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Chapter 1

Caitlin

I ran into the hospital ward, soles squeaking on the vinyl floor. ‘Where is he?’

The nurse at the desk looked up with tired eyes. ‘Who are you looking for?’

‘Jack Garvey.’

‘Mrs Garvey?’

I nodded. ‘Caitlin.’

‘I’ll take you to him.’ Her sympathetic gaze presumed my rough appearance was down to hating hospitals – true – and probably the shock of the call I’d received out of the blue about Jack’s accident. Also true, but not the full story.

‘Thank you.’ My voice shook. I knew my face was shiny and pale, eyes red-rimmed from crying while I drove through the night, finally arriving at the hospital as daylight broke through the murky sky.

‘He’ll be ready to go as soon as the doctor’s done his round.’

‘Is he going to be OK?’ A mix of love and anxiety inflated my chest where my heart was thumping at double its usual rate.

‘Like we said on the phone, he has some nasty cuts and broken ribs, and his ankle is badly sprained, but he’s lucky it wasn’t much worse.’ The nurse gave a little shake of her head, short ponytail bouncing. ‘He was out cold for twenty-four hours and seemed confused when he came round, but he’s been under close observation, and the brain scan showed no signs of damage.’

‘And he can’t recall what happened?’ I held my breath.

‘Not at the moment, but that’s common after a head injury, even a minor one. He might never remember the accident itself.’

I swallowed a rush of saliva, picturing Jack being tossed like a rag doll through the air, the car that hit him speeding off into the night.

‘Good job he remembered your number,’ the nurse continued when I failed to respond. ‘No ID, no mobile phone. The police were ready to launch an appeal.’

My heart lurched. ‘I’m here now.’ I managed a weak smile as I hooked a strand of hair behind my ear. Had she noticed I was wearing pyjamas under my coat? It probably wasn’t that unusual under the circumstances.

I followed her down the ward, averting my eyes from the patients who weren’t curtained off, stuffing my shaking hands into my pockets. ‘Did they catch the driver?’

‘Not that I know of, but it’s early days.’ The nurse threw me a resigned look over her shoulder. ‘Maybe whoever it was will have an attack of conscience and come forward. It happens, sometimes.’

I tried not to imagine Jack lying, twisted and bleeding, by the roadside. Thank God a passing motorist had stopped and called for help. My chest tightened. Jack had asked for me as soon as he came round. I had been the first person on his mind.

What would he look like?

‘The doctor will be along shortly to sign him out.’ The nurse stopped by the furthest bed, closest to the window. A man was standing, looking out at a line of trees shaking in the breeze, hands resting on the narrow sill. He was hunched beneath a thin T-shirt, shoulder blades rising, every knobble of his spine visible. Needs feeding up, I imagined my mother saying. He’s too skinny. ‘He won’t stay in bed, I’m afraid. He’s fine but needs to take it easy.’ The nurse lowered her voice as she touched my arm. ‘Don’t worry about the bruising – it’ll soon fade.’

My breathing grew shallow. Through Jack’s dark hair was a patch of bone-white scalp around a wound that had been cleaned. The sight of it brought fresh tears to my eyes.

‘I’ll leave you to it, but call if you need me,’ the nurse said, her attention diverted by a pitiful cry from a neighbouring bed.

‘Thank you.’ For a split second I wanted to turn and run. But this was Jack.

As if sensing me hovering, he straightened and turned, his movements slow and stiff as though every part of him hurt.

‘Caitlin.’ His deep voice was thick with emotion, reminding me of the last time we’d spoken. ‘Thank God you’re here.’

‘Oh, Jack.’ A hand flew to my mouth. One side of his face was purple and puffy, strips of tape holding together a couple of cuts on his forehead. I tried to focus on his eyes, deep-set and dark, brimming with love and anguish. ‘What happened?’

‘I don’t know.’ He took an awkward step towards me, his angular face contorting with pain. ‘I’ve tried to think but … nothing. I woke up in here and thought the nurse was you.’ His gaze slid over my pallid face, taking in my same-old blue eyes, childish freckles, the frizz of dark hair pulled into an untidy ponytail, the purple duffel coat I’d thrown on. His brow furrowed as though seeing something he couldn’t quite pin down. ‘I spoke to a police officer,’ he said, haltingly. ‘He explained about the hit and run, but it’s a total blank. I asked them to call you.’

