
pangs of loss that seemed
to grow in strength.

It was 20 years since
she’d last seen her twin.

Sometimes she’d catch
her own face in the mirror
or see her reflection in a
window and stop short,
sure for a second she’d
looked into Hannah’s eyes.

“The worst thing is just
wondering,” she’d said to
Jake once.

“Did something happen
to her? Did she leave of her
own free will? Will she
come back?

“I don’t know whether to
be angry or devastated,”
she admitted. “And I don’t
know whether to hope.”

He held her to him
silently. Rebecca knew
there was nothing he could
say to lessen her pain.

Twenty years ago, when
Hannah had poked her
head into the living-room
to say goodbye, Rebecca
had barely glanced up.

“Bye, then,” her sister
said, her face made up,
ready for her night out.

“Have a good one,”
Rebecca replied, smiling
briefly before turning back
to the TV.

She’d been watching
“Blind Date”. She hadn’t

let go. She needed to find a
way to live in spite of the
sadness.

But the idea of talking to
a stranger about Hannah.

All the secrets unspoken
between them, that natural
understanding that came
from being identical and
sharing everything – how
could she begin to explain?

“It’s like someone tore
me in half,” she’d said to
Jake. “I’ll never be whole
again.”

“You will be,” he assured
her, wrapping her in his
arms.

“Maybe you won’t be the
same, but you’ve got me
and Libby. We can help you
find yourself again.”

Looking at her watch
now, Rebecca saw that it
was quarter to twelve. It
was time to pick Libby up
from her dance lesson.

“I’m just heading out to
get Libby,” she called to
Jake.

She’d met Jake two years
after Hannah disappeared.

He was older by just
three years. The age gap
was nothing now, but at
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wanted to miss anything.
“Love you, Becs,” her

sister said, lingering for a
second before she
disappeared through the
front door and into the
autumn air.

Rebecca didn’t reply. She
just waved a hand, her eyes
fixed on the screen.

Over the years, Rebecca
relived that moment in her
mind again and again.

Had Hannah known
something? Was the
expression of love a
goodbye?

* * * *
Rebecca sipped her tea

and turned her chair away
from her computer for a
moment.

She ought to go to
counselling, as Jake had
gently suggested many
times.

She ought to work on her
feelings about her sister’s
disappearance and not let
the renewed horror of it
take her by surprise each
year.

He was right, of course. It
would help; she needed toIll
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A
RE you OK,
Becs?” Jake
asked, putting a
cup of tea down
next to her as

she sat at her desk.
“I’m fine, thanks,” she

lied.
Rebecca couldn’t explain

the sense of loss and
sadness that descended on
her the minute she saw the
first leaves fall, or noticed
birds gathering for
migration.

It was always harder in
the autumn: the trees
turning from lush green to
burnt orange and the sun
retreating earlier each
evening.

The nip in the air that
made you realise that
summer days were behind
you and winter lay ahead.

And her birthday,
marked on the calendar
like a challenge –
something to be borne year
after year.

It had been autumn when
Hannah had disappeared,
just two weeks before their
seventeenth birthday.

Season after season had
passed, and Rebecca’s grief
had faded and changed,
but smells and sights of the
dying year brought back

Rebecca’s twin had disappeared
many years ago, yet she still

felt so alone . . .
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the time it made him seem
wonderfully grown up.

When he’d wrapped his
arms around her for the
first time, she’d felt utterly
safe in a way she needed
more than she’d realised.

He was strong and
dependable. His gardening
business saw him putting in
long hours, but he loved
every minute of his work,
whether he was
landscaping grounds or
mowing their neighbour’s
lawn.

Parking the car outside
the small church hall,
Rebecca watched the
children clustering at the
door. Others – whose class
had finished – streamed
out.

She saw Libby right
away. She was taller than
the others in a way that
made her feel self-
conscious at ten, but would
hopefully give her
confidence and poise in the
future.

She was dressed in pink
jogging bottoms and grey
trainers, with her coat
pulled tightly around her,
hiding the rest of her
dancing ensemble.

Libby looked up, saw her
mum and waved.

Arriving at the car, she
pulled open the passenger
door, letting a blast of
cold-laced air into its warm
interior, and flung herself
into the seat.

“Hi, Mum.” She smiled.
“Hi! How did it go?”
“It was OK.”
“Good. Were the shoes

OK?”
“Bit pinchy at the back.”
“I’ll see if I can give them

a stretch later,” Rebecca
promised, starting the
engine. “It’s probably just
because they’re new.”

“OK.”
When Jake proposed,

Rebecca had turned him
down at first.

She knew he wanted a
family and she was dead
against the idea.

“I just don’t think I could
love anyone as much as I
loved her,” she’d told him.
“It would feel like a
betrayal.”

He’d stuck around,
thankfully, and over time
she’d come round to the
idea of having children.

It had been difficult,

though, and Libby had
been born after a struggle
of temperature-charting
routines that put a terrible
strain on both of them.

