A road and start making my way towards Palmer House. I clear my throat. “I’m trying to move past it but right now Faye needs help. Her and Penny are kind of tense with each other because of that new fiancé of hers. Faye doesn’t exactly want my help, but I owe her, so I’m going to stay for at least a night and make sure she’s back on an even keel. Is that okay?”

      “Yeah, of course. I get it.”

      “Can you put Kiri on?”

      “She’s already in bed, asleep. Call first thing in the morning, and I’ll make sure she’s up.”

      “All right,” I say, disappointed. “I’ll speak to you tomorrow. Love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      I pull onto the driveway and think once again how beautiful Palmer House is. I’ve made jokes before about stealing it in the inheritance but they’re only supposed to wind Faye up. Perhaps a part of me wants to remind her that I belong to this family too. I don’t know why I continue to antagonise her, but it’s like I’m stuck in a repetitive loop. The truth is, I owe her. She never told Dad I pushed her down the stairs. She protected me when she had every right to expose me for who I really am.

      Penny and Dad both know I didn’t help Faye as she was miscarrying, but they think that’s the extent of the situation. But it’s worse than that. I’m worse than that. I’m a murderer. I pushed my stepmother down the stairs. I killed the baby.

      I sit in the car for a few minutes before getting out. The sun is beginning to set, and I expect to see the curtains drawn, but they are still open with no lights on inside. Faye always likes to close the curtains in the evenings, but perhaps that’s a habit she formed when she lived in London, where anyone walking past the house could look in. It’s much more isolated here. Maybe she doesn’t feel the same need for privacy.

      With a deep breath, I climb out of the car and walk up to the door. I knock a few times, but no one answers. I didn’t call ahead but she knew I was coming back tonight. I’m about to walk back to my car and wait for her to turn up, when I decide that’s stupid. I have a key to the house. I’m family. Why shouldn’t I let myself in? And what if she’s had a fall? I know she’s not old, but she’s vulnerable, isn’t she?

      It’s still awkward stepping into my stepmother’s house, so I knock on the wood again as it creaks open, then call out.

      “Faye? Mummy Faye? Hello?”

      The house is deathly silent. I shut the front door behind me and peer through the unlit hallway. There’s nobody here. Nothing except for a feeling of deep unease running through the air. I walk over to the bottom of the stairs and then I hear it.

      The sound of water running.

      She’s in the shower.

      A wave of relief floods me and shows me in an instant just how much I care about her.

      I fill the kettle and let it boil as I lean against the kitchen counter.

      I make two cups of tea, take them over to the table and scroll through a few social media apps. When the water stops running, I go back out to the hall and call up the stairs.

      “Mummy Faye? I let myself in, I hope that’s all right?”

      I wait for a moment, but there’s no answer.

      I climb the stairs. “Faye? It’s me, just wanted to let you know I’m here.”

      Finally, she responds. “Okay.”

      “I made you a cup of tea. It’s still warm if you want it, but it’s getting cooler by the minute, so… you know, you might want to hurry up. I thought I’d stay the night again. In the guest room. That okay?”

      “Yeah. Fine.”

      I make my way back to the table with the cup of tea. On Facebook, I discover that a school friend I lost touch with is getting married, and my grandmother on Dad’s side has fallen for a fake political meme.

      Faye finally makes her way down in a dressing gown, wet hair brushed away from her face. She takes a seat across the table from me, staring at me with a blank expression.

      I push the tea over to her. “Are you okay? Did you take your medication?”

      “Yes,” she says.

      “Good. You seemed a bit spaced out, is all.” I turn my phone around so she can see the screen. “You wouldn’t fall for this nonsense, would you? Even with the dementia. I mean, it’s obviously fake. Right?”

      She looks at my phone and nods but doesn’t speak.

      “Nanna keeps liking all this crap. And she doesn’t even have dementia.” I slap a palm against my forehead. “Shit, sorry, I didn’t mean that to come out like… I know I’m a dick. How’s the tea?”

      “Good.” She takes a sip and then sets it down.

      Her movements are eerie, detached.

      She must be having an episode. There’s no other way to describe how odd and quiet she is.

      “Sorry I’m back so late. This executive insisted on taking me out for dinner.” I scratch an eyebrow, suddenly not wanting to hold her gaze.

      She makes no response and just stares into the distance. Maybe she’s upset with me. Then I realise that there’s no maybe about it. She’s been upset with me for years, and rightly so.

      I pull in a deep breath. “I guess I thought that if I stay a bit longer to help you, then maybe you’ll finally forgive me. I know I can be a sarcastic bastard at times. Well, all the time, but I’m… I dunno, pushing you away like I always have.”

      She looks at me as I speak, but offers no sign of how she’s feeling.

      “You probably think I’ve always hated you, but I haven’t. Not as much as I hated myself, anyway. Jessica made me go to therapy.” Silence surrounds us. I tap the edge of the Maltesers mug that came free with an Easter egg years ago. “Well, say something.”

      “I… forgive you,” she says.

      My shoulders relax as soon as she says the words I’ve been waiting to hear since that terrible day. I open my mouth to thank her, but then she smiles a crooked smile, and the hair on the back of my neck shoots up. Fingers tightening around the mug, I freeze as a warning bell chimes in my head.

      I’m looking at Faye’s face, but that is not her smile. The arrangement of her muscles is all wrong. And where’s the sarcastic comment, the biting remark to put me in my place? My apology was accepted too easily.

      I stand quickly, so full of energy that I shove the chair backwards and it clatters to the floor behind me. Then I lift an arm, extend a finger and point at the woman sat at the kitchen table. “You’re not Faye.”

      Her eyes widen in fear and she rises from her chair, her eyes fixed on the door behind me.

      She backs away from the table and turns, starting to run. I lurch forward, tripping over the table leg and falling onto the hard kitchen floor, palms slapping the tiles. Her gait is ungainly and stiff as she hurries from the room and then she disappears from view as I scramble on the ground.

      I push myself up from the floor like a sprinter in the blocks, and finally, I’m on my feet, chasing after Claire Blackburn as she tries to run away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 47

          

          THE SISTER

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Hello, Sister.

      So now you know.

      You know that I am the one you should have been afraid of all along.

      Everyone always underestimates me. They have ever since I was a child. Poor, quiet Dina with no friends and no birthday party. The girl in the corner with nothing to say.

      But that’s not who I am. It never was. I was always the most lethal person in any room, and the sting in my tail is that nobody knew how deadly I really was.

      But he knew. He saw me as I am. On the day I met Magnus, he took me to a pig farm because he wanted to hurt something. I saw it in his eyes, like it was reflected back from deep within my own spirit. I knew he was my soulmate even then.

      Yes, he has a wife and kids, blah blah blah. He even has a fiancée as well now. But he’s still mine. Nobody understands the rules we follow. No one else comes even close to us and I don’t need anyone else to confirm it.

      Magnus and I have been together for years, ever since that day on the farm. He understands me better than anyone, better than I even understand myself. He knows all about my traumatic childhood with my despicable mother. The mother you managed to escape.

      Claire and Faye. The perfect twins, who grew up in perfect homes with perfect parents. But recently things aren’t quite so perfect, are they?

      The same day I met Magnus, was the day I met Claire. Mum tracked her down and they had a reunion while they sent us outside. It didn’t go well, I think they argued.

      She went quiet at home. Wouldn’t talk about it. So I knew I was going down in the cellar again.

      When she let me out later she was drunk, crying about how Claire rejected her. Claire didn’t want to know the mother who abandoned her apparently.

      Claire was lucky. Just like you. Because neither of you had her as a mother, did you? She birthed you, gave you red hair and blue eyes and freckles and all the nice things. I was the one who lived with her misery.

      Don’t give me any of that crap about what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. No it doesn’t. It wears you down. It makes you nothing. It makes you invisible.

      Until I met my man – my Magnus – and I learned how to channel all that hatred in my heart.

      Resentment is poison and I swallow it like fine wine, enjoying the sensation of the dark liquor swirling through my blood.

      The blood that we share, dear sister.
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      They’ve left me alone in the dark again. I’m still tied to this chair, completely alert and entirely at their mercy. I don’t know how long I’ve been here. Sometimes I lose myself to moments of confusion. But right now I see everything clearly. Under the heavy weight of darkness, my other senses feel keener, and my ears react to the sound of an insect scurrying across the floor. No, it’s bigger than an insect. A mouse. Or a rat.

      Then I hear voices. Magnus and Dina. They’re directly above me. The conversation is muffled but I can decipher odd words thrown in the right direction. I shut my eyes and focus all my energy into my ears.

      “Tomorrow,” he says.

      She says something I can’t make out.

      Then he follows up with, “I’ll drive her to the bank.”

      I swallow. Could this all be about money? He’s welcome to mine if it means letting me go, if it means keeping Penny safe.

      He continues to speak but I can’t hear what he says. But another sound turns my blood to ice. Dina laughing. They’re enjoying this, they’re taking pleasure in my pain. My own sister, orchestrating and revelling in my trauma.

      A door shuts above me, and I hear Dina crystal clear.

      “You’ll get what is owed to you, my love.”

      “And what’s mine is yours,” he replies.

      I shudder at the affectionate tone they share.

      I have no idea how unhinged this man is, but what I’ve experienced of him so far tells me I don’t want to find out. As for Dina… She was so sweet, so warm when I met her. How could I have got it so wrong? How did I not see how sick and twisted she really is? I’ve been so focused on finding Claire that I didn’t think about Dina at all, and I never considered what Rachel Lacey was actually like as a mother.

      The woman who spat out spiteful words and slapped me across the face. How cruel has she been to Dina over the years? She’s created a monster.

      My mind whirls from one question to the next. How do I get away from here? Will anyone know I’m missing? Nathan is unreliable, Alistair isn’t speaking to me and I have no idea where Penny is. I can’t bear thinking about Penny. What has he done to her? He may have been bluffing when he said he had her, but I can’t be sure. The more I think about my daughter in danger, the more I strain against the ropes around my wrists. I ache all over. My body is exhausted. I try to steady my breathing, taking in deep breaths. Hours pass and then I start to drift to sleep, finding snatches of peace while in hell.

      I’m suddenly woken by footsteps overhead. The door opens and I lift my head, blinking into the darkness. There’s the barest glimmer of light revealing two figures.

      The woman is holding the door open. I see a flash of her features. The frown, the furrowed brow. Dina.

      The other figure is a man, carrying something heavy on his shoulders. What’s his name? My brain is foggy. Tim. No. Magnus. That’s right, Claire Blackburn’s stepson. He walks in and hefts the load from his shoulder onto the floor. The sight of him makes my blood run cold. What is he doing?

      Dina steps towards me. She scowls and raises her hand, balling it into a fist, and then she hits me hard in the face. My neck snaps back, my cheekbone on fire.

      “You’ve no idea how long I’ve wanted to do that.” She’s smiling now.

      “Come on,” Magnus says. “We’ll be back soon,” they walk away, closing the door.

      As the door closes, it shuts out all the light, but just before it slams, I work out that the lump on the ground is a person. And when I finally complete the dots, I scream until my throat is sore.

      The lifeless body lying three feet away from me is my daughter.
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      There she is.

      As I run out of the kitchen and turn the corner, I see Claire Blackburn running across the hallway, only a few feet ahead. I have no idea what I’m going to do next. Am I really going to rugby tackle her to the ground? All I know is that I cannot let her leave. Claire Blackburn is alive and she needs to clear Faye’s name.

      She reaches the front door and fumbles with the handle. She turns to me, scared and small, and lets out a whimper.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” I say. “Don’t leave. Please. I need to talk to you.” I take a few tentative steps forward with my hands in the air.

      “I’m sorry,” she is close to tears. “I needed… I had to come here for food,” she says. She sniffs heavily. It’s so strange how much she resembles Faye and yet how different they are. Her voice is softer, more feminine. Her shoulders are naturally hunched whereas Faye always carries herself upright. “I never meant to involve her. I just needed to disappear, go somewhere.”

      “You’ve been breaking in here, haven’t you?” I speak softly, not wanting to spook her.

      Her eyes dart from left to right as though she’s afraid someone will overhear us and then she pulls her hand away from the door handle.

      “Yes.” She walks towards me, her eyes wide and unblinking. “Oh God, it’s all such a mess!” She breaks down into heaving sobs. A strangled wheezing sound comes from her body and for a moment I’m frozen, scared she might collapse.

      “All right,” I say, trying to sound reassuring but I’m never good in situations where people need reassurance. “Sit… sit down. Come on.”

      I lead her into the living room.

      “I think you need to tell me what’s going on,” I say, once she’s settled on the sofa. “Start from the beginning.”

      She wipes her eyes and pulls in a deep breath. “I was attacked. My stepson tried to kill me.”

      “Your stepson?” I shake my head slightly.

      “He took me out onto the moors and…” She buries her face in her hands.

      “Take your time.” I concentrate on sounding calm, trying to hide my shock.

      “I was so frightened, so cold, I had nowhere to go. I still don’t. If he finds me, he’ll kill me.”

      “But why would he want to kill you?”

      “For Jack’s money. My husband. He was supposed to leave it all to Magnus, but he left me everything. Magnus wasn’t expecting that. He thought he’d at least take over the business, but no. Jack never trusted Magnus to do the right thing. He never trusted anyone to do the right thing really, but I suppose he thought this would teach him a lesson. Perhaps he enjoyed the idea of us falling out over it. Because that’s certainly what’s happened.”

      “And he attacked you over it?” I ask.

      She nods. “He drugged me and when I came round, we were out on the moors.” I watch her eyes glisten as she relives it. “And he was… he was… digging my grave.” She breaks down into uncontrollable sobs, the pure horror of what she’s describing shaking her whole body.

      I am speechless, absolutely silenced by what she’s telling me.

      I go over to the sideboard and pluck a few tissues out of the box, which I then hand to her, urging her to continue.

      “I managed to get away from him. I was injured but I found a place to hide on the moors. An abandoned shepherd’s hut that was just about still standing. But it was cold and… and I had no food. I knew Faye lived near here. I’ve known about her for some time but never had the courage to contact her. But when I realised how close I was, I started watching the house.” Claire stands, then begins pacing back and forth. “There was always a window or door open. I’d slip in and get what I needed. Sometimes I came at night and that was when I thought she’d seen me.” Claire’s hands flutter upwards as though she’s chasing a butterfly. “But she was in such a trance that I don’t think she even knew I was there.”

      My chest tightens. I’m beginning to fear this strange woman. She’s been living on the moors? For two weeks! I try to picture her sneaking in and out of Faye’s home. Checking doors and windows for a way in. I shudder.

      “You do realise that people think you’re dead.”

      Her bottom lip begins to tremble, and I realise I’ve pushed too hard, too fast. As usual, tact is not my strong suit.

      “I wanted to tell her, I wanted to get help. But I didn’t feel safe, I had to hide,” she says. “You have no idea what Magnus is capable of. He’s evil to the core. And he won’t stop until he’s destroyed me.”

      Claire weeps silently, her shoulders shaking. Not sure how to handle this outpouring of emotion, I pat her hand three times and then clear my throat.

      “Mrs Blackburn… Claire… I’m sorry but I need you to go to the police and tell them that you’re alive.” I exhale through my teeth. “My stepmother doesn’t deserve this, and I think deep down you know that. You know that your actions have had consequences.”

      She nods but says nothing.

