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      When I think about my mother, I mostly think about the crying. She cried a lot, my mum. Then again, so did I, because I lost her when I was ten years old. I don’t mean she died; at least, I assume she’s still alive. And when I say I lost her, I don’t mean I lost her like you’d lose your mobile phone, or your purse. I mean, I can definitely be a bit forgetful at times, but even I’d struggle to mislay a whole actual person. When I say I lost her, I mean she just… disappeared. Walked out. Abandoned me. Abandoned us.

      I’m not sure why I’m thinking about her now, why she’s come into my head unbidden on this busy Thursday morning as I lock my Audi and hurry across the car park. I try not to think about her at all and, generally, I succeed. But when Dad and I were chatting the other day he, who never mentions her either, suddenly remembered that next month would be her sixtieth birthday, and ever since…

      I stop to check for traffic on the road that separates our car park from the surgery building and shake my head to banish the pointless musing. What does it matter that she has a big birthday coming up? That is, if she really is still alive, because after all, who knows?

      She hasn’t been in touch for thirty years. It’s not as if I’m suddenly going to get a party invite in the post, is it? I think, and sigh.

      It’s just started to rain, the weather chilly for March, the sky slate grey, and as I push the front door open, head through the still-empty reception area, and turn left towards the staffroom, I sigh again, remembering the long to-do list waiting on my desk. Then I smile as the sound of raucous laughter drifts down the corridor.

      Ruth’s in early.

      I open the staffroom door and step inside. Our head receptionist is perched on one end of the long table in the centre of the room, still laughing, wearing a bright-green blouse with a string of coloured beads around her neck.

      ‘Beth! Oh Beth, you’ve got to hear this!’

      Ruth waves her coffee mug at me, then gestures at Lorraine, one of the practice nurses, who’s sitting on a chair next to her.

      ‘RUTH! Are you going to tell everyone?’ Lorraine says, then groans and gives a resigned shrug. ‘Oh, go on, then. Not going to be able to stop you, am I?’

      ‘You’re not. You know what she’s like. And it is hilarious. Morning, Beth.’

      Deborah, head of our nursing team, who’s over at the kettle making herself a drink, grins at me. I dump my bag on the table.

      ‘Morning. What’s going on? You all right, Lorraine?’

      Lorraine opens her mouth but Ruth doesn’t give her time to answer.

      ‘She’s all right, but her dishwasher isn’t. Menopause brain strikes again. Last night, our lovely Lorraine managed to put a whole Camembert cheese in the dishwasher instead of the fridge, Beth. And switched the thing on and went to bed. Now her entire house stinks of cheese, and as for the dishwasher…’

      She snorts and starts to cackle again. Lorraine rolls her eyes and turns to me. I’m grinning widely too now. Ruth’s laugh is infectious.

      ‘The whole bloody thing and everything in it is covered, Beth,’ she says. ‘And it’s been through the drying cycle so it’s all… hard now. Like everything’s been coated in cheesy plastic. Plates, cutlery… I honestly might have to throw the whole dishwasher and everything in it away. How on earth am I going to get it all off? Honestly, don’t have a menopause. It’s sending me bonkers.’

      ‘Oh, Lorraine!’ I’m giggling too now. ‘Too funny! Poor you!”

      As I make myself a tea, Ruth regales us with one of her own many menopause-brain stories – something about putting her jewellery box in the fridge and a cooked chicken in her wardrobe. The laughter follows me down the corridor as I – feeling thankful that I’m still only forty and, therefore, hopefully have a few years yet before it’s me sharing these stories – head to my office, pausing to wipe a smear off the smart brass sign on the door.

      
        
        Beth Holland, Practice Manager

      

      

      I’ve been here nearly three years now, and although it’s madly busy – five GPs, three nurses, half a dozen receptionists and admin staff, and nearly eight thousand patients – I love it. The job, and these women – because they are mainly women – keep me going. On the tough days they make me smile, tell me I’m doing fine, remind me that life is too short to stress about payroll blips or IT issues. Today, although it’s busy as always, turns out to be one of the better ones, and I’m humming tunelessly as I rush down the corridor again just after five.

      ‘Fancy a quick drink, Beth? Ruth and I are heading up to Montpellier in a bit. Join us?’

      Deborah, hearing me approaching, has popped her head out of her room, grey-blonde bob swinging around her face.

      ‘Oh Debs, I’d love to, but I promised Dad I’d pop in this evening, and then the kids, you know…’

      I shrug, and she nods understandingly.

      ‘We’ll give you more notice next time. See you tomorrow, love.’

      ‘See you. Enjoy. Have one for me. No, two. Have two for me.’

      ‘Not a problem. Wouldn’t do it for anyone else, mind.’

      She winks and disappears back into her room, and I head for the car park. It won’t be dark for nearly another hour but the sky is leaden and, while the morning was just wet, this evening is wet and windy, a sudden gust rolling a discarded Coke can across the slick concrete ahead of me and whipping a strand of hair across my face. I fumble for my car keys in the bag slung over my shoulder, and suddenly I see him out of the corner of my eye.

      Again? Seriously? Oh, come on…

      I stop dead and push back my already-damp hair, trying to tuck it behind my ear. I feel a little wave of irritation. When it all began, I’d been wary, nervous, scared even. But then it seemed to stop again, and I’d almost forgotten about him. Almost. So if he’s back… I’m more than irritated now, I’m angry. What does he want, this weirdo who keeps turning up, hanging around? Has he nothing better to do than creep about, spying on me, following me? I turn, take a step towards the spot where he’s standing, then blink. He’s gone. It’s raining harder now, heavy drops settling on my eyelashes, blurring my vision, and I stand still, my gaze sweeping across the almost-empty space. Where did he go? I can’t see him; I can’t see anybody. Only half a dozen cars remain, mine included. But no shadowy figures. Nobody watching me, lurking, waiting. Just my overactive imagination, playing tricks on me.

      OK. Phew. Good.

      I take a deep breath, look around one last time, and shiver. It’s cold, and now I’m soaking wet. I need to get on. I climb into the car and start the engine.
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      I’m still thinking about him though as I pull into the driveway at home an hour later, after popping in to see Dad. It was several months ago when I first began to get the feeling that someone was following me, that unseen eyes were watching me.

