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One week earlier 

 

Kate 

 

I used to be good at faces. So good they paid me. If you were living a lie, I would see 

it in your eyes. I could spot an impostor at a hundred yards. And I only had to pass 

you once in the street to remember your face forever.  

 

“Kate?” Rob calls up the stairs. “You coming?” 

 

I glance at myself in the bedroom mirror. Rob is taking me to a new place today, a 

secret beach somewhere on the south coast. It’s a change from our normal Saturday. 

Usually we begin with a swim in the bay, followed by coffee at our favourite café 

overlooking the harbour. Double espresso for him, flat white for me. Rob likes his 

routine. 

 

“Just a sec,” I say. 

 

He’s by the front door, ready to go, but I know it will take him a few more seconds to 

switch on all the alarms. It’s like Fort Knox around here. I lean in closer to the mirror 

in our bedroom, searching for a clue in the face, a tell-tale sign that the 33-year-old 

woman smiling back at me is not quite as sickeningly blissed up as she seems. 

Nothing. Her eyes are dancing, happiness radiating from every pore of her sun-kissed 

skin. 

 

“Kate?” Rob calls out again, above a cacophony of beeping alarms. 

 

“Coming,” I say, skipping down the stairs to join him in the vast hall. Stretch, the 

dachshund puppy he’s bought me, trots in from the kitchen. 

 

“See you later, little legs,” I say, scooping Stretch up to kiss him goodbye. He 

normally comes everywhere with me, but in another break with routine, Rob has 



asked that this morning he stay behind. “Sure he won’t set off the alarms? He’s not 

very good at staying on his bed.” 

 

“The security system’s smarter than that,” he says. “Knows a naughty dog when it 

sees one.” 

 

An hour later, we are walking arm-in-arm across a small beach that can only be 

reached by a treacherous cliff path. Behind it, granite rocks rise up like a giant stage 

curtain. The tide is turning, a pool of deep, turquoise water trapped by a bar of rippled 

sand that bisects the mouth of the cove. Further around on either flank, the steep rocks 

flatten out as they stretch into the sea. We’ve got the beach to ourselves and no one 

passed us on the coast path.  

 

“Why haven’t you brought me here before?” I ask, stunned by the beautiful location.  

 

“I didn’t think you were strong enough – to climb down,” he says, walking on ahead 

of me.  

 

We’ve been together six months now and it’s true that I haven’t been in a good place, 

recovering from a car accident that nearly killed me. But I’m feeling better by the day, 

physically and mentally. 

 

Rob stops to pick up something from the tide line. It’s a small piece of glass, heart-

shaped and smoothed by the ocean. 

 

“I think this may be yours,” he says, watching as I take it in my hands. Rob’s Irish 

accent – a soft southern brogue – is more pronounced when he talks quietly. Hearts 

don’t usually do it for me but for some reason this piece of sea glass, with its rough-

hewn beauty, melts mine. Maybe it’s because Rob’s not a natural romantic, still 

learning.  

 

“It’s gorgeous,” I say, turning to kiss him. I close my eyes, feeling the sun on my 

eyelids. We both know what’s coming next. We can never help ourselves. At least, I 



can’t. Without saying anything, we strip off all our clothes and race down the beach 

into the water, me slightly ahead of him. 

 

“I won,” I say, as I try to keep running in the water until it’s too deep and I dive 

beneath the glistening surface. I know he’s let me win. He always does. But this time 

I feel strong as I swim out into the deep, translucent pool. Sometimes I get a twinge of 

cramp in my legs, a legacy of the accident, but not today. 

 

“I’ve been having some swimming lessons, up in London,” Rob says a few moments 

later, treading water beside me. Is he changing the subject, still embarrassed by my 

skinny-dipping habits? He can be a bit uptight like that. “Trying to improve my front 

crawl,” he continues. “You know, the breathing. Will you tell me how I’m doing?” 

 

He doesn’t wait for an answer and dives under, his white body shimmering below me. 

 

“Ready?” he calls out, surfacing ten yards to my right like a seal. 

 

I nod, trying to be enthusiastic. Rob has lessons for everything. Swimming, tennis, 

chess. He takes things more seriously than me. All I want to learn is how to paint 

people again. The accident put an end to that. Destroyed my ability to recognise faces 

too.  

 

Rob starts to windmill through the water, all long arms and legs. I can’t say it’s an 

improvement on his previous style but his firm bum is impressive. As he passes I lean 

forward and try to grab him where he likes to be grabbed when he’s not swimming. 

The result is spectacular, as if he’s swum headlong into a brick wall. He comes up for 

air, gasping and choking. 

 

“Was that you?” he says, shock giving way to a smile. 

 

“I hope so,” I say. 

 

“I thought I’d been bitten by a fish.” 

 



“Next time I will bite you.” 

 

“Is that a promise?” he asks, coming over to kiss me. I take him in my hand again, 

gently this time, and pull him towards me. 

 

“Do you dare me?” I say, nodding at a rock at the back of the beach as we tread water. 

It’s overhanging a deep pool of water and just begging to be jumped. 

 

Before he has time to answer, I swim off towards the shore. 

 

“It’s too high,” Rob calls out, but I’m already pulling myself out of the water and 

climbing up. “Kate, be careful.” 

 

He’s always urging me to be careful, lock the house, look out for strangers. It’s 

become a bit of a mantra. And I always ignore him. 

 

“Dive or jump?” I say from the top of the rock, peering down at the dark water below. 

 

“Kate, please,” Rob says, looking up at me. 

 

“You’re such a pussy,” I say, holding my arms above my naked body. I feel good 

today. Better. 

 

“Kate!” he calls out again, but it’s too late. I’m already diving through the air like a 

swallow and coming up from the cold depths beside him.  

 

“Your turn,” I say.  

 

“No way,” he says, kissing me with relief. “You alright?” He glances at my head, as if 

checking for damage. 

 

I’ve never been afraid of heights, ever since mum encouraged me to leap off the 

harbour wall in Mousehole, a village further down the Cornish coast. We were on 

holiday, just the two of us, and I can’t have been older than six. The local boys were 



impressed – I’d pencil-jumped from the highest point. No wetsuit either. In truth I 

was terrified but I’ve loved it ever since. The thrill of the jump.  

 

Back on the beach, we warm ourselves in the strengthening sun, drink coffee from a 

new ‘smart’ flask that Rob is testing – he works in tech, loves his gadgets – and talk. 

Our clothes are back on as a man with binoculars has appeared on the skyline behind 

us. Apparently, the beach will be busy with nudists later and Rob doesn’t think this 

man is a birdwatcher. 

 

“You really are getting well, aren’t you,” Rob says, pushing away a comma of his wet 

hair. “I mean properly well.” 

 

“We’ll see,” I say. “After all this excitement, I might need a lie down.” 

 

“But you’re feeling stronger?” he continues. 

 

“Sure,” I say smiling. “Thanks to you.” 

 

“I’m not here enough to take any credit.” 

 

Rob only comes down from London at weekends, and not every weekend, but he’s 

the best thing that could have happened to me. In six short months, he has turned my 

life around. He’s let me stay in his extraordinary house in Cornwall, spoilt me beyond 

my wildest dreams, and nurtured my damaged body and soul back to health. 

 

“I just wish I was able to paint again,” I sigh.  

 

“It’ll come back,” Rob says. “I promise.” 

 

In recent days, I’ve been trying to capture Stretch, small watercolour washes, but 

portrait painting, my first love, is still beyond me. 

 

“The thought of never asking anyone to sit for me again…” I say, my words tailing 

off. “It scares the pants off me.” 



 

He glances up, wondering perhaps if it’s a cue for another race down to the sea, but I 

haven’t got the energy. Maybe I’m not as well as I think. 

 

“Does anything else scare you?” he asks. 

 

“Hospitals,” I say, shuddering at the memory. I have tried so hard to forget the tubes, 

the breathing apparatus, the sense of helplessness after the accident when I was lying 

in intensive care. 

 

“Hey, it’s where we met,” he says, smiling. 

 

“That was different. I was on a ward by then.” And he was on a tour of the hospital, 

encouraging patients to visit an exhibition he’d organised in the main reception area.  

 

“Are you scared by anything?” I ask, doubting that he’s troubled by much in life. I 

used to think he was nervous when I first met him, but it’s just his energy. Rob’s 

protean brain never stops, whirring like a supercomputer. An Irish geek. His phrase, 

not mine. 

 

It’s a while before he answers. 

 

“When I was a teenager,” he begins, “I was convinced that I would one day be killed 

by my double, my doppelgänger.” 

 

I glance up at him, shocked by the sudden mention of death.  

 

“Some people say they’re a bad omen,” he continues. “When you meet them.” 

 

I doodle a pattern in the soft sand. We don’t often talk in this way, not about him. It’s 

always about me, my health. 

 

“Now everyone’s into posting selfies on social media, it’s well within the bounds of 

probability for all of us to be found by someone with an exact physical likeness,” he 



says. I feel a twinge of disappointment. He’s reverted to work speak just when I 

thought he was opening up. “There are several billion faces online, waiting to be 

matched. Believe me, I’ve done the maths, crunched the numbers.” 

 

Of course he has. But I’m taken aback by what he says next. 

 

“We’ve all got a double out there somewhere, watching, waiting. Shadowless.” He 

glances around the cove, up at the cliff top behind us. The man with the binoculars 

has gone. “I saw mine once, a long time ago. And the day I see him again will be my 

last. He’ll take over my life, me, you, the house, all that I’ve achieved, everything 

that’s precious to me.”  

