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‘A terrific writer with a smart, keep-on-guessing, plot-twisting story that will keep you turning the pages until you reach the final one… then you’ll finally be able to take a breath.’ Chris Carter, author of The Crucifix Killer

‘From the first page, The Secrets of Strangers grips you with its quiet menace and emotional intensity. Jess Kitching pulls back the curtain on the writing world – its obsessions, its vulnerabilities, and the way storytellers shape reality through narrative. Kitching proves herself a master of tension, delivering a thriller that’s as thought-provoking as it is impossible to put down.’ Vikki Petraitis, author of The Unbelieved

‘Gripping, twisty and perfectly plotted. A mystery that just demands to be devoured.’ Katy Brent

‘The Secret of Strangers is a juicy, razor-tense and cleverly crafted suspense. It’s part Agatha Christie, with its cosy English village, writers’ group and missing woman – but then darkly glam and sinister, too. Jess has crafted the whole complete thrilling package!’ Holly Craig

‘A clever, taut and twisty psychological thriller that had me turning the pages into the night. Jess Kitching has crafted a mystery that is both hugely compulsive and also full of heart.’ Emma Babbington

‘A blocked writer who investigates a mystery to avoid her manuscript? I’ve never felt so seen – or so enthralled. This is psychological suspense at its darkest and most propulsive.’ Jack Heath

‘The Secrets of Strangers starts with a bang and does not falter. This gripping, but very human, story of loss, friendship, jealousy and courage will keep you turning pages well past your bedtime.’ Kelly Gardiner

‘This book held me hostage in the best way. Gripping, twisty, and emotional, it grabbed me from the first page – and even made me cry.’ Noelle W. Ihli, USA Today bestselling author of Ask for Andrea

‘A compelling, unhinged tale that explores the moral ethics of turning a real-life crime into fiction, with a final twist that will blow your hair back.’ Camille Booker

‘Kitching delivers a thriller that is unrelenting, absorbing and delicately vicious. Using deeply emotional themes of loss and family as a vehicle for what unfolds, it will demand your attention until the very end.’ Luke Johnson, author of King Tide

‘Jess Kitching is one of those rare talents who crosses genres with ease. Whether tugging at your emotions and making you ponder your life or keeping you up at night turning the pages because you “just have to know” what comes next, she is a master.’ Jo Dixon
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To Victoria – you have given me enough inspiration to make writing about the unbreakable bond between sisters easy… thank you!





PROLOGUE Alexa

Alexa Clarke didn’t feel her skull splinter at first.

Even the shudder-inducing crack of the initial impact took a few seconds to register with her.

Alexa’s momentary ignorance could suggest how unexpected an act of violence was in her life. Maybe the hostile beauty of the late November morning had captured her attention. Maybe she suddenly remembered something – an appointment she had to attend or that she hadn’t turned the iron off.

But the truth was, Alexa took a moment to acknowledge her attack because her mind was tangled in the thick forest of her darkest memories. Recalling them hurt more than a strike to the back of the head ever could.

In the moments before the hooded figure followed Alexa onto the field and inflicted their definitive blow, Alexa was in a trance. Barely one hundred metres from her home, but mentally a million miles away. Soaking in the silence that lulled her into believing everything would be okay.

Alexa was so absorbed that she didn’t notice the grass rustling behind her.

She didn’t hear the figure’s anticipatory breathing as they drew closer or feel the atmosphere shift as their hands raised a heavy, blunt object above her head.

But then the impact came, and everything changed.

The shock was so stunning that Alexa carried on walking for one, two, three steps before the scream of agony reverberated through her skull.

Then, Alexa stopped.

Then, she realised something was wrong.

By the time the second hit came, a shrill ringing vibrated through Alexa’s skull. Warm, sticky blood trickled down her forehead. Slowly at first, then faster, running past her eyebrows and mingling with her eyelashes until her vision turned red.

The last thing Alexa thought of as she crumpled to her knees was her husband handing her a pink polka dot mug. The first gift he’d ever bought her. So happy, so naive.

So blissfully unaware of what was to become of their story.





CHAPTER 1

The cursor flashes on and off, on and off. Its incessant blinking narrates the painful passing of each second I don’t type. A haughty reminder that the Word document, not to mention the rest of the world, is awaiting my words.

Calling its bluff, I raise my hands above the keyboard to fire out the most groundbreaking opening to a thriller ever written. When inspiration doesn’t strike, I lower them once more.

The cursor flickers.

At half past ten, I break from my desk to make a cup of tea, surprised it’s taken me so long to use this excuse to leave my home office. Usually by this time, I’m three cups deep.

In the peace of my kitchen, I spot the bread Kamal propped in the toaster for me before he left for work. I see the pill he laid out, too. It sits beside the toaster, small and innocuous, but with a presence so loud it might as well be screaming.

Picking up the tablet, I roll it between my fingers. I wonder how much strength I’d need to crush it. Not much, I imagine, but a vision of Kamal’s hope as I left the doctor’s office with my prescription stops me from doing so.

