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      Before – Jess

      If the little girl hadn’t been deathly pale and trembling as she’d hesitantly whispered, I probably wouldn’t have thought twice about it. She’s not my mum.

      My instinct is to frown and internally question whether I’ve simply misheard. Her eyes are shining in the late afternoon August sunshine, and as I continue to study her face, her lower lip wobbles, like she wants to say more, but can’t find either the words or the strength.

      Over the girl’s left shoulder I catch a glimpse of Grace squealing with delight as she swings through the air, pushing her legs out and then promptly tucking them beneath the plastic seat, as the chain overhead squeaks under the strain.

      ‘Mummy, look at me,’ Grace’s voice carries on the wind.

      I raise my hand to acknowledge her, but my focus remains on the other girl’s face. Perhaps what she actually said was she’s lost her mother. From my seated position it is difficult to see beyond the playground apparatus. The giant climbing frame shaped like a pirate ship blocks out the horizon to the right, and beyond Grace and the swings, the forest of green shares little of the secrets it holds.

      You wouldn’t believe it is the height of summer. It’s been over a week since we last donned shorts, but at least there’s no rain today. Talk of an imminent heatwave in the weeks to come doesn’t fill me with joy.

      From the way the girl is gripping the arms of my chair, her knuckles an unnatural shade of white, experience tells me that something is very wrong.

      A flashback to the hushed conversations between the midwife and doctor flickers before my eyes, as I’d sucked hard on the gas and air. I’d known back then that something wasn’t right, even though they’d yet to tell me just how bad things really were. Their faces had failed to keep my pulse from rising, and this terrified child is doing little to ease my anxiety. I shake the memory away. Now is not the time.

      As I open my mouth to ask the girl to repeat what she said, there is an explosion of colour in the corner of my eye.

      ‘Daisy? Daisy?’ The Scottish accent echoes across the protective carpet of soft rubber that stretches beneath the playground equipment.

      The girl’s arms tense and her eyes seem to widen in greater panic, but her stare remains locked on mine, as if she’s trying to assess whether I’ll admit what she’s told me; begging me to keep quiet.

      A foreboding shadow falls upon us, and I am forced to glance towards the sky, now seeing the tall figure hovering over us. A pale blue cardigan pokes from beneath the large waxed overcoat, the rancid smell reminding me of childhood visits to farms.

      ‘Daisy? Ah, there you are,’ the woman says. ‘Leave this poor lady alone.’

      She is much older than I’d expected. A shock of auburn hair interspersed with wisps of grey, and subtle blonde undertones. The skin above her cheeks is mauve and hangs, while the lines beside her eyes are tight and strained. Maybe she’s the child’s gran or minder. Certainly not her mother.

      ‘Sorry if my daughter is being a nuisance,’ the woman continues. ‘Daisy, how many times have I told you not to wander off?’

      I look back at the girl. She doesn’t look like a Daisy. If I had to guess I would say she was a Ruth or a Sandra, a name that would conform to the direct stare and determined scowl. The name Daisy belongs to a fair child with a playful smile and a mischievous look in her eyes. This girl has neither quality, yet there is a subtle femininity to her features: firm but fair.

      The waxed coat sleeve reaches out and extracts the girl’s hands from the arms of my wheelchair. ‘Come along now. Places to go, people to see.’

      ‘She wasn’t being a nuisance,’ I offer quickly, feeling drawn to engage with these strangers, but unsure why. ‘Really, no bother at all.’

      The woman pauses and looks down at me, almost astonished that the cripple before her in the rickety old wheelchair has a voice. ‘That’s kind of you to say.’ She turns to move away, before hesitating, and looking back at me, extending a hand as she does. ‘Morag.’

      I blink in surprise, but shake her hand. ‘Jess.’

      ‘That’s your wee one on the swings?’ she asks, nodding towards Grace, who is still squealing in delight.

      ‘Yes,’ I say, feeling heat rise to my cheeks. ‘She gets her crazy streak from her dad,’ I add, nervously.

      ‘I’d say we both must be pretty crazy to be at a deserted park on such a chilly day. The things we do for our kids, huh?’

      Something about the way she says it puts a flicker of doubt in my mind that I struggle to push away.

      ‘Worth it to witness such unbridled excitement though,’ she adds.

      It was only because Grace had bleated on at me for close to an hour that I’d eventually caved and agreed to bring her down here. I don’t know if that makes me a good parent for bringing joy to my four-year-old’s sheltered life, or a weak one for giving in. Deep down I know I only agreed because I want to make as much of the little time we have left together. Within a week she’ll have started in reception class at the local primary, and I know a part of us will be lost for ever. Right now I am her whole universe – well, Charlie and I are – but once she steps through those school gates we will be relegated to the fraction of her life not dominated by learning and playing with her newfound friends.

      Daisy is staring at the dark ground before her. For someone so worried about losing her mother, where is the joy at being reunited?

      I recall a moment before my paralysis, when I was at the supermarket with Grace. I’d told her to stay by the shopping trolley while I went to choose a fresh loaf of bread, and when I returned she was out of sight. I’d breathlessly searched the two aisles closest to the bakery area without success, and had been about to flag down the security guard near the main entrance when Grace had come rushing back to the trolley, a children’s magazine gripped in her hands. I’d dropped to my knees and hugged her tight, wanting to chastise and cradle in equal measure. She’d quickly apologised before lecturing me on the dozen reasons why I had to buy her the magazine, when clearly the attraction had been the cheap plastic sunglasses taped to the front cover.

      I can’t dispel the curiosity sweeping through me. ‘You’re not from around here,’ I say, as Morag tugs on Daisy’s hand, ready to move on. It’s a statement more than a question, and although I can’t claim to recognise every face in our small town in north-west London, Morag’s certainly isn’t familiar.

