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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    YESTERDAY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Something soft and feathery brushed past the end of my nose. I sneezed and opened my eyes. 
 
     “Oh Max,” I said. 
 
     The vision of loveliness that met me made me smile. What an adorable furry sight to wake up to in the morning. Sat on top of the silver satin duvet cover lay Max, the new addition to my family. At twelve-weeks-old, Max was a cute, mischievous bundle of joy. With big doleful eyes looking up at me, my heart melted. I stroked his velvety golden coat and tickled him under his chin. 
 
     “Want your breakfast, Max?”  
 
    I ignored the sound of him purring as I pressed my phone and looked at the time. 6.42. I groaned. I didn’t need to get up early today. It was Saturday, so no work and I’d had a fitful night’s sleep. 
 
    I’d had that dream again. The same one I’d been having over the last few months. I was running away from something or someone. I didn’t know what, but I always woke up full of tension and fear. Thankfully, I never got caught. One minute I was jogging by the river, on my usual route, the next I’d been transported to a house. The combination of the red poppy wallpaper and mint green leather sofa was a scene I knew well from my childhood. Mum stood by the mirror in the hall, carefully putting on her lipstick. She wore the last outfit I’d seen her in, a tan polo neck ribbed jumper and fawn herringbone tweed skirt. I pulled at her arm. 
 
     “Please come, Mum.” She didn’t acknowledge me. 
 
    “Mum, come on, we need to go.” No response. 
 
    “Hurry up Mum.” Still, she ignored me. 
 
    I wasn’t happy. Whether it was the bright shade of her crimson lip colour I didn’t like or the fact she didn’t respond to me, I didn’t know. 
 
    In the dream, I began to panic as I sensed trouble brewing. I kept looking around. I had to act now. I tried one last time, shaking her.  
 
    “Mum, Mum, we’ve got to leave.”  She continued to face the mirror.  
 
     “Come on Mum, we’ve got to go.” 
 
    I shouted out, but Mum still didn’t acknowledge me. I began to cry. Fear enveloped me. I knew we were in danger. I watched her as she slowly applied another coat of lipstick and massaged her lips against each other. She didn’t respond to me, so I turned away from her and ran. 
 
    That was when I woke up. Slowly, I re-entered the land of the living with a big stretch. Max jumped off the bed. My palms were sweating, and my pulse was racing. The anxiety rose in my chest. I had left Mum again and even though I knew it was only a dream, I didn’t feel good. My stomach ached as I thought of the memories of her. 
 
     Might as well get up now I’m awake, I thought and walked over to open the curtains. I squinted as I looked outside. It wasn’t the brightness of the day that greeted me. The clouds looked grey and forlorn. I begrudgingly put my dressing gown on and pottered into the kitchen. 
 
    I had Max now to look after, and I enjoyed spoiling him. My first job in a morning was to get him a saucer of milk and his food.  
 
    “Come on Max, here’s your breakfast,” I said. He didn’t even give me the chance to get the food out of the can. He had his nose busy poking inside, trying to get at the fishy delights.  
 
    There weren’t many places for a kitten to wander around and explore, especially with a flat as small as mine. When he got bigger, I knew I would have to let him out to discover the big wide world, and that scared me. 
 
    After feeding Max, I reached up into the cupboard to get the breakfast cereal. I sat for a few minutes, crunching a mouthful of fruit and fibre, contemplating the day ahead. Saturday usually meant doing chores which I detested, followed by a trip down to the shops to get my groceries for the weekend. 
 
    Shopping list done, I began milling around the place, starting with tidying up the kitchen. After walking into the hall to get the mop out of the cupboard, I checked myself out in the mirror. 
 
    My hair looked tangled, so I picked up the hairbrush and brushed it. It had a sheen and style that many women envied. I loved the comments I got about my beautiful long red locks. 
 