Instinct taking over, I stepped around the end of the bed, reaching for his hands. They were warm and dry and so recognizable. He had craftsman’s hands, sleeves always rolled up, as though ready for action. I squeezed his fingers, heart racing so fast and hard I was worried I might pass out. ‘You knew my number.’ My weak and wavery voice sounded alien to my own ears.

‘Of course I did.’ His face was so close it made sense to tilt my head and graze his lips with mine. His breath smelt stale with something medicinal, but underneath he was still Jack, the scent of him dizzyingly familiar. He briefly closed his eyes, lashes brushing the bruised skin beneath. When they opened, they held a question. ‘Why wouldn’t I remember?’ The corner of his mouth twitched upwards. ‘You’re my significant other.’

The words landed like a punch. A laugh erupted from my throat and turned into a sob. It was the term we’d settled on when people used to ask about our relationship. Not wife or husband – yet – but too old at thirty for girlfriend and boyfriend. When Jack proposed, four years ago, he’d made a point of asking whether I would officially become his significant other.

‘That’s right.’ A smile spread over my face. I reached up and gently touched his cheek, his face swimming in and out of focus through a wave of tears. ‘I’m so glad you’re OK.’

‘I’m a mess.’ He sounded wretched with frustration. ‘I have to wear this boot thing for a while and will need to use crutches.’

‘It’s not your fault.’ Was it? How would I know? ‘Come on.’

As I helped him over to the bed, where he dropped down still holding my hand, his other cupping the back of his head, doubt and apprehension flooded in. I studied him for a moment, feeling on the edge of a precipice. It wasn’t too late. I could leave and not look back, explain there had been a mistake. But was that what I wanted? Jack loved me. I could see it in his eyes, in the way his hand clung to mine like a lifeline. Emotion flowed between us like an electrical current, as strong as it had ever been. It was obvious the accident had affected his memory, but how far back did it go? He clearly had no recollection of the call he’d made, two weeks ago, asking if we could meet.

‘I didn’t have my wallet or phone on me.’ There was a bewildered edge to his voice. ‘I don’t know what happened to them.’ He looked at his finger, where the gold band that matched mine used to be. ‘I’ve lost my wedding ring too,’ he said. ‘I don’t know how that happened.’

‘It’s fine – you left it at home.’

I sat beside him, gazing at the clunky black brace-boot encasing one foot, the other bare and vulnerable. He really had forgotten. Jack didn’t know we weren’t together anymore, that we hadn’t been a couple for over a year – that he’d placed his wedding ring on the windowsill before walking out and we hadn’t spoken to each other until his phone call a fortnight ago.

‘Try not to worry.’ I pressed my face into his shoulder, felt the warmth of his skin against my cheek and breathed him in as the moment to come clean slipped past. ‘Everything’s going to be fine.’

   


Chapter 2

Caitlin

‘I really am sorry about this, for panicking you. It must have been horrible getting that call in the middle of the night.’ Jack was finally in the car, the passenger seat pushed back to accommodate his stretched-out leg with its protective brace, a brown leather boot on the other foot that I’d never seen before, smarter than the bashed-up kind he used to wear.

‘It’s fine – don’t think about that.’ I took the crutches the hospital had issued and laid them in the back, alongside a carrier bag containing the few items of clothing Jack had been wearing at the time of his accident. He fumbled with his seat belt while I tried to calm my breathing and still the shake in my hands.

As we’d left, signed out by a doctor with a harassed expression who gave Jack a letter for his doctor, a prescription for strong painkillers, and instructions for follow-up visits, my heart had drummed with worry that a nurse would beckon us back. We’ve just had a call, asking if someone called Jack was brought in over the weekend. She says she’s his partner … and then, when we reached the cool brightness of the car park, my ten-year-old Ford Fiesta badly parked in my haste, I half-expected Jack to stop as reality crashed back, crowding out the love on his face as he stared at me in horror. Hang on. This isn’t right. I’ve just remembered, I left you.

