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Michelle Adams grew up in the UK and now lives in Cyprus, where she works as a part-time scientist. She read her first Stephen King novel at the tender age of nine, and has been addicted to suspense fiction ever since. MY SISTER is her first novel.




Praise for My Sister:


‘A fabulously chilling tale of two twisted sisters . . . grabs you by the throat from first page to last’ Camilla Way, author of Watching Edie


‘A magnificent exploration of the toxic relationship between two sisters and the hold they exert on each other . . . chilling and tragic in equal measure’ Nuala Ellwood, author of My Sister’s Bones


‘I loved this dark and disturbing thriller. Tense and twisted, it glued me to the sofa from the first page to the last’ C. J. Tudor, author of The Chalk Man




About the Book


MY SISTER by Michelle Adams is an addictive, twisty, shocking debut thriller – an intimate tale of family secrets that will grip readers who devoured Clare Mackintosh’s I LET YOU GO and S.K. Tremayne’s THE ICE TWINS.
 

My name is Irini. I was given away.


My name is Elle. I was kept.


All her life Irini thought she was given away because her family didn’t want her. What if the truth is something worse?


Two sisters. Two separate lives.


One family bound by a harrowing secret.




I dedicate the first copy of this novel to you, Stasinos, because without you it would never have come to be.


Every other copy belongs to those individuals who have at some point felt worthless. I hope by now you know you were wrong.
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The buzzing of my telephone is like the scuttling of a cockroach underneath the bed. No real danger, yet still I am terrified. The same fear that a knock on the door just before bedtime brings, always bad news, or a murderer there to live out a fantasy. I look back and see Antonio sleeping by my side, naked save for a white sheet draped over his hip like an unfastened toga. His breath glides in and out, comfortable, at peace. I know the dreams that come to him are good, because he smacks his lips and his muscles twitch like a contented baby. I glance at the red numbers glowing on the alarm clock: 2.02 a.m., a warning sign. 


I reach for the phone, my movements slow, and glance at the screen. Unknown number. I press the green button to answer the call and hear the bright, cheerful voice. But it’s a lie, designed to fool or blind. ‘Hi, it’s me. Hello?’ It waits for an answer. ‘Can you hear me?’ 


I pull the sheet higher, protecting myself as a chill spreads across my skin. I cover my breasts, the left of which hangs just a bit lower than the right. The beauty of fifteen degrees of scoliosis. It is Elle’s voice I hear, the one I knew it would be. The last remaining connection to a past I have tried to forget. Yet still, even after six years of absence she has managed to scramble up the walls of the chasm I have gouged between us, wriggle her way back in like a worm through mud and find me.


I reach up, turn on the lamp, illuminating the darkest monster-filled corners of the room. When I raise the phone to my ear I can still hear her breathing, creeping out of the shadows, waiting for me to speak.


I roll away from Antonio, wince as my hip throbs with the movement. ‘What do you want?’ I ask, trying to sound confident. I have learnt not to be polite, not to engage. It helps not to encourage her.


‘To talk to you, so don’t you dare hang up. Why are you whispering?’ I hear her giggle, like we are friends, like this is just a normal conversation between silly teenage girls. But it isn’t. We both know it. I should hang up despite her threat, but I can’t. It’s already too late for that. 


‘It’s the middle of the night.’ I can hear the quiver in my voice. I’m shivering. I swallow hard.


There’s a rustle as she checks the clock. Where is she now? What does she want this time? ‘Actually, it’s the early hours of the morning, but whatever.’


‘What do you want?’ I ask again, aware that she is picking at my skin, creeping under the layers. 


Elle is my sister. My only sister from a previous life from which I have kept few memories. The memories I do have are blurry, as if I am looking back through a window drenched in heavy rain. I’m not even sure if they represent reality any more. Twenty-nine years is a long time for them to morph, transform into something else. 


My second life, the one I am stuck in now, began when I was three years old. It was a bright spring day; the frosts of winter had melted and the animals in the nearby woods were venturing from their dens for the first time. I was wrapped in a thick woollen coat, so many layers of clothes that my joints were immobile. The woman who had given birth to me pulled red woollen mittens on to my hands without saying a word. What a three-year-old remembers.


She carried me along a dry, muddy path intersected by grass until we arrived at a waiting car up ahead. I was a late developer, and parts of me, like my hip (a poorly formed socket held together by loose, stringy tendons), hadn’t really developed at all. I hadn’t managed the whole walking thing. I didn’t put up a fight when she pushed me into the back seat and strapped me in. At least I don’t think I did. Maybe I don’t really remember anything, and this is all just a trick of the mind, to make me feel that I have a past. A life where I had parents. A past with somebody other than Elle.


Sometimes I think I can remember my mother’s face: like mine, only older, redder, wrinkles like a spider’s web weaving around her lips. Other times I’m not so sure. But I’m sure that she didn’t offer any last-minute advice to be a good girl, no quick kiss on the cheek to tide me over. I would have remembered that, wouldn’t I? She slammed the car door, stepped back, and my aunt and uncle drove me away from her like it was the most normal thing in the world. And even then I knew something was over. I had been given away, cast out, dumped. 


‘Are you listening to me, Irini? I told you I want to talk to you.’ Her sharp voice comes through quick as a blade, wrenching me back to the present.


‘What about?’ I whisper, knowing that it has already begun again. I can feel her on me, slithering back into place.


I listen as she draws in a breath, trying to calm herself. ‘How long is it since we spoke?’


