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Him

He watched her from his hidden position at the end of the street. Her and the little dog. Sooty. He spat the name out. Sooty. He’d called it Sooty. Sooty for its jet-black fur. Very original, he’d thought at the time. Now, she called it by a different name. She pulled on the lead gently and he noted how the dog hesitated before it trotted to her heel, the pair now strolling side by side up the curving pavement of the close. Sweat began to drip down his forehead, stinging at his eyes. It was hot, the sun already beating down on him in his grey hoodie, but he paid no attention to the perspiration pooling under his arms, his heart beating, his mouth dry, body clenched. He didn’t dare take his eyes off her. Not after all this time.

The light of the morning caught her red hair, colouring it temporarily into a flame, entrancing him into a stupor. Piled into a messy bun, those few tendrils loose, framing that freckled face he couldn’t see from this distance, but he didn’t need to. He’d studied her face so intently he would know exactly how the small freckles would pepper her skin. The fire upon her head danced dangerously in the summer breeze as it escaped its hold from the clip at her crown, swinging down her back, the sun’s rays entangled in each strand, threatening to burn him alive. He allowed it to captivate him, enjoying the sick pleasure of its show, its owner clueless to a hidden audience. He closed his eyes, remembering the first time he’d seen her. Those jade eyes sparkling mischievously. Those same copper flames cascading over her small, narrow shoulders. Her red-bitten lips with the deep cupid’s bow, just the perfect shade of crimson and the scattering of brown freckles across her button nose. He knew her pale skin would be developing more little tan flecks by the day in the summer, dotted over her nose, her cheeks, down her chest, encouraged by the sun. He shuddered, suddenly cold in the stifling heat. Bumps flayed his skin as he pulled himself from the memory of her, from all those years before. Opening his eyes, he resumed his watch of their path from his safe distance.

A couple out on their own afternoon stroll approached her from the opposite direction, hand in hand. He smirked at the bloke who was desperately trying not to stare at her as they passed, how he overcompensated for his transgression by planting a kiss on the forehead of his oblivious partner. He sneered. He’d seen the way others looked at her before. It used to rile him. But there was no doubt about it, however angry he got, no matter how he hated it. She was striking. It was all part of her attraction.

They were walking away from him now, up the road. Her and Sooty. He felt the flicker of panic stirring as he watched her move away, threatening to conceal herself from his line of sight. He had to get closer. He couldn’t risk losing her again. He stole across the green, away from the hedge of number five, keeping his distance from the pavement that curled around the border. Bowed in his body, hood up, he caught glimpses of them flash between the threshold of the bungalows that framed the small, grassed area as he stalked quietly.

Sooty seemed reluctant to walk to her heel, he could see her impatience as she pulled on his leash again, more vigorously than before. He couldn’t blame the little dog. He wouldn’t like to be tied to her either. The road bent around in front of them as he came to a halt behind a picket fence of number fifteen. She faced him now, although she didn’t know it. He took her in, the picture of innocence with her little nose up in the air, her easy gait, the casual swing in her shoulders. There was a hint of a smile on her face, he imagined her breathing deeply. Inhaling the fresh breeze around her. Relishing her freedom. The liberty she stole. He gritted his teeth. Not for much longer.

Sooty bounded down a drive to his right, he could hear her irritated cry as the dog darted away. He kept hidden, observing how she followed him down past the small car in the driveway of the bungalow across the road, her back to him once more. The dog settled himself on the doorstep. To his delight, he watched as she pulled the keys out of her back pocket, the sound of metal upon metal music to his ears. Heart quickening, he felt the moisture leave his mouth, anticipating the confirmation that finally, finally, this was it. The final piece of the plan was slotting into place.

She reached for the door before hesitating, her sudden halt stemming his excitement. Maybe he had got it wrong, this wasn’t hers after all. Instead of inserting the key into the lock, she pulled something out of her back pocket. He strained his neck to see, he could now hear his heart thumping into his chest. It was her phone. She was studying it hard, apparently glued to the screen.

Sooty was scrapping at the door now. The scratching noise of his claws violently ripped through the quiet cul-de-sac. She was too busy doing something on her phone to notice. Sooty was becoming more ferocious in his desperation to be acknowledged. It was like nails on chalkboard. It would usually irk him, set his teeth on edge, but not today. Today it made him smile. This wasn’t the flighty, hypervigilant, cool and collected woman he remembered. She was distracted. It made her easy to get to. Easier to follow. It was better when she was not alert.

She raised her key to unlock the door, finally confirming this was her new home. He licked his lips, suddenly aware of the dryness of his mouth, as she put her phone back in her pocket. He watched as she put her key in the lock and turned it, glancing over her shoulder as the door swung open. He ducked quickly behind the bush of the front garden to his left. The thorns bit through his thin hooded top, stealing his breath but he didn’t flinch. He waited a beat, before peeking back over the hedge. Just to watch. He was content just to watch her. For now.

Little Sooty bounded through the door gladly as her auburn hair caught the sun, burning against her scalp again. Sending sheets of flame into the air. Oh, that hair. That beautiful head of hair. It was how he knew. How he’d known since the first time he saw her again, after all these years. It was her. She was the one. He watched, bent and concealed, as she gave the close a sweep behind her before following Sooty over the threshold. The door slammed shut behind them and he rose from his hiding place with a smirk.

Finally. It had taken everything he had, but he had finally done it.