Then the pregnancy test
– the utter joy she’d felt
throughout the pregnancy,
despite the sickness that
dogged her in the first
weeks.

And the feeling of holding
Libby in her arms.

As with any joy, though,
the feeling that it would be
better if Hannah were there
had offset it.

Her parents had been
elated, too. Her mum, a
pale semblance of her
previous self, had visibly
relaxed when the baby was
placed in her arms.

When Libby squeezed
Mum’s finger for the first
time, Rebecca had seen
both her parents wipe away
a tear.

She’d known what they
were thinking.

As Libby grew, and it had
become apparent that no
more children would follow,
Rebecca had been able to
lose herself in family life.

Worrying about
milestones and reports and
holidays had helped her to
push Hannah to the
furthest corners of her
mind.

Then the weather would
turn. She’d change the
calendar to their birthday
month, and know that she
would never be free.

“Hey!” Rebecca
exclaimed now as Libby
leapt out the car as soon as
they’d pulled into the drive.

“What?”
“A ‘thank you’ wouldn’t

go amiss.”
“Sorry! Thanks, Mum!”

Libby smiled widely before
jumping out of the car and
disappearing into the
house.

Rebecca smiled. The girl
was a force of nature, but
her smile was such a shock
of brilliance that it never
failed to bring joy.

It meant that Libby got
away with murder
sometimes; she knew how
to make her mother melt.

She watched as a
speckled orange leaf
skittered across the drive,
followed by another.

They’d loved the autumn
as kids – diving into piles
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of leaves and flinging them
over each other, or
charging through the park,
their cheeks red in the
frosty air.

They were identical twins,
but there had been
differences between them.
Hannah had been the
stronger one, and smarter,
too.

But she’d always helped
Rebecca along – working
on her maths homework
with her until it suddenly
made sense; giving her the
medal she’d won on sports
day.

“We can share it,”

Hannah had said. “It
belongs to us both.”

They’d asked their
incredulous father to break
the tiny plastic plaque in
two and fasten it on a new
ribbon so they could have
half each.

Rebecca still had her half
buried at the bottom of her
jewellery box.

She’d never managed to
find Hannah’s part amongst
all the things she’d left
behind.

At first, when her sister
had brought Michael home
to meet them all, Rebecca
had felt as if she’d been
slapped.

As if Hannah had told her
that the bond between
them wasn’t enough and
she needed someone else.

Over time, though, she’d
come to love Michael. He
was a regular at the dinner
table, and always managed
to make them laugh.

He was in the same year
as them at school, but
attended a private
academy across town with
his brothers.

He had the kind of easy,
confident air that comes
with a paid-for education
and parental indulgence.

He was nice with it,
though. He was wonderful
to Hannah.

It was Michael whom
Hannah had gone out with
that night. Just as she had
almost every Saturday
night for the previous year.

The only difference was
that, this time, she hadn’t

come home.
“Lasagne’s in,” Jake

informed Rebecca with a
kiss when she finally let
herself into the house. “The
carrots are peeled and the
peas are out of the
freezer.”

“Oh, you didn’t have to
do that,” she said, pleased
nonetheless.

“Cup of tea?” he offered,
confirming his status as a
perfect husband.

“Yes, please.” She smiled,
following him into the
kitchen.

That night the rain
started pattering against

the window and
periodically dripping from
the gutter that she’d meant
to clean out but hadn’t got
round to.

As she lay in bed, she
pulled the duvet more
closely around her.

Hannah’s face came into
her mind, as it often did.
Her smile, disappearing out
of the door into the early
evening darkness.

* * * *
The next morning, when

the call had come, Rebecca
had been eating breakfast.
She hadn’t even noticed
that Hannah wasn’t home.

She often chastised
herself for that. Surely she
should have had some sort
of instinct about it.

She should have known
that her sister was in
trouble.

There was panic in
Michael’s voice when he
called.

“Rebecca?” he said. “Is
Hannah there?”

He’d known, hadn’t he,
that she might not be. Why
hadn’t he called before?
Why had he waited?

She stood at the open
doorway, looking at her
sister’s tidy bed.

“No, she’s not,” she
replied with rising alarm.
“Michael, what happened?”

“We argued,” he
explained. “She ran off. I
thought she’d be home by
now.”

He hung up then
and left her to wake

She’d change the calendar and
know she would never be free
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Mum and Dad; to ring
the police and sit by the

phone like clichéd
characters in a missing
persons drama.

The pub they’d been to
had only been a couple of
streets away.

It hadn’t been that
irresponsible of Michael to
assume Hannah would
have reached home.
Rebecca could see that
now.

At the time, she’d been
furious and suspicious. And
she hadn’t been the only
one.

The police questioned
Michael more than once.
What had the argument
been about? Had they
argued before?

Did he know more than
he was saying? After a
while they left him alone.

There was someone else,
he claimed. He’d found out
a couple of nights ago and
confronted Hannah about
it. That was when she’d run
off.

