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What if everyone you love is lying to you?


When Megan wakes up in a hospital bed, her first question is: where’s my baby?


But her husband, her sister and her doctor say he doesn’t exist.


Megan’s not in a maternity ward, she’s in a psychiatric unit.


Convinced that they’re lying to her, Megan is determined to find out the truth.


But how can you prove your baby exists when you can’t trust your own memories?









To Mum and Dad, with all my love –
because of you, everything is possible.









Chapter One


Even before it became clear she was being held prisoner in a cell masquerading as a hospital room, she knew something was missing. Something physical. Something vital.


What, exactly, she had no idea.


The fluorescent lighting burned into her eyes, their weighted lids begging to close again, but she fought the tempting return to darkness. Her surroundings were blurred, a fluid film mottling her vision, but rapid blinking only cost precious energy and she failed to raise her heavy head from a pillow that smelled of sweat and fear.


The bedsheets were too tight, trapping her legs in an efficient bind. She forced herself to be still, drawing deep breaths into tense lungs as her grip tightened on the blue blanket drawn nearly to her nose. The breaths flooded her with that unmistakable hospital smell, a medicinal tang mixed with antiseptic cleanliness, faint undertones of disinfectant not quite masked by a subtle floral air freshener.


She groped around the narrow bed, feeling the cold steel of rails confining her, searching for a drip’s needle in her arms, the coarse rasp of a plaster cast or the sticky pads of a heart monitor. Nothing. Just a gentle pinch of her index finger, a small plastic clip displaying several numbers that meant nothing.


‘Mrs Newman? Megan?’


The voice startled her, too strident in the hushed quiet, and she bolted upright. A wave of vertigo swept over her and the room swam, a carousel of distorted images.


‘Have some water.’ A woman came into focus, standing beside the bed. A plastic beaker of water was placed carefully into Megan’s weak grip, the head of the bed slowly raised.


It took concentration to raise it to her lips, an effort to swallow, but it seemed to help. The spinning sensation slowed, allowing her sight to clear. She blinked again, trying to clear the last of the blurriness, but it clung defiantly, sepia tinges at the edge of her vision.


The woman took the empty beaker from her. She wore medical scrubs and a reassuring smile, dark hair slicked back into a neat bun.


‘My name’s Gemma. I’ve been your nurse since you were admitted.’


‘Where am I?’


‘This is the Grosvenor Unit.’


‘Was I in an accident?’


‘Not an accident, exactly. You had a knock to the head, but there’s no long-term damage.’


‘Then why am I here?’ Megan heard her voice rasp, as if her vocal cords had been strained, her throat raw and sore. She stroked it, searching for swelling or the sting of bruises. The water beaker was offered again, refilled, and she welcomed its soothing coolness. ‘I feel strange.’


‘That’ll be the medication.’


‘Why am I on medication? How long have I been here? What day is it?’


‘Your doctor will explain everything. Let me check where he is.’


‘Don’t leave me!’ Panic swelled from nowhere.


‘I’m only down the corridor, love.’ Gemma squeezed her hand. She was shorter than Megan, more athletic, and she radiated the sort of capability Megan had always prided herself on. ‘You’re safe here. Just press this button if you need me.’


As soon as the door closed gently behind the nurse, Megan pushed herself off the mattress and sat fully upright. The dizziness returned with a vengeance, frightening in its intensity, and she nearly lunged for the call button, but it took only a few moments to subside to a fuzzy dullness.


She found herself focusing on another button attached to the wall, larger, red, like a panic alarm should look, but she was distracted by a jolt of clarity, reminding her something was missing. She could sense a loss, something of great importance, but it remained stubbornly beyond her grasp. Trying to reach for it only made her head spin again.


Gingerly, she explored her skull, searching for the head injury Gemma had so casually mentioned. Her chestnut hair was greasy and lank. Through the tangles, she identified a painful spot and what felt like a wound closed with surgical glue, which stung sharply as she pressed too hard.


As she recoiled, she became aware of a strange, uncomfortable tension in her lower abdomen whenever she moved. Raising the synthetic material of the hospital gown, she was confronted with a large wound, the path of a surgeon’s scalpel stretching across her bikini line.


She ran a tentative finger along the healing scar, conscious of a dawning familiarity at the sensation. She knew what this was. The skin was still tight and tender to touch but there were no stitches or raw-redness. No evidence a surgeon’s hands had plunged into her open abdomen.


It had been the strangest sensation, staring at the fabric screen obscuring her view, the urgent tugging and fumbling inside her, careless violation of vital organs that should never have known the sure touch of human fingers. Stef clutching her hand, sweat beading on his forehead. At last, the cry, severing the hush of concentration as the slippery bundle was pressed briefly to her chest. Startled eyes, a slick of black hair, tightly clenched fists.


Luka.


Luka, the child she had never craved until, one day, it was suddenly the most important thing in the world.


Megan was certain she had devoutly planned her pregnancy. She would have consumed a myriad of antenatal books, taken up yoga, swum daily, listened to foreign audio books to encourage an ear for languages, even broken her coffee addiction. She would have done everything right because that was how she ran her life. Scheduled, organised, dedicated to whatever task was being undertaken.


So why was she here, in this hospital bed, without her baby?


She fumbled for the call button, pressing it repeatedly, increasing the pressure until she was almost punching it, free hand gripping a hank of her hair. Finally, the door opened, but it wasn’t Gemma she saw first.


Stef’s usual beguiling grin beamed at her, but his striking grey eyes quickly slid away, as if he was uncomfortable with what he saw. As usual, he hadn’t bothered to lace his Converse or iron his T-shirt and his messy flop of dark hair remained untamed. He was uninterested in designer labels or status symbols, entirely at ease with himself.