He’d found her.
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Madeline

Madeline sighed and straightened her back. Pains shot through from her shoulder blades, slicing down her spine. Her little Scottie dog, Timmy, watched her sleepily from the corner of the room. She smiled as she looked into his dark eyes that had been intently following her as she moved. He’d made himself comfortable in the pile of coats she’d abandoned earlier, paws tucked under his coiled frame. Tilting his head, clocking her gaze expectantly, he lifted his head from his resting place. The furry black tail peeking from under his curled body began to thump against the puffer jacket he’d made into his bed. She pulled out her phone and checked the time. 17:33. Boxes and clothes still littered the living room floor. Her muscles spasmed again and she winced. The rhythm of the tail quickened and she sighed. It would be a good time to take a break.

‘Come on, then.’ Three words were all it needed. Timmy leapt from his temporary bed, the ferocity of his tail powering his flight. Madeline searched around the room for the box labelled Timmy’s stuff as the dark ball of fluff collided with her. She flinched, claws dug into her shins, tearing at her skin as he jumped up at her legs excitedly. She pushed him down, shooing him away as she spotted the box she was looking for. Dog still dancing around her feet, she tripped across the room ungracefully. Tutting as she caught herself, she bent and dug through the contents of the box, producing the new harness triumphantly.  ‘A-ha!’

The sight of the harness was enough to send Timmy into overdrive. Overcome with delight, he had abandoned his destruction of her legs and was now chasing his tail around in a circle. Madeline chuckled, before sighing as the little black tornado wreaked havoc on the boxes and once-neat piles of clothes. They played the game, him expertly darting out of her reach, teasing her as she scrambled to get his harness secured. He played. She battled.

Eventually, his excitement wore off and he tired just enough for Madeline to get his harness clipped on over his shoulders. Dog fastened in, she strolled down the hallway, phone and lead in hand. Readying his lead in her left hand she swooped and hooked it through as he chased past. Her Converse waiting at the front door, she slipped them on, forgoing any jacket. It was a warm evening and she was perspiring slightly from the combat even now the heat of the day had passed. Timmy gained his second wind, pawing and crying at the door desperately, willing her to hurry up. She rolled her eyes and tutted. Anyone would have thought he’d never been for a walk in his life. She finally released him from his prison and he darted out of the open door on his lead, nearly wrenching her shoulder out of its socket. Another battle ensued, will versus will as Madeline struggled to reach around to lock the door behind her. Timmy wouldn’t relent. Pulling on his restraints, eager to get going. Finally, Madeline felt the key slot into the lock and turned it. The satisfying click told her the bungalow was locked up and she slipped the keys into her pocket. She glanced at her phone for a quick time check before sliding it into her back pocket and followed her impatient dog down the drive and out onto the pavement.

Happy to be out, Timmy took the lead with his confident little strut and they eased into a comfortable pace together. The sun hazed lazily down from its evening position in the sky. It had been an unseasonably hot May so far. Madeline smiled to herself, feeling the relief of the warm breeze around her t-shirt, cooling the sweat that prickled her skin. The gentle gusts blew through her long, light auburn hair, chilling her scalp and the nape of her neck. She closed her eyes, enjoying the pleasant sensation. Timmy’s nails tapped the pavement at her feet, content to be by her side now he was out. The evening sang with a lazy hum of insects and indigent tunes of birds. She felt her shoulders droop and her back straighten simultaneously, the warmth from the pavement underfoot melting away any unease her body had held. Treating herself to another deep breath, she emptied her lungs of all tension. It had been a long time since she had been this relaxed.

The neighbours were out in their gardens, pottering, weeding, and watering their lawns. Spray from their hoses drifted across her path, the mist settling across her cheeks. Silver-haired heads in every direction indicated the average age of the resident in this close at about seventy years old. Age was just a number here. There was no hint of frailty or decay in the upkeep of their homes. The gardens were bursting full of colour and scent, driveways were meticulously swept and there was the subtle whiff of drying paint from the fresh fences. Timmy stopped occasionally to sniff a lamppost or a rogue weed creeping through the tarmac, before bouncing back away. Madeline greeted a few pensioners as they passed. It was the polite thing to do.  They returned the gestures in turn, breaking from tending their small gardens, able to work now the sun of the day was no longer boring down on them. She pulled her phone out of her back pocket and flicked on her Maps. Reaching the end of the close, she noted the sign. Robin Close. Added a quick flag to the location. Checked the time. 18:08. Seven minutes.

They turned left out of the cul-de-sac, Timmy still ahead and leading them into the heart of the village. Little Molton was not a large village, but it seemed to have enough. On moving day Madeline remembered passing a post office, a farm shop, and a local pub in the car, the main road somewhere out to her North. All picturesque, countryside construction, flint and stone walls, clay tiles and single-glazed windows. She took in the quaint limestone cottages around her. An array of cottage plants; hydrangeas and roses snaked their way up the old brickwork and around the picket fences. Small Cotswold-stoned driveways. Roses and peonies along the edging. Clematis climbing up the trellis’. She paused, noting the delicate white petals. Fingering her phone out of her pocket, she squinted and glanced up at the position of the sun lazily in the sky. Studying the orientation against the compass on her map, she smiled to herself. South facing. This particular genus likes a south-facing sun, she checked yesterday. It was good to be aware of one’s surroundings at all times. Carrying on her way, she nodded and waved courteously at more of the elderly residents. Timmy was still out in front, his chin stuck proudly in the air as she followed his lead.

