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The Choice


Chapter One

Plymouth, England, 30 May 2018




Mari drove from the waterside inn to a quiet residential side street in West Hoe, squeezed her Mercedes between two parked vehicles and cut the engine. Fear tumbled and lurched in her stomach and her hands were shaking. That she’d been accosted and screamed at was unnerving, but being confronted by Suzette’s mirror image in such a hostile manner alarmed and distressed her. The woman’s anguish clawed at Mari’s heart—Tell me where Suzette is! She’s my twin, for God’s sake!—while guilt and anger flooded her senses.

Mari fumbled in her handbag for the pack of cigarettes she kept there for emergencies. She’d been trying to quit but hadn’t been able to let go of her backup support. She found the packet and took out a cigarette, shoving it in her mouth while she felt around for the lighter, which evaded her fingers. ‘Fucking hell,’ she shouted. In a fit of pique she tipped the bag’s contents onto the passenger seat. Having lit up and inhaled deeply a few times, she ran one quivering hand over her hair, tidying stray wisps behind her ears and patting her French twist, trying to steady.

Her hands were still trembling as she reached for her phone and saw she had a couple of missed calls from Xavier. She dialled his number and his phone diverted to voicemail. Bloody hell, she thought anxiously, he’s in the meeting, he could be hours. She noticed she had a voicemail and listened. It was from him.

He spoke with urgency. ‘Mari, listen, we need to talk. My meeting should be finished within a couple of ’ours. Can we meet straight after? I know we’ll see each other this evening but this cannot wait. Text to say where you’ll be and I’ll join you.’

She rested her elbows on the steering wheel and put her head in her hands, trying to think. Ash fell onto the upper sleeve of her green cotton blouse and she raised her head, brushing it off quickly. Her mind was whirling with thoughts and questions. She tried to catch hold of one and deal with it before moving to the next.

If those women had noted her in Malvern with Xavier and had also been at the inn where they’d had lunch today they must be pursuing either her or him. Had Suzette’s sister tracked her to Plymouth or had she been hunting Xavier and encountered her, for the second time, by chance? Mari concluded they were following her, since Xavier was in France most of the time. It was obvious now the woman who’d approached her in the ladies’ room of the eatery, speaking about Xavier, wasn’t a private investigator working for her husband. But, she reflected, her initial assumption had been understandable given Gerren’s increasingly resentful behaviour over the last few weeks and that had originally unsettled her. Now she knew she was being hounded for a far more ominous reason. A quiver of panic emerged from the knot in her stomach and began to flutter.

Mari had only seen Suzette once, in London with Xavier, but the likeness was undeniable. It shocked Mari to her soul to hear the woman talking about searching for her sister. Thinking about it sent fresh dread through her body, making her limbs go cold. She felt slightly lightheaded and wished she had brandy to hand. It couldn’t be, after all this time? Christ, it didn’t bear thinking, yet here she was, trapped in a thirty-year old tragedy. All those years apart from the man she loved and, just as they’d found one another again, their past was threatening to catch up with them.

Myriad emotions swept through Mari, disrupting her reasoning. Her feelings tumbled, dust in a wind storm: immense love for Xavier, yet anger at him for the intrusion of his family into her life once again; resentment at Gerren for the years of bland soulless marriage; bitterness at having convinced herself comfortable monotony was better than any alternative; anxiety at the possibility of losing her home; dread of what might come to pass in the following days if those women continued to pursue them. Her life was on a cliff edge.

Mari lit another cigarette and tried to still her mind. The nicotine enhanced her dizziness as she hadn’t smoked in a while. She wanted to go home, to lock the door behind her and shut out the world, to sit with a refreshing gin and tonic on her secluded terrace in the sunshine, gazing quietly over the water. But she knew something had to be done and first she would need to talk with Xavier.

She looked at her watch. Xavier would probably be another hour in the board meeting with Pierre. She tried Fran again. On hearing Fran’s bright tones Mari uncharacteristically burst into tears. It was some moments before she could speak properly. Between sobs she told her friend everything that had happened since she’d left Fran a voicemail on exiting the restaurant: that Suzette’s sister had approached and grabbed her arm; how the other woman had stopped her from closing the car door; how they’d questioned her over Suzette’s whereabouts and accused her of lying—she had been, of course, and the frightening thing was they knew this and seemed to be following her.

Fran confirmed she’d received Mari’s earlier message about the stranger trying to find out how well Mari knew Xavier and she’d sent Pierre a text, telling him to warn Xavier. She spoke calmly and slowly. ‘Listen, Mari, don’t panic. Go around to the back of our house and put your car in the garage. The key is in the usual place. There’ll be room for Pierre’s car too and I’ll park on the road. In case anyone’s tracking Xavier—I’m not saying they are but in case—I’ll warn Pierre to conceal Xavier in the back of his car. They can drive in and shut the gate and no one will be able to see Xavier, or you for that matter, entering the house. We can all talk about this later and decide what to do. Okay?’

Listening to Fran’s even, composed voice made Mari feel slightly better. She imagined the tone Fran had used was normally reserved for dealing with worried clients in Chambers. She was reminded she didn’t have to handle any of this alone; the four of them would always support one another—the promise they’d made. ‘Thanks, Fran,’ she sighed gratefully, ‘what would I do without you?’

‘You never have to thank me, you know that. Anyway, we’re all in this together, one way or another,’ Fran responded wryly.

