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EDEN

30th October

Everybody lies and everybody dies. Those are two of the only things you can be certain of in an uncertain world. The half dark is my happy place. That thin sliver of time that separates night from day, and day from night. Twilight. Sunset. Nightfall. If we give things a different name, it’s easier to pretend they aren’t the same. Like love and heartbreak. No joy lasts forever. No sorrow lasts forever either, and time is too precious to be wasted. So, even though it is getting late, and the sky is already dressing itself for dusk, I head out into the night and I run.

The cool evening air slaps my face and stings my skin and I see clouds of my own breath in front of me, but I like the cold almost as much as I like the dark. The smell of the sea floods my senses, and I can hear relentless waves crashing in the distance, getting louder as I run closer. The next sixty minutes are mine. For the next hour I am not just the wife, or a mother, or a woman trying to find her way in an increasingly lost world. For the next hour I am just me. I leave my worries behind, along with my phone, knowing that my problems will all still be waiting for me when I get home.

I jog down the hill towards the village, my long blonde ponytail swinging from side to side as my trainers pound the pavement. I live for these moments of feeling young and free again. Thirtysomething isn’t old, but the milestone of a big birthday motivated me to make a few changes. Running was just one of them. I’m so grateful for everything that I have – my husband, our home, my health, our freedom – but sometimes I can’t help wondering how things might have turned out if I had made different choices when I was younger. Life is filled with sliding doors and dead ends, and I’m sure everyone wonders what if from time to time. I run a little faster, as though I can escape the thoughts if I put enough distance between me and them. I’m good at running away from the world when real life gets too loud.

The picturesque fishing village that recently became our home is small and quaint and quiet. Hope Falls is bordered by the Cornish coast on one side and wild moors on the other. Stepping into the village feels like stepping back in time, and I like living somewhere with so much history. Modern places rarely have a good story to tell, a bit like modern people. A network of narrow lanes and cobbled streets tightly packed with tiny, terraced houses and quirky independent shops lead downhill to the seafront. Almost all the shops are closed, as are the cafés and restaurants at this time of year when the tourists retreat to the cities they came from. Former fishermen’s cottages painted in pretty pastel shades line the harbour, but most of them are now holiday homes so sit empty in winter. The ghost-town vibe might bother some people, but I like the peace and quiet. I find it calming.

I keep running, only slowing down when I reach the art gallery, but I still don’t stop.

Not even when I see my name on a poster in the window.


EDEN FOX

Local artist exhibition

8 PM tonight



My first exhibition still feels like a dream come true.

A dream that I’ve had for so long. Too long.

That’s what happens when you live someone else’s dreams instead of your own.

I got married young. For years, being a wife and a mother seemed to take up all my time, but I finally have some spare to do something for me again now that our daughter no longer lives with us. Once I got over the initial guilt of putting myself first for a change, it felt good to rehabilitate my ambition, and painting is my one true passion. Dreams deflate as we get older. Sometimes they disappear completely, real life sucks all the air out of them, but I’m trying to resuscitate mine. Tonight will be the first time I’ve shown my work, and it’s the first time my husband and I will meet our new neighbours. People who I hope might become friends, because I don’t have too many of those. Remembering why hurts, so I concentrate on my breathing, find my rhythm and run away from my worries.

They soon catch up with me again.

My husband hasn’t been himself since our daughter moved out and we moved here. I can’t decide whether it’s just empty-nest syndrome or something more. Moving out of the city was my idea, but moving to Cornwall was his, despite his job in London. Harrison kept our old flat in the city and sometimes stays there instead of coming home to me. I don’t mind; his work is important. I do mind that he secretly sees our daughter without me and thinks I don’t know, but the two of them always had a closer bond. Even though I’m the one who gave up their life to care for her and raise her because he was too busy.

It’s almost completely dark when I reach the scenic harbour where I am greeted by panoramic views of the ocean. The tall, black granite harbour walls have protected this village for over two hundred years, and will no doubt still be standing long after I am gone. Sturdy. Strong. Safe. These walls are all the things I am not but wish to be, and I touch the stone for good luck even though I know there’s no such thing. Lines of bobbing fishing boats decorate the waterfront, their different colours now shaded by shadows, and the night air is still and cool and quiet. By the time I turn onto the coast path, the last of the light has been swallowed by the horizon and the only thing lighting the sea now is the reflection of a full moon: a shimmering silver path dancing on blackened waves. There is an infinite black blanket of sky covered in star-shaped sequins, a whole universe of endless possibility and wonder, and it reminds me how small and insignificant we and our sometimes seemingly insurmountable problems are.

