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Concealer and a brave face. The two magic ingredients that always kept scars at bay. Amy twisted the box in her hands, reading the words as they caught the sunlight. Buildable coverage with 24-hour staying power. She touched a fingertip to her jaw and coated a blemish until it was camouflaged.

As the sliding doors parted for the hundredth time, she could hardly look up to see whose movement had opened them. From where she had parked in the layby, the flipflops and tanned legs of women in shorts flickered across the wingmirror and trolleys clattered into the realms of the unknown.

It would only be a quick dash inside. Just a handful of items to whizz through the checkout and then she would go straight home, knowing she had finally done something normal again.

She counted to five and swivelled from the driving seat, feeling naked as the pavement scorched through her sandals. Approaching from the side, she peered beyond the closed glass where a flower display and newspaper rack partially masked her from view. The aisle ahead was clear, leading all the way to a deli counter where no customers lurked.

A clumsy lunge at the stack of baskets sent the doors shooting backwards with a bang and an elderly man nodded to let her in ahead of him. She edged over to the crates, tasting the scent of ripe fruit as she panted it through her lungs, wishing that the leafy layers of salad would stretch out to obscure her face.

‘You’re in for a shock.’

The low voice made her freeze.

‘Imagine how it feels to be grabbed around the throat until you choke.’

Amy turned to leave and knocked a jar to the floor, amazed that it hadn’t smashed to pieces. She bent down to pick it up, her eyes dragging over the back of a toned body, tightly clothed in gym gear, and a young child sucking an ice pop.

‘A bit of spice doesn’t scare me,’ replied the woman as she stabbed a square of cheese with a skewer.

‘That’s what they all say at first.’ The assistant grinned from behind the stand. ‘But the chilli in this recipe is a long, slow burn. Once you’re in its clutches, you’ll never escape!’

The little boy gazed up at Amy and stuck out a blue tongue. Tossing the jar in her basket, she took off towards the bakery.

She grabbed something from a shelf without reading the packaging. Teacakes of some sort, with raisins speckling through. They squished under her knuckles at the footsteps passing by. The rustling in the bread stacks and the distant thumping of freezer doors.

Shuffling around the corner, she came to the far end, losing focus as the drinks blurred in a giant wall of plastic. A bottle fell into her modest nest of shopping. The water she would soon be swilling around her dry mouth.

Checkouts beeped. She ducked into the self-service queue behind someone buying a paddling pool and eyed the bodies passing by as the box blocked out their faces. Crop tops. Carrier bags. Phones in hands. She watched every pair of feet leaving the tills and stepping back out into the freedom beyond the exit.

A green light flashed at the next free space and she kept her head down, packing the food like lightning and tapping desperately at the screen, imagining that all eyes were burning through her.

‘Please scan your PlusPoints card,’ demanded a voice from the machine.

But she had done that at the start. Quickly grappling with her purse, she pulled out the card and waved the code at the scanner. An error message dimmed out the payment method icons and the pulsing light of doom crept into the corner of her eye.

‘Be with you in a minute, love...’ called the attendant, who was busily unpacking an entire bag of a neighbouring customer’s shopping.

She felt all attention on her. Heard the impatient sighs huffing through the queue. Frozen on the spot, there was nothing she could do but wait.

Then a phone rang out from across the store. An unmistakable drone of the Dread Head theme tune. The old horror film he had made her watch time and time again in their early days of dating. He had set it as a ringtone months ago, laughing whenever someone called. Stomach-churning... blood-curdling... the noise grew louder as the phone was retrieved from a pocket.

She eyed the kiosk, fighting for breath at the side view of a familiar yet stubbled jawline. Hand raised with the phone to his ear and a glint of white teeth as he spoke.

‘Sorry to keep you waiting!’ The attendant marched over and tapped in a code to correct the error before cancelling the transaction. ‘Not working, I’m afraid. Just pop over there and I’ll put it all through for you again.’

The woman gestured in the direction of the kiosk and Amy felt the room swaying. The noise of the supermarket whooshed past her ears and she reached out to grab the nearest surface.

‘No worries, I’ll just... I’ll just leave it thank you.’

‘Not feeling well?’ The attendant frowned and rushed to the loudspeaker. ‘Let’s get you some help.’

As the call for First Aid sailed out around the store, Amy paced backwards before sprinting past the photobooth and straight out of the door. Battling the sweltering street, she dodged her way through pedestrians and dogs on leads, hazard cones, and pushchair wheels until she was back at her car.

Wheezing, she locked herself inside and waited behind the shield of her sunglasses until she felt calm enough to drive. The supermarket doors were restless in the mirror, every so often spitting more people out. Refusing to focus on any one of them, she skidded away from the layby and plunged through the traffic lights just as they turned red.

Sweat and teardrops stung her cheeks as she left Popplewell High Street, following a trove of spiky evergreens and rooftops that shone saffron in the sunlight. The lush soil played host to a myriad of colour, with flowers hoisted high above their peaty roots and copiously plump crops swelling from every vine and vegetable plot. As always, the sky seemed perpetually blue and the stream bubbled away in the breeze as it wafted through her window.

Arriving at Larkspur View, she turned into the lane of neatly thatched dwellings and parked outside a cottage clad in a fudgy coating of stone. A narrow path led her through a lawn garnished with forget-me-nots and mottled sprays of cowslip.

She stepped shakily inside and made her way through to the kitchen where her housemate, Colin, was unpacking bags and filling the cupboards with food.

‘Thank goodness for that, I was getting worried about you, darling!’

Amy said nothing and sank into a chair.

‘And I see that you’ve already had breakfast.’ He nodded at the plate of toast crumbs that was still on the table from earlier. ‘I’d made a fresh batch of Dewberry Drizzle for your porridge.’

