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Prologue


1 am
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Under cover of night, the doctor slipped through the door and into the hospital. The reception area stood eerily empty in the half-gloom. Drink and confectionary machines stood silent as sentries; shuttered shop facades were the only witnesses.

The doctor strode down the deserted hospital corridor, stethoscope bumping in rhythm against the crisp, white coat. Without warning, a whey-faced nurse appeared from around a corner. A brief stab of panic, a slight nod of acknowledgement, then the woman was gone. Nothing to fear. Another turn; another empty space. Not far to go now. 

Maternity ward. A moment’s hesitation before peering through the glass. A stroke of luck. The nurses’ station was unmanned. A bolt of elation fired renewed hope. It was possible. The doctor straightened, shoulders back, a figure of authority, before using a key card to gain entry. No-one saw. The murmured hum of voices drifted from the bay at the far end of the ward. Perfect. It was fate; it was meant to be.

The doctor crept into the nearest bay, enveloped in darkness. Only one bed was in use, a grey mound silently sleeping. A wheeled crib stood beside it. The baby girl briefly opened her eyes wide, pools of blue innocence, as the doctor loomed over her. An intake of breath. Waiting ... The eyelids fluttered and closed. It had to be now. Slowly, gently, the doctor pushed the crib to the entrance of the bay and peered stealthily around the curtain. The coast was clear. Another deep breath. Now or never. 

With a burst of feigned confidence, the doctor wheeled the sleeping infant out of the ward and along the corridor. The hardest bit was done. Swiftly along to a storeroom by the stairs at the rear of the hospital. Empty. A quick glance around. No-one there.

Abandoning the crib behind the door of the storeroom, the doctor cradled the baby, crooning softly. ‘Nearly there, my lovely.’

Down the stairs, the click of shoes beating a guilty tattoo and out into the night ... 
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Chapter 1


Anna

May, 2019
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Later, looking back, I could pinpoint it exactly – a moment of silent recognition, a stab of disquiet. It was then. When it all started. 

Driving to Norwich along the A47 in my black Fiesta, the sky benign with Mediterranean blues, I was unaware of what lay ahead. I’d turned off the dual carriageway, following the signs for the city centre and waiting at the first set of traffic lights. Queen’s ‘Don’t Stop Me Now’ was playing on the radio and I was belting it out when the words caught in my throat. That’s when it was – a glimpse of blue in my wing mirror. At the time, I didn’t appreciate the significance. But that was when the fear started and my life changed for ever.

Then, it gave me pause and I adjusted my rear-view mirror for a better look. It was an electric blue Peugeot 206. I frowned, turning my head, craning my neck to see more. A beep from behind jolted me forward, foot twitching against the accelerator pedal. The road was busy and we crawled forward to the next set of lights. Another look in my mirror. Impossible to tell. The Peugeot was about six cars back and in the same lane. I was trying to see if it had a large dent on the nearside front bumper. As the lights changed again, I switched lanes and kept checking my wing mirror. After a few seconds, the Peugeot also pulled out; I could see the dent clearly. It was the same car. And it was following me. Again.

I’d first seen the car last Saturday, driving to Swaffham to visit my parents, noticing it only because they’d bought me one, the same colour and model, for my seventeenth birthday, nine years earlier. Since its sale, two years ago, when I bought my Fiesta, I’d looked out for my trusty, old car. On that occasion, I spotted the dent in the front bumper.

‘Poor Percy!’ I’d exclaimed, the name I’d christened it. ‘Have you had a bit of a bump with your new owner?’

As I reached the drive to my parents’ house, the Peugeot had continued onwards and I’d checked the number plate. It wasn’t Percy. If only I could remember the number. Unfortunately, as soon as I realised it didn’t start with AU, I’d dismissed it from my mind.

I noticed the Peugeot with the dented bumper behind me once again on route to the Queen Elizabeth Hospital in King’s Lynn where I was taking Edith Swainsthorpe, a client of mine, for a knee x-ray. 

‘Obviously belongs to someone local,’ I observed to Edith after telling her the Percy story.

Having spotted the same car twice more that week, always behind me, I began to wonder, with creeping unease, if it was something other than coincidence. I started to look out for it every time I took to the road. Then, today, as I turned off the A47 towards the city, there it was again.

Still I couldn’t quite believe it. Why would anyone be tailing me? It must be a mistake. I clamped down on the first fluttering of panic and decided to use the next set of traffic lights as a test. They were red and I sat in the middle lane, heading for Norwich city centre, planning my move. When the lights turned green, I accelerated and indicated left, nipping in front of the white van beside me with an apologetic wave. My eyes flicked again to the rear-view mirror. The Peugeot had also manoeuvred across the lanes and now sat four cars behind me. I felt a surge of anger towards the unknown driver. Who was he? What did he think he was playing at? My fingers gripped the steering wheel as I pulled out to overtake a cyclist. The Peugeot remained, locked on to the rear of my Fiesta like a guided missile. 

What could I do?

Anxiety stiffened my spine as I processed my options. Pull over; let him pass. My mind played out the scenario. The Peugeot might pull in behind, prompting a confrontation. The thought of that held little appeal. Maybe it would continue past me and lie waiting, further ahead – a nerve-tingling game of cat and mouse. I didn’t like that idea either. Another option would be to do nothing, to continue on to Chapelfield’s car park. Wait and see what happened. But car parks are dark, anonymous places where a person might easily disappear. The thought sent my pulse skittering. The remaining choice would be best. Somehow, I would lose him.

A rush of adrenalin, knuckles whitening. Images from film car chases flashed through my head – drivers shooting between cars, avoiding oncoming vehicles, tyres screeching, horns blaring. Don’t be silly, Anna. I wasn’t about to attempt anything like that. It would have to be something more subtle, slipping out of sight somehow before he realised. Think, Anna! The voice in my head sounded urgent, panicky. Despite the air-conditioning, droplets of sweat tickled my brow as I waited for my chance ... 

Without indicating, I swung my car left down a tree-lined avenue and then first left again, veering wildly around a parked car and earning an angry blast on the horn from the vehicle coming the other way. I swerved left again and raced to the end of the street preparing to turn right, back to the traffic lights. Cars streamed ahead of me, coming from both directions, forcing me to screech to a halt. Another glance in the mirror. The blue Peugeot was just turning into the street, wary now, maintaining a distance between us, perhaps wondering if he’d been spotted. A tiny gap allowed me to shoot forward and take my place in the steady flow of traffic. This time the lights were green.