I edge further away from Antonio. I don’t want to wake him up. ‘Elle, it’s two in the morning. I have work tomorrow. I don’t have time for this now.’ It’s a pathetic attempt, but I have to try. One last effort to keep her away.


‘Liar,’ she spits. And I know that’s it, I’ve done it. I have made her angry. I throw the covers off, swing my feet out of the bed and brush my fringe from my eyes. My pulse is racing as I grip the phone to my ear. ‘It’s Sunday tomorrow. You don’t have work.’


‘Please, just tell me what you want.’


‘It’s Mum.’ The word jars me when she uses it so casually. Drops it like a friend might use a nickname. It feels alien, makes me feel exposed. Mum, she says. As if I know her. As if somehow she belongs to me.


‘What about her?’ I whisper.


‘She died.’ 


Moments pass before I breathe. She’s gone, I think. I’ve lost her again. I cover my mouth with a sweaty palm. Elle waits for a response, but when I offer nothing she eventually asks, ‘Well, are you going to come to the funeral?’


It’s a reasonable question, but one for which I have no answer. Because to me, mother is nothing more than an idea, a childish hope. A dream. But my nagging curiosity spurs me on. There are things I need to know. 


‘I guess,’ I stutter.


‘Don’t force yourself. It’s not like they’d miss you if you didn’t.’


I wish that didn’t hurt, but the knowledge that my presence would not be missed is a painful reminder of reality even after all these years. ‘So why ask me to come?’ I say, aware that my mask of confidence is slipping.


‘Because I need you there.’ She speaks as if she is surprised I don’t already understand, as if she doesn’t know that I dodge her phone calls, or that I’ve changed my number twenty-three times, and moved house, just to stop her from finding me. Six years I have kept the distance, my best run yet. But she weakens me, and to be needed by her makes me limp. Pliable. ‘And you still owe me, Irini. Or have you forgotten the things I’ve done for you?’


She’s right. I do owe her. How could I have forgotten? Our parents might have given me away, but Elle never accepted it. She has spent her life clawing her way back to me, her presence littering my past like debris after a storm. ‘No, I haven’t forgotten,’ I admit, as I turn and take a look at Antonio still fast asleep. I squeeze my eyes shut, as if I can make it all go away. I’m not here. You can’t see me. Childish. A tear sneaks out as I clench the sheet tight in my fist. I want to ask her how she got my number this time. Somebody must have it. Maybe Aunt Jemima, the only mother figure I have ever known. If she was still taking my calls I could contact her to ask. Let her know what I think of this latest familial betrayal.


‘Call me tomorrow if you are coming,’ Elle says. ‘I hope you can. Don’t make me come to London to find you myself.’ She hangs up the phone before I have a chance to answer.
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I sit stunned on the edge of the bed, watching as the clock changes from 2.06 a.m. to 2.07 a.m. Just five minutes was all it took to undo six years of effort, and now Elle is back in my life as if she’s never been gone. I get up, unsteady on my feet, as if even gravity has shifted. I wrap my dressing gown around me and knot it tightly, dodging the packed overnight bag sitting by the end of the bed. Antonio must be planning to go somewhere, most likely without me.


I nudge his bag aside and slip my feet into grey cashmere slippers. They were a gift, one of many that Antonio has given me during the three years we have been together. At first it all seemed so easy. But then reality started to creep in, and the idea that Elle could turn up at any moment to ruin things started to take its toll. Of course he didn’t know anything about her at the time, so when things started to go wrong, he thought gifts might help. Now, as I look at him sleeping in the umbra of our old life, his overnight bag packed like so many times before, I realise that no amount of gifts could ever have prevented this distance between us. Elle is my destiny. Utterly inescapable. She is back, here to ruin things, just like I always knew she would be. 


I glide silently over the laminate floorboards of my depressing end-terrace house in a dark corner of Brixton, and step from the bedroom. I look along the street from the landing window, find it shrouded in shadow with not a soul about. Identikit houses merge into the distance, the warm glow of the city just visible as a marker to remind me where I am. A city so large you can disappear in plain sight. Almost.


If Antonio was awake he would hold me, listen as I spoke, and then tell me that I should feel better now that I had got it off my chest. It’s an expression he picked up, like people do when they learn a new language, dropping phrases at inappropriate moments. Phrases that are too generic for the situation. Like the time I told him that Elle once killed a dog. Her dog. He said it was all right because I had got it off my chest. As if talking about it made it all go away, and the dead dog with its caved-in head would come sprinting back, tongue hanging out, excited as Toto. There’s no place like home. What a crock of shit that is.


I pace down the wooden stairs, taking cautious steps as I move about in the dark, one hand on the wall to steady me as I find my way to the kitchen.


So, I think. My mother is dead.


I stand at the worktop and fiddle with a stained wine glass, swirling around the last dribbles of Chianti at the bottom. I set it aside and take two mugs from the cupboard, taking care to make some noise. Maybe Antonio will wake up if he hears me. Perhaps he will come and sit with me, tell me everything is going to be all right, like he always used to. I could do with that. It might help settle the panic that Elle’s return has brought with it. I even take a step towards the bedroom, certain that his presence would soften the loneliness. But then I remember the bag on the floor waiting for his exit, so instead I reopen the cupboard quietly and put the second cup away. Is he going to leave me? Maybe. Destiny, I suppose. I’ll have to get used to being alone once he’s gone. I slide a pod into the coffee maker, and when the light on the machine turns red I pick up my cup. The steam hits my face as I take a lip-burning sip.


