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Prologue

‘Tell me I’m seeing things.’

Mia, who’d spoken, didn’t look round as her sister, Lottie, came quietly into the room behind her. Her eyes remained fixed on the mystery of what she was studying through the picture window of their hilltop home. Rented for the summer season.

Amused, perhaps a little irritated, by the way Mia was peering around a curtain as if afraid of being seen – it would have to be by a bird, or a paraglider or someone hanging upside down from the roof to get eyes on her here – Lottie took centre stage to investigate the focus of interest.

‘Where are you looking?’ she asked, searching the sunlit slopes of lush green fields that rolled from their outside terrace down to the scrubby beach below.

‘You’ll see,’ Mia said softly.

Lottie already had and as her heart slowed with surprise she blinked uncomprehendingly at the sight of a small child in a blue anorak and yellow wellie boots sitting all alone on the gritty sand. Her back was turned so they couldn’t see her face – she was too far away for it to be more than a blur anyway – and her white blonde curls were being tossed about in the breeze. Her tiny hands looked to be clutching her knees.

What on earth was she doing there all alone? That was how it appeared. And what could she be staring at? There was nothing to see apart from the churning might of the Severn Estuary and mountainous terrain of South Wales on the horizon.

Had someone gone into the water and not come out again?

There seemed no panic in the child, so presumably not that.

‘How did she get there?’ Mia asked, almost peevishly, as if someone might be playing a trick that she couldn’t quite get a handle on.

Lottie looked up and down the coast as far as she could see. There was no one else in sight, no parent or fishing boat, no sign at all of how the child might have got to the bottom of their hill and onto that godforsaken stretch of stony shoreline. It was as if she’d been washed up by the waves and simply left there like flotsam – or some kind of offering?

Mia would like that.

So would Lottie, although maybe for different reasons.

Of course, the child must have walked, it was the only way, but she was surely no older than two so she couldn’t have done it alone.

‘Her mother, or someone, must be nearby,’ Lottie said, ‘we just can’t see them from here.’

They continued to watch and wait.

Eventually, the little girl stood up – she really was tiny. She turned towards the long grass that swept up the far side of the field towards a small spur of a track that wound on up to the South West Coast Path. There was a stile, not visible from the sisters’ window, where the occasional hiker or rock pool explorer could gain access to this remote, rather dismal bay. Lottie expected the child to wave, and maybe start running to someone coming her way – a parent who would appear from the wings any second to scoop her up and carry her away.

No one came, and after a few stumbling steps the child sat down again, her back still turned. This time her tiny hands seemed to be covering her face.

Mia’s deep brown eyes moved to meet Lottie’s.

Both women were in their mid-forties, their birthdays just a year apart, Mia – Emilia – being the eldest. Both were tall and slender, with a regal sort of bearing. There the similarities ended. Mia was brown-haired and pale complexioned, with a slightly too prominent jaw and close-set eyes. Lottie – Carlotta – with her lustrous dark curls and fine-boned features, was often described as a beauty.

‘She can’t be alone,’ Mia said, disbelievingly.

Lottie continued to watch and wait. This was all wrong, a tiny speck of humanity alongside a vast, amorphous sea with no one to mind her. It was making her heart thud with unease, and stir with a sense of protectiveness – something she instinctively felt towards children, in spite of having none of her own.

‘It’s starting to rain,’ Mia said, noticing a gauzy mist drifting like a veil across the landscape. There was a small crease between her brows as she created all manner of scenarios to fit the tableau of small child seemingly abandoned on a beach.

Lottie didn’t answer, simply dug her feet into a pair of old hiking boots and tied the laces.

Mia said, cautiously, ‘Edwin won’t like it.’

Lottie regarded her sister in scornful dismay. Her tone was cool as she said, ‘Your husband isn’t here.’

Mia flushed and seeing how much she’d hurt her Lottie was momentarily torn between contrition and an urge to slap her.

Pulling open the door she paused and turned back. ‘She’s probably too young for tea,’ she said, ‘so heat up some milk,’ and stepping out into a lively gust, she crossed the terrace to begin the descent to the beach. It wouldn’t matter, she told herself, if someone showed up when she got to the child and told her to mind her own business. She didn’t mean any harm, and besides, if anyone should be indignant about the situation it ought to be her. After all, what right-thinking person allowed a little mite like that to venture close to the sea on her own, even if the tide wasn’t likely to come in any further today? All she, Lottie Winters, wanted was to make sure the child was in no danger then she’d go happily on her way. Well, maybe not happily, for her curiosity would want to be satisfied by the reason the girl had come to be there in the first place.

As she strode effortlessly down the hillside she could feel Mia’s eyes boring into her back, and could actually sense  her unease. It wouldn’t be so much about the mission Lottie was bent on, although that would be a part. It would be all tied up in Mia’s constant fear of what she’d do if Lottie ever found a husband of her own – someone whose need of Lottie, whose right to her time and devotion, would necessarily trump Mia’s own.

Lottie was, according to most, beautiful, exotic, adventurous, desired by many men and yet, over the years, she’d spurned them all to remain free, answerable to no one but herself. Should that ever change Lottie knew Mia would do her very best to be happy for her. She often said that no one deserved love more than Lottie, but how would she, Mia, fill the gaps, the veritable chasms, that would open up if Lottie wasn’t there any more?

Poor Mia. She’d never been good at making friends, the way that came so naturally to Lottie. She was too shy to travel alone, something Lottie did often. And she was too cautious to take risks, especially the kind that drove Lottie to help those in perilous states of fear and destitution around the world. She was, she knew, too independent, too wayward and strong-minded to bend to any man’s will and in the end most men didn’t like that.

‘You’re as bad as Mummy,’ she’d grumble whenever Mia loyally, if not convincingly, echoed their mother, ‘thinking, no believing, that no woman is complete without a husband. Do I look unfinished to you? Do I behave as though half of me isn’t functioning? I have sex when I want it, thank you very much, good male friends who spoil me and demand nothing in return, so why would I want to saddle myself with the burden of having to please someone else when it’s so much more fun pleasing me?’

