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My last intention is to scare you. I wish you no more pain
than you have already suffered, but this is the only way I know
how.

Remember when we were kids? You would take my hand and lead me
to wherever we were going. I would follow you without question,
mirroring your every move, trusting your judgement and knowing that
you would get me to our destination safely.

Well, now it’s my turn to lead you.

You should see it here, it’s just like everyone imagines, but
better. Only, I can’t explore this place in the way I should
without your help. I am trapped, and feel as though I have metal
shackles tying me to a world I should no longer be a part
of.

Please trust me, and let me show you. Because if you open your
eyes and take a good look, you will see what is there in front of
you, and always has been. You will see the truth...


Prologue

 


It’s the
night that I will always remember as if it were yesterday. I can
still recite every moment, running it through my mind like scenes
extracted from a well-written play. I can recall every last detail
with remarkable clarity. Unfortunately, though, this wasn’t a play;
there was no set, no cast or props, and I had no understudy to step
in and seamlessly take my place if required. This was reality. It
was my reality, it was my life, and in less than ten minutes time
it was going to change forever.

It was
approaching the middle of January, the tenth to be exact. It was
the early hours of the morning following the coldest day we had
experienced in a while, and had just turned twenty-three minutes
past two. I knew this because I hadn’t slept a wink. I’d been awake
all night, with an awful dose of a winter flu bug that had struck
everyone I knew. I’d had it for several days, but it wasn’t easing
in its ferocity and I couldn’t seem to shake it. Even though the
temperature in the room had dropped drastically since I’d gone to
bed a few hours earlier, I lay with the covers thrown back, hot and
bothered, growing increasingly more aggravated.

The
illuminated digital numbers on the clock next to me gradually
increased. I lay watching them slowly roll by, the seconds crawling
forward one by one. I counted them silently as they passed, wishing
them to move faster so that the daylight would break and the long
night would be over.

I
wriggled my body, trying to loosen my aching muscles, then shifted
from the cramped-up position that I had adopted, moving my legs and
spreading them out across the other side of the double bed, which
was cold and empty. I was alone that night; my husband had been
working away that week, like he often did. It didn’t bother me, not
anymore, I was now used to sleeping alone. My arm had gone dead
from staying in the same position for too long. I removed it from
underneath my pillow and wiggled it, resulting in a rush of pins
and needles running from my elbow to my fingertips.

I’d
pretty much given up on the idea of getting any rest at all that
night, and had been contemplating going downstairs to get myself a
hot toddy. It was a cold and flu remedy that my dad had always
sworn by. The welcome haze of alcohol induced slumber seemed
appealing, and I was just about to make a move when my mobile phone
rang from somewhere beside me.

I
glanced once again at the clock. It was two-thirty a.m. on the dot,
and even though I was wide awake, the shrill tone of the phone
ringing out into the silence still made me jumpy. I searched
around, blind in the darkness, moving my hands in the direction of
the sound, and eventually found the phone buried under the
bedclothes.

I
remember squinting my eyes at the caller display, its brightness
making my vision go momentarily blurry. However, my eyesight
quickly returned to normal, enabling me to make out the caller's
identity; it was Matt, my brother-in-law. Before I even held the
phone to my ear, a terrible and gut-wrenching feeling of dread hit
me. It was almost as if I’d half-guessed his reason for calling. Of
course, there was no way I could have possibly known. I hesitated a
few seconds and tried to clear my throat before I finally
answered.

“Hello,” I whispered, my voice croaky. My throat felt like I’d
swallowed a pint of broken glass as I spoke. The line was silent. I
was just about to hang up, assuming that Matt had called my mobile
by mistake, when I heard the faint sound of breathing coming from
the other side of the line.

“Matt, is that you? What’s wrong?” I felt myself physically
tense up, my whole body freezing from head to toe as I waited for
his reply.

“Natalie, something’s happened, it’s Jess, she...” Matt
stopped mid-sentence and paused for a while before he continued. It
was obvious something was terribly wrong. His voice barely
resembled the one I knew, his words coming out rushed and muddled.
I could tell he was in shock. I waited. He was trying to speak
while choking back quiet sobs. He wasn’t making a lot of sense at
first. Then he managed to compose himself a little and said three
words that hit me like a forceful blow, three simple words that I
won’t ever forget.

“Jess is dead.”

I
remember thinking I’d misheard him at first, surely I had? But then
the harshness of reality kicked in, and I knew I hadn’t. My left
hand shot up to cover my mouth, desperately trying to hold back a
scream that threatened to escape from my lips. My right hand lost
its grip on the phone and it dropped to the floor. It landed
silently on the carpet face down. I could still hear the sound of
Matt’s muffled, distraught voice coming up from it.

I pinched at my bare arms, digging my nails deep into my
skin, desperate to wake myself from the nightmare I had entered. In
the dim light, I could see the marks I had created, but I didn’t
wake up, I couldn’t wake up. Putting my hands over my ears, I shook my head,
trying to block out the sound of Matt's
voice. This can’t be happening. I’m
dreaming, I must be dreaming. Wake up Nat, for God's sake wake
up!

Reluctantly, I removed my hands from my ears, my already
foggy head grew heavier, and the bedroom started to swim around me.
Everything felt strangely dreamlike and progressed in slow motion.
My lungs were burning and my heart hammered at lightning quick
speed. I clenched my chest, trying to inhale more air, I felt as
though I couldn’t get enough, as though my airways had closed
up. I'm going to stop breathing. Do
something!

After a
few moments of frantically trying to catch my breath, I reached
down to retrieve the phone. But as I did I knocked over a full jug
of water from the bedside cabinet, which was still there from my
bedridden day before. It fell to the floor, some spilled out over
my bare feet and the remainder settled in a large pool near them. I
steadied myself against the bed, blood pounding in my ears and
stood up shakily, feeling lightheaded. I tried to move my legs, but
my knees buckled and I wobbled backwards. Eventually, I found my
balance, rooted my feet to the spot, and bent down to scoop up the
phone. Pressing it back to my ear, I prepared myself for what Matt
had called to tell me.

Jess had
fallen from a cliff top earlier that night. The police had shown up
at Matt’s apartment shortly after discovering her body on the rocks
below. Her handbag and ID hadn’t been far from where she had
landed, so it had been easy to contact her next of kin.

I think
he told me more, he’d gone into detail about what the police
believed had happened, but at that point I couldn’t take in any
further information. My brain had stopped working, it simply
couldn’t absorb anything else. My little sister was
dead.

I can’t
recall much after that brief conversation with Matt. After I hung
up I remember feeling totally numb. I’d slid to the floor, sitting
cross-legged on the wet patch of carpet near the bed. Water soaked
up through the thin material of my pyjama bottoms, but I remained
in the same position, staring at a blank space on the wall of the
room, unable to move. My skin felt cold and damp, and my body shook
profusely.

The
almost full moon outside shone brightly through a gap in the
curtains, creating a perfectly straight line of white light, which
settled on a chair at the far side of the room. For a brief moment,
I even thought I saw her. Jess. She was sitting on the chair, her
posture relaxed, with one foot up on the seat tucked under her leg
and her head cocked to the side, as if carefully studying my state
of despair. A look of concern clouded her delicately featured face.
I shook my head and she disappeared.

I sat
there in the dark for quite a while before realising that I was
going to have to call my mum. Matt had found it hard enough to tell
me; he wasn’t going to be making any other calls. My hands trembled
violently as I tried to find her number on my phone. I was still
conscious enough to know that it was my responsibility to alert the
rest of my family about Jess’s death.

After
two botched attempts at making the call I was successful. Mum
answered on the third ring, and I took a deep breath to steady my
voice before I slowly started to tell her that her youngest
daughter was dead. To this day, it’s the most difficult thing I've
ever had to do.

We soon
found out that Jess was drinking heavily that night. She had been
going through a few personal problems at the time, and turning to
drink to kill the pain wasn’t out of character for her. The police
had carried out a brief investigation, but nothing suspicious was
found. They believed that she had been up on the cliffs alone,
probably just walking, which she used to do on a regular basis so
it was nothing out of the ordinary. She would have been unsteady on
her feet under the influence of alcohol, and had roamed too close
to the cliff edge. The surface there was very unstable and she
could have easily lost her footing, sending her into a sheer drop
to the rocks below.

For over
eight months now, I have lived with the pain and persistent torture
brought on from losing my sister that night. For all this time, I
have had no reason to believe that her death was anything more than
a tragic accident... until now

 



Chapter 1

 

I awake
to a bright mid-September morning. The sun is shining through the
dipped venetian blinds and casts an almost-blinding glow against
the white cotton bed sheets I am wrapped tightly in. I turn over
onto my side, stifling a yawn, and rub my eyes. My neck is stiff
from the position I’ve been sleeping in. I move it from side to
side, trying to loosen the knots which have developed, while
attempting to focus on the time shown on the clock sitting on my
bedside table.

Did I
dream last night? If I had, then the warmth of the morning sunshine
must have washed away the memories. I am instantly grateful that I
can’t remember, at least not yet anyway. I know the memories of the
dream will most likely return to me at some time later in the day.
They always do.

I glance
out of the bedroom window down towards the driveway below. Dan’s
car isn’t there, I must have just missed him. I’m surprised by the
fact that I must have been sleeping so soundly that I hadn’t even
heard him get dressed and leave for work.

After
getting out of bed and padding across the thick carpet, I pull a
dressing gown off the back of the bedroom door and throw it
on.

Once out
in the hall, I peer into the bedroom next door to ours. Our son
Josh lies spread across his whole bed. His little body is clothed
in red pyjamas, a picture of a cartoon dog sits in the centre of
his small chest. The bedclothes that he had been wrapped in have
now been kicked free, and lay in a crumpled heap at the foot of the
bed. He clutches tightly onto a giant stuffed blue dinosaur that is
taking up as much room as he is. The sun beams in from the large
window and through the thin voile curtains behind his head, making
his already light blonde hair look white. I’m not surprised he’s
still flat out as he’d endured a full-on day yesterday at his
friend’s birthday party. Five-year-old kids do have a lot of
energy! I gently close the door and decide to let him sleep a
little longer before I wake him to dress for school.

I creep
downstairs and go into the kitchen, switching on the coffee maker
as I walk past, then head to the fridge to find the milk, and grab
a mug sitting on the drainer. I am not capable of functioning on a
Monday morning, or indeed any other morning without a strong cup of
coffee inside me to start the day. The kitchen smells of a mixture
of burnt toast, strong coffee and remnants of Dan’s musky scented
body spray. I smile as I see a note stuck onto the front of the
fridge, secured with our son’s multicoloured alphabet
magnets:

 


GOOD LUCK, KNOCK
EM DEAD, XXX

 

The
words have been scribbled across the paper in large letters,
written in pale blue crayon. Dan’s messy handwriting is easy to
recognise. This was a perfectly normal method of communication for
my husband; over the eight years that we have been married, I’ve
had numerous notes posted in various locations around the house.
Usually, these are reminders to pay the gas bill or buy bread, that
sort of thing. Although I would class myself as an organised
person, I have the worst memory for mundane day to day tasks. This
one, however, is a good luck message for the job interview that I
have later today. I smile to myself again, mindlessly stirring my
coffee and start to open cupboards to prepare breakfast.

Although
the interview isn’t until later this afternoon, I already feel
anxious. I put a hand on my stomach and rub it, pressing hard in a
circular motion, attempting to disperse the butterflies I can feel
flying around inside its walls. I haven’t worked for over five
years. I resigned from my full-time job as a personal assistant
when I was seven months pregnant with Josh. Since then, my work has
been looking after Josh as a full-time mum and
housewife.

I
enjoyed my job before I left. I know not a lot of people can say
that they like their chosen profession, but it’s true, and I do
feel lucky for this fact. I had been a personal assistant to
Stephanie Coleman for almost six years. Steph had been, and still
is, the senior editor of a well-known fashion magazine, and was a
great boss to work for. I learnt a great deal from her over the
years that we worked together. However, after a lot of
deliberating, I eventually made the decision to resign and focus on
raising our son.

Now that
Josh has started school full time I already feel a bit of a loss,
surplus to requirement in many ways, I suppose. So, when my friend
Kate told me of an opening for a personal assistant at the
marketing firm her sister works at, I jumped at the opportunity. I
quickly submitted an application form and was offered an interview
a few days later.

It’s not
that we are desperate for the extra income, that's not what it's
about. I need something to keep my mind occupied, as these days I
find that if it isn’t firmly focused it will stray, usually onto
things that I don’t want to think about. I’m glad I have been lucky
enough to spend every day with my son for the past five years. As
he grows, and his personality and traits develop, so does the love
I have for him. Josh will always be my number one priority and has
been since the day he was born.

As if
reading my mind, a little voice behind me breaks through my
thoughts.


 “Hi Mummy,” says a still sleepy Josh. I
look through to the dining room where he stands. He’s holding onto
the back of a dining chair with his little hand. The giant blue
dinosaur is still clutched firmly in the other, its long-spiked
tail trailing the floor. I can see he has attempted to dress
himself for school this morning; his socks are odd, and his school
uniform sweatshirt is on inside out. My son’s bright blue eyes look
at me intensely.

“Well, good morning sleepy head!” I say, moving towards him.
“So good of you to join us this morning.”

Josh
giggles and dramatically hoists himself onto the chair, picking up
the glass of orange juice that I have already placed on the table
for him. I put down his breakfast and he tucks in hungrily,
preparing himself for the day ahead.

 

***

 

A short
while later I drop Josh off at school, waving to his bright smiling
face as he enthusiastically disappears through the school entrance,
joined by his new teacher, Mrs Johnson, who he has taken an instant
shine to. From what I understand the feeling is mutual. My heart
flutters as I climb back into the car and start the ignition. I can
remember the day he was born so vividly, it’s as if it were only
yesterday.

He had
been a month premature and so tiny and fragile, it's hard to
believe when I look at him now. He has grown into such an
independent little boy, with the nerve and courage to tackle
anything that comes his way. Those are parts of his personality
which I’m sure he must have gotten from his dad.

I
suddenly imagine my son going off to university, meeting the girl
of his dreams and then leaving home to start a family of his own.
It’s silly, as I know that that is miles off in the future, but
time is passing too rapidly. He is growing too quickly, and I worry
that I will blink and miss a second of it.

 

***

 

I arrive
home and hurriedly jump into the shower to start getting ready for
this afternoon. I want to try to leave as early as possible. My
interview isn’t until two, but I know that it will take me at least
half an hour to get into the city, and I don’t want to heighten my
already raging nerves by arriving late.

After my
shower, I dry my hair and then start to apply my makeup while
practicing answers to some of the questions that I am likely to be
asked in the interview. Once my makeup is on, I change into a plain
black trouser suit and a cream lace blouse with short sleeves. I
put on my jacket and reluctantly pick out a pair of black heels,
which, to be fair, are possibly a bit too high, but they make me
look tall, which I feel might give me a little more
confidence.

Once I
finish getting dressed, I stand in front of the full-length mirror
in our bedroom and study the reflection that stares back at me. My
dark blonde hair has lightened quite considerably; probably due to
all those sunny park outings that I spent with Josh over the school
summer holidays. I still have a slight tan from our family holiday
in Santorini back in August, which gives my face a healthy glow and
makes me look slightly younger than my thirty-five years. My hair
lies on my shoulders in a natural wave, and my large eyes are a
deep hazel; a constant and painful reminder of the girl who used to
be my sister. My eyes start once again to fill with tears as I
reach for a tissue and dab fiercely at them so that my makeup
doesn’t get ruined.

Jess had
only been twenty-nine when she died. There had been a five-year age
gap between us, but the resemblance confirmed us as sisters. Jess
had poker-straight golden blonde hair which had hung down past her
shoulders. I’d always kept my hair cropped much shorter, and it was
a naturally deeper shade of blonde. We were both petite, but Jess
had been a few inches taller than me in height and had a much more
slender body than my own. However, our mannerisms and facial
features, our eyes in particular, were a dead giveaway to the fact
that we were related.

I shrug
off those thoughts as I don’t want to get worked up. I have an
interview in a little over an hour, and I need to stay focused. I
want this job, and feel that if I keep a level head and try to
boost up my self-confidence levels, I have as good a shot as the
next person. I grab my handbag and steady myself on my heels
against the wooden floors as I head downstairs and down the
hallway, then out into the mild September air.

 

***

 

I keep
the car radio on as loud as I can bear all the way to the city
centre. I tap to the beat of the music on the steering wheel while
singing along to the songs, hoping it will help keep my mind off
the fast-approaching interview and push me to relax a little. I can
feel my stomach churning as I get closer to the city, closer to the
now virtually inevitable. I start to question what the hell I think
I’m doing, and then immediately scold myself for the
self-doubt.

The
traffic is surprisingly light considering the time of day, so the
trip doesn’t take long, and I luckily manage to find a parking
space close to where I need to be. After climbing out of the car
and paying for a ticket, I grab my handbag from the back seat along
with a leather-bound folder and notepad, which I bury under my arm
in an attempt to look as professional as I can.

I head
towards the main business sector of the city where the company is
based, and take a shortcut down a narrow cobbled alleyway. I pass a
small cafe that Jess and I used to visit regularly. There’s a brief
pang of jealousy while looking at the women sitting inside,
loosening up and chatting lazily amongst themselves. They’re most
likely sharing private jokes and exchanging juicy gossip as we had
once done. I tear away my stare, bow my head towards the pavement
and carry on walking towards the tallest office block directly
ahead.

The sky
is becoming very dark as I approach the massive glass doors of
Wallis and Spoors Marketing, a stark difference to the bright sun
and cloudless blue sky from only a few hours before. This morning’s
weather report had said heavy rain storms were heading our way, and
I am only now starting to trust the prognosis. I can see the
reflection of the looming grey clouds behind me in the glass panels
as I swing open the heavy door. After stealing a quick glance at my
watch, I head over to the large reception desk; it’s nearly
one-forty. Perfect, that should give me time to find where I need
to go, and try to train myself how to breathe like a normal human
being again before the interview begins.

At the
desk, a miserable-looking receptionist greets me. I catch her
attention and flash my most brilliant smile.


 “Hello, my name is Natalie Parker. I’m here
for an interview with Mr Wallis at two o’clock,” I say in a
hopefully confident tone, not allowing the smile leave my
face.

The
receptionist doesn’t even bother looking up from a state-of-the-art
flat screen monitor in front of her.

“Seventh floor in waiting room number two,” she responds
uninterested. At the same time, she stands and turns towards a
metal filing cabinet, then hands me a pen and visitor note. I fill
in my details with a slightly shaky hand, and she provides me with
a pass holder and lanyard to put around my neck. This clearly
states that I am a visitor, and therefore makes me feel even more
out of place than I already do.

“Thank you so much for your help,” I answer, in an overly
sarcastic tone that I can’t resist. The telephone rings and she
turns away to answer it, not even managing to give me a second
glance. That was a superb first impression,
I think to myself as I turn and head towards the
lifts situated at the opposite side of a massive expanse of
gleaming marble floor.

I sit in the waiting room, fidgeting like crazy. I can’t seem
to stay still, and my heart is racing at an abnormal level. I can
sense myself getting hot as my nerves increase. Irritated, I tug at
the collar of my blouse and try to steady my rapidly tapping
foot. Come on, Nat, pull yourself
together. The room is as strikingly modern
as the rest of the building's interior, with gleaming floors and
plush chrome furniture facing massive floor to ceiling windows
which look out over the bustling city below. I spot a small coffee
machine standing in the corner and notice I still have fifteen
minutes to spare, enough time to throw back a quick coffee, I’m
sure.

As I sit back down with what is described on the machine menu
as a Luxury Latte, the door opens and a young girl who seems far too proficient
for her years enters the room. I take a quick sip from the
polystyrene cup and burn my tongue on the still-scalding
coffee.

“Hi, Mrs Parker,” the girl beams through perfectly painted
bright pink lips at me, revealing a set of blinding white teeth.
Her platinum blonde hair hangs down to her tiny waist, and her huge
boobs are surely not real. She has a deep tan, which suggests she
has either just returned from a long holiday somewhere tropical or
she’s a regular at the tanning salon. She is built like a model and
her long legs seem to go on for all eternity. She resembles a
life-size Barbie doll.

“Mr Wallis is ready to see you now,” she declares with poise.
I look downwards at my still steaming cup of coffee, quickly
regretting my last-minute decision. The girl follows my gaze and
seems to tap into my thoughts.

“Oh, just take it with you,” she grins, “Mr Wallis is pretty
laid back, he won’t mind in the slightest.”

We walk
along a corridor and reach the end, where the girl knocks on a
solid polished wooden door before entering the room. I follow her
sheepishly into the office, to be greeted by a man that could
intimidate even the most self-assured among us. He is tall, at a
guess I would say about six-foot three. He is in good shape, with
broad shoulders. His mousy brown hair is greying slightly. He looks
in his early sixties, and holds himself in a posture that just
screams out to the world that he knows what he is doing and doesn’t
give a damn what anybody thinks of him. I am saddened a little as I
realise that on first appearance, he reminds me of my
dad.

Mr
Wallis smiles at me. His dark brown eyes look friendly and kind,
yet another resemblance to my late father. He stands from behind
his large, meticulously organised desk, and introduces himself as
Richard, holding out his hand towards me. I move forward to shake
it, but my legs buckle in my stupid high shoes. I stumble forwards,
making my coffee spill over the lid and straight onto his
beautifully tailored suit.

“Oh my God,” I let out an involuntary squeal in a pitch so
high that I’m sure even the most unintelligent of dogs can
interpret. “Mr Wallis, I am so
sorry.”

The
blood is rushing to my cheeks, and I want to have the ability to
flick on a switch that will turn me invisible to the naked eye.
Richard waves off my apology and calmly takes off his now stained
jacket. He hands it to the beautiful young girl who leaves the room
quickly, but not before glancing at me and smirking slightly before
closing the door behind her. I sit down opposite Richard, take a
deep breath of air, and prepare myself for what is sure to be the
worst interview I have ever had to face.

 



Chapter 2

 


My day
has continued to worsen. I didn’t think that could be possible,
though evidently, it is. The interview had been dreadful from the
beginning, as I had expected. I’d stuttered my way through my
words, straining desperately to convince Richard that my previous
experience and expertise was what he needed in a PA. I had calmed
down immensely by the end, and even managed to get some good points
across, but I felt that this was too little too late.

Richard
had reassured me throughout, and I felt more human as the interview
came to a slightly abrupt close. The questioning had ceased after
an hour, and I safely managed to leave the office without any
further self-humiliation. Richard had informed me that he was
interviewing over the next couple of days for the post, and I would
hear by the end of the week if I had been successful in securing
the position. Maybe a profession as a full-time mum is just my
destiny.

I run
back to the car as it’s now raining very heavily, and I am soaked
through by the time I reach it. I settle into the driver’s seat,
still dripping wet, and call Dan at work. I briefly explain how the
interview went, not particularly wanting to go into detail, and
make sure he can pick up Josh from school. I have a feeling I'll be
a while getting home if this rain continues. Dan tells me not to
worry, he can finish work ahead of time, everything is under
control, and he will see me shortly. I put down my phone and tune
the radio to another station before starting the car and hitting
the drive home.

Almost
two hours and three traffic diversions later, I arrive home. There
had been flooding almost everywhere, and I could see the panic
starting to set in on the busy roads. I breathe a quiet sigh of
relief as I walk through my front door and gladly close it tightly
behind me, shutting out both the terrible weather and day that I’d
had.

The
table lamps are on throughout the house, as the miserable weather
outside has the sky pitch black. The house feels warm and snug. An
incredible smell of cooking food wafts through the hall as I take
off my jacket and shoes, dumping them with my handbag at the bottom
of the stairs. I pass the living room, popping my head in where
Josh sits far too close to our already massive TV, fixated on some
farmyard based cartoon. He is sipping away at a bowl of pink
strawberry ice cream. He doesn’t even acknowledge my presence when
I say hello, happy in his own little carefree world.

Dan is
in the kitchen preparing what looks like a gorgeous meal. My belly
gurgles as I realise I am famished. I hadn’t eaten any breakfast
this morning as I couldn’t stomach it and lunch had slipped my
mind. Dan looks up from the gas hob, smiling as he notices
me.

“Hey you,” he says in a faintly sympathetic tone, as he
quickly moves to the glass-fronted wine cooler and produces a
chilled bottle of Pinot Grigio. He presents it to me as if we were
in a restaurant; a folded white tea towel slung casually over his
arm. I smile and nod back to him gratefully. I have already told
him the basics of the day, and I think that he can likely pick up
from my drowned rat status that I’m not in a particularly chatty
mood at the moment. I seat myself heavily on a dining room chair.
Dan puts a large glass of wine on the table in front of me, which I
retrieve as it barely contacts the surface of the table. I take a
sip; it tastes dry and has a crisp, citrus flavour. He gives me a
kiss on the cheek and squeezes my shoulders tightly before he
returns to the oven, and I shake my head and chuckle at just how
bad a day I have had.

Dan
dishes out dinner soon after, and I polish off the whole lot along
with another large glass of wine, while filling him in on the
events of my day. I’m starting to relax a little as he puts Josh to
bed and prepares me a hot bubble bath. He tells me that tomorrow is
another day, and everything will seem a lot better in the morning.
He always knows exactly what to say to cheer me up, and is
generally right with his assumptions.

The bath
is divine, and the sweet smell of lavender scented oils clears my
head and soothes me. The bubbles are nearly spilling over the lip
of the tub, but the hot water feels wonderful as it covers my still
incredibly tense shoulders.

My mind
wanders to how Jess would have acted in an interview like the one I
had today. She had been so tenacious, knowing what she wanted and
how she would get it. She had always been an assertive character,
but never in a bad way. She had a presence when she entered a room,
it wasn’t uncommon for complete strangers to feel a natural pull
towards her, curious to know more. Sometimes I wish I was more like
that. My lack of confidence and insecurities have always been my
downfall, and I have a feeling that this will lead to a decline on
the job front today. Jess would have been offered the job
instantly.

I can
hear Dan downstairs talking on his mobile, his gentle yet
authoritative voice flowing through the hall and up the steps.
Although he tries to escape work when he is at home, sometimes it
just isn’t that easy. Even though it’s now quite late in the
evening, and he is still dealing with business, it never appears to
faze him. He takes it all in his stride, and apart from the odd
stressful occasion he remains incredibly laid back. This sort of
outlook has propelled him upwards over the years, and he is now a
senior partner at a reputable law firm. He is fantastic at his job.
He has earned so much respect from all his work colleagues and is
held in high regard by the company. He is highly recommended and
always gets good results for his clients. He works hard, too hard,
I sometimes fear. I must admit next to him I feel inferior when
looking back at my own career, although he would hate me for
thinking this way about myself.

Dan and
I had met through work. I decided after finishing college to skip
university and headed straight into full-time employment. I was
independent, and wanted to become self-sufficient; not have to rely
on anyone other than myself. I wanted nothing more than to move
away from the sleepy lakeside town I grew up in, and start a new
adventure in the big bright city.

I had
rented a modest one bedroom flat in a rather dodgy part of town, to
say the least. It was based above a launderette. If I close my eyes
now, I can still remember the smell of the detergent they used in
the machines, and how it would take over the whole building. I
always find it intriguing that a smell can be the link to so many
memories.

I soon
secured a permanent job working as a waitress in a local Spanish
tapas restaurant not far from where I lived. The hours were
terrible, and the pay not much better, but I’d hoped it was just a
starting point. Admittedly, it was a real struggle at first and I
worried my parents sick, but I loved the city so much there was no
way I would have allowed myself to fail.

Life in
the city was so different to what I had grown up knowing, and
although I loved my hometown, I knew instantly that I would never
return there to live. My dad had offered to help me out with money,
knowing that I was having a difficult time, but I politely refused.
He was hoping to retire early. I couldn’t take a penny off him. He
and Mum had worked hard for their future together, and I didn’t
want to be any hindrance to that.

I
started work as a secretary at a law firm at the age of
twenty-four, and I thought all my blessings had come at once. It
was a far cry from the jobs I had been performing until that stage,
and I felt that I had found an occupation that suited me
well.

Daniel
Parker was an up and coming young business lawyer, and my boss.
Even back then, at his young age of twenty-seven, he showed immense
promise and I knew he would go far. What I didn’t predict was that
we would fall head over heels in love, go on to be married and have
a happy future in the years ahead of us.

I worked
for Dan for another year after our relationship started. However,
the cliché of the boss and secretary having a ‘fling’ didn’t really
suit, and I got fed up with the stares and gossip throughout the
office. Our relationship was far more than that, and I didn’t feel
that I should have to answer to anyone in the way I felt I was
being made to. I soon left the law firm, making it easier for Dan
and me to continue with our private lives together. Over ten years
later, here we are, happily married with a son. I honestly wouldn't
change a moment of it.

 


I climb
out of the bath, its temperature now only tepid and slip into a
cosy short nightdress, warmed from hanging near the bathroom
radiator. Even wearing this, I still feel cold, and shiver slightly
as I go into the bedroom. I close the blinds, shuddering as I look
out the window at the rain that hasn’t seemed to ease in its force.
I sit on the bed, propping my feet up and search for the TV remote,
which has slipped under the bed covers.

Turning
on the flat screen television positioned on the wall in front of
me, I half-heartedly flick through the numerous channels before
finally deciding on a re-run of a comedy show I have probably seen
a thousand times before. The bedclothes beneath me are warm and
fresh. I shuffle further down the bed and rest my head on the
fluffy pillows, pulling the heavy duvet up to my chin and relaxing
further. Thoughts of the day flash through my mind as I feel my
eyes getting heavy. The sound from the television becomes distant,
before eventually disappearing altogether. Then, once again, like
so many times before, the dream returns.

 



Chapter 3

 

The cold is always the first thing that I feel. It’s the type
of cold that lies deep in your bones, and you know that no amount
of heat will ever disperse it. My heart beats rapidly and I am
instantly terrified, frozen to the spot on which I stand. This is
the first sign, clearly indicating that I have now left my mortal
body and I’m once again seeing the world through my sister’s eyes,
on the last night she spent on this earth.

The icy wind whips through my loose hair and bites sharply
into my exposed skin. I wrap my heavy woollen cardigan around
myself tighter and fold my arms across my chest, trying to restrain
my uncontrollable shivering. My eyes are raw and swollen from
crying, blurring my vision, and my throat is dry. I have a headache
that is gradually exploding towards the back of my skull, and my
limbs feel stiff.

I glance around the expanse of the cliff top. I know the place
well, and tonight it looks beautiful, delicately lit by the white
haze of light from the almost full moon above. Farther back on the
cliff top stands a large solitary tree with a wooden park style
bench beneath it. The leaves on the tree are long gone, its
branches bare, spreading out wildly into the night sky, illuminated
in orange by a nearby street lamp. The grass here glistens with a
thickening layer of frost, as I walk closer to the cliff’s edge.
There isn’t a soul around. Then again, it’s bitterly cold and the
winter nights are now firmly settled in. Why would any sane person
want to be up here? There are tiny rows of light from nearby houses
in the far distance. I imagine the people in them getting on with
their regular nightly routine, maybe having supper or cosied up in
front of the television, with their fires blazing. The faint smell
of a wood burning fire hangs in the air, it reminds me of
home.

I hold my breath, fighting back yet another episode of tears
as I look down at my feet, unwillingly guiding me closer to the
edge. I feel so alone and empty. I no longer have any dreams or
aspirations. I've no job, and now no husband, all because of my own
stupid actions. There is no purpose in fighting anymore. The pain I
feel inside is so intense I can barely breathe, I’m not sure I can
cope, I don’t have the strength. My stomach is in knots. What have
I done?

The grass is slightly damp from an earlier rain as I near the
edge of the cliff face. I can smell the salt in the air from the
sea raging beneath me. I peer down to the isolated beach so far
below. The tide is out, and the waves crash roughly against the
sandy beach. Once a bustling place of fun, love and memories for
me, it is now a deserted piece of land that I no longer wish to
relate to. I stand teetering on the edge, feeling a sensation of
freedom that I have not felt for a very long time. It’s so peaceful
up here, it always has been, but tonight the quiet is deafening me.
I look up to the cloudless night sky and then back down to the
shoreline that now feels closer, somehow. I close my eyes tightly
and take a deep breath. Slowly I unfold my arms from across my
torso, letting them hang loosely at my sides. And then, everything
becomes dark.

 



Chapter 4

 

I awake in a darkened room, unsure of where I am. I quickly
take in my surroundings, studying the bedroom carefully. The heavy
rain has not subsided and it lashes angrily at the bedroom window.
Shadows from the branches of the trees outside sway in the forceful
wind, creating sharp-edged patterns against the bedroom wall. I am
hot, sweltering, and my brow and back are both damp. My hair is
stuck to the back of my neck, my mouth is dry, and my lips feel
chapped and flaky. I put a hand to my forehead where beads of sweat
have gathered across my hairline and wipe at it.
I’m so fed up with this.

Dan is sleeping soundly next to me. I can hear him breathing,
and vaguely make out his silhouette in the dark room, his chest
rising and falling in a slow, hypnotic rhythm. His arm is slung
heavily across my stomach, and his legs entwine with mine as if
trying to hold me down, to protect me. Usually, during these
dreams, I thrash around. I’m glad Dan’s here tonight, his presence
helps me to remember where I am, who I am.

I slowly
get up, gently untangling my body from Dan’s grip and quietly leave
the room, to head downstairs. While on my way to the kitchen I try
desperately to shake off the images that I can still see flashing
through my mind. It’s been almost a year since Jess’s death, yet
still, even now, the dream feels as vivid and real as
ever.

It
started on the night before Jess’s funeral. I had been to see her
body that day. I’d felt that it was something I had to do, that
somehow seeing her would make things seem realer, make me
understand that my sister was truly never coming back.

Jess’s
coffin was laid out in a room at the funeral parlour. Mum had
chosen one of the top of the range caskets, and in my opinion, had
also gone massively overboard with the flower arrangements and the
wake, too. I knew that all she wanted was to send off her daughter
in style. But I couldn’t help thinking Jess would have been angry
that Mum had wasted so much money on such an unnecessary and
flamboyant display. She had never been one for extravagance in any
way, shape or form.

We were
told that the fall had caused internal injuries, but a fatal blow
to the back of Jess’s head, sustained from the impact of the rocks
she had landed on, is what had killed her. We were assured that her
death would have been instant, which in some morbid way was a
blessing to us. Knowing that she hadn’t suffered came as a sort of
comfort.

I had been nervous about visiting her and didn’t know what to
expect, given the nature of how she died, but when I saw her the
injuries didn’t even look like they existed. I knew that this was
mainly due to the fact they were cleverly hidden from our view. She
looked like she was asleep, as if I could just reach out and shake
her until she woke, like I used to do every morning when she was
little, when it was time to get up and get ready for school. I’d
lean over her and whisper quietly in her ear, so I didn’t startle
her. Wakey, Wakey sleepy head!
Jess loved her sleep and had been a nightmare to
wake up in the mornings. She was much more of a night owl than a
morning person, and had been all her life.

She was
dressed in a navy blue pinstriped trouser suit which Mum had picked
out for her to wear; it looked brand new. I had never seen Jess in
a suit before and she looked a little odd wearing it. She was more
of a jeans and trainers type of girl, or maybe a loose-fitting
dress and flip flops during the summer months. The outfit made her
look too serious, older somehow. I wished I had gone with Mum to
the apartment to help her and Matt pick out something for her to
wear. It just wasn’t Jess’s style.

I don’t
even know why she would have had that suit in her wardrobe in the
first place, other than maybe for an important meeting she had to
attend when she worked. Even then, her day to day attire was
normally quite informal. I would have picked out an entirely
different outfit; maybe that peach chiffon blouse that she liked so
much. Her favourite pair of black skinny jeans, teamed with the
Christian Louboutin stilettos, which she managed to blag from the
wardrobe department at the magazine she had worked for. Jess’s
powers of persuasion had been incredible. She had the capability to
wrap anyone around her little finger without them even knowing
it.

Her long
blonde hair lay loose, hanging down past her shoulders as she had
regularly worn it, but it didn’t have the same golden sheen that it
always used to. Her skin was a horrible shade of white, pale and
ashen, almost transparent. I remember holding my finger to her
cheek, it was cold, and her skin was dry. She had way too much eye
makeup on too, Jess would never wear that much makeup. She could
always get away with a simple dab of blusher and a lick of nude
coloured lip-gloss. Maybe a little mascara if she was going out.
Her natural beauty had never required it.

My hand
lingered on her cheek for a few minutes, before Dan put his hand on
my shoulder and led me out of the room. Silently knowing that it
was time to leave, I nodded. I took his hand and followed him,
taking one final glance over my shoulder before I left. I broke
down once I was outside. I fell to my knees on the pavement and
cried for the first time since learning of her death. It’s almost
as though my head had suddenly communicated a withheld message to
my heart, which had instantly split it in two. That's the last time
I would see her. Everything felt so final at that point and it was
too much to handle.

The
funeral the next day was beautiful. It affirmed to us all how
popular and loved my sister had been. It was such a rough day, I
sometimes wonder how the family had managed to muster up the
strength to stick through. It’s amazing where the bravery comes
from when a tragedy you never imagined happening strikes as it did.
Matt had been so strong. He had lost not only his wife, but his
best friend. He was a rock for all of us throughout the whole day,
putting his own grief to the side to ensure we were all
coping.

The
service was held in a small chapel near where we grew up. There
were so many people there. The crowds flooded out of the chapel,
continuing right up to the iron gates at the grounds entrance. Jess
had been buried next to our dad’s grave, who we had lost five years
earlier. Both had been awash with beautiful flowers spilling out
over them. I had been hoping that the funeral would bring me some
closure, but when the dreams began that night I knew that closure
was going to be a long way off.

I make
myself a milky mug of hot chocolate and head to the conservatory.
The room looks out through the glass panels of the structure over
our large garden, which tonight looks cold, soggy and uninviting. I
crawl onto the sofa, pulling a fleeced blanket over me, and try
again to clear my mind that is still flashing through cliff top
images from my dream. I switch on a small lamp on the table near
me. It quickly illuminates one side of the room; the rest remains
shrouded in darkness. A strong smell lingers in the air. I glance
around and see that it’s coming from the lilies that sit in an
attractive arrangement in a glass vase on the table beside
me.

We have
lived in this house for six years now, and I know that I am lucky.
Our house is large, and located in a very sought-after part of
town. It sits entirely in its own grounds, overlooking the rolling
hills of the countryside. However, it’s still merely a half hour
drive to the city centre. It’s strange; I used to love living in
the city so much when I was younger but now I couldn’t conceive of
anything worse. I enjoy the peace and quiet here. Although it’s
quite remote, it never feels totally isolated from civilization. I
love this house, and I can’t envisage myself being anywhere else
and honestly calling it home.

A creak
on the wooden floorboards interrupts my thoughts. I look towards
the kitchen where Dan stands beside the large island at its heart,
fixing himself a drink. He quickly appears in the doorway near
where I sit. His chest is bare, he’s wearing only a pair of blue
and white striped lounge pants. He yawns, stretching, then glances
at the clock on the wall nearby as he leans against the door frame
and rubs at his eyes to wake himself up. I silently pat the space
next to me on the sofa, and he sits down.

“You have the dream again?” he asks in a voice still laced
with sleep. I nod back, drawing my knees towards my chest and
gripping them tightly. These late-night talks have become a regular
occurrence lately. I feel so guilty that Dan feels he should
console me every time the dream comes back. He softly rubs at my
bare knee and moves closer.

“The doctor did say that it might take a while, Hun,” he
offers. I nod once more, my eyes filling up with tears.

“I know,” I whisper.

I had
gone to see Dr Peterson a month after Jess died. The dreams came
almost every night in those days. It was constantly the same dream,
over and over, night after night, entering my rest and boring
relentlessly into my mind. I was both physically and mentally
exhausted. I knew that I had no other option than to seek some sort
of professional help.

Douglas
Peterson is a highly-recommended councillor who is based at the
city clinic and specialises in issues linked to bereavement. He is
a genuine, kind-hearted man and superb at his job. I did feel
better, meeting with him in his office on a weekly basis,
reminiscing over the old times I had with Jess. He was easy to talk
to. I felt as though I could tell him anything at all and he would
listen, without question or judgement.

As the
sessions concluded, it was his opinion that the dreams were linked
to the loss of my sister and the guilt that I felt for her dying.
Chances were high that until I came to terms with the fact there
was nothing I could have done to prevent her death, the dreams
would continue. Although their frequency had reduced somewhat, he
was correct in the diagnosis.

“There was nothing you could have done,” Dan says, squeezing
my hands, which are still clasped firmly around my mug. I look down
and notice my knuckles are starting to turn white, I’m gripping it
so hard.

“You were an incredible sister, Nat. She knew you were always
there whenever she needed you. It was an accident and nothing that
you could have done would have changed what happened.”

I nod
again. He must get fed up repeating the same words to me all the
time. My mind knows they are right, but I still don’t fully believe
them in my heart.

