
Fractured Life 

 

Monday, 11.30am: The ice under the trees was crisp. Frosted twigs sparkled where the 

first sunlight edged around the flank of the hill.  

As the man on the mountain bike appeared, white breath billowed around his 

head. Mud crackled where his tyres bit through the frozen crust. Following the rutted 

path: machine and rider slalomed around a tangle of bare hawthorn bushes. 

Next came a larch plantation. The path began dropping in a long, soft slide. 

Branches and tree trunks flicked past. Then a sudden, final plunge to join the main track 

below. Swerving onto the gravel, the bike’s back wheel lost traction and slewed in an 

arc. Dirt sprayed sideways.  

“Yaaay!” Danny Harper whooped for joy.  

He was nearly halfway across the track before he regained complete control of 

his bike and skidded to a halt. To his left, the ground fell sharply. Bare soil and chalk 

sliding towards a skeletal tangle of scrub and dead leaves. 

Bending over, he rested on the handlebars and caught his breath as he took in 

the view. He was just coming onto the north side of Beacon Ridge. Through naked 

branches he could see the river below. It slid through fields still white where the sun was 

yet to touch. To the east, the last rags of mist hung around the bridge that would take 

him home.  

 

It had been an exhilarating morning. A quick breakfast before the sun was up and then 

wheeling the bike out of the flat, taking care not to wake his fiancée. After escaping the 

city, he had spent four hours riding the network of tracks and looping forest rides, 



disturbing a handful of birds and one roe deer but otherwise having the woods to 

himself.  

Now, bike and cycling gear crusted with mud, he stood and stared down. The air 

was crisp and its bite clean; the city out of sight. He felt happy: pleased with himself. He 

was starting to tire but still had energy in his legs for the return journey. Then it would be 

time for a late lunch, a shower and a couple of hours rest before meeting Becca from 

work. Then an early showing at the cinema before that new Mexican restaurant in Cecil 

Street. A night out would make a welcome break from the wedding planning and house 

improvements that seemed to have taken all their time recently. 

Danny grinned to himself then straightened and turned back to the track. 

 

The last section was a bone-jarring descent before he was back on tarmac and out onto 

Slocombe Lane. It was still shady here and cold, several degrees below the temperature 

in the sunshine. 

Shivering, he switched up a couple of gears and concentrated on speed. White 

tarmac, unsalted and unthawed, rolled beneath his wheels. Each breath was sharp, the 

cold air verging on painful as he gulped it down. But the effort was making his thigh 

muscles burn and the heat they generated began to spread into the rest of his body. 

Bare hedges slipped by and then the road swung right, sandwiched between 

Beacon Ridge and the river. Ahead, Danny could see sunshine. First though was a long 

curve beneath a row of overhanging yew trees. Despite the heat from his pumping 

muscles, he shivered: the thick canopy overhead seemed to soak up the light, making 

the chilled air feel even colder here. 

He was less than a hundred yards from the sunshine when he heard the car. He 

looked up to see it appear around the bend, coming off the bridge. It was a red Peugeot 

estate. Turning into Slocombe Lane, the car’s windows flashed in the sunshine. 



The engine note rose as the driver pulled away. Picking up speed, it was still 

accelerating as it reached the bend.  

The curve was only gentle but enough. Moving out of the sunshine, the Peugeot 

was travelling at nearly forty miles per hour as it entered the shade. In less than a 

second the car’s wheels were on black ice. The smooth sheen was like polished glass 

and the effect instant. With no friction keeping them in line, the rear wheels stopped 

following the pair in front. Instead, momentum took control and the car’s back end began 

following its own trajectory: flung out of the bend and straight towards the oncoming 

cyclist in the bright yellow jacket. 

Riding close to the edge of the road, Harper’s tyres had been running across grit 

washed down from the bank and he had missed the ice completely.  

Now he saw the approaching car begin to slide.  

His mouth opened. Instinctively, he began to apply his own brakes. There was no 

time for anything else.  

 

Monday, 11.48am: Elsewhere, normality continued. The unfolding of a lone drama, 

potential tragedy for those concerned but unremarkable in a wider context, failed to stop 

the world from turning.  

In the newspaper offices where Danny Harper usually worked, the morning went 

on without pause. Reporters sat at phones and keyboards, creating that day’s mix of 

revelations, slurs, rebuttals and tirades. Relayed to sub-editors, their copy was tweaked, 

tightened or padded: ready for slotting into the pages being laid out for the first edition. 

Pictures were cropped, headlines composed and paragraphs shuffled: all part of the 

daily jigsaw known as the news.  

As his colleagues continued about their usual routines, Harper’s eyes met those 

of the oncoming driver. It was that brief freeze-frame moment, the point where disaster is 



inevitable but milliseconds from happening. Horror and resignation in two touching 

gazes. 

Then, hiatus over, time wound back up. It reached its normal speed and sprinted 

beyond. It kept accelerating: events happening too fast to comprehend.  

Action. Reaction. Impact. 