My eyes glaze as they linger on the pill, then the bread. Witnessing how much Kamal tries to help me get ‘back on track’, as the doctor said, would be laughable if it wasn’t so damned painful.

But Kamal doesn’t know that the pills don’t work. Or that as soon as the door closes behind him, the sadness comes for me anyway. It starts at my ankles, coiling up my body until it’s wrapped around my throat. It stays there all day, choking and oppressive. Its grip loosens slightly when Kamal is home, but never enough to let me be.

Plucking the bread from the toaster and enclosing the pill in my fist, I open the bin and drop the items in there. Once I cover them with remnants of last night’s dinner, I remember how to breathe. Marking that as a win, I select my favourite mug from the cupboard. Floral with a chip on the rim, it’s the one I was using when I signed my first book deal. The generous offer was the result of a bidding war that was, to quote The Guardian, ‘unheard of in recent years’. What luck the mug has brought me recently, though, I’m not so sure.

While the kettle boils, I look out across the garden, waiting for life outside to hit me with a distraction – or better still, a spark of inspiration. But what life outside? The neat garden, with its clipped grass glimmering thanks to a kiss of frost? The road to Bramblethorpe, which hasn’t had a car drive along it for almost an hour, or the field beyond it that goes on with no break in sight?

I’d first come across Bramblethorpe on an episode of Location, Location, Location. Taken by how idyllic it seemed, I convinced Kamal we should check it out. It was close enough to Manchester that Kamal could commute for work, and far enough away that I felt I could breathe.

I remember standing in this exact spot the day Kamal and I first inspected the house. It was even colder then. A ghostly white sky threatened us with the promise of snow, the trees in the distance exposing their skeletal branches. But even with harsh weather surrounding it, the house and the grounds it stood on sang with beauty. I thought it would make the perfect writing location.

‘Do you like it?’ Kamal had whispered to me, his thick beard tickling my cheek as he wrapped his arms around me from behind.

‘I love it.’

‘And you’re sure it’s what you want, Janine? You’re sure this is it?’

Turning, I’d looked into Kamal’s eyes and seen it all – the worry, the stress, the strain. Everything we needed to escape.

Like a fool, I’d replied, ‘It’s everything I want and more. It’s perfect.’

We put an offer in that day. Higher than the asking price, but I needed the fresh start the picture-perfect house promised. I would have sold everything I owned to have it.

Only now it transpires that the country dream was someone else’s fantasy, not mine.

‘I hate it here,’ I hiss, then I say it louder because there’s no one around to judge my bitter words. Exhaling, I push down my sadness with a biscuit, then another, and make my tea.

Drink in hand and throat thick with remnants of chocolate, I head to the foot of the stairs. There, I pause.

Being so behind on my latest manuscript, there should be no debate about going back to work, but my brain likes to pretend it has a choice in the matter. So much so, it enacts a daily tug of war about the pros and cons of reacquainting myself with Microsoft Word.

Six months ago, at the start of my writer’s block, I truly believed that my writing alter ego, S. K. Atherton, would pull something miraculous out of the bag. But now? Now nothing can ease the gnawing in the pit of my stomach that tells me, quite cruelly, that a mere three books into my forever career as an author, I am out of words. And, with two weeks until my publisher, Tiff, expects a solid draft to land in her inbox, almost out of time.

‘Take yourself off on another adventure if you need to,’ Tiff said in her last email. ‘Three weeks at a survival camp worked wonders when you were crafting your last book.’

As true as that might be, I don’t have the heart to tell Tiff that my days of throwing myself into immersive experiences in the name of research are over. Especially if that research means leaving the house.

Sighing, I begin the ascent back to my office, but my pinging phone stops me. I check the message. It’s from Katherine, sent to our writing group chat.


Another rejection. Tell me again why I bother writing…?



I should sympathise. I’ve known Katherine for six months now. I know how much writing means to her and understand more than most people the all-consuming hunger of chasing a goal that seems out of reach.

Closing my eyes, I wait to feel something. Anything other than the constant hollowness that has narrated my days for months now. But nothing changes.

As my phone pings with Natalya’s reply, I slip it in my pocket without responding and climb upstairs. There, I retake my seat at my desk and continue to berate myself for not knowing how to kill off a fictional person I’ve yet to invent. My alarm interrupts my self-loathing at twelve-thirty, warning that our writing group session starts at one.

As is the case with most good things in my life, I have Kamal to thank for finding the group. Fresh from our move to the country, we were out for a walk when he saw a flyer tacked to a noticeboard in the village square.

‘A writers’ group!’ Kamal exclaimed, pointing to the bright yellow piece of paper. ‘What a great way to make friends.’

My nose wrinkled. ‘I already have friends.’

‘I know, but they live over an hour away. It would be good for you to know someone local, too.’

