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Today, I am visiting, for the first time, a little place which I discovered almost by accident. Having driven inland, aimlessly exploring, I find myself in a small village, clearly a hill fortress in its original form. A cluster of a couple of hundred houses clothes the side of a steep, rocky mountain, topped by a church, which equally clearly, in its day, doubled as protection from marauding hoards for the locals.

The camper grinds and groans its way up zig-zag roads which bite into the mountainside, and then increasingly narrow streets until I decide that it’s not sensible to drive further. If I come to a dead-end, getting out again could be problematic.

So, I park up under the dense shade of a copse of trees, by the gate to a small park. There are benches to sit and relax, and a fountain plays a musical trickle of water in which sparrows splash and squabble. It is tempting just to stay here, and simply enjoy the shade in the heat of the day.

But no, I want to see the village centre.

Having walked the dogs to exhaustion this morning, they are already tired. I tether them to the camper in the shadow of the trees, leaving them with a large bucket of water. They will be fine for hours while they siesta the afternoon away, and I can wander to my heart’s content.

I continue my ascent of the hill, up a breath-stealingly steep slope. The decision to leave the camper behind was a sensible one, and I soon find myself on a narrow winding way in which, once, two mules passing would have been a traffic jam.

The houses are small and terraced, but somehow, every one different. White painted, or pretty pastels, and sometimes terracotta; balconies and terraces overhang with geraniums, succulents and cacti, vivid in the brilliant sunshine. The whole place is the absolute essence of a Mediterranean village and is absolutely magical.

The afternoon is already advanced and the sun is hot. By the time I reach the top of the hill, I am red-faced and sweaty, panting, and ready for a cold drink.

Finding a tiny bar in a diminutive village square, I am intrigued to find that the building is partly built into the mountain face, and what appears from the outside to be an ordinary building, when I venture inside, is a cave. Modern plaster and tiles butt against a natural limestone surface, and the bar, with its bottles, glasses, pumps and illuminated signage looks oddly disconnected from its setting. 

It is wonderful.

Buzzing with inspiration, I catch the eye of a waiter, asking for ‘vino blanco muy frío’, chilled wine, then, seated in the shade of an enormous umbrella, squinting a bit to see my screen, I tap out an article for my blog. My readers are going to love this one.

I’m no hurry. I settle to a menu del dia and take my time. I am the only customer at the tables, and I think that the bar owner rather takes me to his heart, serving generous portions of salad, bread and olives plus a main meal of fish and grilled vegetables. It is a hearty meal, and in the heat, one guaranteed to lay me low for some hours. 

I sit, sipping wine and watching the swallows screaming around the pure blue vault above me. The afternoon draws into evening, the shadows lengthening as the sun westers. There is a magical few minutes as, dusk falling, the swallows share the sky with the bats before they fly to roost.

Deciding that I have lingered long enough, and conscious that there may, or may not, be lighting here in these roughly cobbled streets, I make my way down the hill, back to the camper.

Bella and Sam bark excitedly as I hove into view, straining at their leashes as I approach. They seem anxious, upset. Have I left them too long? Perhaps they knocked over their water and are thirsty? But no, when I check, there’s still plenty in the bowl. I give each of them a good rub and a scratchy ear and promise them a walk; somewhere they can run free for a while.

Bella growls, a low threatening rumble, directed behind me. Sam joins her. Immediately, I unclip Sam and take Bella’s lead in my hand. If I have trouble, my canine security guards are a great comfort to me.

As I turn, my stomach lurches.

Alex.

?

How?

He smiles at me, with that fake sincerity of his. “Hello again, Anna. I was hoping we would meet.” He steps forward, but Bella’s growl ratchets up a notch, her teeth gleaming in the street-lights, and he steps back again.

How has he found me?

Here?

“You always did like your dogs, didn’t you? Shame that old mongrel of yours came to such a bad end. Unlucky that.”

“Get the fuck away from me. How did you find me?”

Bella and Sam, both picking up on my body language, are quickly moving to DefCon 5. If Alex doesn’t go soon, I won’t be able, or want, to control them.