In the flat that Harper called home it was quiet. Bedroom, lounge and kitchen 

were still. The only disturbance came from the dining room. At exactly that same 

moment when metal and plastic made contact with flesh and bone, as lacquer and paint 

met skin and sinew, a tulip petal fell from a wilting stem. Too long severed from its 

parent bulb, too long sat on a sunny windowsill: the flower’s days of beauty were over. 

Twisting slightly, the lemon yellow petal lost its grip and dropped to the varnished 

wooden floor. 

Elsewhere, while Danny Harper’s body flew through the air, his fiancée leant 

back in her chair and picked up the phone. After one last sip of coffee, she punched in a 

number and relaxed, ready to steal half an hour of company time for a chat with her 

mother: an inconsequential conversation that would nonetheless leave both feeling 

fulfilled. 

Spinning from the impact, Harper’s body turned in mid-air, legs and arms whirling 

in graceless spirals. His mind was reeling: no time or capacity to register the messages 

coming from his eyes. A continuing screech of metal and abrupt howl of rubber on 

tarmac went equally disregarded. 

Then, slam. His body hit. 

In the flat, a mouse trotted out from behind a broken cupboard and strolled 

towards the boarded-up door. It sat for a moment cleaning its whiskers then looked 

around, weighing up its options. 



At the newspaper office, the news editor glanced at a rota, checking names, 

wondering where Harper had got to this time. 

 

Monday, 11.50am: Sunlight streamed through the plate glass windows. The building had 

felt cold first thing but as the day went on the temperature had risen steadily.  

Rebecca Shah leant back. She sighed. A quick click of the mouse and it was 

gone. Problem sorted. Job done. 

She looked around. On the other side of the office, Sarah Young caught the 

movement. Their eyes met. Sarah’s look flicked sideways and Rebecca nodded. She 

stood and began heading towards the ladies toilets. 

The corridor was even warmer than the main office. Sandwiched between thick 

glass and white-painted walls, the air was starting to bake. Rebecca stopped halfway 

along and waited. Less than a minute later, Sarah came through.  

Her friend grinned eagerly. She had been late getting to the office and there had 

been no opportunity to talk during the morning. “Well? How was it? When are you seeing 

him again?” 

Rebecca raised her hands. “Whoa! One question at a time.” 

Sarah pursed her lips and flapped a hand. “Come on. I need to know.” 

Rebecca smiled. “Truth is there’s not much to tell.” 

“Huh? What do you mean?” 

“I just emailed him. Politely.” 

“Oh, no!” Sarah’s face fell. “I thought he sounded really good. Nice guy. Good 

looks, good job – and a lovely car.” 

Rebecca laughed. “Yeah, the car was definitely a plus. He was halfway there 

before he even started. I was already imagining romantic weekends away. You know, 



touring the West Country with the top down, checking into secluded little country house 

hotels, that sort of thing.” 

“So?” 

Rebecca smiled wryly. “He still lives with his mum.” 

Sarah shrugged noncommittally. “Doesn’t have to be a bad thing.” 

“She still makes his sandwiches for him every day. Puts his tea on the table.” 

“Oh.” 

“Makes his bed for him too.” 

“No!” 

“Oh yes.” Rebecca paused, then laughed. “I reckon that if we did go off for 

weekends we’d have his mum sitting in the back with us.” 

Sarah giggled. 

“On the other hand,” Rebecca frowned, “maybe she’d be in the front seat and I’d 

be on the luggage shelf.” 

Sarah made a vain attempt to stop herself from smiling. 

“That’s a shame. I really, really had high hopes for this one. But tell me more. 

How did the evening go? When did you start to realise?” 

She took Rebecca’s arm. “You’ve got to fill me in on all the details. 

Rebecca glanced over her shoulder at the office door. It was nearly midday. “Tell 

you what, there’s a new Mexican place, along Cecil Street. Let’s go there for lunch.” 

 

They were just returning to the office when Rebecca turned and looked at the view. 

From up here they could see across the river. In the distance, she could see fields 

shining in the winter sunshine. Further to the left the horizon was broken by the swell of 

Beacon Ridge.  



Rebecca blinked. Out of nowhere, a strange feeling had cut across her mood: an 

uneasy darkness that had crept across her soul. Biting her lip, she glanced at the river. 

Small waves were being whipped up by the brisk wind and Rebecca shivered abruptly. 

Sarah laughed. 

“What’s up? You can’t be cold?” 

Rebecca shook her head, slightly disorientated.  

“No< just a strange feeling. Kind of< like you know, when they say you feel 

someone walking over your grave. Weird.” 

Sarah nodded. “Geese.” 

“Geese?” 

“Yes, like goosebumps. That shiver down your spine. Geese.” 

Rebecca frowned at her friend, normality returning as the sensation faded. “What 

are you on about? Geese? Where did you learn that one?” 

 

Monday, 6.20pm: Danny Harper reached for the pillar. Feeling its reassuring bulk, he 

edged closer and let his body slump against the concrete. He closed his eyes. 

