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  Chapter One


  We will shortly be arriving at Manchester Piccadilly station. Change here for trains to London Euston, Liverpool Lime Street and Edinburgh International. Manchester
  Piccadilly, your next station stop in approximately two minutes. All change, please.


  As the train nosed its way along the platform, the carriage became a bustle of activity: bags hauled down from the overhead shelf, dog-eared newspapers abandoned on seats, phones stuffed into
  pockets. Rachel Jackson was already one step ahead, in a line of people snaking back from the doors, jolting against the luggage rack as the train braked to a jerky halt.


  Manchester Piccadilly, this is Manchester Piccadilly. All change, please. All change.


  This was it. She had made it. Her adrenalin surged as the doors were unlocked and the hot crush of passengers began spilling out onto the platform. She followed numbly, not caring as
  someones suitcase bashed against her legs. Hello, Manchester, she thought, stepping down from the train. Im here to get some answers. Do you have any for me?


  The station felt enormous after Hereford, a cavernous space, the ceiling criss-crossed with an intricate grid of struts and girders, the tannoy echoing around them. It was early June, and the
  school run that morning had promised milky sunshine breaking through the clouds, but the air felt cool now and she pulled her pale-grey cardigan around her as she walked along the platform amidst a
  stream of other travellers. Nerves prickled through her. Now that she was here, she felt overwhelmed. The enormity of what she was doing began to pound like a drum-beat, louder and faster. Did she
  even want to find out the truth any more?


  Yes, she reminded herself resolutely, striding forward. Yes, I do. After all the lies shed been told, she needed to know, had to see this through.


  There was an impatient crowd building around the ticket barriers, people muttering crossly as first a group of Japanese tourists seemed to have lost their tickets, and then an elderly couple
  held up another aisle by getting a tartan shopping trolley caught in the electronic gates. The agitation was infectious and Rachel felt her irritation rise. Come on, come on. Hurry up. If
  she paused like this much longer, she might change her mind about the whole thing. She had to keep moving, maintain momentum.


  Finally, it was her turn to post her ticket through the gateway with clammy fingers and be released into the main concourse, which buzzed with all human life. There were hordes of people in
  every direction, dragging suitcases, barking into mobile phones, hurrying towards their trains. A woman with killer heels and a briefcase barged into her without seeming to notice, barely breaking
  stride. The tannoy bing-bonged, mothers hauled along small children, a group of Scandi-looking teenagers with enormous backpacks and enviably tanned legs stood arguing over a map.


  Rachel felt small, quiet and anonymous as she gazed around for signs to the exit and taxi rank. Miles away from the green hills and farmland of home, nobody knew her here, or had any idea that
  shed even made the journey. A meeting, shed said vaguely to Sara over the road when shed arranged for her to pick up Luke and Scarlet from school later that
  afternoon. Ill be back by five at the latest. A flying visit, that was all. Shed phoned from the train to double check that Violet was at work that day 
  Yes, shes here, let me put you through, a nice lady had said but Rachel had hung up instantly, heart hammering. No. Not on the phone. It had to be face to face, where
  she could look into the other womans eyes and hear the full story.


  Oh God. It was terrifying. What might Violet have to say?


  Maybe she should have an espresso before she headed off, she decided, weakening as she spotted a nearby stall and breathed in cinnamon, coffee, vanilla. There was plenty of time, after all, and
  she could do with something to rev her up, give her that last push onwards. One sharp hit of caffeine and she would feel ready to jump in a cab, just do it, no more dithering. Up and at
  em, kiddo, as her dad used to say.


  She joined the queue, her mind a jumble of worries, snagging once again on the incriminating newspaper report shed discovered, the conversation at her fathers funeral that had
  opened this whole can of worms. Did your dad ever . . . mention me? She wished she had never met Violet now. Even coming here seemed too reckless an idea all of a sudden. What if the whole
  thing was a wild goose chase?


  Lost in her doubts, she jumped at the sound of a male voice behind her. Excuse me, love?


  She turned expectantly but as she did so, someone grabbed her handbag from the other side, catching her unawares. Hey! she cried, her hands flying up to pull it back, but in the
  next moment shed been shoved hard from behind, lost her balance and was falling, falling, falling . . .


  There was just time to dimly register the sensation of her bag being snatched from her grasp and the sound of running footsteps, before her head smashed against the ground. Then everything went
  black.


  Shes what? Shes missing? Becca repeated into the phone, then turned away slightly from the distracting sight of her flatmate Meredith, who was
  plucking a lute at the other end of the sofa. Meredith was a member of a Medieval Re-Enactment Society and spent most of her weekends in a cloak. The lute-playing was a new and unwelcome sideshoot
  of this hobby. Say that again, sorry, Becca said, putting down her half-eaten slice of pizza in order to concentrate.


  Five oclock, she told me, came the womans voice down the line, breathless and rather indignant. Five oclock at the latest! And shes not answering
  her mobile, none of the children have a clue where she is . . . I mean  its not like her, is it? I dont know what to think. Should I call the police? Shes not with you,
  is she?


  Becca was finding it hard to process all this information, delivered in such a rapid-fire burst, especially with Meredith still twanging tunelessly beside her, seemingly oblivious to the phone
  call. No, shes not with me, she said, getting up from the sofa and walking across the room to the kitchen area as the landlord had optimistically termed it. She
  wiped a scatter of toast crumbs from the worktop with her free hand, vowing to do a proper clean-up tomorrow. I dont really . . .


  Well, Mabel suggested we ring you, thats all. I didnt know who else to try! Obviously Id have the children here a bit longer myself only were meant to be going
  out, Alastair and I  oh sorry, thats my husband. Weve had theatre tickets booked for ages and Im not sure the babysitter can cope with another three as well as my two.
  And they cant sleep here anyway, the spare room is full of Alastairs gym equipment right now. I have told him to clear it all out, several times, but you know what men are
  like


  Becca held the phone away from her ear a little. The woman  Sara, had she said? Sandra?  was very shrill and very loud and seemed to have developed the skill of speaking
  continuously without needing to take a breath. Impressive lung capacity, she thought idly, chucking out the used teabags at the side of the sink. Perhaps she was a deep-sea diver in her spare time.
  Right, she said, when there was finally a pause. After all that, she wasnt sure what to say. It was sweet of her niece Mabel to have put forward her name but Becca hadnt
  actually spoken to Rachel for over a year. The two stepsisters werent exactly joined at the hip.


