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  If there is any wisdom running through my life now, in my walking on this earth, it came from listening in the Great Silence to the stones, trees, space, the wild animals, to the pulse of all life as my heartbeat.




  Vijali Hamilton
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  I know you from your words, the images you share. What touches you, makes you laugh, what angers you. The network of your friendships; a chequerboard of happy, bland avatars, no more or no less readable than your own is. Your latest haircut; shorter than I remember, the ends lightened by the sun.




  It’s in your eyes, the turn of your head, the secret you’re smiling. Familiar to me, because you were always there; not yet centre stage, but in the margins of my life. Lost amongst others, waiting for your moment.




  But moments pass. And now, you pretend you’re safe. You don’t know, do you, that no one can hide forever?




  I am in the shadows, where you can’t yet see me. You will, though, in the dark corners, the silences, before the blurred edges of reality close in. There’s no stopping what will happen. One day, you’ll understand the power of destiny. How some things are inevitable; that even shadow-dwellers like me have a purpose in this life.




  You’ll get that, I know you will. But then I know you well. You are my friend.
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  Charlotte




  I hear the helicopter just seconds before it looms overhead, its dark shape low enough that I can feel the downforce from its rotor blades, whipping up my hair, mixing it with the spray flying across the sand.




  I turn to watch it, the sun briefly dazzling me, and then just as quickly it’s gone. Retrieving my towel from where it’s been blown across the beach and shaking the wet sand from it, I’m only idly curious. Around here, it’s not uncommon to be buzzed by a low-flying helicopter, on its way to rescue an inexperienced climber or injured surfer. There are any number of beaches along this stretch of the north Cornwall coastline, many not easily accessible by road. I turn my attention back to the waves, just in time to see Rick catch a glassy barrel, then gracefully ride it to shore. Picking up my board, I go to join him.




  





  2




  It’s not until a couple of days later that Rick tells me more.




  ‘Oh yeah, I forgot to mention . . . This girl was attacked. On one of the farms. Lower Farm, I think.’ His hair is wet from the shower, his eyes bright after a morning surfing. ‘A couple of Jimbo’s lot were running. They found her in the middle of a maize field.’




  I’m all ears. Jimbo runs an overpriced boot camp for tourists, and surfs with Rick when he can get away. The surfers’ grapevine is notoriously reliable. It’s all that time together, floating on their boards, as they wait for the perfect wave.




  ‘What happened to her?’ This is rural Cornwall. Nothing like this happens here.




  He shrugs. ‘Not really sure. It was bad, though. They thought she was dead at first.’




  ‘When did it happen?’ I’m frowning, thinking of the lowflying helicopter, wondering if the timing is coincidence or if she was airlifted to hospital.




  ‘A couple of days ago. Maybe three?’ he says, vaguely.




  I’m amazed it’s taken this long for word to get around, the surfers’ grapevine being what it is, or maybe Rick didn’t think to mention it.




  ‘Oh yeah,’ he adds. ‘Some of us are meeting at the Shack later. Around six – there may be some waves. You should come. With any luck we could get an hour before dark.’ In an unusual display of affection, he plants a kiss on the top of my head.




  The Shack is OK; a scruffy locals’ bar on one of the beaches a short drive from here that sells Cornish beer and looks nothing from the outside, but inside is all bare wood with surfboards hanging from the ceiling, sand walked inside coating the floor. It’ll be full of Rick’s mates and wannabe tourist types, dressed to blend in, except you can spot them a mile off, because they don’t.




  If I’m going to drag myself out on a chilly evening, I prefer a bit of glamour – a cosy restaurant or warm, dimly lit cocktail bar. ‘I’m good,’ I tell him, stifling a yawn. ‘I’ll probably have an early night.’




  For the most part, Rick and I lead separate lives – we sometimes drink together, smoke a joint or two, have sex. We’re not star-crossed lovers; what we have is undemanding and convenient. Physical contact is like food – a basic human need. I should know. I’ve gone long spells without so much as the brush of a hand. And big, empty houses can be lonely.




  After he goes out and I hear his Jeep drive away, I open a bottle of wine and start scrolling through Netflix, listening to the wind rattling the sash windows, knowing it’ll whip up some waves. Only they’ll be windblown, messy ones, rather than the clean, head-height barrels Rick will be hoping for. But it won’t faze him. Nothing does. No matter how many forecasts, swell charts, wind maps you follow, the ocean will always surprise you, he’s told me many times.




  ‘Why do you drink so much?’ I’m still in my pyjamas, nursing a hangover, when Rick picks up the empty wine bottle from last night. By the time he got home, I’d finished it then started on another, before falling asleep on the sofa.




  ‘I really don’t.’ I’m irritable, not in the mood for one of his holier-than-thou lectures on how my body is a temple. I know my body better than he does. ‘You probably had just as much and drove home, which is far worse.’




  ‘Two pints,’ he says, shortly. ‘You do this every night. And it’s usually more – we both know that. By the time you know you’ve fucked up your liver, it’ll be too late.’




  ‘Yeah, yeah . . .’ I get up to go back upstairs, because I’ve heard it all before. It’s not like Rick to be confrontational, but this time he grabs my arm.




  ‘You take it for granted, don’t you?’ His eyes glitter angrily. ‘Always so bloody sure of yourself. Do you have any idea how lucky you are?’




  I stare just as angrily back at him, wondering where this has come from. ‘It’s a few glasses of wine, Rick. What the fuck’s wrong with you?’




  But he doesn’t answer, just lets go of me and shakes his head as he walks away.




  I don’t like being spoken to like that, especially not by Rick. Even less do I like the spike of truth in his words. But better a shorter life lived to the full than the dragged-out mundane ones so many people cling to for as long as they can. Whether you live twenty years or sixty, unless you save the planet or cure cancer, what does it actually matter?