I am
suddenly exhausted again. I lay my head back on the cushion behind
my head and place my still full mug of cold chocolate on the silver
coffee table in front of me. I lift my feet onto the sofa and Dan
squeezes in behind me, lying down parallel with my body and pulling
me close. I turn my head, laying it against his bare chest and pull
the blanket over us both, hearing his heart beat slowly and the
warmth of his skin against mine. I feel instantly better. For the
second time that night I close my eyes and quickly drift off to
sleep. This time, thankfully, the dream does not return
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Chapter 5

 

It’s
Saturday morning and I am in high spirits as I strap Josh into the
back seat of the car and head toward my mum’s house. It’s yet
another glorious day, and although fresh and crisp, the sun shines
brightly and puts me in a good mood. I haven’t had the dream since
Monday night. I’m hoping that this is the last I will see of
it.

Dan has
a rare full day off work and there is football on the TV all
afternoon. I’ve left him at home, where he is quite happy to be
left chilling in front of the box, no doubt stuffing his face with
junk food. He has been working hard lately and deserves the chance
to relax and have some time alone at home for once. I decide to use
the spare time to pop out and visit Mum. It’s been a few weeks and
I know she gets lonely without Dad, even though she doesn’t admit
to it.

As we
set off, Josh talks to himself, playing happily in the back of the
car. Once again, the huge stuffed blue dinosaur is in tow—I
struggle to separate the two of them lately. I call my mum on the
hands-free as soon as we set off to tell her I’m on my way. She
sounds pleased and instantly tells me that she has prepared a
delicious lunch for when we arrive. I’m sure that woman’s prime
task in life is to feed me up until I burst. She always makes such
a fuss when we visit and wouldn’t have it any other way.

As I
finish my phone call to Mum and hang up, the phone rings again. I
press the button on the steering wheel to answer it, grinning as I
see the caller display and know what is coming.

“Hi trouble,” I say, as I turn off the busy dual carriageway
that I’m on and follow a much quieter road, heading north towards
the lake.

“Hi Nat,” my brother replies in a very cheery and excited tone
of voice. I laugh at him, knowing full well what he is calling me
for, but wanting to hear the news from him first.

“I’m taking it the answer was yes, then?” I ask, unable to
stand the anticipation.

The line
is still quiet a few seconds later. I grin again, because I know
that the answer was never going to be a ‘no.’

My
younger brother Ryan is twenty-eight and an all-around fantastic
guy. With all of our dad’s characteristics and charm, he is the
most honest, generous and selfless person I know. He looks so much
like Dad too, with his slim build, dark eyes, and handsome boyish
features. It melts my heart to look at him. We have always been
close, and Jess’s death has only brought us closer. Today, he’s
called to tell me he has eventually gotten around to proposing to
his girlfriend, Lola.

The
family had all known about the surprise proposal, I even helped him
pick out the ring a month or so ago. He had taken Lola on a short
break to Paris, and yesterday proposed on bended knee, in the
middle of a bustling Champs Elysees. Apparently, they even received
an enormous round of applause by passersby who had realised what he
was up to. Trust Ryan to be different and rebel against the famous
tradition of popping the question at the top of the Eiffel Tower.
The pair had returned home on a flight early this morning, but he
couldn’t wait to announce their news and I was the first one he
wanted to tell. I can’t be any happier for them both. I know Jess
would have been thrilled, too.

Lola had
been a good friend to Jess. They first met at a wine bar that they
both worked in during their time at university, and they had hit it
off immediately. Lola would later go travelling with Jess, and
although Jess came home early due to our father’s state of health,
they remained close friends until her death.

Jess had
adored matchmaking and played cupid to many couples over the years.
So, when she arranged a party to welcome Lola home from her
travels, it wasn’t a surprise when she introduced her to Ryan, and
they fell in love almost instantly. Jess was ecstatic when they
announced they were officially a couple, followed by the news a
short while after that they had a baby on the way.

“We’re all going out tonight to celebrate,” says Ryan
excitedly, still sounding like he is on cloud nine. “I’m hoping you
and Dan can make it?” I snap back to reality and don’t hesitate in
answering him.

“Of course,” I reply, “where and when?”

We
arrange to meet at eight o’clock that night. Ryan has booked a
table in one of my favourite Italian restaurants in the city, so
I’m looking forward to it. I call Dan to tell him. He will be away
with work next week and taking a flight to London tomorrow morning,
but tells me he will just take it easy with the beers and will be
okay. I hang up and clap my hands together, before setting them
loosely back on the steering wheel and focussing my eyes firmly on
the road ahead. Finally, something to celebrate, exactly what my
family needs.

 

***

 

I turn a
sharp corner and head closer to the lake. I had lived in this town
all my childhood since birth and yet still, whenever I return, the
beauty of the place takes my breath away.

The lake
spans out as far as the eye can see, shimmering under the bright
low autumn sun. It’s approaching lunchtime now. There are people
everywhere as I drive through the small town centre. I watch them
contently as they lap up the atmosphere produced by the lake,
enjoying spending time with family and friends on such a delightful
afternoon. The lake itself is a hive of activity today, with canoes
and pedalos littering its waters. The small village-style shops are
bustling with people peering in the windows, while weekend visitors
walk the old cobbled alleyways, clutching bags from the nearby gift
shop and traditional confectionery.

I leave
the town centre behind and turn down the avenue leading to my mum’s
house. The broad pavements are lined with tall trees on both sides
of the road. The leaves on the trees are thick and starting to show
signs in their colouring that the season is now changing, a hint
that winter is fast approaching. Every so often, the bright sun
peeps through the gaps in the shade they provide.

I pass a
few houses before I get to the end of the road. The second to last
house, standing closest to ours, is where Matt used to live growing
up. Our families had been close friends since the O’Brian’s had
moved into the house, shortly after I was born. Matt is the same
age as Jess was, so they had grown up together and had been close
friends since they could walk. They’d gone through school and
college together, then even on to the same university, remaining
close throughout. It was inevitable that they would continue on to
fall in love and get married; it had been a prediction for them
since they were kids.

Matt’s
parents still live in that house. Although we don’t see much of his
dad these days, his mum remains a close friend of ours. I’m glad
that Mum has someone living so close that she can turn to if
needed, and Mary has been a great friend to her over the
years.

I pull
onto the light gravel driveway, which crunches under the tyres as I
approach the house. Stepping out of the car, I breathe in, filling
my lungs to capacity with the intoxicating fresh air surrounding
me. The air here always seems so light and pure. If I could bottle
it and sell it, I have no doubt I would be a tremendously wealthy
woman. Putting up my hand to shield my eyes from the bright sun, I
look out over the lake. Its waters are calm and mirror-like today,
dazzling under the sun’s rays and reflecting the cloudless
sky.

Mum’s
house is situated at the very end of the avenue. It sits alone,
with the most striking view looking south down the lake. It stands
high and proud, with steps leading up to a large wooden porch which
wraps around the whole house.

I open
the back door of the car and Josh barges past me rudely, running as
fast as he can, making his way up the many steps and onto the
boarded wooden floor of the porch. My mum appears at the front door
and greets him by rapidly scooping him up in her arms and squeezing
him tightly.

“Hi Grandma!” he shouts in excitement. I wave as she
acknowledges me, and I make my way up to join them.

Audrey
Lawson has always been a smart looking woman and now, as she
approaches the age of sixty-five, that fact has never changed. She
has mid-length bobbed hair which she dyes a rich auburn colour, and
the same deep hazel eyes as my sister and myself. She is a petite
woman with a small frame, and always looks immaculate. I admire her
strength. Even after losing both her husband and daughter in such a
short space of time, she still always looks like a million dollars,
and has a positive outlook towards anything that comes her way. I
am proud to say she is my mum and hope that one day I will possess
the same levels of strength that she does.

“Hello, darling,” my mum says, squeezing my shoulders tightly
as I join her. She looks fabulous as always, wearing wide legged
black trousers and a thick white cowl neck jumper. A red and white
checked apron covers her front, hanging loosely to her knees. I hug
her back tightly and follow her through into the living room, where
she leaves me to head back to the kitchen.

The
living room is large and adjoins a dining room that looks out over
the back garden. The front area has a huge bay window looking out
over the lake. The walls are dotted with family pictures dating
back four decades to when my parents had first been married. There
is an open log fire slowly burning. The room is as warm and
inviting as it always has been.

Barny,
the dog, lies stretched out on a plush cream rug in front of the
fire. He doesn’t stir as I stroke him lightly on the back, before
settling down on the large sofa nearest to the window. Josh enters
the room behind me and makes his way straight to the dog who, in
turn, stands up and starts to wag his tail as Josh pats him
affectionately on the head. Barny is a fine-looking Golden
Labrador. He has been in the family since he was a small puppy. His
face is now white and he is a lot slower than he used to be. He has
been a loyal family friend and remains one as he enters old
age.

I look
around the room as Mum busies herself in the kitchen. She must have
been baking; there is a sweet, vanilla infused smell in the air of
homemade cakes. I can hear her clattering around, probably ensuring
that she has everything just right. She has always been
ridiculously organised, almost to an obsessive level. I wouldn’t
dare enter the kitchen and interrupt her methodical
routine.

I have
so many good memories of growing up here, being back makes me happy
inside. Whenever I return, I am always overcome by an immensely
content feeling that I can rarely find elsewhere. I suppose you
could say that I had an idyllic childhood, being lucky enough to
have been brought up in such a delightful place, with such a loving
family. It’s something I appreciate and find I cling onto even
more, now that Jess has gone. I firmly believe that nothing in life
can be taken for granted, because you really don’t know what is
around the corner.

I cross
the room to the open log fire and pick up the framed photograph
that rests next to a small gold carriage clock on the mantelpiece.
Even though the place is packed full of family photos, this one has
always been my favourite; in the photo stands Ryan, Jess and
myself. I look about twelve years old, which would have made Jess
seven and Ryan five. I pose, with my arms behind my back, dressed
in a pretty pink summer dress trimmed with frills. My hair is
gripped in place with glittery purple bows. Jess is on the other
side, with Ryan in the middle. Ryan is holding onto both our hands,
wearing a huge cheesy grin, with chocolate smeared all over his
chubby little face. Jess smiles sweetly, her long blonde hair
scooped back into plaited pigtails. She is wearing denim dungarees
and trainers, with mud on her knees and a white plaster cast on her
left wrist.

Jess had
been a bit of a tomboy when she was younger. Although we resembled
each other in looks, we were complete opposites in so many other
ways. I loved dressing in pretty clothes and playing with my girly
toys, whereas she couldn’t stand it. When we were young, Jess would
follow me around like a shadow, but as we got a little older and
she formed her own personality, she started to spend more and more
time with Matt.

Jess
loved nothing more than playing next to the lake with Matt,
climbing trees, paddling in the lake or playing sword fights with
sticks on its shore. She had numerous cuts, bruises and sprains
over the years and had even managed to fall from a tree and
fracture her wrist one summer, which explained the plaster cast in
the photo. Mum and Dad’s persistent requests not to do anything
dangerous had only fuelled her passion for more. I glance down to
the bottom of the back garden, where the now old and weathered tree
house that she and Matt had helped Dad to build and spent so many
hours in as kids, sits alone.

Jess and
our dad had an undeniable bond. Although our father was adamant
about the fact that he didn’t have a favourite child, both Ryan and
I knew this wasn’t strictly accurate. It didn’t upset me, not in
the slightest. Ryan maintains that it never bothered him either,
but I know this isn’t true. He was a little jealous of Jess at
times whilst growing up, secretly wishing he could have the same
bond with our dad. But he never let it show, in fear of ever
hurting her.

I smile
as I remember every Saturday morning, when instead of accompanying
me in dance lessons held at our old school, Jess and Dad would
drive to the coast. They would spend the full day there, walking
along the cliffs at Milton Point and taking in the sights of the
bustling shoreline below. They used to sit for ages, watching the
ships gather in a line on the horizon as they waited patiently for
the tide to rise. I shudder at the image of the place, which is now
so bittersweet in my mind.

My head
comes back into the room as my mum returns, carrying enough
sandwiches, freshly cooked pastries and cakes to easily feed a
family of twelve. I shake my head at her, and she shrugs her
shoulders as Josh zooms past us, heading straight for the silver
platter of assorted sandwiches. He chooses one for himself and
another for Barny, before quickly returning to sit on the other
side of the room with his new best friend.

We
finish lunch, and Mum brings me a steaming cup of tea. We sit
together, chatting casually. Josh plays happily outside the window
on the porch below, with Barny following his every move. I tell Mum
all about the interview on Monday and she laughs quietly, knowing
that the coffee situation was such a ‘Nat’ type thing to do. I have
always been a bit clumsy, mainly because I’m never one hundred
percent focused on the task at hand. My mind is always on other
things.

We talk
about Ryan and the night ahead, making plans. Mum tells me that she
is staying with Ryan and Lola at their apartment tonight rather
than travelling all the way back home from the city. I agree that
it’s a good idea. I hate thinking of her alone.

 

***

 

The sun
is setting over the lake as I get up to leave. Calling for Josh, we
say our goodbyes and head towards the car. There is a chill in the
air, so I turn the heat on full as I start the ignition. Summer is
now becoming nothing more than a distant memory as autumn sets in
fast. I scrunch my nose, thinking of soon having to dig out winter
coats and boots from the back of the cupboards at home, as I
surrender to its advances.

We wave
goodbye to Mum as she disappears back into the lake house, and I
turn the corner back towards the tree-lined avenue. Something
catches my eye as we pass. I slow down to pull over as I recognise
who the figure is waving to me from the pavement.

“Hi Matt,” I say, as I open the door and cross around the back
of the car towards his open arms.

“Natalie, hi, how’s things?” he asks, putting an arm around my
waist and lightly kissing me on the cheek. Matt is the only person
that insists on calling me by my full name; it’s a habit he adopted
through copying my father over the years. We hug briefly and he
waves at Josh through the window where he sits patiently in the
back of the car, before taking a step back and shoving his hands
deep into the pockets of his jeans.

He has
put on a little weight since the last time I saw him; something he
could easily afford to do and looks healthier for it. His piercing
deep grey eyes, which had always been so full of energy and life,
now seem empty. The dark circles under them suggest to me that he
is still suffering from his wife’s death, and that the restless
nights have still not entirely left him, either. His dark hair has
been cut shorter, and it looks like he has ditched the glasses that
he has worn since he was fourteen, replaced by contacts. The
stubble on his face looks coarse and thick. He has completely lost
the pretty-boy, clean shaven, slightly geeky look he once had, and
now looks more rugged and manlier. Although it’s a hell of a
transformation, it suits him.

Matt is
a relatively shy, quiet guy, a characteristic that hasn’t changed,
nor will it ever, I presume. Even as a kid, it was always Jess who
took the lead while he stood back in the distance, happy for her to
take control. He remains reserved to this day. It’s a quality I
have always admired in him.

“How have you been?” I ask brightly, taking a closer look at
his appearance. “You look good.”

“I’m doing great, actually,” he says, nodding down at the
ground. “I start a new job in a couple of weeks. It’s the one I
wanted,” he adds enthusiastically.

“Oh, that's great! Well done, Matt!”

I’m
proud of him for trying to move on with his life. It would be so
easy just to give up and say ‘sod it’ to the world. He loved Jess
with all of his heart, so her death had hit him hard. He had even
left his old job at the local high school due to suffering from
depression.

It’s
good to see him getting on with his life, picking himself up and
pursuing the career in teaching that he had put so much work into
back at university. I know it’s what Jess would have
wanted.

We stand
on the pavement under the trees outside of his parent’s house,
talking for a while. I’m not surprised to see him today as I know
that he visits his parents every Saturday, now that he is on his
own. I feel a stab of guilt at the fact I haven’t really had a lot
of contact with him since the funeral. The few times that I have
seen him, it’s been when I was visiting Mum and accidently bumped
into him, like I have today.

Our brief conversation ends and I say goodbye to Matt,
telling him to look after himself, and wish him luck in his new
job. As I climb back into the car and start our journey home, my
phone rings. I answer it quickly, not recognising the number
showing on the screen in front of me. God,
I’m very popular today.

A loud
and forceful voice booms through the car speakers. The sound is so
powerful that I rush to turn the volume down. I know instantly who
it is.

“Sorry to call you at this time on a Saturday,” says Richard
Wallis. “But I wanted to call you personally with the
news.”

“Richard... hi,” I stammer, not able to hide the surprised
tone now etched in my voice. I can't help it as a smile starts to
curl at the corners of my lips. I settle back into my seat and
begin to listen to what he has to say, still a little taken
aback.


Apparently, even though I had spilt hot coffee all over him
and was clearly nervous, Richard had liked the way that I managed
to compose myself at the interview. He thinks that my experience
and skills match what he is looking for to perfection. His
secretary called my last workplace, where my old boss Stephanie
gave me a glowing reference, leading to his decision to offer me
the position. My contract will only be temporary, on a part-time
basis, and I will work alongside his other PA (I assume this is the
beautiful Barbie doll I met on the day of the interview.) The hours
are ideal. On the days I work, I will be home in time to pick up
Josh from school. I will be doing some training over the next few
weeks, then the role will officially start in January.

We
finish talking, and I thank Richard for taking a chance on me. He
tells me there was no chance to be taken, and he is looking forward
to me being on board. We say goodbye and Josh can’t stand being
left out, shouting “Bye, Bye Richard!” at the top of his voice from
behind me.

Richards
laughs, a profound and hearty laugh, before the line goes silent. I
look out the windscreen towards the image of the countryside, now
creeping into view. Home isn’t far away. For the first time in a
very long time I actually feel that my life is taking a turn for
the better.

 



Chapter 6

Jess

 

Seven years ago...

 


I pace
back and forth outside the airport entrance and glance at my watch
for what must be the hundredth time in the past half hour. As
usual, she’s late, and now we’re going to be cutting it fine to
make this flight to London. I tap my foot against the pavement,
feeling my anxiety levels rise considerably. I knew we should have
travelled to the airport together, but Lola had insisted on meeting
me here because she wanted to go to say goodbye to her family
first, who live out of town. If we miss this flight, then we are
going to automatically miss our connecting flight in Hong Kong, and
then we’re screwed.

I’m now
officially in full panic mode. Matt is standing only a couple of
feet away from me and can easily see my flustered state. He looks
slightly amused by it, which makes me mad and only adds to my
frustration. We have always been like chalk and cheese in this
respect. He is so laid back he is practically horizontal, to the
point that it infuriates me, especially at times like
these.

Matt
moves next to me and hits me playfully on the shoulder, sending me
a little off-balance and causing me to grin. I’m glad he’s here to
see me off; he’s helping to keep me calm, even if it’s in an
annoying way. I know fine well that if Matt wasn’t here, I may have
had a nervous breakdown by now. I’d said goodbye to my family back
at home. I knew if they had come to the airport to see me off I
would have been reduced to a babbling mess, and so would
they.

“Don’t worry Jess, what's the worst that can happen if she
doesn’t show up?” Matt asks, in a serious tone, his face straight.
“I’ll just have to come travelling with you instead of Lola.” He
smiles at me with his dark eyes twinkling, as if he’s thinking
something he doesn’t want me to know. I look up at him, his tall
frame overpowering my own.

“Yeah, I bet you’d love that! The chance to ogle over me in a
bikini every day,” I say, hitting him back and laughing. He closes
his eyes and wolf whistles.

I’m
going to miss Matt so much. He’s my best friend. Although Lola and
I are close, it’s Matt I always go to with my worries, and for a
shoulder to cry on. He’s always been there for me for as long as I
can remember, ever since we were little kids. He’s such a huge part
of my life. Two years away from him seems like such a long time,
but he couldn’t have come with us. I’d graduated a couple of months
ago, but he’s studying to become a secondary school teacher so
needs to stay on an extra year at university before he is fully
qualified.

“Here she comes,” says Matt, breaking my train of thought, as
he points to the taxi drop off station situated at the opposite end
of the airport car park. I look up to see Lola making her way
towards us from a parked taxi. She looks like a mad woman; running
at full speed, arms flying all over the place while trying to
juggle a huge rucksack which is almost as big as she is. She drops
it on the ground three times before she eventually reaches
us.

Matt,
being the gentleman he is, rushes to help her. He takes the bags
off her arms and drops them to the floor. They make a dull thud as
they topple onto their sides. Lola takes a moment to inspect her
appearance, shaking her head as she straightens her hair and
adjusts her cardigan, which already looks pristine.

“Christ almighty Lola! We are only going for a couple of
years. You didn’t tell me we were emigrating, never to return,” I
say. I take a closer look at the amount of luggage she is carrying
and know she will regret it when she has to pay excess baggage fees
due to its weight. Although, I know that in her mind, this isn’t
even something she would have considered.

She
ignores my sarcastic comment. “Sorry I’m late,” she announces,
sounding angry. “Bloody forgot my passport, didn’t I? Had to travel
all the way back home to get it!”

I shake
my head and tut at her. Matt smirks and gives me a cheeky sideways
glance. Lola and I have been planning this trip for almost six
months, but the fact that she could forget her passport on the
actual day that we are leaving doesn’t surprise me one
bit.

“Okay, come on.” I grab her arm roughly and propel her in the
direction of the check-in desk as Matt puts our luggage onto a
trolley. I reach to take it off him, and my hand brushes his
softly. I start to move it away, but before I have the chance he
grabs it, spinning me around as if we are dancing and pulls me
towards him, gripping me in a tight hug. I stand on my tiptoes and
bury my head into his shoulder, inhaling the familiar smell of
fresh soap and shaving cream that I have grown so used
to.

“Look after yourself, kiddo,” he says as he releases me. He
pushes his glasses further up the bridge of his nose, then looks to
the ground as I step closer to the check-in desk. Although I'm a
few months older than Matt, he’s always called me kiddo. It’s a pet
name I’ve grown accustomed to over the years.

“You too, Matt,” I say. Tears prickle my eyes as he gives Lola
a quick hug and turns to make his way to the exit. As he reaches
it, he turns once more to look at me. I can see, even though he is
now far in the distance, that he appears upset. I wave again as he
heads for the exit. He turns away, then glances back to me, pausing
briefly. He looks as though he’s going to turn around and head
back, maybe to tell me something, but instead he shakes his head
slightly before putting his hands into his pockets and heading
outside.

We check
in, throwing our bags on the scales and giving our travel documents
to the attendant working at the check-in desk. Luckily, we are told
that the bags are within the weight limit and even better, that
we’re still in time to make the flight.

“Okay,” I say to Lola as I hand her passport and boarding card
back to her as if she were a careless child. I put my own securely
into my handbag, then we head towards the escalator leading to
departures. “Australia, here we come.”

 


Chapter 7

 

I’m
feeling vastly proud of myself as I start to get ready for the
night ahead. Not only can we celebrate my brother’s engagement
tonight, but now my new job offer, too. Who would have thought it?
Maybe I’m not as bad as I thought. I step out of the en-suite
bathroom, wrapping a towel around my damp hair as I go. Steam from
the hot shower follows me as I enter the bedroom.

Dan has
gone to drop Josh off at my friend Kate’s house. I called her when
I arrived home from Mum’s, hoping that she wouldn’t have plans and
could take Josh for the night at such short notice. Kate had kindly
reassured me that it wasn’t a problem. All she had planned for the
night ahead was crappy reality TV and a Saturday night Chinese
takeaway. Josh would be welcome company.

I met
Kate back in college, where we had studied the same courses and had
become close shortly after we first met. We have a lot in common,
and our sense of humour is an identical match. Kate didn’t finish
the A-levels, as I had. Instead, she took the chance and went off
to do a hairdressing apprenticeship. It had paid off for her. After
years of hard work and determination, she now owns a fashionable
city-based salon that is very successful. We have kept in touch
over the years and remain as close as ever now.

Kate had
recently divorced her husband, Mitch. It was a mutual agreement,
and they remain friends. They had simply fallen out of love after
six years of marriage and have now both gone their separate ways.
Kate has been seeing someone, but it isn’t serious. I doubt that
she will ever re-marry. Kate and Mitch never started a family,
although she would have liked kids, they just didn’t get to that
stage. Kate loves spending time with Josh, and the feeling is
reciprocated. She’s been great since the day he was born, always
there to help. It’s a little difficult sometimes, Dan works away
from home so much.

She’s
grown to spend quite a bit of time with Josh over the years.
Recently, he has even taken to calling her ‘Auntie.’ I’m happy for
him to have a stand-in aunt, although she will never replace his
real aunt. Kate is well aware of this, and respects it.

I step
towards the large wardrobes that line the back wall of the room and
slide open the doors to pick out something to wear. As my hand
trails the numerous dresses in the far corner of the rail, it hits
a silk padded hanger. I pull it out, carefully unzipping the
transparent plastic liner covering it. My wedding dress is
stunning. I trace my hand over the ivory silk and sequin-studded
bodice, remembering the lavish event in a remote Scottish castle.
The day had been unforgettable. I gently put the dress back away
and sit down on the cushioned window seat near me. I look out onto
the hills which sit in the darkness, and my mind rewinds back three
years, to the day that Jess and Matt were married.

“I’m ready,” Jess had shouted on the morning of her wedding
day. As I walked into the bedroom that we had shared in the lake
house as kids, I couldn’t believe the vision I saw in front of me.
Jess stood bathed in sunlight, as the curtain from the open window
behind her blew gently in the warm August breeze. Her flawless skin
was lightly tanned and she wore a simple long white dress, flowing
to the floor, with thin sparkling diamante covered straps. Her
brown shoulders were bare, and her long blonde hair was curled and
piled on top of her head with ringlets falling, loosely framing her
face. She held a simple bouquet of pale pink roses and wore a
silver necklace holding a tiny sparkling diamond. She smiled
brightly as I entered the room, her nude-coloured lips revealing
the small dark freckle on the tip of her mouth. It’s the most
beautiful I had ever seen her look.

The day
was fantastic. Jess and Matt were married in the small town chapel
where she would, unknowingly and sadly, later be buried. Ryan had
walked her down the small aisle looking as proud as I had ever
seen. I remember thinking how much he looked like dad at that
moment, silently resenting the fact that Dad couldn’t be there with
us and had missed out on the opportunity to give away his second
daughter.

After
the service, we returned to our parent’s house, where the reception
was held in a massive marquee in the front gardens overlooking the
lake. The marquee was filled with fresh flowers and dressed with
twinkling white fairy lights. Giant bows wrapped the guest’s seats,
which surrounded round tables covered with crisp white tablecloths.
As Jess and Matt entered the dance floor for their first dance as
man and wife, Matt held her close, kissing her tenderly and
whispering in her ear as she threw her head back and laughed. I had
never seen her look happier than she had been at that moment. It’s
a memory I will always treasure.

I hear
the front door slam loudly downstairs. Dan calls out to say he is
back as I hear his car keys being tossed onto the table in the
hall. I quickly get dressed, throwing on a simple black shift dress
before running downstairs, just in time for the taxi pulling up
outside.

Dan
greets me at the bottom of the stairs, looking very handsome in a
plain black shirt and blue jeans. His dark hair is greying slightly
at the sides. There is a light dash of stubble on his chin, also
showing small flecks of silver. For once, his deep blue eyes don’t
look tired, and I assume that the free time today has done him some
good.

“Well, hello gorgeous, can someone please tell me where my
wife is?” he asks, jokingly looking behind me as if expecting his
real wife to follow me down the stairs at any moment. In a way, his
comment is right. It’s very rare that I get dressed up these days,
we hardly go out anymore. It’s a routine that we’ve become stuck in
and really need to break.

Dan
grabs me around the waist and pulls me towards him. I can smell the
strong aftershave that I bought him for our wedding anniversary
last year as he pulls me close. He kisses my lips, then moves his
mouth down to my neck, pinching my behind.

“That will have to wait till later,” I tease, as I push him
away playfully and we head out.

 

***

 

The
restaurant is packed. The heavy smell of garlic fills the air. Slow
Italian music plays quietly in the background, overpowered by the
sound of people talking. It’s dark, and the candles on each table
create a romantic atmosphere. I scan the many heads dotting the
small room and eventually see Mum and Lola sitting at a table near
the bar. Ryan is at the bar ordering drinks and next to him stands
a figure, who I immediately identify as Matt.

When I
saw Matt earlier I hadn’t mentioned anything about the meal
tonight, but I’m not surprised at all that he has been invited. He
and my brother have always been good friends, more like brothers,
and now live in the same apartment block on the outskirts of the
city. They have become even closer since the loss of Jess. Ryan has
asked him to be his best man when he and Lola marry. In all of our
eyes, Matt is still very much part of the family.

Dan lets
go of my hand when he sees the guys standing at the bar and heads
over to congratulate Ryan, swiftly getting him into a headlock and
messing his hair up as he greets them. The three of them laugh like
kids, then calm down and stand, holding their beers, chatting
amongst themselves.

Lola and
Mum are deep in conversation as I approach the table. Lola has her
left hand held out, flashing her new engagement ring. The small
diamonds catch the candlelight, creating patterns on the deep red
table cloth. Lola lets out a squeal as she spots me and quickly
gets to her feet.

“Congratulations, Lola,” I say, as I meet her. She hugs me,
her tall frame making me feel short in comparison. Mum pours me a
glass of champagne and hands it to me, then puts the bottle back in
the cooler to chill and beckons me to sit down on the free seat
next to her.

Lola is
busy telling Mum about the proposal, who sits with her chin resting
on her hands, listening patiently in expectation, with an enormous
grin on her face. I sit down and Lola turns her eyes to me,
including me in the conversation. She talks excitedly, quickly
waving her arms in broad gestures as the many silver bangles around
her wrist jingle together. Lola is a loud and bubbly character,
much like Jess used to be. Her sleek, jet black hair frames her
face, cut into a short sharp bob. She has a full, thick fringe and
deep green eyes surrounded by long lashes that are always framed by
thick black Kohl eyeliner. She is a pretty girl in a quirky sort of
way, dressing in her own fashion style and not caring what anyone
thinks of her. She can carry off any look effortlessly.

I join
in the conversation, and the three of us laugh as Lola tells us
more about her time in Paris with my brother. I finish my glass of
champagne just as the guys return from the bar with another bottle.
I smile at Dan through the flickering candlelight as he takes the
seat opposite me, and everyone settles in to enjoy the
evening.

I tell
everyone about my job offer. They all cheer, as another cork is
popped from the next champagne bottle. The waiter comes to take our
orders, then we sit around the table laughing and talking. As the
meals arrive and we tuck into our delicious food, I look around the
table, thinking to myself that we really should do this sort of
thing more often.

Numerous
glasses of champagne later and the meal finished, Lola says she is
popping outside. She smokes, and although currently trying to quit,
often finds it difficult when she has had a few drinks. Ryan
follows her. I feel light headed and a bit woozy from the alcohol,
so after a few minutes I follow them out to the smoking garden at
the rear of the restaurant to get some fresh air. I really can’t
handle my drink anymore.

Lola
sits alone on a wicker chair at a rounded wrought iron table in the
centre of the small garden. A lonely tea light candle burns in
front of her. I can see the orange glow coming from her cigarette
as I approach. Ryan is standing near her, talking to a waiter who
he knows from back in his school days.

I wobble
a bit and pull over a seat, sitting quickly down next to Lola to
steady myself. She looks at me briefly, then crosses her long legs,
revealing a black tattoo on her right ankle. It’s the same tattoo
that my sister had. They had done them together when they were
travelling. Jess never did tell me what the symbol had meant, it
was like a secret that only she and Lola shared. Lola stares up
into the sky, and I follow her gaze. It is a cloudless night, and
the stars are shining brightly in the seemingly endless black
sky.

“Do you think she’s up there, Nat?” Lola asks, lowering her
gaze and looking at me. Her eyes are sad. I nod and look back up at
the sky, lightly squeezing her hand as it rests on the arm of the
chair. “I wish she were here tonight,” she whispers softly. I am
still silent, wanting the same thing myself.

Lola
stubs out her cigarette and we return to the welcoming warmth of
the restaurant. The bill has been paid, but Ryan insists that we
finish off the evening with a nightcap. The waiter approaches us,
producing a tray filled with small shot glasses. We all take one,
raising our drinks in the air and toasting to the future. I throw
back the glass and know that it is now home time, as the room
becomes a bit blurry. I can hear myself slurring slightly when I
talk. Dan and I say goodbye and I proceed to declare my undying
love to everyone before we leave and climb into the waiting
taxi.

 

***

 

Dan
laughs as he opens the front door to our house, and I stumble
through, bashing my elbow painfully on the side of the door frame
as I follow him in. Being the sensible man he is, Dan has only had
a few beers. He’s catching an early flight to Heathrow in the
morning to give him time to prepare for his busy week
ahead.

On the
other hand, I am well over my limit and am now beginning to regret
the amount I drank. I take off my shoes and head straight for bed,
pausing at the foot of the stairs, trying to analyse the level of
difficulty they are going to bring me. I take a few hesitant steps
before falling and wrapping myself in a non-ladylike manner around
the wooden banister.

Dan
finds my state hysterical and laughs again as he helps me up the
stairs and into our bedroom. I strip off my clothes, throwing them
to various locations throughout the room and crawl into bed in my
underwear. Dan pulls the thick duvet over me and turns out the
light, before disappearing into the bathroom to get ready for
bed.

“Goodnight, lightweight,” he calls out. Through my double
vision, I can partially make out his outline in the en-suite. I put
up a finger and point at him trying to think up a smart reply, but
the room is spinning and I feel exhausted, so instead I just pass
out.

Within
minutes I sober up, as I immediately feel the coldness. I hoped
that this would be over with, but once again, my dreams take over
as I am transported back to that fateful January night

 



.


Chapter 8

 

My eyes snap open. I’m not in the same spot that I usually
find myself. Instead, I am on the cliff top where the dream usually
ends. I look around, confused. I’m still standing with my arms at
my sides, exactly where I had left off from the last dream.
Something isn’t right. This isn’t how the dream typically
goes.

I can feel my thoughts change, and suddenly I come to my
senses. What am I doing? I steady myself, quickly backing away from
the cliff face. I’ve been up here so many times before, I should
know better than to get that close to the edge. There are danger
signs all over warning that the ground is unstable.

I turn and slowly walk to the park bench. Sitting down on it,
I can feel the cold wood through the thin fabric of my long skirt.
The location looks the same as it always does in the dream, but I
feel different inside. I lean forward, burying my still aching head
in my hands, needing to regain some sort of composure. The pain is
increasing and is making me feel a little nauseous. I sit up
straight and remove my mobile phone from my cardigan pocket. Still,
there’s nothing. Why hasn’t he called?

I decide to call Matt one last time before I give up. Once
again, as it has done all night, his phone goes straight through to
his answering machine. I’ve already left him a voice mail earlier
asking him to meet me here. I’m not prepared to leave him another
one. He always has his phone with him, I know he would have
received my message.

I look at my watch. It’s just approaching ten past nine. I
waver from my new state of composure as I realise he might not be
coming. I don’t blame him, after the blazing row we had this
morning. They have become too much of a regular occurrence lately.
He will never forgive me for what I've done. I’m so sorry Matt,
please, please forgive me.

I can feel the urgency pulsating through me. I need to speak
to Matt. We need to clear the air, and he needs to know the truth;
that I love him. Everything else has been a terrible mistake. I
know that I have a future with him, and with some effort put in I
believe that we can make this work. I don’t want to argue anymore,
I just want back what we once had. We were getting there, before
this. Hopefully, if we get past this we can continue with our
lives, and move into the future that I know we are meant to spend
together.

I pull my feet up onto the bench and fold my arms around my
knees, rocking back and forth slowly, trying to get
warm.

I wait a lot longer, an hour, maybe more, I can’t be sure. The
time passes quickly as my mind races. I watch the house lights in
the distance start to go out one by one until there are hardly any
lights at all. I’m bitterly cold now, I know I can't stay any
longer. I am just about to make a move when I hear a noise behind
me. I pause and listen carefully. The crunching of footsteps
against the thickening frost grows louder, then gradually slows,
and stops. I am aware he is behind me. I knew Matt would come. I
can feel the relief wash over me. After all we have been through
together, I know that deep down he wants the same future as I
do.

I smooth my hair down over my shoulders and dab away the last
tears from under my eyes. I take in a breath, hold it, and mentally
prepare myself as I slowly stand up from the wooden bench and turn
around, ready to face him.

 


 


Chapter 9

 

I awake
the following morning feeling like what I can only describe as a
giant axe jammed into the side of my head. I rub at my forehead,
trying to dull the throbbing. The clock tells me it’s past eleven
and I can’t believe I have slept for so long. I vaguely recall a
dream last night, but it’s just a passing thought and quickly
vanishes.

There is
a packet of painkillers and a small bottle of mineral water placed
on the bedside table next to me, with a sticky note attached to the
bottle:

 

THOUGHT YOU MIGHT
NEED THESE! CALL YOU LATER. LOVE YOU XXX.

 

Dan must have let me sleep rather than waking me before he
went off to the airport. A brief feeling of embarrassment hits me
as I remember my drunken state last night. The fact that he had
been sober makes it even more cringe-worthy. For better, for worse, right? I
dismiss the feeling as I pick up the blister pack, impressed as
always at Dan’s amazing ability to be so proactive. I quickly throw
back the tablets in one and hope their effect will hit
immediately.

I manage
to stumble my way out of bed and practically crawl to the bathroom.
I’m wearing just my underwear. I can smell the remains of the
strong floral perfume I wore last night lingering on my skin. I
can’t even remember getting home last night, never mind taking off
my clothes and getting into bed. I look around the room to see
where my clothes are, and notice them neatly folded on a chair. Dan
must have done that, I very much doubt I was capable. I spot my
reflection in the mirrored bathroom cabinet as I turn on the
shower. My overall state just confirms why I am feeling so rough;
my black eye makeup from last night is half way down my face and my
eyes are bloodshot. My hair is greasy and knotted. I am still
wearing one of my long silver earrings; I must have managed to lose
the other in the taxi on the journey home. I climb into the shower,
feeling very fragile, and let the hot water wash over
me.

I eventually clamber out of the shower, and I feel like
throwing up, so decide to try and sober myself up with some
breakfast. This is the reason I don’t go
out anymore. I toss on a pair of jogging
bottoms and one of Dan’s hooded sweat tops before heading
downstairs to make myself some food.

Two cups
of coffee and a full English breakfast later, I feel more human. I
am still dehydrated to high heaven, but the nausea and the migraine
have all but vanished. I call Kate to see how Josh had been for her
last night. As always, she loved having him and he has been a
little angel. She tells me she’s in town with him at the minute and
she will take him for some lunch before she brings him back. I
thank her and tell her she is my saviour, I will be forever in her
debt.

I busy
myself around the house and get a few jobs done before the doorbell
rings. Kate stands in the doorway, wrapped in a thick red coat and
white scarf. Her long dark hair is curled and thrown back into a
grip. She has fair skin, but her cheeks are rosy from the icy cold
wind outside. She’s grasping a large box of chocolates that she
holds out in front of me as I urge her to come inside out of the
cold. Josh runs in after her. He’s dressed in a full Superman
outfit and proceeds to ‘fly’ in circuits around the
kitchen.

“I thought the hangover might benefit from these,” Kate says,
as she hands me the box of chocolates.

“What are you, psychic?” I ask, taking the large box from her
and turning my attention to my son. “Have you been buying for Josh
again, too?” I add, raising my eyebrows suspiciously at her. I know
she has; he doesn’t own a superman outfit, so I certainly didn’t
pack one for him to take to Kate’s. She takes off her coat and
scarf, then neatly folds and places them on the kitchen table and
shrugs at me.

“Well, if his Auntie Kate can’t spoil him, then who
can?”

“Thank you, Kate, I appreciate it,” I say. I rub her arm,
before reaching down to hug Josh. She truly is the best friend I
could wish for.

 

***

 

It’s
beginning to get dark outside. Kate’s still here. We have spent the
remainder of the afternoon lazing around, stuffing ourselves with
Belgian chocolates and having a well overdue catch up. Kate kindly
baths Josh and puts him to bed after reading him a story, while I
iron his school uniform and prepare my own stuff, getting ready for
my first days training at work tomorrow. I sort out my handbag so I
know that I have everything I need, then pick out some clothes,
laying them out in the spare bedroom, ready for the
morning.

Once
Josh is asleep and I have finished getting organised, we order a
pizza and watch recorded soaps. Soon, Kate announces that she’d
better be making a move. She has to go to work herself tomorrow and
has an early start, too. I thank her again, see her to the door and
wave as she reverses her car off the drive and disappears into the
evening. She really is one in a million.

I lock
the front door and rush upstairs to check on Josh. He is sleeping
deeply, with his blanket pulled over him securely. He clutches onto
a Superman toy, I assume that the poor dinosaur has now been
relegated in place of a better option. I stroke his fair hair
lightly, kissing him on the cheek before I switch off his night
light and leave the room.

I head
back downstairs, as I approach the bottom steps the phone starts to
ring. I jump, startled, briefly wondering why I am suddenly a
little on edge. I quickly snatch the phone from its cradle in fear
of waking Josh. It’s Dan, calling to see how I am. I wonder why he
hasn’t called my mobile as he always does, but on retrieving it
from my pocket notice that I accidentally switched it to silent
mode.