I edge along the wall, turning on all the lights before I sit at my unimaginative glass desk and switch on the computer. I prefer new furniture like this. Bland objects with no history or story to tell. Stuff you don’t mind leaving behind. I set my cup at my side and open the browser, bathing my face in cool blue light. I am still for a moment, staring at the screen. Barely even breathing. What am I doing here? Am I really going to go? When I think I hear something behind me that sounds like footsteps, I turn, hopeful that it might be Antonio, but instead I find nobody there. I lean back, look up the stairs, one last check, but see only the dark from where I came. I turn back to the computer and type Edinburgh in the search box to look for flight options, still unsure if I am awake enough for such a decision. Am I really going to go back? Next box. Return or one-way? 


‘What are you doing?’ Antonio asks. 


‘Shit!’ I shout, almost jumping out of my seat. ‘Don’t creep up on me like that.’ My heart hammers in my chest.


‘Christ, Rini.’ He staggers back, surprised. ‘You’re the one creeping around in the dark. You scared me.’ He is standing in a pair of white trunks that look too small for him, one of my low stilettos in his hand like a weapon. His voice is rich as chocolate, strong as my espresso. ‘What are you doing down here?’


‘Looking at something online,’ I say, still out of breath. He moves in close, sets the shoe on the desk, and I smell my perfume on his skin as he leans over me. He brushes his hands over my shoulders, and when I don’t push him away, he rubs at my neck before letting his fingers slide across the top of my breasts. He has never stopped being tactile. Even when he is angry with me, he still wants me close.


‘Just relax, OK? Take a deep breath,’ he says, kneading his fingertips into my skin. I remember what we were doing only an hour ago and wish I could go back to that, as awkward as the post-argument sex was. Nothing between us is easy any more. He continues rubbing at my shoulders as he leans forward to read the screen. Then he stops, looks at me, a flash of disbelief. ‘You going somewhere?’


I think again of his packed bag and how I could ask him the same thing. Instead I take another sip of coffee, just glad that I am no longer alone. ‘Cassandra died,’ I say.


It takes him a moment to register the name because he isn’t used to hearing it. ‘When?’ he asks, once the pieces fall into place. He crouches down and my gown slips open, exposing my legs and the bottom of my scar. He rubs a strong hand against my weaker left thigh, running it all the way up to the thick red wound. He completes an assessment of my face to see how I am taking the news. I am empty, reticent as a blank sheet of paper. ‘How?’ he asks as I shuffle away from him, his fingertips irritating the raised flesh of my scarred hip.


Only now do I realise that I didn’t ask Elle what happened to our mother. I don’t know if she died in her sleep or in a bloody car wreck. I don’t know if she died in pain or peacefully. I’d love to say that I didn’t ask because I don’t care, but I know that I do. I still care, even though I have tried for twenty-nine years not to. 


‘I don’t know.’


Antonio doesn’t push it, even though I know he doesn’t really understand my detachment. He has too many of his own beliefs about family. They all start with marriage. But he is here, and he has forgiven me for the argument I caused the previous night, something lame that began with his apathetic approach to domestic detail and ended with my unwillingness to become a mother.


‘Are you going to go?’ he asks. 


I shrug my shoulders. There are so many reasons not to. I could still get out of this, change my phone number, move before Elle has a chance to discover where I live. Pretend that I don’t owe her a thing. But if I go, there are truths my father could tell me. How can I pass up the chance to know why they gave me away and kept Elle? 


‘Well, I suppose you have to,’ Antonio says. He reaches for the mouse and begins to scroll through the available flights. He makes a selection for 3.30 in the afternoon and drags the cursor in a circular fashion to catch my attention. ‘This one looks good. You could be there by late afternoon.’


I nod and smile, understanding his belief that the only right thing is for me to be there. ‘Pass me my wallet,’ I say as I click on the link with a shaky hand. I select the one-way option, not knowing when I might be able to come back, and immediately feel less confident. Antonio doesn’t suggest coming with me. Perhaps he’ll just be glad of the space. Perhaps we both will be.


‘Now, come back to bed,’ he says. 


We walk back together, Antonio leading the way, holding my hand as though I’m a teenage girl about to get laid for the first time. We slip back into the sheets and he wraps his arms around me, something I have come to miss in the weeks that he has been distant and unreachable. I rest into him, wishing that I still felt like I used to. But I don’t. His touch is angular, like we are two pieces of a jigsaw that don’t fit together, and his presence beside me no longer blurs the past as it once did. 


I look at the clock, which now reads 2.46 a.m. Time is already slowing, already pulling me down beneath the surface, no matter how hard I fight and kick. Soon enough it will start counting backwards, tick-tock, tick-tock, until I am right back there with the silent woman who was supposed to be my mother. And now, in the dark of our bedroom in Antonio’s arms, I wonder what the hell I’ve done.


I should have told Elle I wasn’t going. I should have ignored the voice telling me that I owed her. I should have run from her like I did fifteen years ago, dressed in my pyjamas with tears streaming down my face and blood running down my arm, knowing the only chance of a future was if I let her go. What happened that day forced us apart, but it’s also the day that will bind us for ever. The day she saved me and terrified me in equal measure. 