      “I’m going to give them a call. Is that okay?”

      “Wait.” Her voice is urgent. “What if they can’t help me? I can’t go home, I can’t risk him finding me.”

      “So, what? You’re just going to hide here forever?” My tone is harsher than I would like but I’m losing patience. This woman has completely messed with Faye’s life and let the police point the finger at her.

      She sighs as she contemplates her next move.

      “I’m sorry for everything, I really was desperate.”

      “Well, that was then and this is now. It’s over. And the only way to make sure that your stepson is apprehended and that you are safe, is to call the police. They are the only ones who can help you get your life back.”

      She nods.

      “I never wanted it to be this way. I didn’t want to meet my twin like this for the first time.” She sniffs and raises the tissue to her nose.

      “No, I’m sure you didn’t. And I can say for damn certain that Faye wouldn’t want any of this!”

      I pick up my phone to dial the police and rise from the sofa. As I get up, I catch my reflection in the dark window, curtains still pulled back. It’s getting late and a sudden thought stops me.

      Faye should be home by now.

      She and Alistair aren’t speaking and it’s too late for Faye to visit her mother.

      If she’s not here, then where the hell is she?
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      He sits on the cellar steps listening to her muffled screams. It isn’t his stepmother down there, but he can pretend it is. The thought makes his heart thump happily.

      He stands, stretching his body, still sore from carrying Penny into the house, and makes his way upstairs. Dina is waiting for him.

      They kiss deeply, fuelled by the adrenaline of the past few hours. He sits and pulls Dina onto his lap. She has the TV on some reality TV channel, the volume turned up to hide any of Faye’s louder screams.

      “What’s going on down there?” Dina asks.

      He smiles. “Faye can’t strop screaming since I dumped Penny in there. I stuffed her mouth with a sock and taped it.”

      At the mention of Penny’s name, Dina huffs and slides off his lap.

      “I still don’t understand why that whore has to be here.”

      “Collateral,” he says, turning his attention back to the television.

      Dina’s jealousy is unattractive, in fact it repulses him. Nobody has a right to say what he does or who he does. He’s drilled this into her over the years, but perhaps she needs reminding. For now, charm is his most effective method of control.

      “You need to trust me, my love.” He strokes the back of her neck and looks deep into her eyes.

      “I do,” she replies, unconvincingly.

      “Good.” He kisses her lightly on the mouth. “So, everything’s ready for the morning? Did you get that cash to get us started?”

      “Yes.” She turns away. “But we won’t need to spend it, will we? It’s everything I have.”

      “No, of course not. Once the transfer is made, we’ll be rich. But it might take a few days to clear. This will just help us on our way, our new life together.” He pauses. “I’ve added money to the pot too. But you know I can’t take much out. It’s a joint account with Lisa.”

      “Fine,” she says. “Even though you’re the one with actual money. I had to scrape for this, you know.”

      “Do be quiet, Dina.” He rolls his eyes. “We’ll be getting all the money that should have been mine in the first place.” He winces, knowing that it isn’t enough. This isn’t how he wanted things to go. He deserved the business. He was the heir. He should be following his father’s footsteps.

      If his father had never met Claire, he’d have everything he wanted right now. He wouldn’t be stuck waiting for the banks to open.

      His stepmother is out there somewhere.

      And one day he will find her.

      A smile dances on his lips as he thinks of the day still to come.
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      The next time Magnus enters the cellar, I’m tipped over onto my side, lying painfully on my left hip with the chair still attached to my arms. In my desperate attempt to reach Penny, I tilted too far and fell. My throat is hoarse from screaming Penny’s name, but no amount of noise has stirred her.

      Magnus stands in the doorway, laughing at the sight of me. Then he approaches. I flinch away from his boots, convinced he’s going to stamp on me or punish me somehow. I brace myself for pain but instead, he crouches and strokes my cheek.

      “I take it you figured out who it is on the floor here.” He tugs at my chin, forcing me to look at my daughter’s unmoving body on the cold, hard cellar floor.

      Light from the doorway spills onto her naked thighs and forearms. She’s lying on her back with most of her hair covering her face. She’s dressed in some sort of silky dress that I assume she put on for him. The thought makes me want to vomit. But the light also reveals that her chest is rising and falling with each breath. She’s alive and she seems to be breathing despite everything.

      He rips the tape from my mouth and the sock spills out.

      “Let her go,” I plead. “Whatever you want, I’ll get it. Money. Sex. I literally don’t care.”

      He pulls me up, righting the chair so that it’s on its legs again. Then he grins. “Sex. Now that would be interesting. My stepmother’s twin sister…”

      There’s that touch of his fingertips on my face again, tracing bones through my sweat-slicked skin. His hands move down to my bound wrists.

      “There’s a way for both you and your lovely daughter to walk out of here perfectly fine and go on living your dull lives. I’m rooting for you, Faye. I want this to go well.” He works the knot out from one of my wrists and then grabs it with his large hand. “But if you don’t do what I say, she’ll be dead within an hour. Do you know why?” He moves closer so that I can smell the sour tang of his breath. “Because I’ll have nothing to lose. I want what I’m owed. I want my fucking inheritance and I will get it.” He pulls in a deep breath. “Are you going to co-operate?”

      What choice do I have? I nod.

      He lets go of my arm and watches me closely. When I remain still, he moves to the other arm and begins to untie it from the chair. Then he stands back and waits, a test to see if I’m going to be compliant. I sit there, waiting for the next instruction.

      Penny is what matters.

      I can’t trust this man, but I’ll do whatever he says while he has my daughter.

      “Get up,” he says.

      I stand on unsteady feet. He watches carefully.

      “Walk towards me,” he says.

      I do as I’m told.

      “Stop. Turn around and walk to the other side of the room and back without limping.”

      There are pins and needles running up and down my legs and my hip must be badly bruised. But I lift my chin, pretend I’m Naomi Campbell opening for Versace and stride as best I can to the other side of the cellar and back.

      “Good,” he says. “Now hold my hand.”

      Revulsion shudders through me, but I reach out and take his hand. Gently, he leads me through the cellar door. I hesitate, glancing behind me at Penny. I open my mouth to protest but then close it with a snap. Magnus’s dark eyes monitor my every reaction, every twitch of my skin.

      He closes the door behind me.

      “Dina will be taking care of her,” he says. “As long as you do what I say, nothing bad is going to happen.”

      The weak part of me wants to believe him.

      “Come on. We’re going up the steps now.” He has softened his voice, like he’s talking to a child. “Good girl.”

      When we emerge into the rest of the house, I figure out fairly quickly that this is the small terrace house that belongs to Rachel Lacey. I recognise the beige walls and the brown carpet. The tenant must have moved out as most of the furniture is gone.

      Magnus leads me up to the next floor. Then he hands me a towel, shampoo and body wash and pushes me into the bathroom.

      “Smarten yourself up, Faye.” He shuts the door.

      I work quickly, turning on the shower and stripping. I know he’s right outside the door. I sense his presence looming like a sentry to hell. I feel his eyes watching me, and am almost certain he can see my naked body through the wooden door.

      I step into the bath, pull the weak stream of water from the shower head towards me and immediately begin rubbing the shower gel over my body. I see dirt and sweat rinse down the plug hole. There’s a bruise the size of my palm on my left hip, and more bruising around my wrists.

      Pain is nothing. Pain is temporary. It has no importance when my little girl is lying unconscious in a fucking cellar, guarded by two psychopaths.

      I think about ways to kill Magnus as I’m drying myself. I want to rip his throat out with my teeth, taste his blood. I want to run him over with my car, feel the bulk of him disintegrate under the tyres. No one has ever made me feel rage like this in my entire life.

      I open the bathroom door, wearing my towel.

      “Good girl,” he says. “Give me a smile.”

      I do as I’m told.
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      PC Forrester is probably in her late twenties and has blonde streaks in her dark hair. She’s staring at me with an unamused expression on her face while I repeat the same facts over and over again.

      “What made you realise the woman in the house was not your stepmother?” she asks.

      “Like I said, nothing in particular. She just seemed… different.”

      “And she told you she was Claire Blackburn?”

      At this point I’m so tired I don’t even remember. The events of last night come and go like distant waves in a sea of anxiety. After I persuaded Claire to let me call the police, they came bowling in and whisked us both off to the station for questioning. I sat on a hard plastic chair for hours, waiting to be interviewed, and just as the clock began to strike 6 a.m., Forrester called me in.

      “Yes, she told me she was Claire Blackburn,” I say. “I believe she did.”

      “You’re sure about that?”

      “I thought I was giving a statement, not being interrogated,” I snap.

      She scribbles something down in her notebook.

      “Look,” I say. “Someone needs to be out there searching for Faye. This isn’t like her. She didn’t come home.”

      “We’re looking into that, Mr Mathis.” She smiles, but it’s tight-lipped and seems almost sarcastic.

      “I can’t reach my stepmother,” I reiterate. “Do you understand that this is very strange? And she has dementia. She’s vulnerable. Anything could have happened.”

      “I understand the severity of the situation. We’re doing everything we can,” she says. “Now, have you been in touch with your sister to find out if she knows of your mother’s whereabouts?”

      “Stepmother.” I correct her and she raises an eyebrow. “No, Penny’s away at some spa in the middle of nowhere. No signal.” I pause. “Actually, I feel like she should be home by now. She didn’t say what day she was coming home but⁠—”

      “Do you know the name of this spa?”

      “Fuck. No. It’s somewhere in Northumberland, I think. I can’t remember.”

      “Your sister’s fiancé is called Tim Crowley, is that right?”

      I nod. “Yes. But she’s not with him at this retreat. She’s with friends.”

      “All right. Wait here for a moment, Mr Mathis.”

      As she leaves, her previously sarcastic smile turns warmer. Perhaps she’s starting to pity me. Well, whatever works to actually get her out there, looking for Faye. What if this maniac, Magnus Blackburn, has mistaken Faye for Claire? After seeing how scared Claire was, Faye could be in real danger. Or what if she’s collapsed somewhere in the middle of nowhere, struck by an episode? The thoughts go round and round in my head, knocking into one another, no room for the next.

      I look up as Forrester re-enters the room, frowning now. “We’re not finding anyone called Tim Crowley registered in the area. Could Timothy be a middle name? Or a nickname?”

      “I don’t know. It could be.” Another fly in the ointment. “I’ve only met him a couple of times.”

      I think about some of the lads I met at UCL with way too many nicknames. Usually to hide some ridiculous double-barrelled name. Peregrine Houghton-Taylor springs to mind. Everyone called him Mark and to this day I have no idea why.

      “I’ll keep checking,” she says, disappearing again. “Why don’t you head into the waiting room. I’ll let you know if I need you again, but please don’t go anywhere for now.”

      As I head back into the grey reception filled with uncomfortable chairs, I flop down into one of them and text the latest news to Jessica. I called her as soon as I got here, hours ago. She’s worried sick and just as desperate to know where Faye is as I am.

      A few minutes later, I notice a tall policeman wearing a suit walk down the corridor. He’s leading a woman who’s pushing a pram with one hand and holding a toddler with the other into an interview room. She looks at me with concerned eyes as she passes, before the door shuts behind them.

      I pace around, shoving my hands in my pockets, then removing them. My shirt is sticky, and I need a shower. The station is muggy. I feel like a caged animal.

      It’s just like the atmosphere of Mum’s funeral. Every other time I’d been in a church, it’d been cold. But on that day, the heatwave penetrated the cold stone floors and wooden pews. I remember Dad pulling at his shirt collar. I remember the sweat across my forehead, my grandmother’s hot hand on my cheek and the quiet flapping of paper as the congregation fanned themselves. It’s not a memory I like to revisit. Nor are the months before she died when she’d smile at me from her hospital bed and tell me that everything would be okay.

      I felt betrayed by those words back then. I thought she meant she would get better. But “everything will be okay” never meant that she wouldn’t die. It meant I’d carry on without her. That one day I would find happiness again and everything would turn out all right. But as a four-year-old, I didn’t understand all that. And here I am again, facing losing another mother.

      “Mr Mathis?”

      I look up and see the tall detective in the doorway. “Yes.”

      “My name’s DS Oliver. Would you like to report your stepmother missing?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I say. “That’s what I’ve been trying to do.” DS Oliver glares at me and I check my exasperation.

      “Sorry, I’m just very worried. Has Claire Blackburn told you that her stepson attacked her?” I ask.

      “Yes,” DS Oliver says. “She has been interviewed. We’re trying to find Magnus Blackburn at the moment. His wife is talking to us right now,” DS Oliver says.

      “Okay,” I say, and some of the tension trapped in my body finally releases.

      “We have your number. The best thing you can do now is head home and get some rest.” The way he says this makes it clear it’s an order, not a suggestion.

      “Right. Well, please call me later with an update.”

      DS Oliver nods, and I am dismissed.

      As I walk out of the police station, I pick up the phone to call Penny for the hundredth time.

      It rings and rings.

      “Come on, come on.”

      “Hi.” Her bright voice sparkles down the line. “This is the voicemail of Penny Mathis. You know what to do!”

      “Fuck’s sake.” I hang up and make my way over to my car, completely unsure of my next move.
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      I’m in a daze when Magnus puts me in the car. Sweat beads at my temples and he cranks up the air conditioning, trying to conserve me at my most pristine. After my shower, Dina dressed me smartly, covered my bruises with make-up and made it plain I must do exactly as Magnus says. I look fresh and well put together and I need to appear as though everything is normal. As though I’m happy to be here with my stepson.

      “The bank manager is called Barry Froome. Remember that. He calls you Mrs Blackburn and you call him Barry. You know his wife, Sandra. You’re not friends, but you chat when you see her in the village. Sometimes Dad used to buy Barry a pint in the pub. Okay?”

      “Fine,” I say.

      Although I couldn’t feel further from fine. I’m barely here, hardly even myself. My skin is hot and I’m so hungry my stomach keeps cramping up. I am exhausted, physically and emotionally.

      “They know you’ve been missing so that could be an issue. But they trust us.” He pulls the car over. “Dad knew them for years before he died.”

      I watch Magnus as he tightens his grip on the steering wheel. He lets out a long breath and relaxes his fingers.

      “Did you try to kill Claire so you would inherit your father’s money?” I ask.

      When he turns to me, his eyes are black and beady, like a stuffed animal with no soul. “It’s what I’m owed. I am the one who kept his business afloat, and she is the one who inherits everything. How is that fair?”

      “It’s not,” I say.

      What I don’t say, is that Jack Blackburn probably always knew what a monster his son is. Nothing more than a narcissistic and cruel criminal. And while he indulged him with a job, he knew his wife deserved the money more. That’s what I think when I look at this man.

      “Damn right it’s not.” He seems to calm.

      As we drive along, I notice two full duffel bags on the backseat. I presume one is for him and the other is for Dina. Passports, money, clothes, whatever it is they need to get away from here fast. But what will he do with me and Penny once I’ve got him his money? Will he really risk leaving witnesses behind?

      We park up behind a derelict building, near the top of the high street. Presumably he’s found a spot that is out of the range of CCTV cameras. Still playing along, I wait for him to open the door for me. Then I step out, treading carefully in Claire’s heels.

      “Try not to say much at all,” he says, leading the way. “Your accent is different from Claire’s and trying to fake it will only make it obvious.”

      “Okay.”

      This is for Penny, I think.