I am painfully shy. The thought of meeting so many strangers at the gallery tonight, knowing that they’ll all be silently judging me, not just my work, fills me with fear. Some people love a good party; personally, I prefer a good book. I spent years alone at home taking care of our daughter. Things might have been different if she was normal, but she needed me twenty-four seven, and as a result I am out of practice when it comes to social situations. I rarely leave the house at all these days, except to run. Harrison is the opposite. He has always known how to charm strangers and make them fall in love with him. Just like he did with me. I have never been a people person. I have spent a lifetime feeling as though I don’t fit and don’t belong, but I hope things might be different now that we have moved here.

A brand-new start for a brand-new me.

I run with the sea-salt wind in my face and the soothing sound of the ocean in my ears and propel myself along the steepest part of the coast path to the top of the hill, where there is a waterfall crashing and cascading down the cliff. Harrison and I shared a romantic picnic here recently to watch the sunset. He called it our special place, but the scenic spot that gave Hope Falls its name is also the place where many people give up hope. The carefully positioned suicide hotline poster always dampens my mood. I guess sometimes hope fails. I continue on my circular route for a mile or so, then turn off the coast path, heading further inland and onto the moor. I run to get away from it all but always end up back where I started. The irony is not lost on me.

Our house is just outside the village, all on its own at the top of a steep hill, literally built into the cliffs overlooking Hope Falls. It was called Spyglass when we bought it and the name suits the quirky building with its huge windows that look like eyes. The house has white, wonky, wavelike walls, and knowing it is our forever home makes me so happy. It’s an emotion I haven’t worn for a while and I’m relieved it still fits. Hopefully the vintage black velvet dress I have chosen to wear later will still fit too.

Spyglass was built in the sixteenth century; it was previously owned by a woman who had lived there for almost one hundred years. It looked more like a museum than a home when we first stepped inside, couldn’t have been more different from our modern flat in London, and I could tell Harrison wasn’t sure. The potential cost almost blinded him from the potential, but when I fall in love with something I have to have it. Renovating is more my bag than his – my husband doesn’t have the patience – but sometimes even the simplest of makeovers can transform a place – or a person – making them almost unrecognizable.

When I reach the front gate I see that Harrison’s midlife-crisis car is in the driveway. I’m so happy that he is home from London on time for the exhibition that I run down the garden path, excited to see him. We’ve had more than our fair share of hard times and heartbreak over the years, but all of that is behind us now. Hope Falls is a fresh start for our marriage, not just for me, and I’m hoping he’ll be proud of me tonight. Maybe look at me the way he used to, when we were still just us. Who I used to be is always doing battle with who I want to be.

The only thing I take with me when I run is my key to the front door.

When I go to slot it in the lock it doesn’t seem to fit, so I try again.

It still won’t go in and I don’t understand.

It’s as though it’s the wrong key, or the wrong house, which isn’t possible. This is the only property on this quiet country lane overlooking the village.

I stare at the key, then at the door. The key is on a key chain Harrison gave me the day we got the house. We shared a bottle of champagne in our special place by the waterfall, watching the sun set and the moon rise, and he handed me a beautiful gift box. Inside was the key to the house attached to a silver key chain with my name – Eden – surrounded by stars on the front, and the words Love you to the moon and back on the other side.

I try to open the door again and when the key still doesn’t work, I tap the fox-shaped knocker three times. There must be some simple explanation. Harri will probably take the key from my hand and slot it straight in the lock and make me feel like a fool. The thought makes me smile again, but the smile is soon replaced with a frown.

My husband doesn’t open the door.

A woman does.

I’ve never seen her before but there is something familiar about her.

She looks a lot like me.

“Can I help you?” she asks, and I’m shocked by how much she sounds like me too.

At first, I don’t speak. It feels like I can’t. Instead, I just stand and stare.

She’s wearing my black velvet dress, the one I was going to put on tonight.

“Who are you?” I ask, but my voice comes out as a whisper.

“I’m Eden Fox. I live here.”
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EDEN

I’m Eden Fox. What are you talking about?”

The woman stares at the key I am still holding as though I am brandishing a weapon. She looks down on me in every way, making me feel oddly self-conscious about my running clothes, when she is wearing my dress and standing in my home. Then she looks at me as if she thinks I am crazy or dangerous or both.

For a moment I wonder if I am.