‘I just wanted to try something crunchy... you know, to see if it still hurt.’

‘So, does it?’

‘Not as much as it did, I suppose.’

‘Well, that’s progress, right?’

His beam disappeared. There was a visible tremble as she dabbed away more tears.

‘Darling, what’s wrong?’ Colin sprung over to the table and lifted her face into his hands. ‘Whatever has happened?’

‘I was in Freshway and... I saw him, Col.’

‘Oh, God.’ He pressed her head to his chest and his voice vibrated in her ear. ‘What the hell did he do? Did he see you?’

‘I don’t think so,’ she mumbled into the tea towel that was hanging over his shoulder. ‘I left straight away.’

A relieved sigh heaved through him.

‘Well, at least that’s something.’ He kissed her forehead. ‘But darling, it’s too soon. You shouldn’t be out on your own.’

‘I was only in there for a minute.’ Amy pulled away slightly, releasing the strands of hair that were sticking to her cheeks.  ‘I just thought if I could manage that then... then I wouldn’t have to feel like this anymore.’

Colin used the tea towel to wipe around her eyes.

‘Shhhh... I know, sweetheart, I know. Of course, you won’t feel like this forever, but it’s going to take time.’

‘No...’ she wailed. ‘He’ll always be here. Every time I set foot out of that door, he’ll be wherever I turn.’

‘Darling... please listen to me. You’re going to heal, inside and out, and eventually all your fears will melt away. And you know you’ve always got us.’ He squeezed her shoulders. ‘Yes?’

Amy glanced out of the window, trying not to blink. Apart from the distant birdsong and a butterfly on the ivy, all was still. Her eyes trailed across the lichen-laced birdbath to the foxgloves flocking beyond the fishpond. Living in picturesque Popplewell was the only thing keeping her going.

‘Come on...’ He lifted her chin. ‘What can I do to make it better?’

‘Nothing, really.’ She shrugged him off softly. ‘I’ll be OK.’

Colin caught sight of the furrowed margarine. ‘Is toast all you’ve had?’

Amy nodded solemnly.

‘You need something more substantial, now you can eat comfortably again.’ He got up and rummaged through the shopping. ‘What will it be? Eggs Benedict... Omelette... Croque Monsieur?’

‘I’m really not hungry.’

‘Well, perhaps you will be after a nice, relaxing bath. Why don’t you go and have a good soak for a while? Then come back down and I’ll rustle you up some lunch.’

‘I suppose so,’ Amy agreed reluctantly and pushed her chair under the table. ‘See you in a bit then.’

She headed into the hallway and started to climb the stairs.

‘Before I forget...’ Colin passed her a padded envelope. ‘Postman Pat couldn’t be arsed to knock so he dumped it at the gate instead.’

The parcel felt thick but easy to bend. Turning it over as she went upstairs, she recognised her father’s handwriting. He always sent her letters by post whenever his emails weren’t working.

Amy put the envelope down on the bed and picked up her wash bag. She closed the bathroom door and her reflection was unavoidable. Her ash-blonde hair spilled flatly onto her shoulders and her blue eyes sat like sapphires in her pale, milky skin. She touched the faded scratches on her jawline. Four weeks had passed since the attack and the bruises were evaporating to yellow on her flesh, yet still a wave of coldness swooped over her. She swallowed hard, refusing to let the tears fall. Then she filled the bath with lavender-scented water and allowed her thoughts to puff away into the gentle clouds of steam.

Lying back in the foamy haven, she felt the bubbles swirling between her toes, knowing inside that she had to get away. That no matter what anyone else said, or how much time went by, Nathan would always be there, breathing down her neck.

In the weeks since her night of terror, she had begun the daunting search for another job, but nothing seemed to match what she already had as a teacher at the quaint village school. She had been first to move into the Larkspur View cottage, which she now shared with Colin Cleaves, a bookshop manager, and Rosie Willis, a hotel receptionist. The three had stuck together through thick and thin, and the thought of leaving them filled her with sadness.

After well over an hour, Amy emerged invigorated and headed back downstairs in comfy clothes, at least feeling hungry enough for one of Colin’s blueberry muffins. Rosie was at the kitchen table, sipping a foamy cappuccino as Colin stood over her expectantly.

‘Amazing,’ she purred. ‘What have you put in it?’

‘That’ll be the cinnamon syrup. A symphony on the tastebuds.’

‘Well, you’ve converted me. I thought I hated cinnamon.’ She took another slurp and looked up as Amy entered the hallway. ‘I’ve just heard. Thank God you came straight home, babe.’

‘I’ve filled her in.’ Colin winked. ‘She’s been frantic.’

‘You should have rung me!’ Rosie embraced her anxiously. ‘I was only down the road at the dentist.’

Amy shook her head. ‘I drove off there and then... just wanted to get away.’

‘Scum of the earth.’ Rosie glared. ‘What was he even doing in there?’

‘No doubt contaminating the aisles with his presence,’ replied Colin, shooting a look of disgust. ‘Anyway, you need to stay put for now, sweetheart. No going out except straight to work and back.’

‘Unless she’s with us.’

Colin frowned at Rosie’s response.

‘It’s not safe, dearest. You never know what that creep is going to do.’

‘Oh, stop it, Colin. She’ll turn into a nervous wreck.’ Rosie’s hazel eyes reached out to Amy’s. ‘Now, I know you’re upset. I know you’re... hurt, but you can’t let this stop you having a life.’

‘I thought I was ready.’ Amy shrugged helplessly. ‘Then look what happened. I can’t even be in the same room as him.’

‘Which is why you’re not doing it alone,’ urged Rosie. ‘But if you stay locked inside forever, you’re letting him win. Why should you hide away at home while he’s allowed to cruise around as if nothing’s happened?’