      It was little things at first: a glimpse of a man on the other side of the road as I left the surgery, always in the same dark hooded jacket, but never approaching, never close enough for me to see him clearly, just standing there, statue-like, waiting until I got into my car and then scuttling away; the same silver Fiat appearing again and again, driving slowly past my house, following me into Sainsbury’s car park – but again, never near enough for me to get a proper view of the driver. Now and again, I even thought he might be taking photos of me, because there was a phone or camera raised briefly in front of his face. Unsettled, I mentioned it to a few people – the girls at work, a couple of neighbours – wondering if maybe they’d noticed anyone hanging around too, but none of them had, and I could tell they thought I was imagining things.

      ‘I mean, Cheltenham isn’t a big place, not really, not when you think about it, is it?’ Ruth said, when I confided in her in the staffroom one morning not long after it had started. ‘You do tend to see the same people around. I see the same bloke passing my house with his black Labrador all the time. You worry too much, Beth. I haven’t seen anyone hanging around. Nobody I’d be concerned about anyway.’

      I nodded, somewhat reassured, but I still worried. As the weeks passed, though, I did try hard to convince myself that everyone was right and I was imagining it, because why would anyone want to follow me? The idea that I might have a stalker, some sort of crackpot secret admirer, is faintly ludicrous. I’m hardly a catch – a forty-year-old divorced mum of two, so frantically trying to divide her time between work, kids, and an elderly dad that she barely has time to drag a comb through her hair or dab on a bit of blusher. But still, every now and again, there he was, a figure on the periphery of my vision who seemed to melt away if I tried to get a closer look. I thought about marching over to confront him, to demand an explanation, but I couldn’t pluck up the courage because… what if I was wrong? What if I really was just being paranoid? And then, six weeks or so ago, it all stopped. He just seemed to disappear. No fleeting glimpses of hooded figures, no silver Fiats. And yet, today, there he was again, back in the car park. Except he wasn’t. Or was he? I had been so sure, for a minute, but then…

      ‘MUM! ELOISE WON’T LET ME BORROW HER IPAD, MUM! TELL HER!’

      I’ve only just pushed the front door open, key still in the lock, and Finley is flinging himself at me, face contorted in frustration.

      ‘Crikey, Finley, give me a second to get in out of the rain!’ I say, and he pouts.

      ‘But Muuuum…’

      ‘Shh.’

      I close the door behind me, wipe my feet on the doormat, and drop my bag. Then I reach for him, ruffling his blond mop and pulling him in for a hug.

      ‘Where is your sister? In her room?’ I ask, and he nods, his head buried in my tummy.

      ‘OK, well we’ll go up and see her in a minute, but you need to learn to ask nicely, OK? You don’t get anywhere if you’re a grumpy little pup all the time, do you? Come on, I need to let Robin go first.’

      I drop a kiss onto the top of his head and release him, and he follows, still muttering darkly, as I head into the kitchen where Robin is at the sink, wiping down the draining board. The room is warm with a delicious smell of cooked sausages in the air. She turns and smiles.

      ‘Hi Beth. Sorry about the grump. He was fine until he decided he wanted to play that panda game he’s obsessed with and Eloise told him she needed the iPad for her homework.’

      ‘Oh gosh, don’t worry, I’ll sort him out in a minute. Go, Robin. Sorry I’m a bit late, I had to call in to see Dad and the traffic is dreadful. Not that that will bother you today, of course, you crazy woman.’

      She’s folding the dishcloth neatly, her grin widening.

      ‘Nope. Running today. I know it’s a bit damp but hey, there’s no such thing as bad weather, right? Just the wrong clothes.’

      She’s a bit mad, Robin. She’s my ‘cleaner slash child-minder’, and she’s definitely a bit of a funny one. Nice, obviously, and super capable and reliable or I wouldn’t have hired her; the kids love her, but she’s a bit… a bit stand-offish sometimes, I suppose. Never reveals much about her private life, or her past. I mean, that’s fine; she doesn’t have to tell me everything, but I don’t even know if she’s in a relationship, has kids (I don’t think so, as she’s never mentioned any), or exactly how old she is, for example. Mid-fifties probably, lean and fit, with short, dark-blonde hair, and her skin is always pink and healthy and make-up free. And – and this is why I think she’s a bit mad, because I’m slightly exercise-phobic myself – even though she lives a good five miles away, right across town, she quite often runs to and from work. If the weather’s really terrible, or she’s short of time, she’ll drive her little yellow Smart car which delights Finley, who, at seven years old, has recently started reading Enid Blyton and thinks she’s borrowed it from Noddy. But at least twice a week she’ll turn up at 8am, red-faced and happy in her running gear, a backpack of fresh clothes slung over her shoulders, having spent an hour bounding across town and out to our place in Prestbury. Mad, right?

      She’s retrieved her backpack from its usual spot by the patio doors now and is heading for the downstairs loo to change out of the jeans, ankle boots, and jumper she’s been wearing during the day.

      ‘Oh, and Jacob popped in for a minute to drop off Eloise’s trainers, the ones she left at his on Tuesday,’ she calls over her shoulder. ‘She needs them for school in the morning, I think. He said he’ll see you tomorrow.’

      ‘OK, great. Thanks, Robin.’

      ‘Muuuum…’

      Finley is still at my elbow, pulling at my sleeve now.

      ‘Darling, please, just give me one minute. Run up to your room and choose a book for your bedtime story later. I promise I’ll be straight up as soon as I’ve made a cup of tea, and then we’ll go and see your sister and see if we can borrow that iPad for half an hour, OK?’

      He pauses for a moment, squinting up at me, considering my proposal. Then:

      ‘OK!’

      He scampers off and I give a small sigh of relief, yawn, and cross the room to put the kettle on. Robin’s left the place spotless as usual, and for the umpteenth time I thank my lucky stars – or guardian angel or whatever other celestial being might just be out there looking after me – that it was she who answered the rather desperate plea I stuck on the noticeboard in the shop down the road about six months after Jacob and I split up.