She wasn’t that selfish really, or not all of the time, and as frustrated as she often felt with Mia, she was ready to accept that they were as close as sisters could be, and, to a certain degree, quite interdependent. Their inherited fortune was shared as were their lives, 24/7, when Lottie wasn’t travelling. In fact, they were so attuned to one another’s thoughts and so exclusively in their own world at times that Edwin had once described them as each other’s oxygen – and he hadn’t meant it in a kind way.

By now Lottie had reached a small gap in the hedge at the bottom of their field where the air was saltier and more bracing and the noise of the tide almost drowned the gulls. She pushed on across the gritty sand towards the water’s edge still not entirely certain what she was about to do, and still expecting someone to appear from behind the dyke to whisk the child away.

No one did, and as she came to a stop beside the tiny creature her heart caught on a great wave of feeling. The tiny, damp face tilted up to look at her, big brown eyes swimming in tears and hair plastered to her mottled cheeks. She was as pretty, and as tragic, a picture as Lottie had ever seen. She was trembling and frightened – and clearly lost.

Sinking down to the girl’s height, Lottie said, ‘What are you doing out here on your own? Is someone with you?’

The child only stared at her.

Lottie looked over her shoulder, up and down the coast and even out to sea, but there was no one in sight.

When she turned back the girl was still watching her, lips quivering, eyes timid and tearful. Instinctively Lottie drew her into her arms and felt the pleasing heft of her as she filled the space meant for a child. ‘There, there,’ she soothed, stroking the wet hair and feeling a surge of protectiveness wrap itself around the girl’s loneliness and fragility. ‘It’s all right. I’m going to take care of you.’

The child didn’t pull away, simply rested her sweet little head against Lottie’s shoulder.

‘What’s your name?’ Lottie asked in her ear. Not receiving an answer, she drew back to look at her again. ‘Where’s your mummy?’ she asked softly.

Two small tears dropped from the girl’s eyes.

‘Did she bring you here?’

No answer.

‘Do you know where you live?’

The little girl sucked her lower lip between tiny white teeth.

Lottie glanced up at the house, already knowing she was going to take the child there – what else could she do? Leaving her here simply wasn’t an option and it was a long way into town. To her surprise she saw that Mia was outside, on the terrace and frantically waving. Was she trying to warn her of something? What was she saying? Lottie looked around, but there was still no one to be seen.

‘We’re going to sort this out,’ she told the little girl, and taking her tiny hand she led her across the beach to begin the climb up the hill.

It was too hard going for such small legs, so she scooped her up and carried her the rest of the way. How many children had she carried to safety in her time, she wondered. Certainly hundreds, but numbers hardly mattered. Each wretched little soul was as special as the next, as worthy as those who’d gone before and still others yet to come.

Mia met them beneath the terrace and quickly took the child into her waiting arms.

‘She’s so lovely,’ she crooned, stroking the girl’s drizzle-soaked cheek with the back of one hand. ‘So sweet and tiny. What’s her name?’

‘I don’t know,’ Lottie replied. ‘Why were you waving?’

Starting, as if suddenly remembering, Mia said, ‘Someone was there. Not far from the stile. They were watching you, but when you picked her up they turned and ran away.’

Lottie looked towards the stile, barely visible through the overhang of trees and tangle of bushes. ‘Male or female?’ she asked, unable to make sense of anything.

‘Hard to be certain at this distance.’ Mia was already carrying the girl onto the terrace. ‘They were wearing a hooded jacket.’

‘Maybe I should pop out to the lane to see if anyone’s still there?’ Lottie said.

Mia nodded, distracted now by her need to dry the child and make her feel safe. Once inside the kitchen she set her down and dropped to her knees in front of her. ‘Are you OK?’ she whispered softly.

The girl’s eyes welled with tears.

‘There, there, sweetheart,’ Mia soothed, wanting to smother her in an embrace, but afraid it might scare her. ‘No need to cry. We’ve got some lovely milk to warm you up, and …’ her eyes brightened playfully, ‘a delicious homemade cookie.’

Ten minutes later, Lottie returned to find Mia sitting in a cosy armchair with the child on her lap, a half-drunk glass of milk and partly eaten cookie on a small table beside them.

‘No sign of anyone,’ Lottie said, peeling off her coat. ‘I don’t understand it. Why would—’

‘There’s a note,’ Mia interrupted. ‘There. On the table.’

Lottie glanced at it, then back to Mia as if she might explain further.

‘It was in her coat pocket,’ Mia said softly.

Lottie picked it up and as she absorbed the words she felt the strangest confliction of feelings coming to life inside her.


Her name is Sasha. She will be two years old on May 14th. I know you are good people. Please take care of her until I can come back for her.






CHAPTER ONE

TWENTY-THREE YEARS LATER

NEW YEAR’S EVE

‘And you found this, where?’ Cristy asked, looking up from the pages she’d just spent the past few minutes reading, pages that had taken her briefly to another world where clearly something wasn’t right. She already wanted to know more.

‘It was amongst my aunt’s papers,’ Sadie Winters replied. She was sitting up tall, a little stiffly – nerves, Cristy suspected – and her voice wavered slightly as she spoke. Her beauty was something Cristy hadn’t especially noticed when she’d come into the room; now it seemed almost mesmerizing in its subtle form of radiance. In fact, it was as if the beauty itself was undecided on how far to go, how much it wanted to be recognized. Her hair was golden blonde and fell in soft, luxuriant waves to her shoulders; her forehead was high, her almond-shaped eyes brown and intelligent, hesitant, as well, Cristy thought. Right now they conveyed a sense of hope along with a quiet determination to stay focused on why they were there.

Sitting beside Sadie at the conference table in this spacious office in St Peter Port, with its vast picture windows framing the harbour and all manner of nautical-themed fixtures on the walls, was Sadie’s best friend, Anna Gaudion.

‘It could make a brilliant podcast,’ Anna declared eagerly, clearly thinking Cristy needed more persuasion. Perhaps Cristy did, although she had to admit she was already more than half on board. Whatever the mystery, presuming it was based in fact – two sisters, a child on a beach, an enigmatic note … would it be right for Hindsight, the true-crime podcast series that she and her partner produced? ‘That’s why we’ve come to you,’ Anna ran on.

Cristy had to smile. This girl, young woman – she and Sadie were both mid-twenties – was as outspoken and excitable as she was rash and lovely.

