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For seven-year-old Hannah, who told me not to give up on my dreams

And for twenty-six-year-old Hannah, who helps me unfold them




This novel contains sensitive and difficult subject matter. Please read with care. For more, see the Author’s Note on page 407.







Prologue


My hand fishes surreptitiously through my bag for my phone while a string quartet plays Albinoni’s “Adagio” and reduces everyone around me to tears. My throat is aching from the stress. I try to wring moisture out of dry eyes, judgment burning from all corners of the Mary Immaculate Catholic Church in Waverley, and I fight the urge to escape.

I simply cannot be here.

Shouldn’t be here.

I don’t know these people. Not my mother-in-law, Gwendolyn, dabbing her eyes beside me in that careful way that prioritizes the integrity of your mascara over letting go of any real emotion. Not her husband, who hasn’t said a kind word to me since I woke up in the hospital a week ago. Not the Gucci suits fidgeting in the pews behind us, glancing at watches and mourning the passing of billable six-minute increments.

And not Oliver Roche. Gloriously good-looking, wildly successful commercial lawyer. Property investor. Philanthropist and taker of extravagant skiing holidays and European shopping trips, according to the “celebration of life” slideshow in which I am currently costarring on the big screen.

Love of my life, apparently.

Romantic evidence is blaring in polished, cinematic glory. There I am, growing up at warp speed beside him in the PowerPoint. He’s at his shiny best, all through school and university, on sports fields, at work, socially. I can’t help wondering what it would be like if the accident had claimed my life too, and these same people had to scramble together some sort of highlight reel about me.

A large teardrop diamond flashes on my left ring finger. Gwendolyn, urging me to wear it, frowning as though she couldn’t understand why I wouldn’t want to, said it wasn’t safe to leave the rings lying around at home. I try to feel grateful for it. For all of this. This luxurious life that Oliver and his family brought me into, even though I can’t imagine the steps I must have taken to get tangled up in it.

She looks my way for a second and I strive to squeeze out some sadness. If I concentrate really, really hard and bore the images into my brain of Oliver and me tapping champagne glasses at our engagement party, and the way he looks at me in that wedding photo—like I am the world to him—perhaps I’ll remember?

But as sunlight streams through stained-glass windows and bounces off the handles of the elaborate mahogany-and-brass coffin, roses trailing up the aisle Royal Wedding–style—every aspect of this showy farewell is another beacon of the kind of excess I loathe—I don’t feel anything. Except guilt that I am not the perfect widow.

My heart quickens as I imagine the lavish reception the Roches planned for afterward. It sounds like a Who’s Who of Sydney’s high society. I’ll be expected to make small talk with the kind of people I’ve only ever known from magazine covers and social pages while I continue, in vain, to search the room for Mum, Dad, and my best friend, Bree, who I desperately wish were here and who I’ve completely failed to reach. It’s as if I am dead too. Or trapped in some fever-induced nightmare from which I’m longing to wake up and can’t.

But there’s no fever. I’m not sick. And their inexplicable absence is snowballing even more panic—adrenaline coursing, nausea brewing, until I can’t take another second of this whole performance. Which brings me to my phone, the Uber I ordered during the Lord’s Prayer, and the fact that I am about to cause a major scene as I bolt out of here like some rebellious millennial runaway widow, straight through a throng of paparazzi outside the church. I’m about to hand them the scandal they all seem so breathless for …
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One week earlier

Last night’s party is still throbbing in my head as I scramble awake, a tsunami of remorse crashing over me. Whatever I did that made me feel this horrendous, I will never do it again.

The worst part is, I don’t even recall having fun. But then, I’m a person who normally spends Saturday nights drinking raspberry tea and debating costuming inaccuracies in period dramas on Facebook. Not loving a wild party isn’t far off script.

I make the mistake of inching my head to the right. Pain shoots into my eye sockets and I want to die. My poor brain. Is it true that alcohol kills brain cells, or is that an urban myth? I don’t actually remember drinking last night. Certainly not enough to make the world feel this heinous.

Please don’t let me have been drugged.

I wish whoever owns that alarm would switch it off. Scratchy, starched sheets bunch into a ridge under my back. As I wriggle, the plastic mattress beneath me squelches, and the tube that’s sticking out of my hand pulls at my skin where the tape is stuck.

My eyes shoot open. Harsh fluorescent lights bounce off stark white walls around me. A tangle of cords and wires and an oxygen mask dangles where my thrifted scarf collection is meant to be draped romantically over the headboard with fairy lights. Where is the framed Pride and Prejudice poster of Jennifer Ehle and Colin Firth? Breanna says it is one of the many reasons I will never get a boyfriend. Admittedly, getting a boyfriend seems like the least of my problems right now …

I try to sit up. Pain sears across my chest, forcing me back against the bed. My mouth is so dry, I can’t even clear my throat as my heart pounds and the beeping from the machine beside me gallops. A blond nurse in blue scrubs and Crocs rushes over, presses buttons to silence it, and looks at me kindly.

“Hello, Evelyn,” she says, glancing at her watch. “I’m Liz.”

“Where am I?” My voice is groggy, like I’ve emerged from some sort of swamp. “I want my mum,” I squeak out. I sound like a five-year-old, gripped by separation anxiety at kindergarten. Liz places a gentle hand on my shoulder as I try to straighten my spine and act my age, but the pain makes me wince.

“You’re in Saint Vincent’s Hospital in Sydney. I’m afraid you’ve been in a car accident.”

Oh, God. Breanna …

Liz checks the tube sticking out of my hand, which trails past purple bruises on my wrist up to a bag of fluid hanging from a metal pole. My gaze travels from the drip and snags on an unfamiliar scar on my hand, just as my hair tumbles across my face. Dark. Is it colored?