‘We wouldn’t be having this conversation if you’d just go to the police,’ said Colin. ‘There’s still time, you know.’

Amy shook her head. ‘You heard what I said. I can’t unearth all the gory details again, it’s just too much to take. So, I’ll have to face the fact that he’s always out there somewhere.’

‘Then the only thing to do is look at the positives.’

Colin and Amy glanced perplexedly at Rosie.

‘What I’m saying is,’ she continued, ‘you only saw a glimpse of him. He didn’t actually do anything, did he? I mean, he didn’t even see you.’

‘No, I suppose not. But...’

‘But nothing, babe. Show him. Show the whole world that you’re not going to be intimidated like this.’

‘Rosie, dearest.’ Colin winced. ‘It’s too early for all that. She’s had a nasty shock today and she needs to take her time.

‘The pub.’ Rosie clapped her hands together, not listening to Colin. ‘Let’s go down to the Frog and Fiddle tonight.’

Amy crumpled her face.

‘Don’t give me that look! You’ll feel amazing once you’ve done it.’

‘Nonsense. She’ll be better off staying in with a good film and a slap-up serving of my Sweet and Sour Surprise.’

‘They do bar food, dear.’ Rosie snapped bluntly.

‘That is not the point!’ cried Colin. ‘She’s hardly cut out for a night in the pub if five minutes in the supermarket is too much to take.’

‘Staying in will do more harm than good. Do you want this morning’s blip to be ingrained in her mind?’

‘Well, obviously not, but...’

‘So, let’s just do it and have a nice time. Besides... your favourite barman might be working tonight. Wouldn’t want to miss out on that, would you?’

‘How shallow do you think I am?’ Colin almost shouted. ‘Amy’s wellbeing is far more important.’

‘If you care so much, you’ll agree with me.’ Rosie squared up to him with a spatula. ‘And I know deep down, you would kill for a pina colada. Especially if he’s the one sticking an umbrella in it.’

‘Resorting to bribes now, are we? Well, you can stick them where the sun doesn’t...’

‘Perhaps she’s right.’

They both turned to Amy. Colin’s face filled with horror while Rosie shot her a delighted smile.

‘That’s the spirit! I promise, you won’t regret it.’

‘Don’t feel pushed into this darling,’ Colin warned. ‘You’ve had enough worry for one day.’

‘I can’t go on like this. If I’m not running away, then I have to be able to do ordinary things without feeling terrified every time I try.’

‘Exactly.’ Rosie put an arm around her. ‘We’ll be back here before you know it, and you’ll feel so much better for getting all done up and going somewhere without anything disastrous happening.’

‘But only an hour or so,’ replied Amy. ‘And a quiet table at the back.’

‘If you’re sure,’ Colin sighed. ‘I suppose it’s a chance to wear my new shirt.’

‘I knew you couldn’t resist, Col,’ Rosie patted his arm. ‘And as for you...’ She gripped Amy and guided her out of the kitchen. ‘You’re going to look so sexy tonight, you’ll forget that dirtbag ever existed.’

***
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They chose a table tucked well away in the cosiest corner of the Frog and Fiddle, and, after two drinks, Amy started to unwind. Her eyes were rimmed with metallic liner that matched her shimmery top and Rosie had helped her to expertly cover every last trace of her scars.

Colin leaned against the bar and ordered them two gin and tonics along with a Singapore Sling for himself. He locked the barman in a seductive stare while he tapped his card on the machine and slipped it into his pocket. Then he left with the drinks, throwing a sultry glance over his shoulder.

‘He wants me,’ he declared, placing the glasses on the table.

‘He’s not even looking at you.’ Rosie frowned.

‘It’s called being subtle. Ever heard of that, darling?’

‘You haven’t,’ she scoffed.

‘And what is that supposed to mean?’ He looked wounded.

‘Perhaps she’s got her eye on him too,’ joked Amy.

‘Oh please.’ Rosie rolled her eyes. ‘Somehow the five layers of fake tan don’t quite do it for me.’

‘You have no taste, dear, that’s your problem,’ Colin retorted.

‘Taste?’ She nearly choked into her glass. ‘I’m more than partial to peanut butter but not when it’s airbrushed onto someone’s skin.’

‘A newly-qualified accountant.’ He sighed, indulging in another look towards the bar. ‘And I know just the bookshop that needs one. Next round’s on me again, girls!’

‘Good thinking. Give it half an hour and he’ll be gagging for your bleary eyes and inability to walk in a straight line.’

Narrowing his eyes at Rosie, Colin turned back to Amy with a defiant smile. He cocked his head to one side as if to examine her in more detail.

‘Darling, darling, look at you.’

‘What?’ She was suddenly alarmed.

He put his hand on hers and squeezed it.

‘Not only do you look like a goddess tonight, but you’re smiling like one. Wonderful to see you happy.’

‘I second that,’ Rosie agreed wholeheartedly. ‘You’re smashing it, girl!’

‘Never let anything – or anyone for that matter – get you down.’

Amy felt grateful as she sat snugly between them. It was uplifting to be facing the world again, somewhere outside work. To relax in the humble surroundings of the pub, hearing the clinking of glasses as the crowds laughed and chattered, was an unexpected tonic. Like a flame on a lighter, a tiny glow was beginning to take effect.

‘Another drink, ladies?’ Colin drained his glass and swiftly stood up. ‘That sly little fox has his eye on me again.’

‘Don’t push it.’ Rosie pulled him back down. ‘There are plenty more nights for the rest of the cocktail menu.’

‘I beg to differ.’ He laughed. ‘One Bloody Mary and he’s mine.’

As Rosie continued restraining him, Amy’s phone began buzzing on the table and an unknown number filled the screen. She frowned, then answered.