Anna was still speaking. ‘It blew my mind when I read it the first time,’ she said. ‘It’s totally surreal, don’t you think? Like something out of a movie, only it really happened.’ She turned uncertainly to Sadie. ‘Well, we think it did,’ she added. ‘I mean, it must have, because it explains everything.’

Sadie’s voice was gentle, her smile still hesitant as she said, ‘Actually it doesn’t explain anything, which is why we’re here.’

‘Of course,’ Anna agreed. ‘But all the names are real,’ she continued, turning back to Cristy. ‘Mia and Lottie are Sadie’s aunts, and we think, well we know, that Lottie, who died just before the lockdowns, so four years ago, wrote what you’ve just read. It was her thing, you see, short stories. She had lots published, back in the day, but then she stopped. Well, we thought she did, but since Sadie started going through all her stuff she’s found dozens of them, all printed out, and not necessarily complete.’

‘And then I found that,’ Sadie added, nodding towards the pages in front of Cristy.

Cristy sat back in her chair barely noticing the torrents of rain streaking the windows behind the girls while gale-force gusts chopped up the sea and tossed fishing boats about like toys. She was about to speak when Anna said, ‘It’s a brilliant story, what we know of it so far. We just need someone to help us find out the rest. So if you’re interested, I know you do cold cases …’

From the doorway David said, ‘Anna, why don’t you let someone else speak?’

Cristy had to laugh even as her heart warmed to find him standing there, his dark-blond hair and handsome face wet with rain, his expression wry as he took in the scene and came to a quick conclusion about his daughter’s part in it. ‘Sorry if I’m interrupting,’ he said, his eyes on Cristy’s, ‘but I felt someone should.’

Anna said, indignantly, ‘I’m just trying to get things going here, Dad. You know how shy Sades is …’

‘She’s just not loud,’ he corrected, ‘otherwise she’s perfectly capable of speaking up for herself.’

Anna’s eyes shot darts at him. ‘You shouldn’t even be here,’ she told him. ‘I thought you had a meeting in town.’

‘It got cancelled, so I thought I’d call in and see how you’re getting along.’ As he came to stand behind Cristy she lifted her face and smiled as he kissed her.

‘They keep doing that,’ Anna grumbled to Sadie. ‘And it’s not like they don’t have a room.’ To her father, she said, ‘You have to go now or you’ll just end up taking over the way you always do.’

With a laugh, he said to Sadie, ‘Should I take her with me so you can get a word in?’

Apparently enjoying his tease, Sadie said, ‘She’s OK.’

With a smile, he dropped another kiss on Cristy’s forehead and was already answering a call as he left the room.

Taking a moment to refocus – why wasn’t Cristy over these teenage flutterings yet, it had been almost a month since they’d first ‘become official’ great euphemism, introduced by her nineteen-year-old daughter, Hayley.  ‘Sadie,’ she said, firmly, ‘why don’t you tell me about yourself and your life today. I’d like to have a fuller picture of who you are, what you do, where you live, although I take it it’s here on the island.’

As Anna took a breath to answer, Sadie put a slender hand over hers and said, ‘There’s not all that much to me, really …’

‘Not true!’ Anna protested.

‘Maybe we need to call your father back,’ Cristy suggested.

Anna scowled as Sadie laughed and said, ‘I’m soon to be twenty-six – at least I think I am – and I’ve lived in Guernsey for most of my life. Anna and I went to school together, that’s how we know one another. I left for a few years when I went to uni in London and I worked there for a while after. I came back when one of my aunts fell ill. She recovered, thankfully, but by then I’d already decided I was going to stay on. Jasper – my fiancé – works here in St Peter Port, he’s an investment analyst, and I’m trying to set myself up as a freelance editor of fiction. No clients yet, but it’s still early days.’

‘She’s going to be brilliant,’ Anna insisted.

Sadie’s eyes sparkled as she said, ‘We all need an Anna when it comes to confidence boosting. Anyway, that’s what I do when I work, which actually isn’t all that often. Jasper and I have a small house on my aunt’s estate just a couple of miles along the coast from here. She’s on her own now, since my other aunt passed away, so I’m glad to be nearby, although J and I spend a few days a month near Bath with his parents. He’s not from the island, you see, so he feels the need to escape now and then, and I guess I do too, but I don’t like leaving Mia for long.’

‘The two of you are close,’ Cristy concluded.

Sadie nodded. ‘We have been for as long as I can remember. Her name’s Emilia, Mia. I grew up with her and my other aunt, Carlotta – Lottie. They were the best parents anyone could ever wish for. Real characters, in their different ways, often unpredictable, generous to a fault, sometimes bossy especially with each other, far too forgiving, but not gullible, never a great idea to get on the wrong side of them, but on the whole they were just … kind.’ She thought for a moment and added, ‘Controlling as well, but there again, aren’t all parents? Anyway, since Lottie died, just before Covid, it’s like Mia has … This is going to sound strange, I know, but she seems to get confused about who she is. She often talks to Lottie out loud, asking what she thinks about something, or what she, Mia, should do in a certain situation. Then she answers herself and laughs at how “dotty” she must sound.’

‘She’s not demented or anything,’ Anna put in, ‘well, maybe she is, a bit, but what matters for our purposes today is that she just won’t answer questions about Sadie’s parents.’

Cristy’s gaze returned to Sadie. ‘What exactly have you asked her?’ she prompted.

‘Lately, not very much,’ Sadie admitted, ‘but a while ago, I mean a few years back, I started looking into my roots and that’s when I discovered that I’m not their dead brother’s daughter, the way they’ve always claimed. In fact, I can’t find any record of them having a brother at all.’

Understanding how alarming that must have been, not to mention disorientating, Cristy said, ‘So are you thinking now that the child on the beach is probably you?’

Sadie swallowed dryly. ‘I think it’s possible, yes. And my aunts either kept me because whoever wrote the note didn’t come back, or …’

‘Or they stole her,’ Anna finished, clearly having reached her own conclusion. Then not quite so certain she added, ‘There’s also the chance they might have bought her and what we’ve read is a kind of cover story?’

Intrigued by both possibilities, random as they were, Cristy said, ‘Just to be clear … these pages here are written like fiction, but it’s your belief they are, in fact, or could be, a record of how you came to your aunts’… What shall we call it? Care?’

