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       ONE
      
 
   
      
       NOW
      
 
   
    
     My phone rings as I’m walking through the glass-walled foyer of Harry’s impressive offices on London Wall.
     
    
     I turn and check the time on the digital display above the receptionist’s desk; it’s only four thirty, but I’m impatient to get home.
     
    
     It’s taken months of perseverance to get Grant James, the famous business magnate, to invest fifty million pounds in Harry’s new fund and I’m ready for a celebration.
     
    
     As a thank-you, Harry has booked dinner for me and Ellen tonight at The Hideout, the best restaurant in Cheltenham, and I know she’s going to love it.
    
 
   
    
     I glance impatiently at my phone, hoping it’s a call I don’t have to take.
     
    
     The caller name comes up as Tony Heddon, a police 
     detective based in Exeter.
     
    
     We first met twelve years ago when I was arrested on suspicion of Layla’s murder, and we’ve become good friends since.
     
    
     There’s a curved steel bench to the left of the reception area so I walk over and put my briefcase down on its metallic seat.
    
 
   
    
     “Tony,” I say, taking the call.
     
    
     “Good to hear from you.”
    
 
   
    
     “I’m not disturbing you, am I?”
    
 
   
    
     “Not at all,” I say, noting that he sounds serious, the way he always does when he calls to tell me that an unidentified woman’s body has been found by the French authorities.
     
    
     Guessing how awkward he must feel, I decide to plow straight in.
     
    
     “Has another body been found?”
    
 
   
    
     “No, nothing like that,” he says reassuringly in his soft Devonshire accent.
     
    
     “Thomas Winter—you know, your ex-neighbor from St. Mary’s—came into the station yesterday.”
    
 
   
    
     “Thomas?”
     
    
     I say, surprised.
     
    
     “I didn’t think he’d still be alive after all these years.
     
    
     How’s he doing?”
    
 
   
    
     “Physically he’s pretty good, but he’s quite elderly now.
     
    
     Which is why we don’t want to give too much importance to what he said,” he adds, pausing.
     
    
     I wait for him to carry on and while I wait, my mind analyzes what Thomas could have told them.
     
    
     But then I remember that before Layla and I left for our holiday in France, before she disappeared, Thomas only knew us as the happiest of couples.
    
 
   
    
     “Why, what has he said?”
     
    
     I ask.
    
 
   
    
     “That yesterday, he saw Layla.”
    
 
   
    
     My heart misses a beat.
     
    
     I lean my free hand on the cold metal back of the bench, trying to process what he’s just told me.
     
    
     I know he’s waiting for me to say something, but I can’t, so I leave him to fill the silence.
    
 
   
    
     “He said he saw her standing outside the cottage and that when he went to speak to her, she ran off,” he goes on.
    
 
   
    
     “Because it wasn’t her,” I say, my voice neutral.
    
 
   
    
     “That’s what I suggested.
     
    
     I reminded him that twelve years have passed since he last saw her but he said he’d know her after fifty.
     
    
     She was wearing a hood thing over her head but he was adamant it was Layla.
     
    
     Something about the way she was standing, apparently.”
    
 
   
    
     “But he didn’t speak to her.”
    
 
   
    
     “No.
     
    
     He said, and I quote, “I called her name and she turned her head, but when she saw me, she ran off.”
     
    
     He said she went toward the station but the ticket office was closed at that time and we can’t find anyone who saw a woman waiting for a train.
     
    
     There’s no CCTV so we’re none the wiser.”
    
 
   
    
     I search for the right response.
     
    
     “You don’t really think it was Layla, do you?
     
    
     Not after all these years.”
    
 
   
    
     Tony sighs heavily.
     
    
     “I’m inclined to put it down to Mr. Winter’s overactive imagination.
     
    
     I thought you should know, that’s all.”
    
 
   
    
     “Well, thanks, Tony.”
     
    
     I want to hang up but it seems too soon.
     
    
     “When are you retiring?
     
    
     September, isn’t it?”
    
 
   
    
     “Yes, just another couple of months to go.
     
    
     Not too sure what I’ll do with myself, though.”
    
 
   
    
     I grab onto this.
     
    
     “You can start by coming down to see us.
     
    
     I know Ellen would love to see you.”
    
 
   
    
     “I will, definitely.”
    
 
   
    
     Maybe he understands that I’m not up to speaking because he tells me that he has another call to make.
     
    
     I stand for a moment, trying to get things in perspective, wondering why Thomas thought he saw Layla.
     
    
     I make a quick calculation; we had celebrated his eightieth birthday just before leaving for that fateful holiday in France in 2006, which means Thomas is ninety-two now, an age at which people get easily confused, an age where it’s easy to dismiss what they say, or what they think they saw.
     
    
     It 
     can only be the ramblings of an old man.
     
    
     Confident, I take my keys from my pocket and carry on to the car park.
    
 
   
    
     *
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       TWO
      
 
   
      
       BEFORE
      
 
   
    
     It feels a lifetime ago that I first saw you, Layla.
     
    
     I’m not sure if you even know this but at the time I had a girlfriend, someone so unlike you, someone who was as high-flying in the world of advertising as I was in my city job.
     
    
     Time is an oddity when it comes to memories; I always think of you when I remember Harry and the flat in St. Katharine Docks, yet you spent much less time in that world than my ex did.
     
    
     You instigated the end of the life I had.
     
    
     Everything became “Before Layla” and “After Layla.”
    
 
   
    
     It must have been just after 7 p.m. on New Year’s Eve 2004.
     
    
     You probably don’t remember that but I know, because Harry had insisted we leave too much time to get to the theater.
     
    
     I’d felt indifferent 
     to it being a big night but then I was indifferent to so many things back then.
     
    
     Until I met you.
    
 
   
    
     As Harry and I went down into the underground station at Liverpool Street, I never thought I was about to fall in love.
     
    
     He needed to top up his Oyster card so while he queued at the machine, I watched everybody rushing to get wherever they were going to celebrate the New Year.
    
 
   
    
     After a few minutes my attention was caught by a flash of color among the gray and blacks of the Londoners, the most beautiful red I’d ever seen.
     
    
     And of course it was you—or rather, your hair.
     
    
     Do you remember how you stood with your back against the opposite wall, your eyes watching in alarm at everyone surging around you?
     
    
     You looked scared, but back then the simplest things seemed to scare you; crowds, dogs, the dark.
     
    
     You were so terrified of dogs that if you saw one coming toward you, you would cross over to the other side of the street to avoid it, even if you were with me, even if it was on a lead.
     
    
     And that day in the underground station, as you pushed yourself further into the wall to avoid the crowds, your hair caught under the artificial lighting and it seemed to be on fire.
     
    
     With your tiny purple skirt, lace-up ankle boots and curvy figure, you looked so different to the stick-thin women in their smart suits and dark winter coats.
     
    
     Then you raised your head, and our eyes met.
     
    
     I felt embarrassed to be caught staring at you so intensely and tried to look away.
     
    
     But your eyes pulled me toward you and before I knew it, I was striding across the concourse.
    
 
   
    
     “Do you need help?”
     
    
     I asked, looking down into your green-brown eyes.
     
    
     Hazel, I learned later.
     
    
     “You seem a little lost.”
    
 
   
    
     “It’s just that I didn’t expect London to be quite so busy,” you replied, your voice lilting with a Scottish accent.
     
    
     “All these people!”
    
 
   
    
     “It’s New Year’s Eve,” I explained.
     
    
     “They’re on their way out to celebrate.”
    
 
   
    
     “So it’s not always like this?”
    
 
   
    
     “Early morning and late afternoon, usually.
     
    
     Did you want to buy a ticket?”
    
 
   
    
     “Yes.”
    
 
   
    
     “Where are you going?”
    
 
   
    
     Do you remember your reply?
    
 
   
    
     “To a youth hostel,” you said.
    
 
   
    
     “Where is it?”
     
    
     I asked.
    
 
   
    
     “I’m not sure.
     
    
     Near Piccadilly Circus, I think.”
    
 
   
    
     “Do you have an address?”
     
    
     You shook your head.
     
    
     “On your reservation?”
     
    
     I persevered.
    
 
   
    
     And then you admitted that you hadn’t reserved a room.
    
 
   
    
     Your naivety both appalled and charmed me.
     
    
     “It might be difficult to find a bed on New Year’s Eve,” I explained.
    
 
   
    
     Your skin paled, heightening the freckles, and that’s when I fell in love with you.
    
 
   
    
     “Have you got a cell phone?”
     
    
     I asked.
    
 
   
    
     You shook your head again.
     
    
     “No.”
    
 
   
    
     To meet someone so unorganized, so unaffected by modern life and the London rush was like a hit of alcohol.
     
    
     If it had been anybody else, I would have walked away quickly before they could ask me how to find a number for a hostel.
     
    
     But I was already realizing that I couldn’t walk away from you.
    
 
   
    
     “How old are you?”
     
    
     I asked, because suddenly, I needed to know everything there was to know about you.
    
 
   
    
     “Eighteen.
     
    
     Almost nineteen.”
     
    
     You raised your chin defiantly.
     
    
     “I’m not a runaway, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
    
 
   
    
     I was saved from answering by Harry appearing at my elbow.
    
 
   
    
     “I’ve been looking for you everywhere.
     
    
     Didn’t I leave you standing over there?”
    
 
   
    
     My eyes stayed fixed on you.
     
    
     “This young lady is looking for a youth hostel near Piccadilly Circus.
     
    
     Do you know it?”
     
    
     I asked, safe 
     in the knowledge that he wouldn’t, because I was already counting on bringing you back to ours.
    
 
   
    
     “No, I’m afraid not.”
     
    
     He looked thoughtfully at you.
     
    
     “They must have given you the address when you reserved.”
    
 
   
    
     “She doesn’t have a reservation.”
    
 
   
    
     His eyes widened.
     
    
     “I doubt you’ll find a bed on New Year’s Eve.”
    
 
   
    
     “Then what should I do?”
     
    
     you asked, a slight panic creeping into your voice.
    
 
   
    
     Harry scratched his head as he always did when faced with a problem.
     
    
     “I have no idea.”
    
 
   
    
     “We’ll have to think of something,” I said, my voice low.
    
 
   
    
     He turned to me with that “It isn’t our problem” look in his eyes.
     
    
     And he was right, it wasn’t our problem, it was mine.
     
    
     “Look, I’ll help her look for a hostel, or a hotel, or something,” I told him.
     
    
     “We can’t just leave her here.”
    
 
   
    
     “Well, maybe somebody else can help her.
     
    
     We’re going to the theater,” he reminded me.
    
 
   
    
     “Look, don’t worry, I’ll be fine,” you said.
     
    
     “I’ve taken up enough of your time already.
     
    
     It’s my fault, I should have planned ahead.
     
    
     But I never realized London would be so…”—you searched for a word—“… crazy.”
    
 
   
    
     I reached into my jacket pocket and took out my wallet.
     
    
     “Here,” I said, fishing out my theater ticket and handing it to Harry.
     
    
     “Take Samantha.
     
    
     She wanted to go, didn’t she?”
    
 
   
    
     “Yes, but—”
    
 
   
    
     I pressed the ticket into his hand.
     
    
     “It’s fine.
     
    
     I’ll see you at the party later.”
     
    
     He tried to catch my eye but I ignored him.
     
    
     “Phone Samantha.
     
    
     She can meet you at the theater.”
     
    
     And before he could say another word, I took your bag and set off across the concourse.
     
    
     “Follow me.”
    
 
   
    
     I headed for the exit, my heart now hammering as it always did when I was on the verge of doing something exhilarating, or 
     dangerous.
     
    
     Worried I would lose you in the crowds that thronged the streets, I reached for your hand.
    
 
   
    
     “Stay with me!”
     
    
     I shouted above the noise of the traffic.
    
 
   
    
     Your hand tightened around mine.
     
    
     “Don’t worry, I will!”
     
    
     you called back.
    
 
   
    
     And I hoped that you would, forever.
    
 
  
  
 

  
  Bring Me Back 
  

 
  
 
  
  
   
    

   
      
       THREE
      
 
   
      
       NOW
      
 
   
    
     It’s Saturday, so Peggy and I go to get fresh bread for breakfast while Ellen has a lie-in.
     
    
     On Sundays, I usually lie in while Ellen makes bacon and eggs.
     
    
     Ellen says that one day we’ll be too old to lie in and will be up at dawn, making porridge, unable to stay in bed any longer after being awake half the night with insomnia.
     
    
     She’s probably right.
    
 
   
    
     It’s a short walk to the village where the bakery stands between the newsagent’s and the butcher’s.
     
    
     I buy a granary loaf and a couple of newspapers, and when I go in to say hello to Rob, the butcher, I see a nice leg of lamb for our lunch tomorrow, a little too big for just me and Ellen, but there’s Peggy too.
    
 
   
    
     I take Peggy for a detour along the river on the way home, hoping I won’t bump into Ruby, the owner of our local pub, The Jackdaw.
     
    
     She often walks her Airedale in the mornings and it’s still a bit awkward when we meet.
     
    
     I first got together with Ruby back in 2014, about a year after a small memorial ceremony we’d had for Layla, where I met Ellen for the first time.
     
    
     Until then, nobody in Simonsbridge knew I was the ex-partner of the young woman who’d gone missing in France.
     
    
     When my true identity was revealed in a newspaper article, not long after the ceremony, it didn’t give anyone cause for concern, as I’d been living peacefully among them for six years.
     
    
     People were interested, rather than frightened, about having a possible murderer in their midst.
     
    
     This gave me the confidence to stop hiding myself away and I began to mix with the locals in a way I hadn’t before.
     
    
     If people asked me about my past, I spoke truthfully—well, with as much truth as I wanted them to know.
    
 
   
    
     In a strange twist of fate, the journalist who traced me to Devon and “outed” me was a cousin of Ruby’s.
     
    
     She felt bad about the role he’d played and made it up to me in more ways than one.
     
    
     I enjoyed being with Ruby; she was vivacious and easygoing.
     
    
     When Harry persuaded me to go back to work, I would stay at the flat in London during the week and return to Simonsbridge on the weekends to see Ruby, and Peggy, who would stay at The Jackdaw while I was away.
     
    
     As far as I was concerned our relationship was a casual thing, something that could be dropped on a Monday morning when I left for London and picked up again when I returned to Simonsbridge on the Friday evening.
    
 
   
    
     I knew from Harry, who had kept in touch with Ellen since the memorial ceremony, that she was trying to make herself a career as an illustrator.
     
    
     When she finally found herself an agent, and had to come to London for meetings, Harry would invite her to stay at the flat.
     
    
     At first, I kept my distance, leaving her and 
     Harry to have dinner together, wondering if there was something between them.
     
    
     As her career took off, she started coming to London more often and I found myself looking forward to her visits.
     
    
     Sometimes our eyes would meet across the table, and I would look away, determined not to get involved.
     
    
     But then I began inviting her to join me in Simonsbridge on weekends.
     
    
     And relaxing in front of a log-fire one evening, she leaned over and kissed me, and we ended up in bed.
    
 
   
    
     It hadn’t been my intention to lie to Ruby when she asked me about Ellen, it was more that I was uncomfortable about who Ellen was.
     
    
     I don’t blame Ruby for feeling sore when Ellen moved in with me last year.
     
    
     Unfairly perhaps, I’ve always suspected Ruby of being behind the “Partner of Missing Woman Moves Sister In” headline which appeared in the paper shortly after.
     
    
     And because Ellen and I are now getting married, I’d like to delay the conversation—the one where Ruby tells me she’s very happy for me while throwing me daggers—until I’ve had time to get used to the idea myself.
    
 
   
    
     We haven’t been to The Jackdaw since the wedding announcement appeared in the local paper a couple of weeks ago.
     
    
     Ellen insisted on placing it because she felt that everyone, especially Ruby, should know that she’s here to stay.
     
    
     I think she was hoping to silence those who whispered that we shouldn’t be in a relationship, as there are some who disapprove that I’m marrying Layla’s sister.
     
    
     They don’t come right out and say it but I can see it in their eyes and hear it in their voices as they congratulate us.
    
 
   
    
     I call Peggy out from the river, and after she’s shaken the water off her and onto me, I take the path back up to the road, glad that I’ve managed to avoid Ruby.
     
    
     As I approach the house, I see something standing on the stone wall that borders the front garden and recognize the little Russian doll that Ellen found last week.
     
    
     The fact that she kept it for so long before putting it back 
     where she found it tells me how much it means to her and I feel guilty all over again for saying she shouldn’t keep it, because I doubt the owner is going to come looking for it.
     
    
     But I also feel guilty for another reason.
     
    
     It’s more proof that Ellen never goes against what I tell her, never disobeys me, and although it makes for a peaceful life, I find it perplexing.
    
 
   
    
     I put the doll into my jeans pocket and go into the house.
     
    
     I expect to find her in the kitchen but she calls down to me from upstairs.
     
    
     I send Peggy to fetch her while I check the markets on my phone.
     
    
     A couple of minutes later Ellen comes into the kitchen, looking so desirable in her skimpy pajamas that I want to scoop her into my arms and carry her back to bed.
    
 
   
    
     “I hope you didn’t go outside like that,” I tease.
    
 
   
    
     “Outside?”
    
 
   
    
     “To put the Russian doll back.”
     
    
     I slip my hand into my pocket, intending to surprise her with it, because why shouldn’t she keep it?
    
 
   
    
     “I haven’t put it back yet.”
    
 
   
    
     I look at her, thinking that she’s joking.
     
    
     But her cheeks have flushed red.
    
 
   
    
     My fingers, clasped around the Russian doll, freeze.
     
    
     “What do you mean, you haven’t put it back yet?”
    
 
   
    
     “I was going to do it after breakfast,” she says, mistaking my shock for annoyance.
     
    
     “I wasn’t going to keep it.”
    
 
   
    
     “Where is it?”
     
    
     I hate that I sound angry because I’m not, I’m rattled.
    
 
   
    
     She hurries out of the room and comes back carrying the large Russian doll that has sat on top of the teak cupboard in our dining room since she moved in with me last year.
     
    
     She unscrews it in the middle, takes out the Russian doll inside, unscrews that one in the middle, takes out the next one, un-screws it, then takes out the next one.
     
    
     As she twists the last one apart, I realize that 
     she’s joking, that there’ll be nothing inside and she’ll smile and tell me that of course she put the doll back outside.
     
    
     I raise an eyebrow and begin to smile.
    
 
   
    
     “Here it is.”
     
    
     She takes a little Russian doll out and puts it down on the worktop amid its dissected relatives.
     
    
     “I was only going to keep it for a while.”
    
 
   
    
     Keeping the smile on my face, I casually remove my hand from my pocket, leaving the doll I found on the wall where it is.
     