      Morag looks back at me again, and I’m sure I see a hint of annoyance as her eyebrows dip together. ‘What was it that gave me away?’ she coos, her accent deliberately more pronounced.

      She must notice my face reddening, as she suddenly steps closer. ‘No offence intended.’

      Before I can respond, Grace is at my side, breathless.

      ‘Did you see how high I went, Mummy? I was actually flying.’

      The cool wind tempers the burning in my cheeks, and I take in every inch of my daughter’s beautiful face. She is more than I ever could have wished for. Articulate, eager to learn, and with a healthy interest in outdoor activities. When I think back to the shy, awkward child-version of myself, I don’t really feel like I’ve changed that much, aside from the four wheels now keeping me off the ground. Grace is the polar opposite of me as a child. Whereas I spent hours with my head in books, devouring the fictional lives of the characters I so admired, Grace is already creating her own stories, filled with vibrant colours, language beyond her experiences, and a positivity that warms the heart. I now find myself wanting to be a character in one of my daughter’s stories.

      ‘Hi, I’m Grace,’ my daughter says, stooping and forcing eye contact with Daisy. ‘Do you want to go on the seesaw?’

      I’m even envious of my daughter’s unabashed self-confidence. It’s as if nothing daunts her. I’ve never once heard her admit to being scared of anything. Even as a toddler when I would read her adventures involving sea monsters and ferocious beasts, she would snuggle close, but beam as I closed the book.

      I notice the hopeful yet despondent look that Daisy fires at Morag, who seems to consider the proposal, before nodding. ‘Aye, it’s okay. Off you go.’

      Grace grabs Daisy’s hand, and the two girls tear off towards the seesaw directly in front of us, leaving Morag to watch. Daisy can’t be much older than Grace as far as I can tell. They are a similar height and build, and given that Grace will be one of the oldest in her year group, I can only assume Daisy is in the year above.

      I know we should be getting home soon. It is Charlie’s birthday, and the cake that Grace and I baked earlier today still needs to be iced before he returns from work. I do hope he isn’t late again. He promised this morning he would be home by six at the very latest, and the fact that he has yet to message fills me with renewed hope that he will live up to the promise for once.

      I can see Grace is imagining that her end of the large beam of wood is a horse or a dragon, as she is gripping the safety bar with one hand, while the other flails overhead. Daisy on the other hand is staring right back at us, no sign of any enjoyment. Maybe she is wondering whether I’m going to tell Morag what she said.

      ‘The girls look like they’re having a good time,’ Morag comments, but I’m not sure for whose benefit she’s said it.

      ‘Yes,’ I concur. ‘How old is Daisy?’

      ‘Five next week,’ Morag says after a moment. ‘They grow up so quickly, don’t they?’

      This statement I can’t disagree with. It seems like only yesterday the blob of pink and white was being passed to me in the hospital. Charlie was too busy snapping photographs on his phone to really take in the fact that we’d now been charged with the responsibility for this tiny life.

      A further flash of memory of the midwife and doctor conspiring with each other fires in my mind, from the last time I’d been rushed to the maternity hospital, and I bite back the stinging tears that threaten to explode.

      ‘I can’t believe she’ll be starting school in a week,’ Morag says, dragging my attention back to the park.

      ‘I know what you mean,’ I say absently, looking back to Grace and Daisy. ‘Grace is starting too.’

      I feel Morag now staring down at me. ‘Is that so? Maybe they’ll be in the same class. Ah, wouldn’t that be nice for them to already have friends when they start school?’

      I don’t mention that Grace will know at least a dozen other children in her year group from encounters at pre-school. ‘Yes,’ I comment instead.

      ‘Maybe we should fix up a playdate in the next few days so they can get to know each other properly. What do you say?’

      I’m not used to strangers being so direct with me, and she must sense my hesitation, as she quickly adds, ‘Only if you want to.’

      I think about all the pitying looks Charlie has given me since I was assigned this chair, all the encouragement he’s offered when I haven’t wanted it: you will get through this.

      I know it’s bitter to question whether he’d still be so positive if it was him facing a lifetime confined by no legs, but I can’t help it. It didn’t happen to him, it happened to me. I’m the one who will suffer every day as a result of my actions.

      ‘I tell you what,’ Morag offers. ‘I passed a small coffee stand on the way to the playground. How about we take the girls for a juice and some cake. God knows, I could do with a refreshment.’

      I think about Charlie’s pitying stare again. ‘Why not,’ I say, knowing Grace won’t want to miss out on a sweet treat.

      ‘I’ll go and tell the girls,’ Morag says, and before I can offer to go with her, she is already striding across the playground to the seesaw.

      I watch as Grace punches the air in excitement at the news, while Daisy fires a look in my direction, before dismounting the seesaw. In that moment, I can’t ignore the nagging doubt in my mind: what if she really did say what I thought I heard?
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      Before – Morag

      The woman across the table from me looks frustrated and tired. I daren’t ask what unfortunate circumstance has seen her wind up in that rickety old wheelchair, but I can’t deny I’m curious.

      ‘Aberdeen,’ I say in answer to her question about where I’m from. ‘On the east coast. You’ve not experienced cold until you’ve felt the gales blowing off the North Sea.’

      We are seated around a wobbly plastic table, the kind they sell cheap in DIY stores. The stains and scratches in the once white surface suggest the table is far from new, and probably stored outside overnight. The hut where we have purchased our drinks is little more than a painted shed with a window cut out of it. Despite the limited space, there is a wide selection of biscuits and individually wrapped cakes on display on the counter, and behind the moustachioed man running the stand sit two large metal drums for boiling water. Two of the other four tables are occupied, but we are too far away to overhear their conversations.