Colour seeped into Sadie’s cheeks as she said, ‘It’s the way she’s used our names,’ she explained, clearly worried that Cristy had already concluded she was reading too much into a few random pages.

‘We reckon this could be a fictionalized version of fact,’ Anna said, spelling it out helpfully.

Cristy nodded, still not entirely sure what she thought, although she was ready to accept that there might well be something more … sinister? manipulative? at play. ‘How old is your aunt?’ she asked Sadie. ‘The one that’s still living.’

‘She’s seventy,’ Sadie replied.

‘And still quite glam,’ Anna added, ‘in a bit of a funky way. I mean, she likes the Sixties look, flicked-up hair, mini-dresses, fake leather trousers and all that sort of stuff, but it kind of suits her.’

‘Lottie, on the other hand,’ Sadie continued, ‘preferred a more masculine sort of style, although her features and her mannerisms were entirely feminine. She loved baggy trousers and men’s shirts. She’d even go to balls dressed in a tuxedo at times.’

‘She wasn’t gay,’ Anna insisted. ‘She really liked men, didn’t she? I mean, it says so in these pages, and she was always messing with the blokes around the yacht club here on the island.’

With a wry sort of smile, Sadie said, ‘Mia used to accuse her of liking men a bit too much, and Lottie would accuse her of being jealous, or frigid, or tell her to loosen up and get a dildo.’ She laughed and Cristy did too, as much at the unexpectedness of it as the comedy. ‘Not that Mia didn’t have her share of “admirers”,’ Sadie continued. ‘I mean, she was married once. I never knew him, and they never really talked about him, or about anyone Lottie was involved with. She used to keep her affairs, or flings, or whatever we want to call them, to when she travelled.’

‘So are your aunts from the island?’ Cristy asked.

‘No. They’re from London originally.’

Anna said, ‘We think the house mentioned in those pages is somewhere their grandparents took them a few times when they were young.’

Cristy frowned curiously. ‘Why do you think that?’

‘Because my aunts used to talk about it. They told me about going to Somerset as children when their parents were in more exotic places. They described it as an adventure, somewhere different, more rustic with no rules and lots of freedom. Lottie told me once, years later, that on a whim they got someone to find it for them, and they rented it for a while. She joked that they weren’t as much into the rusticity or bad weather then, so they didn’t stay as long as they’d intended.’

Seeing how the girl’s mind was working, Cristy said, ‘So what exactly did they tell you about your parents, and how you came to live with them?’

Sadie took a breath and clutched her hands together as she said, ‘They told me that my father, their brother, and my mother, were killed in a car crash when I was two years old, and that’s when they became my legal guardians.’

‘And are they? Your legal guardians?’

‘I haven’t found any documents to support it, but I guess it’s academic now, considering my age.’

Conceding the point, Cristy said, ‘But you know that they never had a brother?’

‘Not that I can find any record of.’

‘Do you have a birth certificate?’

Sadie swallowed as she nodded. ‘It says I was born on the fourteenth of May 1998 and that my father’s name was Martin Winters.’

She will be two years old on May 14th.

‘What about your mother?’ Cristy asked.

‘She is down as Vanessa Winters, née Jameson. I’ve tried, but I can’t find any trace of them – at least not as a couple with a daughter who’d be my age.’

‘And when you discovered your aunts didn’t have a brother, what did you do?’

‘Nothing – then. I didn’t know how to bring it up without it seeming as though I was being mistrustful, and spying on them.’

‘But you must have asked about your parents before that, while you were growing up?’

‘Yes, of course, and they’d tell me lovely stories of how much they’d adored me and how proud they’d be of me if they could see how well I was doing. They even had photographs of me as a baby, and of them, but I’m not sure now how real any of it was.’

Cristy sat with that for a moment until Anna said, ‘We’re actually pretty certain her aunts stole her. You’ll understand what we mean when you see what else Sadie found in Lottie’s desk.’

Cristy looked at Sadie, a prompt for her to explain.

‘It was during the pandemic that I first started to go through Lottie’s things,’ Sadie began. ‘There’s so much, honestly, I knew it was going to take forever, and Mia kept telling me it could wait … I realized she didn’t want to help in any way, and I didn’t mind, I understood it would be a lot more painful for her than it might be for me.’

‘But she was OK with you doing it?’ Cristy prompted.

Sadie nodded. ‘I guess so. I mean, she never tried to stop me, so I just got on with it. Not every day, you understand, not even every week, but then, quite recently, I opened one of the hundreds of box files prepared to find more bank statements, or postcards of places Lottie had been, brochures, various knick-knacks, she kept everything … But in this particular box there were two large brown envelopes. The first turned out to contain photographs that I recognized right away. They were the ones I mentioned just now that used to be dotted around the house when I was growing up. Me – or a child who was supposed to be me – as a baby either with my “parents”, or alone. A couple of my “parents” on their wedding day, my christening, that sort of thing. What I never noticed when I was younger, but I did when I studied them more closely recently, was that there are no early photos of me with my aunts, or of them with my parents.’

‘Have you asked your aunt Mia about that?’

‘Not yet. I guess I’ll have to at some point, but the last time I brought up the subject of my parents … Actually, it was before Lottie died, and I’m afraid it didn’t go well. I’d eventually plucked up the courage to ask about their brother and Mia got angry, saying I should leave things alone and stop bothering them with memories they’d rather not revisit. Lottie was pretty angry too. She asked if I was unhappy, and if so I didn’t have a right to be. She said, “Haven’t we given you everything?” and they had, of course, I could never deny that.’

Thinking how spiteful that sounded, Cristy said, ‘You mentioned two envelopes just now.’

Sadie nodded. ‘The other one contained the pages you’ve just read. You can see they’re a printout, but I can’t search Lottie’s computers to see if there’s more because, after Lottie died, Mia had them returned to factory settings and shipped off to various schools in Africa. She said it’s what Lottie would have wanted.’

‘Didn’t she make back-ups of Lottie’s files?’ Cristy asked.

‘I don’t think so, or not that I’ve found so far. They could be in Mia’s office, of course, but I don’t have any reason to go poking around in there.’

‘And what about these pages? Have you shown them to your aunt?’

‘Not yet. I wanted to find out first if I’m just being fanciful or paranoid …’

‘We want to know what you think,’ Anna said for her.