 

He pauses, eyes welling as the Cornish sun disappears behind a solitary cloud, casting 

the beach into sudden shade. “He’ll steal my soul.” 
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Friday 

 

Kate 

 

“What to do with ourselves, eh?” I say to Stretch, drumming my fingers on the 

Tesla’s steering wheel. I’ve driven over to Newquay to meet Rob’s Friday evening 

flight from London Heathrow and I’m now waiting in the car park. It’s like being on a 

first date. I’ve tried listening to the radio but I can’t concentrate. I’ve filed my nails, 

checked my lipstick in the rear-view mirror, scrolled through my Instagram feed. 

Stretch is beside himself with excitement too, unable to settle on the plush leather 

passenger seat. 

 

A Tesla’s not my natural choice of car – a bit of a boy’s toy – but I like the fact that 

it’s electric. Quick too. Rob bought it for my personal use down here. I still double 

take at the new life I have. My old Morris Minor Traveller used to spend more time 

being repaired in the garage than on the road. 

 

I watch as a steady stream of people leave the terminal, a few commuters but mostly 

holidaymakers. Despite myself, I start to clock each face, noticing individual features 

– hollow cheeks, Roman nose, spaniel eyes. Before the accident, I was employed as a 

civilian by the police as what’s known as a ‘super recogniser’. 2% of the population 

can’t remember a face, a condition known as prosopagnosia, or facial blindness; at the 

other end of the spectrum, 1% – dubbed the super recognisers – can never forget one. 

That was me. It wasn’t my first choice of career – I always saw myself as a portrait 

painter – but I discovered that I was good at it. Very good. I once identified a suspect 

from just his eyes. The rest of his face was covered. 

 

I sit up. Rob has appeared, across the car park to our left. My heart stops. Cotton 

hoodie, white T-shirt and jeans, courier bag slung over one shoulder. He lowers his 

head to run a restless hand through his hair and looks up, taking in the evening sun 

with a sideways squint at the sky. I wave across at him, scrambling out of the car as 

he walks over to us. We kiss and hold each other tightly. 



 

“What’s with Stretch?” Rob says, as he slides behind the Tesla’s steering wheel. I 

hadn’t noticed, but Stretch is now curled up on the seat, head down. He had been so 

happy a few minutes ago. 

 

“Just tired,” I say scooping him up as I sit down in the passenger seat. Stretch’s tiny 

legs are trembling in my lap. “Walked too far today, didn’t we, little one? We’re both 

tired.” 

 

Rob glances across at me and smiles. The diffident smile that had intrigued me as I 

lay in hospital, wondering if my life would ever be the same again. I know what he’s 

thinking. Have I just let him know that I’m too tired for our usual Friday night 

routine? Let’s see. I haven’t felt so well this week.  

 

“Nice hair, by the way,” he says, glancing across at me.  

 

“Thanks,” I say, pleased that he’s noticed. I went for an undercut earlier today, in a 

bid to cheer myself up, make myself feel younger. 

 

“I got you a present,” he says, legs bouncing like a schoolboy beneath the steering 

wheel.  

 

“You shouldn’t have done,” I say, watching him use the sleeve of his hoodie to wipe 

away a smudge of dirt on the car’s large touch screen between us. I meant to have 

cleaned the car before he arrived. He likes things to be spotless. “You know my life 

down here is more than anyone could ever want.”  

 

He reaches behind the seat and pulls out a small jewellery box from his bag, passing it 

to me. Inside the box, wrapped in tissue paper, is the piece of frosted beach glass that 

we found last week. It’s now on a filigree silver chain. He knows I love necklaces. 

 

“It’s gorgeous,” I say, suddenly overcome with emotion. “Thank you.”  

 



“I was worried about the chain – you know, maybe it’s too thin or something, for the 

glass – but I think it works,” he says, fastening it around my neck.  

 

“Ow,” I cry out, as it pinches my skin at the back. “That really hurt.”  

 

He seems to hesitate a moment too long before apologising.  

 

“Sorry,” he says. “It’s a little tight.” 

 

* 

 

I glance across at Rob’s smooth, sleeping body again and slip quietly out of bed, 

wrapping a cotton dressing gown around me as I step out onto the terrace. It’s a warm 

August evening and no one can see me from here. The isolated house, all glass and 

oak and concrete, is cut deep into the Cornish hillside and faces out to sea, which is 

empty tonight, apart from the winking lights of tankers moored in the distance off 

Falmouth.  

 

“You OK?” Rob calls out. 

 

I swing around. It’s too dark in the bedroom to see him properly.  

 

“I couldn’t sleep,” I say, turning back towards the bay, where a ribbon of moonlight 

has been laid across the water. A moment later, his arms are wrapped around me from 

behind.  

 

“Come back to bed,” he whispers in my ear.  

 

I can feel him against me, a familiar swelling. I rest my hand on his smooth forearm 

and think again about the present he gave me earlier. 

 

“Thank you for the necklace,” I say, remembering the sudden stab of pain. He was 

just being clumsy.  

 



“Not too tight?” he asks. 

 

“It’s perfect.” 

 

Back inside the bedroom, we snuggle up in the darkness. He played it well tonight. 

Ran me a bath with Moroccan rose oil and brought two glasses of chilled champagne. 

My exhaustion of earlier seemed to fall away and afterwards he was the one who was 

tired, falling asleep almost instantly, like a laptop closing. 

 

“Talk to me,” I say quietly. “Tell me about your week.”  

 

I still don’t understand exactly what Rob does in London. One of the articles I read 

about his meteoric career described him as a serial ‘techpreneur’, the youngest ever 

founder of a British ‘unicorn’ company and a pioneering champion of something 

called ‘direct neural interface’ technology – the interaction between brain and 

machine. I like the sound of unicorns. The disruptive tag is less appealing. He also 

runs a charity on the side that puts on art shows in hospitals, which is how we met. 

 

“That’s so interesting,” I offer, filling the silence. “You’ve developed an app, you say, 

that makes women wake up in the middle of the night begging to give their man a 

blow job? That’s incredible. What a smart, selfless, me-too piece of coding.”  

 

He nudges me playfully. And then all I can hear is his faint breathing, the sound of the 

waves below. Sleep soon starts to lap at my own consciousness. It was unsettling 

what Rob said about doubles last weekend. I haven’t been able to forget it, his words 

chasing me through my days of painting and nights of restless dreams. I still think my 

double’s out there somewhere, watching, waiting. Shadowless. And when did he meet 

him? Where? 

 

I don’t know why the idea of having a double in this world has affected me so much. I 

remember being fascinated by identical twins in primary school. The teacher used to 

tell me off for staring at them in class. And there was this French exchange girl in 

senior school who apparently looked just like me, which freaked me out. Maybe it’s a 

challenge to my powers of recognition. Spot the difference. 



 

I will ask Rob again about it, when he’s fully unwound from London. Tomorrow 

we’ll walk the coast path and swim, have coffee at our favourite café overlooking the 

harbour. I start to drift off to sleep, smiling at my new life. 

 

And then I’m awake, eyes wide open in the darkness, the sound of blood pulsing in 

my ears. Rob always insists that he sleeps on the right side of the bed. He’s a creature 

of habit, of quotidian routine. Tonight he’s lying on the left.  

  



SATURDAY 
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Kate 

 

I’m up early the next morning after another fitful sleep, trying to paint Stretch on his 

bed. It’s not easy as he follows me every time I walk over to the sideboard to make a 

tea. I love this room, a vast atrium of a kitchen, one end of which he let me use as a 

studio – before he discovered how messy I am. The room doesn’t face north but 

there’s so much glass in here that it feels like I’m painting en plein air.  

 

The sea below the house is as still as a millpond this morning, like a painting, 

streaked with cyans and ceruleans and framed by a high cirrus sky. In the distance, 

Gull Rock stands sentinel off Nare Head, the headland where I walk with Stretch, 

who loves to dart through the hidden paths between the yellow-flowering gorse. Rob 

will be back soon, answering emails on his laptop in bed, making calls. No 

boundaries, never stops. I’m a fine one to talk, trying to paint on a Saturday morning. 

 

“It’s just not happening, weenie toes,” I say to Stretch, who lifts his head up from his 

bed at the sound of my voice. I put my brush down and clutch my mug of tea, 

studying the canvas, trying not to panic. It will come back. Rob is certain. And then I 

pick up the canvas to show to Stretch.  

 

“What do you reckon? Can you see yourself?” I move the picture around like a 

hairdresser with a mirror. “No? More like a guinea pig, you think? A piglet?” I look at 

the canvas again and place it back on the easel. “I see what you mean,” I add, 

throwing a snort in his direction. 

 

I used to paint a lot of dogs before I became a super recogniser. Not by choice. When 

the portrait commissions dried up, I had no option. Labradors mainly. The occasional 

retriever. A few racehorses too. My fault for living in Wiltshire. Now, it seems, I 

can’t even do dogs. 

 



“Hockney painted 45 pictures of his dachshunds,” a soft Irish voice says behind me 

says.  

 

I spin around to see Rob leaning against the bedroom doorway to my left, a tennis 

racket in one hand.  

 

“Took him a long while to get it right. Easels all over the house, apparently, he adds. 

 

Rob practices with a machine when he’s down here, out on the court at the rear of the 

house. 300 balls on his backhand before breakfast. He peels off an electronic bandana, 

no doubt another piece of wearable technology he’s testing. Time seems to slow down 

as I stare at him, taking in his sweaty smile, his windblown, Britpop hair. He folds his 

lanky arms approvingly, glancing out to sea and then back at me, before looking at his 

trainers. He usually does that when he’s trying to get me into bed. One moment 

pleading, the next all bashful. But then he fixes me in the eye.  