Xavier lay low in the back of the Maserati as Pierre drove. Worry had, long ago, drawn lines between his eyebrows and he felt these creases deepen with resentment and anger. Merde! Here he was, after three decades, having to hide like a bloody criminal. He tried to calm himself. That much was true, technically, but he’d only done what he knew was right.

Inside Pierre and Fran’s elegant four-story Georgian home, overlooking the Tamar estuary and Mount Edgcumbe, Pierre went to the kitchen to make coffee while they waited for Fran. As Xavier entered the living room Mari ran to him like a child and he gathered her in his arms, holding her tight against his body and stroking her hair.

Mari spoke agitatedly, staring past Xavier at the polished wooden floorboards. ‘For a moment I thought I’d seen Suzette again. Her sister is so like her. She’s following me, Xavier, she’s bloody stalking me! She kept asking me about Suzette. She tried to stop me from driving away. She actually put her hand on my arm.’ She gave Xavier an anguished look. ‘Then she screamed at me. Christ. I had to get out of there.’

Xavier was visibly shaken, but his tone was controlled. ‘I saw ’er too this time, out of the car window as we were leaving the car park. There’s no doubt it’s Suzette’s twin.’

‘Did you mention…’

‘No, of course not.’

Mari momentarily covered her mouth with one hand. ‘She sounded so desperate. Her scream; it tore through me,’ she said, moving her head slowly from side to side.

Grim determination showed on Xavier’s face and he spoke as if through clenched teeth. ‘Pierre ’as ’er registration number. ’E’s asked Fran to check ’er details.’

‘Can she do that?’

‘She’s a barrister, remember. She ’as… connections.’

Mari turned to the window. The Cornish coast across the estuary was bathed in sunshine. ‘Do you remember that day?’ 

Xavier’s eyes followed Mari’s and his face softened fleetingly with the recollection. ‘We all visited Mount Edgcumbe; I’ve never forgotten it—’ow could I? It was the day I fell in love with you.’

Mari continued to stare out over the water and her voice took on a distant quality. ‘Knowing what you know now, would you do the same again?’

Xavier sat on the little window seat in front of her, cradling his head in his hands, reflecting. Eventually he raised his head and shrugged. ‘We all did what we thought was for the best.’ He paused. ‘Would you?’

‘So much fallout; so many consequences; so many lives affected,’ Mari uttered sadly. ‘No… I wouldn’t. We should have left it to the professionals.’

‘Do you mean taking the child or… right from the beginning?’

‘The beginning, the Lesters, everything,’ she answered.

Xavier grabbed her hand. ‘Listen, Mari, you only ever tried to ’elp.’

‘Yes, but what good did it do? It wrecked us, didn’t it?’

‘I’m going to take care of this,’ Xavier urged, anger surging through his words like the Severn Bore, swelling second by second. ‘I’m not going to lose you all over again.’

The living room door opened and Fran walked in. Pierre followed close behind with a pot of coffee and four mugs, which he placed on their smoked-glass coffee table, returning to the kitchen for warm home-made banana bread. They gathered on the two large mink velvet damask sofas, facing one another across a generously-proportioned and exquisitely-woven Persian rug. The aromas of fresh coffee, banana and warm sultanas drifted comfortingly between them.

Fran smiled thoughtfully at Mari and Xavier as she poured the coffee and indicated they should help themselves to cake. ‘Between us we will deal with this,’ she stated resolutely.

Xavier nodded and Mari managed a half-smile.

‘First, we have to establish beyond doubt it was definitely Suzette’s twin sister,’ instructed Fran, thumbing through emails on her phone. ‘You two are obviously sure. Pierre obtained the car registration number and I’ve had it checked out. Mmm… yes… here it is.’ She looked up to find the others all staring intently at her in anticipation of the verdict.

Fran took a deep breath. ‘The Toyota Prius being driven by Suzette’s doppelganger is registered to a Sarah Lester,’ she pronounced.

‘I knew it,’ declared Xavier. ‘Sarah was the name written on the other cot.’

Fran looked at Xavier empathetically. ‘The address recorded in association with that registration is in Malvern, Worcestershire,’ she continued.

‘Well that makes sense,’ Mari stated, ‘as it’s where I saw her first.’ She turned to Xavier. ‘Today she said she knew you and I had spent a weekend there. It was as if she was threatening me, wanting me to know she’d been following me. How the fuck did she find us here? How long has she been pursuing us? I mean, what does she know?’

‘I can’t believe ’er parents would have told ’er anything,’ Pierre stressed, ‘knowing what they ’ave to lose.’

‘Per’aps they’ve lied to ’er,’ suggested Xavier bitterly, draining his mug of coffee and refilling it. ‘Per’aps they told her a story with the characters swapped around.’

‘We’re assuming Jake and Lena are both alive and well,’ Mari pointed out. ‘They’re a similar age to us, so I expect they are, but who knows. I mean it’s possible Sarah discovered something about Suzette following their deaths; documents, diaries maybe.’

‘They’d ’ave been bloody stupid to write anything in a diary,’ Xavier expressed disdainfully.

‘A deathbed confession maybe?’ Mari suggested.

Fran raised a hand to halt the discourse. ‘As far as I can tell, both of them are alive,’ she affirmed.

Xavier and Mari looked at their friend in surprise.

Pierre indicated his head towards his wife. ‘She’s always a step a’ead,’ he smiled.

‘They’re both on the full electoral register,’ Fran explained, ‘though their address details aren’t on the open register. I checked this afternoon.’