But I am Eden Fox and this is my house.

We might have only moved in a few weeks ago, but I’ve barely left Spyglass since then. The previous owner lived here for almost one hundred years. To say that the house was in a state of disrepair would be putting it politely, but things that get broken can often be fixed with a little love and hard work. Despite my husband’s impressive salary as the CEO of a company in London, there still wasn’t much spare cash after the move, so I did a lot of the work myself. I haven’t forgotten ripping up carpets, sanding floors or painting the walls all on my own while Harrison was still in the city. I put my blood, sweat and soul into the place.

This house is mine.

“I think you’ve made a mistake,” says the woman claiming it’s hers and that she is me.

She does look a bit like me.

She’s wearing my clothes.

She even smells of my perfume.

The woman starts to close the door, and I feel off-kilter and strange, like when you know you’re having a bad dream and try to wake yourself up. But this isn’t a dream and I don’t understand what is happening.

I put my foot in the entrance, preventing her from closing the door, and she stares down at my running shoes. Her mouth forms a perfect O. She looks so shocked I almost apologize.

“I don’t know who you are, but this is my house,” I insist.

“You’re clearly confused. I moved here a few weeks ago,” she says, sounding afraid.

But she’s lying.

She didn’t move here a few weeks ago, I did.

A million thoughts race through my mind, but none of them make sense.

I worry that this is some kind of elaborate identity theft, but there is very little of any value inside. Harrison has a well-paid job, but with the mortgage and our daughter’s fees to pay, we are not cash rich. There is no logical reason for anyone to want to steal my name or my life or my things. We’re just normal people, living in a normal house, leading normal lives. I wish I hadn’t left my phone behind on the kitchen counter. At least then I’d be able to call someone, though I’m not sure who. I study the woman’s face, unnerved by how similar we look. Her long blonde hair is even styled the same way as mine, her skin is painted with the same minimal makeup and I know that’s my dress. It was from a tiny little boutique in London and I’ve had it for years, fixed it myself when it got torn at a party. I tend to make do and mend everything about my life.

She really does look like me. A slightly older, more polished version of me. Like the me I could have been if I cared more about what I looked like. If I’d been able to spend the last ten years only looking after myself instead of my family.

The woman is clutching the front door and I see something else I recognize on her hand.

She’s wearing my engagement and wedding rings.

I always take them off when I run. Never wanting to attract attention to myself when out running alone at night. Stripping myself of anything valuable when I am vulnerable, because of a deep-rooted fear of having the things I love, things I worked so hard to get and to keep, taken from me.

I stare at my ring. My dress. My home. Her face.

Confusion transforms into rage, and my fear twists into fury.

“What the fuck is going on?” I blurt out.

She tries to close the door again. “I’ve asked you to leave my property.”

“It isn’t your property, you crazy bitch,” I say, raising my voice. She suddenly looks terrified and stares over my shoulder as though there might be someone standing behind me in the darkness. I look too, there isn’t, but when I turn to check I see Harrison’s car in the driveway again. “Where is my husband?”

“I don’t know who you are, or who your husband is,” she says, regaining her composure. “But if you don’t leave right now, I will call the police.”

“Good. Go ahead and call them,” I tell her. “If I had my phone I’d call them myself.”

And then I hear his voice and it is such a relief.

“Is everything okay?” Harrison says, hurrying down the hallway behind her and staring in my direction. He’s still dressed in his suit from the office – the black Armani accompanied by a black shirt and tie. Despite being ten years older than me, his well-groomed appearance and immaculate dress sense often make him seem younger than his years. Some men get more handsome with age and my husband is one of them. He’s my rock. My lover. My best friend. Whatever this is will be okay now that he is here.

She answers before I can.

“This woman thinks she lives here,” she tells him. “She’s making all kinds of threats and won’t take her foot out of the door.”

I expect him to demand to know who the hell she is and let me inside.

But Harrison stands in our doorway, places a protective arm around a woman I’ve never seen before, then glares at me before speaking.

“This is our home. I don’t know you. Please leave,” he says.

Then my husband slams the door in my face.
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EDEN

I never cared about what goes on behind closed doors until the door was mine.

I stand and stare at it in disbelief, then I pound my fist on the door.

Nobody answers and it doesn’t open.

In desperation, I try my key again but of course it doesn’t fit.

Did someone change the locks while I was out for a run?

If this is a joke, it’s not funny. I have my first exhibition tonight, I don’t have time for this, whatever this is. I need to get showered and changed and ready. I need to get into my house. I need someone to explain what the fuck is going on.

