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      This bathroom is unfamiliar, but I stumble my way to the sink to wash my hands. There they are: two pale lumps in the dark. Two trembling, alien-like things that don’t seem to belong to me, and yet they do. Perhaps the reason they appear odd to me is because these two pale things are all covered in red. More red than I’ve ever seen before. It smears when I run the tap, but I need the water to wash it all away.

      There it goes, down the plug hole. Water chasing the blood away. Getting rid of the guilt.

      You don’t know this, but I dream of the blood. I dream of causing pain, of taking lives. It makes me feel powerful. But I could never tell you. Never admit it.

      I’m ashamed of who I am.

      And yet I don’t want to stop.

      So here I am, washing away the blood. Washing away the evidence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      Do you think about me? Dream about me? I dream about you almost every night. But in my dreams, you are a beautiful bird. Why won’t you let me make you beautiful, Leah? You come to me as a ghost, pale and shimmering, stalking me as a shadow would. But the absence of you hurts me. Why would you want to hurt me?

      After a decade of being forced into the company of others, I found myself alone for the first time, and it frightened me. That night on the moors, when you let me go, I was cold and injured, and you left me there like an unwanted dog. My cruel owner, taunting me all those months with promises of friendship, only to leave me like that.

      But as usual, you underestimated me, Leah. You thought I would fade away into the darkness, slipping out of your life like any good inconvenience would. If I were a bug, would you step on me and grind me into the dirt? Would you think twice about extinguishing me from your life?

      Don’t you see that I wanted to make you beautiful? You’re mediocre. You’re dull and dirty, like the stream I washed myself in on the moors that night. I want to take you from that mediocrity and transform you into the magnificent bird you have the potential to be. You’re my canvas, Leah, empty and waiting for genius. When I find you, I’ll turn you into a work of art.

      Don’t you understand that I will find you? It doesn’t matter what it takes. Do you think I care about my freedom? About my life? I can’t live in this world anyway, because the world has already rejected who I am. I don’t have anything to live for except you.

      Leah.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      E for Elizabeth. L for Lizzie. B for Beth. I have three choices, and I hate them all. My name is Elizabeth James, which is boring enough for me to escape notice, and different enough from Leah Smith that Isabel won’t think to search for it. The officers who arranged my move into the witness protection programme decided to give me a name with enough variations that I could choose one I like. Lizzie isn’t a million miles away from Leah, but all my formal paperwork is under Elizabeth.

      So here I am, in a grey little town on the Scottish border, with a new name and a new life.

      But it isn’t going to last.

      The first suggestion for Tom’s new name was Anthony, which could be shortened to Tony if he wanted. Anthony James is a pleasant name, and Tony isn’t too far from Tom, but he hated it. We went through Owen, Samuel, Harry, and finally settled on Scott. Scott and Elizabeth James.

      Our new house is mid-terrace, with old-fashioned furniture and unattractive wallpaper. Everything was arranged before we arrived, with beds made up, and milk and bread in the kitchen, but we were told not to get too comfortable. There’s a chance we won’t stay here. This is the first house we’ve been moved to, but the third new place since we left Hutton. First, we stopped in a hotel in Lancashire. Then we were taken to another hotel in Gateshead. And now we are in a rented house on a drab street with dusty curtains and radiators that clang at night.

      Neither of us has a purpose while we live here. We’re in limbo. My trips out of the house are to fetch our shopping, but we’re given little to live on each week. Food is almost all I buy, except for two new shirts from a charity shop for Tom. We squeeze in a cheap self-defence class once a week, but lately these have been making me so anxious that I think we’ll have to stop.

      What you need to know about the witness protection programme is that it is not allowed to be an incentive for anyone. Not many people make it into the programme after being a victim of a crime; most are an informer, grassing up their mates in organised crime. Which means that the biggest rule of the programme is that no one gets more than what they had before.

      The problem is, we had nothing before.

      My scars itch.

      There’s rain in the air, and my hair is frizzy from the extra moisture. The handles of the plastic shopping bags cut into my palms as I walk along the street. I should have taken up Tom’s offer of help, but for the first time since we moved here, he’s reading a textbook instead of browsing the internet on the new laptop his foster family bought for him.