Regarding them both, Cristy said carefully, ‘You understand, Sadie, I’m sure, that if this does turn out to be fact rather than fiction your aunt could be in a lot of trouble.’

Sadie looked horribly pained. ‘I do, but honestly, if you knew what it was like to have no idea who you really are, to have no real sense of belonging … I’m sorry if that sounds selfish, but I don’t know if I can carry on not knowing any more. And as for my aunt, I promise you, it won’t be anything she can’t handle. She’ll just throw money at it, the way she does with everything.’

Thinking that no amount of money could buy off a case of child abduction, Cristy’s eyes moved to Anna as she said, hotly, ‘What matters is that Sadie should know who she really is.’

Cristy looked at Sadie again. ‘Have you done a DNA test to find out if you’re related to your aunts in any way?’ she asked.

Sadie swallowed. ‘Yes, I have, and no, I’m not.’

In spite of having expected the answer, Cristy couldn’t help feeling the girl’s bewilderment and sadness. How on earth must it feel to find out that the space you should be filling in the world is empty?

Anna said, ‘You never know, Sadie’s real parents could be out there somewhere, desperate to find her …’

‘If they’re still alive,’ Sadie put in quietly, ‘and I like to think they are.’

As Cristy’s eyes swept her face, she was wondering about the people who’d made this stunningly lovely young woman and what could have happened to tear them all apart. As privileged a life as Sadie had led, there was clearly a whole other story folded into her genes, running untold through her veins. She wasn’t the person sitting here today, or she shouldn’t be. There was someone else inside her who needed to be heard, to be recognized for who she really was.

In the end, she said, ‘What about your aunt? How’s she likely to take it if you do find your real family?’

Sadie shook her head helplessly. ‘I guess a lot depends on who they are and what they say happened to separate us,’ she said.

Silent echoes of the mysterious story seemed to fill the room before Anna said, ‘Please say you’ll help.’




CHAPTER TWO

Much later in the day Cristy was standing alone at the window of David’s bedroom staring through her own pensive reflection down to the ornamental lake at the heart of the Gaudion estate’s small valley. A veil of mist was drifting across the glassy water where a floating platform of fireworks was being prepared for the New Year’s Eve celebrations at midnight. Daylight was fast disappearing, yielding to the murk of a damp winter’s night, but the earlier storm had subsided leaving everyone hopeful for a grand display at the magical hour.

On a good day she’d be able to glimpse the sea from here, which made her think of Sadie’s aunts and the hilltop holiday home overlooking the Severn Estuary. Where exactly could that have been, she wondered. Presumably, somewhere on the Exmoor coast. She’d read the printed pages again, and had found herself drawn quite easily back into Lottie’s rescue of the little girl on the beach. What a strange thing to happen, presuming it did. Who on earth would leave a child alone at the edge of such a dangerously tidal stretch of water? Who had created the small girl who’d grown into such a beauty?

She was intrigued by the aunts too, seeming so reclusive on the one hand, and yet clearly not, given Lottie’s promiscuousness and overseas travels. If the story was based in fact then Sadie Winters’ real name was Sasha. More importantly, and intriguingly, had she really been found on a beach, or was this odd sort of memoir a purposeful rewriting of history? If so, it couldn’t have been concocted with Sadie in mind, given the sisters’ efforts to pass the girl off as their niece. So who had it been for?

Before coming upstairs she’d scanned the pages in David’s home office and sent them to Connor, her partner on the podcast, to get his take on things. They’d talk in the morning, or maybe he’d call after he’d read them.

Hearing the door open she turned and smiled as David came into the room looking puzzled and concerned, clearly wondering why she was up here when there was so much going on downstairs.

‘Sorry,’ she said, as he came to embrace her. ‘I just needed a few minutes. I’ll come now to help get everything ready for this evening.’

‘There are caterers,’ he reminded her.

‘Nevertheless …’

He stopped her with a kiss and then another that deepened with the kind of promise not easy to resist.

‘Dad! Are you in there?’

He groaned as his head fell back in frustration. ‘Go away,’ he shouted.

‘Can I come in?’ Rosaria shouted back.

‘No!’

Cristy laughed. ‘At least she’s asking,’ she said, reminding him of this morning when Rosie had waltzed right in without knocking. Luckily they’d simply been lying in bed, covered by a sheet. Had Rosie arrived a few minutes earlier …

‘I want to,’ Rosie grumbled.

Caving in, Cristy went to open the door and felt such a rush of affection for David’s eldest that she spontaneously drew her into an enormous hug, despite Rosie being a grown woman. Rosie was simply the sweetest, gentlest and kindest soul in the world whose extra chromosome seemed, for some reason, to make her love people and enjoy life more than anyone else Cristy knew. Thirty-two she might be, with Down’s and an autoimmune condition, but nothing ever upset her for long, or held her back from sharing a secret, or dampened her enthusiasm for a project.

‘Granny’s too busy to take me to the theatre,’ she told her father, ‘and we’ve got a show at seven, so you’ll have to drive me there.’

‘You’re on stage tonight?’ he exclaimed in alarm.

‘You know I am, but I’ll be back in plenty of time for the party. I can’t let everyone down, Dad, so please.’

Clearly not thrilled David said, ‘Does it mean I have to sit through another performance of Beauty and the Beast in order to bring you home again? I’ve already seen it a hundred times.’

‘He hasn’t,’ Rosie told Cristy, ‘because it hasn’t been open that long. Oh, I know!’ she suddenly cried excitedly, ‘Anna can take me and bring Sadie. Sadie hasn’t seen it yet and she said she wants to. I’ll go and find Anna.’

As she raced off to find her sister, Cristy closed the door and laughed at the way David was thanking God for his narrow escape.

‘Speaking of Sadie Winters,’ he said, going to the small bar he kept on a trolley next to the fireplace, ‘how have you left it with her? Does the story interest you?’

‘Yes, it does,’ Cristy admitted, sinking down on the sofa. ‘Have you read the pages she brought to me today?’

‘I have,’ he replied, handing her a Scotch. ‘I found the resonance, perhaps I should say possibility, of truth in the story … unsettling?’

Cristy nodded as he sat down with her. ‘Made more so by the use of real names. Anyway, I’d certainly like to read more – presuming there is more – but if Lottie’s computers have gone … Why would she only have printed out a few pages? Why print out any at all?’

