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        We are sisters.

        We are partners in crime

        We are a mirrored mime

        A moment in time

        What’s yours is mine

        Together entwined

        By bloodline.

        We are sisters.
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      Digging her grave is the hardest thing he’s ever done. Not because he cares about the dying woman on the dirty grass behind him, but because it fucking hurts. Even with gloves, his flesh burns from the rough wood of the shovel handle, and his back, shoulders and arms ache from the effort of heaving soil. And the soil… it’s everywhere: on his jeans, his boots, his skin, mingled with his sweat, in his eyes, his hair, his mouth.

      The moonlight moves like a wraith across the moor grass, picking out patches of mauve-coloured heather. He has turned off the powerful torch in case a driver on one of the distant roads sees it. Even though he has carried his victim far away from any footpaths, he still worries that her body will be found quickly by a dog walker after the sun rises. He digs deeper. This will not be a shallow grave. She cannot be found any time soon.

      Owls screech in the distance. He ignores their cries, just as he has ignored the rustling of foxes and grouse through the undergrowth. Perhaps the odd grass snake too. He has not seen cattle or sheep up here but if there are some, they may wander over to investigate the noise. He doesn’t want that. He doesn’t want cows signalling to their farmer that there’s something strange in their pasture.

      He pauses and wipes the sweat from his forehead. How much longer is this going to take? The dying woman, the person he despises most in this world, has been quiet for a while. Ever since he administered the overdose that should have killed her by now. He turns around to check.

      The moonlight is weak, so he bends down and collects the heavy torch. The power switch gives a satisfying clunk as the light illuminates the area where he dumped her on the ground.

      The yellow beam strikes the moor grass gently stirring in the night breeze. It shows two squinting eyes and the furry body of a young fox sniffing around a pile of vomit on the ground. The gravedigger rushes forward, his stomach turning as he sees the partially dissolved pills that he force-fed his victim before he threw her into the boot of his car.

      But the discovery of the vomit isn’t what makes his blood run cold.

      The illuminated ground reveals that the woman he thought would be dead by now, is no longer there at all.
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      I become conscious standing in front of a mirror. When I glance down at my hands, I see pale, clenched fingers gripping the bathroom sink. I gently ease them from the porcelain and make my way into the lounge. The clock on the wall tells me it’s 2 a.m. Why am I up so late?

      The silence makes way for the sounds of the North Sea in the distance and a sense of peace floods my body. The tide washing over the coastline in relentless rhythm, refreshing and renewing.

      It’s not unusual for me to find myself lost at night. It’s called sundowning. The mind cannot disconnect and give itself to sleep; instead, it becomes more alive, working on overdrive but not functioning correctly. I don’t need to panic or overreact. I know these things can happen. This is just one symptom I’ll have to live with from now on.

      Six months ago, I was diagnosed with young-onset dementia. It all happened a few weeks after my fiftieth birthday party.

      “I am not the sum of my illness.”

      It helps to say the words out loud.

      Reclining against the plush sofa, I continue to listen to the sea for fifteen minutes or so. Then I pour a glass of water and head back to bed. The bricks and plaster and glass settle around me like an old friend. The Palmer House is the holiday home I bought from the royalties of my third Palmer Twins book, and is the one thing I requested in the divorce settlement after Scott got his assistant pregnant. It sits atop the Yorkshire cliffs facing the cold, blue sea that stretches beyond. My safe haven and sanctuary, decorated and furnished exactly how I wanted it. Unlike my life in London, which feels like a million years ago now. The sterile house always kept perfectly clean in case Scott wanted to bring colleagues and clients over for dinner. The Palmer House can be covered in notebooks and pens and torn out pages from magazines that remind me of the characters I’m writing.

      I never imagined I would be living here alone in my fifties, but now that it’s happening, I enjoy it. The freedom, the space to prioritise myself, the quiet. Except for moments like this when my mind glitches. Maybe that’s how I’ll think of sundowning from now on, a technical glitch. It makes it feel less permanent.

      I sip my water and get back into bed, wondering if a noise in the house woke me up.

      I don’t remember going to bed. In fact, I’m not sure I remember what I did yesterday evening at all. Perhaps last night was so uneventful it slipped my mind, as evenings sometimes do. I probably made a cup of hot cocoa and read a book. Perhaps I napped. I tell myself I’ve forgotten because it was boring, not because of my broken mind.