  Upstairs, I pull on jeans and a hoody, glancing out of the window to see Rick stride across the garden then stand with his back to the house, gazing out across the bay. I’ve no idea what’s eating him, but clearly something is. Taking a deep breath, I go outside to join him.




  ‘Not surfing today?’ As I catch him up, my tone is light, conciliatory, but he’s still rigid as I slip my arm through his.




  He shrugs. ‘Maybe later.’




  ‘Look, is something wrong?’ I remove my arm, turning to face him. ‘Because you’re being shitty, Rick.’




  He’s silent for a moment, still looking out to sea, then he turns to face me. ‘You really want to know?’




  As I nod, I’m aware of an unpleasant prickling sensation.




  ‘I don’t get you. All this time we’ve been together, and you spend every day in that house, not really doing anything. You don’t work. You were going to paint – but all you do is make excuses. Don’t you have dreams? Places you want to see? People in your life?’




  ‘Of course I do,’ I say quietly, trying to contain the seething anger welling up inside me. I know exactly what I want from life. I don’t have to share it with him.




  ‘We all think we have forever.’ His jaw set, he’s on a roll. ‘Only none of us do. We live in the most beautiful part of this country, where nothing bad happens, and then a woman gets attacked on our doorstep. Nearly dies. Doesn’t it make you think it could happen to anyone? Like you, even?’




  ‘I’m not going to walk around thinking I’m in danger,’ I tell him. What’s the matter with him? ‘Things happen all the time, Rick. Bad things. People fuck up, even in pretty places like Cornwall. It’s no different to anywhere else.’




  When he looks at me, there’s an expression of disgust on his face. ‘You know what? That’s it, in a nutshell. You don’t care. You’re not shocked or even sad it’s happened. You just accept it. And most people are just like you. Except I’m not.’ He’s silent for a moment. ‘I don’t know . . .’ He breaks off. When he looks at me, I can’t fathom the expression in his eyes.




  But I’ve had more than enough. ‘You know what, Rick? I’m going for a walk.’




  I walk away from him, through the gate and onto the coast path, hugging my arms round me in the cool air, trying to keep warm. In my head I continue my conversation with Rick – angrily. It’s a couple of hours later when I get back to the house, less angry, but the absence of Rick’s Jeep still fills me with relief.




  In the kitchen, I fill the kettle and turn on the radio. The brightness of the sun through the large window belies the temperature outside. I sit at the kitchen table and turn on my laptop. With a mug of strong tea in front of me and classical music playing in the background, I start searching for a local supplier of artist’s materials. Rick was right about one thing – I’ve been making excuses not to paint.




  I find what I’m looking for, and I’m jotting down the address when the radio news comes on. I’m only half listening, until one of the items makes my ears prick up.




  ‘Police are looking for information about a woman who was found injured four days ago. The woman was discovered unconscious on farmland in a remote part of north Cornwall. Police are keen to establish who may have seen her any time during 24 September. They are also seeking the whereabouts of her three-year-old daughter. Anyone with information should contact Devon and Cornwall Police. More details are available on our website.’




  I sit there in silence. The fact that a local mugging has made national news somehow gives it more gravity. I check the station’s website, and there it is. The police are seeking information after the woman, known as Evie Sherman, suffered severe head injuries in a brutal attack that left her unconscious on farmland in north Cornwall. They are also investigating the whereabouts of her three-year-old daughter.




  Underneath, there’s a photograph of the woman. It’s hard to tell how old she is. Her face is an unhealthy grey, mottled with red-black bruising, and there’s a dazed expression in her eyes. It looks as though she’s in a hospital bed. Studying her more closely, I frown. There’s something familiar about her.




  I click on Devon and Cornwall Police’s Facebook page. As I scroll down, there are several recent posts of a more trivial nature – a gun amnesty, a spate of burglaries, road traffic accident – none of which hold my interest. Then, further down, the same photo. The brief paragraph mentions how she was airlifted to hospital after being found unconscious. It gives her name again, and asks anyone who recognizes her to contact Truro police.




  Further down still, there’s another photo. I study it, deep in thought, then hunt around for my phone. The police are wrong. Her name isn’t Evie. It’s Jen.
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  ‘Babe? There’s someone at the door. Can you get it? I’ve just got out the shower.’




  Even if he hears me above the sound of the guitar he’s playing, Rick doesn’t reply. I feel a flash of irritation and wish I could be as oblivious, as self-absorbed, when someone asks me to do something. The doorbell rings again and, quickly pulling on some clothes, I run downstairs to answer it.




  ‘Yes?’




  The woman on the doorstep looks puzzled. She’s probably one of those tourists who think they can rock up to any old place just because it’s Cornwall and they think they’ve seen it on the television.




  ‘Are you Charlotte Harrison?’




  Oh God. How does this woman know me? ‘I’m sorry . . .’ I turn away and start to close the door, but something’s in the way. When I look down, it’s her foot. When I look up again, she’s holding out a police badge.




  ‘Detective Inspector Abbie Rose. Please don’t close the door.’




  ‘Why didn’t you say? I’d completely forgotten you were coming.’ I swing the door open and let her in.




  I lead her through the hallway into the open-plan living area. She looks around, at the whitewashed Cornish-stone walls and the views that, even after a year here, still take my breath away. The house is perched above Epphaven Cove, which was one of Cornwall’s best-kept secrets until a national paper ran a feature and ruined it.




  She walks over to the north-facing window. Not many people come here, but I enjoy watching their reactions when they see the view for the first time. As she turns round, she glances at the paintings and the furniture; to the uneducated eye they might look incongruous, but to those who know, they’re utterly wondrous. I wonder if DI Abbie Rose knows what she’s looking at.




  ‘Do you live here alone?’




  ‘Some of the time.’ A guitar wail comes from a distant corner of the house. ‘That’s Rick. He follows the waves.’ He does, literally, follow them around the globe, coming and going like the swallows under the eaves, only less predictably.