I ring the doorbell repeatedly, then I push the letterbox open and peer inside, but all I can see is an empty hallway.

It’s cold tonight and now that I’ve stopped running, I’m freezing.

And I’m trembling, but I don’t think that’s because of the temperature.

“Open this bloody door!” I yell.

Nobody replies.

Nothing about this makes sense. I need my mobile but it is inside the house, along with my purse and my car keys. I could walk to the village but where would I go? I don’t know anyone here yet. I only ever spoke to the art gallery owner over email and once on the phone. I was hoping to meet them in person and make a good impression tonight.

I bang on the door again. This time, when nobody answers, I walk around to the rear of the house. I try the back door but it’s locked, as are the windows. The closed curtains and blinds prevent me from seeing inside, but the lights are on. I know they’re in there. I’m so cold and confused and I can feel myself starting to crumble. This feels like a bad dream, but I can’t seem to wake up. Tonight was important for me, for us. I don’t know why Harrison would go along with something like this.

And then the realization hits me. He wouldn’t. At least not willingly.

I make my way to the front of the house again and stop when I hear a car in the distance. We live on a lane with no name at the top of the village, there is rarely any traffic, and I wonder if I flag down the driver whether they might be able to help me. But what would I tell them? What could I possibly say that wouldn’t make me sound crazy? What I really need to do is contact the police. There is a small police station in Hope Falls – housed inside a former fisherman’s cottage – but I doubt it is staffed twenty-four hours. This place isn’t exactly a hotbed of crime. Harrison is clearly doing this against his will, which must mean that the woman is dangerous. If I had my phone I’d dial 999, but without it, running to the police station seems like my next best option.

I don’t need to.

The sound I heard was a police car, and something like instinct makes me stay in the shadows as it pulls into the drive. I crouch down in the darkness and watch as a uniformed police officer makes his way to the front door. He looks too young, too handsome and surely too inexperienced to handle the situation. Like a child playing dress-up. I wait and watch as Harrison opens the door, then I listen to him lie.

“I’m sorry to have called you but we didn’t know what else to do. There was a woman banging on the door, insisting that she lives here,” my husband explains to the police officer. “She seemed confused and unstable. She threatened my wife.”

I’m his wife.

I never knew my husband could lie like this.

Hearing him do so makes me feel unsteady on my feet.

The young officer nods his pretty head, runs his hand through his floppy hair, then scribbles something in his notebook before asking for their names.

“I’m Harrison Woolf and my wife is Eden Fox.”

That’s my name, not hers.

An angry voice inside my head tells me to march over there and say something. Demand that he tell the truth. But a calmer voice tells me to stay hidden, keep quiet for now, try to understand what is going on here.

“And you’ve never seen this woman before?” the officer asks.

“No. Never,” Harrison says, and the lie is so convincing I almost believe it myself. “My wife and I only moved in a few weeks ago and this area felt so safe until now.”

“I assure you Hope Falls is one of the safest places to live in the county. Lowest crime rates in all of Cornwall,” the child police officer tells him proudly, as though he is personally responsible for this statistic. He seems to believe everything Harrison is telling him, but why wouldn’t he? My husband has outsmarted him, but then my husband outsmarts everyone, that’s just who he is.

“Would it be possible to speak to your wife?” the officer asks Harrison then, and I experience a tiny glimmer of hope. “It would be helpful to get a description of the woman from both of you.”

“I’m afraid my wife suffers from migraines and has had to take some pills and lie down. Tonight was supposed to be a happy occasion – her first art exhibition – but being threatened on her own doorstep by a woman who is clearly unhinged has left her feeling a bit out of sorts.”

The officer nods. “I understand—”

“But in terms of a description, the woman was petite, thirtysomething, with long blonde hair tied back in a ponytail. She was dressed all in black. I only saw her briefly and that’s all I can remember.”

My head is spinning.

My chest hurts as though my heart might actually be breaking.

Why is my own husband pretending not to know me?

“We’ll get to the bottom of this. Try not to worry. Like I said, this is a very safe area, and just to make sure things stay that way, we actually have a new senior detective starting tomorrow,” the officer says.

“Well, perhaps I could talk to him?” Harrison asks. He’s a man who always wants to deal with the most senior person in the room, as though he believes that’s the only one he’ll have anything in common with.

