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Bella now

Bella listens to her mobile phone connect, her husband’s voice sounding distant as he invites her to leave a message. She’s always been fascinated by the way even her closest loved ones sound odd and alien-like when they’re recorded, Jack’s tone more nasal, his way of speaking more upbeat than it is in real life, as if every statement ends in a question mark.

She takes a deep breath and tries to focus, her mouth not quite working in time with her brain, words lagging behind after thoughts have already crossed the finishing line. She doesn’t think she’s ever felt so tired. ‘Hi, Jack, it’s me …’ A slight echo of her own voice comes back to her, as if it’s bouncing around the black hole of Jack’s messaging service. ‘I was hoping you’d answer. I presume you’re busy.’

She closes her eyes, picturing Jack as he briefly kissed her goodbye before he went to work this morning. He’s always loved his job, his position as one of the youngest senior sales managers in his firm’s history meaning they’ve always been able to pay their bills on time, have nice holidays. She remembers, just for a second, wanting to call him back, suggest he take the day off and spend some time with her. Instead, she let him go.

She swallows heavily, worried she’s going to run out of time, having little idea of how long she’s got before the messaging service cuts her off. She moves her mouth closer to the phone. She needs to concentrate. ‘I know I shouldn’t tell you this over voicemail, that I should speak to you in person, but …’ She hesitates again, clearing her throat. The fogginess in her head is making it difficult to string a sentence together. ‘I need to say this now or I might not have the courage to say it at all. Don’t come home this weekend, Jack.’

Suddenly she wants to spit the words out, eject them from her body as if they’re diseased. ‘I know this might be a bit of a shock, but I’ve been thinking about it a lot. After everything that’s happened recently, everything we’ve been through over the past few weeks, that I’ve been through, I think we might need some time apart. It’s not permanent, Jack. I’m sure we’ll move on, like we always do. It’s just that I feel like I need some space. And with the kids away …’

She suddenly wishes, more than anything she’s ever wished for before, she thinks, that Freddy and Paige were here. That this was a normal Friday, all of them looking forward to some family time this evening, when they might enjoy fish and chips, or pizza on their laps in front of the television. A cosy crime drama or one of the mind-numbing comedies that Freddy enjoys so much but that nobody else particularly likes. No doubt, if her children were here, she wouldn’t be having to make this phone call. Wouldn’t be telling her husband she needs some time alone.

She takes a breath again. ‘With the kids away, I thought it was an ideal opportunity to take some time out. Have a think about where we go from here. I thought …’ She feels a tear spring to her eye. ‘I thought maybe you could go to that Premier Inn where we …?’

She stops herself. Jack’s an adult. Not far off turning forty. Quite capable of deciding where to stay when his wife asks him not to come home because she’s feeling as if their marriage needs reassessing. Her husband has always been competent. Not the kind who relies on her to get him up in the morning, or who expects her to find him a clean tie each day, like some of her friends’ partners seem to do. When he goes on his frequent business trips, his organisational skills are almost military, an overnight bag always kept in the boot of his car in case of unforeseen events. Events exactly like this. ‘Anyway, I’ll leave that up to you.’

She thinks, just for a second, shifting her head slightly, her neck stiff as she contemplates her next few words. It’s time to end the call. ‘Don’t call me back, Jack. I probably won’t answer. I’ll see you in a couple of days, and we’ll take it from there, shall we? Okay, bye.’

She closes her eyes again. For the few brief seconds that the phone is still against her ear, the short time left on the messaging service waiting expectantly, in case she hasn’t finished, Bella feels an overwhelming urge to say something else, to shout down the line to her husband and tell him she didn’t mean any of what she said. To cry and scream and tell him they can work this out. That they can get past this hurdle, recover, be stronger …

As the cold tip of the knife touches her throat, Bella knows there’s no point. She hears the end-of-message beep as the man standing above her moves the phone away from her ear.




Six weeks earlier

Bella pulled the fridge open, peering inside to see what she could quickly whip up for Paige for her breakfast. Her daughter often refused to eat in the mornings, preferring instead to munch on chocolate bars during her break, no matter how many healthy options Bella tried to entice her with before she left. She frowned as she looked at the shelf that ran along the inside of the fridge door.