      Sinking into the bed sheets, I remind myself that this house is safe. It always has been. Any sense of fear stems from my increasingly paranoid brain. I stare at the ceiling, listening to the creaks and groans of this old place, remembering the family holidays, the happy times, the meals cooked here, the laughter shared. And then I sleep.

      The next morning, it’s all like a dream. A wisp of something real that I can’t quite grasp onto. Perhaps it didn’t happen after all.

      I quickly shower and head into the kitchen to make a cup of coffee. There’s a pleasant, salty breeze drifting into the house. I enjoy it at first, until I realise that the windows and doors ought to be closed. My daughter, Penny, is forever reminding me to close every window and lock every door before I go to bed, but the house can get quite stifling in these summer months. Did I open a window while I was wandering around at night?

      It turns out I not only left the bathroom window wide open but one of the patio doors too, which is swinging on its hinges. With my heart beating quickly, I close it and lock it. But as I’m about to return to the kitchen, the hair rises on the nape of my neck. I feel the presence of someone behind me. An intruder.

      My hands ball into fists. I turn slowly and stop.

      The room is empty.

      “Silly cow,” I say with a laugh and a shake of the head.

      I try to brush it off, but I still can’t quite quell the sensation of being watched. To indulge myself, and to ensure that I can tell Penny with all truthfulness that no one broke into the house, I check each room methodically. Once I’m satisfied I’m alone, I return to the kitchen and start making breakfast.

      After I’ve finished my granola and coffee, I decide to step out into the beautiful morning and do a bit of shopping in Beckthorpe village. I’ll be okay, I tell myself, as I always do whenever I leave the house. The roads around the Palmer House are filled with holiday cottages and small bungalows facing the coast. Their pretty front gardens often occupied by holidaymakers on their lounge chairs. But today I head inland to the main road lined with a few shops and cafés. Beckthorpe is small, but it has everything I need.

      I’m at the corner of Summer Lane when my body tenses. This is the place I first realised something was wrong with me. It creeps up on me even now, like the aftertaste of rotten food. I had been on my way to the local Co-op to pick up something for dinner. I know these streets like the back of my hand and often meander on the way to the shops so that I can gaze in through the large, bay windows, to see cats peeking out through curtains and bookcases against walls. It’s one of my favourite things to do. Or it used to be.

      But six months ago, I lost my way home.

      A morning breeze cools the sweat on the back of my neck. Hot flashes descend quickly and without warning. I peel away my cardigan to let my skin breathe, then I make my way up the hill into Beckthorpe.

      I won’t get lost today. I won’t most days. I’m more than capable of living a normal life as long as I take my medication and don’t try to do too much. Obviously, that is going to change in the future, but for now, I am fine.

      “Faye! I thought that was you.”

      I’m a few feet from the entrance to the supermarket when I turn to see a woman smiling expectantly at me. I can’t place her name, but that isn’t the dementia. I’m bloody awful with names and always have been.

      “Oh, hi!” I say cheerfully, trying to conceal my confusion. I know this woman’s face, but where from?

      She’s younger than I am, around forty I’d say, with highlighted hair and a thin nose.

      “You look better than you did earlier,” she says. “Had you been out for a hike?”

      I shake my head slightly. “Umm… I’m so sorry I don’t know what you’re⁠—”

      “I saw you up on the coastal path. The one near Seeley Moor.” She frowns. “We had a chat?”

      I remember where I know her from now. The Red Lion. Years ago, when Scott and I were still together, we used to go there a lot. She worked there. But what is she talking about now?

      “Are you sure it was me?” I ask, finally remembering that her name is Tina, and she always forgot my ice.

      Tina frowns slightly. “I… I mean, yeah. It was definitely you. I’d know that hair anywhere! But you were a little… dishevelled. Actually, I was worried about you. I asked if you wanted to come home for a cuppa, but you were adamant that you wanted to stay outside.”

      “What time was this?” I ask.

      “Oh, early this morning. About dawn. I was walking Roger Moore.”

      I shake my head. “Excuse me?”