      Just before we leave the passageway that leads to the high street, he grabs me by the elbow, his grip firm. I try not to shudder at his touch.

      “Ready? Remember what you’ve got riding on this.”

      He releases me and we walk towards the entrance of the bank. My body throbs with aches and pains and I’m sweating under my blouse, but I square my shoulders and try to walk with confidence.

      We’re early. The bank opened five minutes ago. Magnus plasters on a smile and swings the door wide, holding it open for me. He walks in with a relaxed gait and puts one hand in his pocket as he steps up to the counter.

      “Is Barry in?” he says to the young brunette behind the glass. “It’s Magnus and Claire Blackburn.”

      The young woman looks at me. She knows the name Blackburn, she has to. Maybe she also knows Claire has been missing.

      “Sure, just a moment.”

      The woman disappears. I count my heartbeats, reaching twenty-five by the time a short, rotund man emerges from the back.

      “Claire?” he says, making a beeline for me, a concerned expression on his face. “Oh my God, are you all right?”

      Every muscle in my body freezes. I’ve written Daisy and Marigold Palmer switching identities many times, but this is real life. And if I don’t do it right, my daughter will die.

      “It’s good to see you, Barry,” I say, keeping my voice low and slightly husky to imitate a cold. “I’m all right. I… well, I had a blip after Jack’s funeral.” I wave a hand. “I didn’t mean to scare anyone.”

      “Mum came home a few days ago,” Magnus says. “The police know and everything’s fine now. But we didn’t want too much chatter.” Magnus rolls his eyes. “Is it okay if we have a word in private?”

      Barry stares at me, looking me over with big eyes.

      “Of course,” the bank manager says with a smile. “Come through. Tea? Coffee?”

      “I’d love a tea,” I say.

      We’re led through to a small room with a large mahogany desk between leather armchairs. My feet feel heavy as they trudge over the carpet and my face is hot. As I look at the two men beside me, I wonder what it is I’m doing here. I sit down and take a breath, but my vision is fuzzy at the edges. I pull at my wrists, but they’re no longer tied. I’m glad I’m not in that cellar anymore.

      The thought suddenly fractures through my mind.

      Why was I in a cellar? I remember the cold, seeping through me. When was that?

      Magnus removes his jacket and places it on the back of a chair before sitting. “The thing is, Barry, before Dad’s funeral, Mum and I were talking about moving some money around. For the business. It’s purely for tax purposes and investments.” He smiles and pats me on the hand. “Then after the stress of everything, Mum had a turn and we put everything on hold until she came home safe and sound.”

      “Right,” Barry says. “Of course.” He eyes me carefully. Why is he looking at me like that? The room is stuffy and I breathe deeply. “So, what sort of amount were you thinking?”

      “I’ve got it all written down right here. The amount and the bank accounts we’re moving the money between.”

      The manager takes the paper and gives it a once over. “Mrs Blackburn, I’ll need your signature on this.”

      The small man turns to me. Is he speaking to me? That’s not my name, is it?

      “Mrs Blackburn?”

      “Of course.”

      The tall man sitting next to me looks at me with dark eyes. I have no idea who he is.

      “You okay, Mum?” he says. Then he turns to the other man in the room. “Where’s that tea? I think Mum’s a bit dehydrated.”

      I don’t like his eyes or the way he’s calling me mum. I don’t have any children.

      “I didn’t order tea,” I snap.

      Both men stare at me.

      I get the impression that they want to find something wrong with me. I won’t give them the satisfaction.

      “Sorry,” I say. “I’m tired.”

      “That’s okay,” says the short man across the desk. “I’ll be right back. I need to run some checks on this because it’s a large sum. But I’m sure everything will be fine.”

      As soon as he leaves the room, the one who keeps calling me mum leans towards me. He places his hand over my mouth, presses a thumb into my knee and grinds it deep into my flesh.

      I let out a whimper of pain through his closed hand but he doesn’t stop.

      His face comes close, and he whispers in my ear. “Pull yourself together or I’ll bury your daughter alive on the moors somewhere so remote that you’ll never find her.”
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      I often wonder, what if?

      What if we had never been separated.

      What if I had been brave enough to contact her before all this began.

      What if I had never got her involved in all of this.

      I have many regrets, although some are a lot darker than others.

      When Magnus was a child, I used to take him for walks on Seeley Moor because it was close to her.

      Close to my twin.

      I’ve known about Faye for years, but I could never bring myself to meet her, not after what happened with Rachel. When I first met my birth mother, she came to my house and brought my little sister Dina with her. The children were sent outside and things were going well at first. It wasn’t quite what I’d imagined. There was no tearful reunion filled with apologies and hopes for the future. Instead, she complained. Dina wasn’t the daughter she’d wanted. She talked about regretting giving me up but not because of any sort of love for me, but because Dina wasn’t turning out right.

      I was stunned. I found this woman cruel and hard-hearted. As soon as I saw her for what she was, all the anger and resentment poured out of me.

      We both said things we could never take back and I never saw her again.

      After I fell out with Rachel, I was too scared to risk opening myself up again. There’s nothing quite so painful as being rejected by your own flesh and blood.

      But she did tell me I had a twin and she gave me a name. I didn’t do anything about it at first, but then I decided to do some research, and I found out that Faye was a writer. In one interview she talked about a beautiful house on the coast near Seeley Moor.

      Every now and then I’d tell myself that I’d walk up to Faye’s house, knock on her door and we’d become real sisters.

      I never found the courage to do that. But I did once manage to figure out which house it was. The Palmer House. Named after her books. It was easy. Though I felt a bit guilty and stalkerish.

      I stare down at the plastic cup filled with water. It’s warm now. Not worth drinking. Then the door opens and Lisa steps in.

      “Claire,” she says, in a breathy, quiet voice. “You’re okay.”

      I’ve never seen my daughter-in-law so frazzled, her make-up smudged, her eyes slightly damp. When she drops down into the chair next to mine, I can’t help but flinch. I think it’s a knee-jerk reaction to anyone close to Magnus. But I’ve long suspected that Lisa is just as much a victim as anyone else in my stepson’s life. I pull her into a hug.

      “Claire, what’s going on? Where have you been?”

      I don’t want to tell her the truth, that I’ve been sleeping rough. My body hurts from it. I have bruises on my back and my hips and I look as though I’ve aged ten years in the past few weeks. If I hadn’t snuck into Faye’s house for occasional food and shelter, I truly believe I would be dead right now.

      “I had to get away from him,” I say. “He tried to kill me.”

      Her eyes widen.

      “He’s mad, Lisa. He wanted to inherit the money and Jack… Well, Jack told him he would inherit it all.” Claire rolls her eyes. “You know how he was. He always placated Magnus.” I run a hand over my face and sigh, completely exhausted by it all. “He drugged me and took me to the moors to…” I trail off, remembering that moment. My eyes slowly opening, hearing the grunts coming from Magnus as he dug that grave. My stomach lurching. The tang of sour vomit. Staggering away to hide.

      “I stayed out on the moors because I thought it would be the last place he’d look for me.”

      Lisa shakes her head. “I don’t… I don’t know what to say.”

      I think of the little boy who almost caused a car accident because he wanted to scare me. The violent teenager who ended up excluded from two boarding schools. The months of feeling ill only to realise he was putting something in my food.

      I turn to my daughter-in-law. “Jack never told me he’d left all the money to me. I swear to you.”

      “I don’t care about that.” Lisa shakes her head. “Nothing excuses what my husband did.”

      “You believe me?” I’m so relieved as I watch her nod.

      “He’s sick, isn’t he?” Her eyes meet mine. “He always has been.”

      I nod, remembering it all. The hot sensation when Magnus hit me over the head. The way my vision blurred as I ran from him.

      I’d kept running for what felt like hours. I tried to clear a barbed wire fence, snagging the slacks I was wearing, ripping and tangling them in the sharp twisted metal. I struggled to get free and had to leave them there, hanging. Then I staggered over the roads in a daze. I went to my twin’s house. I thought I could ask her for help. But when it came down to it, I ran away again. A pathetic coward.

      “Claire?”

      I pull my thoughts away from that night and back to Lisa. “Sorry, what did you say?”

      “The police say we can’t go home. It’s not safe with Magnus out there.” Tears bloom in the corners of her eyes but she wipes them hastily away. “I have the kids here with me. There’s a police officer watching them at the moment. Do you want to book a hotel? Or we could go to my parents?”

      “You stay with your parents,” I say. “Can I see Betsy and Caleb before you go?”

      “Of course you can,” she says. “But where are you going?”

      “I need to be around people who know my twin. Nathan, I think his name is. Her stepson. I need to help find her.”

      “Are you sure?” she asks, looking worried.

      “Yes, I have to. We’ve been apart fifty years, our whole lives, it’s too long. And now, to think she might not be safe because of me…” I break down then, big fat tears trailing down my tired face.

      Lisa gives my hand a gentle squeeze. “Everything will be okay, Claire. The police are doing everything they can. But please come and stay with my parents if you need to.”

      She pulls me into a hug and we comfort each other for what feels like minutes.

      When we pull away, I ask the question that I’ve been too afraid to ask for the last five years. “Does he hurt you?”

      Lisa pulls in a deep breath and the tears gathering at her eyes finally fall. “Not physically.”

      I nod. I understand.

      I understand all too well.

      I’ve suffered years of mental torture at his hands.

      I often think about the time I almost pushed Magnus over the cliff at Seeley Moor. He was leaning over the edge, and I saw my chance. I replay that moment in my head, over and over again, considering all the different outcomes. Him dying, him surviving, me throwing myself over that cliff instead. If he had died back then, none of this would ever have happened.

      And that is my biggest regret.
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      I close my eyes and I see Penny’s face smiling.

      She is excited because she’s going to have the little sister she always wanted. I place a hand on my stomach and feel my baby move – she is in there waiting to meet us.

      No. That isn’t right. There is no baby.

      I blink and see the man sitting on a chair beside me, staring at me with menace. Then a short man walks into the room and places a mug next to me.

      “There you are, Mrs Blackburn. A nice cup of tea for you.” He sits across the desk from us.

      “Thank you,” I say, even though I don’t want any tea.

      “Everything appears to be in order,” the short man opposite says. “We have authorised that transaction and the money should be in the account within the next few days. Is there anything else we can help you with today?”

      The younger man next to me smiles broadly. “That’s everything, isn’t it, Mum?”

      This room keeps changing shape, the walls moving, heat rising from below. It’s like I’m halfway through a portal between the past and present but I can’t make the two marry up in my mind.

      And then the truth sharpens like a knife cutting through the air. The man beside me has kidnapped me and is holding Penny hostage. I’m being forced to sit here and pretend to be his stepmother.

      As the younger man—Magnus—stands to leave, he turns away to get the jacket from the back of his chair. I have less than a second. I reach across the table, grab the bank manager’s wrist, and mouth “help”.

      He’s visibly shocked. I quickly release him before standing to leave.

      Magnus shakes the speechless manager’s hand. “Thanks so much for your assistance today. Sorry about the short notice.”

      “Thank you, Mr Froome,” I say quietly. “You’ve been wonderfully attentive.” My words say one thing, but I drive home the call for help with my eyes.

      “No problem at all.” His gaze is fixed on mine as he tries to figure out what’s going on. I just hope he’s smart enough to go straight to the police.

      We make our way out of the bank. My heart pounds as we walk up the high street and approach the passageway towards the car. As soon as we’re out of the view of passersby, Magnus’s hand is on my elbow, squeezing hard.

      “Are you back in the real world again, Mrs Mathis?” He says my name with a hiss.

      “Yes,” I reply.

      “What the hell were you trying to pull in there?” he asks.

      “Nothing,” I reply. “I did what you asked. I’m just not feeling well.”

      He’s silent. He’s analysing what happened in the bank and that could be dangerous. “I think you said something to Froome. You tipped him off.”

      I shake my head. “I didn’t. I promise I didn’t.”

      He squeezes harder. I can tell he doesn’t believe me.

      I swallow dryly. “What happens now?”

      But he doesn’t reply. He leads me back to the car. In the moment before he opens the door for me, there’s another sharp pinprick in my arm. He has injected me again.

      I cry out in shock and he shoves me into the passenger seat and slams the door closed. I grope for the handle but there’s some sort of child-safety lock on the door. It won’t budge. He hurries around the front of the car as I beat against the windows, yelling for help. The street is quiet. There’s a woman walking her dog further up the road on the opposite side, but she’s too far away to hear anything. Magnus slides into the car next to me and slams the door closed.

      “Stop!” He slaps me hard across the face. “Be quiet. Unless you never want to see Penny again.”

      I comply and sit silently as we drive through town, past shoppers and old people and mothers with buggies. I am helpless. Entirely at his mercy.

      “Tell me… what… happens now.” The drug is taking effect. My speech is beginning to slur.

      “I leave. That’s what happens now.” He pulls off the main road onto a quiet one. With no cars around, he grabs hold of my hair and yanks my head back. “Except that I think you might have fucked things up, Mrs Mathis.” He pushes my head forward, letting me go. “You did something in there. I saw his fucking expression change as we were leaving. He’s going to call the police.”

      “I… I didn’t do anything! I didn’t!”

      “If he calls the police we can’t get out.” He shakes his head. “The police are coming after me. I can’t get on a fucking plane now! Because of you!”

      His arm sweeps out, the palm slamming me into the window. I cry out, terrified, pain exploding above my ear.

      Magnus tightens his fingers around the steering wheel. “We don’t have long until those drugs work. Are you listening to me?”

      “Y-yes,” I stutter.

      “And you understand what’s happening, right? You’re not having one of your little episodes?” he says, the words patronising.

      “I understand.”

      “Good.” He gives my hair another yank. “You fucked up, Auntie Faye. I have nothing to lose now. I won’t get the money. I won’t get out of here. So I’m going to take your daughter⁠—”

      “No you’re not! I won’t⁠—”

      “You need to be punished for what you did in the bank. And you need to keep your mouth shut. So, I’m taking your daughter and if you tell the police I’ve taken her, I will murder her. Think of it as a deposit for her safety. If you go to the police, they will find her dead. Is that clear?”

      Acid builds up from my stomach. I can’t open my mouth. I can’t speak.

      “Why?” I whisper. “You don’t need her. I don’t understand. I promise I won’t tell the police anything. Just let her go.”

      He shrugs. “We’re engaged. Come on now, Faye. Don’t you understand that I like her? She’s a sweet girl.”

      “Take me instead.” The words slur. I don’t have long before I pass out. “Please.”

      “No.” He laughs mockingly. “I want Penny. I mean it. Tell the police I have her and you lose your entire family. I won’t just kill Penny, I’ll murder your stepson and his precious wife and daughter too.” He grins. It’s deranged. All teeth and gums and malice. My head tilts forward on my neck, suddenly as heavy as a boulder. I can’t speak.

      As my eyelids droop, I examine the road, trying to work out if he’s taking me back to Middlesbrough, to that house, or if we’re heading in a different direction. Little Ingleby perhaps. But I don’t know the roads well enough to work it out.

      Penny.

      Desperation washes over me. Fighting the drug, I try to raise a hand. If I could just grab the wheel, make us crash… But my arm is so heavy. Drool escapes from my mouth.

      Magnus laughs. “Oh, how embarrassing. Look at yourself, Faye.”

      He’s still laughing as my limbs grow heavy and the road ahead fades into nothingness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 56

          

          THE GRAVEDIGGER

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Speed is everything.