‘Freddy? Did you drink all the milk?’

Freddy was sitting at the breakfast bar, stuffing toast and jam into his mouth as if someone were going to take it away any second. Eating in the morning, or at any time, was no problem for her growing son, it seemed.

He shook his head. ‘Nope.’ The word was muffled as he stuffed another slice into his mouth.

‘Well, someone has. The shopping only came yesterday and there doesn’t seem to be any left. That’s quick, even for this house.’

Bella peered into the fridge again, thinking that perhaps, if she looked hard enough, the milk she was sure she’d bought might magically appear, and also knowing that if Jack came into the kitchen now, he would tell her off for standing with the door open, wasting electricity. She shrugged as she banged it shut. ‘Maybe it was Paige who drank it then. In that case, she’ll have to have a stale croissant for her breakfast instead of cereal.’

She walked over to the bread bin, pulled out one of last week’s uneaten croissants and put it on a plate. She looked up as her daughter breezed into the kitchen, her school bag already hanging from her shoulder, long hair pulled into a tight ponytail. Whenever Bella looked at Paige lately, she was struck by how much she’d flourished. She was a young woman now, her fourteen-year-old face having lost the softness it once had, her cheekbones more defined. Her eyes were so like Jack’s – nut-brown with a hint of just-turned autumn leaves – they sometimes took Bella’s breath away.

Paige eyed the croissant as she grabbed a textbook from the table. ‘No time to eat, sorry.’

‘I’ll wrap it in foil for you.’

‘Sorry, gotta go.’

‘Don’t forget it’s clarinet practice tonight.’

The front door slammed, Paige gone as quickly as she appeared, the fruity scent of her favourite body spray the only sign she’d ever been in the kitchen in the first place.

Sighing, Bella picked up the croissant and dropped it into the bin. Parenting failure number one of the day. And it was barely even eight o’clock. She turned to Freddy. At least her little boy still listened to her. For now, anyway, she thought, wondering if his coming thirteenth birthday, in the summer holidays, might be the start of a different story. ‘Come on.’ She waved her hands to entice him off the stool, as if she were waving away a fly. ‘You’ve eaten enough toast to feed a football team. Time to get a move on.’

Freddy grimaced. ‘Do I have to? It’s so nearly the holidays. You wouldn’t believe how many people skip the last few weeks of term. Greg Harper has gone to Spain already. He won’t be back until September.’

‘And just think of all the drum lessons he’s going to miss while he’s gone, which means you, my lovely son, will be way ahead of him when it comes to this term’s grading.’ Bella guided him towards the door.

‘Yeah, right.’

Bella stopped for a second, suddenly remembering something she had to tell him. ‘Oh, by the way, before you go, Grandma rang yesterday. She wants to know if you’re still up for spending a week or so in the Lakes with them this year. She says it won’t be the same if Grandpa’s fishing buddy doesn’t come and visit them.’

Freddy seemed to think for a few seconds. ‘Is there still absolutely no mobile signal at Grandma and Grandpa’s?’

‘Probably, but if you decide not to go simply because you can’t text your friends, I can always tell Grandma to bake her homemade double chocolate fudge cake for someone else …’

Freddy’s eyes widened. ‘No, no, that’s okay. I’m sure I can fit a week with Grandma and Grandpa into my busy summer schedule for one more year. As long as you let me go to that gaming convention with my mates in August.’

‘Ask me again when you’ve passed your drum exam with flying colours.’

‘Aw, I’ll totally be the odd one out if you don’t let me. Imagine the PTSD I’d suffer in the future, especially as you’re letting Paige go to France.’

‘That’s different. She’s going with her friend, and her friend’s parents—’

‘Whatever …’ Leaning past her, Freddy grabbed another piece of toast from the plate on the counter before heading out of the room, almost colliding with Jack as they both reached the doorway at the same time. The two of them did a dance, each moving to the same side in tandem, before bursting out laughing.

Jack moved to let his son through. ‘Work hard.’

‘Can’t promise.’ Freddy waved over his shoulder as he grabbed his bag from the bottom of the stairs and headed out of the front door. He and Jack had the same routine every morning, the same words said to each other every school day since Freddy was a little boy. As if the two of them were performers on a stage.