‘Stef, you’re here!’ She flung her arms out to her husband, a dry sob clawing at her throat. ‘I don’t know what’s going on. Stef, what’s happening to me?’


He crossed the room to her in swift strides, bending to allow her to wrap her arms tight around him, clinging to his salvation. His familiar smell – citrus and bergamot – comforted her, defeating the reek of sweat and chemicals that clung to her skin. He felt firm and strong against her protruding bones and paper-thin skin.


‘Don’t be scared.’ He pulled back, taking her hand in his reassuring grip. His platinum band matched her own, now too large for her finger. Against her alabaster colouring, his olive skin appeared permanently kissed by the sun of all the foreign shores they had explored together.


She raised her eyes to his and saw clouds in their smoky depths. ‘Where’s Luka? Haven’t you brought him?’


He squeezed her hand, a momentary shift in his careful expression.


‘Is he OK?’ she persisted. ‘Is he not allowed to be in here with me? They shouldn’t separate mothers from their babies!’


Stef gently pulled free from her grip, and she saw the red marks her fingers had left. ‘How long ago did you wake up?’


‘I don’t know! It doesn’t matter. Who’s looking after Luka?’


‘I’ve visited every day. Did you hear me talking to you?’


‘No. What does that matter? Where is Luka?’


‘Have you seen the doctor yet?’


‘Stef, what is wrong with you? Answer me! I want to know where our baby is. Tell me who he’s with!’


‘Let me fetch you a coffee.’


She waved her hand abruptly, dismissive of her favourite addiction. ‘I don’t want coffee! Where’s the doctor? Maybe he’ll tell me what the hell is going on. I need to see him.’


Stef was already heading decisively for the door. ‘I’ll ask Gemma while I get your drink.’


‘Hurry up, for God’s sake! Luka might be in danger.’


The door banged carelessly behind him, sending a sharp spike of pain through Megan’s aching head. Time passed that could have been seconds or minutes, perhaps even hours. Too long. Megan’s gaze remained rooted to the door, her fingers constantly fidgeting with a lock of hair, tugging at it whenever her attention began to drift, her unconscious method of calming herself since infanthood.


When the door finally opened again, it wasn’t Gemma or Stef but another man who strode to her bedside. A tanned stranger with honey-coloured hair greying at the temples and a dusky-pink linen shirt tucked precisely into chinos.


‘Hi, Megan, how are you?’


Megan only just prevented herself from seizing his pressed sleeve. ‘Are you my doctor?’


‘I am. My name is Dr Barnard Macaulay. Most patients call me Barney or Dr Mac.’ His American accent was rich and smooth even though he spoke quietly. ‘I’m from California, but I work solely in the UK now.’


He had a ready smile, the very straight, very white teeth of American dentistry, but she didn’t care about his name or his home state or his bedside manner.


‘My baby isn’t with me. I need to know where he is. No one will tell me and I don’t understand why.’


He took a seat by her bed, unhurried, no flicker of concern at a missing infant. ‘Megan, we need to talk about your condition and why you’re in hospital.’


‘But what if my son’s in danger?’


‘No one’s in danger.’


‘How do you know?’ Megan demanded.


Stef chose that moment to return, juggling two enormous Costa coffees, causing them both to turn their heads.


‘Megan, do you know who this is?’ Macaulay asked, gentle voiced, as if speaking to a young child.


‘Of course I know! This is Stefan . . . Stef . . . my husband.’


‘I’ve already met Dr Mac, sweetheart.’ Stef handed over her usual order, large cappuccino with an extra shot, blithely unaware of the reason for her agitation.


‘We don’t usually allow hot drinks, Mr Newman. They can be a safety risk.’


Stef’s jaw set. He’d never liked being told what to do. ‘I didn’t think—’


‘What do you mean, a safety risk?’ Megan demanded, the flare of rage taking her by surprise. ‘I won’t burn myself, I’m not stupid!’


Macaulay gave her another smile. ‘It’s just procedure, to keep everyone safe. It’s fine this once.’


‘I’m not allowed coffee again until I get out of here? You’ve no right to do that!’


‘Of course you can have coffee. It just won’t be as piping hot as you’re used to.’


Megan took a gulp, as if the cup would be snatched from her any moment, clutching it tightly, drawing comfort from its heat. The familiar smell enveloped her, nutty and earthy, coaxing tentative buds of memories to the surface – the rush of pleasure each morning at the first velvety sip, cappuccinos shared with friends in steamy cafés, winter’s chill chased from her fingers by the warming comfort. Normal life, beyond these claustrophobic walls.


Then she remembered where she was and what the most important question was.


‘Where is my baby and why the hell am I here? How long have I been away from him? I don’t know what’s going on!’


An unreadable glance passed between Macaulay and Stef.


‘Megan, there’s no easy way to explain situations such as these.’ Macaulay leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. He indicated to Stef to take the chair on the other side of the bed. ‘Three weeks ago, you attempted to commit suicide. You sustained a serious head injury and internal bleeding, which meant you required an emergency hysterectomy.’


‘That’s not what my scar is from.’ Megan interrupted. ‘I gave birth via C-section.’


‘At the time of your suicide attempt,’ Macaulay continued as if she hadn’t spoken, ‘you were experiencing an acute psychotic episode. You believed your husband was trying to kill you, and when you have seen Stefan since you’ve been hospitalised, you’ve attempted to harm him.’


‘What? No. You’re wrong. Why would I do that?’