      He checks the clock and presses his foot down on the accelerator.

      Magnus Blackburn looks over at the unconscious woman in the passenger seat of his car, the face that he knows so well. He doesn’t have time to deal with her in the way he would like, but he knows a good place to dispose of her.

      Once they are up on remote roads, he scans ahead and checks his mirrors to make sure they are alone. Satisfied there are no witnesses, he slows the car to a crawl, but does not pull over. Then he unclips her seatbelt, opens the passenger door and pushes her out onto the road.

      After snatching the car door closed, he speeds off, looking behind in the rearview mirror at Faye Mathis, a heap on the tarmac.

      She’ll live if she isn’t run over. It doesn’t matter to him either way now she’s served her purpose. Money transferred, it is time to get as far away from here as possible. He drives on.

      Dina is waiting for him at an agreed location a few miles away. He soon sees the lay-by coming into view up the road. He pulls up behind Dina’s second-hand car – bought with cash from a dodgy garage – and gets out. She runs over to him, a big smile on her face. She flings her arms around his neck and pulls him in for a kiss. He pushes her off, roughly.

      “There’s no time,” he barks.

      “Penny?” he asks. “Is she still in the boot?”

      Before taking Faye to the bank, he’d bundled an unconscious Penny into a large suitcase and shoved her in the boot of Dina’s car.

      “Yes,” she says. “She’s probably still unconscious but I took her out of the suitcase like you said.” She rolls her eyes and mumbles. “What are we doing with her anyway?”

      “Taking her with us,” he says.

      Dina’s brow creases. “What? Why?”

      “Because I said so.” He grabs Dina’s wrist and pulls her over to the car.

      “But the police⁠—”

      “Don’t question me.” He opens the car door.

      Dina, red-faced, yanks open the door to the passenger side. “What the fuck, Magnus?”

      He doesn’t answer her because he doesn’t answer to anyone and can do whatever he wants. All Dina needs to know is that he isn’t willing to leave his fiancée yet. He wants to have some fun with her before he says his final goodbyes.
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        We are sisters

        We are partners in crime

        We are a mirrored mime

        A moment in time

        What’s yours is mine

        Together entwined

        By bloodline

        By DNA

        We are sisters

      

      

      

      

      I put the Palmer Twins book down, a lump forming in my throat.

      “Together entwined, by bloodline,” I whisper.

      I have been at Faye’s house for the last few hours, waiting for news of my sister. When I arrived, Nathan seemed hesitant to let me in. I guess he doesn’t trust me after everything that happened, and I can’t blame him. It was awkward at first, me explaining myself again, him listening to my story with narrowed eyes. But now I think he’s glad to have the company. We may be facing this from different ends, but we are both in this together.

      I left him speaking to his father on the phone and wandered into Faye’s study, looking through her notes, running my fingers over her pages, trying to feel connected to her.

      My phone starts ringing. I pull it out of my pocket and see it says, “Number withheld”.

      I brace myself for whoever this might be and whatever threats might follow.

      “Hello, Mrs Blackburn, this is DS Oliver.”

      “Oh, hello. Have you found her? Have you found Faye?” I am almost breathless.

      “Not yet, I’m afraid, but we do have an update. We have been contacted by Barry Froome, your bank manager.”

      “Barry? Yes?”

      “It appears Magnus Blackburn arrived at the branch with a woman claiming to be you, and attempted to transfer significant funds. Mr Froome reported that the woman appeared to be in distress so he froze the transaction and called it into us. They left about half an hour ago.”

      His words are all a blur. None of it seems real.

      DS Oliver continues. “Obviously, this is a significant lead in our search for Mrs Mathis, but I wanted to verify that you were not the woman with him.”

      I gasp. “No! It wasn’t me, it must be Faye. Oh my God! Is she okay?”

      “We have no further information at this time, but we are doing everything we can to locate them.”

      “Yes, you must!” My voice is raised, panic setting in.

      “Please try to remain calm, Mrs Blackburn. I will be in touch again soon with an update.”

      I thank him and hang up, totally floored. How could I have let my sister get tangled up in this?

      “Everything okay?” Nathan’s head peers in through the doorway. “I heard you shouting.”

      “They’ve been spotted. It’s as we feared – Magnus has Faye.”

      “Fuck.” He turns white. “Where are they?”

      I repeat what DS Oliver told me and we both stand in stunned silence.

      “What shall we do?” I ask.

      “I don’t know,” he says, pacing around the office.

      “Well, let’s try and calm down a little. At least we know she’s alive.”

      “For now,” he replies.

      It’s such a horrible thought that I start crying.

      “I feel so guilty,” I say, between breathless sobs.

      “Well, yeah.” Nathan frowns. “None of this would have happened if you hadn’t come into the picture.”

      He’s right. I’m to blame. If anything happens to Faye, I will never forgive myself. I sit down in her desk chair, head in my hands, letting the tears cascade. Time seems to stand still as I sink into my agony. All the wasted time, all the missed opportunities to be with my sister, and now she might never come home.

      I feel a hand on my shoulder. “Sorry, Claire.” Nathan is standing over me. “That was unnecessary. I’m just stressed out.” He looks down on me with a tight-lipped smile.

      I take his hand and give it a squeeze.

      The sound of his phone ringing breaks our silence.

      He picks up and listens to the person on the other end. “Oh my God. When?” I search his face for clues. “Yes, of course, we’ll be right there.”

      He’s already striding from the room as he hangs up.

      “They’ve found her in the middle of a road. She’s being taken to the hospital.”

      I am up and out of the chair like a shot.

      “Let’s go,” he calls over his shoulder.
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      An insistent beeping stirs me. It’s quick, like the thumping of my heart. I can feel fingers on the back of my head, yanking me back. No. There’s nothing there. The surface beneath me is soft.

      I sit up and open my eyes.

      Then I notice my surroundings. I look around, attempting to piece it all together. The room is white. Sterile. It smells like bleach. There is somebody here with me.

      I strain my eyes and then I see her.

      My dark half.

      “Are you me?” I ask, starting to cry because I don’t understand.

      I feel like I’m looking in a mirror.

      “Faye?” She moves towards me. “I’m Claire. I’m your sister.”

      She’s not my reflection. She’s my sister. My twin.

      I watch as tears fall down her face.

      “I can’t believe it,” I say. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      “I’ve been looking for you too.” She wipes tears from her cheeks and sniffs. “I should get a doctor⁠—”

      I grab her hand. “Not yet. I want you all to myself.”

      She holds my hand and sits by my side.

      The memories poke at the edges of my mind. Fragments and jigsaw puzzle pieces out of place. Then, like a switch, they click into horrifying position. The Middlesbrough house. The bank. Dina. Magnus.

      Penny.

      I squeeze Claire’s hand. “My daughter! Oh my God, Claire. He has Penny.”

      “What?” She leans forward. “Oh Faye! I’m so sorry. The detective is outside. He’s waiting for you to wake up. Let me go and⁠—”

      I pull her closer to me. “No. No, I can’t. I can’t tell anyone, I…”

      “What’s going on?” Claire asks. “Is everything okay?”

      It hits me, then. In my confused state, I blurted out the one thing I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone. And I’ve confided in this person, who looks like me but who is a stranger. Fear rises in my throat as I remember how she has tormented my life for the last few weeks.

      “Why were you inside my house? They found your bloody shirt inside my house.”

      Claire pulls her hand away and sits back down on the chair. Her eyes are filled with tears when she meets my gaze. “I had nowhere else to go. Magnus attacked me, he was going to kill me. I went into hiding, I had nowhere else to turn.”

      “You knew about me?”

      She nods. “For many years, after I first met Rachel.”

      “I met her too,” I say. “She was horrible.”

      Claire laughs then, and some of the tension leaves the room. “I know.” She comes closer again. “What were you saying about your daughter?”

      I hesitate. But it’s too late, she already knows. “Magnus and Dina have Penny.”

      “Dina? Rachel’s daughter Dina?” She is shaking her head, searching the room for answers that can’t be found.

      “Yes. They’re working together. They’re after your money, Claire. And now they are on the run with my daughter as hostage.” I break down into uncontrollable sobs. “Penny has done nothing to deserve this, absolutely nothing.”

      “Do you know where they’ve gone? Faye, you must tell the police.”

      “No! He told me if I involve the police, he’ll kill Penny and then he’ll kill Nathan and Jessica and Kiri too.” I am struggling to breathe against my anguish.

      Claire takes my hand again, and strokes my shoulder. “Calm down, Faye. It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not. You know how dangerous he is.”

      She pauses. “Yes, I’m afraid I do.”

      “The police can’t know about this. Promise me.”

      I look into my twin sister’s eyes, searching for the assurance I need.

      “I promise I won’t say a word about Penny unless you want me to,” she says.

      I open my mouth to thank her when the door to the hospital room opens.

      “Ah, Mrs Mathis, you’re awake.” A doctor in scrubs walks in, and a nurse follows. They make their way over to the bed and start checking the machines around me.

      Claire gets up from her seat. “I’ll go and tell Nathan. He’ll be so relieved you’ve come round. I’ll be right outside.”

      I nod. “Thank you.”

      I sip water while the medical staff ask me questions and make sure I’m comfortable.

      “The police want to interview you, Mrs Mathis,” the doctor says.

      I shake my head. There’s no way I can deal with that now. I have to get my story straight before I speak to them.

      I look up from the bed and say in a weak voice, “I’m exhausted. Can I have a moment to myself first?”

      The doctor smiles at me kindly. “Not a problem. I will tell them to come later. You rest now.”

      But there’s no way I can rest. Not when Penny is in so much danger.
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      His eyes are dark when they regard me. His hand is warm as he slips it up my thigh.

      He may have been with your daughter, Faye, but his heart has been mine since the first day we met over twenty years ago.

      This journey is going to be hard, but it will be worth it. It’s everything we have planned for, everything we have dreamed of. Alone together at last.

      Well, almost. He needs to get rid of Penny. I want him to dump her on the road like he did with you, like the rubbish you both are. But first I want to watch her suffer. I want to see her flinch away from me in fear. She has no right thinking she’s worthy of Magnus. She’s a stuck-up cow just like her mother and she deserves to be punished. And that’s exactly what I’m going to do.

      I watch the countryside rush past the window, as we get further and further away from our past and head into our future. No more hiding. We will be together now, a proper couple.

      Don’t worry, dear sister, you will have your precious daughter back soon, although I can’t promise she’ll be alive.
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      Once the doctor leaves, I’m not alone for long before Nathan pokes his head into the room.

      “Up for visitors?” he asks.

      “Sure.”

      “You look like total shit,” he says. “Did you really get pushed out of a moving car?”

      “Yes. I think Magnus drugged me and then pushed me out of the car while I was unconscious.”

      “Jesus.” He sits down next to me and looks at me with what looks like tears in his eyes. He was worried about me. I take his hand and he rubs his eyes with the other. “Well, the doctor seems to think you’ll survive.”

      I allow myself a small smile.

      “Now,” he says. “I don’t want to worry you, but I can’t get hold of Penny.”

      The smile falls from my face. I think fast. “Oh. She probably decided to stay at the spa for an extra couple of days. You know what Penny’s like, always off gallivanting!” The words stick in my throat. If only Nathan knew the truth.

      “Well, it’s bloody irresponsible. I hope you’ll tell her when she resurfaces. She can’t just swan off like this.”

      I gulp back the tears. I want to tell him, but the urge to share the truth is overridden by my need to keep him safe. Magnus didn’t just threaten my daughter’s life, he said he’d kill Nathan and his family too. I have no choice, I have to keep him in the dark.

      “I’ll tell her.”

      We talk a little longer until we are interrupted by DS Oliver.

      “Is now a good time, Mrs Mathis? I hope you can appreciate that time is critical in locating Mr Blackburn and I’m sure you’ll have some key information that can help.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      Nathan excuses himself and I lie back in the bed, trying to keep calm. As DS Oliver questions me, I stick to the truth as much as possible. I tell the detective every detail I can remember: the address I was taken to, the car Magnus was driving, the two duffel bags on the back seat. I just leave out one very fundamental fact – that this is a hostage situation.

      His expression remains deadpan as he listens to my story.

      “So, Mr Blackburn has an accomplice? Dina Lacey.”

      “Yes. She’s my – and Claire’s – estranged sister.”

      His eyebrows lift as he processes the complicated nature of my fucked-up family.

      He takes more information and then asks for my permission to take some forensic samples. “We’ll take the clothes you were wearing and fingernail clippings, swabs and the like, and send it to the lab for testing.”

      “But why? You know who is responsible for all this. Shouldn’t you be out there, hunting them down?” I gesture wildly with my arm. I am exhausted and losing my patience. I need to be out of here, I need to be looking for Penny.

      “We’re building a case,” DS Oliver replies. “When we catch Magnus Blackburn and Dina Lacey, we want them to go to prison.” His steely glare fixes on me. “Don’t we?”

      “Yes,” I agree.

      DS Oliver is right. And I’m doing nothing to help bring them to justice. I’m withholding important information from the police. What is my endgame here? What can I actually do on my own? I could forget Magnus’s threats and tell DS Oliver everything right now. I could beg them to keep it out of the press. But would they listen? I imagine Magnus and Dina watching the news, seeing the police out there searching for Penny. I imagine him disposing of her, stalking Nathan, watching Kiri from the nursery gates.

      I lean back as a swab pokes the skin in my cheek. I hate this. But I hate Magnus and Dina more than I hate anything in the world. There is only one other person who understands. Claire.

      I can’t give up on Penny. I can’t. And the first step to finding my daughter might just start with my twin.
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      He doesn’t take the motorway, sticking to back roads and small towns. Dina switches radio stations every ten minutes, the music covering the thuds from the boot of the car. Whenever there’s a gap between songs, Penny’s panicked movements can be heard and Dina’s lip twitches with pleasure.

      They buy food from a truck in a lay-by, pay cash, head down. They drive and drive, and finally, as the sun sets, he finds a quiet place to pull over. He checks they are alone, then he opens the boot, to reveal his gagged and bound fiancée.

      “Hello, darling.”

      She squirms. The tape over her mouth has held out despite her screaming and crying. He places a finger to his lips but she continues to thrash and cry. Then he takes a penknife from his pocket and holds it in front of her eyes. She goes quiet.

      “If you want to stay alive, you have to do everything I say.” He reaches into the boot and grasps her wrists. Slowly, he hauls her out and carries her into the backseat, pushing her across to the opposite side so he can slide in.

      Dina turns from the passenger seat and rips the tape from Penny’s mouth.

      Penny’s bottom lip trembles. “Where are you taking me?”

      “Shut up, bitch,” Dina spits from the front.

      Penny stares at the stranger in the front seat. “Who are you?” she cries. “Tim, why are you doing this to me?”

      Dina laughs.

      “Oh, Penny.” Magnus lifts his hand and gently caresses the side of her cheek, feeling her soft skin. He places a finger to his lips. “You need to be a good girl and stay quiet. If you can do that, things will be much better for you.” He gets out the penknife, and plays with it in his hands. “If you can’t be quiet, things will get very messy around here.”

      Penny shudders.

      Her eyes are burning with hatred. Two dark marbles sparkling like polished onyx.

      But she’s still and compliant. He places a water bottle to her lips to reward her.