Bella leant against the counter with her arms folded. ‘He gets more like you every day.’

‘Lucky him.’ Coming into the kitchen, Jack kissed her forehead before grabbing a piece of toast that Freddy had left. He took a couple of quick bites before putting it back on the plate. ‘You were up early.’

Bella began to wash the dishes in the sink. The kitchen always looked like a bomb had hit it in the morning, no matter how spotless she left it the night before. ‘I’ve got a lot to do, that’s all.’

‘On your day off?’

‘I’m meeting Rosie. I need to get tidied up so I’m not coming back to a pigsty.’

Jack slipped his arms around her waist, resting his chin on her shoulder. His skin smelled of the shea butter soap she always left in the bathroom. ‘You’ll be complaining you’re tired later. Don’t think I didn’t notice you slipping out of bed last night. What was it this time? Browsing holiday homes in Barbados? Or internet shopping?’

Bella turned, her face level with his chest. She had always noticed how she and Jack seemed to fit together, as if they were two pieces of the same puzzle, her most comfortable place in all the world in his arms. ‘Just a bit of shopping. I didn’t order much. It seemed a better option than disturbing you with my tossing and turning …’

‘Hmm …’ Jack rolled his eyes. ‘I’ll look forward to seeing your face when you have no idea what’s in the ten parcels that arrive one after the other over the next few days.’

Bella batted him away. ‘Speaking of which, did you drink the milk? I’m sure it came with the shopping delivery yesterday, but now there doesn’t seem to be any.’

‘Are you sure you put it on the order?’ Jack moved away from her, straightening his tie.

‘I can’t see why I wouldn’t. I don’t usually forget anything …’

‘Probably the kids then. You know what they’re like. They think it’s Christmas whenever we stock up.’

Bella pictured Freddy, shaking his head as he fed toast into his mouth. Would it be the first time her son had cleared out the cupboards or the fridge and then denied it? She sighed. ‘Not to worry. I’ll pick some up after I’ve seen Rosie.’

Jack kissed the tip of her nose. ‘Have a good day. Say hi to your sister.’

‘I will.’

As Bella watched Jack fold his jacket over his arm and head towards the front door, she tried to recall the online shopping list she’d put together on her phone a few days before: bread, cheese, fruit and salad. A few things for the freezer. Had she forgotten the milk? She couldn’t remember.

Shaking her head, she crossed the room towards the basement door, pushing the handle down to make sure it was locked before gathering her own things together.




Bella now

Bella looks up at the man in front of her as he moves the phone away, ending the call before slipping the phone into the chest pocket of his shirt with one hand. The other is still holding the knife to her neck. At least she’s still alive, she assures herself. Still breathing. For now.

‘Well done, beautiful Bella. I never knew you were such a good actress. You almost had even me convinced. An angry wife, wanting some much-needed alone time, away from the husband she’s not sure she loves anymore.’

Bella feels a tear slip down her cheek. She tries to move her hands, the reams of silver workman’s tape that bind her wrists to the wooden chair she’s sitting on meaning she can barely shift them half a millimetre. Her head is still foggy, her eyelids feeling as if they have weights on them. ‘Please …’ She looks up at him again, the light from the old yellow bulb on the ceiling behind him haloing his dark hair. ‘I did exactly what you asked. I didn’t say anything apart from what you told me to. Please, can you at least move the knife away?’

‘Of course.’ He moves the blade gently across the skin of her throat before pulling it away with a flourish. Bending his knees, he crouches in front of her, their eyes almost level. He puts a hand to her cheek and gently moves his thumb back and forth. ‘Please, don’t cry, Bella. You did great. I’m very proud of you.’

Bella looks at his face, the long scar that decorates his left cheek, the skin around it puckered and mottled. Part of her wants to spit at him; another, larger part, aware that she shouldn’t make him angry. ‘No one will believe the message. We’ve been married for over fifteen years. I’ve never said not to come home before. It will be obvious to anyone who knows me that something isn’t right …’

In a split second, the knife is back at her throat. Despite her whole body wanting to submit to a bout of violent shivering, Bella tries to keep her head perfectly still. If she moves, even a fraction, he could end her life here and now, the children having to spend the rest of their days without their mother, her family living their remaining years in permanent grief. ‘Please …’ She closes her eyes. ‘I’m sorry …’

‘So you should be.’