But here I was, paying the parking fee at the machine, half-wondering about CCTV and number-plate recognition; how quickly I would be found out and what I might be charged with. Kidnapping? Reclaiming my husband? Tricking a former partner into believing we were still together? Deception. I’d betrayed Jack once and he’d vowed to never forgive me. He was black and white in that way. Lying by omission, he called it. Just as bad, in his eyes.

Back in the car, pulling onto the main road, I almost leapt out of my skin when his fingers brushed my knee. ‘You didn’t even have time to get dressed.’

‘I wanted to get here as soon as possible.’

Shooting him a sideways glance, I saw him looking at my pyjamas – or rather his pyjamas. I’d held on to them after he walked out, along with most of his clothes – still wore them sometimes, like I had when we were together, though his scent had long since been washed out.

‘They always suited you better.’ His fingertips touched my hand, as if he couldn’t help himself. ‘It’s so good to see you, Caitlin, I can’t tell you.’

Relief thudded through me. ‘I think you just did.’ I risked another glance, hardly able to believe he was there, sitting beside me, as though we’d only been in the car together a couple of days ago. ‘It’s so good to see you too, Jack.’ More than you know.

‘What was I even doing on that street?’ I felt the heat of his gaze, like twin lasers on my face. ‘Did you report me missing?’

I chanced another quick look, fresh shock rippling through me as I noticed the hollows beneath the bones of his cheeks. He was gaunt – thinner than I’d ever seen him. Sunlight pushed through the windscreen, deepening the colour of his bruises and bloodshot whites of his eyes. What had happened to him? ‘What do you actually remember?’ I tightened my hands around the steering wheel, feeling the sticky heat of my palms. ‘Before the accident, I mean.’ Waiting for his reply, I fixed my eyes on the road leading out of Brighton where Jack had grown up and where we’d lived together. He won’t know that I’ve left.

‘I can’t remember where I was going, but I think I was walking away from the flat.’ His words emerged slowly, edged with frustration. From the corner of my eye I watched his calloused gardener’s hands crunch into fists on his knees. He was wearing baggy grey jogging bottoms that the hospital had unearthed, the sort of thing he would never normally choose. We had to cut him out of his jeans. I’d lied and said that, in my hurry, I’d forgotten to bring a change of clothes as they’d requested. Jack’s things were still in cardboard boxes in the spare room, as I hadn’t decided what to do with them. Panic whipped through me, taking the air from my lungs. Breathe. I hadn’t had an attack for a while.

‘Everything’s blank after that.’ Jack’s voice anchored me back in the moment.

‘And before?’

‘Before?’

‘How far back can you remember?’ Slowing at the lights, I turned to face him. If he gave it too much consideration, if his memory came back now, the game was up. I would have to confess, say I’d acted in a moment of madness, or instinct, even if it was as good as admitting I still loved him and wasn’t over him leaving.

Jack tipped his head back and closed his eyes. I longed to reach over, push a hand through his wavy hair the way I once had, but after all this time it would feel strange – to me, if not to him.

‘I think … I’ve a feeling that maybe we’d … argued?’ His voice rose on the word, as though he felt it to be true but couldn’t quite believe it. We’d rarely argued before that day – the day it all went wrong. ‘I’ve a vague memory of walking around until it got dark. It was raining, I think. I felt …’ He brought a hand to his forehead, as if the movement might force the memory to return. My breath stalled, pulse spiking. Jack was remembering – or rather misremembering – that day. ‘I was annoyed.’

‘That’s it?’ My foot trembled over the accelerator as the lights changed to green. ‘What else?’

He lowered his fist, unfurled his fingers. ‘To be honest, Cait, I’m struggling. I wasn’t completely honest with the doctors.’

Alarm flared along my nerve endings. ‘How do you mean?’

‘When I woke up, I felt … weird.’ His hand rose, then fell. ‘Disconnected. I knew something awful had happened, but I couldn’t think what. They asked me questions: name, date of birth, what year it was, who the prime minister is, about my family – basically checking I hadn’t woken up with amnesia, I suppose. Luckily, I knew all the answers, and when I gave them your number they were obviously relieved. They told me having a blank spot from just before the accident was common, the brain protecting itself, but—’ He gave a twitch of impatience that was so familiar, so typically Jack, my throat ached with tears.

