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      ‘I’m sorry to inform you that your parents have been involved in a car crash,’ the police officer says. There’s momentary pause, an audible blink and then: ‘They’re both dead.’

      He is holding his hat in front of him as if using it as a shield. There’s been no messing around. First he confirmed that I am, indeed, Megan Smart – and then, bam!, dead parents.

      There’s another pause in which I find myself staring at his shoes. They’ve been shined to the point that they’re almost mirrors. The white of the hallway lights are reflecting back at me like stars in the night sky.

      He shuffles and glances to his colleague during the silence, then turns back to me. I’m avoiding his stare, worried that my eyes might betray me. It’s awkward – but then I doubt death knocks are ever fun and games.

      ‘Oh,’ I say.

      ‘They were both in your father’s car,’ he adds. ‘Our colleagues are investigating the cause of the crash. We don’t know any more at this time.’

      Another silence.

      ‘Has someone told Chloe?’ I ask.

      ‘Officers are with your sister now.’

      ‘Right.’

      I take a small step backwards into my flat, one hand on the front door, as the other officer – a woman – moves forward. She puts a hand on my shoulder but quickly removes it when I wince away.

      ‘We can wait with you if you want?’ she says. She has a slight Scouse accent. No doubt she drew the short straw in having to come out and make this type of visit.

      ‘It’s fine,’ I say. ‘I’m going to call Chloe.’

      ‘We can arrange to get you down to London if that’s—’

      ‘No!’ I answer too quickly and the air sizzles. Like the moment after a glass is dropped and everyone turns to see who smashed it. Both officers step backwards from the doorframe and I finally look up to their faces. Match their stares.

      I’ve screwed up because instinct is hard to fake. I should be breaking down, throwing my hands into the air. I should have questions. The who, what, where, why and how. That’s what normal people would ask.

      I’m trying to think of a question that sounds right but all I can manage is a weak, ‘Are you sure it’s them?’

      ‘We’re sure,’ the man replies.

      ‘Oh,’ I say. ‘I guess that’s that, then.’
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      I have barely opened the front door when Chloe dashes past me. She heads across the kitchen and down the hallway, pushing doors open on either side as she goes.

      ‘Bagsy the big bedroom,’ she calls, poking her head into each room before ducking out and trying the next.

      The front door doesn’t seem to fit in the frame: probably the years of rain and heat causing it to swell and shrink over and over. It sticks as I try to close it, leaving me to shoulder and boot it into place as it squeaks in annoyance. There’s nothing like a quick bit of violence after five hours in a car. Three hours on the motorway was bad enough, but the subsequent two hours on twisty-turny country roads would bring out the worst in anyone. Gandhi might have banged on about peace and forgiveness – but he never had to drive from London to Cornwall in a battered VW.

      ‘I don’t think there is a big bedroom,’ I call after my sister.

      Chloe is already at the back of the cottage, almost hidden in the murk of the hall, pointing to an open door. ‘Shotgun this room.’

      ‘Fine.’

      She disappears inside and there’s a thump as her bag hits the ground. She’ll be unpacking already. Everything in its place and all that. In some ways – this one in particular – she’s unquestionably our mother’s daughter.

      I dump my own backpack on the crusty welcome mat and head towards the fridge. Chloe was six, possibly just seven, when she was last in the family cottage. I was ten and, a decade on, it was literally half a lifetime ago for me. I do remember this cottage, this kitchen. I see it in flashes, like scenes from a forgotten television show I’ve not watched in years. One that wasn’t very good and that I’d rather forget.

      There’s a thick wooden dining table in the corner, the type of thing that’s so big people remove window frames to get it inside. It ain’t IKEA, that’s for sure. There’s a coating of dust on its surface, but this is the sort of furniture that could survive ice ages and meteor strikes. Long after the human race has gone and the mosquitoes have taken over, this hunk of varnished wood will still be here.

      I was sitting at that table when Mother told me I couldn’t have a cheese sandwich because I was already pudgy enough.

      Chloe drifts back into the kitchen, her phone aloft. ‘No reception,’ she says.

      ‘Try upstairs.’

      She moves back towards the hall before stopping and turning, half a grin on her face. ‘You almost had me then.’

      As well as the organisational skills and desire for things to be in their rightful place, Chloe also got Mother’s looks. Naturally blonde, with those big round eyes. There was a time when I called her ‘the Aryan child’. Never to her face, obviously. That was a different me. I was meaner then. Sometimes I miss that girl who spoke first and thought second.

      Chloe edges into the kitchen again, straining across the sink and reaching her phone towards the window.

      ‘Nothing,’ she says, turning in a circle. ‘Not even a single bar.’

      ‘Try the WiFi.’

      She taps the screen once and then looks up. ‘Be nice to me.’

      I grin. ‘We’ll figure it out. There’s probably a phone mast on a hill somewhere. There’ll be Internet in the village. We’ll live.’

      It’s sacrilege but Chloe lets it go. She runs a hand along the draining board, taking a layer of dust into her palm. ‘When was the last time anyone was here?’

      ‘I think Mum was down a bit before Christmas. I don’t know.’

      ‘She could’ve sorted out the WiFi. It’s like… I dunno, Victorian times.’

      ‘I don’t think there’s ever been a phone line.’

      I look around blankly, as if expecting to see the type of ancient technology that involved a phone connected to the wall with a cable. All that’s there is a musty layer of dust on everything.

      It’s only when I find myself searching through the drawers for a duster or a tea towel that I realise how mumsy I’m becoming. Chloe’s watching, saying nothing and I wonder if she’s thinking it as well. I’m twenty going on fifty sometimes. Ancient.

      ‘Why’s it so hot?’ Chloe asks.

      ‘There’s no air-con or central heating. I bet it’s freezing in winter and boiling in summer.’

      She huffs in annoyance. ‘I’m going to unpack.’

      Chloe hangs around for a second, probably subconsciously waiting for permission. It’s taken us both time to realise we don’t need to wait for our parents’ approval any longer. I don’t say anything, so she disappears off to the back room and I give up on finding a cloth. Half the drawers are stuck closed and it’s not like the dust is going anywhere. I take a tiny amount of pleasure from knowing that, if Mother were here, she’d be on the brink of a panic attack at all the cleaning that needs doing. A decade ago, she’d have done it herself. In recent years, she’d have been clicking her fingers and calling for Gabriela. The memory is so clear, so close, that I can even hear the intonation in her voice. ‘Gabby,’ she’d call, ‘Gabriela. Will you look at this?’

