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      Maggie Sayer hurried back to work, clutching her coat collar tight against the biting wind of a blustery September afternoon. But even the piercing gusts couldn’t dampen her spirits. Anticipation for the coming weekend warmed her like a cosy fire. She and Chris, her husband of three years, were celebrating their anniversary, and a smile touched her lips as she saw the pale autumn sun struggling to break through the clouds. A hopeful sign, perhaps, for a joyous weekend ahead.

      With barely a minute to spare and taking the stairs two at a time, Maggie pushed at the heavy office door, unaware of what awaited her on the other side. The door she’d passed through countless times was to become the portal between her old life and a new, unknown one. Maggie practically tripped over the office supervisor, Sheila, a wiry woman of indeterminate age who appeared unusually agitated, shifting her weight from one leg to the other. Something was wrong. The tension in the room was almost tangible as Maggie became aware of her colleagues’ eyes focused on her. Sheila opened her mouth to speak words which would shatter everything Maggie held dear.

      ‘I’m afraid it’s Chris… he’s collapsed.’ Sheila, usually a morose character, spoke kindly, yet her demeanour hinted at the seriousness of the situation. Shaking her head in disbelief, Maggie assumed it was a mistake – some sick joke.

      ‘Come on, dear, I’ll take you to the hospital.’ Barely a whisper, Sheila’s voice sounded so different from the tone she used to maintain discipline in the office. As the older woman gently steered Maggie through the door, sympathetic glances shadowed her every step, confirming the worst possible scenario…

      The Friday afternoon traffic was heavy, and the usually short journey to the hospital seemed to take an age. Maggie knew she ought to be asking questions: ‘When? Where? Why?’ but her mouth was dry. The words refused to be spoken, as if her brain was attempting to function through a thick, treacly fog. Later, she would remember getting out of the car to be ushered down an endless hospital corridor – the smell of cleaning fluid and overcooked cabbage lingering in the air. Lifts hummed and pinged, travelling ceaselessly up and down with a disembodied voice announcing each floor number.

      Maggie stood in a doorway. An observer – witnessing the nursing staff working frantically around a high hospital bed, shouting instructions to each other. The man on the bed was bare-chested with monitors clinging to his body. With broad shoulders and soft blond hair, he did resemble her husband, but it couldn’t be him. Chris stood tall and strong, with blue eyes that crinkled at the corners when he laughed, and he laughed often. This man’s hands were still. Chris’s were large, busy and capable. Hands that could easily tackle repairs and effortlessly open jars with which Maggie had wrestled; hands that held and comforted her in times of sadness and gently cupped a spider to set it free outside. It couldn’t be Chris! He was the strong one, the one to make plans, the practical joker, the life and soul of the party. He was her husband, her best friend and protector.

      For the next twenty-four hours, Chris lay still and silent on the bed while doctors monitored changes and performed endless tests. Maggie felt utterly useless, staying close for as long as the nurses would allow.

      A massive brain haemorrhage – they said – nothing could be done. Chris would never recover. Holding his hand and willing him to get better, Maggie refused to face the reality that her husband had already gone, and it was only the medical equipment creating the illusion of life. They left her alone with him to say goodbye. Chris’s parents had already left, his distraught mother, led away by her solemn husband, looked pale and on the point of collapse.

      In the blink of an eye, Maggie and Chris’s plans were futile. The family home they would buy to replace their little flat, the children who now would never be born, the places they planned to visit. A life alone unfolded before Maggie like the mouth of a cavernous black hole, reaching out to suck her into its inky darkness. Chris was the only man she’d ever loved. Three years was not enough, not nearly enough… Chris was dead, and a huge part of Maggie died with him.

      Spiralling into a dark, deep depression, she could no longer function – did not want to function. Chris was dead, and Maggie felt dead too.
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      Fenbridge Surgery was buzzing with the usual early morning activity as Maggie skirted around the chairs in the waiting area, heading for the relative calm of her office. Almost tripping over a spotty toddler who’d escaped his mother’s arms, she smiled – chickenpox season was upon them again.

      Clasping a bunch of early daffodils purchased on her way in, Maggie buried her face into the bright yellow trumpets, savouring their evocative scent and the hint of spring and new beginnings. The flowers lifted her mood and cheered the damp, dark February morning. Hanging her coat on the little hook in the corner and turning towards the desk to check her diary, Maggie reminded herself what the day ahead held in store.