He tells
me he has arrived safely in London and is now settled in his hotel
overlooking Oxford Street. He continues the conversation, telling
me more about his work, and says that he is all prepared for the
week ahead. He had endured a heavy day by the sounds of things, but
is now sitting in the hotel bar having a few drinks before catching
an early night ready for his meetings tomorrow.

We have
talked for a while. Dan wishes me luck for tomorrow's training,
before we say goodbye and I hang up. Although I’m now used to him
working away, I still miss him when he’s not around. We spend more
time apart than we do together, and have done so for the past
couple of years. The firm is expanding, and Dan is a vital cog in
its operation. I know that once the expansion is complete, I will
have him at home more often. I just need to be patient.

As I put
the phone back into its cradle, the lamp next to it makes a quiet
pop, and the hallway is plunged into darkness.

“Shit,” I whisper to myself, rushing through the kitchen to
find a replacement light bulb for the one that has just blown. I
rummage through numerous kitchen drawers before I find one that
will fit. Returning to the lamp, I screw in the new bulb. There is
a brief moment before the light returns, in that moment, something
in front of me catches my eye. I see my reflection in the mirror
hanging above the table where I stand. In the darkness, my eyes are
shadowed, and my face is illuminated by the moon’s sudden intense
bright light shining through the glass blocks of the front
door.

I stare
hard, studying my eerie looking appearance, but as I move closer to
the mirror, I notice that it’s not my reflection staring back at me
at all. My hair is too long and too light, my cheekbones are more
prominent, my whole face looks thinner and younger. My eyes remain
unchanged. I’m looking at my sister.

I stare
at the reflection for a few seconds before it registers. Once it
does, I stagger back, unable to look at the image staring back at
me any longer. Goose pimples rise on my arms, and an icy chill runs
the full length of my spine as I acknowledge that I’m frightened.
My ankles hit the edge of the wooden staircase. I crash down onto
it, trying to duck down low enough so I can't see directly in the
large mirror anymore. I stare at the floor for a few moments before
I pull myself together. Eventually, I drag myself up and sit on the
bottom step, trying to steady myself, still not daring to look back
in the direction of the mirror in case she is still
there.

The
light is back on, the room once again bathed in a warm light. I
stand from the step, slowly moving back to face the mirror, and
summon the courage to look. It's just me staring back now. Jess has
gone, but the ghostly image of the reflection has triggered
something buried deep in my mind. The dream from last night floods
back to me in abundance, and I remember every detail.

Jess had
called Matt and needed to speak to him, she wanted to talk, and was
upset about something, I don’t know what, I can’t figure it out. I
remember the figure up on the cliff top standing behind her. Matt
had been there. He had gone there to meet her, as she had asked him
to. The reality hits me with a horrible jolt as I consider the
possibility that the night my sister died, she hadn’t been alone at
all. Her husband had been there with her.

 



Chapter 10

 

The
feelings of anger and confusion inside me are agonising. I replay
the memories of the dream over and over in my head as I drive to
the city the following morning, each replay the same as the last.
Were these just meaningless dreams concocted from my own
subconscious? If they were, why did they feel so real and why are
they affecting me in this way? It now seems even more tangible than
it did in the flashbacks from last night.

I remember Jess’s vision in the mirror willing me to
remember. I can still see her as clear as day. It was her, she was there with me. I
try to talk myself out of believing what I saw is what actually
happened, but then the image floods back and I find it increasingly
impossible to ignore.

I feel
betrayed and upset by Matt. If this dream was showing me the actual
images of that night, then why did he lie and say he had not seen
Jess on the night she died, when apparently he had gone up to the
cliffs to meet her? My head is spinning, and I could do with not
starting training at work today. I know that I’m not going to be
able to focus and give it the full attention that I should. I have
to talk to Matt. I have so many questions that I want answered, if
for nothing more than to return my own sanity. I know that for now
this must wait. This job is too important, I need to get off to the
best possible start that I can.

I
approach the familiar glass doors to Wallis and Spoors,
straightening my pencil skirt and smoothing my hair over the fur
collar of my coat before I enter, using the doors as a makeshift
mirror. My eyes have dark circles under them, which a dense layer
of the most expensive concealer I own has unsuccessfully managed to
camouflage. I am not surprised by my appearance, I know I didn’t
sleep a wink last night, my thoughts wouldn’t let me. I had tossed
and turned until my alarm went off this morning. I need to get a
grip and focus on putting this whole thing to the back of my mind
for now, although I have a feeling that this task will be easier
said than done.

I walk
across the large lobby. Strangely, I am not very nervous about
starting work today. I figure this must be because my mind is
currently attending to other matters of much higher importance. I
head to the floor on which Mr Wallis’s office is based and calmly
prepare myself, ready to face the next few hours, and hopefully
will get through them in one piece.

 

***

 

Four
hours later, I sign out and leave the office behind. The first day
hadn’t been too bad and had passed a lot more quickly than I had
anticipated. Richard was in meetings all morning. For this reason,
I had seen very little of him. So, it had just been me and Sophie;
Sophie is Richard’s other assistant, and the girl I had met in my
interview, as I had suspected.

She’s a
sweet and friendly girl who appears incredibly bright and very
competent at her job. I now see that I was too quick to judge her
on her looks, rudely assuming that she would be a bit materialistic
and superficial, when in fact she is anything but. Sophie looks up
to Richard. It’s clear from the way in which she speaks about him
that she holds him in very high regard. By the sounds of things,
the company is currently performing incredibly well. Because of
this, Richard’s current workload has multiplied, meaning that
Sophie is happy for the help I will provide her. The morning had
been more of an induction to the company, putting faces to names
and getting to know a little about my colleagues. It appears to be
a good place to work. Everyone had been very friendly and
welcoming, but I was glad that it hadn’t been too full on. I don’t
think I could have coped today. At least I now know that I have a
couple of days before I have to return. Hopefully, by then this
dream business will be firmly cleared up and then I can continue in
normality and get on with my life. At the back of my mind, though,
I have a feeling that this won’t be the case.

I climb
into the car and pull away from the busy car park, but instead of
heading towards home, I swing back in the opposite direction
towards the outskirts of the city centre. I know Matt doesn’t start
his new job until next week, so I hope that he is home. We need to
have a discussion that simply can’t be postponed.

 

***

 

Fifteen
minutes later, I pull into the large car park of Matt’s apartment
block. It’s lunch time now, and I hope that he hasn’t gone out. I
park the car and get out, looking up towards the window that I know
is his apartment. There isn’t any movement. I may have to come back
later. I walk over to the entrance and press the button, calling
through to his number, then lean back heavily against the wall and
tell myself that I'm stupid. Hasn’t the poor guy been through
enough? Does he really need his dead wife’s crazy sister worsening
the situation?

I briefly contemplate walking back to the car and shift my
weight off the wall behind me. I start to move away from the door,
back in the direction of my parked car, but as I do, I hear Matt’s
voice crackle through the intercom and I know that I have to go
through with this. It’s too late, you
can’t back out now, Nat.

“Hello,” says Matt, in a pleasant voice, waiting to hear who
his visitor is.

I can’t
get out of it now. He will look out of the window and see me. I jog
back to the intercom, moving my face into the camera’s shot so that
Matt can see me.

“Hi Matt,” I say, stamping a foot to the ground, angry with
myself and already regretting this.

“Natalie. Hi, this is a surprise! Come on up.” He sounds
genuinely shocked that I’m here. I push the door as he buzzes me in
and I head to the lift, to get to the top floor where his apartment
is situated.

Matt
greets me affectionately as I walk to the front door of my sister’s
old home. He invites me in, politely taking my coat and asking if I
would like anything to drink as I follow him through to the open
plan living area. I fake a smile, nodding.

“A cup of tea would be good,” I reply quietly, not able to
raise my head to look him fully in the eyes.

He’s
dressed in black jogging bottoms and a white T-shirt. I steal a
quick glance at his face. It reveals a thick layer of sweat lining
his forehead, which makes me assume he’s just returned from his
daily jog.

I head
over to the sofa, perching myself timidly on the edge of it. Matt
hurries off to get me a drink as I glance around. I am quite
shocked to see that the place looks exactly as I remember. Nothing
has been changed since the last time I was here before Jess died.
The small apartment is still very tidy, considering Matt is living
here without a woman to keep a handle on things.

Not that
Jess was the neatest of girls, the apartment was always a little
cluttered; she hardly ever put anything back into the place that it
had originally belonged. “Life is too short to be always tidying
up, Nat,” she would say whenever she had visited my house and
observed my almost fanatical need to be clutter free as I tidied
around her. Sadly, in her case, she hadn't been wrong.

The
apartment is very contemporary looking in both style and decor.
Although it is quite small, it has an excellent location, in close
proximity to the city centre. It’s still decorated as it had been
since Jess and Matt had moved in three years ago, with stark white
walls, black and red furnishings, and a pure white sofa. There is
still a photo of them from their wedding day sitting on the modern
electric fireplace’s surround. Another of Josh and Liam—Ryan and
Lola’s son—rests on the window sill. Matt’s acoustic guitar is
propped on a stand in the corner. He used to be quite good, if I
remember correctly. I briefly wonder if he has kept on partaking in
his passion for writing his own songs.

I feel
as though Jess should be bursting through the door at any moment.
The feeling makes me uncomfortable and a little jittery. It’s
almost as though I can feel her presence around me. I’m sure I can
still smell her perfume lingering on the sofa scatter cushions. The
almost overpowering, sweet and fruity fragrance is impressed so
thickly in my mind.

Although
I’d been here many times in the past, the last time I had visited
had not been long before Jess’s death. It brings back memories I
would rather forget.

Jess had
called me, and was in a bad state. Even though it was only late
afternoon, I could tell she had been drinking and was well on her
way to being drunk. She sounded depressed and said it was because
she had a crappy day. She was crying softly, and I couldn’t calm
her over the phone. Although this was getting to be a regular thing
of late, I always seemed to jump at her command. I couldn’t be
angry, I knew she was going through a tough time at the moment and
needed all the support she could get. Matt had still been at work,
so I knew she was alone and I didn’t like the idea of her being so
upset with no one there to comfort her.

I
decided to go and see her, to ensure she was okay. I knew I
wouldn’t settle until I had. I remember Dan had been annoyed with
me about going to see her that afternoon. He felt like she was
taking advantage of me and thought that I was too soft when it came
to Jess. In reality, Dan wasn’t Jess’s biggest fan, especially not
at the moment. The two of them used to get on pretty well. I’m sure
Jess even had a little secret crush on him when she was a teenager,
back when Dan and I had first started seeing each other.

Things
had changed between them lately. Jess barely spoke to Dan on the
rare occasion that she saw him. I could see that he was finding
Jess difficult to tolerate, too. He barely even listened when I
spoke about her anymore. I didn’t understand why, and still don’t.
Maybe it was because she was such a strong person. She could be
outspoken and opinionated at times, much like Dan could, so maybe
they had been too alike. He had tried to put me off going to her
apartment, but I had disagreed with him and gone anyway, knowing
that he would be unhappy I had gone against his wishes. What was I
supposed to do? She was my sister. Dan didn’t have any siblings and
admittedly had been raised as a slightly spoiled only child. He
could never understand.

When I
arrived at the apartment, Jess met me at her front door and I
cuddled her tightly. I can remember feeling her small frame in my
arms. She had always been thin, but recently she had lost more
weight and seemed so fragile and vulnerable. Her eyes were swollen
from crying, and her long hair was tied messily into a loose
ponytail gathered at the nape of her neck. She was wearing a pair
of ankle length black leggings and an oversized pink sweat top
which hung loosely off one shoulder, baring the pronounced edges of
her collarbone.

I
followed her into the living room and sat down as she went over to
the kitchen and opened the fridge door. I watched as she poured
herself a reasonable sized measure of neat vodka into a coffee mug
and proceeded to switch on the kettle to make me a cup of tea. I
didn’t make any attempt to tell her not to drink the alcohol. I had
learnt from past situations that this would only lead to her
ignoring my plea and doing the complete opposite by drinking even
more. She had never liked being told what to do. I wasn’t
optimistic enough to believe she was about to start now.

She came
over with my tea and handed it to me, smiling warmly as she sat
down next to me on the sofa. Although she was still drinking, she
seemed to have sobered up somewhat to how she had been when I spoke
to her on the phone earlier. She was now able to string together a
sentence to a moderately good standard.

“So what’s up, why has your day been so bad?” I asked her
coolly, trying not to sound as though I was speaking to a
six-year-old after a bad day at school. I didn’t want to patronise
her, I knew that if I did it would only add fuel to the
fire.

“I just keep screwing things up Nat,” she replied, rubbing at
her reddened eyes as they filled up once again with tears.
Suddenly, without any warning, she slammed her mug down hard on the
table in front of us, making the legs wobble slightly and making me
jump. I was surprised that the force she had used hadn’t caused any
damage.

“I thought things were already bad enough,” Jess said loudly.
“Matt and I are arguing all the time, we just can’t seem to get on
at the moment. Things are getting worse between us, Nat.” She
paused and took another drink. “And just to top things off, I was
fired today. So, I am now unemployed too!”

I tried
to act shocked, but in truth, I wasn’t surprised in the slightest
by the fact that Jess had lost her job. It had been a long time
coming, to be honest. Greg, her boss, had been more than fair with
her, especially over the past couple of months, and I assumed his
tolerance levels towards her had eventually vanished.

Jess had
worked as a writer for a magazine since her return from Australia.
She had been lucky and managed to secure an excellent position six
months after she returned home from travelling. The magazine was
the rival brand to the one published by the company I had worked
for, before I left to have Josh. Jess and I used to joke regularly
about how competitive she was over which company was doing better.
Usually it had been hers, which I knew was largely due to the work
that she did there. She had written a monthly feature based on the
latest celebrity gossip, and Greg had fallen in love with it, and I
suspected, a little in love with Jess, from the moment she started
working for the company. Her work had been so creative, witty and
even humorous at times. It would always leave you wanting to read
more, and she had a lot of followers.

Lately,
however, Jess’s work had started to slip. Her article was now a lot
smaller after Greg had taken the decision to cut back on its space
due to falling sales. Its reviews were plummeting, and it lacked
the depth it had once boasted. It had become unimaginative and
appeared repetitive and dull, losing the flair that had set her
writing apart from other articles in its genre.

She had
also taken far too much time off work. This was usually due to
nursing a hangover or being simply too tired to be bothered with
attending. Even the times that she was there, she was always
running late. Although Greg supported her in any way he could, I
suppose his patience had ultimately worn thin. He had been left
with no choice but to let her go. I thoroughly understood from his
point of view.

Jess had
continued with the story of her day. She waved her hands in overly
dramatic gestures, as she called Greg all the names under the sun.
The poor guy didn’t deserve it. All he had ever done was look out
for Jess and had given her opportunities she was oblivious
to.

Vodka
from her now almost empty cup spilled onto the expensive white
leather sofa. She looked down at it, unbothered. I leapt to my
feet, searching the kitchen for a cloth to mop it up, suddenly
finding her nonchalant demeanour somewhat frustrating. I tried to
console her in the best way I could, telling her that she would
find something else but that she needed to pull herself together,
and she understood that only she could do that. We also talked
about her going to counselling, a subject that had been mentioned
throughout the family on numerous occasions recently. We were all
so concerned about her well-being. She hadn’t gotten over Dad’s
death, that was obvious to see. The way that it had happened, and
the fact that she hadn’t been there when he died would always haunt
her.

The
conversation had ended with her agreeing that counselling would be
a good idea. Although, I didn’t know how much of her willingness
was just the drink talking. I desperately hoped that this wasn’t
the case. She had objected to the idea so many times
previously.

Finally,
Jess stopped crying and calmed down. She had started to look tired,
and I could see her eyes growing heavy. I helped her into the
bedroom, and she staggered to the bed to lie down on her side. I
pulled the covers over her and drew down the blinds to the windows
overlooking the city below. The sun was just starting to set and
cast a bright yellow glow across the whole room. The room instantly
darkened from the shade, so I turned on the small bedside lamp. I
stood next to her until her eyes closed; she immediately fell
asleep. I went back into the living room and called Matt on his
mobile, explaining what had happened. He was on his way back from
work so I knew he wouldn’t be long. I busied myself tidying up the
messy apartment. I cleaned the kitchen surfaces, then got rid of
the almost empty bottle of vodka that had still been standing on
the kitchen counter. I threw the small amount that was left in it
down the sink, then put the empty glass bottle in the outside
recycling bin. It’s not that I was trying to hide the evidence from
Matt, but he didn’t need to witness the extent Jess’s drinking had
reached that day.

Matt
arrived home soon after and thanked me again for being there. He
went into the bedroom to check on Jess, who was still sleeping
deeply. I felt truly sorry for him, as I knew how much he loved
Jess, but she was always pushing him away. He couldn’t get through
the barriers that she had built up around herself anymore. He
looked so tired. It had broken my heart to see him in the state
that he was in. I think that at that stage he had lost both the
strength and determination to keep trying anymore.

At that
point, I remember feeling guilty at the fact I was so happy with my
own life, while my sister’s was steadily falling apart around her.
I left the apartment that night feeling a strange sense of
gratitude for what I had. I hoped and prayed as I never had before,
that Jess would get herself pulled back together. Hopefully, with
some professional help, her life would be built back up, bringing
back with it the woman that she used to be.


Unfortunately, that never happened.

Back in
the present day, and at this moment in time, I don’t possess the
same feelings for Matt that I once had. Up until now, I had felt
sorry for this broken man who had lost the love of his life and had
been left battling for a new start, forced to face the world alone.
Now, I’m not so sure that everything is as black and white anymore.
My confusion is growing, and with it I am beginning to develop a
feeling of unease around him, which I admit is unjustified. I
hadn’t yet allowed him to tell his side of the story, but I can’t
shake the feelings I am having. I’ve known Matt his whole life, but
I am now wondering if I truly know him at all. Once again, I scold
myself about these feelings, I know that there is not one ounce of
real and substantial evidence in sight.

Matt comes back over to the sofa and hands me a cup of tea. I
take a sip too hastily and burn my tongue. Ouch damn it! Matt balances himself
on the arm of the chair opposite where I sit as he looks at me,
cocking his head, as if wordlessly questioning my reason for being
here.

“I’ve had another dream,” I say bluntly, wanting to get
quickly to the point for both our sakes. My voice is monotone. I
barely recognise my own dark, heartless sound. Matt looks concerned
and moves forward towards me. I edge away from him. The move is
only slight, but I still think he’s noticed.

“The recurring one you've been having... about Jess?” he asks,
nodding, apparently interested in what I have to say. I know that
Ryan told him about the dreams a while ago, so am not surprised by
his knowledge of the matter.

“Yeah, only it’s not recurring anymore,” I say, glaring at him
hard and straight in the eye, holding my stare. “The dream has
moved on. It’s changed now and taken a turn that has quite honestly
freaked me out a bit.”

“What kind of turn?” Matt asks, moving forward and putting his
coffee down steadily on the table, frowning. I resist the urge to
back myself any further away from him.

“Jess called you, the night she fell, asking you to go and
meet her. Were you there, Matt? The night she died, did you go to
see her?” I ask.

The
question snaps out of my mouth before I even have a chance to
control my words. One part of me instantly wants to take it back,
to pretend nothing is wrong, but another is relieved that I had the
vigour to ask.

Matt’s
mouth drops open and a look of utter astonishment momentarily
crosses his face. He looks as though I just stabbed him in the
chest with a red-hot poker. I now know I have his full attention as
I proceed to tell him the whole dream, in detail, describing the
images just as I had seen them. I fall silent when I finish, and
wait anxiously for his reply.

Matt’s
response isn’t quite as I had pictured. After staying quiet for a
few seconds, he suddenly erupts, his face red with fury. I see a
glimpse of a side of him that I would never have imagined he
possessed. He stands up, abruptly folding his arms and then places
one hand under his chin. He paces the floor back and forth in front
of me, before finally responding to my shock accusation.

“So, you think that I lied to the police, and to everybody
else that I’d not seen Jess that night?” he retorts. His voice is
uncharacteristically loud, it’s tone irate. “You know damn well
that isn’t true Natalie! I hadn’t seen anything of her since early
that morning when she packed some stuff in a rucksack and went to
stay with your mum at the lake.”

I knew
that part was correct. Jess had called me on the morning of the day
she died, telling me that she was going to stay at Mums for a
couple of days. She didn’t go into any detail, but said that she
and Matt had hit a brick wall, that she had needed some time to
clear her head. She thought it was the best move for both of them.
Matt had agreed.

“Jess did call me that night and left me a message to meet
her, but I was so hammered I can’t even remember listening to it.
Your brother even had to put me to bed, I was so out of it.” He
bows his head, lowering his aggravated voice and stares at the
floor. He fixes his gaze on one spot and doesn’t look up at me as
he speaks.

“I was hurt. We had words before she left for the lake. As far
as I was concerned we were pretty much over. To be honest, I didn’t
feel like talking to her, never mind going all the way to Milton
Point to meet her. In any case the state I was in I don’t think she
would have wanted to talk to me either.”

“What did you argue about?” I ask directly. I knew they had
argued that day, but had never known the reason. Jess had died
before she had the chance to talk to me properly about the row she
and Matt had.

Matt
pauses as if carefully working out an answer to give me. “The
usual, just how she was being distant and pushing me away again,”
he says. He’s lying, I know he is. I’ve known this man too long to
be unable to spot the tell-tale signs that he isn’t being truthful
with me; his blatant unease and change in mannerisms makes it
evident. It’s like looking at him when he was twelve years old. The
time Jess broke the kitchen window with a football, and Matt took
the blame, unsuccessfully lying to our parents in case she got into
trouble. His ability to lie certainly hasn’t improved with
age.

“Ryan had put me to bed that night. It must have been about
ten. The next thing I knew, it was two in the morning, and the
police were hammering on my front door to tell me my wife was
dead.”

I sit
back in my seat with my hands tightly grasped together as he
continues, wondering what they had argued about. It wasn’t their
normal argument, that’s just what Matt is leading me to believe.
Whatever it had been must have been bad enough for Jess to walk out
and to make Matt feel that their marriage was over. I want to ask
him again about the reasons she left that day to stay with Mum for
a while, but I resist, knowing that it’s really none of my
business.

“I wished I had spoken to her that night,” says Matt, his
voice now lowered. “I listened to her voice mail the following
morning. It was only then that I understood how much she had needed
to meet me. She was desperate for us to talk, but by then it was
too late. She was dead, and there was nothing I could do to change
that.”

So she
had called him that night. The dream was right.

Matt
slumps back down on the seat opposite me, holding eye contact as he
rubs the side of his face. His soft silky tone returns and he now
talks calmly, back to the Matt that I know.

“So, you see Natalie... your dream is just that—a dream. We
all have them. Do you think I don’t still dream about her? It’s
just your imagination, making up images and stories that seem real,
but aren’t.”

He
laughs gently, a sudden sadness clouding his face. “I wish we
hadn’t argued and I wish I’d fought harder for her to stay. If I
had, she wouldn’t have been at Milton Point that night, and she
wouldn’t have fallen.” A single tear slips silently down his cheek.
He rubs at it angrily.

I don’t
know what to say. I want to believe him, but at this moment I
can’t. The dream is fixed so sturdily in my mind that I can’t just
forget it, as I would like. I had hoped that having a word with
Matt would have made me feel better, but instead he has told me
facts that I already knew and my confusion is just stronger. The
room is silent and stays that way for a good few minutes. It’s Matt
who finally breaks it.

“I think you should leave Natalie,” he says unemotionally,
rising to his feet. His words are icy. I look up at him. My face is
most probably full of guilt, but he doesn’t falter. He turns away
from me, swallowing hard. I take on board that I am no longer
welcome in his house and nod in response. I slowly move to my feet,
pick up my handbag and make my way past him to the door.

I want
to say I’m sorry, I want to apologise for making any false
allegations. However, until these dreams end or show me otherwise,
I simply can’t do it. Maybe I am just totally screwed in the head.
Tears start to sting my eyes and I bite my tongue to try to delay
them. I lower my gaze as I walk out of the door. Matt follows me. I
can feel his stare burning into my back as I leave. I have
overstepped the mark to a massive extent. I leave Matt’s apartment
silently. As I pass, I glance at the closed door of Ryan and Lola’s
apartment a little further down the corridor, before I make my way
back downstairs.

As I
head outside, back towards the car, I have an intense sensation
that Matt is still watching me. He’s most likely standing at the
apartment window watching me leave. I have the urge to turn back
around to look up and face him. But for reasons unknown to me, I'm
too scared to. I’ve known Matt forever, but today I’ve been forced
to see a side to him unfamiliar to me before now. So, instead, I
keep my eyes focused forward until I’m safely back on the road and
on my way home.

 


Chapter 11

 

I call
Kate as soon as I am in the car. It’s only just gone two o’clock,
but I know she has an earlier finish from work on a Monday. Josh is
going to his friend’s house for tea, so I don’t have to pick him up
until after five. I don’t fancy going back home to sit in the empty
house alone and allow my mind to start roaming again. Kate tells me
to meet her at work as she will be finishing soon, then we could go
for something to eat in town. I gladly accept the invitation. I
need someone to talk to, a logical brain to inject sense into this
madness.

I pull
into a multi-storey car park near the salon where Kate works, then
leave the car and begin the short walk towards the salon. It’s now
a cold and miserable afternoon, and the wind is freezing as I turn
the corner to the large glass fronted salon on the main high
street. I am glad of the warmth from the door heaters hitting me as
I enter. Just a few minutes from the car park and I’m already numb
through.

The
salon staff politely greet me as I walk in. Of course, they all
know me well. A lot of them have worked here since Kate opened the
salon four years ago. It was very different from the small little
corner hairdressing place that she used to have. I am immeasurably
proud of her for what she has achieved.

The
salon is large, filling two levels. Street level is where the hair
styling is done. The second tier above is used for beauty
treatments. It is very fashionable, and the reputation of the place
just keeps on exceeding itself. I’m sure Kate would have never
imagined herself to own such a great place when she first started
out all those years ago as an inexperienced, but ambitious
teenager. Today, although Mondays are usually a quieter day, the
atmosphere is buzzing as stylist’s rush round. Loud pop music
blares through the speakers.

An
overly confident, jolly voice interrupts my thoughts, cutting
effortlessly through the pumping dance music. “Well hello,
gorgeous,” says Marcus as he comes running down the spiral
staircase near where I stand. He air kisses me on both cheeks. I
can’t help but chuckle at him. “It’s been far too long, Nat,” he
announces loudly, blatantly looking me up and down, then giving me
a warm smile followed by a nod of approval. “Are you here to see
Kate?”

“Yeah, is she nearly done?” I ask, smiling back at
him.

Marcus
is Kate’s senior stylist and the salon’s deputy manager. He has
been by her side since day one. They are close friends, and he has
always been there for her, watching her back through good and bad.
He is a likable character and his camp and theatrical actions only
add to his fabulous and flamboyant personality. He’s a stunningly
handsome man. Kate and I often joke that the female population has
missed out on a treat. He has recently been married in Canada to
his long-term partner, Drew. He wastes no time in taking a seat
next to me in the salon waiting area, and proceeds to tell me all
about their big day.

I glance
around the busy salon. Eventually I spot Kate in a corner,
finishing off a young girl’s hair. Kate always looks so trendy for
her years. Today she is dressed all in black, her tight vest top
showing off her curvaceous figure and flawless pale skin. Her eye
makeup is dark and smoky. Her long hair is tousled and messy. She
pulls off the sexy, just got out of bed look faultlessly. She holds
a mirror to the back of the young girl’s perfectly curled locks and
the girl nods approvingly. Kate pats the girl on both shoulders
before pointing in the direction of Charlotte at the front desk, to
take care of her from here. Her eyes soon catch mine, and she
signals with her fingers that she will be two minutes, then heads
upstairs to get her belongings. I settle in next to Marcus as he
produces his phone and starts to flick through his many wedding
photos.

 


***

 

An hour
later and we are sitting in a local pub that I know well, based
near Wallis and Spoors. This morning seems so long ago. I briefly
wonder how Richard’s meetings went, and what time Sophie will
manage to finish work; she had told me she had quite a bit to do
when I left.

The pub
has been refurbished since I was last here. Its once traditional
English country theme has now been replaced by a more modern
minimalistic finish. I used to meet regularly here with Kate and
Jess, when we had all worked in the city. We liked coming here
after work to vent off about our crappy days, making each other
feel better if one of us had suffered a worse day than the
others.

I sit
down at an empty table near the window while Kate goes to get the
drinks. I can remember us all in the same spot laughing and joking
together. I can still hear Jess’s loud, unmistakable and infectious
laugh so clearly in my mind.

A short
while later, we sit with food in front of us as I try my best to
make small talk. Kate tucks into an enormous burger with fries
while I pick mindlessly at a tuna topped baked potato.

“So are you going to tell me what’s up?” Kate asks, finally
finishing her enormous meal, and wiping her hands on a napkin. She
raises it to her lips, dabbing away a small spot of ketchup on the
corner of her mouth. I smile at her ability to read me like an open
book, even when I’m trying to remain closed. I push my half-eaten
food to the side and take a sip of my orange juice as I start to
tell Kate the story. She already knows about the dream that I've
had since Jess’s funeral, but is naturally shocked by the new
addition to the series. Once finished, I lean back and wait for her
reaction.

“Oh my God,” says Kate. Her eyes are wide as she takes a large
sip from her coke then puts her glass back down on the cardboard
coaster, not taking her eyes off my own. “Do you think Jess was
really there? Do you believe that these dreams are connected to her
in some way?”

“I really don’t know,” I answer. “All I know is this one felt
so much stronger than the others have. I just don’t know what to
make of it. I mean we all
have dreams... right?”

Kate
nods. “Yes, but they aren’t normally accompanied by our dead
sister’s image taking over our own body, then manifesting itself in
our hallway mirror,” she says quickly, her tone serious, not
mincing her words, as frank as ever. “You hear about things like
this all the time,” she adds, a little too excited for my
liking.

“Like what?”

“You know, sisters still being linked when one of them dies,
especially when they were close. You and Jess were close, weren’t
you?”

“Yeah, very close.”

Kate
nods, picking up the straw in her glass and sucking on the end of
it thoughtfully.

“I watched this thing on TV the other night, about spirits not
being able to cross over until they have sent a message to a loved
one.”

I laugh
aloud, almost choking on my drink in the process. “This is real
Kate, not some made up TV show,” I reply, “Don't be so
daft.”

Kate has
been into all things supernatural for all the years that I have
known her. She regularly visits numerous fortune tellers and
spiritualists, believing that these people with so-called ‘special
powers’ will tell her which way her life will lead, and communicate
messages from the other side of the grave. I, on the other hand,
have always been sceptical regarding anyone like that, firmly
believing that they are preying on vulnerable and naive people to
make a quick fortune.

Kate
truly believes that Jess is trying to send me a message in some
way, she’s been telling me this for a while. I find this very hard
to believe, and laugh off her suggestion every time she mentions
it. Although, now a small part of me can see the point she has been
trying to make. She agrees that I did the right thing by going to
see Matt. Even though it was uncomfortable and may have caused a
rift between us, it needed to be done. I wouldn’t have settled
until I asked him if he had gone to meet Jess that
night.

I feel a
lot better after speaking to Kate. I hug her goodbye as we leave
the pub. We arrange to meet up at hers next week. She tells me to
call her if I have any more dreams or even if I just need someone
to talk to. I thank her for her kindness and thank God that I have
a friend like her at times like these. It’s starting to get dark
outside as I get back in the car and leave the city, heading
towards Josh’s friend’s house to pick him up.

 

***

 

It’s
raining lightly as I turn up the deserted country road that leads
to our house. Although I love living here, I often wish that there
was more street lighting. The winter nights are so gloomy. It
always feels a bit creepy in the darkness, especially on a
miserable night like this one.

I reach
the end of the long road. As I turn onto our drive, I notice the
motorcycle parked outside the garage door. My brother stands in the
shadows, leaning against the bike. I can see the smoke from his
cigarette as he puts out the leftover stub under his booted
foot.

I get
out of the car and open the back door for Josh. As I near the front
door, our security light clicks on and brightly illuminates the
whole driveway. Ryan pushes his weight off the bike, puts his
helmet on the seat, and slowly heads over towards me.

My
brother has always been a keen biker. It’s a passion he has held
since he was seventeen and passed his test, much to the disapproval
of our mum and dad. He possesses a streak in his personality which
attracts him toward anything with a thrill attached, rendering him
entirely immune to the dangers likely to be linked. Much like Jess
had. Give Ryan a high bridge and a bungee cord he would be at the
front of the queue. Jess was just as bad. She had loved adventure
and the excitement of something new, driven by impulse and
spontaneity. I’m known as the safe and sensible one out of the
three of us, quite happy to stay cautious and danger free. Boring,
I suppose.

At one
point in time, not so long ago, Ryan spent more time going out
biking than anything else. Now he doesn’t use the motorbike as much
as he would like due to his job, but makes sure he does at any
chance he gets. It’s become a regular pastime for him to jump on it
at a weekend and head off. Usually, he ends up at our mum’s on a
Sunday afternoon. Secretly, I think he worries about her being
alone, and he does try to see her as much as he can, as do
I.

Josh
soon notices who our surprise visitor is and runs over to greet
him.

“Uncle Ryan!” he shouts, throwing his school backpack to the
ground. He runs towards him, raising his arms as he reaches my
brother.

“Is Liam with you?” Josh asks, looking around as if Ryan has
hidden his cousin somewhere.

“Hey Josh,” Ryan says, smiling. He picks Josh up and pops him
straight onto his leather clad shoulders as if he weighs no more
than a feather. “No, sorry Liam’s at home, but you’ll see him soon,
I promise.”

“Aww. Can I have a ride on your motorbike?” Josh asks, looking
behind Ryan at the bike expectantly, clinging tightly around Ryan’s
neck.

“Maybe when you’re eighteen,” Ryan replies. He pops Josh down
next to me on the doorstep, as I frantically search my handbag for
my door keys. I can’t bring myself to look up at Ryan; I can
already tell by a brief look at his face that he isn’t happy with
me. His intense stare doesn’t leave my face. I can feel an
embarrassed flush creeping up my cheeks as I eventually fish out my
keys from my bag and unlock the door.

I rush
to turn off the burglar alarm. Ryan follows me in, still not saying
anything, and closes the door behind him as I punch in the
four-digit code to silence the noise. I go into the lounge and take
off my coat, throwing it on the sofa, then swiftly turn to face
him. He glares at me hard and sighs loudly as Josh runs in behind
him, grabbing hold of his leg playfully. Ryan looks down at his
nephew and rubs his head affectionately.

“Josh darling, why don’t you go and play in your room for a
little bit, while Mum and Uncle Ryan talk, okay?” I ask,
quietly.

Josh
promptly let’s go of Ryan’s leg and heads upstairs, without any
protest against my request. Even at his young age, I think he can
sense the atmosphere developing in the room. I know fine well that
Matt has been in touch with Ryan, and that’s his reason for being
here now.

Ryan
passes where I stand and sits down on the chair opposite
me.

“What were you thinking Nat?” He sounds slightly disgusted. I
feel like a little girl who has done something naughty, waiting for
punishment. I stand still in front of him, unable to meet his stare
as he continues.

“Don’t you think Matt has already been through enough lately?
Without you bringing even more shit to his door?” he asks, raising
his eyebrows and folding his arms, waiting for an answer. I
eventually pluck up the courage to look at him. “He called me when
I was on my way home from work, asking me to meet him because he
wanted to talk. He was really upset, so I went straight along to
his apartment. Little did I know that it was you who had him in
such a state, and for what, Nat? A stupid fucking dream?” His voice
is still quiet, but he’s clearly outraged. I can’t remember the
last time my brother swore at me. It’s not a pleasant feeling at
all.

“It’s not stupid, Ryan,” I snap back at him, unable to hide
the emotion from my voice. “You know I’ve been having these dreams
for a while, but this one was different, then... I saw
her.”

Ryan’s
head snaps up. “You didn’t mention that part to Matt,” he says,
looking at me like I’m crazy, and suddenly I feel crazy
too.

I shake
my head. “I didn’t think he’d believe me. I saw her face, she was
in the mirror, in the hallway. It was dark and... it was her Ryan,
I swear it was her.”

Ryan
looks bewildered, “Okay, let me get this straight. So, you’re
telling me you believe in ghosts now, and that our dead sister is
trying to tell you that her husband was up at Milton Point with her
the night she died?” He sighs, tilting his head towards the
ceiling, then looks back at me, holding my eyes with his. “That’s
total Shit Nat, and you know it.”

I try to
say something, to defend myself in some way, but Ryan puts a hand
up to my face to silence me and continues talking.

“You know he was wasted that night Nat, he was totally out of
it. I was with him, he could barely stand. He and Jess had argued.
He’d been drinking all afternoon,” says Ryan bluntly. “You really
think he could have gotten himself all the way to Milton Point to
meet Jess?” He laughs sarcastically. “Ha, I doubt he even knew his
own name.”

“But you weren’t with him all
night, were you? You told the police you had
been, but you told me that you waited till he had gone to sleep,
then left and went back to your own apartment,” I yell back, my
voice growing louder. I walk to the other side of the room and shut
the living room door in fear of Josh overhearing our
argument.

“Don’t be ridiculous!” His voice is raised now. I sit back
down and back myself further into my seat, now feeling intimidated
just by his presence.

“The police questioned him and they found nothing. She killed
herself, Nat. Matt wasn’t there, no one provoked her. The sooner we
all come to terms with that fact the sooner we can all move on with
our lives.”

The
words come out of his mouth hastily. I see the look of horror hit
his face, as he realises what he has just said to me.

“What do you mean she killed herself?” I ask. I’ve surely
misunderstood what he said.

Ryan
crosses the room and crouches down in front of me so that his face
is level with mine. He takes my hand and holds it lightly in
his.

“There was a witness. A local woman. She was walking her dog
along the cliff tops at Milton Point that night. She saw Jess up
there standing near the edge of the cliff, looking extremely upset.
The woman said she seemed distraught. She called the police and
told them her concern, but by the time the police got there it was
too late.” He pauses and takes a deep, shaky breath. “Jess was
alone that night, no one was there with her. I don’t think she
slipped at all Nat, the police think she jumped, and so do I. She
purposely jumped.”

I stand
and circle the living room as if I’m trying to find an exit, an
escape route of some sort, to flee from what my brother has just
told me. Eventually, I give up and sink back down into the sofa, in
the exact same spot that I had left only seconds ago.

“But the police said... it, it was an accident,” I
stammer.

Ryan
nods, and rubs his thumb across the top of my knuckles; his touch
is warm, his skin rough. I can smell the strong scent of leather
coming from his jacket, accompanied by the fainter smell of petrol
fumes.

“I was at Mum’s house when they came with the post-mortem
results. They said that there was no alcohol in her system, the
toxicology report had come back negative, no booze, no drugs. She
was stone cold sober the night she died. Mum didn’t tell you
because it was easier just to let you believe it was an accident.
She asked me not to say anything to anyone and I haven’t... well,
not till now. It was easier to let everyone believe it was an
accident.”

“But the police said that she fell... that she was
drunk.”

“No, the police told Mum they thought she could have been drunk. They hadn’t
completed any tests at that point, it was purely
speculation.”

I stay
silent with disbelief for a few moments, before I
continue.

“But there was no note. If she was going to commit suicide
wouldn’t she leave a note?”

“Not necessarily, not if she hadn’t planned it before she got
up there.”

I shake
my head at him, in denial.

“Come on Nat, think about it. Jess knew those cliffs better
than anyone we know. She wasn’t stupid. She wouldn’t have allowed
herself to get that close to the edge.” He hesitates a few seconds.
“Not unless she wanted to.”

The room
is spinning, and my hands are shaking like mad. I’m trying hard to
regulate my breathing, but my heart is hammering against my rib
cage so hard that it’s virtually impossible.

“Please, don’t hate me for telling you this Nat, but Matt is
innocent in all this. He’s as hurt and upset as the rest of
us.”

I wipe
at my eyes, which are now streaming with tears that I can’t
control. Ryan leaves me and returns with a box of tissues, handing
me one. I don’t take it. I can't move.

For nine
months now, Mum and Ryan have kept this from me, from everyone. I
don’t want to believe that it’s true. But why had she done it? I
know that she and Matt were having problems, but I thought that it
was just a blip, that they’d be back on track in no time. I know
that she still missed Dad, but assumed she was starting to come to
terms with his death. Had Jess’s last thoughts been filled with
loneliness and anger? Why didn’t she talk to anyone, why didn’t she
tell me how she was feeling? Were things really so bad that she had
to take her own life? I don’t understand.

I
suddenly feel claustrophobic, and lurch forward towards where Ryan
is still crouched in front of me. I use his left shoulder to steady
myself, rising entirely to my feet, not knowing where I am heading
and begin to stagger around the room in a daze. Eventually, I fix
my gaze on Dan’s liquor cabinet in the corner of the room, where he
stores his extensive whiskey collection. I quickly move over to it
and rip open the door, pulling out the first bottle that my hand
makes contact with. I glance at the label, identifying it as his
most expensive bottle of double malt, the one he keeps only for
special occasions. I pour a more than generous sized measure into a
crystal tumbler and throw it down my neck. It tastes revolting.
When the instant gratification doesn’t hit as I had intended, I
presume the whole bottle is a better option and pick up the glass,
preparing to fill it up again.