    
     “Hey, it’s fine, keep it if you want to.”
    
 
   
    
     She looks at me doubtfully.
     
    
     “Really?”
    
 
   
    
     “Yes, nobody’s going to come looking for it, are they?”
    
 
   
    
     “No, I suppose not.”
     
    
     She begins putting the Russian dolls back together but instead of stacking them one inside the other she places them side by side on the kitchen worktop, starting with the biggest and ending with the little one.
     
    
     It matches the rest of her set exactly.
     
    
     “There we are, a complete family of five.
     
    
     How strange that after all these years, I’ve finally found what’s been missing.”
    
 
   
    
     I turn away, wondering what she would say if I told her that I just found a second Russian doll.
     
    
     If Layla’s body had been found, she would put it down to a bizarre coincidence.
     
    
     But her body has never been found.
     
    
     And if there’s one thing I don’t want, it’s Ellen thinking that Layla might still be alive.
    
 
   
    
     I’d hate for her to have false hope.
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       FOUR
      
 
   
      
       BEFORE
      
 
   
    
     That night, it took thirty-six minutes to get from Liverpool Street Station to St. Katharine Docks.
     
    
     As we made our way through the crowds standing outside pubs and wine bars, already celebrating the New Year, I told myself it was the atmosphere that made me feel drunk.
     
    
     But I knew it was because of you.
    
 
   
    
     “What’s your name?”
     
    
     I asked.
    
 
   
    
     “Layla.”
    
 
   
    
     “I expected something more Scottish,” I admitted.
    
 
   
    
     “I was lucky, my mum got to choose my name.
     
    
     My dad chose my sister’s name and she wasn’t so fortunate.
     
    
     He’s originally from Islay so he called her Ellen, after Port Ellen.”
    
 
   
    
     “It’s still a pretty name.”
    
 
   
    
     “Yes, it is.
     
    
     What about you?
     
    
     What’s your name?”
    
 
   
    
     “Finn.”
    
 
   
    
     “Irish?”
    
 
   
    
     “Yes.
     
    
     I was born and raised in Ireland,” I explained.
    
 
   
    
     You couldn’t get over the size of the Tower of London, proudly illuminated against the night sky, or the majesty of Tower Bridge.
     
    
     By the time we reached the docks, where people were partying on the various yachts and boats moored there, you were completely overwhelmed.
    
 
   
    
     “This is London?”
     
    
     you asked.
    
 
   
    
     “It is,” I said, pleased at your reaction to the city I loved.
     
    
     I stopped in front of my apartment block.
     
    
     “And this is where I live.”
    
 
   
    
     “Where you live?”
     
    
     You seemed suddenly doubtful and I remembered that I was meant to be finding you a hostel or hotel.
    
 
   
    
     “Yes.
     
    
     You’ll never find somewhere to stay tonight so you can stay with me and Harry.
     
    
     Tomorrow, we’ll find you a hostel.”
     
    
     You still weren’t convinced.
     
    
     “We have a little study with a sofa bed; you can sleep there.
     
    
     You’ll be fine, I promise.”
    
 
   
    
     I tapped in the door code and after a moment’s hesitation you followed me inside.
     
    
     In the lift, your unease grew—but of course, I had more or less kidnapped you.
     
    
     I wanted to put your mind at rest, to tell you that I hadn’t been lying, that you would never have found anywhere to stay that night because every hotel, every hostel would have been booked up months ago.
     
    
     But we were already on the third floor and I hoped that once you saw the flat, you’d feel more comfortable.
    
 
   
    
     “Oh my God, is this really yours?”
     
    
     you breathed as I showed you around.
    
 
   
    
     “Mine and Harry’s.”
    
 
   
    
     “It’s beautiful!”
    
 
   
    
     The next couple of hours passed in a blur.
     
    
     You were hungry, do 
     you remember?
     
    
     So I made an omelette and while we ate, we exchanged information about our lives.
     
    
     You told me you’d lived on Lewis, a remote island in the Outer Hebrides, all your life and had been fairly happy until you were fourteen and your mother died.
     
    
     After, things had become difficult, you said.
     
    
     Your father became an alcoholic and ever since, you’d been counting the days until you could leave.
    
 
   
    
     “I stayed for Christmas,” you said.
     
    
     “Then I packed up and left.
     
    
     I was determined to be in London for the first of January.”
     
    
     You paused, and the light from the massive lamp that hung above the dining room table bounced off your hair.
     
    
     “A new year, a new life.
     
    
     That’s what I’m hoping for, anyway.”
    
 
   
    
     “What about your sister?”
     
    
     I asked.
     
    
     “Didn’t she want to leave?”
    
 
   
    
     Your eyes had filled with tears.
     
    
     “Yes.
     
    
     But in the end she couldn’t.”
    
 
   
    
     “Why not?”
    
 
   
    
     You took a long time answering.
     
    
     “My dad has cancer.
     
    
     He’s also diabetic.
     
    
     Somebody has to look after him.”
    
 
   
    
     “I’m sorry.”
    
 
   
    
     You laughed suddenly, unnerving me.
     
    
     “Can we talk about something else?
     
    
     I don’t want to be sad on New Year’s Eve.”
    
 
   
    
     “I’m meant to be going to a party tonight.”
     
    
     I pointed through the window at a building on the opposite side of the dock.
     
    
     “My boss lives on the top floor.
     
    
     We should go.”
    
 
   
    
     You looked doubtful.
     
    
     “I don’t really have anything to wear to a party.”
    
 
   
    
     “You’re fine as you are,” I told you.
    
 
   
    
     I don’t remember much about the party except feeling as if I’d stepped into a parallel universe.
     
    
     You were completely out of place among the women in their dresses, their nails manicured and polished, their hair styled, and I couldn’t believe it was a world I’d inhabited just a few hours before.
     
    
     It felt stifling and dull, and when Caroline slid her arms around my waist and asked me how I’d 
     enjoyed the theater, I had trouble remembering she was my girlfriend.
     
    
     I introduced her to you and explained something of what had happened.
     
    
     Maybe it was the mention of a youth hostel, but the story amused her and when she turned and raised her eyebrows at me, I knew she was laughing at you.
     
    
     And my fists clenched, hating her for it.
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     It’s amazing how those two Russian dolls play on my mind.
     
    
     It would be easier if I’d thrown the one I found away, or at least confined it to the drawer in my desk along with the other one, the one that had belonged to Layla.
     
    
     But I keep it close to me, in my pocket, a reminder that I can’t be complacent.
     
    
     Inevitably, though, it brings back memories of Layla.
     
    
     It doesn’t help that Ellen has left her family of Russian dolls standing in a row on the kitchen worktop, instead of stacking them back together again, one inside the other, and returning them to the dining room.
     
    
     I don’t want to ask her to move them because I don’t want to give too much importance to the fact that she hasn’t, or make her think 
     that they make me uncomfortable.
     
    
     But the fact is, they do.
     
    
     Maybe it’s the way Ellen’s eyes are continually drawn toward them, reassuring herself that the smallest one is still there, that it’s not going to suddenly disappear, like Layla did all those years ago.
    
 
   
    
     I’ve just dropped her off at the station in Cheltenham in time for the ten o’clock train to London.
     
    
     She has a lunch meeting with her agent to discuss illustrations for a new book, and is going shopping in the afternoon, so she won’t be home until late.
     
    
     I could have gone with her, gone into the office, but I tend to work from home nowadays.
     
    
     There’s not a lot I can’t do from the bank of screens I’ve installed in my office.
    
 
   
    
     I check the markets, catch up on the news, make a couple of calls, look for new shares to invest in.
     
    
     I usually read the newspapers online, because it’s more practical, but today I have physical copies, bought at the station earlier.
     
    
     So at lunchtime I return to the kitchen, make myself a pot of coffee and a sandwich and, with Peggy at my feet, spend a couple of hours reading the papers cover to cover, instead of only the financial sections, as I normally do.
     
    
     There’s a small paragraph in the 
     Financial Times about Grant James’s investment in Richmond Global Equities, and I’m glad all over again that I managed to pull it off.
     
    
     Harry has done a lot for me in my forty-one years, so it’s a relief to be able to do something in return.
    
 
   
    
     If anyone has shaped my life, it’s Harry.
     
    
     He was my brother’s best friend at the LSE, and when Liam was killed in a motorbike accident not long after graduation, Harry had been there for me.
     
    
     Since then, he’s got me out of trouble and back onto the right path more times than I care to remember.
     
    
     He was there twenty years ago, when I needed to get out of Ireland double-quick, inviting me to stay with him in London while I sorted myself out.
     
    
     A couple of months later, fed up with me mooching round his flat, filled with self-hatred, he gave me a job at Villiers, his invest
     ment firm, where I became fascinated with the workings of the markets and quickly earned a reputation for being ruthless.
     
    
     He was there during the nightmare of Layla’s disappearance, hiring the best lawyers and whisking me back to England as soon as the French police allowed me to leave.
     
    
     He was there at the cottage in St. Mary’s, helping me look for Layla, using his contacts and printing “Missing” posters, which he arranged to have distributed in and around the Fonches area.
     
    
     He was there six months later, when I could no longer stand the silent recrimination of the empty cottage, taking me back to London, to the flat I still co-owned with him.
     
    
     And he was there nine months after that, when I could no longer bear the London streets that echoed with Layla’s presence, installing me in Simonsbridge, a little village tucked away in the Cotswolds, because he had a friend who was moving abroad and had a house to rent there.
    
 
   
    
     At first, in Simonsbridge, it was no different.
     
    
     I lived the life of a hermit, as I had done in London, with only thoughts of Layla and playing the markets for company.
     
    
     I only ventured out when Harry visited and, unable to stand the stench of despair that permeated the house, dragged me along to The Jackdaw for a drink.
     
    
     Through the fog that clouded my brain, I was dimly aware that Ruby, the landlady, liked me.
     
    
     But I wasn’t interested, not then.
    
 
   
    
     After a few months, Harry tried to get me to go back to work.
     
    
     When I refused, knocking back a glass of whiskey with one hand and reaching for the bottle with the other, he told me I needed a dog.
     
    
     So we visited dog home after dog home where I turned down so many potential companions that Harry was bemused.
     
    
     I couldn’t tell him what I was looking for because I didn’t know myself.
     
    
     Then I saw Peggy and when Harry asked me why I’d chosen her, I didn’t dare tell him it was because her coat was the same color as Layla’s beautiful hair.
    
 
   
    
     During all that time, Harry never once asked what really 
     happened the night Layla disappeared.
     
    
     Ellen has never asked me either.
     
    
     She’s never had any reason to doubt my version of events, which were widely published in the press at the time.
     
    
     It’s why I found myself asking her to marry me; basically, I got caught out in a lie.
    
 
   
    
     When the police questioned me, in the long days and even longer nights that followed Layla’s disappearance, I told them that during our holiday in Meg
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     The day after the New Year’s Eve party, I told Caroline it was over.
     
    
     And when you tried to move out of my flat, a few days later, I did everything I could to persuade you to stay.
     
    
     Without asking Harry, I told you that you could have the study, at least until you found a job, saying that he wouldn’t mind.
     
    
     But you were adamant that you wanted to move into a youth hostel, telling me that if you were to make a life for yourself in London, you needed to meet other young people.
     
    
     The realization that you thought of me as old was hard to take—hell, I was only twenty-seven.
     
    
     But in your eyes, I was nothing more than an older guy who had given you shelter for a couple of days.
    
 
   
    
     In the event, you stayed a little over a week.
     
    
     For a man who lives in the present, I can still picture every minute of the day you moved out.
     
    
     I helped you move into the hostel you’d found, hoping you’d soon become disillusioned with sharing a room with five other people.
     
    
     Your idea was to find a job as soon as possible, which would allow you to move into a flat-share.
    
 
   
    
     When it came to saying good-bye, I gave you my business card, telling you to call me if you needed help of any kind.
     
    
     And then I went back to my flat and drank half a bottle of whiskey, moaning at Fate for leading you to me when you weren’t going to become a permanent fixture in my life.
    
 
   
    
     Harry was bemused, then fascinated that I’d fallen so hard for you, Layla Gray.
     
    
     He pointed out that my girlfriends to date had all been smart, young city women and that you were unsophisticated in comparison.
     
    
     He couldn’t see that that was the biggest attraction for me.
     
    
     Even before you, I’d become increasingly disenchanted with the uniformity of it all: the smart business suits, the killer heels, the sharp fingernails that raked my back with dreary repetition during sex.
     
    
     Harry tried to tell me that what I felt was infatuation and I tried to believe him.
     
    
     I also tried to forget you, working and partying twice as hard as before, to fill the void you’d left in my life.
    
 
   
    
     I lived in hope of you phoning me, just to let me know how you were getting on.
     
    
     When a month passed without news, I told myself that you never would.
     
    
     And then, two months after you first disappeared from my life, you walked back in.
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     I look at Ellen across the table, her head bent over her bowl of muesli, Greek yogurt and blueberries, and find myself comparing it to Layla’s breakfasts of toast and chocolate spread.
     
    
     I frown, annoyed with myself.
     
    
     I’ve been doing that a lot lately, not just thinking about Layla, but comparing Ellen to her.
    
 
   
    
     Sensing my eyes on her, Ellen looks up.
     
    
     Although I’m staring at her, I don’t see her, I see Layla, which is strange because physically, she’s nothing like Layla.
     
    
     Maybe it’s her hazel eyes.
     
    
     Are they what attracted me to her in the first place, because they reminded me of Layla’s?
    
 
   
    
     “So,” she says, “any plans for today?”
    
 
   
    
     I force myself away from the past and back to the present.
     
    
     But it leaves behind a trace of anxiety, spawned from the two Russian dolls we found, and I look over at Ellen’s set suspiciously, because she still hasn’t put them away.
    
 
   
    
     “I’ll probably go for a run.
     
    
     Maybe water the garden first.
     
    
     It’s as dry as a bone.”
     
    
     She smiles approvingly and I can’t help remembering how Layla had laughed when I told her that one day, I wanted a beautiful garden in the country so that I could grow my own vegetables.
    
 
   
    
     “Gardening is for old men!”
     
    
     she’d mocked.
     
    
     I’d never mentioned it again.
    
 
   
    
     “Have you remembered that I’m going into Cheltenham this morning, to the beauty salon?”
     
    
     Ellen asks.
    
 
   
    
     I hadn’t, but I should have, because every three weeks Ellen subjects herself to an intense beauty regime: waxing, tweezing, a manicure and God knows what else, followed by a session with her hairdresser, who operates from the same salon.
     
    
     Ellen takes care of herself in a way that Layla never did.
     
    
     Layla never cared much how she looked.
    
 
   
    
     “Maybe I’ll come and meet you for lunch,” I say.
    
 
   
    
     “That’ll be lovely,” she smiles.
    
 
   
    
     I stand up, take my plate and reach for hers.
    
 
   
    
     “Leave it,” she says, putting a hand on my arm.
     
    
     “I’ll clear away, I’ve got time before I go.”
    
 
   
    
     Suddenly, the thought of being on my own while she’s in town, with memories of Layla within easy reach, makes me claustrophobic.
     
    
     I run a hand over my chin, wondering if I could get my beard trimmed, or thinned, while Ellen is at the salon.
     
    
     But I keep it so short it doesn’t really need it.
    
 
   
    
     “I may as well come with you now,” I say.
     
    
     “No point taking two cars.
     
    
     I’ll take my laptop and have a coffee while you’re at the salon.”
    
 
   
    
     It’s not in her nature to ask why I’ve changed my mind, nor to question why the garden that needs water so urgently can wait.
    
 
   
    
     “I’ll be quite a while,” she warns.
    
 
   
    
     “I’ll have two coffees then,” I grin.
    
 
   
    
     *
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     The night you came back, I’d been at another party, half-heartedly pretending to enjoy myself.
     
    
     Harry had wanted me to go with him because he was fed up with me moping—as he called it—around the flat over you.
     
    
     I didn’t like being at odds with him so I’d agreed to go.
     
    
     But as I looked around me at the party that night, I felt like shooting myself.
    
 
   
    
     Caroline was there.
     
    
     She kept throwing me glances while flirting with other men and I knew she was waiting for me to admit that I’d made a mistake in breaking things off with her.
     
    
     A sudden rush of loneliness made me wonder if I had, and I searched inside me for something that would tell me I should take her home 
     with me.
     
    
     But although I tried, I couldn’t drum up the slightest bit of jealousy, or desire, so I left.
    
 
   
    
     It was almost three in the morning when I walked back through St. Katharine Docks.
     
    
     As I approached the flat, I saw someone huddled in the doorway of the building, sheltering from the cold.
     
    
     I didn’t realize it was you until you raised your head.
    
 
   
    
     You were so cold you could barely stand.
     
    
     As I half-carried you into the entrance hall, I saw that your lips were blue.
     
    
     It took forever for the lift to arrive and while we waited, I thanked God that I hadn’t stayed at the party any longer.
     
    
     You won’t remember this but it took about an hour to get your body temperature back to normal.
     
    
     I wrapped you in a duvet, massaged your feet and hands to get the circulation going and gave you warm sweet tea to drink.
     
    
     It was as you were drinking it that you began to cry.
     
    
     I didn’t ask you any questions and you didn’t offer any explanation but I guessed it must have gone horribly wrong for you at the hostel.
     
    
     It was only later that you explained you hadn’t been able to find a job and that, a few days previously, all your money had been stolen while you slept.
    
 
   
    
     I was going to put you in your old bed in the study, where you’d slept before, but I decided to leave you on the sofa because you were warm and comfortable there.
     
    
     I slipped a pair of my socks over your feet and tucked the duvet tightly around you.
     
    
     It felt so right looking after you; for the first time in weeks I felt I had a purpose.
     
    
     I told you to call me if you needed anything but as I left the room you called me back, and the sound of my name on your lips made my heart start beating faster because there was something in your voice that I’d never heard before; a sort of yearning, a longing, almost.
     
    
     I told myself that all you wanted was a glass of water but, your voice breaking, you asked me not to leave you.
     
    
     So I sat down on the sofa and wrapped my arms around you while you slept.
    
 
  
  
 

  
  Bring Me Back 
  

 
  
 
  
  
   
    

   
      
       NINE
      
 
   
      
       NOW
      
 
   
    
     Although we haven’t mentioned Layla’s name again, I know she hasn’t been out of our thoughts since our shopping trip on Saturday.
     
    
     We’d walked around the town for over an hour, peering into shops and caf
     
  
  Bring Me Back 
  

 
  
 
  
  
   
    

   
      
       TEN
      
 
   
      
       BEFORE
      
 
   
    
     “Promise you’ll never leave me again,” I murmured, about a month after you came back.
     