‘Your psychosis required immediate treatment. As you weren’t able to consent, Stefan signed the paperwork to section you and bring you here to the Grosvenor Unit. The Grosvenor is my London psychiatric practice.’


‘I don’t understand—’


‘You’ve been kept heavily sedated, for your own safety as well as others’, which is why you’re so confused. We’ve now started reducing the sedation. The next step will be getting you stable enough to be discharged home.’


‘What are you talking about?’ Megan’s voice rose in disbelief as she was finally allowed to speak. ‘This is madness! I’m not violent. I’d never hurt Stef!’


‘Psychosis can come and go. Sometimes you’re not in control of your thoughts or actions. At the moment, the medication is preventing many of your symptoms, but we can’t keep you on such high doses for an extended period of time.’


‘You still haven’t answered my question! Where is Luka? I want my baby!’


That glance again between the two men before Stef took her hand gently, as if she were an object of extreme delicacy.


‘Megs, we don’t have a baby.’


A moment of painful silence. Megan struggled to spit out the rush of words crowding her throat. Gasping for the necessary air to speak, she snatched her hand free, searching her husband’s familiar face for the giveaway, for the joke, unable to comprehend why he was being so damn facetious. Didn’t he understand how he was enraging her?


‘What are you saying?’ she managed to wheeze. ‘Of course we have a baby.’


‘We don’t have any children, sweetheart.’


Another ragged breath. ‘Stef, listen to yourself! You can’t just deny Luka like that! If you think this is funny . . .’


‘Megs, I’m not denying anything. We don’t have a baby.’


‘Are you out of your mind? His name is Luka. He was seven pounds two ounces. He was born by emergency C-section. You were there! You held my hand the whole time!’


Stef was becoming a stranger before her eyes. Everything that she knew so well was changing. Why was he telling her these lies?


‘Who are you, Stef?’ she demanded.


‘What do you mean, who am I?’


‘You’re not my husband. You’re acting like someone I don’t know!’


‘Don’t upset yourself, Megan.’ She barely noticed the doctor take her coffee cup, handing it to Nurse Gemma, who hurried discreetly away with it.


‘I hadn’t finished that!’ Megan seized a lock of hair, tugging at it. ‘I need to see my son. I need to know he’s all right.’


‘Calm down, Megs.’ Stef caught hold of her hand again, grip tighter this time. She watched him place his own coffee out of reach. ‘This isn’t helping.’


‘Why is no one listening to me?’


‘Megs . . .’


‘Stop saying my name! I know who I am! Why don’t you know who our baby is?’ Megan knew her voice was rising, but she was in control, assertive. Pushing Stef aside, she threw back the sheets, swung her legs out of the bed. Better to be standing up, show them she wasn’t an invalid who required pacifying.


Stef moved as if to corral her but was beaten to it by Macaulay, who gave the red button a sharp smack as he stood to meet her, arms spread wide, palms open. His lips were moving, no doubt reassuring words, but Megan couldn’t hear him above the echoing noise suddenly filling her head.


Gemma was back again, this time proffering a small plastic tray. Someone was screaming, a high-pitched howl that made the hairs on Megan’s arms stand on end and her throat ache. A tortured sound of suffering.


As Macaulay slid the needle into her skin, the noise abruptly stopped.









Chapter Two


Stef averted his gaze as the nurse manoeuvred Megan’s limp body on to its side, removed her pillows and drew the sheets over her, raised the side rails. Her eyes slid closed, as if her eyelids were too heavy to hold up. The nurse checked her vital signs, made notes on the chart, before quietly taking the used syringe away.


‘Sorry you had to see that.’ Macaulay’s voice sounded too loud in the new silence, his tone brisk, business-like.


Stef focused on Megan’s hand, which was hanging loosely over the edge of the mattress, the hand that could have killed him. Her lips were slightly parted, her breathing slow and even, her face almost childlike. She couldn’t have looked less of a threat at the moment, but he had seen the madness within her, the violent rage even he wasn’t strong enough to fight.


He shook his head to dislodge the memory. ‘How long will she be like this for?’ he asked.


‘The sedation lasts a few hours.’


‘I’ll stay with her.’


‘There’s no point. She won’t be aware you’re here.’


Stef stepped carefully away from the bed, expecting sudden movements to startle Megan awake. ‘I thought she was going to attack me again.’


‘If it helps, she’s not in control of how she’s reacting.’ Macaulay moved to tap his pass against the door’s security fob. ‘I have a few minutes, come get coffee with me. We haven’t had an opportunity to talk yet.’


Stef’s instinct told him he should remain by his wife’s side, where he belonged, but he couldn’t bear the prospect of sitting silently by her motionless form for hours with only his conflicting thoughts for company. He nodded acceptance of the invitation and strode after Macaulay, casting a final glance back at his wife so he could watch the door close securely.


‘I was hoping that would go better.’ Stef didn’t bother to regulate the accusation in his tone.


‘It happens. There’s a lot of information for the patient to take in, many questions they want to ask. It can be an overload.’


‘She didn’t understand what was happening.’


‘That’s the effects of the medication. It will lessen as we reduce the dosage.’


Stef hadn’t visited the dining room before. The Grosvenor would not call it a canteen: the napkins were cloth rather than paper, there were glasses instead of plastic beakers, walnut tables and matching chairs. No touch of Californian cool in the very British decor.


It had felt wrong to casually sip coffee as he sat by his sedated wife’s bedside, so he’d just held Megan’s hand, babbled nonsense she hadn’t heard. He’d avoided coming here for her first cappuccino. It had taken longer to nip over to Costa and he had needed that time to gain his composure.