But it’s not just my thirst for the truth that lures me back. I want Elle, too. I am drawn to her, despite the danger. I can’t help it. All these years I thought I could push her out, but I can’t. I thought I didn’t need her, but I do. And what a terrifying thought that is, because when Elle explained that our mother had died, there was a reason that I didn’t ask how. I assumed I already knew; that it was Elle who killed her.
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The last time Elle found me was in the emergency department of the hospital where I used to work. I watched from the safety of a first-floor window as she fought her way across the car park. When she landed a punch on the cheek of the nurse who was trying to restrain her, a colleague of mine joked about how one of the psych patients must have escaped. I laughed along, added in a few snide comments of my own about the way she was dressed. Just for the record, Elle was wearing a season-inappropriate woollen jumper. It was oozing out from underneath the cuffs and collar of what looked like a school shirt, which she had buttoned incorrectly over the top. Hot pants. Doc Marten boots. Dressed as if she was on her way to a rave in the thick of winter. It was June, and the sun was bright. She called out to me, her flailing arms trying to reach me as the nurse buckled at her side. Security ended up tackling her to the ground, pulling her across the car park, ripping her shirt. They couldn’t take any risks because of the kitchen knife she was gripping in her hand.


She never did get to speak to me that day. But she knew I was there. I could feel it as my skin contracted across my body, as her eyes met the glass behind which I was standing. I had handed in my request for a transfer by the time I left for home, and for the next six years I ran as far away as I could. Little good it did me.


Because now here I am, in spite of everything I know about Elle, going back to find her. I called into Queen’s College Hospital on the way to the airport, organised three days of emergency leave. I didn’t tell them that the emergency is mine. 


I sit down in seat 28A, pulling my seat belt tight across my lap. The tiny cabin begins to shake as we rattle our way up the runway, and I feel my stomach turn as we leave the ground. I make a last-minute wish that the wing will buckle, or that we will fall from the sky in a devastating, newsworthy incident. But my wish isn’t granted. Instead we climb up and up, London a city in miniature below, until we stutter into a thick layer of grey cloud.


In my bag I have two changes of clothes, a pack of cigarettes, an unmarked bottle of Valium, which I snatched from the hospital this morning, and a book I know I won’t read. I snap the top off the bottle and flick one of the tablets to the back of my mouth, washing it down with a brandy. The medley of narcotics would be enough to knock some people out, but I am accustomed to it. Perhaps being an anaesthetist I have more courage when it comes to self-medication. It’s only with my family that I am weak. The Valium gets to work, taking the edge off the fear to the point that I stop grinding my teeth. 


I pull out my phone and scroll through the messages, realising that I have missed one from Antonio. I press the envelope icon and the message pops open. 


Have a safe flight. Let me know when you land. Ti amo, A x


I was attending a conference about pain management when I met him. He was serving dinner, handing out bread rolls, leaving a trail of crumbs. In those first blissful weeks I had no idea about the sedate girlfriend he was hiding. Then she found out about me and threw him out while I waited in the car outside. That very same day he moved in with me, talked about what a relief it was to be free. He made it sound like his dreams were coming true, but in hindsight he had nowhere else to go. I couldn’t believe how easily I took it, or how understanding I was. But lying in bed with his naked legs draped over mine allowed me to forget about my past, pretend that life started only then. I felt consumed by him. With Antonio I felt like I stopped existing. But that was a good thing; I didn’t have to be me any more, poor old lonely Irini. Irini turned into us. I belonged to us. So, he had played me along a bit. Big deal. It wasn’t like he had done anything comparable to what my family had done to me. And besides, he wanted me.


It was lucky we met in an Elle-free period, because it gave us the freedom to live our lives, as simple as they were with our shared love of nature documentaries and his home-cooked food. For the best part of two years I didn’t even tell him that I had a sister, and living in that lie was bliss. Once I had him, I stopped needing her.


It was after a trip to Italy to meet his family that he started talking about marriage and kids. I refused. What kind of mother would I make when I had never had one of my own from whom to learn? We’ve been falling apart ever since. In fact, those final days of our lazy Italian summer, curled up on the same lounger, watching the sun dip beneath the horizon, were the last I can remember where we resembled something based on happiness. 


At first I thought he was going to leave. But he stayed, cried, said he couldn’t be without me. It was a relief, because I wasn’t sure that I could be without him either; what would I do on my own? Disappearing into my books and work was an option, but I had done that before and knew the emptiness it held. I had tasted connection with Antonio, and I knew that even a flimsy attachment to him was sweeter than isolation. I didn’t want to be Irini again, the girl with no family and no friends. 


But now everything is changing, like we’re rotting, getting moth-eaten. I am slowly becoming Irini again, and the union that I have been hiding behind is disappearing. He doesn’t understand my decision to exclude marriage and kids from our future, and I can’t admit to him that actually I want a family too. Because even to want it feels dangerous. I can’t tell him the truth, so I throw the phone back into my bag and order another brandy.


The plane touches down to unnecessary applause and I stand, hobble forward, my hip sore from the awkward position. I can feel the nerves growing as I get ever closer to reunion, the nausea in my stomach, the slight difficulty in breathing. I remind myself that the trip will be short, that I will stay in a hotel, and that I only have to turn up at the funeral. I tell myself that I chose to come here. That I won’t even have to see Elle alone if I don’t want to. Last-minute bargaining with my nerves and memories. Sense bubbling to the surface. But as I walk through customs, I see her waiting at the gate, even though I haven’t told her what flight I am on. 


I realise that her appearance has changed during these latest years of absence, and despite my dry throat and sweaty palms I allow myself to hope that it’s an indication things can be different. Before, there was always an outrageousness about her presence, an inability to conform to the ideals of society, physically or mentally. Everybody could see it. The rave gear outside the hospital was just one example. But now she appears refined, her hair neat and blonde, cut in a sharp bob. Tight sporty clothes hug her lithe frame, and she is clutching a bottle of Evian water. There are pearls the size of marbles in her ears, so big and dull they could be carved-up chunks of bone. An active Stepford wife, perhaps with two perfectly turned-out kids, a casserole in the oven, and the courtesy to wipe her mouth like a lady when she has finished sucking you off. Could she be different? Is that a smile I can see? She has the appearance of somebody who is connected, who actually sees what the rest of the world sees when she looks in the mirror. The only thing that hasn’t changed is the triangular pink scar on her forehead. Neither of us scars very well. Bad healers. 