Bella breathes a shaky sigh of relief as he moves the knife away. Opening her eyes again, she watches as he straightens, the steep wooden stairs of the basement rising up behind him. She vividly remembers the last time she was here. The space beneath her family home is not somewhere she has visited for a long time, Jack usually the only member of the household who ever ventures down, shouting up to the kitchen to ask if she needs anything: a screwdriver or a can of WD-40. Or one of the many expensive power tools they’ve bought over the years that rarely get used, the easier option being to simply get someone in.

She tries to shift her body again as she looks around the room, the same tape as tight around her ankles, and the chair legs, as it is around her wrists. Bella’s lip quivers, tears threatening to spill down her cheeks again. She doesn’t want to cry, aware that drawing attention to herself, making herself even more vulnerable than she already is, could put her in more danger.

Trying to keep her gaze steady, she looks at the knife in his hand, the weak reflection of the ceiling light glinting from its long blade as he leans towards her again. Fresh fear floods her body. ‘Please don’t hurt me.’

He shakes his head, as if reassuring a child. ‘Don’t worry, Bella, I’ve got no intention of hurting you.’ He smiles. ‘Not right at this minute, anyway. Not when you’re behaving yourself so well, doing exactly as I say.’

‘The knife …’

‘I know. It’s scary, isn’t it?’ He looks at the blade for a few seconds, as if he’s admiring his own reflection, before slipping it back into the sheath attached to a belt at his waist. He looks at her again. ‘I’m afraid there is something I have to do before I go though, Bella.’

She frowns. ‘What do you mean?’

He shrugs. ‘Well, we can’t have you making too much noise while you’re down here on your own, can we now?’

Reaching into the back pocket of his jeans, he pulls something loose, turquoise material, dotted with yellow, unfurling from his hand. Bella recognises it: the thick, cotton scarf her husband bought her a couple of Christmases ago. She’s never liked it much, she can’t seem to help thinking. The least favourite of her scarf collection.

‘No, please …’ Bella tries to speak as he brings the scarf towards her, wrapping it around her face and knotting it around the back of her head. As he catches her hair, the sting of her scalp brings fresh tears to her eyes.

‘Sorry, Bella, but I need to keep you quiet. I can’t take any chances.’ He looks almost sad as he pulls the makeshift gag tight, stuffing the material between her teeth.

Bella feels herself going into shock, bile rising in her throat as a paralysing numbness spreads through her limbs. As she watches him walk away from her, glancing briefly over his shoulder as he heads back up the stairs to the basement door, she can’t believe this is happening. Can’t believe that this man has abducted her and strapped her to a chair from her own kitchen. That he is threatening her with a knife he’ll no doubt keep with him at all times. That he’s tied one of her own scarves around her mouth, to stop her from screaming.

She can’t believe she’s being held against her will in her own basement.

Not for the first time.

But for the second time in her life.




Six weeks earlier

Bella was glad to see Rosie. It had been a month or more since they’d last got together for coffee, both of them caught up with kids and busy lives. Both of their husbands worked long hours and were often away from home for days at a time, meaning any social engagements often had to take second place to parental responsibilities. With Rosie’s twins barely into toddlerhood, it was even more difficult for her sister to get away from the house than it was for Bella herself.

She approached the corner table where Rosie was sitting, pulling off her denim jacket and hanging it over the back of a chair. The weather outside was typical of a British summer, slightly damp with bursts of intermittent sunshine that didn’t last very long, an extra layer needed for those chillier periods when the clouds overhead thickened. She puffed out air as she sat down. ‘Sorry I’m a bit late. Sometimes I wonder if a hurricane passed through my house in the night and I didn’t notice. I swear it’s like Groundhog Day. Starting again with the exact same routine every morning.’