“I’m so sorry, Nat.” Ryan quickly moves over to where I stand
and takes the empty glass from my hand. He sets it on the cabinet
top and leads me away. His voice seems distant as I furiously try
to return my wandering mind back into the room.

“I kept it from everyone because I know that we all felt so
guilty already over losing her, and this might make it worse.
Especially with you and Matt. I haven’t even told Lola.” His voice
is full of sadness.

I
finally get control of my mind, and focus. “No, it’s okay Ryan, I
understand,” I reply quietly, reassuringly, and I do. I think if I
had been with Mum that day, then I would have done the exact same
thing as Ryan had to protect everyone else.

“You understand that I had to tell you this now because of the
accusations that you have put on Matt. But I don’t want you telling
anyone else about it, Nat, not this far down the line. Not when
everyone seems to be at least making a start on living their lives
again.”

He
sounds as though he is begging me not to reveal his secret, but he
has no need to beg.

I smile
back at Ryan. Once again, he is thinking about everyone else,
selfless to the core, wanting to not only protect everyone from
even more heartache, but also to rescue his closest friend from any
further torment. I am so glad that this is the type of man he has
grown into. I feel embarrassed and humiliated that my actions have
forced him to do this. I cross the room to where he is still
sitting and I take his hand, holding it tightly in mine. Both of us
are crying now.

“Don’t worry Ryan,” I whisper. “This is between me and you and
that’s how it’ll stay. You are right, the dreams have obviously
meant nothing. I was a fool to think otherwise, and I promise that
this is now the end of it.”

I hug
him, burying my head into his shoulder, feeling the coldness of the
still damp leather against my hot, flushed face. I pull away and
rub my eyes. Ryan smiles back at me, obviously fully believing that
what I tell him is genuine, and seeming to mellow at my
announcement. My words sound so sincere, I only wish that I
believed them myself.

 



Chapter 12

 

Two
months pass. The dreams haven’t returned since I spoke to Ryan, and
I feel like I can start once again to get on with my life. The fact
that Jess could have committed suicide has hurt me. I’m still so
confused I can’t even see straight, but I need to put it behind
me.

Looking
back now, it feels like more time has passed since the night Ryan
spoke to me about what he and Mum had learned. In some ways,
although confused, my state of mind and even my conscience is
clearer than it has been for a while. I’m finally starting to let
go. There was nothing I could have done, and I need to come to
terms with this, as Ryan has.

I’ll
never know what was going on in Jess’s mind that night. There’s no
rewind button, no instant digital playback. I need to focus on my
own future now, that’s what Jess would have wanted. I have a family
that I need to think about, a life of my own that I need to focus
on. Dr Peterson was right; the only person who can get me through
this is me. Maybe the revelation has helped me in some strange way,
and that’s why the dreams have stopped. I was an idiot to think
that there was anything more to be read into them. And now, I
honestly believe that the vision I saw showing Jess in the mirror
was nothing more than sleep deprivation playing havoc with my brain
function.

I called
Matt a few weeks ago. I had been putting it off, going over and
over again in my head what I was going to say to him. I carefully
rehearsed the words that I would use to make this right. I knew I
couldn’t stay a coward forever. It was something that I was
dreading doing, but I knew that I had to apologise and clear the
air between us.


Obviously, when I eventually went to his apartment to see
him, I didn’t mention what Ryan had told me. It would only hurt
him, and he has no reason to start to question Jess’s death this
far down the line. Not only that, but Ryan had asked me not to tell
anyone, and I want to respect his wishes. I had also made a promise
to my brother that night to stop trying to find a reason for our
sister’s death that just doesn’t exist. And I intend to keep that
promise, now that I know the truth.

Matt had
been surprisingly kind to me, and accepted my apology without
hesitation. I didn’t even think he would allow me back into his
house again after what I had said to him. He had always been a
kind-hearted and forgiving person. I can’t believe that I even
doubted this for a moment.


 Work is going well. I have learnt a great
deal already during my training, and I am starting to feel
confident about the new role that I have taken on. Sophie has been
fantastic and we have grown to be quite good friends, which I am
pleased about. Richard has also been great, I can see already that
he is going to be a good person to work for. He is friendly and
warm when you get to know him, and during the brief occasions that
I spend with him we seem to get on well. I have discovered he has a
great sense of humour yet is still incredibly
professional.

It’s my
last day of training today at Wallis and Spoors before I officially
start my role in the New Year. As I get myself ready to go, I am
tired and don’t feel too great. My head is banging, and I have an
almost constant queasy feeling. Josh had been poorly and was sent
home from school yesterday, with a stomach bug. He is much better
today, so it must have just been a twenty-four-hour thing, but I
think he has passed the virus on to me now. I just need to soldier
on, I can’t possibly phone in sick on my last day of training.
Plus, I want to see everyone before Christmas to wish them all the
best.

After
dropping Josh off at school, I head for work. My stomach seems to
have settled slightly. I hope that I am better for tomorrow night;
it’s Dan’s company Christmas party, and I really don’t want to miss
it. His law firm always holds a fantastic event, and this year they
are holding it at a nearby country golf course. Not that I have the
slightest interest in the sport, unlike my husband, but the golf
course has an incredible five-star hotel with an award-winning
restaurant and spa. The event includes an overnight stay in a
luxury suite. The whole package is paid for by the company,
including a pamper package and beauty treatments for the ladies who
have been invited. I’ve been looking forward to it for ages. I
can’t remember the last time Dan and I had a night away alone.
Judging by how Josh is today I’m hoping that I will be back to
myself in no time, once the bug is out of my system.

 

***

 

At work,
I busy myself finishing off some paperwork that I had started to
sort the previous day and begin to arrange my personal files, so I
am all set to go on my return in a few weeks. Sophie is busy
meeting and greeting Richard’s next clients. She gets my attention
as she passes the glass office doors, heading for the coffee
machine. She asks if I want one. I nod and put up both of my
thumbs, smiling back at her. She shows the clients into Richard’s
office and then hurries back to get our drinks, soon joining me at
the desk.

“My God, they were miserable old buggers!” she whispers into
my ear, as she puts down a cup of coffee in front of me. She
giggles through her bright pink painted lips, adding, “I think the
bald one fancies me.”

I
chuckle at her, opening my mouth, and raising my hands, pretending
to be shocked.

“Sophie, I would be very surprised if there was a straight man
in England who didn’t fancy you,” I reply. She pushes me
light-heartedly, then pulls down her black framed glasses from her
head, and logs into her computer. It’s easy to see that Sophie
doesn’t quite see what others do in her. She attracts a lot of male
attention throughout the office. She never notices it, her heart
firmly taken by Jason, her boyfriend of the past three years, who
she has just moved in with.

“I’m so disappointed you can’t come tomorrow night, Nat,” she
says, spinning her chair backwards to grab the pile of files
sitting behind her. It is Wallis and Spoors Christmas party
tomorrow night, too. But I had already agreed that Dan and I would
go to his. And, in a selfish sort of way, I would much rather a
stay in a five-star hotel than go for a meal at the local football
ground, although I’m sure that they will all have a great
time.

“I know, me too,” I reply. “But I’ll definitely be on the next
night out you all have.”

I glance
at my watch; it’s almost two, which is when I finish work. I have a
hair appointment with Kate before I head back home. I need to look
my best for tomorrow night.

I pick
up my drink and take a small sip. As soon as I taste the coffee,
the room starts to spin, my mouth fills with saliva, and I know
that I am going to throw up. Sophie sees my expression and runs to
open the door just in time for me to run through it and straight to
the ladies’ toilets.

I can’t believe this, I think. Josh
had only been sick twice yesterday, this is the third time today
for me and it’s only just gone lunchtime. He must have a much
better immune system than his mum.

Still
feeling woozy, I leave the toilet cubicle and run the cold tap,
taking a drink from my hand. I splash cold water on my face and try
to avoid my reflection in the mirror above the sinks. After I rub
my hands under the dryer, I turn too quickly, catching my elbow on
the corner of the tampon machine behind me, which causes me to
wince. I briefly inspect the small cut it’s created on my elbow
before turning my attention to the metal sanitary dispenser
attached the wall. I am suddenly aware of the fact that it has been
a while since I last bought tampons.

“Oh, shit,” I say, my voice echoing through the empty room, as
I suddenly realise that I may not have a twenty-four-hour stomach
bug at all.

I return
to the office and try to act as natural as possible. I say my
goodbyes to everyone, telling them to have a great Christmas and
New Year, while attempting to remain as normal as I can and hide my
desperation to leave. I hug Sophie and tell her that I’ll text her
and that we should meet up for a drink sometime soon. She agrees,
and tells me to get well soon. Naturally, she assumes that I have
the bug Josh had yesterday.

As I
head outside, I call Kate and tell her I’m not feeling too good, so
I’ll have to cancel the appointment for my hair. I don’t want to
say anything to her yet as I could be wrong. I go through dates in
my head and work out that I have missed at least one period, could
even be two. I have been so tied up with starting the new job and
stressing over the dreams that I hadn’t even noticed. Kate tells me
to look after myself, and she will call me tomorrow morning. I put
on my coat and head straight to the nearest chemist.

My feet
are hitting hard on the pavement, the loud thudding seems to be the
only thing that I can hear. I turn the corner onto the busy city
high street, bustling with Christmas shoppers. Everywhere I look,
there are brightly lit decorations. I see a busker playing a guitar
and singing Christmas songs as I push my way through the crowds of
people, all of whom seem to be travelling in the opposite
direction.

I spot
the chemists and make a left turn, dashing towards the large
electric doors. As they open, I collide with a lady and send her
handbag crashing to the pavement outside the shop's entrance. I
don’t look up. Instead, I mumble “Sorry,” then swoop down to pick
up the bag, which is a little wet from the puddle it has
unfortunately landed in. As I stand up, I hear a voice and I
recognise it instantly. There are few people I know who are as well
spoken.

“Oh, my goodness, Nat, is that you?”

Although
the timing really couldn’t be any worse, I can’t help smiling as I
look up to see my old boss Steph staring at me, a taken aback look
plastering her perfectly made up face.

“Steph,” I say, hugging her, as she pops the contents of her
designer handbag back into their rightful compartments.

As
always, she is impeccably dressed. She wears a tailored grey dress
suit with high black stiletto shoes and black opaque tights. Her
face looks the same as I remember. However, I spot some deepening
lines surrounding her eyes and mouth. Silver streaks now sprinkle
her strawberry blonde hair. She has aged quite a bit since the last
time I saw her.

We stand
talking for a few moments. Steph tells me that she is retiring in
the spring. I am so happy that she is putting herself and her
family at the forefront of her life rather than her career at the
magazine, as she has done for so many years.

“God, it’s been years since I last saw you. How’s Dan and
little Josh? Both well, I hope?”

“Yes, yes, we’re all great, thanks.” I pause, bracing myself
for what I know is coming next.

“I was so sorry to hear about Jess,” Steph says, right on cue.
She bows her head and steps aside for a lady with a double
push-chair to get past. My eyes linger on the new-born baby twins
inside the carriage before I give my full attention back to
Steph.

“Thanks,” I say quietly. It still makes me feel uncomfortable
when anyone mentions Jess’s death. “And thank you for the card and
the flowers you sent us, they were beautiful,” I add.

I
vaguely remember the flowers that I had received the day before
Jess’s funeral, and the sympathy card with a note inside sending
her love. She had known Jess quite well through the magazine, but
had been unable to attend her funeral.

“It was such a shock,” Steph continues, “But she looked well
the last time I saw her. I didn’t even know that she and Matt had
split up. She looked so happy when I bumped into her with her new
partner.”

“I’m sorry,” I blink hard at her. The look of confusion
plastered across my face must be blatantly obvious, as Steph turns
a bright shade of pink and looks at the ground. Probably hoping
that it will open up and swallow her whole.

“I saw her... in a restaurant, not long before I heard the
news that she had died,” Steph stammers, apparently realising she’s
told me something about my sister that I didn’t know.

“She was with a man and they looked... close. I knew she and
Matt had been having problems. I just assumed they had split up and
moved on. He seemed like a lovely guy, absolutely gorgeous, with an
Australian accent if I remember rightly.”

My mouth
falls open. Steph must register my reaction. She quickly changes
the subject, and then makes a lousy excuse to leave. We say goodbye
and I watch her turn the corner, her fast-paced heels clicking on
the pavement, flashing the red soles of her shoes before she
disappears out of view.

I turn
and head slowly into the store, idly picking out the aisle that is
most likely to stock pregnancy tests. I move in the direction of
it, my mind once again all over the place. I wish I could say that
Steph had it wrong, but something about what she has just told me
makes perfect sense. A cold chill runs the length of my spine as I
wonder how many other secrets my sister kept from me.

 



Chapter 13

Jess

 

I pull
my sunglasses from the top of my head and place them over my eyes.
I squint at the blaring sunshine, tilt my head back and breathe in
the warm salty air. A few yards ahead, I can see Lola, running
through the crowds in a zigzag-shaped line towards the water’s
edge. Her arms are raised up as if she’s soaring. The heat from the
sun burns into my bare shoulders and I regret not applying a higher
factor lotion before stepping out into the midday Australian
heat.

We
arrived from the UK in the early hours of the morning. Sydney is
our first port of call for our two-year adventure. I can’t wait. We
have wasted no time at all. When we arrived, we quickly found our
hostel, unpacked and headed straight out to explore the city that
we will be calling home for the next few months or so. Trying to
sleep has been a waste of time as we were too excited and raring to
go, our bodies pumping hard with adrenaline.

Lola
reaches the water’s edge and comes to a halt in front of it. She
slips off her sandals and jumps in, walking out until the water
hits her knees. I hear her squeal with childlike delight as the sea
lashes up, curling into a small wave, and soaks the bottom of her
shorts.

“We’re on Bondi Beach, baby!” she shouts towards
me.

I smile
back at her and nod, finding it hard to believe that we are here.
As I continue up the beach, I look out further into the Pacific
Ocean where wetsuit-clad surfers take advantage of its great
foaming swells, throwing their bodies into the waves, fearless of
the water’s hidden dangers.

The
golden sand is hot. I am grateful to reach a grassed area at the
end of the beach where the shaded ground looks a little cooler. I
cross the promenade and sit down, as Lola waves at me from the
shore and starts to make her way up to join me. There is an outdoor
pool nearby, full of children laughing and playing, enjoying the
weekend sunshine. I can see the famous lifeguard hut ahead of me
and beyond it the old pavilion.

Behind
me on the busy grass verge, three young girls dressed in Bohemian
style dresses, relax barefoot on the lawn. One beats lightly on a
small bodhran drum, keeping perfect rhythm while the others sing
along to its beat. Their sweet voices fill the surrounding area,
making the vibe of the place feel even more alive and
magical.

Lola
reaches me and falls down in a heap, lying on her side facing me,
propping her head up on her hand. Her face is already starting to
tan, and her shorts are still soaked through from the sea. We grin
at each other and begin to laugh. The unspoken look crosses between
us saying that we can’t believe we are here. After the last few
months and the stress from uni, it’s a welcome sense of relief on
both our parts.

We know
that at some point we will have to find jobs; hopefully that won’t
be too difficult. We have a lot of experience from the bars we have
both worked in to get through university and Jan, the manageress
from the wine bar has given us fantastic references. For now,
though, a few weeks pretending that we are on holiday can’t
hurt.

 

***

 

Later
that night, we decide to go to Circular Quay for some food and a
few drinks. I know that our budgets won’t allow us to do this for
the duration of our trip, but we can make an allowance for our
first night here.

We catch
a bus from our hostel on the outskirts of the city and make our way
to Sydney Harbour. As we walk across a main road and under a
bridge, I can see the busy ferry terminals, and beyond that the
infamous bridge and opera house. The sun is setting, and there is
an exquisite orange glow around the area. I gasp at its beauty and
pinch myself for the hundredth time that day to ensure I’m not
dreaming.

We take
a slow walk past the many busy outdoor restaurants, heading towards
the opera house, laughing as we stop occasionally to take pictures.
A busker with a didgeridoo sits cross-legged on the pavement, and
puts up a thumb to pose for a photo as we pass. Daylight is now
dimming, the city lights behind us start to dazzle as its nightlife
begins to come alive.

We reach
the end of the walkway where the opera house looms from the
shadows, looking quite eerie now that the sun has set, and the
darkness of the night ahead quickly draws in. We head in the
direction of a bar which is situated under the eaves of the opera
house. It is busy, with a live band playing in the centre of the
outdoor area.

I
luckily manage to find a table that a group of young girls is just
leaving. Lola heads to the bar to get drinks, pushing her way
through the many people standing in its path. I hoist myself onto
the tall bar stool and slip off my sandals, letting them fall to
the ground, appreciating the coolness of metal against my hot and
swollen feet. I decide to take my phone out of my bag, ready to
take more photos of the bridge, now directly opposite me. Hundreds
of white lights brightly illuminate its dominant structure. The
Australian flags are flying high and proud in the breeze, at the
highest point of its arch.

As I
search through the many pockets that I could have put my phone in,
I hear a strong Australian accent and a hand taps me lightly on my
shoulder. I put down my bag and glance up in the direction of the
voice.

A tall,
well-built man stands in front of me, with short sandy blond hair
which has a slight curl to it and the brightest, greenest eyes I
have ever seen. He looks around my age. He’s wearing jeans and a
white shirt which is casually unbuttoned at the top, flashing a
perfectly tanned, smooth chest.

“Are these seats taken?” he asks, pointing to the two free
stools opposite me.

I shake
my head, feeling like I have lost the ability to speak. Lola
returns from the bar and promptly moves her handbag from the seat
opposite her for the guy’s friend to sit down. Quickly, she has her
hand out and introduces herself as he takes the seat across from
her.

I glance
back and see the guy sit down and take a quick sip from his large
bottle. He smiles at me, flashing a perfect row of brilliant white
teeth. I can’t seem to look away. I feel nervous, which is a first
for me. I’m usually confident around guys and can make the first
move at the drop of a hat, but somehow this is different. I take a
long drink from the exotic looking cocktail Lola has put in front
of me, praying the alcohol will loosen me up and give me a little
Dutch courage. The man holds out his hand towards me, and I notice
that his wrist is dressed in leather string bracelets. I take his
hand and shake it gently.

“Hi, I’m Jessica, everyone calls me Jess,” I say timidly. He
smiles again, and I melt. I swear I feel electric pulses running
the full length of my arm as he speaks.

“Nice to meet you Jess, my name’s Adam.”

 



Chapter 14

 

The
following day I pack my bag, ready for the Christmas party and our
overnight stay at the golf course hotel. After returning home the
previous day, I had taken the pregnancy test and sure enough, as
I’d half expected, it was positive. I’d spent probably about half
an hour in the bathroom, staring at the digital black letters in
front of my eyes literally spelling out the answer to my question:
PREGNANT.

I assume
that my contraceptive pill has somehow failed, allowing me to
conceive. I had been stressed out the past couple of months. I know
I had missed one, or maybe even two tablets during this time, but
stupidly I hadn’t thought much of it. I’m not going to mention
anything just yet.

Dan has
worked incredibly hard during the past year. He deserves the chance
to enjoy this party without having any pressures on his mind. I
have to try to put my pregnancy to the back of my head for now,
although I know that will be virtually impossible. I still feel a
little on the rough side, but nothing compared to yesterday, so I
hope to have a pleasant time. I could do with a little relaxation
too, after the past few weeks.

Dan has
gone to drop Josh off at Ryan’s place. He and Lola agreed to take
him for the night, and they are going to take him to Mum’s. I know
that he will be spoilt rotten and have an excellent time with Liam;
the boys get on well.

I pack
the rest of my bag and pop out to pick up Dan’s tuxedo from the dry
cleaners. I had bought myself a new dress. The party has a
black-tie dress code, and although I already had loads of suitable
outfits, it had been a good excuse to splash out on a new one. I
just hope it still fits.

Dan
returns from Ryan’s and puts our overnight bags into the boot of
the car. I hand him the two suit carriers holding our evening
outfits, and he kisses me on the cheek.

“You okay, Nat?” he asks with concern in his voice, “You look
a little pale today.”

“Oh, I'm all right,” I reply, “Just the tail end of this
stomach bug thing.”

I feel
awful for lying to him, but would much rather just wait until
Monday to take it any further. I have a doctor’s appointment booked
first thing Monday morning just to confirm things.

 

***

 

We
arrive at the golf course in just over an hour. The drive has
helped relax me a little, and I’m glad that I’ve come. As we pull
up to the glamorous looking hotel entrance, Dan hands the car keys
over to the valet, then the porters arrive to take our bags up to
the room. We walk into the reception area to be greeted by the
company’s director, Dan’s boss.

Phil
Maguire has been Dan’s boss for a lot of years. He’s a short,
slightly overweight man with a full head of white hair. He always
looks well groomed, with immaculate dress sense and an all year
round tan due to the number of Mediterranean holidays he and his
wife Karla take. Who could blame them? They are very well off, and
their kids have now grown up and have families of their
own.

Karla is
standing near the reception desk, talking to another of Dan’s
colleagues. She waves as she sees us arrive and heads over towards
me. She is dressed in a pure white figure hugging dress and wears
jewellery that I’m sure cost an obscene amount, more than she would
ever let on. Her hair is a mass of brown, bouncy curls.

We stand
talking for a while. I try to keep my attention focused, but can’t
help my mind from straying back to the baby. I nod in all the right
places and laugh when everyone else does, but I miss the best part
of the conversation.

I pull
my attention back into focus as Karla tells me all about the new
holiday home that she and Phil have recently purchased on the
Italian Riviera. As always, she is very modest and never brags
about the material things that her husband’s wealth has brought
them. Instead, she says that they are merely lucky and blessed with
what they have been given. I have always liked Karla. Although
clearly very wealthy, both she and Phil have always remained very
grounded, and Dan and I look at them as close friends.

As I
peer through into the large room that holds tonight’s dinner event,
I can see that it looks beautiful. The event has been given a theme
of ‘winter wonderland.’ Even just the small part I can see through
the partly open doors resembles a scene from a film, dressed
tastefully with fake snow, blue lighting and delicate ice
sculptures. I can feel a smile develop on my face as I once again
start to relax, throwing myself fully into the conversation as more
of Dan’s colleagues join us, eventually beginning to enjoy
myself.


 A short while later we head to our room to
get ready for the evening. I know what to expect, as we were kindly
given the same suite as we stayed in last year. A thank you from
Phil for yet another year of hard work and dedication from Dan. The
room is huge, with a large four-poster bed and separate living
area. The big windows are draped with old fashioned style swags and
full-length curtains, and the whole area is lavishly dressed. The
view looks out onto a large and beautifully landscaped garden,
beyond which lies the golf course.

I open
my bag and start to unpack as Dan sits down on the bed and smiles
up at me, watching me contently, his head tilted to one side. I
have no doubt that he can sense something is wrong. We have been
together far too long for me to be able to pull the wool over his
eyes. He pats at the space next to him, inviting me to join him. I
start to walk over, but as I do his mobile phone rings, and he
reaches into the inside pocket of his jacket to answer it. I am
quite relieved if truth is told, as I know that I’m on my way to
being busted. He checks the display and sighs loudly.

“No rest for the wicked,” he declares, shaking his head as he
holds the phone to his ear. “Hi John,” he says enthusiastically.
Either my husband does love his job or he is a damn good
liar.

I leave
him to it. John is one of his partners in the company, who he has
worked with for many years. Although Dan will be seeing him in a
couple of hour’s time downstairs when the party begins, I know that
there are a few things he will want to discuss now so he doesn’t
have to talk business all night long. I take the opportunity to
slip into the bathroom to take a shower. I point to the bathroom
miming my intentions, and Dan nods. I kiss him on the cheek as I
pass, and take a dressing gown from the wardrobe.

The hot
water hits me powerfully. I turn, allowing it to hit my back and
wash over my soapy hair. As I lather up the soap on my body, my
hand crosses my stomach and I let it hover there a few moments. I
know that there will be very little in there at this early stage,
but I’m sure I can feel a slight swell beneath my fingertips. I
turn towards the water and move my face into its flow. Maybe a baby
is a good thing. Josh had been the best thing to happen to Dan and
me, and although we had doubted ourselves at first I think we had
become good parents.

Jess had
never had the chance to start a family. She was good with kids and
had doted on Josh and Liam as her nephews. She had loved spending
time with the boys, taking them out and spoiling them. I’m sure she
would have been overjoyed to become a mum, but the time just hadn’t
been right for her and Matt. Maybe, if she was still alive now and
they had returned back to a better place in their relationship,
they would have been thinking about children. Now they won’t ever
have the chance to have a family together.

I suddenly feel very foolish. Here I am, selfishly wondering
if a second child is a good idea, when it’s a blessing. I nod to
myself as I turn off the shower and step out onto the tiled
floor. Yes, I
think to myself, feeling positive about the future ahead.
We can do this. I reach
for the towel on the heated rail in front of me. It’s just out of
reach, so I move closer to grab it. My foot hits a wet patch on the
tiled floor and slips forwards. I go to grab the sink, but my other
foot moves too, and I miss it. Both my feet slide up into the air,
and I hit the ground with a sickening thud that I assume came from
my own head hitting the hard floor. I am aware of seeing a pool of
blood, which is slowly starting to gather in front of me, just
before I pass out.

 



Chapter 15

Jess

 

I’ve
been in this wonderful country for almost four months now. I never
want to go home. I’m no longer in Sydney as Lola and I have now
travelled to Western Australia and are currently staying in Perth.
Perth is beautiful. It has a friendly, laid back, cosmopolitan feel
surrounding it. I adored Sydney, but it seems quieter here. Perth
moves at a slower pace and is much more relaxed in
comparison.

Of
course, there is more than one reason Lola and I have found
ourselves here. Originally, we had planned on Melbourne as our next
goal after Sydney, and then eventually we would travel west,
towards the end of our journey. However, there was a significant
and rather delightful change in our plans.

I’ve
been in a relationship with Adam since the first week we arrived in
Australia. After meeting him in the bar on Sydney Harbour, Lola and
I went to a club with him. I connected with Adam immediately, and I
can honestly say I have never felt like this about anyone before.
I’ve spent almost every day with him since I arrived.

Lola
doesn’t seem to mind. We have met a lot of friends since arriving
in Sydney. Most of them followed us to Perth, so she’s having a
blast with them. We are staying in a hostel near the central
business district, so we are in the heart of the city where there
is a lot to see and do.

Adam
lives here in Perth. He has a small apartment on the outskirts of
the city, which he shares with a friend. He had only been on
holiday in Sydney. His sister Sarah lives there, so he had been
visiting her and Sam, his brother-in-law.

It had
been a magical four weeks, but when it came to end and it was time
for Adam to travel home, I couldn’t bear for him to go without me.
Lola and I had planned on staying in Sydney a lot longer and doing
so much more, but I couldn’t do it, I no longer wanted to. The pull
I felt towards Adam was too strong. Wherever he is, I feel the need
to be there, too.

We’re
lazing on the grassy banks of the Swan River. The delicious scent
of food travels on the breeze from a nearby restaurant, where
groups of friends lounge on outside terraces enjoying the late
afternoon heat. The tall office blocks of the city stand directly
behind us, dominating the skyline. But here, the hustle and bustle
of the approaching rush hour seems a million miles away. I can make
out the sharp point of the bell tower peeking out above the trees
ahead. Locals jog and cycle along the pathway which runs alongside
the river in front of me. I struggle to comprehend how they can
bear to exercise in this searing heat, building it into their daily
routine and committing to its torture.

It’s now
mid-January and blazing hot. The heat is intense, and it is almost
too hot to breathe properly. Even after being here for a while, I
still haven’t acclimatised to the weather and seriously doubt I
will during my time here. Adam assures me that this isn’t really
that hot. I don’t believe him. If the temperatures increase, as he
promises they will, I'm sure I will spontaneously
combust.

I
briefly wonder what the weather’s like at home. When I spoke to Mum
on the phone yesterday, she told me that heavy snow is expected by
the weekend. I struggle to believe it as I look out across the haze
of heat as it bounces off the river in front of me. I miss my
family, we have always been very close and it pains me to think of
the nine thousand miles that currently separate us.

I hear
Adam approach from behind as I sit on the grass. I’m barefoot with
my legs spread out in front of me, looking up at the palm trees
where numerous brightly coloured birds make the rational choice to
take cover under the shade of the leaves.

Adam
puts a cold bottle of water against my bare back; I feel its
condensation trickling down under the cotton fabric of my vest top,
appreciating its coolness against my sizzling shoulders. He drops
down onto the grass beside me, rolls me onto my back and kisses me
hard and full on the lips, his hand cupping my chin.

“You okay, babe? You look like you’re a million miles away,”
he asks, then puts a water bottle to his lips and takes a generous
sip.

I smile
and pull him back towards me for another kiss, feeling his rough
stubble on my chin and the heat from his body against mine.
Shifting position, I sit in front of him, placing myself between
his legs. I lie back onto his chest and close my eyes, soaking in
the sounds of the atmosphere and feeling more relaxed than I ever
thought humanly possible.

“I’ve never been better,” I reply. I’ve never said those words
and meant them as much as I do now.

 



Chapter 16

 

I’m instantly aware of a strong antiseptic smell hanging in
the air as I fight to open my eyes. My head hurts like mad, waves
of nausea wash over me and I can feel that my right foot has been
wrapped in some sort of constraint, maybe a bandage. The pressure
from it feels tight and uncomfortable, as if it’s cutting off my
blood circulation. Where am I?

As my
eyelids flutter open, I can see the white fluorescent glow of strip
lighting above me. I squint hard against the unnecessary
brightness, adjusting my focus. There is a blue patterned curtain,
pulled closed around the bed where I lie. I can vaguely hear a
voice that sounds like Dan’s in the distance.

The room I am in is small. A chair sits near to me with a
dressing gown thrown over the back of it. There is a curled silver
emblem embroidered on the robe, along with a name I think I know,
but can’t yet place. I prop myself up onto one elbow,
Am I in a hospital?

I reach my hand to my head and pull it back. Specks of fresh
blood shimmer on my fingers. Oh my God,
the baby. I instinctively put my hand on
my stomach.

“Well, look who’s awake!” I hear a woman’s voice say. As the
curtain around me is drawn back, I glance around, now noticing I’m
in a small area of a hospital; a hospital I don’t recognise as one
I've ever visited before. Then I remember. We are supposed to be
away from home for the night. The emblem and name that I can now
identify on the gown is from the hotel we were staying in. Dan must
have dressed me in it to get me here. I look down at my body which
is now clothed in an NHS hospital gown, and I start to
panic.

“Where’s my husband?” I urgently ask the nurse standing by me.
My voice is trembling and sounds tiny and small, lost in the space
of the large and quiet ward.

“It’s going to be okay, I’m here.” Dan’s voice grows closer. I
look up to see him running over from a nearby nurse’s station. He
arrives at my bedside and crouches down next to me as the nurse
fiddles with a chart hanging at the bottom of my bed. I manage a
reassuring smile when I notice the look of anguish plastered on his
face.

“How are you feeling?” Dan asks, grabbing my hand from my side
and holding it in his.

“Like hell,” I reply honestly, rubbing my pounding head, which
is feeling worse by the minute. “What happened to me?”

“You slipped in the hotel bathroom. I heard the crash and came
running in but you were unconscious, so I called the paramedics
straight away and they rushed you here.”

I nod as
images of the hotel bathroom come flooding back to me.

“You’re badly concussed because you hit your head, and you’ve
got a nasty sprain to your right ankle from the way that you fell,
but apart from that, you’re fine. The doctors say you were
relatively lucky.”

“But the blood,” I say, remembering the small pool of it that
I had seen gathering on the bathroom floor just before I lost
consciousness.

“It’s only from your hand,” he says, nodding towards the
dressing on my left hand. “You must have caught it on your way
down. There was a smashed perfume bottle next to you. You have a
small cut on your head as well, from the shattered
glass.”

I blink
back at him, not knowing what to say, but feeling grateful that the
blood was only from a nasty cut. Dan bows his head and looks at me
again. The intensity in his face grows stronger. I brace myself for
what he is going to tell me.

“The baby’s going to be fine, Nat,” he says quietly, so quiet
I have to prop my ear up from the pillow to hear him
correctly.

I nod,
tears gathering in my eyes from sheer relief. “When did you find
out?” I ask, wondering what sort of tests the doctors have already
performed on me.

“You came around for a few seconds in the ambulance on the way
to the hospital. You told the paramedics to make sure the baby was
okay, and then you blacked out again.”

“Oh,” I mumble, looking down and fixing my gaze on a spot on
the white sheet covering my legs, “I can’t remember anything about
that at all.”

“How long have you known?” asks Dan.

“I only found out yesterday. I was going to tell you, but I
wanted to wait until I had seen the doctor. I’m seeing him on
Monday, first thing.”

Dan
stares at me, his expression now vacant. I’m not sure what his
reaction is going to be, and silently prepare myself for the worst.
This isn’t how I had imagined telling him. Christ, I must have put
him through hell. He remains silent for a couple of seconds, but
then a huge grin erupts on his face and I know that he is happy
with the news.

I am so
relieved. I sit up slowly, burying my head into Dan’s chest as he
hugs me and softly strokes my head, and I thank God that I have
been so lucky.

 

***

 

It’s now
almost a week later. I’m feeling much better, although I’m still
grateful I have a few weeks left before I have to return to work. I
don’t think I’m fully recovered from the fall just yet. My ankle is
still a little sore and tender to touch, but the swelling has gone
down and it’s healing quickly. I still feel like I’m aching from
head to toe and just to cap things, I have the worst morning
sickness ever.

I’m now
at Kate’s house, who’s invited me around for some lunch and a
well-needed catch up. I haven’t seen her for a while, but she’s on
holiday from work this week and I’m grateful for the company. I’ve
been stuck at home for a week recovering and trying to take it
easy, but I’ve been bored out of my mind. I’m not used to lounging
around all day doing nothing, and I’m glad for the change of
scenery, at last.

Kate
enters the living room and closes the door behind her with her
foot. She’s holding a huge ham and cheese filled Panini, which she
brings over to me. She sees my reaction to the size of the sandwich
and moves it closer to my face, waving it under my nose to entice
me.

“You need to keep your strength up—doctor’s orders, and
you are eating
for two now, remember.” She reaches forward and pats at my
stomach.

She’s
right. I do need to look after myself. Dan took me to the doctor
last week who confirmed that I’m approximately six weeks pregnant.
Only Dan and Kate knows. We’ve decided to wait until the
three-month scan to tell everyone else, including my family, just
to be on the safe side. Kate guessed as soon as she saw me today,
once again reading me like an open book. It’s frustrating,
sometimes.

I eat my
lunch quickly. I wasn’t aware of how hungry I was until I started
to eat. Kate takes away my empty plate once I’ve finished, and I
peer out of the window. The houses along the street all look
similar, Christmas trees and colourful lights are starting to
appear in their windows, and wreaths decorate their front
doors.

I’ve had a lot of time to sit and stare out of windows this
past week. Every time I do, I think of Jess. This man, Adam, is
playing on my mind. Who is he? Why had Jess not mentioned anything
about him before? How had she met him? Had she worked with him
before she left the magazine? Did he live here? How long had she
been seeing him? These are all questions I
would have asked Jess, but for some reason Jess had kept this man a
secret from everyone. Why?

Kate
enters the room again, and this time she is carrying a huge
chocolate cake, decorated with silver and gold balls and a
multi-coloured candy. I laugh out loud at her.

“Do you think I’m four years old, or something?” I ask. “I
think you are just trying to make me fat, or fatter, I should say.”

“Yes, of course I am. Shut up you silly tart, you know you’re
gorgeous. Now eat up,” Kate replies bossily, handing me an enormous
piece of cake while smirking. She sits down on the sofa opposite me
and helps herself to some cake, then crosses her legs beneath her
and starts to eat. “You okay, Nat?” she asks, sincerity in her
voice. “It’s just that you seem a bit distracted today.”

“Not really,” I reply quickly, grateful for the chance to talk
to someone. I need to get what Steph told me out of my system. It’s
weighing me down, carrying the burden of her words on my shoulders.
I haven’t mentioned a word to anyone, not even Dan. I don’t want to
portray my sister as some kind of cheat, especially when I don’t
know all the facts.

I tell
Kate what Steph said outside the chemist’s, using the exact words
that Steph used. I want Kate’s honest opinion, so I can't
sugar-coat it in the way I’d like to.

Kate
finishes her cake and puts her empty plate onto the floor. I manage
half of mine then push it to one side, feeling a drastic and sudden
loss of my appetite.

“So you think Steph is right?” asks Kate. “That Jess was
seeing someone behind Matt’s back?”

I nod,
feeling awkward. “Yeah, I do. As much as I don’t want to believe
it, I think she’s right. I worked with Steph for nearly six years,
and during that time I have never seen her misjudge a situation.
Not ever. And she assumed they were together so they must have
looked like they were a couple.”

“But Jess never mentioned anything about him to
you?”

“No,” I reply. “She always told me everything. I knew all
there was to know about her, or at least I thought I
did.”

“She never mentioned anyone she worked with, or was friends
with, maybe?”

“Nope.”

Kate
hesitates. “Have you thought about whether she was in contact with
this guy? Social network sites? Maybe e-mail?”

“No, but I couldn’t get into her computer accounts. Anyway,
everything’s password protected and I’m certainly no whiz on a
computer.”

Kate
jumps to her feet and picks up her mobile from the arm of my
seat.

“You might not be, and I’m not either, but I know someone who
is,” she says, as she starts dialling a number and waits for a
response.

I’m not
sure at first where she is going with this, but I quickly
understand when the person on the other end of her call picks up,
and she speaks.

“Hi Mitch, it’s Kate, how are you? Good, look, I’m calling
because I need a big favour from you...”

 



Chapter 17

Jess

 

I stare
out at the city below in awe. The tall buildings lining the
landscape are starting to light up as the sun sinks lower. The view
from Kings Park at sunset is one I’m sure I’ll never tire of, no
matter how long I stay in Perth. The vantage point up here offers
panoramic views of the surrounding area and the city’s closer
buildings. Sailboats sit peacefully on the river below, which
lazily weaves its way through the many suburbs. The boat sails are
bright with vibrant colours. In the distance, cars zip along the
freeway and over the Narrows Bridge. I can hear their engines as
the traffic thickens. To the east, far off on the horizon, I see
the blurred line of the Darling Ranges.

The
orange light from the sun casts a warm glow over the already
glorious view, as Lola sits down next to me on the grass. I glance
up to see Lauren and Rebecca approach us. The two girls will be
travelling with Lola tomorrow, and are joining us in a final
night’s celebration. Lola hands me some white wine in a plastic
beaker, poured from a mini bottle she’s pulled from her handbag.
She raises it into the air in a toast.

“Here’s to my last night in Perth,” she says. I lift my cup to
hers and hit it lightly.

“I can’t believe you’re leaving,” I mutter, not able to hold
back how upset I am.

Lola is
heading up North to Queensland tomorrow. It’s the next place on our
checklist of places we would go; the list I was supposed to be
following with her.

“I’m sorry Lo,” I say, taking a sip of the wine from my cup.
It tastes warm and sickly sweet. “I feel so guilty for staying
here, and not coming with you.”

Lola
pushes my arm playfully and I fall back, as a little of my wine
falls over the rim of my cup and lands on the grass near my bare
legs. Lauren and Rebecca catch up to us and sit down.

“Don’t be stupid,” she says, as the two girls greet us. “I’ve
got all the girls with me, it’s not like I’m going
alone.”

This was
true. I was happy that Lola has made so many friends while she’s
been here, I’ve been so attached to Adam lately we haven’t seen
that much of each other.

“You don’t need to worry about her, Jess. Me and Rebecca will
keep watch over her,” says Lauren, her broad Irish accent breaking
through. I smile and rub her arm affectionately.

We had
met Lauren and Rebecca during our last week in Sydney and they had
travelled on to Perth with us. The girls are the same age as Lola
and me. They are from Dublin, and we have become good friends
during our time here. We worked together picking fruit for three
months when we first arrived in Western Australia, which is a
government requirement, and will enable us to extend our visas a
further twelve months once our first year is up.

“So, where’s your first stop tomorrow?” I ask. I know what our
plans had been, but I think they have changed now that Lola is
travelling with the others.

Lola
crosses her long legs in front of her and leans back to put her
weight on her elbows.

“We’re flying into Cairns, going to spend a few weeks there
before we move on.” I nod and smile at her. A slight stab of envy
hits me as I think back to us planning our own visit up North, to
Cairns. We had so much planned for that part of Australia.
Snorkelling in the tropical waters of the great barrier reef,
taking a trip to the Daintree Rainforest, visiting the small
mountaintop village of Kuranda and then travelling along the coast
to stunning Port Douglas. I’m happy that Lola is still going on to
do these things, even though I’m not.

“I’m going to miss you all,” I say. “Do you think you’ll make
it back to Perth?”