I find myself wondering who Elle really is beneath the surface. Superficially she is everything I am not. She walks with her head held high, whereas I have the remnants of a limp that gets worse when it’s cold, thanks to a dysplastic hip. She is slim; in comparison I am verging on chubby. The only exception is my left thigh, which refuses to develop even with all the attention it gets. Antonio always makes an effort with it when we have sex, kissing and stroking it, gliding his hands over the wrinkly skin like it’s one of my erogenous zones. It is not. Perhaps it’s to remind me that I am a cripple, that I should be grateful for his love and therefore make more of an effort when he asks me to marry him. No man would dare do such a thing with Elle.


But as I get close, I see her jaw tightly clenched, her teeth set. It wasn’t a smile I saw, and I watch as her unblinking eyes search the crowd. I pick up my pace and slip around the barriers, swallowing down the lump in my throat. Elle spots me, her eyes locked on her target as she pushes past a woman with a crying toddler, knocking into the pushchair. She tuts, the way adults without children do in order to shame parents when their child has unintentionally annoyed. It is a reminder of her unapologetic certainty that, unlike me, she has never once doubted who she is. That confidence is captivating, and I realise that nothing has changed. She might look different, but she is still Elle. And this reminds me that there is only one thing of which I can be sure when it comes to my sister: she is the one person who never tired of trying to find me. 


At first I made it easy for her. A simple change to my phone number, a new address in the same town. Being alone was hard, and despite what happened to make me run from her at the age of eighteen, to know she was searching for me felt good. So I started to test her by raising the stakes with false trails and dead ends, forcing her to prove her resolve more and more each time. The knowledge that she was searching for me was narcotic, and I was addicted. Oh, to be wanted. What a joy it is. Yet the only thing worse than her absence was her presence.


‘I wondered how long you were going to make me wait,’ she announces. ‘I’ve been here since I got your message.’ She looks me up and down, sizing me up, her jaw still tight, her lips drawn into a sickly grin. I smile, try to look friendly, and like I haven’t been avoiding her for most of my life.


‘I haven’t been here long. I just spotted you,’ I say, fiddling with the handle of my brown tote, not yet able to make full eye contact. Then she reaches forward, unexpectedly taking me in her arms. I wobble towards her on my dodgy left hip and catch a middle-aged man with a swollen gut smiling at us, enjoying our reunion. Elle spots him too and makes a bigger effort, pulling me tighter, throwing off little breathy sounds of contentment like a purring cat. My cheek brushes against her cold neck, and a shiver runs down my spine. Her fake smile is instant when she realises there is an audience to please. Then she pulls back, slips an arm around me and begins drawing me in her direction. I try to tell myself that her grip isn’t any tighter than it needs to be, but I can already feel my self-confidence flapping, like the storm-torn sail of a boat, ragged and good for nothing. 


You chose to come, I remind myself. You want the truth. But what next? Five minutes here and I am already falling under her spell, following her blindly as she leads me away. By tomorrow, who am I going to be?


‘Look at you,’ she says, her words thick with false sentiment as we move towards the exit. ‘You got so fat!’ She says it with such enthusiasm, and even nibbles at my cheeks with her perfectly manicured fingertips. She pulls my bag from my hand and I offer no resistance. She pushes through the crowd, coercing me along behind her. 


We step outside into a strong wind and my eyes begin to water. I dab at the corners with the back of my hand. I stop, forcing her to stop too. ‘Elle, before we go any further, I have to ask you something.’


But it’s like she doesn’t hear me. ‘It’s been too long,’ she says, turning to look at me. She swallows hard and for a moment I think she is about to cry. I feel a pang of sympathy, guilt even. But I know this is one of her tricks, the ability she has to make me think that she needs me. 


I try again. ‘Elle,’ I say quietly, knowing that if I don’t ask now, the strength to do so will disappear. ‘How did she die?’


Elle stares back at me with a glint in her cold, ice-blue eyes. She takes hold of my hand and slides her fingers through mine, like she might have done when I was a child if we had ever been given the chance to be sisters. I feel the pressure as she secures her grip. She says nothing at all as she leads me across the car park, a left-sided sneer inching on and off her face. I am sure her silence is proof of her guilt, and I can feel what’s left of my confidence slipping away.


And I realise what is happening here. All those years without Elle have allowed me to forget who I really am. I pretend to be somebody other than that little girl who was abandoned. But now that we are reunited, I exist. I came here for the truth, and now, within minutes of being with Elle, I have the first part of it: I will always be that little girl, the one they decided they didn’t want. It doesn’t matter how hard I fight it, or how I lie and tell myself my relationship with Antonio is everything I need. 


I think of all those times I have run from Elle, trying to get away to finally be myself. All that time with Antonio thinking that we had found something good, that I had been completed by him and had finally said goodbye to poor Peg Leg Irini. Years of study to become a doctor, a mask so people wouldn’t see the real me. All that wasted time. I can already feel Elle slipping back into the cracks of my life like a poison, filling me up, making me whole. I want to cry as I watch the sharp cut of her bobbed hair slash like a knife with each step she takes. Because now I realise that there was only ever one person I have the right to be. Me, the unwanted little girl, just as I existed from birth.
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Elle hands me my bag as we climb into the bullet-grey E-class Mercedes, taking cover from the harsh Scottish wind. She turns the key and a chorus of operatic music screams through the speakers as the engine roars into life. She reaches for the CD player, sinking us into silence. Inside it is cold, even with the heaters on full, and the air is blasting at my face, squeezing out tears. I sit like an idiot in the passenger seat, with no clue what to say because she still hasn’t answered my question. 