I was too busy studying my husband’s excitement to reply. It had been so long since I’d seen him look so happy. My brain warned me why that was. If you make friends here, it means someone else can share the burden of being around you, it said darkly.

Kamal took a photo of the flyer and didn’t stop talking about the writing group until I caved and messaged its founder, Katherine. Part of me hoped she would say the group was full, but half an hour later she added me to a group chat with the other members. There were nine people in total, a number which surprised me. How many aspiring authors could live in one rural village, after all?

The group’s first meeting was a casual ‘get to know you’ chat at the local café, Coffee and Cake. The twee establishment sits alongside the equally inventively named bed and breakfast, Bramblethorpe B&B, and is decorated unironically in stereotypical tearoom style.

As well as myself, four aspiring authors attended the first meeting instead of the promised nine.

Alongside Katherine and Natalya were retired teacher David and new mum Vicky, but they didn’t come back. I got the feeling that the intensity of Katherine’s passion for writing may have scared them off.

The rest of us stuck it out, though. We meet weekly, sharing snippets of our work and asking for feedback. Even though the only things I’ve shared are old, half-baked ideas, it’s been nice. Fun, I’ll begrudgingly admit. But even if it wasn’t, that group is the one reason I have to leave the house. I owe it a lot.

Still, I’m trembling so much at the thought of the outside world that it takes me three attempts to button myself into my yellow coat. The switch from hiding out at home to being out in the bright, busy world often hits me like this. All my mind can think of is how many things could go wrong in the day. How many scary unknowns I wouldn’t have to face if I just stayed inside.

But every week, I push myself to go. For Kamal’s sake. Maybe even for my own.

A steady hum of nerves fuels me as I drive to the high street. Or what the locals call the high street, anyway. To me, the term means bustling boutiques and an abundance of cafés, but Bramblethorpe’s high street can be walked in less than a minute. And once you’ve visited the post office, the pub and the village store, you’ve pretty much seen it all.

‘Quaint,’ my sister Beth said when I drove her through the village after we put an offer in on the house. It was Beth’s polite way of saying, ‘What the fuck have you done?’

Pulling up outside Coffee and Cake, I can’t help asking myself the same thing.

Katherine and Natalya are at our usual table when I enter, their appearances at odds with the overly floral decor.

Katherine is a tweed-jacket wearing ex-economics lecturer in her mid-fifties. Sporting wild grey hair and carrying dreams of writing the next great love story, she’s spent her life trying to hone her craft amidst work and family responsibilities. With a string of rejections behind her, it hasn’t been easy, but when her husband Eddie passed away in March last year, Katherine left her job to chase her dream.

A twenty-year-old goth, Natalya’s heavily studded outfits make her stand out in the pared-back simplicity of Bramblethorpe, although I quickly learned that standing out is not something Natalya is comfortable with. She has a habit of hiding behind a curtain of long black hair, but nothing about her should be hidden. She is beautiful inside and out, and very talented. It will only be a matter of time before we’re attending the launch of her debut.

As I move towards our table, I catch the eye of the café owner, Margie. She must have been eligible for retirement twenty years ago, but Margie’s always here. She’s also the most inappropriate person I’ve ever met. The first time I spoke to her, she asked if I had children. When I said no, her response was, ‘Tick tock.’

‘The usual?’ Margie calls, holding a teapot in the air.

‘Please,’ I reply, before taking a seat. ‘Sorry I’m late. I would say there was heavy traffic, but you’d know that was a lie.’

‘You never know, Gerald’s sheep could have blocked the road again,’ Katherine jokes.

Laughing, I slip my coat from my shoulders. ‘How are you both?’

‘I’ve been better,’ Katherine admits.

‘Because of the rejection?’

‘Got it in one.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I reply.

Katherine offers me a sad, acknowledging smile. ‘Thanks.’

‘What was the reason this time?’ Natalya asks, oblivious to how the phrase this time makes Katherine bristle.

‘Apparently, my idea isn’t strong enough to sustain a novel. That old chestnut. I’ve now had over four hundred rejections, can you believe it?’ Shaking her head, Katherine grips her coffee cup. ‘I hate being made to feel so useless. Eddie’s not here, yet I’m still failing him.’

‘You’re not failing him!’ Natalya cries. ‘You’ve done what you set out to do. You’ve written books! So what if a publisher doesn’t want them? Do you know how many people say they want to write but never do? You’ve done more than most. You don’t need external validation to prove that.’

Natalya’s speech shines with passion, but the look on Katherine’s face says, actually, she does need the validation.

A beat rings out in the conversation, one I know I should fill. As the only published writer here, my words carry a weight that I’m not always comfortable with. But life has taught me better than to make empty promises, and the world of publishing is notoriously unfair. I don’t want to be the one to say that sometimes, some dreams are just for dreaming.

‘Excuse me,’ I say, standing abruptly. ‘I need the bathroom.’