  ‘Won’t you sit down?’ I gesture towards the cerise velvet sofa. Pink’s my favourite colour, as anyone who knows me will tell you. I have a pink bathroom, pink Jimmy Choos, a big American fridge full of pink champagne.




  ‘Thank you.’ She perches on the edge of the sofa, then reaches into her bag for a notebook.




  I sit in the oversized armchair near the window. ‘How can I help, Detective Inspector?’




  ‘I understand you recognized the woman who was attacked, from the photo on our Facebook page.’




  ‘Yes. With all that bruising, it’s hard to be completely sure, of course, but I think so . . .’




  ‘When you called the station yesterday, you said you knew her as Jen Russell. Is that right?’




  ‘Yes. We were at school together.’




  ‘Which school?’




  ‘Padstow College.’ I watch her write it down. ‘Have you found her child?’ Since the police posted her details on Facebook, there’s been the typical, gushing public outpouring of condolence and shared grief – and a few haters. I’ve checked once or twice, curious to see who else crawled out of the woodwork.




  ‘Not yet.’ Abbie Rose isn’t giving much away. ‘How well did you know her?’




  ‘We were in the same year,’ I tell her. ‘We weren’t close friends. We moved in different circles that overlapped from time to time . . .’ Cliques, is more accurate. The usual bitchy girl gangs who shagged each other’s boyfriends behind each other’s backs, is how I remember it.




  ‘When was the last time you saw each other?’




  Now there’s a question. It’s been a long time. Too long or not long enough? But then, we’re not the same people any more. ‘I suppose . . .’ I frown, trying to remember, as someone thunders down the stairs and slams the front door noisily. I glance outside. ‘Rick,’ I say, by way of explanation. ‘There’s an offshore wind. Good for waves, if you catch the tide at the right time. There’s a brief window of opportunity – at high tide, the beach here is completely submerged.’ As I’m speaking, Rick jogs across the lawn, surfboard under one arm, the top half of his wetsuit unzipped and flapping behind him. ‘Do you surf, Detective Inspector?’




  She shakes her head.




  ‘I’m sorry.’ I pause. ‘You were asking me about Jen. I suppose we last saw each other about ten years ago. Someone’s twenty-first . . . I can’t remember whose.’




  ‘So that would have been after Leah Danning disappeared?’




  Maybe I shouldn’t be surprised that the police have already linked Jen’s name to what happened. Since before I left Cornwall, all those years ago, it’s the first time I’ve heard Leah’s name mentioned. Three-year-old Leah, who Jen used to babysit – until one day, in broad daylight, she disappeared. It rocked everyone round here, more so because the police never discovered what happened to her.
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  I hesitate. ‘Do you think this is connected to what happened to Leah?’




  Abbie Rose gives nothing away. ‘We’ve no idea. But at this stage, we have to look at everything.’




  ‘Of course.’ But it still surprises me. It must be fifteen years since Leah disappeared. ‘Poor Jen. I don’t know how you ever get over that. I mean, losing someone’s child when they’re in your care . . . You didn’t have to know her well to see the change in her, after. And now her own daughter is missing . . .’ I imagine guilt layered upon guilt, at the same time as I wonder how Jen’s coping with what must be unbearable.




  Abbie Rose doesn’t comment. ‘And you haven’t seen her since then?’




  ‘Like I said, the last time we saw each other was at that party.’ I get up and walk over to the window. On the beach, I can just about make out clean, barrelling waves and, floating beyond them, the lone dot that must be Rick.




  ‘Do you remember much about that time? When Leah disappeared?’




  ‘God. It’s not something anyone could forget in a hurry. It was awful.’ I watch Rick catch a wave, wishing I could surf as well as he can. ‘No one could believe a child could just disappear. It was like a black cloud over everything – it changed our lives. Everyone’s parents became overprotective. And people gossiped . . . Eventually it died down, but at the time, it was like the world had ended.’ Turning to face her, I add, ‘Sorry, Detective Inspector. I don’t mean to sound indifferent. It was terrible. It destroyed Leah’s family. Did you know that?’




  ‘Did you know them, Charlotte?’ Abbie Rose’s eyes linger on me.




  ‘Not when it happened.’ I’m not sure what to say, wondering what it will do to Jen right now, to have the police asking about another missing child, particularly one that was never found. ‘I knew of them. I was good friends with Leah’s older sister for a while, but that wasn’t until later.’




  ‘Do you know what happened to them?’




  ‘I heard her father left. Her mother was really strange – I think she had a breakdown. Casey died – only a year or so ago. I think she suffered the most.’




  ‘Casey was Leah’s sister?’




  ‘Yes.’ I don’t say it out loud, but I’m remembering how it was for Casey – the hardest of lessons, having to haul herself out of the darkest place. It was either that, or give up. Life makes no concessions for the bereaved. It goes on regardless, mercilessly, ruthlessly. ‘Did the police ever find out what happened to Leah?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘It’s still hard to believe something like that could happen. Especially here. It’s so quiet . . .’ Apart from the influx of drunken teenagers in the summer, it’s true. That’s why, as soon as they’re old enough, most young people can’t wait to move away. Yet here I am, back again, I muse, not far from where I started. So, it seems, is Jen.




  Abbie Rose nods. ‘I wanted to ask you if you’d come and see Evie – Jen, I mean. The attack has left her memory badly affected. Seeing a familiar face could really help.’




  I don’t answer straight away. I’m wondering how it would be for Jen. Too much of a reminder of the past? ‘Are you sure it’s a good idea? Of course I’d like to see her, but I wouldn’t want to make things any worse for her.’




  ‘To be honest, I’m not sure things could get much worse.’




  My ears prick up. ‘Really? How bad is it? It must be awful for her.’ I look at Abbie Rose quizzically, but her face is blank. ‘I could see her tomorrow morning?’ I add. ‘Say, around ten?’




  ‘Thank you. I’ll tell her you’re coming. She’s in the Royal Cornwall hospital – in Truro.’ She hesitates. ‘You wouldn’t happen to know if she has family nearby?’