He took a seat while Macaulay brought the drinks. China cups and saucers, of course. The American raised one eyebrow.


‘I miss real-sized coffee cups.’


‘Quite a change from Los Angeles to London,’ Stef observed, unsure why he was wasting time with small talk even as he spoke. This was the first time Macaulay had afforded him an audience since Megan’s admission a week ago; each previous encounter had been an efficient, professional lecture about treatments or symptoms, delivered at speed before the psychiatrist strode off to attend to his next concern.


‘London has some better opportunities.’ Macaulay’s reply was blithely unconcerned.


‘You haven’t been here long.’


‘You’ve done your research, Mr Newman.’


‘I don’t like risky investments, so I made sure I got plenty of information on you.’ A lie, but he needed to sound in control, like he usually was, in the more familiar character of the successful businessman. He was uneasy with this new role he found himself in and he did not want Dr Macaulay to see it. ‘Please, call me Stef.’


Macaulay acknowledged the invitation with a courteous nod. ‘I haven’t been called an investment before.’ He laughed. His teeth really were excellent, even if the smile was false. Stef calculated him to have at least ten years on his own thirty-eight but in appearance they could easily have been contemporaries.


‘I’m investing my wife’s health in you, to be blunt.’ Stef took a gulp of his flat white. It was too hot, but he welcomed the burning sensation on his tongue. ‘I chose you because everything I read said you succeed where others fail.’


‘What else did it say, Stefan?’


‘That you sail close to the wind.’ Stef added a note of challenge to his tone, but Macaulay didn’t rise to it.


‘Your wife is safe with me; you don’t have to worry about that. I have the luxury of taking on very few patients at any one time, so I can give each one my full attention. It does mean my fees are somewhat higher than those of other psychiatrists—’


‘The money doesn’t matter,’ Stef interrupted. ‘I’ve gone private for a reason. I can pay whatever’s necessary. I just want Megan back to normal.’


‘We try not to use the term “normal”.’


‘Why? Because she won’t be? She’s never going to be the old Megan ever again?’


‘I’m not necessarily saying that, but this is a complicated process and results can vary between patients.’


‘Sounds like you don’t expect her to make a full recovery.’


Macaulay downed his coffee like a tequila shot. ‘The definition of “full recovery” also varies. After the onset of psychosis, the brain reacts differently than it did before. In some cases, this is temporary and reversed once recovery is complete. In others, some long-term changes remain.’


‘You mean she could always be affected by this?’


‘I’ll do everything I can to reduce that probability.’ Another perfect smile. ‘Trust in your investment. Megan needs to see we’re both working from the same page. I need your support as much as you need mine, Stefan.’


Stef gritted his teeth at the condescension as much as the pronounced use of his full name. He had shed that name years ago, determined to banish the ghosts that haunted the old identity. ‘Understood.’ He drained his own cup quickly. ‘What happens now?’


‘You go home; I’ll introduce Megan to her treatment plan once the sedation wears off.’ Macaulay stood without further explanation, his sales pitch complete. ‘Have yourself a good afternoon.’


Stef was left feeling distinctly wrong-footed, and it bothered him more than it should. He had never liked being talked down to, but he reassured himself this was probably typical of dealings with highly educated, clever doctors, so different from his usual daily business. They didn’t have time for long explanations. Their brains worked much quicker than that of the average person and they just expected you to keep up.


That made him think of his brother. Isaac’s IQ had been in the genius range. Maybe he would have been a doctor too, if things had been different.


Stef shook his head, abruptly shoving his chair away from the table, searching each pocket for the car keys, even though he put them in the same one every time.


His brother was the last person he wanted to think about.


Once again, Megan wasn’t aware of waking up so much as gradually coming back to her senses. Her mind replayed the scene – Macaulay coming at her, syringe raised, ready to plunge it into her skin – and she cringed away from his ghost looming over her. She looked for the site of the needle mark on her arm, prodding the little pinprick to check it was real. Her ears rang, as if she could still hear her own screams, and her wrists burned with angry red weals, evidence of unforgiving material cutting into her skin as she fought against it. She didn’t remember being restrained but, somehow, she recognised what the marks were.


As before, Gemma was almost immediately in the doorway.


‘You OK?’ Gemma asked gently.


‘Think so. Thirsty.’


Gemma poured from a jug on the bedside table, hovering while Megan coordinated her fingers to grasp the beaker securely.


‘Am I awake?’ It was hard to be sure, even as she felt the water trickle into the cracks of her arid mouth and smelled the clean linen of Gemma’s spotless uniform.


The question didn’t seem to trouble the nurse. ‘Yes, love, you’re awake now.’


‘What happened? Why was I injected?’


‘You got a bit distressed; the doctor gave you something to calm you down.’ She had a pleasant West Country accent that spoke of Cornish beaches, cream teas and lazy summer holidays, at odds with the fragile atmosphere that clung to the room.


‘Did they say where my son is?’


‘No idea, love.’


‘Have you seen him? Has Stef brought him to visit?’


‘Not that I know of. Your husband’s gone home now, but he’ll be back again tomorrow. Been here every day since you were admitted.’


Megan stared at the nurse, struggling to process her sentences, unable to summon her initial panic at realising Luka’s absence. It had been replaced with a dull sensation, as if emotion had become impossible, clouded by a heavy fog not unlike a vicious hangover.


‘I need to see the doctor from before. The American? He must know where my baby is.’


‘I’ll page him for you. Do you need anything else?’


‘I need my child!’


‘How about a cup of tea?’


‘I don’t want tea. I want the doctor.’


‘I’ll see what I can do. Try to stay calm, love.’