They continued up the path, venturing further into the village. Madeline marked another flag in her maps. 18:11. Ten minutes total so far. Nine yesterday. The pavement began to dip in its kerb, narrowing and finishing their concrete journey, continuing for pedestrians on the opposite side of the road. Madeline did her checks, head turning slowly each way down the road. Always look left and right. Check once, and check again. She pulled gently on the lead, Timmy needing little encouragement to scurry behind her for the safe crossing. He pattered across the tarmac, making straight for a small patch of grass and cocked his leg. Madeline waited patiently for him to finish, glancing around under her brows. The initial concern subsided quickly. It was okay. The grass wasn’t attached to any garden, driveway, or residence that she could see. It would be incredibly rude to allow him to relieve himself on someone’s lawn. Madeline was conscientious, respectful of others, unlike many she had crossed paths with before. The thought brought with it old memories, crashing over her with a powerful shudder as his leering face flashed before her eyes. Squeezing her lids tightly shut, she shook her head, discarding them from her mind quickly. Timmy finished his business, and with a wipe of his paws on the grass they resumed their route.

They were walking out of the cottage area now and into a new-build housing complex. Madeline gazed at the juxtaposition of the new housing, with its bright red-bricked walls and thin black tiled roofs, copy and pasted over and over in rows. The houses looked so out of place out here in the countryside, nestled amongst the lush greenery and pastel walls of the charming cottages. She felt her lips curling. She’d never liked these new builds. Here, the driveways were all paved, possibly swept but they weren’t neat. There was no foliage growing against these fences. Brickwork was sloppy and uneven, each driveway space catering only for one small car at best. Houses were cramped together, the front gardens no more than a metre-squared per residence, the turf lumpy, clearly bogged in the ground underneath. The windows were tall, indicating three storeys. Family homes. Madeline snorted. These days, families had a minimum of two vehicles, children needed space to play and explore without being overlooked from every angle. It was as though no thought went into the construction of these homes. Squeeze in as many houses as possible. More houses more money, she supposed. She clicked her tongue. Everything was about money these days, never about doing the right thing. Most of the cars that couldn’t fit on their drives were parked in line down the side of the road as far as she could see. She pursed her lips as they squeezed themselves around an inconsiderate Volvo obstructing their way. Its left wheels were parked too far onto the pavement, driven up the kerb. At least the other drivers had the decency to leave the pavement free for pedestrians.

Ambling past the new builds, Madeline spotted the green footpath sign ahead. It was small, directing them down a dingy walkway between two of the poorly constructed houses. Despite her need to explore, Madeline felt her chest reactively clench as they approached the cut-through, but soon saw it was wider than it looked at first glance. Their footsteps echoed on the newly-paved brickwork, reverberating on the cold walls, shadows enveloping them and bringing in a new chill. Timmy lifted his nose, sniffing at the air. Suddenly perking up, he quickened his pace, pulling on Madeline in his haste to reach the end. She allowed herself to be led with caution and widened her eyes in astonishment as she understood his urgency.

The brickwork gave way to a dusty dirt track, ceasing without warning, leaving the hurried builds behind. Beyond, the landscape developed into thick, rolling fields as far as she could see. Even Timmy, raised as a city dog, seemed to be momentarily stunned by the drastic change in scenery. He halted, pointed ears alert and little ebony tail at attention. Madeline came to a dazed stop next to him, taking in the view. For miles around there were nothing but fields, broken by collections of forestry and greenery. So much green. Evergreens, ferns, olives, and sea greens. Even the browns were spectacular; shades of gold, bronze, light and dusty. The footpath guided them left and right, around the pastures of the beautiful countryside. Tearing her eyes from the scene in front of her, Madeline removed her phone from her back pocket. Pulled up her maps, marked another flag and another time stamp. 18: 15. Fourteen minutes. She debated a moment, tapping an idle fingertip to the side of the screen before taking the left, following the dirt trail out and away from the concrete jungle.

The land dipped and rose for miles, stretching endlessly under the clear blue sky. The village must sit at one of the highest points, she noted the gentle sloping around her. Dust from the dried mud kicked up at her heels. The breeze still tickling at her back, she took a deep breath of the clean, fresh air into her lungs feeling her tightened muscles of the past year untangle. Timmy sprinted across the track, left and right, in front of her, following his nose. She smiled warmly. He was enjoying his little adventure. And with another deep inhale, she realised, she was too.

They walked for a while, Madeline periodically checking her phone against the map and making more time stamps. Eventually, the sun began to dip in the sky and a slight chill developed in the breeze, setting goosebumps on her skin. She took it as her cue to turn back.

Timmy had started to flag now, walking behind her heel. They strolled back over the country paths and found the cut-through back to the garish housing estate. The sun was starting to set, casting shadows across the ground. Adrenaline coursed. Animal movement out of the corner of her eyes demanded her attention, the outlines of the low sun playing tricks on her. But she gripped Timmy’s lead a little tighter and quickened her step. Not enough to garner attention, but enough to get her home quicker. The shapes made her feel uncomfortable. Without warning, a loud bang rang violently around the quiet and soulless ground. She jumped, a fast shape snatching her consciousness from her left and she froze, clenching her muscles and gripping onto Timmy’s lead, ready for the assault.

Heart in her mouth and sweat beading on her lip, she watched the young man leap chaotically away from the door he just slammed, down the driveway of one of the new houses. He paid her no heed at all, apparently oblivious to the turmoil his rowdy exploits caused her as he raced away in front of her path with a deep worried expression on his face. Madeline felt her lungs loosen and her shoulder blades droop, reassessing the threat as benign. Limbs flapped aimlessly as he battled between a pile of papers and a briefcase that were threatening to spill out of his gangly arms. She felt a small, warm body leaning against her feet as she watched, mildly amused by her body’s initial reaction to his excursions. He fumbled at his key fob, jabbing it rapidly as Timmy sat on her feet. The offending Volvo from earlier clicked, flashing lights indicating its owner had unlocked it the first time despite his repeated prodding. Her heart began to slow, her mind catching up to her body. She loosened her grip on Timmy’s lead, taking a deep gulp of air. Relaxing her posture, she watched, still as stone, as he tried to prise his driver side door open in his haste, ignorant to anyone around him. The blue lanyard around his neck swung ferociously as he juggled his paperwork, briefcase, and keys. She heard a horrible clang as the driver’s door swung open, bouncing on its hinges and the lanyard got caught in the crossfire. The motion took him off guard, trying to regain balance on his long, spindly legs and nearly dropping his briefcase in the process. Keys jangled loudly as they smashed against the car’s bodywork. She winced as the noise rattled in her ears. Amongst the chaos, he suddenly turned still. Too late to look away, she watched with alarm as he sharply looked up and met her eye. His brow furrowed. Unblinking, he stared at her. One, two, three seconds. Holding his glare.