      It was ten years since her husband’s death. Maggie was working as a therapeutic counsellor, a vocation which contributed to the contentment and fulfilment of her life, which, during those dark days, she didn’t expect to experience again. Her interest in counselling stemmed from first-hand experience of its benefits – it proved an invaluable tool to help her survive the bitterness and loss as she learned how frail the human heart can be. Therapeutic counselling enabled the young, widowed Maggie to develop the strength necessary to continue without Chris. It was a long, hard struggle, and many times, it took immense effort simply to get dressed and leave the house for her counselling appointments. Often, she was barely able to speak once there. With time, Maggie started to view those meetings as her lifeline. With one-to-one support, and later in group sessions, the other side of the overwhelming depression which enveloped her in its grip was in sight, and life again took on a semblance of normality.

      The whole counselling experience transformed Maggie’s outlook on life. It prompted a re-evaluation of her future, eventually realising that a mundane clerical job was not for her. A desire burgeoned within her to help others who found life difficult to cope with, leading her into the work she now loved.

      Maggie Sayer looked younger than her forty-two years. She was five feet six inches tall and slim, with naturally curly brown hair framing a pleasant, heart-shaped face, lively hazel eyes, and an olive complexion. Perhaps not a classic beauty, Maggie was undoubtedly an attractive woman.

      Turning the page of her diary, Maggie was reminded that Julie Chambers was to be her first client of the day, a young woman who’d been due to start a couple of weeks ago… and a month before yet hadn’t attended either appointment. Maggie thought it could be a no-show again, hoping it would not be the case. Julie had been referred by Dr Williams, who rarely gave second chances, and any no-shows were generally put back on the waiting list.

      Maggie was relieved to see Julie sitting in the waiting area at 9.30 a.m., greeting her new client and inviting the young woman into the office. According to her medical notes, Julie was twenty-eight. Maggie didn’t read past the date of birth on Dr Williams’ lengthy notes. Knowing only the basic details of a client ensured their sessions got underway with an open mind and no preconceived ideas. This blank canvas allowed Maggie to form her opinions and enabled the relationship to commence with mutual trust.

      Julie’s grey eyes darted around the room, not so much appraising the surroundings – almost as if searching out potential threats. She was slim, with the makings of an attractive young woman, but one who didn’t take much care of her appearance, for one reason or another. Long, straight hair was pushed carelessly behind her ears, and she was scrubbed clean of make-up. Premature lines were visible around the young woman’s eyes and mouth. Her clothes had a washed-out, well-worn look: jeans and a T-shirt with a thin jacket, quite inadequate for the present cold weather. Old, scuffed trainers completed Julie’s appearance; to her credit, everything was clean but certainly not fashionable or practical.

      Typically, Maggie dismissed first appearances and smiled warmly, inviting Julie to take a seat. The room was square, with a high window and cream blinds to keep out the sun, which was unnecessary today with slate-grey skies above and a bitterly cold wind, which could be heard relentlessly assaulting the trees outside. All four walls were painted in a light shade of grey, with only a couple of tasteful landscape prints to break the monotony. Furniture was sparse but adequate: a wooden desk beneath the window, a small glass-fronted bookcase, and two comfortable chairs on either side of a small coffee table. The fresh daffodils were on the corner of the desk, completing a very simple but warm and welcoming space.

      First meetings were generally the most difficult for a new client and often for the counsellor. Most clients arrived with no idea of what would transpire, half-expecting to be bombarded with questions. Julie’s body language suggested she was unsure about being in Maggie’s office.

      Maggie’s first task was to outline what is known as ‘the triple harm clause’, which incorporates the exceptions to confidentiality.

      ‘It’s good to meet you, Julie, and thank you for being so prompt. My name’s Maggie, and before we start today, I need to mention one or two things. We have up to an hour for this first session, and everything you tell me is confidential, but there are some exceptions. For example, if I feel that what you’re telling me indicates you may harm yourself or someone else – or particularly if a child is at risk. Is that okay with you?’

      ‘Yes… but I think I’m probably wasting your time.’ Julie almost whispered.

      ‘Why would that be?’

      ‘Erm, I don’t know why I’ve come. Dr Williams thought I’d benefit from counselling, but I don’t know what counselling is, so how can it help?’