‘Hello?’

There was silence.

‘Hello...?’

The sound of wind or traffic blustered in her ear. Then she stiffened.

It was someone breathing.

‘Have you...’ she stuttered. ‘I think you might have the wrong num...’

‘I can see you.’

Her heart pumped with the weight of a brick as she eyed every area of the room.

‘Nathan, how did you get my...’

‘I have my ways,’ he replied casually. ‘Can’t stay away from me, can you?’

‘How do you know where I am?’

She could barely grip the phone for shaking. Rosie and Colin had stopped arguing and were firmly rooted either side of her.

‘Now that would be telling.’

‘What do you want? Why are you doing this?’

There was a long pause.

‘I’d take care getting home if I were you.’

‘I don’t understand...’

Chills paralysed her spine and the whole pub seemed to be blacking out as his whisper echoed sharply down the phone.

‘You might not be as lucky next time.’

‘Please,’ Amy begged, trying not to cry. ‘Don’t do this, Nathan.’

The line went dead.

‘Nathan!’

She clambered to her feet, clutching the table as her eyes darted once more around the room. Then, barely able to see for the tears, she wriggled across Colin’s lap and stumbled over to the door.

‘Wait!’ Rosie grabbed her from behind. ‘You can’t just leg it outside on your own. You don’t know where the tosser is.’

Ensuring that Colin was by Amy’s side, she stepped onto the street and checked in both directions.

‘Come on.’ She beckoned. ‘He’s not here.’

Colin walked Amy out cautiously with his arm around her shoulder. They carried on in silence until they turned a corner.

‘It’s all right, darling,’ he said calmly. ‘The brute is nowhere to be seen.’

‘This whole thing is my fault,’ Rosie cried. ‘I shouldn’t have made you go out.’

‘Never mind that,’ directed Colin. ‘Let’s just get her inside.’

As soon as he unlocked the front door, Amy headed upstairs.

‘Oh, don’t go straight to bed, sweetheart,’ he whined. ‘Come and talk to us.’

‘Please, Col, I just need to sleep.’ Amy fought to sound upbeat.

‘Night then,’ called Rosie up the banister. ‘But tomorrow, you tell the police.’

The tears fell uncontrollably as soon as she was out of sight. She huddled up in bed while her mind replayed every minute of the phone call. It had all crashed down around her in one split second. She still couldn’t escape from Nathan.

As she rolled over to face the wall, a papery thud hit the carpet and she switched on her lamp to investigate. It was the forgotten envelope from her father. She slid it back up on the bed and tore away the seal.

Through her watery vision, she pulled out a scribbled note and a folded copy of the Flintley Gazette. Blue tape marked a page where an advert was ringed in yellow highlighter. She wiped her eyes and scanned the words in bold:

Year Four Teacher, starting September. Experience necessary.

Then she read the small print below and stopped at the third line down:

Woodbrook Primary School, Flintley.
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It was well after midnight when she flopped onto the pillows, too tired to rinse her face. From the moment she closed her eyes, the dull walls of the classroom surrounded her once more. The plastic chair dug at her spine and the pencil in her shaking hand was sharpened and unused. There were pages of unanswered questions. Percentage signs and fractions turning to liquid in the dim light.

Laughter came in spasms, swishing like a stormy sea that she was incapable of navigating. Children huddled in their same tight groups, having kicked her to the kerb.

She looked down at her shoelaces. The ones they said were thick, like her. As chatter swirled in the distant playground, she pulled yarn from the stripe around her cuff, awaiting another breaktime of being pushed into walls.

A pen squeaked blue to scrawl the letters of her name, right up there with rats and slime on the list of class dislikes. She watched the teacher’s statuesque frame leaning across the whiteboard, and the movement of her corkscrew curls as she drilled down on the nib. The eyes and smirks of turning heads as they focused on the loser.

Tears bled out making holes in the lined paper. She covered them with an arm, too small to hide the damage. The teacher’s sight fell on the mess and her coral lips quaked with a roar. High heels hammered the wooden floor and the sculpted cheekbones swooped up close, cheered by a band of voices.

A hand clapped down like a gunshot on her desk and harsh light streamed into the room.

Amy woke sharply and her body thudded on the mattress. As her heartbeat steadied, she forced back her puffy eyelids and raised herself up against the cushions, a relentless pain clamping her forehead. Slumped on the bed, she stared at the frayed newspaper as the pictures of the night fluttered away into fragments.

With a morsel of energy, she flipped off the duvet and let the breeze fan at her through the window as the copper sun kissed the clouds. She bent out beyond the glass, feeling the balmy air bathing her face yet clashing with the dryness of her throat.

Slipping quietly into the bathroom, she cleaned her teeth and freed her skin from the smudges of make-up. Then, in the nearest clothes she could find, she crept downstairs through the dormant hallway and out of the front door.

A twisted road led away from the garden. The old stone houses slept on as dawn slashed its way through the fading coat of indigo. Shade dripped down over the fuchsia-fringed walls and sunlight stretched from each gate in thin slivers on the pavement.

Echoes of the stream murmured gently along the footpath. The belt of water scurried past as she crossed the bridge, ushered by the weeping willows that bowed along the bank. She trod gingerly up the tree root steps and through the gap in the hedges which opened out onto the park.

Its grassy ring circled around a sloping rockery that was deftly cultivated and spilling flowers from its pockets. Flat pathways traced the outer edges and an army of trees guarded the far corner like soldiers. By now, the sun’s yolky sphere had cracked into the cloudiness as Amy neared a hilly mound and settled under the branches. The playground’s woodchip oval stood dead like a graveyard and the ghostly slide hung heavily in the middle like a huge, lifeless tongue.