Lola
shrugs her shoulders. “Nope,” she replies. “The guys are talking
about Melbourne next.”

“My cousin lives in Melbourne,” adds Rebecca. “So we are going
to head there to stay with her for a while.” She holds up her
hands. “Such a big country, so little time.”

I nod,
understanding her thoroughly. The time here is passing so quickly,
it will soon be time to go home, something I can’t yet bring myself
to think about.

“Are you ready to make a move? The other guys are meeting us
for a few drinks in Northbridge, they all want to see you before we
leave,” says Lauren.

I stand
up, smoothing down my dress over my knees, then release my hair
from its grip at the back of my neck. It falls over my shoulders,
and I ruffle it. Lola pulls her lipstick from her bag and applies a
fresh layer of red gloss to her lips, as Lauren and Rebecca lead
the way.

“Okay,” I say brightly, trying to lift my low mood, “Let’s
go.”

I take
one final glance back over my shoulder to the city before we head
away from its mesmerizing view. As I think of Adam, I smile,
knowing that this is exactly where I want to be.

 


Chapter 18

 

It
doesn’t take long for Mitch to arrive. Kate opens the front door to
her ex-husband and welcomes him fondly. Through the gap in the
door, I watch the sweet embrace between them and am once again
amazed by the fact that their marriage didn’t work out.

“Hi Nat,” Mitch says as he enters the kitchen. He glances
around quickly. A sad look passes his face and I instantly feel
guilty for bringing him back to his old home. It probably holds a
lot of memories for him. The divorce is still new, and seemingly,
still very raw.

I’m
sitting at the kitchen table. I smile back at him as he approaches.
Kate’s laptop is already open and powered up in front of me, ready
to go. I feel a bit sickened by the fact that I may soon be reading
messages from my sister’s past—messages I have no right to see. I
feel that even though she’s no longer here, I’m invading her
privacy to an extreme extent. But it’s something I have to do. Kate
has put the idea in my head now. I must make sense of this somehow,
even if it is just to put my mind at ease.

Mitch
takes a seat next to me and slides the laptop across the table,
turning it towards himself. He angles the screen and adjusts the
brightness, making it easier for him to see.

“How do you know how to do this sort of thing?” I ask
curiously. I knew that Mitch was good with computers, he works with
them and has done for a long time, but the fact he could hack into
personal e-mail accounts was news to me.

Mitch
looks at me, grinning, and touches his nose to insinuate that I'm
nosey.

“Let’s just say working in IT for fifteen years teaches you
some tricks. Besides, it’s pretty easy when you know how,” he says,
tapping on the computer keyboard to log onto the e-mail service
that Jess used to use, at a ridiculously quick speed.

“Do you know her e-mail address?” he asks, not looking up from
the screen.

I recite
the details without hesitation; she had used the same personal
address for everything, she’d had the same one since college. I
used to send her pictures regularly and e-mails when she was in
Australia. With the time difference and call costs it had been so
much easier to stay in contact that way.

“Thanks for doing this for Nat, Mitch,” Kate interrupts,
sliding onto the seat in between us. She flicks her long hair
behind her shoulders, which catches Mitch’s attention. His gaze
lingers on her face for a few moments before he turns his attention
back to the task at hand.

“It’s just that Jess had loads of photos saved on there that
Nat would love copies of. She knew her password once because Jess
gave it to her, but she’s forgotten it... it’s been so
long.”

The lie
sounds convincing enough to me, but I doubt that Mitch believes it.
He’d been married to Kate too long and knows her far too well to be
unable to call her bluff. Nevertheless, he seems to accept what she
tells him as the truth, and carries on tapping on the
keyboard.

“I’m taking it you’ve tried the commonly used passwords she
could have used. Names, dates, favourite places...?” he
asks.

I nod
quickly. “Yeah, I’ve tried all of them. I’m not sure if she might
have changed it just before she died.”

In reality, I hadn’t even bothered attempting to guess any
passwords before Mitch had arrived. Jess always used passwords no
one would ever be capable of guessing. She’d had a real phobia
about people hacking into her accounts, so made sure she changed
her passwords regularly. She never used anything that would ever be
related to her, or easy to guess. Looking back now though, maybe
she had more of a reason than deterring cyber criminals. Maybe she
didn’t want anyone to access her accounts. She would hate me for
this.

A few
moments later, Mitch turns the screen back to me. My eyes widen and
my pulse quickens. My hands suddenly feel clammy against the wooden
table, and I realise I’m nervous. I pull my hands away from the
table and leave imprints from my sweaty palms. Jess’s e-mail
account sits open in front of me, still in complete working order,
as if she’s never even left.

“Well, I’ll leave you to it, ladies. If anyone asks, I wasn’t
here,” says Mitch, as he stands from his seat, turns on one foot
and heads towards the hallway, Kate following behind him. I thank
him as he passes me, fully understanding the trouble this could get
him into if his employers ever found out he was using his skills
outside of the office walls. I really am grateful.

I hear
Kate saying goodbye and thanking him again too, as the front door
opens and then quickly clicks closed. Kate rushes back into the
kitchen parking herself next to me, and we start to read through
communication from my sister’s final months.

 

***

 

I’ve
been on the laptop for almost half an hour now, and I’m still no
closer to finding out anything about Jess’s mystery man. I had
decided to look through Jess’s sent items box first, but it’s been
wiped clean and sits empty. Any e-mails that she sent before she
passed away have all gone, a lot might have been wiped clean due to
the time that has passed. Her trash folder is also empty. I find a
couple of e-mails in her saved drafts, along with a few that have
been flagged, but these are from when she was still working for the
magazine. They are ideas that she had sent to her office address
for forthcoming columns, and messages sent back from
Greg.


Surprisingly, her inbox doesn’t have a lot of unread mail.
I’d assumed that because the account hasn’t been deactivated and
obviously hasn’t been accessed for a while, that she would have a
backlog of junk mail. But then I remember how Jess was, and
appreciate that she probably rarely gave her personal e-mail
address to anyone, other than those necessary.

I scroll
through the unread messages highlighted in a bold font. There are a
few from high street stores, which she must have used in the past
to shop online, some from her bank and old credit card company
telling her about the offers she could claim, then some more
offering her promotional money off coupons. No general e-mails, no
love letters or secret meeting arrangements, nothing.

The last
place I check is her history. I have scrolled right through to the
earliest date, but again, nothing is striking me as unusual or out
of the ordinary. I smile faintly as I see some messages sent by me
only a few weeks before she died. There are a few jokes sent from
Lola, along with a couple of notes from Mum. I click open a message
from Ryan which has pictures attached. I open them to find photos
of Josh and Liam. They look so young, it’s amazing how quickly the
boys have grown in the year since the pictures had been taken. I
close them and navigate through the remainder of messages, but I’m
fast losing hope. There’s nothing else.

Was this really all there was? Or had Jess been purposely
trying to hide something? Maybe she was scared Matt would somehow
gain access to her account, so she covered her tracks. Maybe she
had used her mobile phone to contact this man, but there was no way
of knowing. Her phone had been thrown free during the fall and had
been found by the police. It had been shattered into pieces, laying
at the bottom of a salt water rock pool which had rendered the
phone unusable and its data unsalvageable. Maybe I just had to
admit that for once in her life, Steph had it wrong, and the
relationship between Jess and this man had been purely platonic?

“Do you want another cup of tea?” shouts Kate from the
opposite side of the kitchen, where she’s busy washing dishes and
cleaning down the kitchen work surfaces. I can smell the strong
smell of bleach coming from her direction. She’s probably not
wanting to interfere too much with what I am doing. I can fully
understand why.

“Yes, please,” I shout back, rubbing my temples that are now
beginning to ache from looking at the computer screen for so long.
I start to tap my way through the e-mails Jess had most recently
opened, and hand Kate my mug from the last cup of tea she had made
me, for a re-fill.

Still
nothing. I’m just about to give up and shut down the program when
an e-mail catches my eye, which had been sent out a few weeks
before Jess died. I must have missed it when I first looked. It’s
been sent by a travel agency based in the city. I assume it’s just
a promotion, or some sort of deal, as I know Jess had booked
holidays through them in the past. But then I see that there is a
booking reference number attached to the title. I open it, and it
blinks onto the screen.

The e-mail is for Jess, and thanks her for her custom. It has
an attachment on the bottom, which I swiftly double click to open.
It’s a booking confirmation for two one-way flights to Perth
International Airport, Western Australia. The e-mail states that it
was departing on 11th
January from Heathrow. I don’t understand—that
was the day after Jess died, but her name is down as one of the
passenger’s travelling. Confusion sets in further as I read the
remainder of the e-mail, which says that the airline tickets had
arrived at the travel agency and would be posted out to the address
given at the time of booking. Where had the tickets gone to? She
surely wouldn’t have had them delivered to her house.

The room
starts spinning as I stare at the screen in front of me. I narrow
my eyes to adjust my focus, almost wishing that I hadn’t started
poking into my sister’s past. I inhale and hold my breath,
realising Steph had most likely been right about Jess having an
affair. And it looks like she was prepared to leave the country,
her family, and everything she knew to be with this man. I stare
hard at the second passenger’s name as if trying to erase it
permanently, as if it didn’t exist: Mr Adam Walker. I wrack my
brains trying to place the name, but I know that I’ve never heard
it before now. Jess had never mentioned it, and it doesn’t even
sound familiar. I don’t know who this man is. But one thing is for
sure. I’m going to find out.

 



Chapter 19

 

“Can you slow down a bit, please?” says Kate. She’s looking
straight ahead at the road, and she has her hand wrapped twice
around the seat belt. Her grip is so tight, her knuckles are
starting to whiten.

“Sorry,” I say, perhaps a bit too bluntly, as I release the
pressure on the accelerator under my foot. The car instantly starts
to slow.

Kate
unravels her hand from the belt, and flexes her fingers in an
attempt to regain some circulation, and looks at me. “I know you’re
in a hurry to get there, but you have two passengers who would like
to get to the city in one piece.”

“Eh?” I look at her in confusion, then quickly acknowledge
she’s referring to the baby as the second passenger. She’s
right—I'm acting careless and selfish. I release my foot some more
so that I hit the speed limit I should have been sticking to all
along.

“Do you even know what you are going to say, when you get
there? Do you think they’ll still have the booking on file?” she
asks.

“I don’t know,” I reply, “but we’re going to find out
soon.”

I park
the car and head towards the travel agency. Kate jogs to keep up
with me. Fury rages inside me as my pace quickens. I don’t even
know what I’m going to say once I’m inside yet, but I’ll think of
something. That e-mail is the only lead I have to find out who Adam
Walker is.

 

***

 

I burst through the door of the travel agency, briefly
pausing in the doorway to try and compose myself.
Stay calm, stay calm. Kate follows me in a couple of seconds later. She is pink in
the face and out of breath.

“God woman, are you trying to kill me?” she
whispers.

The shop
is so quiet you could hear a pin drop. I ignore Kate and step
forward towards a young girl who is busy speaking on the telephone.
There are shelves surrounding us, stacked with glossy holiday
brochures, most them displaying exotic and tempting destinations on
their covers. I wish I were here to book a holiday today. Escaping
to a faraway land with no troubles or worries sounds very appealing
right now.

There
are no other agents in sight, and we are the only customers. I
loiter at the front of the shop until the girl finishes her
telephone conversation, and don’t even wait for her to invite me
over before taking a seat opposite her at her desk. Kate quickly
follows me and takes another. She picks up a brochure that is
sitting open on the desk and flicks through its pages, trying to
look discreet.

“Hi, how can I help?” The girl asks, turning her swivel seat
towards me. She is young, probably only about eighteen. I hope
she’s new to the job and inexperienced enough not to know about
restrictions surrounding data protection policies.

The girl
is dressed smartly in a royal blue suit with a blue and pink scarf
tied neatly around her neck. I take a quick glance at her name
badge, which is pinned to her uniform jacket.

“Hi Melanie,” I say in a sickly-sweet tone. I can’t even look
at Kate, because I can imagine the look on her face after hearing
my false voice. “I am hoping you can help?” I continue, as I put my
right hand over my left to conceal my wedding band.

“My boyfriend and I booked a flight to Perth, Australia, quite
a while ago using this agency. We didn’t make the trip because my
boyfriend fell ill.” I’m trying hard to sound convincing, but the
truth is I’ve always been a crappy liar. I wet my dry lips and
continue.

“It’s just... we’d like to book again for next year, but
neither of us can remember which airline we booked through, because
we priced quite a few,” I add quickly. “We’d like to go directly
through the airline this time because my boyfriend is a frequent
flyer and he can get air miles easier that way.”

Melanie
looks a little puzzled. I’m not sure if what I have just said is
even true, I’d blurted it out quickly, without thinking the details
through.

The girl
types something into her system, and a new screen comes up on her
computer.

“I don’t know if it’ll be on the system anymore, if it’s from
a while ago,” she says, sounding uncertain. I can’t believe she's
fallen for what I’ve just told her.

“We hold records for up to a year that we can access here... I
think.”

“That’s great,” I say brightly, “It was booked for January, so
it should still be there.”

Melanie
nods, “Do you still have a booking reference number?” she
asks.

“Yes,” I answer quickly, getting out my phone and giving her
the reference I have from the e-mail I forwarded to myself. I read
the numbers aloud and the girl taps them into her computer as I
speak.

“Yes,” she says, “it’s still here. Can you confirm the lead
passenger’s name and birth date?”

I give
her Jess’s full name and date of birth, along with Adam’s name as
the second passenger, she puts in the information and waits a few
seconds.

“I’ve got it,” she announces, sounding quite pleased with
herself. “The flights were booked through Qantas. I can get you
some prices if you’d like. We did give you an exceptionally good
deal the last time. It might be worth it.”

“No, it’s okay, we are just looking at options at the moment,”
I state, wondering where to go next in order to convince her to
give me the information I need. But Kate, as always, is already
miles ahead of me.

“Actually,” says Kate, in a loud and assured tone of voice.
“My husband and I are looking at going to Mexico for our tenth
wedding anniversary in the new year. Do you have any brochures that
I can take home for my husband to look at? We’ll probably pop back
here at the weekend and book up,” she adds casually.

“Oh yes,” Melanie says, sounding pleased. I feel guilty for
allowing Kate to give the poor girl false hope of a sale, but needs
must and at this moment in time, I’m all out of other
options.

Melanie
stands and turns her back to us, walking towards the back of the
shop where the long-haul destination brochures are
situated.

Kate
already has a piece of paper in her hand as she snatches the girl’s
pen from the desk and leans towards the computer screen to read the
address that the tickets had been posted to. I look around to make
sure the shop is still empty. It is. Kate keeps the girl talking as
she squiggles down the address from the screen.

“My friend was telling me that Riviera Maya is fabulous,” she
shouts over to Melanie as she pops the address into her handbag,
returns the girl’s pen to the desk and straightens herself in her
seat. She times it perfectly, just as the girl turns back around
and returns to us with a few brochures tucked under her
arm.

I look
at Kate and shake my head in sheer disbelief.

“Oh yes, it's lovely. We have a lot of hotels in that area,”
she says, totally oblivious to what we have just done.

“Fab!” replies Kate.

“Well, just let me know when you are ready to
book.”

“I will,” Kate smiles.

“Is there anything else I can help you with?” Melanie asks
hopefully as we stand to leave, and she hands the brochures over to
Kate.

“No thanks,” says Kate. “We’ve got exactly what we came
for.”

 



Chapter 20

Jess

 

I sit
alone, quietly watching the waves smoothly rolling onto the shore,
one by one in perfect rhythm. Their pale blue and turquoise tones
look alive and sparkle like glitter as the sun bounces off them. I
bury my bare feet into the soft, warm sand and squint my eyes
against the dazzle of the water as I try to spot Adam. At first, I
can’t see him, but then I catch a glimpse of his head bobbing on
the surface as he powers through the ocean, effortlessly swimming
parallel to the shore. His strong arms propel him through the
choppy waves like a knife through warm butter.

I rub my
arms as a gust of wind suddenly hits me. It’s late afternoon, and
the wind is picking up strength like it sometimes does at this time
of day. It feels cool and refreshing against my bare skin on yet
another blistering hot day in Western Australia. The beach is
unusually quiet today, with only a handful of people walking along
its shoreline.

I stand
up, shaking the sand off my shorts, and wave towards Adam,
beckoning him to come out of the sea. We need to make tracks if we
want to go and look at this apartment. The real estate agent is
meeting us there soon, but Adam insisted on coming down to the
beach for his daily swim before we go. It’s a daily ritual he
rarely misses.

He is a
keen swimmer, powerful and fearless. Living so close to the coast
since he was a child has given him a connection to the ocean that I
could only ever dream of. I'm not confident in deep sea water.
Although, I love the beach and could easily sit watching the waves
for hours, unaware of the time slipping by. The sea has always
seemed like a master of disguise to me. Attractive and alluring one
moment, then sinister and unpredictable the next.

My fear
stems from back when I was sixteen. I had been at the beach with
Matt and decided to go for a swim. It had been a beautiful hot
summer’s day and the water was so enticing that I couldn’t resist.
Matt watched me from the shore as I waded further into the cold
water, until I was out of my depth and could no longer feel the sea
bed beneath my feet. Not long after I began to swim, I started to
get into trouble and couldn’t fight the strong underwater current I
had leisurely swum into.

I
struggled against it for what seemed like forever. As I was pulled
deeper under the waves, I tried to shout and scream but I couldn’t.
Its force was immense. Then, out of nowhere, I felt I sharp jerk
and was thrust forwards through the waves, then lifted into a
strong pair of arms, which held me tightly until I was safely back
on the beach. I was so upset and distraught by the experience that
I've never swum in the sea since. I don’t think I ever thanked Matt
for saving my life that day.

Adam
spots me waving to him and holds up a thumb in the air. He
instantaneously changes his direction, swimming back towards the
shoreline where I now stand waiting. I walk into the water,
allowing it to wash over my feet. White foam bubbles around my bare
toes, and I wince as the waves temporarily pick up strength,
sending salt water washing up my legs. It hits the tattoo on my
thigh that I recently had done, it stings slightly until my skin
gets used to it.

Adam
pushes himself out of the deep water so he can walk. He moves
slowly, pulling back his wet hair from his face, then adjusting his
long black board shorts enough for me to see his thigh muscles
flexing tightly as he walks. His tan is deep, and his skin glistens
where thousands of beads of salted water are clinging to its
surface. He comes closer, quickly grabbing me around the waist,
lifting me off my feet, then placing me back down. I trip over his
foot clumsily and fall backwards, pushing me further out into the
shallow water. I laugh and take his hand as he helps me back to my
feet.

“We’re going to be late,” I say, playfully pulling on his arm
with all my strength. I soon start to lose my patience when he
refuses to budge an inch, and I have to resort to using two arms to
try and move him. With his feet firmly rooted in the sand under the
water, he pulls me backwards, moving me closer to him, his arms
around my waist once more. I link my hands around his neck and he
kisses me passionately. I’m powerless, just as I always am whenever
I’m with him.

I hold
onto him tightly as he moves us out into deeper water. My heart
begins to pound as I feel it circling round my waist. I know that
he won't take me any further out, he is aware of my fear. I wrap my
legs around his body, pulling him closer, feeling his heart beat
increase and his breathing deepen, losing myself in him, wanting
him badly.

He runs
his hand down my neck, brushing my breast underneath my thin
camisole top. I gasp as he kisses me again—his touch is hot. I arch
my back as it lingers on my skin. His hand runs slowly down my
body, stopping at my thigh, gripping it firmly. Every one of my
nerve endings is alive with excitement as he reaches his hand under
the leg of my shorts and plays teasingly with the elastic of my
underwear. His touch is gentle as he continues, rubbing his thumb
along the material, and sending my pulse racing. It takes every
ounce of determination and willpower that I have to pull away from
him. When I do, my body screams out in protest.

“Come on, we really have to go,” I say breathlessly, walking
into the shallow water until I am once again on dry land. He lets
out a big sigh and follows me out of the sea, grabbing my hand and
putting his arm around my waist as we walk up the beach towards the
steps leading to the road. He pulls my head towards him and plants
a gentle peck on my hair as I pass him a towel to dry
off.

“I love you, Jessica Lawson,” he declares loudly, kissing me
again.

I smile
and look up at him, his bright green eyes burning into mine as if
they’ve found a crack in my soul and are now soaking deeply into
it.

“I love you, too,” I whisper back.

 



Chapter 21

 

I hold the piece of paper in my hand, and enter the address
Kate had written on it into my Sat Nav. I’m sitting in the car
outside of Josh’s school where I’ve just dropped him off. I know
roughly where the area that the airline tickets had been sent to
is, but don’t have the confidence to choose the right route to get
me there without assistance. I tap my fingers nervously on the
dashboard as the device searches for the address, and it soon
brings up the details for me to accept. I press a green button and
the address details flash up, along with a map and timescales. It
says it will only take me forty minutes to get there. I start the
ignition and begin to follow the instructions that the computerised
voice gives me. God, I hope I’m doing the
right thing.

I drive
for roughly half an hour before the Sat Nav tells me my location is
approaching. I make the right turn onto a new looking estate. The
houses all look small, but neat and tidy in their identical rows. I
soon approach a sign on a corner of the street that I need to be
on, and turn onto it, looking for number sixty-two. I count down
the figures until I suddenly spot it, on the end of a row of
terraced houses.

As I
pull up, I can see that the front garden is neat and tidy. A few
children’s toys litter its corners and there is a white four by
four parked on the drive, which is good. Hopefully someone’s home.
Was this where Adam was living? There had to be some sort of link
if Jess had the airline tickets sent here. I get out of the car and
hope that this wasn’t a fool’s journey and a waste of my
time.

I
approach the front door and gingerly press on the doorbell. I move
back off the porch step as I see someone coming down the hallway,
through the frosted glass panes in the centre of the door. A dog
barks loudly and I hear the muffled sound of a woman shouting at it
to be quiet.

A petite
woman opens the door. She holds a blue tea towel in one hand and
has the other behind her back, trying to keep a lively black and
white border collie from escaping through the open door. She steps
outside onto the porch to join me and closes the door behind
her.

“Sorry,” she says, nodding toward the dog, then looking back
at me. “He gets a little excited when people come to the door.” Her
accent is Australian, so I have an inkling that I have the right
house. Steph had said that the man Jess was with that night in the
restaurant had been Australian; surely that’s not a
coincidence.

I look
behind her to see the dog’s face pressed against the glass in the
door, curious to see who their visitor is, and I smile.

“How can I help you?” the woman asks politely, looking around
as if to see if I am with anyone else, then downwards at my empty
hands. She probably presumes that I’m going to try and sell her
something and is searching for my pen and clipboard.

The
woman looks around her early forties, and has wild red hair tied in
a messy knot on top of her head. Her skin is fair, covered with a
smattering of light freckles, and her eyes are bright green. She’s
pretty, in an unconventional sort of way.

“I was wondering if you know a man named Adam Walker?” I ask
quietly, getting straight to the point, crossing my fingers at my
sides, hoping that she’s heard of him.

“Yes, Adam’s my brother,” she answers instantly, eyeing me
suspiciously. “He lives in Australia, why do you want
him?”

I hadn’t
rehearsed what I was going to say, so blurt out the first thing
that comes into my mind. “My sister... um Jess, she died recently
and...”

I feel
relieved when the woman cuts me off mid-sentence, stopping my
useless babbling.

“Oh goodness,” she says. “I knew your face looked familiar,
God, you’re the double of your sister.” She puts her hand up to her
mouth. It’s not the first time I’d seen someone taken aback at how
much Jess and I look like one another, so her reaction doesn’t
startle me. She continues, talking quickly.

“I was so sorry to hear about Jess. I read about her death in
the local newspaper a few days after the accident happened. It was
tragic.”

She
opens the door, pushing past the dog that has now calmed down, and
motions for me to come in. I enter the house and stand
uncomfortably in the hallway, shifting my weight from foot to foot
and fiddling with the chained strap of my handbag.

The
woman puts the tea towel she was holding onto the radiator next to
me then closes the door. She holds out a hand. “I’m Sarah, please,
come on through.”

I shake
her hand gently. “Nat,” I reply as she turns and moves through an
open door at the bottom of the hallway. I follow her through into
the living room, tastefully dressed with lilac and silver Christmas
decorations. A large matching tree stands in the window and the
strong smell of its pine needles fills the room. I take a seat on
the brown leather sofa, and squeeze my hands together tightly as
they rest on my knee, to offer myself some comfort.

“So what is it you want to know about Adam, Nat?” asks Sarah.
“I just spoke to him on the phone earlier this morning actually,”
she adds casually.

She
pauses, bowing her head down at the cream coloured carpet, looking
saddened. “He worshipped Jess... he was devastated when I called to
tell him the news of her death; he left the day after she fell. He
had no idea until a few days later when I spoke to him.”

I nod,
being careful in my choice of words “So, do you get to see him
often?” I ask as informally as I can.

Sarah
shakes her head. “We’ve only seen him a couple of times since me
and my husband Sam immigrated here four years ago. My husband was
offered a job down on the south coast, but was relocated here after
a few months. I’ve only managed one trip back to
Australia.”

“So when did you see Adam last?”

“He came here last year to spend Christmas with us. He stayed
for a few weeks before heading back home. That’s when he and Jess
met up again.” Sarah suddenly stands from where she is
sitting.

“I’m so sorry, Nat! Where are my manners? Can I get you
anything to drink? Tea, coffee, soda maybe?”

“No, I’m fine, thank you,” I reply. I’m parched and would
appreciate something to drink, but I don’t want her to stop what
she is saying, I'm intrigued to find out more. Sarah smiles and
sits back down. Luckily, I don’t have to prompt her to continue
from where she left off.

“It was good they got a chance to see each other again after
so long... five years, I think Adam said it had been since he’d
last seen her. He didn’t realise how close I lived to Jess until he
got here. Once he knew, he couldn’t resist tracking her down and
getting in touch with her again.”

So, Adam
had only been here for a short time visiting, but by the sounds of
things they must have met before, maybe when she was travelling.
Sarah confirms my suspicions.

“They were so good together,” she says brightly. “They could
never be parted when Jess was in Australia with him. They were
love’s young dream, and were such a good match as well. Jess told
me that she had a sister, told me all about you and her family. She
said you were looking forward to meeting Adam someday.”

I almost laugh out loud, I was looking forward to meeting
him! I didn’t even know he existed until now. Why? My stomach does an unexpected
flip. I put my hand on it, trying to keep composure. So Jess and
Adam had been in
a relationship while she was in Australia. But I thought she and
Matt were going to attempt to make a go of things, to eventually
admit to one another they were more than just friends. Nothing had
been official when she’d left, but Matt doted on her. It was clear
to everyone that he was in love with her, how could she have done
that to him? She married him after returning home, for Christ’s
sake. How many people had she lied to about this?

“I know,” I say, swallowing hard, smiling. Sarah obviously
thinks I knew about their relationship while Jess was in Australia,
so I play along. “Jess never stopped talking about him, she used to
call me all the time when she was away travelling.” In truth, I had
rarely spoken to Jess. We had sent lots of e-mails and had the odd
phone call, but all we talked about when she called was where she
was, the weather, how she was enjoying it. Then she would ask how
the family were all doing. She had never mentioned Adam, not once,
not to any of us.

“So, you want to talk to Adam?” Sarah asks me, breaking the
trance that I have entered.

“Um... yes, if he wouldn’t mind,” I say politely, “If you have
his phone number, that would be great.”

“Actually,” she says. “You might be in luck, your timing’s
just right. He’s coming over to spend Christmas with us this year.
He’s arriving in four days’ time. If you would prefer to wait and
meet up with him face to face, I can take your number and pass it
on to him when he gets here.”

I smile
and nod, my heart pounding in my chest just thinking about it. I
didn't even know this person existed until twenty-four hours ago,
now suddenly I'm arranging to meet him.

Sarah
walks over to a glass cabinet in the corner of the room, returning
with a biro and a piece of paper. I call out my number as she
writes it onto the sheet, using the coffee table in front of
me.

“Got it!” she says, “I’ll pass it on to him. He’s due to get
here Friday morning, so I’d expect to hear from him any time after
that. I know he’d like to meet you, it’s a shame he didn’t get the
chance when he was over here last.”

I rise
to my feet and head to the door, after thanking Sarah for her help.
I have what I came for, I just need to get out of here now and take
some time to process the information Sarah has given me.

“Once again... I’m so sorry for your loss,” says Sarah, “I
only met Jess on a few occasions while she was in Sydney, but she
made my brother the happiest man alive. She was a great
girl.”

I smile.
“Yeah, she was.”

Maybe
their relationship had just been a holiday romance which was
re-kindled when Adam came to England. But things must have been
pretty serious, as it appeared that Jess was going to leave the
country to be with this man. She must have loved him, and by the
sounds of things he still loved her too. So why did he leave
without her?

I bid
Sarah goodbye as she leads me out of the house.

“Thanks again for passing my number onto Adam. It’ll be good
to finally meet him and put a face to a name that I heard so much
about,” I say, my voice sounding credible.

Sarah nods. “I’m sure Adam will be happy when I tell him
about you. He’s had a really tough time and is still struggling
with Jess’s death, but then he was
her husband.”

My mouth
drops open in astonishment as Sarah waves briefly and wishes me a
safe journey home before closing the door behind her, and my world
implodes.

 



Chapter 22

Jess

 

I stare
out of the windscreen at the never ending straight black road ahead
of us. The heat bounces off it, casting a blurry haze for as far as
I can see. The sky is grey, and dense rain clouds loom in the
distance. The ground on either side of the road is dry and dusty,
the earth a dark shade of red. I put my feet up on the hot
dashboard and gaze down at my bare legs, which have now tanned to a
golden shade of brown. The breeze from the open window next to me
blows through my loose hair and it tickles at my bare
shoulders.

We pass
a yellow road sign with a picture of a hopping kangaroo on it. It’s
an image I find rather ironic, as the only kangaroo I’ve seen on
the whole journey here has been lying dead on the side of the
road.

Adam and
I are travelling to Margaret River for a weekend break. It will be
nice to get away from the city for a few days. I’ve been doing
quite a few shifts at the bar I work in lately, so the rest will be
appreciated. Adam says Margaret River is a must see while in
Western Australia.

I look
at Adam as he drives. He has his hand placed casually on the wheel,
and his eyes are covered by black aviator style shades which are
focused firmly on the road ahead. His arm rests on the open window,
at least until he swiftly moves to swat at a fly which has entered.
The fly noisily buzzes past my head before exiting via the open
window on my side of the Ute.

Adam has
been working hard lately too, he works as a builder. There’s no
shortage of work for him at the moment, due to the increased demand
for houses because of the State’s ever growing popularity. It seems
that at the moment everyone wants a piece of life down under, and
are flocking to the country in droves. He has recently bought a new
apartment up in the Perth hills, and I am now living there with
him. My life is perfect, and I’ve never felt happier.

An image
of Matt suddenly comes into my head, and a stab of guilt hits me.
There’s nothing but friendship between us. There never has been
anything else, but I know how he feels about me. It’s written all
over his face, and blatantly obvious to everyone else, too. I love
him, and constantly worry about hurting his feelings.

I’ve
known Matt for as long as I can remember. He’s been my best friend
since we were old enough to walk. I think maybe that’s the reason I
can’t picture us being together as a couple. I haven’t mentioned
anything about Adam to my family yet either, not even Nat. I feel
terrible, because I tell her everything. I just don’t want them to
think badly of me. I know how they feel about Matt, they have
always just assumed we would end up together. Dad, in particular,
looks at him like a son- in-law already, so I know he will be
crushed when I tell him I don’t love him, not in the romantic
sense, anyway.

My
thoughts are interrupted as we enter the town of Margaret River.
The approach to the town had been filled with vineyards stretching
for miles, and Adam promises me we can take a trip to them during
our time here, but there’s somewhere he wants me to see first. We
stop at our hotel and check in before dumping our bags, then jump
back in the car and hit the road once more.

Dusk is
approaching as we approach Cape Leeuwin. The threatening rain
clouds from our journey have now all but disappeared, as though
they had never existed. Adam parks the car and I get out. The wind
here is strong. I push against its intense force and it whips at my
face as we walk towards the white lighthouse that stands tall and
proud, jutting out along a narrow peninsula into the
ocean.

The
surrounding rocks and vast landscape are rugged and wild, creating
a dramatic contrast between the soft white fluffy clouds above,
which are now starting to break up and float away, revealing a
cloudless pink sky. The sun is beginning to fade now, its view
slowly disintegrating into the water.

We take
a slow stroll along a wooden walkway leading to the sea, where Adam
tells me the Southern and Indian Oceans meet with an invisible
connection. The waves are rough and powerful here. I feel small and
insignificant, like I can almost reach out and touch Mother Nature
herself. We walk away from the lighthouse and I sit down on the
jagged rocks overlooking the extensive terrain. The sea below
crashes loudly beneath us. Foam sprays into the air, flashing with
a hundred shades of blue. It’s peaceful, serene, and unmistakably
beautiful. There’s hardly anyone here now, but I can imagine that
it is visited by many tourists during the daytime hours.

“You were right! I love it, it’s amazing here,” I say as Adam
sits down next to me.

“Yeah,” he replies, “I used to come here with my family when
Sarah and I were kids.”

I smile.
This place must hold memories, much like Milton Point holds so many
for me back home. I feel a sense of homesickness every time I think
about the place. I’ll have to organise a trip there with Dad when I
return home. We haven’t been in a while, and I know he loves it
there almost as much as I do.

Adam
speaks as if he can see the images that are flashing through my
mind.

“I don’t want you to go home,” he says, his voice no more than
a whisper, as if he’s been thinking it, but the words came out of
his mouth instead.

“I have to at some point,” I say. “I’ve been here almost
twelve months now and I’m only here on a working holiday
visa.”

Adam
stares at me. His green eyes twinkle in the quickly diminishing
light as the sun continues to set.

“There’s things we can do so you can stay permanently,” he
says.

“Like what?” I ask. “Sponsorship is very rare these days, and
I don’t have a profession on the wanted skills list
so...”

Adam
laughs at my apparent naivety. “That’s not what I mean,” he says,
standing up and reaching into the back pocket of his jeans. He
pulls out a small black velvet covered box and kneels on one knee
in front of me, snapping it open to produce a stunning white gold
band holding a little cluster of diamonds in the centre.

“Jessica Lawson, I love you, and I can’t imagine living my
life without you. Would you do me the honour of becoming my
wife?”

At that
moment, the thought of Matt, of my family, and my whole existence
back home in England is erased from my memory. All I can focus on
is this fantastic and beautiful man in front of me who is asking me
to share the rest of my life with him. I don’t even waver before
grabbing his face in my hands and kissing him lightly.

“Yes,” I say with no hesitance. “Yes, I’ll marry
you.”

 



Chapter 23

 

I head
straight to the city after leaving Sarah’s house. I feel like
screaming, or breaking down and crying, but I’m too furious to do
either. She was married? How could she be married to this man and
nobody knew about it, not even Matt! Was she married to Adam when
she married Matt? Was my sister a bigamist? Even thinking of the
word makes me feel slightly sick.

She was
going to go with him, leave Matt and flee the country, but she
didn’t and Adam went without her. If he loved her that much, then
why would he leave without her? Was he the reason my sister killed
herself? And where was he now? On the other side of the world
acting like nothing happened, that's where.

I arrive
in the city and head towards the wine bar that Lola works in. I
need to speak to her. Surely she will know who Adam is. She had
been in Australia with Jess for almost a year, but I’d never heard
her mention him either, even after Jess died.

I walk
into the pub and head straight to the bar. I could kill for a glass
of red wine, but resist the temptation. I didn’t touch a drop of
alcohol all the time that I was pregnant with Josh, and I don’t
intend to with this pregnancy, either.

The pub
is quiet today. The only customers are a group of young guys at the
back playing pool. It’s Tuesday. Lola works every Tuesday, so she
should be here, but I can’t see her. There’s a woman sitting at the
bar who I know from when Jess used to work here. It’s Jan, the
manageress of the bar.

She’s a
nice woman, very down to earth and approachable. She had given
great references to both Jess and Lola when they went to Australia,
which had in turn helped them to secure jobs while they were there.
Jan had thought a lot of the two girls, and had even given Lola her
job back when she had returned home.

Lola had
studied English literature at university and had graduated with a
first. However, when she found out that she was pregnant with Liam,
continuing with the part time bar job seemed a better option. It
meant that she could be there for Liam as he grew up, while Ryan
pursued his career in accountancy, following in our dad's
footsteps.

Jan sits
at the corner of the long bar with a pile of papers spread out in
front of her. I can see as I get closer that they look like
staffing rosters.

She
jumps from her seat when she sees me. “Hi, Nat. Long time no see,
stranger.” She gazes down in the direction of her papers that I’m
looking at.

“Christmas staffing rosters, I hate them! No matter how hard
you try you can’t please everyone.” She shrugs her shoulders at
me.

I smile
at her. “Is Lola working today?” I ask, assuming that she’s on her
break. I’ll have to wait for her to return.

“No,” she replies. “She’s got the next week off, gone to stay
with her parents over Christmas.”

Damn it!
I’d completely forgotten that she, Ryan and Liam were going to her
parents today and not returning until the day before New Year’s
Eve.

“Oh yes, sorry I’d totally forgotten,” I say, feeling glad
that Dan had popped around to their home while I was taking it easy
last week. He’d taken their Christmas presents then, so at least
they have them. I would hate to think Liam had missed out because
of my own selfish problems.

I don’t
want to discuss Jess and Adam over the phone. I’ll wait until they
come home and ask if she wants to meet up then. The only thing that
I can think is that Jess swore Lola to secrecy about her and Adams
relationship. She probably didn’t know that they were married; Jess
and Lola had gone their separate ways after seven months in Oz.
Jess had said it was because Lola had met a new group of friends
and decided to go travelling with them. She’d said that she was
really enjoying her job in Perth, she’d met new friends too, and
she loved the city so wanted to stay longer. She’d said that’s why
she hadn’t gone on to other places with Lola. I remember thinking
it seemed a little strange. Now I know that’s because it wasn’t
true.

I look
around the small wine bar and can’t help but remember the last time
I had been in here. It had been my birthday the year before last.
Dan was working away as usual, so Jess had insisted on taking me
out for a few drinks to celebrate. Unfortunately, as usual, I
didn’t handle my drink very well. I’d managed a few double vodkas
and a fantastic rendition of ‘I Will Survive’ on the karaoke,
before spending the rest of the night with my head down the pub’s
toilets. Jess had the same amount to drink as me, but she appeared
fine. She held my hair back from my face while I was sick, and then
took me home in a taxi and tucked me into bed.

“Can I get you a drink?” asks Jan, as she pours herself an
orange juice from a small glass bottle on the bar.

“No thanks,” I answer, as I back away to the door. I jangle my
car keys in my hand, “got to run.”

“Okay, well have a lovely Christmas!” shouts Jan, as she picks
up her pencil and returns to work on her roster.

“You too, Jan!” I shout over my shoulder as I
leave.

 

***

 

It’s
four-thirty and I’m back at home preparing dinner. Dan’s still at
work and Josh is outside in the garden, playing with his football.
I watch him through the kitchen window, running around
energetically on the lawn. I briefly wonder if I should tell Dan
about Adam, and about my visit to see his sister today and what she
told me, but I decide against it. There’s a part of me that wants
to keep this a secret, at least until I’ve met Adam or spoken to
him, anyway. Kate will want to know what happened too, I might just
tell her I went to the address and there was no one home, it would
be easier that way. I suppose I’m a little embarrassed by my
sister’s possible actions.

I
continue to watch Josh playing. It’s Christmas Eve soon, and I need
to think about getting his presents wrapped. Luckily, I’ve finished
my Christmas shopping early this year, which is good because I
don’t think I could face it at the moment.

I finish
peeling some potatoes and put them into a large water-filled pan.
It’s starting to get dark outside, and the temperature has
plummeted, so I decide to call Josh in for the night.

I step
outside and run up behind him, catching him unaware in my arms and
swinging him up into the air and around in a circle. He giggles as
I place him back onto the ground and tell him to go inside to watch
a little TV before dinner is ready.

Josh
runs into the house, and I turn to follow him. But before I get to
the open patio doors something stops me dead in my
tracks.

There’s
a shift in the air. Although it’s only ever so slight, a feeling of
unease hits me powerfully. I shudder as the coldness outside seems
to suddenly increase, pushing me to wrap my arms around myself. I
start to move again, but something stops me. I have the strangest
sensation that someone is watching me, carefully studying me from
afar. Then there’s the smell, the familiar, dense, sweet, fruity
scent that I know so well. I know she’s there before I even turn
around.

The
darkness seems to come in faster now. It spreads ruthlessly and
encases me as I slowly turn around, and sure enough, standing in
the distance with her back towards me, looking out over the hills
of the countryside is Jess. I back away as she slowly starts to
turn to face me. I close my eyes tightly and shake my head, hoping
her image will vanish like before. When I open them, she has moved
closer and now stands directly in front of me. Time slows as I
stare into my sister’s lifeless eyes. Then, all I can hear is
silence, cut by the sound of my own voice, screaming.