      ‘That’s very honest of you.’ Maggie’s gentle smile seemed to put Julie at ease, and she no longer appeared to be considering running from the room. ‘Perhaps you’d like to tell me why you went to see Dr Williams first, and then we can discuss how we can help you. And if you’ve any specific questions, I’ll try my best to answer them.’

      Julie drew in a deep breath. ‘I suppose… well, I’m rather accident-prone and have seen Dr. Williams two or three times for little things since New Year, and with two young children, I often see him with their complaints too.’

      ‘What do you mean by accident-prone?’ Maggie asked gently. Julie lowered her head and bit her bottom lip. She lifted her head to look at the woman sitting opposite, her expression like a little girl caught with her hand in the sweetie jar. Tears began to prick the back of Julie’s eyes; she swallowed hard and sniffed in an effort not to cry. Maggie spoke again, softly.

      ‘If I ask any questions you don’t want to answer, that’s fine. You don’t have to. I ask to make sure I understand what you’re telling me. If I misunderstand, I won’t be of much use to you.’ Maggie was willing this client to open up. Julie’s head dropped a little, and she fiddled with her hands. They were rough hands with bitten-down fingernails, some of them appearing to be quite sore. A few moments of silence followed, but Maggie was comfortable with this, never rushing clients who perhaps needed time to think and decide whether she could be trusted. After all, this relationship was all of ten minutes old.

      ‘I fell down the stairs a few weeks ago, and my ankle was swollen. Dr Williams checked it out for me, and then I cut my arm in the kitchen a few days later. I strapped it up myself, but it became infected, so I needed to come to the surgery again.’ Julie’s short account seemed a little rehearsed; however, Maggie accepted the story as true.

      ‘Is that when Dr Williams suggested you might benefit from seeing me?’

      Julie reddened slightly, and Maggie realised that too many questions might scare her, so she took it a little more slowly.

      ‘I haven’t read any of your medical notes, Julie. That’s how I prefer to work. My job as a counsellor is to listen to you without forming opinions or judging you. I hope that during our time together, you’ll feel confident enough to share any concerns you may have, no matter how trivial you think they are. We all need someone to talk to at some point.’

      ‘Even you?’ Julie asked. Maggie laughed softly.

      ‘Even me,’ she repeated light-heartedly, yet truthfully. ‘But this hour is for your benefit. You can talk about whatever you want, and if I ask anything you’re not comfortable with, don’t answer, or you can tell me to butt out if you like! It’s all about making you a little stronger and helping you to focus on what’s right for you at this point in your life.’

      A slight smile flickered across Julie’s face. Maggie looked into the watery grey eyes, trying to see into the soul of this troubled young woman. They were dull eyes, void of the spark of life which should shine in such a young person. But there was a measure of intelligence behind her eyes and a wistfulness which made her think that, for some reason, Julie had never quite reached her potential and could have such a different life to the one she was living. Maggie felt a connection and a desire to help this young woman find whatever she sought. Julie paused for a few moments before continuing.

      ‘Well, I did tell the doctor that I’d been feeling a bit weepy lately – and finding the children hard to cope with.’

      ‘Would you like to tell me, too?’

      ‘Yes… I think I would.’
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      After a quick tidy-up of an already immaculate room, Maggie grabbed her coat and hurried towards the door, the earlier session with Julie still uppermost in her mind. It was a promising start. The young mother hadn’t opened up entirely, yet had shared feelings of being tired and generally unhappy with life. Only when talking about her children did Julie become animated – they were the primary focus of her life, and Maggie learned about Simon, eleven, and Chloe, three. Simon was due to start secondary school in the next academic year, and Julie feared her son being bullied or falling in with the wrong crowd. Although she had no solid foundation for such fears, they presented a problem to Julie, which Maggie took seriously. There seemed to be a reluctance to talk about her husband, Jim, and looking back on their hour together, Maggie sensed that more difficult issues were troubling this new client and hoped for the opportunity to reach out and offer the help Julie needed.

      Maggie’s life experiences gave her invaluable insight into her role as a counsellor. Her empathy and understanding enabled her to connect with clients struggling to cope with life’s challenges and empower them to move forward. Witnessing her clients grow in strength and resilience and being able to act as the catalyst they needed brought Maggie immense satisfaction.