    
     I should have made you promise out loud.
    
 
   
    
     You turned your face to mine, and I reached out and tucked your hair behind your ear.
    
 
   
    
     “I love you,” I said, glad that I could finally speak the words I’d wanted to say aloud since I first saw you.
     
    
     “I truly love you, Layla Gray.”
    
 
   
    
     “I hope so,” you teased.
     
    
     “You’ve just taken my virginity.”
    
 
   
    
     I’m sure you’ll remember that day—it was the first time we’d slept together and we were lying, our bodies entwined, listening to the pattering of the rain against the window.
     
    
     Even after all these 
     years, I still remember you slipping into my bed in the middle of the night, sliding your arms around me, telling me that you loved me, that you wanted me.
    
 
   
    
     “I couldn’t wait any longer,” you murmured.
     
    
     “I kept waiting for you to come to me and then I realized that you weren’t going to, that you were waiting for me to make the first move.”
    
 
   
    
     Once you were back, you became the most important thing in my life, to the exclusion of everything and everyone else.
     
    
     I no longer spent any meaningful time with Harry and that made things tough.
     
    
     He hadn’t taken to you in the way that I’d hoped he would, as he had to all the other girls that had peppered my life during the years we’d shared a flat together.
     
    
     Not that I think you ever noticed, because how could you believe anyone wouldn’t like you?
     
    
     But Harry was convinced I shouldn’t be with you, and when I began to draw away from him it put a further wedge between you both.
    
 
   
    
     On weekends, when his disapproval chased us from the flat, I’d take you to museums and art exhibitions.
     
    
     I knew you found them boring, although you pretended otherwise.
     
    
     But you were never very good at lying.
     
    
     The problem was, London amplified the difference in our ages.
     
    
     Because of the nature of my job, I rarely got home before eleven.
     
    
     You’d found a job in that wine bar a minute’s walk from the flat, and often worked until midnight.
     
    
     And when you weren’t working, you wanted to go out, just as I had when I’d first arrived in London seven years before.
     
    
     I knew then that I needed to get us out of London.
     
    
     I can admit it now; I was desperate to move away before you found me boring too.
     
    
     I’d never felt dull, until you came along and challenged me.
    
 
   
    
     It was the argument with Harry that brought things to a head.
     
    
     One evening, he asked if we could have a drink together, on our own, and I was immediately on edge.
     
    
     When he told me that he felt you were having a negative impact on me, that both my work and my relationships were suffering and that you were probably only 
     with me for monetary reasons, I sprang from my chair, my hands clenched into fists.
     
    
     Harry, who knew my shameful past and had witnessed my temper firsthand, didn’t flinch; it was as if he was proving himself right—that you’d sparked the side of me I’d promised to keep under control.
     
    
     He let me come at him, fixing me with his eyes, never letting his gaze drop, trying to shut down the red mist that was already blinding me.
     
    
     But I was too far gone.
     
    
     Not only did I knock him to the floor, I carried on hitting him while he was down, raining punches onto his face, his body, wanting to pulp him into nothing, to obliterate him.
     
    
     If others hadn’t intervened, dragging me off him, I don’t know what would have happened.
    
 
   
    
     They wanted to call the police, I remember, but Harry, spitting blood from his mouth, told them not to.
     
    
     Guilt replaced the rage I’d felt.
     
    
     I couldn’t bear to look at his bruised and swollen face so I left him bleeding in the bar.
     
    
     I knew I couldn’t go back to the flat so I found a hotel for the night and asked you to meet me there.
     
    
     When I told you what had happened, you were horrified, and then angry, because you’d never seen that side of me before.
    
 
   
    
     How I wish it could have stayed that way.
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     I read the email again, then sit back in my chair, thinking about St. Mary’s.
     
    
     I haven’t been back to Devon since the ceremony we had for Layla, five years ago now.
     
    
     It was Tony who’d suggested it.
     
    
     It seemed to come out of the blue but the timing wasn’t lost on me.
     
    
     It was seven years since Layla had gone missing, so around the time that she would have been declared dead had she gone missing in the UK, and I suspected that Tony, who over the years had kept Ellen and me informed of any developments, hoped a ceremony would give us some kind of closure.
     
    
     Except that being declared dead isn’t the same as being dead.
    
 
   
    
     I wasn’t keen, I remember, but Tony said Ellen was, and as she was Layla’s sister, I felt she had more right to decide than me.
     
    
     Their father had died six months previously and I guessed she wanted to put the past behind her and move on.
     
    
     I thought she would choose to do something on Lewis and I was looking forward to finally visiting the island where Layla had grown up.
     
    
     But I never got to Lewis because Ellen told Tony that Layla’s happiest times had been with me, and suggested putting up a bench in a place that had some special meaning for the two of us.
    
 
   
    
     I immediately thought of Pharos Hill.
     
    
     Layla had loved it there—the half-hour’s walk from St. Mary’s, the legend of the lighthouse that had once stood on top of the hill, although nothing remained of it, just a few ruins.
     
    
     We often climbed it for the beautiful view that stretched out over the sea for miles, sitting with our backs against the tree stump which was shaped, Layla said, like a Russian doll.
     
    
     So I bought a simple wooden bench in kit form and drove to Devon with Peggy, while Tony collected Ellen from Exeter Station.
    
 
   
    
     I was dreading meeting Ellen that day.
     
    
     The only direct contact I’d had with her had been a letter I’d received a couple of months after Layla’s disappearance, telling me that she knew I wouldn’t have done anything to hurt her sister.
     
    
     It had only compounded the guilt I felt and I hoped that seven years on, it wouldn’t be visible on my face.
     
    
     But apart from her eyes, Ellen was very different from Layla.
     
    
     If she’d had the same red hair, the same freckled skin, I would have found it difficult.
     
    
     She was slimmer than Layla, more conservatively dressed, more reserved.
     
    
     In short, she was the proverbial older sister and it seemed on that first meeting that she never smiled.
     
    
     It was still awkward though, and with my mind on Layla, I left Tony to do the talking.
    
 
   
    
     Tony and I carried the box up Pharos Hill between us, Ellen following behind with a small bag of tools, Peggy at our heels.
     
    
     We put the bench together in near silence, and after, we’d sat side by side, each of us lost in our own thoughts, while Peggy played with the empty packaging.
     
    
     And sitting there in the late afternoon sun, with someone who had known Layla better than I had, and someone who hadn’t known her at all, I’d felt a kind of peace.
    
 
   
    
     I told myself I’d go back to Devon every year, on the anniversary of Layla’s disappearance or on her birthday, or on the anniversary of the day we put up the bench, but I never have.
     
    
     I preferred to forget about Devon, taught myself to not even think about it.
     
    
     It’s the email I just received that has stirred up all these memories.
    
 
   
    
     It came in on my work email and was from someone claiming to be looking for a house to buy in Devon.
     
    
     It made me immediately suspicious.
     
    
     I’ve never sold the cottage where I lived with Layla so, technically, I do have one I could sell.
     
    
     But how would they know this?
     
    
     There aren’t many people who know I still own it.
     
    
     Even Ellen doesn’t know.
     
    
     She’s never asked about the cottage, just as she never asked why I don’t have any photos of Layla in the house.
     
    
     When she moved in, she didn’t ask if she could put any up, which meant a lot to me, that she’d understood.
     
    
     Neither of us needs reminding that it’s Layla who binds us together.
    
 
   
    
     I look again at the email, a random message sent to addresses on a mailing list, I presume.
     
    
     There’s no name but it’s contained in the email address rudolph.hill@outlook.com.
     
    
     So who is Rudolph Hill and how much does he know?
     
    
     I decide to treat it as a genuine inquiry—which it could very well be—and send back a quick response:
    
 
   
    
     Sorry I can’t help
    
 
   
    
     To my surprise, a reply comes straight back.
    
 
   
     
      What about the cottage in St. Mary’s?
      
     
      Surely you’re not going to keep it, now that you’re going to marry the sister?
     
 
   
    
     My heart gives an almighty thud.
     
    
     I read the email again, thinking I must have misread it.
     
    
     But it’s even more disturbing than before, because this time, there can be no mistake.
    
 
   
    
     I try to be objective.
     
    
     Rudolph Hill, or the source behind him, has to be someone who knows my past.
     
    
     Ellen’s announcement about our engagement will have been logged online somewhere, and knowing the relentless competitive drive in journalists to find a new story—or a new angle to an old story—there are probably Google alerts set up for my name.
     
    
     So this could simply be a reporter wanting to make a story out of “Partner of Missing Woman Hangs on to Cottage Despite Plans to Marry Sister” or some equally puerile headline.
     
    
     He must have done some digging to know that I still own the cottage in St. Mary’s.
     
    
     Or used old knowledge.
     
    
     Is it the same person who left the Russian dolls?
     
    
     Are both these things part of some elaborate plan to make trouble for me?
     
    
     But who would want to?
     
    
     Because the Russian dolls were left with such ease, it has to be someone local.
    
 
   
    
     A voice in my head hisses Ruby’s name.
     
    
     I never found out if she was responsible for the “Partner of Missing Woman Moves Sister In” article, because it didn’t really matter, even if it did stir up some animosity toward Ellen.
     
    
     I don’t remember the name of her journalist cousin but it could be Rudolph Hill.
    
 
   
    
     I find it hard to believe that Ruby would do such a thing.
     
    
     I understand that she’s sore at me over Ellen, I understand she 
     feels I treated her badly, and I did.
     
    
     But why play games, and why now, why not last year when Ellen first moved in with me?
     
    
     It has to be more than just to get back at me.
     
    
     I look at the email again, at the mention of my marriage to Ellen.
     
    
     And then it hits.
     
    
     The wedding.
     
    
     It changes everything—at least, in Ruby’s eyes, because it makes my relationship with Ellen permanent.
    
 
   
    
     I go and find Ellen.
     
    
     She’s in the kitchen, standing in front of the open fridge, looking at its contents, Peggy sitting hopefully beside her.
     
    
     She turns at my arrival and her face lights up, reminding me how lucky I am to have her.
    
 
   
    
     “I was wondering what to make for lunch,” she says.
    
 
   
    
     I go over and slide my hands around her waist.
    
 
   
    
     “Wonder no longer,” I tell her.
     
    
     “I’m taking you out.”
     
    
     Turning up at The Jackdaw with Ellen is the best way I can think of to test Ruby, see what her reaction is when she sees me standing there so soon after her email.
     
    
     And safer than confronting her in private, where I might find it harder to keep hold of the anger I feel at her stupid games.
    
 
   
    
     I pull Ellen toward me, and her body folds into mine.
     
    
     I bend my head to kiss her and when she responds passionately, we almost end up having sex, right there in front of the fridge.
    
 
   
    
     “Are you sure you want to go out for lunch?”
     
    
     she murmurs when I begin to pull away.
     
    
     But I need to get this thing with Ruby sorted.
    
 
   
    
     “Yes,” I say.
     
    
     “Let’s walk down to The Jackdaw.”
     
    
     She looks questioningly at me.
     
    
     “We’ve given Ruby enough time to get used to the idea that we’re getting married,” I explain.
     
    
     “Besides, Peggy is missing Buster and I could murder a steak-and-ale pie.”
    
 
   
    
     I run upstairs to fetch my wallet and we walk down to the village, our fingers locked together.
     
    
     I walk fast because I’m impatient to get there, impatient to put an end to the uncertainty of the last three weeks, when Ellen found the first Russian doll.
     
    
     I 
     want—need—to get back to how we were before, without memories of Layla intruding on us.
     
    
     But with Peggy stopping to explore under every hedge, it’s impossible to hurry, so I content myself with imagining the look on Ruby’s face when Ellen and I walk in.
    
 
   
    
     The Jackdaw is packed, as it always is on a Friday lunchtime, with tourists outnumbering the locals, who know to avoid the rush and arrive later in the afternoon, once it’s over.
     
    
     There aren’t any free tables in the garden so we make our way inside.
     
    
     Buster is in his basket next to the bar and opens his eyes to check us out before he goes first to Peggy, then to Ellen, who bends so that he can lick her face, so different from Layla, who was too scared to touch dogs.
    
 
   
    
     Peggy slopes off to drink some watered-down beer from Buster’s bowl and out of the corner of my eye I see Ruby coming toward us, her dark curls held back from her face by a red bandana, a bunch of silver bracelets on her arm.
     
    
     She likes to pretend she has gypsy blood but the truth is that her dark skin and black hair are a legacy from her Italian grandparents.
    
 
   
    
     “Long time no see!”
     
    
     she says, greeting us with a kiss.
     
    
     “I hope you haven’t been avoiding me.”
     
    
     There’s amusement in her voice as she says this, as if she knows that we’ve been keeping out of her way since the wedding announcement appeared and I have to admire how good an actress she is.
     
    
     But when she insists on opening a bottle of champagne to celebrate our forthcoming wedding, doubt begins to creep in.
     
    
     I know Ruby well, and what you see is what you get.
    
 
   
    
     We leave Peggy with Buster, and Ruby finds us a table.
     
    
     She fetches three glasses and pours the champagne.
    
 
   
    
     “You’ve got yourself a good one there,” she says to Ellen, raising her glass.
     
    
     “You too, Finn,” she adds, which is generous 
     of her because I know she thinks Ellen is wrong for me and not just because she’s Layla’s sister.
     
    
     “I hope you’ll both be very happy.”
    
 
   
    
     After five minutes of perfectly normal small talk, all to do with the wedding, which will take place at the end of September in the little stone church in the next village along, Ruby takes our order and leaves—but not after raising her eyebrows at me when Ellen orders a small salad and no starter.
     
    
     There’s no malice in her gesture, just a good-natured 
     Seriously?
     
    
     Is that all she’s having?
     
    
     I can see where she’s coming from—in contrast to Ruby herself, Ellen watches her weight constantly.
     
    
     She’s super-slim without an ounce of fat on her and no amount of encouragement will persuade her to have anything remotely caloric.
     
    
     I used to tease Layla about the amount she ate and also about the weight she’d started to put on once we moved to Devon.
     
    
     That’s the thing about losing someone; you tend to remember every careless remark, even those made in jest.
    
 
   
    
     While we’re waiting for Ruby to bring lunch, we finish the champagne and while we’re drinking it, I’m wondering why it isn’t adding up, why this Ruby seems so at odds with the Ruby behind the dolls and emails.
     
    
     So maybe it’s not Ruby, maybe it’s somebody else.
    
 
   
    
     The hardest thing I’ve had to deal with over the years is the possibility that Layla was kidnapped from the car park in France.
     
    
     At first, I thought she’d run away because of what happened that night, and that she would quickly turn up safe and sound.
     
    
     But as the days wore on, then the weeks and months, I had to consider what the police believed, which was that she’d been taken by someone, either the driver of the car I’d seen parked outside the toilet block, or the driver of the truck I’d seen taking the slip road.
     
    
     Despite huge efforts on the part of the French police, no trace was ever found of either driver, even though I’d been able to give 
     them a fairly good description of the man I’d seen.
     
    
     The police sketch circulated to the general public had brought up no names.
     
    
     Like Layla, he had disappeared into thin air, so it was logical to presume that he had taken her from the picnic area.
    
 
   
    
     So if Ruby isn’t behind the Rudolph Hill alias, who is?
     
    
     And more to the point, what does he know about Layla’s disappearance?
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       TWELVE
      
 
   
      
       BEFORE
      
 
   
    
     At the end of the summer, we moved from the flat I’d been renting since my argument with Harry.
     
    
     I hadn’t seen him again.
     
    
     You begged me to apologize but I wasn’t sure he’d forgive me.
     
    
     Instead, I handed in my notice behind his back and then I left, collecting our stuff from the flat while he was at work.
     
    
     When I think about it now, I’m so ashamed of my behavior back then.
     
    
     But the love I felt for you made me crazy, made me do crazy things.
    
 
   
    
     I have a confession to make—do you remember that earlier that year, I took you to Devon for a week?
     
    
     Well, it was because I wanted to see if you liked it there.
     
    
     And you’d loved it.
     
    
     We’d toured around, staying in B&Bs, exploring the beautiful beaches and the 
     surrounding countryside and it was all part of my plan.
     
    
     When I began looking in estate agents’ windows, you’d been enthusiastic about me buying a property there.
     
    
     Then you found the cottage, only a few minutes’ walk from the beach in St. Mary’s.
     
    
     I bought it and let you choose the furniture, so that you would feel the cottage was yours too.
     
    
     Do you remember how we laughed when you ordered a double bed so big that it took up most of the bedroom?
     
    
     And still my feet hung out the end of it.
    
 
   
    
     When I first suggested that we move there permanently you’d been hesitant, as I knew you’d be.
     
    
     So I promised that if you didn’t like it, we’d move back to London.
     
    
     Those first months in St. Mary’s were so happy.
     
    
     We never tired of each other’s company and would walk for miles along the beach.
     
    
     For the first time, I felt as if I had a home.
     
    
     One of my greatest pleasures was seeing our shoes in the hall, your little size fives next to my enormous thirteens.
     
    
     I loved it when you slipped your shoes inside mine, because they easily fit.
     
    
     To me it was physical proof that I was carrying you through tough times.
     
    
     Except that when life had got tough, I hadn’t carried you at all.
    
 
   
    
     That winter in Devon was difficult for you, I know.
     
    
     Maybe it reminded you of the winters on Lewis, because it came in so suddenly and angrily; the wind whipping relentlessly against our faces as we walked on the beach, the sky heavy and gray.
     
    
     And whenever a postcard arrived from Ellen—a different view of Lewis each time—you became so sad I thought at first she was reprimanding you for staying away for so long.
     
    
     But when you read them out to me, I saw that she was only happy for you in your new life, and decided that what you felt was guilt at leaving her behind, not sadness.
    
 
   
    
     Once Christmas had been and gone you became restless, and I began to worry that you would hold me to my promise and ask to return to London.
     
    
     In an effort to distract you I booked a ski trip in Meg
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       THIRTEEN
      
 
   
      
       NOW
      
 
   
    
     I can’t stop analyzing the emails.
     
    
     My feet pound the rough river pathway but I can’t lift the pressure I feel, no matter how fast I run.
     
    
     I googled Rudolph Hill earlier; there are hundreds of Rudolph Hills, all of whom seem to live in the US.
     
    
     Not one of them lives in the UK.
    
 
   
    
     I double back through the wood, and by the time I reach the house, my leg muscles are screaming from the exertion.
     
    
     I have a cold shower and head out to my office.
     
    
     I check how Villiers’ investment funds are doing, then re-read the emails from Rudolph Hill.
     
    
     Suddenly impatient, I pull my keyboard toward me.
    
 
   
     
      Who are you?
      