      She laughs. “I thought I’d brought him to the Red Lion but maybe I didn’t. Roger Moore is our yellow Lab. Ten years old and still acts like a puppy. I have to walk him twice a day or he chews up the sofa cushions.”

      I smile and nod while heat spreads across my skin. A hot flash or perhaps it’s shame this time. There’s a chance I did go for a walk at dawn. Seeley Moor is only about fifteen minutes from my house by foot. But I was in my kitchen making breakfast at 8 a.m. I didn’t get up early enough to have seen Tina. Did I?

      “Sorry,” Tina says. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      I realise that my expression must be one of shock, or fear. I try to rearrange my features. “Don’t worry about it. I guess I was still half asleep this morning. No more late nights for me.” I laugh, and swipe my arm as though wiping away everything that came before this point in our conversation. “How are you? Are you keeping well?”

      Tina starts telling me about the new extension they’re having done and the havoc it’s playing on her and her husband’s lives. And Roger Moore’s life, probably. I smile and nod but in my heart, I’m deeply disturbed and all I can do is picture myself wandering on the moors without even knowing I was there.

      Tina says her goodbyes and I head into the Co-op, now on the back foot, like I have a long list of groceries to buy but I’ve left the list at home. How have I forgotten going for a walk? I thought this medication was helping me. Since it was prescribed by the doctor – after many, many tests – I started to feel better. I’ve been driving to and from my mum’s house, handling my shopping and cooking my meals. All are aspects of life that can be impaired by dementia, but I’ve been coping well.

      Perhaps this disease is progressing faster than I anticipated. I can’t bear the thought. She’s wrong. She has to be. After all, Tina only ever saw me in a dingy pub after the sun had gone down. She most likely mistook me for someone else. Why should I doubt my own mind just because this person thinks every redheaded woman is me?

      Moving quickly, I grab the items I need and head to the till.

      I run a packet of ibuprofen, a pint of milk and a can of deodorant through the self-service and wait for the teenage staff member to confirm I’m old enough to buy painkillers.

      Once I’ve paid, I hurry out of the shop and down the hill to the Palmer House, walking briskly along Summer Lane.

      Back home, as I put away the milk, I see a text from Penny on my phone.

      Hey Mum, thought I’d check in and see how you’re doing. Let me know how the date goes tonight. Exciting! Please text me when you get home though, ok? Love you!

      It’s a perfectly lovely message and I should be grateful my daughter – who, now in her twenties has her own life to live – cares enough to check in. And yet I know why she is and it’s stifling. Like this house without the windows open. It’s not her fault. I know that. She loves me and she’s worried about me.

      But I don’t want anyone to worry about me.

      I think ahead to my plans for the evening. My first date in over twenty years. He’s thirty-seven, called Alistair and works at a design agency.

      Of course, I haven’t told him that I have young-onset dementia. Obviously, he’ll go running for the hills as soon as I mention it, which is probably why I’m putting off telling him. It isn’t really first-date material, is it?

      Nice to meet you, I’m Faye, I’m fifty, divorced and sometimes I forget how to make a cup of tea. I like long walks on the beach and forgetting who I am in the middle of the night.

      Even thinking about it makes my chest tight. Which is why I need some actual fun. I need to get to know someone who has no idea what I’m going through.

      It’s like I’m being suffocated by medication and doctor’s appointments and the concern on people’s faces. I need this date with Alistair. I need to be with someone who makes me feel young. I deserve conversation and flirting and adventure and, yes, sex. I want those things.

      I’m in the process of composing a reply to Penny when I notice a text from my stepson, Nathan.

      What the hell is this? Sorry, but I think you need help.

      The terse tone gets my hackles up. Nathan has never been known for his tact. No, he definitely learned his manners from Scott, not me.

      Intrigued, I tap the link in the message and gasp when it opens.

      A local news article loads, filled with ads around the side bar. But what catches my attention is my name in the headline. Then, as I scroll slightly further down, I see the photograph. My heart stops as I stare at the image.

      This can’t be right. It can’t be.
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      Penny calls first.

      “Mum, I’m coming up. I need⁠—”

      “I’m fine,” I interject.

      “But the photo⁠—”

      “It’s not me, Pen.” I sigh. “It… it can’t be.”