  I shrug. ‘I’m out of touch. But I remember her aunt’s house. It’s out in the sticks – near Bodmin. We went there sometimes during the school holidays,’ I say, vaguely. ‘You know, gangs of girls camping in the woods. Being so remote, Helen’s place was perfect.’ I try not to smile inappropriately. ‘All our parents thought camping was such an innocent, idyllic thing to do, which it was – until we got older, of course. By then, Helen was deaf as a post. She had no idea what we really got up to.’ I pause. ‘Just teenage stuff – nothing bad,’ I add quickly, thinking of drunken nights and the boys who used to join us but remembering I’m talking to a police officer.




  ‘You don’t by any chance remember the address, do you?’




  I pause again, thinking not so much of the cottage, but the woods where we used to camp. ‘Not off the top of my head.’ But then I remember something. ‘Actually, I think her aunt’s full name was Helen Osterman.’




  Abbie Rose writes it down. ‘That gives us something to go on.’ Then she gets up. ‘I better get back. Thanks for your help. I’ll see you tomorrow.’




  But I’m still puzzled about something. ‘Why have the press been calling her Evie?’




  ‘It’s what she calls herself. From what you’ve told us, it looks as though she changed her name, though we don’t know why. I’m hoping a face from the past might trigger her to remember something.’




  ‘OK.’ I shrug. It’s understandable – maybe she wanted to break any association with what happened to Leah. Jen, Evie; it makes no difference as far I’m concerned. ‘Whatever. At least I know.’




  Abbie Rose walks over to the door. As she opens it, she pauses, a quizzical expression on her face. ‘Up until that time you last saw each other, do you happen to know if Jen was ever pregnant?’




  ‘Shouldn’t you be asking Jen that?’ After talking about Helen’s place, I’m uncomfortable all of a sudden. It was years ago. Why is she so interested in the past?




  ‘She can’t tell me much about anything right now.’ Abbie stands in the doorway. ‘I’m trying to help her build a picture of how her life was.’




  I hesitate, not sure what to say. Not sure either why Abbie Rose wants to know. ‘There was a rumour . . . but I’m fairly sure that’s all it was. Probably spread by a couple of girls who had it in for her. She didn’t look pregnant – certainly not when I saw her. I don’t know if she’s still the same, but she was skinny back then. I can’t imagine she’d have been able to hide it . . .’ I frown. ‘But there was a time she wasn’t around for a while. And no one knew why. I’m sorry, I don’t really know any more than that.’




  Abbie Rose frowns. ‘Why would those girls have had it in for her?’




  I shrug. ‘The usual reasons. Because she was thinner and prettier and smarter than they were. Plus, everyone liked her.’ Meaning boys, in particular, but Abbie Rose seems smart enough to work that one out.




  ‘I see.’ Abbie Rose pauses. ‘There isn’t any other reason?’




  I shake my head. ‘Nothing comes to mind.’




  ‘Perhaps we can talk more tomorrow. You can always call me if you think of anything else.’




  She hands me a card, and then I follow her outside to her car. After she drives away, I wander around the side of the house and onto the grass, which needs cutting again, feeling annoyed by the shrieks of children floating up from the beach below. The beach may no longer be a secret, but most holidaymakers are too lazy to walk the half mile down the stony path from the road, then clamber down the rocks. It’s not for the faint-hearted. Other than the occasional lunatic like Rick, who carries his surfboard down there, those that venture all the way to the shore are few, and an irritation I’m forced to tolerate.




  He’s still out there, the water flat between sets as he waits for the next wave to roll in. Rick has his own philosophy, about how the universe brings us what we need. I learned from him when he tried to help me surf bigger waves; how to clear my mind as I sat on my board, to feel the rhythm of the ocean.




  Nothing is by chance. A wave is the culmination of many factors. There’s the swell, the wind, the shape of the coastline, the ocean floor. It shows the divine timing to all things, because you can’t hurry the perfect wave. He’s taught me the need for patience as you see a set coming, the importance of relying on your judgement. The perfect wave will come when the time is right.




  I stand there watching him as he deftly rides a wave to the shore then, instead of paddling out against the tide, catches the rip. Its powerful flow is an easy ride out past the waves, when you understand the forces at work, as Rick does. When you don’t, it’s an easy way to die.
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  It’s overcast as I drive to the hospital, drizzle painting the landscape a dull grey. On the way, I stop at the art shop in Truro I’d found online, which is overpriced but convenient, thinking it will save me a trip to Wadebridge, but half of what I want is out of stock. I leave with paper and a limited palette of watercolours and ask them to order the rest, irritated because it means I have to come back, then carry on to the hospital.




  Walking along the corridors to the critical care unit, I’m overtaken by apprehension. Jen and I were acquaintances rather than friends. I haven’t seen her in years. If I was in her position, I’m not sure I’d want one of my old classmates turning up out of the blue. But if there’s no one else, maybe she’ll be pleased to see me.




  The quiet of critical care is broken by electronic noise and low voices. Everyone’s busy, but eventually I catch one of the nurses.




  ‘I’m here to see Jen,’ I tell her. When she looks at me blankly, I add, ‘Evie? Evie Sherman?’




  ‘Can you wait here?’ She walks briskly away through some swing doors, then comes back a minute or so later with Abbie Rose.




  ‘Thanks for coming, Charlotte.’ Abbie Rose looks drawn, as though she was up half the night. ‘I wanted to have a word with you before you see her.’




  ‘Sure.’ I frown, wondering what’s on her mind.




  ‘Earlier, Evie – Jen – got quite upset. Frantic, actually. She’s beside herself about her daughter. I’d hoped to talk to her about Leah Danning, just to see if the name triggered any memories, but she’s far too fragile. She’s been given a sedative, but I wanted to ask you to bear that in mind. It’s probably best not to talk about anything that could upset her further – at least for now. Hopefully, as her memory comes back, it will be easier.’