Who dyed my hair? I must have done it. Drunk. I take back that thing about wanting Mum. She’s going to kill me …

“Who was I with?” I ask. “In the car?” I can barely get the question out. What if Bree is dead? What if I killed her?

Liz signals to a doctor in the corridor, who looks like she belongs on the set of Days of Our Lives instead of in a frenzied emergency room. She sweeps into my cubicle, shunts blue papery curtains closed for privacy, then stands at the end of my bed like the grim reaper.

“Evelyn, I’m afraid we have some very difficult news.”

I glance at Liz, whose upbeat expression has evaporated in favor of the Bad News Face: kind eyes, serious frown, tilted head.

I feel like I am going to be sick. And I have a phobia of that, which makes my stomach churn and my anxiety skyrocket. Where is Mum? I need her whether she’s going to kill me or not.

“Your injuries are fairly minor,” the doctor explains, even though every part of my body is blaring otherwise. “Sadly, Oliver took the brunt of the impact.”

Who? Don’t tell me I finally got a life and snuck out of the party with some boy?

“The airbags deployed, but they’re not always enough. Your husband sustained a very serious head injury.”

My what?

Everything swims. The room. Her voice. My tenuous grip on reality.

“We did everything we could …”

Cartwheels tumble through my mind, gathering speed with every passing phrase. She must have mixed up the hospital records. Walked into the wrong room?

“Evelyn, we’re deeply sorry for your loss.”

Really, it’s perfectly okay, because I have obviously not had a loss.

“First, it’s Evie,” I explain. “And second, I don’t have a husband!”

There’s an awkward pause. I’d fill it with my views on marriage—that it’s an archaic, patriarchal trap that made sense only in Jane Austen’s day—but it doesn’t seem like the right time. Especially since they are both wearing wedding bands. I sneak a glance at my left hand to double-check for a ring, but it’s just the tubing, tape, and that weird scar. How could these people think I’d be crazy enough to get married at my age? It’s probably not even legal.

The two of them exchange a pointed glance before Liz scurries off. The doctor settles in on the plastic chair by my bed and smiles at me. It’s a smile that says We’re sending for reinforcements.

She makes polite conversation, avoiding the topic of my deceased imaginary husband, asking things like where I live. Newcastle. And what year it is. 2011, obviously. Did we not watch Will and Kate’s wedding just the other week?

“It’s expected you’ll be a little confused,” the doctor says.

I’m not at all confused. They just have their information wrong. Hospital debacles happen all the time on Grey’s Anatomy.

When nurse Liz returns after about ten years of uncomfortable small talk between the doctor and me, I notice the bags under her eyes, blond tendrils tumbling from messy hair that screams “double shift” and “prone to clinical errors.” She’s brought with her a man in beige corduroy slacks and a wrinkled off-white shirt, also with a rehearsed smile. These people look like they are on their last legs. No wonder they’re making mistakes.

“Hello, Evelyn,” the man says, picking up my chart. “I’m Dr. Gordon from psychiatry.”

Psychiatry?

“How are you feeling?”

“A bit sore, but otherwise normal,” I report. Emphasis on normal.

“Looking at the notes on your chart, we’re a little concerned about your memory.”

And I’m a little concerned about him! How can a specialist believe a schoolgirl is married? “There’s nothing wrong with my memory.” I struggle to sit up straighter, as if they’ll take me seriously with better posture. “I can literally remember what I ate for lunch yesterday in the cafeteria. Sausage roll with sauce and a chocolate bar. I eat so much junk, I’m just lucky I have an amazing metabolism. I eat like a horse and I’m still an extra small!” I pat my stomach through the thin sheet as if to demonstrate said overachieving metabolism, and that’s when I realize something is wrong. There is … more of me than there was yesterday. I lift up the sheet to investigate. Yes. Pleasantly curvier hips. A slight rounding to my stomach. I drop the sheet. What has happened to me in this car accident? It’s like I’ve been redistributed!

The psychiatrist is studying me closely.

“I’m not extra small,” I admit. “How did that happen?”

Liz chuckles and pats my arm.

I envision having been in a coma. Maybe they fed me through a tube and gave me too much sustenance for my activity level. Perhaps the car accident triggered my metabolism to go into shock, and of course, lying around on this bed for weeks or months, I’d be out of shape.

“When exactly was my accident?” I ask. The timing suddenly seems critical, because the only other explanation here is that I’ve had body dysmorphia all this time and I’ve finally snapped out of it.

“Yesterday,” Liz replies. “You’re doing really well.”

Yesterday? I lift the sheet to inspect myself again, only to be newly baffled by the boobs. “That simply cannot be right!” I mutter. I mean, I had boobs yesterday, obviously, but not like this. I must be a C cup! “Where have the extra two cups come from overnight?”

All three glance at the plastic tumblers on the bedside table, striving to keep up.

“Evie, how old are you?” the psychiatrist asks.

“Sixteen. But something is very wrong.”

He puts his clipboard on the bed and places his hands in the position of prayer, tapping his fingertips against his nose in thought, as if this is the first time in his career that he’s encountered someone who has changed shape overnight. “I know this might come as a shock,” he divulges after a long pause, “but according to your driver’s license and medical records, you’re twenty-nine.”

Twenty-nine? “See, there you go! You’ve clearly mixed me up with someone else. I don’t even have a license, only my learner’s permit.”

He nods. But not to agree, to placate me—I can tell. “This sort of confusion can be common after a car accident.”

He goes on, but I’ve stopped listening. There is just no way that I am twenty-nine and married. Or whatever it’s called when your husband is dead. Widowed.

“I’m opposed to marriage!” I argue. “I am one hundred percent a career girl. I haven’t even finished high school. I can’t be twice my age.”

As I shake my head, another wave of hair falls across my face and I sweep it away, then grab it and look at the color more closely. It’s definitely not my natural shade. But I’ve never dyed it, because Mum won’t let me. Not even pink for crazy hair day.