 

“I know it’s taken time,” he says, “but you’re looking so much better, Kate.” I stare at 

him, his familiar face, his blinking puppy eyes, but for a split second I don’t recognise 

him. My brain tingles, like déjà vu, except that this is different. It feels as if I’ve never 

seen this man before. “Kate?” he adds. His voice is far away, distorted. “You OK?” 

 

I can feel the mug slip through my fingers but I can’t do anything about it. It falls and 

shatters on the concrete floor, splashing tea over my bare feet. Stretch trots off to 

another room as Rob rushes forward.  

 

“Are you hurt?” he asks, his hands on my shoulders as he kicks a jagged shard of mug 

away from my feet.  

 

I shake my head slowly, still staring at him. Who is he? I close my eyes and let him 

hold me close.  

 

“You’ve just been overdoing it,” he says, glancing at the canvas. “When did you get 

up?” 

 



“Just after you’d gone out,” I say. What’s wrong with me? 

 

“You mustn’t push it,” he says. 

 

He leads me gently through to the bedroom, where he closes the curtains and switches 

off the light. I’m suffering from a migraine, he thinks, and just need to rest. I had a lot 

of headaches in the immediate aftermath of the accident but none more recently.  

 

Once I’m settled in bed and he’s brought me a mug of herbal tea, he sits by my feet, 

one hand resting on my legs as he goes through emails and messages on his phone.  

 

“I’m sorry,” I say. “The painting – it’s just taking so long to come back.” 

 

But I know it’s something else. That feeling when I saw him in the kitchen and 

thought he was someone else – it was so strange, sickening. The world seemed to 

fracture for a second. Rob looked the same but it wasn’t him. 

 

“Patience,” he says, leaning over to kiss me. 

 

Rob loves my work and is determined for me to be a fulltime artist again, knows that I 

never want to return to my police job. I don’t want to let him down. Maybe I have 

been pushing it recently.  

 

“Art’s the best healer,” he’d said that day we first met on the ward, lingering to chat at 

my bedside. “Art and technology.” 

 

By the time I was strong enough to walk down to the exhibition he’d organised in the 

hospital foyer, I was amazed to discover three of my own portraits on the walls. And I 

can’t deny that my euphoria at seeing them on display worked more wonders than any 

medicine. I’d been let go by my own gallery, forced to take up a proper job with the 

police and ditch my career as an artist. It had been a while since I’d had any work 

shown in public. 

 

“I don’t think it’s a migraine,” I say. 



 

“You just need to sleep.”  

 

I know he’s right. But I’m not sure I can face more dreams of doubles.  
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Kate 

 

When I wake from a light sleep, Rob is still at the end of the bed in his tennis gear, 

checking his phone, getting up to walk around in circles, settling again. A bit like 

Stretch. Sometimes I think he has enough energy and ideas to solve all the world’s 

problems. 

 

“Rob,” I say, but before he can reply, his phone rings.  

 

“You OK?” he mouths to me, one hand over his phone. I nod and he walks out of the 

bedroom onto the terrace. 

 

I close my eyes again and lie back, listening to his animated tones as he talks outside 

the bedroom about an upcoming “IPO” in language that I barely understand. The 

mindless “spray and pray” of some tech venture capitalists. The need for algorithms 

and the human brain to work in partnership, his hopes for a new project in Brittany.  

 

My name is mentioned but his voice drops and I can’t make out exactly what he’s 

saying. And then I hear him again, cold and dispassionate, like I’ve never heard him 

before, ordering someone to “boil the ocean” for new customers. I guess he has to be 

tough at work, not like how he is with me, but his tone is chilling. Two minutes later, 

he ducks back into the room and pulls out a familiar headset from a cupboard. Rob 

recently launched a disruptive medical start up that makes portable headsets for 

assessing traumatic brain injuries. He gets me to wear one occasionally to help 

monitor my recovery. 

 

“There’s a problem in London,” he says. “An unhappy investor.” 

 

“Do you need to go back?” I ask.  

 

The thought of being on my own again is suddenly very appealing. I feel guilty but I 

need to work out what’s happening in my head, why I dropped the mug. It was a step 



back, to when I was first recovering down here and dizzy spells and migraines were 

part of my life. 

 

“I told them it would have to wait until Monday,” he says. 

 

“Because of me?” 

 

“I can’t leave you like this,” he says, adjusting the headset in the dim light. He 

explained once how it works. Apparently it uses algorithms to compare a patient’s 

brain activity against normal data and then highlights any deviations.  

 

“I’m fine, really,” I say, tying back my hair. “You should go.” 

 

“Let’s just check,” he says. “Peace of mind.” 

 

I sit up in bed, keeping my eyes firmly closed as he slides the device over my head. It 

looks a bit like a swimming cap, except for the matrix of colour-coded electrodes all 

over it. When he’s being tender like this, tucking my hair behind an ear as he adjusts 

the headset, I feel so loved, cared for, cherished. An Indian bride being dressed in her 

wedding finery.  

 

I sit there in silence, like a good patient. The device is cool on my scalp.  

 

“All seems fine,” he says after a couple of minutes. He’s reading from his 

smartphone, which is linked to the headset via the app his team of “brogrammers” in 

London has designed. “When’s your next check up with Dr Varma?” 

 

“Monday,” I say. 

 

“That’s good,” Rob says. “He might be down here already.” 

 

“How do you mean?” 

 

“He sometimes likes to make a weekend of his visits. Bring the family to the seaside.” 



 

I smile at the thought. Dr Ajay Varma, a neuropsychiatrist, often talks about his 

family, how well his two young daughters are doing at school, his parents back in 

South India. He’s been overseeing my recovery since I left the hospital, looking out 

for any lasting post-traumatic effects of the accident – mood swings, anxiety, 

depression. It’s all seems a bit unnecessary but Rob insists, arranging and paying for 

his visits. I don’t mind as he also happens to be a really nice guy.  

 

“I’ll give him a call,” Rob says, “see if he can come over this afternoon.” 

 

“Are you sure?” Dr Varma’s never mentioned that he stays down here. I guess I’ve 

never asked. 

 

“It’s important. You’re doing so well. We don’t want any setbacks.” 

 

“If you say so.” 

 

“I do. And I love you.” 

 

“Rob?” I say, eyes closed. If he’s going back to London today, I should ask him now 

about his fear of doubles.  

 

He’ll take over my life, me, you, the house, all that I’ve achieved, everything that’s 

precious to me. He’ll steal my soul. 

 

“Yes?” 

 

I take a deep breath but it suddenly seems so irrelevant. I had a funny turn, that’s all. 

Dropped a mug. It happens. “I love you too.” 
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Kate 

 

“It still doesn’t feel right,” Rob says.  

 

This time it’s him who’s drumming his fingers on the Tesla’s steering wheel. We are 

back in a car park, at Truro railway station. The evening flight from Newquay to 

London was full.  

 

“Honestly, I’m feeling so much better,” I say, stroking Stretch on my lap. 

 

After the results from the headset came through on his phone, I talked Rob into 

returning to London and said that I would drive him to the station. He was reluctant, 

suggesting he took a taxi, but he eventually came round to the idea, particularly as Dr 

Varma is down for the weekend and has agreed to visit me this afternoon.  

 

“Are you sure you’ll be alright on your own?” he asks.  

 

Despite his genuine concern, I can already sense Rob’s restlessness, his desire to be 

back on the train to London. 

 

“I’ll be fine. Dr Varma can look after me.”  

 

“Just remember to keep the house locked,” he says. 

 

I sigh, turning to gaze out the window. Sometimes I think he forgets we’re in 

Cornwall not London. 

 

“I was going to give Bex a call,” I say. “See if she fancies coming down for a few 

days.” 

 

Bex is my best friend, a bridge between my previous life and this one.  

 



“Good idea. I like Bex.” He pauses, looking at me. “It’s all coming back, isn’t it?” 

 

“What?” I ask, searching his face. 

 

“That brilliant brain of yours.” 

 

“Not if my painting’s anything to go by.” 

 

“What are you saying? You really captured Stretch today. Coming in?” he asks, 

opening the car door. 

 

“Mind if I stay here?” I say, turning away. Something’s not right. 

 

“Sure,” he says. He grabs his bag from the back seat and leans over to kiss me 

goodbye. I close my eyes.  

 

“I’ll call you,” he says and kisses me again. “I hope it goes well with Dr Varma.” 

 

I finger the beach glass around my neck as I watch Rob walk across to the station 

building. Just before he enters, a man I don’t recognise comes up to him and they 

shake hands, smiling, laughing. Long face, like a horse. Rob isn’t a natural social 

animal – his first instinct is always to duck and dive – but I can see he’s making an 

effort, eyes blinking. Maybe this man is another investor.  

 

I watch the two men chat and think how little I really know about Rob’s London 

existence. It doesn’t bother me. He’d probably say the same about my life down here. 

The weeks are long without him and I’ve made some good friends in the village. Who 

does he see in London? Or in Brittany, where he’s been visiting a lot in recent weeks? 

I’m not a jealous person but I know Bex thinks it’s odd that I’ve never been to his flat 

in Shoreditch, or to his offices in Old Street.  

 

“Rob needs to know how much we love him,” I say to Stretch, determined to shake 

off the weird thoughts that are starting to inveigle themselves in my head.  

 



I grab the dog under one arm, climb out the car and stride over to where Rob is still 

chatting. He hasn’t seen me approach. And then he turns. 

 

“Kate, everything OK?” he asks. 