      That’s the other rule—we leave everything behind. We don’t create a Facebook account with any photos on it, or our names, we don’t have Instagram accounts or Twitter, or anything else that would leave even the smallest of digital footprints. We are ghosts, living on the outskirts of society, while life happens all around us. We can’t join in; at least, not yet. It isn’t safe. They haven’t found her yet.

      Tom used to think that she died on the moors somewhere, fallen deep into a ravine that the police are unable to search, but I know better than that, and lately even he jumps when there’s a knock on the door or someone leans over to say hello on the street. Isabel is the cockroach you can’t kill, that scuttles into the gaps in the bricks and camps up, watching you carefully and getting ready to jump out when you least expect it. I connected with her in Crowmont Hospital. I made her feel something, and I don’t think Isabel will ever forgive me for that. She will never give up. She’d rather die than give up. She will come for me.

      My palms begin to sweat as my thoughts drift back to Isabel, as they always seem to do, and I become more aware of the birds above me on the telephone wires, flapping their wings and occasionally squawking. What are they? Ravens? I try to remember what Isabel would say about the omen of a raven, but I can’t remember.

      And then I abruptly come to my house. Not mine, but at least the place where I lay my head at night. The door opens directly into the living room where I see Tom standing in the centre, staring at the window. There’s a small smear of blood and a smudged outline that I didn’t notice as I was searching for my keys.

      “What happened?” I ask, letting the bags drop to the carpet.

      “It was a magpie,” Tom says. “Can you believe it?”

      I turn to face the smudge on the glass and realise that I can make out the basic shape of a bird in flight. The realisation hits me as hard as a fist to the abdomen, followed by a cold sense of dread spreading from my ears down my neck.

      “Are you sure?” I step over to the glass and peer out. Why didn’t I see the magpie on the ground outside the house?

      “It’s not there anymore,” Tom says. “It flew away.”

      The smear of blood is bigger than a pound coin, but not by much. I would certainly expect a bird to be too injured to fly away after such an injury. But I didn’t see anything on the pavement outside.

      “Are you sure?” I ask.

      Tom’s jaw tenses as he snaps, “Why would I lie?”

      He has a point. What would Tom gain from lying to me? What would he even do with a dead magpie?

      “Do you think it’s her?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “It’s a coincidence. As clever as Isabel is, I don’t think she could train a bird to fly into our window. It’s just a horrible coincidence, Tom.” I place a hand on his shoulder, which is much broader than it used to be, and tell myself that I’m right. Surely, it was beyond the realm of possibility. Even in Crowmont Hospital, when Isabel tamed Pepsi, her friendly magpie, she couldn’t train a bird to fly into our window. I take a deep breath and try not to think about my nightmares, then I reach down and pick up the shopping. “Are you hungry?”

      “I should clean the window,” Tom replies, speaking more to himself than to me.

      “While you do that, I’ll make us sandwiches.”

      “Fine.”

      Tom stalks from the room with his head bent low. My secret son. He’s filled out since the night on the moors, and he appears older, despite only a few months having passed. He’s taller now, with some of the weight shifted and redistributed into muscle. There was a point a few weeks ago when we were a team, closer than ever, protective of each other, but since then we’ve drifted away again. And now here he is, sullen and spotty as he ever was before. I’m not sure whether it’s a good or a bad thing that he considers me his annoying older sister again.

      I just wish I’ll be able to tell him the truth one day.

      It doesn’t take long to fill our kitchen with the food. A few tins of soup, beans, a loaf of bread, biscuits, and pasta, and the cupboards are brimming. Though Tom and I keep to ourselves, I know that a family with three children live a few doors up, and I can’t imagine living in such a tiny space with all those other bodies. There was a time I lived in a squat with my ex-boyfriend, and even now, when I think of the dirty mugs and the smell that emanated from lazy bodies lying around the floor, I want to gag.

      Sounds carry easily in the house, and the squeaking of the cloth against the window tells me that Tom is washing away the blood as he promised. I cringe at the thought of the bird pressing against the glass, peering in with its beady eyes, pecking at the window. But none of that happened; it flew in, fell, and flew away. I cleaned the windows yesterday out of boredom. I obviously cleaned them too well.