‘Going back to what Sarah may or may not be aware of; only six people know for definite it was Xavier who took Suzette,’ Pierre said assuredly, taking another piece of cake. ‘Whatever the Lesters may ’ave told Sarah, she couldn’t ’ave found Xavier and Mari through any of us. If she’d discovered Alain, she’d ’ave found Suzette already.’

‘It doesn’t matter at this stage what she thinks she knows,’ Fran stated assertively. ‘She can have no proof of the kidnap. We must decide what to do next. As far as I can see we have several options: we can do nothing and await her next move; we can warn her off; we can warn her parents off; or we could tell her the truth.’

‘I don’t think we can sit around doing nothing,’ Mari answered edgily. ‘At the very least Sarah will find out where we live and continue to pursue us. I’m sure of it.’

‘Yes, we ’ave to stop ’er some’ow,’ Xavier agreed, nodding determinedly.

‘How would we warn her off?’ asked Mari apprehensively, hugging a scatter cushion to her chest.

‘I can’t see what information of any substance she’d ’ave on any of us,’ Pierre answered. ‘So we could put the frighteners on, tell ’er if she continues to ask questions she’ll get more than she bargained for. It’s true.’

Xavier nodded. ‘We can threaten unimaginable consequences. She doesn’t know what she’s getting into.’

Mari spoke quietly. ‘I don’t want her to be frightened. I just want her to go back to her life and leave us to ours. If we tell her the truth, we’ll expose ourselves and we’ll hurt her and others. There’s been enough damage. I think her parents should be warned off, anonymously, and they can deal with it.’

‘I agree with Mari to a certain extent,’ declared Fran. ‘But we have to consider how we’d deliver a warning and we’re making an assumption Jake and Lena have a good relationship with Sarah or any influence over her. Another option would be to give Sarah a legal harassment warning. Although it may not be effective, it would show her we’re unafraid of her accusations. If that doesn’t work, I might vote for warning the Lesters off. But…’ she paused, looking at each of the others in turn, ‘… there’s an elephant in the room. Doesn’t she actually have the right to know the truth?’

They all reacted at once.

‘Jesus, Fran!’

‘What?’

‘Are you serious?’

‘Alright, alright, I’m simply putting it out there,’ Fran responded, raising her hands. ‘I think we should consider it as an option.’

‘Yes, but there are huge consequences. How can we possibly tell her?’ Mari answered, aggravated.

Xavier sensed Mari was looking to him for immediate support, but he avoided her eyes, staring down at his feet, buying time while trying to consider Fran’s observation. If it were Suzette, how would she feel?

Pierre broke the silence. He spoke calmly, his initial disquiet at Fran’s suggestion having subsided. ‘I think I can see where Fran is coming from. What has kept us all safe all these years?’ he asked rhetorically. ‘The fact we’re all in it together, the Lesters included.’ He shrugged. ‘They didn’t report their child missing at the time—they moved, disappeared. Why should it be any different now?’

‘We’re not dealing with the Lesters now though, are we? We’re dealing with the daughter. We don’t know what she might do. We don’t know what she’s been told, or found out,’ answered Mari forcefully.

‘I’m not disagreeing, but we ’ave to remember her parents are implicated. Would she want to expose them?’ Pierre countered.

Xavier considered Pierre’s question then shook his head. ‘Maybe not; ’owever it would be a big risk,’ he argued. ‘We don’t know ’ow she might react. She might want some kind of revenge. I can’t be accused of kidnap.’ And I can’t risk losing Mari.

‘Yes, it’s not straightforward,’ said Fran. ‘If we warn Sarah off by emphasising her actions will harm her parents, that presupposes she loves them and cares what happens to them. Whatever their relationship in the past, she might now hate or resent them. We certainly can’t risk a written threat Sarah could take to the police.’

‘I think the fact Sarah ’as started pursuing me after all these years implies something ’as gone wrong with our safety mechanism,’ Xavier noted.

Fran spoke decisively. ‘Right, we’re all agreed telling her the truth is risky. So, I suggest we try and warn her off with a verbal threat of legal action on the grounds of harassment, for starters. I can deliver it.’

Pierre sighed discontentedly. ‘I don’t like the thought of you ’aving to engage with ’er. You’re the only one of us she ’asn’t seen.’

‘She won’t know who I am. I’m merely a legal representative. I really think it’s the best course of action at the moment. Okay?’

The others nodded.

‘But if she persists, we’ll ’ave to deal with ’er in another way,’ warned Xavier.

Later that evening, after dinner, Fran took Mari into her office in the basement. The sun, low in the sky, shone through the glass patio door, filling the room with a diffuse amber glow. Fran unlocked the bottom drawer of her desk and took out a large brown envelope. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, handing it to Mari.

Mari tore open the packet and removed its contents. Her features were stony as she looked through the photographs. She glanced up at her friend. ‘When were they taken?’ Her tone was cold.

Fran looked at Mari sympathetically. ‘A few weeks ago… after you’d told me Gerren was backtracking on the house and beginning to make accusatory remarks. I… uh… know people.’

Mari nodded slowly and tapped her lips with an index finger. ‘I can’t pretend I don’t feel anything,’ she reacted, ‘but we’re both going our separate ways anyway. I guess his accusatory tone with me was because he’s been trying to cover his own tracks. Where does she live?’

‘She’s in Noss Mayo. She’s a divorcee with two grown-up kids.’

‘Oh. The house looks nice,’ Mari responded flatly.

‘It has a view of the water.’