      I sometimes wonder what might have happened if poor Gabriela had simply looked at the mess and left it there. When it came to our Polish help, Mother had somehow turned cleaning a single five-bedroom house into a fifty-hour-a-week job. No working time directive on our road. That didn’t stop my parents from voting to ‘send them all back’, of course. Mother actually said that to me when she asked how I’d voted.

      Cookbooks sit in a row on the counter, spines faded by the sun. All the celebrity chefs have their names on show and I wonder whose benefit these books are for. Even in the old days, I don’t remember either of my parents cooking. It was sort yourself out, or find somewhere that delivers. Mother didn’t eat, so why should any of the rest of us have to bother with such a pesky thing?

      This is where I’m unquestionably my mother’s daughter.

      I run my fingers along the spines, sending a clump of dust onto the floor. It’ll be good to toss the lot into a skip one day soon. Leave a nice trample mark on Jamie Oliver’s face. That’s what I think of your Italian Kitchen, mate.

      The living room is a similar story to the kitchen. It’s a smaller room, perhaps more of a study. It’s dusty and the air is clogged and thick. There are bookcases filled with hardback crime and romance novels, yet I doubt either of my parents ever read a fiction book. A cricket bat is resting inexplicably in the corner. Neither of them much cared for playing or watching sport, so who knows where it came from. The rocking chair stirs another memory. I think I sat in here, reading quietly. Children should neither be seen nor heard and all that. I set the chair bobbing back and forth, sending a flurry of dust to the floor. There’s nothing else in here that feels familiar.

      The second study is cosier than the first: all throws and cushions. Like a bomb went off in the home section of John Lewis. The soft furnishings are more likely to be from Harrods, of course, or imported from who knows where. Somewhere expensive. The rest of the house might have once been like a show home but this room is all Mother. There’s even a soothing purple lightbulb. I bet there’s a CD of whale music somewhere nearby.

      I have no recollection of this part of the cottage. I remember the thick kitchen table, the cheese sandwich denial… and that’s about it. I had wondered if being here might jog some memories – but there’s nothing there to be jogged. My ten-year-old brain was obviously concerned with other things.

      It doesn’t surprise me that the food memory has stuck. I sometimes wonder if absorbing so many random facts about food – if not the food itself – has pushed everything else away. Like, there’s only room for so much knowledge in a person’s head at any given time. That cheese sandwich would’ve been 500 calories minimum. Forty per cent fat, twenty per cent carbs. If we had an Internet connection, I’d Google it to make sure.

      I’m busy thinking of melting Cheddar with speckled dots of grated onion when a gentle series of clunks echo through the house. I emerge into the hall at the same time as Chloe.

      ‘Was that you?’ I ask.

      ‘I think someone’s at the door.’

      She nods behind me, towards the kitchen, and I realise that she’s right. The silhouette of someone’s head is distorted by the rippled glass in the front door. Mother’s voice is at the back of my mind again.

      Gabby, there’s someone at the door. Gabriela...?

      I have to push my foot into the frame and pull to make the front door open. It scrapes and grinds, then flies open, almost making me topple backwards. Not quite the elegance and poise those private school fees paid for.

      Daylight beams into the sullen kitchen and the woman on the other side jumps back a little. She squeaks like a trodden-on puppy.

      ‘Oh,’ she says. ‘I, um…’

      She’s wearing the type of oversized sunglasses that scream an airy lack of interest in anything other than herself, yet she removes them to examine first me and then Chloe. Her eyes narrow, which is quite the miracle given the smoothness of her forehead. I hadn’t realised Botox was available this far out in the sticks.

      ‘Is it really you?’ she asks.

      ‘Well, I’m me, so…’

      Her face stretches tighter, momentarily confused, straining against the facelift. Six months old, I reckon. There’s the merest hint of a scar skimming her hairline. It’s only showing because of her tan: a narrow cream line against the browned skin. She’s in a smart skirt suit. There was a time when I would have known the brand simply by looking. Either way, it’s expensive – and completely out of place, considering this cottage is surrounded by forest.

      ‘Megan?’ she says, before turning to my sister. ‘And is that little Chloe…?’

      She’d raise an eyebrow if she could.

      ‘Do we know you?’ I ask.

      The woman turns back to me and stretches out her hand. Her fingers are long and slender, her nails baby pink. ‘Alison,’ she says, as if this should mean something. ‘Alison Wood.’

      We shake hands, if it can be called that. Her grip is so limp that’s more an incidental brushing of palms.

      ‘I was friends with your parents,’ she adds. ‘We’ve known each other for years. We did a charity gala thing and Anne was on the Burning Boat committee a while back. That was—’

      ‘She was on the what committee?’

      Alison blinks, not used to being interrupted. There’s a flicker of annoyance that is gone so quickly that I half-wonder if it was there at all. I learned at school that people who come from money aren’t accustomed to being spoken over. They talk, you listen.

      Alison bats a dismissive hand. ‘You poor things. What happened to your parents is such a tragedy. They were so young, so kind, so talented. And to be taken by a car crash…’

      She tails off, but neither Chloe nor I add anything. What is there to say?

      ‘Did you get my card?’ she adds.

      I glance at Chloe, who is leaning on the doorframe, arms hugged across her front. She’s nowhere near over what happened yet. It’s been a long three months for her; a blink for me.

      ‘We got a lot of cards,’ I reply. ‘We didn’t know most of our parents’ friends. That’s what happens when you’re hidden away at boarding school.’

      Chloe tenses but Alison seems not to notice the bitterness in my tone. I don’t think she was listening.

      ‘I remember you both as little girls,’ she replies airily. Her eyes become glassy as she glances upwards. She bats her hand in front of her face, warding off invisible tears. ‘I suppose the last time I saw you was the summer that everything happened…’

      Alison tails off, takes a breath and then continues: ‘It was so brave of your parents to come back and check in with the place every few months. It must have brought back such terrible memories. I’ve been keeping half an eye on the cottage ever since I heard what happened to them. That’s why I noticed your car.’ She turns to look at my scuffed Volkswagen. When I turned eighteen, Mother offered to buy me a ‘proper car’, but I wanted to pay for something with my own money. I was craving disapproval at the time.

      Alison has paused, waiting for me to fill in some details. I know that expectant, docile look. I used to wear it myself. When I was at school, there was a time when I used to feed on gossip. A succubus for controversy and titillation. Takes one to know one. It was an age thing with me: I grew out of it.