      Tom walks into the kitchen as I’m buttering bread and throws the dirty cloth into the pedal bin. I can’t help but notice that his forehead is damp with sweat. Fear? Or simply exertion from his task?

      When he turns back to go into the living room, I notice a feather poking out of the back pocket of his jeans. The sight of it makes me pause in the middle of my task, my hand hovering above the opened packet of sliced ham. Why would he keep such a memento? Tom is as afraid of birds as I am, after everything Isabel put us through. At least I thought he was.

      A sharp ring jolts me from my thoughts, sending an electric shock of adrenaline through my veins. I rattle the plate as I reach for the kitchen counter to steady myself, my pulse racing. When will I get over the way surprises make me feel? When will I be normal again? I imagine Seb’s silent presence at my side, hand inches from mine, never touching, just there as solid as a brick wall but as soft and comforting as a blanket. After my heart recovers, I take another deep breath in through my nose and out through my mouth and retrieve my mobile phone from my pocket.

      “Hello?”

      “Elizabeth. It’s Adam.”

      One of the officers who helped us move away from Hutton following Isabel’s attack.

      “Do we need to pack our things?”

      A long sigh. Does he seem tense? His voice is clipped, and he’s sighing heavily. Something is wrong. “I’m sorry, but yes.”

      “Is it Isabel?”

      “Honestly, we’re not sure, but we need to get you out to be safe. The police in Newcastleton have found a body. A young woman, dark hair like yours, and the corpse has been mutilated.”

      My fingers grip the rounded edge of the kitchen counter until my knuckles are white as milk. “Are you collecting us?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Tomorrow morning at 6am.”

      “We’ll be ready.”

      “Okay. See you then.”

      I disconnect the call and slump against the kitchen counter. He gave me no word about where we’re going, but then he wouldn’t do that over the phone. As terrifying as Isabel is, I can’t imagine her bugging my mobile phone, but there was a time when I couldn’t imagine Isabel cutting the flesh of a dead six-year-old or stuffing a bird into the mouth of a decapitated head. My meagre breakfast attempts to rise, but I ignore it. There’s no time for that. I have to get Tom ready.

      As soon as he sees my face, he knows I’m afraid.

      “We’re leaving again tomorrow morning. The officer is collecting us at 6am.”

      “Why?”

      “They found a dead body here in Newcastleton. Mutilated.”

      Tom snatches the TV remote from the arm of the sofa and programmes the channel to BBC news. They’re interviewing a politician about an expenses scandal, but underneath I see the headlines scrolling across the screen.

      Woman found dead in Newcastleton. Strangled and mutilated.

      “Strangled,” Tom repeats. “I wonder when she died.”

      I wonder when she died as well. Was it last night? The night before? I try to pry my eyes away from the screen, but I can’t stop staring at it. Woman. That’s all she is right now. Woman strangled. The strangled woman, mutilated.

      That can’t happen to me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      We hit the motorway and keep going, with trucks swooshing through the rain around us. Tom is restless in the back seat, fiddling with his phone, occasionally exhaling through his nose and shaking his head. He’s reading the news reports, I can tell.

      Adam glances nervously at me from the driver’s seat. “I’m hoping this will be your last place,” he says. “There’s no indication that Isabel actually found you. The murdered woman could be an unhappy coincidence. She wasn’t found on your back doorstep, after all. But, still, too close for comfort.”

      I nod, not feeling reassured by his sterile words.

      “They’ve released the name,” Tom says from the back seat. “Alison Finlay.”

      Hearing her name does little except make me feel numb. There it is—the name, Alison Finlay. Was she murdered because of me? Did Isabel kill her because she couldn’t kill me? Did Isabel kill her because I couldn’t kill Isabel when I had the chance? All those months ago on the moors when I had her. I had her, and I let her go. I could have killed her in the abandoned farmhouse. I could have tied her up, even. I could have done something. But I was too scared to touch her. I just wanted to get Tom out of there to safety. Sometimes I hate myself for those actions.