  So what time do you think you can get here?


  Whoa. Without warning, Sara had suddenly cut to the chase. Get there? What, you mean to . . .? Shit. Was she for real? Becca was due to start her shift at the White Horse in
  forty minutes and hadnt even finished her tea yet, let alone started making herself look halfway decent.


  Mabel thought you were the best person to call, thats all. Seeing as youre family, and everything. She said she can look after the younger two until you get there. Our side
  of Birmingham, isnt it, where you live? So you could be in Hereford within . . . what, an hour or so? Hour and twenty? That should be okay.


  Well, yes, theoretically, but . . . But I do have a job, actually, a sweaty pub kitchen where Im supposed to be working tonight, and the children barely know me, more
  to the point. She grimaced, wishing the woman hadnt said that bit about Mabel thinking she was the best person to call. Becca had always been a sucker for compliments. One kind word and she
  was anyones.


  Thank goodness! Ill tell the children. Mabel! Your auntys on her way, okay? Just in case Mum is much later.


  Wait a minute, Becca tried saying. The woman was like a steamroller. Why wasnt she running the country already?


  So should I hang fire on the police, do you think? Theyd probably only tell me to wait twenty-four hours, wouldnt they? And she is a grown woman, obviously. Nobodys
  kidnapped her or anything. Oh dear, I shouldnt have said that, I think Luke just heard me. Dont worry, darling! Mummys fine! Probably just . . . well, you know. Doing something
  else.


  Becca gazed out of the window onto the high street below, letting the monologue rush from the phone, like an unstoppable current. Shed last seen Rachel thirteen months ago at their
  dads funeral when theyd made stilted chit-chat about buffet arrangements and the order of service. Becca had been late  a traffic nightmare  and had had to creep through
  the church hall murmuring Sorry, excuse me, sorry, all the way up to the front row where Rachel had given her a look so reproachful Becca felt her toes curl just remembering. It had
  been longer still since shed seen her nieces and nephew  a year and a half, she guessed; Christmas at Mum and Dads. Luke must have been five then, dark-haired with the most
  enormous black-lashed violet eyes, painfully shy with everyone except his mother. Even Lawrence, Rachels suave, confident husband, couldnt coax him into . . . Hold on a minute.


  Wait, she said again, louder this time. Of course  she should have asked straightaway. It was ridiculous that theyd even gone this far down the conversational path.
  Wheres Lawrence, then? Cant he just hold the fort until Rachel gets back?


  There was a moments silence from Sara. A strange, wary sort of silence. Lawrence? she repeated, then gave a nervous laugh. Well . . . Lawrence moved out at the
  end of last year. Theyve split up. Didnt you know?


  


  Chapter Two


  Several hours earlier


  Hello there, chick, can you hear me? I think shes coming round, Jim. Can you hear me, love?


  Rachel opened her eyes to find herself staring up at a woman in a green uniform who had long corn-coloured hair in a side plait. Christ, her head was pounding. Thumping as if it might break. She
  could taste blood in her mouth, metallic and warm, and her nose twitched with the tang of disinfectant. What on earth . . .?


  There we are! Hello, Im Cathy, a paramedic, were on our way to the hospital. Do you remember what happened?


  She was lying on a narrow bed, and could hear an engine rumbling. Ambulance, she thought dazedly. Her head hurt. Her jaw, too. She shut her eyes again, unable to make sense of what was
  going on. Just a funny dream. Go back to sleep. That was what she always said to the children if they woke in the night.


  You were knocked out, lovey. Flattened, by the sound of it. Couple of thugs pinched your handbag and took off at the train station, do you remember?


  The woman had a northern accent, Rachel noticed woozily. Like in Coronation Street. Dads favourite. What was she on about, though  handbag? Train station? None of it made
  sense. Where was her handbag, anyway? It had her keys in. She needed them to get into the house. Key of the door. Door of the key. What was it again?


  Were just going to the hospital now because you were out cold for a few minutes and your face is rather bashed up, okay? Try to keep still, thats it. Can you tell me your
  name?


  Rachel blinked. Her name. Yes. She tried to open her mouth to reply but a roaring pain seized her jaw and she could only moan. Her face throbbed. Her body ached all over. There was a ringing in
  her ears, high and piercing, unrelenting. Was this a dream? It must be. She was safely at home in bed really, and this was all a peculiar dream. Go back to sleep.


  Okay, dont worry about it for the minute, were almost there, she heard the woman say. Her voice seemed to be coming from a long way away, as if she was down a tunnel
  or across a busy road. Rachel thought of the Coronation Street music and how her dad had always yelled up the stairs to her as it started. The mournful-sounding notes. That ginger cat in the
  opening credits, padding along a wall. She and Dad cuddled up on the old brown sofa in companionable silence together back in the day, her sucking fizzy cola bottles, him with a whisky mac.


  Then the blackness rolled up once more, engulfing her, and everything melted away.


  So we arrived at the scene shortly after eleven-thirty, to be told that this lady had been knocked to the floor in the train station by a couple of bag-snatchers. She
  doesnt have any ID and we dont know her name. When we got there, she had been unresponsive for several minutes according to witnesses although she came round briefly in the ambulance
  and seemed confused. Suspected fracturing of the jaw and possibly cheekbone, her wrist is definitely broken . . .


  The woman was talking again. A rich, friendly voice, with that lovely accent. Rachel wondered who the poor lady was that they were discussing before realizing with a shock that it must be her.
  Her eyes snapped open in a panic and she stared around at her surroundings, trying to make sense of them. Doctors, nurses, the blonde woman in green, all looming above her like something from a
  nightmare.


  Hello there, one of the doctors said, noticing her. He was wiry and brown-skinned with a shaved head and soft brown eyes. Whats your name, can you tell us?


  Again, she opened her mouth in an attempt to speak but the pain ricocheted through her like an electric current, taking her breath away. Uh . . . was all she could groan, tasting
  warm salty blood on her lips.


  Rachel, she wanted to say. Im Rachel. As she thought the words, the darkness that had filled her head began to recede around the edges, like smoke dispersing. Mother of
  Mabel and Scarlet and Luke, she remembered, pinning down each fact like pieces in a jigsaw. Thirty-nine years old, birthday November fifth. Dads little firework baby, he used to say.