Her smile disappeared.

He knows.

Amusement gone, caught by the unexpected direct look straight at her, she felt her face redden. Unprepared for him to notice her presence with such vigour, the familiar panic began to rise. His eyes seemed to bore through her, seeing her, reading her mind, she stood rooted to the spot. Sweat began to perspire across her brow, anticipating her next move.

Run.

He knows.

No. She didn’t know him, she was sure. How could he know?

A stray piece of paper broke free from his arms and drifted in the breeze, unnoticed by its careless owner. Just as she was contemplating her options, fuelled by the adrenaline running her system his gaze softened. The corners of his lips curled and... a faint smile? He was smiling at her. She knew she needed to respond. Act normal. She tried to meet it with one of her own, but found her mouth wouldn’t curve like she needed it to. Still stood awkwardly, she tried to break the uncomfortable standoff by giving him a small wave instead.

Please. Please let it work.

He narrowed his eyes, just for a flash, before opening his mouth. Baring his teeth. She felt her heart leap, her mind take control. Preparing for the attack. Wait. No. He was grinning. Beaming at her. His eyes crinkled and sparkled, his demeanour softened, all havoc and worry gone from his body as he smiled warmly at her across the paved expanse. Relaxed, suddenly tall but approachable, like a loveable bear, the abrupt transformation took her aback as he showed her every one of his pearly whites. She felt her face burn again as she found her own to return, bashfully. The uncomfortable feeling of horror diffused away, replaced by a gentle heat that spread to her fingers and she felt her own smile widen, prickling at her cheeks. It was a nice feeling. One she wasn’t accustomed to, so different to the usual fear that raced her heart and kept her on her toes, so she let it be. They held each other’s gaze like this, before he finally broke it, clambering into the driver’s side of the Volvo. Releasing every inch of tension with a large exhale, the hundreds of thoughts and plans in her mind ebbed away, no longer needed. She let new ones come.

I am safe.

It isn’t the same as last time.

Timmy, relieved for the break in the walk, was still sat patiently at her heel. The Volvo pulled away, taking the chaotic driver to his destination and leaving the pavement clear for them to walk safely. She gave a small tug on the lead, encouraging him back on their journey, letting her feelings from the aftermath of the strange exchange wane away as they turned into Robin Close. Timmy fell back in stride beside her, each step serving to process the false alarm as just that. She inwardly laughed at herself for her overreaction. Of course it wasn’t the same.
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Madeline barely made it through the door and removed her shoes before Timmy was harassing her for his dinner. She dug through his cardboard box again and fixed him a bowl of kibble. He gobbled it down quicker than she could blink, it barely touched the sides. Finally satisfied, he promptly curled back up in the pile of coats on the floor with a little huff and closed his eyes. Dog fed and walked, Madeline sank into the floor next to him tiredly. She gazed around her, sat surrounded by boxes on the plush pink carpet, her legs outstretched.

The bungalow was quiet. She had no radio or TV set up yet, she could hear the gentle sound of Timmy’s deep breathing beside her. A lawnmower lazily thrummed somewhere in the evening outside. Inhaling deeply, she took stock of the room.

The walls were painted in a gaudy light blue, and Ivy’s decorative plates still adorned the walls haphazardly. The carpet, while thick, was a sickening shade of bubble-gum with a brown oriental rug in the centre of the room, never a fashionable choice no matter what decade you were born. She wrinkled her nose at the décor before breathing it away. Ivy had questionable taste but Madeline swiftly felt her disgust replaced a wave of sadness at her memory.

Madeline would never have been able to afford a two-bedroom detached bungalow in the middle of the Cotswolds like this without Ivy’s help. It was a small silver lining in the pain of her passing. Madeline had loved her grandmother. And although she knew it would come someday, it had been before Ivy’s time and really broken her heart when she passed. Guilt rippled through her body. She hadn’t been there for her final moments. As a nurse, she knew the importance of providing comfort in people’s final moments. Memories tried to resurface of that night, a cocktail of darkness, strangers faces, worry. Fear. She quickly batted them away. There was nothing she could do about it now. But she should have been there to hold her hand.

Ivy only had one child, Madeline’s mother, Penny. Penny’s conception was a miracle and Ivy was not blessed with any more children. Her husband, Madeline’s grandfather, had passed when Madeline was five years old but Ivy had doted on her only grandchild like she were her own. Madeline was a happy accident, the result of one of Penny’s dalliances as a young woman exploring the throes of her sudden sexual maturity. Penny had been too busy for any more children as Madeline grew, but she had no need for Ivy’s assets. With two successful divorces under her belt, and the next marriage in the pipework, she had her own money. As a single, twenty-eight-year-old nurse about to begin work on a stroke unit in the NHS, Madeline did not. Penny had been more than happy to sign everything over to her only daughter when Ivy passed, before flitting back off to the three-storey townhouse in London with her latest aged fiancé.