    
     I type.
    
 
   
    
     A few seconds later, an email arrives in my inbox, from the Rudolph Hill address.
    
 
   
     
      Who do you think I am?
     
 
   
    
     I stare at the message, astounded at the rapidity of the response.
     
    
     It’s as if the sender has been sitting at the computer since yesterday, waiting for me to get back to him.
    
 
   
     
      Who are you?
      
    
     I ask again.
    
 
   
     
      You have my email address
     
 
   
    
     I sit back in my chair, thinking hard.
     
    
     Why “you have my email address,” why not, “you have my name”?
     
    
     As I suspected, Rudolph Hill is an alias.
     
    
     I stare hard at it, puzzling it out, rearranging the letters, and find myself gasping in shock.
     
    
     If I need proof that Ruby is behind the emails, it’s right here on the screen in front of me, the first two letters of her name followed by “dolph.”
     
    
     Dolphin.
     
    
     Ruby has dolphin necklaces, dolphin bracelets, she even has a tattoo of a dolphin on her rib cage.
     
    
     I shake my head in disgust at her weak attempt to disguise her identity, hating that she’s taken me for a fool.
    
 
   
    
     My fingers slam down on the keys.
    
 
   
    
     Don’t play games with me, Ruby!
    
 
   
    
     A reply comes back.
    
 
   
     
      Who is Ruby?
     
 
   
    
     I give a harsh laugh.
     
    
     Well, she would say that, wouldn’t she?
     
    
     I drum my fingers on the desktop.
     
    
     What to do?
     
    
     Nothing, reason 
     tells me, do nothing.
     
    
     She obviously didn’t get the message yesterday so I’ll carry on taking Ellen to The Jackdaw until she does.
    
 
   
    
     *
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       FOURTEEN
      
 
   
      
       BEFORE
      
 
   
    
     Money never interested you, Layla, but even you were surprised when I admitted that in the seven years I’d worked in the city, I’d accumulated enough to last me a lifetime.
     
    
     To be really arrogant, when we left London for Devon, it wouldn’t have mattered if I never worked again—which was just as well because even the thought of it left me exhausted.
     
    
     At not quite thirty years old I was well and truly burned out.
    
 
   
    
     I knew that mentally I couldn’t not work for the rest of my life.
     
    
     What I wanted was to take a year out, concentrate on you, on us, and worry about the future later.
     
    
     But you’d become restless.
     
    
     I could tell you were beginning to feel caged, like a beautiful, wild animal.
     
    
     Sometimes you’d snap at me for no reason at all, although you were quick to apologize, as volatile in your temper as you were in your anger and frustrations.
    
 
   
    
     A week before we were due to go skiing, you were invited by your ex-work colleagues at the wine bar to a girls’ weekend in London.
     
    
     You were so excited about it; you smiled more that day than you had for a while and it got under my skin.
     
    
     But I was too proud to ask you not to go.
     
    
     Instead, I took you to the station and waved you off on the train.
    
 
   
    
     It was a long two days.
     
    
     I went for walks along the beach and in between, I tried to be the perfect boyfriend and painted the bathroom as a surprise for you.
     
    
     By the time Sunday evening came, I couldn’t wait for you to be back and I planned to take you straight to bed and stay there the whole of the next day.
     
    
     But when I met you at the station, you were so quiet, and my heart almost stopped, because I thought you were going to tell me that you wanted to go back to your old life in London.
     
    
     Instead, you clung to me and told me that you loved me, that you always wanted to be with me, and stay in our cottage forever.
     
    
     And realizing how much you’d missed me, my heartbeat smoothed out, and I was glad I’d let you go.
    
 
   
    
     The following week we left for Meg
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       FIFTEEN
      
 
   
      
       NOW
      
 
   
    
     When we get back from the pub, we go our separate ways, Ellen to her office, me to mine.
     
    
     I sit down at my desk and take the two Russian dolls—the one I found on the wall and the one from the car—from where I’ve hidden them at the back of my drawer and stand them on the edge of my desk.
     
    
     Then I take the one I found on the plate in The Jackdaw out of my pocket and put it next to them.
     
    
     Triplets.
     
    
     What is your purpose, I ask them silently, why are you here?
     
    
     What the hell is going on?
    
 
   
    
     I’m still not convinced it isn’t Ruby.
     
    
     The email address is pretty incriminating.
     
    
     I should have mentioned it to her, told her 
     I’d worked it out.
     
    
     Because I didn’t mention it, she probably feels safe continuing her charade.
    
 
   
    
     I put the doll I found at The Jackdaw back in my pocket and push the others into the drawer.
     
    
     Then I log on to my emails—and find another one from Rudolph Hill.
     
    
     I look at the time it was sent and see that it was at about the time Ellen and I left for the pub, six minutes after the previous one asking: Who is Ruby?
    
 
   
    
     I open it.
    
 
   
     
      I don’t know who Ruby is
     
 
   
     
      But I am not her
     
 
   
    
     She has to be joking.
     
    
     I reach for the keyboard.
    
 
   
    
     So who are you then?
    
 
   
    
     A reply comes straight back.
    
 
   
     
      What if I were to tell you that Layla is alive?
     
 
   
    
     My heart thumps, then I pull myself together.
     
    
     It has to be some other sick bastard, Ruby could never be this vicious.
    
 
   
    
     I type furiously: 
     Then I’d call you a liar.
    
 
   
     
      You don’t believe me?
     
 
   
     
      No.
      
    
     I press send and when there’s no reply, I begin to relax.
     
    
     And then a message comes in.
    
 
   
     
      You should
     
 
   
    
     I want to stop but I can’t.
    
 
   
    
     Where is she then?
    
 
   
    
     A reply comes back.
    
 
   
     
      Right here
     
 
   
    
     A wave of emotion slams my body.
     
    
     I push away from the desk and get to my feet, wanting to run, to get out into the fresh air while I can still breathe.
     
    
     But then, my mind in turmoil, I sit back down again, knocking a cup of cold coffee over.
     
    
     It smashes on the stone floor, spraying liquid everywhere.
     
    
     And into the mess that I’ve become, Ellen walks in, her phone in her hand.
    
 
   
    
     “Finn,” she begins.
     
    
     “Harry wants to talk to you.”
     
    
     She catches sight of the smashed cup, then my face.
     
    
     “Harry,” she says into the phone.
     
    
     “Finn will call you back.”
    
 
   
    
     I lean into my desk, my head in my hands, trying to pull myself together.
     
    
     Ellen’s arm comes around my shoulder.
    
 
   
    
     “What’s the matter?”
     
    
     she asks urgently, crouching beside me, trying to see my face.
     
    
     “Are you OK?”
    
 
   
    
     It’s a hoax, I remind myself.
     
    
     It’s only a hoax.
     
    
     “I’m fine,” I say roughly.
    
 
   
    
     She worms her hand through mine, trying to reach my forehead, and realizing that she thinks I’m ill, I seize on it.
    
 
   
    
     “I think it must be something I ate,” I say, groaning a little.
     
    
     “Maybe one of those prawns was off.”
    
 
   
    
     “Why don’t you lie down for a while?”
    
 
   
    
     “Yes, good idea.”
     
    
     I get up from my desk, glad to be alone, then realize that I’m not going to be able to lie down because I’m too agitated.
     
    
     “Actually, I think I’ll go down to the river, get some fresh air.”
    
 
   
    
     “Do you want me to come with you?”
    
 
   
    
     “No, it’s fine.
     
    
     You’ve got work to do.”
    
 
   
    
     “I can take half an hour,” she protests.
    
 
   
    
     “Really, it’s fine.”
     
    
     I can see the puzzlement in her eyes and I plant a kiss on the top of her head.
     
    
     “I won’t be long.”
    
 
   
    
     “All right.
     
    
     By the way, Harry isn’t coming this weekend, something to do with some sort of client crisis.
     
    
     He did explain and I listened long and hard but I didn’t fully understand, which is why I wanted to pass him to you.”
    
 
   
    
     “OK,” I say.
     
    
     But my mind is full of Layla, not Harry.
     
    
     “I’ll phone him when I get back.”
    
 
   
    
     We walk across the garden and as I take the path round to the front of the house, I feel her eyes on me.
     
    
     I know she must be wondering, wondering what the thump on the bar was really about, wondering what my obvious agitation is really about.
     
    
     She’s not stupid.
     
    
     Nobody who feels ill would stray very far from home, and here I am, heading to the river.
     
    
     Except I’m not heading to the river, I’m heading back to the pub to see Ruby.
    
 
   
    
     She doesn’t seem surprised to see me ducking under the doorway.
     
    
     It’s quieter now, a couple of regulars at the bar and a few others grouped around tables close by.
    
 
   
    
     “Can we talk?”
     
    
     I ask.
    
 
   
    
     She heads to a table at the far end of the pub where we won’t be disturbed and as I walk behind her, raised eyebrows and elbow nudges follow me down the room.
     
    
     All the locals know that Ruby and I were in a relationship and many thought we would be together long-term.
     
    
     Until I turned up with Ellen.
    
 
   
    
     “You forgot to pay, by the way,” she says, sitting down.
     
    
     I reach for my wallet and she puts a hand on my arm.
     
    
     “I’m joking.
     
    
     It’s on the house.
     
    
     An early wedding present.”
     
    
     She looks up at me.
     
    
     “So what was all that about earlier on?”
    
 
   
    
     “I’m sorry,” I say, because there are still red marks on her wrists.
     
    
     “I thought—”
    
 
   
    
     “What?”
    
 
   
    
     I sit down opposite her.
     
    
     “Ruby, please, tell me honestly—have you been sending me emails, pretending to be someone else?”
    
 
   
    
     She shakes her head.
     
    
     “No,” she says emphatically.
     
    
     “Of course I haven’t.
     
    
     Why would I do that?”
    
 
   
    
     “The email address they come from—well, it’s you,” I say, ignoring her question for the moment.
    
 
   
    
     She frowns.
     
    
     “Are you telling me that someone’s hacked my account?”
    
 
   
    
     “No, not that.
     
    
     What I meant was that the address seems to be referring to you.”
     
    
     The table has already been reset for the evening so I pull the paper napkin out from under the knife and fork, take out my pen and write rudolph.hill@outlook.com then draw a vertical line between the “u” and “d” of 
     rudolph.
     
    
     “Ruby and dolphin.
     
    
     You have a dolphin tattoo.”
    
 
   
    
     I watch her face carefully as she considers what I’ve said, hoping to see something which will give her away.
    
 
   
    
     “Hmm,” she says.
     
    
     “I can sort of see why you think they might be coming from me but aren’t you overthinking things a bit?
     
    
     I mean, why can’t they be coming from someone called Rudolph Hill?”
    
 
   
    
     “Because they’re not.
     
    
     Rudolph Hill is an alias someone has used, probably to make me think they’re coming from you.”
    
 
   
    
     “Why?
     
    
     What do they say?”
    
 
   
    
     I hesitate, wondering how much I can trust her.
     
    
     But I need to speak to someone who never knew Layla, someone who can pull me back to my logical frame of mind.
    
 
   
    
     “They started by mentioning a cottage in St. Mary’s.”
    
 
   
    
     “St. Mary’s?”
    
 
   
    
     “Where I used to live with Layla.”
    
 
   
    
     “So what has that got to do with me?”
    
 
   
    
     “The person who’s sending them—they’re trying to make me think that Layla is alive.”
    
 
   
    
     “Oh my God.”
     
    
     Her eyes widen.
     
    
     “That’s horrible, Finn!”
     
    
     A frown crosses her brow.
     
    
     “But why would I want you to think that Layla is alive?”
    
 
   
    
     I look hard at her.
     
    
     “So that I don’t marry Ellen?”
    
 
   
    
     Her mouth drops open.
     
    
     “Seriously?”
     
    
     She shakes her head.
     
    
     “I don’t know whether to be amused or outraged.
     
    
     Amused that you could think I’d want to stop you, outraged that you think I could be so cruel as to make you think Layla is alive.”
     
    
     Her brown eyes search out mine.
     
    
     “Surely you know me better than that?”
    
 
   
    
     “It’s not just the email address.”
     
    
     I take the Russian doll from my pocket and stand it on the table between us.
     
    
     “I found this with the bill.”
    
 
   
    
     “Yes, you said.”
     
    
     She picks it up and examines it.
     
    
     “Cute.
     
    
     But what has it got to do with anything?”
    
 
   
    
     And that’s when I realize that Ruby couldn’t have known the story of the Russian dolls because I had never told her.
     
    
     “Did you see anyone suspicious hanging round the bar earlier?”
    
 
   
    
     She shakes her head.
     
    
     “No.
     
    
     The pub was too packed for me to notice anything much.”
     
    
     She hands the doll back to me.
     
    
     “Someone must have found it on the floor and put it on the counter and it somehow found its way onto the plate with your bill on it.”
    
 
   
    
     “Probably,” I say vaguely, because something has just occurred to me.
     
    
     Only Ellen, Layla, and I know the story of the Russian dolls.
    
 
   
    
     And Harry, because Ellen told him.
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     You never asked me why I left Ireland and came to England.
     
    
     I’m not sure you really realized that I had a life over there, a life I’d rather forget about because I’m not proud of the person I was back then.
     
    
     People called me a gentle giant and until my mid-teens that was probably the case.
     
    
     At least, I never remember losing my temper before my dad told me I couldn’t go out one night, and as he stood in front of the locked front door, I raised my fist and punched a hole right through it.
     
    
     The worst thing was, I’d been aiming for his face and if he hadn’t ducked I would have done him some serious damage.
     
    
     Hopefully, the love I felt for him would have kicked 
     in and I would have stopped after that first punch.
     
    
     The door had no love to protect it, so it got hammered into a splintered mess.
    
 
   
    
     The incident terrified both my parents and me.
     
    
     We’d had no idea of the tinderbox that nestled deep inside me, waiting to be ignited.
     
    
     They impressed on me the need to recognize the warning signs and urged me to walk away from situations of conflict, citing the added danger of my size.
     
    
     And apart from a couple of incidents where I left people with broken noses, I managed to stay out of trouble.
     
    
     Until I met Siobhan.
    
 
   
    
     Siobhan was my first real love.
     
    
     Now I know that what I felt for her was nothing to what I felt for you.
     
    
     But there was that same intensity, the same feeling that we were meant to be together.
     
    
     We didn’t speak of marriage or anything like that, we were still at university.
     
    
     But once I started seeing her, I didn’t notice any other girl, I only had eyes for her, just as I’d had for you.
     
    
     Then one day, when we’d been together for about a year, a week or so after graduation, she said she had something to tell me.
     
    
     She looked worried, scared even, and my first thought was that maybe she was ill, or someone in her family was.
     
    
     Instead, she told me that she was in love with my best friend and had been seeing him behind my back for months.
    
 
   
    
     I actually laughed, thinking she was just playing with me, because only the day before I’d told Pat, over a couple of pints, how happy I was with Siobhan.
     
    
     I’d immediately felt embarrassed for confiding in him and when I saw a shadow pass over his face, I thought he was feeling the same embarrassment and blamed my emotional outburst on the drink.
    
 
   
    
     Even now, all these years later, I can’t bear to remember what I did, I can’t bear to remember how, when I realized Siobhan was deadly serious, I yelled that I was going to kill her.
     
    
     I can’t bear to remember how, when I clenched my hands into fists and drew my arm back, she cowered in front of me, screaming at me to stop.
     
    
     It 
     was my father’s words about removing myself from situations of conflict that pierced through the fog in my brain, and dropping my arms, I shoved her aside so that I could get to the door.
     
    
     But she fell, hitting her head on the edge of a low table.
     
    
     And as she lay there pale and motionless on the floor, I thought I’d done what only moments before I had threatened to do, and killed her.
    
 
   
    
     She wasn’t dead, but she had to have twenty stitches to the cut in her head.
     
    
     To my relief, she didn’t press charges.
     
    
     Instead, her four brothers came round for a visit.
     
    
     I left Ireland soon after, not because of what they did to me, not because I was scared they would carry out their threat to kneecap me if they ever saw me again, but because I was worried about what I might do the next time I lost my temper.
     
    
     That’s when I moved in with Harry.
    
 
   
    
     My temper led me into two more scrapes, one of which led to me being charged with assault after I beat up a colleague who called me Paddy one time too many.
     
    
     After that, I managed to more or less stay out of trouble, until the night I attacked Harry.
    
 
   
    
     And until the night I lost my temper with you.
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       SEVENTEEN
      
 
   
      
       NOW
      
 
   
    
     I walk into the kitchen and see Ellen standing at the worktop.
     
    
     At the sound of my arrival she moves away quickly, her right hand hidden guiltily behind her back.
     
    
     I don’t have to look at the row of Russian dolls to know that the little one is missing.
    
 
   
    
     “Sorry,” she mumbles, as if I’ve caught her doing something terrible, and my heart goes out to her, hating that she feels guilty for holding a piece of her past in her hand.
    
 
   
    
     “What was Layla like as a child?”
     
    
     I ask, wanting to give her something.
     
    
     Nevertheless, my question surprises me as much as it surprises her because she turns around, a frown on her face.
    
 
   
    
     “That’s something you’ve never asked me.”
     
    
     She lets it hang in 
     the air for a moment.
     
    
     “A free spirit.
     
    
     She loved being outside, she hated having to go to school because it meant being indoors.
     
    
     She loved drawing.
     
    
     We both did,” she adds.
    
 
   
    
     “It must have been hard for you both when your mother died,” I say, realizing that we’re having the conversation we should have had years ago.
    
 
   
    
     “It was, especially for Layla.
     
    
     I knew how ill Mum was but I kept it from Layla to protect her.
     
    
     So her death affected her badly.”
    
 
   
    
     “In what way?”
    
 
   
    
     She gives a small laugh.
     
    
     “She sort of became Mum.”
    
 
   
    
     “You mean she took on her role?”
    
 
   
    
     “No, it was more than that.
     
    
     It was as if she was her.
     
    
     She spoke like her, took on all her mannerisms.”
    
 
   
    
     “Wasn’t that uncomfortable for you and your father?”
    
 
   
    
     “Yes, especially when she was both herself and Mum at the same time—you know, asking a question then replying in Mum’s voice.
     
    
     Sometimes she had whole conversations with her.”
    
 
   
    
     “Weren’t you worried?”
    
 
   
    
     She shrugs.
     
    
     “I had other things to worry about.
     
    
     Dad tried to knock it out of her, though, and eventually she stopped, at least in his presence.”
    
 
   
    
     “Do you mean he was violent?”
     
    
     I ask, shocked.
    
 
   
    
     She nods reluctantly.
     
    
     “He could be.
     
    
     It was awful that final Christmas.
     