  Dont worry, were going to give you some morphine, thatll take the pain away, someone said and she closed her eyes, feeling defeated. She still couldnt
  work out what she was doing there. There was a gaping hole in her mind, blank and unfathomable, when it came to what had happened, and how she had ended up in this state. It was a mystery.
  Something about a train station, she vaguely recalled the blonde woman saying, but where?


  Strangest of all was that everyone was speaking in northern accents except for the nurse with curly dark hair who said to her Sharp scratch coming up! in broad Glaswegian.
  (Sharp scratch, my foot, Rachel thought, trying not to yelp. Dirty great stab, more like.) It was as if shed been transplanted into another world. A confusing, painful world, where
  nothing made sense.


  She felt the morphine spread dreamily around her body as she was X-rayed and scanned, and it was like falling slowly through water; down, down, into the depths of the ocean. The doctors
  conversed in low voices just out of earshot. Can you feel this? they asked, prodding and poking at her. How about this? Oh, shes gone again. Hello? Can you
  hear me? Im Geraldine the registrar, I need to ask you a few silly questions. Can you remember your name?


  Of course she could remember her name! She wasnt an idiot. She was a mother, a wife. Oh  wait. An ex-wife. Shit. It was all such a muddle. What time was it anyway? She had to get
  back to collect the children before three; Mabel was old enough to walk home from secondary school alone or with mates now, but Rachel still picked up Scarlet and Luke from primary every day. Their
  faces floated up through the dark murk of her mind; theyd be pale with anxiety if she wasnt there. Wheres Mum?


  Rachel felt panicky at the image, forcing herself to claw her way back up through the morphine haze. My children, she tried to say to the woman at the bedside, but her voice
  didnt work properly and the sound came out slurred and wrong. This was horrible. Like a really disturbing dream. Had she suffered a stroke? Why was everything so strange? Help me!,
  she tried to telegraph with her eyes. Help!


  Dont try and talk for now, the woman told her kindly. Im afraid youve fractured your jaw and cheekbone rather nastily, and youve got the mother
  of all bumps on your head. We think youre concussed as well, so if things seem a little strange, thats why. As Rachel stared at the womans face, it seemed to split into
  three, each with the same green eyes and moving mouth. Like looking through a prism. One of those toys children had with sparkly colourful pieces at one end. Telescope  no. Periscope 
  no. That thing, anyway. What was it? The word had slipped out of reach. Think, Rachel. Think!


  Uhh, she moaned in reply. It was becoming her catchphrase.


  She was swung around brightly lit corridors on a trolley, lights strobing above her head. Nightclubs, she thought. Thudding music. Going home and throwing up in her stepmum Wendys shoes.
  Im very disappointed in you, Rachel!


  Wendy, she thought disjointedly. The two of them had never got on. Youre not my mum! she had shouted in all their arguments. And . . . Oh. Something clicked in her
  head. An image came to her of a chilly station platform, her smart shoes pinching as she stood waiting, ticket in hand. Manchester Piccadilly, a voice intoned. All change, please.


  Im here to get some answers.


  Alarm swept through her as the connection was made. She was in Manchester, that was it. Manchester! Far from home, far from the children. Who was picking them up from school if she was in
  Manchester? It was like wading through treacle trying to think straight, but then came a dim memory of the car full of voices first thing; Saras children, she thought, frowning. Yes 
  and Sara was collecting Scarlet and Luke in return. But how was Rachel going to get back there now? Sara would kill her if she wasnt back for five, as arranged  literally throttle her
  with those perfectly manicured hands.


  A sob burst from her throat and she tried to haul herself into a sitting position. She had to get home. She had to tell someone to ring Sara!


  The swinging movement of the trolley stopped, and a nurse appeared by her side. The Glaswegian one, she thought, recognizing the dark curls. All right, hen, lie down, thats
  it, she soothed. Were just on our way up to the ward; well make you more comfortable there, all right? Shut your eyes for a wee while and try to rest.


  There was a clicking sound below her, and then wheels rolling, squeaking; the bed on the move again. The ceiling blurred dizzily above, the strip lighting leaving orange trails swaying in her
  head when she closed her eyes. Thats it, darling, you have a snooze, the nurse said, her voice floating in from a distance. Dont you worry about a
  thing.


  


  Chapter Three


  Becca packed an overnight bag  or rather she threw a pair of knickers and her toothbrush into a Sainsburys carrier bag  then phoned her boss, Jeff, at the
  White Horse, pretending to have come down with a disgusting stomach bug. Im so . . . sorry, she groaned down the line. She had taken the phone into the bedroom, as Meredith was
  still murdering the opening bars of Greensleeves, and perched on the edge of the bed, trying to sound ill and weak. Ive been puking up for the last two hours, she
  went on hoarsely. Just for good measure she did some fake retching. Cant come in for my shift tonight. Really sorry.


  Jeff, the landlord, was a broad, grizzled Wolverhampton Wanderers fan with an unerring bullshit detector, unfortunately for Becca. Ahh, he said in his low growl. She pictured his
  baggy blue eyes narrowing with disbelief. Thats strange, because Nick said he saw you coming out of Pizzarella about five oclock this evening. Comes and goes, does it, this
  stomach bug?


  Oh bollocks. Bloody supergrass Nick! He was the spivvy little assistant manager who seemed to spend his life poking his nose into other peoples business and then telling the rest of the
  bar about it. That was one of the problems with living in a tiny flat above a betting shop on the high street, just a few hundred metres from the pub. Everyone seemed to know every last thing she
  ever did.


  That . . . wasnt me, Becca said lamely, pulling a face at herself in the mirror. Cringe.


  Tell you what, said Jeff, not even bothering to argue. Take the night off, yeah? And take tomorrow off too. And the day after that, and all. Do you hear what Im
  saying? I cant be doing with all these excuses, thats the thing. I need staff I can rely on, not flakes and fakers. See you around.


  Beccas mouth dropped open indignantly as he hung up and then the breath whistled out of her in a long, exasperated sigh. Great, she muttered, shoving her feet into trainers.
  Ive just been given the sack, can you believe it? she yelled through to Meredith. Exactly what she didnt need right now. You tried to do someone a favour, and
  this was what happened. Plus, knowing her luck, shed drive the whole way over to Hereford to find that  oh, sorry  Rachel was there after all, and it would all be
  for nothing, some silly mix-up or a flat phone battery, no doubt. Fabulous.