      ‘Have you always lived in London?’ I ask Jess politely, putting the bottle of water to my lips.

      Angus is the one who has to remind me that the leafy suburb of Northwood is captured within the boundary of Greater London, just about. There are no high-rise towers here, just a few bespoke businesses struggling to make ends meet. It’s not dissimilar to other towns we’ve lived in over the years, but at least we chose this one. I can only hope we have the chance to put down some roots, before we have to move on again.

      Jess raises the cup to her lips and blows gently on the tea to cool it. ‘I was born in Southampton,’ she says, and I’m surprised that she is being so open, as the suspicious look hasn’t left her eyes since I introduced myself.

      I don’t like the way she keeps glancing over at Daisy either. When Daisy ran off at the playground, I was relieved she hadn’t stumbled across some predator, but she was out of sight for two minutes, and God only knows what she might have shared in that time. I need to know what Daisy has told her. Daisy’s always been so trusting; doesn’t understand how cruel the world can be, nor how one slip to a perfect stranger can come back to haunt you later on. We’ve only been in Northwood for six weeks, and I don’t think Angus’s heart could take yet another move so soon.

      ‘I’ve never been to Southampton,’ I say, in an effort to keep the conversation neutral. I can’t just demand to know what Daisy has told her, but ultimately it might be easier, even if it does make me seem odd. If she knew my motivation, she would probably understand better, but that’s something I’m not prepared to share with another living soul. I did once, and I have no doubt that’s what led to him nearly finding us that time.

      ‘It’s a beautiful part of the world,’ Jess says, but there is a sadness to her tone, which she quickly pushes away. ‘What brings you to Northwood?’

      Ah, the dreaded question I was hoping to avoid. It’s perfectly natural for people to question why someone with such a broad Scots accent would move so far south, but it doesn’t make it any easier to lie to their faces.

      Opening the packet of shortbread biscuits, I snap one in half, breathing in the aroma. ‘These always remind me of home,’ I say, ignoring the question. ‘My grandmother was forever baking shortbread. Unfortunately, I didn’t inherit the baking gene.’

      Daisy hasn’t said a word since we took our seats, and I’m relieved she’s not giving the game away. She is slumped in the white plastic chair, an open carton of juice on the table before her. Thankfully, Jess’s daughter Grace hasn’t stopped chattering to her, but from where I’m sitting it is obvious the conversation is one-sided. I’ve never seen a child look so unhappy at being bought juice and Jaffa Cakes. I wish I could somehow make her smile again; make her understand why we did what we did.

      ‘What did you say your husband does?’ I ask, keen to know more about the person I’m allowing to get close to our world.

      There is a look of confusion on Jess’s face as she answers, as if she isn’t quite sure what job her husband has. ‘He’s in stocks and shares.’

      That’s as vague an answer as I’ve ever heard, that’s for sure. Is it because she genuinely doesn’t know, or is it because she can’t remember what fictitious background she invented for him? You can never be sure who is what they say they are and who plays the person they think you want them to be.

      ‘Oh, really?’ I probe innocently. ‘How fascinating. Is he one of those you see in the movies, standing around staring at share prices, shouting and bidding?’

      ‘Something like that,’ Jess replies, but the uncertain expression remains.

      She shuffles uncomfortably in the chair, and if I didn’t know better I’d say she is close to tears. As a former nurse, you notice when people are trying to hide their discomfort, and when they’re putting it on for effect. Despite my doubts about Jess, I don’t think she is putting it on.

      ‘Are you all right?’ I ask. ‘I’ve got some ibuprofen in my handbag if that would help?’

      She shakes her head, but even that looks like a strain. ‘I’m fine,’ she says, and winces.

      Her phone beeps on the table, and she snatches it up and reads the message, disappointment flickering in her eyes. Bad news, I would assume, but she doesn’t appear ready to spill the beans.

      ‘I can’t get over how peaceful it is here,’ I offer, taking in the vista of the park behind her. ‘I always thought London was so urban, but it’s so green here.’

      Jess lowers the phone. ‘Many assume that London is just made up of skyscrapers and the usual tourist landmarks, but even in the heart of the city there are plenty of green parks and spots of beauty to counterbalance the grey pavements and roads.’

      Her cheeks flush as she realises how abrupt her response was, but I’m not so easily offended.

      She turns to look at Daisy again. ‘Are you looking forward to starting school, Daisy?’

      The wee girl glances at me before meeting her stare and nodding.

      ‘She’s so quiet compared to my chatterbox,’ Jess comments, turning back to look at me. ‘You must tell me your secret.’

      If only she knew the truth, she certainly wouldn’t be so breezy, sitting with us here. ‘She’s always been a quiet child, but takes everything in. Like a sponge. Don’t let her shyness fool you.’

      Jess is staring so intently at Daisy that I’m certain she must see through the veil of my deceit, but then she reaches for her phone and punches in a message to God only knows who or why. I suppose it’s a sign of the times that she offers no apology for this rudeness. Angus is always telling me that I need to accept it’s just the way things are, but why should I? Why can’t the younger generation keep their eyes off their phones for more than a few minutes at a time?

      ‘Is everything all right?’ I ask, keeping my frustration in check.

      ‘My husband,’ she says almost too quickly. ‘Says he’s going to be late home. Again.’

      The sleeve of my waxed jacket crunches as I push it up and study the thin golden watch on my wrist. ‘We should probably be on our way too in a moment. Angus will be expecting his dinner on the table.’

      ‘Is Angus your husband?’ Jess asks, putting me on edge.

      I nod once, trying not to give too much away. ‘Aye. For thirty-four years he has been at my side.’ I stop suddenly, as I realise what I’ve said. There’s no way she won’t see my slip. I can almost hear the cogs turning in her head as she completes the mental arithmetic. She looks from me to Daisy, and that tells me she is trying to calculate how old I would have been to have given birth to Daisy. I’m relieved when her phone beeps again and use the distraction as an opportunity to tell Daisy to hurry up and finish her juice.