    
     That’s why she left.
     
    
     She was afraid of what might happen.”
     
    
     Her face becomes suddenly bleak.
     
    
     “I miss her so much.”
    
 
   
    
     I want to tell her that I do too.
     
    
     Instead, I change the subject.
    
 
   
    
     “Have you seen the garden this morning?
     
    
     The lilies are out.”
    
 
   
    
     She nods.
     
    
     “They’re beautiful.
     
    
     I’ve actually been wondering if we should have our reception in the garden,” she goes on.
    
 
   
    
     I look at her, then realize she’s talking about our wedding.
    
 
   
    
     “The garden won’t look as good in September,” I warn.
     
    
     “But we could, if that’s what you’d like.”
    
 
   
    
     “I’ll think about it,” she says, smiling.
     
    
     “Shouldn’t you be leaving?
     
    
     Didn’t you say your meeting with Grant is at eleven?”
    
 
   
    
     “I’m going now,” I say, giving her a kiss.
     
    
     “I was waiting for rush hour to be over.”
    
 
   
    
     “Drive carefully,” she says.
     
    
     “Text me when you’re leaving London, then I’ll know what time to expect you.”
    
 
   
    
     I leave the house and get in my car.
     
    
     I sit for a moment then type St. Mary’s into the GPS.
     
    
     I hate that I’ve lied to Ellen, that she believes I’m going to see Grant James to finalize his investment.
     
    
     But I’m not.
     
    
     Today, I’m going back to my past, back to where I used to live with Layla, so that I can ask Thomas Winter why he thought it was Layla he saw standing outside the cottage.
    
 
   
    
     I haven’t been able to sleep for the last few nights, not after that last email from Rudolph Hill.
     
    
     Those two little words—
     Right here—have sent me to hell and back.
     
    
     If—and it’s a huge if—Layla is alive and it’s not some cruel hoax, then Rudolph Hill has to be Layla’s kidnapper.
     
    
     I try not to let my mind go there, I try not to imagine her kept prisoner for the last twelve years.
     
    
     It’s a hoax, I tell myself, it has to be.
    
 
   
    
     It’s hard driving along the roads that were once so familiar to me.
     
    
     The nearer I get to St. Mary’s, the more I find myself thinking about Layla.
     
    
     The hardest thing over the last twelve years has been the absence of a body.
     
    
     I know it sounds terrible, that I should want her body to be found, but at least I’d have had closure, instead of lying awake in the dead of the night, torturing myself with images of her being held prisoner, having to endure God knows what at the hands of some maniac.
     
    
     It’s the not knowing that’s the hardest, the reason I’ve preferred to accept that she’s dead.
    
 
   
    
     I park in front of the little station, needing the walk to the cottage to calm me.
     
    
     As I get out of the car, I see the ghost of my
     self walking through the station entrance and onto the platform, waiting for the train that will bring Layla back from her weekend in London.
     
    
     Unable to stop myself, I follow him onto the platform and watch as Layla steps off the train, beautiful in a flowing red dress, and runs down the platform into his arms, her red hair streaming out behind her.
     
    
     Suddenly tearful, she clings onto him, murmuring that she missed him and when she whispers over and over again that she’s sorry, he thinks, in his stupid innocence, that she regrets having gone to London and leaving him behind.
    
 
   
    
     The pain of betrayal snaps me back to the present.
     
    
     Leaving the station, I follow the road to the cottage.
     
    
     I can smell the sea in the warm air, taste the salt on my lips.
     
    
     As I near the cottage, my heart feels suddenly heavy and my mouth goes dry.
     
    
     The stone wall of the cottage comes into view, then the upstairs window, then the little garden at the front, and—I come to an abrupt stop, unable to believe what I’m seeing.
     
    
     I expected to find the cottage unkempt and uncared-for.
     
    
     But the beds are full of flowers and there are red geraniums in the window boxes.
    
 
   
    
     “Layla.”
     
    
     My voice catches in my throat and for one crazy moment I think that the door is going to open and she’ll be there, on the doorstep, ready to run to me and tell me that she’s glad I’m home, like she used to.
     
    
     Even when it remains closed I can’t accept that she isn’t there, because in my mind the flowers prove that she is, so I run, my heart pounding as I go.
     
    
     I arrive at the gate, fumble with the latch, hurry to the blue wooden door and thump on it.
     
    
     But she doesn’t open it so I thump again, and again, because I need her to be there, because I’ve never stopped loving her, despite trying to close my mind to her, despite loving Ellen.
    
 
   
    
     A man’s voice comes from behind me.
     
    
     “You won’t get any answer, it’s been empty for years.”
    
 
   
    
     Rage—red-hot and violent—rips through me.
     
    
     I stay as I am, fighting for control, trying to erase the burning anger from my face so that I can reply civilly to the person who’s ruined the few seconds where I’d allowed myself to believe Layla was alive.
    
 
   
    
     I gesture toward the garden.
     
    
     “It doesn’t look empty,” I snap, finding my voice but not my composure.
    
 
   
    
     “That’ll be Thomas.”
    
 
   
    
     I take a breath and turn slowly, preparing myself for the jolt of recognition that will surely appear on his face when he sees me, the words that will spring unchecked to his lips, “Are you…?”
     
    
     before the rest of the question dies away, leaving an awkward silence in its place.
     
    
     But the man, some ten years or so older than me, is thankfully unfamiliar.
    
 
   
    
     “Thomas?”
     
    
     I ask in pretend puzzlement.
    
 
   
    
     “The old gentleman who lives next door.
     
    
     He’s been tending the garden for years.”
     
    
     He nods at my cottage.
     
    
     “You’re not the first that’s showed an interest in buying it.
     
    
     But it isn’t for sale, never will be, according to Thomas.”
    
 
   
    
     I go down the path and back through the gate, closing it behind me.
     
    
     “He lives next door?”
     
    
     I ask, indicating Thomas’ cottage.
    
 
   
    
     “That’s right.
     
    
     But you won’t find him there.
     
    
     He’s in hospital, been there for a couple of weeks now.”
    
 
   
    
     I look at the man in dismay.
     
    
     “Hospital?”
    
 
   
    
     “Yes, in Exeter.
     
    
     Only to be expected really, he’s in his nineties now.”
    
 
   
    
     I nod slowly.
     
    
     I want to ask him what happened, if Thomas had a heart attack, if he knows what ward he’s on, but it might sound strange after I’ve pretended not to know him.
    
 
   
    
     “Oh well, if the cottage isn’t for sale,” I say, wanting him gone.
    
 
   
    
     “Don’t think it ever will be.
     
    
     It’s like a shrine.”
    
 
   
    
     “A shrine?”
    
 
   
    
     The man nods.
     
    
     “A young couple used to live here and she disappeared during a holiday in France.
     
    
     The man came back for a while, apparently, waiting for her to turn up and when he realized she wasn’t going to, he upped and left, leaving everything exactly as it was.
     
    
     Take a look through the window and you’ll see what I mean.”
    
 
   
    
     He has a pleasant enough face but it doesn’t stop me from wanting to push my fist into it.
    
 
   
    
     “Do you live in St. Mary’s?”
     
    
     I ask, tortured by images of him, and others maybe, peering ghoulishly through the windows.
    
 
   
    
     “Moved here six months ago.
     
    
     If you’re looking for something to buy, I suggest you go to one of the estate agents in Sidmouth.”
    
 
   
    
     I start to move away.
     
    
     “Right, thanks.”
    
 
   
    
     I feel his eyes on me as I walk back to my car.
     
    
     I’m gutted that I’ve come all this way for nothing.
     
    
     If I’d brought my keys with me, I could have gone back to the cottage once the man had moved on, to have a look around inside, so that I wouldn’t have had a completely wasted journey.
     
    
     But I’d only wanted to see Thomas so I hadn’t collected them from the safety deposit box at my bank in Exeter, where I’d left them twelve years ago, along with Layla’s jewelry, the day I’d left St. Mary’s.
     
    
     I could have kept them with me but I couldn’t imagine ever wanting to return to the cottage.
     
    
     Yet I couldn’t consider selling it either.
    
 
   
    
     I’d like to go and see Thomas but I can’t very well walk into the hospital and start asking him questions about supposedly seeing Layla.
     
    
     But Tony could.
    
 
   
    
     I take out my phone and dial his number.
     
    
     He answers on the second ring.
    
 
   
    
     “Finn?
     
    
     Everything OK?”
     
    
     His voice is sharp with worry, and at first I think he knows something of what’s been going on.
    
 
   
    
     “Yes, everything’s fine,” I reassure him.
     
    
     “Am I disturbing you?”
    
 
   
    
     “No, go ahead.”
    
 
   
    
     “I’m phoning to ask a favor, actually.
     
    
     I know it’s a big ask but would you pay Thomas a visit?
     
    
     I’m curious as to why he thought it was Layla he saw outside the cottage.”
    
 
   
    
     “Why, has something happened?”
    
 
   
    
     I debate how much to tell him.
     
    
     “Just that a couple of weeks ago, Ellen thought she saw Layla in Cheltenham.
     
    
     It was probably only someone with the same sort of red hair but it does seem strange, coming on the back of Thomas’s sighting.”
    
 
   
    
     “Hmm,” Tony muses.
     
    
     “All right, leave it with me.
     
    
     I’ll go and see him this afternoon.”
    
 
   
    
     “Thanks, Tony, I really appreciate it.”
     
    
     I feel bad sending him all the way to St. Mary’s when I know that Thomas is in the hospital.
     
    
     But I don’t want him to know I’ve been to the cottage.
     
    
     And it’s only a small detour; it won’t take him long to get to the hospital from St. Mary’s.
    
 
   
    
     I don’t feel like going home so I take a drive along the coast to the other side of Sidmouth, then park up and go for a walk along the beach, wishing I’d brought Peggy with me.
     
    
     When I’m tired of walking, I find a pub and sit nursing a beer, mulling everything over.
    
 
   
    
     Tony finally phones at 5 p.m.
    
 
   
    
     “Tony,” I say.
     
    
     “Did you manage to see Thomas?”
    
 
   
    
     “Bad news, I’m afraid.
     
    
     I went to St. Mary’s only to find that Thomas was taken to hospital last week.
     
    
     Seems he had a nasty fall.”
    
 
   
    
     “I’m sorry you had a wasted journey.”
    
 
   
    
     “I only found out because, when he didn’t come to the door, I went down to the village shop.
     
    
     They told me he’d been taken to the Royal Devon and Exeter so I went straight there.”
    
 
   
    
     “And did you see him?”
    
 
   
    
     “No.”
     
    
     He pauses.
     
    
     “It seems he died in the early hours of the morning.”
    
 
   
    
     I feel a sudden guilt.
     
    
     “That’s so sad,” I say.
     
    
     “I should have gone to see him, I promised I would.”
    
 
   
    
     “He’d been tending your garden.
     
    
     Full of flowers it was.
     
    
     I thought for a minute that you’d sold the cottage but they told me at the shop it was Thomas’s work.”
    
 
   
    
     “Now I feel doubly bad.”
    
 
   
    
     “Too late for regrets,” he says, not because he wants me to feel even worse but because it’s the truth.
    
 
   
    
     “Well, thanks, Tony.
     
    
     I’m sorry to have troubled you.”
    
 
   
    
     I hang up.
     
    
     All I can do now is find Rudolph Hill and draw him out.
     
    
     I’ll let him think that I believe he has Layla, that I believe she’s alive.
    
 
   
    
     He’ll think he’s luring me, but it will be me doing the luring.
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       EIGHTEEN
      
 
   
      
       BEFORE
      
 
   
    
     “Who is he?”
     
    
     I yelled as we sat in the car in the picnic area at Fonches, when you told me you’d slept with someone while you were in London.
     
    
     “Tell me who he is!”
    
 
   
    
     You shook your head numbly, terrified by my anger.
     
    
     So was I, and I forced myself to swallow it down.
     
    
     It wasn’t you I was angry with anyway, I was angry with the bastard who had forced himself on you.
     
    
     I wanted to break every bone in his body, cut his balls off.
    
 
   
    
     “I’m not angry with you, Layla,” I said, taking a breath.
     
    
     “I just want to know who it was.”
    
 
   
    
     Your eyes wouldn’t meet mine.
     
    
     “I don’t know.”
    
 
   
    
     I didn’t believe you but I let it go.
     
    
     “Can you tell me how it happened?
     
    
     Did he force himself on you?
     
    
     Did he hurt you?”
     
    
     That was how dark my mind was—I wanted to believe you’d been raped rather than that you’d chosen to have sex.
    
 
   
    
     You shook your head again and I took another breath.
     
    
     If he hadn’t forced himself on you, he must have taken advantage of you while you were drunk.
     
    
     I felt sick even thinking about it.
    
 
   
    
     “All right.”
     
    
     I looked encouragingly at you.
     
    
     “So you’d had too much to drink, is that it?”
    
 
   
    
     Your eyes brimmed with tears.
     
    
     “No.”
    
 
   
    
     “But—” I tried to work it out.
     
    
     “If you weren’t drunk, and you say that he didn’t force himself on you, how did it happen?”
    
 
   
    
     Your eyes were pleading with me, begging me not to dig any further and as I watched the tears spill from your eyes, dread wormed its way into my heart.
     
    
     But still I couldn’t stop myself.
     
    
     I had to know, even though the truth was staring at me from your tear-streaked face.
    
 
   
    
     “Tell me, Layla.
     
    
     Tell me how it happened.”
    
 
   
    
     “I c-can’t.”
    
 
   
    
     “Why not?”
    
 
   
    
     “You wouldn’t understand.”
    
 
   
    
     “Try me.”
    
 
   
    
     You bowed your head.
     
    
     “I wanted to know what it was like.”
    
 
   
    
     I frowned, not understanding.
     
    
     “What it was like?”
     
    
     My voice echoed hollowly around the car.
    
 
   
    
     And then you told me.
     
    
     “Nobody forced me.
     
    
     I wanted to know what it would be like to have sex with someone else, that’s all.”
    
 
   
    
     My mind was slow putting it together.
     
    
     Wanted to know what it was like.
     
    
     With someone else.
     
    
     It.
     
    
     Sex.
     
    
     You had slept with someone, a stranger, because you had wanted to know what sex was like with someone else.
     
    
     First Siobhan, now you.
    
 
   
    
     I don’t remember much about what happened next.
     
    
     I know I 
     leaped out of the car, tore round to your side, wrenched your door open and dragged you out.
     
    
     I remember shaking you, shouting at you.
     
    
     I remember your voice as you screamed at me to stop, I remember the fear in your eyes as I raised my arm.
     
    
     And then I remember being in the toilet block, trying desperately to control the terrible rage that had consumed me.
     
    
     And after—how long after, I don’t know—I remember going back to where I’d parked the car and finding you gone.
    
 
   
    
     At first I thought that you were hiding from me, because I could remember dragging you out of the car and shaking you.
     
    
     But I couldn’t remember what had happened between the moment I had raised my arm, and finding myself in the toilet block.
     
    
     I started calling you, telling you I was sorry and when you didn’t come, I took a torch from the trunk and went looking for you, terrified that I’d come across your body, that I’d killed you and hidden your body in the trees that circled the picnic area before blanking the whole thing from my memory.
     
    
     But I couldn’t find you, dead or alive.
    
 
   
    
     I had no idea what to do.
     
    
     I knew I’d have to report you missing but that I’d have to have a story, otherwise they’d see my history and if you didn’t turn up, I’d be arrested for your murder.
     
    
     So that’s what I did; I drove to the nearest service station, because I couldn’t get a phone signal, and made up a story.
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       NINETEEN
      
 
   
      
       NOW
      
 
   
    
     “Shall we take the afternoon off?”
     
    
     I ask Ellen over lunch, needing some sort of distraction, because I’ve spent the whole morning wondering if I should phone Tony back.
     
    
     But I know how ridiculous it will sound.
     
    
     If there were only the emails, it would be more believable.
     
    
     But the fact that someone is leaving little wooden dolls around for me to find proves it’s some sort of sick game and I prefer to find out who’s behind it myself.
    
 
   
    
     Ellen stretches her arms above her head, flexing them.
     
    
     “Good idea, I could do with a break.”
    
 
   
    
     “I thought we could go for a walk in the hills.”
    
 
   
    
     “Not with Peggy, then.
     
    
     It’ll be too far for her.”
    
 
   
    
     “I’ll take her out when we get back.”
    
 
   
    
     We leave Peggy asleep under the table, put a couple of bottles of water in a rucksack, and make our way to the end of the village and up into the hills beyond.
    
 
   
    
     “So,” I say, as we walk along hand in hand.
     
    
     “How are your illustrations coming along?”
    
 
   
    
     “Fine.
     
    
     I just hope Stan likes them.”
    
 
   
    
     “How old did you say he was?”
    
 
   
    
     “Eighty-three.”
    
 
   
    
     “Just shows you’re never too old to write,” I muse.
    
 
   
    
     It’s a beautiful day, perfect for walking because the sun isn’t too hot and there’s a gentle breeze blowing off the hills.
     
    
     After an hour or so we find a flat stone to sit on and stop for a drink of water.
     
    
     And all the while I’m wondering if an email has come in from Rudolph Hill.
    
 
   
    
     Impatient of sitting still, I stand up and pull Ellen to her feet.
     
    
     “Come on, time to go.”
    
 
   
    
     Our pace picks up on the way back.
     
    
     As we approach the house we see Mick in his front garden.
    
 
   
    
     “Hello, Mick,” I say, going over.
     
    
     “How’s your wife?”
    
 
   
    
     “Not well,” he says.
     
    
     He shakes his head wearily.
     
    
     “Depression is a terrible thing.”
    
 
   
    
     “Perhaps I could go and see her,” Ellen offers.
     
    
     “Have a chat with her.”
    
 
   
    
     “She doesn’t really like to chat.”
    
 
   
    
     “Read to her, then.
     
    
     Would she like that, do you think?”
    
 
   
    
     “It’s very kind of you but she isn’t comfortable around people.
     
    
     She doesn’t even like family visiting.
     
    
     She’s all right with Mrs. Jeffries, though.”
    
 
   
    
     “Well, if you ever feel like you need a break or a beer, you know where we are,” I tell him.
    
 
   
    
     “Thanks.”
     
    
     There’s an awkward pause.
     
    
     “I better go and see if she wants anything,” he says, turning toward his front door.
    
 
   
    
     We cross over the road to our house.
    
 
   
    
     “I just thought she might like some younger company than Mrs. Jeffries,” Ellen says.
    
 
   
    
     “Unfortunately, when you’re depressed, you end up cutting yourself off from the entire world,” I reply, and because she knows something of what I went through in the years following Layla’s disappearance, she gives my hand a sympathetic squeeze.
     