Around him: the humdrum of a busy hospital. Medical staff, visitors and patients 

eddied and flowed past his temporary anchorage, faces reflecting different states of 

mind: anxious, fearful, exhausted, calm, careless, detached.  

Danny took a deep breath. The giddiness had faded. He still felt awful but he was 

happier outside: better to be moving than stuck inside. The hospital had advised against 

going home. Somewhat grudgingly, however, they had conceded they had no power to 

keep him and that he bore no obvious signs of serious injuries. A bad limp in his left leg 

and a mass of bruises elsewhere but nothing to endanger his life. Apparently. 

“You were lucky,” said one nurse, her tone suggesting he had cheated. “You 

must have a skull like a rhino.” 



Now he was outside, it felt more like his head was made of tissue paper and 

cobwebs. On the other hand he had no intention of going back to confess. 

He looked around, frowning. His memory was blurry and concentration tricky. 

Small objectives like walking were manageable but trying to cast his mind further 

seemed impossible. If he tried, his thoughts just seemed to go off into a grey soup.  

Danny swallowed. Given time, his head would calm down on its own. The impact 

was sure to have shaken a few connections. The good thing was nothing was broken. 

He tugged his denim jacket tighter as a gust of wind whipped around a parked 

ambulance. As he did so, he scowled. The tatty old garment was familiar but not right. 

 

The problem with his bike was annoying but could be sorted out another day. The thing 

about his clothes though was bizarre.  

He had arrived in hospital by ambulance. Consciousness had just been starting 

to return by the time they were wheeling him into casualty. When he first started to come 

to, Danny had been unable to remember anything of the day leading up to that point. He 

had a vague memory of going to bed last night. Then waking up on a hospital trolley.  

At first, he had been too woozy to worry about it. Watching the lights swimming 

overhead he had vaguely realised it was an odd way to start the day but puzzling over it 

had seemed unnecessarily troublesome. It was only later, as he lay waiting to be seen, 

that the fog had started to recede.  

It had gradually come back to him: getting up early, taking out his bike and 

cycling out of the city. He remembered trees, riding somewhere cold but sunny, enjoying 

himself: feeling good. After that...  

He had asked about his bike while discharging himself but the nurse had denied 

all knowledge of it. 

“I was told you were crossing the road when you were hit,” she said. 



At the time, Danny had not wanted to argue. It had seemed more important to get 

out of hospital. Showing confusion might have made them more reluctant to let him go.  

But he still could not work out what had happened to his clothes. The sketchy 

images in his mind suggested he had been wearing his usual riding gear. But that 

certainly was not what he had found himself wearing when he woke up in hospital.  

It had not really sunk in until he was limping out and checking his wallet to see if 

he had money for a taxi. That was when he had started to get confused. He recognised 

the clothes: jeans and t-shirt, plus an old pair of trainers, a fleece top bought years ago 

in the Lake District, and an ancient jacket he was sure he had not worn in years. The 

wallet his father had given him was in the pocket – although empty – and there’d been 

less than three pounds in change in his jeans.  

They just were not clothes he would have worn for cycling and he had not even 

realised he still owned the jacket. It just did not make sense. He was certain he had 

been pretty much conscious since arriving in hospital and was sure he had been there 

for four or five hours at the most.  

It was not as if he had been kept in overnight and Becca had brought a change of 

clothes. He shivered. The paramedics would hardly have changed his clothes in the 

ambulance. And where could they have got them? And why an old jacket that must have 

been lurking at the bottom of a suitcase? 

 

By the time he reached the junction where Quay Hill met the top of the High Street, 

Danny was beginning to feel steadier on his feet, although the limp was slowing him 

considerably.  

He was about to continue homewards, when glancing sideways, a face in the 

flow coming up Quay Hill caught his eye. Sighing with relief, he stopped next to the 



corner and waited. He smiled as she drew nearer. One hand raised itself automatically, 

ready for the embrace. 

But she walked past, eyes just grazing past him as she turned the corner without 

pausing. Harper blinked, confused. He stared at the back of her head, relief melting from 

his face.  

“Becca?”  

There was no indication she’d heard. 

“Becca!” 

Still no response. 

“Rebecca!” This time he bellowed her name and she stopped, turning to scan the 

street. She was wearing a big hat against the cold, hair tucked out of sight. Her eyes 

flicked around in surprise, looking to see who had hailed her. 

“Becca.” Danny hurried towards her as fast as his limp would allow. “Didn’t you 

see me?” 

The look on Rebecca Shah’s face as he approached made him slow and he 

stopped a few feet away, one hand still outstretched. “What is it, Becca?” 

She looked at him nervously. She appeared wary. Then she frowned. “Harper 

isn’t it?” A look of relief washed some of the uncertainty from her face. “You work for 

Tony Wright, don’t you?” 

Danny looked at her blankly. “What’re you on about? Work for Tony...?” He 

shook his head. “Didn’t you see me?” he demanded. 

Rebecca started to look worried and a little nervous. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean 

to be rude. I just didn’t recognise you.” She bit her lip. “It is Harper, isn’t it?” 