Katherine’s eyes bore into me as I leave the table. She expected better from me, I know that without looking at her. I expected better from myself, too, but it’s like there’s a block inside me, preventing me from being the supportive person I once was.

In the bathroom, I splash my face with water, only now noticing the sleep crusting my eyes. Once upon a time, I’d have been mortified at leaving the house looking like this.

Gripping the sink, I glare at my reflection. ‘Come on,’ I hiss. ‘Do better.’

Commanding myself to be present, I plaster on a smile and push my body away from the sink.

When I re-enter the café, I plan to go back to the table, but a tall, imposing man enters Coffee and Cake. The fraught, frazzled energy he radiates stops me in my tracks.

I don’t need to hear him speak to know that what happens next will change everything.





CHAPTER 2

My focus glues itself to the man as he goes straight to Margie. The tension he rattles with seems at odds with the smart clothes he wears. I imagine usually, he walks into a room and commands it with his aura alone. Now, the only thing filling the air is his nerves.

‘Margie, can I have a word?’ he says. His voice is stripped so bare by raw emotion that my skin prickles.

Glancing up from the coffee machine, Margie nods. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘I was just – it’s – have you seen Alexa?’

Margie blinks, dressing her features in an expression that looks like concern, but I know her too well to believe it’s genuine.

‘Alexa?’ she echoes. ‘No, dear. Not for a while. Why?’

The man swallows. ‘She’s – she’s not at home. She’s not been there since Saturday.’

I raise my eyebrows. So does Margie.

‘Saturday?’ she asks. ‘Today is Monday.’

‘I know, that’s why I thought I’d ask if you knew where she was, what with… well, you know,’ the man replies, scratching the back of his head awkwardly.

‘She’s not at the B&B this time,’ Margie replies. ‘Have you called the police?’

Horror fills the man’s face. ‘No, no, I don’t need to do that. Lex is probably… she’ll be cooling off somewhere, that’s all.’

‘Cooling off?’

It’s only when hearing the judgement in Margie’s voice that the man realises where he is. His eyes dart around the café, spotting me and then the curious gaze of Katherine and Natalya.

‘I’m sure it’s nothing,’ he says, flashing a smile that would be dazzling if it weren’t undermined by worry. ‘Lex will be back before we know it.’

‘I hope so,’ Margie says, eyeing him. ‘Shall I come by the house and let you know if I see her?’

‘That would be great,’ the man replies, pushing himself to be brighter. Backing out of the café, he waves a cheery wave. Margie’s arm rises to wave back, but there’s an undeniable glint in her eye.

As soon as the door shuts behind him, the man scurries towards a Tesla that’s parked on the high street. His distress keeps me frozen, but Margie bursts into life.

‘Did you hear that?’ she asks, heading to Katherine and Natalya. ‘Alexa Clarke is missing!’

Katherine frowns. ‘Missing? Otis certainly seemed worried, but is missing the right word for it?’

‘She’s not been home for two days, what else could she be? Besides, with those two? It’s got to be a scandal! There’s definitely trouble between them,’ Margie says, leaning closer like she’s about to tell a secret and ignoring the jostle of my chair as I return to the table. ‘Alexa’s stayed at the B&B here a few times, did you know that? You’ve got to ask, why would someone leave their husband only to stay in the same village they already live in?’

‘Wow,’ Natalya marvels. ‘If she’s not here, maybe she’s left him for good, then.’

‘Has she left him, or has he done something to her?’ Margie says, her eyes sparkling. ‘You saw Otis’s face when I mentioned the police. Never trust a man who owns an expensive car. Criminals, the lot of them. In fact, never trust a man full stop.’

I have to fight the urge to roll my eyes. It’s common knowledge that Margie’s ex-husband left her for a younger woman, resulting in a sour taste in her mouth when it comes to the opposite sex. Sometimes, she’s so offensive with her sweeping statements, I wonder how she has any customers left.

Katherine, it seems, is as bored of it as I am.

‘Margie, stop,’ she warns. ‘We don’t know a crime has been committed, and we certainly don’t know Otis had anything to do with it if it has. He just asked if you’d seen Alexa.’

‘If you believe that, you’ll believe anything,’ Margie replies ominously. ‘What if he came in here to act the concerned, loving husband, when really she’s buried at the bottom of the garden? I’m calling it, ladies. This is a book coming to life.’

‘Well, if something bad has happened, I’m not sure how proud you’ll feel for talking about Alexa like this,’ Katherine says, her brows furrowed. ‘She’s our neighbour. We should be concerned, not catty.’

Margie raises her hand to her chest. ‘Of course I’m concerned about Alexa! I told Otis to call the police, didn’t I?’

‘Was that before or after your face lit up at the idea of having some new gossip?’

A taut silence stretches out and is only broken when Margie laughs.

‘Oh, you are funny,’ she says, waving a hand to dismiss Katherine’s comment. ‘Always keeping me on my toes.’