‘Tell me about it.’ Rosie smiled. ‘This morning, the twins decided they’d both had enough of toilet training and that peeing all over the bathroom floor was the funniest idea ever. Cameron did it twice, can you imagine? I don’t know how he manages to store so much liquid. I swear that child was a camel in a former life.’

Bella laughed. ‘I can just picture it. The way he dissolves into fits of laughter at his own antics gets me every time. Where are they today?’

‘Martin’s mum’s. Let her clean up after them for a couple of hours. Then maybe she won’t brag to her friends so much about how angelic her little cherubs are when they’re with her.’ She pushes back her chair. ‘I’ll get us some coffee. If I don’t get a caffeine fix soon, I might curl up into a ball and start crying.’

‘Didn’t you buy last time?’ Bella began to root inside her bag. ‘Shit, I think I left my purse in the car.’

‘That’s not like you.’

‘I think I’m just tired. Didn’t sleep too well …’

Rosie waved her away. ‘Don’t worry about it. Call it my way of paying you back in advance for all the whinging I’m about to do about motherhood and marriage. Latte?’

‘With an extra shot, please.’

Bella looked around, the coffee shop quiet, only a small handful of shoppers filling the tables and soft sofas, trailing wooden stirrers through the thick foam of their frothy coffees. In a few weeks, she guessed, the atmosphere would change completely, the town’s shops and restaurants packed as schools let out for the summer.

As she did in every place that wasn’t her own home, she scanned the faces of the other customers – an older lady in a far corner who seemed to be on her own; a young couple holding hands across the table; a tired-looking man in work overalls, probably on his break – just in case. Scrutinising her surroundings was a habit she’d found difficult to break over the years, the therapist she used to speak to every week telling her she’d get over it eventually, Jack constantly telling her to relax whenever they were out together. As much as she’d have liked to do both, she’d never quite managed either.

She watched Rosie order their drinks, thinking how her sister’s frame was very much like Paige’s, a short torso and sturdy legs, how different she herself was from the both of them. Her daughter seemed to have inherited traits from everyone in the family – Jack’s eyes, her aunt’s stature, her grandmother’s stubbornness – but apparently lacked the genes of her own mother. She knew Freddy was more like her, the same gangliness and long arms and legs she herself had hated when she was younger. The same tendency towards worry.

She smiled as Rosie came back to the table, moving one of the tall mugs across the wood towards her. ‘Thank you. I can’t remember the last time I just sat and enjoyed a coffee without leaving half of it to go cold. Between Paige’s end-of-year exams and both of their music lessons, there hardly seems to be a minute. And here was me thinking I might be able to work full-time again when the kids got older.’ She poured two packs of sugar into her drink, the granules sitting on top of the foam for a few seconds before disappearing. ‘Jack says I’m silly to even want to. He says I do enough already.’

‘He’s right.’ Rosie stirred her own coffee before taking a sip. ‘You don’t have to feel guilty about not working full-time, Bell. It’s not like you need the money. You don’t have a mortgage and I have no doubt that Jack’s wages are plenty enough to cover the rest of the bills.’

Bella nodded, feeling a little embarrassed, as she often did, at the lack of challenges in her financial situation. She and Jack were luckier than most couples, her parents having gifted her the former farmhouse she and Rosie had grown up in, the one her mother had inherited from her own parents, when they retired early and decided to downsize to the Lake District, Rosie receiving a cash lump sum instead. Life seemed to be so much more difficult for a lot of their friends, who spent so much time working, they hardly saw their children. ‘I suppose you’re right.’

‘Why don’t you give it a few more years? Paige will be off to uni before you know it, Freddy will be more independent, then you’ll have the freedom to do what you want.’

‘I guess so …’ Like her sister was doing now, Bella had stayed at home for a while after the children were born, but had soon realised that, in order to be the best mum she could be to Freddy and Paige, she needed the company of other adults. Part of her had been nervous about entering the workplace again, especially after what she’d been through before she had the kids. But getting her job as an events coordinator at her local hospice had been one of her proudest achievements. After all, it was what she’d struggled to finish her degree for.

She remembered what Jack had said when she’d told him she wanted to work again. You don’t have to do this, you know. Not if staying at home would make you feel safer. She was grateful for his words, and Rosie was right, Jack’s salary was more than enough to keep them going until the kids were older, but Bella knew it wouldn’t suit her to stay at home forever. To hide away from the world that had put her through so much.