Madeline had never had the closest relationship with Penny. She knew she had been young having Madeline and although Penny never said the words, she had always got the impression that the child was never wanted. From a young age, Penny had insisted the child address her by her first name, moaning that “Mum” made her sound too old. The little girl didn’t know any different and applied the same logic to Ivy. She had never called her “Grandmother”, despite Ivy’s gentle encouragement. Ivy had suggested alternatives, Nan or Nanna. Grandma, maybe. Madeline had been firm. Ivy had smiled sadly at the child’s insistence, never arguing with her. She remained Ivy.

Madeline had met her first serious boyfriend when she was sixteen. She had moved straight out of Penny’s house and in with him within three weeks. Rather than be concerned her daughter had moved in with a stranger and his family, Penny seemed to be glad she had flown the nest. She had immediately sold up their two-bedroom house on the outskirts and moved into a luxurious one bed flat in the city, the success of divorce number one under her belt. Since then, Madeline had very little contact with Penny over the years, they kept the interaction to a minimum. Penny was selfish. Far more interested in going out and conning her way into the lives of older, wealthy men who supplied her with the most expensive bubbles and purest white powder money could buy. If she couldn’t snort her sins she would drink them. Madeline had stayed with that boyfriend until she went to university and they finally split. She had moved around a fair bit since then, but never lived with Penny again. Mother and daughter were both happy that way. They had scheduled contact on birthday’s and at Christmas, but their relationship never developed. It bothered Madeline when she was little. But as an adult, she always said she didn’t care. She was better off without her mother in her life.

She thought back to her first boyfriend. He was her first. Her first time. They say the first time should be special and he was. She smiled, recalling the sweet memory. They had lain together afterwards, she curled up on his chest, his body warm against her face, the blood pooling between her legs. It was warm, sticky, but she didn’t care. She had wanted to savour the precious moment, knowing she would take it with her forever. He was such a sweet boy once. It was a shame how they ended, but hindsight is a wonderful thing. She knew it was for the best in the end.

Madeline gazed at the box in front of her, attempting to muster up the will to attend to it. She was tired and her back still ached, not helped by her position on the floor. Instead, she laid herself out on the carpet, placing her delicate hands across her chest. Her long copper waves fanned around her as she settled her skull into the pile. Staring up at the ceiling. Studying the plastered swirls and rings, patterned above. It was the old Artex that was all the rage at one time. She could see a few yellowing rings in one corner, indications of a leak from years before. Being in a bungalow, she surmised the water tank was up there in the loft. Timmy was still snoring gently from somewhere in the coats. She sighed, finally feeling the weight of everything crash over her. It had been a stressful year. More memories tried to resurface, torturing her mind. She closed her eyes, breathing in a waft of lavender from the room and saw Ivy’s face. What would she think if she could see where her granddaughter ended up?

No. No, you mustn’t think that way.

I am Madeline Hamilton. I am a good person.

She wasn’t running away, not really. This was a chance at a new start. A new life. Everyone made mistakes didn’t they, didn’t everyone deserve a chance to right their wrongs? Madeline certainly believed so. She always gave people a chance. It was part of what made her a good person. Mary tried to barge her way into her mind. She shook her away. Mary was her past. Her past was firmly in the past. It could not get to her out here.

Timmy groaned next to her and stretched his body out. She tilted her head to the right and saw a little black paw emerging from the heap next to her. She was grateful for his company. He would love to come on her planned adventures around the area. It had been a great idea to get him. He’d already settled in. And no one would question a single woman with a little dog. They would just think she’d broken up from a boyfriend, escaped an abusive relationship, something like that. Normal. Just what she wanted.

With a huff, she sat up and examined the boxes and piles of clothes around her dejectedly. It was too hot in the living room. It would take her forever to unpack all of these, and the humidity of the day was still hanging around. The trouble with the seventies builds was they retained heat too well. With a groan of her own, she decided to sack off the rest of her unboxing in favour of a cold shower and an early night.

Hello, my dear old friend. Or lover? What would you call us? It doesn’t matter in the end. I’ve missed you so much, I thought about you every day. The only one that ever said no to me, the only one that ever got away from me. Did you ever think about me?

You’ve no idea how good it is to see you. How good it feels to be back doing what I love. I crept in, quick as you like, did you even hear me? Of course you didn’t. You are far too trusting, far too naive. Too wrapped up in your own little world to see the wood through the trees. I stepped past the little dog, he didn’t even make a sound. He just gave me a look and trotted away. He won’t come near me now, though. Maybe he knows better than you. He knows better than to trust.

Are you as quiet as me when you sneak around? I imagine you try to be. You sleep so soundly, you know, your breathing is so deep I even detected a little snore before. Did you know you snore? Well, you do. And you twitch your nose in your sleep. It’s cute. Like a little bunny. Sometimes I just like to watch you sleep. You mumble in your sleep and turn over a lot but I don’t need to move. I know this is your pattern now. You won’t wake until your alarm goes off at six thirty in the morning. I know these things about you. How is that, you ask? Like I said, I like to watch. This isn’t my first time after all, I like to watch them all sleep.

It’s so good to be here, to be with you, just near you. I had that feeling when I was watching you earlier today. Tonight is the night, I said.

My blood was coursing to the surface before I came here, bubbling and boiling away under my skin. I was irate, I’ll be honest with you. It doesn’t do to get angry. But there’s something about watching you, even just being near you calms me down. Your presence. It relaxes me.