      “Mum, it’s obviously you! Your face⁠—”

      “You’re wrong.” My voice begins to tremble. I take a deep breath.

      The photograph in the article is quite clear. It isn’t grainy or open to interpretation. It is taken in a good light on one of the streets nearby. And along with its clarity, it’s deeply disturbing. There I am, walking along the pavement wearing nothing but a white shirt smeared with dirt and a pair of grey knickers. My hair is dishevelled, my face afraid.

      I know how it must seem to her, but this cannot be me. There is no way in hell that I would walk around like that and not remember it. There’s just no way.

      “Mum, come on,” Penny says gently. “It’s you.”

      There are tears in my eyes as I walk away from the kitchen, pull open the patio doors and step outside, staring at the blue horizon beyond the house.

      “Penny, please,” I say. “You’re jumping to conclusions. I know why you don’t believe me. I know that I have had some frightening episodes and believe me, I understand my diagnosis, but can we please consider that someone has faked that photo.”

      There’s a pause on the other end of the line. Perhaps Penny is examining the photo again. Then she says, in a quiet voice, “It doesn’t look fake to me. I’m sorry, Mum, but it just doesn’t.”

      I close my eyes and hold back a sob. Nothing I say is going to convince her, and why should it?

      Penny sniffs before continuing. “I know you would never, ever walk around like that. But there will be times now when you do things and say things that aren’t you.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not there yet, Penny. I’m not lost. It’s still early. I still have time before all that. You know that.”

      “Do I? The doctor said nothing was definite about the progress of the disease. It’s different for everyone. And what if they made a mistake? Maybe it’s further along than she thought?”

      I think about my encounter with Tina but don’t mention it. “Maybe,” I say. “Fuck. I can’t believe this photo is in the news under my name! Can they do that? Without me confirming it? Look, I have to go. I need to call my agent and put out some sort of statement.”

      “Mum, are you sure you’re okay?”

      First a witness of me on the moors and now photographic evidence. Am I being stubborn? Should I accept that I had an episode and forget about defending myself? I know my mind is becoming less and less reliable, but I feel so sure about this. Every part of my body clenches up tightly.

      “Pen, I promise you I’m okay.”

      “Are you still going on your date?” she asks.

      I consider that for a moment. “I guess so. Unless he’s seen the photo. In which case, I’d be surprised if he even shows up.”

      “Well then he won’t be worth it,” she says. “Speak later, okay?”

      “Okay,” I say, before hanging up.

      About a year ago, Penny decided she wanted to leave her apprenticeship at a finance company in London and work in York. She even lived with me for a few weeks before moving into a flat in Malton. The job didn’t last though. Since then, she has worked in the York dungeons, as part of a team of wedding planners at Howsham and at a Dracula-themed bar in Whitby. We joke that she’s making her way around North Yorkshire. It’s been nice having her living nearby, but sometimes I worry that she’s staying in the area because of me. I hate the idea that I’m holding her back, that she’s not doing what she really wants because of me, and yet there’s a part of me, the selfish part, that wants to keep her close forever.

      I slump down on a patio chair and stare out at the sea. Seagulls swoop and squawk over the cliffs. Bees buzz around the roses at the bottom of the garden. Usually this view would calm me, but not today. I think about every doctor explaining this illness to me. Paranoia, forgetfulness, confusion, stubbornness, changes in personality: all these symptoms track with dementia and every single one suggests I’m wrong about this, and that I was out there roaming the moors. At one of my group support sessions another woman with dementia shared how she forgot to put on her trousers after coming out of a shop changing room. Is this really so different? If I was presented with this photo and told the person in it had dementia, I would think that it all makes sense.

      I’m not there yet.

      At least, I don’t want to be there yet.

      As a writer of mysteries for teenagers, I decide to approach this like my crime-fighting twin-sister characters. I need to examine the evidence. Penny thought the photo seemed genuine. I check it again. She’s right. If it is a fake, it’s a very good one.

      I read some of the comments on the news article. It appears my readers have found it already. A case for the Palmer Twins. What happened to Faye Mathis? A night of partying or a night of burying bodies? I wish it was a night of partying.