      ‘Are you staying for long?’ she asks eventually, when she realises I am not going to say anything further.’

      ‘We’re not sure,’ I reply.

      ‘I suppose you have things to sort out. You must have had it so hard. I can’t begin to understand.’ She licks her lips and takes a small step backwards. She glances between us, but I can’t read her this time. She seems confused more than anything.

      ‘We’re here for a break,’ Chloe says. It’s the first words she’s spoken since the knock on the door. ‘We figured we’d get away from London for a while.’

      Alison takes us both in, nodding along. ‘That sounds nice. Does this mean you’ll be staying around? They say it’s going to be a hot summer.’

      I jump in before Chloe can reply: ‘We’re gonna wing it. See how things go.’

      Alison winces momentarily at my filthy slang.

      ‘Well… If you need some help, or want to ask about the area – anything like that – we’re right by the “Welcome to Whitecliff” sign.’

      She points towards the main road. There’s only one route to the village. We must have passed her house when we drove in.

      ‘It’s called The Gables,’ she adds. ‘On the right as you enter. You can’t miss it.’

      ‘I think I saw it on the way in,’ Chloe replies.

      Alison smiles in reply – or as much as she can. Her lips twitch upwards. ‘There’s a buzzer on the gatepost,’ she says. ‘Come by any time. My husband’s called Dan. Either of us will be happy to help if you need something.’

      She takes another step away, crunching awkwardly across the gravel and onto a crumbling set of paving slabs that serve as a pathway.

      ‘Your husband’s name is Dan?’

      Alison stops and stares back at me. ‘Right…’

      ‘I think I do remember you,’ I say. ‘Didn’t you have a son? My age?’

      It’s more of a dream than a memory. The vaguest inkling that I once played on the beach with a boy named Somebody Wood. My father was chatting to his father, who was called Dan. I don’t remember Alison at all.

      ‘Eli?’ I ask. ‘Something like that. Edward…? Evan…? Something with an “E”?’

      It takes her a few seconds, but Alison slowly starts to nod. ‘Cambridge,’ she says breezily. ‘He stays there during the summers. Loves the place.’ She doesn’t confirm his name.

      We all pause for a moment more, no one quite sure what to say.

      Alison finishes with, ‘Well, you know where we are…’ and then turns, heading back along the track towards the road.

      When she’s out of sight, I wrestle the front door back into place and then turn to see Chloe with her hands on her hips.

      ‘That was rude,’ she says.

      ‘Me?’

      ‘She was only trying to help.’

      I want to tell Chloe that she’s young, that she’s naïve. That women like Alison Wood don’t only help. There’s always something else going on, even if it’s just gathering gossip for the rest of the village’s Official Nosy Bastard Society.

      ‘We’re fine on our own,’ I reply.

      ‘I never said we’re not – but she was only making sure we’re good. She was friends with Mum.’

      I start to reply but then stop myself. It’s not worth arguing. Mother and Father mean something different to Chloe than they do to me.

      Chloe makes a move towards her room, then turns back. ‘How long do you think we’ll be here?’

      We had to visit the cottage at some point – or at least one of us did. Inheriting an estate is ludicrously complicated. This place is equally ours now, even if Chloe’s share is being held until she’s eighteen.

      That’s not why we’re here, though.

      ‘I should have told you earlier,’ I say. ‘I thought it’d be better if I waited until we were here.’

      I cross to my bag and struggle with the spaghetti tangle of ties and zips before removing the postcard.

      ‘This arrived on the day of the funeral,’ I say, passing it across.

      Chloe stares at the front, which is a photo of a steep cliff towering over a beach. ‘Whitecliff’ is printed in the corner. I’ve spent hours looking at the picture, wondering what it means.

      She flips it over and glances at the back. There’s not a lot to see. On the right, our London address is written in green capital letters. It’s addressed to me. On the left, in the space for the message, is a single letter.

      Z.

      Chloe turns the card around, checking she hasn’t missed anything, then she holds it up for me to see.

      ‘Z? What does that mean?’

      ‘I’m not sure.’

      There’s a moment where Chloe’s body tenses and I think she might screw up the card. In the three months since I received it, I’ve thought about doing precisely that several times.

      ‘Zac…?’ Chloe speaks with wide-eyed disbelief. I can’t remember the last time we talked about our brother. About what happened to him.

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Why didn’t you say something before?’

      I look away, not quite able to tell her the truth: that I wanted this to be my secret. That there’s a part of me that’s enjoyed having something for me and only me.

      ‘There wasn’t a right moment,’ I reply. ‘What with the funeral and everything. You were upset and…’ I tail off, hoping she’ll let it go.

      Chloe’s eyes narrow slightly and, for a moment, I think she might push me harder. I could have told her at several points between the funeral and now but I hadn’t wanted to. Once I’d opted not to tell her first time around, it would have been difficult to explain why I’d continued to keep it a secret. At least now we’re here, I’ve got a reason to tell her. I can pin it on being back in the cottage after so long.

      She nods slightly and I know my sister well enough to see I’m off the hook. If things were reversed, I wouldn’t have let it go so easily.

      ‘You can’t think it’s from him…?’ she says, before adding quickly: ‘It must be a coincidence? A mistake?’

      I take the card back, smoothing the front and returning it to the safety of my bag. Mine.

      ‘I honestly don’t know.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Chloe’s gentle hums drift through the cottage like the dawn song of a pain-in-the-arse bird. There was a big bedroom, after all: the one our parents shared when they stayed here. I don’t remember the room itself, which makes me wonder if I was ever allowed in. Probably not. Our parents enjoyed their secrets.

      Chloe is busy unpacking, cheerful about being here. It’s somewhere different, a break from the endless video conferences with solicitors and the lengthy list of things to do. Her exams were barely a month ago. Her school offered to let her defer them for a year, but she took them anyway. She’s on holiday now and I don’t blame her for being cheerful, for wanting to forget everything that’s happened. She’s happy to be here – and, I hope, happy to be with me.

      We’ve been at different private boarding schools for most of our lives and not just because of the age gap. We would have had a year or two overlap at the same school, but Mother sent Chloe somewhere different, saying I would be a bad influence. Because of this, we haven’t spent a lot of time together. We’ve only seen each other for part of each summer and at various family occasions. We’ve kept in touch with WhatsApp messages. Emails, in the old days. It’s not the same as living together, though. Sometimes I forget how little we know each other. Especially because, at times, it’s like she’s a younger me. Nicer, of course. Kinder.