‘Come on, come on!’ I exhorted the drivers ahead of me. They were moving so slowly; the lights would change at any moment. Sure enough, the amber light flashed and the car in front of me braked, ready to stop. Then, at the last moment, the driver changed his mind and continued forward, deciding to risk it. As I also sped past, the lights had already changed to red. I checked my mirror; no blue Peugeot.

I exhaled, not realising until then that I’d been holding my breath. Still, my eyes flipped between the rear-view and wing mirrors. At any moment, I expected to see him behind me. Every red traffic light set my heart racing; the wait for a green light felt interminable; the fear he would catch up consumed my thoughts. Another look. No blue Peugeot. I shook my shoulders, trying to relieve the tension. Surely now I was safe. 

As my breathing steadied, I started to feel a bit stupid. I’d over-reacted. Nothing in my recent sightings of the blue Peugeot suggested that the driver wished me harm, I reasoned. If he’d wanted to attack, abduct or kill me, there had been opportunities. 

My fear had been amplified by panic. That happened. I’d suffered from anxiety for as long as I could remember. It crept up on me, sometimes stealthily but often unexpectedly, sheer, gut-wrenching terror which left my insides squeezed dry and my muscles stiff with knots.

Still, the voice in my head argued, he was definitely following me. Perhaps I should inform the police. Almost immediately, I dismissed the notion. What could they do? No crime had been committed and I had no clue to the identity of the driver. I couldn’t even tell them the registration number. No, I’d be wasting their time. After all, they’d been unable to do anything when Alice Drinkwater, another client, had been burgled while she lay asleep in bed. 

‘They just gave me a number – a crime number, I think they called it – and told me they’d let me know if they recovered any of the stolen property,’ Alice wailed over a cup of tea, her many chins shaking with a combination of indignation and distress. ‘As if I’m worried about that. It’s the invasion of my home I’m worried about. I can’t bear to think of someone creeping about, rifling through my things, while I’m tucked up in my bed. I haven’t slept a wink since.’

Poor Alice. She had not been in the village very long and her husband of thirty-six years had recently left her for his PA. I did my best to reassure her, stayed with her while a locksmith changed the locks and put her in touch with the Neighbourhood Watch co-ordinator. Apart from that, there was little, it appeared, anyone could do.

I reached Chapelfield’s car park and reversed into a parking space. The dim, artificial lighting, the rumble of car engines and echoey thumps and rattles did little to soothe my frayed nerves. My mind might insist I was over-reacting but my body still quaked with pent-up fear. As I walked away from my Fiesta, I glanced nervously over my shoulder. The incident had shaken me, no question about it. A flash of blue in my peripheral vision made my heart lurch and muscles tense in anticipation. He was still following me; I hadn’t got away! I slipped through the glass doors and up the staircase leading to House of Fraser before I risked another look behind. No need to panic – it wasn’t him after all, not even a Peugeot. 

‘Pull yourself together, Anna!’

An elderly woman walking towards me, laden with bags marked ‘Sale’ in big, red letters, gave me an odd look and I realised I’d uttered the words aloud.

‘Are you alright, love?’ she asked kindly. ‘You look very pale.’

‘I’m fine, thanks.’ I hurried on. 

Why would someone be following me? Was he watching for a regular pattern, planning his move, deciding when best to pounce? If so, he’d soon discover I didn’t have a set routine. Most of my time was spent at home writing. I also did occasional, part-time work as a Girl Friday which meant I travelled when and wherever I was needed. These were usually one-off jobs; my writing schedule made me reluctant to commit to anything more regular. Today though, I wasn’t working. I’d driven the twenty-five-mile trip into Norwich for a shopping day with Madison, a close friend from university. A glance at my watch showed I was running late and I quickened my step.

Madison was waiting by the entrance to the café, her stocky frame leaning against the wall in an attitude of resignation. She was dressed casually in jeans and peering at something on her phone. With her shaggy, auburn curls, soulful, brown eyes and bouncy exuberance, she always reminded me of a spaniel puppy and the sight of her brought a smile to my face.

‘At last!’ she exclaimed as she greeted me with a hug. ‘I was wondering if you’d forgotten.’

‘Sorry.’ I clung to her a fraction too long. ‘Let’s get coffee. I’m buying.’

‘Is everything OK?’ Madison’s eyes narrowed as she stepped back. ‘You’re trembling!’

‘I’m fine.’ I flashed another smile, meant to reassure.

Her lips tightened as she watched me fumbling for my purse. Clearly, she wasn’t fooled but she waited until we were sitting at a corner table before interrogating me further.

‘OK,’ she said firmly as I clattered the tray onto the table. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Nothing.’

She frowned, her raised eyebrows indicating disbelief.

‘Honestly, it really is nothing. I’ve probably just over-reacted to something, that’s all.’ As usual, I was reluctant to discuss my fears. I’d had a lot of practice at hiding things. My issues were a weakness I preferred to keep secret.

‘Anna, I’m sorry but I don’t believe you. Tell me what’s happened.’ 

I gave in. ‘You’re going to think I’m daft ... the whole thing seems surreal now. Maybe I was just imagining it.’ I told her of my encounters with the blue Peugeot, concluding with today’s drama.

‘It could just be coincidence,’ Madison said slowly. ‘Have you told the police?’

‘No. It was only today I actually felt like I was being followed. Do you think I should?’

‘Maybe. It’s difficult when you have no evidence ...’ She paused. ‘If you see that car parked anywhere near your house, you should definitely ring them ... and you need to get the number plate.’

‘No kidding, Sherlock!’

‘Sorry!’ She gave me a rueful look. ‘If someone is following you, do you have any thoughts who it may be? I was listening to a programme on the radio the other week and they were talking about stalkers. Apparently, the majority are known to the victims, often ex-partners. Have you been out with any weirdos recently – anyone you haven’t told me about?’ She looked at me thoughtfully. ‘I know what you’re like. Men always make a beeline for you and you never have the heart to tell them to get lost.’

That was true. I’d even invented an imaginary boyfriend to put them off. Not all took rejection well.

‘You’ve been leading me on all night,’ one lad had sneered just a few weeks ago, slamming his beer glass down on the bar and pushing past me as he shuffled off. ‘Bitch!’