      
        
        Cleaner/childcare help needed for busy single mother.

      

        

      
        School runs, after-school care, and light housekeeping duties Monday to Friday.

      

        

      
        Please call Beth on the number below.

      

      

      Days later, Robin was sitting in my kitchen, and twenty-four hours after that I’d hired her. It had been a miracle she’d seen the notice at all, living as she did across town, but she’d been in Prestbury visiting a friend and had popped into the village shop on her way home. She’d recently left her previous employer in The Park after the twins she’d been caring for had gone off to secondary school and didn’t need her anymore. The reference she’d brought with her had been glowing, and when I called later to double check, the children’s mother had urged me to snap her up.

      ‘Honestly, I miss her so much,’ she said. ‘You’ll have happy kids and a sparkling home. I’m jealous!’

      She’d been right, and having Robin there every day to take them to and collect them from school, then feed them and supervise homework until I get in from work has given Finley and Eloise back some of the stability they lost when their father and I split. Eighteen months on, I do indeed (iPad-sharing dramas aside) have happy kids and a sparkling home, and although I couldn’t exactly say we’re close friends, Robin’s certainly become someone I like, trust, and rely on. OK, so there have been, if I’m honest, one or two little… well, I’ll call them incidents, but I’ve let those go. They were minor, and not worth losing her over, and anyway, they were a while ago now. People like Robin are hard to find and I don’t intend to part company with her any time soon – not if I can help it.

      I drop a teabag into a mug and pour in the boiling water, yawning again. I’m not sure why, but I haven’t been sleeping well recently; my nights are restless, my dreams more often nightmares. Nightmares like the ones I used to have years ago, way back in my teens.

      Is it him, Mr Stalker, who’s making me feel so strange? Is that why the nightmares are back? It’s been so long…

      I stare into my mug, wondering, then jump as a voice shouts:

      ‘Bye Beth! See you tomorrow!’

      Robin is waving at me from the kitchen doorway.

      ‘Oh gosh! Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you,’ she says.

      I laugh and wave a hand dismissively.

      ‘Oh, it’s OK, I was in my own little world there for a minute! Bye, Robin. Thanks so much, as always. Have a nice evening!’

      ‘You too.’

      She smiles, waves again, and is gone. I turn back to my drink, fishing the teabag out, squishing it against the side of the mug, and depositing it in the food caddy that sits beside the sink. My heart is racing. How ridiculous. It was only Robin. What’s wrong with me?

      I walk slowly out into the hallway and make my way upstairs, bracing myself for the inevitable row I’m about to have with my strong-willed ten-year-old daughter when I try to persuade her to hand over the iPad to her little brother, and having a stern word with myself. Everything is fine. I’m fine, work is fine, the kids are fine. So I need to shake this nagging unease that keeps sweeping over me. There’s no reason for it.  I probably just need a hot bath and an early night – a decent sleep. Whatever it is, it’ll pass, like everything does.

      I take a deep, steadying breath and yet, even as I push open the door of my daughter’s bedroom, I can feel that tight little knot of tension in my stomach growing. Because it’s not working. No matter how sternly I talk to myself, how firmly I tell myself everything is fine, I can’t entirely supress this creeping feeling of… dread. The clawing sensation that something that happened a long, long time ago, something I thought I’d managed to bury forever, might not be buried after all.
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      ‘Do you think that poor woman is OK? It’s freezing. Is there nothing we can do?’

      I’m peering out of the window of the surgery waiting room. Across the street, in the doorway of the building adjacent to our car park, an old lady is sitting wrapped in a blanket, a big wheelie suitcase tucked in beside her. She has long, straggly grey hair and a brown felt hat pulled down low over her eyes, and she’s reading a battered paperback, gloved fingers shaking slightly as she turns the pages. She started using the doorway – that of a closed-down Indonesian restaurant – as a daytime reading spot a few weeks ago, spending a few hours at a time there before neatly folding her blanket and trundling slowly off again, leaving a little nest of cardboard behind her. It’s probably a lucrative spot for her – I’ve seen more than one of our patients stopping to drop a few coins in her lap as they arrive and depart – but it hurts my heart to see her there, alone in the cold.

      ‘Nadia? I took her over a coffee earlier.’

      Ruth is behind her reception desk, resplendent in red animal print today and sorting through some files. The waiting room is empty; the lunchtime lull before afternoon surgery begins at two.

      ‘Nadia?’ I say. ‘Is that her name?’

      Ruth looks up at me.

      ‘Yep. She’s a bit of a sweetie, actually. She doesn’t say much, but I’ve started popping over with a hot drink and a few biscuits every time she turns up and I’ve built up a bit of rapport with her. She’s staying in that shelter off the High Street, but they have to be out between breakfast and teatime, bless her.’

      ‘That’s pretty tough in this weather.’

      ‘It is. But at least that doorway’s quite deep, out of the wind. And she’s got a hot water bottle, which helps. I top that up for her too, if she needs it.’

      ‘That’s kind of you. Poor woman. What’s her story, do you know? How come she’s homeless? She must be, what? Seventyish?’

      I turn to look at Nadia again. She’s buried even deeper in her blanket now, just her nose peeking out, the book close to her face.

      ‘Probably. And I don’t know,’ says Ruth. ‘Didn’t like to ask really. She seems healthy enough at least. It’s so sad though, isn’t it? To be homeless and alone at her age. Well, at any age really.’

      I turn away from the window with a sigh.

      ‘It really is. I’m so grateful that Dad is safe and warm and looked after. He was in great form just now.’

      ‘Oh good. Give him my love next time you see him. Tell him I’ll pop in one day early next week, take him a slice of cheesecake. I’m planning a baking session on Sunday.’

      ‘He’d love that. He always did love your cheesecake. Actually, so do I. You’ll be bringing some into work too, right?’

      Ruth grins.

      ‘Of course.’