 

I stand there, frozen to the spot, to the right of him. It’s that same tingling sensation 

again, a lurching nausea. It’s not Rob.  

 

He’ll take over my life, me, you, the house, all that I’ve achieved, everything that’s 

precious to me. 

 

“I just…” I hesitate, turning from Rob to ‘horse face’ for some sort of explanation.  

 

“Give me a second,” Rob says to the man.  

 

“Sure,” he says, glancing nervously at me. “See you on the train.” 

 

“I just wanted to say goodbye properly,” I manage to say. “We both do,” I add, 

nodding at Stretch in my arms. 

 

“You need to rest,” Rob says, hugging us both. I mustn’t cry. “And talk to Dr Varma. 

I’ve got to go.” 

 

I watch him walk into the station, wondering what’s happening to me. 
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Kate 

 

“Bex, I wouldn’t be asking you to do this if it wasn’t important.”  

 

I’m still in the Tesla at the train station car park, on the phone to my best friend.  

 

“You think he’s having an affair or what?” Bex asks. 

 

“Nothing like that,” I say, glancing at Stretch, who is asleep on the passenger seat 

beside me.  

 

“So what am I meant to be looking out for?” Bex asks. 

 

Bex is a school teacher. Lancashire born and bred, she is also my best friend, which is 

kind of her, as she doesn’t suffer fools gladly. We used to live in the same Wiltshire 

village and watch Fleabag eating butter pie at her place. And now I’m asking a 

massive favour. 

 

“I just want you to look at him,” I say, realising how absurd I must sound. 

 

“And what? Mark him out of ten? He’s well fit, Kate. We already know that. Tens all 

round, even from Craig.” 

 

Why’s Bex in such an annoying mood? Probably because I’m asking her to intercept 

Rob at Paddington, see if she thinks he looks different in any way.  

  

“I was behaving really strangely just now,” I say, thinking back to when I approached 

him outside the airport building.  

 

“That’s not like you,” she says, laughing. 

 



“Seriously, I can’t explain what I felt. I just know it was one of the weirdest moments 

of my life.” Up there with the time I saw Jake, my ex, with another woman.  

 

“You was acting strangely? Or he was?”  

 

Bex’s accent might have been softened by years of living down south but she’s lost 

none of her northern bluntness.  

 

“If I told you what I was thinking, you’d laugh at me,” I say. 

 

“Do I ever? Even that time you tried doing the Paso Doble in the pub I never once 

giggled.” 

 

She’s lying. We’d both laughed like drains that night. My relationship with Jake was 

on the rocks and I’d needed cheering up.  

 

“I thought Rob…” My words tail off. 

 

“I’ll gladly take him off your hands if you’re getting bored,” she says, unaware that 

I’m now crying. Stretch raises his head.  

 

“You alright?” she asks, more serious now. 

 

I bite my lip, wondering where to start, how to explain. 

 

“Rob and I, we had a talk last weekend, about a worst fears,” I say, wiping away a 

tear, trying to keep it together. “I was worried I might not be able to paint again, after 

the accident. And Rob – he said he used to be scared of meeting his double. You 

know, his doppelgänger.” 

 

“His evil twin?” Bex says. She’s still not taking me seriously.  

 



“It’s meant to be a bad omen when you see them, a sign of your imminent death,” I 

continue. “When I saw Rob off just now, I thought it was his double. Seriously. I 

know it sounds crazy but it was fucking terrifying, Bex.”  

 

“OK,” she says quietly, clearly surprised by my sudden outburst. I don’t often swear. 

 

“Have you spoken to Rob about this?” she asks.  

 

Bex has seen me through some tough times in recent years. She never thought much 

of Jake, or the leaky narrowboat we lived on together for 15 years in Wiltshire, and 

she has been a big supporter of my new life with Rob. Thinks it’s time I got a break. 

And who better than with a 29-year-old tech toyboy? Go for the money, girl.  

 

“I don’t want to worry him about it,” I say. It was the only time I’ve seen him 

frightened, that day on the beach when we talked about doppelgängers. “And, you 

know…” I pause. “It might not be him I’m talking to.” 

 

Oh God, I’m sounding like a mad person. I picture Bex pulling a face.  

 

“I know it’s daft,” she says, “but have you checked he hasn’t actually got a twin 

brother?” 

 

“He’s an only child, Bex.”  

 

The same thought had crossed my mind but there are no identical siblings, no evil 

twin. Nothing so simple.  

 

“I just want you to tell me what you think, when you see him,” I add. “Reassure me 

that Rob hasn’t been replaced by anyone. That I haven’t just spent the night with a 

complete stranger.” 

 

“What time does his train get into Paddington?” she asks. I close my eyes with relief. 

I love Bex. 



 

“Four hours from now,” I say. I love her for being prepared to do this for me. I knew 

she would be in town today. She always goes to London on a Saturday to do the 

galleries. We used to travel up together. But it’s still a big ask. 

 

“I could take a later train up to Paddington,” she says. “To coincide with his.” 

 

“That would be so helpful, Bex. Really. Just make sure it looks like a coincidence, 

though.” 

 

“I’ll see what I can do. As it’s you. And because I know you’ll pay me back big time. 

Maybe a trip on his fancy yacht or something.” 

 

“Thanks.” I pause. “Rob hasn’t got a yacht, you know that. But I’ll buy you fish and 

chips. I told him I was going to call you, see if you’d like to come down here for a 

few days.” 

 

“Is that what you’d like?” she asks. “For me to come down?” 

 

“He’ll pay for your ticket.” Rob always offers. 

 

“I’ll buy my own, thanks.” And Bex always refuses. 

 

“Seriously, it would be nice if you could come,” I say. 

 

Bex is currently single, a rare state of affairs. She’s not a stunner but she does a lot 

with what she’s got. I’ve seen how men notice her, the way she moves. She’s also 33, 

like me, with no sign of children. Maybe that’s why we are such good friends.  

 

“Actually, I could do with getting out the village,” she says. “Might find myself a 

tasty Poldark, you never know. I’ll see what the trains are doing.” 

 

“Call me when you see him,” I say, wondering whether she’ll have the same doubts as 

me. 



 

“How will I know if it’s not him?” she asks. “If he, well, looks identical?” 

 

“You’ll know. Trust me.” 
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Kate 

 

It feels good to be back in the village after dropping Rob off at Truro. I was held up 

for ages driving through the narrow Cornish lanes around here – it’s changeover day 

for many holiday lets. To offset the pain, I pulled in at my favourite bakery and 

bought a cinnamon bun, an object of swirling, sugar-dusted beauty. I lick the last of it 

from my lips as I turn into the drive. To my horror, Dr Varma is already here, waiting 

by the front door. I should have come straight home. 

  

“I’m so sorry,” I say, showing him through the front door. “I didn’t realise the time.” 

 

“It’s quite alright,” Dr Varma says, smiling at me as he walks through to the kitchen 

and sits down at the table. “I was early anyway.”  

 

I know he’s lying. I never used to be late for anything, hated it when Jake was not on 

time.  

 

“Thanks so much for coming,” I say. “Rob says you were down for the weekend.” 

 

Ajay smiles benignly. I’m talking too much, not used to seeing him in anything other 

than a suit. This afternoon he’s wearing chinos, a polo shirt and deck shoes. The only 

clue he’s here for work is his familiar black attaché case. 

 

“Can I get you anything?” I ask, hovering by the sink. “Tea? Something stronger?” 

 

“All good.” I can tell Ajay wants to get down to business. I sit down opposite him and 

try to relax. “Rob says you’ve been feeling a bit unwell,” he continues. “Maybe a 

migraine.” 

 

I shift on my seat and think back to what Rob said to me on the beach.  

 



“It was nothing,” I say. I realise I’m wasting Ajay’s time. Rob once had a fear of 

doubles, nothing more. It doesn’t mean he’s been replaced by one. Of course he 

hasn’t. A double would have to look identical, perfect Rob’s mannerisms, the way he 

talks. He would have to learn everything about his history, about me... I push the 

thought away. I’m just being stupid. Ajay senses my discomfort and gives me one of 

his chubby, reassuring smiles. I’d forgotten what a good bedside manner he has. He 

won’t rush me. He will bide his time until I’m ready to tell him. 

 

“He also said you’re making fantastic progress,” he continues, beaming. “Thought 

you’d really turned a corner when he arrived last night.” 

 

“I’ve been feeling a lot better,” I say, watching as Ajay removes a laptop from his 

attaché case and opens it on the table. He then pulls out a headset similar to the one 

that Rob put on me earlier, except that it’s covered with more electrodes, a matrix of 

colour. 

 

“He’s asked me to run some more recognition tests – try to establish whether the part 

of your brain that was damaged in the accident has fully recovered,” he continues. 

 

“Sounds suspiciously like police work,” I say. As part of my interview, I had been 

shown inverted faces, altered images and a ‘before they were famous’ test, in which I 

had to identify celebrities from poor-quality images taken when they were young.  

 

Ajay smiles. He knows I never want to work for the force again, but he agrees with 

Rob that my powers of recognition, almost non-existent after the accident, remain the 

best indicator of my brain’s overall recovery. The surgeon who operated on me had 

talked of damage to my right temporal lobe, including the fusiform gyrus, the part of 

the brain that processes faces. He’d warned that facial blindness was a possibility. I 

was more worried about my ability to paint, particularly portraits of people. 

 

“We’re going to use the EEG headset to monitor a brainwave called a P3,” Ajay says, 

checking his laptop. 

 

“What’s a P3?” I ask. 