“Is there a mirror?”

Liz leaves the room and returns with a compact.

I flick it open and confront the frantic woman—yes, woman—staring back at me with shocked blue eyes.

“Fuck!” I say. “Sorry.” It’s an immediate detention if the teachers catch you swearing.

It’s not just the red mark on my neck from the seat belt. Or the dark hair. It’s that my freckles have faded, the way Mum always promised they would. And there are tiny creases around my eyes and mouth. They’re not full-on wrinkles or anything—in fact, they’re sort of hard to see, because everything is slightly blurry. I squint at my reflection and Liz asks if I want my glasses.

“Oh, I don’t wear glasses,” I brag, just as she passes me a pair of sleek tortoiseshell Prada frames I couldn’t possibly afford, which bring everything into perfect focus.

And by “everything,” I mean the unbelievable set of facts that I appear to be an adult woman with prescription lenses, fine lines on my face, additional pounds on my frame, and a dead husband I never wanted.
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Half an hour later, my medical team is still parading in and out of my room as I sift through a stylish Gucci tote for my phone. I fling everything onto the bed, producing a stash of luxury makeup, keys to a Jeep, and a small white flip-top case containing a useless set of headphones without cords.

There’s a phone, but it can’t be mine. It’s so big. And there’s no ON button! I’m swiping my finger all over the giant screen when it suddenly springs to life and I’m confronted with thirty-eight missed call notifications and a barrage of messages.

“What just happened?” I ask Liz, who’s checking my blood pressure. Again.

“It’s face ID.”

Like in science fiction?

“It recognizes your face,” she says. “You would have set it up when you first got the phone.”

So my phone knows me better than I know myself? I’m madly scrolling through my contacts list now, desperate to call Mum to tell her the bad news: I’m old.

And the good news: I’m awake!

And the other bad news: Her son-in-law is dead.

Son-in-law!

My finger hovers over his name in my contacts list. Oliver. Evidence that what they are telling me might be true. If it is, I wonder how many thousands of times I might have dialed this very number and discussed something marital, like what was for dinner or whether he’d remembered to pay the gas bill. Perhaps the screen would light up with his name and my heart would skip a beat like it does for women in novels, because we were the type of couple who direct-debited all our bills and left phone calls purely for romantic exchanges like “Pack a bag, Evie, I’m sweeping you off for the weekend!”

The temptation is too great. I touch the name and hold the phone to my ear. Perhaps it will shift something about this huge cosmic mistake the universe appears to have made and bring him back?

Voicemail clicks in. “You’ve reached Oliver Roche. Leave a message.”

It’s a deep, no-nonsense, manly voice and I’m horrified to think I was married to it. To him. I’m also a tiny bit disappointed that I chose a partner with such an unimaginative recording. My own is an effervescent triumph! I rehearsed it at least seventeen times until it sounded spontaneous. That gives me the idea to listen to my own recording now and check what theatrical feat I pulled off more than a decade later.

“You’ve reached Evelyn Roche. Leave a message.”

Evelyn? I never call myself that. And Roche? Not Hudson?

Not to mention the wording is oddly identical to Oliver’s bland script. I play it again. “You’ve reached Evelyn Roche …” On its third play, I’m wishing I could reach Evelyn Roche and ask her why her voice is so flat and her message so formal. I thought I’d sound more excited by life at twenty-nine.

I go back to my contacts and scroll to M for Mum. Just seeing her name on the screen triggers an avalanche of relief and comfort. I tap the number, fast. Maybe she’s already on her way to Sydney from Newcastle. Surely they called my parents as next of kin since my so-called husband is … well, I can’t even bring myself to say it.

“Evelyn,” says an unfamiliar voice as the call connects.

“Hello?”

“You’re awake,” the woman states.

“Sorry, who is this?” I pull the phone away from my ear quickly to check that I really dialed Mum’s number.

“It’s Gwendolyn. We’re on our way.”

The line goes dead and I’m left staring at the screen, which informs me that the conversation took exactly eight seconds. More than adequate time to tumble into an abyss. Who was that?

“Who is Gwendolyn?” I ask Liz, hoping she has an intimate knowledge of my family tree, but she’s triple-checking my pain relief dosage with the psych. “She’s on her way in,” I explain, my voice shaking when they look up. “With someone else.”

Maybe it’s the medication they’ve got me on, but I’m woozy, and that’s before I scroll to find that Dad doesn’t appear in the list at all! Instead, the only person at that end of the alphabet other than Cleaner and Car Service Place is someone called Chloe, whom I’ve never heard of.

Oh, here’s Bree! Thank God. I touch her name and hit the speaker button. “Your call could not be connected. Please check the number and try again.”

Liz, clearly well practiced, notices me signaling for the sick bag in a cardboard dispenser on the wall beside her and passes it to me just in time, making the psychiatrist, still buried in his notebook, look up and flinch.

Everything is wrong here.

Every single thing.

No father. An imposter mother. No best friend. Boring voicemail. Even the giant phone is all wrong, as if I’ve woken up in some horrible, unrecognizable Freaky Friday reality that I can’t bear!

My shaking finger taps something called Uber by accident and the phone asks, Where to?

Liz, who has fetched a warm facecloth, sees the open app, smiles sympathetically, and says, “No, Evie, you can’t escape just yet.”

“Escape?”

“In an Uber. It’s like a private taxi service. You can order cars to pick you up from anywhere and take you wherever you want.”

From where I’m lying, this Uber sounds magical. I wipe my face and try not to cry about the alarming fact that I seem to have been abandoned in a big, bustling, unfamiliar world where strangers aren’t even dangerous anymore and we simply get into cars with them.

“Would they take me to Newcastle?” I ask, my voice small. “The Uber people?”