      Home and lunch were next on the agenda. As Maggie opened the front door to her house, Ben bounded up to greet his mistress, expecting the usual fuss before she’d even taken off her coat. Ben was more than a dog – he was her companion and confidant. A resident of the animal shelter Maggie visited when considering adopting a dog, Ben quickly caught her eye. His mother was a Labrador and his father of dubious pedigree, but Ben favoured his mother, and Maggie fell instantly in love with his golden silky coat and huge ears. An oversized tongue hung almost permanently from the side of his mouth, presenting a comical appearance, and Ben had proved to be an excellent pet. ‘Come on, boy, garden for now and then a walk after lunch!’

      Ben knew the routine and skidded through the kitchen to the back door. After letting him out, Maggie quickly closed the door to keep out the chill wind, watching from the kitchen window as the dog sniffed around, checking out his territory. As she watched, Maggie reflected on how things had worked out differently from her intended life path. Being a widow and childless was not the future the younger Maggie had anticipated, and her life was certainly not what she’d planned.

      The move from her little flat in the town centre to the terraced house in the suburbs had partly been for Ben. The flat served its purpose for a few years after Chris died, its familiarity bringing comfort and the memories of their life together consoling her like a thick, warm blanket to wrap up in when the need arose. Maggie would always be grateful for the financial security Chris’s practical thinking had provided, ensuring her sufficient capital to give up work and train as a therapeutic counsellor. In time, it felt right to move on to a more permanent home, a comfortable little house only a few minutes’ drive from Fenbridge town centre and the surgery where she worked. It was perfect, situated in a pleasant area close to open fields, which the dog soon regarded as his personal space. The house was manageable, with two good-sized bedrooms, a lounge, a kitchen-diner, a small garden for Ben and a patio for Maggie.

      Maggie speared a potato with a fork, readying it for the microwave. Ben whined at the back door, and she let him in. A wave of warmth washed over her as he brushed against her legs. It felt good to be missed. Opening a tin of tuna to complete her simple meal, she looked down at her ever-hopeful dog. ‘Don’t even think about it. There’s only enough for one. You can have some biscuits.’

      Ben sat, head cocked, ears perked, and pink tongue lolling from the side of his mouth. All he needed was that look – the one with the big brown eyes and a pathetic whine – and Maggie was putty in his paws. It worked every time.

      ‘Okay, okay, just a tiny taste.’ It was hard to resist his charm, especially with his warm doggie breath puffing against her legs. Their routine was simple: Maggie treated Ben as her best friend, and he graciously accepted the role. After lunch, she’d treat him to a run in the field before visiting her next client.

      Maggie’s private clients were generally seen in their own homes, and the extra income generated gave her a few luxuries. Her basic salary was enough to manage, but the work wasn’t full-time, and she liked to keep busy. The afternoon visit was to a long-standing client who lived a couple of miles out of town, after which was a session with her supervisor (a requirement for all counsellors for their safety and wellbeing), and the day would end with a longer walk for Ben and a glass of wine with a good book in front of the fire.
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      The evening went as planned, except for a phone call from her friend, Sue, the practice receptionist at Fenbridge Surgery. ‘Just thought I’d let you know about the fireworks you missed this afternoon.’ Maggie settled down with the phone, tucking her feet up on the sofa in anticipation of one of Sue’s stories, which could be quite amusing if taken with a pinch of salt.

      ‘This rather rough sort of guy came in at about two o’clock. Very wound up, he was, and a bit worse for drink. Don’t you just love these new licensing hours? He kept demanding to know if his Julie had been in today and who she’d seen. A nasty piece of work there, although I have to credit him for his extensive vocabulary; he used some words even I’ve not heard before. The upshot was that Laura called the police. We couldn’t calm him down; he kept demanding to see the appointment book – old-fashioned too, eh? He left quickly enough when the police arrived, and of course, he learned nothing, but I did check the computer and noticed you saw a Mrs Julie Chambers this morning?’

      Although Sue’s last phrase was a question, she didn’t expect an answer any more than Maggie intended to provide one.

      ‘Wow. Don’t I just miss all the fun?’ Maggie replied lightly, although warning bells were jangling inside her head – aware this incident could indicate problems for Julie. When no information was forthcoming, Sue groaned.

      ‘You have a stubborn streak in you, Maggie Sayer.’ Her laugh indicated the subject was already closed.

      Going to bed later, Maggie’s thoughts were still very much with Julie Chambers. She hoped the young woman would return and she’d have the opportunity to help her through whatever difficulties Julie might be experiencing.