  Meredith looked up as Becca came back into the living room. She had abandoned the lute (small mercies) and was now poring over the cryptic crossword in the newspaper. What? Youve
  been sacked?


  Becca briefly explained the situation, and Meredith blinked in surprise. I didnt even know you had a sister, she said. Meredith had two sisters  one older, one
  younger  and they met regularly to see experimental theatre, and for dinner in cheap Italian restaurants where they discussed how unreasonable their parents were.


  Were not close, Becca mumbled, which was surely a contender for the understatement of the year. She eyed the cooling remains of the pizza longingly  the pizza that
  had inadvertently brought about her sacking, no less  then decided against it. Calories, she reminded herself, and besides, the sooner she headed off, the sooner she could be home
  again. Grabbing her car keys, she said goodbye and left.


  If you wanted to sum up the relationship between Becca and Rachel, the phrase Its complicated was a good place to start. Becca had only been a year old
   pudgy and still practically bald apart from a few carroty curls (the camera never lied, unfortunately)  when her single mum Wendy met Rachels single dad Terry. The two of them
  had fallen in love and married within the year. Bingo: one brand new family, like it or not.


  Becca, of course, was so young as to be oblivious to the awkward beginnings of this glued-together family. For as long as she could remember she had known that Terry was not her biological
  father (that dubious honour fell to a charmer called Johnny, who was long off the scene), but this made no odds to her. In the true sense of the word, Terry was her beloved dad, and that was
  that. But Rachel, nine years older, seized on this as a source of great resentment. Hes my dad, she would hiss, eyes flinty, whenever Becca was wheedling to be carried
  or read a story or, when older, trying to cadge a tenner from him.


  Theres plenty of me to go around, Terry had always replied easily; but in hindsight, Becca could see how it must have rankled with Rachel. Becoming a stepsister might have
  changed diddly for Becca, but for Rachel it had meant not only having to share her precious father, but also being rudely forced from her place as adored only child into reluctant big sister; the
  sensible, good one who didnt make a fuss, unlike tempestuous, tantrum-throwing Becca. You could see how acrimony would start laying down foundations, how decades-long grudges could be set
  simmering. Even when Wendy and Terry had gone on their honeymoon, Rachel had kicked off and demanded they return after a single night, apparently.


  Fast-forward almost thirty years and the two stepsisters couldnt be more different. Rachel was the beautiful swan, the success story of the family with her happy marriage (although maybe
  not any more), her sweet little children, her great career, big house and elegant clothes. Becca had known from an early age it was impossible to compete with such a paragon of achievement and had
  duly messed up her A levels, had a string of doomed relationships, travelled a bit, gone back to live at her parents place several times when she ran out of money, and tried her hand at
  various careers, none of which had ever stuck. It did make you wonder how much the family dynamics had influenced the paths theyd each taken. Would Rachel still have aced at life if there
  hadnt been Becca to outdo? Would Becca have made such a hash of things if she hadnt been the baby of the family, the one whod been let off the hook all along, who could get
  away with anything if she widened her eyes at her parents?


  They were who they were, though, and unfortunately the definition of the word sister had been stretched to its thinnest since Terry had died. He was the one whod held the
  family together in the first place. As his funeral had drawn to its tearful close the year before, you could almost hear the split cracking right down the middle of the remaining three, with Rachel
  on one side, and Becca and her mum on the other. Estranged, they called it, didnt they, when family members no longer spoke. That was them. The stepsisters had let one another slip away, out
  of sight, out of mind, no longer needing to keep up a pretence that theyd ever liked each other or got on. Until this evening, with the phone call that had hauled Becca right back across the
  divide.


  The car started first try  always a bonus  and she drove off, flicking the Vs at the White Horse as she went past in the hope that nosey Nick would see. Goodbye Jeff, cheerio
  whingeing customers, so long crappy kitchen equipment and hasta la vista Brian, the head chef who was in a permanent rage, generally about the low standards of his staff. Yet another bridge
  burned, yet another door closed to her. It wasnt that she wanted to be doing veg prep in a pub for the rest of her life  far from it  but at least working there had put
  some money in her purse and got her out of the flat five nights a week. Not any more, though.


  Meanwhile, her friends were all steaming ahead of her. Stellar careers. Weddings. Babies, even, while Becca was still scrabbling about like an idiot, unable to keep down a pub job at the age of
  thirty. She couldnt help worrying that she would be stuck forever in this rut: broke and without any kind of life plan, still sharing a titchy flat with a woman who got her kicks from
  painting replica shields for medieval combat re-enactments. The worst thing was, people had started treating them as if they were a couple. Hows Meredith? her mum would ask
  fondly whenever they spoke. Oh, do ask your  Meredith, is it?  along too, obviously, a friend had said last week when mentioning a forthcoming party. (It was the
  obviously that took Becca by surprise. Obviously? Since when had there been any obviously about her and Meredith?) There had even been a wedding invitation
  recently addressed to the two of them, Becca + Meredith, as if they came as a pair, two lonely spinsters destined to remain together for eternity. It was surely only a matter of time before
  someone coined the name Beredith. Please, no.


  Still. The key was to stay positive. To remain hopeful of what might be round the next corner, and seize any opportunities that came her way. Up and at em, kiddo! That was what her
  dad had always said. How she wished he was still around to say it to her now. He would take her to the pub and give her one of his life MoTs. Youre in the prime of your life, kid! You can
  do anything! he would tell her, stabbing the air with his index finger. What are you waiting for? Get out there and have some adventures!


  Im trying, Dad, she murmured aloud, slowing to a stop at traffic lights. I really am.


  As a man whod worked in the motor industry most of his life (years at Longbridge as an engineer, and then later for the local Ford garage), it was ironic that he should have died under
  the wheels of a van  a Ford bloody Transit, no less. It had hurtled round a blind corner in a 20mph zone, mounted the pavement, knocked over a pedestrian (Dad) and smashed into a lamp post.
  Darling, its your dad, theres been an accident: she could hear her mum sobbing down the phone even now. The driver had been drinking and lost control; given a two-year prison
  sentence for death by dangerous driving. But no kind of justice system could make up for the fact that Dads life had been snatched away from them in one shocking moment; a dark pool of blood
  on the pavement, the hopeless wail of an ambulance siren echoing through the street, too late.