“Of course. Until then, I’m Sergeant Carter and my mobile number is on the back of this card. If the woman comes back, or if you remember anything else in the meantime—”

“There was something,” Harrison says. “This might sound strange, but she did look a little bit like my wife. Like a younger version of her. And her voice … it was almost as though she was trying to imitate her.”

The officer frowns. “Well, I’ll check around the property, but I want to reassure you, and your wife, that Hope Falls is a safe place. I’ve lived here all my life …”

Says the child police officer.

“… That said, maybe lock all your windows and doors. This sounds personal to me.”

It sounds personal to me too.

I feel like I have fallen down the rabbit hole to a world where I don’t belong.

A world where I don’t exist.

I stare at my husband standing in the doorway of our home, and a police officer writing a description of me in his notebook, and I feel the panic take hold of my body and mind. I try to calm down, slow my breathing, but I can’t seem to get enough air into my lungs.

I stumble, a twig snaps beneath my feet, and they both look in my direction.

I duck down, but the policeman reaches for his flashlight and I know that the shadows won’t hide me for long.

So I do what I always do when real life gets too loud. I run.
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BIRDY

Six months earlier

Nobody wants to be themselves anymore, everybody wants to be somebody else.

Including me.

I wish I could be her.

I lie on the cool metal bed wearing nothing except a flimsy hospital gown. I am in a white room and I am alone. Again. Like always. The fake-friendly nurse made me remove my jewellery when I arrived. All of it. Taking off my rings made me feel even more naked and my fingers feel too light without them. All of me feels weightless in this moment, untethered to a reality that is too loud, and in my imagination I float up to the ceiling and stare down at myself. I do not look like me. Or her. My long black hair – it wasn’t always this colour – looks untamed and wild, having been released from the braids I normally wear. My skin looks too pale, having been starved of sunlight for too long. The only familiar things about me are the tattoos stretching from the top of my right arm to my wrist. I trace the outline of the swallow on my right hand with my fingertips as though stroking a pet. Without my rings, my skinny fingers and short, neat nails remind me of my mother’s hands instead, and for a moment I wish she was here with me. I’m forty years old. My mother has been dead for most of my life, and yet I still miss her every day.

Selfish fucking bitch.

I tell myself that it isn’t really her that I miss. It’s the idea of her. The concept of unconditional love. Fuck her for abandoning me the way she did. Some relationships are harder than others but sometimes we use the word complicated to describe something that is surprisingly simple. The parent is always the parent, the child is always the child. Time and age shouldn’t bend those rules, because things can get broken when they do. The sense of loss I still feel seems illogical – you can’t lose something you never had – and there wasn’t enough love to go around when I was a little girl. Besides, what happened was a lifetime ago – another life, another time, another version of me – and our memories can make liars of us all.

She’d hate my tattoos. She’d hate what I’ve done with my life.

I often wonder, if she were still alive, whether my mother might hate me.

I loved her so much it still hurts.

There is a clock on the wall and it ticks loudly, reminding me that my appointment was meant to start an hour ago. I fucking hate hospitals. The only reason I’d ever set foot in one is if I was presented with symptoms and facts suggesting I might die if I didn’t. The thought fuels my fear, which soon translates into anger, an emotion I am fluent in. First, they kept me waiting in the aptly named waiting room, now again here in this white-walled room. I hate it when people behave as though their time is more important than mine. As though I have all the bloody time in the world.

When maybe I don’t.

I want to cry but I won’t.

I want to leave but I can’t.

I need to know what’s wrong with me because I know that something is.

So I stay. And the clock ticks my time away. And I wait a while longer.

The fake-friendly nurse comes back into the room and smiles. She’s pretty and young and inexplicably cheerful and I do not like her. Her voice is too high pitched and she sounds like a fucking mouse. I tell my face to smile back anyway, but I am too terrified to function normally so it doesn’t listen. I can’t do hospitals. I can’t do this. I have an overwhelming urge to get up and get the fuck out of here—

“So sorry for the delay,” she squeaks.

“Oh, no problem at all. I know how busy you must be.”

You insincere bitch.

The sound of my own voice out loud – instead of the one I am more familiar with inside my head – surprises me. I sound like the polite and friendly person everyone thinks I am. The person they expect me to be. I suppose we’re all actors on the stage of our own lives, some of us are just better at it than others. I can smell the cigarettes on the nurse’s breath. She’s probably just been on an elongated smoking break, and I hate her for that too. I’d kill for a smoke right now even though I gave up years ago. She starts wrapping a contraption around my arm to take my blood pressure and I can feel it rising already. Her fingers touch my skin and I recoil.