You are different. So very different to the others. You are special. You’ve captivated me for a long time. But, in the end of it all, even those that sparkle lose their charm. Your time will come too, my love. Just like the rest of them.
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Madeline

Madeline rose wearily. Her muscles still throbbed painfully from the day before and the dull aches had not been helped by the unsettled night she’d had. Ivy’s bed was in the master bedroom but she hadn’t fancied sleeping in her old, sullied sheets, choosing the small bed in the spare room instead. No one had stayed in it for at least a year. Probably longer judging by the smell. The bedding was musty and mothy, the mattress lumpy and the air in the room stale. She’d tried to tolerate it but ended up stripping off the sheets and cracking the windows in the middle of the night. The sun that was heating the Earth by day had been taken over by the cool English May nights and she had shivered uncontrollably in the lack of cover. She had her own bedding, but it was neatly packaged somewhere and she didn’t fancy digging through the boxes at two in the morning. Instead, she had stumbled into the living room to find something to wrap herself in. Timmy was content finally sleeping in his own bed, leaving the piles of coats blessedly free. He barely raised his head to look at her as she wrapped the puffer around her body and settled back in the small room on the old single mattress. She’d slept fitfully, seeing Ivy’s face in her dreams, jumping her awake.

Rubbing her eyes, she sat herself up on the uneven mattress, feeling grateful she had had the sense to delay her start date by a week for the move. Moving was tiring in ways she had never experienced before. Aside from the movers Penny had paid, she’d had no help. Penny’s solution to any problem was to throw money at it, but they were only paid to move the boxes from one end to the other. The boxes had arrived from Penny’s on the day she moved in, items carelessly shoved into any box they could fit. In contrast, Madeline had meticulously labelled the belongings she had with her, every item within filed and piled neatly in their cardboard restraints. But even with her thorough organisation, she knew it would take all week just to reorganise and work out where to put it all.

She unwrapped herself from the puffer, beads of sweat across her brow as the rising sun warmed the room. The night, whilst cold and clear, had done nothing to remove the festering smell, which was now being heated again in the morning rays. Screwing up her nose and stretching out her limbs she dragged herself out and into the living area. Timmy’s head shot up as she entered, ears alert eyes bright and little tail wagging expectantly under his curled body. Timmy usually took a while to wake up in the morning, but today he leapt straight up and ran to greet her. Madeline giggled, fussing him before putting him outside and sorting his kibble into the steel bowl. He cocked his leg for the quickest relief against the roses and raced back in through the back door, jumping at her legs again, spinning in circles and chasing his tail. Madeline watched him curiously for a moment, before slowly putting down his breakfast. Timmy didn’t hesitate, wolfing it down whole. Fascinated, she observed how the kibble was quickly demolished before her eyes. She was concerned about the risk of choking, but he finished with a smack of his little mouth, airways clear and belly satisfied. Content, he stretched out his front legs and promptly curled himself back into his bed, back to ignoring her completely. But today, he’d ran to greet her. He had been excited to see her, not the food. It was progress. She smiled to herself, turning away to attend to her needs.

There was no food for her own consumption in the bungalow, so Madeline reluctantly settled for an instant coffee. The bitter steam hit her nostrils, and screwing her face up she made a mental note to find and unpack her state-of-the-art, bean to cup coffee machine as a priority. Sipping her disappointing brown liquid she stood in the kitchen, looking through the open plan into the living room, boxes scattered across the floor still waiting to be unpacked into their new homes. The endless piles daunted her a little. Wondering where to start, she cast her mind back over the past twenty-four hours. She decided it would be useful to begin with the boxes labelled as ‘bedding’ and ‘kitchen’.

She’d always been an organised person. She made to-do lists, lists of lists, and squeezed the most out of her time and schedule. It only took her three minutes to use the toilet to urinate, start to finish. Seven minutes for a body shower, fourteen if she was washing her hair. Another ten to dry it. An average of six minutes to eat breakfast—usually porridge. Occasionally Weetabix as a little treat. Lists kept her disciplined. Efficient. They helped her to think, cleared the anarchy of her mind when she was overwhelmed. Timings kept her safe. Contained. She knew exactly what she needed to do, when and how long it would take. Being organised and controlled prevented panic, fear. The disorder and danger of the unknown and uncertain. It protected her. 

Her organisation had paid her dividends over the years, and again today. Thankful for her forward planning when packing, she quickly found the bedding and made up the bed in Ivy’s room with her fresh sheets. Her treasured coffee machine winked at her as she unwrapped it from its bubble wrapping, her fingers tenderly brushing its surface as she set it on the worktop. She loved this machine. She hadn’t bought it herself, but if she had, this would have been exactly what she picked, down to the colour, settings, and attachments. She huffed at the thought. No, she hadn’t bought it, but she had certainly paid for it.

Madeline swiftly moved onto unpacking the kitchen crockery and utensils sent by Penny. Ivy had plenty of cupboard space. Big change from the tiny kitchenettes she had been used to before. But unlike many of her generation, it seemed Ivy had only made use of a third of them, and the rest of the shelves were caked in years of disuse and grime. Madeline set about finding her rubber gloves and got to work on cleaning them out.

As she worked, her mind wandered. She was keen to get out and explore more of the area later. Little Molton was nestled in the heart of the countryside, very different to the urban environments she was used to. There was a town somewhere nearby, but from her research she knew it didn’t house a large population and she was looking forward to small village life. The air was even different out here. Clean. Fresh. Remote, easy. No one in a rush all the time, no one breathing down her neck, no one that would have ever heard of her or any hint of the past she was leaving behind. Out here, those vile lies written would never have been heard of, never been read by the eyes of Little Molton. Those papers would never have had the chance to be chip paper here, words that taunted and teased her over again as she hurried through the street in her disguises. Here, she was free. Free to reinvent herself. Madeline craved normality, the anonymity that a regular life would bring. When Ivy passed and the bungalow came to her, it was a chance at a new life she jumped at taking. A village would be her chance at normality. To lay low. Living in London had taught her that hiding gets you noticed. Popping to the shop, taking the dog for a walk, working full time, having a commute. Idle chatter with the neighbours, being polite, a good citizen. That’s what people ignore. Hiding away, being secretive, being mysterious attracts gossips, stares. A village was a good place to hide. Hide in plain sight.  