  Anyway, there was no point dwelling on that. It didnt help anything.


  Waiting for the lights to change, Becca raked a hand through her hair, already feeling self-conscious about seeing her stepsister again. In contrast to Rachels obedient blonde bob, Becca
  had bright copper hair  yeah, all right, ginger, whatever  that was big and bushy, curls springing out dementedly in all directions. Rachel also had delicate bone structure and the
  figure of an athlete, whereas Becca . . . didnt. Arent the girls different? a particularly blunt aunt had once commented during Beccas unfortunate
  puppy-fat decade, her eyes flicking from Beccas doughnut hips to Rachels collection of running trophies gleaming on the mantelpiece in a single damning second.


  The difference was more apparent than ever these days. Since her dad had died, Becca had piled on the pounds, finding comfort in salty chips, iced buns, buttered toast. There was something about
  working in a pub kitchen, too, that meant she was constantly picking at hunks of cheese or crusty baguette. She braced herself for a look of revulsion on her stepsisters face, the insincere
  You look . . . well remark that everyone knew was shorthand for You look . . . fat. Oh, whatever. Water off a ducks back.


  Traffic wasnt too bad as she followed signs for the motorway, trying to remember the childrens ages. Mabel must be thirteen now because shed been born a few months after
  Beccas seventeenth birthday, when babies were still a million miles off her radar. Scarlet had come along three years later and Luke . . . he must be about six or seven, she reckoned. It
  gave her a stab of guilt that she didnt know the numbers instantly; it showed how little she had thought of them in recent months. Rachel had made it quite clear that she wanted nothing more
  to do with Becca or Wendy and it had seemed easier to accept that, to allow the wall of silence to build up higher and higher.


  Despite everything, though, she was curious about seeing them again, especially in light of the bombshell that Lawrence and Rachel had split up. She still couldnt quite get her head
  around it. Didnt you know? the woman on the phone had asked. No, shed had no idea, just assumed that everything was typically rosy in Rachels wonderful life. Mind you,
  Becca thought, biting her lip. When she remembered what had happened the last time shed seen her sisters husband, perhaps she shouldnt have been quite so surprised after
  all.


  Rachels house was a genteel, grey-painted Victorian semi on a quiet road out of town. It was the sort of street where people kept their hedges neatly clipped and cars
  were washed every Sunday. As Becca parked her wheezing, rusting Ford Fiesta outside, she felt as if she was lowering the tone of the neighbourhood simply by arriving. Then she realized that there
  was no other car in Rachels driveway. Was her sister still not back?


  Hello there. Long time no see!


  Mabel answered the front door, and Becca could tell by the brief flare of hope that lit up her nieces face that shed thought it might be Rachel come home with an apology, an
  explanation and the blessed relief of everything returning to normal. Her expression fell, but she pulled the door open wide anyway. Hi, she said politely. Come in.


  Christ, she had grown up all of a sudden! Becca hardly recognized her. Still in her school uniform, although barefoot, Mabel was nearly as tall as Becca now, with grey eyes like her mum and a
  turquoise streak in her long fair hair, her ears pierced twice on both sides and nails bitten down to the quick. Her black pleated skirt was hitched up wonkily with an obvious bulge at the top
  where shed rolled the waistband over, and there was ink on her sleeves. This was not quite the cute little hair-in-bunches poppet that Becca had been expecting.


  The cream-painted hall was generously wide, with an oatmeal carpet spreading before them and up a staircase on the left. It was all very tasteful, of course: a huge gilt-edged mirror on one
  wall, black and white family portraits on another, shoes tumbled tidily into a wicker basket. Look, Becca, this is how grown-ups live, she thought, trying to banish her mean, jealous
  thoughts as she stepped in and hugged her niece. Hi, lovey. I take it shes not back then? she asked. Hmmm. Disconcerting. Becca had been so certain that Rachel would have
  turned up in the time it took her to drive along the hideously slow Worcester Road, her mood had become grumpier and grumpier with the conviction that this would all be a misunderstanding, a false
  alarm. Now that she was here and her assumptions had been confounded, she was slightly at a loss for what else to say.


  Before Mabel could reply, there came a hopeful shout from upstairs. Is it Mummy?


  A pyjama-clad boy appeared at the top of the stairs, thumb in mouth, clutching the banister as he stared down. Luke: all dark tousled hair, cheekbones and skinny limbs. He clearly wasnt
  quite as advanced as his sister in terms of social niceties because as soon as he clocked Becca, his shoulders slumped downwards and he trailed back to bed without so much as a hello. Fair
  enough.


  Hi, Luke, Becca called after him as he vanished. She could hear the distant scraping of a violin being practised elsewhere in the house  that must be Scarlet, she deduced.
  She glanced at Mabel, who shrugged, looking awkward.


  No, shes not back yet, the girl confirmed. Hes a bit freaked out. She lowered her voice. Hes been totally obsessed with people dying ever
  since the lady next door pegged it. Keeps saying he thinks Mums died too, over and over, like hes possessed or something. Which is obviously, like, really cheery and just what we want
  to hear right now. Yay.


  Becca smiled briefly at her nieces sarcasm but for the first time since Saras phone call, she felt a prickle of fear crawl up her spine. It was almost eight oclock in the
  evening now and it seemed very odd that there was still no word from her sister. Should I call the police? the woman over the road had said, before wittering on about kidnapping  and
  now Luke seemed to think his mum had died. Becca felt bad now for not taking the whole thing more seriously herself, for driving over grudgingly, feeling cross about her lost job and petrol money.
  For Rachel to have been missing this long, and with no explanatory text or phone call, seemed seriously out of character. Something must have gone wrong.


  She put an arm around Mabel. Dont worry, she said with fake cheer. Im sure theres a perfectly reasonable explanation. I bet shes just got held up
  and her phones out of charge, that sort of thing. Shell probably be back any minute. There was a too-long pause while they both listened to the melancholic sawing of the
  violin, like a misery soundtrack, then Becca went on, trying to sound as upbeat as possible. Wheres Scarlet, anyway? And has everyone had enough to eat? I can make pancakes or
  something if you like.


  Pancakes? The violin-playing stopped abruptly and another head popped out from a room along the hallway. It was Scarlet, her hair in two neat brown plaits with rectangular glasses
  perched at an angle on her freckled nose. I bloody love pancakes. Hi, Aunty Bee.