      “Good girl.” He strokes her hair and pulls a seat belt over her chest. He glances at Dina. “We’ll sleep in the car tonight. We can figure things out better in the morning.”

      “What about her?” Dina directs her chin in Penny’s direction, talking about her as if she can’t understand.

      “We’ll sleep in shifts, keeping an eye on her.”

      “Why can’t we lock her in the boot?” Dina asks.

      Magnus rolls his eyes. “Because I don’t want to. I want to look at her.”

      Dina scowls and turns away from him to scroll on her phone. She is really getting under his skin. He realised a few hours into the journey that he’d rather be doing this alone. Even Penny seems like a burden to him now.

      “Shit,” Dina exclaims.

      Magnus looks up at her. “What is it?”

      Dina’s eyes flick over to Penny. “I’ll send it to you.”

      Magnus checks his phone and opens the link. He frowns as he reads the news article. Both Faye and Claire have been found. Both are alive. He expected Faye to be found, though he had hoped she might have been run over and injured on the road. But for Claire to turn up safe and well is infuriating. Where has she been all this time? He exhales so quickly that the air whistles through his nose.

      There is no mention of Penny in the news article, but his and Dina’s names are all over it. Suspects at large. Wanted for questioning. He thought they had more time.

      “What’s the plan?” Dina asks, raising an eyebrow. “Where are we going?”

      “We head north. There’s no time for sleeping, let’s keep moving. Find somewhere remote. Then… we wait and see.”

      Dina turns to him with her eyes as wide as a doe’s. “All right. As long as I’m with you, I’ll be happy.”

      He smiles back but feels cold as he looks at her. He always admired her callous and cruel heart, her easy-going attitude to his wife and seeing him infrequently, always on his terms. But now he sees it was all a façade. She is jealous and weak, and he smells it like a shark tasting blood in the water. He can’t carry out his plan with her deadweight by his side. But he won’t get rid of her just yet, because she’s the only one with any money.
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      Faye’s eyelids flutter as she sleeps.

      Her face is bruised and a thick bandage sits above her eye. I think of every time I looked in the mirror to find a new bruise to conceal. The lowest moments of my life. This is Faye’s most vulnerable moment too and I’m here to see it. This is how we finally meet. It isn’t how I wanted it to be.

      We’re both strong because we’re here and we’re alive and I have this feeling deep down inside me that together we’ll be even stronger. I may not have had the strength to leave Jack but I sure as hell survived him. When Magnus chased me across the moors in the dead of night I fought back and I would do it again. I clutch my sister’s hand. It’s so strange how I feel like I know her already.

      Faye was discharged from hospital this morning and Nathan and I brought her home. We have been fussing around her, driving her mad. But now she is getting some much-needed rest.

      I walk over to the window and gaze out at the sea beyond the end of the garden. I understand why Faye writes her books here. A grey mist lingers over the foamy waters. Gulls dance above the cliffs and salt air drifts into the room on a warm breeze.

      “Claire?” she whispers. “Claire. I’m not going mad. It’s really you.”

      “How are you feeling?” I ask.

      “Shitty,” she says. “But they put me back on my medication so my mind is a little clearer.”

      “Good.” I smile.

      I walk towards her, my eyes wide. I’m worried about how she’ll react, but it needs to be said. “I’m so sorry, Faye. For dragging you into this mess. Sorry for all the things I did. I… for breaking into your house. I was… not in my right mind and too scared to get any real help.”

      She shakes her head. “It’s okay, I understand that you needed help but didn’t know how to approach me. Those awful things you said to my mother though when you visited⁠—”

      “What visit to your mother? I never…”

      Faye takes a deep breath. “What? That wasn’t you?”

      I shake my head.

      She raises her hand to her mouth. “Oh, God. Dina. It must have been her. But how did she…” Faye sits up in bed, leaning forward. “Wait, I arranged it all with mum’s neighbour. She needed her glasses repaired. I wrote down the dates on my calendar on the fridge. That means Dina has been spying on me for weeks, maybe months. She could have been inside my house even.”

      “The calendar on your fridge?” I ask. “Honey that thing is so big you can see it from the window.”

      Faye nods. “Maybe she took a photo from the kitchen window when I was out. Our sister is one very messed up individual. I think we were very lucky to escape growing up in that household. Rachel Lacey is evil and she passed it on.”

      “I think you’re right,” I agree. “I can’t get over Dina and Magnus being together. They must have stayed in touch after they met as kids. But all this time… I knew nothing.”

      “And they are a very dangerous pair, believe me.” Faye reaches for my hand. “Magnus sought out my daughter and seduced her. God, he could have been watching me for weeks or months or even years. The two of them stalking me. Claire, I need to find them, I need to get Penny back. Will you help me?”

      Blood rushes into my ears. In order to find Penny, we would need to find Magnus. Fear creeps up my spine as I’m transported back to that night on the moors again. The cold night air as I huddled behind a rock watching the torch beam searching for me.

      I get up and pace the room, not sure how to reply.

      “Here we go. Just what the doctor ordered.” Nathan walks into the bedroom with three cups of tea on a tray. “You look a bit less like roadkill now,” he says, placing the mugs on Faye’s bedside table.

      “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?” Faye’s face is unsmiling but there’s humour in her tone.

      “This whole story is going to hit the news soon,” Nathan warns, slurping his tea. “You might need to call your agent because the press will start hounding all of us.”

      “Oh God.” Faye lets her head fall back on the pillow.

      I watch her carefully. Nathan doesn’t know that Penny is missing. There’s concern etched on Faye’s face, and I can tell she’s worrying about Nathan finding out. The more people know, the greater the chance the police will find out.

      “I’ve spoken to Jess and told her I’m going to stay a few extra days,” he says.

      Faye clears her throat, “Oh really? There’s no need to⁠—”

      “Of course there is,” Nathan says. “You’re not well and there’s a bloody maniac on the loose. And Penny still isn’t back from her retreat.” He frowns. “Which is strange, don’t you think? The signal can’t be that bad all the time. She should have received my messages by now.”

      Faye pauses, searching for her words. “Listen, Nathan… Claire has agreed to stay with me. Haven’t you, Claire?”

      I hesitate but then smile and nod, “Yes, of course.”

      Nathan looks me up and down. There is still some way to go before he trusts me, I can tell.

      “Mummy Faye, it’s not a problem⁠—”

      “It’s fine, stop fussing over me. Claire and I want to spend time together. And you’ve been away from Jessica and Kiri for too long. You must get back.”

      He frowns again. “But what about⁠—”

      “Penny? I spoke to her earlier and she said she’ll be back tomorrow.” Faye’s eyes settle down on the duvet in front of her as she says this.

      “Oh, her ladyship has finally got in touch, has she? Where the hell has she been? Does she know what’s been going on?”

      Faye waves her hand dismissively, “Yes, yes, she knows everything. She’s travelling back tomorrow morning. It’s not her fault, Nathan. She did warn us that she wouldn’t have any signal.”

      “I suppose that’s true… well, ask her to phone me, will you? She hasn’t replied to any of my messages. And you’re sure you can cope without me?”

      Faye smiles. “Yes, I’m sure.”

      Nathan makes Faye promise to call him if she needs anything and then leaves the room to go and pack his bag.

      Once the door closes, Faye lets out a heavy sigh.

      “I thought he’d never agree to that,” she says.

      I walk back over to my sister, lying in her bed, small and frail, battered and bruised. To think Magnus did this, and now he has her daughter. I shudder at the thought of what Penny might be enduring. It’s too terrible.

      Magnus has crossed a line, endangering Faye and her family, and he’s ruled my life for too long. I remember the dead rabbits he used to hide in my wardrobe when he was a boy. The knives he would leave in strange places for me to find, the suggestion of violence hanging in the air without the need to make the cut. I think of the day Jack died and all the rage and abuse he hurled at me, the threats he made against me. And he followed through with them, didn’t he? He almost killed me. And that’s when I realise that deep down in my heart, I know this won’t be over until one of us is dead.

      Faye looks up at me. “So, will you help me?”

      “Yes.” I let out a slow release of breath, pushing my fear down and replacing it with something else, something strong, made of steel. “But how the hell are we going to find them?”

      Faye smiles. “I have an idea about that.”
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      Hello, Sister.

      Your daughter looks just like you, Faye. A little like me, too. No one can say my mother doesn’t have strong genes. What else did she pass down? That cruel streak? I know I have it, but what about you? And Claire?

      Magnus hasn’t spoken to me for a very long time, hours now, but I have noticed him staring at Penny in the rearview mirror. It makes my entire body electric with rage, but I keep quiet. Swallowing it down and keeping it to myself, just like I learned as a child.

      She is passed out in the backseat, tied up, against her will. She doesn’t want to be here, but I do. I’ve given up everything for Magnus, sacrificed my entire life, to come away with him. But he doesn’t seem to be grateful, and the way he looks at her makes me want to hurt her. Badly.

      We drive north, miles and miles of remote countryside with no lights except for the headlights of our car carving through the darkness.

      Now that we are on the news and the police are looking for us, Magnus thinks the bank transaction will fail, and our millions will have evaporated to dust. So, now we only have my money to live off. He needs me more than he needs Penny. Tomorrow I will persuade him that she has to go. I hope he lets me decide how.

      So, you see, dear sister, soon I will get my ultimate revenge on you. Your darling Penny will be ripped away from you forever.
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      When Nathan leaves, it is just me and my twin sister in the Palmer House.

      Alone at last.

      We are sat in the living room, as if we are about to have a cosy night in, no drama, nothing eventful. Just two sisters catching up.

      “So, how are we going to find them?” Claire asks, almost as soon as the front door shuts.

      I take out my phone and put my glasses on, then I tap on the tracking app that Penny installed on my phone. “This might not work, but Penny wanted to keep tabs on me and made me install this location finder.”

      I click into it and wait for it to load.

      “I can track Penny using this. She set it all up for me.” I sigh. “God, I hope her phone is still charged.”

      I select Penny’s name.

      Then a map appears with a dot.

      My heart jumps with delight.

      There she is.

      I want to reach out and touch her. I want to tell her everything will be okay.

      “What does it tell you?” Claire asks eagerly.

      “They’re in Scotland.” I look again and zoom out to see more of the area. “The Highlands. It’s about as far away as you can get without leaving the country. Which he can’t do because he’s wanted by the police. They probably put a block on his passport.”

      “They could be heading up there to regroup,” she says.

      I nod. “So, what do we need to do now?”

      “We need a new vehicle and we need supplies.” Claire lets out a long breath. “Are you up for driving to Scotland?”

      “If that’s where they are then yes.”

      The next couple of hours are spent packing and preparing. Claire heads back to her house in Little Ingleby to get cash and clothes and I make sure I have everything I need. My body is sore from being pushed out of Magnus’s car and my face is bruised and still bandaged from where I landed on the road, but I channel the pain into a determination to hunt them down and find my daughter. I can’t bear the thought of them laying a finger on her. Every minute that passes increases her risk of harm, but I refuse to let myself dwell too much on what might be happening to her. We just need to find them and get her home.

      I make sure I have enough medication for a week, grab cardigans and a raincoat, a pair of gum boots, a tent and sleeping bag. Underwear. Socks. Teabags. It all goes into a suitcase that I lug outside just as Claire returns.

      I’m trying to haul it up into the boot when she rushes over to me.

      “Here, let me do that.” She takes the suitcase from me with a concerned expression on her face.

      She’s wondering if I’m up to this, I can tell. But there’s no question about me going, it’s what I must do.

      “There’s a garage Jack used to use. Cash in hand and no questions. I called ahead. They’ve got a campervan.”

      I stare at my sister. “I have absolutely no idea how to drive one of those things.”

      “Me neither, but I guess we’ll learn on the way,” she says, smiling.
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      There are no needles left so he crushes pills to dissolve in Penny’s drink and keep her obedient.

      He used to take a lot of pills with Dina before all this happened. She was always his dirty little secret. The girl you take drugs and have sex with in exciting places. The girl you stalk people and share your darkest fantasies with. Not the kind of girl you introduce to colleagues or take home to meet Jack Blackburn. Not the kind of girl you marry.

      They drove as far north as they could, until there was barely any island left, picking up food and essential items from a petrol station on the way. They found an isolated farm, run by a man in need of cash with an old bothy to offer. With an extra grand the farmer didn’t care who Magnus or Dina were or why they were there and he certainly didn’t inspect the boot of the car when he handed over the key for the small stone building perched on the side of the loch about half a mile down a track. The bothy is made up of two rooms, one with a couple of bunk beds and the other with a log-burning stove, a cooking area and some chairs around a table. It’s basic but it will do nicely for his needs.

      “Come on now, drink your milk like a good girl.” He holds a glass in front of Penny’s lips. She seems more alert than before and he needs her nice and placid.

      The drugs should keep her malleable. That and fear.

      “Fuck you,” she mutters.

      “That’s no way to speak to your fiancé,” he says.

      He sits in a chair and pulls Penny onto his lap, then he takes his thumb and brushes away crusty balls of sleep in the corners of her eyes. She jerks her head away from him but he’s persistent. In the struggle, he notices the stench of body odour emanating from her, like a scared animal.

      Dina saunters over from the cupboards, a hand on her hip. “How long are we staying? We don’t have enough food and we’re in the middle of nowhere.”

      Her voice grates on him. “Drive to a shop,” he says slowly.

      “What about cameras? We already took a risk stopping at that petrol station.”

      He grabs hold of Penny’s nose, squeezing it hard until she gasps, and he can pour the drink down her open mouth. She coughs and splutters but he continues until at least half is gone.

      He sighs. “Find some rinky-dink local shop. Wear a hat. Figure it out,” he says. “Or buy bacon and eggs from the farmer.” He pushes Penny from his lap onto the sofa. She’s still in the silky nightdress she was wearing when he snatched her from Malton. He remembers the expression on her face. At first he’d made it seem as though he’d struggled to be away from her while she was on her girls’ trip. That he had to see her the same night she got back, despite the late hour. Then he’d drugged her.

      He smiles to himself, barely listening as Dina complains about them being low on money already.

      “Then steal,” he mutters, taking the phone from his pocket.

      He’d grabbed it from Penny’s flat. Penny’s phone. He shouldn’t have it really. If Faye does tell the police then they’ll be able to track it. But he couldn’t resist the temptation and he’s sure that Faye is too scared to tell the police about Penny.

      “Smile for the camera, darling,” he says, shoving the phone in her face and taking a snap.

      Penny was never particularly guarded about her passcodes. Especially after he proposed.

      “What are you doing?” Dina snaps.

      “Sending Mummy a picture of her little Penny. I’m sure she’ll want to know how we’re settling in.”

      Dina makes a grab at the phone but he yanks his arm away.

      “You’re going to get us caught!” she yells. “Is there anything identifying in the photo?”

      “Shut up!” he screams.

      She steps back, her eyes wide, her skin pale. But he just ignores her. He sends Faye a message along with the photo. Settling in just fine. Can’t wait for the wedding!

      He grins at the photo of Penny. Her tiny frame bent over, her eyes bloodshot and pleading, her nightdress slipping down, almost exposing her breasts. He follows up with one more message. Say anything and she’s dead.

      Suddenly an explosion of glass erupts above his head, crystals showering down. He turns to see Dina red-faced, arm in the air. She has thrown a glass against the wall behind him.

      “Have you lost your fucking mind?” His dark eyes flash a warning.