The door closed behind the nurse and Megan saw it was secured; entry and exit permitted only by a pass-card. She looked to the window, noted the lack of handles. An air-conditioning unit sat above it, rendering the window the sole decoration amid the clinical white.


Being faced with the undeniable evidence that she was a prisoner didn’t shock her. In fact, she couldn’t bring herself to care at all. What did it matter when she was denied the most important thing in her world?


She had no urge to move but forced herself upright with a vague idea she might find an escape route somewhere in the soulless room. Sliding clumsily out of bed, she had to cling to the rails until she was steady on her feet. The floor was uncomfortably cold and a draught made her shiver, making her aware of how the hospital gown gaped at the back, leaving her exposed.


She took the blue blanket from the bed, wrapped it around her shoulders to preserve her modesty. Made a slow circuit of the small room, distrusting of each tentative step. The bed was secured to the floor, as was the small circular table by the window and its two chairs. She gave the window latch a tug, just in case, but it failed to move. There was no wardrobe, no locker in the bedside table. Nothing in the room was movable; even the controls for the bed and wall-mounted TV were attached. In one corner of the ceiling, a fish-eye lens watched over her, benevolent and threatening all at once, a priest surveying his sinful congregation.


It all seemed ridiculously overcautious, but hadn’t she been exactly the same, in those first days after Luka’s birth? Scared of leaving him with a blanket in case he suffocated, terrified he’d stop breathing if she put him down to sleep. So many ordinary objects a threat to his safety.


Where was he? He would be missing her by now. Would he even remember her when they were reunited?


‘Hello, Megan.’ The cheerful accent made her jump. She hadn’t heard the doctor beep himself into the room. She wobbled unsteadily, grabbing the table for support.


‘I can’t remember your name.’


‘Call me Dr Mac.’ It sounded like an instruction rather than an invitation. ‘Shall we sit and talk for a while? Table or bed?’


‘Table, I’m not an invalid.’ Megan wrapped the blanket more securely around her. The room wasn’t cold, but she couldn’t find any warmth in it. She took the chair nearest the window, watching Macaulay unhurriedly open a leatherbound notebook, uncap a fountain pen and settle himself in the other seat.


‘Do you feel able to carry on our earlier conversation?’


‘You mean am I going to freak out again?’


‘I don’t like to use that phrase, but we’ll work through it if it does happen.’


‘Work through it with a needle, you mean,’ Megan snapped, surprising herself. She usually avoided confrontation, a desire fuelled by the years of past conflicts she had been unable to walk away from.


‘Only if we absolutely have to. We don’t inject patients for no reason.’


Megan took a steadying breath, nodding as if she trusted the assurances. ‘You said I’d had a psychotic episode?’


‘Do you remember what we talked about?’


‘Some of it. I remember my husband denying we have a baby. I’ve no idea why he’d do that.’


‘Megan, he was correct. You do not have a child. This is part of your condition; it causes delusions and hallucinations. Put simply, patients can’t tell the difference between reality and their brain tricking them. That’s what you’re experiencing.’


‘You’re wrong! I have the C-section scar!’


‘That’s from your hysterectomy.’


‘Why don’t you believe me?’


‘Because it would be wrong to feed your delusions. Let’s talk about another topic; I don’t want you losing control again.’


Megan realised she was shaking, on the verge of doing just that. She didn’t want another needle, not when she was searching for answers.


‘Why can’t I remember things?’ she asked with forced calmness. ‘It’s like my memory’s been wiped.’


‘That’s also part of your condition. It should improve with time.’


‘You said I tried to commit suicide. What did I do?’


‘Let’s not go into that now. We’re going to have intensive therapy sessions – I’d rather wait to discuss traumatic events until you’re better equipped to deal with them.’


Frustration flared again despite her best intentions and she had to grip the edge of the table to remain in her seat. ‘You can’t ignore my questions because you’re worried I won’t cope with the answers!’


‘Give me time to work with you first. I’ll keep a note of all your questions.’ He gestured with his fountain pen. ‘I promise we’ll address them when I feel you’re well enough. Shall we talk about your admission to the Grosvenor?’


‘I don’t care.’


Another smile, a parent indulging a child’s tantrum.


‘At the moment, you’re on an involuntary section, a Section Two. That means we can keep you here twenty-eight days, with or without your consent.’


‘I have to stay here for a month?’ Megan heard her voice rise with shock.


‘Hopefully not. However, there’s another involuntarily section, a Section Three, if we decide you require more intensive in-patient treatment.’


‘How long would a Section Three last?’ She hardly dared ask.


‘Six months initially, but it can be renewed indefinitely.’ Macaulay held up his hand at Megan’s horrified expression. ‘I don’t imagine a Section Three will be needed in your case, if you commit to treatment.’


‘You mean I need to cooperate with you.’


‘Only you can make that decision.’


‘I don’t need treatment! I don’t feel mad.’


‘You’re not mad, Megan, you’re unwell.’


‘Then why don’t I feel unwell? Psychosis is when you’re out of control, isn’t it? You lose your grip on reality. That’s not me.’


‘Shall I read your notes to you? So you can understand what’s happened since you’ve been here?’


There didn’t seem much point in saying no, so Megan threw up her hands and sat back in her chair. Macaulay unlocked his briefcase and withdrew a slim file.


‘I can read it myself.’


She saw a moment’s indecision before he slid the file across the table, relaxing back as if they were skimming the papers over Sunday brunch.


It took too long for her eyes to adjust to the text and, even then, she could only focus on certain lines that seemed to jump from the page.