  Becca raised an eyebrow at the bloody, but decided not to comment. She smiled at her instead. Hi, gorgeous. Lovely violin-playing there, very good.


  I wrote that tune myself, Scarlet replied, following Becca into the smart, taupe-painted kitchen. (Rachel had a Farrow & Ball loyalty card, at a guess.) Its
  called Come Back Harvey, I Miss Your Silky Ears.


  Becca blinked. Whos Harvey? Your boyfriend?


  There was a sniggered Yeah, right from Mabel, but Scarlet merely put her chin in the air. Hes our dog, she said darkly. Or at least he was until
  Dad took him away.


  Oh, Becca said, sorry now for her lame joke. Thats sad. It was getting dusky outside now, the sky a strange yellow-grey, as if it was going to rain, and
  darkness had begun filling in the edges of the garden; but she could see a swing out there, and a trampoline, and white roses gleaming in the shrubbery.


  Yeah, Scarlet said, scuffing a foot against the table-leg. Its a bloody nightmare. He cries when we go back there, you know. He actually cries because he
  misses us so much. But Dad said it was his dog and it was only fair seeing as Mum got to keep us. They had a massive fight.


  Ouch. Poor you, Becca said. And poor old Harvey.


  Yeah, Scarlet said again. Poor Harvey because he has to live with Welsh Grandma and Dad. That sucks.


  Lawrence was back at his mums? Becca had vague memories of a stern-faced old battleaxe at the wedding, unsmiling and steely in navy blue, and felt a stab of sympathy for the dog, as well
  as for the children. None of this had turned out very well.


  And poor us, because we have to listen to Scarlets violin-playing, Mabel added heartlessly. If youre really lucky, shell play you one of her
  other tunes, she went on, dodging out of the way as her sister tried to kick her. My favourites called I Hate You, Mum and Dad. Or  what was the new one?
  I Am the Darkness. Its like a musical Armageddon. Violinageddon. Ow! she yelped as Scarlets foot finally made contact with her shin. Get off me,
  mental-case.


  Okaaaay, thought Becca, getting out flour, eggs and milk while the girls launched into a heated quarrel. Like that, then, eh? It was obviously time to recalibrate Rachels family
  from the magazine-perfect one she remembered to now include the blue-haired teenager, the shy anxious boy and the violin-playing firebrand currently trying to punch her sister  oh, and the
  missing husband and dog, of course. Not quite so perfect after all.


  Hey! Guys! she pleaded, sieving flour into a mixing bowl. Pancakes, remember? Who wants to break the eggs?


  Eggs werent the only things that were broken around here, she thought as Scarlet came over to help with a last sullen glare at Mabel. Within five minutes of her arrival, the fractures
  within the family were already startlingly apparent. Come home, Rachel, wherever you are, she thought, as Mabel huffed out of the room. Your kids need you. Come home!


  


  Chapter Four


  Things were slowly returning to Rachel, as if a torch was shining around a dark room, illuminating details here and there. She vaguely remembered arriving at Manchester station
  now, being pushed from behind in the coffee queue and another person grabbing her bag; the sensation of falling hard, that split-second moment of shock and fright before everything went black.
  After that, though, there was nothing until shed come round in the ambulance, however deeply she probed the shadowy fathoms of her memory. Cinnamon, coffee, vanilla, she thought woozily. And
  then, boom, on the floor, out.


  Since being brought to the hospital, she had been patched up physically, if not quite mentally yet: the emergency doctors had put her fractured wrist in a rough cast, bandaged her injured head
  and dosed her up with morphine. Tomorrow they would be wiring her jaw and operating on her wrist. So that was plenty to look forward to. Lolz, as Mabel would say, deadpan.


  By late afternoon, she had managed at last to tell them, despite the broken jaw, blood oozing from her lips and the grinding pain that left her feeling faint, that her name was Rachel. It had
  felt like huge progress when she haltingly made the sound and the kind Glaswegian nurse replied, Rachel? Rachel! Okay, great, back at her. Youre Rachel, thats
  lovely. How about your second name?


  It was the weirdest thing. She opened her mouth to reply but there was nothing there, no answer. She had stared back at the nurse in horror as her mind remained silent and stubbornly blank.
  I . . . This was ridiculous. Her own name. It was on the tip of her tongue as well, just out of reach. Come on, Rachel! Of course you know your second name!


  The nurse must have seen the panic in her eyes because she patted her soothingly. Dont worry, youre concussed, thats all. Itll come back. I dont suppose
  you can remember a contact number in the meantime, can you? People must be worrying about you.


  A contact number  yes. Absolutely. She wanted to cry with relief at the thought of a call being made, a nurse or doctor phoning home so that the children could be told what was happening.
  Hopefully Sara would sort something out. Rachel was not exactly pally with her but needs must when you were a single mum. She hoped the other woman would understand.


  The nurse was hovering expectantly for the number, she realized, and Rachel made a gargantuan effort to form the necessary sounds with her broken mouth. Oh, she began in a
  strangled voice. Wuh-wuh-one. To think that she had taken speech for granted all these years. You just opened your mouth and out it came, long chains of words to articulate
  whatever tiny trivial thing you might be thinking. Now, after one hard shove, one single fall, it had become a Herculean task to make herself understood.


  Then it happened again. It was so strange, as if her brain had seized up, jamming midway through. She frowned, shutting her eyes in order to concentrate, but all she could see were numbers, all
  shapes and sizes and colours, swinging around like a carousel in her brain, making her feel nauseous all of a sudden.


  Keep going, the nurse encouraged, and Rachel opened her eyes again, the room tilting and lurching. Whats the next number?


  Good question. Her mind had gone completely blank now, all numbers receding into the distance. It was as if she was searching wildly through dark empty space and nothing was there. She
  couldnt remember. She just couldnt remember!


  Dont worry, the nurse said again. I find it tricky enough remembering my PIN number at the best of times, let alone when Ive had a wallop on the head, like
  you. Just relax, take your time. Try again in a bit.