      “Why did you bring her?” she’s shouting. “Why are you doing this? You’re fucking everything up!”

      He stands. “Clean that up.”

      Dina removes her penknife and flips it open. “No. Not until you get rid of that phone. It’s a fucking liability.”

      He isn’t intimidated by her or that knife. But to show some compliance, he turns the phone off and shows Dina. “It’s off. Okay? Get a grip.”

      “You want to replace me, don’t you?” Dina says, her voice quiet.

      “Ah, insecurity and desperation, the two traits that really turn me on.” Then he rolls his eyes. “Why would I replace you, Dina? And how? There’s nowhere to go. What would I even do with you?”

      He redirects his gaze out of the window to the shadowy highland moors. The weather turned cold this morning and a dark fog descended around sunset. Aside from Penny’s quiet sobbing, the place is silent and calm. It’s dead. He’s thinking about digging a grave again. Dina was helpful at first, but now her use has expired. There’s only one way he can end their partnership. When he turns back, he sees the woman he just murdered in his mind staring out of the window and then looking at him. Back and forth. He needs to soothe her anxiety. She can’t know what he has planned.

      Dina stands stiffly, staring at her knife. He moves towards her to pull her into an embrace. She holds the blade aloft, pushing it close to his throat. He’s about to grab her wrist, but there’s a blur of motion to his right.

      He spins on his heel to find Penny making a run for it. Her bare feet catch the broken glass in her panic. She cries out in anguish as Magnus hurries forward.

      He didn’t think she had this kind of fight left in her but she’s moving quickly. Her fingers grope the windowpane, looking for a latch. In a panic, her fists beat the single-glazed glass. He catches her wrist in time, just before she’s able to break it.

      He pulls her back, holding her tightly around the waist as she cries and screams, growing weak in his arms as the drugs kick in. He grabs the tape to muffle her shouts, then he drags her over to the beds.

      These two women are weighing him down and he needs to lighten his load.

      One of them has to go tonight.

      But which one?
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      What am I doing? I must be crazy. My sister must be crazy. It clearly runs in the family like our red hair and pale skin. And yet here I am, sat in the passenger seat of a campervan, driving up the A1 to Edinburgh, to track down a psychopath.

      We’re over three hours into the journey but every minute feels like a week. I keep imagining what he’s doing to her and the thought makes me sick to my stomach. Sweat forms on the back of my neck and this campervan is suddenly suffocating. I lower the window as the hot flash descends.

      The coastline to our right glitters with afternoon sun but I can’t admire it, I am too anxious. I wind the window down for a blast of much-needed air, but the scent of salt makes me feel nauseous. The whine of the gulls ahead is like screams of pain. We stop for petrol, making sure to pay cash. Claire was clear about us not leaving an electronic trail.

      We’re back on the road when the message arrives. Straight from Penny’s phone. I gasp and clutch my heart.

      “What is it?” Claire asks.

      But I can’t speak. There’s not air in my body, just pressure from where the sobs are climbing up my throat. I show the screen to Claire and she hits the steering wheel.

      “That bastard!” she yells, and the van wobbles right then left.

      “Pull over,” I gasp. “Pull over now.”

      Claire jerks the van into a lay-by and I lean forward to rest my head on the dashboard, tears spilling from my eyes.

      “We’re going to get her back,” Claire says. “Everything is going to be all right. I promise.”

      She can’t make that promise. I know that. But I need to believe she’s right.

      Claire’s arm wraps around me as I let all the built-up stress out of my body. It’s one thing to imagine Penny alone with that monster. It’s another thing to see the fear in her eyes.

      “I’m sorry to say this, Faye, but we need to find somewhere to sleep.” She shakes her head. “It’s dark. We’re exhausted and emotional. Our best chance of getting Penny back is to rest soon.”

      I wipe tears from my eyes. “There was a campsite⁠—”

      She shakes her head. “No trace, remember? They might have cameras. They might take down our number plate.”

      “You mean drive out to the countryside and sleep there?”

      She nods.

      Claire is beginning to scare me. She seems to know a lot about ways to evade the police and she brought with her a surprising amount of cash from her house.

      “How do you know to do all this?” I ask.

      She pauses. “Jack wasn’t a good man. He was controlling and manipulative in business and at home.” She bites her lip. “I watched and I listened. So, I guess you could say that I learned.”

      A shiver runs down my spine. I can’t imagine being married to a man like that. Scott had a wandering eye and he could be selfish at times, but I could never call him controlling. Immature, maybe, and that always led to a small amount of emotional manipulation, but I was never scared of him. I rolled my eyes at his antics more than anything.

      We reach Edinburgh, and I do my best to navigate city roads, before crossing the Forth Bridge. We drive for another twenty minutes or so before finding a quiet spot near a stretch of fields.

      “I hope the police don’t notice us up here,” I say.

      “We’ll just have to take that risk.” She sighs. “But if anyone asks, we’re just two sisters having a holiday to catch up.”

      I smile. “I guess it’s not entirely a lie.”

      We pull out the bed and start to settle down, although I’m not sure I’m going to be able to sleep. I know I have to try at least, so that I can have the energy for what’s required tomorrow.

      “How are you feeling?” Claire asks.

      “Oh, you know, just worried sick.”

      “Yes, I know. But in yourself?”

      I have been so focused on Penny, so fired with adrenaline that I haven’t noticed any signals from my own body. “I’m all right, I think. I just want this over with and Penny home. It’s all that matters.”

      But that reminds me it’s time for my medication. I look through my bag, but it’s not there. I try to remember where I put it and Claire joins in the search. While she looks through my washbag, I go round to the passenger seat to see if I left it up front. I open the glove box. The only thing in there is a tea towel wrapped around something long and thin. I reach for it and unravel the cloth.

      As I lift the corner, something shiny glints in the overhead cab light.

      I gasp. A metal blade.

      Claire has brought a knife with us.

      “It’s for protection.” Her voice is right next to my shoulder and makes me jump. Before I can say anything, she continues, “You know as well as I do, that as long as Magnus lives, he’ll come for us.” Her eyes grow dark. “He has to die.”
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      Hello, sisters.

      I hate you both and miss you both. I miss watching you. I want to know where you are, what you’re doing, but according to Magnus, it won’t be safe to look for you for a long time.

      He doesn’t understand. He could never understand our unbreakable bond. We’re like the three sisters, aren’t we? From the play. And when the hurly-burly’s done, when the battle’s lost and won, we’ll meet on the heath. Maybe that’s what’s destined.

      I don’t know anymore. Nothing is turning out like I hoped it would.

      Magnus is hiding something. He doesn’t realise that I know my man inside out, from his guts to his heart. We have always been united in our desires, but something feels fractured. We only have a few hundred pounds left and I’m not sure how much of this I can take.

      The only part of this that brings me any joy is how much you must be hurting, Faye. Are you missing Penny? Do you wish she was safe and sound with you? Being taken care of by her doting Mummy? Well she isn’t. She’s tied up here and she’s in pain. He’s trying to break her, and turn her into an obedient little zombie. His pet.

      He’s going to replace me.

      The way he has been looking at me today fills me with dread. Those glittering dark eyes that regarded me as an equal have turned black. Bottomless voids with their own secrets. He slept on the sofa, not wanting to be near me. His touch is cold now, and his actions towards me are fuelled by something new.

      I should leave but I have nowhere to go.

      I hear a rustling sound behind me. His breath is on my neck. I hope for a kiss but the time for affection is over.

      The blows begin then. To my head, my side. I fall to the ground and curl up in a ball. But he doesn’t stop.

      He’s not going to stop until he kills me.
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      We sleep uneasily. Owls and foxes screech throughout the night. I’ve never known pitch black before, and at any moment I expect someone to bang on the windows of the van. Claire lies next to me, clutching the big kitchen knife. It may make her feel safer but it doesn’t offer me any comfort whatsoever.

      When sleep eventually pulls me under, it does not provide the rest I need. I dream of pale faces made wet by rain. Claire staggering across my driveway, breaking into my house.

      Magnus and Dina on the moors, the rain sheeting down, an open grave behind them. Penny lying unconscious or dead, ready to be buried.

      I wake with a start.

      “Can’t sleep?” Claire asks.

      “No. You?”

      “Not a wink.”

      The sky is lightening now, and we decide to get back out on the road.

      We drive along in silence for over an hour, both feeling the weight of anticipation, until Claire finally speaks.

      “You know, I did try with Magnus. For years I tried to be his mother, to be patient and kind and look past every way he tried to hurt me. But that wasn’t the point. He never wanted a mother, I think he just wanted to practise being cruel.”

      I look over at my sister, her face etched with pain as she speaks. Between Magnus and Jack, it seems the past thirty years have been very hard on her.

      “You see, that’s the thing with Magnus. He takes pleasure in hurting people. He enjoys it. And he wants me dead. Which is why I have to act first. If I don’t, he will torment me forever.”

      I nod. I believe every word because I’ve seen his brutality with my own eyes.

      “I know you may not agree – many people wouldn’t – but it’s something I have to do. I can’t bear the thought of the police never catching him, or him going to prison and getting out after a few years for good behaviour. He will make it his life’s mission to make the rest of our lives miserable. He learned everything he knows from his father.”

      I turn to her. “I understand. And I’m with you all the way. I will never forgive that bastard for what he’s done to my daughter.”

      We look into each other’s eyes for a second.

      A lightning rod shoots up my back. When I look at Claire I see Marigold. The darker half of the Palmer Twins. The girl who dies and becomes a ghost.

      The thought makes me shiver.

      We’re on a dangerous path, she and I, one from which I intend to return, though I can’t say for sure that I will.

      Claire’s eyes glisten. Her energy is something I want to consume. We need each other. We could be more powerful together if we can channel this. I know it deep down in my bones, like I always knew I wasn’t alone, that there was someone else out there just like me.

      It’s almost like an omen, this realisation. We’re going to get my daughter back.
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      He staggers backwards, away from her.

      It’s done.

      She gazes up at him with her eyes wide open, her body twisted and no breath leaving her lungs. He has done it. He’s killed Dina.

      He turns away from her, disgusted by the sight of her weakness. She’ll be under the ground soon. Then he’ll only have Penny to worry about. He checks Penny is still tied up and unconscious from the drugs he fed her this morning and leaves the bothy, the corpse outstretched behind him on the flagstone floor.

      He walks outside to the small shed where the logs are stored. In there he finds a shovel and then treads across the gorse to find the most suitable location for her eternal resting place.

      He walks away from the loch, over towards the trees. It’s a gloomy morning. All traces of summer sun have been scrubbed from the sky, with a thick, dark cloud gathering above. He smiles. It’s the perfect day for Dina to leave this earth.

      Maybe he can get a job somewhere near here. Cash in hand on the farm, then buy forged passports so they can leave the country. He has enough pills to keep Penny sedated for a few weeks. He bought the stash, including the sedatives, from a dealer the day after his father died. He originally intended to use them to control his stepmother.

      He walks around for half an hour and sees no sign of anyone. It does him good. He needs the air, the peace. There’s low fog hanging in the air, clinging to the ferns underfoot. No sunshine glimmers against the surface of the loch. It’s dull, like dishwater. Then he circles back closer to the bothy, so he won’t have far to drag her body. He finds the perfect place – soft earth, plenty of undergrowth to thrive off her rotting flesh and hide what lies beneath. Satisfied, he heads back to the bothy to check on the other one before he commences work.

      As he approaches the small house made of stone, his heart stops at what he sees.

      He hurries his pace, trying to get a better look.

      The car is gone.

      Penny must have got out.

      He dashes inside through the wide-open front door of the bothy. Penny is still there, tied up on the bunk bed where he left her.

      But Dina’s corpse has fled.
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      We are getting close now.

      My daughter is waiting for me. I’m coming, Penny. Just hold on.

      It might be summer, but the weather doesn’t know it. The fog thickens, obscuring the visibility on the single-track road. I keep a white-knuckled grip on the door handle while Claire drives cautiously forward. I watch the windscreen wipers sweep back and forth, hypnotised by their movement. The sky is so dark the automatic lights come on and we sweep the road ahead with our beam.

      The road swings around unexpectedly, and Claire jerks the steering wheel suddenly to move through the bend. We screech around the corner and tilt to the side, almost ending up careering onto the sodden moor grass. My heart pounds and Claire lets out a relieved breath.

      This road wraps around the coastline. The fog is so low that it dips below the cliff edge, replacing the distant sea.

      I am used to the North Yorks coast, but there’s something different about this Scottish coastline. It’s dark and rugged and mean. I don’t like how close the road gets to it. How easy it would be to fall off the edge, without anyone knowing we were ever here.

      The bandage across my face is loose and dirty. I slip it off and touch the wound underneath. Sore but healed enough not to worry about it too much now. There are more important things at stake.

      “Take a left,” I say, looking at the dot on the map.

      The campervan judders along the road, the wipers repetitive in front of my face. They annoy me, like flies buzzing around my head. I want to swat at them but the glass is in the way.

      “Faye, are you all right?”

      I turn to the voice and panic floods through me, adrenaline spiking my veins. There’s another me and she’s driving this van.

      “Faye,” she says.

      I grab the woman’s arm. My arm. “How do you know my name?”

      She frowns.

      I blink. “Why am I so tired?”

      “Oh, Faye,” she says. “I’m so sorry. This must be hard for you. You’re just tired. You’re okay. Everything is going to be okay.”

      “Claire?”

      She nods.

      There’s relief but also sadness. It comes rushing back. Magnus Blackburn and Penny in the silky nightdress. The threatening message. All of it. I look to Claire. My sister, my partner in crime, my mirrored mime. I need her and she needs me.

      I lean forward and open the glove box, checking the knife is where we put it.
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      Hello, sisters.

      I always knew what Magnus was capable of, the evil that resided within him. I just never knew that he had the capacity to use his dark heart against me. After the first few blows, I played dead and he soon stopped, presuming he had done enough.

      Because you see, he always underestimated me, just like everybody else. And now I have taken the car along with the rest of the money and left him in the middle of nowhere.

      There’s very little petrol in the car. I have no food. My body aches all over and I suspect I have some internal injuries, beside my broken heart.

      But I’m free.

      Do you hear that, sisters?

      I’m alive and I’m free.

      I’m not turning myself in and I’m not going to the hospital. I intend to survive this alone. That’s what Lacey girls do, isn’t it? We survive.

      The Lacey Girls. Maybe that will be the name of the documentary about us. Or maybe it’ll be a TV series. You can write the screenplay, Faye.

      I’m not sure why I’ve always hated you more, Faye. But I do. Maybe it’s because I met Claire when I was a teenager and saw her life wasn’t as perfect as I’d thought. The pressure in that house, the faint echo of a bruise on her wrist. When you grow up with violence you see the traces of it in other people’s lives.

      She was always a fully formed person, stuck in a life almost as miserable as my own. Whereas you, Faye, were a legend. A famous author, a mythological creature. Something to mould in my imagination.

      But you’re not that anymore, are you? You’re real now. And your pain is real.

      He’ll kill Penny eventually, you know. Claire and I were the warm-ups. He won’t mess up again.

      I almost feel sorry for her. I almost feel sorry for you too, Faye.

      Almost.
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      Dina’s gone.

      One sweep of the bothy tells him that. And the car and all the money.

      “Fuck.”

      He slaps his forehead, once and then twice. God he’s tired. He’s sick of this. Sick of being stuck here in Scotland with these… these women.