She smiles. “For a huge fee! Look, I know it’s scary. But the chances are your memory will return.”

“But what then?” If I’m truly almost thirty and my husband just died, I’ll plunge straight from this hellish time warp into an equally horrific black hole of grief.

“Go easy on yourself. You’ve had a huge shock,” Liz reminds me. “You were in a traumatic car accident. You’ve had a deep loss.”

But the shock is not that Oliver died, it’s that he existed. And the loss isn’t about him—it’s about everything else.

“We’ll do some more tests,” the psychiatrist announces. “Sometimes, during times of extreme trauma, the brain throws you back to a time in your life when you felt safe.”

Yes. This part I understand. I do feel safe at sixteen. I have parents who adore me. A best friend who sticks to my side like glue. I have goals and plans and meticulously documented dreams, none of which include waking up thirteen years later with dark hair, posh glasses, and a huge phone, totally isolated from everything in the entire world that ever mattered to me.

“If it’s dissociative amnesia,” he adds, “the memory loss is almost always temporary. It may just take some time and therapy.”

“Amnesia?”

“It can help to surround yourself in familiarity,” Liz suggests. “Be around the people who care about you and something might flash back.”

What people, though? My husband is dead. The people who loved me aren’t even in my phone. Gwendolyn sounded like a cross between Miss Trunchbull and Lady Macbeth.

Then I remember the thirty-eight missed calls. Are they from my friends?

I click on my recent call history. But it’s all Oliver Mobile. Oliver Messenger Video. Oliver Messenger Audio.

This is useless. I open my camera roll. At first glance, I seem to have taken about twenty shots of the same autumn leaf. What’s wrong with me?

I scroll back further, hoping for signs of human life.

There are some pictures of someone’s kid. A little girl with blond pigtails. Out-of-focus, crooked selfies she’s taken. Photos of her laughing and smiling and pulling faces and poking her tongue out. Wonky pictures she’s taken of me, all out of proportion and elongated due to the angles.

“Does she look familiar?” Liz asks.

No.

And nor do I.

I shake my head, zooming in on my face. I’m smiling into the lens at this kid, like I love her. Surely she isn’t mine?

Oh my God, even worse than not having a mum is the impossible idea that I could be one! At the very thought, the bottom seems to drop out of my bed. I grab the guardrails, walls spinning, the concept of having a child giving me vertigo. Maybe she’s Bree’s. Or the kid of some random friend I’ve forgotten? Perhaps I’m her nanny—that has to be it. This body hasn’t gone through childbirth, has it?

I kick the sheet off my legs dramatically. Is this a hot flash? No! I’m not that old.

I keep scrolling through more photos, desperate for answers. My heart races as my thumb stops, settling on a picture of a man.

Could this be him? Oliver, the husband? Crazy hot husband, if I do say so myself. I pinch the screen and zoom. It must be him. What other man would be gazing into my lens as though he adored me?

My focus ambles over his precision-styled blond hair and across the strong contours of his cheekbones. I admire the sparkle in his blue eyes. A beautiful blue. Startling eyes, really. The kind of intense expression and movie-star jaw that younger me would have absolutely fallen for. It’s that boy band perfection I secretly idolized.

Nicely done, Evie. I mean, if you had to sell out and marry someone.

And now I imagine for the first time how all of this might have unfolded. If a man like this singled out someone like me, I can see how I might have been swayed. Last I knew, there were precisely zero boys on the scene. Breanna told me it was because I was fixated on the 1800s and on academics, and that I became an anxious wreck the second a boy glanced in my direction. And she was right. My No Romance rule was because I was hugely ambitious. I knew exactly how much love my romantic heart was capable of, and the truth was I was scared. Worried I’d meet a boy so magnetic, so utterly charming and charismatic and fascinating and glorious, that he would make a total mess of me. Of my academic plans. Of my big dreams. Losing myself was always my biggest fear. A fear that has suddenly been realized in the very worst of ways, because here I am, having found that kind of love and lost it, leaving me all at sea in a bewildering reality that makes no sense.

“Breathe, Evie,” Liz says soothingly, while the heart monitor charges off.

“I think this is him.” I show her the screen. “Oliver.”

The victim.

She takes my phone, then she glances back at me, probably thinking what I’m thinking. In what universe did you pull off a match this triumphant?

“I’m so sorry, Evie,” she says, mouth grim, eyes welling.

Because it was a triumphant match. Past tense.

Knowing the girl I was, there’s no explanation for the path I’ve taken other than this romance must have been it. An all-consuming, period-drama-rivaling, personal-rule-breaking love story that teenage me had secretly been pining for all along.

And now I’ve gone and forgotten every blissful second of it.
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“Anderson and Gwendolyn Roche,” a man announces from the doorway, as if he’s introducing a couple at a stately ball. Enter Macbeth and Lady Macbeth. I would laugh if I weren’t so nervous.

“We’re Oliver’s parents,” Gwendolyn clarifies for the benefit of the staff, unaware that her daughter-in-law also appreciates the intel. She is immaculate in a petite navy shift, her slick silver-gray bob and navy glasses framing an ashen face. Oliver’s father—a great bear of a man with the same handsome features as his son—clocks the IV drip and the vitals monitor and takes inventory of all my exposed bruises. I tug the hospital gown across where it gapes at the neck.

“Was it fast?” Gwendolyn says in obvious despair. “Did he suffer, Evelyn?”

The heartbreak in her eyes should be reflected in my own. Instead, I’m still struggling with the fact that this woman—so impeccable compared to my adorably hot mess of a mum—has assumed my mother’s spot in my phone. In this moment, I understand that I must triage her grief above my own fear, and my voice cracks as I try to let her down gently. “I’m sorry, I can’t remember.”

“What do you mean?” Gwendolyn asks.

“It’s not just the accident,” I charge on. “I’ve forgotten everything.”