Megan was transferred in an acute psychotic state, requiring restraints during transportation. She was previously admitted as a trauma emergency to St Mary’s A&E following a suicide attempt.


She is unable to respond to direct questions and is experiencing severe hallucinations, including a belief that people are trying to kill her.


Megan has frequently attempted to harm herself, including tearing at her skin with her nails and clawing her eyes.


Megan is displaying severe delusions involving her husband and her family.


Megan has been witnessed attempting to rip out her own hair.


That was the final straw, especially when she found she had habitually grasped a lock of hair as she read. It stung, and she remembered her head wound, hurriedly releasing her grip.


‘I’m not trying to rip my hair out! I just tug on it if I’m stressed, I don’t pull hard.’ She looked up abruptly at Macaulay. ‘This is absolute crap!’


She threw the file across the table to him, tried to push back her chair before remembering it was attached to the floor. Macaulay showed no alarm as he returned the file to his briefcase and stood.


‘I’ll give you some time to think over everything we’ve talked about before Gemma brings your medication. Our first therapy session will be tomorrow.’


‘You can’t go now! You haven’t answered my questions! Where is my baby?’


The door was closing softly behind him before she could move to prevent it. She flung herself at the handle several moments too late, jerking it impotently. Her prison held firm.









Chapter Three


Megan had hoped her first therapy would take place in a different room, away from the cold, claustrophobic walls that kept her trapped within their sterile grasp. Somewhere peaceful, where she could breathe. But Macaulay buzzed himself in, carrying his leather notebook, and settled at the small table.


‘Good morning, Megan.’ He indicated the chair opposite him. She hated how his eyes appraised her coolly, as if searching for flaws.


She slumped into the seat. Clothing had been unnecessary in the days she had been sedated, so now she had to wait for Stef to bring a bag when he visited. Until then, she was stuck with the gown, though Gemma had found her a towelling robe. She drew it tighter around her, dropping her chin to sit on her chest as she folded her arms.


‘How was your night?’


‘I thought I’d dream about Luka, but I didn’t.’


‘Patients often report that the medication prevents them from dreaming.’ No reaction to Luka’s name. ‘I’d like us to get to know each other today. Why don’t you tell me a little about yourself?’


There was nothing she wanted to share with this man, but she struggled to direct her foggy thoughts to provide even the blandest of information. ‘There’s not a lot to know. I’m thirty-six, born and raised in London. Stef and I have been married seven years and we live in Newington Green. Luka is our first child. I read architecture at King’s, but I work with Stef now, managing his property company. I have one sister; she’s married to Eve, who’s also American, actually, and they had my niece two years ago.’


‘Very concise.’


‘What else do you want to know?’


‘Your sister is Sophia, yes? And she has a daughter?’


‘Yes. Amelia. Or are you going to deny her existence as well as Luka’s?’


Macaulay gave the condescending smile that was already becoming familiar. ‘Sophia has visited regularly. I’ve met her several times. She tells me you two are close.’


‘We had to be, growing up as we did.’


‘Would you like to tell me more about that?’


‘Not particularly.’


‘I notice you haven’t asked for your parents, Megan. Are they still alive?’


‘My father is.’


‘How long ago did you lose your mother?’


‘Years ago.’


‘Were you close?’


‘No,’ Megan said shortly, determined to elaborate no further. ‘Why are you asking about my family but ignoring all my questions about my son?’


‘It’s information that will help along the journey.’


‘The journey to being allowed to go home?’


‘If that’s your primary aim, yes.’


‘Of course it’s my primary aim. I need to get home to my baby.’


Her declaration went unacknowledged. ‘How many years are there between you and Sophia?’


Megan couldn’t prevent an involuntary hiss of frustration. ‘I’m two years older.’


‘Not a large gap. Do you get along well?’


‘Generally, yes.’


‘These questions aren’t part of a test. You can speak freely.’


‘What if I don’t want to answer them?’


‘You don’t have to, but that would make your primary aim rather difficult to achieve.’


‘If I don’t talk to you, you won’t let me go home?’


‘I need to be able to trust that you and your family will be safe.’


‘I could just be telling you what you want to hear.’ As soon as the words were out, she realised it was a stupid thing to have said, but it was too late and she was too angry to apologise.


‘That’s true, but people have tried before and not succeeded in fooling me.’


‘You make it sound like a challenge.’


‘I’m challenging you to work with me, not against me. Some of my questions will seem strange and invasive, too personal. They’re not for me to pry into your private life; they’re designed so I understand the root of your condition, to guide your recovery.’


‘So, I will recover?’


‘Hopefully, if you trust the process.’


‘I’d have more trust if you didn’t keep drugging me.’


‘The medication is necessary at the moment.’ Macaulay capped his pen, no smile this time. ‘We’ll stop there for today. Thank you for talking with me.’


Megan watched the door lock engage, tempted by the whispered idea of a sprint for freedom the next time it opened, but swiftly dismissed the thought. Quick movement was impossible. Her limbs resisted any demand for response, heavy weights pinning her down. She didn’t even have her phone to order an Uber.


Where was her phone? She hadn’t thought to ask for it. She was sure it would contain photos of Luka. She stabbed the nurse bell rapidly.


‘Everything OK, love?’ As ever, Gemma appeared within moments.


‘Can I have my phone, please?’


‘Your husband’s got it safe for you at home. We don’t allow phones in here.’


The slap of frustration hurt. ‘Why not?’


‘Doctor says they compromise treatment. Won’t do any harm to have a rest from social media.’ Gemma checked her watch. ‘Ages till dinner yet. Fancy a cup of tea and a biscuit?’


‘I’d rather have my phone.’


‘Not my decision, I’m afraid.’