Did he know who the
other man was? He wasn’t
sure, but possibly someone
from work.

The police questioned
everyone at the restaurant
where Hannah was
waitressing, but hadn’t
been able to uncover
anything.

But Michael had kept
one piece of information
back.

He’d saved it for
Rebecca, ringing when her
parents were out and
asking her to meet him.

“She told me she was
pregnant that night,” he
said. “It couldn’t have been
mine.”

Rebecca kept the
knowledge to herself. It
was their secret.

Over time, life had
resumed in their little part
of town. Posters of Hannah
on lampposts and
postboxes started to fade
and were eventually
removed.

Once in a while Rebecca
gave a talk at the school
about keeping safe, using

her sister as an example of
what could happen.

There was a re-enactment
on TV of the night she
disappeared, but none of
the family could bear to
watch it.

Eventually everyone
assumed that Hannah had
died. That one day they’d
get a call and find out
something terrible.

It had been too long. She
would have called or come
home by now if she could.

Deep inside, though,
Rebecca didn’t believe it.
She could still feel the tiny
beat of Hannah’s heart
mirroring her own.

“She’s out there
somewhere, Jake,” she told
him. “I don’t know why she
hasn’t come home, but
she’s still alive.”

But he wasn’t a twin – he
didn’t understand. How
she’d woken in the night six
months after Hannah’s
disappearance, crippled
with stomach pains.

How she’d felt the very
moment her sister’s baby
had been born. Their
parents had been strict
about the birds and the
bees.

It wasn’t something that
was discussed much at
home – it was simply
assumed that both girls
would wait until they were
married.

Michael had never been
allowed up to Hannah’s
room; it wouldn’t have
occurred to her to ask.

But surely Hannah would
have confided in Rebecca if
she’d been in trouble?

She would have known
she could trust her sister.

Nothing made sense.

* * * *
The next day was

brighter. Jake had gone to
work, and Rebecca – who’d
been working on an essay
– decided to take a walk.

Nothing was going right;
the words wouldn’t come.

The park was bathed in
soft orange sunlight which
filtered through the trees
and threw patterns on the

path as she walked.
People made their way

along stone-dashed paths
towards the shops, or sat
on benches, wrapped up
warm and drinking coffee,
watching the birds peck at
crumbs near the bin.

When she saw him at the
kiosk, her heart nearly
stopped beating.

“Michael?” she said.
He’d aged much more

than seemed possible in 20
years. His hair had
disappeared, and his face
had sunken.

When he saw her, he
smiled.

“Rebecca?” he said, and
the question created a
wave of sadness.

Had he wondered for a
moment if she was
Hannah?

“Yes,” she said, smiling.
He smiled back and

suddenly she could see the
seventeen-year-old she’d
known.

“It’s been ages, right?”
“Yes. Twenty years

almost.”
“Wow,” he said again.

“I’m just here . . . well,
Mum died last week. We’re
sorting out her house.”

“I’m sorry.”
“It’s OK. She’d been ill,”

he explained.
They stood silently for a

moment, Hannah’s name
an unspoken whisper
between them.

“Well, you look great,” he
said. “We must . . .”

“Yes, we must,” she
agreed.

As she turned to go, a
sudden thought came to
her.

“I don’t blame you, you
know,” she said.

He turned and looked at
her.

“For Hannah. I don’t
blame you. I mean, I did,
but we were all kids.

“You had an argument.
You didn’t do anything
wrong.”

“Thank you,” he said, his
mouth wavering slightly,
giving away just how much
it meant.

A flock of grey pigeons

flew up suddenly, making
them both jump.

“Well, goodbye,” she
said.

“Goodbye, Becs.”
She turned for home,

suddenly longing to be
back in her office, locked
away from the world.

She could see that
Hannah’s disappearance
had broken Michael.

It was hard not to wonder
whether he could see it
etched on her face, too.

Suddenly, for the first
time, she was angry.

Angry at the selfish
seventeen-year-old who
thought disappearing was
the way to deal with a
problem.

Angry at the lack of trust,
and how her sister had
broken unsaid promises
between them.

Angry that, as usual,
Hannah was leading the
way, with Rebecca following
behind, less important.

It was time to move on.
She would ring the

counsellor on the card Jake
had given her, she thought.

She would draw a line
under the chapter of her
life while there was still
time to let go and live.

She inserted her key in
the front door and stepped
into the empty house,
breathed in the familiar
aroma of home and kicked
off her shoes.

The carpet was soft
under her feet, but as she
moved something crackled.
The post had arrived while
she’d been out.

There were the usual bills
along with a reminder
about a school event next
month and something to do
with insurance for Jake.

There was another letter:
a stiff envelope with her
name handwritten across
the front.

A birthday card.
She knew, of course.
Sinking to her knees, she

ripped open the envelope
and watched as half a
plastic medal tumbled on
to the carpet in front of
her. ■
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