      Walking Ben over the field the following morning, Maggie was struck by the beauty of the scene before them. They’d taken this path at least a hundred times before but never in weather quite like this, with the frost unbelievably beautiful and so thick it resembled snow. But it was a dry, crisp frost, unlike the damp, foggy mornings usual for this time of year in England. It was perhaps colder than usual, well below zero, but exhilarating for them both. Trees that only yesterday looked dark and bare, devoid of their leaves, now took on a silvery brightness which, with the thick frost on the grass, lightened the whole landscape, bringing an ethereal feel to a familiar scene. Ben raced ahead, keeping his nose close to the ground and following one curious scent after another. They were both reluctant to turn back and spoil the magic of their early morning walk, but Maggie was expecting a client at 9.00 am and felt the need to be in the surgery early in the light of what Sue had told her the night before.

      The large, airy reception area was bustling with early morning patients waiting for the doctors or a practice nurse, and Maggie was grateful her earliest appointments were rarely before 9.00 am. With everyone busy, she went straight to her room, where a memo from Dr Williams asked her to call him when she had the chance. Buzzing through to his extension and listening to his soft Scottish burr asking if he could pop in to see her, Maggie was pleased to be early.

      Anticipating the reason for his request, she pulled out the brief notes from Julie Chambers’ visit the previous day. Note-taking was always kept to a minimum, mainly for confidentiality, and only the bare bones of a case were recorded. However, the notes reminded Maggie of each client’s details – if someone or something was mentioned that could be pivotal to their situation, it was written down after the session. This kept her thoughts fresh and recorded information a client may have trivialised but could later be of greater significance. These things were usually intuitive. With experience, many counsellors develop a heightened sense of intuition, like a detective who trusts and acts upon his hunches. Facts such as the number and ages of clients’ children and whether they had parents still living were noted purely for reference. Memory is fallible, and Maggie’s notes could be revised before their next visit. All were kept securely locked away in her desk drawer.

      Dr Tom Williams tapped on the door a few moments later. A perpetually cheerful man with a reassuring fatherly air, he was never seen at work without his jacket and a tie, even in the hottest summer weather – something his patients and colleagues interpreted as constancy and permanence, which was a comfort to all. As the senior doctor in the practice, Tom was well-liked by the staff and thought to be the personification of the ideal family GP amongst his patients. With snow-white hair and rather prominent matching eyebrows on a round, friendly face, he possessed a pleasing appearance. Yet his demeanour today was solemn.

      ‘There was an incident after you left yesterday,’ he frowned.

      ‘Yes, I heard. Was it Julie Chambers’ husband?’

      ‘Hmm, it was. He’s one of my patients, although I rarely see him in the surgery. I want you to be careful with this one, Maggie. I know you won’t want my opinions at this stage, and I’m not going to stick my nose where it isn’t wanted, but we could have a tricky situation developing here. This Chambers fellow strikes me as the volatile type. Anyway, I’m here for you if you need me.’

      ‘Thanks, Tom, that’s always good to know. My immediate concern is whether or not Julie will return for more counselling. We didn’t get far yesterday, and I feel she could open up more, but if it’s causing problems at home, it may prove difficult to return, and the easy option would be for her to give up.’

      ‘Then we’ll just have to hope she perseveres. Now remember, if I can help at all…’

      ‘Yes, thank you, I know.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      Maggie’s 9.00 am client was a young man Maggie had seen on several previous occasions over the past few weeks. Matthew West’s appearance was quite imposing; he was easily three or four inches over six feet, with broad shoulders and an athletic build. At twenty-seven, he retained a boyish face, capped with a mass of thick, wavy blond hair that most girls would die for. Matthew was a referral from Victim Support, a charity dedicated to helping victims of crime. At the time of their first meeting, Matthew was recovering from major surgery to reconstruct his face after an unprovoked and brutal attack from a group of teenagers. A volunteer from Victim Support visited him throughout the first few weeks after the attack, helping him considerably with the process of pressing charges, liaising with the police, and offering emotional support. When Matthew’s state of mind worsened, he was referred to Maggie. Now, four months after the attack, he entered Maggie’s office for another visit.

      ‘Hi, Matthew. You’re looking better each time I see you,’ she greeted him. ‘How are you doing this week?’

      The lumpy swelling, which he initially feared might be permanent, was almost completely gone, although scars from the operation were still visible.

      ‘I’m getting there, and you?’