      Having written bestsellers for years, I am a public figure. Not a very famous one – but my image is available online. Anyone could find my official author photos from over the years and put it through one of those AI programs. They could create a false narrative. I don’t know why anyone would, but it’s possible.

      Next, I call my agent. It’s time to implement some damage control.

      The receptionist answers and puts me through. I’ve had the same agent for over twenty years now and we’ve never had any major issues. I meet the deadlines set by my publisher and Shalina negotiates the contracts.

      “Faye. Oh my God. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. It has to be some sort of… what do they call it?” I hesitate, searching for the right phrase. Many words and phrases take longer to find now. “Deep fake?”

      She’s quiet for a moment. “You really think so? You don’t think… I mean it couldn’t be… um, related to your diagnosis?”

      I want to tell her to save the walking on eggshells, to get rid of that tentative tone.

      “I’m not there yet.” I close my eyes. I’m starting to get tired and my thoughts fracture away from each other. “I’m on medication that slows down my condition. I know everyone will assume that I’m crazy but if that was me in the photo, I would remember.”

      “Okay,” Shalina says. I can tell she isn’t completely convinced. “Right. So, I did get an email from the journalist asking for a comment. Only things were manic here this morning and I didn’t quite know what was going on. We can comment now if you want. I just need to know what kind of statement we’re putting out. Because if you’d like to disclose your condition then it would be best to do that in a way that makes you feel comfortable.”

      I consider it for a moment, and then say, “No. No… I don’t think I want to do that.” The strength of feeling takes me aback. I hadn’t realised how much I don’t want my private business to become public.

      “Are you sure? It might work in your favour. You’ll be given a lot more grace by the general public. You could even go on TV and talk about it. Be one of those heroes who speaks out about the things we don’t usually talk about. Like the celebrities talking about menopause now.”

      I almost groan. “With me it’s a two-for-one special. You get menopausal and crazy. But no. It’s not for me.”

      She laughs. “Okay, got it. You don’t fancy being called ‘brave’.”

      “No. This is private. I just want to get on with the next Palmer Twins book.”

      “How’s it going?” she asks. “Want me to read anything?”

      I don’t want to tell her that I haven’t even started it yet. The last book ended on a cliffhanger. I killed off Marigold Palmer and brought her back as a ghost to haunt her sister, Daisy. Eventually they’ll fight crime together as girl and ghost, but for now Daisy needs to work out who murdered Marigold. The only thing is, I don’t even know yet.

      “It’s going well.” I bluff. “I’ll give you an update in a couple of weeks.”

      “What about the memoir you were working on?” she asks.

      When I received the diagnosis, I suddenly became filled with this deep sense of nostalgia. Anything to do with my childhood. I wanted to relive it all, encapsulate and commemorate it before the strands of the past became untethered. It had been a long time since I’d sat down and written for the sake of writing, but this family history memoir consumed me for a few weeks. That is, until I reached the point where I needed to delve into a part of my childhood that was too painful.

      “I wrote a few chapters but hit a bit of a dead end. I need to speak to Mum because there’s a lot I can’t remember.” I realise how that comes across and quickly add, “Because it was a long time ago. Not because of… you know…”

      “Okay,” Shalina says. “Well, Elaine said they’d be honoured to publish it once it’s finished. Take your time with them both. Don’t rush it. You’re due a break.”

      I want to tell Shalina that I don’t want a break, but I bite my tongue.

      “So… the statement is that it isn’t you in the photo? Or no statement at all?” she asks.

      I hesitate for a moment. “No statement. Let them speculate. I’m going to get on with my life and forget all about this.”

      “Good for you,” Shalina says. “Stay safe, okay?”

      “I will.”

      I hang up.

      Zooming in and out of the photo, I search for anomalies. But the slight curve of my stomach, the black bra, the white shirt open at the neck… it all seems familiar. Or are the clothes just generic items of clothing? It is odd for me to wear a black bra and a white top together. I’m usually careful not to let my bra show through. There’s mud on the shirt and what looks to be “my” face. The strawberry blonde hair is completely mussed and almost brown with dirt. This person has clearly fallen over.

      I research AI pictures, finding excellent dupes with the tiniest of tells. Hands, usually. This picture has no indication it’s been doctored. Nothing in the background seems distorted. Every part of the image flows seamlessly into the next. After examining it over and over again, I have to come to the same conclusion as Penny: this picture is real.