      She’s already brushed off the postcard from ‘Z’, figuring it was a mistake. I’d have never done that, even at sixteen going on seventeen.

      I listen to her humming and singing, which is an accompaniment to the opening and closing of drawers and wardrobes. My bag rests untouched against the too-soft bed in my room.

      It’s not long before I feel like the walls are closing in. I stare at the spiral swirls of mould in the corners where the walls meet the ceiling. It’s so humid in here that it feels like I’m breathing in bubbles.

      I call for Chloe and meet her in the hallway. She’s taken off her trainers and is walking around in bare feet.

      ‘Let’s go out,’ I say.

      ‘I’m still unpacking.’

      ‘You can do that any time. The sun’s out – let’s explore.’

      Chloe bobs from one foot to the other, wavering. She’d clearly rather stay here but says, ‘One minute,’ anyway and disappears back into her room. A moment later and she’s ready, wearing sandals, shorts and a strappy top.

      It takes me a minute or so to fight the front door and lock up. There’s a patch of crumbling paving slabs and then a gravelly track that leads from our cottage to the main road. A separate darkened trail disappears into the woods. We opt for the route to the road but it’s still dim and moody under the shadow of the swaying trees. The temperature is a degree or two lower outside the cottage – and it’s another couple of degrees cooler again in the shade.

      After a minute or so, we reach the road. Glancing back, I realise that there’s no way Alison Wood could have seen my car unless she came down the track. And the track only leads to the cottage, so I wonder what she was doing. Perhaps it is as simple as that she was ‘keeping half an eye’ on the cottage, as she said. Suspicion comes easily.

      We walk along the edge of the road for a short while and then the trees open up, unveiling the wonder of what’s below. The cottage is at the top of a hill – the type of brutal, unrelenting steep road that Britain does so well. Switchbacks are for softies.

      The blue of the ocean stretches far into the distance below, only ending when it reaches the sapphire sky. The cliffs from the postcard are off to the right: craggy walls of rock topped with grass and trees that tower over a smooth stretch of beach. Dark dots of ant-like people are scattered across the sand, baking in the afternoon heat.

      Then there’s Whitecliff itself.

      From the top of the hill, it’s a sprinkling of roofs atop cosy cottages and weathered houses. As we head down, the blend of cobbled and tarmacked streets becomes more apparent. Half a dozen boats are docked at a jetty on the edge of the village, close to a pub. There are photocopied black and white posters advertising an upcoming festival, plus some others about water safety. The streets aren’t exactly heaving with people, but the village feels lived in. There are flower baskets hanging beside various front doors, a sign pointing the way to the beach and telegraph poles with cables looping down to the buildings.

      It’s a far cry from the people and noise of the cities I’m used to – but undoubtedly a step up from the isolation of the cottage.

      Chloe stops to check the menu on the side of the pub and I stand with her, staring out towards the boats. There’s a topless, tanned man hunched over the front of a vessel marked ‘Chandler Fishing’. He’s mid-twenties or so. Sweat is pouring along his arms and back, dripping on the wooden dock at his feet. He’s big, with only a bristle of dark hair across his head. There’s far more on his back, upper arms and, well… everywhere.

      Almost as if he can sense me, he stops, turning and wiping his brow with one hand as he clutches a spanner in the other. He squints, trying to figure out who I am.

      ‘The only vegan option is chips,’ Chloe says.

      I turn away from the man to Chloe, who’s pointing at the board. ‘Huh?’

      ‘Everything’s got meat in it, except the chips,’ Chloe says. ‘We’d have to ask if they use sunflower or vegetable oil.’

      Assuming they’re deep fried, that’s a good 400 calories per portion. Possibly more. It’s hard to tell without a set of scales and knowledge of the oil they use. I blink the thought away.

      ‘We’ll figure something out,’ I reply. ‘There’s probably a shop somewhere. We can get food there.’

      Chloe frowns and I feel like our mother again. I’m not a vegan, but that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t care that Chloe is. She checks the board once more and then turns, finally realising that we’re being watched. The man by the boat hasn’t moved, his stare fixed directly on me.

      ‘Making friends…?’ Chloe says quietly.

      ‘I have this effect on people.’

      We continue past the pub, leaving the tarmac road and venturing onto the cobbles. It’s like moving back in time as we pass a row of thatched houses built with thick wooden beams.

      There are more festival posters here and more about safety on the beach and in the water. Others shout that fishing licences are needed and then there are the standard warnings about locking up valuables.

      There is nothing about Zac.

      It’s been ten years since he was here, of course. There’s no particular reason for him to be mentioned anywhere and I’m not sure what I expected. Something, I suppose. A plaque or a sign. I don’t know.

      I’m lost in my thoughts when Chloe calls me over to a small building with a sign in the shape of a sun.

      ‘Let’s go in here,’ she says, heading up the creaky wooden steps and inside without waiting for a reply.

      I follow, taking in the ‘Sunshine Gallery’ sign, and emerge into a bright room filled with paintings. It’s not quite the whitewashed walls of the Tate; this is far homelier. It’s like walking into someone’s living room. There’s a sofa and a couple of armchairs facing the walls, allowing people to take in the paintings in maximum comfort.

      Chloe is already at the counter, talking to an old man with a grey beard, no hair and tiny rimless spectacles. He’s in a rocking chair, calmly bobbing forward and back.

      ‘This is my sister,’ Chloe says, turning to introduce me.

      ‘Arthur,’ the man says, not motioning to stand, or to shake hands. That’s fine with me.

      Chloe turns back to Arthur. ‘Is this all your work?’

      He scoffs. ‘I wish! Some of it is. The weaker pieces.’

      Chloe and I both turn to take in some of the paintings. Most of them seem to be of the local area. There are the cliffs and beach, boats at sea, cobbled lanes and battered houses.

      ‘Many come from visitors,’ Arthur says. ‘They get the bug for this place and return to paint new scenes year after year. I display on their behalf. Are you an artist?’

      Chloe shrinks under the question, mumbling a reply. Arthur doesn’t catch what she says, leaning in, eyes narrowing. He nods in the way people do when they don’t hear something but are too polite to say so.

      ‘She’s good,’ I reply.

      He twists towards me as Chloe continues to wilt.

      ‘Is that right?’

      I turn to Chloe, asking if she brought her things, meaning her paints, pencils and pads.