      ‘Fine, thanks. Do you want to tell me the doctor’s latest report?’ Maggie was genuinely interested in Matthew’s physical progress and emotional recovery. During their first sessions, as was pretty typical, he’d been able to talk more readily about his treatment and physical problems than his feelings and the psychological effect of the assault. Maggie discovered that inquiring after his physical progress was a good way of beginning their time together; it kept her up to speed with his healing and broke the ice a little.

      Matthew had previously confided his embarrassment regarding the assault. His height and build gave the impression of physical strength, yet he was a gentle young man to whom violence was abhorrent. He’d experienced difficulty in admitting to his friends precisely what had occurred, anticipating that their reaction would be to ask why he hadn’t got the better of his assailants, who were, after all, just kids. In reality, his friends would probably be more understanding, and only Matthew was branding himself a coward, giving himself a hard time with what he thought he should have done.

      On his third visit to Maggie, Matthew broke down and admitted his fear of leaving the house alone and the panic that gripped him each time the doorbell rang – fears compounded by guilt at not having defended himself. Maggie worked at helping him understand where those feelings came from. Being tall, people’s expectations of Matthew, even as a child, were that he should be responsible, mature and strong. In many ways, he was, but an attack by five teenage thugs would prove devastating to anyone, and his injuries were quite horrific. Matthew still faced the prospect of more prolonged and uncomfortable treatment in the future, as his jaws had been pinned and temporarily wired during surgery.

      ‘The wires come out this week,’ he said.

      ‘Ooh, painful,’ Maggie winced.

      ‘Not really. I still have no feeling below my cheekbones, although it would be just my luck for it to return before they take them off. No more soup – I’m sick of sloppy foods, and if I never see another rice pudding again, it’ll be too soon! But I feel good about today because I came here alone.’

      ‘That’s great, Matthew. And how did you feel?’

      Matthew answered positively, viewing the assault more objectively, and although the effects would remain with him, he’d developed a greater understanding of his emotions and feelings. Those regular visits to Maggie enabled Matthew to see the normality of his feelings and encouraged him to look upon himself as a survivor rather than a victim. He’d latched onto this concept, deciding it was a much more constructive attitude and one from which he could draw some small measure of pride rather than the shame and embarrassment he initially experienced. Content with his progress, Maggie decided the subject of ending the counselling in the next few weeks could be broached, as Matthew’s recovery was well underway. She’d suggest reducing the frequency of their meetings to every two weeks until he could manage without her support.
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      Julie and Jim Chambers rented a small terraced house near Fenbridge town centre. Situated in one of several quiet streets with back-to-back houses which opened straight onto the pavement, there was a small yard at the rear. The bills were relatively small – a blessing to Julie, as money was scarce with Jim being unemployed. He’d never held down a job for more than a few months throughout their marriage, usually due to a falling-out with his employers over timekeeping, a bad attitude, and disrespect for almost everyone he came into contact with. Naturally, it was never Jim’s fault. Yet Julie’s husband was seldom short of money for himself, and she suspected he operated a shady sideline with a couple of his dubious friends, yet she would never dare to question him about it. Money for beer, cigarettes, and a regular flutter on the horses was never in short supply, but when Julie was faced with bills to pay or the children needed shoes, she was forced to practically grovel to get money from her husband.

      The teenage Julie thought Jim mysterious and exciting and became captivated by his wild, undisciplined attitude to life and authority. Older than the rest of her crowd, he was darkly handsome in a brooding sort of way, with deep brown eyes and jet-black hair. Jim was exactly the kind of boy her parents would disapprove of, which added considerably to the attraction. Not being the sort of boyfriend to invite home for tea on Sundays, Julie went along with his suggestion to keep their meetings secret.

      Julie could scarcely believe her luck when Jim showed an interest in her, a shy, quiet girl who was not at all worldly-wise or mature. Flattered by his attention and with the status gained among her peers, it was all a heady experience, and Julie felt grown-up, as if finally making her own decisions, when it was Jim calling the shots. Her infatuation completely clouded her judgment, but by the time Julie began to see a darker side to Jim, it was too late; she was pregnant.

      Jim was the first one she shared the news with, hoping in her young, romantic heart that he’d be pleased and they would live happily ever after. The reality was a cold, hard shock. In her naïvety, Julie didn’t consider that Jim would be angry. True, he’d always been temperamental, but she assumed his outbursts were somehow her fault and resorted to coaxing and pleading until the mood was broken. This time, Jim was furious, shouting that he wanted nothing more to do with her and that the baby probably wasn’t even his. Julie was devastated. The stark reality of her predicament shattered all those girlish hopes and dreams, leaving her feeling alone and afraid.