    
     In comparison to Mick’s wife—I realize that we don’t even know her name—who lost her two sons and her health, I feel slightly ashamed that Layla’s disappearance affected me so badly.
    
 
   
    
     Peggy is awake so I take her for her walk and when we get back, she heads for her basket and I head to my office.
     
    
     The first thing I do is check my emails.
     
    
     There are plenty of new ones and I run my eye down them quickly.
     
    
     But there isn’t one from Rudolph Hill and I feel frustrated by his silence.
    
 
   
    
     I decide to take the bull by the horns.
    
 
   
     
      I think we should meet
     , I write, knowing he’ll never agree. 
    
     And unbelievably, a reply comes straight back.
    
 
   
     
      So do I
     
 
   
    
     I stare at the screen, my skin prickling at the image of a faceless person sitting patiently in front of a computer for the last four days, waiting for me to get back to them.
     
    
     I pull my mind together.
     
    
     Time to reel him in.
    
 
   
    
     Where?
    
 
   
     
      You have the address
     
 
   
    
     My heart thuds dully.
     
    
     The cottage.
     
    
     Had there been someone there yesterday, secretly watching me?
     
    
     Would they have shown themselves if that man hadn’t come along?
     
    
     Had they watched me leave, happy to have lured me there for nothing?
    
 
   
     
      When?
      
    
     I write.
    
 
   
     
      Tomorrow
     
 
   
    
     What time?
    
 
   
     
      4 p.m.
     
 
   
    
     Should I mention Layla, see what he says when I ask him to bring her with him, as if I believe he’s genuine?
     
    
     In the end, I simply tell him that I’ll be there.
    
 
   
    
     After dinner, I tell Ellen I’ve had Grant on the phone and need to go back and see him.
    
 
   
    
     “Tomorrow,” I add.
     
    
     “You don’t mind, do you?”
    
 
   
    
     “Of course I don’t,” she says.
     
    
     “He’s your client, you need to keep him happy.”
    
 
   
    
     “I need to keep you happy too,” I say, going over and putting my arms around her.
    
 
   
    
     “Then how about we go up to bed?”
     
    
     she murmurs.
    
 
   
    
     I nuzzle her neck, about to agree, when my eyes fall on the family of Russian dolls standing on the side behind her.
    
 
   
    
     “I wish I could,” I sigh, removing my arms and stepping away from her.
     
    
     “But I need to go back out to the office and prepare a couple of things for the meeting.”
     
    
     Her face falls with disappointment.
     
    
     “I’ll try not to be too long,” I promise, eyeing the Russian dolls balefully, wondering how it’s possible for them to emasculate me just by being there.
     
    
     Tomorrow, I tell myself, tomorrow I’ll know who wants me to think that Layla is alive.
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       TWENTY
      
 
   
      
       BEFORE
      
 
   
    
     I told the police so many lies.
     
    
     I hadn’t wanted to use the toilet, we hadn’t been eating in the car, we had no rubbish to throw away.
     
    
     I didn’t tell you to lock the doors as I got out of the car, I didn’t promise to hurry and, after, I didn’t drive the car back up to the toilet block so that you wouldn’t have to walk all the way back in the dark.
    
 
   
    
     Some things came back to me.
     
    
     I remembered that when I went into the toilet block, I passed a man coming out, that was never a lie.
     
    
     I remembered hearing the car drive off, the one that had been parked outside, and seeing the truck drive down the slip road, those weren’t lies either.
     
    
     But I couldn’t recall those vital minutes before walking into the toilet block.
    
 
   
    
     Under interrogation, I told the police that we’d been blissfully happy the whole time we were in Meg
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       TWENTY-ONE
      
 
   
      
       NOW
      
 
   
    
     On my way to St. Mary’s, I stop off at my bank in Exeter and access my safety deposit box to get the keys to the cottage.
     
    
     It’s hard opening the wooden casket because Layla’s jewelry is there and a thousand images rush through my mind, of her slipping the silver bracelet onto her wrist, of her arms around my neck when I gave her the gold watch, of the sudden glimpses I’d get of her earrings when she threw back her head in laughter.
     
    
     I close the box on my memories, and with the keys safely in my pocket, I leave the bank and drive to Sidmouth, where I sit with a pint and a sandwich in a caf
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     I’m going to have to finish this letter, Layla, because Harry is coming to pick me up to take me to the flat in London.
     
    
     I’m leaving the cottage, you see.
     
    
     You’ve been gone for six months now.
     
    
     I’m not giving up on you, please don’t think that.
     
    
     It’s just too hard being here without you.
    
 
   
    
     Now that you’ve read my letter, I hope you’ll understand how sorry I am for what happened that night and find it in your heart to forgive me.
     
    
     I’ll be close by, waiting for you.
     
    
     If I move on from London, Harry will always know where I am.
     
    
     So come and find me, Layla, and when you do, we’ll get married.
    
 
   
    
     I’m leaving you a ring, the ring I was going to give you on your twentieth birthday, when I asked you to marry me.
     
    
     I love you.
     
    
     I always have, I always will.
     
    
     No matter how long you are gone, I’ll never stop loving you.
    
 
   
    
     Finn
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     I should never have gone back to St. Mary’s.
     
    
     If I hadn’t, it wouldn’t have come to this.
     
    
     I blame Finn.
     
    
     If he hadn’t decided to marry Ellen, I would have stayed away.
    
 
   
    
     The truth is, I could have returned to the cottage any number of times over the years; I had the keys.
     
    
     But I hadn’t, because it had been enough to know that Finn had never sold it.
     
    
     In my mind—and I’m the first to admit that my mind isn’t what it used to be—it meant that he wanted to hang on to a vestige of our life together.
     
    
     But about to embark on a new life with Ellen, the thought that he might sell the cottage without me ever seeing it again was unbearable.
    
 
   
    
     After, as I sat on the station platform, my heart beating crazily from the near-miss with Thomas, it seemed incredible that I had just risked everything for a fleeting look at the place where I’d spent a relatively short amount of time.
     
    
     But I had been happy there.
     
    
     That’s not to say I’m not happy now, because I am, happier than I deserve to be.
     
    
     All I’d wanted was a glimpse of a past long gone.
     
    
     But Fate had been waiting for me in the form of Thomas.
     
    
     It was only when he’d come hobbling toward me, saying “Layla, is that you?”
     
    
     his rheumy eyes wide with surprise, that I realized my mistake.
     
    
     How could I have known he would still be around?
     
    
     He’d already seemed ancient all those years ago.
    
 
   
    
     Even then, I could have saved the situation.
     
    
     I could have bluffed my way out of it, told Thomas that he was mistaken.
     
    
     But lost in the past, I forgot that I no longer look like I used to.
     
    
     So what had given me away?
     
    
     As I’d stared, mesmerized, at the cottage, had I reverted to my old way of standing, my left hand grasping my right elbow?
     
    
     Or, as I remembered the life I used to have, had the look on my face betrayed me?
     
    
     Whichever it was, Thomas seemed to know it was me.
    
 
   
    
     Stupidly, I turned and ran, no doubt confirming his suspicions.
     
    
     I found myself back at the station, my heart pounding with fear at the thought that Finn might find out I was alive.
     
    
     I tried to calm the agitation I felt.
     
    
     Even if Thomas were to tell the police that he’d seen me, they probably wouldn’t believe him.
     
    
     Even if he somehow managed to contact Finn, he would probably dismiss it as the ramblings of an old man.
     
    
     I was glad he would never know.
     
    
     I tried to imagine how he would feel.
     
    
     Happy in his new life with Ellen, it would surely be the worst possible news.
    
 
   
    
     But then I remembered the way the cottage had looked.
     
    
     I’d expected to find it neglected, abandoned, yet there had been flowers in the garden and geraniums at the windows.
     
    
     If Finn had been tending it for all these years, maybe it was because he harbored a 
     hope that one day, I’d come back.
     
    
     I knew that he loved Ellen—how could he fail to when she was perfect?
     
    
     But if I were to suddenly reappear, what then?
     
    
     Was it possible that after all these years, Finn still loved me?
     
    
     If it came down to it, would he choose me over Ellen?
     
    
     Surely he wouldn’t—but what if he did?
    
 
   
    
     In that instant, everything changed.
     
    
     Suddenly, my greatest fear wasn’t that Finn would find out I was alive, but that he wouldn’t.
     
    
     If my return was what he had been hoping for all these years, didn’t I owe it to him to let him know I was alive?
     
    
     Before he went ahead and married Ellen?
     
    
     Before it was too late?
     
    
     Recognizing the danger of false hope, I reminded myself of all I’d achieved and everything I’d be risking if I chose to come back now.
     
    
     But the need for Finn to know I was alive wouldn’t go away.
    
 
   
    
     I needed to be careful.
     
    
     I couldn’t just walk back into his life, not without being sure that he wanted me to.
     
    
     My reappearance needed to be a gradual thing, a possibility before it became a reality.
     
    
     And it would only become a reality if he wanted it to.
    
 
   
    
     But how could I let him know I was alive without anyone else knowing?
     
    
     Agitated, I rubbed my thumb backward and forward over the smooth contours of my little Russian doll, the one that had belonged to Ellen, seeking solace.
     
    
     For the first time, it didn’t bring me comfort.
     
    
     Instead, it gave me an idea.
    
 
   
    
     The train for Cheltenham came in and without a moment’s hesitation, I got on it.
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     It’s a while before I’m able to make my way back down Pharos Hill to where I left the car.
     
    
     I feel disorientated, as if I’ve been taken from a life I knew and plunged into an alien, parallel world.
     
    
     When I finally accepted that Layla—because it had to be her—had been, and gone, that I might only have missed her by a matter of minutes, I’d gone back to the wooden bench, remembering the last time I’d been there, the day of her ceremony, and how I’d pleaded with her—
     Look, Layla, we have put up a bench in your memory so if you aren’t dead, please give me some sort of sign that you’re still alive.
     
    
     But she never had.
     
    
     Until now.
    
 
   
    
     There’s no way I can drive back to Simonsbridge, to Ellen, not 
     in this state, so I find a small hotel and check in.
     
    
     Then, from my room, I phone Ellen to tell her I won’t be coming home tonight.
    
 
   
    
     “Are you all right?”
     
    
     she asks.
     
    
     “Your voice is all over the place.”
    
 
   
    
     “Migraine starting.
     
    
     Which is why I’d rather not drive.”
    
 
   
    
     “Poor you,” she says, sympathetically.
     
    
     “How did it go with Grant?”
    
 
   
    
     “Fine.
     
    
     Problem solved.”
    
 
   
    
     “Good.
     
    
     Have you taken painkillers?”
    
 
   
    
     “Yes.”
    
 
   
    
     “Maybe you should go to bed, lie down at least.”
    
 
   
    
     “I’m going to.
     
    
     I’ll see you in the morning.”
    
 
   
    
     I hang up, already knowing I’m not going to tell her that Layla is alive, not yet.
     
    
     I can’t add “not until I’m sure” because I am sure, 100 percent sure.
     
    
     I can’t think of anyone Layla would have told about the tree stump shaped like a Russian doll on Pharos Hill.
     
    
     Layla is definitely alive.
     
    
     And I feel terrified—for her, for Ellen, for myself.
    
 
   
    
     I check my emails, hoping there’ll be one from the Rudolph Hill address, from Layla.
     
    
     There isn’t.
     
    
     Which means the ball is squarely in my court.
     
    
     Because it’s still a game—the only thing that’s changed is that it’s Layla who’s playing it.
     
    
     Why?
     
    
     Why is she hiding?
     
    
     And where has she been for all these years?
    
 
   
    
     Unable to sit, I pace up and down the hotel room.
     
    
     I think about phoning Tony, telling him everything.
     
    
     At first, he’ll probably think as I had, that somebody is playing me.
     
    
     But once he adds it all up, including Thomas’s sighting of her, he’ll come to the same conclusion as me, that Layla is alive.
     
    
     What then?
     
    
     Well, he’ll close the net on her and she’ll eventually be found.
     
    
     But I can’t let that happen without knowing what the implications will be.
     
    
     Will Tony be able to protect her, at least for a while?
     
    
     Once it gets out that she’s back, the media will be all over her, hounding her, wanting to know her story.
     
    
     Could she be charged 
     with something, perverting the course of justice, maybe?
     
    
     Unless she was being held against her will for all these years, she must have heard the appeals for her to get in contact, to let someone know she was safe.
     
    
     What if she’s sent to prison?
     
    
     Maybe that’s what she’s scared of, why she is hiding.
     
    
     If she is back, what will happen to her?
    
 
   
    
     In the end, I decide to send an email, not to Tony but to Layla, just to let her know that I finally understood what she meant.
    
 
   
     
      I worked it out, Layla.
      
     
      I went to Pharos Hill, I found the Russian doll.
     
 
   
     
      You should have waited.
     
 
   
    
     But she doesn’t reply and eventually, I fall into an exhausted sleep.
    
 
   
    
     I’m reluctant to leave the next morning.
     
    
     I feel close to Layla here in Devon.
     
    
     Yet reason tells me this isn’t where she’s hiding.
     
    
     The Russian dolls that she’s been able to leave with such ease mean she’s more likely to be somewhere nearer to Simonsbridge, Cheltenham maybe.
     
    
     The fact that Ellen saw her there lends weight to this, and I wonder about stopping off on my way home and spending a couple of hours walking around the town.
     
    
     But I doubt I’d see her in the street, or through a shop window, or sitting in a caf
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     It was right that Ellen should find the first Russian doll.
     
    
     After all, it was hers, the one that had gone missing from her set when we were children.
     
    
     I hadn’t stolen it, as she’d thought, but when it eventually turned up a few years later, at the bottom of our old toy chest, I kept it.
     
    
     I’m not sure why I didn’t just give it back to her.
     
    
     Maybe I was worried she would say I must have stolen it after all, maybe I thought it no longer held any importance for her.
     
    
     But now that it was back in Ellen’s possession, I felt bereft.
     
    
     I hadn’t realized how much I relied on it, how often my right hand strayed to it in times of stress.
     
    
     Without it, I felt vulnerable, unprotected.
     
    
     I no longer had 
     mine—I’d lost it in the picnic area in Fonches.
     
    
     So I searched the Internet for Russian dolls, in order to replace it.
    
 
   
    
     I hadn’t realized there were so many different sets, comprising any number of dolls, and I flew through the images, panic-stricken that I wouldn’t find the one Ellen and I had had, because it had to be exactly the same, painted in the exact shades of yellow and red, with exactly the same face.
     
    
     And like a mother who recognizes her child in a photo of hundreds, I found it, its little eyes staring back at me from the screen.
     
    
     I had to buy the full set to have it, but it didn’t matter.
    
 
   
    
     I kept trying to work out how Finn must have felt when Ellen showed him the doll she’d found.
     
    
     Maybe he hadn’t felt anything, maybe he’d forgotten the story I’d told him.
     
    
     If he had, the Russian doll wouldn’t have held any significance for him.
     
    
     Even if he hadn’t forgotten, he might have dismissed its appearance as a coincidence.
     
    
     Unless he knew that Thomas had seen me.
     
    
     But did he?
     
    
     I had no way of knowing.
     
    
     Maybe Thomas hadn’t bothered to tell the police, maybe he had but they hadn’t bothered to tell Finn.
    
 
   
    
     The thought that despite leaving my precious Russian doll outside the house, Finn still might not know I was back, itched away at me.
     
    
     Instead of ignoring it, I scratched at it until it became a wound.
     
    
     And instead of leaving it to scab over, I picked at it until it began to fester.
     
    
     I couldn’t let it go.
     
    
     If Finn didn’t know I’d been at the cottage, if nobody had told him, the Russian doll wouldn’t mean anything.
    
 
   
    
     In a panic, I went back to the Internet and ordered ten more sets of Russian dolls.
     
    
     When they arrived, I went a bit mad, unscrewing the wooden corpses as fast as I could to get to the smallest ones, leaving dissected bodies littering the floor around me.
     
    
     As I cradled the ten little Russian dolls in my hands, I felt all-powerful.
    
 
   
    
     Once I started leaving them for Finn to find, he wouldn’t doubt that I was back.
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     I know I should do as Ruby suggested and send Layla an email making things clear, telling her that I’ve moved on, that I’m going to marry Ellen in September.
     
    
     But it’s not what I want.
    
 
   
    
     I take the Russian doll out of my pocket, the one from the tree stump on Pharos Hill, and stand it on my desk.
     
    
     Knowing I was so near to Layla is hard.
     
    
     If only I’d understood sooner.
     
    
     Now, if she doesn’t get back in contact, I’ll never find her.
     
    
     She must be living under a new identity because how could she have a bank account, a job, without one?
     
    
     And she must have a job, because how would she manage for money otherwise?
     
    
     Unless she isn’t alone.
    
 
   
    
     Unsettled, I take out my phone and open my emails.
     
    
     I scan them quickly and see that one has come in from Rudolph Hill.
     
    
     Taking a breath, I open it.
    
 
   
     
      Do you believe that it’s me now?
     
 
   
    
     I reply quickly: 
     Yes
    
 
   
     
      I went to the cottage
     
 
   
     
      I found your letter, Finn
     
 
   
     
      You told me to come and find you
     
 
   
    
     I have no idea what to respond.
     
    
     I should ask her where she is, if she’s all right, if she needs help.
     
    
     But now that she’s mentioned the letter, I’m wary of continuing the conversation, worried where it might lead.
     
    
     So I wait, hoping she’ll send another email.
     
    
     But she doesn’t.
    
 
   
    
     Feeling restless, I take the three Russian dolls that I found from my drawer and stand them alongside the one from the tree stump.
     
    
     Quadruplets.
     
    
     Ruby’s right, I think, scooping them up and putting them away again.
     
    
     This isn’t the work of someone who is sound of mind.
     
    
     I should phone Tony, ask his advice.
     
    
     But not yet, not until I know what Layla wants.
    
 
   
    
     It’s hard to get down to work but despite having one eye out for an email coming in, I manage to cast an eye over some new Requests For Proposal.
     
    
     Ellen comes to get me for lunch and we listen to some jazz while we eat the p
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     The trouble was, I couldn’t see inside Finn’s head.
     
    
     Despite the two Russian dolls that I’d left for him to find—one on the wall outside the house, another on his car—despite letting Ellen catch a glimpse of me in Cheltenham, which personally, I thought was a stroke of genius—maybe he was still refusing to believe I was back.
     
    
     Perhaps he didn’t want to believe it.
     
    
     He was going to marry Ellen and no amount of Russian dolls was going to change that.
     
    
     Anyway, didn’t she deserve him after all the sacrifices she’d made?
    
 
   
    
     So I tried to let go.
     