The words of the advert bounced off the paper. It was like a knife, slicing down and splitting her mind in two. She thought of Flintley and the grey erosion of shops and buildings running through its centre. The idea of moving back to her hometown was hardly appealing. Aside from the lack of friends, she would possibly be doomed in a dilapidated flat if she didn’t find luck in its prettier northern border or somewhere along the peaceful coastline. It was tired, gloomy, and completely devoid of anything that could be considered useful.

But she could live with all that and more, if only the school in question wasn’t Woodbrook.

She had escaped like a bird from a cage on the day she’d last walked from its doors at eleven years old. Those cold, lonely times were forever stacked up like a collage in her memory. The bullying, the seclusion and her reputation as a hopeless case all came straight back in a moment’s thought. 

Dread flooded through her as she imagined being recognised. Still strung up as a failure and scrutinised for her faults. She wondered if they would laugh at her for trying to claim their respect. Those years were planted firmly in her soul, bearing a lifetime of insecurity.

As she sat in the heart of Popplewell now, she wondered how she could leave it all behind. The three towers of the ancient school were just visible beyond the fuzz of the trees. Tomorrow it would be full of life again as the children pulsed through, cheerfully boisterous from the weekend. The stately structure and all that took place within its walls symbolised everything she had worked for since dragging herself up from the pit of her own schooldays.

From the challenges of the lessons to the happy lilt that frequented the staffroom, she couldn’t think of a better place to be. Staring into the calm treetops, she scanned the bright stretch of grass, the wildlife waking around her and the petunias swaying like bonnets in the breeze. Surely she couldn’t let it all slip away?

But there was a major flaw. What had once set the scene for a budding romance now only reminded her of everything she had lost. Each piece of it was a different painting of the past. Like the coffee shop in the alleyway, which had been a top spot for lunch, or the bus shelter under the cape of jasmine, where they had met for their first date.

The wounds from that last black night with Nathan were fading on the surface, but a future in Popplewell would etch it eternally in her mind. She could try all she liked to carry on as normal. She could say things were fine until she was blue in the face, but it wouldn’t change the facts. If she chose to stay, she chose to keep him near her. It simply couldn’t be done.

Flintley beckoned again and Amy squinted up at the mystic sky, no longer able to back down. There was only one way to shake off her past for good.

To return to Woodbrook as a total stranger.

If she could step inside those walls as a new, competent teacher, her history as a hopeless case would be dead and buried forever. An instant escape from Nathan might just heal her childhood wounds.

In twenty years, her name had changed due to her parents’ late marriage. The staff would all be different and perhaps even Woodbrook itself.

As the glimmer of hope sparked again, she got to her feet and stood tall with the tree trunks. Then she walked off briskly down the pathway.

Upstairs in her room, Amy unfolded the newspaper. There was a website address at the bottom of the advert, so she went online to browse. It was only a basic layout but the building on the home page was unrecognisable. Aside from brief details of the uniform and awards scheme, there wasn’t much else to go on, but at least there was a staff list.

She waited with intrigue as it loaded and was relieved when only strangers filled the screen. There were even blank spaces where some pictures were missing, each one labelled with the words, To be updated. Perhaps these were other vacancies to be filled by more new people.

It was as if something else was controlling her body as she began to type her covering letter. The words seemed to flow effortlessly and she rounded them off with a strong and confident finish.

As she turned away from the screen and put the paper to one side, her father’s note slipped out from the pages and she picked it up to read again. It was just a few words about the advert, but she felt a warm rush as she saw his quirky handwriting. That was the one good thing about Flintley – her family were there. Her parents still lived in the same house, high up on the northern border, and her younger sister, Vanessa, shared a flat with her boyfriend in the next town. She hadn’t considered how good it would be to have them nearby again.

Amy’s tired eyes started to close and she crawled into bed. As soon as her face touched the pillow, she was far away in a long and peaceful nap.

It was five in the evening when she woke. Salmon clouds gauzed over the violet sky and covered the walls in a shadowy darkness. The air was cool and the muggy day had been quenched by the restful evening. She padded downstairs towards the muffled sound of the TV in the living room, where Rosie was flicking through the channels.

‘At last! You must have been out like a light.’

‘I was.’ Amy stretched. ‘What are you up to?’

‘Choosing something decent to watch. Colin’s out so I’m taking full advantage. I don’t think I can face another seal getting eaten by sharks.’

‘Where’s he gone?’

‘One guess.’ Rosie glanced from the corner of her eye.

‘Not the pub again.’

‘He’s gone to ask Mr Mixology to do the bookshop accounts,’ sighed Rosie dramatically. ‘He thinks it’ll be an ice-breaker.’

‘Well, let’s hope it’s not overkill already.’

‘Believe me I tried to stop him, but he was having none of it.’

‘You should have woken me. I’d have talked some sense into him.’

‘I thought I was doing you a favour. He wanted your advice, but I told him to let you sleep.’

‘It’s all going to end in tears again, just like the rest of them.’

‘Fear not, babe.’ Rosie tapped a tissue box. ‘I am more than prepared for the waterworks.’

They made a bowl of popcorn and relaxed with a bottle of rosé wine to watch one of their favourite films, but halfway through, Rosie’s eyes widened and she hit the mute button on the remote.

‘It’s him,’ she said in a hushed tone before turning the volume back up. ‘We’re in for a long night.’

Colin’s crestfallen figure appeared at the lounge doorway.

‘Oh no!’ Amy turned to face him. ‘What happened?’

He stared at the opposite side of the room, as if he couldn’t look at them.

‘Come on then...’ Rosie waved a tissue in his direction. ‘Let’s hear it.’

‘It’s a tragedy. That’s what it is, a tragedy.’

‘Why?’ asked Amy. ‘What did he say to you?’