“No, it’s not bloody Harper! And what do you mean ‘recognise me’?” Danny 

shook his head angrily. “Come on, Becca. I’m not in the mood. I haven’t had a good day. 



I’ve just walked out of hospital; some idiot ploughed into me when I was on my bike and 

knocked me into a ditch. They wanted to keep me in and I’m covered with bruises.” 

Rebecca backed off a little and glanced around. “Look,” she said, “I didn’t mean 

to< I’m sorry if I got your name wrong. I mistook you for someone else.” 

Danny held out his hands. “Becca, please. This isn’t funny. I just had a nasty 

knock and woke up in hospital. Stop acting weird.” 

Rebecca began to move away more steadily. “Look,” she said. “If I’ve upset you, 

it wasn’t intentional. I’m sorry if you had an accident but I don’t think I can help.” She 

shook her head. “My name’s not ‘Becca’ either. You must have mistaken me for 

someone too.” 

She gave a polite smile and began to walk off, looking over her shoulder as she 

went. “I’m sorry but I really have to go. Maybe you should go back to hospital if 

something’s not right.” 

“Becca!” Danny began to limp after her, holding out his hands. “Stop this, Becca. 

Please.” 

She stopped for a moment, looking scared and unhappy in the face of his 

intensity and earnest entreaty. “No,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m really sorry.” 

Turning again, she started to walk briskly away. 

For a moment, Danny stayed where he was, too confused to know what to do. 

Then, without thinking, he started to try and chase after her but had to give up after a 

few strides; the pain from his left leg was too much and he was unable to limp fast 

enough to keep up with her rapidly disappearing form.  

He stopped, swaying and grabbed a lamppost for support. He stared in 

bewilderment. “Becca,” he groaned. “What are you doing?” 



Then she was gone, round a corner and out of sight. Danny clung to the 

lamppost, almost sobbing with frustration and worry. As he did so, he became aware of 

the stares, some subtle, some not, coming his way. 

One man, with grey hair and a suit far too trendy for his age, looked at him 

sympathetically. “Women, mate,” he said. “That’s the problem. No logic in any of them.” 

Danny stared blankly for a moment. “Oh, piss off!” he snapped. 

The suit shrugged and hurried on again, soon lost in the crowd flowing past.  

 

Monday, 8.03pm: But the nightmare did not end with his fiancée walking past him. For 

Daniel Harper there were more knife twists to come. 

After finally abandoning the lamppost on the High Street, he had continued home 

to William Street. It had been a slow walk: the pain from his left side seeming to get 

worse rather than better. The discomfort, however, helped take his mind off what had 

been happening. None of it made sense and it seemed easier to grit his teeth and 

concentrate on walking than try and work it out. 

When Danny finally hobbled into William Street it was with relief. The street 

looked the same: a backwater of terraced redbrick, lines of parked cars broken by the 

trees dotted along the pavements. The streetlights’ orange glow gave the scene a 

warming comfort. 

There were few people about and none that Harper recognised.  

He and Becca had bought the flat only months earlier. Because of the work 

needed, they had not actually moved in until about five weeks ago. There had been no 

time to make new friends and so far they were only on nodding terms with a few fellow 

residents. 

But tonight Danny was only too happy to be an unrecognised stranger. He was 

too confused, tired and angry to exchange the mildest pleasantries. He continued in 



silence, limping past bare trees, parked cars, and the odd wheelie-bin already out 

waiting for the morning bin round. 

It was only drawing closer to number eleven that he began to worry. The usual 

red Transit van was parked next door but there was something wrong with the steps 

leading to their first floor flat.  

At first glance, he could not work out what was wrong; it just did not register. But 

as then it dawned on him and a cold blade of doubt slid into his stomach. He blinked in 

disbelief, then self-doubt. Part of him wanted to stop and turn round, walk away and go 

round to the other end of the street: see if it worked better coming from that direction. 

But he reluctantly kept going, a sick taste rising up his throat. 

At the bottom of the steps, Danny stopped and looked up: at the straggly 

branches of a small buddleia, growing from a crack in the wall just outside their front 

door. 

He blanched as he saw it and felt himself cringe, both externally and internally. A 

shiver ran down his spine and a twinge of nausea made his stomach twist. 

The bush could not be there. He had removed it himself. It had been one of the 

first things he had done. Even before the sale had gone through, he had a pair of 

secateurs and cut the plant back to the brickwork. Three weeks ago he had dug the 

roots out and cemented in the crack.  

The plant did not exist anymore. But it was there now, dry stems poking across 

the stairway. A weather-bleached crisp packet was stuck on its twigs and Danny saw a 

drift of other litter clogging the stairwell below. He also saw the boarded-up windows and 

the heavy padlock fixed to the front door. 

The old front door: not the one he had hung three days after taking ownership of 

the flat, not the freshly stained, hardwood door with the inset glazed panels. This was 

the wrong front door. It was the old door, the one he had ripped out, along with its rotten 



frame, smashed up and burnt in the back yard. A door that was now ash and cinders: 

that was what stood in the entrance to his home. 