Disquiet at that latest incident came flooding back. What was his name? I couldn’t remember. Dave? That didn’t sound right but it was something like that. I was at a bar in Norwich with a group of friends from my spinning class. One of the girls, Fran, was celebrating her thirtieth birthday. The guy, whoever he was, had spent the evening telling me about his dad who had just been diagnosed with cancer. I’d tried to get away a few times but each time he’d forestalled me.

‘Just hang out with me for a bit longer, babe,’ he pleaded. ‘I don’t have anyone else to talk to and you’re a good listener.’

When he insisted on buying me another drink, I resigned myself to being a sympathetic ear for a little while longer. However, when he snaked his arm around my waist, I pulled away. That’s when I told him about Jeff, my boyfriend in the Marines whom I’d fabricated for just such occasions.

‘Is he here tonight?’ the guy asked belligerently. ‘If not, what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.’ He reached for me again and I spun away, irritated.

‘Sorry. Look, I’m here with friends,’ I said firmly. ‘I really must get back to them.’ He stalked off with a few more choice epithets. Could he have followed me home that night and been doing so ever since? The thought chilled my bones. It was terrifying to think someone I’d met might wish me harm.

‘What about that guy you went out with a while ago? You know, the gorgeous, dark one who was a bit off the rails. What was his name?’ Madison’s voice interrupted my thoughts.

‘Ewan Jacobs.’ I knew who she meant. He was good-looking and definitely wild. Our relationship was erratic, to say the least, and ended when I suspected he was taking drugs. He wasn’t one of my better choices. Now, I put it down to my rebellious phase.

‘Yeah, Ewan. I reckon he’d be the type to hold a grudge. He always acted like the world was against him. Had a bit of temper too ... and you did finish with him, not the other way around.’ 

I filtered through the possibility. ‘No,’ I said, ‘I can’t see it. That was all done and dusted ages ago and I haven’t seen him since we broke up. Anyway,’ I smiled as something occurred to me, ‘it definitely couldn’t be him. You know what he was like. He wouldn’t have been seen dead driving an old, blue Peugeot!’

‘Good point. Well, I suppose it could be some random weirdo.’

‘Cheers for that happy thought.’

‘Sorry.’ She pushed back her chair. ‘Look, let’s go and hit the sales. A bargain will help you forget your troubles.’

My heart wasn’t really in it but I made an effort for Madison’s sake and relaxed as the day wore on. Initially, I found myself scanning fellow shoppers for anyone who might be paying me undue attention but soon wearied of the task. I’d never make a detective, I thought, trudging back to my car, laden with purchases, at the end of the day. Madison insisted on accompanying me to the car park and together we scoured the ranks of cars on the same level of the multi-storey. To my relief, there was no blue Peugeot with a dented bumper.

‘Right,’ said Madison, giving me a farewell hug. ‘If you see that car following you on the way home, I want you to turn around and come straight back to mine. Then we’ll phone the police together.’ She paused and gave me a stern look. ‘And make sure you’re extra vigilant at home too.’

‘Yes Mum.’ I tried for a confident smile but it fell a little short. In truth, my nerves had started jangling as the return journey loomed closer. I threw the bags onto the back seat of the car and slid behind the wheel. ‘I’ll phone when I get home.’

‘Make sure you do.’ 

***
[image: image]


Madison watched as her friend folded her tall, curvy frame into the driver’s seat and pushed her long, blonde hair behind her ears. With a final wave, Anna turned the key in the ignition and steered towards the exit.

‘Safe journey home,’ Madison called as the black Fiesta disappeared from view.

Balancing her many shopping bags on one arm, she reached for her phone from the capacious depths of her brown, leather handbag. As usual, prickles of guilt fluttered in her chest as she scrolled through her contacts. 

‘Sorry Anna,’ she murmured while she waited for her call to be answered, ‘but it’s for your own good.’
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Chapter 2


Jack

Tuesday 16th July, 1996
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Had he known this would be the last day he’d see his daughter, Jack would have indulged her more. As it was, he was bored of standing thigh-deep in the pool, watching as she kicked her way over to him, blonde curls bobbing up and down inside her duck-shaped inflatable, her chubby face a picture of fierce determination. She was only three but at this rate she’d be swimming unaided in no time, maybe even by the end of the holiday. They had another week still to enjoy at the beach resort of Alla Mora on the east coast of southern Spain. There was definitely time. 

‘Daddy wants a rest from swimming now, Pumpkin,’ he said as his daughter reached him. ‘Time to get out.’

‘Not yet,’ she wailed in response. Defiantly, she turned, kicking in the opposite direction.

‘Not so fast, young lady.’ Within a few strides, he caught her and scooped her up into his arms. She giggled, allowing herself to be lifted out of the water and wrapped in a towel on a striped sun-lounger. ‘We’ll go back in the pool in just a little while,’ he promised.

‘OK.’ She was an easy-going child. ‘Daddy, can I go and play by the swings now?’

He nodded, happy at the thought of a respite. It was hard work keeping a small child entertained. Nice to have a few minutes to himself. He watched as she skipped to the small, enclosed children’s area in her damp, spotty swimsuit and bare feet. The play park was conveniently sited adjacent to the pool on the edge of the beach. He waited until she was happily playing with a small group of children building sandcastles before he allowed himself the luxury of leaning back on his lounger, the sun warm on his face. This was the life. When Selina, his wife, had insisted on coming out here for a family holiday, he hadn’t been keen. His childhood had always been about camping. ‘Holidays in far-flung places are a waste of money,’ his own father maintained. ‘Plenty of nice places in this country.’ He’d approached his first time abroad with some trepidation but now would wholeheartedly recommend it. He felt relaxed and content. The gentle lapping of waves soothed away all his worldly cares. Here, he could forget his troubles with work, his concern for his recently widowed mother, his money worries. He had found his oasis. Selina was right. Even though they really couldn’t afford it, this break was a godsend.

‘Excuse me but if you don’t mind me saying so, that’s a gorgeous, little girl you have there.’ The American drawl, a woman’s voice, was directed at him and he turned his head. 

‘Thank you,’ he replied, his smile widening as his eyes took in the sight of the woman lying on the lounger to his left. He hadn’t seen her around the pool before; he would have noticed. She was stunning – petite and perfectly proportioned, with smooth, golden skin and long, dark hair. He felt his groin tighten as she grinned back, full lips slightly parted to reveal even, white teeth, and snatched up his paperback to hide his embarrassment.