‘Elle,’ I say quietly, my voice apologetic as I brush my fringe from my eyes. ‘I asked you to tell me how she died.’


She fastens her seat belt, adjusts the tension across her chest as if I haven’t spoken. ‘Shall I take you to have a look at her?’ she asks, scrutinising the dials and levers with the same care with which a pilot might check a cockpit before takeoff. ‘I think it would be nice for you to meet her,’ she suggests, her smile sickly and her stare vacant. ‘The little butterfly returning to the nest after all these years.’


‘I don’t think so,’ I say with a quick shake of the head, my eyes wide and nervous. I’ve felt like this before, moments as a teenager when I wasn’t sure where Elle was leading me. She continues to test the wipers, even though it’s not raining. They flop across the windscreen, thwack, schweep, thwack, schweep, before she adds in a squirt of foamy green water. I look back at Departures as she pulls away, gazing at the passengers who are travelling somewhere new, smiles and laughter all over their faces. ‘Why would I want to see her body? Especially when you won’t even tell me how she died.’


‘She just died, all right? Dead. She is D E A fucking D. What else could you possibly need to know?’ She sighs. ‘So where do you want to go if you don’t want to see our dead mother?’ It is as if we are bargaining between a visit to Costa or Starbucks. She glides on to the nearest motorway, heading towards the English border, test-perfect control of the car despite her frustration. 


The open green space of the countryside seems endless, with only sporadic views of the elevated castle and the grand clock tower of the Balmoral Hotel flashing through weaker sections of hedgerow. I could cope there, I think, swallowed up by concrete and crowds, despite the memories I have with Elle in this city. But the countryside is like the open ocean, deep and vast, unbreachable. As though there is no escape. ‘If you don’t want to see her, let’s do something together.’ She pats my leg like a mother might to offer a child gentle encouragement. Like I saw Aunt Jemima do once to one of her own children, the children who, she liked to remind me, had always been part of their plans. But all it does is make me shiver, tense up. I feel as tight as a coiled spring.


‘I want to go to a hotel,’ I say, trying to sound confident, trying to remember the person I have endeavoured to be in the years leading up to this moment. I want to take a bath and sleep. Smoke a bit, drink some wine. Chew a few Valium. That would really help. Anything that doesn’t involve Elle will help. But her silence in the wake of my request is unnerving, and it makes my attempt at certainty feel like bad judgement. I can see now that I shouldn’t have come here. ‘Something close by. Whatever hotel you think,’ I add nervously, an unconvincing attempt to cushion the impact of my certitude. 


Without glancing at her watch she says, ‘It’s only five past five. What are you going to do in a hotel at this time of day when we have only just reconciled after,’ and she turns to look me straight in the eye as we drive at eighty miles per hour along the motorway, ‘six years? The only place you are going is with me.’ It’s enough to let me know that I am not the only one who harbours mixed emotions, pent-up feelings that for the sake of politeness remain hidden.


‘I’m tired from the flight,’ I maintain, but even as I say it I know I have lost this argument. She has waited six long years to see me again. It was easier for both of us when I was younger. I was always more willing back then. But who isn’t when they are only thirteen? 


That’s how old I was when Elle first turned up unannounced, despite our parents’ best efforts to keep us apart. She walked into my life a hero, saved me from Robert Kneel and his band of bullies. How he regretted making me his target that day after she had finished with him. Then there were the late-night trips to the park when Aunt Jemima thought I was asleep in bed, the shoplifting Elle did on my behalf. The alcohol she bought for me, and her tentative care when I puked it all back up. 


‘Well, you will not be staying at a hotel,’ she says, spittle flying, her patience exhausted. I know what she is going to say. She means for me to stay with her, at the house. My almost family home. But to stay in the place that could never have been my home is unthinkable. A joke. ‘Besides, we live in the middle of nowhere. There are no hotels. You will be staying at the house with me.’ I open my mouth to protest, but I am pathetically powerless. It’s like I’m driftwood caught on a wave, at the mercy of the sea. She just pats my leg again, her composure regained, and we continue our drive in silence. I can’t believe how easy I have made it for her this time.


After a quiet hour on the road I sense we are slowing down, weaving into smaller lanes, taking us to the village that I have been told lies just north of the border. I steal a glance outside for the first time since she told me she was bringing me here. I see little more than overgrown hedgerows and distant mountains, all blanketed by a low layer of oppressive grey cloud that appears set to swallow me up. There is no hiding place here. No orange city glow to remind me I’m in London. I can’t even see the sun. But I see the sign, smudged with dirt and surrounded by pink foxgloves: Welcome to Horton. And I know this is the place. We are nearly there.


By the time we reach the entrance to the family estate, I have nibbled a tear around the edge of my thumb, a childhood habit that never quite disappeared. The skin lifts and blood rushes to the surface as we pass a slate sign engraved with the words Mam Tor. I wrap my fingers over the wound, scared to look up and see what is outside, because somehow I know that we have arrived. We follow a long driveway, the ground lumpy and poorly formed. We slow down as we approach the gates and I force myself to take a look. Beyond the lofty corridor of trees I see a house. I feel a wave of nausea as we drive towards it.