    
     And I might have managed to if I hadn’t returned to the cottage, this time to go inside to take a keepsake of our time together there.
     
    
     The keys to the cottage were the only thing 
     I’d had with me the night I’d disappeared, because they were in the pocket of my jeans, the jeans I’d been wearing the day we left St. Mary’s.
    
 
   
    
     I chose to arrive at lunchtime when there was less chance of being seen by Thomas.
     
    
     Like the previous time, I passed unnoticed out of the station.
     
    
     My steps quickened as I walked toward the cottage and as I approached, the past dug its claws in deeper, dragging me back to before, so that when I arrived at the gate, I fully expected Finn to fling open the blue front door, worried that I’d taken so long to come back from my walk to the village.
     
    
     When he didn’t, I thought he must be in the garden, so I let myself in.
     
    
     Lost in the past, I was surprised to find the key hard to turn in the lock, the door difficult to open, as if something was holding it shut.
     
    
     Maybe Finn had put a bag of rubbish there, to take out to the bin later.
    
 
   
    
     I pushed the door harder, shoving whatever was behind it out of the way, and stepped into the hall.
     
    
     And the past, having had its fun with me, tossed me right back into the present.
     
    
     Disorientated, I stared at the mail piled up behind the door, yellow with age, trying to understand, because it seemed so at odds with the flowers in the garden.
     
    
     Even if Finn only came by once a month to keep the cottage up to scratch, surely there shouldn’t be this much mail?
    
 
   
    
     Unwilling to accept what my eyes and nose were telling me—the stench of neglect was everywhere—I reached out and pushed open the kitchen door.
     
    
     A shower of dust fell from it and as I stood on the threshold looking in, it was hard to make sense of what I was seeing.
     
    
     Inch-thick dust covered every available surface and cobwebs hung from the beamed ceiling in shrouds.
     
    
     It eventually sunk in.
     
    
     Finn hadn’t been looking after the cottage, waiting for my return.
     
    
     How could I have ever thought that he would?
     
    
     He hadn’t been hoping that I would come back.
     
    
     I could stop leaving little Russian dolls for him to find.
     
    
     I wasn’t going to get the past back, I wasn’t going to be able to come out of the darkness and into 
     the light.
     
    
     I was going to have to spend the rest of my life in subterfuge, hiding my true self away from the world.
    
 
   
    
     Devastated, my eyes swept around the kitchen.
     
    
     Something caught my eye: a slightly raised rectangular shape on the table, something there under the dust.
     
    
     As if in a trance, I walked over and picked it up, exposing the brown wood surface of the table beneath.
     
    
     It was a letter, the envelope covered in the dust of a thousand years.
     
    
     I studied it for a moment, wondering why it wasn’t lying in the hall with the rest of the mail.
     
    
     I ran my finger across the front of it, dislodging the powdery film, and saw that the envelope had been handwritten, not typed, the ink so faded I could barely make out what it said.
     
    
     I held it up to the light streaming in through the window.
     
    
     There was just one word—Layla.
    
 
   
    
     I don’t know how long I stood there, staring at the letter Finn had left for me, because I recognized his handwriting.
     
    
     Eventually, the terrible shaking that had taken hold of me when I first saw my name on the envelope drove me to put it into my bag, terrified that the letter, fragile with age, would disintegrate in my hands before I’d had a chance to read it.
     
    
     What did it say, this letter that Finn had left me all those years ago?
     
    
     Was it a letter of warning, never to go near him again, to not seek him out, in the event that I did turn up?
     
    
     Or was it a letter of a different kind?
    
 
   
    
     Aware of time passing, I left the cottage quickly, pulling the door closed behind me, then locking it, glad there was no sign of Thomas.
     
    
     As I hurried toward the station, I slipped my hand into my pocket and closed my fingers around the little Russian doll, one of the new ones, trying to calm my racing heart.
     
    
     When I arrived, I walked to the end of the platform, where there was less chance of somebody trying to strike up a conversation with me.
     
    
     Not only was I incapable of talking, I didn’t want a friendly local asking me why I’d come to St. Mary’s, or a tourist telling me where I should go to next.
     
    
     But the family of four I walked past were too wrapped 
     up in themselves to take any notice of me, as were the young couple sitting on the only bench, his arm around her shoulders, reminding me painfully of how Finn and I used to be.
    
 
   
    
     Eventually, the train came in.
     
    
     The end carriage was mercifully empty and I chose a seat at the back, where I was less likely to be disturbed at subsequent stations.
     
    
     And then, as carefully as my trembling fingers would allow, I unsealed the envelope and gently pulled out the sheets of paper.
     
    
     My heart was in my mouth as I unfolded the pages, and as I did, something slid out and onto my lap.
     
    
     Looking down, I found myself staring at a ring.
    
 
   
    
     I picked it up.
     
    
     It was gold, with a solitary diamond, like an engagement ring.
     
    
     My breath caught in my chest.
     
    
     I felt dizzy, sick.
     
    
     My vision blurred, and fearing I was going to pass out, I forced air into my lungs.
     
    
     The breath that escaped was huge.
     
    
     It shook the whole of my body so violently that the letter slid to the floor.
     
    
     Scared that the ring would too, and that I would never find it, I tried to slide it onto my finger.
     
    
     It was too big for my ring finger so I jammed it onto the middle one.
     
    
     It fit perfectly.
     
    
     And then I stooped down, rescued the letter from the floor and unfolded it.
    
 
   
    
     The words danced before my eyes.
     
    
     It was a while before I could focus on them and as I read, my whole world, the one I had created for myself, came crashing down around me.
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     Since the email from Layla yesterday, I haven’t been able to relax, which is why I’m out for a run.
     
    
     It was the capital letters that did it.
     
    
     They creeped me out.
     
    
     I’d felt threatened, which is stupid, I know.
     
    
     And now I keep wondering what will happen if Layla suddenly appears on the doorstep.
    
 
   
    
     Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if she did.
     
    
     Sometimes I go as far as imagining it—hearing the ring of the doorbell, going into the hall, opening the door, seeing her standing there.
     
    
     But I can’t imagine giving her a hug, ushering into the hall, then into the kitchen where Ellen is waiting.
     
    
     What I can imagine is taking her in my arms and never letting her go.
     
    
     Or taking her by the hand 
     and leading her far, far away from everyone and everything.
     
    
     That’s what makes me afraid.
    
 
   
    
     I arrive at the fence that borders the back of our garden and jump over it onto the lawn.
     
    
     I stand for a moment, breathing heavily, stretching my calf muscles, then take out my phone to check my emails.
     
    
     There’s nothing from Layla, probably because I haven’t replied to her last message, the one where she said she’d found me.
     
    
     I feel I owe her a reply, even if it’s only to tell her to stay away from me, from us, from Ellen and me.
     
    
     But that seems a bit harsh considering we’re her family.
     
    
     So I reply: 
     I’m glad you have.
    
 
   
    
     I don’t want to bump into Ellen so I decide to delay my shower and go to my office instead.
     
    
     I log on to my computer and sit there, waiting.
     
    
     A few minutes later, an email comes in.
    
 
   
     
      Have you told Ellen I’m alive?
     
 
   
    
     Truth or lie?
     
    
     Because I’m on uncharted territory, I go for the truth.
    
 
   
     
      No, not yet.
     
 
   
     
      Why not?
     
 
   
     
      Because I want to know where you’ve been for all these years first.
     
 
   
     
      I shouldn’t have come back
     
 
   
     
      What do you mean?
     
 
   
     
      You’re going to marry Ellen
     
 
   
    
     My fingers pick out letters of their own accord so it’s only when I’m about to press 
     SEND that I realize what I’ve written.
     
    
     Snatching my hands away, I push my chair back abruptly, putting distance between me and the keyboard.
     
    
     I take a moment, then 
     reach down with one finger and press the delete button until the three little words—
     No, I’m not—disappear.
     
    
     I need to reply something, but what?
     
    
     Something benign.
    
 
   
     
      How are you?
      
     
      Are you OK?
     
 
   
     
      Maybe we should meet
     
 
   
    
     I feel a prickle of something like danger.
     
    
     Or maybe it’s excitement.
    
 
   
     
      When?
     
 
   
     
      I’ll let you know
     
 
   
    
     I stare at the screen in frustration.
     
    
     Maybe it’s the fact that she suggested we meet but suddenly I miss her, I miss the Layla I knew twelve years ago.
     
    
     I miss the way we were together.
     
    
     It’s so different from the way I am with Ellen.
     
    
     With Layla, there were highs and lows; with Ellen, everything is constant.
     
    
     There are no ups and downs.
     
    
     We never argue—but we don’t laugh either, not like I laughed with Layla.
     
    
     I tell myself it’s because we’re older but I know that it isn’t.
     
    
     Ellen is more—I search for the word and when I realize I was going to use “boring,” I quickly substitute it for serious, ashamed at myself.
     
    
     I’ll be all right once I’ve seen Layla, I tell myself.
     
    
     When I see her, I’ll explain that I’m now with Ellen, that it’s Ellen I love, and everything will be all right.
    
 
   
    
     Another email comes in.
     
    
     I open it, thinking she’s going to tell me when we can meet.
    
 
   
     
      I’M WEARING YOUR RING, FINN
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       TWENTY-NINE
      
 
   
      
       LAYLA
      
 
   
    
     The words went round and round in my head and the train picked them up, taunting me with them as it trundled along—there’d been no need to run that night, there’d been no need to run.
     
    
     If I hadn’t disappeared, it would have been all right.
     
    
     But I’d thought he was going to kill me.
    
 
   
    
     I should never have told him that I’d slept with someone else.
     
    
     But he knew something was wrong and he kept trying to find out why I’d been so quiet since my return from London.
     
    
     At first he thought I was homesick, or missing Ellen, and the mention of Ellen had made me cry, because of course I was missing her.
     
    
     But it compounded the guilt I felt, because Ellen would have been horrified at 
     what I’d done.
     
    
     If she’d met someone like Finn, she would never have betrayed him, she would have loved him and cherished him and thanked God every waking moment that she’d found a good, kind, and decent man, as different as possible from our father in every single way.
     
    
     At least that’s what I’d thought, until I saw a side of him I hadn’t known existed.
    
 
   
    
     I knew that he’d had a fight with Harry, that he’d beaten Harry quite badly, but I had no idea how explosive his temper could actually be until that night.
     
    
     It all happened so fast.
     
    
     One minute I was sitting next to him in the car at Fonches, a little scared at what I’d just told him but proud that I’d been honest with him, the next I thought I was about to die.
     
    
     I didn’t recognize the man who dragged me out of the car and shook me until my teeth rattled.
     
    
     The look in his eyes as he yelled he would never forgive me, and my inability to reach him, to break through his rage, was terrifying.
     
    
     I didn’t see him, I saw my father, and when he drew back his arm and I saw his clenched fist, I felt myself being dragged into some dark and sinister place.
     
    
     Maybe I passed out through sheer terror because the next thing I knew, I was lying on the ground next to the car.
     
    
     There was no sign of Finn, and I was so convinced he was going to kill me that I thought he’d gone to look for a weapon—a branch from a tree, a discarded iron bar—to finish me off with.
     
    
     And so I ran.
    
 
   
    
     I know the reason for his anger now.
     
    
     I know what happened with Siobhan, his girlfriend in Ireland, he explained it in his letter.
     
    
     I also know that he would have forgiven me for what I did.
     
    
     The desolation I felt was terrible.
     
    
     If I hadn’t run away, we would be together.
     
    
     No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get past the fact that the last twelve years had been for nothing.
     
    
     NOTHING!!!
     
    
     Scared that the despair I felt would take me back to where I’d been before, I tried to rein it in.
     
    
     I took deep breaths, told myself that everything 
     would be all right.
     
    
     But how could it be when Finn was with Ellen now?
    
 
   
    
     It had never occurred to me that he would marry Ellen.
     
    
     I didn’t doubt that he loved her but I didn’t believe he loved her as much as he’d loved me.
     
    
     I felt betrayed.
     
    
     I reminded myself that I had betrayed him first.
     
    
     Finn had moved on and I needed to accept it.
     
    
     But I couldn’t; memories of the life I used to have wouldn’t leave me alone.
     
    
     I wanted that life, not the one I had now.
     
    
     By rights, Finn was mine.
     
    
     MINE!
     
    
     Layla’s, not Ellen’s.
     
    
     Not Ellen’s, Layla’s.
     
    
     I felt feverish, sick.
     
    
     Now, more than ever, I needed Finn to know I was back.
    
 
   
    
     I started sending him emails.
     
    
     I didn’t use my name because if I had, Finn would have thought they were coming from someone pretending to be me.
     
    
     He did anyway.
     
    
     I was stunned that he hadn’t understood the significance of the email address—I’d chosen it especially so that he would know my true identity.
     
    
     The Russian doll that I managed to leave, at huge risk, on the plate at The Jackdaw, only compounded his belief that someone was pretending to be me.
     
    
     And I realized that the only way he would believe I was back was if I lured him to the cottage and he saw that the letter had gone.
    
 
   
    
     I could have told him that I’d found it, and saved him a trip.
     
    
     But then I realized that he still wouldn’t know it was me, because sometime over the past twelve years, anyone could have got hold of my keys and taken the letter.
     
    
     It was imperative that he worked out the email address by himself, that he got to the truth by himself.
     
    
     I made a pact; if he couldn’t work out what Rudolph Hill referred to, I would disappear again and let him get on with his life with Ellen.
     
    
     But if he worked it out—well, it would be the start of a whole new chapter.
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       THIRTY
      
 
   
      
       FINN
      
 
   
    
     I sit on the edge of the bed, staring at Ellen’s clothes through the open wardrobe door, noticing for the first time that almost everything is gray—different shades of gray, maybe, but gray nonetheless.
     
    
     There are a few items in other pastels but nothing like the vibrant colors Layla used to wear.
     
    
     My eyes drop to Ellen’s shoes, neatly arranged in two rows at the bottom of the wardrobe, all of them with the same-sized heel, and I feel suddenly stifled at the uniformity of it all.
    
 
   
    
     Ellen is downstairs so I take out my phone and look at the latest email I received from Layla.
     
    
     I haven’t replied to it yet.
     
    
     It’s 
     a tough one.
     
    
     I mean, what am I meant to reply when she asks if I’m happy she’s wearing my ring?
    
 
   
    
     The truth is, I feel a bit emotional at the thought of her wearing it.
     
    
     But I can’t tell her that.
    
 
   
     
      It’s yours, I bought it for you
     , I reply.
 
   
     
      Did you buy one for Ellen?
     
 
   
    
     I think of the little silver knot ring I gave to Ellen after I asked her to marry me.
     
    
     I hadn’t bought her a traditional engagement ring because that wasn’t who she was, unlike Layla, who’d loved anything that glittered.
     
    
     Nevertheless, I decide to sidestep her question.
    
 
   
     
      Do you still want to meet?
     
 
   
     
      Is Ellen wearing your ring?
     
 
   
     
      Yes.
      
     
      Do you still want to meet?
     
 
   
     
      I shouldn’t have come back
     
 
   
     
      What do you mean?
     
 
   
     
      It’s too late
     
 
   
     
      No, it isn’t.
      
     
      It’s never too late.
     
 
   
     
      It is.
      
     
      You’re with Ellen now
     
 
   
     
      We need to talk, Layla.
     
 
   
    
     But she’s gone, leaving me as she’s left me before, hoping she’ll be back, not knowing if she will be.
    
 
   
    
     I go down to the kitchen.
    
 
   
    
     “I’ve made porridge,” Ellen says, looking up from the saucepan she’s stirring.
    
 
   
    
     “No, thanks,” I say shortly.
     
    
     “I’ll make myself some bacon.”
    
 
   
    
     “I’ll do it.”
    
 
   
    
     “It’s fine.”
     
    
     I move to the oven, take the grill pan out and clatter it onto the side.
    
 
   
    
     “Is everything alright?”
     
    
     Ellen asks.
    
 
   
    
     “Everything’s fine.”
    
 
   
    
     “It’s just—”
    
 
   
    
     “What?”
     
    
     I snap.
    
 
   
    
     “You seem on edge.”
    
 
   
    
     “Just because I don’t want to eat your damn porridge?”
     
    
     She looks at me, hurt.
     
    
     “Sorry,” I say, hating that I’m taking my frustration out on her, hating that Layla is coming between us.
    
 
   
    
     “Is it Grant?”
     
    
     Ellen asks.
    
 
   
    
     “Another client.
     
    
     I’m just a bit under pressure, that’s all.”
    
 
   
    
     “Maybe you can talk to Harry when he comes for lunch tomorrow.”
    
 
   
    
     We eat our breakfast in near-silence.
     
    
     I can’t stop thinking about Layla, about where she might be, if she’s somewhere close by, and I realize she’s consuming me just as she consumed me all those years ago.
    
 
   
    
     “I thought I’d do pork,” Ellen is saying.
     
    
     “If you could get me some apples, I’ll make a sauce to go with it.”
    
 
   
    
     It takes me a moment to realize she’s still talking about lunch with Harry.
     
    
     “I’ll get them now,” I say, getting to my feet.
    
 
   
    
     “There’s no rush.”
     
    
     Ellen’s voice follows me anxiously out of the back door.
     
    
     “Pork is all right, isn’t it?”
    
 
   
    
     “It’s fine,” I call back.
     
    
     But I can’t bring myself to turn around and smile at her.
    
 
   
    
     *
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       THIRTY-ONE
      
 
   
      
       LAYLA
      
 
   
    
     Finn did exactly what I thought he would.
     
    
     He automatically presumed I was talking about the cottage and went straight there, which was good, because I wanted him to know I’d found his letter.
     
    
     But I also needed to get him to Pharos Hill, so that he would know, without a doubt, that I was back, because I intended to leave a Russian doll on top of the tree stump, the one I used to tell him was shaped like a Russian doll.
     
    
     So I was glad when he finally worked out the significance of the email address I’d chosen.
     
    
     I doubted he’d been back to Pharos Hill since the day he put up a bench in my memory.
     
    
     What had it been like for him to realize that I’d been there earlier, 
     and had gone?
     
    
     Had it reminded him of the night I’d disappeared from his life?
    
 
   
    
     I’m not really wearing his ring.
     
    
     But sometimes I take it from where I’ve hidden it and slide it onto my ring finger, pretending it fits.
     
    
     And the bitterness comes, at twelve wasted years.
     
    
     It brings me so low I’m afraid I’ll go back to being what I was before, a nothing being, secret and soulless.
     
    
     It took me years of courage to move out of the shadows and into the light.
     
    
     I’m still a lesser being than I was before I disappeared.
     
    
     But at least I exist.
    