      Chloe nods, suddenly dumb and shy.

      ‘You can bring your work in if you want,’ Arthur says. ‘Many do. I always like to see new interpretations of Whitecliff. If it’s good enough, I’d be happy to display. If it’s really good, someone might want to buy it.’

      Chloe continues to nod, blinking away embarrassment. She’s never been one for praise. I guess neither of us are.

      ‘I’ll do that,’ she says.

      We say our goodbyes and head back out into the sun. The village has a high street of sorts, with perhaps a dozen shops and stalls stretching from the pub along the beachfront. Chloe and I reach a dead end and then turn back to retrace our steps. The closeness of the higgledy-piggledy properties and narrow lanes have turned even this small village into a maze.

      The general store is called Arkwright’s and Chloe waits outside as I head in. Her concern about a lack of vegan food is quickly confirmed as I browse the fridges. There is fresh meat and fish, plus milk, butter and cream – but little in the way of anything non-traditional. There are boxes of cereal, but no sign of almond or coconut milk. The only vegetables in stock are tinned.

      ‘Can I help?’

      The woman from the counter has been eyeing me over her glasses ever since I entered the shop.

      I put down the tin of corn and head towards the front. ‘Do you sell tofu? Or veggie burgers?’

      Her features crinkle into one big frown. It’s hard to guess her age. The craggy wrinkles say seventies, but her bird-of-prey eyes say fifties at most. She’s wearing a cardigan, despite the heat. It’s a curious old person’s thing – jumpers and coats even in the middle of summer.

      ‘Tofu?’ She emphasises the last part of the word as if it’s something she’s never heard of. Foreign muck.

      ‘Vegetarians eat it instead of meat,’ I explain. ‘It’s all protein.’

      She shakes her head while pouting out a bottom lip. ‘Not here.’

      ‘Do you know anywhere that might sell it?’

      ‘Not in the village.’

      I offer a weak ‘thank you’ that I don’t mean and am about to turn and go when I notice the spinning rack of postcards on the counter. I don’t need to twist it because a very familiar image is front and centre. There’s the steep cliff towering over a beach, with ‘Whitecliff’ stamped in the corner. I pick up the card and hold it up.

      ‘Do you sell many of these?’ I ask.

      The shopkeeper eyes me as if looking at a particularly stupid toddler. ‘It’s summer. What do you think?’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘It’s thirty pence or four for a pound.’

      I dig into my pocket, even though I know I have no cash. I never do. Whenever beggars ask for change, I want to ask if they take cards. Change is a curious throwback; heavy and not even worth much.

      All that’s in my pocket is my debit card – but I’ve not even offered it before the shopkeeper makes a strange clicking sound.

      ‘Minimum of a tenner if you want to use a card,’ she says.

      I put the postcard back onto the rack, offering the thinnest of smiles. ‘Another time,’ I say.

      Her only reply is a tut, which I guess is what passes for customer service around here.
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      Chloe is sitting on the step outside the shop, holding her phone in the air.

      ‘Any luck?’ I ask.

      ‘Nothing.’

      ‘I’m sure there’ll be a spot somewhere that phones work.’

      Chloe stands and puts her hands in her shorts pockets, angling towards the road. ‘Shall we go back…?’

      She takes a step away, wanting to return to the cottage.

      ‘Let’s go to the beach,’ I say. ‘We’re practically there already and I don’t fancy that hill quite yet.’

      Chloe turns and stares up towards the woods that arch steeply towards our cottage. The hill looks far sharper from the bottom than it did from the top. She says nothing, but nods slightly and latches onto my side as I head back to the pub and then loop around the front of the gallery onto the sand.

      After the serenity of the village, the beach is another story. Twenty or thirty teenagers have massed against a sandbank. Their towels are spread on the ground and around half of them are soaking up the sun, with the rest in the ocean or playing volleyball.

      As we get closer, it dawns on me that there’s not an adult in sight. Even more worryingly, it occurs to me that, at twenty, I might be the oldest person here.

      Chloe has tucked in half a step behind me. I’ve noticed this sort of shyness with her before. She’s comfortable enough with adults but seems to want to avoid contact with those her own age.

      I’m thinking about turning to go, when one of the lads waves us across with an enthusiastic, ‘Hi!’ He’s in red swimming trunks: all bronzed muscles and hairless chest. Pure Baywatch. At best, he’s eighteen – but I can tell from the way he has his hands on his hips that he’s one of those cocky types who can get by with a lopsided grin and forgive-me eyes.

      ‘How are you doing?’ he calls – and there’s no way out now.

      ‘We’re good,’ I reply. We’re close enough to talk at a proper volume and I notice some of the others peering over their sunglasses to look at the newcomers.

      ‘I’m Brad,’ he says.

      ‘Megan and Chloe,’ I reply.

      Brad is ridiculously good-looking. He’s got the whole cheekbones and straggly blond hair thing going on. Good genes. Mother would like him.

      ‘You down for the summer?’ he asks.

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Where are you staying?’

      ‘Where are you staying?’

      He laughs, running a hand through his damp hair as if he’s in a bloody shampoo commercial.

      ‘We’re all in the caravans up by the lightning tree. It’s better than it sounds. You?’

      ‘Our parents have a cottage.’

      Brad nods approvingly.

      ‘Is there anywhere to get mobile signal around here?’

      Before Brad can answer, the girl lying on the towel at his feet sits up. She lowers her sunglasses and shields her eyes. ‘Lightning tree,’ she says.

      The girl has perfectly smooth black skin and is in a two-piece silver bikini. Her dark hair is in a tight ponytail. It’s hard not to wonder whether we’ve accidentally stumbled across some sort of breeding factory for models.

      ‘What’s the lightning tree?’ I ask.

      The girl waves a hand up towards the hill and the main road. ‘Follow the road up; it’s before you get to the Whitecliff sign. There’s a tree in the middle of a field that was struck by lightning. You’ll know it when you see it.’ She pauses, then offers her hand to me. ‘Ebony,’ she adds.

      Every syllable is perfectly pronounced. Pure Queen’s English stuff. I suspect she went to private school as well, and the smoothness of her skin indicates that she’s rarely got her hands dirty in her eighteen or so years.

      Still, I’m hardly one to talk. It’s not like I’ve been grafting in the steelworks.

      Ebony and Chloe shake too and then we go through the whole thing again with Brad. It’s all very formal; no sign of the fist-bumps or flappy-handedness that often passes for greeting among others our age.