‘So… he doesn’t need mine then.’

‘No.’

Mari put the photos back in the envelope and gave Fran a hug. ‘Thanks.’ She turned to leave the study but turned back, holding the packet aloft. ‘Why these?’

‘Insurance,’ replied Fran.

As Mari was leaving the room Fran called after her. ‘Everything’s documented, you know. I mean… what happened before the Lesters left Plymouth. We have records. They’re… locked away.’

Mari gave Fran a reluctant smile. ‘I wouldn’t expect anything less from you,’ she said.


Chapter Two

Newton Ferrers, England, 2 June 2018




The brooding clouds of earlier had been melted by the strengthening sun, as candyfloss over a flame. Mari’s mood, however, remained like the dawn sky. She was sitting on her limestone-flagged terrace facing the southern sunshine, gazing along the turquoise creek towards where it curved gently towards the sea. She stared but did not see, her mind elsewhere and in another time.

Mari took another sip of pinot grigio and lit a cigarette. She would put the cigarettes away again soon but not today. Her mind had drifted to the troubles with Gerren in their early marriage. They had been so happy when first married but, after eighteen months of trying for a baby, the dark miasma of infertility crept into their relationship, enveloping Mari and settling over her as a blanket of despair. Disappointment had grown with every month of failing to become pregnant and with it grew anxiety, an intense worry there was something wrong: they wouldn’t simply be able to have children like everyone else they knew; they couldn’t take it for granted like hundreds of thousands of other couples. Mari had become locked into exhausting cycles of hope and failure, optimism and desolation. Her desperation affected every part of her life until she was consumed by desire for a baby, the yearning pervading her dreams and almost every waking moment. Hope had kept her going; the possibility that this month, or maybe the next, their luck would change.

However, after extensive hormone monitoring and treatment, examination of her sex chromosome, assessment of her thyroid and adrenal functions and a diagnostic laparoscopy, finally came the dreaded diagnosis: primary ovarian insufficiency. POI; it rolled off the tongue, masquerading as a relatively straightforward condition treatable with tablets or a change in diet, like PMT or IBS. In Mari’s case the POI was significant and chronic. The problem lay with her follicles, preventing her ovaries producing and growing eggs. She still remembered the date she was told this; fifth of September, 1982. Experts at the hospital had informed her that hormone replacement therapy to increase her levels of oestrogen could treat her menopause-like symptoms and guard against osteoporosis; however, she would not be able to get pregnant naturally.

She and Gerren had few options. The birth of Louise Brown four years previously had acted as a positive focus for Mari’s thoughts during the months of investigations. She remembered clearly the sensational headlines: “Test Tube Baby is Born”, “Wonder Baby”, “Baby Brown gives Hope to the Childless”. Along with the newspaper reports came a call for an evaluation of the implications for infertility treatment and the accompanying religious and humanitarian ethical controversies, muddied by the Brown’s £20,000 contract with Associated Newspapers. But no matter the negative views of some, Mari had clung to her belief in science; if the technology had worked for someone else there was a chance it could work for her, although expensive.

However, with her diagnosis it had been made clear there was no chance of growing a child in her womb. Despite further research, IVF was still in its infancy; trials were ongoing in a few places but the process was extremely complicated and depended on many factors, so the success rate was low. She was told experimental research on in-vitro fertilization of donor oocytes had begun, however there had been no reported successes. Mari was devastated. To have believed with unbridled optimism in the solid foundation of medical science, only to have that possibility crumble beneath her like solid ground in an earthquake, had shattered her.

They’d been told their one choice was whether or not to adopt. Gerren was against adoption. He’d told Mari he felt he couldn’t love someone else’s child as he would his own. She’d vehemently disagreed but failed to change his mind. ‘We can do so much together without children,’ he’d said, ‘and we’ll be better off financially.’ He believed they should accept their fate and look upon it as an opportunity. He hadn’t used the ‘G’ word, but Mari sensed religion had played a significant part in Gerren’s decision. Gerren had been brought up Christian and still attended church occasionally, whereas she was an atheist, choosing to believe in the inherent goodness of mankind; they didn’t discuss it. Her husband trusted in His will, particularly, it seemed, when it was aligned with his own desires. She believed you made your own luck, if you were fortunate enough to be able to influence your circumstances. Mari intensely resented Gerren for refusing to consider adoption, becoming bitter at him for allowing his beliefs to affect her life in such a momentous way. She’d considered leaving him but despite her resentment she’d still loved him at the time, enough to hope he’d change his mind.

Mari poured herself another glass of wine, took several mouthfuls and closed her eyes for a few moments, tilting her head slightly to the sun, relishing the warmth on her face and the kaleidoscope of colour on the inside of her eyelids which intensified the tighter she shut her eyes. It had been like bereavement in a way, giving up the hope. Coming to terms with the realisation she’d never have a child had been the most difficult thing she’d ever done. She still remembered her feelings and regrets as if it had been last week: never to feel a life grow inside you; never to make a child you can nurture and guide, educate, share experiences with, laugh with, give to, provide for, see mature into adulthood with their own life and loves, marriage and children. It wasn’t until after she’d left Xavier she’d finally relinquished the hope, once it had become a choice between Gerren or being completely alone.