  ‘Of course.’ I try to imagine how it is, to lose all sense of your life. To not remember who you are.




  ‘I’ll show you where she is.’ Abbie Rose starts walking back towards the swing doors.




  I hedge. ‘Are you sure this is a good idea? I mean, if she’s upset?’




  Abbie Rose pauses. ‘There’s a three-year-old child missing. Right now, we have to try everything.’




  Her words remind me that this isn’t just about Jen. She has to explore every means she can to find out more about Jen’s missing daughter. I follow her through the doors and along a short corridor of private rooms. Outside one of the doors, the presence of a police officer somehow surprises me. But after an attack of the severity Jen’s survived, I guess it’s standard procedure. As we reach the room, Abbie Rose pauses. ‘Evie’s in here. It might be best to keep calling her Evie – for now.’




  The room is small and white, and the high ceiling and large window give it an airy feel. The woman on the bed doesn’t move. It’s definitely Jen, only a pale shadow of the girl I remember. Her eyes are closed and her face is turned away from us.




  I’m too hot all of a sudden. I take off my jumper and drape it over a chair near the door. ‘Maybe I should come back another time,’ I say uneasily. ‘I don’t want to disturb her.’




  Abbie Rose takes a step towards the bed. ‘Evie? Are you awake? There’s someone here to see you.’




  I watch the slightest flicker of Jen’s eyelids, indicating she’s heard, before very slowly, she turns her head.




  Abbie Rose glances at me. ‘It might be easier if you come round here, where she can see you.’ Then she turns to Evie. ‘Charlotte’s here, Evie. She remembers you. You used to go to the same school.’




  ‘Hello.’ I move closer, watching as her eyes focus on me.




  ‘I’m Charlotte. Harrison. Do you remember me?’




  Her face is skeletal, with dark circles under her eyes, her hair lank and unwashed. But it’s not just Jen who’s changed. My hair is short and bleached blonde instead of dark and ridiculously long, which is how it used to be. I’ve put on weight, too. As I watch, Jen – Evie – blinks. I can’t tell if she tries to nod. The movement of her head is barely perceptible as her eyelids close again.




  ‘Just talk to her,’ Abbie Rose says quietly. ‘The sound of your voice might trigger something.’




  I look around helplessly, not sure what to say. ‘Do you remember camping at your aunt’s cottage? There were a few of us who used to – in the summer.’




  I wait for a flicker of recognition, anything that suggests she’s heard what I’m saying. But as I take in the machines she’s wired to, how still she is in the hospital bed, I know she hasn’t.




  ‘Evie? Did you hear what Charlotte said?’ Abbie Rose tries to rouse her, then glances at me. ‘I don’t think we’re going to get anywhere today. Sorry. I’ll walk out with you.’




  ‘Thanks for coming here,’ she says, once we’re away from Jen’s room. ‘I’m sorry it was such a waste of your time.’




  ‘It’s fine.’ I’m still thinking of how fragile Jen looked, as though she’s hanging on to life by the finest thread.




  ‘It’s probably the sedative. If it’s not too much to ask, could we try again? Maybe in a day or two, when she’s stronger? We’re trying to find her parents, but right now, you’re the only person who’s come forward who knows her.’




  I nod – reluctantly. It’s one thing to spend a few minutes with her to see if it jogs some memories, but another altogether to get more involved.




  ‘I may be going away in a few days,’ I lie, just because I don’t want to commit to anything. ‘But perhaps I can see her before I go.’




  When I get home, Rick’s there.




  ‘Where were you?’ He’s less angry with me, but there’s still something eating him, I can tell.




  ‘You know that woman who was attacked? The one you told me about? It turns out I used to know her.’




  Rick looks astounded. ‘How on earth did you work that out?’




  ‘Photos,’ I tell him. ‘Devon and Cornwall Police Facebook page. So I called them. I wasn’t sure at first, but it’s definitely her. I’ve just been to see her.’




  ‘Where is she?’




  ‘Truro – in hospital. She’s very weak and she’s lost her memory. The police wanted me to see her, to try and help her remember.’




  ‘And did she?’




  I shake my head. ‘They’d sedated her, but they’re desperate. Her child’s missing. They’ve asked me to go back in a couple of days.’




  ‘God.’ Rick’s silent for a moment. ‘Makes you wonder what sick bastard would do that to someone. I mean, a child, for Christ’s sake . . .’




  ‘I know.’ I nod, numbly, and then a tear snakes its way down my face.




  Rick sees it. ‘Hey, are you OK?’




  I nod again. ‘Seeing her brought back memories, that’s all.’




  He comes over and puts his arms round me. ‘Have you thought about talking to someone?’ His voice is softer. ‘About your parents? It might really help.’




  He’s referring to the little I’ve told him about my parents – a father who threw me out and a mother who stood by and let him make her daughter homeless. It’s why I stayed away from here for so long. ‘Maybe.’ But I’m saying it to keep him quiet, instead of what I want to say, which is that it’s too late, and no amount of talking can change what happened to me.




  I’m hoping it’s a truce between us. When he sees the painting materials I’ve bought, I can tell he approves. But he doesn’t explain why he’s been so mad at me. The mood passes, a large block of ice slowly thawing while I consider whether we’ve had our time, sooner than I’d reckoned on. But then we’re transient, Rick and I. We always will be.




  The truce lasts for twenty-four hours. I come in from a walk to find Rick standing there with a face like thunder.




  ‘Were you going to tell me?’ he says angrily.




  ‘Tell you what?’ I’ve no idea what he’s talking about.




  ‘Don’t fuck with me, Charlotte. You tell the police you’re going away in a few days, but you don’t bother to tell me. Where are you going?’




  Rick calls me babe. He never calls me Charlotte. ‘How do you know what I told them?’




  ‘You left your jumper at the hospital. One of them very kindly dropped it off. He said that normally they wouldn’t have, but you weren’t answering your phone and they’d hoped to catch you before you left.’ He stands there with his arms folded. ‘So? Are you going to tell me?’