‘But I need it!’ The old Megan would have discussed the issue calmly, shying away from conflict, but this new Megan seemed to have a hair-trigger temper.


‘I’m sorry, love.’ Gemma didn’t react to the sudden flare of anger. ‘Let me get you that tea. Won’t be a minute.’


Megan didn’t respond, her mind still fixed on her phone, forgetting she despised tea. Gemma’s comment had reminded her about social media. She would have posted Luka’s birth on Facebook; it was her strongest link to old university friends and former Londoners now scattered across the world. If she could access it, she would be able to prove the platitudes wrong once and for all.


It seemed the phone would not be returned to her while she was in the unit. The only way to leave the Grosvenor was to show she was well enough to go home. She could do that, play by the rules, passively submit to get what she wanted. Once she was home, there would be no more games. It wasn’t as if you could hide a baby.


If that was what she had to do, she would act her part. She had always liked having a goal to work towards.


Stef wasn’t alone. Megan could see him speaking to someone out of view and hope bloomed in her chest. She scrambled to her feet, forgetting to tug her dressing-gown belt.


‘I see you’ve embraced the current fashions in psychiatric chic.’ Her sister grinned as she entered the room, pushing in front of Stef. Winded with disappointment, Megan turned away to salvage what little dignity she had.


‘Don’t worry. Your PJs were the first things I packed.’ Stef waved her familiar overnight bag, looking pleased with himself for remembering.


‘How’s it going?’ Sophia kissed her cheek as if they were meeting for coffee.


‘Are you not looking after Luka?’ Megan demanded. ‘I thought you’d have him.’


Sophia cleared her throat, taking care in unwinding and folding her pashmina. Usually, it would have been discarded on the nearest chair. ‘Stef’s got your Kindle, but do you need something else bringing in?’


‘Don’t you ignore me as well!’


‘I’d fetch your sketch pad, but they have a rule about pencils, apparently,’ Sophia chattered on. ‘Presumably you can’t make a weapon with wax crayons . . .’


‘Thanks, Sophia,’ Stef interrupted tightly.


‘Where is my son?’ Megan almost shouted.


‘Keep your voice down!’ Sophia hissed. ‘For God’s sake, Megan, do you want to be tranquillised?’


‘I want someone to answer me!’


‘We don’t have answers! Just sit down before you bring the nurses running. I don’t fancy visiting a vegetable again, it’s disconcerting.’


Megan didn’t have the strength to prevent her sister steering her to the bed, practically forcing her down on to the mattress. ‘I wish I understood what’s happening to me,’ she whispered, almost to herself. Her visitors seemed content to pretend she wasn’t talking to them.


Sophia sprawled next to her, as if the confrontation had never happened, all lean curves and supple limbs, bronzed skin and artfully scrunched bleached hair. Her snub nose, scattered with just the right amount of freckles, and dazzling amber eyes gave her the look of a self-assured starlet who knew they could have whatever they wanted. A complete contrast to Megan’s English rose appearance: porcelain complexion; fine, delicate features that demanded gentle handling; the long-necked, graceful figure of a ballet dancer and the elegance that went with it.


‘Bed’s comfier than expected. No wonder this place is costing Stef a fortune.’


‘As if the money matters!’ Stef said sharply.


‘I’m joking! Chill your beans, or whatever it is the kids say now.’


Megan flinched at the sudden increase in volume, despite the familiarity of their bickering. She and Stef rarely found cause to argue, but he enjoyed squabbling with Sophia. Her younger sister had taken all of their mother’s temper, whereas Megan’s character had developed from years of refereeing their blazing rows.


Sophia helped herself to the uneaten orange from Megan’s very healthy lunch. Organic and paleo-friendly was the order of the day when it came to Grosvenor food, a distinctly Californian influence.


‘Shall I tell you about Amelia’s latest dramas? They’re much better than soap operas.’


‘Where is Amelia? Is she with Luka?’


Sophia airbrushed the second question effortlessly, barely pausing. ‘Eve’s taken her to the zoo. She’s been impossible today, absolutely crazy. Oops, sorry.’


‘For fuck’s sake, Soph.’ Stef rubbed his palms across his face.


Megan rolled her eyes. ‘Words aren’t verboten, you know. I’m well aware Amelia is absolutely bonkers.’


Sophia flicked a defiant strand of pith in Stef’s direction. ‘She’s adopted a potato. I have to keep swapping the damn thing before it sprouts those horrible white tentacles. You try finding identical baking potatoes. She refuses to wear shoes. Wellies are OK, sandals just about acceptable, but actual shoes, forget that. And don’t get me started on the bloody hat.’


‘What hat?’


‘She found it at Camden Market, crocheted monstrosity of a beanie, bright yellow with pink flowers. She won’t leave the house without it on her head. I compromised by putting it in her little backpack; ten minutes later, she was still screeching. The neighbours will be calling social services – they’re already unsure about lesbians having children.’


‘We don’t need to hear all your drama, Soph,’ Stef interrupted.


‘Oh, shut up. You should have seen them at the windows when Amelia had her hat meltdown. Good thing Eve—’


‘Sophia, enough,’ Stef said firmly.


‘—was carrying the pushchair or she’d have given them the finger.’ Sophia continued as if he hadn’t spoken. ‘What the hell’s the matter, Stef? Am I not allowed to have a normal conversation? Would you rather we sit in silence and meditate?’


The two glared at each other, neither prepared to back down. Sophia carelessly popped another segment of orange in her mouth. ‘How are you getting along with the lovely Dr Mac, Megan?’


‘He mentioned you two had met.’