‘I’ve no idea about that, but if you’re not able to leave tomorrow maybe you could meet Mia Winters. She’s an … interesting character.’

‘How so?’

He tilted his head as he thought. ‘I’d say she’s … mercurial. The minute you think you’ve pinned her to something you realize she “left the room” a while ago. Lottie was far easier to deal with; straight-talking, a woman of her word, and of the world; a real dynamo, especially when it came to fundraisers, sailing and tennis. She certainly liked to win; in fact she was on the court when she died.’

‘Heart attack?’

He nodded. ‘Quite sudden and very shocking given she was only mid-sixties. Mia took it hard; Sadie did too. Lottie was the life-force in that house – and if anyone knew how to throw a party it was her.’

Starting to feel sorry that she’d never meet her, Cristy said, ‘I’m not sure if Sadie will want me to speak to Mia. She hasn’t told her about the pages she found yet.’

‘Mmm, I guess that doesn’t surprise me. She’s very protective of her aunt, and obviously nervous of what she might discover the further into this she goes, but it’ll be hard getting to the truth if you can’t question Mia. On the other hand, even if you do, like I said, she’s a hard one to pin down.’

Cristy sipped her Scotch as she thought. ‘It’s early days,’ she said, ‘and Sadie’s going to carry on looking for more pages that might connect with the ones we have so far. Apparently there are dozens and dozens of boxes full of ideas for short stories, chapters from some, the ends or beginnings of others, even complete ones apparently.’

They sat quietly for a while, each with their own thoughts, hers mostly still with Sadie and her aunts, until their drinks were finished and it really was time to go downstairs.

‘Incidentally,’ she said, as they reached the door. ‘Where is Juliette staying?’

David’s brows rose in surprise, as if he hadn’t even considered his ex-partner’s needs, although he clearly had, because he said, ‘She’s in the second bed in Laurent’s room.’  This kind of made sense since Juliette was Laurent’s mother – Laurent being the youngest of David’s children, aged twelve. ‘The cottages are all taken, bar one,’ he continued, ‘but it seemed a bit mean to put her out there on her own when the rest of the family is going to be here.’

Cristy smiled. Family. ‘I’m sure Laurent’s already loving having his mum around,’ she said, ‘and I’m looking forward to meeting her.’

Seeming pleased by that, he said, ‘I think you’ll like her. She’s very … French, in a good way …’

‘Is there a bad way?’

He laughed. ‘She kind of has that coined too, but she’s a good mother to Laurent …’

‘Even though he lives here, with you?’

‘It makes more sense. He’s settled in school, his friends are here and he has family around him. In Paris there’s only Juliette and her aristo-arty set who aren’t really interested in children.’ His eyes narrowed as he regarded her closely. ‘Are you OK with her being here?’ he asked warily.

‘Of course,’ she insisted, though not entirely sure this was true. ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’

He smiled. ‘No reason I can think of. Now, we’d better go down before Mum sends up a search party.’

*

There were only a few minutes to go before midnight when Cristy looked around the crowded party in search of David. She hadn’t seen him in a while, but there were so many people here. It seemed half the island had come and the volume of chat along with the music was so loud it was almost impossible to hear what anyone was saying. Papillon, as Rosie called the Gaudion estate in honour of her dead mother’s love of butterflies, was apparently the place to be on New Year’s Eve. Cristy briefly reflected on Lexie Gaudion, the great love of David’s life whose terrible and tragic death had been the focus of Cristy’s last podcast series. She wondered if Lexie and David had thrown parties like this, everyone in black tie and evening dresses, glasses brimming with fine wines, champagne on ice ready for midnight and trays of delicious canapés being passed around by uniformed catering staff.

Spotting Cynthia, David’s mother, with her other son, Richard, and his wife, Astrid, Cristy slipped through the throng, clinking glasses with as many strangers as extended family as she went, until she almost stumbled into Richard, laughing as he caught her, and asked if any of them had seen David.

‘He went down to check on the fireworks,’ Cynthia told her, her dear, crumpled face flushed with delight as a waiter refilled her glass with a classic white Bordeaux. ‘Five minutes to go!’ she cheered joyfully.

‘Have you heard from your children yet?’ Richard shouted in Cristy’s ear.

‘Just,’ she shouted back.

Laughing, Richard, who was very like David to look at, only shorter, greyer and stockier, raised his glass to ‘absent friends’ as his wife leaned in to say, ‘I saw you talking to Juliette earlier. How did it go?’

Having struck up an easy rapport with Astrid over Christmas, Cristy was able to say, dryly, ‘To quote David, Elle est très française.’

Astrid threw back her head as she laughed, while Cynthia said, ‘She’s a canny one is Juliette, and frankly, I’m not too sure she’s happy about you being here.’

‘She’s not,’ Cristy confirmed, but decided not to elaborate. Juliette, with her swanlike neck, voluptuous mouth and boyish cap of sleek dark hair, could have stepped straight from the pages of Vogue. And this evening she was all chic sophistication and supreme elegance in a black silk sheath dress that showed the toned perfection of her shapely body to an annoying degree. It was no wonder David had been captivated by her, she was sensational and sensual to an almost indecent extreme.

‘You look stunning,’ Cristy had told her, trying to be friends, while already knowing it wasn’t going to happen.

‘Sank you,’ Juliette had responded in a throaty French accent. ‘David has always had good taste in women.’ She hadn’t even tried to temper the immodesty with a smile, unless of course it was meant as a compliment to Cristy as well. ‘How long are you staying?’ she’d asked, her eyes holding to Cristy’s as she took a sip of her drink.

‘I’m not sure,’ Cristy replied, unwilling to give her the satisfaction of knowing she was planning to leave in the morning, weather permitting.

‘I do hope we have some time to get to know one another,’ Juliette smiled. ‘I hear you’re quite fascinating.’

Cristy wanted to laugh, so she did. ‘It’s lovely of you to come and see the New Year in with Laurent,’ she said.

Juliette’s pretty head tilted to one side. ‘How could I not when David was so insistent?’

Touché, Cristy thought, feeling the warmth drain from her smile.