Mari had mourned for a long time. Eventually she’d decided something had to replace the loss of hope; something had to fill the cavernous void. Gerren had continued to work hard in her father’s engineering business and had been promoted. Likewise, Mari had thrown herself into her career, working long hours, vigorously marketing her services to potential clients and volunteering for as many trips away as she could handle. Their social life revolved around the pub, although the people they’d socialised with were mainly Gerren’s friends from the darts team and the local football squad. So she’d taken up sailing again, joining a club and finding the activity absorbing and thereby therapeutic. She’d made new friends there and slowly the pieces of her life had begun to come back together. However, her relationship with Gerren never fully recovered.

Gerren had been behaving increasingly resentfully over the last few weeks and was now contesting their previous agreement that she would buy his share of the house just as she’d organised the release of the funds. Neither of them wanted to sell. Some months ago they’d both come to the same conclusion, their marriage had simply run out of steam. At that point they’d agreed on a divorce. When Gerren decided he would move out there had been no bitterness, only a mix of sadness and relief on both their parts. But recently Gerren had been back-pedalling on their arrangement for the house, making thinly veiled remarks, hinting at misbehaviour on her part. Mari was damned if she was going to let him accuse her of adultery. Their marriage had been unequivocally over before Xavier had come back into her life.

A warm breeze played gently around Mari’s body, cooling her face and neck. She flexed her toes, enjoying the wafts of air between them. Her metallic red nail varnish caught and reflected the sun, glinting as prettily as the sparkles of silver on the rippled surface of the water below. The occasional stronger gust was accompanied by the sound of halyards slapping on their masts as sailboats moored in the creek swayed and shifted. Mari found the sound comforting. It reminded her where she was; her haven. She lit another cigarette, hoping the nicotine and wine would help to calm her mind but her thoughts insisted on drifting back into the past, to the source of her present anxiety.

She’d taken to Lena and Jake Lester. Mari recalled the first time they’d met, when Gerren had invited the couple to dinner one evening in February ’82. Jake worked for Gerren and they got along well. ‘You’ll like them,’ he’d told Mari and their friendship budded and blossomed from that moment on.

It was not until Fran met Pierre and Mari came to know Xavier the following year that the opportunity arose and the plan was conceived. It would have benefited them all, if it hadn’t gone so disastrously wrong. That Lena had betrayed her, Mari felt unforgivable. In the end it was not simply the betrayal but the ensuing consequences and the actions they’d had to take to deal with them that had ruined her life. How different it would have been if she’d run away with Xavier, as he’d implored. Perhaps they would have adopted children and she might never have had the idea which sparked the scheme that had led to such devastation.

After living with it so many years, since she’d set eyes on Sarah Lester the bitterness Mari had eventually managed to bury deep within had welled again. Bitterness that knotted her intestines and tore at her heart, that clenched her fists and pulled her muscles tight so her teeth were gritted and her body compressed.

Mari took a deep breath, aware she badly needed to relax. She finished her wine and reached for the cigarettes, but the pack was empty. The sun had moved westwards and the lush, undulating wooded hill across the creek was beginning to cast shade onto a section of her terrace. She moved her lounger into the sunlight. The afternoon had been surprisingly hot, given the morning had been so gloomy and, even now at nearly six o’clock, her body was glowing with perspiration. She decided what she needed was distraction and to cool down.

She knew better than to swim into the creek half-tipsy but the blue-green water looked so inviting. She slipped off her skirt, leaving her light cotton chemise on over her bra and pants, and trod carefully down the steep stone steps to the water. The steps continued beneath the surface but were slippery, so she held the wooden rail placed alongside for that purpose. Normally she’d have dived in, the shoreline as familiar to her as the lines on her face, but she knew the combination of wine and cold water could present dangers. Gradually she eased herself into the creek, gasping with the chill, until she stepped off the bottom stone and trod water. Her feet and legs quickly became numb in the spreading coldness and the rest of her body followed. She dipped her head under the surface for a few seconds before emerging, shaking her hair and wiping water from her face.

The plunge was sobering and her body tingled with renewed freshness as she mounted the steps to the terrace. She’d come to a decision: if Sarah Lester continued to harass them, she would take matters into her own hands and handle the girl. What she would do, at that point she had no clue, but she wasn’t going to be a victim again.


Chapter Three

Birmingham, England, 2 June 2018




Xavier was driving to Birmingham airport under a sullen sky. In his rearview mirror he caught the occasional glimpse of clouds parting, revealing small patches of blue; however his route took him roughly north-east under a perpetually steely cloud cover. He was travelling faster than the warm weather front. Tomorrow he would be home and the forecast for Cahors was hot and sunny. He was at least looking forward to a relaxing late-afternoon swim in his pool, though not much else.

Nowadays he had mixed feelings about his returns to France. He loved his country and greatly valued his life there but hated leaving Mari. Today, however, the regret and yearning which accompanied leaving Mari behind were intensified by anxiety; a fear that recent events would cause her to back away from him again.

He recalled the time when Alain and Fayette had entered the equation; the plan they’d all made. After that Mari had seemed to be looking to the future a little instead of trying to live merely in the present. It was as if a glimmer of hope had crept back into her life. Xavier had a good idea why but hadn’t asked her any questions. He was glad of it, for he wanted her to be happy and fulfilled. He’d known she loved him—she’d said so often enough—but he also believed, for her, part of what they shared was escapism, a distraction from her deep desire for a child and the life with her husband which constantly reminded her of it. Although he knew Mari’s love was genuine, the force behind it hadn’t been entirely in his favour.