      I smile back and head for my office. I called in to see Dad at lunchtime today so I could get home a little earlier; Jacob, my ex, is taking the kids tonight and Barbara and Brenda, my next-door neighbours and friends, are coming round for drinks and a takeaway, a Friday night treat. I try to see my father at least three or four times a week, but I don’t always manage it. He understands, but it doesn’t stop me feeling guilty. At eighty, he’s been in a care home for nearly a year now, since he had a major stroke, but even before that he’d been struggling. He’s got diabetic retinopathy, a complication of his diabetes which has gradually claimed more and more of his eyesight. He’s not blind, not totally, but his vision is pretty poor these days, and that combined with the partial leg and arm paralysis caused by the stroke finally made it impossible for him to live alone. I considered, briefly, moving him in with us, but his need for full-time care just made it too difficult, and anyway, he refused point blank.

      ‘I know a couple of lads who are about to move into Holly Tree anyway,’ he said – his words were slightly slurred, the stroke having affected his face too, but only a little – when he first mooted the idea of going to see the newly built residential and nursing care home on Lansdown Road. ‘Pretty fancy, apparently. Got a bar and everything.’

      He’d winked and smiled his newly lopsided smile, and I’d felt a surge of relief, then immediately felt guilty again. But when we did the tour, we discovered it was indeed pretty fancy: a state-of-the-art modern building with a bar and restaurant, swimming pool and gym, games room and library. It was expensive yes, but Dad, a former accountant, had always been thrifty and had enough money put aside to cover the fees for the first eighteen months or so. After that, the proceeds from the sale of his house, a tidy three-bed in Shurdington which sold within days of going on the market, will hopefully be enough to pay for his care for as long as he needs it.

      Today, when I popped in just after one, I found him sitting in his wheelchair by the window in the bar, nursing a glass of red wine in his good hand and snorting with laughter at something his friend Billy, another ex-accountant who was sitting in the armchair opposite, was telling him.

      ‘Well, you two look like you’re having a nice Friday,’ I said. ‘Wine at lunch? I’m jealous.’

      Dad turned to look at me, squinting, trying to focus on my face, then grinned.

      ‘Beth. Hello, love. Sit down. How are you?’

      He looked neat and groomed as usual, wearing a dark-brown cardigan done up to the neck with his thin grey hair recently brushed. He may be almost blind, but he still has pride in his appearance.

      ‘I’m OK,’ I said. ‘Tired. Ready for the weekend. Are you all right? And hi, Billy. How are you?’

      Billy, a kind-faced old man in a blue checked shirt, raised his glass of what looked like gin and tonic and nodded.

      ‘Grand, lass, grand.’

      ‘I’m all right, love,’ Dad said. ‘We’re going in for lunch at quarter to. Billy and I were just reminiscing about the old days. Some of the stories…’

      He laughed again, and I smiled. He’s frail, but he’s content here, I can always see that. We chatted idly for a few more minutes, Billy joining in to regale us with another half-forgotten memory of some notorious local businessman and his attempts at money laundering. My mind drifted a little, the overheated room making me sleepy, and random thoughts tumbled over each other.

      Indian or Thai tonight?

      Did I remember to put the bubbly in the fridge?

      I need to put some clean pyjamas in Eloise’s overnight bag.

      Was that really him again last night in the car park, or was I imagining it? Who the hell is he? What does he want?

      A shiver ran through me, despite the warmth of the room. I sat up straighter in my chair, trying to concentrate on Dad and Billy’s conversation.

      I really need to stop thinking about him. Forget him, Beth.

      I’ve never mentioned him to Dad; it’ll only worry him, and he’ll try and make me go to the police, and what’s the point, really? The man has never tried to approach me or harm me, after all. He’s just been… well, there.

      ‘I was saying to Billy earlier about what we talked about the other day… about it being Alice’s sixtieth birthday next month. Seems strange to think of your mother as an older woman, doesn’t it?’ Dad said suddenly.

      ‘I know,’ I said. We looked at each other in silence for a moment, then I said: ‘Well, wherever she is, I hope she has a good one. Sixty’s a big deal.’

      He shrugged, then grimaced.

      ‘Not as big a deal as eighty.’

      ‘True.’

      I smiled, then leaned over to squeeze his hand. Dad turned eighty recently, with a Saturday afternoon knees-up here in the home, tea and cake and a few tots of whiskey, and a singsong in the bar. The twenty-year age gap between him and Mum could well have been one of the reasons she left, I’ve sometimes thought on the rare occasions I’ve allowed myself to think about it. I could be wrong though – that’s probably just me, as an adult woman, trying to make excuses for her. But a twenty-year age gap is big, isn’t it, especially when you’re young? Who knows, though; it’s not something Dad and I have really discussed, not ever. She was unhappy, she cried a lot, and then she left. It was what it was; we suffered through it and then just got on with it, me and him. He was fifty when she went, she was just thirty, and already mother of a ten-year-old, me. Married at eighteen, to a man who was already nearly forty. My memories of her are hazy now – a vague image in my head of blonde hair, smiley eyes, the smell of the coconut-oil body lotion she loved, the tiny triple star tattoo on her collar bone.

      One star for her, one for Dad, one for me.

      She must have loved him once, must have loved me, to get that tattoo, mustn’t she? Or did she know, even as she sat there in the tattooist’s chair, the needle pushing colour into her skin, the smell of antiseptic in her nostrils… did she know even then that she was going to leave us? Was the tattoo enough, a souvenir, a memory, of the family she no longer wanted to spend her life with? Over the years that followed –  those dreadful teenage years when being without a mother led me to dark places I no longer allow myself to remember – I painted a picture of her in my mind, a picture of a free spirit, wild and beautiful, too wild in the end for marriage and children and suburbia, a woman who could not be tamed. But they were the romantic musings of a teenager, for I don’t know why she went at all in truth, not really.

      I have only one photograph of my mother, Alice, on her wedding day in the late 70s, Dad dapper in white trousers and a navy blazer, Mum in flowing lace with flowers in her hair. In a rare fit of rage – Dad never gets angry – he threw the rest of the photos, every album, every framed picture, on a bonfire a few months after she went, once it became clear she was gone for good, that it wasn’t just a temporary thing, something that could be fixed. But I squirrelled the wedding photo away, slipping it under my mattress. I would take it out to look at, to weep over, when I was alone in my room at night, and run my finger across her face, whispering: ‘Please come home, Mummy. Please, please come home,’ over and over and over again.