      Dina could turn herself in and make some sort of deal with the police. Revealing his location in exchange for a reduced sentence. Or maybe she’ll die out on the Scottish moorlands. He beat her within an inch of her life, he’s sure of it.

      Well, he won’t make the same mistake a third time. He marches over to Penny on the bunk bed. She’s awake now and starts bawling at the sight of him. He grabs her bound wrists, pulling her into the other room. He wants her where he can see her. He’s not letting her out of his sight until it’s time. He throws her down onto the floor, then he steps over her to get to the fridge. He grabs the milk. His nose curls at its sour smell and there’s only half a packet of digestive biscuits left. He shoves a few in his mouth and then tosses a couple at Penny, laughing when they hit her in the face.

      “We’re finally alone,” he says. “How romantic.”

      She whimpers.

      “Please, Tim,” she says.

      “Tim?” He walks over to her and drops to his knees so that they’re face to face. “Who is that?”

      “She called you Magnus. Is… Is that your name?” She starts to cry. “I loved you. And you lied to me.”

      He shoves a biscuit in her mouth and gets up from the floor. She’s proving to be more irritating than Dina, nothing but a whiny cry-baby who wants her mother. He’s bored of her. He doesn’t even find her attractive anymore. He watches her slowly eat the biscuit, struggling with the restraints, crumbs spilling from the corner of her mouth.

      “Thirsty,” she croaks.

      Reluctantly he gets up to pour her a glass of water. He crouches next to her again, rushing the water into her mouth. She splutters, blinking as the water splashes in her face.

      “Pathetic,” he mumbles.

      He leaves her down on the floor as he paces, trying to think of his next move. He could call Lisa. The malleable trophy wife. He’s always been able to influence her thoughts. And he would like to see his kids again, one last time. But he knows he won’t. That idea is too risky.

      Survival is what matters.

      He can start with getting over to the Orkneys and finding work there. He might have to clean out gutters to begin with. Anything cash in hand.

      The girl is on her feet. Her bound hands clutching a knife.

      Shit.

      “Put the knife down, Penny,” he says, approaching her slowly.

      “Just let me go.”

      Magnus shakes his head. “I can’t do that.”

      He moves quickly, snaking his arm around her throat. She lets out a gasp. With her hands tied, she can’t stab backwards which makes it easier for him to disarm her. In just seconds, he has the weapon. He has control.

      He dumps the knife on the kitchen counter and yanks Penny away from the door. She stumbles, screaming, but he keeps hold of her, dragging her all the way back to the bunk beds. He throws her on the lower bunk.

      “Shut up!”

      “Never!”

      He lifts her up then and bashes her head against the bed frame. Penny’s eyes roll back into her skull and she collapses. He checks her pulse. She’s still alive. He ties her to the frame to make absolutely sure she won’t get away from him.

      Then there’s a knock at the door.

      Fuck.

      He must look like shit. There could be blood on his shirt. He checks. It seems fine. He smooths his hair back and opens the door, making sure to only open it a crack.

      “Afternoon,” the farmer stands there, looking him up and down. “Thought I’d check on things. See if you’re all right.”

      Magnus puts on his most charming smile. “Oh yes, everything’s perfect.” His heart pounds. Penny could regain consciousness at any moment and start screaming.

      “Only I was walking by and thought I heard shouting.”

      “I was watching a horror movie on my phone. There’s not much else to do in this weather.” He smiles again.

      The man narrows his eyes. “I know who you are, you know.”

      Magnus’s heart drops but the smile stays on his face. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Yes, you do. As long as you pay me another grand, I won’t say a word,” the farmer says. “But I need to be paid it soon.”

      “You will be,” Magnus says.

      “Oh yeah? Where are you getting your money from?”

      “My father was a rich man,” he says.

      The farmer’s phone starts to ring. He takes a step away from the door. “I want more by the end of the week or I’m calling the police.”

      “You’ll get it.” Magnus slams the door closed and locks it.

      He walks over to the window and watches the stern-faced man walk down the dirt track, the loch reflecting his movements as he trudges away.

      “Fuck!” Magnus shouts, slamming his hand down on the sill.

      He needs to get out of here now.

      But first, the girl.

      He redirects his gaze to the moors. He has another grave to dig.
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      The long road snakes on, towards the dot on the map. The campervan creeps along at five miles an hour, drawing near with absolute stealth. The mist rises off the loch and gloom surrounds us as we approach.

      Soon we will come face to face. I think of Magnus standing at the edge of the cliff on Seeley Moor and the temptation to push coursing through me. I was too afraid then but I’m not scared now. I can’t live knowing he’s out there somewhere and now I’m no longer afraid to die. Ending this is all I want. No matter the outcome.

      I pull over and park the van just off the side of the road beside some trees and turn off the headlights. We sit quietly, fortifying ourselves for the next step.

      “We’ll have to walk the rest of the way,” I say. “We don’t want him to know we’re coming.”

      Faye is silent beside me.

      “Are you okay?” I reach for my twin sister’s hand.

      “As long as Penny’s all right, then I will be.”

      I squeeze her fingers and she presses back. “Are you ready?” I ask.

      She nods, her mouth set in a grim line, my determination mirrored in Faye’s shadowed eyes. I reach over her and take the knife from the glove box, then we climb out of the campervan and gently close the doors behind us. Hoods up, we walk silently towards our destination.

      There’s no going back now.
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      He’s digging her grave. The fog is low, making it hard to tell if anyone is approaching. But there’s no one out here. Nothing but torchlight on bracken and the sound of the shovel cutting through compacted mud. But at least the ground isn’t as dry and dusty as it was on Seeley Moor.

      He pauses for a breath. The sweat on his skin is mingled with the condensation hanging in the air.

      There’s a sound in the distance. At first, he thinks it’s the rumbling of thunder in the distance. Faint but menacing. Then he sees the headlights approaching the bothy.

      He walks a few feet closer so that he can get a better view. But the fog thickens and when the headlights die, he can’t see a thing.

      Could it be the farmer back for more money?

      He turns the shovel over in his hands. This is it. Either Dina tipped off the police or the farmer is not going to be so polite this time. He could feel the end was coming, the curtain descending, just like the fog closing in around him.

      But it’s not over yet. And he won’t go down without a fight.
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      As we walk silently along the path, I pull in deep breaths, terrified of what might be about to happen, and what condition we might find Penny in, if she’s even there at all. I can only hope she is and that I am able to bring her home with me today.

      A small stone building comes into view. Some sort of bothy by the looks of it.

      I grab Claire’s arm. “There.”

      “I see it,” she says.

      “I have to get to her.” Before I know it, I’m sprinting around the side of the building calling her name.

      “Penny!”

      Every curtain is closed. I can’t see in. Claire chases after me and grabs hold of my shoulders. She spins me around.

      “Faye, stop! Magnus and Dina will be in there too,” she hisses.

      Then I hear the sweetest sound I’ve ever heard.

      “Mum? Mum!”

      “Yes, it’s me.”

      I push Claire away, reacting to the siren song of my daughter, still alive. I search for a rock, anything heavy, my hands groping the path along the side of the building.

      “I hear something.” Claire’s voice is urgent. “Up over there, I think someone’s coming, Faye.” She pulls at my sleeve, but I ignore her and she backs away.

      The only thing that matters is getting Penny out of there. I find a stone about the size of my fist.

      “Stand away from the window, Penny!” I yell, not sure if she can hear me or not. Then I throw it as hard as I can.

      The window smashes, making an almighty crashing sound. I turn to Claire, but she’s gone. I’m alone in the mist.

      “Mum? Is that you?”

      Her voice cracks the ice around my heart, thawing all the stress and worry that has encased it over the last few days. My legs feel weak. I could melt into a puddle of relief. But she’s not safe yet. Not until I get her out of that house.

      “Yes, darling, I’m coming.”

      I wrap my fist inside the sleeve of my coat and hit the broken window, making the hole big enough to climb through. For all I know, Magnus is waiting for me inside with a knife or something worse, but I am willing to risk anything to get to my daughter, to hold her in my arms.

      Dropping onto a pile of broken glass underneath the window, I catch my palm on a shard and wince. Another chunk tears into my jeans, grazing the skin. But I barely feel it. I clamber to my feet and look around.

      The first thing that hits me is the smell. The sour tang of vomit. Unemptied bins. I raise my hand to my mouth and nose.

      “Mum?”

      I see my child. My heart is in my mouth, my eyes filled with hot tears. There she is, tied to a bunk bed, a blanket over her thin frame. Shivering but alive. In the bleak evening light, her face seems translucent, almost blue. I rush to her, my heart thumping.

      “Mum!” Her voice cracks, tears falling.

      Then my arms are around my little girl, who is smaller, thinner than the last time I saw her.

      “I’m here, sweetheart. Everything is going to be all right.” I tug at the ropes. Her poor, raw wrists wriggle underneath the tight knots.

      “He’s dangerous,” she says. Her words slur, like she’s drunk. “He tried to kill the other one.”

      “Dina? Where is she?”

      “She left. She ran away.”

      “Where’s Magnus?”

      “I don’t know.” She lets out a sob.

      “Shit!” I exclaim. The ropes are too tight. “Let me find a knife.”

      There has to be one in here somewhere. I hurry over to the kitchen area, yanking out the drawers. It’s clear this bothy isn’t fully stocked for living. There’s no sign of anything sharp. Time is ticking on. Claire is out there alone with Magnus.

      I head back to Penny. “I need help.” I kiss her on the forehead. “I’ll be back. Okay?”

      “Mum, please don’t go. Please. If he’s out there, he’ll kill you.”

      “Everything is going to be okay. I promise.” Even as I say the words, I’m aware that they’re not true. I can’t promise anything. I’m not sure we’re going to make it out of here alive, but I have got to try.

      I try the door first, but it’s locked.

      “Magnus has the key,” Penny calls.

      I hurry back to the broken window, climb out and head out into the fog to find my sister and face my daughter’s captor.
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          THE GRAVEDIGGER
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      He moves through the trees quietly, all the while keeping his sights on the bothy.

      He hears the sound of glass breaking, the shattering sound echoing across the water.

      Not the farmer then, and unlikely to be the police either.

      But who?

      He inches closer, treading carefully so he doesn’t give away his location with a snapped twig. Then he sees her. Up ahead near the bothy. A woman, he thinks. She’s short, wearing a hooded coat.

      Then she turns her head, and he sees her face.

      It’s not just any woman.

      It’s his stepmother.

      His heart beats faster. She has come to him. She has found him and now he has another chance to kill her. Excitement shoots down his spine at the prospect.

      He watches his prey for a few moments. She is a creature he knows well and has stalked for as long as he can remember. This beast is his ultimate trophy. Her eyes are searching but they haven’t found him yet. He slowly moves round a tree as she walks further from the bothy, dense condensation hanging low around them, obscuring the view.

      He tracks her with his eyes but it’s tricky in the fog. He doesn’t want to lose her and he can’t get too close either. He hangs back for a moment, almost losing her, and then takes a few tentative steps. But as he does that, movement catches his eye to the right.

      He turns.

      What was that?

      An animal of some sort? His instinct tells him that whatever it was moved like a human being. Dina? Back to get revenge? He waits, his senses tuned into his surroundings. Nothing stirs and he focuses back on the trail of the woman he hates most in this world.

      Slowly, he moves in the same direction as his stepmother but she’s no longer in sight, swallowed by the fog. He swears under his breath and marches forward. She has to be up ahead.

      He feels like he’s being watched.

      But there’s nobody there.

      He ignores the hairs standing up on the back of his neck and pushes on.

      She must be close. His whole body buzzes with anticipation of the slaughter. He lifts the shovel in his hands, ready to strike. He’ll beat her bloody. Bash her skull in.

      “Where are you, mother?” he whispers, lifting the shovel to shoulder height.

      An owl hoots in the branches above his head and the fog hovers in tangled wisps above the ground. He thinks he sees a figure through the trees, dark and shapeless. A monster approaching, ready to devour him. It moves closer and he wonders if it is human at all. A spirit of the woods or a ghost sent to haunt him.

      It begins to rain, pattering against his coat.

      Then her long, white face emerges from the pale, hovering shroud.

      The face of his stepmother.
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          CLAIRE
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      I hide behind a tree, my knife in hand, waiting for Magnus to pass me. The fog is heavy but I hear twigs snap as he makes his way towards me. He’s so close I can almost smell him.

      I control my breathing so he can’t hear me.

      Rain starts to fall lightly, hitting the leaves and sinking into the soil under my feet.

      I cling tightly to the knife, waiting for the moment to plunge it into his flesh.

      The hilt slips in my sweaty grip but I hold firm, blade raised.

      I watch the forest, ready for my moment.

      Then Faye stumbles out of the mist.

      He sees her and he lunges forward with his shovel.

      I run towards him, the knife raised. He can’t hurt Faye. I won’t let him.

      She screams as he swings his weapon above her head and brings it down.

      But she’s gone, running, with him in close pursuit.

      But it’s me he wants.

      It’s me who needs to face him.

      “Magnus!”

      I shout his name into the haze, beckoning him to me so we can finish this once and for all.
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          THE GRAVEDIGGER
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      “Magnus!”

      His stepmother summons him.

      Her voice coming from over his shoulder.

      He stops dead and turns. When he turns back, the face is gone.

      Did Claire bring her twin? He stands, scanning the area for his quarry, listening to the sound of the rain. He tastes it on his lips. Where is she? Where are they? The fog is low and thick, but she must be near. Her call was close, the panic in her tone an invitation.

      “Mother?” he calls. “Are you going to come out and play? Or do I need to find you?”

      He moves forward, still listening to the rustle of the grass around him, the movement of undergrowth, alert to any sign of where she might be cowering. Rain dampens most sounds, but he thinks if he strains, he can hear her walking, hear the swish of her rain jacket.

      He hears a shushing sound. A coat. It has to be.

      He strikes forth with the shovel, jabbing it through the mist. But it’s wasted energy.

      “Come on!” he yells, willing her to come out and fight. “Come out and pay for what you did to Dad!”

      He moves forward and almost trips, the toe of his boot snagging on something on the ground, obscured in the mist. Enraged, he bends down to grab his foot and release it from its snare.

      When he stands, she’s there, her pale face grey and determined.

      He jumps back in surprise but she is prepared. She raises a rock high in the air and swings it into the side of his head with a crack.

      He doubles over in pain. When his hand reaches up to his temple, warm blood trickles down his fingers, mingling with rain and sweat.

      “That’s for Penny,” she says.

      He recognises her now.

      “Faye,” he mumbles.

      “Magnus!”

      A voice close behind him makes him spin round, moving the shovel in an arc. The scoop of the shovel connects with flesh and heaves his assailant backwards. There’s a gasp, as his stepmother lies helpless on the ground in front of him, a knife falling from her hand. He smiles and raises the shovel like an executioner’s axe. She belongs to him now, the day has finally come.

      Suddenly an electric shock strikes the back of his head. A lightning bolt of pain as stone smites his skull. His ears are ringing and black spots pulsate across his vision.

      Then his stepmother rises from the ground, knife held high, her face filled with hatred and fury. She looks him in the eyes and plunges the knife into his abdomen. He looks down at the hilt in disbelief and she watches as his face contorts in agony.

      She pulls the knife out sharply and he drops to the ground.