‘But?’ I could barely focus, only half-aware of the sea in the distance, sparkling under winter sunshine as though scattered with diamonds. Soon, Jack would ask where we were going.

‘It feels like there’s something more.’ He shifted in his seat, wincing as he adjusted his foot. ‘Something crucial I should remember but can’t.’

I snatched a breath, felt it catch in my throat. ‘It sounds as though you’ve lost quite a bit of time.’ Despite my bone-deep regret at not being honest with Jack in the past, I was about to deceive him again. For the greater good, I told myself. We should never have broken up in the first place. He would never have left if … I slammed a door shut in my mind. ‘We did have a disagreement, and you did walk out …’ I trailed off, anxiety fluttering. I hadn’t thought this through.

‘I remember your birthday.’ His tone was lighter now, a note of dreamy recollection in his voice. The opioid tablets he’d taken before leaving the hospital must be kicking in. ‘You were commissioned to illustrate that book, about the lonely meerkat.’ I could tell without looking that he was smiling. ‘You were happier about that than the present I got you.’

My mouth curved automatically in return. ‘I loved that necklace.’ I still wore it, a tiny, silver hedgehog on a delicate chain. ‘I never take it off,’ I said, realising he was recalling the last time we’d been properly happy; only a week before my world collapsed.

Jack stiffened as I drove past the end of Atlingworth Street and the converted ground-floor flat we’d called home for nearly four years.

‘Where are we going?’

Heart tripping, I said, ‘I can’t believe you’ve forgotten we don’t live here anymore.’

‘What?’ I could practically hear the cogs turning as he struggled to work it out. ‘Robin Hood’s Bay?’

I exhaled and nodded. ‘We finally moved up there.’ We. Jack had only ever visited the little North Yorkshire fishing village a handful of times before my grandfather died and left his cottage to me.

‘That’s why we argued.’ As understanding flooded his face, guilt strained across my chest. We had disagreed about living there permanently, so far from everyone we knew and his expanding garden-design business. It’s fine for you, Caitlin, you can illustrate books anywhere, but I’ve worked hard to build the business.

You can do it again, up there. You’ll love it, Jack, and we won’t be throwing money away on rent while we save for a mortgage, like we are here. We’ll be better off, and we’ll still be by the sea. Even closer than we are here. Not that the sea in Brighton had featured much in our daily lives, being more of a background image we took for granted.

‘So, we’re living there now?’

I couldn’t bear to see his struggle to remember, waiting for memory to flow in and fill the gaps. ‘Well, I am,’ I said, truthfully. ‘You were sorting out things down here, winding up the business.’

Something like relief flashed over his face, as though my explanation made sense. ‘And that’s where we’re going now? Robin Hood’s Bay.’

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. I was remembering the quality of silence in the flat after Jack had left, how swiftly my life had lost its momentum and sense of direction as guilt and grief dragged me down. Talking to Jack, laughing or being quiet together, sharing jokes, and supporting each other had formed the rhythm of our lives for so long it had seemed impossible that I could continue to function without him.

‘I’m sorry I gave you a hard time about it in the first place.’ His eyes were on the road ahead now, narrowed as though trying to pinpoint the moment he’d capitulated, to visualise the series of interactions that must have taken place. I was almost on the verge of pulling the car over and blurting out the truth, unsure I could stand the tension – what had I been thinking? – when he said, ‘I’m really glad you went ahead with it, Cait.’ His smile felt like a blessing. ‘I’ve got this feeling I needed to get away, to start over, so it was obviously the right choice. Maybe the business was getting me down. I remember feeling tired all the time, as though I hadn’t been happy for a while.’

That wasn’t true. He’d loved his job, was committed to it. A quiver passed through me as I replayed the phone call he’d made a fortnight ago, the strain and desperation in his voice – a tone I’d never heard from Jack in all the years I’d known him.

I have to leave London, Caitlin. I made a terrible mistake. All I can do is get out.

What’s happened?

It’s better if I don’t say right now. I’m sorry to call you out of the blue like this but … I have to see you. I want to explain.

I had never been more relieved that I hadn’t changed my mobile number. You sound scared, Jack.