Danny put his face in his hands and moaned. 

 

Monday, 8.41pm: The interior of The White Lion was comfortably gloomy. There were 

few other drinkers at this time on a Monday evening and the booths down the side were 

all empty. Harper lowered himself awkwardly behind the table and sank down with a 

wince.  

Brendan Teague raised his eyebrows. “What you done, boy. Been in a fight with 

a train?” 

“Just a car.” 

“Yeah? How’d that happen, then?” 

Danny smiled. “There seem to be a couple of versions.” 

The photographer laughed. There was a glint in the older man’s eye; he scented 

a story and was looking forward to the details. “What’s that then, like which one won?” 

Danny gave a non-committal grunt and picked up his pint. He took a slow drink 

and gave Brendan an appraising stare. As well as being a colleague at The Post, the 

photographer was also his closest male friend. He, at least, still lived in the same house 

and had answered Danny’s phone call without hesitation or question. His looks were 

unchanged too: ragged grey curls, weather-beaten face and blunt, workman’s hands. 

Danny swallowed the Guinness carefully. He was unsure what he would have 

done, or where he could have turned, if Brendan had failed him. He had rung ten 

minutes earlier from a call box down by Victoria Park, half-expecting to get a complete 

stranger on the other end of the line or have Brendan deny knowing him.  



So, when Brendan had answered with his usual ‘it’s yourself then, boy’, Danny 

had almost burst into tears. Even over a phone line, the photographer’s soft brogue had 

been as comforting as an arm around the shoulders. 

Now, they each supped their first pint in silence, Danny starting to relax a little as 

the familiar taste and surroundings took the edge off the panic he was only just keeping 

under control. Draining the last of his pint, he lowered it onto the table. Brendan, who 

had been keeping careful pace, picked up the empties and stood up. 

“Let’s refresh these beauties.” 

He was back a couple of minutes later with a tray carrying four pints of Guinness. 

Danny looked at him in surprise. “Four?” 

Brendan nodded. “Thought they might be needed. You sank your first in three 

swallows. I thought that little give-away, and the tone of your call earlier, suggested a 

man with a thirst.” 

“Thank you.” 

“My pleasure.” 

Danny took a long draft of the next pint.  

Brendan watched him with a quiet, measuring look. As he did so, the 

photographer pulled a packet of rolling tobacco, cigarette papers and a lighter from his 

pocket. Hands working deftly, he pulled out two papers, stretched out the shredded 

tobacco and rolled two cigarettes. He held one towards Danny. “Pop out for a smoke?” 

“No thanks.” 

Brendan blinked. “You don’t want one?” 

“No.” Danny stared into his beer glass. “I don’t smoke.” 

Brendan frowned and scratched his nose. “Since when?” 

“Since when, what?” 

“Since when don’t you smoke? Surely that’s not what’s making you so on edge?” 



Danny frowned. “What do you mean? I haven’t smoked for years.” 

Brendan snorted. “If you say so.” 

“It’s true! I haven’t smoked for what< ten years or more.” 

Brendan held his hands up. He looked taken aback. 

“Sorry,” Danny shook his head. “I didn’t mean to snap. It’s just, well< I don’t 

smoke and today< well, I just don’t know what’s going on.” He lowered his eyes. “I’m 

not sure I can cope.” 

Brendan stretched a hand out and rested it on Danny’s arm. “Hey, relax. No 

offence taken. I dunno what’s got yourself so upset but take your time. Drink your beer: 

tell me about it when you feel like it. Or don’t tell me. But don’t worry: you’re okay here. 

This is the Lion, no-one’s going to bother us.” 

Danny nodded slowly. He picked up his pint and began to sip it more slowly. 

They sat in silence for a further ten minutes, Danny looking at the table or his pint, 

Brendan watching his friend over the rim of his own glass. Eventually, Danny shuffled 

uncomfortably and looked up. He wet his lips. “Brendan?” 

“Danny?” 

“What do you know about me?” 

His friend rolled his eyes. “The long version or the short one?” 

“The short< for now.” 

“You’re Daniel Harper. You like Guinness and a good crack like the next man. 

You pretend to work as a journalist. You grew up in Penzance. I’ve known you about five 

years now. You’re a friend.” Brendan shook his head. “But you didn’t bring me here for 

that. You’ve got a problem and you want my help. You’ve got that. I trust you. If you’ve 

done something daft, I won’t judge you. So, stop asking stupid questions and tell me 

what’s up.” 

Harper smiled. “What do you know about Rebecca Shah?” 



Brendan blinked. “Rebecca Shah? Not a lot. She’s Tony Wright’s cousin. Works 

for some snooty PR outfit down by the river in Westcote House. I’ve only spoken to her 

once or twice but she seems all right< a bit of class, I’d say.” 

“What if I told you I was going to marry her?” 

Brendan frowned. “Well< two things wrong with that. First: the idea of you 

getting married. Second: I’m not quite sure how you’re going to get some woman that, 

far as I’m aware – and please correct me if I’m wrong – some woman you’ve never even 

gone out with, to marry you. But I like a man with confidence.” 