      “It’s called Clifton-on-Sea. On the southeast coast near Margate. I think you’ll like it there. It’s very different from the places you’ve already been. It’s quiet, and there’s a small beach. We’ve got a detached house for you to live in. A little bungalow with a sea view. There’s a nearby care home, Elizabe—”

      “Lizzie,” I cut in.

      “Right, Lizzie. There’s a care home with a position for a receptionist. Say the word and it’s yours.”

      “The word,” I reply, trying to smile at my feeble joke. I glance at Tom in the backseat through the rear-view mirror, but he’s engrossed by his smartphone. They provided us each with a new mobile phone when we joined the programme, and luckily for us, they actually gave us an upgrade for a change. But now Tom barely lifts his head from it.

      “That’s good,” Adam says with an approving smile. “I’m glad you’ve decided to get out there and work. I know it means interacting with more people than you’ve been used to for a while, but I think you’re ready for it. Do you feel comfortable with your new identities?”

      “Well, it’s obviously very strange,” I reply. “But I’m getting used to it.”

      “And do you and Scott use your new identities at home?” Adam asks. He likes to test us with this question every now and then.

      “Yes.” Lie.

      I glance at Tom again to share a conspiratorial smile, but he’s still glued to the phone. The smile fades from my lips. But as he’s distracted, I allow my gaze to roam over him. He’s different now, with shorter hair, no longer dyed black, his piercings removed, and his body shape more defined. But I’m not contemplating those changes right now, I’m searching him for the feathers he took. Did he bring them with him? Is he obsessing over what happened in Hutton? I need to know.

      For most of the very long journey, I rest my head against the passenger window and drift into an unsettled sleep, never quite relaxing to the point where I can truly sleep, only ever remaining on the edges. I feel every bump in the road, hear Adam as he clears his throat, hear Tom’s tuts in the backseat as he reads more articles on the dead woman.

      Alison.

      Strangled.

      Does that seem like the way Isabel would kill? Though she is terrifying, she’s also small. Could Isabel wrap her hands around a woman’s throat and strangle her to death? Unless she used rope, or plastic, anything she could fashion into a garrotte. It’s like Isabel to be prepared. But wouldn’t the cause of death then be asphyxiation? Perhaps I’m overthinking this. How do I know that the media have all the facts? They might have reported strangulation when what they meant was asphyxiation. I can’t trust what’s written in the tabloids, not that I read much of them anymore.

      Adam pays for a Little Chef lunch, stretches his legs walking around the service station, and then drives us the rest of the way to our new home: Clifton-on-Sea. The road winds through the small town, following the beach, before snaking up a hill to the cliffs that overlook the North Sea. The rain has finally stopped, but I can see from the bend in the grass along the verge, and the lonely crisp packet making its way up the hill, that it’s very gusty outside.

      Five minutes’ drive away from the sea, Adam parks the car outside a small bungalow with a sloped drive, pulls up the handbrake and nods towards the house.

      “You should have a bit more room here. It’s a lovely little spot. A much better place to start a new life. Or at least a temporary new life until we catch Isabel, anyway.”

      There’s a snort from the backseat. Both Adam and I ignore it.

      “Thanks for this. We appreciate everything the programme has given us. I don’t think I’ll ever feel safe while she’s out there, but this helps.”

      When I climb out of the vehicle, the wind slaps me in the face, taking my breath away. I have to battle through it to walk up the small hill to get to the house, and once I’m there, I carry on until I’m around the side of the building, moving towards the back garden. It’s there that I can see the unsettled sea churning below the cliffs. France isn’t far away from where we are now, though I can’t see it.

      Adam was right about this being a change from what we’re used to. I’ve never lived by the sea, and I didn’t grow up with seaside holidays, sticky ice-cream fingers and pockets full of seashells. We were never that family. But the change in scenery is a welcome one. At last, this place seems a million miles away from Isabel.

      But is it enough?
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        * * *

      

      Adam leaves us with a small amount of spending money for extra furniture and clothes. A hundred is set aside for me to buy a smart outfit for an interview at the care home he told me about. He also leaves me the name and contact details of my new therapist. Everyone in the witness protection programme gets their own therapist.