      She didn’t of course. The emptiness was so… so big, at first. It got smaller over time, slowly shrank away over the years until I could barely feel it anymore, but now and again, even decades later and usually when I’m least expecting it, it returns, just briefly. That void, that pain.

      ‘What’re you doing tonight, love? Hitting the town?’

      Dad was speaking to me again and I dragged my attention back to him, to my father, the one person who’s always been there for me. I smiled.

      ‘Girls’ night in,’ I said. ‘Jacob’s taking the kids and Brenda and Barbara are coming round. An Indian probably, and a couple of bottles of wine. That will do nicely.’

      ‘Sounds good. Enjoy, love. You deserve it.’

      Now, back in my office, I think again of Nadia, the poor homeless woman, then I sit down at my desk and try to count my blessings. My dad is safe and happy and looked after, the kids are doing well, I have a secure job that I love, great friends and colleagues. I’m even on amicable terms with my ex. There’s nothing to worry about. I tap my keyboard to wake up my computer and get back to work, but as the afternoon drags on one niggly, persistent thought repeatedly wriggles its way to the forefront of my brain.

      Everything might be fine now. But that’s only because nobody knows what happened back then. What if that changed?

      That would be the end of everything, wouldn’t it?
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      ‘Right, got everything? I’m not going to get a call in two hours’ time asking me to drive over with your nightie or your book or something else crucially important?’

      I poke Eloise gently in the tummy and she squirms and slaps my hand away.

      ‘Get off, Mum! No, I haven’t forgotten anything this time. Check if you don’t believe me.’

      She points at her little rose-gold weekend case which is still open on the hall floor, and I shake my head.

      ‘Nope, I believe you. Thousands of mums wouldn’t, however.’

      I grin at her and she rolls her eyes, then grins back and kneels down to zip up the case. I watch her, my heart twisting a little as it always does when she and Finley have to leave me. She’s growing up so quickly, my little girl, fine, dark-brown hair swishing around her slender shoulders, long lashes like her dad’s. She’s only ten, not quite at the stage where she wants to start putting make-up on her smooth olive skin or punching holes in her soft earlobes, but I know those days are getting closer and I dread them. Finley, who’s now trudging down the stairs, dragging his own bag behind him – THUMP! THUMP! THUMP! – is as like me in appearance as Eloise is like her father: blonder, paler, rounder of face.

      ‘OK you two, let’s get out of here. Give your mother some peace.’

      Jacob is standing in the doorway and I drag my gaze from my children – our children – and I smile at him. Over his shoulder, I can see Crystal sitting in the front seat of his blue Land Rover which is parked in the driveway, long black hair pulled into a neat knot on top of her head. She’s still in her business suit – he must have picked her up from work – and she’s holding her phone to her ear, nodding, her face solemn. I meet her eye, raise a hand, and she waves back, flashing her perfect white teeth. We’re OK now, Jacob and Crystal and I. Not close friends, but amicable, cordial, all three of us putting Finley and Eloise’s happiness first. It took a while, but it’s as good as it can be under the circumstances.

      It was all so clichéd really: Jacob and I started dating at university, got engaged the day we graduated, and were married a couple of years later, both of us just twenty-four. Too young. We did, at least, wait a while before we had children, building our careers, buying a house. I had Eloise when I was thirty, Jacob’s landscape gardening business finally making enough money for me to take extended maternity leave, and Finley was born three years later. On his fifth birthday, as we tried to restore order to the chaos our son and sixteen over-excited classmates had wrought on our living room, as I picked party popper streamers off the pot plants and wiped jammy fingerprints from the cushions, Jacob told me he’d been having an affair with one of his clients and was leaving me.

      Our marriage was over, just like that. My happy bubble was popped like the deflated balloons lying limply on the sofa, my world falling to pieces like the cake trampled into the carpet. Of course there’d been signs – many of them, in the previous months – and more arguments. Jacob had worked late or at weekends more and more frequently, and there had been a general sense, unvoiced but felt by both of us, that we’d slowly grown apart as we’d grown up. But when the end came, it left me reeling. Crystal Williams, the woman now sitting in my driveway, waiting to spend the weekend with my children, is a beautiful thirty-five-year-old barrister with creamy caramel skin, a stunning home in Charlton Kings, and the most extensive shoe collection of anyone I know.

      I should hate her – she shagged, and eventually stole, my husband as he worked on a three-month garden redesign for her, after all – and at first I did, with a passion. But the hatred slowly dissipated, and it has, miraculously, now gone completely. They’re still together, she and Jacob, happy and settled in her gorgeous house, and the kids… well, I’m still loath to say they love her, but I think they do, just a little. They fell for her accent first (she’s originally from Barbados, and speaks, they say “just like Rihanna, Mum!”). But she’s also kind to them, generous but not in an ostentatious or over-the-top way and, although she apparently has no desire to have children of her own, she has willingly accepted my offspring into her life and home as often as they want to be there, as part of Jacob, the man she genuinely seems to love. A few months after the split she rang me, asked if we could meet, told me how ashamed she was, but also how in love. She was so humble, so deeply apologetic, so bloody nice, that despite myself I could feel the burning anger I felt towards her for hastening the end of our marriage begin to cool almost immediately. After all, if it hadn’t been her, it would have been somebody else, eventually; it might even have been me who’d had the affair, who’d left first. That’s the truth of it, and there’s no point in pretending otherwise.

      So now we rub along just… fine. It’s fine. I’m still single, of course, but that’s fine too. For now, at least.

      ‘Bye Mum! See you on Sunday.’

      Finley has wrapped his arms around my waist, face upturned. I kiss his forehead and squeeze him tightly until he yelps and squirms from my grasp. Eloise takes his place and I kiss her too and then wave them off, the Land Rover pulling slowly out of the driveway just as Brenda and Barbara appear at the gate. They pause to wave and smile, then walk up the drive to where I’m still standing by the open front door. Brenda is clutching a bottle of cava and Barbara is holding a covered baking tray, which I very much hope holds some of her divine chocolate brownies.