Throughout their involvement with Jake and Lena, until they’d disappeared, he and Mari had shared many happy times. There were moments when he sensed Mari might leave her husband and start a life with him but she hadn’t been ready to make that decision until immediately before her friends vanished. After they’d all been betrayed Mari had done her utmost to help him locate the runaways. It had taken them nearly two years and during all that time he’d never felt it was appropriate to ask her to make a permanent commitment to him.

Mari had insisted on being part of the resolution. Xavier hadn’t wanted her to take risks, so had initially been against any action on her part. Eventually, he’d had to admit he needed help abducting the children and piloting the getaway boat as he didn’t have a licence. However, he’d promised her if they were caught, he would swear he’d blackmailed her into doing it. Was it revenge or closure she’d wanted? He believed it was the latter but had never been entirely sure; guilt affects people in strange ways.

Knowing her situation, he should never have let her do it. She’d wanted to right a wrong but it had destroyed them.

Xavier pulled into a parking bay at the airport, dropped the car keys into the executive hire bureau and walked to the on-site hotel. He felt stiff after the two-hundred-mile journey and was looking forward to a hot shower and a glass of wine. The clouds had now cleared, though the sun had dropped below the city skyline and the air was cool. He brought his mind to focus on the present. All that was over thirty years ago, though the memories could still incite heartache he’d rather forget. Since a chance meeting with Mari a few months ago at a party hosted by friends of Fran and Pierre—he had a strong suspicion the situation had been engineered—he and Mari had rekindled their relationship and had become supremely happy. As soon as Mari’s divorce came through, they planned to go travelling then live between their two houses in Devon and the Midi-Pyrénées. In all of the previous years he’d never loved anyone as he loved her.

He would never relinquish Mari again—whatever it took and whoever was hurt in the process.


Chapter Four

Issigeac, France, 3 June 2018




Xavier sat at his round table on the edge of the square trying to keep his emotions in check. His hand shook as he drained the last of his coffee, the only outward sign of the seething fury he felt within. His other hand was clenched so tightly his short nails bit into his palm. Issigeac was a popular place to stop when collecting or dropping someone off at Bergerac airport, especially on a Sunday when there was a market. He’d often seen people he knew there. The blonde spiky hair had caught his eye first. He’d almost made the same error as Mari when she saw the girl in Great Malvern, thinking she was Suzette. Then he’d caught sight of the man accompanying her and realised they’d met before on the hill above that town. He deduced they were following him. It hadn’t been difficult; he’d woven through the narrow streets, occasionally doubling back and looping around, and they’d always been two or three stalls behind him. But how in God’s name had they located him here? Judging by their naive behaviour he doubted the man accompanying Sarah Lester was a detective; he guessed the guy was a husband or a boyfriend from the way they acted together. He was also sure they hadn’t been on the same flight as him. So how the hell had they found him? There was one possible answer—they must have been waiting for him at the airport, which meant someone in his company had given out his schedule.

Xavier ordered a beer and a plate of bread and pâté and tried to think clearly. They hadn’t approached; perhaps they didn’t want to make a scene; perhaps they wanted to follow him to see whether he would lead them to Suzette. The girl, Sarah, had clearly not been deterred by Fran’s verbal warning.

Xavier wanted to bang his fist on the table, to roar, to walk across the square and confront the pair. He’d noted the addition of hats, which made him more furious. Did they think this was a game? Didn’t they appreciate they were playing with people’s lives! Xavier had seen red the moment he’d caught sight of her and now she’d become the focus of thirty years of regret and sorrow. Suddenly she was to blame for the rift with his brother, the loss of his lover, his years of loneliness. He wanted to rage at her.

A waiter brought his order and he paid the man. He took a gulp of the cold amber liquid in front of him and tried to calm himself. The vehemence of his feelings shocked his usual rational sensibilities. He swallowed several more mouthfuls of beer and picked at his bread. He wasn’t hungry but needed to soak up the alcohol. After some minutes, he took a deep breath and forced himself to think logically. In difficult situations, Mari would always try to put herself in another’s position.

He glanced across the square seeing Suzy in her green summer dress. Sarah looked away quickly. Suzy… Sarah… Elles sont identiques!

Returning his gaze to his glass, Xavier thought momentarily of Alain and realised Sarah was likely to be as desperate to find her sister as his brother and Fayette had been to get the children from the Lesters. Gradually a degree of empathy arose in his consciousness and he shook his head slightly as he began to feel surprisingly conflicted. Nevertheless, he thought, Sarah and her husband, boyfriend—whoever he was—were solely concerned with the lives of Sarah and Suzette, but he was concerned not only with his own life and that of Mari, but also Alain and Fayette, Pierre and Fran and Suzy. He must protect them, all of them.

He finished his beer. He felt weary of the guilt and responsibility weighing on him for years. He recalled Fran’s words; Doesn’t she actually have the right to know the truth? Perhaps it was time. On the other hand could he really trust her with the knowledge of his having kidnapped her sister? It would be like having a primed bomb wandering around the perimeter of their lives, not knowing if or when the explosion of disclosed truth would come and with it the threat of destruction. But then again, Xavier said to himself, this is the case whether I tell her or not, as she’s likely to find the truth some other way. So if I help her, I might retain control over the situation.

He needed more time to think, to discuss it with the others, so he would have to create breathing space. The overhead sun glared relentlessly between the cool stone buildings. He looked at his watch; it was nearly midday. The waiters were laying tables for lunch. Xavier knew his pursuers would either have to move or order a meal. He waited until he saw Sarah’s partner go inside the café, then made his move.