 



Chapter 24

Jess

 

The
wedding was perfect. It had been just Adam and I, along with his
mum and dad who doubled as our witnesses. I’ve grown very fond of
his parents and I think the feeling is mutual. Although we are
young, and Adam and I have only been together a year, they have
accepted me as part of their family and seem to be joyful at the
fact their son is happy.

Adam’s
dad is in the early stages of Alzheimer’s, and I’m pleased for
Adam’s sake that he was having a ‘good’ day on the day we were
married. In fact, I think he really enjoyed himself. It was a shame
that his sister and brother-in-law couldn’t make it, but the
wedding had been announced at such a short notice that neither of
them could get the time off work to travel over from
Sydney.

We were
married in a small registry office in the city centre, and although
basic, it didn’t matter. I didn’t need the big puffy white dress or
enormous bouquet of flowers, six bridesmaids and a horse drawn
carriage. I’ve never been one for extravagance, preferring to keep
things simple and focus on the things in life that really matter.
All I need is Adam. The day was rounded off with a BBQ in Kings
Park with a few of Adam’s close friends. I couldn’t have asked for
anything more perfect.

I’m not
so nervous now about calling Matt to tell him about Adam. I know
that we were never going to be anything more than friends, even
though everyone had thought that would be the case. We just don’t
feel that way about one another.

I know
now that my life back in England is my old life. My new life is
here, in Australia, with my new husband. I’ve decided to call Mum
and Dad tonight. I know that they’ll undoubtedly be a little angry
at first, maybe even a little disappointed in me, but I know
they’ll come around. They’ve always said that my happiness is all
that counts. I hope they stand by their word.

 

***

 

It’s a
Monday morning, and our wedding—which had only taken place on
Friday—already seems a million miles away. We have decided to hold
on for a while until taking our honeymoon. We need to save some
money, then can hopefully head over to Bali for a couple of weeks,
but for now, ordinary life continues.

I’m
getting seriously close to being late for work. Adam left for work
over an hour ago. I must have fallen back to sleep, and have
successfully managed to sleep straight through the alarm. I’ve
recently started a new job at a restaurant in a trendy suburb just
outside of the CBD. I love it. The job is excellent, the staff is
great, my boss is fantastic and I’ve been told if I continue the
way I’m going, they might promote me to a supervisor. But right
now, I’m looking at getting myself sacked if I don’t get a move
on.

Outside the sky is gloomy, and the rain comes down in
continuous sheets. I shudder as I hear the rumble of thunder way
off in the distance, soon followed by a brief flash of lightening.
I rush around the bedroom, frenziedly trying to find the matching
shoe to the one I have on. Why can’t I be
more organised like Nat? She would never misplace her shoes.
After a solid three minutes of searching for the
elusive pump, I admit defeat and am
digging out another pair of shoes from the back of the wardrobe
when the phone rings.

My heart
skips a beat. Who is it? It can’t be anyone from back home because
it’s the middle of the night there. Maybe it’s Lola, calling from
Melbourne, probably to see how the wedding went. She’s the only
person I’ve told, and I trust her to keep my secret. She had been
so disappointed that she couldn’t be there with me, but she
couldn’t afford the flight until she gets herself set up with a job
in Melbourne.

I eventually find another pair of suitable shoes and slip
them on as I hop and run into the living room to find my mobile
phone. I pick it up looking at the caller ID showing on the
screen—it’s Nat. Why’s she calling me in the middle of the
night? A sickening feeling of dread hits
me as I push ‘accept’ and hold the phone to my ear.

“Hello,” I say quietly.

“Jess, it’s me, Nat.”

She’s
been crying, her voice is croaky and hoarse. I can tell straight
away something’s happened. Something bad.

“Nat, what’s wrong? What happened?”

“Jess you need to get home, something awful has happened...
it’s... It’s Dad, he had a massive stroke earlier tonight, he’s in
the hospital.”

My heart
hammers and the room starts to swim in blurred shapes around me, I
feel like I’m going to pass out.

Nat
clears her throat; her voice is shaking. I imagine her closing her
eyes on the other end of the line, pain clouding her pretty face.
“I’m so sorry Jess, they don’t think he’s going to make
it.”

 

***

 

I run as
fast as I can through the airport terminal. As I burst through the
doors at the main entrance, I pick up speed and narrowly miss
sending an old man with a walking stick flying into the air. After
stopping briefly to apologise, I reach the reservations desk and
lean on it heavily, breathing hard, trying to catch my breath. I’m
lucky. There's a plane leaving for Singapore soon with a few spaces
left on it. From there I can get a flight to London, then another
home. It’s going to take me the better part of a full day, but at
least I’ll get there and see Dad at the end of it. He’ll be okay, I
know he will, he has always been a fighter.

I call
Adam from the departure lounge and explain what has happened. He
tells me to call him as soon as I get to the UK. He understands my
urgency to get there and is only sorry that he’s not there to
support me.

I can't
afford the flight home. I’ve put the hefty charge onto a credit
card, which has bumped me up to my credit limit. The money that I
had taken to Australia was an unrealistic judgement to how
expensive living here was going to be, and that’s with help from
Adam. I've already had a loan from Mum and Dad, and don’t want to
ask for any more money from them, especially not now.

Sitting
in the departure lounge I think of Dad, of all the times that we
have shared together. I think back to Milton Point and how much fun
we used to have there. The last time we visited had only been a few
weeks before I left for Australia. We had taken a long walk along
the beach, eating ice cream cones and talking. He had his trousers
rolled up to the knees and walked along the water’s edge, letting
the waves wash up his bare legs. It’s a memory I hold dearly, I’ve
always been so close to my dad. I can't bear the thought of not
seeing him again.

Nat,
Ryan and I always used to laugh about Dad’s favouritism towards me.
He has always said that the love he has for his three kids is like
slices of cake; each cut exactly the same, equal in shape and size.
It didn’t bother Nat or Ryan. They know that the bond me and Dad
have is special, and joke that my slice of cake will always be the
one with the cherry on top.

I look down at my hands; they are a golden shade of brown,
and for once in my life, my fingernails are long enough for a
manicure. They look cute with the glossy varnish and white tips I
had done for the wedding. Small diamonds from my rings catch in the
overhead lights. I slide them from my wedding finger and carefully
place them into my purse, hiding any trace of my marriage.
Hang on in there, Dad, I’ll be there
soon.

 

***

 

I tap my
hand against my side impatiently as I wait for the flight attendant
to check my boarding card, and point me in the right direction to
where my seat is situated on the aircraft. I hurry to it and
quickly secure my hand luggage in the overhead hold before taking
my seat near the window, then fasten my seatbelt. A middle-aged
woman with bright red frizzy hair takes the seat next to me, and
smiles politely as I look at my watch. I need to calm down. I have
over five hours stuck on this flight and then another gruelling
fourteen once I hit Singapore. I’m going to work myself into a
raging frenzy by then if I continue like this.

The
woman next to me notices my frustration, and mistakes it for
nerves.

“Are you okay, darl? I hate flying too,” she states kindly,
trying to show empathy towards my non-existent phobia.

“Oh, no, it’s not that. Flying doesn’t bother me,” I say, in
an attempt to reassure her that I’m not going to turn into a
gibbering wreck as soon as we take off.

In fact,
I’ve always liked to fly. The moment, when a plane lands in a place
that you've never visited before has always excited me. That first
glimpse of a new land as the cabin doors open. The endless
possibilities and adventure that lies beyond has always appealed to
me. I could never be a home bird. Although I love my family, the
world is too small not to explore all it has to offer.

“Are you visiting Singapore on holiday?” asks the
woman.

“No, unfortunately not. I'm continuing on to the UK.” I pause,
as tears prickle my eyes and a lump starts to form in my throat.
“I’m going to see my family.”

“Oh, me too!” The woman beams back at me. “I have a son who
lives in Scotland, he’s in Glasgow. He just moved there six months
ago. It’s the first time I’ve been.”

“You’ll like it,” I say, managing a smile. “Scotland is a
charming country.”

I
remember the last time I was in Scotland. It was not too long ago,
when Nat and Dan were married in a castle not far from the city of
Edinburgh. An image of Nat pops into my head, and I have a sudden
need to see her. My sister’s level head, sensibility and motherly
instinct always calms me in situations like this. I’ll see her
soon, but for now I’m on my own.

 

***

 

By the
time I reach the hospital, I can hardly see straight. I haven’t
slept in over twenty-four hours, and the time difference is already
playing havoc with my brain. Jet lag has set in and I feel rough. I
couldn’t stomach the food on the plane, so can’t decide if my light
head is because of that, the number of time zones I have passed
through, or the sheer state of panic that I have now
entered.

I’d
called Nat as soon as I’d landed, and she told me the ward number
that Dad is on. He is still unconscious and unresponsive, nothing
has changed and his condition is still the same. My family are at
the City General now, waiting for me to arrive.

I get to
the hospital as quickly as I can and head straight to the intensive
care unit. As I turn the corner into Dad’s ward, I see Nat and
Ryan. They are sitting on either side of Mum in a small waiting
area opposite the ward’s reception.

Ryan looks like he’s grown taller in the year I’ve been gone.
Nat has lost weight and her hair is a lot longer than it was when I
left. She has her arm around Mum and strokes her arm. Mum’s head
rests on her shoulder, she’s sobbing quietly. They all look up at
me in unison as they see me approach. Ryan shakes his head
slightly. His eyes are rimmed with redness, swollen and puffy. I
can tell from the state that they are all in that I’m too late,
I’ve missed him. He’s gone. Ryan gets up and walks towards me, but
I back away from him, putting as much space between us as I
can. No, no, this can’t be
happening. I turn on my heel and my
trainers make a loud squeaking against the hospital corridor floor.
I turn my back to my family, even though I haven’t seen them in a
year. I can’t bear to look at them, not like this. I start to
run.

I head for the nearest exit. I need
to get out of here, I can’t breathe. My
pace quickens as I move, people stare at me as I pass them, but I
don’t care, they can think what they like, none of them matter. I
am just approaching the exit when I slam into someone. I don’t even
attempt to apologise. As I start to move away, a pair of arms grab
me and pulls me towards whoever they belong to in a tight embrace.
I don’t need to look up to know whose arms I’m standing in, stable
and familiar.

“Dad’s dead Matt,” I sob, burying my head into his chest,
feeling the heat of his body through the thin material of his
T-shirt.

“Shh, I know, Kiddo. I know.” Matt’s voice is soothing, but he
can’t disguise the pain that he’s trying so hard to suppress from
its tone, I know him too well. Nat or Ryan must have called him. He
thought the world of my dad, and visa-versa. We stand in that spot
in the middle of the hospital corridor for a while. Matt strokes my
hair, and I cry until I don’t think I have any more tears left to
shed. Matt takes my hand in his and grips it tightly as he leads me
back down the corridor in the direction I had just fled from
moments ago, towards my family.

As we
approach, they all stand and move towards me. Matt stays by my side
and grips my hand tightly as they reach me. My dad was dead, and I
hadn’t even had the chance to say goodbye.

 



Chapter 25

 

“What the hell’s the matter?” I hear Dan’s voice shouting
behind me, as he grabs my shoulders firmly and spins me around to
face him. I look at him, but I can’t speak, I’ve lost the ability.
All knowledge of the English language temporarily forgotten. I
glance back to the spot in the distance to see if she’s still
there, but Jess has gone. I briefly wonder if she was actually
there at all.

“Are you okay, Mum?” Josh is standing next to his dad, half
hiding behind Dan’s left leg. I must have scared the poor kid half
to death.

“I’d just pulled onto the drive and was getting out the car
when I heard you screaming.” Dan sounds genuinely concerned; he has
completed a full search of the back garden and is waiting patiently
for an explanation. I need to think up a story... and fast. Both my
husband and my son are now looking at me as if I’m from another
planet.

I back
up and find the use of my legs again as I climb the steps back into
the kitchen, trying to act as normal as possible. I don’t dare tell
Dan the truth. He will have me shipped off to a psychiatrist in the
blink of an eye if I do. He’s already worried about me, this would
only make things worse.

“I, um... thought I saw a mouse,” I say, hoping that Dan falls
for this as my excuse for screaming; I’ve always been petrified of
the things. “There have been quite a few in the garden lately.
They’re coming in from the fields over there,” I add, holding up an
arm and pointing with a shaky hand to the farmer’s field which lies
adjacent to our garden.

Luckily,
he believes me.

“Oh, I hope not, bloody horrible things,” he states, looking
back over my shoulder into the garden, as if trying to hunt my
imaginary rodent. He soon gives up, quickly turning his attention
to the oven and runs to turn down the heat on the pan, water now
starting to bubble ferociously over onto the hob. I can’t tell him
the truth—that I’d just seen my dead sister’s ghost. He has enough
on his plate putting up with my dreams, never mind this too. I
change the subject and return to cooking dinner, as if nothing had
ever happened.

 

***

 

Later that night, I stay up watching late night television.
Dan has been in bed asleep for a few hours, but I haven’t even
attempted trying to join him. He had asked me if I was okay, said I
didn’t look too well. I’d lied in my response and told him I had
morning sickness. In truth, I know full well that every time I
close my eyes, I’ll see her face. I can see it now. She didn’t look
like Jess, she’d looked scared and lost. And very real.
Why is she here? What does she want?

Mindlessly, I start to tidy up. I move some magazines that I
had been reading earlier and fold them, neatly placing them in a
waiting room style fan on the coffee table. Josh has left a few toy
cars lined up on the window sill. I scoop them up and put them
neatly into his toy box in the corner of the room. Then I think of
Jess, which prompts me to take them back out and place them back in
the position I had taken them from. I then go on to retrieve the
magazines, setting some of them open on the sofa and mess up the
pattern of the remaining few on the table. New Year’s resolution Nat, stop being so bloody pedantic.
Life is too short.

I go to the kitchen and peer out the patio door towards where
Jess was standing earlier. The land is empty, with only the thin
layer of frost sparkling in the moonlight to illuminate the
garden. Maybe I imagined it.
I switch off the light, and head to bed, and I
soon fall into another restless sleep.

 

***

 

It’s
Christmas Day, and we’re all at Mum’s house. It’s just the four of
us this year. It feels strange not having Ryan, Lola and Liam here.
It’s been snowing overnight, and we’ve been lucky enough to wake
this morning to a white Christmas, the first one that we have had
in years. The view from the house is stunning; freshly fallen snow
surrounds the iced lake and creates a greeting card type
scene.

Although
still a little disappointed that he can’t use his new bike from
Santa yet, Josh is making the most of the weather and is currently
outside with Dan building a huge snowman. It has a leftover carrot
from our lunch as a nose and one of Dad’s old scarfs draped around
its neck. His old trilby hat sits proudly on its head. He’d even
named him Thomas, which had been my dad’s name.

After
helping Mum clean up after lunch, I decide to go for a walk. It’s
too picturesque outside to sit all day indoors, and I could do with
some fresh air. I tell Dan I’m heading out. He doesn’t ask if I
want any company, as if he knows I am ready for some alone
time.

I head
into the village centre. It seems strange seeing it so deserted.
All the shops are closed and securely locked for the holidays.
There is no one in sight apart from a man and his son who I can see
sledging along the main street. I pass over the bridge and walk a
further five minutes before the church spire comes into view, and I
continue towards it.

The
chapel is deceptively large inside; from the outside you would
never guess it would be so spacious. There’s nobody here apart from
one lady and Father Dempsey, who is busy lighting candles at the
foot of the altar. His long gown trails the red carpet which
decorates the church aisle.

I’ve
known Patrick Dempsey all my life. He had baptized all three of us
as babies, and had married Jess and Matt. As far as I am aware,
Ryan and Lola are meeting up with him soon to plan their own
wedding. He looks up as he sees me enter the church and comes
towards me with open arms.

“Nat, Merry Christmas,” he says, taking my hand and holding it
tenderly in his. He drapes the other one around my shoulder, as he
guides me further towards the altar. “If you’re here for the
evening service you’re a little early,” he announces, releasing his
grip and returning to light the remainder of candles. He’s
referring to the carol service that’s held in the church every year
on Christmas Day. Typically, we would attend, but I’d totally
forgotten about it, and assume Mum must have too.

“Oh no,” I say, not wanting to offend him that the carol
service had completely slipped my mind. “Just out for a walk and I
thought I’d pop in. I’ve left the family at home under Josh’s
command, building snowmen.”

Father
Dempsey smiles. “Ah well, it’s lovely to see you, please tell your
mum I’m asking after her, and wish your family a Merry Christmas
from me.” With one last grin, he turns and heads for a door at the
far-left side of the altar.

“I will do that,” I reply warmly. “Enjoy the rest of your
Christmas, Father.” My voice echoes loudly, prompting me to look
around the church that is now entirely empty. The old lady I had
seen sitting on the front row when I first arrived has now
gone.

I move to the alter and stop in front of the large pillar
candles which stand lit on tall metal candlesticks. I feel their
warmth hitting my cheeks and instantly thawing the cold. I can
smell the familiar scent of the beeswax used to polish the church
pews, and the perfumed fragrance of fresh flowers that stand in
vases sporadically dotting the room. I can’t come in here anymore
without remembering Jess’s funeral. In my mind, I can see her
coffin which had sat in the exact spot where I am now standing. I
sigh as a tear escapes and falls down my cheek, dropping silently
to the floor below me. When will this pain
end, will it ever end?

Suddenly, a cool gust of wind passes me. Two of the candles
in front of me flicker briefly, then go out, creating a small flow
of grey smoke that rises gracefully into the air. Something feels
familiar. I detect goose pimples rising on my arms underneath my
heavy layers. She’s here. I can feel
her.

As I
turn to face the large arched wooden doors on the opposite side of
the church aisle, I see her. She sits on the back row of pews, with
her head down. I can see her mouth moving as if she’s praying. Jess
wasn’t religious, but today she holds a red leather-bound bible on
her lap. Her long hair hangs limply on her shoulders, hiding the
rest of her face.

Once
again, I’m frozen; transfixed on her image in front of me, just as
I had been that night in my garden, but I don’t feel scared, not
this time. She moves her head to slowly look at me. She has the
same lost look in her eyes as I saw in them the last time, dull and
lifeless. She slowly stands, walks a few steps before turning to
look at me, then continues through the open church doors. She wants
me to follow her. I start to jog in the direction she is
heading.

“Jess, wait!” I shout desperately. She doesn’t stop. Once
outside, I stand still in the church grounds, looking for her, but
I can’t see her. She’s vanished.

It’s
late afternoon now and starting to get dark. The fluffy snow is
beginning to freeze over, making the pavement slippery under my
feet as I walk. The only light is shining out from the large arched
church windows, which throw a yellow tint across the snow-filled
grounds of the churchyard.


Suddenly, I spot her again. She’s ahead of me, walking away
from the church, her long skirt swaying in the breeze as she moves.
I run trying to catch her, but no matter how fast I go she
continues to remain ahead. I follow her through a large iron gate
into the graveyard, and past rows of old headstones and overgrown
graves towards a newer part of the cemetery.

I'm out
of breath by the time I reach her grave. I knew this was where she
was heading, I could feel it, the same way as I can now feel that
she isn’t here anymore. She’s gone.

I bend
over to catch my breath, then look up at the fresh flowers placed
against the headstone bearing her name. As my eyes dart back and
forth, adjusting to the darkness, a shadow moves across the marble
surface of the tombstone. There’s someone here. As I get closer, I
can see a man’s outline.

In the
dim light, all I can make out is a vague silhouette. He has a tall
frame and broad shoulders. He stands hunched over the grave,
staring at it, holding a single red rose which he places down on
the white snow to accompany the flowers already resting there. Then
he gently touches the golden lettering of my sister’s name with his
fingertip, tracing the intricately carved epitaph as though it was
made of precious stones. I watch him and remain silent. I know who
he is; I don’t even need to ask him. He must hear the snow
crunching under my boots, as he turns quickly. He seems startled by
my arrival. I get closer and eventually come to a halt in front of
him. I take a deep breath before I speak.

“Hi, Adam,” I say.

 



Chapter 26

Jess

 

I’ve
been back in England over six months now, and I have cried myself
to sleep nearly every night; over Dad, over Matt, over Adam, over
myself or maybe over all of the above. It’s only recently that the
tears have started to dry up, and I’m slowly coming to terms with
things.

Adam’s
calls and texts have dwindled now, too. When I first returned, he
was texting constantly to check up on me, desperately pleading with
me to return to Australia. But I can’t. I’ve come to the conclusion
now that my family are the most important thing in my life and a
constancy I now can’t be without. We’ve been through hell and back
recently, and it’s the love and strength we have when we’re
together that has gotten us through.

I look
back to my life in Australia as I would a dream; perfect, faultless
and not real. I realise now how foolish I had been in marrying
Adam. I love him, I probably always will, and I know that staying
here has broken his heart and he will never forgive me. But it’s
the way things were meant to turn out. It’s what Dad would have
wanted.

I’ve
been living back with Mum for a while until I can find my own
place. We’re finding comfort in each other’s company and building
up a relationship that we’ve never really had. I’ve recently been
offered an excellent job writing for a fashion magazine. It’s the
job of my dreams, and I can’t wait to get stuck in.

Matt, as
always, has been by my side since the day I bumped into him at the
hospital. He’s been my rock through the heart-wrenching grief that
I’ve suffered through losing Dad, always having a shoulder to cry
on, someone to talk to and vent off my frustrations. I can’t help
feeling that somehow Dad’s death was my fault. I’d had a feeling
that whenever I spoke to him from Australia, he could sense I was
lying to him. I think the stress of trying to figure out what I was
hiding somehow affected his body, his heart and finally his
mind.

I still
haven’t told anyone about Adam. The timing has never been right.
Everyone is still so upset about Dad anyway, they don’t need to
know, not now. It’s not like he’s going to show up at my front
door. He would never come uninvited, and far too much keeps him in
Australia, mainly his mum, who needs his help with his dad’s health
diminishing. His sister is in the process of moving to England, so
she has no other family apart from her son.

Adam
knows about my friendship with Matt. He’d listened to most of our
conversations when I’d called him from Australia. I always talked
about him, and although he never admitted to it, I’m sure he was
always a little bit jealous of this man who knew me like the back
of his own hand. Adam would never be prepared to play second best.
I know that for sure.

Matt and
I have been spending a lot of time together. I suppose you could
say we are inseparable at the moment, just like we used to be as
kids. When he asked me out on an official date last week, I said
yes. When he leant in to kiss me at the end of the night, I hadn’t
backed away, and it didn’t feel disgusting or strange like I always
imagined it would. Instead, it felt soft, gentle and natural. It’s
what Dad would have wanted.

I miss
Adam and I miss Australia. I would love nothing more than to slip
off my sandals and feel the warm sand of Cottesloe beach between my
toes. To feel the hot midday sunshine on my bare skin, then the
stir of the fresh afternoon breeze. I miss the little things, too.
The faint sound of the ocean from the open window in Adam’s
apartment, the city coming into view on the descent down from the
hills where our new apartment was situated. The sound of
kookaburras coming from the trees in our small backyard, or sitting
outside the local pub on a balmy summer’s evening with all our
friends.

But what
I miss most is that view from the park at dusk that made all my
worries disappear, and the way I felt while I was there—alive. I
need to let that life leave my mind. I no longer deserve it. So,
I’m going to let the memories of Australia’s distant shores wash
away, and with them I hope that the love I have for Adam will
slowly start to disintegrate, too. This is where I’m meant to be.
It’s what Dad would have wanted.

 



Chapter 27

 

I stand
unmoving, looking at Adam, who is still at Jess’s grave. It’s
strange. He doesn’t look like I thought he would. I had imagined
him to look like Sarah but they look nothing alike, you wouldn’t
even guess they were brother and sister. However, I can see
immediately what attracted Jess to him. He’s incredibly handsome,
there’s no denying that; his short hair is blonde and has a slight
curl to it, his build is tall, broad and muscular. His skin is a
golden shade of brown. Even in the dark shadows I can make out that
his eyes are the brightest, most intense shade of green I think
I’ve ever seen. He wears deep blue denim jeans and a short black
jacket, his hands are buried deep in his pockets. I can see his
breath in the freezing air as he starts to speak.

“Are you Nat?” His voice is thick and smooth, his accent
broad.

I nod,
looking him in the eyes, I let my vision adjust further to the
darkness, and only now see that his own eyes are glistening with
tears.

“Yes, you must be Adam?” It seems a pointless question to ask,
as I already know he is, but I’m not sure what else to
say.

He looks
off into the distance and then back to me. “This isn’t really how I
pictured us meeting. I was going to give you a call later in the
week. Sarah passed your number on to me.”

I nod,
feeling awkward. Although I had imagined this meeting in my head,
the reality was different, so much harder, so much more surreal. I
can’t seem to pull my eyes away from him. He catches me
staring.

“What's wrong?” he asks, glancing behind him, as if looking to
see what I find so interesting.

“Sorry, nothing, you're just not what I expected,” I say,
embarrassed.

“What were you expecting?” he says, then pauses, considering.
“Don't tell me... you imagined a stereotypical surfer dude to pull
up in a Ute, with a koala on the back seat and a surfboard under my
arm, right?” he jokes. “Actually, I do have a Ute back at home, but
I’ve always been a crappy surfer, and I’m not the biggest fan of
koalas. They stink.”

I can't
help but laugh, already something about him makes me soften around
the edges. I have no doubt that most women would become nothing but
putty in his hands. I suddenly remember why I’m here, and stop
chuckling abruptly.

Adam
sighs, looking back at Jess’s grave, directly behind
him.

“I’m so sorry about the accident,” he says, his tone now
deadly serious. “I had no idea until Sarah called me. I was back in
Australia by then and...”

“Why didn’t my sister tell me that you and she were together
when she travelled to Australia, that you two got married?” I ask,
cutting Adam off mid-sentence. My voice sounds hard and
unsympathetic, but I don’t care. Adam has a lot of explaining to
do, so he needs to start doing it, and fast.

“Should we go inside?” He points to the church that I have
just left. There’s a small adjoining room that I know will be empty
today, so I agree. Normally I would be reluctant to follow a
complete stranger anywhere, but I have to remind myself that this
man isn’t a stranger; he was my sister’s husband.

We stay
silent until we get back to the church. As we walk away from Jess’s
graveside, I have a strange feeling that someone is watching us.
The feeling is so intense that I turn around, half expecting to see
Dan and Josh there. I shrug the feeling off, and pull my phone from
my pocket. I should call Dan, he will start to worry if I’m not
home soon. I call him and make up an excuse, that I have decided to
stay and watch some of the carol service at the church. Dan doesn’t
even question my lies, and tells me that he and Josh have settled
down with Mum to watch a film on television. As I hang up, the
phone slips from my gloved hand and lands in the thick snow near
Adam’s feet. He swoops down to quickly pick it up and pauses
briefly, looking at the wet screen, before he wipes it off on his
coat sleeve and gives it back to me.

As we
reach the church, Adam swings open the heavy oak door and holds it
for me to enter. I head through a small corridor to the adjoining
room of the chapel. I know the room won’t be used today, so Father
Dempsey won’t mind me borrowing it. I walk in slowly and sit down
on a plastic chair at the far side of the small room.

The
place brings back memories from when Jess and I used to come to
Sunday School here. Now it’s just an empty space, used to store
tables and chairs for the church hall events. Only an old
blackboard on the back wall gives any hint towards its past
use.

Adam
pulls a chair from the top of a full pile, positioning it next to
mine, and sits down so that he’s facing me. I look at his left hand
and notice that there’s no wedding band, and feel a small sense of
relief wash over me.

“Jeez,” Adam pauses, evidently seeing me in the light for the
first time since meeting me. “I’d seen photos of you that Jess
showed me back in Australia, but you look even more like her in
person,” he says.

I ignore
his statement. I’d heard it a million times before. From him, I
feel no compliment. I shift uneasily in my chair, trying to find a
position to make me feel a little more relaxed, but soon give up
and settle on crossing one leg over the other. “Were you and Jess
still married when she died?” I ask, just to confirm my
assumption.

Adam
instinctively moves his right hand to his left, rubbing the place
where I suppose a ring would have once been. There’s no mark there
to prove it’s only recently been removed. I feel a sense of
optimism as he shakes his head.

“No. Jess filed for divorce a year after she returned back to
England. She told me she had fallen in love with Matt. I signed the
papers and sent them straight back to her when I received them. It
was evident it was over between us, there was no point in making
things any more complicated than they were already.”

“Did you love her?” I ask.

“Yes, more than anything. I still do.”

“Is that why you looked for her, when you came to visit your
sister last year?”

Adam
shuffles uncomfortably in his seat, just as I had moments ago. I
find myself wondering if he feels as out of his comfort zone as I
do mine.

“Yeah, I didn’t know that she lived so close to Sarah, but
once I was here I realised Jess’s mum’s house wasn’t far away at
all. I remembered the address from when she used to send letters
and postcards to your mum and dad.”

“You know she married Matt, don’t you?”

“Yes,” he sounds quite bitter. “I had a feeling she would
marry him. She told me when we met up again, but it didn’t exactly
take a rocket scientist to figure out that would
happen.”

“So why did you still want to see her when you knew she was
already happily married?”

Adam
smirks smugly. I feel like punching him in the face. Any softness I
felt towards him in our initial meeting has gone.

“Married, yes... not so sure about the happy part,” he says,
matter-of-factly.

Smug
bastard. How dare he pass judgement on someone else’s marriage when
he couldn’t even make his own work! It was true that Jess and Matt
hadn’t been happy for a while, but I begrudge Adam saying anything
about it. He has no right.

Adam continues. “The only reason Jess even got with Matt is
because of your dad. She wanted to honour his memory and didn’t
want to disappoint him. She told me your father always hoped she
and Matt would get together. The truth was she loved
me she was in love
with me. She
couldn’t let the family down.”

I’m
shocked. I always thought Jess loved Matt with all her heart. Maybe
I was wrong. It wasn’t the first time I’d learnt something new
about sister. I’m not sure if anything would surprise me about her
now.

“So she didn’t tell anyone about you because she didn’t want
to disappoint them?”

“When we first got together she was just nervous about telling
anyone, especially Matt. Then things just got out of hand, and too
much time had passed to tell anyone.”

“Then you got married?”

“Yeah, we got married three days before she left to come back
to the UK. She was going to tell you all, but then when your dad
died, she couldn’t.”

“So why didn’t she come back to you?”

“I told you. Because she knew Matt was in love with her, and
she wanted to do what your dad had wished. I tried to get her to
come back. I tried for months, but she wouldn’t. Then she filed for
divorce. She said she loved Matt, that she didn’t love me anymore,
but I knew that was a load of bull. I knew the real reason she was
with Matt.”

“Then you didn’t see her again?”

“Not for five years, until I came over to the UK to visit
Sarah and Sam. They had just had their first baby. I came over to
meet my niece.”

I nod.
“Were you there? The night she died?” I ask outright. I really
don’t care if I hurt his feelings. “Did you argue? Are you the
reason my sister killed herself?” I fire the questions at him one
after one, they roll off my tongue so easily because these answers
are the only ones I really want to know. I don’t care about their
marriage. I don’t care about the time they spent together in
Australia and how much they loved one another. All that is gone
now, finished, in the past. I want to know what happened when he
came here, and how the hell he persuaded my sister to move to the
other side of the world with him.

Adam
looks startled, like a deer caught in headlights. “Whoa, whoa!” he
stutters. He lowers his voice and holds his hands up in the air in
protest. “Sarah said it was an accident, that... she
fell.”

“Nope,” I say. “I thought it was an accident too, but there
was a witness who called it in to the police. They said they saw
her not long before the police discovered her body. The witness
said she looked upset—distraught, actually. The police say there’s
a high chance that she could have jumped.” I recite what Ryan had
said to me only a couple of months ago. The words still sting, like
salt to an open wound. I'm ashamed that I’ve had to go against
Ryan’s wishes and tell Adam.

Adam
gets to his feet. I can see that I’ve upset him, he looks shaken.
But I continue, regardless. I want to question him more while he’s
off guard. “What if she jumped, Adam? Tell me, is it a coincidence
that the night before the day my sister was due to flee the country
with you, she decided to kill herself?”

“You knew about us going back to Australia together?” he asks,
apparently shocked.

“Yes,” I say, “I found booking confirmation for your flights
in an e-mail. That’s how I knew your sister’s address.”

Adam
bows his head and speaks to the floor. It’s as if he finds it hard
to look at me and I wonder if it’s because he sees Jess in front of
him.

“When Jess didn’t show up at the airport that day, I knew we
were over. I’d given her an ultimatum. I knew that part of her
still loved Matt, so I’d said if she loved me she would meet me at
the airport and start afresh with our lives. I made her choose
between me and her husband. I thought she would come. After all,
when we booked the flights she was all for it. When she didn’t
show, I assumed she’d made her choice, and she’d chosen
Matt.”

Adam
walks over to a large arched stained glass window. He rubs his head
as if trying to concentrate, piecing together the information I
have given him as if it’s a puzzle. He is facing me. The bright
street light outside shines through the stained glass, spreading
green and red shards of light across the area. I can hear the
church choir starting up. The beautiful voices of children singing
Christmas carols begin to flow into the room.

“We had seen each other a couple of times while I was in
England. It wasn’t some seedy affair, and Jess was going to tell
you and her family about it before she left. I know it was going to
be last minute, but everything just happened so fast. As soon as we
saw each other again, it was like all those feelings from the past
just came flooding back. Only this time, they felt even stronger.”
He bows his head, “For me they did, anyway. I cancelled my original
flight home so I could spend a little longer here, with Jess. I
couldn’t bear to leave her again. For that to be it. I just wanted
to be with her.”

“Even though you were splitting up a marriage?” I ask, raising
my eyebrows.

“The marriage was over, Nat, you know that as well as I do,
Jess talked to you all the time. She and Matt had been arguing for
months. In any case, he broke up my marriage, so let's just call it
payback.”

I laugh
sarcastically “That’s completely different, Adam.” I raise my voice
over the loud sound of the choir so he can hear me more clearly.
“Matt knew nothing about you, he didn’t even know you
existed.”

Adam
looks at me with those piercing green eyes, which catch my
attention and hold it.

“I don’t know what he’s told you Nat, but I’m the reason Matt
and Jess had argued the morning before she left for your mum’s
place. They had decided to separate. Jess told him everything. He
knew all about me, Australia, our relationship, our marriage,
everything. So, if you're going to quiz anyone on the reason Jess
died, I think you should start with her husband.”

 



Chapter 28

Jess

 

It’s
dark as I leave Mum’s. I’ve been to visit her and as always
probably stayed longer than I should have. She seems to be doing
better these days and is coping well on her own. It’s been five
years since Dad died, but it still feels like only
yesterday.

Mum
stands on the front porch waiting to wave me off as I walk towards
the car. I tell her to get back inside, it’s freezing tonight. I’ll
be glad when winter’s over.

As I
approach the car, I can see that there’s a thick layer of ice on
the windscreen, so I reach inside the car’s glove compartment to
get the de-icer. There’s no way I’m going to chance driving all the
way back home to the city with limited vision of the
road.

As I
spray the solution onto the glass, I hear a sound behind me and
spin around, preparing to tell Mum off for ignoring my order to go
inside and stay warm. But it’s not Mum who stands on the grass in
front of me, it’s Adam.

“Hi, Jess,” he says. The moon ahead casts a glow over his
body, as it bounces off the lake behind him. I stand still, unable
to move as he walks towards me, I can’t help but want to run to him
and hold him in my arms.

“Adam... what you are doing here, how did you know Mum lived
here?” My body is trembling from head to toe as I study him. He
looks a little older, but then he would; it’s been five years since
I last saw him. Other than that, he’s hardly changed, he still
looks incredible.

“I'm over visiting Sarah, she and Sam moved here a while back.
They don’t live that far from here actually, it’s the first chance
I’ve had to come and visit them. I remembered your mum’s address
from the postcards you used to send.”

“Oh,” is all I can manage.

“I had to come and see you Jess. How are you? You look
well.”

I look
well! It sounds like something you would casually say to an
old-school friend that you haven’t seen in years, not your
ex-wife.

“You still look amazing,” he adds, quickly correcting his
choice of words.

I look
down at my loose-fitting jeans and battered old trainers, seriously
doubting the sincerity in his observation.

“Thanks,” I say abruptly. “So, have you been stalking me,
following my every move? How did you know I’d even be here, Adam?”
I glance behind him to Mum’s house. I imagine her opening the
curtains and seeing me standing here, talking to a stranger, but
the curtains remain closed. The side light from the kitchen is on.
She’s probably going to make supper, thank God.

“No, I haven’t been stalking you,” he says, shifting
uncomfortably. “It’s purely coincidence. I came to your mum’s house
to get your address. Then I saw a car and hung around a while in
case it was you. Lucky for me, it was,” he says. I detect a slight
sarcastic tone.

What
does he expect me to say? I’ve not seen him for years, and now here
he is standing on my mother’s front lawn, telling me he needs to
see me. “You were going to ask my mum where I lived? She doesn’t
even know who you are, Adam.” I snarl at him, keeping my voice low
in case she hears us. A sudden dislike of him hits me. I take a
breath, trying to calm down.

“Don’t worry, I wasn’t going to blow your little secret.” He
sounds hurt, angered. “I was going to say I knew you from work and
make up some excuse... I don’t know what the hell I was going to
say Jess, I just... I needed to see you.”

I bite
my lower lip. Just seeing Adam brings back so many memories and
stirs up my emotions. He hasn’t changed at all. I’m still so drawn
to him, it’s like he holds some sort of an invisible leash that I’m
tied to the end of.

“Why did you come here, Adam?”

“I’m over visiting Sarah and Sam, they’ve just had a baby. A
little girl, they’ve named her Molly.”

I smile,
as a slight stab of envy hits me unexpectedly. “I’m pleased for
them,” I whisper.

“I wanted to see you, to talk,” Adam continues.

“I have to go, Adam,” I reply, taking a quick look at my
watch, “My husband will be wondering where I am.”

Adam
doesn't look surprised. “So you married him, then?
Matt?”

“How do you know it’s Matt I’m married to?”

“Let’s just call it a lucky guess.”

I bow my
head to the ground, then pull my eyes back up to meet Adam’s.
“Look, we can’t stand here all night. Why don’t we meet up
tomorrow? It’s getting late, I have to get home.” My words sound
harsh, but they're true. Matt worries when I’m driving on icy
roads. I look up the avenue where I can see a parked rental car. I
figure it is Adam’s.

“Okay,” he says, ‘I’m not here to cause you any trouble, Jess,
I just want to talk. You owe me that, at least.”

I nod.
He’s right. After what I did to him it really is the least I can
do.

 

***

 

The
following evening, I stand outside the restaurant where Adam and I
have arranged to meet. I smooth my hair over my shoulders, then
fidget with my coat. I’m so nervous that I could vomit. I just want
to get this over with. I feel that the more time I spend with Adam
the more memories will come back, allowing me to start reminiscing
about the good times we shared together, and I can’t let that
happen, not now.

I see
Adam’s head over the top of a crowd of young guys; it’s eight
o’clock and the city centre is already getting busy. It’s Saturday
night, and luckily Matt had already made plans to go out with Ryan
tonight. They don’t go out, just the two of them at the weekend
that often, so I know they will take full advantage and won't be
home till late tonight. Matt thinks I’m staying in with a pizza and
a chick-flick. I feel ashamed of myself for lying to him,
again.

Adam
emerges from the crowd in front of me. He’s dressed in denim jeans
and a smart jacket. Under the jacket, he wears a pale blue shirt,
unbuttoned at the collar. He kisses me awkwardly on the cheek
before we head to the restaurant. Inside, a waiter seats us. I sit
opposite Adam, neither of us have spoken yet. I hope that the
remainder of the evening isn’t going to be quite as difficult. The
waiter returns to take our drink orders. Adam picks up the wine
list to inspect it.

“You still drink white?” he asks rather brusquely, raising his
eyebrows over the top of the menu.

I smile
at him politely and nod, trying to lighten the mood. “I do,” I
answer quietly, as I pick up the food menu and scan it quickly. I’m
not feeling hungry in the slightest.

Adam
closes the wine list and promptly orders us a bottle of Semillon
Sauvignon Blanc, produced at a vineyard we had visited whilst in
Margaret River. I shake my head, implying that I’m not impressed by
the subtle hint in the direction of our past. Inside I’m
dying.

As the
night goes on, I start to relax a little. I can see that Adam has,
too. We have eaten our food and are now onto our second bottle of
wine. Up to now, neither of us has mentioned anything about our
past together. Instead, we’re carefully choosing what we say to one
another to keep the conversation casual and light, although it’s
transparently obvious that Adam doesn’t want it kept this
way.

I’d never really given him an honest reason why I’d not gone
back to Australia, or why I’d divorced him and then gone on to
marry Matt. I owe him an explanation. I need to tell him face to
face how sorry I am. So tell him.
I tell him how I felt and how I still feel about
Matt, how much my father had loved him and how he had always wanted
us to be together. I tell him how guilty I’d felt over keeping
secrets from my family, in particular my dad, and not being there
when he died. When I finish, I can feel tears pooling in my
eyes.