Wiping down the cupboard door with her damp cloth, she peered up at the sun out of the kitchen window, wiping her brow. It was a large pane, affording a fantastic view of Ivy’s garden. It was stunning. Very aesthetically pleasing. Ivy had had it expertly landscaped and maintained by gardeners who had visited weekly when she slowed down and her arthritis kicked up, gnarling at her joints and withering her muscles from the bone. Madeline had never had much of a green finger, but she was keen to learn. The lush, green grass was surrounded by shrubs of all colour and scents; evergreens, hydrangeas, lavenders, roses, everything she would expect in a countryside cottage garden. There was a little bench underneath a crab-apple tree at the far end, positioned to face the small bird feeder. Madeline had been looking forward to taking her morning coffee out there tomorrow. But that wasn’t what made her look out there now.

The sun was low in the sky, and it was still early in the day, throwing long shadows from the birds that flew in and out. Something had caught her eye from the fence at the back. She felt the bile begin to rise in her throat and swallowed it back down, eyes searching the garden with urgency. Nothing else moved, and her worry began to recede. 

Fear makes you do stupid things.

Remembering her past had made her nervous, she decided. She shouldn’t be thinking about it. This was a new start. Just as the thought began to settle her, a shape, a shadow, something passed quickly in her periphery, along the evergreen bushes that ran alongside the east fence. She froze, eyes trained on the source of movement. The sun continued to shine down upon the garden, the shadows stretched. The rays illuminated the array of colours, warming the ground but Madeline felt her body fill with ice. Her heart rate quickened, wondering for a moment whether her eyes were playing a trick on her when, unmistakeably, the hedge rattled again.

Without hesitation this time, she ripped out a kitchen knife from the new block on the work surface, her heart in her mouth. She pushed it down, back to her chest. Righting her mind. It wouldn’t do to panic now. The shake in her hand betrayed her as she turned the key in the back door. With care and caution, she pulled the door open slowly, stepping out in the back garden and around the corner to face the hedge.

Visibly trembling now, adrenaline taking over, she gripped the knife. The sun was warm but the grass was cool. Dewy drops were still present in the shade. She didn’t step too far into the garden. Two steps away from the threshold to the door. Key stored safely in her pocket, out of reach from any intruders that could lock her in, or out. Right hand gripping the knife, blade upwards. The hedge, across from her now, she waited. She knew it wasn’t her imagination, she had seen it twice.

‘Who... who’s there?’ Her voice was pitiful, it cracked and betrayed her fear. By means of a response, the hedge vibrated ferociously. Flinging herself around, she gripped the handle, raising the knife across her body. She was only five foot five, nine stone dripping wet, but she knew better than anyone the damage that could be done with such a weapon. A black shadow leapt out of the bush and she cried out, lifting the knife, ready to slice at the attacker. The shape hissed and snarled as it dashed in front of her, streaking across the garden. Soft fur brushed between her legs as Timmy raced from the open door behind her, chasing after it, barking incessantly. Yapping, he pursued the cat down the garden, jumping up at the fence where it had made its escape.

Madeline laughed as the relief flooded her body, watching Timmy spring on his little back legs up at the boundary. The cat was long gone by now, but Timmy would not give up on his pursuit. She breathed easy and lowered the knife. She was too jumpy, she knew. But she couldn’t be too careful. Shoulders relaxed and terror abated, she called Timmy in. It took a few tries. Timmy was insistent on guarding the area of the fence in case the feline had the audacity to return. Eventually, after much coaxing and bribery, he heeded her call and strutted back to her proudly. She followed him through the door, throwing one last look out in the garden before re-locking it behind them and placing the key back into her pocket. Sliding the gleaming knife back into its block she picked up her rubber gloves and resumed her cleaning. Confident his garden was safe, Timmy had taken himself back to bed. Curled up like nothing happened.
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It was late before Madeline stopped. She had been unpacking all day. She hated to admit it, but she had thrown herself into the task trying to distract herself from her fright earlier. She tried to ignore the racing thoughts, but they crashed back in. 

What if it’s happening again?

She stuck to her coping mechanisms, her lists, ticking things off periodically as she accomplished tasks and made new to-do’s. The thoughts gradually weakened their intensity over her, her itch subsiding. Stress and worry didn’t sit well with her. She didn’t like to feel anxious. Timmy had stayed out of the way for the most part, dozing the day away. But now as he started to follow her around, she realised the rays were long across the living room floor once more. With a pang, she realised the time.

‘Sorry, boy!’ Madeline pulled up her phone and tapped on Maps. She hastily grabbed Timmy’s harness and lead from their new home on the hallway pegs. Timmy’s tail swung like a little rudder. Clever boy. He knew what it meant. She struggled to put his harness on again, his tail propelling his entire body like an unruly motorboat. After another excitable scuffle, she got him clipped in and hastily slipped her Converse on her feet. She checked the time and slipped her phone in her pocket. 19:14. She unlocked the front door and Timmy darted out into the front garden. 

Guilt struck as Timmy raced in front of her to the hydrangeas that lined the drive and cocked his leg. She had been so caught up in her own head that she forgotten to let him out at all since that morning. She punished herself inwardly.

Timmy forgave her quickly, finishing his business and happily trotted down the path. He looked back occasionally, checking she was there. They fell into their now familiar step with each other. Timmy, nose in the air proudly, happily sniffing the range of summer scents whilst Madeline followed a pace behind, enjoying the breeze and the rhythm of the march. She took her phone out of her back pocket, noting the time again. 19:15.