She steered the conversation away from herself. ‘So, what about you? Are you going to go back to work?’

Rosie moved her head from side to side, weighing up her answer. ‘I think so. Probably within the next year if we can afford the childcare. The partnership told me they’d keep my position open so I guess it would be silly not to. And I do miss the animals, much as I feel like I’m living in a zoo in my own house at the minute.’

‘It certainly seems a shame to waste five years of vet school. You’ll know when the time is right. And I’d be happy to help out with the twins if I can.’

‘Thanks. I appreciate it.’ Rosie was quiet for a few seconds, seeming to be watching Bella over the rim of her mug. She put it down. ‘So, are we going to talk about it?’

Bella sipped her own coffee. ‘About what?’

‘You know what. I know you, don’t forget. Probably even better than Jack does. You might be able to fool him by saying you’re fine, but I can see what’s going on behind your eyes. You’re worried.’

Bella sighed. ‘I can’t help it. I feel as if I’ve gone right back to square one. Travelled back in time by nineteen years …’

‘How long has he been out?’

‘Not long. A few days.’ It had actually been just over a week since the Victim Contact Scheme had telephoned Bella and told her the news she’d been dreading for a long time. That Lawrence Knox, the man who had kidnapped her, held her hostage in the basement of her own home almost two decades before, had been released from prison. She’d spent most nights since unable to sleep, usually getting up quietly to prowl the house and check all the doors and windows were locked before booting up the laptop to try and keep her mind occupied. ‘The board didn’t hesitate in approving his release apparently. They’re completely convinced he’s a reformed character.’

‘And you’re not?’

‘How can I be? After everything he put me through?’ She blinked away the tears that were threatening to fall. She hadn’t cried for a long time – not since she’d found out about the guilty verdict all those years ago when a dam had burst somewhere inside her – although, even now, she often felt like it. Even when Lawrence was locked away, she’d never felt quite safe. Never felt she had the same freedom her friends and family enjoyed. Now, she wondered if she ever would again.

‘Do you know where he is?’

Bella pursed her lips. ‘I can only presume he’s in Leeds. It’s where he grew up, his home town, but they won’t tell me any more than that. What I do know is that he can’t come here. It’s one of the conditions of his release, alongside not contacting me in any way. If he so much as steps inside Warrington, he’s in big trouble.’

‘Well, that’s something at least.’ Rosie reached across the table and covered Bella’s hand with hers. ‘It’s understandable that you’re worried though. We were there, Bell. Me and Mum and Dad. We saw what he did to you. How he changed you. Our lovely girl …’

Bella nodded. She couldn’t speak.

‘Have you spoken to them about it? Mum and Dad?’

‘Only briefly.’ Bella glanced at the door as more customers entered the shop. Even talking about the past had spooked her. ‘I spoke to Mum on the phone yesterday, but I couldn’t bring myself to discuss the details with her. You know what she’s like …’

‘What about the kids?’

‘Jack thinks we should sit them down at the weekend and talk to them. Tell them the whole story.’

‘How do you feel about that?’

Bella shrugged. Part of her wondered if they should have already told Paige and Freddy about what had happened to their mother years ago, been open with them when they were young, but she knew they wouldn’t have understood, wouldn’t have been able to comprehend the enormity of what she’d been through. Freddy’s sensitive nature meant he would have worried about her. ‘I don’t think we have a choice, to be honest. If they hear anything at school, or overhear Jack and me talking, all they have to do is a quick Google search and they’ll find out everything.’

‘Good job kids don’t usually have much of a desire to google their parents.’ Rosie chuckled. ‘I think they’re grown-up enough to handle it now.’

‘I just want them to know to keep themselves safe. Just in case.’ Bella picked up her coffee. How many times had she said those words to herself over the past week? When her need to double and triple check doors at home, keep track of the kids, look around in coffee shops, seemed worse than ever?

‘They’ll be fine.’ Rosie smiled. ‘You all will. I’m sure of it.’