      Jess reads the message and responds once again, before lowering her phone.

      It’s so hard to know what she will read into our little exchange. While she’s taken an interest in us, she hasn’t bombarded us with questions. Just the right balance of curiosity, without prying. Should that make me suspicious? He only hires the best private detectives that money can buy to try and find us. Is that what she is? Was our meeting in the playground by chance, or engineered? One thing’s for certain, until I know more, I need to keep an eye on her. What is it they say about keeping friends close, but enemies closer?

      ‘It’s lovely how the two of them are getting on,’ I say, eager to cover for my earlier slip. ‘What are your plans for the rest of the week? I would be happy to have Grace over to play. Would free up some time for you, no?’

      If she is as genuine as she portrays, then it can’t be easy to look after such a bundle of energy, given the obvious restrictions a wheelchair would bring.

      ‘That’s very kind,’ she offers, fidgeting again.

      Scrawling the number of the latest phone Angus has given me onto a napkin, I slide it across the table to her. ‘I’ll leave you to decide.’ The waxed coat scrunches as I stand and motion to Daisy to do the same. ‘It was nice to have met you, Grace,’ I say, and it really was. If Daisy is to settle into her new school, having a friend like Grace will certainly make it easier. ‘Are you going to say goodbye, Daisy?’

      She zips up her coat, and fixes Grace with a grateful look. ‘Bye.’

      Something changes in Jess’s expression, and for the life of me I don’t know what could have caused it. Leading Daisy away, I can’t help but worry that this simple exchange has set us on a path from which there is no return. All I know is that I cannot wait to get Daisy home and away from prying eyes. He is out there somewhere searching for us, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to allow him to get as close as he did before.
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      Before – Jess

      The curtains explode in a shower of light, as Charlie’s car pulls onto the driveway. The shadows return a moment later, and I hear keys rattling in the front door. I am stretched out on the sofa, television remote in my hand, but I’m not really watching what’s on the screen. It is late, and I am tired, but it took all my energy to shift from the wheelchair onto the sofa and I simply don’t think I will manage to get back into the chair unaided. Even if I do, there’s no way I will be able to get myself into bed.

      The doctor who diagnosed the injury didn’t tell me just how physically draining movement would be. He explained that I would ache, that they would need to monitor my psychological reaction to the change, and that my sexual appetite might diminish.

      The truth is, unless you spend time confined in a wheelchair, you can never really appreciate the impact it will have on every aspect of your life. I don’t mind admitting I’d never really considered just how difficult life becomes because of the chair. Wait, no, that’s not fair. It isn’t the chair’s fault that I cannot easily get in and out of buildings, and it isn’t the chair’s fault that not enough businesses truly consider less-abled members of the public. Even venues that stress they are wheelchair-accessible don’t all consider just how steep some of their ramps are.

      My lower back is aching from sitting still for too long at the park. That was something the surgeon had warned me about when he’d broken the news I might never walk again.

      ‘It’s important to exercise,’ he’d insisted. ‘The lure to just stay in the wheelchair all day is one you should avoid. Swimming is a good way to keep fit.’

      It’s like that was the only part of the stern talk Charlie had heard. Bless him, I know he means well, focusing on the positive, but for me there is no silver lining. It’s not like I’m choosing to sit in the wheelchair, but without it I’m restricted to dragging myself across the floor with just my hands and arms for leverage.

      Charlie has said we’ll buy a new chair when we can afford to. He thinks that a battery-powered one will make all the difference, but I’m not sure he understands that it won’t solve all of our problems. Poor Charlie, I sometimes forget how hard this change has been on him too. He tries his best, I know he does, but money isn’t going to solve my issue.

      Not this time.

      For now, my father’s old chair will have to suffice. I suppose I should be grateful that it’s only my legs I’ve lost the use of. I could be worse off.

      My mind keeps wandering back to that encounter at the park. I know without doubt that there is more to Daisy than I dared realise. Although it was only four little words, I have no doubt that Daisy’s accent isn’t Scottish, but how can that be when Morag’s accent is so broad? But that’s not the only thing that’s troubling me. Daisy’s cheeks were puffy, as if she stores food in them like a squirrel. They were covered in freckles, as was her nose, but her hair was so dark, in comparison to the rouge hues of Morag’s. I have no doubt that Morag colours her hair, but cannot picture her ever having hair as dark as Daisy’s. Her face is as round as a ball, yet Morag’s is long and more oval.

      I appreciate that not all children are the spitting image of their parents – Grace has the perfect balance of Charlie’s and my features – but I wouldn’t have expected Daisy to look so different to Morag if they are indeed mother and daughter. It’s not just the lack of resemblance though. Morag was definitely evasive when I asked questions about her background, and yet she was keen to know more about me and Charlie. And then there was that suggestion that I bring Grace over for a playdate. Was it simply a kind gesture, or are her motives far more sinister? I already know what Charlie will say if I tell him what I’m thinking. He’ll tell me I’m being paranoid, that I need to take control of my wandering imagination and stop painting every gesture in darkness.

      Morag’s evasiveness is still gnawing at my mind like a rat with a nut. Why wouldn’t she tell me what had brought them to Northwood? When we first bought the house, it was convenient for Charlie to catch the Tube into the city. But things have changed. It’s now become more fashionable to live on the edge of the boundary and commute. The town is no longer how I remember it, and so much busier. More people, more cars, and yet I’ve never felt so isolated.

      Charlie looks surprised to find me still up. He leans his briefcase against the shoe rack behind the front door. ‘I’m sorry,’ is all he mutters, before a pained expression sweeps across that smooth forehead of his.