  I consider telling him the truth for a moment – that I didn’t want the police to get too reliant on me – before bloodymindedness kicks in. ‘None of your fucking business,’ I spit back, sick to death of how he’s suddenly on my case about absolutely everything. ‘You don’t tell me everything you’re doing, Rick. Why should it be different for me?’




  ‘You are goddamned selfish,’ he shouts. ‘For a moment there, you almost had me fooled. I’d actually started to believe that there’s another side to you. That you wanted to help your old school friend—’




  ‘She’s not really my friend,’ I interrupt. ‘I just knew her. I don’t owe her anything.’ It’s not how I meant it to come out.




  Rick stares at me, then when he speaks, his icy calm makes my skin prickle. ‘That’s just it with you. It’s all about you. You don’t owe anyone anything, do you?’




  ‘It’s not that simple.’ I’m shaking my head. I care about Rick – to a point. But people always take advantage of you. This is supposed to be a year for me.




  ‘It really is.’ His voice is flat. ‘It’s dead simple. Life’s about people, Charlotte. You know what? I’m going away for a bit. See if you can work it out while I’m gone. And if not . . .’ He starts walking towards the stairs.




  ‘If not, what?’ I shout after his back. ‘Don’t you dare bloody walk out like this.’




  He freezes. When he speaks, there’s a hint of menace in his voice I haven’t heard before. ‘I’ll do exactly as I please.’
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  Rick doesn’t tell me where he’s going – or who with. I wonder if he’s met someone else. It might explain why he’s behaving like this. But the clock is ticking, our relationship slipping through my fingers like grains of sand, the independence that once drew him to me now pushing him away.




  After he’s left, I get drunk. Not just drunk enough to numb my anger with Rick and the sense of insecurity creeping over me. I get blind, falling-over, forget-everything, throwing-up drunk.




  It’s midday when I wake up with the mother of all hangovers. Desperately thirsty and unable to keep even water down, I spend the rest of the day in bed, not even bothering to open the curtains. Screw Rick. If he doesn’t want me, he can go to hell. My mobile buzzes once. Half asleep, I let the call go to voicemail, imagining a repentant Rick anxiously checking up on me, then wake hours later to find it wasn’t Rick at all. It was Abbie Rose.




  Wishing I’d never told the police I recognized the person in the photo, I play her message back, then with a heavy heart, call her back.




  ‘I was hoping you’d have time to see Evie again – before you go away.’




  ‘I’m not going. Change of plan,’ I tell her. Why did she have to remember? A hangover is no place to lie from.




  ‘Oh, OK. Well, when would suit you?’




  Never, I’m thinking. Then, not knowing when Rick will be back, I suggest, ‘Tomorrow? Afternoon?’




  ‘Can we say three o’clock?’




  ‘I’ll be there.’




  ‘Thank you, Charlotte. I really appreciate it.’




  I mumble something into my phone before dropping it on the floor, lying back, staring at the ceiling and silently cursing.




  As I drive to Truro the following day, I’m thinking about Rick. A year’s a long time and we were never destined to be long term. But I still don’t really know why he’s so angry with me. I know I’m selfish, but I’ve spent a lot of time alone. It’s a form of self-preservation. When no one looks out for you, the only person you can rely on is yourself.




  But as I walk through the hospital, it occurs to me that being here, as well as trying to help the police, is the perfect way to show Rick he’s got me wrong. Walking faster, I smugly imagine his surprise, his apology. No one speaks to me the way he did and gets away with it.




  As I reach the nurses’ station, I see Abbie Rose deep in conversation with another police officer. When she sees me, she stops talking.




  ‘Charlotte. Thanks for coming back again. This is PC Miller. He’s helping with this case.’




  I glance at PC Miller. He’s younger than Abbie Rose, with brown hair and clear, pale-blue eyes which hold mine a little longer than necessary.




  ‘How’s Jen today?’




  ‘More awake, but still very unsettled, as you can imagine. She’s been able to give us some more information about her daughter.’ She looks at PC Miller. ‘You may as well go, Dan. I’ll let you know if she says anything else.’ As he walks away, she turns back to me. ‘Come with me, Charlotte.’




  There’s a different uniformed officer outside her room today. The police are clearly not taking chances. As we walk in, Jen’s head turns towards us. Her eyes are agitated, worry written all over her face.




  ‘Evie? Charlotte’s here again.’ As Abbie Rose says my name, I see it register with Jen, and she glances fleetingly in my direction.




  ‘Hello.’ I say it as gently as I can. ‘I hope you don’t mind me coming? The police thought seeing me might help you remember.’




  Jen’s eyes are wild as she glances from me to Abbie Rose, then back to me again. ‘We were at school together – remember?’ I persist. ‘We weren’t good friends, but I saw your photo and I recognized you.’




  Wondering if I’m saying the right kind of thing, I glance at Abbie Rose. She nods.




  Jen whispers something I can’t make out, then she reaches out one of her hands towards me. ‘Have you seen Angel?’ Her voice is hoarse, her eyes pleading with me.




  ‘Her daughter,’ Abbie Rose says quietly.




  Slowly I shake my head, then say, as sympathetically as I can, ‘I’m so sorry.’




  Jen’s eyes close as her head falls back on the pillow. I turn to Abbie Rose.




  ‘We found an address for Evie’s aunt,’ she tells me. ‘Jessamine Cottage – on the edge of Bodmin, just as you said. We’ve been round, but the house is empty.’




  But as she mentions Jessamine Cottage, Jen’s eyes suddenly open. Then she’s trying to pull herself up in bed. ‘My . . . house . . .’ she manages to say, her face contorted with pain, as one of the nurses hurries in.




  ‘I’m sorry, but can you give us a moment?’ Turning her back on us, the nurse attends to Jen. ‘Evie, you need to rest. Let me help you get comfortable.’