As Margie walks away, Katherine shakes her head. ‘Sorry,’ she mutters. ‘I don’t mean to snap, but my patience is shorter than ever today. Especially with people like that.’

‘Don’t worry,’ I reply. ‘You were right to call Margie out. It was almost like she delighted in that man’s pain.’

My attention travels to Margie as she arrives back at the counter and reaches for her phone.

‘Why do I get the feeling she isn’t phoning around about that guy’s wife out of concern?’ I ask, strangely unnerved by the old woman’s glee.

‘Because Margie’s not like that. No one in this place is. It’s quite upsetting, actually,’ Katherine replies, taking a sip of coffee. ‘I know Otis and Alexa are fairly new, but a little community spirit wouldn’t go amiss. I swear, ever since Alexa said no to helping out at that summer bake sale, their name has been mud.’

‘The house they built didn’t help matters,’ Natalya adds. ‘It’s that big modern one on Maple Crescent. Surely you’ve seen it?’ When I shake my head, Natalya continues. ‘I think it’s nice, but most people hate it. There were protests about the planning permission and everything. Ever since then, Alexa and Otis have been outcasts.’

‘Do you know them well?’ I ask.

‘Not really,’ Natalya admits. ‘I’ve seen them when I go walking, but that’s it. What about you, Katherine?’

‘I’m the same,’ Katherine replies. ‘I’ve seen Alexa out and about; we’ve said hello, but that’s it. Otis is the friendlier of the two. A nice man, by all accounts.’

‘Doesn’t everyone say that about the husband? Then they find the body,’ Natalya mutters, then she shakes her head. ‘Sorry, I know I sound like Margie. It’s just writing 101, isn’t it? Don’t trust anyone or what they say. Although in a village like this, everyone knows everyone’s business anyway.’

‘You never know anyone’s business, not truly,’ Katherine replies. ‘Alexa Clarke is the perfect example of that. I’ve seen that woman around countless times, yet I only recently found out that she’s lost four babies in the last two years.’

My head snaps to face Katherine as if I’ve been slapped. ‘Alexa miscarried four times?’

Katherine nods, her features melting with pity. ‘They say she’s devastated. It’s put a terrible strain on her marriage. No wonder she’s taken the odd night at the B&B to escape it.’

As Natalya makes sympathetic noises, the blood drains from my body, taking with it all assurance that I can get through the rest of the day without falling apart.

‘She lost the first six months into the pregnancy,’ Katherine adds with a shudder. ‘It doesn’t even bear thinking about. Apparently, Alexa is desperate to start a family. She left her job, changed her diet, did everything she could, but it still hasn’t happened for them. Can you imagine how awful that must be?’

I can’t bring myself to respond, but Natalya can. ‘She must be in so much pain. They both must. I’ve heard all sorts about the Clarkes,’ Natalya says, biting her lip. ‘There’s talk of Otis being involved in dodgy business, not to mention the rumours about him cheating.’

‘That’s what I’ve heard, too,’ Katherine says. ‘I’d hate to believe it, of course. They both seem like good people who are going through a hard time. It all started with the losses, apparently. They say Alexa couldn’t face it anymore. That she hates being in that house with the reminders of what she’s lost.’

‘Maybe that’s why Otis hasn’t called the police,’ Natalya theorises. ‘He knows Alexa needs a break and left to get one. But I still don’t get why Alexa would leave without telling him where she was going.’

Kathrine shrugs. ‘People don’t always think straight when they’re grieving. We don’t know Alexa’s state of mind.’

‘But if she’s going through all this and no one knows where she is, then Otis should definitely go to the police. I mean, what if she’s hurt herself?’

I jolt at the thought, but Natalya and Katherine are too engrossed in their conversation to notice.

‘Do you really think she’d do that?’ I ask.

‘I don’t know,’ Katherine replies. ‘But one thing I’m sure of is that Alexa Clarke needs help. Or, at the very least, a hug.’

We each get lost in the shadow of Katherine’s words until Natalya sighs.

‘I wish we could help, but we’re not Janine,’ she says. ‘We don’t have the skills to solve a missing persons case like she does.’

‘Good point,’ Katherine replies. ‘I’d have thought you’d practically be a detective by now with all the research you’ll have done over the years, S. K. Atherton.’

I open my mouth to reply, but Natalya groans. ‘I hate research. Why can’t we write whatever we want to progress the plot?’

‘Because then our books wouldn’t be realistic, and the basis of all books is reality,’ Katherine replies. ‘Even fantasy novels come from somewhere. Think of all the medieval and political references.’

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t realise there were dragons in medieval times.’

I take a drink, pretending to listen to Katherine and Natalya debate realism in writing, but my mind is with Alexa Clarke, wherever she may be.





CHAPTER 3

I cut my time with the writing group short by telling Katherine and Natalya I have a headache. It isn’t exactly a lie. A mounting pressure has sat behind my forehead ever since finding out about Alexa Clarke.

Collecting my handbag, I make a move to leave, but Natalya commands our attention before I manage to flee.