      For several weeks, Julie nursed her secret alone, growing more fearful with each passing day. Concentration at the sixth-form college she attended slipped dramatically, and inevitably, questions were asked. Her parents were concerned, initially thinking perhaps Julie was struggling with the pressure of her studies, but her sister, Sarah, the elder by two years, was more perceptive. Before Jim came on the scene, the girls had been close, but afterwards, Sarah found her little sister distant, even secretive, and having a steady boyfriend herself meant they no longer spent much time together. Sarah had her suspicions and confronted her sister, which was a sweet relief to Julie. In sharing the problem, the warmth of their relationship was rekindled. Sarah promised her support, a promise called upon almost immediately for telling their parents. It was time they were put in the picture, and although Julie was fearful, it was much easier to face them with Sarah as an advocate. Her parents expressed disappointment rather than the anticipated anger – a surprise and relief which caused Julie to regret ever having deceived them.

      Those dark days were now history, but life didn’t improve. Jim married her more due to pressure from both sets of parents than a desire to do the right thing. Julie clung to her romantic idea of married life, an ideal slowly and steadily chipped away. Initially, she hoped Jim would settle down to provide for his family and perhaps even enjoy being a parent. Yet it didn’t take long to realise such hopes were in vain. He rarely showed interest in his son. Julie slipped into the role of peacemaker during Simon’s babyhood and throughout the various stages of childhood when his father declared the baby nothing more than an irritant.

      Jim made it clear he wanted no more babies, much to Julie’s distress, yet took no responsibility in the matter. When she fell pregnant with Chloe seven years after Simon’s birth, he was incensed, blaming her all over again. It was the first time Jim hit her; his hand swiped across her face with such force that Julie fell backwards onto the sofa. If it hadn’t been for the soft landing, perhaps she’d have lost the baby – maybe his intention – she would never know.

      Fortunately, he didn’t strike her again during the pregnancy, but three years after Chloe’s birth, the violence became a regular occurrence. With her usual submission, Julie made excuses for Jim’s actions, blaming herself for having annoyed him and being grateful the children never witnessed their father’s outbursts. The thought of leaving her husband only fleetingly crossed her mind, but the truth was that she had nowhere to go and no one to turn to for help. Early in their marriage, Jim declared that her family was not welcome in their home. Although her parents tried to keep in touch, it appeared to cause their daughter more problems, and they eventually fell into the routine of sending birthday cards to her and the children rather than visiting. Julie made the occasional phone call to them when Jim was out, maintaining the pretence of everything being okay, and as it was easier for her parents to believe her, probing questions were never asked.

      With her sister, things were different. Aware of Jim’s reputation, Sarah initially opposed Julie’s marriage but couldn’t persuade her sister to leave him. Strong words were exchanged between the two, resulting in Sarah washing her hands of the whole situation. The last time they’d spoken, she told Julie she wanted nothing more to do with her until she came to her senses and left Jim.

      Since Chloe’s birth, Julie had felt desperately lonely and longed to renew contact with her family, yet aware of what Jim’s reaction would be, fear prevented her. Futile though it was, Julie clung to the weakening strand of hope that Jim would change when the children were older and be able to relate to them better. After all, everyone knew men weren’t very good with young children, didn’t they? She also persuaded herself that the children would miss their father if they left and needed him for emotional security. Restoring contact with her family would also be a huge embarrassment; Julie didn’t want them to know the extent of Jim’s cruelty and took upon herself the shame which should rightly be his.

      Julie accepted her lot, counted her blessings and brought up her beloved children in the best possible way, yet the pressure was showing. The strain of living in constant fear of her husband’s unpredictable moods was becoming too much to bear, and the quiet strength Julie previously relied upon was flagging. Constantly tired and weepy over the most trivial of incidents, fear of her volatile husband was increasing, weakening her resolve to be strong for the children. Julie had crawled into bed many nights, wishing never to wake up again. Only Simon and Chloe supplied the motivation to get out of bed each day and the desire to keep them occupied so Jim wouldn’t be disturbed from his lie-in.