They stare at me, mouths agape.

“I don’t remember you,” I confess. “Or even … your son.”

She sinks onto the visitor’s chair as her husband takes a step toward me, and my body braces hard against the mattress, breath quickening. He’s all concealed heat and grief and despair.

He quickly turns to the psychiatrist. “What’s going on here? Concussion? Amnesia?”

“We’re still evaluating,” Dr. Gordon says, but Anderson doesn’t seem satisfied with that and looks like he’s about to challenge him. Gwendolyn reaches for his arm—a plea for calm in this sea of distress they’re both drowning in. People shouldn’t outlive their children. I want to throw them a life buoy—it was instant, I’m sure he didn’t even know—but I don’t have one. What was that app again? Uber?

“I’m sorry for your loss,” I offer helplessly. My gaze struggles to meet my father-in-law’s, skittering instead to the white sheet covering my lower body. Flimsy cotton, hopeless at protecting me from this disastrous situation. Or from him. “Sorry for our loss,” I clarify.

“Are you?” His voice is grave as he blinks hard, stoic sadness fading as anger jostles for supremacy across his features.

“Darling, please,” Gwendolyn whispers. “He’s beside himself, Evelyn. Of course you’re upset about Oliver.”

I suspect my mother-in-law’s role is to throw buckets of ice on flames. Live power lines lie hidden beneath the wreckage of this family, and I should be careful where I tread.

“Yes!” I assure them. “I mean, I’m sure I will be, once I remember. After all, we were married for …” I pause, hoping one of them will fill in the chronology.

“Five years,” she says, quietly.

Right. So I was twenty-four when I walked down the aisle. Young, but not straight out of high school.

“How long will she be hospitalized? When will she get her memory back?” Anderson starts peppering questions. “People are asking us about the … arrangements.”

Arrangements? Gwendolyn starts crying and I realize he means the funeral. I hadn’t thought this chaos through as far as that. Now I’m imagining a chorus of Sorry for your loss while I tiptoe through a social minefield, forced to act the part of grieving widow at twenty-nine going on seventeen.

“Can we keep it small?” I beg them. I’m thinking immediate family only. The funeral equivalent of an elopement. Just a brief, graveside service. Us and the officiant.

“Evelyn, we will want to give our son a proper farewell,” Gwendolyn says. This sounds like code for No-Expense-Spared, Scary-Big Send-Off.

Do I even have to go? I am a fraud, center stage in this family’s nightmare.

“Have you had any calls from the media?” Anderson asks, unexpectedly.

I think of the missed calls I’d assumed were from friends and shrug.

Gwendolyn pulls her chair closer, her expensive fragrance overpowering the smell of hand sanitizer and hospital-strength disinfectant. “We are very private people,” she explains, placing a beautifully manicured hand on my arm. “I know you have your little podcast …”

This is news to me. I once had a true-crime blog that got about six hits a month, all from my parents. I was fixated on every iteration of CSI and NCIS. Fascinated by criminology. I should be forensically investigating crime scenes by now, like Temperance Brennan in Bones, according to my Big Life Plan.

“Do I also have a job?”

Gwendolyn’s eyes flick to Anderson, who clears his throat.

“You need to focus on your health. Now, Evelyn, we don’t do drama,” he says, as if he’s rattling off a family slogan. “Don’t offer comment to the media. Not for any price.”

I can’t imagine why the media would be remotely intrigued. Gwendolyn must read my surprise. “With all this interest in the accident, it’s just a little reminder about discretion.”

Sweat beads on my forehead. I wipe it with the back of my hand and try not to panic. I don’t understand anything that’s going on here. Just that, despite the heat prickling through my body, this room is icy, my in-laws don’t trust me, and my voice is getting smaller by the second.

It’s two in the morning, three days later, and I’m rifling through every cupboard and drawer in my bedroom in an increasingly frenetic search for myself. I’ve already exhausted the hunt for my parents, but still nothing. Just Mum’s dormant Facebook account, a mention of Dad in some charity fundraising walk six years ago, and wide-open, terrifying silence. I’m trying to fill that silence with pep talks that I am an adult now. That almost-thirty-year-old me has got this. That any minute, my memory will return, and I’ll remember exactly where I left my life.

I arrived home yesterday to the pristine residence I’ve evidently curated with Oliver, in the company of a private nurse my in-laws booked. It’s unclear to me if she is here for my health or to stop me from going rogue on my podcast, and whether this paranoia relates to my current situation or is just part of who I’ve become. Either way, Sister Maxwell-Smyth won’t let me out of her sight during daylight hours, forcing me into these nocturnal shenanigans.

So now I’m nose-deep in Oliver’s business shirts. Apparently, scent is one of the most powerful memory triggers, although all I can detect here is dry-cleaning chemicals. Anderson bragged that Oliver was the youngest partner in his law firm’s history, and his expensive-looking wardrobe fits the part. My hand travels along the rail, sifting through his clothes until it lands on a three-piece suit. I imagine the man from the photos wearing these gray trousers and this vest, with one of those crisp white shirts and a tie. No, a cravat. I go a little weak at the knees at the thought. And once I locate his jeans and sweaters and mentally dress him in those, maybe with a knitted scarf if we’re in the mountains, I’ve begun a little crush.

It’s a pointless exercise, of course. But there’s no denying I seem to be widowed to one of Sydney’s hottest young professionals. Hopefully there was more between us than physical attraction. Surely midtwenties me would never have relaxed my No Marriage rule for someone who didn’t knock it out of the park in every important category.

Our bedroom is immaculate. No books. No photos. Nothing sentimental. On one of the bedside tables, a pair of black-rimmed Hugo Boss reading glasses lends an academic flair to my imaginary husband fantasy. I try them on, but the room is awash. You’re not supposed to wear other people’s glasses. Particularly dead people—it’s weird. So I put them back exactly as I found them and hope his ghost is not observing my every move and questioning why he married me in the first place.