  Abbie Rose looks at me, nodding towards the door. Walking ahead, I wait for her outside.




  She’s right behind me. ‘So far, we haven’t found anything obvious at Jessamine Cottage. There’s an old Peugot parked nearby which presumably could be Evie’s. Can you think of anyone else who might know her?’




  I shake my head. ‘I completely lost touch when I moved away. I only came back here about a year ago. I suppose you could ask our old school? She was in the sports teams and stuff. She was good.’




  Abbie Rose nods. ‘We’re doing exactly that.’




  I’m frowning. It seems incredible that I’m the only person who’s recognized Jen. Surely she has to buy food and fuel for her car. ‘Angel’s father . . . What about him?’




  ‘We’re doing our best to locate him.’




  I hesitate. ‘It makes you think, doesn’t it, if no one’s missed her, and no one’s come forward after seeing her photo, either she lived somewhere else – miles away – or she was hiding.’




  I can tell from Abbie Rose’s face that she’s thinking the same thing. But who or what was Jen hiding from? And why?
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  Whether it’s because of the problems in my own life, or her link to my past, Jen’s attack haunts me. Her face fills my mind as I find myself trying to imagine what she’s going through.




  I think about Leah, too. It seems incredible that she was never found. But there’s no CCTV in the woods and fields. It’s an easy place to disappear. Then I think about Rick and his cryptic remark before he left. See if you can work it out while I’m gone. Work what out? But I’m uneasy. It’s not so much what he said as how he said it.




  I’m intending only to go food shopping but I’ve no plans for the day, and idle curiosity, as well as the desire to impress Rick when he returns, draws me to the hospital. Abbie Rose looks only slightly surprised to see me.




  ‘It’s good timing, actually. I’ve a photo to show Evie.’ I notice she’s holding a brown envelope. ‘It might be helpful that you’re here.’




  She’s clearly read more into our friendship than I intended her to, not that it matters. ‘Oh?’




  Abbie Rose isn’t giving anything away, not yet at least. ‘Shall we go and see her?’




  I follow her down the corridor to Jen’s room. ‘Has she remembered her real name?’




  ‘We haven’t pushed it. But the photo might mean we have to tell her. We’ll see what she says.’




  Jen’s door is ajar. Abbie Rose knocks, then pushes it open.




  ‘Hello, Evie. How are you today?’




  Jen nods. ‘OK.’ An anxious expression flits across her face and I realize she’s waiting for news of her daughter, yet knows without asking that there is none. Good news arrives in bright eyes and smiling faces, not brown envelopes.




  ‘We found a photo in your aunt’s cottage.’ Taking the photo from the envelope, Abbie Rose passes it to Jen. ‘Do you recognize him?’




  Jen stares at the photo, then she turns to Abbie Rose. ‘Yes . . . No . . . I think so?’ Her flat, detached air of calm makes me think she’s sedated again.




  It’s a photo of a man; facing the camera, unsmiling, an appraising look from eyes which seem to stare right through you. Jen studies it closely. ‘I think so,’ she says again, but she sounds far from sure.




  ‘His name is Nick,’ Abbie Rose tells her. ‘At least, that’s what it says on the back.’ She gently takes the photo from Jen and flips it over, to show the words ‘love from Nick’ written there. ‘Is it possible he’s your husband?’




  She swallows. ‘I don’t know.’




  I try to imagine how it is to look at a photo that could be of your husband and not be able to tell. I watch her closely for the smallest sign of recognition.




  ‘Could he be Angel’s father?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ she cries. Then she studies it more closely. ‘Maybe I do know him . . . I was trying to see if Angel has his eyes.’




  It’s the most I’ve heard her say.




  ‘Does he remind you of her?’ Abbie Rose’s voice is sharp.




  Jen pauses again. ‘I think so.’ She falters. ‘Slightly . . .’




  ‘There’s another photo.’ This time, Abbie Rose hesitates before handing it to her. It’s of the same man, only his hair is slightly longer and he looks more carefree somehow. Jen takes it, turns it over, then as she reads the message on the back, her face turns even paler.




  To Jen, with love, Nick.




  Jen drops it on the bed. ‘Who’s Jen?’ Her reaction makes it clear that she has no idea; that she thinks Jen is either an old girlfriend or someone her husband was having an affair with.




  ‘You don’t know?’ Abbie Rose is feeling her way, trying to push for answers, knowing that pushing too far, too soon, could be too much for Jen.




  Staring at the second photo, Jen shakes her head, looking confused. ‘No.’ Whispering it, as if frightened to say it out loud.




  Abbie Rose gets up and walks over to the window, making a call. ‘We have a potential name of the father of Angel Sherman. Is Miller there?’




  She’s silent for a moment, then she goes on. ‘His given name is Nick. I suggest we look for Nick Sherman – see if it turns something up. Call me if you find anything.’




  She comes back over to Jen’s bed. ‘We’ve been trying to establish if anyone in the area knows you and Angel. We’ve checked with local preschools in case she’s registered anywhere. So far it looks as though she isn’t, but that doesn’t really tell us anything. She’s only three. You might not have got round to it yet. But we’ve also checked with local surgeries. So far, you don’t seem to be registered with any of their practices, either.’




  Jen looks at her blankly.




  ‘There’s something else.’ Abbie Rose hesitates, and I see what she’s doing – waiting for a subliminal, unspoken message to register, before the actual words deliver their shock.




  It seems to work. I watch the look of unease come over Jen’s face.




  ‘There’s no easy way to tell you this, Evie. Someone saw your photo on our Facebook page. We’ve been checking out the information we were given. But right now, from everything we know, it looks as though your real name is Jen Russell.’
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  A mixture of emotions comes over me as I watch Jen’s reaction. Firstly, relief that Abbie Rose didn’t tell her it was me who had identified her. I hope she knows what she’s doing. It’s a huge shock to deliver to someone.