 

“Electrical activity that occurs in the brain a fraction of a second after you recognise a 

face,” Ajay says. “The response spike is markedly stronger in super recognisers.” 

 

“Should I be flattered?” I ask.  

 

“What’s interesting is that the reaction is involuntary – you can’t stop a P3 

brainwave,” he says. “It’s why they use it for lie detection.” 

 

Ajay turns the laptop towards me and explains that I’m going to be shown two faces 

for five seconds each. I’ll then be shown hundreds of random facial images in quick 

succession, about 10 per second, using a process called rapid serial visual 

presentation, or RSVP. Buried amongst them will be the two faces I was shown at the 

beginning. If my recognition skills are working, the deeper cognitive responses of my 

brain will trigger a P3 spike. 

 

“Are you ready?” he asks. 

 

I nod, adjusting my sitting position as he switches his laptop to full screen. A moment 

later, I study each face for five seconds. First Brucie and then Jeff. Silly, I know, but 

we used to use nicknames when we were mentally storing images of faces, based on 

instant associations. Big chin? Bruce Forsyth. Prominent ears? Jeff Goldblum. It helps 

to make their faces stick.  

 

Brucie and Jeff disappear and a series of images start to flash in full screen before my 

eyes. I don’t have enough time to clock each one in detail, but I’m aware that they’re 

what we used to call ‘dirty’ shots, when the faces are partially obscured. 

 

After 30 seconds, I feel tired. Despite the speed of the images, my brain is desperately 

trying to analyse each one, process it, match it against memories. The curse of the 

super recogniser. It’s like playing pairs on speed. Or pelmanism, as my granny used to 

call it. I always used to win against her as a child but it was put down to my younger 

brain rather than any gift. I only discovered my ability to recognise faces a few years 

ago, although I should have seen the signs earlier. Whenever I watched TV, I’d 



recognise walk-on extras in the background that I’d seen in other films. I just thought 

everyone did. 

 

I don’t know how long the test goes on for, two minutes, maybe longer, but I’m 

relieved when it’s over.  

 

“That was hard,” I say, blowing out my cheeks. It feels like I’ve just sat an exam. 

 

“You have to relax,” Ajay says, studying his phone. “Allow the images to wash over 

you, let your subconscious brain do the work.” 

 

“I don’t think I spotted anyone,” I say.  

 

“You did,” he says, turning his laptop for me to see. There’s a graph on the screen and 

a noticeable spike. “Image number 213.” 

 

Jeff. “What about the other person?”  

 

“The spike was less pronounced,” he says, scrolling through the rest of the graph to 

show me more of a gentle hill than a mountain peak. “But it’s still an impressive 

response.” I’m not convinced. Brucie got away. 

 

Ajay pauses, shaking his head. “It’s still remarkable. Your powers of recognition are 

undoubtedly back, which is encouraging, given the damage that your brain suffered.” 

 

I don’t need reminding. Six months ago, after a particularly difficult day, I had been 

returning home from work when I drove into a tree just outside the village. Not that I 

can remember any of it. They thought I’d fallen asleep at the wheel. I was lucky to 

survive, suffering traumatic brain injuries. No airbags in a 1969 Woodie. After an 

extensive investigation, the police concluded that it had been a tragic accident. 

 

“Does that mean my ability to paint will return, too?” I glance over at the canvas of 

Stretch on the easel. 

 



“It should do. In time. Rob’s so pleased,” Ajay says, putting away the headset. 

 

A part of me was hoping I could blame my funny turns entirely on a still damaged 

fusiform gyrus. But if my brain is healing, it might not be playing tricks on me. And 

Rob might have been replaced by his double. 

  



8 

 

Jake 

 

Jake snaps shut his laptop and looks around the cramped narrowboat. It’s not 

happening today. If he’s honest, it’s not happening every day. He thought he might 

write more after Kate left him but his productivity has gone down, if that’s possible.  

 

He locks up and steps onto the bank, glancing back at the boat. One end of the roof is 

piled up with logs seasoning for the winter, the other covered with solar panels. All 

part of living off grid. He needs to water the flower boxes down by the bow. They 

were planted with petunias by Kate and are dying.  

  

The canal has a rare beauty this morning, layers of gossamer mist hanging above the 

surface of the water. A plump of moorhens retreats into the deep reed beds on the far 

bank as he walks on down the towpath. Up ahead, Jake’s favourite bridge, a perfectly 

poised redbrick arch, reflects in the water to form a shimmering circle of sorts. It’s the 

one thing that keeps him going: this idyllic haven where he lives like a floating 

nomad.  

 

The post office in the village has texted to say there’s a package for him. He enters 

with a spring in his step – maybe it’s a forgotten translation of one of his books? – 

and tries not to look at the croissants. He can’t even afford the gas to bake his own 

bread any more. 

 

“The usual?” the woman behind the bakery counter asks, sliding one into a paper bag 

for him. 

 

“Not today, thanks,” Jake says, sweeping back his long hair. His empty stomach 

rumbles in protest. “I think you’ve got a package for me,” he says. 

 

“Here we go,” the woman says, passing him a padded envelope.  

 



Jake knows at once that it’s not a book. Too small. At least it’s not a bill. Or a court 

summons. He’s had too many of those recently. On his way out, he stops to look at 

the small ads: teenagers offering to babysit, mow lawns. He could do that. Easier than 

writing. His novels are only published in Finland now.  

 

He crosses the street to walk in the sunshine and heads back to his boat via the station. 

As he passes, he spots Bex, Kate’s best friend, on the crowded platform, all big hair 

and platform boots. He likes to chat with her even if the feeling is far from mutual. 

She’s his last remaining connection with Kate. He didn’t cherish her enough, 

according to Bex. It’s not easy when you’re broke. He hasn’t seen Kate since she left 

hospital. Since she shacked up with her tech millionaire. 

 

“Alright?” she says, as Jake approaches. 

 

“Off on holiday?” Jake asks, glancing at her wheelie case.  

 

He suddenly feels like a hick in his canal clothes that smell of diesel and wood smoke. 

There was a time when he was on this platform every morning in a suit, commuting 

up to London to work as a crime reporter. Kate used to complain that he was 

becoming feral, more interested in spotting otters than writing bestsellers. 

 

Bex nods awkwardly. Is she going to see Kate?  

 

“Somewhere nice?” he asks.  

 

Their conversation is even more stilted than normal. He’s only two years older than 

Bex but he feels disconnected, out of touch.  

 

“London,” she says, without conviction. “Friend of a friend.” With that, she raises her 

eyebrows and turns to the train that’s just pulling in.  

 

Back at the narrowboat, Jake steps on board, ducks down below and opens the small 

package at the galley table. There’s no note, just a memory stick. He checks the 



printed address label again and looks at the postmark: East London. Why was Bex 

being so weird? 

 

He slips the stick into the USB port of his old laptop and clicks on the new icon. A 

video file appears. He leans in closer, watching the grainy CCTV footage that’s 

already begun to play. 

 

It takes a few moments to realise that the woman sitting at the bar is Kate. She’s on 

her own, looking at her phone. Jake glances at the date in the bottom right corner of 

the screen: 10.05pm, 14th February. He shudders at the memory. In the other corner it 

says ‘Bluebell 2’. The only Bluebell he knows about is on the way to Swindon. A 

barman comes over and starts up a conversation with Kate. Jake watches, transfixed, 

as he turns his back, fixes a bright orange drink and passes it to her. An Aperol spritz, 

her favourite.  

 

The image judders and the CCTV feed is now looking down on Kate. Jake watches 

the scene play out again from the new angle. It’s like trying to spot a magician’s 

sleight of hand. And then that he sees it. There. A definite pass across the top of the 

glass, just before the barman slips in the ice. 

 

Jake sits back, his mouth drying, and picks up the package again, checking inside in 

case he’s missed anything. Empty. Whoever sent it has spotted something that they 

want Jake to see too. Why now, six months later?  

 

He gets up from his desk and walks over to the galley area, glancing at his watch. It’s 

too early for a beer, even on a Saturday. Not that he’s got any. All there is to drink is 

his kombucha, fermenting in the corner. He puts on the kettle, trying to order his 

thoughts. 

 

Valentine’s Day is a date he’ll never forget. Kate was working late, a relief as he 

hadn’t planned anything romantic. When his phone rang, he thought she might be 

calling to thank him for being such a rock. Instead, she accused him of cheating on 

her. As part of her job, she’d been trawling through hours of recent CCTV footage 



and spotted Jake by chance with another woman in a shopping mall. It was cruel fate 

and Jake never had time to explain.  

 

An hour later, Kate was heading home in her Morris Minor Traveller and crashed. 

He’s always thought it was an accident.  

 

He doesn’t now. 
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Kate 

 

After Dr Varma has gone, I settle down at the easel, determined to finish the painting 

of Stretch – less pig, more dog. The results of the recognition tests were encouraging, 

giving me hope that my painting skills will return too. Stretch, though, has other ideas 

and won’t lie still. He’s six months old and already needs a good 30-minute walk 

every day.  

 

“You win,” I say, as he trots off out of the kitchen towards the back of the house. I 

watch him for a second and wonder where he’s going. He doesn’t usually disappear 

out of my sight. I get up, paintbrush still in hand, and I’m about to follow him when I 

pause at the fridge. I bought some Cornish Yarg yesterday, thick and creamy. I pull 

on the fridge handle but it doesn’t open. I try again without success.  

 

“Rob, the fridge won’t open,” I say a moment later, talking to him on the phone. He’s 

still on the train to London. 

 

“Sorry, it must still be in diet mode. Stops you snacking between meals.” 