      That leaves us with the afternoon to unpack the small number of boxes we brought with us. Tom connects his phone to the wireless speaker, and we listen to Funeral for a Friend as we put away cutlery and shelve books. Seb’s copy of Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep is mixed in with mine, and I think about finally sitting down and reading it. I can’t send it back to him, anyway. I don’t want to send it back to him. I want to keep a small part of him here with me.

      The bungalow is old-fashioned, and I suspect from the faux stone around the fireplace and the wood panel cladding on the living room walls that it hasn’t been updated for a few decades. But it isn’t dirty, and even the kitchen has been cared for. I’m already thinking of ways to transform the place. My interview outfit won’t cost a hundred pounds; I can use half to buy paint and coat the kitchen cupboards in sunshine yellow to brighten the place up. We can buy a coffee table, perhaps a comfy reading chair, and new cushions for the faded floral sofa.

      Tom chooses the bedroom at the front of the house because it has more room for his guitar, and we can fit a small desk in there too. My room faces the sea, with the land dropping sharply away to reveal the choppy waters below. That sudden drop reminds me of a time when my heel caught the edge of a cliff, almost throwing me down to the rocks below. It reminds me of the cold hand I released from my grip and the pale face falling through the dark.

      You always wanted to fly.

      I’ll paint this room sky blue, I think. Bright sky blue.

      Both of us restless with worry despite the tiring journey, Tom and I make our way out of the house and into Clifton. It’s not a quaint English town, more of a city suburb placed by the sea, with takeaway restaurants, Spar shops, and pubs with grubby signs. We could be somewhere in London, where people overflow out of the apartments above those small shops, and ten different languages are spoken on the streets. But once we’ve left the long strip of takeaways, we decline down a steep hill to the point where a cold sandy beach meets the sea. Here, the wind assaults me with its damp, salty scent, and the dirty shops are replaced with empty arcades. It’s out of season, early-February, chilly, grey with gusty winds that penetrate my jeans and chill my thighs.

      “What do you fancy for tea?” I ask.

      Tom shrugs his shoulders.

      “Well, we’re at the seaside. Fish and chips?”

      “All right.”

      I spot a place farther along the promenade, crossing the road to come closer to the beach. A lone man is walking his dog along the sand, his large, waterproof coat flapping in the wind.

      “Do you think we’ll move again?” Tom’s voice is thin against the wind, but for once it’s as though I’m in tune with him, like I could hear him even if he whispered through a hurricane.

      “I don’t know,” I admit. “We’re a long way away from her, though. I can feel it.”

      “Are you psychically connected to her now?”

      I roll my eyes at him. “That’s not what I mean. Maybe it’s this place. I dunno. For the first time in a while, I’m more relaxed. Are you?”

      “No,” he says.

      He didn’t have to think about it. And, really, do I need to think about it to know? My words aren’t a lie to Tom; I am more relaxed, but that doesn’t mean that I’ve stopped thinking about Isabel for even a single second, wondering where she is, wondering what she’s doing, wondering if she’s still coming for me.

      “When she had us trapped in that house,” Tom continues. “She said she didn’t care about being arrested. She just wanted to hurt you. After all those years in the hospital, she was free, and the one thing she wanted to do was hurt you. She never wanted to escape and live her life. She wanted to escape and find a way to kill you slowly.”

      His words make me uncomfortable. Never at any point have I wanted to hear Tom talk about such dark events. The worst part is that I know he’s right. Isabel could have taken her freedom and got away from me, from Hutton, the hospital and the police. Instead, she risked it all to try to murder me.

      “She can’t find us,” I say, my own voice thin against the wind. I sound tinny, weak, unconvincing. “We’ve been careful. The programme is careful. They’re professionals; they know what they’re doing. They hide people from criminals all the time.” But I’m not convincing myself. They haven’t worked against a person like Isabel before, someone so conniving that she lost weight and made herself resemble me in order to escape from a high-security hospital. “We’re going to continue to be careful. That part is our responsibility. We’ve been given a chance to make a new start, and I think we should embrace it.” I stop walking and place my hand on Tom’s elbow. Before we met Isabel, I would have pulled him into a hug, but since that night, neither of us has enjoyed much human contact. “We’re going to be okay, you know. Do you believe me?”