      To look at him, you’d never know Charlie was two years older than me, nor that he is nearing thirty-five. He’s always been blessed with youthful features, albeit prior to his eighteenth birthday he’d viewed it as a curse. Even when we’d started dating, he was twenty-four but would always be asked for identification when buying alcohol or trying to gain entry to a nightclub. It used to make me giggle, and I always used to tell him he’d be grateful for that gene one day.

      ‘Your dinner’s in the oven,’ I tell him, ‘but it’s probably cold.’

      I don’t mean to sound so bitter, but I can’t help feeling envious that he’s been out of this house all day. Save for the trip to the park with Grace, I’ve been a prisoner, as I am most days. It isn’t that I don’t want to go out, but it saps my energy so quickly. The doctor said things would improve over time, but I don’t feel like I’ve made any progress in the six months since I was discharged.

      ‘How was your day?’ he asks, but it’s difficult to gauge if he really wants to know, or whether he’s just being polite. I used to be able to read his thoughts so well, but things have been different since the diagnosis, and our losing Luke.

      Whenever I ask Charlie about his day job, I quickly lose interest. I know that makes me sound like a cow, but he uses so much jargon that I simply don’t understand. From what I’ve managed to deduce he does something involving investing for bigger companies and clients, but I might be completely off track. What I do know is it gets the best part of him each day. He’s usually gone by the time I wake up, and when he does eventually get home, he’s too tired to do anything but slouch in front of the television and fall asleep.

      I know it isn’t Charlie’s fault, and, if anything, I am the reason he is having to work so hard. Since the surgery, I haven’t been in any position to work. It’s hard enough getting through the days, but try telling the bank and utility companies that our lives have been flipped off course. Bills have to be paid regardless of the tragedy and anxiety we are suffering. I would choose to have Charlie around more often rather than a battery-powered wheelchair. I sometimes worry that Grace will forget what he looks like.

      I silently admonish myself for the thought, and remind myself that Charlie is a wonderful father. He makes an effort to fix her breakfast at the weekends, and reads to her every Saturday and Sunday night. I don’t get up to Grace’s room as much as I’d like. Since the surgery, I have been sleeping in what was our spare room downstairs. Charlie sleeps down there with me most nights, unless he returns late and I’m already in bed. On those occasions, he will sleep upstairs so as not to disturb me. I know I’m lucky to have him, and that lesser men would have abandoned me after what happened. He remains my rock.

      My breath catches, as I feel the phantom kick of Luke’s feet in my womb. It should be impossible to feel anything down there. I no longer know when my bowels are moving, yet every now and again I am certain I feel Luke move within me. The gynaecologist did say women who go full-term can sometimes feel phantom movement, like an echo – a reminder that he was growing inside of me. I can’t help but feel that his soul – his spirit, his essence – didn’t leave when they extracted him from me. I know it’s crazy, but I still feel him there, and it brings joy and sorrow knowing he is with me, but not with me.

      People react differently to me since the diagnosis. It’s like my inability to walk has made me a spectacle. You get the strangers in the street who will divert their gaze to anywhere but where I am pushing my wheels. And then there are the people who seem to assume that because I can’t walk, I’m not able to think for myself either. They mean well, sure, but I’ve lost count of the number of strangers who’ve offered to push me home, even though they don’t know me, or where I live. Thankfully, there is a third, rarer breed of people who smile politely, but don’t make any effort to treat me differently. Believe it or not, these are my favourite type of people. I don’t want to be thought of as different. Just because I am restricted to the wheelchair, it doesn’t mean I want to be defined by it.

      ‘Do you want me to microwave your dinner?’ I ask as Charlie removes his tie and rolls it up. Always so neat and tidy is my Charlie.

      His brow furrows uncertainly. ‘Thanks, but Doug bought pizza so we could go over the pitch again, and again.’

      I bite my tongue to keep myself from showing my annoyance at this last statement. He hasn’t sent a message since the one I received at the coffee stand. Okay, his dinner is just a ready meal I put in the oven, but if he’d told me he was eating pizza I wouldn’t have wasted the meal.

      So typical of Doug – Charlie’s boss – to think buying them all takeaway pizza makes up for keeping them working unsociable hours. I’ve met Doug twice, and answered the phone to him more than a dozen times. Not a particularly sociable person from what I can determine, certainly never shown any kind of interest in me. Even after I was discharged from hospital, and I next answered his call, he didn’t even ask how I was coping, just demanded to speak to Charlie.

      ‘I take it Grace is in bed?’ Charlie asks, yawning, and rubbing his eyes.

      ‘I kept her up for as long as possible, but she was falling asleep on me,’ I confirm.

      His cheeks contract, and it is a relief to see him looking so disappointed. I’d stressed to him how much time Grace had spent thinking about what she wanted to get him for his birthday, and in the end she’d opted to buy him some new gloves for golf. She knows how much he loves going to the driving range, not that he’s been able to go in months, due to work and supporting me.

      I do worry that he’s working too hard, and that he needs rest and relaxation as much as I do, but he can be quite obstinate. I know that if Grace gives him the gloves and insists he spend a couple of hours at the driving range, he will listen. He will do anything for her, and I wish I had that level of control over him. He does a lot for me, but rarely does he ask if I want him to do all those things.

      It’s selfish to complain, I know.

      ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t here,’ he says. ‘The pitch to the new client is first thing, but then I should be able to relax more at the weekend. Maybe we can celebrate my birthday on Saturday instead. How does that sound?’

      I nod enthusiastically, but can’t ignore the nagging feeling that Doug will find something else for Charlie to complete desperately at the weekend.

      ‘How was your day?’ he asks, pouring himself a whisky from the drinks cabinet in the corner of our tiny living room, before sitting down at the dining table we’ve had to move in here.