‘Is it just you and her? Or is there a mom lurking somewhere?’ Her voice flowed over him like warm honey.

‘Yes ... no ... that is ...’ he stuttered, ‘my wife and son have gone off on a boat trip. They’re hoping to see some dolphins.’

‘Cool.’ She picked up a tube of sun lotion and he returned to his book. It was difficult to concentrate on the words though; from the corner of his eye, he watched her smoothing the cream into her skin with languid strokes. When she leaned forward and worked her long, slender fingers beneath the turquoise fabric of her bikini top, he swallowed hard and averted his gaze. Carelessly, she dropped the tube and turned on her side to face him.

‘I’m Suki, by the way.’ She stretched her arm towards him and he took her hand briefly in his.

‘Jack.’ Electricity tingled where their fingers touched and he released her abruptly, as if he’d been stung. ‘Good to meet you.’

‘It sure is good to meet you,’ she replied, deliberately letting her eyes trail his tall, well-muscled body.

Jack inhaled sharply, her bold, intense stare scorching his skin, a physical burn. Get a grip, he rebuked himself. He was a married man, for God’s sake; he adored his family. This woman was toying with him, passing an idle afternoon with some harmless flirtation.

‘Daddy, can we go back in the swimming pool now?’ Maisie had bounded up to him, blue eyes pleading. 

The interruption was a welcome distraction but he sighed, the long-suffering sound of a pestered parent. ‘Maisie, we were only just in the pool. I said we’d go back in shortly – not yet.’

‘Oh, please Daddy.’ She tugged his arm with insistent fingers. ‘Now. You promised.’

‘Hi, Maisie.’ Suki pulled off her sunglasses and smiled at the child. She had cool, grey eyes, slightly at odds with the seductive fullness of her lips. There was open appraisal, warmth but also calculation lurking in their depths. 

‘Hello.’ Maisie turned politely to the stranger, acknowledging her presence before turning back to Jack. ‘Please Daddy.’ She increased the pressure on his arm.

‘You sure do have pretty hair.’

Her eyes still wary, Maisie touched a hand to her blonde curls. ‘Mummy says it needs a haircut,’ she said solemnly.

‘Well, to me it looks perfect.’ Suki swung her slim legs off her lounger in one fluid movement. ‘Hey, d’ya know what, I could use a dip in the water to cool off.’ She held out a hand to Maisie. ‘I’ll take you in the pool if you like ... and if Daddy is OK with that?’ Her eyebrows arched in question and Jack immediately felt flummoxed.

‘No, no,’ he protested, shifting himself into a sitting position. ‘I’ll take her. I don’t want to put you to any trouble.’

‘No trouble at all.’ Her smile was dazzling. ‘What d’ya say, Maisie?’

Maisie stood uncertainly, still clinging to her father’s arm. ‘Daddy?’

Jack gave in, helpless under the wattage of Suki’s charm. With a reassuring grin, he patted his daughter’s hand. ‘This is Suki. Would you like her to take you in the water? I’ll be right here, watching. Maybe I’ll come and join you in a minute.’

‘OK.’ Obediently, Maisie slipped her small hand into Suki’s perfectly manicured one and Jack watched as the woman led his daughter away.
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Chapter 3


Anna
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My head was pounding by the time I pulled up outside the three-bedroomed semi I shared with my friend Ellie in the sprawling Norfolk village of Lewton. No wonder. My shoulders, neck and jaw were rigid with tension after the drive back home. There’d been no blue Peugeot prowling in my wake but I couldn’t relax. Even as I pulled into Hamilton Close, my eyes darted left and right, searching for anything untoward, anything suspicious. Was this what it felt like to be hunted – constantly on tenterhooks, jumping at shadows, imagining the worst?

I took a deep breath and shook my arms, attempting to loosen the bands of stress gripping my limbs. The pain throbbing at my temples was like a sledgehammer. What I needed was a long, luxurious soak in the bath and some paracetamol. I’d have liked nothing better than to stay in this evening but it was Thursday, the day I always drove ten miles to the market town of Swaffham for dinner with my parents. For a brief, tempting moment, I considered cancelling but knew I couldn’t. It would be harder to face their disappointment and inevitable concern. I never missed a Thursday evening.

With one final scan of the neighbourhood, I reached for my shopping bags and stepped out of my Fiesta. The familiar sounds of neighbours cutting grass and children playing were a welcome return to normality. Ellie, my housemate, was not yet home from work and I remembered her saying she was going straight round to her boyfriend’s house that evening. My stomach curdled at the thought of Dan. I had good reason to dislike him but my feelings were unknown to Ellie. I’d made a mistake in not telling her from the start and now it was awkward, a guilt-ridden secret between us.

Less than one hour later, I was heading for Swaffham, my body tense, hunched over the steering wheel. I was being ridiculous but I couldn’t help it. Inside my car, I felt helpless and vulnerable, like a crane fly trapped against a window pane. Would he appear behind me? Stop thinking about it. Forget him. The stern rebukes didn’t help. I was jumping at imagined shadows, allowing my fear to take root and flourish and helpless to stop it. 

A rational explanation for the behaviour of the Peugeot driver would help but I’d struggled to come up with anything. Not anything positive at any rate. I didn’t want to think of negative reasons. Why would anyone want to follow me? It didn’t make sense. I was ordinary. Yes, I’d had a book published but I wasn’t a celebrity – not even well-known. Was that it, though? Was the stalker perhaps a fan? My parents were horrified when I published using my real name, rather than a pseudonym, and had warned of crackpot fanatics. I’d laughed at that. I couldn’t imagine my work having that much of an effect on anyone. My parents ... perhaps that was it. Dad was a wealthy man. From an early age, I’d been warned of stranger danger and kidnapping. Was that what someone was planning? Unlikely. Dad was retired now, not the figure of renown he’d once been. The timing was wrong.

I glanced again at my rear-view mirror. A white transit van was following, so close I could see tattoos on the driver’s arms.  My right foot pressed down harder, increasing my speed. I didn’t think the Peugeot was behind him but I couldn’t be sure. On the outskirts of Swaffham, I turned left through the open, wrought-iron gates at the bottom of my parents’ driveway. The van sped impatiently past, an empty road behind. A rush of relief. I composed my features into a fixed smile as I parked outside the large, imposing, red-bricked house. I wasn’t going to mention the Peugeot to my parents. They would only worry and that wouldn’t help the situation. Even though I was twenty-six years old, they still used any excuse to treat me like a child. It was best, I’d learnt, to keep problems to myself.