      His stepmother stands over his body, watching his blood spill out over the muddy ground until his pulse fades to nothing.
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      Claire’s fingers slip into mine as we stare down at the dead man. It’s over. It’s finally over.

      My stomach lurches when I bend down to take the keys, phone and wallet out of his pocket. I find a penknife in there too.

      “Penny’s tied up in there.” I gesture back towards the building.

      “See to Penny first,” Claire says. “Then we’ll have to see to him.”

      I nod.

      Stumbling back to the house, I see the fog slowly clearing but the sun will set soon. Magnus had a shovel. My skin chills. I know what he was doing. He was digging a grave for my daughter.

      The bothy is eerily silent as I use Magnus’s key to enter.

      “Penny, it’s me.”

      “Mum! Mum you’re okay!”

      I speed up. “I’m fine, darling. I’m okay.” It takes a few minutes to work through the thick ropes with the penknife.

      Finally free, she folds into my arms and I let out a long sigh of relief, one I’ve been waiting to release since I saw Magnus drop her onto the cold, cellar floor.

      Her tears fall against my chest, thick and full of misery. She is so small, so thin and lightweight, like a baby bird fallen out of a tree. But she’s here and she’s alive.

      “Mum, what did you do?” she asks, gasping for air. “How⁠—”

      “Shh. It doesn’t matter.”

      I pull her away from me so that I can examine her. She’s gaunt. They haven’t been feeding her properly. Her eyes are bloodshot and her skin is grey. She’s shaking. The room smells strongly of vomit and there are rope burns on her wrists and ankles. Hot rage floods my veins.

      “They drugged me,” she says. “I kept trying to throw up the pills but some of them worked.” She is shivering in my arms.

      I touch a patch of blood on her forehead. “He hurt you.”

      “I’m okay,” she says.

      “You need a hospital.”

      Penny clasps my hands. “Mum, what did you do to him?”

      I pull in a deep breath. My throat is thick with emotion. The answer to her question is so terrible I can barely admit it, but I have to. She deserves to know. “We killed him.”

      Penny closes her eyes and lets out a deep breath. “Then I can’t go to the hospital.”
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      I guide Penny over to the campervan and wrap her in blankets. This is the safest place for her. I can’t trust that Dina won’t reappear. I give her water and rub her forehead, trying to wipe away the trauma of her experience, but knowing that nothing will take it away. I leave her lying on the bed and lock the door, before going back out to help my sister finish what we came here to do.

      I find Claire further up from where we were, breathless after dragging Magnus’s body several feet. She points to a deep hole in the earth, so black I can’t see the bottom.

      “This must be the grave he dug for Penny,” she says.

      “Thank God we got here in time,” I say.

      The rain soaks our clothes as Claire and I roll him into the hole together. I am solid and cold like ice. I can barely breathe.

      Is this what it’s like to have a sister? I’ve wondered for so long, and now we’re here standing over a grave that holds a man we just murdered. I never pictured this kind of sacrifice.

      I grab the shovel, and I start filling in that dark abyss, slowly concealing Magnus Blackburn’s cold, black eyes that stare up at us, witnessing his final incarceration.

      “Someone might find him, you know,” I tell her. “It could be next week. In a year. In twenty years.”

      “I know,” she says.

      The fog clears as we’re throwing the last of the soil over the body. We pad it down as best we can and cover it in grass and twigs and stones, trying to blend it in with the natural growth of the terrain.

      Next, we head back to the bothy to scrub ourselves, every surface, and every dish, fork or mug that may have been used by Magnus, Dina or Penny. Once the rain stops, we find a packet of kitchen matches in a drawer, burn our clothes, and pretty much everything Magnus and Dina brought with them, aside from the phones we find in the lounge and Magnus’s penknife. Those we’ll have to throw away somewhere between here and home. It takes a long time for the clothes to turn into ashes but once the clean-up is over, we change into items of Dina’s clothing that we kept to wear, and get back in the campervan.

      I rush straight to Penny lying on the bed and wrap my arms around her.

      “I’m okay, Mum,” she says, over and over again.

      I stroke her head until she falls asleep, exhausted.

      Claire is waiting in the driver’s seat, when I make my way up front.

      “I’m sorry,” she says. “My stepson did all of this. I’m sorry for what he did to Penny.”

      “It wasn’t your fault. You helped me save my daughter.”

      We stare at one another, the same face looking into the same eyes. Two halves united.

      And as we drive away, I can’t stop thinking about the kitchen knife scrubbed and dried and left in the drawer of the small stone building by the loch.
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      We’ve been on the road for hours, oppressive silence hanging over us as we process what we’ve done and try to come to terms with what it means. The road home is long but the journey towards peace of mind will be much longer.

      I check my rearview mirror obsessively for blue lights speeding up behind us, sure that justice is hot on our heels. But the sirens never come. The motorway is dark and almost empty as the digital clock on the dashboard transitions to 2 a.m.

      Penny sleeps soundly, finally safe and able to rest. And that’s what it was all for, to end Magnus’s psychopathic rampage and make sure he never hurt anyone ever again. She’s back where she belongs now, with her mother, and I’m happy I’ve helped make that happen. I’m happy I was able to help Faye, who has barely said a word to me since we rolled my stepson into that grave.

      While crossing the border into England, Faye finally speaks.

      “What did he mean?” Her voice is small and cautious.

      “What did who mean?”

      “Magnus. Back there.”

      Panic rises in my throat, strangling me into silence. But eventually I answer.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “He said he wanted you to pay for what you’d done to his father.”

      She’s staring at me, observing my discomfort. I pull in a deep breath and try to remain calm. Faye and I have been through so much together in such a short space of time. I didn’t want us to have to endure any of it, but it’s done, and now we are tied together through our actions, even more tightly than we were tied together by our birth. I want to believe our bond is unbreakable, but I worry what she will think of me. I’m worried she will hate me when she finds out I have killed before.

      “Are you all right?” she asks. “What is it? You know you can tell me anything.”

      “I hope so, Faye.” I flick my eyes up to the mirror and see Penny unconscious in the bed behind us, blankets swamping her unmoving form. I take a deep breath.

      “Jack was not a good man,” I say. “I haven’t even told you a fraction of what I suffered. Belittling me and not letting me work were just the tip of the iceberg. I wasn’t allowed anyone over to the house without his permission and I became an expert in using make-up to hide the worst of what he did to me.”

      My heartbeat quickens as I let myself remember the torment of the last thirty years.

      “You can’t even begin to imagine what it was like being trapped in that house with the two of them.” Angry tears start to fall down my cheeks as I try to focus on the road ahead. “Magnus wasn’t just born evil, he learned everything he knew from his father. My life was dominated by two controlling psychopaths, and I thought I was worthless. I was powerless. Until that moment.”

      “What moment?” I can feel Faye staring at me.

      “He developed a heart condition in the last few years. The day he died he had a bad attack. He dropped his medication when he collapsed. All I had to do was help him.”

      “Help him?” She asks.

      “I picked up his pills and I held them in my hands as I watched him die on the carpet in front of me. Magnus walked in, and saw what was happening. By the time he reached his father, he was dead, and…” I gulp for air, remembering to breathe as I unburden myself.

      Faye leans forward. “And?”

      “And that’s when he made the choice to destroy me, you and everyone in his path. He snapped. He completely lost it. He threatened to kill me. He made my life even more of a living hell and then after the funeral when he found out he wasn’t going to inherit the business, or anything, he attacked me.” I let out a long breath. “I had no idea he was still in contact with Dina. I didn’t know she was just as bad as him. I had no idea when I freed myself from the prison that was my marriage that any of this would happen.”

      Faye is silent beside me as the empty road rolls out in front of us, never ending.

      “Oh my God, Claire,” she finally whispers.

      “So, now you know.”

      As we drive along in our getaway van, my tears continue to fall. Not for what I did to Jack or for everything that happened between me and Magnus, but because I feel as though I’ve finally found my sister and I’m about to lose her again immediately.

      After a few minutes, Faye speaks. “You know, I’ve been thinking a lot since we left Scotland, and you didn’t have to come with me.”

      My heart sinks.

      “But I wanted to⁠—”

      “Let me finish,” she says, cutting me off. “You didn’t have to come with me. We are twins but we had only just met and you don’t know Penny at all. After everything Magnus put you through, the years of abuse, and the very real danger to your life. Most people would have turned their back, and yet you were willing to risk everything to help me.”

      I bow my head, listening intently to her every word.

      “You are my sister, Claire. My twin sister. And I will never forget the sacrifice you made for me. You helped me get my daughter back,” she puts her hand over mine on the steering wheel, “and in return, I will keep your secret until I forget it.”

      I squeeze her fingers and hold my head up high as I wipe the salt from my cheeks.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      We continue down the deserted road, leaving the past behind us while hurtling towards a future that may never come. The only thing that matters is right now. And in this moment, I am reunited with my missing half and we are on our way home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ‘THE PALMER TWINS: THE TWINS FIGHT BACK’ BY FAYE MATHIS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Step one in this dastardly plan,

        Give your landscape a bloody good scan.

        There can’t be a witness,

        To this sick business.

        Heed this or end up in the can.

      

        

      
        Step two, use the cover of night.

        Or else you’ll give a huge fright,

        To the birds and the bees,

        The plants and the trees,

        They don’t want this hideous sight.

      

        

      
        Step three, dig deep and true,

        Or it’s prison cell living for you.

        The body will smell,

        And indeed swell.

        That thing should not be in view.

      

        

      
        Step four, you will need your best sister,

        Your most loyal friend, go enlist her.

        She’s your ride or die,

        Emphasis on… die.

        Now this all becomes but a whisper.
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          ONE YEAR LATER
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      “Well,” I turn to the young woman in the crowd, “they say to write what you know. So, I did.”

      I look out at the sea of faces – many more than I’m used to at a book launch – and watch them chuckle and smile politely at my little joke.

      None of them have any idea which book I’m making the comment about. They think I’m referring to The Phantom Half, the memoir I wrote, detailing my journey to finding Claire, being kidnapped by her stepson and discovering how the strange, twisted Dina masterminded it all. But I’m really joking about the final Palmer Twins novel, where the twins kill and bury the over-arching villain in the series.

      “Mum, I’m so proud of you.” Penny pulls me into a huge hug once the talk is over.

      “It was really wonderful, Faye.” Alistair places a glass of champagne in my hand and a kiss on my lips. After I got back from Scotland, we met for a drink and worked things out. The reunion was full of apologies from both sides, me for covering up the diagnosis and him for shutting me out. We made a promise to one another to take things one day at a time and just enjoy ourselves, which was a pledge I was more than happy to agree to. Now we have been almost inseparable for a year, and I thank my lucky stars I didn’t lose him.

      Nathan walks into the shop, closing his dripping umbrella. “Am I late?”

      “You missed the whole thing!” Penny chastises. “But she was great.”

      “Sorry,” he says with a slight smirk. “Traffic was terrible. Forgive me?”

      “Of course,” I say, pulling him into a hug.

      I’m more inclined to forgive the crimes of a child now. Despite the tragedy that occurred because of what he did.

      Book sales for both the final Palmer Twins novel and the memoir are my best yet. I’m not too proud to admit that the infamy surrounding my kidnapping, along with the discovery of my twin sister, is certainly a driving force behind many of those sales. Shalina called it “a media frenzy”, and a lot of people are going back to book one in the Palmer Twins series to discover how it all started. It seems my living nightmare has turned into my publisher’s dream.

      A year has passed since we rolled Magnus Blackburn into the grave he dug himself. Claire and I don’t talk about it. There appears to be an understanding between us that we don’t want our relationship to be defined by it. After we got back, she took a leaf out of her cleaner’s book and went on a long cruise. The start of her new life, no husband or stepson to control her every move. She sends me regular photo updates from her travels and we’re working out where we’re going to go together next.

      The police still have a case open to find wanted criminals, Magnus Blackburn and Dina Lacey. DS Oliver calls me with updates every now and again, potential sightings, leads that come to nothing. Only Claire, Penny and I know the truth.

      After a few months of rest and recovery, Penny started to find her feet again. What she went through will be with her forever, but therapy definitely helps. At least I am likely to forget what happened one day soon.

      A year is a long time when you have young-onset dementia. There is a lot of progression that can occur. I’m holding steady. I have my episodes, but I am still able to live a largely normal life.

      After all, even with this disease, I found my twin sister and I saved my daughter. I did all those things, and I survived.

      I watch Penny smiling as she chats to her brother and my heart glows. Nathan has no idea what any of us went through, and he still makes jokes about Penny disappearing. In his case, ignorance is bliss.

      “I’ve told Kiri that her granny, the famous author, will come and do a talk at her new school.”

      “Ah, I see,” I say. “And did you check with her famous granny before you made this promise?” I pull my face into a tight line of pretend disapproval.

      Nathan laughs. “No, I figured unless she’s busy robbing a bank that day, she’ll do it.”

      I burst into laughter and lightly smack his shoulder. As I pull my hand back I lose my balance slightly. I start to feel lightheaded and hold onto Alistair’s arm, afraid I’m going to tip over.

      “You okay?” Alistair holds my arm, his warm hand supporting me.

      “Yes… sorry. It’s just the champagne.” I smile.

      “It’s time for the signing, Mrs Mathis,” one of the booksellers reminds me.

      I take my place at the table, aware of Alistair, Nathan and Penny in the distance chatting to Shalina. Penny laughs and it brings me comfort, though there isn’t a day I don’t worry about her and everything she’s been through. One thing I do know, though, is that she’s resilient just like her mother.

      Faces blur into one as I sign book after book. A few readers take photographs. One leaves the flash on and the sudden light startles me. I look out at the sea of faces and am momentarily confused by it all.

      Are all these people here to see me?

      How do they know who I am?

      Then I look down and see the new Palmer Twins book sitting on the table in front of me. Of course, they’re here for the books.

      “Hello.”

      I look up at the woman in front of me, her sharp brunette bob bouncing around her cheekbones. Her eyes are mesmerising. They’re so green I wonder if she’s wearing coloured contacts.

      “I loved your book,” she says. “It felt so… real.”

      I feel strange, like the world is turning, but I go into autopilot. “Thank you,” I say. “Who am I signing it to?”

      “Dina,” she says, gazing at me intently.

      “Okay, Dina. Thanks so much for coming.” I scribble a message and hand her the book.

      “The pleasure’s all mine. Believe me, I’m your biggest fan.”

      I smile awkwardly, wondering if I’ve heard her voice somewhere before.

      The woman walks away and the blur of faces return. A hand appears on my arm.

      “Mum? Are you okay?”

      It all comes flooding back then. I’m at a book signing for my two new books. My boyfriend Alistair is here along with Penny and Nathan. I am back on the bestseller charts. Everything is perfect.

      

      
        
        ***

      

      

      

      
        
        Thank you so much for reading.

        If you enjoyed this story—the twists, the secrets, the slow unravelling of the truth—I’d love to invite you deeper into my world of psychological suspense.

      

        

      
        Dark and Deadly is a collection of eight standalone thrillers, each one packed with shocking secrets, morally complex characters, and the kind of page-turning tension that keeps you up far too late. You don’t need to read them in order—just pick a door, turn the handle… and step inside.

      

        

      
        If you’re ready for more lies, betrayals, and devastating twists, you’ll find them waiting in Dark and Deadly.

        See you on the next dark page,

      

        

      
        Sarah A. Denzil
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