  She had tried  repeatedly  but the correct sequence of numbers stubbornly refused to reveal itself, jumbling and re-ordering in her mind whenever she tried to focus. She
  couldnt remember Saras surname either, so there was no way of having someone look her up. What was it? Fitzgerald? Something fancy-sounding. Fauntleroy. Forbes. Think, Rachel.
  Think! But all that came to her mind through the shadowy depths were her childrens faces  Wheres Mum?  and she found herself spiralling into panic and angst,
  the numbers sliding ever further from her grasp. What would happen to the children if she couldnt get in touch by this evening? Would Sara keep them with her? Lukes lip would tremble,
  he would panic, Scarlet would go very quiet, bottling up her anxiety. Mabel, no doubt, would try to brazen it out. Social services alert! she would say theatrically, as she did
  whenever she considered Rachels parenting to be below standard (often). Im phoning ChildLine!


  Wait  no. A new option struck her. Would Mabel ring Lawrence? A chill ran through her at the thought of him turning up and taking charge. Oh dear, she imagined him drawling.
  Talk about an unfit mother. Wait till my lawyer hears about this.


  Tears trickled from her eyes, rolling sideways into her ears. Think, Rachel, think. For every minute her brain was fuzzy, that was another minute of Luke retreating into himself, Scarlet
  gnawing down her nails, Mabel doing her best to brazen out the situation, her resolve gradually shrinking . . .


  Hey, come on, its all right. The nurse was back again. Rachel had lost all track of time by now, all sense of what was happening beyond the walls around her. Was it still
  the same day? Was it night-time? The nurse gently dabbed her eyes with a tissue and Rachel had to try very hard not to lean against her and start bawling. How is your pain at the moment? I
  can top up your morphine again if you need it?


  Rachel nodded again. The pain was still excruciating. Yes. Please, she managed to get out through her mangled lips. Im Rachel, she repeated to herself, her mind starting to
  drift as the drug stole into her bloodstream. Im Rachel and Ive got to get home. I just need to remember how . . .


  


  Chapter Five


  Meanwhile, over in Rachels kitchen, with a stack of fluffy American pancakes liberally spread with golden syrup and strawberry jam (Mum would go crazy if
  she could see this, Scarlet confided with a mixture of guilt and glee), Becca was trying to ascertain what might have led to her sisters out-of-character disappearance. So she
  dropped you at school as usual this morning, did she? Do you remember her saying anything about what she was doing later on? Where she was going?


  The girls exchanged a glance. She was in a weird mood this morning, Mabel said, reflecting. Bad-tempered, sort of snappy. She rolled her eyes with teenage
  world-weariness. Like thats anything new.


  She told me off for spilling the milk, Scarlet said, licking her sticky fingers. And when I found my lunchbox from yesterday that Id forgotten to
  empty.


  She was checking something on the laptop, Mabel remembered. And then I had to go, and she was like, oh my God, is it that time already? Were going to be late!
  The high-pitched breathy imitation of her mother was verging on cruel, Becca thought, wincing.


  And then she took me and Luke to school, and we had to take Henry and Elsa too, because their mum was going to pick us up later and theyd done a swap, Scarlet said and
  pulled a face. Elsa is so freaking annoying. God!


  Anything else? Becca prompted.


  Scarlet thought, head tilted on one side, small dark eyebrows angling together in a frown. Not really. When she dropped us all off, she said, Remember, Saras picking you up
  after school but Ill come and get you before teatime. Only she never did. She bit into her pancake and a splodge of jam plopped out onto her white school shirt.
  Whoops.


  Hmmm, said Becca. So it just felt like . . . an ordinary day, then?


  Yep, both sisters chorused.


  And she took the car, Im guessing? Theres nothing outside.


  Scarlet was trying to suck the jam off her shirt but paused in order to answer. We usually walk to school but we went in the car this morning, she explained, because Mum
  said she was in a rush.


  Car crash, thought Becca immediately, feeling sick at the thought of crumpled metal, squealing brakes, her sisters body flung through the windscreen like a rag doll. She shook her
  head, not wanting to imagine any more. But then again, no  if it had been a car crash, they would have heard from the police by now, surely? The registration plate would have been traced,
  someone would have been in touch, uniformed officers at the door, caps in hand, grave expressions . . .


  She got up from the table and began washing up the frying pan and batter bowl, so that the girls couldnt see the twinge of panic on her face. Maybe shes got a flat
  tyre, she said, trying to stay calm. Your poor mum! By the time she gets in, shell be fed up, I bet. Her fingers shook on the washing-up brush; she had never been a very
  good liar. In any case, Im sure shell be back soon. Why dont you go and get ready for bed now? Ill tell her to pop in and give you goodnight kisses just as soon
  as shes home, okay?


  Later on, when the house was quiet, Becca sat in her sisters tidy (and very beige) living room and watched the small slate mantelpiece clock tick its way round till nine
  oclock, nine-thirty, ten. Elsewhere in the street, good little families were closing their curtains and settling down for the night. Here at the Jacksons, the phone remained silent,
  the front door resolutely shut, and no car headlights came sweeping up the road.


  Becca might not be close to her sister but she knew instinctively that this was not how Rachel operated. Organized, in control, achieving  that was Rachel. While Beccas life tended
  to pinball from one shambles to another, Rachel had children, responsibilities, this nice suburban detached house in a well-to-do neighbourhood: a proper, grown-up life to come home to, in other
  words. She gazed around the room, searching for clues, and her eyes fell on a vase of white roses standing on a side table, scent spilling from their velvety heads. People who were going to run
  away didnt bother cutting flowers and thinking about vases, did they? So where was she?


  The sky was dark outside now; she hoped the children had managed to fall asleep despite the unusual situation. She didnt know them well enough to gauge whether they were acting out of
  character, if Mabel was usually so scathing about her mums driving (I bet shes lost. She cant even read a map, you know, let alone park without having a
  nervous breakdown) and whether Scarlet always needed her bedroom door to be ajar just so, the bathroom light left on, her school uniform laid out for the next morning, or if it was her way
  of trying to wrest back some control. Poor girls! They were toughing it out, but you could see in their eyes they were worried. So was Becca.


  Mabel had hesitated before going up to bed and said, I hope it was all right, me giving Sara your name. Only . . . Dads not around now and Grandma  Welsh Grandma 
  would only make a massive fuss and be mean about Mum. She shrugged, looking self-conscious and suddenly much younger. I just remembered that time at Grandad and Wendys
  anniversary party when you were really nice to me. Thats all.