‘Should we keep an ear out for what’s going on with Alexa?’ she asks. ‘Keep each other up to date in the group chat? I know it sounds bad, but Margie’s right – this is like a book coming to life. It could be useful for our writing.’

‘And it would be good to know that Alexa’s okay,’ I say.

A blush colours Natalya’s pale cheeks. ‘Of course. I meant that, too.’

With confirmation that we will listen out for news on Alexa Clarke, I leave Coffee and Cake, shivering on the walk back to my car. With each step, my brain replays the conversation. The more I think of everything I’ve been told, the more Otis Clarke’s devastation lays heavy on me.

Sense tells me that, with no words achieved today, I need to crack on with writing, but as soon as I step into the house, a compulsion overcomes me. It ushers me to my office without allowing me time to remove my coat.

Throwing back the lid of my laptop, I type ‘Alexa Clarke’ into Google.

The results are random. A website belonging to a footballer with the same name; a webpage from a law firm announcing an Alexa Clarke as their new Executive Partner; articles about an Alexa Clarke who appeared on a now-cancelled reality TV show.

I amend the search, narrowing it down to ‘Alexa Clarke missing’.

This time, I get a series of missing persons reports from around the world. All detail the disappearances of women called Alexa, but none appear to be our Alexa.

But who is our Alexa?

I’ve never met her. I’ve never even seen her. Or if I have, I didn’t know who she was. How can you search for information about someone when you don’t even know what they look like?

Abandoning Google, I hit Facebook and search ‘Alexa Clarke’ once more. Hundreds of profiles are listed in the results. I refine my request by adding ‘Bramblethorpe’ to the criteria, but nothing comes up.

Pivoting to a new tactic, I look up Otis Clarke instead. This time there are fewer results. When I add ‘Bramblethorpe’ to the search criteria, he appears.

The first thing that catches my attention is Otis’s profile picture. How could it not when it’s a photo of him and Alexa on their wedding day?

When I blow up the image to fill my screen, it’s like being struck by lightning.

Alexa Clarke is both nothing like I expected and everything I imagined. Stunning in an unconventional way, she has a willowy build, a wide mouth and thick eyebrows much darker than her icy blonde hair. Her silk wedding dress is fitted and simple, the kind of gown made for someone so content in their body they’re happy for fabric to cling to every curve. A gorgeous emerald ring sits on her ring finger, a symbol of the love she vowed to uphold for the rest of her life.

But more than Alexa’s beauty, I am struck by the fact that the woman in the photograph is not a stranger to me. It turns out, Alexa Clarke is someone who’s been on my mind every day for the last eleven months.





CHAPTER 4

Eleven months ago

I know I’m staring at her, this woman sitting opposite me, her hand cradling her belly to protect a growing bump. Her lips lift into a small, content smile she’s probably too blissful to be aware she’s making.

My eyes pinch. I want to be happy for her, I do – but I can’t be. My envy is too strong.

‘It’s cruel, isn’t it?’ someone beside me says.

I jump, my focus darting to the stranger. I didn’t even notice her entering the waiting room, never mind sitting beside me. As soon as I see her, I realise that must be rare. The woman is so beautiful, she probably turns heads everywhere she goes.

‘What is?’ I ask, coughing to clear the croak in my voice.

‘That they make us wait for scans in the same room as people who are carrying to full term.’ As soon as she finishes speaking, the woman looks at me empathetically. ‘Sorry, you probably don’t want to talk about it. I never do. But I saw the look on your face and I… well, let’s just say I know that look. I understand it.’

My head bows as I curse myself for being so transparent. I thought I was holding it together better than that. That’s all I do every day – wake up, move through life, hold it together. Cling on, really, even though I’m hanging over a cliff’s edge.

‘I’m sorry,’ the woman says softly. ‘We can talk, if you want?’

Despite myself, I laugh. ‘I don’t even know if I can talk anymore. These days, it’s like I’ve got no words in me.’

‘Well, I think we both know that silence isn’t the worst companion in the world,’ she replies, then she pauses before speaking again. ‘I was carrying a little girl. Before that, another girl, and another. I like to think that they’re all together somewhere. Probably arguing over clothes and toys like sisters do. And loving each other fiercely.’

My lips twist into a knowing smile. ‘That’s sisters summed up in a few sentences.’

‘Do you have one?’

‘I do. Beth. She’s younger than me.’

‘And she has a child?’

I blink, surprised. ‘Two. How did you know?’

The woman’s sad smile is back. ‘Sometimes, there’s a tone we use when we talk about people who have what we wish we did. Even when it’s people we love.’

‘Do I sound jealous?’ I say, noting the edge of bitterness creeping into my voice.

‘No, not jealous. Wistful.’