      While I was still undergoing tests at the hospital, unbeknownst to me Charlie was busy converting what was our dining room into a bedroom for me. New bed, chest of drawers and wet room so that I wouldn’t feel obligated to go upstairs any more. A wonderful gesture, but it made me sob. It underlined just how much my life would have to change.

      Accepting I needed to use a wheelchair was a big obstacle to overcome. Not only was I coping with losing my son, but I also had to make a psychological shift that was just as hard, if not harder. I was essentially kissing goodbye to my independence. And then there is the inevitable question of ‘why me?’, though there is part of me that always knew karma would come for me one day.

      At first, it felt like purgatory; it wasn’t that I wanted to die, but I didn’t feel like I could carry on living either. I would wake up each morning, and for the briefest of seconds I would forget about everything that had happened, and I would be free and optimistic, and then my memory would kick in, and my world would crumble. It’s almost a relief that those brief hopeful starts have subsequently diminished. Less painful emotionally to wake and know that my life as I knew it is over.

      Depression is a common side effect to paraplegia, and so I am taking antidepressants on top of vitamin supplements, and painkillers. I take so many pills every day that I’m convinced I must rattle when moving down the street.

      I can’t describe exactly what my depression is like. I don’t feel sad, or like I want to swallow all my painkillers and make it all just end. I just feel empty. I don’t feel like me anymore. My whole life prior to the change was about discovering myself: school; university; becoming a mother for the first time. I thought I’d found what made me tick, and then it was like a bomb went off and my internal clock was reset. If it wasn’t for Grace, I might have spiralled further into depression, but she gives me reason to battle on.

      ‘Jess,’ Charlie tries again. ‘I asked what your day was like.’

      My head snaps round and I look at him, trying to remember exactly what happened today. It takes a moment, and then I remember Daisy approaching me in the park, and the four little words she whispered: she’s not my mum.

      I rub the goose bumps from my arms, as the image of her puffy and terrified face hovers before my eyes. My pulse is once again quickening. I know I didn’t imagine the words. I’ve tried replaying the memory to see whether it’s possible she’d said something else, but I can’t make anything else fit.

      ‘Jess, is everything okay?’ I hear Charlie asking, suddenly approaching and pressing his warm palm to my forehead. ‘Is your blood pressure okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

      The doctors warned that my condition can cause fluctuations in my blood pressure, but I don’t think that’s what’s making me feel so anxious.

      ‘I – I – I met a little girl today,’ I begin, knowing that what I’m about to say will sound ridiculous. ‘And I think she’s in trouble.’

      He is frowning at me in confusion as he steps back. ‘What sort of trouble?’

      ‘I think…’ but I don’t know what I think. What do those words mean? She’s not my mum. If Morag isn’t Daisy’s mother, who is she?

      ‘I don’t know.’ I try again. ‘She said something to me, which made me think she was in trouble.’

      ‘What did she say?’

      I close my eyes, replaying the memory again. ‘She told me the woman with her wasn’t her mother.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘The woman – Morag – she came over and acted as if she was Daisy’s mother.’

      Charlie’s expression shows he still isn’t following what I’m trying to say.

      ‘The little girl looked so scared, and her reaction to Morag was … was not that of a mother and loving daughter. She looked so scared to be at the park with her, and I just thought it was very strange.’

      There, I’ve said it. That wasn’t so bad.

      A smile is starting to break out on Charlie’s face. ‘You went to the park today? That’s so good, Jess. You went out and got some fresh air. I’m so pleased.’ He leans down and kisses the top of my head, and the stench of whisky assaults my nostrils.

      ‘Didn’t you hear what I said? I think this little girl was terrified to be with the woman claiming to be her mother.’

      ‘Who was this woman? What did she say when you told her what the girl said?’

      ‘She didn’t… I mean, I didn’t ask her. How could I? But I’m telling you, Charlie, something just didn’t feel right.’

      He drops to his knees now and takes my hands in his, and the warmth causes my arms to pimple again. ‘Jess, listen to me. I know things haven’t been easy since you were discharged, and I can’t even begin to imagine just how much you’re suffering, but making up stories about other parents is worrying.’

      I pull my hands away, and wince at the effort. ‘I’m not making this up.’

      He takes my hands again, and I’m unable to resist his gentle touch. ‘I didn’t mean you’d deliberately made up a story about this woman, but with everything you’ve been through, with the loss of your legs, and what happened with Luke—’

      I shudder at the mention of his name.

      ‘It’s understandable that your mind could be playing tricks on you, and seeing things that aren’t there,’ he concludes, his eyes watering. ‘Maybe we should book you another appointment with Dr Savage, so you can talk these things through. Maybe she needs to adjust your meds again.’

      I’m not surprised by Charlie’s reaction, and I can see his doubts are nothing more than concern for me. I didn’t do a great job of explaining why I am so certain that there is something strange about Morag and Daisy.

      But I know I didn’t imagine it.
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      Before – Morag

      I know instantly I shouldn’t have come to the supermarket today. Angus did volunteer to collect what was required, but I wanted to get out of the house, and the constant reminders of everything we had to leave behind. Renting a furnished property has its benefits, but at the same time, none of the furniture is ours, and so my new home doesn’t feel like mine. Hopefully that sense of being out of place, out of time, and out of sync with my surroundings will pass at some point. At least if we do have to leave in a hurry it won’t be such a wrench to part with what’s there.

      The car park is heaving, and I’m forced to park as far from the entrance as is physically possible. A Tube train chuffs past the wire fence lining the boundary of cars, and I wish I was on it, headed anywhere but a cramped supermarket where I will have to encounter dozens of strangers, all of whom could be working for him. I probably should have headed out of the town to one of the larger supermarkets in nearby Pinner, Harrow, or Watford. It terrifies me that he could already be inside just waiting to find me once again.