I creep down the hallway. The first room along this corridor is locked, but I flick on the light in the second, remembering that little girl in my camera reel, praying I won’t discover a pink, sparkly child’s bedroom crammed with soft toys and princess paraphernalia. Relief washes over when I see a recording studio, padded soundproofing covering the walls. There’s a large computer screen and microphone on the desk. I sit in the swivel chair and spin. Perhaps I’ll shake some sense into my brain and remember all of this.

Beside the keyboard is a notebook, which I flip open. It’s full of handwriting. My own. So strange to see this window into thoughts I can’t recall having. It’s all crime stuff. Podcast titles. Topics. Names of people and dates I’ve scheduled interviews—the last one several months ago. Cases I’ve researched. Lists of questions. There’s a heavy emphasis on forensic linguistics—always my special fascination. I look down the list and see scattered words and phrases, like forced confessions, lie detection, forensic voice comparison, and linguistic-phonetic studies. I’m clearly still a total nerd for this stuff.

I pick up a printed production spreadsheet and blow dust off it. The letters E and O are initialed down the columns beside recorded and edited. Did Oliver and I produce this together? One phrase on the notepad stands out, because I’ve circled it three times, but then crossed it out so hard the words are completely hidden. The pen has pressed through the paper and, if I lift a page or two and shine the desk light at a certain angle, I can read the faintly visible words on the page underneath: ADJECTIVE ORDER???

It’s such a disappointment. I was hoping for some sort of startling, pre-amnesiac clue that might help me crack the case of who I am now and what possessed me to end up in this lavish, sterile world. But I hug the notebook to my chest. Much-needed proof that I’m still passionate about something other than a man.

I find myself face-planted on top of the quilt on my bed the next morning. Oliver’s and my bed, to be precise, although I don’t even want to think about the activities that have occurred in this very location! All my knowledge about romance comes from books and movies. And whatever I’ve learned right here, with handsome Oliver in his studious spectacles and dashing suits …

“Mrs. Roche is downstairs,” Sister Maxwell-Smyth an-nounces, startling me from my X-rated imaginings as she bustles in and pulls back the curtains, bombarding the room with light. I sit bolt upright, contemplating how bad I must look after my nighttime scavenger hunt and hoping she can’t read minds.

Minutes later, I find Gwendolyn ensconced on the overstuffed cream sofa, blending into it in layered ivory, flicking through a coffee-table book on art and design from the Smithsonian in Washington, D.C. The décor in this room says “styled for open inspection” and I wonder again how my preferences could have changed so dramatically.

“How are you feeling, Evelyn? You look dreadful.”

Wow.

“Listen, I won’t keep you long. I’ve come about the funeral.”

Last I knew, we were organizing our school formal. The idea of putting me in charge of arranging a proper grown-up, media-attracting funeral for the Lane Cove Roches will only result in utter social catastrophe. I’d likely lace it with a montage of Taylor Swift ballads.

“We’ll take care of everything,” she says, and I exhale in a rush. “But I wanted to give you the chance to be included. Is there some small idea you’d like to share?”

A school science assignment springs to mind, when I researched the environmental impact of various types of burials and cremation.

“You can get biodegradable cardboard coffins,” I venture, perhaps more enthusiastically than I should, but I’ve been overtaken by a sense of having something useful to contribute, at last. “Maybe we could have an ecological bushland burial?”

I might not remember Oliver, but I know the person I used to be. Surely I married the kind of man who wouldn’t want to release several hundred excess kilograms of CO2 into the atmosphere through non-environmentally sound burial choices.

“Goodness, Evelyn, we are not burying Oliver in a cardboard box!” She shivers at the concept. “Why don’t you plant a memorial tree. We have an estate in the Hunter Valley. A boutique vineyard. Perhaps when you’re well, we could put you in touch with our head gardener.”

They own a whole vineyard? The only wine I remember consuming came out of a cask someone snuck into Milly Donoghue’s sixteenth before it was shut down by the police. I try to imagine myself strolling elegantly between the vines, tasting wine straight from barrels and talking about “fruity undertones” or “velvety textures,” as if I have any idea what I’m sampling.

“I like native plants,” I suggest.

Gwendolyn’s face drops, communicating that a memorial tree for their son should not interrupt the Roche family’s carefully cultivated horticultural aesthetic. “Is there anything else you need?” she asks, in an obvious attempt to change the subject.

Yes. Despite all my attempts to act twenty-nine, I need an enormous group hug with my parents. The kind where they won’t let go until I do. The sort of hug I didn’t always make time for, because I was always checking some vacuous thing on my phone or dashing out the door, taking them completely for granted. I need my best friend, the girl who rescued me in Year Seven from friendship oblivion when we were paired together for an assignment. The one who became my person from that moment on and saw me through first periods. First crushes. Picked me up off the floor after that one time I failed a math test. She’s meant to be picking me up off the floor now.

I’m so upset about Mum and Dad and Bree I can’t even say their names, even though I’m longing to ask Gwendolyn about the gaps in my contacts list. Instead, I focus on what’s around me—or what’s not there. “Where are my books?” I’m shocked that I no longer own my battered copies of Northanger Abbey or Anne of Green Gables.

“You’ve come to love audiobooks,” she says, trying to pacify me. “You told me once they’d become your friends.”

“Do I not have actual friends?”

“You and Oliver entertained a lot. Mainly his business associates and their partners. You’d go to the gym and to champagne brunches …”

I stare at her. “Who with? Chloe?” That’s one of the few names I remember from my phone.

Gwendolyn checks her watch and picks up her handbag. “No, not with Chloe.”

As she moves to stand, I grab her arm. “Did I keep in touch with Bree? Breanna Parkinson?”