*

Bella picked up a thin parcel from the doormat, remembering, as she put it on the hall table, the guitar strings she’d ordered for Paige a few nights before. The house was quiet, the stillness of the daytime often seeming surreal compared to the chaos of later on when everyone was home. In just a couple of hours, Freddy would walk through the front door demanding snacks, closely followed by Paige and, no doubt, one or two of her friends. The commotion that ensued when her children were around often reminded Bella of when she and Rosie had lived here with their parents, their friends often choosing their house to hang out in due to the constant supply of homemade goodies her mother insisted on providing.

She took off her jacket and hung it up before heading for the kitchen, averting her eyes from the basement door as she dumped her bag on the table as she always did. Setting the two bottles of milk she’d bought on a chair, she thought about her day. As jittery as she’d been recently, she’d enjoyed having a few hours off, the relief of sharing with her sister how she’d been feeling over the past week making her feel just slightly more relaxed than she had that morning.

Rosie was right. The fact that Lawrence’s release conditions meant he wasn’t allowed in Warrington was something she should be grateful for. She needed to get on with her life, take comfort from the knowledge that he had to stay miles away from her. If not for herself, then for Jack and the kids. Her anxiety and tendency to panic wasn’t always easy to live with, she imagined.

She glanced up at the clock. Just enough time to make some cakes before Freddy came home, a treat for him after a long day and something Paige could share with any friends she brought home from school. She reached into the top cupboard and pulled out flour and sugar, searching at the back for the small cake cases she usually kept a supply of. She laid them all out on the counter before heading towards the fridge for eggs and butter, grabbing the milk from the chair where she’d left it, to put it away.

As she pulled open the fridge door, Bella gasped, the small light illuminating the inside, the shelves full after yesterday’s delivery. For a few seconds, she thought she was imagining things, her mind scrabbling around for memories of that morning, the conversation she’d had with Freddy, as if it were a computer search engine trying to retrieve the correct information. Maybe it was Paige who drank it then, she remembered herself saying, Jack confirming her suspicions when he’d talked about the kids going overboard after the shopping arrived. She’d felt angry, frustrated, as she often did, at how her family went through so much food and drink so quickly.

She blinked. In the nook on the inside of the fridge door, three large bottles of semi-skimmed milk stood like soldiers.




Bella now

She’s uncomfortable, her back and legs beginning to stiffen in the couple of hours or so since he left her alone, the occasional blink of the old light above her giving her a headache. The chair she’s being forced to sit on, that she’s strapped to, isn’t designed for long-term comfort, the seat not cushioned in the way a desk or work chair might be. Her feet tingle with pins and needles. The gag in her mouth is making her want to retch.

She shakes her head to try and clear it, her mind a little less foggy now as she thinks back to earlier in the day, trying to put what has happened to her in some kind of order. To create a timeline of the second abduction of her life. She remembers saying goodbye to Jack, his last words to her before he left for work a little less loving than they might have been a few weeks ago, the atmosphere between them frosty as her husband asked if she’d be okay on her own. She’d tried to reassure him, fully aware that her recent behaviour, her constant anxiety, had been worrying her family. She wanted to stress to Jack that she was coping, that she just needed some time to work through what was happening to her, to make some decisions on how to move forward. He’d simply looked at her before heading out the door.

She closes her eyes, the idea that she’s ended up here, in the basement again, making her want to cry and laugh hysterically at the same time. It’s like the plot of a bad melodrama, she thinks. Something she and Jack might watch on TV together after the kids have gone upstairs. She tries to calm herself, focusing her mind on what happened next this morning. The kids. Where are they? she wonders, remembering how fervently she wished they were here as she was forced to make the phone call to Jack’s voicemail a short while ago.

Her thoughts slowly clear again. It’s the summer and Paige has already left for her holiday in Nice, Louise’s parents having picked her up in their 4x4 three days ago, her smile wide as she waved goodbye from the back window. Bella smiles as she remembers her daughter’s excitement. Looking forward to her first holiday with her best friend’s family, the idea of luxury camping a novelty after the hotels Jack and Bella always book when they go away as a family.