The property is a double-fronted monstrosity, big enough to house five families. As we pass through the gates I spot a conservatory on the left, and beyond a field full of trees that I assume is an orchard and to which a layer of fog clings. I look right to find another building, a block of garages, six in total. Six fucking garages. 


‘It was built by my father’s construction company in the seventies,’ Elle says in the style of a tour guide, before laughing to herself. ‘Sorry. I mean our father.’ My lips flicker into a sort of smile/seizure combo. The windows bulge out in mock-Victorian bays, and behind I can make out swathes of drapery, big and heavy, smothering the frames. Beyond that I see nothing, like the whole place is just one giant black hole, waiting to suck me in. 


Elle pulls up outside the garage block, the gravel crunching under the tyres. She gets out, slams the door, making the car shake, then breaks into a half-hearted jog, springing light as a feather towards the double-fronted doors in her ultra-high-fashion sportswear and trainers. And in the shadow of this house, her expensive clothes and shoes matter like never before. 


Because before, it was easy to tell myself that my birth family were poor. Poor, and all as mental as Elle. That there was some benefit to not being with them. But it isn’t true. At least not the part about being poor. The realisation of their wealth makes me want to vomit, and I wonder, if I did, whether Elle would hold back my hair and wipe my cheeks like she always used to.


It matters because I was always the kid in the hand-me-downs, the unbranded clothes that scratched at your skin and never quite fitted properly. Discarded things for the discarded child. Aunt Jemima wasn’t inclined to spend her family’s money on me, choosing instead to stick to the allowance my father sent her, which never seemed to stretch very far. One time I was handed down a pair of Reeboks, brown and scuffed from previous wear, but nevertheless Reeboks. And for the first time in my life I felt proud. I walked into the school gym that day on top of the world, like I was dancing on the clouds. But this house shits all over those shoes. This house is so big that whoever lives inside it could have afforded hundreds of new Reeboks. 


I get out and slam the door, trapping the edge of my woolly jacket. I yank it out and watch as a thread pulls out in a silvery slither. I breathe in, tell myself to calm down. ‘You’re here for the truth,’ I whisper to myself. I look through the window of the car, past the reflection of my face and the house, and see that I have left my bag inside. I pull on the door handle but the car is already locked. ‘My bag,’ I call to Elle, and wait as she reaches backwards and clicks the button on the key. The lights flicker on and off and I test the door handle again. Still locked. I hear her laugh, taunting me as she disappears into the house.


I crunch my way across the driveway, the sound of broken bones underfoot. I look back as I hear the screech of metal to see the iron gates closing me in, the trees of the driveway twisting and curling into a gnarly canopy. Beyond the conservatory the land rises abruptly in the shape of a hill, peppered with rocky outcrops, the ground black and saturated after recent rain.


Elle has left the door ajar, a heavy oak thing that I push open. Behind it I see nothing in the hallway except for space filled with elongated shadows and clouds of dust. I hear the ticking of a clock somewhere in the background and I push the door open a little further. Not to go in, just to allow some of the late-afternoon light to slip in through the gap. I don’t want to go into the dark. 


Oil paintings adorn the walls, a mixture of noble faces that all somehow look the same. The eyes, perhaps, which I note are not unlike mine. Ancestors? Family? There is a Chinese urn mounted on an obelisk next to the door, and the whole place bears the mark of a museum, right down to the musty scent. In some ways, that’s exactly what it is, a museum of my history, the one I was never allowed to know. I am like an archaeologist, Indiana Jones without the cool hat and trusty sidekick, digging at the earliest years of my life. I gaze along and find a sweeping staircase that snakes its way into the upper levels of the house. I don’t want to know what is up there.


Elle breezes back through in that light, springy way, clutching a fresh bottle of Evian. She hits the light switch and a harsh glow spreads out from the chandelier, patterns dancing about like cut-out paper snowflakes.


‘What about your bag?’ she asks. She is deadly serious too, as if she really expected me to be carrying it.


‘The car is locked. You locked it.’


‘Well, you’ll need it, won’t you?’ 


She offers me the water bottle, but as thirsty as I am, I refuse. ‘No thanks,’ I say, one foot inside the house. She glides towards me, pulls me inside, and then pushes the front door shut. For a second there is silence, just the two of us alone. And then I see him, stationary, watching me from halfway up the staircase.


‘Irini.’ It has to be him, my father, although I can’t see properly, his face cast in shadow. I open my mouth to speak as I feel Elle’s grip tighten around my arm. I move my lips, but no words come out. What would I say? Where would I begin? I make a sound but it is just a squeak. ‘You’re here.’ He sounds . . . warm. ‘Why don’t I arrange some tea and we can—’ he begins, but Elle doesn’t give him a chance to finish, and he takes a step back as she swings around to face him.


‘She’s tired from the trip,’ she tells him. I feel a shiver run through me, rough like a fissure through ice, as she pats the top of my hand, leading me away. Never once does she take her eyes off him. I look down as she guides me, her grip tight, snatching stolen glances here and there. Despite my desperation to ask him Why? Why me? I say nothing. ‘Let me show you to your room.’


‘Yes, maybe that’s for the best,’ he calls after us as we walk away, edging his way down two more steps. ‘We can talk when you’re feeling up to it.’ I feel like my heart has stopped, and I can’t open my mouth. I gasp, but no air gets into my lungs. He really wants to talk to me.