‘He’s been quite chatty when I’ve visited. More than you, anyway.’


‘Sorry I couldn’t join in a gossip session.’ Megan looked to Stef. ‘Do you know when I’ll be allowed home?’


Stef chose that moment to tie his shoelaces. ‘It’s up to Dr Mac.’


‘Will you ask him? It’s driving me mad, not knowing anything. I don’t even know how I tried to kill myself.’


Sophia froze midway through dissecting another segment. ‘You don’t remember?’


‘Not a thing.’


‘Why the hell not?’


‘The doctor insists it’s part of my condition, but I think it must be the medication or maybe whatever my head injury was. Soph, you must know what happened?’


‘Dr Mac needs to have these conversations during your therapy,’ Stef intervened. ‘We can’t talk about it.’


‘He tells you what you can and can’t say to me?’ Her voice rose in disbelief.


Stef sat up straight, crossing his arms and earning a scornful glare from Sophia. ‘He knows what he’s doing, Megs. He’s the best in the country for psychosis.’


There seemed no other option than to accept that. What else could she say? Clearly, Macaulay issued the commands, and Stef seemed to be following orders, for once.


The remainder of the visit was filled with anecdotes of Amelia, wallpaper dilemmas for a new property and TV updates on reality shows Megan wouldn’t dream of watching. She remembered to nod and smile in the right places, made the effort to add the odd comment when it seemed she’d been silent for too long.


Thirty minutes passed without incident; she hadn’t screamed or tried to hurt anyone. Stef and Sophia busied themselves gathering coats, squabbling about traffic and Stef’s erratic driving.


‘Bring Amelia next time.’ Megan managed to get a word in as they said their goodbyes.


Sophia’s smile faltered. ‘Best not while you’re here. You know how loud she is, she’ll disturb the other patients. When you’re home, OK?’


More like she doesn’t trust you around your child.


The voice was immediately recognisable. It was one she had heard before. As clear as if Megan had spoken out loud, strident enough to make her jump. She spun away, ostensibly to retie her robe. The sound seemed to echo around the bare room. Surely everyone had heard it, so insistent was it, but when she slyly looked, Stef and Sophia were entirely unaware.


They won’t hear anything they choose not to.









Chapter Four


Before


One of the few things the brothers agreed on was how fortunate they were to be non-identical. Rarely spotted for twins, they didn’t share that fabled bond. No sixth sense, no mirroring, no finishing of each other’s sentences or agreement of thought. Even as toddlers, they had done their own thing.


Stefan was the gregarious, sporty one, popular with his peers and mildly exasperating to his teachers. Isaac preferred his own company; he was quiet and studious and his intellect was recognised at a young age. A scholarship to Dulwich College followed. The family could comfortably afford the day fees of the local private school, a twenty-minute walk from home, but Dulwich was beyond their means and Isaac was duly dispatched to that elite world.


In prep school, Stefan’s popularity had kept Isaac’s bullies at bay, an inconvenience Stefan tolerated to prevent his peers learning too much about his brother’s fragility. The snide comments and mocking laughter made him burn with the same humiliation he had felt when he was denied the advantage of public school, an opportunity he would have fully embraced, unlike Isaac.


At Dulwich, Isaac was on his own, no stronger twin to hide behind. Public-school boys were encouraged to fight their own battles; a bit of name-calling and the odd scuffle were to be expected. It was character-building, a sentiment Isaac’s father liked to echo.


Drowning amid the prides of alpha males who ruled their competitive, ruthless world, Isaac took refuge among library tomes and in the classrooms of sympathetic teachers who raved about his abilities. He told no one of his trials, and no one bothered to ask. Quietly, gradually, he withdrew from the wider world and its threats.


Still smarting and unable to find sympathy for his twin’s problems, Stefan detached himself, keeping to the rugby pitch and the squash court; cricket and athletics in the summer. Isaac was put forward for his Cambridge interview a year early and went up to Trinity to read bioengineering, a seventeen-year-old academically advanced beyond his years but, internally, a damaged, brittle child. Indifferent, Stefan did just enough to get by in the classroom, an easy smile appeasement for acceptable essays and last-minute revision and an effective shield against the dark clouds that followed Isaac.


‘You can’t go through life coasting along,’ his father regularly declared.


Stefan shrugged, careless of the warning. ‘It’s worked so far.’


‘You’re perfectly capable of achieving more. Look at your brother and his IQ.’


‘I’d rather not, thanks. I’m doing fine, Dad. I’ll get my grades for uni, don’t worry.’


‘You’ll get a shock at Durham. I wish you’d tried for Oxbridge.’


‘Not interested. Durham’s more fun.’


‘Life can’t always be fun.’


‘ ’Course it can.’ Stefan laughed, a determined study of nonchalance.


His final year of sixth form was proving to be a blast. He’d been going out with Megan Crawley from the other end of Marlborough Avenue since last Christmas and, although they’d known each other since early childhood, this was new ground. He’d been the one to take her virginity, an unexpectedly sensual experience, very different from his previous trysts, and one that had left him, for the first time in his life, helplessly in love.


It helped that she was far more beautiful than she realised: high, regal cheekbones, hair the colour of polished conkers that lay in waves down her back, a dancer’s precise movements, legs that seemed endless. She spoke of Royal Ballet School dreams gone unfulfilled, replaced with a new passion for sketching, her feelings of responsibility towards her mother and her desire to travel the world, fascinating him with her quiet capability.


‘We’ll go together,’ Stefan promised. ‘When you finish your A levels, we’ll take a few months backpacking.’


‘Who says we’ll even be together then! Everything will change when you go to Durham.’
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