      I hurry into the house, suddenly afraid that I have this all wrong. Upstairs, I tip out the laundry basket and search through it, throwing clothes across the floor. With a sigh of relief, I come to the end. The clothes in the picture are not in my laundry basket. If I had worn them, surely I would have put the clothes in the basket?

      That’s a good sign, but it isn’t enough. If I truly believe that the photo is a fake, I need to prove it. I just have no idea how.

      I have a few hours before I need to start getting ready for my date so I go and make a snack. In the cupboard, I look for my favourite rye crackers to have with a bit of cheddar, but I’m out. I could have sworn I bought two new packets the other day but it’s just another indication that I’m losing my grip on everyday tasks. What will be next? Before I can dwell too much on the negativity of that train of thought, I decide to distract myself. I head to my study, sit down at my desk and open the file named “Family Memoir”.

      I find the last paragraph. The part that made it too difficult to continue. Old wounds picked open like a scab best left alone.

      When I was sixteen, my parents sat me down on the sofa and told me something that turned my whole world upside down. I had just come back from school and found my mother, red-eyed and worried. I knew she’d been crying, and my usually unflappable dad looked stressed. At first, I thought someone had died, but what they told me was almost worse than that. My life up until then, my childhood, my very existence, had all been a lie. I was adopted.

      I take a deep breath and feel the anguish of that moment as if it was yesterday. I was so shocked, so sad not to be the real flesh and blood daughter of my parents, it took me a long time to get my head round it. And now it’s stopping me from making any progress with this memoir.

      I start to type.

      I had always been a happy, confident child, but in that moment, I suddenly questioned everything about myself. I didn’t know who I was or where I came from. Who did I look like? Who was my real family and why didn’t they want me?

      As I re-read what I’ve just written, my eyes linger on the words “my real family”, and a thought filters in through the noise in my mind.

      It’s a mad idea, which I almost dismiss right away.

      But I can’t help exploring it.

      I don’t know anything about my biological relatives. I don’t know my birth mother and I don’t know if I have any brothers or sisters. For all I know, I could have a twin out there.

      Is that crazy?

      It’s no crazier than walking around outside without trousers on.
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      Hello, Sister.

      I cannot wait to meet you. I hope it will be soon. After all these years, I’m tired of waiting.

      Even though we’ve never met, I know everything about you, Faye.

      I know where you live, where you went to university, who you married – and divorced – and what music you listen to. I know where your daughter works, the name of your stepson’s wife and child and your bleak outlook for the future.

      I have known about you for almost all of my life, but you cannot say the same about me.

      We have had very different lives, you and me.

      Yours has been charmed. I hope you know that. You had loving parents. I did not. And the less said about that, the better.

      Don’t get me wrong, I have had good times. But as soon as I found out about you, I had to know more, and you could say it has become a bit of an obsession of mine. Which is why I asked him to watch you.

      My man would do anything for me. Could you say the same about yours? No, I don’t think so, otherwise he wouldn’t have cheated on you with his assistant. And he certainly wouldn’t have got her pregnant.

      I’m sorry, that’s a low blow on a sore subject and I do not mean to be rude. You are my sister, after all. By blood, if nothing else.

      We will meet soon. That’s the point of all this. To finally see you and talk to you and be in the same room as you. After all, we are sisters. And, as your sister, I want to say that I’m sorry for the time we’ve lost. But mostly I’m sorry for what is about to happen. Because it’s not going to end well for you.
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          FAYE
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      For as long as I could remember, I’d been disappointed that the face I saw in the mirror didn’t resemble my mother. She was beautiful with her raven hair and deep brown eyes but I didn’t see any of those qualities in my reflection. When I found out I was adopted, it all made sense.

      I loved my parents. They were good people who were extraordinary in their ordinariness, with Mum teaching primary school and Dad working at the local bank. When I found out they weren’t my biological parents, I was devastated. But even more upsetting was wondering why my birth mother gave me up. Not knowing makes you question yourself. Why me? Why didn’t she – or they, if my father was in the picture – love me enough to raise me? Deep down, I know it was most likely due to circumstances, that my birth mother felt she was doing the right thing giving me up. But without knowing the truth, the reality is like constantly walking across a trampoline, the ground beneath my feet quivering and unstable.