Elle drags me into the kitchen and closes the door behind us. It is brighter in here than in the hallway, and the air feels cleaner, less stale. I’m still thinking about my father, but as I take in the bare windows and the detailed tiling of the floor, a memory hits me. Comes out of nowhere, smack in the face. I stagger back, perhaps only saved from falling by Elle’s grip. I see myself as a baby, dragging my limp little body along the black and white floor, laughing as somebody calls out Well done! from behind me. A woman’s voice. Strong arms, I think. I always had strong arms. They had to be strong because I couldn’t walk. I remember how cold the floor used to feel, with the exception of one tile near the sink where the heat from a hot-water pipe escaped. Is this real? Is it possible I have memories of this place? 


Elle pulls me onwards, breaking the vision. I look back before we slip through another door, the memory, if that’s what it was, already gone. With a jerk of my arm she leads me along a maze of corridors that meander through the house like a jagged network of tunnels, gradually getting darker and tighter until we arrive at a stairway. I can feel the dust in my throat. It’s like we have stepped into an unused wing of an old castle, a place of work and servants. I can even hear the boiler ticking over. In comparison to the stairs leading away from the hallway, this is a small staircase, straight, running up the side of a wall. There is little in the way of decoration; no portraits, paintings or fancy heirlooms adorn these walls.


We climb the stairs, covered in a deep red carpet that looks like it has been here since the house was built. The cornicing is decorated with edges and curves, ornate filigree to excite the senses. Everything feels old, antiquated somehow, as if it has been unused for years. It is so different from my house in London, where I have done all I can to bleach it of personality. We arrive on a landing, dimly lit like the hallway. There are a couple of panelled doors with elegant wrought-iron handles leading from it, plus one dead-end corridor no more than a metre deep. There is a tall dresser with high shelves against this wall, covered in photos. I lean in to take a look, but Elle steps in front of me.


‘Bathroom,’ she snaps as she points in one direction. ‘Bedroom.’ She points in the other. Her casual and lofty demeanour has vanished. There is a weight on her shoulders, bearing down on her from above. She is hunched and quiet, and she slips back down the stairs without so much as a goodbye. I watch as she leaves, unsurprised by how quickly her mood has changed. It’s another reminder that she is still the same old Elle. I turn and look at the pictures, wondering if I am in any of them. But when I hear Elle and my father’s raised voices in the kitchen, I am overcome by an urge to get away. I might want the truth, but this feels like too much too soon.


I push open the bedroom door, jiggling the handle, which is stuck. When the door gives way, I see that the inside of the bedroom is not much better. It smells damp and mouldy. The bed looks small, and as I sit on the edge of it, a cloud of dust encircles me. There is a smattering of old furniture, a lame butterfly painting on the wall, colours muted, or faded. Some sort of hook above the bed that was probably part of an old lighting fixture. The window is a narrow slit, poor-quality double glazing with a diamond pattern on the glass. The whistle of a light breeze glides past outside, and as I try to open the window, I see just how flimsy the frame really is. The kind a child might fall through if they leaned against it. I open the window and let in some air. It is a welcome relief. Finally I breathe.


Just off to the left, behind the six-car garage, I see workmen busy on scaffolding. I watch as they hack at the conifer trees that line the entrance to the nearby woods, and I search my mind for another memory. Do I remember those trees? I try to imagine them without three decades of maturity, squat like bushes. Maybe the garage wasn’t even built back then. But nothing else comes to me, not like in the kitchen. I spot another maintenance man working in front of the garages, wiping over the car that I arrived in. He has the doors open, and I see my bag inside. My two jumpers and changes of underwear. My cigarettes and Valium. And my phone. My loose connection to the outside world, the one without a history, where memories don’t jump out at me because they simply don’t exist. I am struck by the realisation that I should have made things better with Antonio before I came here. Because right now he is the only remaining connection to the person I want so much to be, which makes him the only life raft I have. I look to the door, willing myself downstairs. I really want that phone, really should talk to Antonio. But now that I’m here in this room, I feel trapped. 


I look around and spot an old phone on the bedside table. It is black, the flex fragile and in places exposed. An old rotary thing. I edge back on the bed, dust billowing upwards as the mattress creaks and groans, my knees bent up because the bed is so short. I pick up the handset to call Antonio. But instead of hearing the tone of a working line, I hear voices.


‘Yes, she is here,’ says the first. A man. Him? My father?


‘So, she insisted?’ asks another man.


‘Yes.’ There is a long pause, the sound of breathing. ‘But it won’t be for long. Hopefully she will remain manageable.’


‘You’ll soon be rid of her, Maurice. Not long to go now.’ 


Maurice. Yes, Maurice. That was his name. Maurice and Cassandra. The almost parents.


‘Quite. How quickly can you get here to finish the paperwork?’ 


I slowly push my finger against the switch, replacing the receiver on the hook. I slip down on the bed, put my hands over my ears. 


‘I don’t want to be here,’ I whisper, but even as I say it I know that it isn’t really true. Deep down, I know why I came. To discover the truth that nobody would ever tell me. Not Elle, not Aunt Jemima. I came because I need to know why. I have always needed to know why. Why did I have to leave this place and my family to go and live with a woman who didn’t want me? Why did they keep Elle and send me away? And now, after all these years, what is so wrong that they can’t wait for me to leave? I came for the part of me that’s missing, for the part of me that got left behind, and for the part that I always knew I would never be able to find anywhere but here.
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The first time Elle found me was at my school when I was thirteen years old. I had delayed my exit because there was a boy, Robert Kneel, who had taken a dislike to the way I walked, which at the time was with a considerable wobble to the left and a rectifying stride to the right. That, coupled with my mildly hunched back, had earned me the nickname Bison, an unpleasant alternative to Peg Leg Irini. 
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