I’ll … I’ll be fine. No one knows where I’m going. I’ve stopped working and everything’s in place. I just … I’ve no right to ask for any favours but—

For God’s sake, Jack, just tell me.

I’ll be in Brighton soon. I’ll call you then.

I didn’t even have time to tell him I was no longer living there before he hung up, and when I tried to call back, the number was unavailable.

I’d been tormented for the next few days, partly upset that the careful, quiet life I’d begun to build, and even enjoy, had been upended by a single call, but also filled with a joyful, tentative hope that, perhaps if Jack was reaching out, he was ready for us to at least be friends again. I’d missed him so much. He dropped off the radar so completely after he left, and it had taken every ounce of strength I had to not go looking for him, to give him the space he needed, but when one month had stretched into two, became four, then six, I had no choice but to accept he wasn’t coming back.

That was when I had my first panic attack.

‘So, you drove all the way down from Robin Hood’s Bay?’

‘What else was I going to do?’

He reached over and stroked a lock of hair behind my ear, the gesture so tender the view in front of me rippled through fresh tears. ‘I love you so much, Caitlin,’ he said quietly. ‘When I was lying in hospital, waiting for you to arrive, all I could think about was your face, about how much I wanted us to be together and for us to have a family.’ Shock wrenched every muscle in my body, but he carried on, oblivious. ‘I think I might have been a bit of a dick about that in the past, but whatever’s happened, I want it more than anything. I want us to move on, to be happy, for this to be a new beginning. I don’t even care about the accident, about how it happened, or who it was, or where we live, or who said what. None of that matters.’

I bit the inside of my lip so hard, I tasted blood. It was everything and more I’d longed to hear but assumed I never would. Not from Jack. But even as happiness flowed through my veins, softening my body, something occurred to me.

Jack had said that, at the hospital, they asked him what year it was, and he answered correctly – yet he was recalling my birthday from the year before, as if he had forgotten everything since; why we’d split up, the fact we hadn’t set eyes on each other in all that time.

Was there another reason Jack wanted to forget the past? Something he was happy to not remember, even if he didn’t yet know what it was?

I’ve made a terrible mistake I can’t put right. All I can do is get out.

As I mustered a tearful smile and pressed my cheek to his fingers, resting on my shoulder, a question slid into my head: What did you do, Jack?

Maybe it was better that I didn’t know.

   


Chapter 3

Lydia

Before

I hovered outside the police station. Around me, rain bounced off the pavement, soaking my trousers. My umbrella didn’t offer much protection but at least it hid my face.

I took a step closer to the building and stopped. If I went inside, if I reported Jack missing, questions would be asked. Questions I didn’t want to answer. I’d been in there a month ago, shaking all over, in front of an officer with understanding eyes. He’d spotted the bracelet of bruises around my wrist, the barely healed cut on my hand and gently asked for the name of the person responsible. He told me I should press charges. Apparently, they could arrest him without my permission if I gave a name and address.

I broke down then and cried, wiping my nose on the back of my hand, the memory of Jack’s face rearing up in my mind: his mouth a thin, angry line, eyes glazed and unseeing in that moment. But most of the time, Jack did see me – he was the only one who truly did. He had done so much for me and Mattie. Mattie. My son’s face had replaced Jack’s. Sixteen years old, lost, and angry – at least, he had been before Jack came into our lives. Mattie loved him, even if he didn’t always show it. And now Jack was gone.

For two days I had waited, knowing he needed time to calm down, certain he would return. He didn’t know anyone in London, other than his few gardening clients. I called a couple, but neither had seen or heard from him. Panic had sliced through me. I went looking for him, as though he might be pounding the streets, the words he’s gone, he’s gone, flying around my brain, keeping time with my feet as sweat broke out on my forehead. His friend Mac – the one he’d been staying with when we met – had relocated to Norway for work and Jack didn’t know anyone well enough to move in with.

We’d been such a tight unit, Jack, Mattie, and me. Not perfect, not quite – the outbursts, when they came, reminded me how suddenly everything could collapse – but I’d believed we were strong enough to overcome any problems. I wanted us to, so badly. Jack was my soulmate. He’d told me I was his, that we must have been destined for each other. Silly romance-novel stuff that I’d long ago stopped believing in, but I had. Believed him. We were so happy, most of the time.