      I’ve always wondered how it is possible to miss something you never had. I never knew my birth mother and yet I always felt the pang of not knowing her.

      The years went by and every now and then I considered trying to find her, and answering the many questions I had about who I was and where I came from. But I never did. Perhaps the fear of rejection stopped me going through with it.

      Over the years I have thought about whether I have brothers and sisters. It’s one of the most compelling arguments for me to investigate my roots. My birth mother may have given me away, but with potential siblings it would be a clean slate, free from emotional baggage.

      But a twin? Surely not. And anyway, don’t adoption agencies try to keep twins together?

      I’ve been a writer long enough to recognise when my imagination is running away with itself. I’m writing the backstory to my own life, dreaming up a twin when there’s absolutely no evidence of one. I created the Palmer Twins because of the commercial power of two identical crime-fighting sisters. But now I wonder if I’ve had some sort of fixation on this for the last twenty years.

      This is getting me nowhere.

      I push all thoughts of twins out of my mind and start getting ready for my date.

      Alistair hasn’t sent me a text to cancel, which suggests he hasn’t seen the photo. I consider cancelling myself. I’m not feeling remotely sexy and my tolerance for small talk is minimal. But I shake off my negativity. What do I have to lose? The worst that can happen is he stands me up. Actually, no, the worst that could happen is that he’s a serial killer, but that’s highly unlikely.

      I’m in the taxi when my phone pings. I lift the screen, my heart pounding, convinced that it’s the disappointing text I’ve been expecting all day.

      Alistair: Can’t wait to finally meet you. Just got to the bar. I’m in a blue polo shirt.

      I send a quick message back. En route. I’ll be there in five minutes.

      Alistair: Great!

      The taxi pulls up outside the bar and I step out, a little unsteady on the four-inch heels I decided to wear. It’s been a while since I had an occasion to wear them. That’s one thing I miss about my life with Scott. Sometimes it’s good to dress up to the nines and turn a few heads. I smooth down the skirt of my dress, the blue shift dress that matches my eyes. Now I’m wondering if I could have gone even more glam. It’s a Saturday so pretty busy, and the three women standing outside the bar smoking are all in low-cut, skimpy dresses with perfect curls cascading down their shoulders, caressing their young skin.

      I check myself before the usual comparisons float into my mind. Fifty is not ancient. I still have a yoga-toned body. I still have a curve to my thighs, my hips, my breasts. I’m a bestselling author for goodness’ sake. I have gifts to give this man. I am worthy of him and I have a place here. I take a deep breath and push through into the low-lit bar. Here we go.

      I see him right away, sitting by the bar in his blue polo shirt. I realise our blue outfits match. A smile lights up his handsome face, and I’m relieved he looks like his photos and seems genuinely pleased to see me. I like that he’s clean shaven and that his hair is neatly slicked back. I like that his hands rest comfortably on his knees and that his posture is relaxed. Most of all, I like the dimples in his cheeks when he smiles at me.

      “Wow,” he says, as I approach. “Wow. You’re stunning.”

      I can’t help the rush of blood to my cheeks, girlish and giddy.

      We kiss on the cheek, and I take a seat.

      “What would you like to drink?” he asks. His eyes are like magnets, locked onto mine.

      “I’ll have a vodka martini,” I say.

      “Great choice.”

      It probably isn’t the most sensible idea. At the back of my mind, I hear Penny telling me that I shouldn’t drink with my medication. She tried to convince me to meet Alistair in a coffee shop in the middle of the day, but I can’t imagine a date without at least a small drop of alcohol to calm the nerves.

      Alistair orders a whisky sour, and we decide to take our drinks over to a booth at the back of the bar where it’s quieter.

      “I have a confession to make,” he says, leaning close.

      I see the sparkle in his expression and wonder what he’s about to say.

      “I know who you are. My niece reads your books.” He smiles broadly. “She adores the Palmer Twins. She wanted me to ask you what’s going to happen to Marigold now.”

      I laugh. “Ah, no spoilers! Actually, I haven’t decided yet. I don’t always plan everything out. But you can tell her that I’m working on it and that she will never be able to guess it.”