      I see from the sadness in his eyes that he doesn’t. He doesn’t even believe that I believe it, and I think he’s probably right.

      But he knows he needs to appease me. “What are you having? Cod and chips?”

      I loop my arm through his. “Battered sausage.”

      “Classic choice.”

      “They’re hiring,” I note. “They need extra hands for when the season starts.”

      Tom leans towards the window, reading the sign. “Maybe I should apply.”

      I’m surprised. Pleased, but surprised. “Yeah, why not? See, things are getting better already.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      A feather brushes against my cheek, and my eyes snap open. Within my tightened chest, my heart pounds, causing my pulse to thud in my ears. Every one of my muscles is cold and stiff, and my toes are numb. I place a palm down to ground myself and push myself into a lounging position. I’m on the lawn behind the house, lying on my side, facing the sea.

      A scream builds in my throat, dying to be released into the wind coming off the sea. Not again, not again, not again. My mind refuses to cease racing. I lean over and push my hands against my knees, bracing myself against the cold gust of wind.

      I’m in my pyjamas, which I pat down to discover that my phone is still in my pocket. 5:02am. At least I woke early enough to hide this from Tom, because he’d worry. In a heartbeat, I’m on my feet and running back to the house. What did I do yesterday evening after I went to bed? Did I steal out of the house, walk ten minutes to the 24-hour Spar shop and walk back with bottles of wine? Did I drink them and pass out? Did I break my promise to Tom? I need to know.

      The back door is unlocked, but at least I didn’t leave it wide open. I step into the kitchen and begin opening the cupboards, searching for empty bottles. I try the fridge and the bin, but there’s nothing there. I take each mug left on the side and smell them, inhaling deeply. There’s only the lingering scent of coffee and a trace of mint from my herbal tea. I check the living room. I even check my bedroom. Nothing.

      I’m not sure whether to be relieved or more afraid. I’m not drinking again, but I am sleepwalking, just like I did during my psychotic episode in Hutton. But I haven’t missed a single dosage of my medication. Why is it happening again?

      Finally calmer since waking on the grass, I think through what I need to do. First, I need to check that all the doors are locked. Then I need to make an appointment with my therapist. My new therapist: a Dr Jennifer Qamber. Then I need a shower and breakfast, and finally I need to go out and buy new clothes for my interview. Today is going to be tough, but at least I know I’m not hungover. I’m not hungover, but I’m also not right. How do I know I’m even in control?
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        * * *

      

      If Tom knows about my sleepwalking, he doesn’t mention it for the rest of the day. But he does agree to get the bus to Canterbury for a clothes-shopping trip. The programme hasn’t left us with enough money to buy a car on top of our furniture, but I’m glad not to have one. It would just be one more thing to worry about, and the bus service seems fine.

      It’s clear that we’re not in London anymore, but I like the quiet now, and Canterbury is smaller, less hectic, but still has Whitefriars—a decent shopping centre near the High Street. I find a cheap but smart pencil skirt from Primark. Tom chooses a new shirt from Next. Later that day, we decide to buy paint online rather than try to find a DIY shop within walking distance of our bungalow, and then I do some research into the nursing home I’ll be interviewing for.

      Geriatric nursing is not my speciality, and I’m not even sure I want to go back to nursing, which means the receptionist job is a bit of a relief. Though the environment will be similar to the hospitals I’ve worked at in the past, the job is completely different, and there’s a small nagging doubt that I won’t be able to do it. I made mistakes at Crowmont Hospital. Big mistakes. The kind that put people in danger and maybe even got poor Alison Finlay murdered. At least as a receptionist I won’t have the opportunity to make those mistakes again. I’ll never meet anyone as dangerous as Isabel in a nursing home. I find it hard to believe that I’ll ever meet anyone as dangerous ever again. I’m not sure there is anyone as dangerous as her.

      According to Google, Ivy Lodge is a fifteen-minute bus ride from the small bus station in Clifton. I decide that on Monday I’ll leave an hour before the time of my interview just to be sure. From the photographs on the website, the place appears pleasant enough, but you can rarely tell from the pictures. Most focus on the well-tended gardens outside. What is inside like? As a nurse, you hear horror stories about nursing homes, where patients are treated badly by overworked, stressed, or just plain cruel members of staff. I don’t want to be in that environment. I want to join a well-organised establishment with a good manager.