‘Nothing. Absolutely nothing at all.’

‘So, he ignored you, did he?’ Rosie chipped in. ‘Well, I wouldn’t worry, babe. He probably spends all day on his calculator so he wouldn’t have enough time left for you. Besides, I’ve seen better biceps on a...’

‘Thank you, darling, but what I mean is, he wasn’t there.’

‘What a relief!’ mumbled Rosie.

Amy whacked her softly and quickly interrupted. ‘That’s good then. At least there wasn’t some terrible...’

‘Embarrassing showdown,’ Rosie cut in.

‘What are you suggesting?’ Colin glared over at her. ‘Do you honestly think I would have walked in there and blown it?’

‘Have some wine,’ Amy interrupted. ‘Try a glass of this, it’s gorgeous.’

‘Might as well.’ Colin’s eyes brightened. ‘Just a tiny tincture of the pink princess.’

‘Now, don’t be disheartened,’ Rosie soothed as Colin sipped away. ‘Just get an early night and wait for the next time you see him.’

‘That’s if I ever do.’

‘You will. I mean, you never know, he might end up fancying me instead.’

She grinned smugly between mouthfuls of popcorn.

‘We’ll see about that, young lady.’ Colin drained his glass. Then he shot her a sour look and glided up the staircase.

***
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As the foil-studded night sky spread across the window, Amy read through her completed application. It sounded impressive enough and she had presented it neatly with no obvious errors. Finally satisfied, she closed her laptop lid.

Despite her earlier sleep, she was still exhausted from the drinks, the sticky heat and a mind crammed with too many thoughts. She sprawled out under the covers and lost herself in a dream.

Soon she was running faster than she had ever done in her life. Yards of fresh grass flew past in a blur as she tore unstoppably through an endless field towards a disc of scorching sun, flashing out ahead of her in the steel-blue air.

She could see nothing else. Her eyes were transfixed on the summoning light, surrounded by a mass of soaring sky. Nothing had ever felt more urgent and necessary. Voices echoed behind her and clawed shapes disintegrated as they tried to pull her back. She just ran at top speed, leaving it all to crumble behind her. Now, just one thing was clear and true as she sprinted for her life, never to stop until she reached her destiny.
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Three
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The shrill notes chimed from inside Amy’s handbag as if clamouring to compete with the choral birds above. Not far along the shortcut on her way home from work, she rummaged through her pens and make-up, finally gripping the phone.

Squinting under the alcove of leaves, her skin turned cold as the blank caller details lit up in the palm of her hand. Fighting to control her breath, she slowly pressed the answer button and waited for the moment when she would hear Nathan’s voice.

‘Hello?’

‘Good afternoon, is this Amy Ashcroft?’

‘Yes, speaking.’

‘Ian Farley here, Headteacher of Woodbrook Primary School. I hope I’m not calling at a bad time.’

‘No!’ She struggled to hide her flustered tone. ‘Not at all.’

‘Well, we received your application and we would very much like to meet you, so I wondered if you’d be free on...’

Amy waited while he shifted about and rustled something into the receiver.

‘Oh, I can’t see my calendar. Please bear with me, I do apologise.’ His voice was obscured for a few seconds. ‘Sue, where in the world is the calendar app?’

A woman’s mutter was just audible and soon Ian was back on the phone.

‘Sorry about that, I’m not used to this technology. Would next Tuesday morning work?’

‘That sounds good.’

‘Wonderful. I’ll confirm it in an email for you. There’ll be full directions and where to go once you’ve arrived.’

‘Oh, I know where to...’ Amy stopped mid-sentence. ‘I mean, thank you, that will be helpful.’

‘Would nine be convenient?’

‘Yes, that’s fine.’ She winced, hoping he had missed her stumble.

‘We'll see you then. Goodbye for now.’

Amy made sure she had cancelled the call before cursing herself for nearly saying too much. She had muddled through that quick exchange, but the interview would be worse.

Setting a reminder on her phone, she wondered if she was doing the right thing. It had been unnerving to take a simple phone call from that place, never mind committing herself to another lifetime there.

She had almost given herself away in the first conversation, so how long would it be before she really put her foot in it? Walking off down the lamp-lit cobbles, her mind misted with doubt. It was too late to back out now. She had got the interview and she was going in at the deep end.

The following days seemed incredibly long, giving too much time for contemplation. Every hour she spent in Popplewell made her wonder what was possessing her to leave. She was spellbound by the silence in the streets, broken only by the echoes of the cool, frolicking stream. Vanilla clouds churned over a quintessential sky and the crusty village brickwork was lathered in wisteria.

But something marred the scenery now and chased her far away. She felt cold to the bones at the slightest reminder of him.

On the eve of the interview, she barely slept as nervous thoughts took her all over Woodbrook. Her mind painted pictures of the library, the top unit classrooms and the big assembly hall, just as she remembered them, until her alarm rang at the crack of dawn like the piercing school bell.

After a warm shower, she slipped into some figure-hugging trousers, a cream blouse and a tailored jacket to smarten up the outfit. She applied perfect make-up before giving her hair a final spray and driving out of the village.

Her heart beat low and deep in her chest as she arrived in the visitors' car park. Children were playing their early morning games and making the most of the fresh air before lessons started. It was such a familiar scene, but the surroundings had changed beyond recognition.

A whole new block sat in a bold oblong to the right, with scatters of painted handprints decorating the windows. The main entrance had been rebuilt with a wider path and curving archway, and the small outdoor swimming pool was now covered by a roof. A cabin-style creation had replaced the old canteen which was crumbling when Amy had been at school there.

She scoured every corner, dreading a familiar face. Praying she could get through this trial without anyone blowing her cover.