Danny nodded sadly. “Yeah, tricky isn’t it.” 

Brendan shook his head in exasperation. “Danny, what is it? You trying to do an 

impression of a love-sick puppy to wind me up or am I missing something?” 

Danny held up his hand. “Okay, one more question. Tony Wright, does he work 

for me?” 

The photographer snorted. “Ah, Danny, dream on. He’s news editor. You’re just a 

common-or-garden hack. Tony jumped past you three years ago when he got the 

deputy’s job. You should be chief reporter but you’ve pissed the old man off too many 

times.” 

Danny took another drink, finishing his second pint. “Okay,” he said. “Let me tell 

you a different story.” 

 

Tuesday, 10.10am: Danny sat staring out of the window. Yesterday’s clear skies were 

gone, replaced by a February overcast to match his mood and the occasional rattle of 

hard, sleety rain that pattered against the glass. 

Returning to Brendan’s place the previous evening, he had not expected to 

sleep. But the combination of physical and mental exhaustion, several pints of Guinness 

and a few whiskies had worked their magic within minutes of his head hitting Brendan’s 



sofa. Only in the early hours had flickering dream images that left a sense of unease but 

nothing concrete plagued his sleep. 

Brendan was on the early shift at the newspaper and Harper had not even heard 

him leave. Instead he woke to a note under a near-cold mug of tea. 

 

Sleep as much as you want. Think of a plan. I’ll tell them 

you’ve been in an accident and are signed off until at 

least next week.  

Don’t answer the phone.  

Back by two. BE HERE.  

Brendan.  

 

To begin with, Danny had stayed put. He drank the tea and dozed until the pressure in 

his bladder was too much to ignore. After a long shower, he dressed gingerly, pulling the 

same clothes back on, hiding the impressive array of bruises that decorated most of his 

left side. 

Now, munching a slice of toast and marmalade and slowly drinking another tea, 

he sat on Brendan’s kitchen table. Trying to ignore the aches in both body and mind, he 

gazed around the room, looking for familiarity in a world he no longer felt he understood. 

On the surface, Brendan’s front room was little different. The furniture was 

unchanged, battered and so far out of date it was almost retro. A litter of books and 

magazines lay in drifts around the floor. A struggling spider plant fought for space on the 

mantelpiece between a collection of bottled beers from obscure micro-breweries. A pile 

of videos was heaped like a discarded Jenga puzzle underneath the television and on 

the G-plan coffee table, a chess-set sat next to a pub ashtray. 



But, though familiar, it was the room Danny had known when he first met 

Brendan. It was not the one he had been in only last week. It lacked any of the touches 

that had come once Rebecca appeared on the scene. The walls were still the original 

dingy beige and there was no sign of the cushions she had given Brendan for his 

birthday last year or the shelves they had put up for his books and beer bottles. 

Glancing around the kitchen, Harper sighed then smiled as he saw the bottle of 

Bushmills sitting next to the Cornflakes. At least there were some advantages to being 

single and being able to apply male logic to the contents of the kitchen cupboards. 

 

Thinking of solitary living turned Danny’s thoughts back to his own situation. According 

to Brendan, his home was not in William Street but an attic flat on a street overlooking 

the railway station. Harper even remembered the flat. He had looked at it when he first 

moved here to take up a job on the city’s daily paper. He had thought about taking it. 

The place was cheap and convenient. But it was also noisy and in the end he had gone 

for a place in a shared house a few miles out of the city. That was where he had lived 

until moving in with Rebecca shortly after she agreed to marry him. 

But Brendan said he lived in the flat by the station and Danny was in no position 

to argue. The choice of accommodation would appear to match his clothes: scruffy and 

rundown but practical and cheap.  

Sometime, he would have to go to the flat even if just for more clothes. But the 

thought did not fill him with joy. Who knows what else he might find out about himself? 

More things about which he would rather not know. 

Like smoking. 

Danny gazed at the faint yellow stain around his thumb and forefinger. He had 

seen worse but it was still there. And although his mind denied it, his body did not. He 

was a smoker: moderate but steady. Had been for years. Never given up. The hacking 



cough when he woke and the thick phlegm was a sure give-away. Last night, part of him 

had been desperate to grab a roll-up off Brendan. 

He set his mug down. The existence of the nicotine stain was undeniable. 

Maybe he was mad. That was one answer. It certainly made sense. 

Danny gave a bitter laugh. But if he was mad then fuck was this delusion realistic 

or what! 

He closed his eyes and blinked back tears. 

In truth, it was terrifying. Not only had the logic gone out of his life but he had 

also lost the most important thing in it. He had been sure he loved Rebecca; that was 

why he had asked her to marry him. But only now she was gone was he starting to 

realise what that really meant.  

 

Tuesday, 10.08pm: By the time Rebecca arrived The White Lion was quite busy but 

most customers were congregated around the bar; the wooden booths were still mostly 

free. 