  ‘No.’ Jen pushes herself up, her arms clutched tightly round her body. ‘Who told you?’




  Abbie Rose hesitates. ‘It doesn’t matter at this stage.’




  ‘No! They’re wrong. I’m Evie Sherman. I live here with my daughter Angel and my cat. You know I am. I’m not called Jen.’




  ‘You have a cat?’ Abbie Rose frowns, trying to deflect her panic.




  ‘Yes.’ Jen’s tearful, then she’s frantic again. ‘Why would I have another name?’ She’s desperate, needing answers.




  ‘It explains the photo,’ I say to her quietly. Abbie Rose is silent. ‘The inscription on the back.’




  ‘No.’ Jen shakes her head. I recognize her denial, however irrational. It’s too much for her to take in. She turns to me. ‘We were at school together, weren’t we? Please tell Abbie I’m Evie . . .’




  But I can tell she isn’t sure. I meet her eyes, then look away.




  ‘The school has photos,’ Abbie Rose adds quietly. ‘You were captain of the school hockey team. A very successful team that competed nationally. It seems you were the pride of your school – they have photos everywhere, even now.’




  ‘I don’t understand.’ Jen’s hands are shaking.




  ‘People change their names all the time, Evie. For all kinds of reasons. It explains why we haven’t been able to trace any records of you. What we’ll do now is check for records of Jen Russell and Angel Russell. From the photo, we can assume that Nick knew you as Jen.’ She pauses to let Jen take it in.




  ‘It doesn’t make sense.’ Her voice is dull. ‘Why did I remember my name as Evie? Wouldn’t you think I’d have remembered Jen?’




  ‘I don’t know. Memories can play the strangest tricks. Maybe you’d been calling yourself Evie for some time, wanting to forget your real name, for some reason. So much of what’s happening suggests you were hiding. If you’re right and you were living in your aunt’s house, there’s the fact that no one’s looking for you. You must have lived alone and avoided people . . .’




  Including her husband, I can’t help thinking.




  ‘And what about Angel? What if I’ve changed her name too?’




  ‘We don’t know at this stage. But we have her description and that’s the important thing. Until your memory comes back, we have to keep an open mind . . . But it doesn’t stop us from looking.’ Abbie Rose hesitates again, looking at her more intently. ‘What was going on in your life, Evie?’




  Jen’s hands are clasped tightly, her nails digging into her palms, as she stares silently at Abbie Rose.




  ‘It may not feel like it, but with all of this, you must be getting closer to what really happened,’ I offer, wanting Jen to hear something more positive. And it’s true, surely. ‘You have to trust the police, Evie.’




  From a place where nothing makes sense that must feel impossible to her, it’s all she can do. Trust – in the police, even in me. That people are doing what they can. It’s her only way through this.




  ‘I need to make a call. Can you stay a little while?’ Abbie Rose is looking at me.




  I nod. ‘Of course.’ This time, she goes out to make the call. When she’s gone, I turn to Jen. ‘Is there anything I can do?’ I don’t know what else to say to her.




  Her eyes blank, she shakes her head. I strain my ears to hear what Abbie Rose is saying on her phone, but she’s too far away.




  ‘Charlotte?’




  I turn back to look at Jen. Caught in her fragmented world, she looks frightened witless.




  ‘Thank you . . . for being here.’




  ‘It’s OK . . .’ I’m flustered, not sure what to say, because there’s nothing I can do to help her. Then Abbie Rose comes back in.




  ‘Evie? Someone at the station found a press cutting.’ Abbie Rose pauses, as though trying to gauge Jen’s reaction. ‘It’s about Jen Russell’s – your – engagement. Sara’s emailing it to me as we speak. Constable Evans,’ she adds, noticing my frown. ‘This is probably it now.’ As her phone pings, she scrolls down to find it. ‘Here. It says you were engaged to a man named Nicholas Abraham. It was announced in the local paper – six years ago. I’ll read it to you. “Mr and Mrs Nigel Russell announce the engagement between Nicholas Abraham and their daughter, Genevieve . . .”’




  Genevieve. Jen. Evie.




  ‘It explains the name you chose.’ Abbie Rose is thinking the same thing.




  But tears are streaming down Jen’s face. ‘My parents?’ she whispers, her eyes searching the policewoman’s.




  ‘Sara’s trying to find out more, but your father’s dead, Evie. We’re trying to locate your mother,’ Abbie Rose tells her gently. ‘But at least now we should be able to find Nick.’
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  ‘It’s not particularly relevant right now,’ Abbie Rose tells me as we go outside, when I ask her why she hasn’t mentioned Leah Danning. ‘There’s a balance between pushing Evie just enough but not too much. The Leah Danning case was years ago. Until Evie’s stronger, I’m not sure reminding her is going to help.’




  ‘I guess not.’ I’m deep in thought. I already know that when they’re investigating crimes like this, the police look up similar past cases. I’m wondering if there’s something she’s not telling me.




  ‘Are you sure I’m not keeping you?’ Abbie Rose looks at me.




  ‘It’s fine – now that I’m not going away.’ Slightly ashamed, I remember Rick’s outburst, then airily wave a hand. ‘I was going to see a friend for a couple of weeks but she cancelled – something came up.’ I lie because I don’t want her to know how empty my life is.




  ‘Do you work?’ Her interest seems genuine.




  This time I tell her the truth. ‘I used to work in PR but I was made redundant. I’m taking a sabbatical while I figure out what to do next.’




  Back home, I unload the shopping and tidy the house. There’s no evidence that Rick’s been back, which ordinarily I wouldn’t think about, but the circumstances of his departure are still rattling me. At one point I almost call him, but something stops me.




  Wrapping up in one of his sherpa hoodies, I make a cup of tea and take it outside, sitting at the table at the far side of the garden. After an afternoon at the hospital, I’m glad of the solitude. I listen to the sound of the waves as the last of the light fades, until the drop in temperature seeps through my clothes, making me shiver.
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