A smiling secretary introduced herself as Sue and dialled an internal phone number. Two minutes later, another woman strode up to Amy at the desk. She had a neat black bob and a forehead dented with lines. Glancing at Amy up and down, she pursed her lips into a tight smile.

‘Sorry to keep you waiting.’ She stretched out a hand, embellished with a gaudy emerald bracelet. ‘You must be Amy.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Welcome to Woodbrook. I’m Penny, the Deputy Head. I’m afraid Ian’s caught in traffic so we’ll have to start without him. Can I get you some tea or coffee?’

‘Tea would be good.’

Penny turned to Sue, who was busy on the phone, and scribbled out the order on a sticky note. She slapped it on the screen and swept out of the room with Amy following behind her.

They walked into a small office and sat down at the desk. Amy waited in silence while Penny scrolled through the files on her computer.

‘Right.’ She clicked open a document and Amy could see it was her application. ‘So, you’re at... Popplewell, is it?’

‘That’s correct.’

‘Funny name. I’ve not heard of it before.’

‘It’s one of the oldest villages in the country, very tucked away. Apparently, it’s been the subject of a few famous paintings.’

‘Sounds idyllic.’ Penny’s face broke into a grin. ‘Why ever would you want to leave a place like that?’

Amy hesitated for a moment. The fact that she was desperate to get away from her violent thug of an ex-boyfriend wasn’t going to go down well.

‘I want a change,’ she answered adamantly. ‘I’ve been there for a while and I’m ready for a new challenge.’

She rolled her eyes as Penny continued to peruse the credentials. The biggest cliché in the book, but she couldn’t think of anything else on the spot.

‘And you’ve stayed at the same school for the last four years?’

‘Yes. It’s been a great experience.’ Amy’s heart sank as she thought of her days there coming to an end.

‘Rolling hills, babbling brooks, that sort of thing?’

‘Something like that. I must admit, it’s a lovely place.’

Penny sneered. ‘So, what makes you think you can handle this?’

‘Sorry?’

‘Woodbrook, is an entirely different kettle of fish. The Mary Poppins effect won’t win these kids over.’

Amy laughed. She was joking of course. Wasn’t she?

She wasn’t.

‘This school is seriously hard work. We need a candidate with an iron backbone to manage these children. Someone with experience of this kind of school and area would be a distinct advantage.’

‘Yes, I’m sure.’ Amy hoped she sounded positive. ‘But I do know this area.’

‘Oh?’

‘I mean, I grew up somewhere... very similar.’

‘So, where would that be exactly?’

As Amy opened her mouth to reply, the door swung open and a stout, middle-aged man with dark grey hair glanced at the two of them.

‘Morning, Penny.’ He frowned. ‘Is there a problem here?’

‘Not at all. We were just having a little chat, Ian.’

There was an uncomfortable pause.

‘If I could have a word, please.’

Penny slid out from behind the desk and Ian shut the door abruptly as she stepped into the hallway. They might as well have stayed in the room though, as Amy could hear everything from where she was sitting.

‘What on earth is going on, Penny? They’re all waiting.’

‘Yes, but Sue told me you were going to be late, so I thought I’d better get started.’

‘But you knew we were meeting in Room Five. The three of them have been in there since quarter to nine. I’ve been running backwards and forwards making excuses and Lydia looks like she’s going to kill somebody.’

‘Well, I merely thought it would be a good idea to go through a few things before we went in there,’ Penny asserted. ‘We need to know if these people can actually do the job or this whole exercise is pointless.’

‘That is for me and the governors to decide too, Penny,’ Ian replied. ‘Now let’s just stop this nonsense and take her in there before they all storm out of the building, shall we?’

There was a shuffle and the doorknob began to turn.

‘No, leave this to me,’ he said loudly. ‘You’d better get down there and tell them we’re on our way.’

‘Whatever you say.’

Penny’s footsteps clicked off into the distance and the door finally opened. Amy smiled politely as Ian walked in. She was silently relieved he had interrupted the grilling.

‘I’m so sorry about this little misunderstanding.’ He shook her hand. ‘I assume you’re Amy. I’m Ian.’

‘Nice to meet you.’

‘We’re going to have to hurry to the boardroom. The governors are waiting for us but don’t worry, their barks are worse than their bites.’

Amy followed him into the corridor. He was friendly with a jolly tone to his voice and kind, smiling eyes. As they walked down a small staircase, he filled her in about the school. He seemed very proud of the huge reconstruction it had undergone ten years before, as Amy had seen straight away. On their journey to the meeting room, he described a much happier place than Penny had implied, citing the new buildings as a significant improvement.

Her first impressions were a world away from what she had been expecting. It was like being inside a completely different school and the fresh, white-washed interior brought back no cruel memories of the past. Only a minimal portion of the original building had apparently remained the same. Ian promised to show her around properly later on, but now they had to hurry to the governors.

Ian held the door open, acquainting Amy with two men in shirts and ties. A petite woman with glossy auburn hair sat between them and smiled as Ian introduced her as Lydia.

They were all seated in an intimidating line, but Lydia spoke to her almost like a friend with far more patience than Ian had just described. The more Amy said, the more impressed Lydia looked. Ian barely stopped beaming from ear to ear and the others seemed satisfied with her answers to their questions, but somehow she still felt on edge.

Penny’s silence bothered Amy the most. She sat there with the same tight smile, drilling her pen nib deep into her notebook, not looking at her colleagues or responding when they spoke.

After a lengthy session in the meeting room, Amy was left with Ian and Lydia to take a class in their presence. The children were despondent at the start and perhaps shy around someone they didn’t know, but with enough effort from Amy, the animation soon surfaced. Even in this short space of time, her warmth reached out to the loneliest corners of the classroom.