Rebecca paused at the entrance. A few men gave her the quick once-over, a 

couple staring openly. She ignored them and looked around. The White Lion was a 

typical urban boozer, just a long rectangular room with brass-topped bar down one side 

and wooden booths down the other.  

Rebecca walked slowly down the room. As she approached the furthest table, 

Brendan Teague stood up. “Ah, Rebecca, thanks for coming, girl.” 

She frowned at him. “What’s this about, Brendan? What’s happened to Tony?” 

The photographer held up his hand. “Don’t worry. Tony’s okay. But look, let me 

get you a drink. I think you’ll need one.” 

Rebecca scowled. “What do you mean? On the phone you said there was 

something about Tony that you had to tell me. Why do I need a drink if he’s okay?” 



“Just trust me for a moment,” said Brendan. “You can go home if that’s what you 

want. All I’m asking is five minutes. After that it’s up to you. But take my advice, girl, and 

have a drink.” 

He gave her an easy smile. “Now. What’s your poison?” 

“Gin,” said Rebecca. “Tonic, ice and lemon. And since you’ve got me here you 

might as well make it a double.” 

“Good girl.” 

Rebecca had been headed for the bench that faced where Brendan had been 

sitting. But instead the Irishman steered her towards his own seat. She shrugged and 

changed direction then froze halfway to sitting down. 

Danny smiled gently. “Hello again.” 

“You! What is this?” 

He held up his hands. “First of all an apology,” he said. “I’m really sorry if I scared 

you yesterday. It was the last thing I meant to do. I was a bit disorientated after the 

accident. But I also want to explain.” 

Rebecca glanced around quickly and looked for Brendan, who was at the bar 

watching them. 

Danny continued, speaking quietly but urgently. “All I’m asking is a few minutes 

to talk to you. You’re in a room full of other people. You’re quite safe. I just need to let 

you know why I acted like I did.” 

He hesitated a moment. “I also need to ask you a couple of questions< for my 

own peace of mind.” 

Rebecca sat warily on the end of the bench, upright and ready to leave at a 

moment’s notice. “You can ask,” she said reluctantly. “But I think you’re wasting your 

time.” 



Danny smiled sadly. “Maybe. But if I don’t ask I’ll never know. I feel I’m going 

mad as it is. I’ve got to know if I’m completely crazy or whether it’s something else.” 

He stared at her. “This is tearing me apart, Becca, and you don’t even know 

why.” 

Rebecca shifted uncomfortably on her seat and bit her lower lip nervously. She 

could see the fear and pain in his eyes. Her voice became a little softer. “What is?” she 

said. “I really don’t know what you think I can tell you. I hardly know you. In fact, I don’t 

even know if I do know you – I obviously didn’t get your name right before. And you keep 

calling me Becca. No-one calls me Becca; everyone calls me Rebecca.” 

Brendan deposited a tall glass in front of her. “I’ll be at the bar if I’m needed< by 

either of you.” 

Danny watched his friend depart. “He didn’t understand either. But he’s given me 

the benefit of the doubt because he trusts me. That’s why he rang Tony to get your 

number and tricked you into coming here.” 

Rebecca nodded slowly. “So there’s nothing wrong with Tony?” 

“No. Brendan span Tony some cock-and-bull story about the company you work 

for. He said he needed to talk to someone to find out if it was true and then he’d pass the 

details to the newsroom. But it was just an excuse to get hold of your number.” 

Rebecca gave a slight smile. “Well, that’s some relief. The way Brendan called, I 

thought Tony had got mixed up with something really dodgy.” She shook her head. “So, 

what is this about?” 

“Well,” said Danny, “I think the best way to explain is if I tell you a story. Just 

listen for now, save the questions for later, okay?” 

Rebecca nodded and took a sip of her drink.  

Danny watched her face. It was so familiar that it was hard to think of it as a 

stranger’s face. He knew every line: the way her eyebrows were slightly out of kilter, the 



tiny dimples that appeared when she was trying to stifle a smile, the two darker hairs on 

her upper lip so fine they were almost impossible to spot. She was wearing earrings that 

he did not recognise, however, and her hair was cut much shorter than he liked. It was 

the same style she had worn when they first met, a sleek, asymmetric cut with a slanted 

fringe. Over the past year he had persuaded her to let it grow. The last time he had seen 

her, lying in bed on Monday morning, it had been several inches below her shoulders. 

He smiled apologetically as she frowned and he realised that he had been sitting 

just staring at her. 

“Okay,” he said. ”Well, first of all, my name is Daniel. It’s Daniel Harper. But my 

friends, people like Brendan< and you< call me Danny. I grew up in Cornwall, trained 

as a journalist, worked on a few local weeklies, then moved here six years ago. Now: so 

far, so good. I told Brendan this story and he had no problem with it up to here either.” 

Rebecca shrugged but said nothing. 

“Three years ago,” he continued, “there were a few changes at the paper, a 

couple of people left and the deputy news editor’s job came up. I went for the job, so did 

Tony and a guy called Stephen Glover.” 

He paused. “I got that job.” 

Danny held up his hand as Rebecca started to speak. “Save the questions, okay. 