She gives a sympathetic grimace. “I’m sorry. I don’t know that name.”

Surely Bree would have been at our wedding? She would have been my bridesmaid!

“You didn’t really want lots of people around you, Evelyn. You had Oliver.” She pats my arm as she stands up, conversation over.

“Gwendolyn, I do have one more question—”

“You were so lucky,” she says, stepping toward the front door, putting space between herself and the question I’m sure she knows I’m going to ask about my parents. “He adored you enough for everyone.”
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Four days later

This is my chance. While everyone’s weaving their way to communion at the funeral Mass, I make my break. Peeling off down the side aisle, I gather speed as I hurry between the pillars, hoping that if anyone notices me, they’ll assume a sudden need for the bathroom—perfectly understandable, in the circumstances—before I burst out the back doors into the brilliant sunshine and face a horde of cameras. It’s reminiscent of that scene in Notting Hill when Julia Roberts is unexpectedly exposed to the British tabloid media.

But it’s just me: Evie Hudson. Fish out of water in a dimension where I’ve signed up for everything in life that I categorically oppose and totally lost track of my own narrative. Hot tears sting my eyes and there’s not enough oxygen, no matter how much air I try to gorge into lungs that won’t expand nearly enough, breaths coming fast and shallow.

The Uber driver, leaning against a big black car, arms crossed defensively, seems to brace against my approach as I push through the cameras and storm toward him. He looks like one of those humorless undercover cops in a gritty British crime show, all brooding hotness, three-day stubble, and dark, troubled eyes. At first sight, I decide he’s the kind of guy you warn your best friend about, but she goes and casts herself as the heroine in his redemption arc anyway, locking you into months of pointless debriefing while she tries to work out what’s wrong with her.

Bree would love him, if she were here. It’s just not like her to fail to show up to one of my crises, or vice versa, and I’d hoped the well-publicized funeral might smoke her out of whichever hole she’s been hiding in. Surely the death of a husband qualifies as a full-scale emotional emergency?

“Hey, can we get out of here fast?” I ask the driver as I brush past him. His arms fall to his sides.

I throw open the back door and tumble in, pushing aside an expensive-looking leather bag and tripod. He’s still standing there in his crisp white T-shirt and faded brown leather jacket, raking a hand through dark hair now as he stares at the church, and then at his car, giving me a view through the side window of his denim-clad rear. I’m more into Darcy and Knightley, myself, and while this getup is not breeches and a ruffled shirt, it’s also somehow not entirely disappointing. Though, as a newly minted widow literally fleeing my husband’s funeral, I am in no place to notice. What is disappointing is that the man is demonstrating a complete lack of urgency.

I pound on the glass. “Come on!” I shout. “Drive!”

It’s only the movement of the media pack toward his car that motivates him, at last, to climb in, glare at me in the rearview mirror, and shift gears. Of course I’ve ended up with the rebel of Uberville and not some patient retiree who’d assure me everything is all right and my life hasn’t, in fact, been catastrophically derailed.

“Hello to you too,” the driver says, occupied with not hitting the camera crews that are swarming around the car, firing flashes through the windows. He performs some precision driving and we exit the driveway, pull into Victoria Street, and head for Centennial Park.

“Sorry! I’m not thinking straight.” Where are my manners?

“Where are we going?” he asks, frowning at me in the mirror before he overtakes an enormous caravan.

“Airport?” I hear myself confirm. It was the first destination in the saved addresses. I didn’t have time to construct a fancy itinerary in the church.

I pull out my phone and search for plane tickets. The nurse had advised me to stick to a normal routine in the hope it will stimulate my memory. According to the very enlightening funeral slideshow I’ve just witnessed, my normal routine involved a lot of jet-setting. Maybe being in the air will spark something. Medically, I’m sure it’s fine. I might have lost a few chapters of my memory, but it’s not like I’ll be flying the plane.

I let my phone automatically fill out the fields to book a flight home to Newcastle, progress to the payment gateway, and watch the wheel spin until it times out. Payment failed.

I try again. Failed.

“Everything okay?” the driver asks, after I swear under my breath.

His hands clench over the steering wheel before I catch his eye again in the mirror and shoot him a look that says, I just absconded from my own husband’s funeral. How okay can everything be?

He returns his focus to the traffic. How am I going to pay him without a credit card? The nurse had said Uber was like a taxi service. I’ve been in a cab only a couple of times and Bree and I paid with cash. Is this the same? And how is my card not working when I can apparently afford this outfit?

I log into my banking app. The phone has my password saved and a hospital social worker had sat patiently beside me and talked me through the authentication. But there’s minus $167 in my account! I scroll through the list of recent transactions, revealing a regular pattern of hefty deposits—monthly—from the account of O. E. Roche. Some sort of allowance? And now it’s stopped. He must have done these transfers manually.

“Er, could you pull over somewhere, please? My card isn’t working,” I admit. He doesn’t need to know I’m completely broke. “I can’t book a flight.”

Is he going to assume I also can’t pay him and slam on the brakes in the middle of Southern Cross Drive? Lines crease on his forehead in the mirror, and the muscles in his jaw and neck tighten.

Frantically, I go to the Uber app. Maybe it’s linked to another credit card or something? I click on the booking and … oh, God. There’s a photo of the driver. Gray hair. Blue eyes. A balding man in his sixties, driving a red Toyota Camry.

I’m seated in a late-model matte-black Range Rover. My driver is in his early thirties at best. Brown eyes. Dark hair. Not even a hint of a bald patch.

My stomach drops. Am I being kidnapped?

No, I masterminded this whole thing. My eyes drop to the gear lying beside me on the back seat. Tripod. Camera bag. The glass of an enormous lens glistening in the sun through the open zippered pocket. I feel sick.

“You’re not an Uber driver, are you?”

He looks genuinely surprised at my question. “Photo-journalist,” he responds, his tone strained.