In the silence that follows, I stop and reflect on how I sound when I speak to Beth. I wouldn’t really know. I’ve not spoken to my sister properly in a long time, or anyone else for that matter. Kamal says he understands, but I’m not sure he does. He still suggests we invite Beth and my nieces over or attend dinners with his family, not registering how painful I find those interactions. How they do the opposite of making me feel loved and included.

I’m debating saying all this when the woman asks me a question. ‘Who do you reckon they’d have been? Your baby, I mean.’

I lift my eyes, meeting her gaze.

‘If you want to talk about something else, let me know,’ she says. ‘I’ll understand. But I couldn’t help wondering if maybe you were like me – a woman staring out at the world, wishing that someone would ask her about the little person she thinks of every day, but no one ever does.’

My mouth dries, my hands jerk to cover my ears, but somehow, I speak. ‘I think this one would have been a boy,’ I whisper. ‘A loveable little boy with eyes like his dad’s. Hopefully his brains, too. But my creativity. I’d have wanted him to inherit that.’

‘An undervalued trait,’ the woman says, reaching into her handbag for a tissue when she sees I’m crying. ‘I carry them at all times now.’

‘Thanks,’ I reply, dabbing my tears self-consciously. I swallow hard when I spot the woman opposite politely looking away, pretending she hasn’t noticed my emotional outburst.

Suddenly, the woman beside me turns to face me, head on.

‘I don’t want to be that person who tells you what to do, especially at a time like this,’ she says, ‘but try not to cut off the people who love you, okay? I know it’s easy to do. Hell, sometimes I shut my husband out so much it’s like we’re strangers.’ The woman shakes her head at this. ‘But we need the people who love us. The people who see us underneath all the sadness. They’re the ones who can help us get through this.’

Instinctively, I grimace. ‘Do you think this is something you can get through?’

‘What a question,’ the woman replies, lifting her gaze to the ceiling. ‘Truthfully? I don’t know anything anymore, but we have to hope, don’t we? We have to believe.’

‘I don’t know if I can,’ I admit, my voice scratchy once more. ‘It feels like all my belief has dried up.’

From the corner of my eye, I see a nurse enter the room, ready to call out the name of the next person heading for their ultrasound.

‘That’s when you need belief the most,’ the woman whispers, squeezing my hand. ‘Happiness will find you again. It always does.’

My mouth opens to reply, but then I hear my name.

‘Janine Rai?’ the nurse repeats, scanning the room until I stand. She turns and walks away, expecting me to follow, but my body hovers beside the stranger who saw me at a time when I couldn’t even recognise myself. I want to thank her, to sit and talk about all the things I haven’t shared with anyone else, but she nods at me.

‘Go on,’ she says. ‘Scan time. Just know, whatever happens, it will be okay.’

I don’t know how my head manages to nod or my legs manage to walk. It doesn’t feel like I told either of them to. But they do, one step after another. All the while, the stranger’s words ring in my ears.

Whatever happens, it will be okay.





CHAPTER 5

My vision blurs as I stare at the photograph of the woman I now know to be Alexa Clarke.

‘Fuck,’ I say, choking on tears. Instinctively, I raise a hand to my stomach as if to cover a tiny set of ears, but of course, there’s nothing there.

My head bows. Alexa had so much hope the day we met. So much presence. Her kindness and genuine understanding have stayed with me for almost a year. Helped me. Told me that no matter how dark my thoughts got, I had to have hope.

Hope, the thing that, if I listen to Katherine, Alexa had lost.

That idea is almost too awful for me to bear.

Sniffing back tears, I lift my head to look at the photo of the Clarkes on their wedding day. My vision blurs as the image transforms into one of me and Kamal on ours. We don’t look anything like Alexa and Otis, but we carried ourselves in the same way. We were excited for the future, too, back before we knew the trajectory it would follow.

But grief changes you. It warps you, turning you into someone you never thought you would become. I know that better than most, but I don’t want that for Alexa. I want her to be the woman I met that day at the hospital. A stranger who handed me a tissue and told me that life would find a way to become good again.

Suddenly, the image of Alexa and Otis captured in confetti-covered bliss takes on a new significance.

Maybe I can help. While I might not know Alexa Clarke, I know her story. I know she feels like she has no place in this world. I know that disappearing probably feels like the most appealing thing to do right now, even if it breaks the hearts of those who love her.

‘It’s okay,’ I whisper. ‘I’m going to help you.’

That all starts with finding her.

Luckily, there’s enough information visible on Otis’s Facebook account to provide a window into his world. I learn that he was born in London and has two brothers, Nathaniel and Leo. He owns a business called Archi-Tech, and a quick Google search informs me that Archi-Tech employs almost fifty people and logs annual profits in the millions.

Then I spot something that makes my heart leap. Alexa’s Facebook account is linked to Otis’s via his relationship status, although her name comes up as Alexa Larson.

Her maiden name, perhaps? I click the link. When Alexa’s profile loads, the ache in my chest grows.