The front door burst open and my father, Geoff Blake, strode towards me, a tall, muscular figure dressed in a short-sleeved, checked shirt and brown trousers. ‘Anna!’ His voice was deep and rich, like melted chocolate. He clasped me to him, a fierce, possessive hug. ‘Lovely to see you, darling. I hope you’re hungry. Your mother’s cooking up her usual storm in the kitchen.’ He stepped back and held me at arms’ length, his hooded, brown eyes searching my face. ‘And how’s my girl? Is everything alright? You look a bit peaky.’

The inquisition had started. ‘Of course. I’m just a bit tired after a day in Norwich with Madison. She really did want to shop until I dropped. How are you and Mum?’

‘We’re fine. All the better for seeing you.’

He followed as I led the way into the spacious hallway where the grandfather clock was chiming a quarter past the hour. I was assailed by the smell of paint and wrinkled my nose. ‘Are you having some work done?’

He rolled his eyes. ‘You know what your mother’s like. She thought the whole downstairs needed redecorating. It doesn’t seem five minutes since it was last painted.’

‘Well, I’m sure it won’t take long!’ I linked my arm with his as we walked through to the kitchen. ‘Mmm, that smells good.’

‘I’m surprised you can smell anything other than that awful paint!’ Dad grumbled good-naturedly and I left his side to greet my mother, Mariella, a slight, immaculately-tailored woman with short, ash blonde hair and sharp, grey eyes. She worked part-time at the Norfolk and Norwich hospital as a highly-regarded paediatrician and had a reputation for cool, calm professionalism. 

Turning a smooth cheek to receive my kiss, her lips curved briefly. ‘Chicken cacciatori,’ she said, her voice clipped and precise, no words wasted. ‘Almost ready.’

‘Lovely.’ I returned to the warmth of my father and squeezed his arm. I’d always been a daddy’s girl. 

Mum glanced towards us, her lips thinning at the gesture. ‘As it’s such a nice evening, I thought we’d eat in the conservatory if that’s acceptable.’ It was an instruction rather than a question.

‘Lovely,’ I said again. The truth was if Mum had suggested we eat in the cellar, I’d have responded in the same way. It was best not to disagree. 

‘How’s the latest masterpiece coming along?’ Dad asked as we strolled through the French doors into the large conservatory overlooking the garden where the table was laid for three.

‘Fine thanks. Almost halfway.’ I ignored the dig. I knew that my parents were disappointed my books were decidedly ‘chick-lit’, not literary masterpieces. After graduating from my course reading English and Creative Writing at Lancaster University, I’d returned to the family home intending to write a work worthy of merit and make my parents proud. I had tried, I really had, but it had been a slog, leaving me frustrated and disappointed with my efforts. Their attempts to help made it worse. They enjoyed arguing ideas across the dinner table every evening, often giving conflicting advice. It had just added to the pressure and my anxiety levels increased.  Something had to change. Surreptitiously, I began casting around for alternative accommodation.

One evening, two years ago, when I was trying to cheer up Ellie, another university pal who had just split up from her boyfriend of five years, a solution presented itself. ‘I’m going to have to move out of my house,’ Ellie had wailed, ‘unless I can find someone who wants to share with me. I can’t afford the rent on my own.’

‘I could share with you,’ I’d said instantly. 

It had been the answer to my prayers but meant several difficult conversations with my parents. Stubbornly, I’d stood my ground and moved to Lewton, despite emotional appeals and then anger. I’d set my faltering, literary novel aside and began writing Love on a Treadmill, a romantic comedy about a hapless fitness instructor named Jemima. Much to my surprise, an agent, Helen Barton-Thomas, had liked it and agreed to take me on. My first book had been published, with a moderate degree of success, last year. The second, a sequel entitled Dumb Belles, was scheduled to appear in bookstores in the autumn and I was now working on the third instalment, Baby Gym. Despite my burgeoning success, I was aware my high-achieving parents were disappointed I hadn’t produced anything they considered worthy of a place on their coffee table. At least, they’d come around to the fact I’d moved out and our relationship was, thankfully, back on an even keel. I worked hard to keep it that way.

Mum appeared, carrying a bowl of buttered noodles. ‘Geoff, can you bring the chicken out while I start serving? I don’t want the food to get cold.’

He rose obediently to his feet and she narrowed her eyes as she looked across at me. ‘You’re looking pale. Is everything alright?’

‘Of course. I was just telling Dad. Anyone would be a bit tired after shopping with Madison!’

‘There’s nothing else the matter?’ 

I gave her my best, reassuring smile. ‘Of course not. Everything’s fine. You and Dad are such a pair of worryguts!’

She shrugged. ‘When you’re a parent yourself, you’ll understand. Put it there, Geoff.’ He’d reappeared with a red casserole dish. ‘No, not there ... on the mat!’ There was the usual tension in the air, like a pinched nerve, throbbing and pulsating between us. I watched as Dad’s lips tightened. 

‘And where’s the wine? I asked you to open a bottle of chianti.’ Mum’s voice had taken on the grating quality of a vinyl record stuck on a turntable.

‘I have opened it. I just forgot to bring it out here. Won’t be a minute.’ Dad smiled apologetically at me as he once more left the table.

‘Honestly,’ she tutted as she spooned noodles onto plates. ‘He’s so forgetful these days!’

‘How are things at the hospital, Mum?’ I asked in an attempt to divert the subject away from Dad’s shortcomings.

She shook her head. ‘Pretty bad. This latest round of cutbacks has left us hopelessly understaffed. The Government seem to be trying to run the National Health Service into the ground. I’m glad I’m only there for three days a week.’

‘Why don’t you retire then, like Dad?’

She snorted. ‘Your father hasn’t really retired. He’s still going down to London once or twice a week. I’ve told him that he needs to leave all the poor staff alone to get on with it but you know what he’s like. That bank is like his second child.’