      Brad turns and introduces more people, but the names largely go in one ear and out the other. It’s all too much for one go.

      Someone called George has a guitar – because there’s always a wanker with a guitar in a group like this. He’s strumming away quietly to himself, but if he starts up with a twenty-minute rendition of ‘Live Forever’ or ‘Hey Jude’, then I might have to garrotte him with his own guitar string.

      There’s a Will and a Sophie – nice, safe middle-class names. We’re only missing a Toby or a Tobias to get the full set.

      The only other name I remember for sure is Mia. She has long, straight dark hair and matching brown eyes, with olive skin. The type of girl whose parents would be questioned by mine about where they ‘really’ come from. The reason I take note of her name is that she has a little black French Bulldog named Popcorn, who introduces himself by sniffing my ankles and then sitting on Chloe’s feet.

      My sister might be shy around others her age, but she has no such issues with animals. She crouches and scratches the dog behind his ears. He responds by licking her legs and, before I know it, Chloe and Mia are happily chatting to each other.

      That leaves me standing awkwardly, not quite sure what to do. I’m only a year or two older than everyone else but it feels like more than that. The others are here to lounge and play but that’s not why I’ve come to Whitecliff.

      I smile an apology and drift away from the group, towards the one person on the beach who might be older than me. It’s the lifeguard, who may or may not be asleep on his high chair. He’s wearing sunglasses and a set of tell-tale earphone cables are dangling from his ears to his back.

      I call out, ‘Hey,’ and he jumps, sitting up straighter in the wooden chair and twisting to face me.

      ‘Okay?’ he asks, quickly shielding his eyes and scanning the water in case he’s missed someone drowning. That sort of thing tends to put a black mark on the CV of a lifeguard.

      ‘I’m Megan,’ I say.

      When he realises I’m simply saying hello, he breathes a sigh of relief and peers down at me.

      ‘You new in town?’ he asks.

      ‘Got in this morning.’

      He climbs down the ladder, throws a glance towards the beach kids and then lowers his sunglasses slightly. ‘Luke,’ he says.

      At close quarters, he’s even older than I thought: probably twenty-four or twenty-five. He has long, floppy hair and the can’t-be-arsed bristle of someone who hasn’t shaved in a couple of days. The faint smell of weed clings to him like sand to wet feet.

      ‘Welcome to Whitecliff,’ he says.

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘There’s not much to see, but you can surf…’

      ‘Not my thing.’

      ‘What is your thing?’

      ‘This and that. I have been making friends with the Arkwright’s shopkeeper.’

      There’s a pause of a second or so, as if we’re in slightly different dimensions. I suspect whatever he’s been smoking is responsible, but he does laugh in the end. ‘Gwen,’ he says. ‘Gwen Arkwright. She’s harmless enough. She’s been running that place since the dawn of time.’

      Gwen. This is one name I will make sure I remember. Whoever sent me the postcard with ‘Z’ written on the back likely bought it from that shop. And Gwen probably sold it to them.

      ‘What’s the deal with the beach kids?’ I ask.

      Luke shrugs and scratches his head. ‘What deal?’

      ‘Seems like a lot of people for one small village.’

      He shrugs again. ‘They come in every summer. Stay up in the caravans and spend the days surfing, sunbathing, or whatever.’

      We take a few seconds to watch the beach kids doing their thing. I wonder if this would have been my life if things hadn’t happened the way they did with Zac. These teenagers are here because it puts them out of their parents’ way. Their mums and dads are free to lounge in Saint-Tropez, or off on a yacht in Monaco, without their annoying children to get in the way.

      I shiver when Luke speaks next. It’s like he’s read my mind. ‘Where are your parents this summer?’ he asks.

      ‘Not around any longer.’

      ‘Oh…’

      ‘My last name is Smart,’ I say. ‘Megan Smart. My parents were Anne and Ian. They owned the cottage up on the hill.’

      I can feel Luke watching me, though I don’t turn to face him.

      ‘What?’ I ask, although I know what he’s thinking.

      ‘I know that name.’

      ‘Ten years ago, my brother, Zac, went missing somewhere around here.’

      We stand in relative silence, listening to the lapping of the waves and the gentle babble of the beach kids.

      ‘Were you here then?’ I ask. ‘When Zac went missing?’

      ‘I’ve never lived anywhere else.’

      ‘So do you remember him?’

      A pause. ‘Not really. I know the name.’

      I’m not sure what to say and if there’s one thing I’ve learned from my expensive education, it is to shut the hell up unless I am asked something.

      I do precisely that.

      ‘Why are you back here?’ Luke asks eventually. Someone else will always break a silence if the wait is long enough. It’s a compulsion.

      I think of the postcard in my bag and the single letter on the back. What can I say? I think that my missing brother invited me here? My dead brother wanted me to come?

      I take a breath of the warm air, tasting the dusting of sand.

      There’s only one way to reply.

      ‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘I really don’t know.’
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      I don’t have much to talk to Luke about. It only takes me a couple of minutes to realise that almost his entire experience of life comes from the few square miles that encompass Whitecliff. I bring up Zac once more, but Luke ends up talking about the weather. If he did know my brother, then he seemingly has nothing to say.

      Back with the beach kids, Chloe is still playing with an ever-excitable Popcorn. Brad and George-the-guitar-player are now sitting close to her and Mia in a circle of four. I catch Chloe’s eye, offering the merest of nods towards the hill and she stands, brushing the sand from her shorts. There’s a glimmer of a moment in which she glances at Brad, but then she steps away with a small wave.

      ‘You could’ve stayed,’ I say, when Chloe is at my side. ‘I was only telling you that I was heading up.’

      ‘I’d rather go.’

      ‘You seemed to be making friends…?’

      ‘I guess.’

      I’m not sure if her lack of enthusiasm is because she’s unconvinced by her own ability to make friends, or if she’s not that bothered by them. We make the slow trudge up the hill towards the cottage. Neither of us speak, though in my case at least, it’s because I’m struggling to breathe. A combination of the heat, the gradient and the fact I’ve not eaten all day.

      We’re outside the cottage when Chloe says she’s going to head out to the cliffs to draw. I tell her I’ll bring a book and follow, mainly because I’d like to figure out how each part of the village connects to the rest. She is clearly excited by Arthur’s offer to look at her work, but I wonder if she knows he was probably just being nice.