“Sorry. Cold hands, warm heart,” she chirps.

That wasn’t why I flinched. I don’t like to be touched. By anyone.

I can’t remember the last time someone did, and the thought makes me shrink inside myself a little bit further.

“Trust me, this won’t hurt a bit,” the nurse lies, smiling with all her teeth.

What a warmhearted bitch.

I wasn’t always the person I am now. A life of crime has turned me into someone else. I suspect my heart is cold, and hard, and smaller than it used to be, and I don’t trust anyone. When you have seen firsthand what people are really capable of doing to each other, the way I have, it is only logical to never let anyone ever get too close. Not a lot of people could do what I do for a living. Or see what I have seen. Or feel what I have felt. My job is easier when I feel nothing at all. Self-preservation meant flicking off my feelings the way you might flick off a light, and I learned to see in the dark. There are things I have done because of my job that still keep me awake at night, but I’m good at what I do. Sometimes I think it might be the only thing I am good at.

“Try not to look so worried,” the nurse says, and I imagine taking the pencil from her pocket and stabbing it in her eyeball. I wish she’d stop talking and get on with it. “The MRI machine looks and sounds scarier than it is,” she adds, pushing buttons on the enormous contraption I will shortly be inside.

I am not used to people speaking to me as though I were a child. Nobody ever has. Even when I was a child. Before she died my mother often said that I was born old.

I wonder if that means I might die young?

Stop it.

Is forty considered young?

Isn’t it?

I try to shake the negative thoughts from my mind, but they linger and join all the others. Fear can kill a person far faster than anything real so I try to ignore it.

If only I’d ignored the damn letter from my GP inviting me for a routine health check when I turned forty, I’d still be none the wiser and none of this would be happening. That’s a lie. I knew I was ill, but I thought it was just my body reacting to grief. Grief is the Grim Reaper of hope and without hope we are nothing. Blood tests resulted in more blood tests. A CT scan followed. Then there was the call from the doctor, which I have replayed in my mind so many times since.

“Is this a convenient time to talk?” she asked a few weeks ago. The answer was no, but it was never going to be yes, so I told her to tell me. “I’m afraid the CT scan revealed some sinister-looking shadows,” she said, and then there was a pause. I didn’t know what to say so I said nothing. Life has taught me that the whole world is full of sinister-looking shadows and people are almost always responsible for causing them. I had sinister-looking shadows beneath my eyes as a result of lack of sleep. I thought it might not be as bad as it sounded—

“We’re putting you on the cancer pathway,” she added, interrupting my thoughts.

That didn’t sound good.

“We’ll need to do some more tests. An MRI and some biopsies.”

That didn’t sound good either.

Then she put me on a waiting list, and the waiting began to find out how bad the bad thing might be.

Thinking about the last few months of appointments and anxiety and endless waiting makes my heart beat faster. It feels like someone is pushing down on my chest and I can’t remember how to breathe. I try to get a grip, but my fingers have balled themselves into fists and are clinging to the bottom of my hospital gown. I have an overwhelming urge to get off the bed and run right out of here.

But then I still won’t know what is wrong with me.

Or if I can be fixed.

How much longer is this going to take?

“We just need to go through a few more questions before we start,” the nurse says as though reading my mind. She stares down at me and then at the clipboard in her hand. “Can you tell me your full name again?” she asks.

“Olivia Bird.”

“That’s a pretty name.”

“Thank you, but I didn’t choose it.”

She pulls a face that suggests I said something wrong, and I want to say something right to cancel it out. To try to make her like me. I could tell her that my friends call me Birdy but that would be a lie. I don’t have any friends.

“Any chance you could be pregnant?” she asks.

Not unless it’s an immaculate conception.

“No.”

“And you’ve chosen not to have a sedative, is that right?” I nod. “Just to remind you that if you change your mind once you’re inside the machine – people often do – we can still sedate you. But you won’t be able to drive yourself home, and you’ll need someone to stay with you and monitor you for twenty-four hours.”

“I’m fine without. Thank you.”

I would very much like a sedative, but I don’t have anyone who could take me home and stay with me. Nobody even knows that I am here. My scooter is parked outside.

“Okey doke, we’re all set. Ready?” the nurse asks. She touches my shoulder and I know she is just trying to be kind, but I flinch again.

“Lie back and try to relax. Think of it as a day off work. What do you do?”

None of your fucking business.

“Admin mostly,” I tell her. It’s not a complete lie.