It had occurred to me in the middle of a sleepless night that he might have gone back to Brighton, to her – his wife, Caitlin – and fear sank through me, cold and deep. They hadn’t got round to divorcing. It had only been just over a year, though he didn’t wear his wedding ring anymore, wasn’t wearing it the first time I saw him. I’d have run a mile if I’d known he was married.

The glass doors of Acton police station slid open, spitting out two young women, one supporting the other who had a shredded tissue pressed to her mouth.

‘You going in?’ The friend, hard-eyed and sallow-faced, stopped so the doors stayed open, one arm tight around the other woman’s shoulders.

If I went inside and reported Jack gone and they looked at their records, they might tell me it was for the best, that it was good he was out of my life. They might wonder why I was bothering to report him missing.

‘No … thank you.’ My voice was like a scratch in the rain-soaked air. A gust of wind caught my umbrella, turning it inside out. I shoved it in a nearby bin then hurried away, head down, cutting through Churchfield Road and back to the terraced house on Milton Road where Mattie had been born and raised, the house I’d been able to keep after William – Mattie’s dad – died, thanks to an insurance policy that paid off the mortgage with a bit left over. It was a nice house in a villagey part of Acton known as Poet’s Corner, a decent size – two bedrooms and a wide garden at the back – but it wasn’t a home without Jack, the first man in years I’d allowed into my life.

A sob rose in my throat as I pushed open the hip-high wrought-iron gate that Mattie used to swing on when he was little, watching cars go up and down the road. The gate was rusted and squeaky by the time Jack moved in, but – like so much else – he’d fixed it, oiling the hinges and enlisting Mattie’s help to stroke black paint on the metal spokes while I watched from the window, wondering how we’d got so lucky and whether I could hold on to someone like Jack.

I didn’t feel lucky now. The sight of myself in the rippled glass pane of the front door was a shock, my dark-blonde hair, which I’d scraped into a knot at the base of my neck, plastered to my scalp, my pale skin almost translucent in the gloomy light. I was thinner than I’d been when I met Jack nearly a year ago at the garden centre I worked at, where we’d got chatting. I was curvier then – too much comfort-eating and wine. Love had killed my appetite for a while, and I hadn’t regained the weight, but now my eyes were dark hollows from too many sleepless nights and endless cups of strong black tea.

In the adjoining house a movement snagged my attention. Harriet Shipley. Pretending I hadn’t seen my neighbour’s piercing gaze through her bay window, I stuck my key in the lock with a shaking hand. My nails were bitten and ugly, a habit I couldn’t break.

What had Harriet heard lately?

A memory of a scream, torn from my throat a week ago, and Jack’s response, more roar than dialogue, brought a grimace to my face. Not easy to explain if Harriet asked. I’d been trying to avoid the old woman, even more than usual.

The house was quiet when I entered, Mattie at school for another hour. At least, I hoped he was. He hadn’t skipped classes for ages; not since Jack came into our lives.

A photo by the coat hooks of Mattie, aged seven, smiled shyly at me, his floppy dark hair cut shorter than he wore it now, a cleft in his chin like Jack’s. He could easily have passed for Jack’s son. Mattie’s real dad had been dark-haired too, but ordinary-looking – safe. A solicitor, twelve years older than me, nearly forty when Mattie was born, unaware of the heart condition that would kill him while he was out running one morning, two weeks after Mattie turned eleven. It’s your fault, Mum. Mattie had screamed at me on the morning of the funeral. You made him angry. That’s why he ran away. He’d started to lose his way after that, and so had I.

I glanced in the mirror on the wall as I peeled off my sodden coat, blinking rain from my eyelashes, quickly turning away from the sight of myself – the self that Jack
























   


Keep reading for an excerpt from My Sister’s Child …
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Prologue

She was so light these days, bony wrists protruding from her jacket cuffs, her cheekbones too pronounced. There was barely a sound as she hit the water. Only a tiny ripple disturbed the surface.

I stared at the canal as if she might burst upwards any minute, hand outstretched. She’d been drinking before we met. I smelt it on her. So much for giving up. Another of her lies.

I shouldn’t have pushed her so hard, but she came at me fast, and the things she said … her words like knives in my heart. She wouldn’t listen.