‘He gets very lonely here all alone on this island,’ Juliette continued. ‘I feel bad for ’im, but it was not possible for me to stay. I adore Paris, it is in my blood, and there is too little here in the way of sophistication. I am sure you have found the same, non?’

‘Not really,’ Cristy replied smoothly. ‘I think it has a lot going for it.’

Appearing surprised, Juliette said, ‘So will he persuade you to stay?’ Before Cristy could reply she leaned in closer and whispered, ‘I sink it is only fair to tell you that ’e ’as asked me, only today, if I’d reconsider moving back here. Not only for Laurent’s sake, you understand, for his too. You see, we still have a strong connection, and neither of us can quite break it, though I am not sure that we try very ’ard.’ She drew back to gaze deeply into Cristy’s eyes before raising her glass to her lips again and turning to greet someone close by.

There was no sign of her now, not that Cristy was keen to find her. However, with David also missing she couldn’t help wondering …

‘OK, everyone!’ Richard shouted above the din. ‘Time to get your coats if you’re going outside. Heating’s on in the garden room if you want to watch from there. Three minutes to go!’

‘Garden room?’ Astrid invited, linking Cristy’s arm.

Allowing herself to be ushered along with the others, Cristy looked around for David again, but there was still no sign of him. Deciding he must still be down at the lake she took the frosted flute of champagne Astrid was passing and followed Cynthia to the huge picture windows. Though it was inky dark outside there was a small sea of torchlights bobbing about in the valley, reflecting on the water and making everything seem spectral and enticing.

‘Where’s David?’ Cynthia cried in Cristy’s ear.

‘I’ve no idea,’ Cristy shouted back.

‘He should be here. Oh, will you look at Rosie out there without a coat.’

It was only when everyone was yelling ‘Happy New Year’ and the first fireworks soared and exploded into the sky that Cristy finally spotted him outside, walking quickly towards the house. Then she saw Juliette, watching him from the entrance of a gazebo, and it was impossible not to think that they’d just stolen some moments together.

Feeling the phone buzz in her hand she checked the screen. It was Matthew, her ex-husband, wishing her Happy New Year in spite of it still being only four in the afternoon where he was, in LA. Can we talk? I need you. Mx

‘Cristy! Happy New Year!’

She looked up to find Sadie and Anna bearing down on her, both slopping champagne over their fingers, eyes bright with excitement.

‘I’ve found some more,’ Sadie told her as they embraced. ‘It’s only a few pages, but it’s definitely the same story.’

‘There you are!’ David cried, taking Cristy’s arm and turning her around. ‘I’m sorry for missing the big moment, but Happy New Year.’

‘Oh God, they’re going to snog,’ Anna groaned. ‘There’s something really ick when it’s your father.’

‘Then don’t look,’ he said, and planting a hand over her face he pulled Cristy to him. ‘Happy New Year,’ he whispered against her lips.

‘Happy New Year,’ she echoed, yielding to the kiss. Then pulling back she searched his eyes. She could find nothing duplicitous in them, no trace of guilt or anger or of wanting to be elsewhere. Even so, she couldn’t help noticing that along with the scent of cool night air and his own musky cologne there was a trace of Juliette’s distinctive eau de parfum.




CHAPTER THREE

‘She’s asleep,’ Lottie said quietly, as she came down the creaking wooden stairs.

Mia was standing at the bottom, her expression torn between concern and fear, her slim hands clutched tightly together. She was a worrier, always had been and always would be. It irritated Lottie; however, on this occasion she was ready to concede that her sister had good reason to feel anxious.

‘What are we going to do?’ Mia asked, following Lottie along the hall into the kitchen where the remains of a beans on toast tea with orange squash and squishy marshmallows were still on the vinyl-covered table. It wasn’t a large kitchen – nothing about the house was large, which had actually been its greatest charm when they were small, coming here with their grandparents. It could hardly have provided a greater contrast to their parents’ five-storey, Regency townhouse in the heart of Kensington.

‘She’s been here for three days now,’ Mia stated, as Lottie started to clear the table.

‘Yes, I know that.’ Lottie’s back was turned as she ran hot water into the sink and squirted in a short stream of Fairy Liquid. She almost never did any washing-up, at least not here in England. When she was on the ground in places of suffering and severe hardship she turned her hand to just about anything. Tonight she was finding the process pleasingly therapeutic in a ‘clean everything off ready to start again’ sort of way.

‘You’re planning to keep her, aren’t you?’ Mia blurted.

Unfazed, Lottie said, ‘It’s what we’ve been asked to do.’

Mia grabbed a tea towel and started to dry. ‘Why hasn’t anyone come looking for her?’ she demanded, as if her indignance could somehow justify the fact that they hadn’t reported the child missing themselves when they both knew they should have. ‘There hasn’t been anything on the news and we haven’t even seen anyone since you brought her up from the beach. It doesn’t make any sense.’

Lottie was perfectly aware of that, although it clearly made sense to someone, somewhere.

For the past three days they’d waited expectantly, fearfully even, for a knock on the door, either from whoever had written the note, or maybe from the police, but so far no one had come near the place. So how long were they supposed to care for the child? Would someone contact them again soon? It was as if time was standing still, holding its breath, waiting to find out what would happen next, and into the void tumbled all sorts of crazy scenarios. At least for Lottie. She wasn’t entirely sure what Mia was thinking from one minute to the next, but that was Mia – no sooner had she had a thought, than it was changed with the passing wind.

Yesterday Mia had driven into town to buy the child clothes and toys and books to crayon in, while Lottie had stayed behind helping small fingers to piece together a jigsaw they’d found in the cellar. At least no one, when they eventually came for her, would be able to say she hadn’t been well taken care of. Exactly how they were going to explain not contacting the authorities as soon as they’d found her was an awkwardness they’d deal with when, if, they had to.

‘Mrs B is due tomorrow,’ Mia stated, as if Lottie wasn’t already aware of that.

Their housekeeper, Gita Brinkley, was a sweet-natured woman of Indian origin who wasn’t much good at cleaning or laundry, but boy could she cook. She lived in an old fisherman’s cottage on the outskirts of the nearby town, drove a noisy Mini, helped organize events for the local WI and took care of pets when their owners were away. Her husband, Charles, was, as far as Lottie and Mia could make out, usually drunk by the middle of the day. Poor Mrs B, she deserved so much better.