He’d founded the hugely successful merchant bank, Sampson Blake, along with his erstwhile boss and mentor Phil Sampson, twenty years earlier. When Phil died suddenly from a heart attack, Dad became the sole spearhead of the company but the pressures had taken their toll on his own health. Four years ago, he’d suffered a heart attack himself and had been told he needed to change his lifestyle. Realisation of his own mortality had shocked him into announcing his retirement and moving from London to Norfolk. He’d become obsessed with fitness, biking, swimming and using the gym regularly, and enjoyed competitive games of golf with his new circle of friends. He didn’t do anything by halves. But he couldn’t quite let go of Sampson Blake’s reins; I doubted he ever would.

‘Well, it is hard for him.’ As usual, I leapt to his defence. ‘He’s always been an all-or-nothing guy.’

‘I know.’ She looked up and frowned. ‘Anna, for goodness sake, leave that ear alone. It’s high time you outgrew that habit!’ My hand snapped away from my left earlobe which I’d been compulsively twisting between thumb and forefinger.

Geoff arrived with the wine. ‘Leave the girl alone, Mariella! She’s a grown woman.’ He shot me a sympathetic smile and winked. ‘I’ve always found it quite endearing.’

‘The chicken’s delicious, Mum.’ Once more, I changed the subject. 

The evening passed, as it so often did, with Dad holding court, entertaining us with his stories. He was a witty raconteur and, for a few hours, I managed to forget my stalker. I chuckled as he described how one of his golfing buddies, Alan, had accidentally driven his golf buggy into a bunker. I did suspect his recounts were embellished – poor Alan could not possibly suffer as many mishaps as Dad claimed – but he told them with great comic timing and a real knack for observational humour. I’d often thought he could have had a career on the stage as a stand-up comedian.

Dusk was hooding the sky and I was suddenly eager to be home before dark. The thought of being followed at night filled me with terror. Something about the blackness, about the anonymity of car headlights, magnified the threat. Pleading tiredness, I helped carry the dishes and plates through to the kitchen and gave Mum a farewell hug. Dad walked me out to my car.

‘You would tell me if something was wrong?’ he asked.

‘Of course.’ My response was automatic. ‘It’s time you stopped worrying about me.’

‘I’ll never do that. Make sure you text me when you’re safely back home.’

I gave him a wry smile. ‘Yes, Dad. I always do. Love you.’ 

Raising my hand in farewell, I pulled away from the house and down the drive. When I reached the junction, I looked nervously for a car lying in wait but the road was quiet. Still, I was unable to relax and drove home faster than usual. When I was safely indoors, I sped around the house, checking all the windows were closed and doors were locked. I’d never worried about being alone at night before but now I definitely felt spooked – jumpy and alert to every sound. 

Later, as I lay in bed, willing myself to sleep, my brain remained stubbornly busy. Madison had said almost all stalkers were known to their victim and possible candidates paraded themselves, like contestants in a game show. The presenter’s voice boomed in my head. Will the real culprit please reveal himself?

My thoughts turned to my parents. I didn’t like deceiving them. Perhaps I should have told them about the Peugeot after all, especially as they’d both expressed concern about me. It was strange how they always seemed to know when something was up. 

Car lights spun across my curtains and an engine was switched off, somewhere close by. I tensed, listening, waiting. Clunk. A door slammed shut. Footsteps on tarmac. The rattle of keys. Another door closing. A neighbour’s. Relax! 

But I was too wired to relax and the identity of my stalker once more took centre stage. Over and over, my mind churned. It was hopeless. He could be anyone; after all, how do you know who you can trust? That disturbing question tossed and twisted in my brain like a kite in the wind until I succumbed, at last, to uneasy sleep.
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Chapter 4


Anna
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I was running, straining every muscle and sinew to gain extra speed but it was no use. He was gaining. I could hear him behind me, pounding ever closer. I could almost feel his breath warm on my neck, a whisper of intent. He would catch me. The chase was relentless. Lungs bursting with effort, I veered left and scrambled over a ditch. The wood was my only chance. Somewhere in its tangled darkness, I could find cover, somewhere to hide. I surged forward, heedless of branches and brambles tearing my skin, weaving through the densest part of the wood. Ducking my head and keeping low to the ground, I plunged on. Behind, I could hear him cursing. The tortuous route I’d chosen was slowing him down, giving me an advantage. 

I knew now where I was heading. There was a massive oak tree I used to climb as a child. If only I could reach it without him seeing, I could shelter within its branches and watch him thunder past. 

So close now; one final surge of adrenalin. 

There it was. Panting, gasping for breath and praying for strength, I grasped the lowest branch and hauled myself up onto it. It was lower than I remembered; I would have to go higher, much higher, to be fully concealed. A knot in the trunk would provide a foothold up to the next branch, I remembered, but I needed to find it. My hands searched feverishly. I was running out of time. If he appeared now, I would be in full view and there would be no escape.

There it was! With a triumphant yelp, I swung my foot into position and pushed upwards, reaching for the branch above my head. Almost there; I could do it; one last push ... and then I felt my foot give way. The bark was wet and slippery and I slid down, grasping once more for the first branch as I fell. Almost sobbing with desperation, I righted myself and gritted my teeth for another attempt.

Then, to my horror, I felt fingers close around my ankle, ripping me cruelly from my perch. ‘No!’

I shot upright, my heart thundering in my chest, staring in confusion at the tangled disarray of sheets around me. For a few, panic-ridden moments, I poised for flight before realising I was safe, in bed. My body was drenched in sweat and I took a shuddering breath to calm my nerves. Just a dream. 

With a jolt, I remembered the stalker. Little wonder I was having night terrors. The clock on my bedside table was showing quarter to six. I might as well get up and start work. The thought of sleep had lost its appeal and immersion in the frothy, comedy world of my main character, Jemima, would calm my frazzled nerves.

By the time I’d showered, made coffee and eaten a breakfast of muesli and fruit, I felt better and, by ten o’clock, I had almost two thousand words under my belt. As I sat back and stretched, my mobile hummed. 

‘Hi, Dad.’ I pressed the speaker phone button while I saved my work.

‘Morning, darling. Just ringing to see how you were.’ His warm, deep voice prompted a wave of affection. 

‘I’m fine. Working hard. What are you up to today?’

‘Not much. Just popping down to the office but it’ll be a flying visit. I’ll be back home this evening. Now...’ His voice took on a note of concern. ‘You would tell me if anything was bothering you, wouldn’t you? I did think you seemed tense last night.’