 
   
    
     I suppose it’s unfair to blame Finn.
     
    
     But the way I see it, if I hadn’t thought he was going to kill me that night, I wouldn’t have disappeared.
     
    
     Hence my aggressive email, telling him I’d found him.
     
    
     I wanted him to be afraid of me, as I was once afraid of him.
     
    
     I’m not sure why that is.
     
    
     But my emotions have always been volatile.
     
    
     Anyway, Finn replied that he was glad I’d found him.
     
    
     Now why would he say that if he truly loved Ellen?
    
 
   
    
     It brought me back to my original question, the one I asked myself as I sat on the platform at St. Mary’s, the day Thomas saw me.
     
    
     If it came down to it, would Finn choose Ellen over me?
     
    
     Or was it possible that he would choose me, and I would get my old life back?
    
 
   
    
     It was time to find out.
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       THIRTY-TWO
      
 
   
      
       FINN
      
 
   
    
     I push back my chair and put my bare feet up on the desk.
     
    
     They’re wet with dew from where I walked across the lawn ten minutes ago.
     
    
     It’s only six thirty but I couldn’t sleep.
     
    
     I feel as if I’ve reached some sort of crossroads with Layla; her declaration of love has thrown me.
    
 
   
    
     I look around my office, at the paintings on the walls.
     
    
     They are all of the sea in some shape or form.
     
    
     Layla chose the one that hangs on the wall behind the door.
     
    
     Because of its positioning, no one really sees it except me.
     
    
     I pull my feet from the desk and go over to it.
     
    
     There’s an anger to the sea that I’ve never been aware of before.
     
    
     My mind goes back to what Ruby 
     said, about the trail of Russian dolls being the work of someone unbalanced.
     
    
     Did Layla manage to disappear for so long because she had some sort of breakdown?
     
    
     Her mother died when she was just a young girl, her father was violent.
     
    
     To have experienced violence from me might have tipped her over the edge.
    
 
   
    
     And as always, not knowing is worse than knowing.
    
 
   
    
     I can’t stand it any longer.
     
    
     Going back to my desk, I send Layla an email.
    
 
   
     
      I really need to see you, Layla.
     
 
   
    
     The minutes tick by without a reply so an hour later, I send another.
    
 
   
     
      Please don’t disappear from my life again.
     
 
   
    
     Two hours later, just when I’ve given up all hope of ever hearing from her again, an email drops into my inbox.
     
    
     Thank you, thank you, God, I breathe, when I see the name Rudolph Hill.
     
    
     I open it quickly.
    
 
   
     
      Do you still love me?
     
 
   
    
     I stare at the screen.
     
    
     Of all the questions she could have asked, it’s the one I wouldn’t have wanted her to.
     
    
     It’s impossible to answer.
     
    
     If I say no, I’ll never hear from her again.
     
    
     Anyway, it would be a lie.
     
    
     I’ve never stopped loving her.
     
    
     But if I tell her that, what then?
     
    
     The pressure to reply is terrible.
     
    
     I take a gamble.
    
 
   
     
      Yes, of course I do.
      
     
      You were a huge part of my life.
     
 
   
     
      More than you love Ellen?
     
 
   
    
     Christ.
    
 
   
     
      The love I have for Ellen is different.
     
 
   
     
      I think you should tell her I’m back
     
 
   
     
      I want to see you first.
     
 
   
    
     There’s no immediate reply so I presume she’s mulling it over.
     
    
     Come on, just give me a time and a place, that’s all I want, just a time and a place.
     
    
     An email arrives.
    
 
   
     
      Tell Ellen that I’m back first
     
 
   
    
     I reply stubbornly: 
     No, not until I’ve seen you.
    
 
   
    
     It’s the wrong thing to say.
     
    
     There’s no answering email granting me my wish, no negotiating.
     
    
     Only silence.
    
 
   
    
     I leave my office and walk across to the house, breathing in the morning air.
     
    
     Ellen isn’t in the kitchen but the door to her office is open, so I move toward it, not to do as Layla asked but to reassure myself that if it came down to it, I would choose her over Layla.
     
    
     Engrossed in her work, she doesn’t realize I’m there so I watch her for a moment, absorbing her, reminding myself how lucky I am to have her.
     
    
     Sensing me there, she looks up and smiles.
    
 
   
    
     “To what do I owe this honor?”
     
    
     she teases, and I realize it’s usually her that comes to find me.
    
 
   
    
     “I wondered if you wanted breakfast.”
    
 
   
    
     “What time is it?”
    
 
   
    
     “Around ten, I suppose.”
    
 
   
    
     She puts down her pencil.
     
    
     “You were up early.
     
    
     I guessed you were in your office so I thought I’d get some work in until you surfaced.”
    
 
   
    
     “I couldn’t sleep.”
     
    
     I go over.
     
    
     “How are you getting on?”
    
 
   
    
     “Not too bad.
     
    
     Come and see my fairy glen.”
     
    
     She moves back from her drawing board, making room for me.
    
 
   
    
     “Ellen, this is beautiful,” I say, genuinely awed by her talent, because her attention to detail is incredible.
     
    
     “How many of these little creatures are there?”
    
 
   
    
     “Thirty-seven at last count but I still need to draw a few more.”
    
 
   
    
     “Not now,” I say, firmly.
     
    
     “We’re having breakfast first.”
    
 
   
    
     “I’ll make some eggs.”
    
 
   
    
     “Or we could go to The Jackdaw for a fry-up,” I say, suddenly hungry from being awake all night.
     
    
     “Ruby always does them during the holiday season.”
    
 
   
    
     “Good idea,” Ellen says.
     
    
     “It’ll make a nice change.”
    
 
   
    
     *
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       THIRTY-THREE
      
 
   
      
       LAYLA
      
 
   
    
     I know I should stop what I’m doing.
     
    
     I need to accept that Finn is with Ellen now.
     
    
     But something won’t let me.
    
 
   
    
     After my mother died, I used to hear her voice in my head.
     
    
     It was as if, in dying, she had left something of herself behind in me.
     
    
     Or maybe I couldn’t bear for her to be gone.
     
    
     I began to adopt some of her mannerisms and say things she would have said, which infuriated my father to no end and Ellen would have to protect me from his wrath.
     
    
     Our mother died from pneumonia, brought on by living in our freezing stone house in the most desolate part of Lewis and never seeing a doctor.
     
    
     But sometimes I dream that he murdered her and buried her body in a peaty bog where it would never be 
     found.
     
    
     I know it’s not true, though.
     
    
     It’s just my mind getting mixed up.
    
 
   
    
     It got mixed up a lot after I disappeared.
     
    
     But once I arrived at my place of refuge, I quickly adapted.
     
    
     I had to, for survival.
     
    
     I did what I had to do—I hid my true self, banished my true voice from my head and became the person I needed to be.
     
    
     Eventually, it led to a happiness I’d never imagined finding again.
     
    
     It wasn’t the same kind of happiness I had known in my previous life—how could it be when I wasn’t the same person, when I had to live in secret?
     
    
     But it was good, solid happiness, one I could have lived with for the rest of my life.
     
    
     Then Finn decided to marry Ellen and everything changed.
     
    
     My true voice started to come back.
     
    
     “You’re never going to get your old life back,” it taunted.
     
    
     “Finn loves Ellen now.”
    
 
   
    
     The other day I asked Finn if he loved me and he said that he did.
     
    
     “That may be,” said the voice.
     
    
     “But while Ellen is around, you’ll never get him back.”
     
    
     And I realized that the voice was right.
    
 
   
    
     I thought about what I could do.
     
    
     If Ellen left Finn of her own accord, it would make things easier.
     
    
     If she knew I was back, surely she would understand that Finn was rightfully mine and disappear from his life, as I had done all those years ago?
     
    
     It was a long shot, because I knew how hard she had worked to make Finn love her.
     
    
     But if I had to fight her for him, so be it.
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     Layla’s last message made me jumpy, like I was losing control.
     
    
     She’d made it sound like some kind of test.
     
    
     What was she thinking—that if I told Ellen she was back, Ellen would move out so that she could move in?
     
    
     Or that Ellen, sure of my love for her, would ask me to choose between them?
     
    
     But how could I?
     
    
     I feel terrible, because it should be simple.
    
 
   
    
     Looking over at Ellen as she gets dressed, I feel a stab of shame.
     
    
     I should have told her about Layla—but there’s no point now.
     
    
     A week has gone by since that last email and I haven’t heard anything since.
     
    
     I tell myself that it’s for the best.
     
    
     But how can I forget everything that has happened, go back to how I was 
     before?
     
    
     It will be the not-knowing all over again—not knowing where Layla is, not knowing where she was, not knowing why she came back, only to disappear again.
    
 
   
    
     “Is everything all right?”
     
    
     Ellen asks, and I realize I’ve been staring at her, except that I wasn’t seeing her, I was seeing Layla.
    
 
   
    
     “Yes, sorry.
     
    
     I was miles away.”
    
 
   
    
     “Well, now that I’ve got your attention, can I talk to you about something?”
     
    
     She pauses, pulls a gray vest top on and picks up a pair of pale gray jeans, and I guess she’s going to ask me about plans for our wedding, because with it less than three months away, we need to get down to the technicalities, who we’re inviting and where we’re holding the reception.
     
    
     I had thought of holding it at The Jackdaw but something tells me Ellen is expecting more than steak and chips, and that the wedding isn’t going to be the simple affair I’d hoped it would be.
    
 
   
    
     “Go ahead,” I tell her, determined to give her my fullest attention.
    
 
   
    
     She finishes pulling on her jeans, takes something from the pocket and holds out her hand.
     
    
     “This came through the door yesterday.”
     
    
     Looking down, I see a little Russian doll lying in her palm.
     
    
     Hiding my shock, I pick it up and make a show of examining it, giving myself time.
     
    
     Doll number seven—I have five and Ellen now has two.
     
    
     “I should have told you straightaway, I know, but…” her voice trails off.
    
 
   
    
     I want to ask her why she didn’t but then I remember all that I’ve been keeping from her.
    
 
   
    
     “When you say it came through the door, do you mean it was pushed through the letterbox?”
     
    
     I say, handing the doll back to her.
    
 
   
    
     “No, it came in an envelope.”
    
 
   
    
     “Who was it addressed to?”
    
 
   
    
     She frowns at this.
     
    
     “Me, of course.
     
    
     I wouldn’t have opened it otherwise.”
    
 
   
    
     I’m angry that Layla has done this, that she’s gone ahead and done what she threatened to do.
     
    
     “Was it typewritten or handwritten?”
    
 
   
    
     “Typewritten.
     
    
     The thing is…” She hesitates.
    
 
   
    
     “Yes?”
    
 
   
    
     “I guessed what it was before I even opened it.
     
    
     It wasn’t just the shape, it’s more that I’ve been expecting something like this.”
     
    
     She looks at me defiantly.
     
    
     “I know you said it wasn’t Layla that I saw in Cheltenham that day but it was.
     
    
     I’d recognize her anywhere.”
    
 
   
    
     “Even after twelve years?”
    
 
   
    
     “Even after fourteen,” she corrects, because she hasn’t seen Layla since she left Lewis for London.
     
    
     “She is my sister.”
     
    
     There’s a fierceness in her voice.
     
    
     “OK, so I didn’t see her face.
     
    
     But there was something about the way she was moving through the crowd that told me it was her.
     
    
     And her hair.
     
    
     She can’t hide that—well, not unless she cut it off and dyed it.
     
    
     But she would never do that, she was always so proud of her hair.
     
    
     And now there’s this second Russian doll.”
    
 
   
    
     “Maybe you shouldn’t read too much into it,” I warn gently.
     
    
     “It could just be someone having a joke.
     
    
     A sick one, maybe, but nevertheless, a joke.”
    
 
   
    
     She shakes her head.
     
    
     “I don’t believe anyone would be so cruel.
     
    
     Anyway, nobody knows about the Russian dolls except you, me and Layla.”
    
 
   
    
     “And Harry,” I remind her.
     
    
     “You told him about them, remember.”
    
 
   
    
     “Yes, of course, and Harry,” she says impatiently.
     
    
     “But nobody else.”
     
    
     She turns her green eyes on me.
     
    
     “You didn’t tell Ruby, did you?”
    
 
   
    
     “No,” I say firmly.
    
 
   
    
     “It’s just that when I came looking for you at The Jackdaw the 
     day you got back from seeing Grant, I saw a little Russian doll on the counter, before you put it in your pocket.
     
    
     I thought you’d been showing her the one that I found outside the house.
     
    
     But when we got home it was still there, standing on the side with the rest of the set.
     
    
     Which means the one you showed Ruby came from somewhere else.”
    
 
   
    
     “I’m sorry,” I say, annoyed that she hasn’t asked me about it before, wondering why she didn’t mention it.
     
    
     “You’re right, it was a different Russian doll.”
    
 
   
    
     “But where did you get it?”
    
 
   
    
     My mind goes into overdrive, wondering what to say because I can’t tell her the truth, that it was the one I found on Pharos Hill.
     
    
     “You know the time that we went to The Jackdaw for lunch?
     
    
     I found it on the plate along with the bill and I thought Ruby had put it there.
     
    
     She denied it at the time but I wanted to make sure.
     
    
     That’s what we were arguing about that day.”
    
 
   
    
     “On the plate?”
     
    
     I hear the excitement in her voice.
     
    
     “But that means Layla was there, in the pub, when we were there!”
     
    
     Bewilderment creeps in.
     
    
     “But she can’t have been—we would have seen her, surely?”
    
 
   
    
     “That’s why I thought Ruby had put it there.
     
    
     I thought I must have told her the story of the Russian dolls and she decided to plant a couple to make me think that Layla was back so that I wouldn’t marry you.”
     
    
     Ellen frowns.
     
    
     “But she didn’t know what I was talking about and then I remembered that I had never told her the story about the dolls.”
    
 
   
    
     “So why didn’t you tell me that you found a doll on the plate?”
    
 
   
    
     “Because I didn’t want to worry you.”
    
 
   
    
     “Worry me?”
     
    
     Now she looks puzzled and there’s a rare flash of anger.
     
    
     “Why would I be worried?”
    
 
   
    
     “Sorry, wrong word.
     
    
     I meant disappointed.
     
    
     I didn’t want you to be disappointed if it was just a joke.”
    
 
   
    
     “But it isn’t, is it?
     
    
     It isn’t a joke, Finn.
     
    
     Layla is alive, I’m sure of it!”
     
    
     She looks how I felt when I first realized that Layla was back: half-excited, half-scared.
    
 
   
    
     “I don’t think so,” I say.
    
 
   
    
     “Well, she must be!
     
    
     What I don’t understand is why she sent this doll specifically to me.”
     
    
     She thinks for a moment.
     
    
     “Maybe she was hoping I’d find the one outside the house, and the one on the plate in The Jackdaw.
     
    
     Maybe she doesn’t want you to know that she’s back.”
     
    
     I’d like to tell her that she’s wrong, that Layla wants very much for me to know she’s back but I can’t bear to admit to all the other dolls I’ve found, the emails, my secret trips to Devon.
     
    
     “Does she really think I wouldn’t tell you something so important?”
    
 
   
    
     I feel so bad that I have to turn away.
     
    
     Why am I so reluctant to tell Ellen that her sister is alive?
     
    
     I can’t believe I’m keeping something so momentous from her.
     
    
     The truth—that I want to keep Layla to myself—fills me with guilt.
     
    
     But only until I’ve found out what her intentions are, I tell myself.
     
    
     Once I know, then I’ll tell Ellen.
    
 
   
    
     “Finn, what’s the matter?”
     
    
     When I don’t reply she comes to stand in front of me, forcing me to look at her.
     
    
     “Is it because you regret asking me to marry you now that there’s a possibility that Layla is back?”
     
    
     she asks, her voice faltering.
    
 
   
    
     “Never,” I say, putting my arms around her.
     
    
     “How could I regret that?”
    
 
   
    
     “So if it is Layla who sent me the doll, if she is alive, you wouldn’t want to be with her?”
    
 
   
    
     “Not in that way, no.
     
    
     I’d be glad to see her, of course I would.
     
    
     But twelve years have gone by.
     
    
     We’re not the same people, we’re not in the same place.”
    
 
   
    
     “Thank you,” she says softly.
     
    
     “Thank you for that.
     
    
     When the doll arrived yesterday, I was so happy.
     
    
     But then I was worried, 
     worried that Layla being back would change things.
     
    
     That’s why I couldn’t bring myself to tell you about it.
     
    
     Because she is back, Finn, surely you must see that?
     
    
     Between us we’ve found three Russian dolls.”
    
 
   
    
     “But why is she leaving the dolls in the first place?”
     
    
     I ask, hoping she might have a different insight.
     
    
     “Why not just come to the house and tell us she’s back?
     
    
     She obviously knows where we live.”
    
 
   
    
     “I don’t know.
     
    
     I’ve been thinking about it all morning.
     
    
     Maybe she’s scared.”
     
    
     She raises her head and looks up at me.
     
    
     “We should tell Tony.
     
    
     He’ll know what to do.”
    
 
   
    
     “Not yet,” I say quickly, needing more time.
     
    
     “We don’t know for sure that it is Layla behind the dolls.”
     
    
     She opens her mouth to protest but I carry on.
     
    
     “Let’s wait a few days, see if anything else happens.
     
    
     You never know, she might turn up on the doorstep,” I add, hoping that she won’t, because how could I choose between them if they asked me to?
     
    
     “Maybe the Russian dolls are a way of preparing us for her arrival.”
    
 
   
    
     “I never thought of that,” Ellen says.
     
    
     She thinks for a moment.
     
    
     “But it’s a bit odd, isn’t it?”
    
 
   
    
     “We don’t know where’s she’s been or what she’s been through, if she has come back.
     
    
     Her mind might not be as stable as it was.”
    
 
   
    
     Ellen frowns at this.
     
    
     I take her hand.
     
    
     “Have you got the envelope the doll came in?”
    
 
   
    
     “Yes, it’s in the kitchen.”
    
 
   
    
     “I’d like to have a look at it.”
    
 
   
    
     “Come on, then.”
    
 
   
    
     *
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     I asked Finn to tell Ellen I was back as a kind of test.
     
    
     He’d said he wanted to see me but I didn’t want us to meet, not yet.
    
 
   
    
     The voice rejoiced when he didn’t do as I asked.
     
    
     “You see,” it said.
     
    
     “He doesn’t want to see you that much.
     
    
     If he did, he would tell Ellen.”
     
    
     I didn’t care.
     
    
     The way I saw it, the fact that Finn wouldn’t tell her meant he wanted to keep me to himself.
     
    
     More important, it meant he was keeping secrets from her.
    
 
   
    
     I gave