Just imagine I’m telling a story.” 

She nodded slowly. 

“Right. Over the next three years my life’s gone really well. Since then I’ve been 

promoted to news editor and, about six months ago, I was made assistant editor.” 

Rebecca’s eyebrows rose higher but she kept her silence. 

“But more importantly, I met you.” 

“What?” 



“I met you. About six months after I got the deputy’s job we had the annual 

Christmas do. Tony brought you and introduced us. We got on well and I asked for your 

number. A couple of days later I took you out to this little fish restaurant down Lower 

Quay. You were a bit reluctant to get involved at first because you were still getting over 

this guy called Fergus.” 

Rebecca looked confused. “How do you know about, Fergus?” 

Danny smiled. “But I kept on taking you to good restaurants and eventually you 

agreed to let me take you away for a weekend. I told you we were going to the Lake 

District but I flew you to Paris instead. We stayed in a small hotel with this incredible 

antique lift and a brass four-poster bed. While we were there, you confessed you’d lost 

your virginity in a four-poster with this older guy who used to work with your dad.” 

Rebecca’s face went white. “But how<? You can’t know that. You can’t. I never 

even told Fergus about that.” 

Danny kept his eyes on Rebecca’s.  

“I must have told Tony,” she said but her voice lacked certainty. She scowled. 

“Look, I don’t know what you’re trying to do here but this is not funny.” 

He nodded. “I know it’s not. It’s not a joke. It’s not funny and I’m not laughing.” 

Rebecca sat with her mouth slightly open. 

“Over the last couple of years things have just got better,” said Danny. “Six 

months ago I took you away to Paris again. We went back to the same hotel. This time I 

asked you to marry me and you agreed.” 

Rebecca shook her head. “This is too much.” 

“We bought a flat together, the top two storeys of a house in William Street. We 

moved in about a month back. We’ve been doing up the flat together and organising the 

wedding.” 

Rebecca smiled weakly. “Where are we getting married?” 



“A small hotel in Appleby, just down the road from your mum and dad’s place. A 

civil ceremony on 5th November, which is your mum’s birthday. Also so we’ll be able to 

celebrate with fireworks on every anniversary. Then we’re going to southern Spain for 

our honeymoon, staying in Granada to begin with because you’ve always wanted to see 

the gardens at the Alhambra.” 

Several tears rolled down Rebecca’s cheeks. She stared at him in disbelief. “I 

don’t understand this. Harper, Daniel, whoever you are, how< I don’t understand.” 

Danny reached out and gently took one of her hands. It was her left and as his 

fingers curled around hers he felt the lack of an engagement ring. “Neither do I,” he said 

softly. “And it’s killing me. What I don’t understand is why none of it’s true any more, 

while you don’t understand how any of it was ever true.” 

She left her hand in his, hardly aware of the contact. “This is crazy. None of it’s 

true.” 

“You’re right. It is crazy and, for you, it isn’t true. Some of the bits that I told 

Brendan weren’t true for him either. But for me<” 

He sighed. “Listen. On Monday, I had a day off work. I got up while you were still 

in bed and went off on my bike. I spent the morning up on Beacon Ridge. But then, when 

I was coming home, this car skidded on ice and ran into me. I woke in hospital. Nothing 

was really wrong apart from some bruises and scrapes. They wanted to keep me 

overnight but I was supposed to be meeting you from work in the evening. You wanted 

to go and see a film down at The Wharf. Afterwards we were supposed to go to La 

Cantina for a meal.” 

Danny looked her in the eye. “I checked myself out of hospital. I didn’t have any 

money so I started walking home. Then I met you in the street and you walked past me 

like I was a stranger.” 

Rebecca bowed her head. “This is mad,” she sighed. “How can this be possible?” 



He shook his head. “I don’t know. Brendan says I’m in the wrong life. He reckons 

that somehow, when I was hit by the car, my life got fractured. I got shunted into a world 

where Daniel Harper’s life turned out differently.” 

“But how?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe me and this other Danny Harper had accidents at the same 

time. The staff at the hospital thought I’d been knocked down crossing the road.” 

“Maybe your memories are just< I don’t know< shaken up.” 

He shook his head. “It’s not that simple. How could I have known the things I just 

told you?” 

Rebecca blushed slightly and shook her head. 

Danny sighed. “I know I’m not crazy. I know I had a different life – and I want it 

back.” He gestured around. “All this is terrifying. That’s why I had to see you. To find out 

if I was just going crazy.” 

Rebecca frowned. “What are you going to do?” 

Danny shrugged. “I don’t know. I want my old life – and you – back. But if I can’t 

return to my other life, I’ll have to start again here. And, if necessary, win you back.” 

Rebecca shivered.  

“What?” 

She looked pale. On the one hand, the tale told by this odd and rather intense 

stranger was just too bizarre. But, on the other hand< 

“Well, if you’ve swapped lives like you said, that means there must be another 

me too: the one that you are getting married to. What’s happened to her? Has she got 

the other you, the wrong one?” 

 