Satisfied that Paige is safe, she shifts her mind to her son. Of course, just this morning, it was Freddy’s turn to go away, her parents coming to pick him up and take him back to their cottage in the Lake District twenty minutes or so after Jack left, her son his usual anxious self as he fussed over his luggage, worrying that he didn’t have everything he needed. Bella remembers talking to her mother in the kitchen as her dad helped Freddy get himself ready. Mum was concerned, worried about Bella and whether they should have come to stay with her for a few days instead. Are you sure you don’t need us? You know I’ll never be able to forget what happened before. Never stop worrying … Her brow creased as she spoke.

Well, guess what, Mum? Bella thinks now. Here I am again. Abducted and tied up in exactly the same place as last time almost as soon as you turned your back. If the situation weren’t so serious, it could almost be funny.

Thinking more clearly now than she was earlier, Bella is glad that Freddy and Paige aren’t at home. That the two of them are out of harm’s way, hopefully enjoying their summer, unaware of what’s happening to their mother. She hopes they’ll never know. That she’ll get out of here soon and her kids will be none the wiser as to what she’s been through. She did it last time, she thinks, pressing her lips together. Escaped from her abductor and lived to tell the tale. To have an almost normal life. Make memories with her own family in the house she’s loved since she was a little girl. Why shouldn’t she do the same again? She shifts her position in the chair, trying to sit up straighter and motivate both her mind and body. She is strong, she tells herself. She saved herself before. She can do it again.

She remembers how she felt immediately after Freddy left, the house quiet and suddenly too big, as if every noise she made as she pottered around the kitchen, quickly tidying away the breakfast dishes, was echoing back towards her. On her own, she’d felt exactly as she told Jack she wouldn’t, twitchy and anxious, her eyes constantly straying to the basement door, the opposite side to the one she can see at the top of the stairs now. She remembers doing her best to dismiss her feelings of paranoia, of being watched, humming to herself as she slipped on her trainers, readying herself for her morning run, a routine she’d missed since being signed off sick from work a couple of weeks or so earlier. Trying to act normal, she’d stuffed her phone and keys into her bumbag, checked her safety whistle was at her neck, and pulled the front door shut behind her.

She grimaces to herself, remembering how ridiculous she felt for being so paranoid, despite everything that had happened. Except it wasn’t paranoia, was it? She knows that now.

Because it was after she returned from that run that everything changed, the sharp sting of a needle in her neck leading her to where she is now.

Frightened and alone, with no one to help her.




A Letter from Jacqueline Grima

Thank you so much for choosing to read The Weekend Alone. I hope you enjoyed it! If you did and you would like to hear more about my books and new releases, you can follow me on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and through my website below.

The Weekend Alone is my first psychological thriller. It began life as an experiment, a way of getting back into the joy of writing after experiencing a bit of a wane in my enthusiasm (as all writers do now and then!). Little did I know then how much I would enjoy writing it and that the book would eventually find a home with a publishing house that I’d always thought of as my dream publisher!

If you have time to leave a short review on Amazon, Goodreads or your social media channels, I would be ever grateful. Reviews are crucial to authors in spreading the word, as well as making our future books stronger! Also, if you enjoyed the book, I would really appreciate it if you could recommend it to your friends and family. The more readers the better!

Thanks,

Jacqueline xxx

Facebook: www.facebook.com/jacquelinegrimawriter

Twitter: https://twitter.com/GrimaJgrima 

Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/jacquelinegrimawriter 

Website: https://jacquelinegrima.co.uk/ 
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Dear Reader,

We hope you enjoyed reading this book. If you did, we’d be so appreciative if you left a review. It really helps us and the author to bring more books like this to you.

Here at HQ Digital we are dedicated to publishing fiction that will keep you turning the pages into the early hours. Don’t want to miss a thing? To find out more about our books, promotions, discover exclusive content and enter competitions you can keep in touch in the following ways:

JOIN OUR COMMUNITY:

Sign up to our new email newsletter: http://smarturl.it/SignUpHQ

Read our new blog www.hqstories.co.uk
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BUDDING WRITER?

We’re also looking for authors to join the HQ Digital family! Find out more here:

https://www.hqstories.co.uk/want-to-write-for-us/

Thanks for reading, from the HQ Digital team
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