      I wait in the kitchen, allowing myself two glasses of water (zero calories, no carbs) as Chloe heads to her room and gathers her sketchbook. She offers to share a protein bar with me, frowning when I check the label. Half the bar is 130 calories, which isn’t too bad. There are dates and prunes in it, too, which helps.

      Chloe says nothing as I measure the bar with a tape from the drawer under the sink and then slice it exactly in half. She takes her section and then we head back outside.

      It’s easier than I thought to find the lookout point. We walk to the top of the hill and then follow the line of the cliffs into the woods. The trail isn’t marked but the thinness of the grass and moss makes it easy to follow in the footsteps of others. It takes around ten minutes to make our way through the trees and then we emerge onto a patch of uneven rocks. There are tufts of fern and I would imagine it’s like a skating rink when wet. In the baked summer heat, it’s simple enough for Chloe and me to giggle our way across in flip-flops.

      We’ve travelled far enough around the coast to be past the beach and the ocean is raging into the rocks far below. It feels a lot noisier up here than it did when we were down on the beach. A colony of seagulls is circling overhead, chirping and probably plotting to drop an unwanted gift onto one of our heads.

      Chloe leads the way, wobbling across the rocks until we find ourselves on an errant plot of lush green. Daisies and dandelions are smattered among the grass and my nose twitches from the pollen. I used to tell our old PE teacher I had hay-fever in order to get out of cross-country. It’s amazing what a few eye drops and some forced sniffles can do. I wonder now if all the faking actually brought it on for real.

      Chloe plops herself down on the grass, a couple of metres away from the edge of the cliff. The ocean continues to roar, but there’s a contradictory peace to it, too. The village is far below, snug between a pair of cliffs, with the beach stretching away towards the rocks. Brad, Luke and everyone else have been reduced to hyperactive black dots against the cream backdrop.

      I follow the line of the road up the hill, looking for our cottage – but it’s well-hidden by the trees.

      Chloe has her sketchbook in her lap and a pencil in hand. I watch her for a moment as she swishes the lead across the paper. I didn’t bring a book after all, more through forgetfulness than anything else. I move carefully towards the edge of the cliff, taking small quarter-steps until it feels as if the world is at my feet.

      In some ways, it is.

      I risk a peep downwards, watching as the white surf crests and hammers into the exposed rocks. The waves quickly follow each other, one after the next, with barely a moment of respite between strikes.

      It’s hard not to wonder whether Zac once stood on this spot. To consider whether, perhaps, he tumbled from here.

      That’s the problem when someone goes missing. If a person dies, it’s final. There might be questions to answer, but their ultimate fate is known. With Zac – with anyone who disappears – there are only questions.

      I blink and there’s a moment of dizziness. I know this feeling only too well. Keeping my eyes closed and not daring to breathe, I can feel the world spinning on the other side of my eyelids. The ground rushing towards me. The ocean, the roar.

      There’s no need to count, because this is natural now. I breathe in slowly through my nose and then out through my mouth. The half protein bar is burning a hole in my pocket and I know I should eat it. Only 130 calories. That’s all. I’ve earned that simply by walking down the hill and up it again, and then out here.

      When I turn away from the edge and open my eyes, I’m relieved to see that Chloe hasn’t noticed anything wrong. She glances up from her drawing and smiles at me with her lips closed, silently letting me know she’s fine.

      I check my phone, but there’s no reception here. I suppose one of the next jobs will be to find Ebony’s lightning tree.

      I’m wondering what I should do now, when I spot a shadow marching across the rocks. It’s a man, his arms swinging rigidly back and forth as if he’s on morning drills. He’s in the full get-up: hiking boots, cargo shorts, linen shirt, utility vest, backpack and a wide-brimmed hat. It’s all a bit Bear Grylls having a midlife crisis.

      He spots me at the same time as I see him and he waves and calls out a cheery, ‘Hi!’

      As he gets nearer, I do wonder if there’s anyone in this village who isn’t good-looking. He might have bought one of everything in the North Face sale, but he has the sort of salt-and-pepper stubble that only men of a certain age can pull off. His eyebrows are thick and striking, his calves bulging from the hike. He’s the sort of rugged-looking bloke they get to advertise ‘Just For Men’: playing Frisbee in the park while some girl half his age saunters over and runs a hand through his hair for no reason.

      ‘Hi there,’ he says, as he gets within a metre or so of me.

      ‘Hey.’

      ‘Fancy seeing you out here.’

      There’s a moment in which I stare at him, bemused. He’s made it sound like we know each other.

      ‘Dan,’ he says, stretching out a hand. ‘Dan Wood. Alison said she’d seen you at the cottage and here you are.’

      I wonder how he knows what I look like, but decide it’s not worth mentioning. He has the type of handshake that’s firm and reassuring without being overbearing. I can’t stand the alpha-types who grip as if they’re desperately trying to get some blood to the limp vestiges of their long-gone erections. Those ones who yank you towards them because it’ll somehow make up for the lack of their parental love they were shown as a child.

      Dan turns to Chloe as he releases my hand, adding: ‘It’s great to see you both again. It’s been so many years.’

      There is a weird cheeriness to his tone that turns the atmosphere into something that, from nowhere, infuriates me. Mother often said I had anger issues. It was her way of trying to shut me up, but there are times when it feels like I’m desperate to prove her right.

      Before I can react, his face falls and then he adds: ‘Wish it could be in better circumstances, of course.’

      There’s a pause, in which it takes me a second or two to figure out that he means our parents dying. That does tend to put a damper on a reunion.

      ‘Did Alison say to come over if you need anything?’ he asks.

      ‘She did.’

      ‘Great!’ He spins and points in the vague direction of their house. ‘It’s by the “Welcome to Whitecliff” sign,’ he says. ‘You can’t miss it.’

      Given I’ve already driven past it once and not noticed, I’m not sure that’s true.

      He turns back and stands with his legs apart, hand on hip. I’m a little teapot. ‘So…’ he says. ‘How have things been?’

      ‘Busy.’

      He nods. ‘I was really good friends with your father at one point. We used to go golfing together. I bought a few antiques from him over the years. Just bits and bobs. He was a great guy.’

      His chumminess annoys me. It’s been like this for months: total strangers telling me what fantastic people my parents were. How it’s a ‘tragedy’ or a ‘crying shame’. That they were ‘taken too young’. That it ‘always happens to the good guys’. And so on.