      Julie’s head was full of conflicting emotions. At times the fear was so palpable and consuming that she didn’t think she could carry on any longer. Even when alone in the house or playing with Chloe while Simon was at school, tears welled up from nowhere, triggered by nothing more than a fleeting thought, and an overwhelming sadness rested heavily in her chest, like a physical growth threatening to consume her whole body.

      Tom Williams had been Julie’s GP since her childhood, which is perhaps why he sensed there was more troubling her than a swollen ankle. His perception and gentle questioning hadn’t been intrusive; she was pretty sure Dr Williams knew more about her situation than she’d told him. No wonder he was such a popular doctor. He never rushed her and always made her feel valued even though she trivialised her injuries. When he suggested a counsellor might be of help, Julie initially queried the idea, but his kind manner eventually persuaded her. Although the thought of having to answer personal questions troubled Julie, on the other hand, the thought of having someone to talk to appealed.

      The first session wasn’t as tricky as Julie had expected, and she instantly liked Maggie, an ordinary woman with no airs and graces whose desire to help appeared genuine. It wasn’t the interrogation she’d feared, with lots of embarrassing questions. Maggie made it clear from the outset that she could talk about anything, and the few questions she asked weren’t prying or too personal. The effect of this gentle approach gave Julie the impression of being in control of the session – it was her time. Although Julie wasn’t totally honest and upfront, perhaps, given time, she could be. What a relief that would be. Yes, she’d like to see Maggie again.

      The front door slammed. Julie knew instinctively it was her husband, even though it was unusual for him to come home much before six in the evening. She was in the little yard at the back of the house, with Chloe on her tricycle, enjoying the late afternoon sunshine and warmly wrapped up against the cold. Jim glared at his wife through the kitchen window, his dark expression betraying his mood. Going inside, Julie left Chloe to play alone in the enclosed yard.

      ‘Hello, have you eaten? Chloe and I had some soup – I could soon warm some up for you?’ Purposely keeping her tone light, Julie wondered what brought Jim home at this hour. A knot of fear clenched her stomach at the anger brewing within him. He didn’t answer for a few minutes – silently watching as she tidied around in the kitchen.

      ‘Well?’ he sneered. Julie turned to look at him, her legs shaking.

      ‘Well what, Jim?’ Keeping her voice light, she hoped not to sound confrontational.

      ‘Don’t come clever with me. You’ve had two days to tell me what you’re up to. That’s long enough, so spit it out!’

      ‘I… I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ Panic rose within her, and she grabbed the kitchen worktop to steady herself. The smell of alcohol on his breath prompted fear for Chloe as well as herself. Jim suddenly grabbed her arm and pushed her ahead of him into the living room. His fingers bruised the soft skin on her upper arm, and she feared the dark, angry look in his eyes. He pushed her down on the sofa, demanding,

      ‘Tell me!’

      ‘Jim, please, I don’t know what this is all about.’ He leaned over her, so close she felt sick from the smell of his breath.

      ‘You’re not as clever as you think, are you? You were seen on Monday going into the surgery. I want to know what the hell this is all about!’ Jim’s voice rose. Julie was panicking – Chloe was alone in the yard and would be able to hear her father shouting.

      ‘You know I’ve been seeing Dr Williams for an infection… I, I needed some more tablets, that’s all.’ She desperately hoped he’d believe her.

      ‘Lying bitch!’ he snarled as he punched her full-on in the stomach. Julie doubled back into the chair, bent with pain. He caught hold of her hair and dragged her up, landing an open-handed slap across her face. Julie’s head spun, and she felt sick. The tirade continued.

      ‘It wasn’t any doctor you were seeing but that bloody do-gooder counsellor! Did you think I wouldn’t find out? Are you stupid or what? No wife of mine will go snivelling to those busybodies down at the surgery, d’you hear?’ A second slap enforced his words. Julie thought she was going to pass out.

      Chloe! Please, God, let him stop⁠—

      Closing her eyes, she waited for the next blow, but as if in answer to her prayer, it didn’t come. The front door slammed even louder than before, and he was gone when she opened her eyes. Struggling to stand, nausea washed over her, and her head still spun, but she forced her legs to move. Chloe was alone in the yard, and Julie heard her crying. Opening the back door, her daughter was sitting on the little red tricycle, quietly sobbing, her small face streaked with tears, her eyes large and frightened. Julie gathered the child into her arms and went inside, the pain in her heart equal to the pain in her body as she rocked Chloe gently back and forth.
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