She looks sufficiently bored by my answer and I’m glad. I never tell people what I do for a living. Aside from the obvious reasons, I’m not sure why. I guess, if people know what I do it makes them look at me differently, and I’d rather they didn’t look at me at all.

“I just need to double-check that you have removed all your jewellery?” the nurse asks before pressing the button that will slide me inside a giant magnet. I nod again, but she looks down at my hands as though I might be lying, checking for a wedding ring I might have forgotten to take off. There’s no need. That’s the only finger I never wear a ring on.

“I’m going to leave the room now, but there is an intercom and a camera inside the scanner, so I’ll be able to see you and talk to you at all times.”

Just when I thought things couldn’t get any bloody worse.

I wonder how many times she says this. I wonder how many patients have already been through this today, and whether she remembers any of them once her shift is over. People who pretend to care are even worse than those who don’t. It’s like she’s just reeling off a script she’s had to repeat a thousand times before.

“Once you’re inside it’s going to feel a little cosy,” she says, even though nothing about this situation feels cosy to me. “And it’s going to get a bit loud, so I’m just going to pop these earplugs in for you.”

“Thank you.”

Fuck you and all who sail in you.

The nurse presses a button and the motorized metal bed I am lying on starts to move backwards. The MRI machine swallows me headfirst until I am deep inside it, and she was right, it is loud. My ringless fingers ball into fists again, and I hold my breath while the machine scans my body.

“You’re doing really well, Olivia,” says the voice on the intercom. “You okay in there?”

No.

“Yes,” I lie.

“Good. Only twenty minutes to go.”

The roar of magnets flying around me at tremendous speed is too loud in my ears. The space is too small, like a coffin, so I keep my eyes shut. I imagine being by the sea, in the place where I was happiest as a child – Hope Falls – and I tell myself that it is the roar of waves crashing on the rocks around the pretty little harbour that I can hear. Not a man-made machine that will predict my fate and future.

Afterwards, I wait in a different waiting room. The hospital seems to have a lot of them. I stare at the other patients and wonder why they are here and what is wrong with them, as though you can tell just by looking at someone whether they are seriously ill. Trust me, you can’t. I try to see myself through their eyes: my long dark hair now restrained in an elaborate plaited bun, my tortoiseshell glasses, the tweed jacket, white shirt, skinny jeans, polished laced shoes. My rings are back on my fingers, and my polite smile is fixed on my face. We all choose a costume to wear every time we open the wardrobe, and this is my armour. I feel vulnerable without it. My tattoos are hidden, except for the swallow, and I look like me again. Even if I don’t feel like myself.

The doctor appears, calls my name, and I follow her to a private consulting room. She invites me to take a seat and I do. She sits behind a desk and her face gives me the diagnosis before her words do, but it is still a shock when they confirm it. Turns out those shadows on the previous scan didn’t just look sinister, they are.

“I’m afraid there are multiple tumours growing inside your body …” she says, and the room seems to get smaller, colder, darker. I hear the sound of waves inside my head again, so loud that they drown out a lot of what the doctor is saying. I see her lips moving but I don’t hear another word. Can’t. Won’t. It’s as though the sea is calling me home and that is all that matters.

“How long do I have?” I ask, interrupting her. Everything is suddenly silent, as though the room itself is holding its breath.

“It’s hard to say.”

“Then give me your best guess.”

Her eyes fill with sympathy. “Not long.”

It feels as though someone just shook the Etch A Sketch of my life; one minute it was there, now it’s gone. She talks about options and opportunities but none of them are really that. She talks about choices as though I still have any. Then she tells me she is sorry, and I wonder why and what for. I don’t cry.

Fuck that.

And fuck her.

And fuck this life because it’s been out to get me from the start.

I don’t want to waste whatever time I have left feeling sorry for myself.

Sometimes you just have to accept the shitty hand life dealt you and play to win anyway.

There are things I need to do before it is too late.
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EDEN

30th October

I hide in the shadows until the police officer leaves, trying to understand the situation I am in, my eyes fixed on the door of the house that was supposed to be our forever home. Trying to run only drew more attention to myself, so I hid, stayed perfectly still and held my breath. Running from something dangerous can make it even more determined to chase you. Moving to Hope Falls was meant to be a dream come true but now it feels like a nightmare.

How can my husband pretend not to know who I am?

Who is the woman in my house claiming to be me?

Why are they doing this?