      I hurry inside, reciting the list in my head. If I move quickly, keep my head down, and don’t dawdle, there’s a chance I can be back in the car within fifteen minutes, safe once more. Daisy had asked if she could come with me, but I can’t risk her being around all these people. I am now certain something happened between her and that Jess woman we met at the park on Thursday. They couldn’t have been alone for more than a few seconds, so how much could she have really said? Jess’s quizzical looks and probing questions at the table afterwards have had my nerves on edge ever since.

      I only engaged with her to try and make Daisy more comfortable in her new surroundings, but I was too relaxed, and gave away too much. Jess hasn’t called to accept the playdate I proposed, and in hindsight I know I shouldn’t have suggested it. I haven’t told Angus that I gave my new mobile number to a total stranger. He puts on a brave face, but I know he struggles with our decision as much as me, and although he tries to hide his emotions from me, I know how much he misses our wee cottage in Aberdeen and his former work colleagues.

      I wish we could afford for him not to have to work, but desperate times call for desperate measures. I’ve offered to go and find some work once Daisy starts at school next week, but he isn’t keen. Any job I could find wouldn’t be as satisfying as nursing, and it breaks my heart that I cannot return to my vocation. I tried my hand at private nursing care the first time we fled, and Angus is convinced that’s how he managed to find us then.

      There is a man in a T-shirt leaning across me, reaching for an onion. His chest and belly are bulging through the fluorescent Lycra top, and the cycle shorts leave little to the imagination. I can see a huge sweat patch by his arm pit as it hovers near my face, and the pong makes my stomach turn. His dark, cropped hair is dripping wet, secured by a sweat band, which clearly isn’t working. His groin presses against my arm as he tries to get closer to the onions.

      It’s as if I’m not even here. I move away and he nearly tumbles into the carefully stacked produce crates. Our eyes meet, and his cheeks redden a fraction, but he doesn’t offer an apology before sauntering off.

      The overhead speaker sounds as colleagues are named and ordered to the checkouts to deal with the growing queues there. A stream of uniformed students stop whatever they’re doing and gather at the customer service desk like rats following the Pied Piper, before being instructed where to go. Most of them look like they are barely old enough to be out on their own, let alone serving customers and handling their money.

      I silently curse as I remember I’d meant to go to the ATM before coming in here. Although Angus and I both have credit and debit cards, we have agreed not to use them in retail outlets, save for an emergency. Receipts can be tracked and traced by trained people hunters, but bank statements are more difficult to access.

      Depositing my nearly full basket in a quiet corner near the fish counter, I look around for the exit, hoping my goods will still be there once I return. It won’t be the end of the world if some other shopper helps themselves to what I’ve gathered – it’s not like the items have been paid for yet – but it will save me time if everything is as I have left it. I don’t have time to worry about it though, and push myself through the gathered crowd at one of the checkouts, towards the exit.

      It is much warmer outside than I remember, and I’m tempted to remove my ever-present cardigan, but decide it’s easier to have it on than carry it. Reaching into the zipped pocket, I remove my purse, and search for the nearest ATM. There aren’t any banks in the immediate vicinity of the supermarket, and heading left I am relieved to come across a building society a short walk away. There is a tall youth in a woollen hat standing at the machine, and at first I want to forget this whole shopping idea and just return to the car, but as I pass he is already moving off.

      Withdrawing my debit card, I push it into the slot, and type in my PIN. Footsteps approach from behind, but I keep my eyes facing forwards. A shadow falls across the wall ahead of me, and my heartbeat quickens.

      Of course, it’s not him.

      The shadow belongs to just another stranger eager to check their balance or withdraw funds.

      There is no reason for me to be picturing him prowling so close.

      My head begins to turn to look behind me, but I force my attention to the digits now blurring slightly on the screen before me.

      It’s all in my head, but I am suddenly conscious of just how exposed I am here. Jabbing my finger on the button closest to the fifty, I wait as the machine whirs, counting the notes I didn’t earn, and finally the card is spat out. Grabbing the cash, I squash both into my purse, and turn to leave, daring to glance back at the figure behind me. I almost laugh hysterically when I realise it wasn’t a man at all. The young woman with bright, frizzy hair and a lip piercing sneers at me for taking so long, before putting her card into the slot.

      The relief is washing over me in waves as I head back into the supermarket, accepting the empty shopping basket I’m handed by a shop assistant without even thinking about it. In fact, it’s only when I’ve wandered halfway through the shop that I even recall the basket I left by the fish counter. I’m about to head straight there when I spot Jess being wheeled along the aisle towards me. As our eyes meet, there is a shared acknowledgement that neither of us wants to be here. The man pushing the chair must be her husband Charlie.

      Is it merely coincidence that they happen to be here when I am? Probably. After all, Waitrose is the only supermarket in Northwood, so probably used by most of the residents at one point or another. Yet the horrified look on Jess’s face when our eyes meet would suggest otherwise. Grace is with them, chattering as she pushes the small trolley under the watchful gaze of her father. Maybe I should have brought Daisy with me after all, so that this encounter wouldn’t be wasted.

      It’s too late for me to pretend I haven’t seen them, and so with a deep breath I plaster on my most welcoming of smiles. ‘Why, Jess, fancy seeing you here.’ Even I think my pitch is too high, the false-surprise dripping from every vowel.

      Charlie stops the chair and trolley abruptly, and frowns curiously at me. He extends his hand. ‘I don’t believe we’ve met?’

      I shake his hand, surprised by how cold it feels despite the warmth of the air around us; or maybe it’s just me feeling the heat. ‘I’m Morag. I met your wife Jess and wee Gracie at the park the other day.’