He assumed Sarah would be less keen to follow him alone and thought a degree of hesitancy on her part would give him the opportunity to slip away. Although the village was relatively compact, he knew the maze of lanes and passageways well enough to secrete himself somewhere. Hopefully they’d spend sufficient time looking for him to allow him to retreat to the car and depart unnoticed. He took a small back lane from the square and turned several times, walking quickly. Finally he sidestepped through a covered cobbled passage leading into a small private courtyard. Standing with his back against the nearest inner wall, to his right, he was invisible from the narrow walkway entrance. It was quiet, the windows of the enclosing houses shuttered against the dazzling sun.

Almost immediately he heard something like the slap of a shoe or sandal on cobblestone. Surely it couldn’t be… could it? Perhaps it was a local resident. In a few seconds whoever it was would exit the alleyway. It had better not be them. Xavier’s heartbeat amplified and frustration welled. Just fuck off and leave me alone.

As Sarah stepped out of the passageway, fury, born of exasperation, overwhelmed him once more. His palms were sweating, his fists clenched. He hadn’t wanted a confrontation, but she’d given him no choice.

‘Fucking stop following me or I’ll ’ave you arrested.’

As she whipped around and looked up at him he saw the fear in her eyes. He realised she was on her own, vulnerable.

She stepped backwards from him, further into the courtyard, all the while talking about Suzette. Her words were trembling and hurried and seemed to come at him all at once. He caught some of them.

‘I’m trying to find my sister. I think you know where she is. I thought I knew your face… from a long time ago. Your friend, Marigold, seemed to think I was Suzette and she mentioned your name—she said “have you come with Xavier.”’

He tried not to panic. ‘Why the ’ell should I know your sister?’

Stop persisting with this! You don’t know what you’re getting into; how many people will be affected.

He continued to prevaricate and found himself shouting furiously. ‘You know my face because you’ve been following me around. You ’arassed my friend and you’re ’arassing me!’

He walked towards her. ‘You were warned to stay away or there would be consequences. You understand? Comprenez?’

Then she slipped on the cobblestones and fell, plainly damaging her ankle, and he saw Suzette in pain lying on the ground before him then trying desperately to stand and move away from him. His rage died. It shocked him to hear her ask him not to hurt her. He checked himself. This is not who I am, an intimidator of women.

She was perceptive, like Suzy. ‘When you look at me you see her,’ she said. ‘We’re identical, we’re family. I have a right to know her.’

As they sat a little way apart on the warm stones overlaying the ground he tried to think clearly. Sarah’s phone kept ringing and Xavier knew he didn’t have much time until her partner would come storming into the courtyard. He had to find out how much she knew. As they talked it became clear Jake and Lena had lied to their daughter; that, apart from there being no death certificate, she didn’t have any explicit evidence of anything; a questionable memory of seeing him when she was very young but no proof of what had taken place or who was involved. However, that she mentioned Pierre’s fertility clinic rang alarm bells. She had been dogged in her investigations. As a terrier worrying the squeak out of a toy, she was bound to discover the truth at some point.

But what would she do with the truth? She was in danger of dismantling her own life, quite apart from the damage she could inflict on all those he loved. Infuriation clawed at him once more and his attempt at persuading her to back off took on a threatening tone.

‘You ’ave no idea what you ’ave stepped into. Things aren’t always as they seem, so forget what you think you saw. Your sister is well and she is ’appy. She ’as ’er life and you ’ave yours. You want to ruin that?’

His angry words did not have the desired effect; she became even more insistent and determined to locate Suzette. Her voice had a sharp edge.

‘The truth is important. Don’t you think she has a right to know she has a twin?’

His voice rose heatedly as exasperation boiled into fury. ‘Oh, and what do you think would ’appen then? Did you intend to waltz into ’er life, tell ’er she’s your sister and play ’appy families? You from England and ’er in France; you don’t think there’d be questions? She’s where she belongs, living a contented life with ’er ’usband. You want to come in and blow all that apart? Go ’ome. Go back to your own life and be ’appy!’

Sarah shook her head. ‘I can’t.’

The more irate he became the more she dug her heels in. Merde! Suzy could be like this; determined, obstinate, unyielding. Like my brother, he thought ruefully. He had a sudden vision of Sarah with Jake and Lena, envisaging the aftermath of the exposé. What would the truth do to her? He imagined Suzy in Sarah’s position and a hint of sadness infused his frustration. He had to try again.

Moving towards her he put a hand on her arm. ‘It would be worse for you, much worse, not to mention for your parents, believe me. Why do you think they lied to you? To protect you. If you know what’s good for you, forget all about this.’

But it was useless.

‘I can’t simply forget I have a twin sister,’ she exclaimed.

Suddenly the boyfriend stormed onto the scene, threats ensued and Xavier had to back down or risk being punched.

Now, under the shade of a large umbrella, at the Café de Thé with Sarah and Ben—he’d silently thanked God Ben hadn’t hit him; fit as he was the muscular younger man looked powerful—Xavier wondered what Mari, Fran or Pierre might do in his situation. He considered his brother, Fayette and Suzy. Thoughts tumbled through his mind like sand through an hourglass.

This girl was going to stop at nothing to get at the truth: if he walked away today, she’d simply reappear somewhere else. He badly wanted to talk with Mari but couldn’t bear to worry her. His friends trusted him to do what was necessary, what was right for them all, but ultimately it was his decision; they all had a great deal to lose, however, assuming he could keep Mari out of it, only he—and Jake and Lena of course—would face punishment for their crimes.