‘What are we going to tell her about …?’ Mia asked, glancing towards the ceiling as though to remind Lottie of who was up there.

‘Do you have any ideas?’ Lottie countered, handing over a soapy plate.

Taking it, Mia said, ‘Actually, I have. I was thinking we could say that she’s our niece come to stay for a while.’

Lottie turned to her, eyebrows arched incredulously. ‘And when her mother or some other relative comes looking for her, what then?’

Mia shrugged. ‘Maybe no one will,’ she ventured, and Lottie knew exactly what was in her mind now. Hadn’t she been thinking the same herself? Wasn’t it why they’d already started to call the child Sadie instead of Sasha? Nothing had been said about that, Lottie couldn’t even be sure who’d used the name first, it was simply something they’d slipped into, and the dear little soul was going along with it.

Having now voiced her greatest hope, Mia’s heart was floating in waves of dreamy expectation of how life could be going forward. There would be so much more of the joy they’d shared in the last few days, Sadie’s sweet face watching their every move, and the music of her laughter when Mia tickled her. She liked to jump and play peek-a-boo, and she was learning to set her own place at the table. She didn’t make a fuss when it was time for bed and she loved listening to stories, often gazing up at Mia or Lottie as they spoke the words softly until she finally fell asleep. She even sat quietly when Lottie brushed the tangles from her golden hair. Of course she cried for her mummy, it was only to be expected, but she allowed herself to be comforted with the promise that ‘Mummy will come soon.’ No one had mentioned Daddy.

Lottie suddenly said, ‘Let’s agree that we’re developing a fondness for her, and it’s nothing to be ashamed of when she’s a little angel. I just wish we knew why someone put her into our care, and why they did it in such a … furtive and dangerous way when they could simply have brought her to the door.’

‘If they had we wouldn’t have accepted her,’ Mia pointed out. ‘I mean, how could we when we know nothing about her, or the people she’s been with until now? Do you think it was her parents?’

‘How on earth would I know?’

‘She’s said “Mummy” a few times,’ Mia pointed out.

Lottie wasn’t listening. ‘Maybe the person you saw running away had stolen her,’ she said, ‘that’s why they didn’t want to be seen.’

Mia shook her head. ‘I think it was her mother. She waited until she knew we had her before she ran.’

Lottie’s hands stilled in the dishwater as she continued to think. ‘Should we be actively trying to find out who she is?’ she asked, knowing of course that they should. ‘Or do we just keep her here until someone comes?’

‘I say the latter,’ Mia replied. ‘I mean, we don’t know if she’s in danger from someone and I think she probably is, that’s why she’s here, to be kept safe.’

Lottie didn’t disagree, after all it was what the note had said. ‘But why us? We’re not from around here, so who knows enough about us to feel they can trust us with a small child and make sure she comes to no harm?’

Since the question was rhetorical Mia didn’t attempt an answer.

‘The trouble is,’ Lottie continued, ‘the longer she’s with us the harder it’ll be to let her go, and we’ll have to eventually, you know that.’ Such cunning, so much artifice and planning all wrapped up in the right words.

‘Why?’ Mia wanted to know, falling into the trap. ‘If someone is so irresponsible as to abandon a child on a beach – or to leave her with two complete strangers – maybe they don’t deserve to have her back.’

‘Well, we can’t just randomly keep her, especially not if she has a mother who wants her …’

‘Who left her. The authorities will take a very dim view of that …’

‘And they won’t much like us either when it’s discovered that we didn’t contact them as soon as we found the child. We could end up being charged with abduction or kidnap or something worse.’ Get it all out there, voice the biggest fears, it was the only way to beat them.

Mia’s eyes were wide with alarm as she said, ‘Maybe this is the start of a blackmail attempt. If we don’t give someone what they want they’ll report us for stealing the child.’

Lottie was about to scoff when she realized Mia could have a point. Before she could speak a little voice behind them said, ‘Can’t sleep.’

They turned, hearts in their mouths as they wondered how much she might have heard. She was standing in the doorway, her angelic face all flushed and sleepy, her lively curls tumbling around her tiny shoulders. She was like an apparition, a dream they were sharing that had somehow manifested into a disconcerting reality.

Mia went to scoop her up and sat with her at the table while Lottie prepared some hot milk. ‘Would teddy like some?’ Lottie offered.

Sadie nodded and hugged the shiny new bear to her chest. When Mia had handed it over she’d lit up as if it was what she’d always wanted. ‘Teddy,’ she’d whispered. It was one of the few words she’d spoken since they’d taken her in.

‘Did you have a dream?’ Mia asked softly, stroking her hair.

Sadie lowered her head.

‘Do you want to tell us what it was about?’

Sadie looked up at her, but didn’t answer.

‘I hope it wasn’t a scary one,’ Lottie said with a play growl.

Sadie shook her head, and squeezed her teddy again. After a moment she tilted her head back to look at Mia again. ‘I want Mummy,’ she said quietly.

Mia’s eyes shot to Lottie’s as she drew the child in tighter.

Bringing the milk to the table, Lottie set it down and sat as she said, ‘Can you tell us your mummy’s name, Sadie?’

Sadie kept her face hidden in Mia’s shoulder.

‘If we do contact the authorities,’ Mia said later, after they’d tucked Sadie back into bed and read her a story, ‘they’ll probably take her into care and what good would that do anyone?’

Recognizing the question for the excuse that it was, Lottie said, ‘Even if we pass her off as our niece to Mrs B, that’s just the beginning. What do we tell our friends? And isn’t Edwin threatening to come at some point soon?’

As Mia’s heart contracted, she went to a cupboard to take out a bottle of whisky. It probably wasn’t a good idea to drink with a child in the house, but surely one wouldn’t hurt and if they were going to get onto the subject of Edwin …

Fetching down two glasses, Lottie said, ‘He knows we don’t have any nieces or nephews, so how would we explain her to him?’

‘He might not come,’ Mia responded dolefully.

‘He will, he’s the proverbial bad penny, and if she’s still here …’

Mia was finding it hard to think.

‘We’re doing everything wrong,’ Lottie declared irritably. ‘As if there’s a right way, for God’s sake. Do you know what I’d do if I was writing this?’

Mia eyed her warily.

‘I’d make you end your farce of a marriage, that
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