      He smiles in acknowledgement, suggesting Jess has mentioned my name to him. I wonder what else she’s told him.

      ‘Charlie,’ he says, pressing the icy hand to his faded blue polo shirt, his bicep tensing.

      Such a handsome man, who clearly takes care of himself. It’s difficult to picture them as a couple, him in his designer shirt, and her in a crumpled, tatty tracksuit. I would venture that she didn’t always look so dowdy, and it’s hard to imagine he hasn’t noticed her lack of effort.

      ‘Hello again, Gracie,’ I say, wanting to ruffle her hair, but feeling that Jess won’t like it if I do.

      ‘Is Daisy with you?’ Grace asks, searching around the other shoppers closest to us.

      ‘Alas, not today,’ I say, my pitch still too forced. ‘She’s at home with her dad.’

      ‘I’m in charge of the trolley.’ Grace beams excitedly.

      ‘And what a fantastic job you’re doing.’ I can feel myself smiling at her, but I don’t really know why; there’s just something so joyful about her features that I find I can’t control what my face is doing. ‘Daisy really enjoyed meeting you at the park,’ I add, keen to foster any potential blossoming friendship. ‘In fact, she hasn’t stopped talking about you, and pestering me to take her back to the park since.’

      ‘Maybe she could come to my house and play,’ Grace says, before turning to check with her parents, whose faces are at polar opposites.

      Charlie is listening intently, whilst Jess looks like she wants the ground to swallow her up.

      Daisy looked so disheartened when I told her she couldn’t come with me to pick up the groceries, and I don’t think I can handle her moping around the house all afternoon. If these two are anything to do with him, then I need to know one way or another. I daren’t tell Angus my darkest fears on a whim. There’s only one thing for it.

      ‘I’ve had a fabulous idea,’ I declare too enthusiastically, the basket on my arm swinging. ‘What are you three up to this afternoon?’

      ‘We were hoping to cook up a barbecue,’ Charlie says as Jess squirms in the chair, ‘but they’ve already run out of burgers. Can you believe that? I mean, I know it’s supposed to be a scorcher this weekend, but you’d think they’d account for that and order in extra stock.’

      ‘What a coincidence,’ I say, and it really is. ‘Angus is due to fire up the barbecue this afternoon too. We have plenty of burgers in the freezer at home if you’d like to join us? Angus has been on at me about organising a house warming of some sort; reckons it’s bad luck not to toast the walls or some such thing. Daisy would love to see Grace again, and it’ll give you both a chance to meet Angus. What do you say?’

      Jess doesn’t look keen, but her husband doesn’t give her the chance to decline. ‘That sounds wonderful,’ he says. ‘What time would you like us over?’

      ‘Any time after one will be fine,’ I tell them both, my face starting to ache from all the forced smiling. I tell them the address, already thinking that I’m taking a huge chance, and Charlie types it into his phone.

      Maybe I should have checked with Angus first. I did tell him about meeting Jess at the park, and he didn’t seem worried or troubled by the encounter, but how is he going to react when three perfect strangers turn up at the house?

      ‘Would you like us to bring anything?’ Charlie asks, gently rubbing Jess’s tense shoulders.

      ‘Ah no, just yourselves. We’ll see you soon.’

      With that Charlie wheels Jess and the trolley away, and as I watch them disappear among the throng of shoppers, I can’t keep my eyes off Grace’s bobbing ponytail as she cheerfully skips along.
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      Now

      Detective Inspector Mike Ferry squeezed the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger, as if the pressure would somehow distract him from the pounding ache behind his eyes. It didn’t help, and so, straightening, he squinted at the small screen on the desk before him. Of all the days to forget his glasses, why did it have to be today?

      The blinds drawn, the only light in the small box room came from the desk lamp, casting his disjointed shadow over the filing cabinets against the opposite wall. He had no idea of the time, other than it was late enough for his stomach to be growling. Running a hand over his closely cropped coffee-brown beard, he casually sniffed his pits, before reaching for the can of antiperspirant in the desk drawer, pushing it under his shirt and spraying liberally. He should have been home and in bed by now, but nobody had accounted for the late 999 call that would have the whole team on tenterhooks.

      A short, sharp knock at the door was followed by DC Polly Viceroy’s head appearing through the gap. ‘You look like shit.’

      Her cruel efficiency was misinterpreted as intolerance by some, but Mike couldn’t argue with her conclusion. Stretching barely five feet, Polly had the tough exterior of a hardened detective who has seen and heard every joke about gnomes and dwarves and has a cutting reply for each. Rumour was that she kept her hair short and clothes neutral so others wouldn’t consider her femininity a weakness. Mike had never found a weakness in her approach to the job.

      ‘I brought you some painkillers,’ she offered, holding out her fist, before emptying the contents into his outstretched palm.

      There was no sign of a drink, so he threw the pills into his mouth, and ground his teeth to generate enough saliva to wash them down. He managed it on the third attempt, grimacing at the chalky aftertaste.

      ‘Is that her?’ Polly asked, nodding at the screen, as the door closed behind her.

      Mike nodded. ‘Yeah. What do we know about her so far?’

      Polly studied the image of the woman who had been found at the bloody scene. ‘Only what the first responders managed to ascertain, and I think they only identified her thanks to the debit card in her purse. Hasn’t said a word since she was brought in, even when they collected her clothing for forensic examination. We’re waiting for the on-call to check she’s medically sound for interview.’

      Mike leaned closer to the monitor. The tiny screen did little to help him ascertain age; anywhere between forty and sixty, as best he could guess. Hair tangled from the shower they’d had to arrange to wash the excess blood from her skin and hair. She hadn’t moved since he’d been standing here watching. Not an inch. Maybe a sign of her guilt, or just shock at what she’d
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