They walked at a gentle pace down the street, slower than yesterday. Madeline was curious to see the difference. Timmy didn’t pull, he was content to walk with her today, matching her speed. The elderly of the neighbouring bungalows were out tending their front gardens again. They exchanged more courteous greetings as she passed. 

Reaching the crossroads at the end of the close, she checked again. 19:21. Perfect. She could rest safe in the assumption it would be a leisurely seven-minute walk from the end of her road to the front door. Potentially six if she walked in a hurry.

Madeline and Timmy turned left and crossed the road, up past the quaint cottages. More elderly neighbours, more pleasant exchanges. She looked around, studying the paths closer this time, for sign of any further footpaths or cut-throughs. There was a small inlet between two of the cottages on her left. She made a mental note to explore that tomorrow. 

Another check. 19:24.

They walked into the new housing estate, meeting another walker on the journey. Timmy and the spaniel gave each other a sniff before carrying on their paths. The spaniels owner barely acknowledged Madeline. Nose stuck in her phone, not paying attention to where she was going or who she was passing, Madeline stopped, the path not wide enough to avoid an inevitable collision. Her shoulder smarted as the woman carelessly walked into her, the impact enough to knock her off course. The consequences of her ignorance were still not enough to drag her attention away from her phone however, as she muttered a curt ‘sorry’ under her breath and barked at the spaniel to follow her. Madeline watched the woman swan away behind her in disbelief, as she did the same to an elderly gentleman out on his evening stroll who had not noticed her. The man tripped, catching his feet but the woman’s head did not lift. The spaniel was bouncing around her feet, clearly vying for his owner’s affection but finding none. 

Madeline raised her eyebrows derisively as she made eye contact with the elderly ambler. He shook his head and gestured at the walker disdainfully. She smiled. Wordlessly, they exchanged the same sentiment. 

Rude. Ignorant. Get off your phone.

The man tutted, rolled his eyes at Madeline and crossed the road. Their silent exchange over, she turned and followed Timmy.

Her heart rate quickened as they approached the Volvo again. It was just as recklessly abandoned as the day before. Today, three wheels were on the pavement, one teetering off onto the road. Madeline studied the car in awe. It was mildly impressive how the owner had achieved that feat. She found herself looking towards the red door of the house that she had seen him emerge from the day before. Wondering why it was always left in this way. As if it were hastily parked. Like he was in a rush. She could see how that happened once, but twice? That’s just bad parking. 

Or he’s been running, too.

She shook the thought from her head. A local bus pootled down the road in front of her, a stream of cars trailing behind it. Realising they would have to stop where they were. The only way to squeeze past the car on the path would mean she would snag her t-shirt on the spikey bush bordering the pavement. She didn’t fancy that. But they could not step out into the road and make it past the Volvo and the line of cars at the roadside whilst the bus was coming the other way. Timmy was less happy about waiting at her feet today, but after gentle commands he beckoned at her side with a huff.

Madeline didn’t like waiting. It set her on edge. Best to keep moving, keep going. Never stay in the same place for too long. She felt uneasy from her worry earlier in the day. Her shoulder still throbbed from the encounter with the woman, she could feel her heart pulsating through the veins, tormenting her. The wait was agonising, the bus was in no hurry as it trundled down the narrow village road. The bends meant it needed to take extra care. Madeline breathed deeply, attempting to stem the nerves beginning to stir.

Please.

Hurry up.

She tapped Timmy’s lead against her leg impatiently, feeling the palpable anticipation. She glanced around at her surroundings, keeping an eye on who was about. No one was appearing to take any notice, but she knew appearances were deceiving. Someone could always be watching her.

The bus finally passed, blowing up warm air into her face from its engine, the cars behind following closely. Just as she was allowing herself to breathe, she felt the force on her chest. Her heart leapt, racing now with panic, trying to work out what just happened. She was standing, hands to her chest, feeling across her stomach, her arms, her head. Cars continued to stream past noisily. She heard a strange scuffling at her feet, trying to right her senses. She looked down. Timmy was scrapping at an empty paper food wrapper, licking and gnawing at it ferociously as if he had never been fed. Yanking him away, she saw more takeaway containers, littered over the road, blowing in the breeze. The last of the cars pulled away behind her and leaving her stood in her daze. 

Her mind put the pieces together. She’d been hit by takeaway containers. Someone. A driver must have thrown them out of the window. Looking back down the road in shock, a hand emerged from the Range Rover, flinging out something. Bright orange. It bounced on the road, sparks on the tarmac before burning out. A cigarette.

Quelling her heart, she tried to breathe calmly. She knew it didn’t help that she was already on edge. The shake tried to surface on her skin, the itch insatiable. She counted. Repeated the process, bringing herself under control. Why would someone do this? Were they aiming for her? She tried to shake the paranoia from her mind.

No, can’t think that way. I am a good person. 

The Range Rover indicated left, veering violently off the road into the drive of one of the cottages. She could hear the gravel flying from where she stood, the ferocity of the sudden braking, bouncing off the door panels. A young woman, blonde and loud, exited the car. Her obnoxious voice carried on the air as she ran down the drive and banged rudely on the cottage door. Madeline watched on, mouth agape and heart thundering in her ears. The door opened by one of the elderly’s she had seen the day before, the woman delightedly embracing them, not giving a second thought to the rubbish she had discarded over another human only moments before. 

It wasn’t anything personal, that she could now be sure of. The woman was invited into the cottage, she felt the tremor as the door was slammed to. No confrontation, no indication she was even aware of her presence. Perhaps the woman hadn’t known she would hit her. But it still
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