I shivered as the wind picked up, my breathing ragged. How had it come to this? I wasn’t a bad person. She brought out the worst in me.

My pulse raced as I trained my eyes on the water. How long had it been? Too long. I let out a groan, cold creeping around the back of my neck, settling in my heart.

I recalled the cruel curl of her lips, the way her eyes had gleamed, caught in a streetlight, before she tipped backwards. A flash of surprise across her pale face, as though she couldn’t believe it.

Emotion exploded across my chest. Turning, I pushed my hands in my coat pockets to stop them shaking and half-ran from under the bridge, up the steps to the road, crashing shoulders with someone coming the other way.

‘Watch where you’re going,’ I muttered, keeping my head down, resisting the urge to glance over my shoulder as I hurried on.

A fox screamed, tearing the silence. Hard to believe I was in the city. Life, carrying on. The blare of a car horn made my pulse fly. I snapped my chin lower and tried to breathe evenly. Could I continue as though nothing had happened? I had to, or it would all be for nothing, and I couldn’t live with that.

It was for the best.




1

‘Jess, I’m so sorry about your sister.’

I nodded at the woman who had spoken. Caroline, a neighbour and so-called friend of my mother’s from when we lived in London. A memory of her in our kitchen after Mum died jumped into my head, her lips clamped to Dad’s.

‘Thanks,’ I murmured.

Voices ebbed and flowed in the pub around me. Dad was at the bar looking like a wreck, talking quietly to Uncle Denny. Not a real uncle – Dad didn’t have siblings – but a childhood friend, and frequent visitor to our home over the years.

I should go to Dad but felt incapable of leaving the leather chair where Adam had settled me, handing me a measure of ‘medicinal’ brandy before taking Noah into the garden.

‘He doesn’t like everyone being sad.’ Adam’s dark eyes had searched mine from behind his black-framed glasses. ‘Will you be all right?’

I’d nodded, feeling oddly detached.

Now, I craned my head and looked through the window to where Adam had created goalposts using his jacket and Noah’s red jumper. He’d adopted a goalkeeper’s crouch, arms spread as he waited for Noah to kick a scruffy football.

Noah would be 6 in a couple of months – a November baby. Watching my robust boy, his brown curly hair a little too long, I felt tears burning my eyes. He was too young for this. She was too young. I flashed back to my sister’s email two weeks before she died.

Can I come and see you? We need to talk. Rachel.

No context, but that was typical. My heart had leapt, questions flooding my mind. Filled with an unnamed dread, I replied, Yes. When? She hadn’t responded.

It was the last time I heard from her.

Dragging my gaze back, I scanned the bar of the bland London pub where we’d gathered for refreshments, chosen for its proximity to the crematorium.

‘She must have been what … 27?’ Caroline had settled in the chair opposite, knees jutting from the hem of her black skirt. She knew all about my sister’s lifestyle; probably thought she’d got what she deserved. ‘Far too young,’ she went on when I didn’t answer. Her heavy blonde fringe moved as she shook her head. ‘I know she put your parents through a lot, but even so—’

‘Why are you here?’ My voice was even. ‘You didn’t like Rachel.’

Caroline’s head jerked back. ‘I’m here for you and your dad.’ She flicked a look at him at the bar. ‘We’ve known each other a long time.’ Her gaze softened. ‘Maybe it’s as well your mother’s not here.’

I placed the tumbler of brandy on the table in front of us. My hand trembled and I bit back the words I wanted to say. Don’t you remember that day? The day you tried it on with my dad. Some friend you were. ‘It’s been a difficult time,’ I said instead.

Caroline rested a hand on my trouser-clad thigh. ‘I know you all did everything you could for your sister.’ I studied the web of veins beneath her skin. ‘An accident, the coroner said?’

‘I’m sure Dad’s told you that was their verdict.’

Caroline’s hand pulled away. ‘Alcohol does terrible things to a person.’

In that moment, I hated Caroline. She didn’t remember the little girl I’d read stories to when she was ill, who would allow only me to wash her hair at bath time – the girl who had so much potential. ‘We thought she’d given up drinking.’

Caroline absorbed this for a moment. ‘Was it seven, or eight years between you?’