It was clear Ben and Sarah didn’t trust him at all and why should they? He didn’t trust them either at the moment. He thought again of what Fran had said and recalled Pierre reminding them that the threat of disclosure worked both ways, which was why the Lesters had remained silent all these years.

Xavier felt drained; weary of the anxiety, tired of the past, exhausted with the stress of it all. He set down his glass and slumped against the back of his chair. He just wanted to look to the future, with Mari, without anything hanging over them. He wanted to purge his life of this poison.

He concluded his only option was to tell Sarah the truth. But if this was going to have an acceptable solution everyone would have to agree he would do things his way. He had to be in control.

As they ate their lunch, he formed a plan. He did not want Sarah rushing off to find Alain and Fayette or pursuing Suzy, once she knew the truth. He was concerned how they would all cope, particularly Suzy. He would need to tell people in his own time and manner. He realised there would be nothing to stop Sarah and Ben disappearing and taking a taxi, but he hoped to engender trust on the journey to Cahors and thereafter. If they were willing to let him drive them, that would be a good start.

As they walked to the car park after lunch, Sarah hobbling between the walking sticks which he’d obtained for her, Xavier announced he would drive Sarah and Ben in his car and they would have to trust him.

On entering the imposing Cathédrale Saint-Étienne in Cahors, Xavier faced the altar and crossed himself. Although he’d been raised a Catholic he’d left that behind him; he hadn’t attended a service for years. However, he couldn’t help but undertake the ritual when he entered a church. Somewhere deep inside he felt it would be unlucky and disrespectful not to do so, although he didn’t analyse why. He preferred not to think about religion: he simply tried to be a good person and treat others with kindness and respect—at least most of the time he thought ruefully. He walked on, past the choir towards the medieval cloistered garden, indicating Sarah and Ben should follow.

He’d been thinking constantly about what and what not to impart and how to start and had decided to tell enough of the truth as was necessary, not mentioning the nature of his relationship with Mari or her part in taking Suzette. He would also protect Pierre and Fran as much as he could. But where should he begin?


Chapter Five

Plymouth, England, February 1982




Mari finished dribbling the Marie Rose dressing over the prawns and placed the glasses of prawn cocktail into the fridge. She looked at her watch. Their guests were due in five minutes. She hurried into the lounge to plump sofa cushions and found Gerren fiddling with the record player.

‘They’ll be here any minute, Gerren. Could you please set out the drinks?’ she asked for the third time, her request sounding more agitated than she meant.

He didn’t look up. ‘Yes, sure. As soon as I’ve finished cleaning this needle. Have you been dusting the records with the new brush before playing them, like I showed you? It’s important, you know. This is all fluffed up.’

She exhaled noisily, ignoring his question, and went to the dining room herself to extract alcohol and glasses from their walnut-veneered sideboard.

‘Don’t fret, angel,’ he called after her. ‘They’re very laid back. You’ll like them.’

The doorbell rang and she delayed answering, lingering in the kitchen so Gerren would get there first to make the introductions. It was silly to be nervous, she told herself. Jake worked for Gerren and by her husband’s account they got on well. But she’d not met Jake or Lena and was hoping this wouldn’t turn out to be an evening of stilted small talk.

‘Come in, come in,’ Gerren was saying. ‘Let’s take your coats.’

Mari joined him as he shut the front door against a blast of freezing wind.

Gerren introduced them all as they stood at the foot of the stairs in the narrow hallway of their mid-terraced house. ‘Lena, Jake, Mari,’ he indicated obviously.

‘Hello, nice to meet you both.’ Mari smiled politely as she took Lena’s big old Afghan coat and held out her hand for Jake’s weather-beaten leather jacket.

‘Hi, Mari,’ Lena exclaimed enthusiastically, beaming as she straightened the long, flared sleeves of her capacious brushed cotton dress, which had rumpled under her coat. ‘Tis great to finally meet you. We’ve been lookin’ forward to this, ant we, Jake?’

Jake stepped forward, took Mari’s outstretch hand and shook it energetically before giving her his jacket. ‘Bloody freezin’ out there, in’t it? Cold enough to make yer balls shrivel,’ he grinned. ‘Still, nice an’ warm in here.’ He handed Gerren a bottle of Blue Nun. ‘Here you go. I dunno what we’re eatin’ but this’ll go with anythin’.’

‘We also got this un,’ added Lena, pulling a bottle of Mateus Rosé from her brightly coloured woollen shoulder bag. ‘You can use it afterwards for a candle.’

Mari instantly unwound, relieved. The couple had no airs and graces, unlike some of Gerren’s other colleagues and their spouses. She beckoned they follow her into their front lounge, where Gerren offered them drinks.

‘Who’s driving?’ he inquired.

‘Neither of us. We came down on the bus to Mutley Plain an’ walked from there. ‘In’t far from the bus stop, is it?’ Jake observed.

‘We don’t tend to use the buses much,’ Gerren replied, pouring drinks. Lena had a Cinzano Bianco and Gerren joined Jake in having a cider. He gave Mari a brandy and Babycham.

As they relaxed around the coffee table nibbles, Mari felt increasingly overdressed in her new shoulder-padded cocktail dress. Jake wore a baggy brown jumper and jeans and even Gerren had a sweater on over his shirt. Mari excused herself. She was in their bedroom, dress pulled down inside-out to her waist, trying to cut out the pads with nail scissors when Lena popped her head around the door.
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