      Perhaps I’ll get lucky.

      After spending a little time researching Ivy Lodge and brushing up on the basics of geriatric nursing, I find myself searching the internet for more information on Alison Finlay, the woman found strangled and mutilated. When was she killed? Where was she found? Since leaving Scotland, I’ve become foggy on the details, focussing more on the here and now. But after waking up on the lawn, I need to know. I need as much information as possible, because since the night I was attacked by Isabel, my thoughts have been… troubling. Violent. And my dreams…

      I don’t even want to think about my dreams.

      “Less than a thirty-minute walk from our house in Newcastleton.”

      The sound of Tom’s voice causes me to yelp in surprise. “Christ on a cracker, you’re as quiet as ever. Do you walk around on your tiptoes, kid?”

      The old Tom would have flicked my earlobe, or rolled his eyes, or smothered a grin, but this new Tom merely leans over my shoulder to continue reading the news article.

      “Why doesn’t it say what kind of mutilations were found on the body?” he asks. “There’s no detail whatsoever.”

      “It helps with the investigation to hold things back from the media.”

      “You should ring that detective and find out,” Tom suggests. “What was his name? Murphy. We need to know if it was Isabel. Don’t we deserve to know? I mean, for fuck’s sake.”

      “Tom! Language!”

      “Don’t you mean Scott?” He grips the back of the chair and pushes me. The motion is too forceful to be playful. “That’s who I am now. I’m Scott James. What a stupid fucking name.”

      “Do you think I like Lizzie James? I sound like a Victorian prostitute.”

      Still no flicker of a laugh.

      “Come on, Tom. We need to make the best of this.”

      He backs away from me. “No, we need to be preparing ourselves for Isabel to find us. We need to be ready. I think I’m going to go for a walk. Get some fresh air.”

      “Do you want company?”

      He shakes his head.
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        * * *

      

      Ivy Lodge is as small and neat as the photographs suggested. I’m relieved that the place is small, which means fewer patients. The carpark is almost full, despite my arriving before nine, which makes me feel relieved that I’ll be travelling by bus if I get the job. And then it’s a short walk up a drive towards the actual house. It’s the kind of manor house I’d imagine a wealthy family living in a hundred years ago, with large windows, a wide front door, and ivy creeping its way up the bricks. There’s a stillness that I rarely acquaint with nursing, as though things move at a slower pace here. But it’s wise to reserve judgment until after you’ve entered a care home. There might be more bustle once I’m inside.

      I press the buzzer and am beeped in. When I close the door behind me, the entire frame rattles, and my cheeks flush warm from making such a loud noise in a quiet place. I’m early for my interview, so I sit and wait, smoothing my Primark skirt and hoping that no one will notice how cheap the material is. Mum used to say that a good iron transformed an outfit. We wore second-hand clothes most of the time, but Mum washed and ironed them as though they were expensive designer outfits. We were always clean and tidy, even if our clothes were never trendy.

      The reception area shields the rest of the care home from view, but as I wait, I can’t help but crane my neck to try to catch a glimpse through the doors at the end of the corridor. Is it clean? Tidy? Static white? Are the patients happy? I take a deep breath to try to calm myself. The last time I saw doors like these, I met Isabel.

      That can’t happen this time.

      There are no murderers here, just older people who need help. This isn’t a place for the criminally insane. This isn’t Crowmont Hospital. But why does it feel like that? I tap my fingers on my knees and try not to stare at the woman sat at the reception desk. Would I be replacing her? Is she temporary? Perhaps they’ll tell me in the interview. When I glance back at the entrance, I can’t help but think about how I could get up, turn around, walk out and never come back. But then how would I provide for Tom? What would I do with my life?

      “Ms James?”

      When I turn my head, I’m convinced that I’m sweating profusely.

      “Yes.” As I stand, I knock over my handbag, and a pen rolls out. “Sorry.” I bend quickly and retrieve the pen, feeling dizzy as my pulse quickens from the embarrassment.