Was it. Past tense. ‘Eight.’ Mum had thought she couldn’t have any more children after me, so Rachel had been a surprise. A nice surprise, she stressed, with no idea of the heartache that lay ahead.

I’d assumed that when we were older, my sister and I would establish a relationship that worked, just as my parents had prayed they would reconcile with their youngest child, but Mum’s illness had taken hold, and after the final seizure she’d died without seeing Rachel again.

‘Your dad did well at the service.’ Caroline seemed determined to prolong our exchange.

I nodded, though in truth, I’d barely heard his well-scripted tribute to Rachel that glossed over all the ways she’d let our parents down. Not that there had been many people to listen apart from Caroline and her husband, and someone from the art gallery where Rachel had been working. Rachel had never been good at making friends. In a fog of disbelief I had kept looking at the shiny wooden coffin thinking, How can she be in there? while keeping half an eye on Noah, restlessly kicking his heels.

‘I still can’t believe you upped sticks and moved so far away.’ Caroline gave a light laugh.

‘It was always on the cards once Dad retired.’ My smile felt thin. ‘You probably remember we used to holiday in the Lake District.’

Caroline nodded, eyes glossy with tears. ‘You scattered your mum’s ashes at Windermere,’ she said softly. ‘Will you do the same with your sister’s?’

I swallowed a hard lump of grief. ‘I don’t know.’

Caroline seemed to gather herself. ‘You didn’t mind giving up your job in the city?’

‘Not really.’ Finance was the career path I’d followed to live up to my role as ‘the good daughter’. When Noah arrived it was an easy decision to follow Dad to the Lakes and be closer to Adam’s mum. ‘I didn’t enjoy it.’

‘Your dad still teaching?’

He’d been a professor at the London College of Music until he retired.

‘He gives private piano lessons and goes fishing a lot.’ I sipped my drink and tried not to shudder as it burnt my throat.

‘He always was sociable.’

I glanced over and caught Uncle Denny’s eye. He gave a solemn nod and rested a hand on Dad’s shoulder as if to say, I’ve got this. Don’t worry. Denny had long since retired from the police force, but still had an air of quiet authority.

Caroline seemed about to say more, then rose and moved to the window. ‘He’s such a handsome boy.’ I looked out to see Noah doing a victory lap around the play area. ‘He looks so like you.’

It was a throwaway comment, but I felt a tremor of nerves. ‘Thanks.’ I removed myself from the sweaty clasp of the leather chair, willing Caroline to go back to her husband.

‘Well, I’ll leave you to it.’ As if reading my mind, Caroline summoned a smile. ‘Take care of yourself.’

‘Thank you for coming.’

As she hurried to the bar, a man materialised as though he’d been waiting for her to leave. I recognized him from the service as the owner of the gallery: Will something-or-other.

‘Jess?’ I had a vague impression of a teenager wearing his dad’s suit. ‘Sorry to bother you,’ he said, blocking my view of Noah. ‘It’s about your sister.’

I stiffened. ‘What about her?’

‘It’s just …’ He rubbed a hand round his jaw. ‘There’s something I think you should know.’

My heart missed a beat. ‘Go on.’

Behind him, Dad peeled away from the bar, eyes seeking mine. His movements were unsteady as he made his way over, closely followed by Denny.

‘I have to go,’ I said as I watched Dad stumble. ‘Tell me.’

Will turned, tracking my gaze. ‘It’s nothing.’ He held up his hands. ‘Forget it,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’ He moved away quickly, nodding to Dad as he passed.

‘Who was that?’ Dad said, as the door swung closed. He was steadier now, Denny’s hand on his arm.

‘A friend of Rachel’s paying his respects.’ I pulled out a chair for Dad to sit down. ‘We should make a move.’

He nodded, eyes on the table.

‘I’ll fetch Adam,’ Denny said, a smile on his weathered face. I let him go, knowing he wanted an excuse to kick a ball with Noah as Caroline’s words came floating back. She was right: Noah did look like me, but it was Rachel I saw in his profile. He had the same long-lashed dark eyes as those in the photograph of her at the service, one of only a handful we could find, but the thing Caroline didn’t know – that virtually no one knew – was that Noah wasn’t biologically mine. He was Rachel’s child.
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