 

“But I’m not on a diet.” Sometimes I despair at this house, Rob’s love of so-called 

smart technology. 

 

“I am,” he says. “And it thought I was down for the whole weekend. Try now.” 

 

“Thanks,” I say, shaking my head in disbelief. The fridge door is now open. Rob 

controls everything in his life from an app. Everything except me.  

 

“You OK?” he asks. “No more migraines?” 

 

“Hungry.” 

 



“How was it with Dr Varma?” 

 

“He did some tests, thinks my brain is recovering.” 

 

I suspect that Ajay has already sent over the results to Rob and is just humouring me. 

 

“That’s great news,” he says. “I said you were improving.” 

 

“I guess so,” I reply, looking forlornly at my half-finished painting of Stretch. After a 

quick chat – he interrupted a work call on the train to take mine – I let him go. Stretch 

has not returned. I walk down the long corridor, eating a piece of Yarg. At the far end, 

it’s right to the big spare bedroom, where Bex always stays, or left to a storeroom. 

Where’s Stretch gone? 

 

I stop in my tracks. The door to the storeroom is open. It’s always locked, ever since 

I’ve been here. Rob’s got an obsession with laptops and computers and once told me 

he keeps quite a few of them in here for security. The whole house is very safe – 

security lights and cameras everywhere, triple locks on the outside doors. I said it 

wasn’t necessary but he’d installed them soon after I moved in, thought I was being 

naïve about my previous life, the nature of my police work. Stretch appears in the 

doorway. 

 

“What are you doing in there?” I say, as if it’s his idea to be nosy.  

 

I follow him through the door. It’s more of an office than a storeroom, dominated by a 

large black desk and a picture on the wall behind. In the corner, a stack of old laptops, 

at least ten of them. There are no windows, which is out of keeping with the rest of 

the light-flooded house. The back wall is cut into the hillside and the front wall 

adjoins the guest room. 

 

“Bigger than we thought, isn’t it?” I say to Stretch, switching on the main light. 

“Much bigger.” I wonder if it was originally intended as a child’s room. I hope it will 

be one day. 

 



I walk around the work station, running my finger across the smooth black marble. 

There’s a computer screen on the desk, flanked by soundstick speakers, but it’s the 

black and white picture propped up against the wall that catches my attention, even 

though it’s partially hidden by some card and wrapping. 

 

I lift it up, blow off the dust and study it more closely, my head spinning. It looks pre-

Raphaelite and has been done in pen and ink and brush. A couple dressed in medieval 

clothes are walking through woodland. They appear to have stumbled across their 

doubles, identical in every respect: same physical features, medieval clothing, 

matching red feathers in their caps. The woman has fainted and her terrified man has 

drawn a sword to confront his double, staring into the whites of his eyes. 

 

The only thing that distinguishes them is that the couple on the left has been framed 

with an ethereal glowing light, to denote they’re the doppelgängers. If only it were 

that easy. With Rob it’s harder, more subtle. Physically he looks identical but there’s 

something about him – is it his eyes, what they’re hiding? – that belongs to someone 

else. 

 

I prop the picture back against the wall, walk over to a row of bookshelves and glance 

at some of the titles. Most are to do with business investment. Some are about coding, 

others are about health, neurotechnology and bio-engineering. There are several 

books about consciousness, exploring the twilight zone between life and death, 

another about locked-in syndrome. And on the bottom shelf a row of paperbacks. I 

bend down and pull one out. It’s an old, well-thumbed book by Fyodor Dostoevsky: 

The Double. I read the blurb on the back, return it to the shelf and pull out another 

faded paperback: The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner, by 

James Hogg. Written in 1824, it’s about a Gothic double. 

 

I don’t know what I think about all this doppelgänger stuff. Rob is more obsessed 

about it than I realised. At least, he was once. I also feel – unreasonably, perhaps – a 

little misled about the storeroom that isn’t. It’s a full-blown office, full of Rob’s 

things. Maybe he does work in here, when I’m asleep, which is often. 

 



I call Stretch and close the door after him, assuming that Rob had left it unlocked in 

our rush to drive to the train station this morning. And then I go back in to take the 

copy of The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner. I’ll have plenty of 

time to read and return it. But before I’ve reached the desk, my phone rings. It’s Bex. 
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Kate 

 

“I feel like an undercover cop on a stakeout,” Bex says, whispering. “Is this what you 

used to do in your old job?” 

 

“Where are you?” I ask, trying to put a lead on Stretch, who is desperate for his walk. 

 

“Pret a Manger, Paddington station. Rob’s train is about to arrive on platform one.” 

 

“Are you actually going to meet him?” I ask, closing the front door behind me. I can’t 

be bothered to follow Rob’s instructions and triple lock it. And I haven’t set the alarm 

in weeks. This is rural Cornwall, not Shoreditch. I head on down to the lush green 

field below the house, Stretch pulling on his lead, and cut across to the coastpath that 

runs along the bottom of our land, marked by a herringbone slate wall. 

 

“I’ll say hello if he don’t seem right, you know, if he looks a bit...” Her words tail off. 

 

A bit what? If only I knew. It would make all this so much more straightforward.  

 

“He’ll look exactly the same,” I say. “It’s just his manner that’s different. His gait.” 

 

“You know all about that.” 

 

I used to – in my old police job. I join the main coastal path, urged on by Stretch. 

Gait, facial features, tells, I knew about them all once. My boss even sent me on a 

behavioural analysis course. That’s what worrying me about Rob. I was pretty good at 

recognising people, one of the best. I was never wrong. And something about Rob has 

definitely changed. It’s hard to describe but it’s almost as if he’s impersonating 

himself, over-emphasising the little ticks, the blinking eyes, the hand through his hair. 

 

“I’m tucked away in corner,” Bex continues, “got a clear view of people walking past. 

I’ll chat to him if he sees me.” 



 

I try to picture her in the window of Pret.  

 

“Thanks, Bex.” 

 

She explains that she’ll do some galleries after intercepting Rob and then come on 

down to Truro this evening. She’s really going the distance – and for what? Because I 

think my boyfriend might have been replaced by a double? I hold onto the unfamiliar 

look in Rob’s eye, the overwhelming sense of disconnect that I felt. 

 

“Had nothing planned this weekend anyway,” she adds. “Just the usual gang in the 

Slaughtered Lamb tonight. Not been the same since you left.” 

 

I used to go to our local a lot with Jake, found myself drinking more and more. I tell 

myself I don’t miss him, the claustrophobic life we shared, particularly on days like 

today. The salt-fresh air, blue sky, the sea laid out like sheet glass below me. I’d been 

going out with Jake for years, since we’d met at university. Perhaps it was the 

combination of our jobs – a portrait artist and an author – that did for us in the end, 

living and working in each other’s pockets on a tiny narrowboat. Or the fact that we 

couldn’t seem to have children. Our careers never quite took off either, which didn’t 

help. It was why I took the police job in the end. One of us had to earn some money. 

 

“Hold up, here comes his train now,” Bex says. 

 

“He’ll be at the front,” I say. “First class.”  

 

“Of course he bloody will.” 

 

We both stay silent for a few seconds. I can picture the crowds of people flooding 

onto the platform, some back from their holidays, others in town to shop. I used to 

spend a lot of time watching crowds, guessing what they did as I looked for the 

match. Too much time. 

 

“Can you see him?” I ask. Why am I so nervous? 



 

“Not yet.” 

 

“You remember what he looks like?” 

 

“Relax, Kate. I’m on it.” 

 

“Sorry, I’m just–” 

 

“I know you are.” She pauses. “No sign of him yet.” 

 

Maybe Rob’s tricky investor isn’t in London and he got off the train at Reading. 

Bex’s silence seems to last for ever. The coast path’s high hedgerows are humming 

with bees. Above me, seagulls soar in the rising sea currents. And then I hear another 

noise, one that I’ve heard a few times in recent weeks. I scan the blue sky and spot a 

drone out in the bay, heading towards me. 

 

“There he is,” Bex suddenly says. “Even more of a looker than I remember.” 

 

“Is he with anyone?” I ask, watching as the drone approaches. The sight and sound of 

it make me uneasy, cutting through the coastal calm. Rob has recently invested in a 

start up drone courier company. He tests a lot of his gadgets down here. Is this one of 

his? It can’t be. He’s in London. 

 

“On his own, why?” Bex asks. 

 

“Just wondering.”  

 

I’ve never suspected Rob of infidelity and I don’t doubt the reason for his trip to 

London now. 

 

“It looks like him, Kate. That’s all I can say. Right lanky sod, isn’t he? And so young! 

How old is he again?” 

 



“29.” The drone is above me now, hovering high above the coast path. 

 

“Cheeky. Dead cool bag over one shoulder. Sound familiar?” 

 

“All good. What about the way he’s walking?”  

 

You can tell a lot by the way someone walks.  

 

“Preoccupied,” Bex says. “He’s just pulled out his phone.” 

 

My own phone flashes up a message that he’s on the other line. 

 

“He’s trying to call me,” I say, not sure whether to be reassured or scared. Whoever 

this man is, he’s got Rob’s phone. 

 

“Are you going to answer it?” 

 

“No.” I let the call go to voicemail. The drone starts to move away, back out to sea. 

 

“He’s stopped on the platform, glancing around,” Bex says. “Nice smile. Looks like 

he’s leaving you a long, loving message. It’s him, Kate, definitely him.” She pauses. 

“Hang on.” 

 

“What?” Has she noticed something about him?  

 

“Shitters, he’s heading in here.” 

 

“What are you going to say?” 

 

“Better go.” 