      “Not to worry.” A woman in her forties with a kind smile waits patiently for me to regain my composure. “Hi. I’m Eileen Hargrave, the manager of Ivy Lodge. Would you like to follow me? I’ll give you a little tour of Ivy Lodge, then we’ll get on with the interview. Your background is psychiatric nursing, is that right?”

      “It is.”

      “Did you fancy a change?”

      “Yes, well, also, I just moved to the area with my little brother Scott. Ivy Lodge is close to where we live, and it seems like a lovely place.” While the woman is busy opening one of the doors with a pass, I quickly wipe away sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand.

      “How are you finding Clifton?”

      “The sea views are beautiful. It’s just what we needed.”

      As we walk down a short corridor, I could blink and be back among the Crowmont corridors, walking the hallways to Isabel’s room. The image of her bent over her desk drawing her birds will forever be etched on my mind. Today I drew a crow, Leah. Do you like it? They’re lucky.

      No, I won’t indulge those thoughts.

      “Have you got family in the area?” Eileen asks.

      We arrive in a communal space decorated with lots of reclining armchairs and sofas. A few of the patients are dotted around, playing cards or watching television.

      “No,” I reply. I’m cautious, but decide to say it. “Actually, I’ve been placed here with help from a domestic violence charity.” Adam suggested that I use this as an excuse to make it easier when explaining why we’ve moved. People don’t tend to ask any further questions.

      “I’m so sorry,” she replies. “Of course, we’ll be very discreet.” Eileen pauses. “I noticed you don’t have an awful lot of administration experience, but your application was excellent. We’ll be throwing you in the deep end with a fundraiser to organise if you do get the job.”

      “I’m a quick learner,” I say. “Being trained as a nurse has prepared me for pretty much everything.”

      Eileen raises her eyebrows. “I can imagine.”

      But no one could imagine what I’ve been through.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

          ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      All that time, you were holding out on me, Leah. You never told me about the hunky farmer, did you? I watched the two of you together, hidden away on the moors, always a safe distance away. And there you were, like two newlyweds, longing gazes aplenty. In love.

      I was hurt to see that you’d kept quiet about your private life. All that time, pretending to be my friend, while hiding a huge part of your life from me. Were you ashamed of him? Or didn’t you want to get too close to me? Were you faking it all those months?

      My mediocre Leah with a man.

      Since then, I’ve had to leave Hutton because you made sure it wasn’t safe for me. I was the fox and the hounds were snapping at my tail, but once I managed to clean myself up, I found a way to get out.

      Do you know what it cost me? Do you know that you’ve reduced me to a petty criminal, stealing from people’s bags, hunting through rubbish bins? There comes a point where survival takes over, and it eradicates the person you were before. That happened to me. I almost forgot about you as I was sleeping on the streets, searching for leftovers in a café bin, staying away from any main roads where CCTV might be in operation, climbing over garden walls to take clean clothes from washing lines, walking off the beaten path, hoping I was heading in the right direction to get away from Hutton and the manhunt that surrounds it. I couldn’t go to a train station because of you. Stealing a car was too risky. I had to walk for miles in filthy clothes until I found the next town. It became all I lived for. I walked and I walked until I was close to collapsing, then I found a town. I snuck around that town at night, stealing in the moonlight, and then I walked through fields and forests until I found the next town.

      Do you know what else I did? I saved my stolen money. I bought hair dye. I watched people, and I changed the way I walk, talk, stand. And then I bought a box, the kind you use at the post office. I wanted to buy the box rather than use an abandoned box because I didn’t want it to stand out. I wanted my parcel to appear very boring indeed, because I didn’t want anyone to check it.

      I went to the post office with my box, and I posted it. Then I went to the bus station, and I bought a ticket and got on the bus. Halfway through the journey, I got off the bus in the middle of nowhere, and then I started walking again.

      I walked for a very long time. My heels are hardened now, but back then I had many blisters, and there were points when I walked through fields and forests without shoes on because the pain was excruciating. But I walked and I walked until I found a new town, big enough to disappear into, but small enough to go unnoticed by the police, and then I thought about what his face would look like when he opened the box and saw my present.

      Leah, when I next see you, will you tell me what Seb thought of the dead magpie I sent to him? I desperately want to know.
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