Her profile picture is one of her and Otis, but an older one. The photo looks like it was snapped at an informal outdoor event, maybe a barbecue or a garden party. They’re sitting on striped folding chairs, Otis’s hand resting on Alexa’s knee as she laughs at something.

A lump forms in my throat. Social media is curated. We only share the good bits, I remind myself, but my mind dismisses that thought. I want the photo to be real. I want the people in it to be as happy and as in love as they seem. I want Alexa to come home and for everything to be okay.

Before emotion gets the better of me, I skip to Alexa’s ‘About Me’ section.

I learn that she was born in Denmark. She left her home country to travel, holding jobs in New York and Sydney before coming to England. Her location is still set to London, where she worked as a lifestyle journalist and editor before going freelance a few years ago.

Heading back to Google, I search the name ‘Alexa Larson’. And just like that, Alexa’s journalistic career is at my fingertips.

For the next few hours, I read everything I can find that has Alexa’s name attached to it. I soak in each word as if the truth about where she is can be found in an article from four years ago. The more I read, the more something strikes me: the tone of Alexa’s writing is upbeat. So much so that after reading her work, I feel like I could write an entire novel in the few hours I have left of the day. The fact that the woman who could inspire such determination in me is the same person checking herself into a B&B streets away from her home because she was so pained distresses me.

When I’ve exhausted Alexa’s articles, I rake through information about Archi-Tech more thoroughly than someone would research the company if they were applying for a job there. Despite the rumours, I find no evidence to suggest that Otis runs his business with anything other than integrity.

That doesn’t mean it’s the truth, though, my brain warns.

The room darkens as I research Alexa and Otis. My eyes burn from hours of screentime, but I keep going, desperate to find something, anything, that might give me more insight about Alexa’s state of mind. The information online is outdated and hidden behind social media gloss, but at least it helps bring the Clarkes to life.

Time must slip away from me because before I know it, Kamal calls me from downstairs.

‘Janine?’

Glancing at the time, my heart plummets when I see it’s almost seven-thirty. Snapping my laptop shut, I dash for the stairs, but halfway down them I freeze.

Kamal stands in the hallway, stretching his stiff neck. He hasn’t noticed me yet, so for the first time in a long time, I see my husband as he is when he’s not holding everything together. His thick hair looks dishevelled, his beard in dire need of a trim. There’s a heaviness to him that sets my nerves on edge, but when he senses my presence, joy lights his face.

‘Stressful day?’ I ask before Kamal glosses over his tiredness completely.

‘Aren’t they all?’

As Kamal shrugs his coat from his shoulders, a crinkling sound rings out, making me take note of the colourful poppies in his hand.

‘Before you say anything, they’re only from the village store,’ he says. ‘I know you say flowers are a waste of money, but I never know if that’s a masterstroke of reverse psychology.’

Forcing a smile, I accept the bouquet. ‘They’re a pretty waste, at least. Thank you.’

I notice the moment Kamal wonders if the thawing between us might mean a hug is on the cards. It’s the same moment I head to the kitchen to put the poppies into a vase. A masterstroke of mistiming, the way all our movements seem to be these days.

Pushing past my accidental snub, Kamal follows me. ‘What’s for dinner?’ he asks.

‘Right now, nothing,’ I admit, cringing as I’m forced to admit I haven’t started it yet. With the countryside move taking us further away from Kamal’s work, cooking is the one job I insisted on having.

‘Don’t worry,’ Kamal says, grinning as if my lapse in self-appointed responsibility is something to be pleased about. ‘We can make dinner together. An impromptu date night.’

‘Kamal, please. You look exhausted and—’

‘I’m fine. Come on, let’s see what we can conjure up together.’

Knowing from Kamal’s chipper tone that he won’t budge, I drop the poppies into a vase and watch Kamal hunt for ingredients. Guilt nags at me with each movement, the feeling growing when Kamal stifles a yawn.

‘So, how many words did you write today?’ he asks while analysing the contents of the fridge.

‘Almost two thousand.’ These days, I don’t even flinch when I lie to my husband.

‘That’s incredible! You’ll be at the finish line in no time. I can see the headlines now: “S. K. Atherton has done it again!” ’ Kamal’s shiny eyes stare ahead as if looking into a brilliant future that only he can see. ‘Were there any tricky scenes to iron out?’

‘Oh, it was just another day at the office.’

‘Does that mean, “I’m so done with these fictional people, can we talk about something else?” or am I reading your tone wrong?’

‘Exactly,’ I reply, feigning a grimace.

‘Fine by me, but if you need a sounding board for gruesome crimes or witty comebacks, you know I’m always happy to help. How was your writing group?’

‘It was all right,’ I reply noncommittally. ‘Poor Katherine got another rejection from a publisher, though.’

‘Oh dear. I hope she took it better than the last. Shall we do a stir-fry?’

‘Stir-fry’s great,’ I reply, opening a cupboard to grab a chopping board. ‘To be honest, we spoke a bit about writing, but most of the conversation was taken up by talking about a woman from the
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