      ‘Evening! Brownies!’ she says.

      ‘Yesss!’ I say. ‘You never let me down! Come in, come in.’

      I shut the door and we head for the kitchen, both of them talking at once.

      ‘I’m ready for a glass of that bubbly, Brenda. Crack it open!’

      ‘I’m starving. What shall we order tonight? Oh, Beth, the Kings Head is going to start doing a weekly quiz night next month, have you heard? The Busy Bees have to enter. We’d be brilliant, don’t you think?’

      I laugh, open the cupboard, and take out three glasses, then relieve Barbara of her tray. It’s still warm to the touch and the contents smell mouth-watering.

      ‘Indian? I’m easy though. We’ll order straight away, shall we? I’m hungry too. And yes, a pub quiz sounds fun. Haven’t done one in years. You’re on for a Busy Bees team if I can get Robin to babysit.’

      The Busy Bees is the name Brenda came up with for the three of us – Beth, Barbara, and Brenda – not long after we all met. As I stand at my front door, looking out, Barbara lives next door on the left and Brenda on the right. They’re both a bit older – many of my friends are older than me these days, which doesn’t bother me at all, although some would, I suspect, look for a deep psychological meaning behind the fact that I’m drawn to women of around my absent mother’s age – and both are single, and we all just… well, clicked, I suppose. They’re kind, and good fun, and our regular get-togethers are always a hoot. We own three of just eight properties in The Acre, a small, new development just off the top of Prestbury High Street, where I moved after Jacob and I sold our marital home on the other side of town after the split. Brenda moved in just three weeks after I did, and Barbara about a month after that, so we’ve all been here a year or so now, and I love it. The house is spacious and bright and ultra-modern, four bedrooms and an open-plan kitchen and living area; outside, it has a smart paved driveway and a small but pretty south-facing garden, and it’s perfect for me and the kids. Prestbury’s great too, just two miles from Cheltenham town centre and a short drive from work, but with its own mini supermarket, a couple of hair salons, three pubs and, of course, the world-famous racecourse just down the road.

      Now I smile as my friends settle themselves on the high-backed bar stools around my kitchen island, clinking glasses. Brenda, who will turn sixty this year, is sporting her trademark red-framed spectacles, her short stylishly cut grey-blonde hair with its long fringe sweeping across her forehead. She manages a boutique in the trendy part of town called The Suffolks, one of those elegant little shops full of cashmere wraps and floaty silk dresses – lovely but way out of my price range. Barbara, who’s always cagey about her age but who I suspect is a little younger than Brenda, is a hippy chick with long red hair and is fond of chunky jumpers she knits herself. She teaches knitting too, in courses she runs at the adult education centre in town, and although she keeps threatening to buy me some needles and wool and give me a free lesson, I’ve resisted so far. The jumpers are nice though. She’s wearing one now – bright yellow with a navy zigzag around the neckline, teamed with a long denim skirt. I’m in black velvet joggers and a matching hoodie, my shoulder-length blonde hair pulled back into a messy ponytail. We’re a mismatched trio style-wise, but none of us cares about that; it’s our differences that make us interesting to each other, as Brenda once said.

      We order an Indian and drink more cava as we wait for it to arrive, catching each other up on our news, although I don’t have much – another busy week at work, Eloise landing a major role in the school’s Easter play, Finley falling out of a tree in Pittville Park again but managing not to break anything this time. Brenda has been fending off the attentions of a would-be suitor, a gentleman in his seventies who’s been dropping into the boutique on an almost daily basis, bringing her roses and offering to take her to jazz concerts (‘I mean, he’s too old, for a start, and I don’t even like jazz. Why would he think I like jazz? It’s just noise,’ she says.) Meanwhile Barbara is trying to decide if getting a dog would be a good idea, and debating the respective virtues of poodles (‘They’re really clever, and they don’t shed hair, and they don’t need too much walking, apparently,’) and pugs (‘They actually quite like being indoors, I think, so it wouldn’t mind me staying in knitting. Although they often snore. I’m not sure I could handle that; it would remind me of an ex…’).

      Brenda has just launched into a story about a customer who tried to return a pair of palazzo trousers which she claimed didn’t fit, but which had very clearly been worn (‘There was this huge stain, and they stank of cigarettes. I mean, honestly…’) when the house phone rings.

      ‘Probably the curry. Why can they never find us?’ I say, as I jump off my stool and cross into the living area to answer the call.

      ‘Hello,’ I say breezily. I feel a little drunk already after two large glasses of cava on an empty stomach. There’s a second or two of silence on the line, then a male voice says:

      ‘Oh, hi. Is that Beth Holland?’

      ‘It is, yes.’

      I roll my eyes, waiting for the inevitable: ‘I’m just trying to find your house. Can you tell me exactly where in Prestbury you are, please?’ Instead, there’s another moment or two of silence, and then:

      ‘Formerly Beth Armstrong?’

      ‘Yes,’ I say automatically. Then I pause. Why on earth would the curry delivery man be asking me my maiden name?

      ‘Why are you asking me that? Who is this?’ I demand sharply.

      There’s another couple of seconds of silence on the line and then, abruptly, the call is cut off. The dial tone sounds in my ear. I put the handset back in its holder and stare at it.

      ‘What’s up? Are they lost again?’ calls Barbara.

      I walk slowly back across the room, frowning.

      ‘No, it wasn’t the curry. I don’t know who it was, actually. It was kinda weird.’

      I sit down again and pick up my glass.

      ‘Weird? Weird how?’ asks Brenda.

      ‘Well, some guy asked me if I was Beth Holland and then if my maiden name was Armstrong. And when I said it was – and don’t ask me why I did; blame this stuff…’—I wave my glass in the air—‘When I said yes, he just put the phone down.’

      ‘Hmmm. That is a bit odd,’ says Barbara. ‘I wonder…’

      BZZZZZZZ.

      The doorbell rings and my friends let out a simultaneous whoop.

      ‘Curry! Yesss!’

      ‘I’ll go,’ Brenda says. She jumps up and Barbara turns to me.

      ‘Shall I get the plates out?’