      It’s easy to be great, fun people when your kids have been packed off to boarding school. Easier still over a couple of glasses of red and some discounted antiques – which isn’t a euphemism.

      ‘He never mentioned you,’ I say. The words are out before I can stop them. I can feel Chloe staring at me disapprovingly.

      Dan takes a half-step back, almost as if I’ve pushed him.

      ‘Sorry,’ I add, quickly. ‘A lot’s been going on. He probably did mention you. I don’t know many of his friends.’

      Dan eases the tension with a laugh – and he’s back to being that bloke in the park with a Frisbee again. Mother’s voice is at the back of my mind once more:

      Y’know, Megan, you can be a real bitch sometimes. I don’t know where you get it from.

      The irony of it all. The obliviousness.

      Dan’s being a teapot again. His outdoorsy gear is spotless, looking suspiciously like it’s only been used indoorsy.

      ‘What brings you to town?’ he asks.

      ‘Affairs to put in order,’ I reply, shortly. I’ve been saying things like this a lot recently.

      ‘Well, this is a beautiful place,’ Dan replies. ‘I hope you can enjoy it while you’re here.’

      ‘Last time I was here,’ I say, ‘my brother went missing.’

      Dan’s grin vanishes. ‘Yes. Um…’

      ‘Do you remember him?’

      ‘Yes. I mean, I…’ He interrupts himself, rotating his hand in a circle as if trying to make the words come. ‘I was part of the search campaign,’ he says. ‘We spent days combing the coastline. Up here, down in the caves, everywhere. It was such a tragedy.’

      That word again. Tragedy.

      ‘I suppose I lost a bit of contact with your mum and dad after that,’ he adds. ‘We were so close at one time and then…’

      ‘What happened?’

      He blinks. ‘I suppose they weren’t so keen to return after what happened with Zachariah. Can’t blame them, of course. I gather they spent odd days and weekends here – but nothing substantial. They used to be here for entire summers. We never had time to catch up.’

      Dan shuffles from foot to foot and glances from me to Chloe. She’s stopped working on her pad, but says nothing. It’s odd that he uses the name ‘Zachariah’. Only my mother used to call him that. My brother was Zac.

      ‘What do you remember about it all?’ Dan’s gaze has suddenly zeroed in on me, steely and strong. It’s a question I haven’t expected – mainly because the past three months have taught me so much about the way people talk following trauma. After the car crash involving my parents, it’s been a litany of ‘tragedy’ remarks. People have been lining up to tell me how they feel about it. Rarely do they ask how I feel. How Chloe feels. Instead, they speak of business deals they had with my father, of garden parties, weddings and holidays together. They talk of what lovely people my parents were. Of how they’ll be missed. Over and over and over.

      It takes me a second or two to process what Dan’s asked.

      ‘What do I remember about Zac?’ I reply.

      ‘I know it was a long time ago.’

      I shake my head. ‘I don’t remember much. I barely even remember the cottage. I know that I woke up one morning and it was really light. I went into the kitchen and there was nobody there. Then my mother came in and said that Zac wasn’t coming home with us.’

      The memory is fuzzy, grey around the edges, as if it’s not quite whole. I’m not completely sure it was Mother who told me Zac wasn’t coming home. It might have been my father. I don’t remember Chloe being there at all.

      ‘What do you remember?’ I ask.

      Dan blinks again and looks between us. He puffs out a long breath and scratches his head, willing the memory out. ‘Your parents came up to the house,’ he says. ‘Both of them. They asked if we’d seen Zachariah… Zac. They asked us because you have to pass our house if you’re leaving the village but we hadn’t seen him. We assumed he’d turn up soon enough, but before long everyone was looking for him. Someone sent the fishing boats out in case he’d been washed away from shore. I took a couple of people to the caves; others went through the woods. One day became the next…’

      I look to Chloe. Her eyes are wide, fascinated by details we’ve never heard in person. For years, bringing up the subject of Zac with our parents was met by either silence or anger, depending on which of them we asked. It became The Thing Of Which We Do Not Speak.

      Dan angles a thumb over his shoulder. ‘There’s an envelope of cuttings about his disappearance at the house. If you ever want to check through them, come on over. Some of it’s probably online anyway but I kept all the local stuff at the time.’

      ‘I might do that,’ I say.

      ‘I’ll dig them out and leave them on the side in case I’m out. Alison should know where to find them.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      Dan turns between us once more and then hefts his bag higher on his back. It doesn’t take him much effort and I wonder if the bag actually contains anything. ‘Anyway,’ he says, ‘I want to get out and back before dinner. Nice to meet you both.’

      He smiles and nods, then marches away, tracing the line of the cliff until he disappears over a ridge.

      Chloe is staring into the distance, in the vague direction of the village, her pencil hanging in mid-air.

      ‘It’s weird,’ she says.

      ‘What is?’

      ‘No one – literally not one person – saw him, did they? I know Mum and Dad would never talk about it, but I’ve Googled it. You must’ve Googled it, too?’

      It’s not really a question. Of course I have.

      Chloe turns to me. ‘What do you think happened?’

      ‘I don’t know. They stopped searching because everyone assumed he was dead.’

      We both look out to the endless expanse of water. It does seem like the obvious conclusion. Of course people assumed Zac had died. Why wouldn’t they? Cliffs, caves, the ocean. So many hazards in such a small area. I’d bet it’s the same in any place that borders the sea. Someone disappears and there’s an assumption the body will wash up in a day or two.

      Only, Zac’s never did.

      Chloe says nothing, turning back to her sketchpad. I sit on the grass, twisting and trying to get comfortable when a flicker of movement catches my eye. Something dark is clinging to the edge of the treeline. At first, I think it’s a shadow of a tree, perhaps the scurry of a small animal, but gradually, I realise it’s larger than that. The size of a person. I squint into the distance but whatever it is has stopped moving and is hiding behind a bush.

      Or, I think it is.

      I wait, wondering if whoever it is will move again. Wondering if the person is watching us specifically. Wondering if I’m imagining it.

      ‘Meg?’

      Chloe’s voice makes me jump and I spin to face her. ‘Huh?’

      ‘You all right? You’re all zoned out.’

      I wonder how long I was watching the trees. When I turn back, the shadow has gone. If it was ever there.

      ‘Meg?’

      ‘I’m fine.’

      Chloe goes quiet as I continue scanning the trees, watching for the merest flicker of movement. If there was something there, someone, then they’re gone. The feeling of being watched remains, however. Anonymous eyes in the woods.
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