Adam
remains silent. Instead of saying anything to try to comfort me, he
rises from his seat and reaches over to my face. He brushes my
cheek softly. I turn my face towards his touch, the touch I know so
well. He bends over the small table between us and kisses me
lightly on the lips. I close my eyes as he moves away, trying to
savour the moment.

When I
open my eyes again, I hear a voice I recognise and look up to see
Nat’s old boss Steph approaching our table.

 



Chapter 29

 

It was a
year ago today. A full year has passed since Jess died. I lie on a
bed while the hospital sonographer rubs cold gel onto my stomach. I
can feel the pressing of the transducer move up and down as the
image of our baby emerges on the screen near me. I look at Dan,
standing beside me. His face displays a mixture of concern and
elation. I can’t make out which emotion is showing more. It doesn’t
take long until I hear the fast-paced tapping of a little
heartbeat.

“There we go!” she says, as she moves the machine slowly over
my swollen stomach “Strong little ticker on this one, all looks
great.”

I let
out a breath that I hadn’t even noticed I had been holding as Dan
grabs me by the hand. He’s smiling; the concerned look has now
vanished from his face and I can see the relief in his eyes. I’m
relieved, myself. The baby is completely healthy and now that I've
had the twelve-week scan, I can finally start telling people that
I’m pregnant.

Kate was
the only one who knew, but now we’ve told Josh, just last night. I
wasn’t quite sure what his reaction would be. He’s only five, and
has been the centre of our world for all of these years. I was
pleased when he said that he was fine to have a little brother or
sister, just so long as it didn’t touch any of his toys. I take
that as a sign of his acceptance.

I stand,
pulling my trousers back up and rolling down my jumper. The
sonographer takes some details and we have a chat before saying
goodbye.

Dan and
I head towards the exit of the hospital. I’m glad everything’s
okay,” says Dan. He’s walking beside me, matching my quick paced
stride along the hospital corridor.

“What made you think it wouldn’t be?” I ask, curious at his
apparent concern.

“You just seem to have been stressed out lately. I was worried
that all this is a bit too much for you, but seeing your face when
you saw the baby scan, I can see you are happy.”

I smile
up at my husband, taking his hand in mine and squeezing it tightly.
I didn’t know that my stressed state had been so
visible.

I’ve had
Adam on my mind and really want to speak to Lola too, but haven’t
had the chance. It’s been busy at Wallis and Spoors, which has
resulted in me working extra hours the past couple of weeks. I
intend to tell Richard about my pregnancy soon. My contract ends in
five months’ time, but I’ve every intention of working right up
until the end before I leave to have the baby. It’s just a shame
there is now no chance I can be kept on permanently for the
company. Hopefully, Richard will bear me in mind for the
future.

I’m
going to Mum’s straight from the hospital, then we’re going to
visit Jess’s grave together. I have to leave Dan at the hospital;
we had met here to go to the scan together, but now he has to go
back to work. I’ve told him that I want him to put some holidays in
soon, I’m getting fed up with never seeing him. I kiss him goodbye
at the hospital exit and tell him I’ll see him later, before I jump
in the car and head towards the lake house.


  

***

 

Almost
an hour later, I arrive at Mum’s. I knock on the front door and
Ryan answers it. Mum is standing in the hallway, holding an
enormous bouquet of flowers. I kiss her lightly on the cheek. Her
eyes are a little red and puffy, showing me that she’s been
crying.

“How are you doing, Mum?” I ask, taking the heavy, colourful
bouquet from her arms and holding them in my own.

“I’m okay, love, you?”

I nod at
her and force a smile. The lump in my throat forbids me to
reply.

“Are we ready to go?” asks Ryan quietly, as he holds the front
door for us, then locks it once we are outside. We walk away from
the lake house and head towards the church. It’s a mild day
considering the time of year. I can’t help but compare it to this
time last year. It had been so cold that day that it froze you to
the bone the moment you stepped outside. Today there is a fresh
breeze, but other than that the sun is shining bright in a
cloudless sky.

When we
arrive, we can see that there have already been some flowers laid
on Jess’s grave. There is a small bunch of multi-coloured
carnations, which have a card attached—they’re from Father Dempsey.
He’s such a kind, thoughtful man. I knew he would never forget the
anniversary of Jess’s death. The other flowers lay in a gorgeous
arrangement. They look tropical, bright and exotic, very unusual
looking; Jess would have loved them. I know instantly who they are
from. Mum bends down to have a close look, turning back the
cellophane covering them to see if there is a card attached. But we
all know before reading it that there is only one person who knew
Jess’s taste well enough to choose such an arrangement. They’re
from Matt. I take the card from Mum’s hand and read the message
written in Matt’s neat handwriting:

 

Rest in peace
Kiddo xxx.

 

The
message confuses me. The term of endearment isn’t the sort of thing
I would imagine a husband writing to his dead wife, maybe more what
a best friend would write. But then, I suppose Matt and Jess had
been both.

If what
Adam had told me on Christmas Day was true, then Matt knew Jess had
been in love with another man; a man she had been married to. So
why would he even want to leave flowers for her? Why doesn’t he
hate her? Or is it his guilty conscience? I’m quite glad that we
haven’t bumped into Matt here. I need to speak to him again, but
now isn’t the time nor the place.

Mum
bends down once more and places the flowers from us down with the
others. They all look beautiful mixed together, their colours and
shapes blurring into one. It’s a shame that they won’t last very
long out here in the cold.

“Rest in peace, my darling,” she says. Then she turns and
walks away. As she passes Dad’s headstone she kisses her hand and
places it on the top. She lets it linger there a few moments before
she continues forward. Ryan and I look at each other silently, and
turn to follow her.

 

***

 

It’s now
late afternoon and the three of us relax in the local village pub.
It seems a little inappropriate given the circumstances of today,
but if Jess had been here this is exactly where she would want us
to be.

Mum sits
with a glass of red wine in her hand, twirling the stem of it
between her thumb and forefinger, smiling. Ryan has already thrown
back a pint of beer, and is now on to his second; he’s staying with
Mum tonight so doesn’t have to worry about driving back to the
city. I’m not going to tell Mum and Ryan about the baby yet. Today
is for Jess, and I don’t want to take anything away from
that.

We’ve
been sharing stories about Jess, Ryan and me as kids since we left
the cemetery, and have been laughing since we got to the pub. It’s
a pleasant feeling, Jess would hate us all moping around being
upset, so we won’t.

“Nat, do you remember the time you and Jess decided to form
that band?” Ryan asks, raising his pint glass to his
lips.

Mum
swallows another sip of wine and bursts out laughing. “You were
thirteen and Jess was eight,” Mum adds. “What did you call
yourselves again?” She looks into the distance, twisting her face
trying to think of the name. Ryan says a few, but they’re all
wrong.

“The Glitter Girls,” I say loudly, saving them the bother of
trying to remember.

Ryan
laughs. “Yeah, that’s right, the Glitter Girls! You were the lead
singer and Jess was backing vocals. You even talked Matt into
playing the guitar for you.”

I smile,
seeing the three of us as clear as day in my mind; all of us
dressed in stonewashed denim jeans with ripped holes in the knees.
I wore a red glittered headband and a matching glove on one hand. I
think I must have fancied myself as a bit of a rock star back then.
Poor Matt hadn’t even had a say in the matter.

“You used to put on shows using the tree house in the garden
as a stage,” says Mum. “You and Jess were bloody terrible, Matt was
the only half decent one amongst you.” She bursts into fits of
laughter as Ryan starts to sing one of the songs that we used to
perform, and then gets out of his seat and stands to add the
accompanying dance moves. Once he finishes, he gets a cheer from
the few men standing at the bar; luckily the place is relatively
quiet today.

I don’t
even know how he remembers that song, he was so young back then,
but I can’t help but laugh myself. It’s the perfect end to a pretty
horrible afternoon.

Later, I
drop Ryan and Mum off at the lake house, and head home. I have a
strange feeling. but I can’t put my finger on what it is nor can I
shake it. I try everything. I call Dan, who is now at home, and
have a chat with him. Then I call Kate to tell her how the scan
went. I try putting on various radio stations, but nothing can
eliminate the feeling I have in the pit of my stomach.

Before I
even know what I’m doing, I spin the car around and head towards
the coast. It will take me a little while to get there. It’s as if
the place is calling out to me and some sort of invisible pull is
willing me to go. It’s been a while since I’ve been, but I can
remember how to get there. I can't explain why, but I need to go to
the last place my sister ever was. I need to go to Milton
Point.

 



Chapter 30

Jess

 

I lie
stretched out on the sofa in our apartment living room and watch
Matt, who is almost half way through marking a huge pile of school
workbooks. They sit stacked in tall, neat piles on the table in
front of him. He has a look of immense concentration on his face,
which disappears as he stops to laugh at one of the pages he is
working on. He’s clearly amused by something that one of his pupils
has written on it.

He takes
off his glasses and rubs at the top of his nose in the place where
they have been resting. His hair flops over his left eye. He runs
his hand through it before replacing his glasses and returning to
the last book in the pile. He’s wearing a university sweatshirt and
jogging pants, which he has paired with my bright pink, fluffy
slipper boots.

How
could I have ever thought I wasn’t in love with this man—was I
insane? Right now at this moment, I couldn’t imagine my life
without him, and can't even conceive of living a life that doesn’t
involve my husband. My best friend. My Matt.

The
truth is, I've done a lot of thinking these past couple of weeks,
trying to make sense of the whole Adam situation. I remember back
to the night he kissed me in the restaurant. That was a couple of
weeks ago. The following day, I had hastily booked two tickets
online to travel back to Australia. I was once again taken in by
him, captured by the spell that he has always had the ability to
cast over me.

However, since then, I have spent all of my time regretting
it. I did owe Adam an explanation and an apology. I’m glad I had
the chance to do that. He has always been a decent man and deserved
it. Yes, Adam still sends my pulse racing. I’m still attracted to
him and do love him in some sense. But when it comes down to
real love, the truth is
there is only one man I will ever truly love with all my heart, and
if I’m honest with myself, there has only ever been one. I just
didn’t know it until now.

I
haven’t seen Adam since then. He called me yesterday to give me an
ultimatum; to choose between him and Matt. I instantly knew what my
decision was, but I couldn’t give him my answer right then, not
over the phone. That is just a coward’s way out. He deserves
better.

Matt and
I have been getting on great these past couple of months, and even
the arguments that had become a regular occurrence have come to a
halt. If only it could stay this way, but I know it can’t. Life is
never that easy.

I
chuckle at Matt, who raises his eyes from straightening his book
towers as he hears me speak. “Nice look you have going on there,” I
say, as he closes the last of the workbooks and puts his tastefully
dressed feet onto the coffee table. He crosses his legs in the
small space that remains on the table, looking down and nodding at
the pink booties in admiration, straight-faced.

“Yeah, I think they suit me. I think I’ll ask for the red ones
for my birthday,” he answers, in an overly camp sounding
voice.

“As long as you don’t start raiding my wardrobe and make any
attempt to squeeze those size nines into my Christian Louboutin’s,
I think we’re safe,” I reply, as I pick up a cushion from behind me
on the sofa and hurl it playfully at his head.

He
dodges the cushion with one swift movement and proceeds to run over
to me. He grabs my feet, easily pulling me off the sofa and onto
the floor, and starts to tickle me.

I yelp
hysterically and giggle like a child as I try to escape from the
firm clutch of his arms. Eventually, I admit defeat. He plants a
kiss tenderly on my lips and everything that I had been thinking
about only a few seconds ago leaves my head. His kisses grow more
intense and I angle my body to get closer to him, feeling a longing
that I haven’t felt in a long time. I don’t want to think about
anything else apart from right here and right now. I know that
these feelings are going to be short-lived because tomorrow,
everything is going to change.

Adam
coming to England has made me arrive at the conclusion that maybe I
was never really in love with him. Lust, yes, most definitely, but
I think I was in love with the idea of living in Australia more
than with Adam himself. I was young and got myself caught up in a
romance filled whirlwind. He is a truly amazing guy, and one day I
have no doubt that he will make someone a fantastic husband, just
not me. I know that if he is honest and admits it to himself, he
would agree that the past is best left where it is. We had a
fabulous year together, but that this is where it ends.

Now,
none of that matters anymore. I have made Matt’s life hell these
past years, all because of the guilt that I’ve been carrying due to
not telling him about Adam. But soon, all of that is going to
change. I’m going to tell Matt everything and tell Adam that I’m
not going back to Australia. I think he has his suspicions that I'm
not going, although I’m sure he is remaining hopeful.

It’s a
given that both of them are going to hate me and each other.
Neither of these men are going to take what I have to tell them
lightly, but it needs to be done. I suppose the only question now
is, which one will take it worst?

 



Chapter 31






The wind
is picking up in strength as I reach the top of Milton Point. The
only way to reach this part of the cliffs is via a narrow footpath,
which twists its way through the long overgrown grass until it
meets the level ground of the lookout point at the top. I’m out of
breath, and my calves are burning from the steep climb by the time
I reach its summit.

The sun
is still shining brightly although it’s now lost the little
strength that it had earlier today. I take a deep breath, smelling
the salt in the air from the icy sea below. There’s no one up here
this afternoon and only a few people down on the beach.

I pull
my coat around me and adjust my scarf that has come loose with the
breeze. I haven’t been up here for a long time and until this
moment I have had no desire to. But today was different, I had
needed to get here and now here I am. I feel an incredible sense of
stillness and peace move through me. I sit down on a wooden bench
underneath a large tree. Its branches are bare and empty. Even
though I haven’t been up here for years, it feels so familiar and
looks just as it does in the dreams. It’s probably exquisite up
here during the summer months. I can understand Jess’s pull towards
the place.

This is where she was. The last view she ever saw.
I rise from the seat and move towards the cliff
edge, I look down at the rocks below and fight hard against images
in my mind of her body lying there, sprawled lifelessly across the
rocks. I shudder as I walk back to the seat, and stand hovering
next to it. But then something happens. My body jolts forward and
my eyes close unexpectedly. I feel the coldness of the seat beneath
my legs as I am pushed downwards, by an invisible force.

When my
eyes open, it’s dark, and the temperature has plummeted. There is a
thin layer of frost covering the grass, illuminated by the almost
full moon above. I know straight away that I’m back in my dream,
only this time I’m wide awake. I close my eyes tightly shut,
holding them closed a few seconds before opening them, hoping to be
back to the reality that I have just left, but nothing’s
changed.

I look
down at my legs, expecting to see Jess’s knees covered by the long
black fabric of her skirt, as I normally do. But instead I see my
own legs, covered by the black trousers that I’m wearing. I glance
at my watch; it’s just gone ten o’clock. I don’t think it will be
long until the part in my dream where Matt shows up, approaching
from behind me.

I wait a
few minutes and then, as anticipated, I hear the cracking sound of
frost under his feet. I stand up and slowly start to turn around.
This is the furthest I’ve been. This is the point during my newest
dream when I generally wake up. But this time I don’t. I continue
to turn and can clearly see there is a figure standing behind me. I
can’t yet make out his face, the dark shadows still cover it. The
figure slowly moves closer.

“Matt!” I shout. My voice sounds so quiet against the loud
sound of the crashing waves below, mixed with the howling noise of
the wind as it picks up speed. I take a step forward and the figure
comes closer, gradually moving into the light.

Suddenly
I hear a phone ringing in the distance, a familiar tune that brings
me back to my senses. It snaps me away from the vision and back to
reality. I glance around. There’s still no one else up here, but
it’s now dark. I wonder how long I’ve actually been sitting here. I
look at the phone’s screen, not recognising the number showing, but
feeling annoyed that the call has cut me off at such a crucial part
of the vision. Once again, I am no further forward, and more
confused than ever.

“Hi, this is Nat,” I say, clear annoyance in my
voice.

“Nat, it’s Adam. I think there’s something you need to
know.”

 



Chapter 32

Jess

 

“So, are you’re telling me you’re in love with this guy?” asks
Matt. His voice is full of anger, full of hurt, but at the same
time his tone is lowered. He remains surprisingly
composed.

I stay
silent. He wouldn’t believe me if I told him the truth. Tears are
streaming in slow, repetitive lines down my burning cheeks. I have
a lump in my throat that is so big it feels as though it’s going to
choke me. I lower my head, allowing a tear to slip off my nose,
which falls to the floor. I study it as it seeps into a small crack
in the wooden floorboards near where my packed rucksack
sits.

I’ve
told Matt all about Adam this morning. I haven’t slept a wink all
night. I’ve been going over and over in my head how I will word it,
but in all honesty, no matter how it was phrased, the content was
always going to be the same. The outcome was never going to be
pretty.

I’ve
told him everything from the start. From the day Adam and I first
met at Circular Quay, through to my last day in Australia when Nat
had called me to tell me about Dad. I’ve told him about us once
being married, the divorce and the fact that Adam has been in
England visiting.

For the
last ten minutes, Matt has said nothing, he’s sat in complete
silence. I’m waiting, petrified of what his response will be. I can
see that I’m not going to get much out of him, not today. He stands
and walks across the room, looking out of the window of our
apartment, his hands on his hips. He’s wearing nothing but a pair
of novelty boxers which I had bought him for Christmas. It’s just
gone eight in the morning. The lights of the city in the distance
are already starting to come alive as dawn breaks.

I can’t
expect Matt to understand how much I love him, not at the moment. I
have hurt him so much and in his mind now, all he sees is years of
lies and deceit.

“So is he still here, in England?” asks Matt. He’s finally
turned around from the window and is looking at me, then his gaze
travels down to my packed rucksack on the floor.

“No. He went back to Australia a couple of days ago,” I don’t
want to lie anymore but this will be the last one I will tell, and
this one is for Matt’s sake. I know full well that if I tell him
Adam is still in the country, he will want to track him down to
have it out with him. Both he and Adam are headstrong, and I know
things would end badly—possibly even resulting in an animal-like
brawl. Although Matt can stand up for himself, he would be the one
to come off worse if that happened. I’m supposed to be going back
to Australia with Adam tomorrow to start a new life, the life that
I thought I was meant to have. I haven’t told Adam yet that it is
never going to happen, but I intend to.

“So no one knew about him. You didn’t even tell
Nat?”

“No.”

“Well, I find that hard to believe, you tell her
everything.”

“Well, I didn’t tell her this. I wanted to, but as time went
on when I came back to England it just got harder and harder, until
it was just easier not to say anything at all.”

“But Lola must have known, she was in Australia with
you.”

I lower
my head, “Yes, Lola knew, but I asked her not to say anything, and
she never did.”

“So why now, after so long, why are you telling me
now?”

“Because I can’t do it anymore. The lies have been eating at
me for years. I realised that if I want any sort of future with you
I had to tell you.”

“So, what happens now?”

“I really don’t know, Matt,” I answer honestly, “but I’m going
to go and stay at Mum’s for a bit. I think we both need time to
clear our heads.”

He nods
silently, his silhouette starting to cast a shadow as the sun rises
in the window behind him.

I pick
up my heavy bag, put it on my back and walk over towards him.
Reaching up on to my tiptoes, I go to kiss him on the mouth, but he
turns his face to the side and I lightly peck his cheek
instead.

I'm
hoping that given some time, he will understand that the only
reason I never told him about Adam was to protect him from being
hurt. But the guilt had eaten away at me so much that in the end, I
just had to tell him. All the shutting out of Matt and my family
over the years had taken its toll on me and almost ruined our
marriage. I’m not prepared to let it continue.

I head
towards the front door, but before I open it to leave, I pick up a
picture which rests on the table in the hall. It’s of Matt and
myself, taken when we were kids. We’re standing under the willow
tree overlooking the lake at Mum’s house. In the photograph, we are
about twelve years old and have our arms around one another. My
focus is on the photographer, whoever that may have been; probably
Dad. But Matt looks at me, and only me. His eyes are so full of
love. I’d never noticed that until now. Why had I been so blind? It
had been clear to everyone around us that Matt and I had been in
love with each other for many years, why was I only seeing this
now?

I tuck
the picture into the side pocket of my rucksack and take a final
look at Matt. He stands motionless, still at the window, with his
back to me. I wipe the tears from my eyes, shove the soggy tissue
in my jacket pocket, and close the door quietly behind me. My only
wish is that one day, he will once again look at me the way he had
in that photograph.

 

***

 

I
arrived at Mum’s a few hours ago, and in that time, I’ve done
nothing more than sit staring at the wall in my old bedroom, the
one I used to share with Nat before she moved out. I’ve tried to
call Matt a few times, but he’s refusing to answer. I can’t blame
him, if the tables were turned and I was in his position, I’d hate
me too. I keep hoping to see his car headlights coming along the
avenue or hear the roar of the engine pulling up outside. But he
doesn’t come.

I sit up
on the bed and pull on my trainers. I can’t just sit here and do
nothing. I need to get out, get some fresh air. I open the wardrobe
door and search for the warmest item of clothing that I’ve brought,
settling on a chunky grey woollen cardigan. The wardrobe is only
half full. A few things of mine, and a few of Nat’s for when she
comes to stay with Mum.

I can’t
help but smile, as I see the posters on the inside of the door
secured with Sellotape, which is now peeling away at the edges and
yellow from age. The old magazine pull-outs display the faces of
boy bands and movie stars that Nat and I had obsessed over as
teenagers. I can’t believe that they are still there, after all
these years.

Mum is
busy in the kitchen as I enter the room.

“Mum, I’m heading out for a bit,” I say as I kiss her on the
cheek.

“Okay Hun, wrap up warm. It’s freezing out there, so don’t
stay out too late. I’m baking a pie, I’ll leave you some to heat up
when you get back.”

I laugh
to myself as I pick up my car keys from the kitchen table and head
out. You’d think I was still eight years old, the way she fussed
and worried.

I jog to
the car and get in, quickly turning the heat on full and wait for
the misted windows to clear. I glance over to the lake. I can’t
help but think of Matt whenever I see it. We spent so much time
there when we were young. I can close my eyes now and see the two
of us basking on the wooden boards of the jetty, eating
ice-lollies, our bare legs dangling over the side on a hot summer’s
day. I sigh as I start to drive, forcing myself not to cry. I’ve
lost him, I know I have.

 

***

 

It’s
dark by the time I reach Milton Point. I park the car on the road
closest to the cliff walkway and get out. I hitch my long skirt up
slightly as I walk up the path towards the lookout point. It’s
muddy and damp from earlier rain. My feet sink into it with each
step I take up the steep climb.

I run my
hand through my windswept hair and try to catch my breath as I
approach the cliff top. My fingers get stuck in the knots, and I
drag my hands through it angrily to loosen them. The climb had
given me too much time to think, and now that I’m up here, memories
of Dad flood back and it feels too much to bear. Maybe coming here
tonight was a mistake.

The
beach below looks beautiful as I reach the cliff edge. Its calm
water laps at the shore, illuminated by the moonlight. I breathe in
the air and hold it in my lungs before releasing it, trying to
remove the blinding headache that I have. My limbs feel stiff from
the restless night’s sleep last night, and tension cuts through my
shoulders and down into my lower back.

I cross
my arms over my chest and hug myself, trying to get some warmth
into my body as I shiver in the coldness of the January
night.

I close my eyes and let my arms fall to my sides.
What if I just jumped, right now? Just let myself
walk slowly edge to the end until there is no ground to stand on
anymore. I open my eyes and shake my head
at the ludicrous and selfish thoughts that have passed through my
mind. I could never do that.

I slowly
walk away from the edge and sit down on the bench beneath the tree.
It feels cold underneath the thin cotton fabric of my skirt, and I
regret not packing anything warmer to wear. Maybe I’ll pop over to
the apartment tomorrow and pick up some more things. I’ve decided
to meet Adam tomorrow morning at the airport to say goodbye, and to
tell him that I’m not going to be travelling back to Australia with
him.

I look
out to the sea, which seems to go on forever. Its waves roll in
quietly under the black, cloudless sky. I can remember sitting
here, in this exact same spot with Dad. We would bring a picnic up
here on a Saturday afternoon and sit on a red-checked picnic
blanket, watching the ships line up on the distant horizon. Dad
would tell me true stories of sailors and shipwrecks from the years
past. A tear escapes from my eye and I wipe it lightly with the
back of my hand.

A woman
walking her dog moves past where I sit. She smiles and nods at me
politely and says “Hello.” I smile back up at her and pat the dog’s
back as it brushes past my legs.

I pull
my phone from my pocket and hit the recently called list to try
Matt once more. I’ve already left him one voice mail asking him to
come and meet me. I really need to talk to him, to explain and tell
him how I feel. Once again, there’s no answer; his voice mail
message comes on and I listen silently for the beep before I
talk.

“Matt, it’s Jess... again. Look, I can’t begin to tell you how
sorry I am. I don’t think we had a good chance to talk before I
left this morning, and I really want to try to explain things
properly, explain to you what happened between me and Adam. I know
you got the message that I left you earlier about meeting me at
Milton Point. Well, just to let you know I’m here and waiting so
hopefully you’re on your way... see you soon. I love
you.”

I bury
the phone back into my pocket and pull my knees up onto the seat,
holding them close to my chest and rocking to try and warm myself
up. I have sat here for a while, as I see the lights of houses in
the distance start to go off. It must be getting late. I’d better
get back to Mum’s, she’ll be starting to worry.

I stand
up to make a move, but a noise behind me stops me dead in my
tracks. It’s footsteps coming from the footpath behind me; I can
hear the crunching of the frost on the ground from under his
feet.

A smile
spreads on my lips as I start to turn around. I knew he wouldn’t
give up on me. Matt would never give up so easily on what we had. I
squint my eyes, trying to focus on him, but I can only see an
outline. I move closer as his body is illuminated by the light
nearby, and I can almost make out his exact shape.

“Matt,” I say. My voice sounds quiet against the loud noise
coming up from the crashing waves below, so I’m unsure if he’s
heard me. I take a step forward, and the figure finally comes into
the light, but it’s not Matt. It’s not him at all.

 



Chapter 33

 

“Where do you want to meet?” I ask Adam coldly, I’m already
back at the car and searching for my keys. The walk back down from
the cliffs was certainly a lot easier than the hike to get up
there.

Funnily, I’d expected to see Adam again before he went home
to Australia, but I thought it would be in person. I’d forgotten
that I’d given him my mobile number on Christmas Day at the
church. I knew he wasn’t telling me
everything.

“I’m in the car now,” says Adam, “are you anywhere near your
mum’s house?”

“Not far, but I don’t want her to see you, not today of all
days.”

“Yes, I know. Look, I’ll meet you in the cafe, the one near
your mum’s on the lake.”

“The Waterfront?” I ask. “It’s not a café, Adam, it’s a
bar.”

“Even better,” he replies briskly, “I could do with a
drink.”

 

***

 

A while
later, I pull open the heavy wooden door to the Waterfront bar.
It’s gone seven-thirty by the time I get there, and it’s getting
busy. Not surprising for a Friday night. There isn’t exactly a
bustling choice of places to drink in this town.

I scan
the people standing at the bar and eventually see Adam down at the
end of it, an empty bottle in front of him. He doesn’t attempt to
move as I pull up a bar stool and sit next to him.

“Drink?” he asks, then promptly gets the barmaid’s attention.
She practically falls over her own feet in her hurry to get to
him.

“I’ll have a lime and soda water,” I say as Adam hands her a
ten pound note and orders himself another bottle of cider. She
gives us our drinks and hands Adam a glass filled with ice, giving
him a sweet smile and holding eye contact with him a little longer
than she should in a professional sense. Adam is oblivious to her
advances as he pushes the glass to one side, choosing to take a
hefty swig from the bottle instead. He finishes, and puts the now
half empty bottle down on the bar, finally looking at me to give me
his full attention.

“So, what do you want to talk about?” I ask as I unravel my
scarf from around my neck and place it over the back of the seat,
along with my coat. I rub at my aching temples, then twist my
matted, severely windswept hair up into a ponytail, securing it
with a hair band from around my wrist.

A rowdy
bunch of girls fall through the door and head straight to the bar.
They are dressed in very little and wear pink feather bowers around
their necks. One has on a bright pink veil, and L plates attached
to her bum. I could think of a lot more decent venues than this to
host a hen party.

“Should we go and sit somewhere a little quieter?” I ask Adam,
who is already on his feet and moving, clearly irritated by the
girl’s drunken states.

We head
to the back of the pub near a kid’s daytime play area, and find a
quiet booth. Adam squeezes in on one side while I sit on the other,
directly opposite him.

“Can you remember that day at the church?” asks Adam. His eyes
look dull and have deep shadows beneath them, he looks like he
hasn’t slept in days.

“Yeah,” I say, “what about it?”

“When you called your husband.”

“Yeah,” I say again, not sure where he’s going with this. “I
called him to let him know I was safe, I didn’t want him to worry
about me.”

Adam
shakes his hands at me. “No, no, not that.”

He leans
forward over the table towards me. “I don’t know if you remember,
but when you finished speaking, you dropped your phone on the
ground, and I picked it up for you.”

I nod,
although I don’t remember dropping my phone. But then, I was in
such a state over meeting Adam in the way I did, that it didn’t
surprise me if I had. Now he has me completely confused. I wish he
would get to the point. He’s not my most favourite person at the
moment. This is only making it worse.

Adam
must notice my frustration and quickly gets to the point he’s
attempting to make.

“There was a picture on your phone, a screen
saver.”

“Yes,” I say bluntly. “A picture of my son. Most people have
photos of their kids as screen savers, Adam, it’s pretty common,” I
announce sarcastically.

“Can I have another look at it?” he asks, holding out his hand
to take my phone. I find his request a little odd, but
nevertheless, I fish my phone out of my pocket and tap in the
security code to unlock it. The screen lights up with a picture of
Josh and Liam, which had been taken at Josh’s fifth birthday party
back in June.

I slide
the phone across the table to him, pushing it a little too hard.
Adam catches it on the other side just in time, before it spins off
the table entirely.

He holds
the phone up and studies it carefully, a look of anger blatantly
crossing his face.

“Yep, I thought so,” he says, handing me back the
phone.

“What?” I ask, looking into the phone and studying Josh’s
face, which grins back at me. He looks so cute dressed in his
Hawaiian style shirt and denim jeans cropped at the
knees.

“What are you saying, Adam?” I’m growing increasingly angry.
He’s talking in riddles that I don’t understand, and when his
ridiculous puzzles involve my son, I don’t have the time or
patience to play guessing games. “What are you trying to tell me?
Something about my son?” My voice rises above the increasing noise
of the crowd.

Adam
laughs sarcastically and raises his bottle to his lips, draining
what is left in it. “Not your son, Nat, the other little boy, the
one on the left.”

I narrow
my eyes “Liam? That’s my brother’s little boy, my nephew.” I look
at the picture of Liam, his shirt almost identical to Josh’s, only
blue instead of red. The two boys are so close in age, they have
always been more like brothers than cousins. They adore each other.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Adam.” I shuffle forward
in my seat and grab my handbag, rising to my feet to
leave.

Adam
stops me by grabbing my hand roughly, pulling me back to my seat. I
push him off me, settling back to where I was sitting.

“Keep your hands off me!”

“Look at the picture again, Nat,” he orders.

I flash
him a dirty look as I pull the phone back to my face and study the
photograph more closely. At first I don’t know what I'm looking
for, then suddenly what Adam is trying to tell me hits me like a
bolt of lightning. I put my hand to my mouth as I move the image of
the boys closer to my eyes in disbelief.

“And she gets it!” Adam declares, throwing his hands up into
the air, then placing them to his face and rubbing at his unshaven
chin.

I don’t
know how I hadn’t seen it before, how could I have missed it? I
look again at the picture of my nephew I had seen a hundred times,
then back to the man sitting opposite me. There is no denying it.
Liam has the same golden tone to his hair, which is curled
slightly, too. He has the same naturally dark skin and face shape.
The same dimples in his cheeks, which deepen as he smiles. But most
of all, those eyes are identical and the same piercing shade of
green—exactly the same.

I drop
the phone onto the table “Oh my God, you’re not...”

Adam
nods his head slowly, “Yes Nat, I think I am. I think I’m Liam’s
father.”

I see
his body visibly relax a little, maybe just from the relief of
telling someone his suspicions. He grips his hands together and
leans forward over the table towards me, lowering his voice as he
continues. I struggle to hear him over the dance music that is now
blasting out of the speakers above our heads. Adam gives up and
moves to my side of the booth. He squeezes in and sits next to me.
He’s so close that his knee leans heavily against mine. Usually I
would move, feeling a strong need for personal space. However, I’m
too gobsmacked to move an inch, and stay frozen to the seat. Adam
leans close to my ear. I can smell the faint alcohol on his breath,
mixed with the strong scent coming from his heavy aftershave, as he
continues with his story.

“It was five years ago. The night before Lola was due to leave
Australia. She had been in Melbourne, but she decided to travel
back to Perth to say goodbye to some friends that she had made
while she had been staying there with Jess. I had received the
divorce papers from your sister that morning and had spent most of
the day getting hammered. I bumped into Lola in a casino bar. One
thing led to another, and she ended up coming home with me. It was
a one night stand, Nat, and meant nothing to either of
us.”

“She didn’t tell you she was pregnant?” I ask.

“No. I had no idea until I saw that photo,” he says, nodding
to my phone, its screen now blank. “It’s all I’ve been able to
think about since. Liam’s the double of me when I was a kid.” He
lowers his head, his thumb circling the rim of the empty cider
bottle. “We didn’t use any protection. I assumed she was on the
pill, but, to be honest, we didn’t discuss contraception, we were
both too drunk.”

I sink
back into my seat, unable to move or to speak. I remember back to
how happy Ryan had been when he found out Lola was pregnant.
Although he was a little shocked that it had happened only a few
weeks into their relationship, still he was thrilled.

But the
truth was she had already been pregnant, with Adam’s
baby.

I think
of Ryan now. His dark features and thin, lanky frame, his straight
hair and deep brown eyes. It had never even occurred to me that he
and Liam looked nothing alike. He adores that little boy, Liam is
his life. This news is going to crush him.

“Did Jess know... about you and Lola?” I ask, struggling to
believe that Lola would deny a father the right to see his own
child, to even know that he was a dad.

“No, the last time I saw Lola was the night we slept together.
When I met up with Jess again after I came to England, I assumed
Lola had never said anything, it was obvious that Jess had never
found out about us. I wanted to tell her, almost did on one
occasion, but I couldn’t.” He shakes his head and looks me in the
eye, “I was a coward.”

I pick
up my glass and drain the melted ice from the bottom of it. My
mouth is so dry that my tongue has stuck to its roof. “What are you
going to do? Are you going to confront Lola?” I ask.

“I don’t know what to do. She’ll probably just deny it, but it
is clear that he’s mine.”

I nod,
not wanting to agree, but I know that even if Liam wasn’t Adams
double, the dates still work out almost spot on to the time Liam
was born. Lola had fooled us all into believing Liam had been born
early, just as Josh had been, but I now know that wasn’t the
truth.

I look
at my watch. It’s getting late and Dan will be wondering where I
am. I jump to my feet and apologise to Adam, although it doesn’t
sound very sincere. Even though I want to, I still can’t warm to
him and I don’t know why. I tell Adam I’ll call him tomorrow after
he’s had some time to think, then leave the pub and head home,
unaware that I’m being followed.

 



Chapter 34

Jess

 

The
light gets a little brighter, enabling me to finally see who has
approached me from behind.

Lola
stands with her hands in the pockets of her short red padded
jacket. Her long black patent leather boots reach her denim-clad
knees. The bottoms of her boots are caked in mud. Her short hair is
whipped back from her face by the wind.

“Lola,” I say, as I near her. I can’t hide the disappointment
in my voice that it’s not Matt who is standing where she is now.
“What are you doing here?”

I assume
that Matt has told her I’ve been calling him, and she’s worried
that I’ll be standing here all night on my own. I smile, thinking
of her concern, always such a good friend.

“Why didn’t you just call me if you were worried?” I ask,
holding my mobile in the air to prove that I have it with me, that
I’ve not disconnected myself from all civilization. “You didn’t
need to come all the way here,” I say loudly so that she can hear
me over the increasing strength of the wind, “I’m all right.
Honestly,” I lie unconvincingly.

“That's not why I’m here,” she replies, her tone
impassive.

As she
steps closer to me, I can see that she looks like hell. Lola’s
generally impeccably made up face is pale, and she has black
patches under her eyes where her thick makeup has smudged and
started to run.

“You all right, Lo?” I ask, starting to get a little
worried. God, I hope that nothing’s
happened to Matt or Ryan. “Is everyone
okay at home?” I ask. She doesn’t reply, but manages a slight nod
that calms my wandering mind. “So what’s wrong, then?” I ask as she
eventually reaches where I’m standing. She still refuses to look me
in the eye. Instead, she keeps her face bowed to the ground. “Why
are you so quiet, Lola? What has happened?” I ask again, trying
gently to coax her to open up and talk.

“You need to know,” says Lola simply. Her voice sounds rough
and gravelly; not light, bouncy and carefree like it usually
is.

“Know what?” I ask, now thoroughly baffled.

“It wasn’t meant to happen,” she replies as she slips a packet
of cigarettes out of her pocket and turns away from the direction
of the wind to light one. I thought she’d quit smoking, but she
must have started again. I feel disappointed at her attempts to
stay off them, and now understand that her gruff sounding voice is
the result of once again smoking thirty a day. She blows smoke into
the air, and it flows in a graceful line straight into my face,
forcing me to cough.

“What wasn’t meant to happen? Lola, you’re starting to scare
me. What are you talking about?”

“Me and him,” Lola replies. She spits the words at me as if they were
venomous.

“You and who, Lola?”

“Him... Adam.”

I
swallow hard and narrow my eyes at Lola, who has now managed to
raise her head and is looking me in the eye.

“What about you and Adam?” I ask, genuinely intrigued as to
where this is all heading.

“We... we slept together back in Australia. You had split up
with him, and you were with Matt.” Tears gather in her eyes. “It
was my last night in Australia, we were both drunk. It wasn’t meant
to happen.” She takes a final draw on her cigarette, dropping it to
the ground before stubbing it out under her foot.

The bile
rises in my throat and my breathing quickens. Rage hits me full
force. I fight hard to keep it under control. “I thought you never
went back to Perth. You told me you didn’t go back
there!”

“I lied.”

“And you didn’t tell me. Neither of you told me, after all,
this time?”

I
remember when I first returned from Australia. Adam was all I could
think about, all I wanted at that point. I was lost for a while
until Lola returned home the following year. She was the only one
I’d confided in about Adam, the only one who had known him, and of
his existence until yesterday when I told Matt. Why didn’t she tell
me? To save her own skin?

“I didn’t want you to find out like this Jess, but Matt has
been with Ryan all night drinking and...”

“Does Ryan know about me and Adam?” I ask, wondering if Matt
has told him what a disgusting and conniving person his sister
really is.

“No, he just said you had a fight and that you have
separated.”

My heart
flutters.

“Matt left his phone in our apartment,” says Lola, without an
ounce of remorse in her voice. “I listened to the voice messages
you left him earlier tonight. You mentioned Adam. I know he is in
England.”

“Why didn’t you tell me, Lola?” I ask, my voice laced with
hurt, with betrayal.

“I... I couldn’t,” Lola answers, her voice rising to match the
volume of my own.

“Why not? You knew I would have forgiven you Lola, maybe not
straight away, but I would have, and it would have helped me move
on and get on with my own life.”

I mean
those words. I would have forgiven Lola. After everything that we
had been through together, she is my closest friend. As for Adam,
well, I suppose this makes me realise that I’d made the right move
in deciding not to go back to Australia with him
tomorrow.

“Why didn’t you tell me, Lola?” I ask again. I reluctantly
lower my voice as she sobs quietly. I can't console her. She
doesn’t deserve any pity.

“Because that’s not all that happened,” she says through
muffled sobs, “I... I fell pregnant.”

I put my
hand to my mouth. Lola was pregnant with Adam’s baby. She must have
had an abortion, she has gone all this time having to live with
that. But then she fell pregnant straight away, Liam had been
conceived shortly after she returned from Australia. Unless…
suddenly, reality hits me. I stagger backwards, away from
Lola.

“Liam,” I say, putting my hand to my mouth. “Liam is Adam’s
son?”

Lola
holds a hand to her head and rubs at her temples.

“So, Adam doesn’t know he has a son?” I ask. I know that if
he’d known he wouldn’t have kept it from me. Although, I dislike
him for keeping a one night stand with one of my closest friends
from me. I very much doubt that his conscience would allow him to
keep the fact that the little boy who I thought was my nephew is
actually his son.

Lola
shakes her head, and I feel slightly disgusted by her.

“How did you know I was up here tonight?” I ask, suddenly
aware of the fact that nobody other than Matt knows that this is
where I am.

Lola
removes her hands from her pockets and crosses them over her body.
She is swaying from side to side, a vacant expression on her
face.

“Like I said, Matt has been with Ryan all night. Matt’s been
drinking and is in a bit of a state, so Ryan took him back next
door to his apartment to make sure he got to bed to sleep it
off.”

She
takes a deep breath, her voice quavering, now back to its normal
tone. “I listened to the voice mail that you left for him, asking
him to meet you here.”