      They’ve both clearly forgotten about the phone call already and I smile, trying to subdue my feeling of unease.

      ‘Yes, you get the plates. You know where they are. I’ll grab some cutlery,’ I say.

      I get up and head for the cutlery drawer, but my mind is racing.

      Who was that? Why ask that and immediately hang up? What did he want? But… well, there are plenty of organisations out there who know my maiden name, aren’t there? My bank, car insurance company, credit card people… so, probably nothing sinister, right? Maybe just a cold call from someone selling extra insurance or something, that got cut off? It’s just that…

      I grab a handful of knives and forks and turn to see Brenda back in the kitchen brandishing a large brown paper bag, a delicious spicy aroma already wafting towards me.

      ‘It smells amazing. Let’s eat!’ she says.

      I smile and nod, but inside my stomach is flipping. My appetite is gone and my anxiety is spiralling again. OK, maybe I’m putting two and two together and making seventeen. Maybe there’s a perfectly innocent explanation for that phone call. But suddenly it’s all too much. As my friends chatter away, dishing out the food, I take a couple of deep breaths, trying to regain control, but I’m struggling. The fear is taking over, threatening to consume me, the fear that it’s about to rear its head again, the thing I try never to think about, the thing I try to keep hidden in a tiny box in the far recesses of my mind. The thing I’ve tried to bury so deep it can never escape. Now I’m starting to think I’m not being paranoid after all.

      I’m becoming convinced that finally, after all these years, someone’s coming for me.

      Someone who knows what I did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Creak, creak, creak.

      I hear the sound and I know instantly that this is a dream. A dream I’ve had many, many times before.

      No, not a dream. A nightmare.

      I know this is a nightmare, just a nightmare, not real, but I still can’t make it stop. I’ve never been able to make it stop, never been able to wake myself up once it starts.

      And so I stand there, under the old wooden beams in the half-light, listening to the noise.

      Creak, creak, creak.

      The bedroom is cold. My breath hangs in the air in front of me, like little puffs of ghostly candyfloss. But I’m not cold; I’m sweating. My armpits are damp as the panic rises inside me again. My heart hammers painfully against the wall of my chest.

      And yet, I know this isn’t real, that I’m not really here in this room.

      In fact, despite being able to see it in all its horrific detail in my nightmares, I’ve never been in this room.

      And so I do what I do every time. I tell myself that everything is OK, that I’ll wake up in a minute, that this isn’t happening.

      That this never happened.

      And for a moment, or two or three, I’ll believe it, and great waves of relief will come crashing over me. My heartrate will slow, my muscles will start to relax, and the sweat begin to dry on my skin. But the relief won’t last.

      Because then I’ll wake up.

      And as I lie there alone in the dark, I’ll remember again, slowly, agonisingly.

      I’ll remember that it is real after all.

      It was the night that changed everything.

      Every choice we make in life has consequences, doesn’t it?
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      ‘Let’s just go up to Lonely Tree, then turn around, OK?’

      It’s ten o’clock on Saturday morning, and I’m up on Cleeve Hill with Ruth and Deborah from work. It’s a semi-regular thing for us on a weekend morning – my few-times-a-month attempt to take a little exercise. This involves a brisk walk up the hill – the highest point in the Cotswolds – then some restorative (and probably benefit-cancelling) coffee and cake at the little hotel on the way back home. This is my happy place though, a thousand acres of limestone grassland criss-crossed with footpaths;  the views are breathtaking. It’s common land up here, with hundreds of sheep and cattle during the grazing season, but right now in early March it’s just walkers – many with dogs – runners, and the occasional mountain bike or horse. We take many different routes, the three of us, during our weekend walks, but we often end up at Lonely Tree. Some call it Lone Tree, or Single Beech, but I prefer Lonely Tree because it really is lonely; a solitary, twisted, windswept beech tree, the highest tree in Gloucestershire, surrounded by a memorial wall with plaques dedicated to those who loved the hill.

      ‘Race you to the top!’

      Deborah is off, her long legs powering across the scrubby grass. Ruth and I roll our eyes and follow at a more leisurely pace. It’s steep though, and if I’m honest I’m a little hungover from last night – a tad too much cava consumed – but I grit my teeth and keep moving. I’ve put on a few pounds recently. My size fourteen jeans are tight across my tummy and I know I need the exercise today – for my body as well as for my head. The exertion is helping me to forget the gnawing anxieties of last night and the nightmares that visited me yet again in the early hours. There’s a chill in the air, but we’ve been walking uphill for the past fifteen minutes and I’m sweating, too warm now in my old navy puffer coat.

      ‘Phew!’

      Finally, Ruth and I are at the tree; Deborah is smugly waiting for us. We pause for a few minutes, reading some of the plaques.

      
        
        1950-2018

        John Evans, who walked his dogs here for 25 years.

        Love you always, forget you never.

      

        
      
        In loving memory of Ellen McDuff, 1944-2016.

        Here forever, enjoying the view.

      

      

      ‘I want one of these, one day. Make a note of that, Ruth, will you? You’re the organised one,’ I say.

      ‘What do you want it to say? In memory of Beth Holland, who used this hill as a hangover cure and an excuse to eat cake?’ asks Deborah, and we all snort with laughter.

      ‘Something like that,’ I say. ‘Come on, let’s sit for a bit.’

      There’s a bench nearby and we slump onto it. There’s silence for a few moments, as we take in the view.

      ‘Rain coming. Not for a while though,’ says Ruth. She’s right; there are dark clouds gathering in the distance, but the sky above us is still a clear baby-blue.

      ‘So how was last night? Have fun with the Bees?’ asks Deborah. She’s tied her barely shoulder-length bob back into a tiny ponytail at the nape of her neck for the ascent, and now she pulls at the hairband to release her hair, letting it swing round her face.

      ‘Yeah, it was nice,’ I say. Apart from the phone call, I think, but I don’t say it.

      ‘We should organise something for all five of us one of these days. A girls’ night out. Fancy it?’ I add.

      ‘Definitely,’ says Deborah, and Ruth nods too.

      ‘That would be fun.’