‘Of course, but everything’s fine.’ My reply was automatic. ‘You have a good day and don’t give poor, old Hamish too much grief, will you.’ Hamish McDonald had taken on the role of managing director when Dad had moved to Norfolk.

He chuckled. ‘Don’t worry. It’s no more than he deserves. Alright darling, look after yourself and call me if you need me. Love you lots.’

‘You too.’

I ended the call, uncomfortable now with my deceit. Lying to my parents, albeit white lies, to save them from worrying, had become an essential part of retaining my independence. Dad would quite happily run my life for me if I let him.

The phone rang again. This time it was my housemate, Ellie. ‘Are you OK, Anna?’

What was it this morning with people ringing to check on me?

‘Yeah, sure. Why do you ask?’

‘I’ve spoken to Madison. She rang to see how you were after your scare yesterday and filled me in. You should have called me, Anna, and I’d have come home.’ I detected a reproachful note.

‘No need.’ My voice remained determinedly cheery. ‘I was fine and I really didn’t want to spoil your evening. How’s grumpy Graham this morning?’ Graham Pearson was the dentist for whom Ellie worked as a receptionist, a dour, miserable man in his early sixties. 

‘Same old. Look, I’ll be home this evening and, in the meantime, if you see any suspicious vehicles or people around the house, call the police. This stalker thing has made me feel spooked so I can’t imagine how worried you must be.’

‘Please don’t change your plans for me, Ell.’

‘No, I’m not. Dan is out with his mates tonight so, if you’re not doing anything, we could walk round to the pub, or just have a girly night in with a bottle of wine.’

‘Sounds good. See you later.’

At one o’clock, I made a sandwich and reviewed the morning’s work. The third book was on track and I was confident I’d meet the publisher’s deadline of July 30th for completion. I switched off the laptop to get ready for my second job. About nine months ago, I realised writing at home, day after day, was an isolating experience. I missed interaction with other people. That was why I decided to advertise my services as a ‘Girl Friday.’ Getting out and about and doing a succession of varied jobs provided a welcome change of scenery after hours cooped up inside. Best of all, it provided an opportunity to meet a cast of different characters who proved a rich source of inspiration for my writing. 

This afternoon, I had a gardening job at The Old Rectory for a new client, Josh Fielding, who’d recently moved into the village. I was looking forward to it. I’d spent many happy hours as a child trailing round after a succession of gardeners employed by my parents, learning about all the plants and what they needed to flourish. My expertise had grown as I completed a number of gardening jobs in the local area and the word had got around. Although I advertised my services as a ‘Girl Friday,’ the majority of my recent jobs had been garden-related. 

Less than an hour later, I stepped out into the sunshine. Immediately, I was assailed by the sensation someone was watching me. The skin at the base of my neck prickled with apprehension. I swallowed hard, forcing myself to look around. There was no-one there. An unfamiliar black Range Rover was parked by the side of the road but it was empty. 

Cautiously, I approached my car. Blood roared in my ears as I imagined someone crouched behind the driver’s seat, waiting to grab me. I peered inside; the space was empty. Get a grip, Anna. Feeling stupid, I opened up the garage, collected up my gardening equipment and loaded it into the boot of my Fiesta. Several nervous glances over my shoulder slowed the task. The air throbbed with the heaviness of my fear. Invisible eyes scorched my back as I slithered behind the steering wheel and started the engine.

The Old Rectory sat next to the church in the centre of Lewton. I spent the few minutes it took to complete the journey trying to still my mounting panic. It’s just your imagination. Think about the job ahead. I forced myself to revisit the phone call I’d received a few days earlier. Josh Fielding had said he was doing up the house and the garden needed ‘some work.’ His voice had been deep with a sardonic edge and I had the impression he would not suffer fools lightly. I’d better be on my best behaviour.

By the time I pulled into the sweeping, gravel drive of The Old Rectory, my breathing had returned to normal. The sense of being watched had evaporated and I berated myself for my foolishness. I spotted Josh straight away, a tall, muscular figure dressed in faded jeans and a navy T-shirt. My breath instantly caught in my throat. Oh, my days! He was younger than he’d sounded on the phone, maybe early to mid-thirties, with short, tousled dark hair, a narrow face and amazing brown eyes. My heart did a funny sort of skip in my chest and I risked an involuntary glance at myself in the mirror. Oh Lordy! I was dabbing at a smudge of errant eyeliner as he approached.

‘You’re late!’ he barked, eyeing me with disapproval. ‘I’ve had to hang around waiting for you to turn up.’

I snatched a look at my watch. Damn, he was right. 

‘I’m really sorry,’ I said, hoping my look of contrition would melt his frigid expression. ‘I’m not usually late and it’s not much more than five minutes and ...’

‘Save it,’ he snapped. ‘Come on. I’ve got things to do.’

He headed round the side of the house with long strides and I scrambled to follow him, annoyed at starting off on the wrong foot and irritated by the way Josh Fielding was making me feel like a naughty schoolgirl.

The garden behind the house was large and rambling with mature borders filled with overgrown shrubs. It was just the sort of project I liked to get my teeth into and I renewed my charm offensive, affording Josh my best, confident, professional smile.

‘What a fantastic garden! I can’t wait to get started.’

‘Just get it tidy and in some semblance of order,’ he barked. ‘I’m hoping to cut the grass later but I don’t know anything about plants so I’m trusting that you do.’ The look he gave me was so full of distrust I struggled not to laugh.

‘I’ll do my best,’ I said solemnly.

‘Right, I’ll leave you to it. I’ve wasted enough time as it is.’

It was all I could do to restrain myself from saluting his retreating back. What a horrible man! His appeal washed away like water down a drainpipe. I couldn’t bear arrogant men and Josh Fielding was just plain rude.

The next half hour was spent assessing the garden and deciding what to do first. It was a riot of colour: heavy, crimson peonies; rose bushes drooping with burgeoning buds; climbing clematis toppling over a trellis; elegant, blue irises; wild flowers like red campion; and cow parsley. All were being strangled by an impressive array of weeds and overshadowed by large shrubs such as choisya, japonica, ceanothus, weigela and others I didn’t recognise. I inspected them carefully, jotting my observations in a notebook. They all looked in serious need of pruning but spring was not the time to be doing that. I would have to wait until they’d flowered. Instead, I decided to start by pulling up the largest weeds and cutting out any dead wood; then I could see what would be revealed beneath.