 

“Just tell him the truth, that you’re coming down to see me, waiting for your train,” I 

say, but the line’s already dead.  
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Kate 

 

I stop on the coast path and lean against the dry-stone wall. London feels so far away 

here. At least Bex has got an excuse for why she’s up in town. Rob knows I was 

going to ask her down. And she’s a good bluffer. I try to guess what they’ll talk about. 

He’ll confide that he’s a bit worried about me but won’t go into details. He’s too 

decent to be indiscreet. And she’ll flirt with him, pick some fluff off his shoulder, 

which will make him blush and blink.  

 

“Shall we carry on?” I ask Stretch, who is pulling at the lead again. “Keep ourselves 

busy?”  

 

I turn to breathe in the pure sea air. No sign of the drone now. Two people are 

walking towards us on the coast path. Below, a sailing dinghy heads out into the bay, 

a tiny blade of brilliant white slicing across the haze of blue. And there, on the far side 

of the bay, is the field where Jake and I used to camp in the summer. It always rained 

for the week we were down. We argued a lot too – he liked to go sailing, I didn’t 

– but I still feel a pang of nostalgia. It’s the laughter I miss. Was he a father figure to 

me, as Bex always used to say? I was brought up by mother, an actress, and have 

never met my dad. 

 

I smile weakly at the couple as I pass them, allowing their dog, a black Labrador, to 

sniff at Stretch. Ten minutes later, I’m about to enter the village when my phone 

rings. 

 

I almost drop it as I whip the phone out of my back pocket. 

 

“He’s worried about you, pleased that I’m coming down,” Bex says. “Told me to 

make sure the house is triple locked and alarmed at night.” 

 

Sounds like Rob. “Did anything strike you as odd about him?” I ask breathlessly. 

“Different?” 



 

“There really wasn’t anything, Kate. I’m sorry. Short of grabbing his balls and asking 

him to cough, I couldn’t have examined him any closer. He must have thought I was 

right weird, the way I was standing in his face.” 

 

“Did he offer to pay your fare?” I ask. 

 

“Of course. And I declined. Let him buy me a coffee, though.” 

 

Out of nowhere, a treacherous, sibilant thought slides into my head. “What did you 

have?” I ask. 

 

“Cappuccino, why?” 

 

“How about him?” 

 

“What is this, twenty questions?” 

 

“Please, it’s important.”  

 

My brain is already getting ahead of itself. 

 

“Flat white, I think,” Bex says. 

 

“He asked for a flat white?” I repeat, feeling dizzy, trying to buy myself time.  

 

“Like a latte only with less foam. Can’t see the point of them myself.” 

 

“I know what it is,” I say, too curtly.  

 

There’s no need to be short with Bex. She has gone out of her way to help me. It’s 

just that a flat white is what I usually have.  

 

“Rob only ever drinks espresso,” I say. “A double. He’s a man of ridiculous habit.”  



 

I’m always teasing him about his routines, telling him he needs to let his hair down 

more often. In truth I envy his discipline. I can’t seem to focus so well since the 

accident. 

 

“Maybe he fancied a change, I don’t know,” Bex says. “It’s just a bloody cup of 

coffee, Kate.”  

 

But I can tell that she’s not convinced, that Rob’s choice has disconcerted her. Me 

too. 
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Silas 

 

“This better be worth it,” Detective Inspector Silas Hart says, as Jake sits down 

opposite him in the café. Silas tries to avoid work at weekends, but his current intray 

at Swindon CID is making it difficult.  

 

“Sorry I’m late,” Jake says. “Bus from Marlborough was delayed.” 

 

“What sort of bestselling author travels by bus?” Silas asks. 

 

It’s a cheap shot, below the belt. Silas was happy to help Jake with his books when he 

approached him a few years ago, assuming he’d soon become the Morse of Swindon. 

But it turns out they aren’t so bestselling after all, not even published in English. 

 

Jake takes out a small padded envelope as a waitress comes up to ask if he’d like 

anything to eat. Silas is half way through a bacon sandwich. 

 

“No thanks,” Jake says to the waitress.  

 

The guy really is broke. They haven’t met up for a while and these days, when they 

do, they spend more time discussing rare birds than police procedure. 

 

“Get him a tea and a bacon sandwich,” Silas says, turning to Jake. “On me.”  

 

“Thanks,” Jake says sheepishly, and retrieves a small memory stick from the package. 

Jake is a big man, his long hair and flecked beard adding to a sense of wildness. A 

mystery how he manages to live on a narrowboat.  

 

“What’s on it?” Silas asks. 

 

Jake swings his bag around, rummages through books and old newspapers and pulls 

out a battered laptop. Silas catches a whiff of diesel. 



 

“Is it suitable for public viewing?” Silas asks, glancing around the café, one of his 

favourite greasy spoons. It’s in the town centre, near the courts, where he’s been most 

of this week for a human trafficking trial. Up until recently, Swindon’s nail bars 

weren’t really his sort of place. Now he’s got to know them well. Extensions, 

overlays, the lot.  

 

“There’s no sound,” Jake says, but he still turns the cracked screen away from the 

middle of the café. All he’d said on his text was that he had been sent a video and it 

had something to do with his ex’s car accident. An RTA wouldn’t normally be the 

concern of Swindon CID, but Jake’s ex, Kate, is not a normal person. For a year 

before her accident, she worked for Silas as a super recogniser, identifying more 

criminals than the courts could cope with. 

 

“It’s The Bluebell, in Rockbourne.” 

 

Silas looks up at Jake at the mention of The Bluebell. The pub was recently flagged in 

an ongoing County Lines heroin network. He peers closer at the screen, wondering 

how Jake has managed to get hold of the pub’s CCTV feed. And what the hell Kate 

was doing there.  

 

“Look carefully,” Jake says, as the barman fixes the drink. “See what he did, just 

before the ice went in?” 

 

Silas tears another bite off his bacon sandwich.  

 

“Watch it again now – it’s clearer from this angle,” Jake says, adjusting the screen. 

Silas leans forward, mopping ketchup from his mouth with a paper napkin. “There.”  

 

Silas sees it. Something else goes into the drink before the ice. He’s sure of it. 

 

“She was two times over the limit,” Silas says. “We’ve been through this.” He’d 

carefully scrutinised the RTA report, made his own inquires, trying not to dwell on 



how tired she was that night, how hard he’d been working her. How hard he’d worked 

everyone in the super recogniser unit. 

 

“Shame they weren’t looking for something else,” Jake says. “A sedative of some 

kind. Her drink must have been spiked. Must have been. It would explain her falling 

asleep at the wheel.” 

 

Silas isn’t convinced. Not yet. He’s more interested in where the memory stick came 

from. 

 

“Who sent you this?” he asks. 

 

“No idea,” Jake says, turning the package over. “Just arrived this morning.” 

 

“And your mucky prints are all over it,” Silas says, taking the package by one corner, 

as if he’s holding a fish by its tail. Whoever sent it to Jake knew to address it c/o the 

village post office.  

 

“I didn’t know what it was,” Jake says. 

 

“We’ll take a look at it – if you’re happy to hand it in.” 

 

“Sure. I’ve made a copy.” 

 

Silas watches Jake take the stick out of his computer and drop it into the envelope that 

he’s holding out for him.  

 

“Do you hear from Kate much?” Silas asks. 

 

“Nothing,” Jake says, looking down at his mug of tea. “I don’t even know where 

she’s living.” 

 

Silas took a personal interest in Kate’s recovery, visited her most days at the Great 

Western Hospital in Swindon, on his way to or from Gablecross police station. He 



also tried to stay in touch when Kate was discharged, but she wanted to cut all ties 

with him, her job, the force. Jake too, it seems. The last he heard, she was living in 

seaside splendour somewhere on the south coast of Cornwall with a wealthy tech 

entrepreneur.  

 

“Everyone at the station misses her,” Silas says. He knows it’s of little consolation.  

 

“Me too.” 

 

“She was an extraordinary woman. Gifted.” 

 

They both fall quiet. He’s saying all the wrong things today. Kate is the only reason 

why Silas is prepared to forgive Jake for his poor book sales. It had been Jake who 

had introduced Kate to him. First brought her remarkable talent to the force’s 

attention. 

 

“I’ll check the video out,” Silas says, watching enviously as the waitress puts Jake’s 

bacon sandwich in front of him. He still marvels at his own short-lived vegan phase 

last year. “Let you know what we find.” 

 

“If it wasn’t an accident, if someone was trying to harm Kate,” Jake pauses, eyes 

welling at the thought. “Was it because of the work she did for you? It was in the 

news again yesterday.” 

  

Silas hesitates. He’s often asked himself the same question, particularly this week as 

he sat in court, watching a modern slavery gang being sent down for a total of 33 

years. The original arrests had been made by his team almost entirely as a result of 

Kate’s exceptional work for the police. It was one reason why he had gone to such 

lengths at the time to reassure himself about the circumstances of her accident.  

 

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Silas says, but the discovery that Kate visited The 

Bluebell on the night of her accident worries him. At the time Silas and his unit were 

investigating possible links between modern slavery and County Lines gangs in 



Swindon. The Bluebell was under suspicion but there was no hard evidence of a 

connection.  

 

He looks up at Jake, who’s wolfing down his bacon sandwich. The thought of 

someone targeting Kate, a decent, ordinary human being who happened to have 

almost super-human gift, sends a shiver through him. 
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Kate 

 

The flat white at my favourite café in the village doesn’t taste the same as usual. It’s 

not the coffee, or the artistic way it’s been prepared. And I can hardly complain about 

the alfresco venue, looking out across the beach and harbour. It’s the thought of Rob 

ordering one. I know it’s just a bloody cup of coffee, as Bex says, but he’s never had a 

flat white in all the time we’ve been together. Why start now? 