      It makes me happy that my friends all get on so well. I invited Deborah and Ruth, along with a few others from the surgery, to a house-warming drinks party a couple of months after I moved in last year when the decorating was mostly finished and I finally felt the place was ready to welcome visitors. As my immediate neighbours, I’d popped invitations through Brenda and Barbara’s doors too, more to be polite than anything; I’d only spoken to Brenda a few times when we’d seen each other in the street, and Barbara had only moved in a fortnight or so earlier. That night though, we chatted like long-lost friends, and long after everyone else had gone home, the three of us, plus Ruth and Deborah, were still gathered around my kitchen island, drinking wine, polishing off the last of the cheese and crackers, and laughing until our stomachs ached.

      As I’ve said before, it is maybe a little odd that all of my closest friends are twenty years older than me, but it’s just the way it is. I do have younger friends, of course: old uni friends, although we’ve largely lost touch these days as a result of careers and families scattering us across the UK and indeed the world; there are ‘mum’ friends, parents of Eloise and Finley’s schoolmates; and ‘couple’ friends Jacob and I made when we were together. But they’re all… more acquaintances, I suppose. We get together for coffee, discuss sleepovers and school events, have nights at the cinema or the odd dinner, but I’ve never really felt that I can talk to them, not about the things that really matter. I suppose that for years I had Jacob for all that – my teenage sweetheart, my husband, my best friend. I didn’t need anyone else. When my marriage fell apart, it was Ruth and Deborah at work who saved me, who took me under their motherly wings, and helped me put my life back together. They’re both married: Ruth is on her second marriage after her first husband died young, and Deborah, ‘a late bloomer’, in her own words, didn’t meet her soulmate until she was forty-five. She doesn’t have kids; Ruth has one son, now in his thirties and living in Canada. The three of us were already friends – they’d both joined the practice not long after I did and we’d hit it off straight away – but during those long, sad months they almost took on the role of surrogate mums too, doling out hugs and advice (and cake and wine, of course, on occasion) with unending patience and kindness.

      Brenda and Barbara, who only knew me after the worst was over, have been equally kind, both more than happy to pop round and watch the kids at short notice if I need to go out, despite neither being mums themselves. Brenda, she confided once during a leisurely Sunday lunch last summer, was unable to conceive with her late husband, although I never got the impression that this was a great sadness in her life, rather something to be accepted and moved on from. Barbara, who’s had several long-term female partners but never married, simply shrugged when I asked her if she’d ever wanted to be a mum.

      ‘It was never a priority for me, no. And it all seemed so complicated, you know, with two women? I mean, I know nowadays there are lots of options, but you know… I’m fine with it,’ she smiled.

      ‘How’s Robin these days?’ asks Ruth now. ‘No more… odd incidents?’

      ‘She’s great,’ I say. ‘No, nothing odd. I don’t know, I probably read too much into that, you know? She’s invaluable, to be honest. Can’t imagine what I’d do if she ever left.’

      ‘Good. Well, let’s hope she won’t then,’ says Ruth. ‘Right, shall we head back down? I need coffee.’

      We stand up and start the descent, following the winding path that will take us back down to where we’ve parked our cars. Ruth and Deborah start chatting about some work thing and I tune out, my mind drifting back to one of the ‘odd’ incidents Ruth mentioned. The first was on a Monday morning a few months after Robin started working for me. I’d got halfway to work when I realised I’d left some files at home – stuff I’d been working on over the weekend – so I’d rushed home again to pick them up. I pounded up the stairs to my bedroom, which doubles as a home office with a small desk fitting snugly into an alcove by the window. When I burst in, breathless, Robin, who was wearing headphones to listen to music as she cleaned, was standing at the desk. She had a sheaf of papers in her hands and was leafing through them. When I tapped her on the shoulder she jumped so violently and whirled round to face me so abruptly that I almost lost my footing, staggering backwards.

      ‘Beth! I… sorry, I was just tidying these… Is everything OK?’

      She pulled the headphones from her ears and waved the papers vaguely at me, her cheeks glowing, then turned and put them back on the desk.

      ‘Sorry,’ she said again. ‘I… I wasn’t…’

      ‘It’s OK, Robin. Sorry to have sneaked up on you like that. I didn’t mean to frighten you. I’ve just popped back to pick up some files. I forgot them and I need them today,’ I said.

      ‘Oh! Right, well… I’ll get out of your way. I’m pretty much done in here anyway,’ she said, and, picking up her duster and polish, she scuttled from the room.

      I stared after her for a moment, wondering. Had she really just been tidying up the papers, or was she flicking through them as I’d thought when I first walked into the room? I picked the pages up and examined them. Nothing particularly interesting – a few bills, confirmation from the council that I’d paid my green waste bin subscription. And to be fair, if I were cleaning somebody’s house, I’d probably glance at papers left lying on a desk too. It’s human nature, isn’t it? She did have to move them to dust, after all. And so I’d let it go, forgotten about it. There’d been a couple of other things though, after that… similar incidents when I’d walked into a room to find her opening drawers she had no need to open, when I noticed that my passport was on a different shelf in my bedside cupboard, and that documents were out of order in my in-tray. I’d let those go too. Robin was a treasure too valuable to lose over a little bit of nosiness, curiosity, whatever you wanted to call it. I needed her.

      Half an hour later we’re settled at a window table at Sunrise Lodge, the small hotel perched on the side of the hill, its coffee lounge famous for its homemade cakes. It’s busy this morning. A steady stream of hikers and dog walkers wanders in and out, and the staff weave their way between tables, heavily laden trays held high. I’ve plumped for a slice of cheesecake, Ruth’s gone for carrot cake, and the waiter has just put an enormous piece of Victoria sponge down in front of Deborah, vanilla buttercream oozing from its middle. It’s making me wish I’d ordered that too, now.

      When we arrived, I told the girls that today was my treat, only to realise when we sat down that I’d forgotten my purse, credit cards, the lot. So much for telling myself everything is fine. My head is so messed up at the moment it’s a wonder I’m not leaving the house in my pyjamas. I can’t say that though, even to my friends, so I just roll my eyes and apologise profusely for being such an airhead.
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