  Beccas heart melted at the girls awkwardness. Im glad that you asked me, she said, dimly recollecting how Mabel had confided in her on that occasion,
  something about a bullying classmate who was picking on her. It was nice to hear that the moment had lodged in her nieces mind; that Mabel associated her with a rescuer, someone who could
  help. So that made one person in the family who thought Becca was remotely competent, anyway.


  A thought occurred to her. Checking something on the laptop, Mabel had said earlier. Might that be a clue to where Rachel had gone? She remembered seeing a laptop skew-whiff on the
  kitchen dresser and went to retrieve it, feeling uneasy as she switched it on. What if Rachel came back right now, walked in to her own living room to find Becca sitting there snooping at her
  laptop? It would be like getting caught trying on her big sisters make-up all those years ago; there would come the same shriek of horror, no doubt, the same outrage in her eyes. What the
  hell do you think you are doing?! Thats mine!


  But what else was she supposed to do? she thought defensively. Relax and sit back in front of the telly with her feet on the coffee table, hands behind her head? As if. And it wasnt like
  she was going to snoop, anyway, she was only going to . . .


  Oh. Maybe she wasnt, after all. A screen had appeared requesting a password, and Beccas shoulders sank.


  MabelScarletLuke, she tried. Incorrect password, the message came back.


  JacksonFive, she tried next. They were the Jackson Four now, technically, with Lawrence having left, but maybe it would still . . . Incorrect password. Ahh.


  Racheliscool, she typed, if only because her own password to lots of things was Beccaiscool. (Well, come on. If you couldnt big yourself up in secret digital code, then when
  could you?) But no. Incorrect password. Rachel was obviously not as tragic and insecure as her stepsister  surprise, surprise.


  There was a pattering sound and she jumped before realizing it was a gust of raindrops that had been flung at the window like small pebbles. Here came the storm. She shivered to think of Rachel
  still out there somewhere, rain spattering a cracked windscreen maybe, drumming against the roof of her car, plastering her blonde hair wetly to her skull if she was outside . . . No. Dont
  think like that. She pushed the laptop away, aware that she could try different passwords all night and still not get anywhere. Shed ask Mabel about it in the morning if need be.


  As the clock ticked on and the evening became later still, Becca felt increasingly unsure about what to do next. She didnt want to go to bed in her sisters room in case Rachel
  arrived home in the middle of the night and freaked out about her being there. Nor had she thought to ask about spare bedding and blankets so that she could camp out on the sofa. Not that she felt
  remotely tired yet, anyway. Her mind was turning like a hamster wheel, running through lists of what she should do tomorrow morning if Rachel still wasnt back. Look after the children,
  obviously, and try to keep everything feeling as normal as possible, for starters. Then shed have to start contacting her sisters friends and colleagues to see if anyone had seen her.
  She would have to tell Lawrence too, she supposed, with a jolt of trepidation.


  Lawrence. She couldnt help remembering that awful night in Birmingham when shed seen him last, back in early November. Shed been waitressing, contract catering work
  through an agency, and working a shift at the Copthorne, some hot noisy sales conference dinner that seemed to be populated entirely by braying white men in suits. Every waitresss favourite
   not. She had already had to make several sharp swerves that evening, dodging the wandering hands; matters not helped by the short black dress theyd given her as uniform that clung to
  her boobs and bum like a second skin. And then there he was, across the room, his eyes fastening on her with interest. She had smiled briefly, professionally, Hi, and went on pouring wine
  for a group of men who didnt seem to have learned the phrase thank you, but only minutes later he had come over to her, standing that little bit too close as always, a
  proprietorial hand on her back. Well, hello there, he had murmured, low and suggestive in her ear.


  She shuddered at the memory now. It felt like a betrayal to even be thinking about it, sat here in Rachels smart living room.


  Her phone pinged and she scrabbled to open the text, but it was just a photo from her mum, who was on her first ever girls holiday in Crete. Mackerel for dinner, v healthy!, the
  text read. And chips. And mojitos!!!


  Wendy, the eternal dieter, thought that by fessing up to every calorific crime by text she was somehow atoning for her sins. Who could say what warped reasoning kept prompting her to do
  this, but do it she did  every day, generally. Barely registering the sun-drenched table of food in todays photo, Becca began typing a reply.


  Mum, something weird has happened. Am at Rachels. She


  But she changed her mind almost immediately and deleted the message, not wanting to worry her mum. Wendy had slogged out the first year of widowhood with heartbreak in her eyes throughout; this
  was the first time shed done anything nice for herself since Dad had died. (Ive bought a new cozzy and everything, she had twittered the night before leaving. And
  three new lipsticks!) Becca could not, would not spoil her holiday and give her an excuse to come home early.


  God, though. This was all too awful and strange for words. She couldnt work it out. Had Rachel maybe gone to meet a secret lover and lost track of time? Met up with Lawrence for some kind
  of showdown? Perhaps they were drunk and at each others throats by now. Perhaps . . . well, who knew? Anything might be happening.


  The rain was falling harder, beating against the windows, the wind swirling in the chimney. For the hundredth time Becca tried her sisters mobile, but it rang and rang. Maybe she should
  try to get hold of Lawrence sooner rather than later to see what he knew, she thought, uncertain of how amicable  or not  the break-up had been. She hadnt been able to bring
  herself to ask the girls directly, but looking round the room, she could see that there were no photos of him anywhere, not one. It was as if hed been deleted from the family, stripped right
  out. What had gone wrong between the two of them, anyway?


  There were no photos of her or Wendy either, Becca noticed, feeling sad, although lots of Rachel and Terry back when it was just the two of them  on beaches, in front of Big Ben, in lush
  green countryside with their bicycles, both pink in the cheeks as if theyd cycled a long way together. Look how happy we were, the photos said. We didnt need anybody else,
  thank you very much! He was mine first!


  A memory swam into Beccas head, of when she was about six, and fifteen-year-old Rachel had brought back friends from school: exotic creatures to Becca, all long swishy hair, short skirts
  and high-pitched laughter.


  Oh my God, is this your sister? cried Amanda, one of the girls, seeing Becca playing with her Sylvanian Families in the living room. Too cute. You never said you had
  a sister!


  Becca had smiled shyly up at her, dazzled by the girls white-blonde hair and glittery fingernails, but Rachel was already pulling her friends away.


  Stepsister, she had said, hustling them upstairs. Were not related.


  There had been a lot of that. Together
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