 

I pull out my phone and listen to his voicemail message.  

 

Just ringing to check you’re OK. I’m at Paddington, about to head over to the office. 

Wish I was still with you in Cornwall and so glad it went well with Dr Varma. Don’t 

worry, your pictures will be hanging in the National Portrait Gallery soon – I just 

know it. Be careful and, you know, sorry I had to bail. I’ll make it up to you, I 

promise. 

 

It sounds like Rob, always telling me to be careful, ever optimistic about my art. I 

smile to myself, glancing along the line of other customers. I can’t complain. I’m a 

lucky girl. There’s only one outside table, a long, wooden bar from where you can 

look down onto the busy beach below. At the far end, a pair of binoculars has been 

provided by the café for admiring the view – or the tanned bodies on the beach. 

“Perv-oculars,” as Rob calls them. We’re all perched on chrome bar stools and Stretch 

is at my feet, his lead tangled around one of the legs. I realise how hungry I am. Bex 

is always moaning that I eat like a horse and never seem to put on weight. Must be my 

metabolism. Glancing at the man next to me, I abandon Stretch and my half-drunk 

coffee, and buy some flapjack from the café.  

 

When I come back, Stretch is whining and the man has gone. I slip Stretch a piece of 

flapjack, finish my coffee and leave, chatting with some people at the café counter on 

my way out.  

 



“I won’t be long,” I say to my friend Mark, who runs the gallery around the corner. 

He’s got a dog too and I leave Stretch and my phone with him whenever I go for a 

swim. I’m wearing my costume underneath my jeans and head down to the beach, 

where I strip off and plunge into the crowded waves. I like to swim out to the floating 

platform, about 50 yards off shore. At Rob’s suggestion, I’ve been swimming most 

days. Another healer, like art. 

 

I make my way through playing families and into deeper, calmer waters, wishing Rob 

was here. We had fun last weekend, swimming at the secret cove. Happy days – 

before I started to have these doubts. I’m just being silly about the coffee, over-

analysing everything. It’s good to be out here. The sea is crystal clear, shoals of silver 

fish passing below me, glistening as they twist and turn through shards of slanting 

sunshine. Below them, translucent jellyfish, pulsing hypnotically.  

 

And then my calves begin to tighten up. Shit. Cramp. 

 

I swim on towards the platform, only twenty yards away now, trying not to kick too 

hard. It’s happened before. Nothing to worry about if I just relax and stretch. But it’s 

not going away. Treading water, I stop to bend down and massage the cramping 

muscles. A spasm shoots up my left leg and I cry out involuntarily, swallowing 

seawater. I cough and gulf for air, panic rising. And then the other leg goes, a bolt of 

excruciating pain that doubles me up. I’m in trouble here. This is the worst cramp I’ve 

ever had. 

 

I try to call out to a group of bronzed teenagers who are now pushing each other off 

the platform, but I’m coughing too much, desperate for air. The teenagers don’t seem 

to hear me. I shout again, thrashing about in the water as I try to get their attention. I 

can’t breathe. Each time my head goes under, I sink further down into the deep before 

somehow coming back to the surface. This time though I’m too far under, losing 

consciousness. I know I won’t make it back up. I’m dropping, further and further.  

 

And all I can think of is Jake brewing tea in our tent in the rain. 
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Jake 

 

Jake asks the bus driver to stop at Ogbourne St George on his way back from seeing 

DI Hart in Swindon. Five minutes later, he’s walking the Ridgeway, a kestrel 

hovering in the warm currents up ahead of him. His destination is the Bluebell at 

Rockbourne, a village two miles east of here, where he thinks Kate stopped off that 

night to have a drink. A photo of the bar on the pub’s website matches the interior on 

the CCTV footage. 

 

It’s good to be back on the ancient route, which covers some of the most remote parts 

of the North Wessex Downs. Soon after they met, he and Kate completed all 87 miles 

of it with old friends of hers, walking a different section each weekend. Vast open 

skies, rolling chalk downlands, iron age forts and good conversation. It’s the chats he 

misses most. Kate was a great listener. 

 

Jake sets off at a pace, the wind in his long hair, knowing that there’s a reward of a 

pint at the other end. Just the one. He should leave it to DI Hart but he wants to talk to 

the barman himself, see the place where Kate visited on her way home. He’s been 

over that last night so many times in the subsequent months, blaming himself for the 

accident, for initially arranging the police job. If he earned more as a writer, she could 

have stayed a portrait painter. And then there was his tryst, caught on camera. 

 

He considers again the footage he was sent this morning. Is it really proof that 

someone wanted to harm Kate? The police insisted her crash was an accident. She 

should have kept her head down when she got the job as a super recogniser, not done 

any media interviews, but hers was a remarkable story: ‘The woman who can’t forget 

a face’. And when she started identifying criminals, lots of them, the force couldn’t 

resist the good publicity. This week they were at it again. At least Kate’s name wasn’t 

mentioned in the newspaper court reports.  

 

Half an hour later, Jake is at the Bluebell in Rockbourne, propping up the empty bar 

with a pint in his hands. It’s a traditional no-frills country pub, low-beamed ceilings, 



beer barrels behind the bar. All floorboards and blackboards and a no-nonsense 

landlady. And he’s definitely been here before, when he was walking the Ridgeway 

with Kate and their friends all those years ago. It’s not how he remembers it and, 

annoyingly, the barman on duty is not the person in the CCTV footage.  

 

“Don’t suppose you remember seeing a friend of mine in here a while back?” Jake 

asks him, pulling out a photo of Kate.  

 

 “No mate,” the barman says, shaking his head.  

 

The landlady comes over to look at the photo.  

 

“Never seen her before,” she says dismissively.  

 

Jake’s sure the pub wasn’t this unfriendly when they visited on their walk. 

 

“Who’s asking?” the barman says, watching the landlady disappear out the back.  

 

Jake clocks a further hardening of tone. 

 

“She’s an old friend, that’s all,” Jake says. 

 

“Left you swinging in the wind?” the barman says, grinning. His teeth aren’t great. 

 

“You could say that.”  

 

Jake is overwhelmed with a sudden urge to confront this man, challenge him about 

Kate’s spiked drink, the terrible consequences. He knows something, even if he’s not 

the barman in the video. Picking up his pint, Jake moves over to a corner table in case 

he does something silly. Kate must have stopped off here to decompress after work, 

make the switch before joining him on the boat. She was drinking a lot by the end of 

their relationship. So was Jake. Maybe she came here more than once. He glances 

around the pub, at the camera above the door, the one next to the optics behind the 



bar. A lot of security for a quiet country pub. And a strange place for Kate to visit on 

her own. 

 

He’s about to leave when the barman comes over to clean the adjacent table. He’s 

then at his, unnecessarily wiping down its spotless surface.  

 

“If you’re journalist, you need to fuck off,” he says under his breath, still wiping. 

 

“I’m not a journalist,” Jake says, sipping from his pint. “And I’m not fucking off 

anywhere.” 

 

Jake feels a sudden surge of adrenalin. When he was a cub crime reporter, his boss 

told him to always push back at the first opportunity. 

 

“Who are you, then?” the barman asks. 

 

“I write books. Crime thrillers.”  

 

“Should I have heard of you?” 

 

He hesitates before telling him his name.  

 

“Big in Finland,” Jake adds, trying to lighten the mood. Was it a mistake to reveal his 

name? He’s carrying a little extra around the middle these days, but he’s more than 

capable of looking after himself. 

 

The barman wipes the table one final time and looks him in the eye.  

 

“Then I suggest you fuck off back to Finland, Jake.” 
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Kate 

 

When I regain consciousness, I’m staring up at the sun, my whole body swaying. 

Faces peer down at me, kind teenage faces full of fear and worry. My head hurts. It 

takes me a few moments to realise that I’m lying on my back on the floating platform 

in the middle of the harbour. 

 

“She’s awake,” one of them announces, as if the kettle’s just boiled. I love kids, their 

matter-of-factness.  

 

“Here’s the lifeboat,” another says. 

 

The lifeboat? For me? I close my eyes again. Everyone will be watching from the 

shore, from the café. I like to observe others, not be the centre of attention myself. 

 

“I’m alright,” I say, trying to get up. But my head starts to throb and my legs buckle 

beneath me so I lie back down again. 

 

“It’s OK,” one of the teenage girls says. “We’ve called for help.” 

 

“What happened?” I whisper. All I can remember is swimming out to the platform. 

Why have I got such a splitting headache? 

 

“I think you had a cramp attack, almost drowned,” she says, glancing admiringly at a 

boy standing next to her. “Ned dived in, brought you onto the platform. He’s done a 

life-saving course.” 

 

Good old Ned. I’ll thank him later, when I’m feeling stronger. Rob will kill me when 

he hears about this. And Bex. She’ll be here in a few hours, telling me I’ve become a 

liability. I never used to be accident prone but the stats aren’t looking good. Two in 

six months now. At least it was only cramp.  

 



I turn my head towards the harbour, watching as the inshore lifeboat comes alongside 

the platform. I can’t help feeling I’m wasting good people’s time. I was too tired. 

Shouldn’t have gone out for a swim. Stretch will be beside himself, wondering where 

I am. As I feared, there are crowds of rubberneckers on the beach, observing the scene 

unfold.  

 

And a man on his own, up by the café, looking in my direction through a pair of 

binoculars.  

 