So he
hadn’t been ignoring my calls at all. A brief jolt of hope hits me,
but it’s quickly replaced by the burning fury I feel towards the
woman standing in front of me. “And Ryan’s still with Matt? He
doesn’t even know you’re here?”

She
shakes her head. I shake my own back at her in sheer disbelief, not
able to take in any further information. “I can’t believe you could
do that! Let my brother think that he is the father to another
man’s son.”

I
remember back to last Christmas at the lake house, and have an
image in my head of Ryan and Liam playing in the garden. Ryan was
swinging him around, hugging him and throwing him into the air and
onto his back. Liam was laughing, loving every moment, with no clue
that the man he has known all his life as his daddy,
wasn’t.

I feel
sick. I rub at my stomach as my head spins. “Ryan will be
heartbroken,” I say. Tears fill my eyes just thinking about my
little brother, so innocent in all this.

“He can’t ever know, Jess. This will break him, he loves Liam
so much. He will never forgive me.”

“Well, you should have thought of that before you slept with
your best friend’s ex, and then lied to Ryan, allowing him to think
he has been bringing up his own son for the past four years,” I
snap back, a sudden, overwhelming hatred overtaking me.

I'm so
hurt. Not because of what Lola and Adam did to me, but because of
what Lola has done to Ryan. How can anyone be so selfish, so evil
and manipulative? I need to get away from her. I can't even bear to
look at her at the moment. I need time to think.

She is
crying loudly now. Her whole body is trembling, her frame
silhouetted by the bright moonlight behind her.

“I need to go,” I say bitterly. My head is still pounding and
I need to get away from here, away from her.

Lola’s
head snaps up. She looks at me as though I’m lying to her. “Where
are you going?” she asks. She sounds scared, terrified
actually.

“Anywhere that’s away from you,” I say bluntly.

She
moves to my side, blocking the entrance to the pathway leading down
to my parked car. She is tall, and towers over my much smaller
frame.

“You can’t tell Ryan, Jess, he will never forgive me. We need
to work out what we are going to do.” Her voice has risen again,
only now it’s adopted a slightly hysterical tone.

I shake
my head and turn to walk away. Before I know it, she pushes me
backwards, and I fall to the ground. She staggers towards me, and
then places herself on top of me so I am unable to move. She slaps
me across the face; the force behind it is so hard that I see
bright spots in front of my eyes for a few seconds. I push her off
me.

Somehow,
I manage to get to my feet and stagger further back, away from her.
I’m shocked. I can’t believe what she has just done. I rub at my
burning cheek and look around to see which way is best to get back
to the path without another confrontation. Lola obviously needs to
take some time out and calm down before we talk again. The wind
catches the bottom of my skirt, throwing it into the air and
revealing the tattoo on my leg. I catch Lola looking at it. She has
the same tattoo. We had them done in Australia. The matching small
black ink markings are the Japanese symbol of trust. What a
joke!

I circle
around her, unaware that I am nearing the cliff edge. I’ll walk on
a little further to get out of her way. Lola stands only a few
metres away watching, not moving and silent. I start to walk away,
putting more space between us but suddenly my foot
slips.

A few
rocks fall over the edge and to the beach below. More earth gives
way. I fall to my knees, teetering on the cliff edge. I grip the
grass on either side of me, digging my fingernails into the soggy
earth as much as I can. I hear the ocean, loud and forceful beneath
me, but I don’t dare look down to see it. I need to concentrate on
backing away from the edge.

I steal a quick glance behind me. I can see Lola, who is now
running to my side. Thank God, she’ll help
me up. But she doesn’t. Instead, she stops
a couple of feet away from where I am and watches me struggle. I
manage to move a few centimetres, but the rocks under my knees
start to break up and fall.

“Help me, Lola!” I plead, feeling my knees lose their support
as more earth crumbles to the beach below. But she makes no attempt
to move. Her face takes on a strange look that has a glimmer of
amusement in it. Then, she starts to run towards me.

There’s
a sudden movement, so quick I barely see it, and she shoves me hard
in my lower back, causing me to scream out in pain. The jolt causes
the weight of my body to shift, it rocks me forward off my knees
and sends me over the edge.

I feel
the ground leave my feet as I move into the air. I can hear the
crashing sound of the waves beneath me growing louder. The stars in
the sky seem to brighten as the beach below closes in. I reach out
with my hands, clutching nothing but empty space. I plummet
downwards, moving closer towards what I know is going to be my
death. And then, everything is black.

 



Chapter 35

 

It
doesn’t take me long to realise that there’s someone behind me. The
roads are quiet and whoever it is isn’t doing a very good job of
remaining inconspicuous. Although they have stayed a good few car
lengths behind me, I know it’s the same car that has been tailing
me since I left the pub car park back at the lake. I decide to keep
driving. I don’t fancy getting out of the car and confronting
whoever it is on a lonely country road so late at night.

I slow
down and adjust my rear-view mirror, trying to get a better view
behind me. The car doesn’t slow and creeps quickly into view. The
headlights blind me at first, but I can now clearly see the car and
immediately know the identity of my mystery stalker. I pull over
into a lay-by and patiently wait until the car pulls up behind
mine. I hear its engine switch off. The driver gets out to meet me
at the side of the deserted road.

“What are you doing following me, Dan?” I ask bemused, peering
into the window, to the back seat of the car where I can see Josh
on the right-hand side, sound asleep, dressed in his pyjamas. I
look back towards my husband and tilt my head, silently pushing him
for an explanation for his being here. Dan rubs at the dark stubble
on his face, then rests his hand on the back of his
neck.

“I called you five times earlier tonight,” says Dan. To say he
seems a little pissed off is an understatement. I scowl at him,
then reach for my mobile from my pocket and check the display. Sure
enough, I have missed five missed calls, and have three unanswered
texts from when I was at Milton Point. How did I not hear my phone
ring? How had I not noticed the missed calls?

I
suddenly feel guilty. “God, I’m sorry, Dan. Time just seems to have
slipped away today, you must have been worried sick.” I shuffle
uncomfortably from foot to foot. The gravel under my boots crunches
loudly.

“I called your mum eventually. I assumed you must still be
with her and Ryan,” Dan continues. “She said you had left them
hours ago. Where have you been, Nat?”

“I went up to Milton Point,” I tell Dan honestly. “It’s been a
hard day. I just needed some time alone.” Tears fill my eyes,
although I’m not too sure why. Maybe the importance of today’s date
has finally hit me.

“I thought you might have gone to Milton Point, so I went up
to find you. But when I arrived you weren’t there.” Dan shakes his
head and chuckles sarcastically. “I must say I was a little
confused to see your car parked at a bar as I passed on my way back
home.”

Shit!
Now I know where this conversation is going. He must have seen Adam
follow me out of the pub, saw me saying goodbye to him at the
doorway. He thinks I’m seeing someone, that I’m having an
affair.

Dan
seems to read my thoughts. “Who is he, Nat?”

“It’s not what you think Dan, you have it totally
wrong.”

“Really? Then enlighten me. Tell me who the hell the guy is
that I saw you coming out of a pub with, at nine o’clock on a
Friday night. Who is this mystery man that you’ve not told anyone
about?”

I stay
silent, wondering where to start, already feeling anxious with
guilt for purposely lying to him during the past couple of
months.

“Are you having an affair, Nat?” says Dan. He sounds angry,
but it’s the disappointment in his tone that hurts me the most. “Is
the baby his?”

I stare
at him, my mouth falling open, anger building gradually inside me.
God, he’s got a nerve! He’s seen me with another man for a couple
of minutes, and jumps to the conclusion I am pregnant with his
baby. I know Dan has always had a jealous streak. If I’m honest,
I’ve always found it quite an attractive quality. I sometimes like
the way he thinks of me as only his. Tonight though, it’s nothing
but ugly.

I hold
up my hands to him in protest. “You are so far off the mark Dan,
how could you even think I’d do that?” My head snaps away from
Dan’s disgusted stare, and instinctively moves to Josh. He is still
sound asleep in the car where Dan left him, thank God, I don’t want
him to see us like this.

“The man you saw me with is Jess’s ex,” I say, as if he is
stupid.

“What, you mean some ex-boyfriend?” asks Dan, undoubtedly
perplexed.

“Try ex-husband,” I reply, not bothering to attempt to play
down my sisters past actions. I’m too angry, too exhausted. “He was
married to Jess when she was in Australia. It was a brief affair,
but it happened,” I add frankly.

Dan
looks at me, dumbfounded, as I continue.

“He’s here visiting his sister from Australia, and I managed
to track him down through one of Jess’s old e-mails. I thought he
might have some answers as to why she died. She didn’t fall from
the cliff that night, Dan. The police think she jumped, and I
wanted to know if he was the reason she did it.” I hate myself for
once again going against my promise to Ryan, but Dan has left me
with little choice. I’m sure Ryan will understand my telling him,
given the circumstances.

Dan
steps back away from me and slams heavily into the car as he leans
against the bonnet, looking into the distance. His reply is not
what I expected to hear.

“So when did all this start? How long have you and this Adam
guy been meeting up?” he asks.

I pause,
trying to register what he has just said, recalling the words that
I had just used. Confusion quickly sets in. “Dan, I didn’t tell you
he was called Adam. I’ve not mentioned his name yet.” I step
closer, and narrow my eyes at my husband who now can’t bring
himself to look at me. “How do you know his name, Dan?”

He caves
sooner than I’d anticipated. “I never met Adam,” he
admits.

“So then how...?”

“I knew Jess was married.” Dan bows his head and swallows
hard, I can see his throat constrict, his Adam’s apple bobbing
slowly under its control. Even on this dimly lit road I can see how
uncomfortable he looks. I use his state to my benefit.

“Excuse me?” I say. “How could you have known that she was
married? No one knew, including me.”

“It was a number of years ago. Jess came to me for help with
the divorce, that’s how I know his name is Adam. I remember seeing
it on the divorce paperwork.” Dan sighs. “She didn’t know where
else to go. She needed advice. She hadn’t been married to Adam very
long, and it was difficult with him living in another country. She
asked me not to say anything. Until now, I haven’t.”

“You were my sister’s divorce lawyer!” I declare. My voice is
calmer than it probably should be considering how much I dislike my
husband at this moment in time.

“She was broke, Nat. She had nowhere else to go.”

“You don’t even deal with marital law, Dan.”

“I don’t, but John does.”

“Oh, good old John!” I mutter petulantly.

“Don’t be like that, Nat.”

“Like what, Dan? She could have come to me, to Mum or Ryan,
why come to you?”

“She didn’t want to be a burden. She wanted to forget her
past, move on. She was embarrassed, I suppose.”

“You never thought to tell me this information? Even after she
died?”

Dan
leans back against the bonnet of my car and bends down to rest his
elbows on his knees, burying his head in his arms, before sitting
back up and looking at me. “Yes, I kept her secret. She was
disgusted with herself, Nat. She knew the marriage had been a
mistake, and she just wanted it sorted as easily and quickly as she
could.”

“So she came to you,” I announce, holding my hands up in the
air, feeling a little annoyed that Jess had put Dan in that sort of
situation.

Dan
nods. “I wanted to tell you, but once Jess died, I didn’t see what
good would come from anyone knowing. It was in the past. Everyone
had moved on.”

“Yeah,” I nod angrily. “Does it really look like everyone has
moved on?” I ask, my voice rising. “You have lied to me all these
years, Dan. How can I trust you now? We are married for Christ’s
sake, we are supposed to tell each other everything.”

Dan
laughs mockingly. “That's a bit hypocritical coming from you
tonight, isn’t it?”

“That's different, Dan, she was my sister.”

In that
split second, my husband’s sudden disapproval of Jess when she
returned home from Australia is so blatantly obvious that it hurts
me to even breathe. The reason he always protested when she rang me
and wanted to talk, why they had become so distant. It wasn’t
because he thought she was taking advantage of me, or even because
he didn’t like the sort of person she was. It’s because he was
scared she would tell me he’d kept this from me.

Dan
starts to talk again, but I put my hand up to his face. I don’t
want to hear any more. I’m so annoyed that he has lied to me, kept
such a big part of my sister’s life a secret to himself for all
these years. My mind races, and I know I’m not thinking clearly as
I toss my car keys to him roughly and walk over to Dan’s car. The
massive bunch of keys land with a clatter on the roadside, narrowly
missing his feet.

“What are you doing, Nat?” Dan asks.

“I’m taking our son home.”

“So where am I going?”

“I don’t give a damn where you go Dan, as long as it’s nowhere
near me.”

He
starts to say something, asking me to calm down and starts to
explain his actions, but I don’t give him a chance. I quickly get
into the car, slam the door and restart the ignition. My hands
tremble on the steering wheel as I speed away, only glancing back
in the rear-view mirror once to see Dan standing in the middle of
the road, watching me leave.

 

***

 

By the
time I arrive home, I’m crying so much I can barely function. I
pull onto the driveway, safe in the knowledge that I don’t have to
face any more revelations or hidden dirty secrets; at least not for
today, anyway.

I carry
a still-sleeping Josh from the car and struggle to open the front
door with him slumped heavily over my shoulder. Eventually, I
manage to get the key in the lock and push open the door slightly.
I use my foot to open it fully so I can get through without waking
him.

I head
straight for the stairs, closing the door with my other foot until
it clicks shut behind me. Josh’s bedclothes are still pulled back
from when Dan must have lifted him from the bed. I place him down
gently, his head lying in the exact indent on the pillow that is
already there. I switch off his night light and head into my
bedroom to get changed, although I know I won’t go to bed yet. I’m
too wired to even attempt sleep.

I peel
off my trousers and blouse, throwing them into the laundry basket
in the corner of the room, then change into a pair of pink spotted
pyjama bottoms and matching vest top. It feels good to be out of
the clothes that I've had on all day. A short-lived feeling of
relief washes over me, but I’m far from relaxed.

I wipe
at my eyes, still sore and swollen from crying during the drive
home. The vision of Dan as he stood in the middle of the road
watching me leave pulls at my heart strings, but the disappointment
I feel pulls much harder. Not only had he lied to me about knowing
Jess had been married, but he had believed that I was capable of
having an affair; of carrying another man’s baby and allowing him
to think it was his. Like Lola had. I pick up my phone and call
Ryan’s number. I know he and Mum will be worried. He answers on the
second ring.

“Nat, where the hell have you been? Dan’s been worried
sick.”

“I know, I... went up to Milton Point and must have lost track
of time.”

“As long as you’re okay,” he says. I smile at his absolute
concern, tears welling in my eyes again.

“How’s Mum?”

“She’s good. She’s been waiting to hear from you before she
goes to bed.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, trying to control my breathing so I don’t
give away my upset state. I think of Liam and my lip starts to
quiver. I can't tell him, not now, Lola has to have the chance
first. Hopefully Adam is wrong, I know in my heart, though that
he’s not.

“Okay, well, goodnight. Tell Mum to sleep tight, and I’ll see
you both at the weekend.”

“Okay, Nat, you too, speak soon.”

I hang
up on Ryan, fully aware that I’d cut the conversation short, and he
will be aware that I have fobbed him off. A text message from Dan
comes through to tell me he is staying in a local hotel, and that
he’s truly sorry and he loves me. Sighing loudly, I walk into the
kitchen, rotating my shoulders to try to release some of the
tension that has now crept into them. I need to calm down. This
can’t be good for me or the baby.

The
cooker hood light is on as I walk to the kitchen, the only light
that illuminates the room. Remnants of a half-eaten Indian takeaway
sit on the counter top. I move away from it; the overpowering spicy
smell turns my stomach. I switch on the kettle. Hopefully, a
chamomile tea might help me relax a little.

As I
reach into the cupboard to find the tea, a faint smell of cigarette
smoke hits me. It catches my throat, causing me to cough. Raising
my head up, I peer through to the conservatory, where I can see a
faint outline of smoke rising into the air. I move closer, dropping
the unopened pack of tea to the floor. There’s someone in my
house.

“Hello,” I shout into the darkness as I near the conservatory
entrance. My heart hammers loudly, echoing in my ears, as I try to
make out the person I can see sitting alone in the
darkness.

 



Chapter 36

 

“Lola,” I say, surprised. The smell of smoke from her
cigarette still clings heavily to my nostrils. I’m not sure if it’s
the smell or the fact that she has effectively broken into my house
that makes me feel a little sick.

“What are you doing here?” I try to keep my voice steady, as
though I know nothing more than I ever had. She must have taken
Ryan’s set of keys, the ones he keeps for emergencies or to look
after the house if we are away on holiday. I think of Ryan now,
probably tucked up in bed at Mum’s house, unaware that his future
wife has let herself into my house and is now sitting in my
conservatory, smoking.

“Oh, hi Nat, I didn’t hear you come in.” She says the words as
though I’m the visitor to her house and she’s been waiting for my
arrival. She follows my gaze to her lit cigarette. “Oh shit, sorry,
I forgot you guys don’t like smoking in the house.” She stands and
starts to make her way towards me. She looks like Lola, sounds like
Lola, but seems different, distant somehow.

I step
back away from the kitchen bench as she approaches and reaches past
me to turn on the tap at the sink. She quickly puts out the
cigarette under its flow and throws the butt into the pedal bin
beside her. I watch her, staying silent, as she turns back to me
and leans on the bench behind her, propping herself up on her
elbows and fixing her stare on my face. Her sleek black fringe
shines with the light of the cooker hood, and her emerald green
eyes sparkle.

“So, you’ve met Adam?” she asks matter-of-factly.

She’s
obviously found out that I tracked him down somehow. I can't figure
out how at first. Then I remember the strange feeling of being
watched on Christmas Day when I first met Adam in the graveyard. I
have no doubt in my mind that Lola was there that day. It hadn’t
been my imagination at all. She was worried that Adam would tell me
about their relationship.

“Yes, I've met Adam,” I reply, not bothering to lie, trying to
make it sound as though it is no big deal. I don’t intend on
concealing the truth in any way. I don’t see why I
should.

“Did he tell you, about him and Jess?”

“Yes, he told me they were married.”

Lola
eyes me suspiciously “What else did he tell you, Nat?” It is clear
that she’s testing me to see how much I know, how much Adam knows.
I play along.

“He told me that you were the only person who knew about
it.”

“Yes, I admit I did know they were once married, but Jess
asked me not to say anything.”

“Oh, so that’s why you didn’t say anything.”

“Yes, because I’m a good friend Nat. Jess knew she could trust
me.”

I can’t
keep up the charade anymore, and burst out laughing mockingly in
her face. “He told me everything Lola,” I blurt out. “I found out
tonight that you two slept together and... that he thinks Liam’s
his, so quit playing the good girl act.”

Lola
stands bolt upright. The bangles on her wrist clink loudly against
the kitchen cupboard door as she pushes herself up straight. She
looks shocked.

“How did he find out? Have you told anyone?” she
whispers.

My heart rate accelerates. I can feel a hot nervous rash
starting to creep across my shoulders, then up my neck.
So it’s really true. Ryan isn’t Liam’s
father. “He saw a picture of Josh and Liam
on my phone, he put two and two together and no, I haven’t told
anyone.”

Lola
lowers her head, nodding towards the floor. She shrugs her
shoulders. “Hardly surprising. Liam is the double of Adam, always
has been.”

“Why didn’t you tell Ryan?”

“I only found out a couple of weeks before Ryan and I started
dating. I fell in love with him from the first moment I met him,
Nat and I knew that if I told him I was carrying another man’s
child he would run for the hills. I couldn’t lose him.”

“So you lied to him, you lied to Jess, you lied to all of us?”
I can feel anger bubbling inside me, and have to consciously remind
myself to calm down. I’ve had enough stress for one day.

Lola lowers her head, “I couldn't lose him,” she repeats,
“I can't lose
him.”

“Look, Lola I've had one hell of a night. All I want to do is
go to bed. Can we talk about this in the morning?” I ask, faking a
yawn. To be honest, I just want her out of my house. I can't take
anymore lies, I’ve had more than my fair share for one
night.

“How do I know you won’t call Ryan the second I’m out of the
door?” she asks.

“Well Lola, that’s just where you are going to have to trust
me. In any case, if Ryan does find this out, I think it should come
from you. You’re engaged to be married, after all. I think he
deserves the truth.”

I turn
my back to her, and head to the front door, looking back to see if
she is following me; she is. But what I don’t see is Lola picking
up the solid granite chopping board from the kitchen bench as she
passes and lowering it from my view until we reach the hallway. I’m
almost at the front door before I see she has it.


Everything happens so fast in the next few moments that I
barely have time to register it at all, never mind to try and
defend myself. She lifts the heavy board high above her head and
brings it down, hitting my own. I let out a startled gasp as the
sharp edge makes contact with the side of my skull. I hit the floor
hard, landing in a helpless heap, and everything slips away into
the shadows.

 



Chapter 37

 

As I open my eyes, I’m greeted by warm sunlight hitting the
side of my cheek. I put a hand to my head, waiting for the pain to
hit, but it doesn’t come. I lift myself off the floor, trying to
pinpoint my location, it doesn’t take long for me to know that I’m
in my old bedroom at the lake house. I reach for the bed and pull
my body up from the floor, using its frame to steady myself, then
put up a hand to guard my eyes against the now blinding orange glow
coming from the window. That’s when I see her.

Jess is standing at the window with her back to me. She is
dressed in a long white dress that glides over her narrow hips,
stopping at her bare feet. Her long hair is loose and tousled, her
bare back is tanned, and her skin has a strong shimmer to it that
I’ve never noticed before.

“Hello you,” she says, her voice so familiar after all this
time. Tears fill my eyes and start to roll uncontrollably down my
cheeks. It’s so good to hear her voice, it’s just as I remember. I
remain silent, wanting to hear nothing more than my sister’s words
filling the room until it’s ready to burst.

She smiles at my reaction. Her lips shimmer, showing the small
freckle on the tip of her lip, but she doesn’t move from the spot
where she stands.

“We have to be quick,” she continues, “I don’t have a lot of
time.” She looks out of the window at the lake, gazing into its
immaculate sunset as if she is expecting someone to arrive at any
moment.

“What is it, Jess?” I ask, understanding that she needs to
tell me something. I can feel the urgency coming from her as if it
was my own. She moves towards me slowly and puts her hand to my
face, pressing her fingertips lightly to my cheek. Her touch is
unexpectedly warm. I tilt my head towards it. Her body is
surrounded by the sunlight that seems to be getting brighter,
creating a halo-like glow around her. My tears run faster as I nod
at her slowly, now understanding. I close my eyes, allowing her to
show me what she needs me to know.

Images of her final night flash through my mind, and I see her
last moments before she fell from the cliff top through her own
eyes. The images flash through my brain all at once, so quickly
that it’s difficult to take them all in, and I hear every word that
is spoken. When the flashbacks conclude, I finally understand the
truth of what happened the night Jess died. I now know what she has
been trying to show me all this time. I open my eyes and nod at
her. She smiles back at me, then slowly moves her hand to my ear
and brushes my hair away from it. She moves close and lowers her
voice to a sweet whisper.

“Wakey, Wakey sleepy head.”

 



Chapter 38

 

I regain consciousness, and try desperately to focus my eyes
in the dim light of the hallway. My eyesight is so blurred that I
have double vision. My head aches terribly, and my bad ankle has
taken yet another injury. I can feel the pain from it pulsating up
my leg, all the way to the top of my thigh. I loop my hand through
the banister above me and use every ounce of strength that I
possess to haul myself into a standing position. I resist the urge
to vomit from the sheer pain, as I glance around.
Has Lola gone? Would she really leave me for
dead?

My own
questions are answered as I hear her voice coming from the living
room. She’s talking to someone on the phone. She’s talking to
Adam.

“You’re having nothing to do with Liam, Adam,” she says. Her
voice is full of hate; hostile and poisonous. She sounds like
another person altogether. “So, I suggest you fuck off back to
where you came from and let me get on with my life.”

She must
have called Adam from my mobile. It’s not on the hallway table
where I know I’d left it after I’d read the text message that Dan
had sent me earlier.

The door
to the living room is only open slightly. I can see the shadows of
her moving. If she stays on the phone, maybe I can get upstairs to
Josh and get outside to the car before she realises I’m awake. I
know it’s a tall order, but I need to do something. I put my hand
to my head and bring it back to my eyes, to see fresh blood
glistening on my fingers. I’m going to have to get to a hospital
and get myself checked out. I put a hand on my stomach once again,
praying that my baby is safe.

I can
still hear Lola talking as I reach the foot of the stairs. I try to
put my weight onto one foot as I can hardly stand the pain shooting
through the other. I must have landed badly on it when I fell. As
quietly as I can, I start to pull myself up the stairs. I can still
hear Lola’s voice, full of bitterness, as she tells Adam that he is
worthless, and that Liam will only ever have one father. I try to
block out her voice and concentrate on reaching the top of the
stairs. I need to be quick because as soon as she comes off the
phone, she will notice I’ve moved.

By the time I reach Josh’s room, my breathing is so heavy I
fear she will hear me. Blood pounds in my ears and the sharp taste
of acid from my stomach burns my oesophagus. I grimace in pain as
in my hurry my injured ankle hits the side of Josh’s toy chest at
the foot of his bed. I tear back the bedclothes only to find an
empty space. I start to panic, looking around the dark room to see
where Josh is. He’s nowhere to be seen. What has she done with him, where is my son?

I rush
out onto the landing, fear raging through me. I can’t hear Lola
talking any more. Rain lashes against the window, its tapping is
getting louder as I run into my bedroom where relief washes over
me. Josh is standing at the side of the bed. He looks up at me as I
enter the room, confused, still in a sleepy state.

“Mummy can I sleep with you tonight? I don’t like it when it
rains,” he says. I would love nothing more than to pull him into my
arms and jump under the bed covers, all safe and warm, as I usually
did on nights like this when the weather turned and he was scared.
Tonight, however, I need to get him as far away from here as I
can.

“Josh,” I say softly, as I near him, “Mummy tripped over. She
fell and hurt her head so we need to get to the hospital for some
medicine, okay?”

Josh
looks at me, confused. “Mummy, you’re bleeding.”

I look
down at the front of my pale pink vest top, which is now patched
heavily in red blood from the cut on my head. I hadn’t noticed it
before, and only now can feel it dripping down my neck, making my
hair wet and sticky.

Josh’s
lower lip begins to quiver. I hate that he has to see me like
this.

“Where’s Daddy?” he asks, looking at the space in the bed
where Dan would usually sleep.

“He’s at the hospital already, darling. He’s meeting us
there,” I lie. Josh accepts this instantly.

“Okay,” he says, as his blue eyes fill with tears. I crouch
down to pick him up, but as I do, a shadow crosses the wall
opposite the bedroom door, causing my heart to jump, and I know I’m
too late. I’ve missed my opportunity. She’s coming up the
stairs.

“Josh, go and play in your room while Mum gets ready to go to
the hospital, and she speaks to Auntie Lola,” I say. Quickly, I
shove him out of the door and along the hall, just in time for Lola
to reach the top of the stairs. I hear his bedroom door click shut
and breathe a sigh of relief as Lola focuses her attention straight
onto me.

“Where you off to, Nat?” she asks casually. She leans against
the door frame to the bedroom with her arms and legs crossed. I
notice her lips have a fresh coat of bright red gloss to them,
which she must have just applied, it wasn’t there when we were
downstairs. This girl really is a whack
job.

“I need to get to the hospital,” I say quietly, my voice
quivering more than I want it to. I don’t want her to know I’m
scared. I hope that my plea will somehow tap into her humane side;
that is, if she still possesses one. My head is bleeding heavily
now, flowing freely down my neck and I’m more aware than ever of
how quickly I need to get some medical attention.

Lola
drums her painted fingernails against the wood of the door frame.
The sound of the fake acrylic plastic from them bounces back, then
she stops and holds her hand out in front of her, as if admiring
them.

“I don’t know if I can let you do that,” she says, as she
glances around the bedroom. She looks into the mirror in the corner
of the room and pulls her hair back into a small ponytail, then she
lets it fall to frame her face again. She smooths her long jumper
down over her hips before moving her attention back to
me.

I summon
up all the bravery I have left within me. I need to catch her off
guard, I need to scare her. If I can, then maybe I can push past
her and make a run for it. I take a deep breath, calming my nerves
to try and sound as intimidating as I can. “What are you going to
do to me, Lola?” I take a pause before I continue, hoping for a
more dramatic effect “Kill me, like you killed my
sister?”

Lola’s
face drops, as she moves further into the room. Her eyes are wide
and I know I’ve shocked her in the way I’d intended, and hit the
nerve I was hoping to.

“How do...”

“How do I know?” I ask, finishing her sentence for her in a
self-assured tone. “Well, you see, all these dreams I've been
having haven’t been the bullshit that you all thought they were. In
fact, they’ve been messages—from Jess. She wanted everyone to know
that she was murdered... and that you were the one who killed
her.”

Lola’s
mouth falls open. She slumps back against the wall, as if I’d just
pulled a gun and shot her in the chest. I move slowly until I come
to a dead halt directly in front of her.

“You heard the message that she left Matt, telling him that
she was at Milton Point, so you went there. You killed her, Lola.
You pushed her off the cliffs that night to protect your own dirty
little secret.”

I look
up to her, setting my eyes firmly on hers, then lean in so my mouth
brushes her ear. “You knew that Adam was in England and that Jess
was back in contact with him. It was only a matter of time before
Adam found out he had a son and the truth came out.”

I lower
my voice, so it is a quiet whisper. “You’re a murderer.”

“No!” she screams, quickly starting to take on the hysterical
state I had seen in Jess’s images. There’s a flash in her eyes as
she turns away from me. When she turns back, she doesn’t even look
like the same girl I’ve known for years. The sweet, innocent,
quirky little Lola now looks like nothing less than a
monster.

“She jumped,” she barks back at me.

“Don't give me that shit, Lola. You pushed her, you wanted her
to fall. You wanted Jess dead. My sister didn’t kill herself, she
had no intention of it. You killed her. Then you called the police
pretending to be a witness to her looking suicidal, didn’t
you?”

It
hadn’t been hard to figure out. Deep down, I knew all along that
Jess hadn’t killed herself. I knew she wasn’t capable of it. I just
wish that I’d trusted my instincts more. Lola wanted us to turn
against her, allowing us to believe that she had killed herself to
make it seem as though she wasn’t strong enough to cope. She had
expected Ryan and Mum to tell everyone. But Jess would never have
taken that way out. She was a strong person, she always had
been.

Lola
doesn’t deny it. “She was going to tell Ryan everything,” she says
as though that justifies her actions. “I saw a woman walking a dog.
She passed me as I was on my way up to the cliffs, and it gave me
the idea. I called the police from a pay phone.” She smiles, as if
pleased with her sick, warped mind.

“Actually,” I continue, purposefully ignoring her pathetic
excuses and totally screwed up way of thinking. I still sound
incredibly calm. I feel anything but. “I've been seeing Jess too.
She’s been coming to me in visions as well as in dreams.” I scrunch
up my face and shrug my shoulders. “I suppose you could say I’ve
been seeing her ghost,” I add casually.

Lola’s
breathing quickens and her chest starts to move at super-fast
speed. Her face turns pale. She looks as though she’s going to
hyperventilate. I can't help but feel some satisfaction from
this.

“She’s here now, Lola.” I lie, raising my voice. I move closer
to her. She smells like cigarette smoke and it pains me when I
recognise the perfume she is wearing is the same as the one Jess
used to use. I swallow hard and raise my mouth to her ear again,
lowering my voice to a hushed whisper. “She’s watching your every
move, Lola.”

Lola
looks around the room, her head snapping quickly from left to
right, scanning it as if she’s expecting Jess’s ghost to
materialise in front of us. She looks terrified. I use the chance
to make a run for it. I lunge at her full force, using all of my
weight, ignoring the burning pain that has now taken over my whole
body. I throw her head back as hard as I can and it hits the wall
with a thud. She falls to the floor, hitting her face on the corner
of the bedside cabinet as she does. I dart past her and reach the
door of Josh’s room. I pause outside and put my ear to the door.
He’s quiet and I assume he’s probably fallen back to sleep, even
with all the noise and commotion. That kid could sleep standing up
if he wanted.

I can’t
believe that I thought either Matt or Adam could have had anything
to do with Jess’s death. They would never have hurt her. Then
again, a couple of hours ago, I would have thought the same about
Lola. It was so obvious now. The reason Lola had never said a word
about Jess and Adams relationship wasn’t because she was such a
good friend and wanted to help Jess. It had been because she was
happy for Adam’s name never to be mentioned again in case he ever
found out about Liam.

And Matt had not
told anyone the reason he and Jess had argued the day she died
because he didn’t want anyone to think she had deceived them. He
didn’t want the memory of his wife blackened in any way, even if it
meant keeping her secret life bottled up. It must have been so
difficult when he still was so close to her family. It shows how
much he loved her.

I don’t
make it into Josh’s room. Lola is now on my tail, crawling on her
knees along the landing. Her face is red with fury and already
starting to bruise from the blow. She snarls at me like some sort
of wild dog, then grabs at my bad ankle. I yelp out in pain as she
makes contact and fall backwards towards the top of the stairs. I
regain my balance and back away from her, until I feel my foot clip
the edge of the top stair. I can’t go any further. Lola pulls
herself up so that she is eye level with me. She takes hold of my
shoulder, gripping the thin fabric of my top in her hands. Her
fingernails dig into my skin roughly; the force of them feels like
small daggers.

“Get off me, you psychotic bitch!” I scream, but that only
makes her tighten her hold.

“You can’t tell anyone, no one can know,” she pleads. Her
voice has taken on a strange sound, as though another person has
possessed her. But I know now that this is the person she has
always been, only none of us knew it. This
is what Jess wanted me to know.

I’m
losing my balance and wobble further backwards. I move my arms,
looking for something to grab, but there is nothing but empty air
in my grasp.

I
prepare myself for what I know is coming, bracing my body for the
fall, but I don’t take my eyes off Lola’s. I won't give her the
satisfaction of knowing she’s won. She has developed a strange look
on her face which resembles some form of pleasure as she starts to
push me back off the top step.

I’m not
too sure what happens in the next few seconds. I look into Lola’s
eyes, now knowing that this is the last person Jess ever saw. Her
so-called ‘best friend.’ My mind flashes back to the vision Jess
had shown me earlier that night, and I focus all my attention on
it. I see the night she died clearly, the starry sky above, the
loud crashing of the waves below and Lola’s amused look staring
back at me as I prepare to fall to my death.


Suddenly, the smug look on Lola’s face vanishes and is
replaced by a look of utter terror. Her eyes grow wide and I know
instantly that she’s seen Jess in me, just as I had in the
reflection in the hall mirror. She releases her grip and I use the
chance to pull myself back up to the top of the stairs. I fall
heavily against the wall, frantically trying to think of what to do
next.

Lola is
still at the top of the stairs, transfixed on the empty space where
I had just been, frozen with fear. I take the opportunity to make a
move, and use my good leg to kick out as hard as I can. It hits the
back of Lola’s legs with a mighty blow. Her knees give way, and she
tumbles forward. She falls down the wooden stairway, hitting the
edge of nearly every step all the way to the bottom, where her body
falls with a loud thud and then lies there, still.

I snatch
Josh from his bed and run down the stairs as fast as I can. I pause
briefly at the bottom, where Lola lies unconscious. Her legs are at
a strange angle, but I can see she’s still breathing. I step past
her and grab my car keys and phone before bursting through the
door. Once safely in the car and on the road, I call an ambulance,
giving them my own address, and then I call the police. I head to
the nearest hospital, saying a silent prayer to thank my sister for
what she has just done.

 



Epilogue

 

I lift
my chin, tilting my head towards the heat of the afternoon sun,
then pull my sunglasses down over my eyes to lessen the intense
glare of its rays, which bounce off the lake in front of me. I
shift my chair on the wooden porch of the lake house so that I have
a better view out over the tranquil waters.

It's
been almost four years since the night I found out the truth about
Jess’s death. Since then a lot has changed. After Lola was treated
at the hospital for a broken leg and a fractured pelvis, the police
had stepped in and she was arrested. She hadn’t tried to deny
anything. At long last, I think her conscience eventually caught up
with her and she admitted to not only the crime she had committed
towards me that night, but my sister’s murder the year
previous.

She is
currently in prison, and although we believe the sentence she is
serving is relatively short for the crimes she committed, the time
will be more than enough to make her pay for what she did.
Something tells me that her conscience had already given her a life
sentence, the moment she pushed Jess from that cliff
top.

Lola was
forced to tell Ryan that Liam is not his son. Ryan was completely
heartbroken, as I had expected he would be. He wants nothing more
to do with Lola and hasn’t since she went into prison. He has now
come to terms with what Lola did, and the lies she told about
Liam’s paternity. However, his love for Liam hasn’t faltered, and
he continues on with his life as the most amazing single father any
young boy could wish for.

Adam
turned out to be a much more decent man than I ever imagined, by
deciding that it was best that Liam stay with Ryan, after all.
Although Adam is his biological father, it was clear to see at the
moment the two men met that Ryan was, and always will be, his real
dad.

Adam is
now back in Australia, but Ryan sends him regular photos and
updates on how Liam is doing. The last I heard, Adam was due to be
married. I’m pleased that he eventually found happiness, and I know
Jess would be, too.

I often
wonder if maybe one day Ryan will tell Liam about his real dad. But
that is his decision to make, and I have no doubt that Adam will
stand by whatever he decides, when the time is right.

I pick
up my glass of fresh lemonade from the porch floor and take a sip.
Condensation from the glass runs down from its rim and over my
hand. I raise it to my lips and take a sip, grateful for its tangy
flavour that provides cooling relief on such a hot day.

Mum
appears near me and pulls up a seat next to my own. Settling down,
she smiles at me, then rests her head back and closes her eyes
under the warmth of the sun. I hear laughing in the distance and
look out into the shallows of the lake where Josh, Liam and Dan are
splashing around.

After
what happened to myself and Lola that night, it didn’t take me long
to forgive Dan. In the grand scheme of things, the secrets that he
kept from me are no longer important. I had kept secrets from him
also, and know I shouldn’t have. At the end of the day, I love him
too much to let the past come between us.

Matt and
Ryan are perched on the jetty with their legs hanging over the
sides, each sipping on a bottle of beer. They are as close as ever,
and have been a tremendous amount of support to each other over the
last few years. I’m hoping that they can both now start looking
towards their futures. After what they have been through, they
deserve to be happy.

Barny,
the dog, comes bounding up the steps of the porch towards where I
sit, holding a red ball in his mouth, closely followed by my
daughter, running after him playfully. I stop her and scoop her
into my arms, planting a kiss on her hair and holding her close.
She giggles, her long blond hair shimmering in the sunlight and her
deep hazel eyes full of mischief. Sometimes, when she smiles, I’m
sure I can detect a small freckle starting to emerge on the tip of
her lip. She releases herself from my grip and runs off with Barny,
laughing as she goes, until she reaches the jetty, where Ryan
catches her and swings her up into his arms and onto his shoulders.
We named her Jessica.

No
amount of wishing will ever bring Jess back. As with most who lose
someone close, life goes on and a new, slightly distorted form of
reality continues in place of the old life you leave behind. I
think of her still, every day, and will miss her forever, but her
spirit lives on.

When I
stop and glance around and take a close look, she is everywhere.
She’s in the hearts of my family and in the memories that we all
hold. Here at the lake house, she is in the brush of the wind, the
sway of the trees and the ripples on the water. I will be forever
grateful that she guided me to what I needed to know, and led me to
the truth. Without the knowledge that she shared with me, I would
never have rested, not really.

I let
the warmth of the sun sink into my skin, and relax further into my
seat as I close my eyes. I feel myself drifting off, as the sounds
of my family in the distance grows further away. But I have no need
to worry, not anymore. I haven’t had any more dreams or visions
since that last night when I saw Jess in the lake house.

I had
known then that was the last time I was ever going to see her. I
now know that she has moved on to another world, the place that she
is supposed to be. Maybe it’s her own form of heaven, possibly a
place like Milton Point where she walks along the shoreline, her
bare toes sinking into the soft, warm sand, looking out over an
endless glistening sea. I feel a smile curl at the corners of my
lips, before I drift off completely. I let go of the last particles
that link me to reality, welcoming the dreams I am about to enter,
and feel safe in the knowledge that Jess and I can both now sleep
peacefully.
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See
You Soon






What is true friendship really worth?

 


When
Emily receives an e-mail from her estranged childhood friend, Ali,
she instantly looks forward to reading what it has to say. She
hasn’t seen or heard from Ali in a very long time and hopes that
they can begin to rekindle the perfect friendship they once
had.

But when
Emily opens the e-mail, she finds it isn’t the friendly message she
had hoped for. Instead, it is a desperate plea for help from Ali to
tell Emily she could be in danger.

Growing
increasingly concerned for Ali’s safety, Emily is forced to return
to the seaside town where she and Ali had grown up. The same town
that she had fled from over fifteen years ago, when she had sworn
she would never return.

Once
back there, Emily is quickly thrown into a game of cat and mouse,
where she must follow the clues to help her old friend. But time is
against her and she is constantly looking over her
shoulder.

It
appears Emily isn’t alone, and must hurry before her past finally
tracks her down...
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