He smirks, destroying the appeal of what should be handsome features. “You’re still not very friendly are you, Anna? You’ll come round. I didn’t go to all this trouble to not be taking you home again, back where you belong.”

And with that, he turns on his heel and walks away, leaving me trembling with shock and fright. My hands are still shaking as I turn the ignition key and drive away. 

I’m reeling mentally, my mind spinning. My control-freak ex is still playing his old games, fucking with my emotions, messing with my head, to get what he wants. And if that doesn’t work for him, I know what comes next...

Despite my deep instinct to leave the village, and the whole horrible incident, behind me, I find myself pulling over to give myself the chance to calm down, get my thoughts in order.

How did he find me? Again?

Not through photos or any kind of giveaway on the internet. I have never visited that village before. He couldn’t have known I would be there.

The blindingly obvious finally penetrates.

He didn’t find me. He found the camper van.

He can trace the camper...

My mind flashes back several weeks, to a conversation with my holidaying sister, as she passes me a trinket box.

‘.... he left this for you. Asked me to pass it along when I saw you next....”

“.... Nice of him to pass it over. He must definitely have wanted something.”

“You’d think, yes, but he didn’t say what it was. Just drank a coffee, chatted on about nothing much for an hour, and left. Maybe he does want you back......”

The trinket box...

Where the fuck did I put it?

Scrabbling through drawers and cupboards, trying to find it, planted on me, by him, through my sister, I try to think what I remember being in there. What could be betraying me?

I finally find the box, jammed at the back of a drawer under maps and guide books. Tipping the contents out onto a tray; jewellery, bits and pieces, a fossil, coins brought back from holidays, kept as souvenirs, I poke through the odds and ends.

Nothing. Just junk.

I shake my head in frustration. There must be something....

I look more closely, examining each small object for... for... anything... that might tell me how my psycho-ex is finding me.

Then I see it.

Picking up one of the ‘coins’, a small metal disc, it is clearly no form of currency. It bears a maker’s stamp and a model ID.

Fingers trembling, I open my laptop and tap the model number into a search engine, waiting to see what the internet will tell me.

A sales screen flashes up immediately.

The object is sold as a pet security disc, to be attached to the collar, to trace lost dogs or cats.

He planted a fucking tracer on me.

How dare he?

Wrath upon me, wearing my anger like armour and swearing to blue High-Heaven, I scoop the lot off the tray and back into the box, start up the engine and drive. Then, trying to regain my self-control I remind myself that these winding and unpredictable roads should be driven with a cool head, not a hot temper.

Thinking carefully as I drive, I pick a road I have never travelled before, driving until I reach one of the high over-passes that often bridge the mountain valleys. Stopping briefly, I drop the box and its entire contents over the edge, and for good measure, shake the tray over the edge in case I missed anything. Then I drive on until I find a spot where I can turn off the main road, to watch the bridge unseen. I park up, turn off all my lights and wait.

In the dark, I have time to consider, and it dawns on me that I am no longer frightened of Alex. Instead, he has become simply a matter to be dealt with.

How dare he?

Sure enough, after half an hour of the odd car passing by, normal traffic, a set of headlights appears, crossing the bridge before, after a few hundred yards, slowing down to U-turn and cross the bridge again. This happens several times before the car pulls up on the bridge and the driver emerges, looking around.

It is too dark to see detail, and to my frustration, I cannot see the make or model of the car, certainly not the number plate, but I have no doubt that Alex has discovered the loss of his toy.

When I see him punch the windscreen, I am sure of it.
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I wait until Alex drives away again, then tap a message to Cris to let him know what has happened. He responds immediately. He will meet me in our usual place on our mountain car park.

As he steps into the van, he wraps his arms around me in a fierce embrace. “This man, he follows you like this? He is not right in the head, no? Loco?”

“’Loco’ might be the right word. ‘Psycho’ might be a better one. Alex wants what he wants and nothing ever dissuades him. And he is relentless.”
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