I’ve delivered myself straight into the hands of the enemy.
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Drew

Definitely should have trusted my gut.

If I had, I wouldn’t be stuck with a grieving widow on an arterial road in the lunchtime rush, heading in the opposite direction from where I need to be. I feel bad that I stood up a first date. A Tinder match, Sally. Perfectly nice woman according to our chats. A nurse in neonatal intensive care.

That makes it worse, the nurse thing. She probably worked all night being heroic saving babies. Forced herself out of bed when she should be sleeping, shaved her legs, maybe, only to go to the café in Coogee and wait, while I changed my mind at the eleventh hour and got the guts to face my past. One part of it, anyway.

“Hey, Siri …”

“Sorry,” my passenger interrupts. “I think you’ve got me confused …”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t get that,” Siri replies.

“Send a message to Sally Engels …”

“Okay, how do I do that?” She’s pulling the seat belt loose and leaning forward so she can hear me.

“Could you possibly stop complicating my life for five seconds?” I mutter.

“Could you possibly stop complicating my life for five seconds,” Siri answers. “Send message to Sally Engels?”

Bloody hell!

“Message sending. You can press the crown on your watch to cancel …”

Shit! A taxi lurches into my lane and I swerve to the left. “Siri! Cancel! Stop! Delete!”

“Message sent.”

I think I’m losing the will to live.

“Hey, Siri … message Sally Engels … Sally comma, profuse apologies, full stop … unexpected personal problem, exclamation mark … face palm emoji … exploding head emoji …”

I risk a glance into the back seat and am met with a face like thunder.

“Give me a chance to explain, question mark. Send message.”

Where would I even begin?

I’d been looking for any excuse not to go into that church, until Evie Roche burst out of it and handed me one. What was I meant to do, pull her back out of the car? Feed her to the media? Worse, hand her back to the Roches?

Yes, Drew. Any of those options. Then maybe a big part of the past I’ve worked so hard to forget wouldn’t be ensconced in the back seat, a wrecking ball in my love life yet again, acting like she has no idea we used to be friends.

I glance at her now in the rearview mirror. She looks atrocious, even with a six-hundred-dollar haircut and some sort of high-end blazer and skirt, courtesy no doubt of the platinum credit card she’s blown to pieces. For someone so put together, the woman is a mess. Fraught. Fiddling with that chocolate blowout with manicured hands. I know that body language. She needs to calm down before she hyperventilates.

Oh, great—and now she’s crying.

“Hey, Versace,” I say. Anxious blue eyes meet mine in the mirror and a nanoscopic part of me loses its cool. The rest of me isn’t so reckless. “Sorry for your loss.”

I’m not sorry Oliver Roche is dead. I just can’t say as much to his widow. I’ve read tabloid reports that she has some kind of amnesia—information leaked by a teenage employee in the hospital cafeteria—but this is pretty intense.

“It’s Evie,” she replies.

I know who she is. I guess I just arrogantly assumed that, after everything we’ve been through, the awareness would be mutual, despite the blow to her head.

“And thanks,” she adds, delivering the words without a shred of emotion. Maybe she’s still in shock from the accident. Maybe she’s become emotionless. Either way, I won’t waste any more time trying to figure out the kind of woman who’d look at Oliver Roche and see marriage material, while remaining so totally oblivious to—

“Who are you?” she asks, cutting off my train of thought in the most ironic place possible.

I can’t believe I have to introduce myself. “I’m Drew.”

“Are you going to write about me?”

“What?”

“You said you’re a journalist.”

“Not the kind you need to worry about.”

“You said photojournalist. Please don’t take pictures of me.”

A mental collage of the hundreds of pictures I’ve already taken of her flashes through my mind. I read up on amnesia the other night. I’m worried if I stampede into our shared history now it will only damage her. I’m not even sure how I’d position the story, given how things ended.

“I’m just trying to give you a lift,” I assure her. The statement isn’t untrue. “I’m sorry about the exploding head emoji.”

I need to bring this nonsensical encounter to a close. But before I can thrash out a solution, the radio cuts to a news break with a reporter outside the funeral.

“It’s like a scene from one of her viral podcasts, as popular true crime commentator Evelyn Roche sensationally vanished today from the funeral of thirty-year-old investment lawyer Oliver Roche, who was killed last week when he lost control of the couple’s car on Macquarie Pass and plunged several meters into a ravine. Speculation is rife after Ms. Roche, who survived the accident, was seen rushing from the church in Sydney’s eastern suburbs, fleeing in a black Range Rover driven by an unidentified man with whom she is rumored to be romantically involved. It adds fuel to the developing scandal around the accident, with sources claiming—”

I jab at the stereo buttons and curse my decision to show up at that man’s funeral.

“I was meant to be a forensic linguist,” Evie explains, and she’s got that right. But it’s a weird part of the news story to unpack. I’d have deconstructed the vastly more problematic insinuation that we’ve got a thing for each other.

“I can’t go home—they’ll be looking for me there,” she says, as she pulls an elastic band out of her bag and shoves her expensive hairdo up as if she’s settling in for a night on the couch watching The Bachelor. No, not that. Bridgerton would be more her style. Then she strips off her blazer. Unbuttons the cuffs of her blouse, rolls up the sleeves, and pulls the shirttails out of her waistband, fanning herself with the fabric.

I switch the AC to max, swivel the vent, and blast cold air into the back seat before she takes anything else off. I’d drop her at the nearest hotel, but she claims she has no money.

“Is there a friend you could call?” I’m dying not to be the one stuck with her. There was a time when I would have done anything for this woman. When she would have phoned me first, even before Bree. But that was before she made it manifestly clear she didn’t want either of us in her life anymore. I refuse to get back on this roller coaster.

“I don’t know who to trust,” she admits.

Surely she has connections these days.
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