The visit ended with a tour around the school, which Ian conducted hurriedly due to the late commencement of the interview. They ventured into the lower block with its coloured doors and drawstring gym bags. Amy peered into each paint-splashed classroom at the tiny chairs and tables. Every member of staff was a fresh face. Every inch of this school was new. Relief washed over her as she took it in. She was out of the woods after all.

Ian showed Amy the children’s gardening area, with flower beds and bulbs that had recently been planted. He led her to the canteen, where the caterers were preparing for the imminent lunch hour, and he finished back at the main entrance.

‘Well, I’m so sorry, but we’ve run out of time. I must dash or I’ll be late for the next meeting.’

‘That’s fine.’

‘Of course, you’re always welcome to come back another day if you’d like to see the rest.’

‘Thank you, I might just do that.’ Amy nodded, knowing it wouldn’t be necessary.

‘Anyway,’ Ian shook her hand once again. ‘You should hear from us either way by the end of next week.’

‘Great. Thank you for everything.’

‘It’s a pleasure.’ Ian stepped inside. ‘Goodbye, Amy.’

She bought some lunch from the shop across the road before driving straight back to Popplewell. She would have visited her parents, but they were away seeing relatives. And besides, she was due to arrive home at precisely the time she usually got in from work, so Colin and Rosie would be none the wiser of her whereabouts. They had no idea just how far away she was prepared to go and she didn’t plan to tell them unless she got the job.

‘You look rather pleased with yourself, darling,’ Colin remarked when she arrived in the kitchen. ‘Good day, was it?’

‘OK, I suppose.’

She didn’t look him in the eye and sat down at the doily-dotted table, upon which Colin had laid out his tea set complete with silver spoons left to him by his grandmother. He always insisted on full-blown afternoon tea whenever he wasn’t working.

‘Where has Rosie got to?’ he asked despairingly, tilting the elaborate teapot over Amy’s cup. ‘She said she’d be home by now.’

‘Don’t worry, she’ll be here soon.’

‘Well, I am worried, darling.’ Colin looked vexed as he prodded a tray of bite-sized cucumber sandwiches. ‘This bread will be like a scouring pad if she takes any longer.’

‘Honestly, only you could panic about a few sandwiches and a cup of tea.’

Colin shot her a wounded expression. ‘Well, perhaps I won’t bother next time.’

‘Don’t be so silly,’ Amy laughed. ‘A day without all this is like a day without sunshine.’

His scowl morphed into a grin as Amy stirred a circle of tea with her spoon. Then the front door slammed shut and Rosie’s loud sigh floated along the hallway.

‘Someone pour me a vodka, I have had one bloody awful...’ 

She entered the kitchen and stopped talking. Amy’s eyes were fixed on the floor and Colin stood dejectedly with arms folded across his elephant-printed apron.

‘What?’ Rosie frowned.

There was a long pause before Colin finally spoke.

‘Vodka?’ He shook his head in disbelief. ‘How on earth can you want vodka at a time like this?’

‘What are you on about?’

He directed Rosie’s eyes to the spread on the table.

‘Oh, that.’ She tutted, collapsing into a chair. ‘Can’t we have something else for a change?’

‘Something else?’ Colin looked devastated. ‘Do you have any idea how long I have slaved away, young lady?’

‘A pot of tea and sandwiches,’ Rosie sneered. ‘About ten minutes?’

Colin’s face was like thunder as he whipped a tea towel off a tiered cake stand adorned with eclairs, fruit slices, and scones layered with jam and cream.

‘Colin dear, is this really necessary?’ Rosie slumped her head into her hands. ‘Get a mug, chuck a teabag in it and fill it with hot water. Cup of tea. Done.’

‘Fine.’

He headed out of the room, but Amy grabbed his arm.

‘She doesn’t mean it! She’s just had a bad day. Of course she wants your tea.’

‘No, I’m serious,’ Rosie continued with a yawn, ‘I need a stiff drink and a long bath, not Mr Kipling’s rave up.’

Colin’s lip quivered and Rosie met his pained sideways glance.

‘Oh, give me a custard tart then.’ She rolled her eyes as he gleefully reached for his tongs.

‘That rocky road is mine!’ Amy enthused.

He served the cakes and seated himself at the table. 

‘So, tell me, dearest. What was the cause of that little outburst?’

‘Just people. I’ve had complaints up to my eyeballs all day. They want to move rooms because the view’s not good enough. They want new pillows because the others are too saggy. One even said her free shampoo was too small. Can you believe it?’

‘That’s right, sweet pea, let it all out.’ Colin massaged Rosie’s shoulders. ‘I wouldn’t put up with it. Two minutes of backchat from that lot and I’d tell them where to shove their shampoo.’

‘Yes, and you’d be out on your ear,’ Rosie answered, wiping crumbs from her mouth. ‘The customer is always right, remember?’

‘Not in my neck of the woods. Treat the staff well or go to hell – that’s my little message for the customers at Broomfields. You should come and work for me, darling, you’d have a whale of a time.’

‘One more day like this and I might be on my way,’ replied Rosie, turning to Amy. ‘Speaking of which, how are you getting on with the job search?’

‘Well, to be honest....’ Amy looked up as they listened with interest around the table. ‘I’m just keeping my options open.’

‘Very wise.’ Colin patted her hand. ‘Just don’t set your sights too far away.’

‘Sorry, but if I were her, I’d snap up the first thing that came along.’ Rosie looked Amy in the eye. ‘Don’t get me wrong, babe, I’d miss you like mad but with an ex like that lurking around the corner, I’d have to run a mile.’

‘I know.’ Amy smiled weakly at the reminder. ‘I’ll keep you posted.’

As they turned their attention back to Rosie and her terrible day at work, Amy’s
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