      As I sip my martini, a few nerves bubble up from my stomach for the first time. What if I have an episode here in the bar? I picture myself dribbling vodka down my chin, suddenly forgetting how to swallow, or at the bar with the money in my hand, confused about what I’m buying.

      “You must have such an amazing mind to come up with all those twists,” he says. “I don’t know how you do it.”

      I laugh. “It’s easier to write twists for children and teenagers. Crime writers. Anyone writing mysteries and thrillers for adults. Now they have real devious minds.” I place my martini down on the napkin. “Do you like to read?”

      He lifts his hands as though in surrender. “I do but I don’t usually find the time. When I read, I prefer non-fiction.”

      “Oh, history and geography, that kind of thing?”

      “More science and philosophy,” he says, almost apologetically. “Which I know makes me sound a tad pretentious.”

      I shake my head. “It’s only pretentious if you’re pretending to enjoy it. Who is your favourite philosopher?”

      “It changes all the time,” he says. “I’m mostly interested in ethics and morality. Kant has written extensively on the subject. Right now, I’m exploring ethical egoism. It’s the idea that we all know our wants and needs better than others and should be responsible for our own wants and needs.”

      “What about the needs of others?” I ask.

      “That’s the tricky part. Egoism isn’t concerned with others.”

      “Isn’t that a little selfish?”

      He laughs. “It’s extremely selfish. I suppose the idea is that if everyone in the world is selfish, then we’re all looking after ourselves rather than relying on others to do it for us.”

      “As a mother, I’m not sure I can get on board with that principle,” I say. “All parents need to put their children first.”

      Alistair lifts a finger. “But there’s a reason we’re told to put our oxygen masks on first, isn’t there? If we always put others first, we die before we’re able to help them.”

      I sip my martini, surprised by the sudden depth of the conversation. But I have to admit that I quite like this kind of adult, educated discussion.

      “Sorry,” he says. “We ended up delving into philosophy before we talked about regular things like jobs and hobbies. I’m a designer at an agency in Scarborough. I like running and have completed a couple of marathons. Oh, and travelling. What about you?”

      I start listing off the things I do in my spare time, like cooking and walking. We’re quite different. He has a logical, mathematical brain, whereas I am creative and more emotionally driven. Annoyingly, I like it.

      We order our second drinks. This should definitely be my last but I need it to loosen up. The conversation moves onto family. Alistair has never been married or had any children. I suppose some women may see that as a red flag, but he does tell me about a long-term girlfriend he lived with for almost a decade.

      “She told me she didn’t want kids but then changed her mind.” He shrugs.

      “That can happen,” I say. “Some of my friends were adamant in their twenties but suddenly felt the urge after they turned thirty.” I think about one of Scott’s colleagues, an ambitious woman who later admitted regretting having her son, when she was drunk on Malbec.

      “I didn’t resent her for it,” he says in a level voice. “But we couldn’t get past it and she chose to pursue having children over the relationship. I did love her though.”

      And suddenly I realise his interest in older women.

      I finger the stem of my glass as I try to broach a subject that could be awkward. “On your dating profile you said you don’t want a serious relationship.”

      He smiles. “Is that a problem?”

      I shake my head. “No, not at all. I feel the same way.”

      He exhales shakily. “Oh, that’s good. It’s always a little… tricky to navigate with someone new.” He takes a sip of his drink. “I hope this doesn’t come across as wanky or whatever, but I like living in the moment. I don’t like thinking about the future. I just want to keep hold of that initial attraction to someone and see where it takes me. You know?”

      “It does sound a little wanky,” I say with a grin.

      He laughs heartily and I’m hopelessly excited by him.

      I move closer to him. “Why don’t we go somewhere we can dance?”

      He grins. “Sounds great. I know a place in Whitby. Fancy it?”

      I nod.

      As he arranges an Uber, I catch my reflection in a mirror and I don’t recognise myself. For a moment there, I am twenty again. I see Alistair as Scott. My life is yawning out ahead of me, any possibility within my grasp. Then the moment passes.

      Alistair kisses me lightly in the taxi. His fingers brush tendrils of hair away from my face. That fleeting impression of being young again returns, but this time I know myself, and I can indulge in its lightness.
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