There was no sign of a wheelbarrow or any garden tools and I congratulated myself for bringing my own equipment – fork, spade, trowel, secateurs, loppers and a large bag for garden waste. There was a brown bin by the wall so at least I could dispose of the rubbish.

Itching now to begin, I returned to my car and collected the implements I’d need, along with my crusty, old gardening gloves. As I headed back, Josh stuck his head out of a rear door, glaring with fierce, brown eyes.

‘What do you think you’re playing at? It’s taken you thirty minutes to get started. Are you sure you know what you’re doing?’

I bit back an angry retort. ‘Just making a plan,’ I smiled, tapping my notebook. ‘Don’t worry. So far, I’ve had no complaints.’

‘And you don’t need all that.’ He gestured towards my tools.  ‘There’s gardening stuff in the shed.’

He disappeared back indoors, leaving me seething. ‘Now he tells me! What a charmer!’ I muttered as I set to work.

After three hours, the garden was definitely looking tidier although by no means finished. I dumped the day’s final bag of garden waste into the bin and stretched my aching back. The one thing I had forgotten was a bottle of water and my throat was parched. Another black mark against Josh Fielding. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d worked for someone at their house without being offered a drink. Still, I shouldn’t expect it; my raging thirst was my own fault. 

I’d already loaded my equipment into my car and was about to tell him I was leaving when I spotted a pile of weeds and dead wood I’d forgotten to clear. Damn. I didn’t bother putting my hot, sweaty gloves back on. The stuff was dry and wouldn’t take a minute to shift. I traipsed back across the lawn and scooped up the debris. It certainly wouldn’t do to give him any further cause for complaint.

‘Ouch!’ With a yelp of pain, I dropped the rubbish and clutched my left hand. There must have been a piece of glass in amongst the pile for blood was seeping from a nasty gash across my palm.

‘Oh bother!’ I was going to have to run it under some water to clean it. With trepidation, I headed for the back door and gave it a sharp rap. No answer. Diffidently, I pushed it open and peered inside. The room, the kitchen, was a building site. Units had been removed from the walls and were stacked in a heap on the floor. The sink on the far wall looked usable and I headed towards it. Surely, he wouldn’t mind me bathing my injured hand?

‘What have you done now?  Oh, for goodness sake!’

He appeared behind me, his tone filled with exasperation, as I washed rivulets of blood down the sink. 

I resigned myself to another telling-off. ‘I cut myself on a piece of glass but no real harm done. Have you got anything I can put on it to stop the bleeding, please? A plaster?’

He peered over my shoulder, oozing disapproval. ‘I don’t have a first aid kit handy. Here ... use this.’ He handed me a clean tea towel. ‘That looks quite deep. You should probably get it looked at ... and get a tetanus jab.’

I forced a bright, nonchalant smile as I wrapped up my hand. ‘I’m sure it will be fine. Thanks for this.’ I wasn’t going to tell him I’d had a tetanus injection barely three months earlier when I’d tripped and cut my knee on a rusty piece of metal in someone else’s garden. He’d think I was totally hopeless. Realistically, he probably already did.

‘I’ll be off then. I’ve made a really good start on the garden. Same time next week?’ I wasn’t holding my breath. No way he’d want me back. His loss.

He grimaced. ‘Actually, if your hand is OK, I could use some more help tomorrow. I was hoping to cut the grass myself but ...’ He shrugged. ‘Well, the work’s there if you want it.’ 

I was tempted to tell him what he could do with his grass but found myself nodding agreement. 

‘Right,’ he said. ‘Same time ... but don’t be late! And get the hand looked at.’

What a moron! Still, at least I had another chance to rescue my reputation. Tomorrow he would see only efficiency and competence. And punctuality, of course ...
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Chapter 5


Jack

Tuesday 16th July, 1996
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He wasn’t going to lie. It was a pretty riveting sight, one from which he found it hard to look away. The lithe figure of the dark-haired woman in a turquoise bikini, frolicking with his daughter in the pool, occasionally glancing his way, was the stuff of any hot-blooded man’s dreams. They were both laughing. He could hear Suki’s drawl, encouraging Maisie as she paddled furiously from one side to the other. Back and forth they went. Suki’s patience seemed limitless and, after her initial wariness, Maisie was now confidently swimming into the woman’s arms, squealing with triumph at each milestone accomplished.

‘Did you see me, Daddy? Did you see me?’

He waved across at them both. ‘That was amazing, Pumpkin. Your best yet.’

‘Watch me Daddy!’

‘I’m watching.’

The sun was blisteringly hot and he manoeuvred his lounger across to a parasol to take advantage of the shade. Remembering his wife’s instructions, he wondered if Maisie should have another application of sunscreen. When she got out of the water, he decided. Let her enjoy her swimming lesson. 

He licked his lips, his mouth dry as dust. There was a bar about two hundred metres away and he glanced at it longingly. A drink would have to wait. Looking once more towards the pool, he saw Suki and Maisie had joined in a ball game with a thin, dark-haired boy and a young woman in a yellow bikini. He watched as Suki swam smoothly to retrieve the ball when it was launched too far. She was laughing as she threw it back, her long, dark hair now completely wet and slicked back from her face. Her face was sharply angular, like the planes of a prism, yet softened by the perfection of her glowing skin and generous, smiling mouth. Jack sighed. He adored his wife. There was no way he would ever consider being unfaithful to her. But there was something utterly compelling about this woman, from her stunning looks to the way she interacted with his child. She seemed completely natural with Maisie. Originally, he’d thought she was indulging in idle flirtation, that he was the one who had piqued her interest. Now watching her, he had to re-evaluate. She seemed totally focused on his daughter, enjoying their interaction as much as Maisie was.

He wondered about joining them in the pool but decided against it. Safer to keep his distance. He could still feel the heat from her fingers where they’d squeezed his hand. The sun fierce on his face, he lay back on his lounger, allowing himself to indulge in the fantasies about Suki crowding his mind ...

They were alone in the pool. She was wearing the same turquoise bikini as she pressed her body against his. Laughing, she undid her bikini top, revealing full, golden breasts ... 

A pang of guilt interrupted his reverie but he dismissed it. Such thoughts were harmless enough. He had no intention of acting upon them. Inhaling deeply, he allowed his eyes to close, just for a few seconds ...
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