It’s pitch-black and bitterly cold now. I’ve been crouching in the same spot for a long time and all of me hurts. The freezing air nips at my skin, my teeth chatter and my body shivers, but I stay where I am. Watching. Waiting. Not knowing what else to do. If I had my phone I could call someone, but I left it on the kitchen counter like I always do before my run. I have no phone, no money, no ID; everything I own is inside the house. I need to think, but I’m so cold it physically hurts. Who would I call if I could? And what would I tell them? I have never been good at making friends or holding on to them, and finders doesn’t always mean keepers when it comes to friendships. My husband has friends in London – people he works with mostly, people I have little or nothing in common with – and although I force my face to smile on the rare occasions I get dragged along to see them, his friends are not my friends. I’m just the wife.

The front door of Spyglass opens and I see them.

First Harrison, then her. I watch with fascination and bewilderment as they walk towards his Porsche. He opens the car door for her – something he never does for me – before climbing into the driver’s seat and turning on the engine. I don’t know what to do. I consider throwing myself in front of the car but it seems a bit dramatic, and before I know it they have driven away.

Where are they going?

I run again, chasing after the car from a distance, but I can’t keep up.

I retrace my steps back down the hill towards the village, retracing my thoughts at the same time. Trying to make sense of something that simply doesn’t make any. I stop to catch my breath when I reach the harbour. I’m doubled over with exhaustion and fear, hugging myself for comfort and warmth, feeling like I might be sick. The black water mirrors the sky and is perfectly still, reflecting the moon, and Hope Falls is eerily quiet tonight. I look around me but everywhere is closed. The bars and restaurants don’t open until the tourists come back. Even the local pub, The Smuggler’s Inn, always looks empty. I haven’t met anyone here yet, I only spoke to the owner of the art gallery on the phone, but maybe she can help me. I start to walk in that direction, not knowing where else to go.

Even from a distance, I can see that the gallery is full of people. Their chatter and laughter spill out onto the cobbled street through the open doors and windows, and I’m so angry that tonight has not gone according to plan. This exhibition meant so much to me. I wonder if there might be a way to salvage the situation, but I don’t know how to explain what has happened, or my appearance, without sounding completely mad. Turning up in my running gear wasn’t the first impression I was hoping for, but maybe there is still a way for the exhibition to go ahead. I could find the gallery owner and explain that I got locked out of my house while out on a run. That’s not a lie.

The loud babble of conversation from inside the gallery stops abruptly just before I reach the entrance. The place is filled to the rafters with people I have never met, and the turnout is much bigger than I expected. I stay outside on the cobbled street, take a breath and try to calm my breathing. I was right to be nervous about tonight but wrong about why. I hear the sound of glass clinking to signal the start of a speech, and when I stare inside through the gallery window I see that someone is about to give one.

It’s her.

The woman who was at my house earlier is standing in the middle of the gallery, wearing my black velvet dress. I can see her more clearly now, under the bright lights. I’d say she is around forty, a good ten years older than me, and clearly far more confident. Her long blonde hair has been perfectly styled into loose waves framing her face, and her lips are painted a shade of red I would never dare wear. She’s holding a glass of champagne in one hand and my husband’s hand in the other, and everyone – including me – is staring at her.

“Without further ado, it’s my great pleasure to introduce you all to the very lovely and very talented Eden Fox,” says another woman I do not recognize. She’s talking about me, but she’s looking at her – they all are – and I feel as though I have been sucker-punched when the woman pretending to be me starts to speak.

“When Harrison and I moved to Hope Falls I knew it was going to be a very special place for our family. Thank you for making us feel so welcome these past few weeks, and for this, my first ever art exhibition. As you can probably tell from my work, I am obsessed with the sea. I’m so grateful to the Saltwater Gallery, to all of you for coming tonight, and last, but never least, to my Harri for encouraging me to paint again and for being the best husband in the world. Cheers to you all. I hope you have a wonderful evening, and please buy my work!”

What the actual—

The packed gallery erupts into spontaneous applause and laughter and it feels like they are all laughing at me. Because this has to be a joke.

Harrison is smiling at her. He looks so proud. I don’t understand.

This was my night. My paintings. My exhibition.

I am not going to let this woman steal my work, my husband, my life.

I won’t let her take what is mine.

I push my way through the clapping crowd, trying to reach Harrison, and her, ready to confront them both about whatever this is, when a hand grabs my arm. I am not used to being manhandled and look up in shock to see the police officer who was at my home earlier. He smiles but it is not kind.

“I think it’s time to go.”
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