    The flat never seemed lonely on a Saturday, thanks to James Martin. Saturday Morning Kitchen was a favourite TV programme of mine. It formed part of my weekend ritual that included eating a bacon butty for lunch and a curry later that night. I didn’t think of myself as a creature of habit, but there were certain behaviours that ran so deep, they were a regular part of my life now. 
 
    I had a passion for food, which spanned from cooking to watching cookery programmes on TV. I owned a vast range of recipe books and of course, I loved eating. Thankfully, I enjoyed running, as my frame would have been a lot larger had I not.  
 
     I wasn’t one to try new recipes; I usually kept to classics like chilli and fish pie. I often dreamed of being the head chef of a Michelin-starred restaurant. Sadly, the culinary skills I possessed fell a long way short of that. Sometimes, I’d be in the shower, merrily singing away and realise that the sound accompanying me wasn’t violins but the smoke detector going off in the other room. I would then remember that I’d put a couple of rashers of bacon under the grill. 
 
    I was concentrating on watching Rick Stein making a fish stew before getting up to tackle the ironing. Wrestling to put the ironing board up wasn’t easy in the small confines of the kitchen. There was very little room to manoeuvre. I sighed heavily and frowned. I didn’t like housework, least of all the ironing. 
 
    Suddenly the house phone rang. The old-fashioned cream coloured telephone sat a few feet from where I stood. I’d bought it to tone in with my muted decor. The penetrating sound of the intermittent bell ringing made me jump, and with jerked shoulders, I listened intently to the shrill tone. It was unusual to hear the house phone these days. Most people phoned me on my mobile. In fact, I only used the landline for the internet, so I couldn’t imagine who it could be.  Only Dad rang me on the landline and we had a set time every Sunday night to speak. He never detracted from that, so I knew it couldn’t be him. I decided not to answer. It was probably one of those PPI compensation calls or the ones that ask if you’ve been involved in an accident. 
 
    The phone got louder with every ring. The noise had distracted me from the ironing, and lacking concentration, I hadn’t realised that I’d misjudged the iron plate. The hot iron toppled over, and I instinctively put my hand out to catch it. 
 
     Damn, I swore under my breath. The heat of the iron burnt through to my fingers and I screamed out. I was annoyed with myself for being so stupid. I quickly managed to shimmy past the ironing board to get to the sink. I put my hand under the cold-water tap. Ow, did that hurt. I kept my fingers under the icy blast of water and I heard the phone still ringing.  
 
    That didn’t sound like a friendly bell, more like the harsh warning sound of a siren. The loud noise blocked out the pleasant familiar tones of the omelette competition on TV.  I urged the phone to stop. My heart pounded, and my fingers throbbed with pain. Why didn’t it stop? I became irritated. The constant sound of the phone began to take on a macabre tone, and I became afraid to remove my hand from under the cold flow of water. Should I answer? No, I’ve left it this long.  
 
     My mind started playing tricks on me. Memories flooded back of a time when I had been trapped in the clutches of someone else’s obsessions. A shudder came over me.  What if it’s him? No, I knew I was being silly now. 
 
     What if it’s important?  Pull yourself together, girl. If it’s urgent, they’ll leave a message, I told myself. I turned the tap off at the same time the phone stopped ringing. I picked up the remote control and turned off the TV.  
 
    The silence was eerie, and I could feel the thudding of my pulse. A knot churned over in my stomach and nausea crept up from my guts into my throat. My palms started to sweat, and the perspiration dripped from my forehead. My mouth was dry. A tightness developed in my chest and I bit my lip. Why was I getting so nervous about a phone ringing?  
 
    I walked over to the table, tentatively picking up the receiver with my good hand. My nerves erupted when I heard the tone that indicated there had been a message left. Stop getting so worked up, girl.  
 
    This was stupid. Breathing rapidly, I took the phone to my ear. A wave of cold air came over me as I listened intently. And I listened, and I listened. Nothing. I breathed a sigh of relief. Probably one of those nuisance companies, I thought. 
 
    I shook my throbbing hand and decided to leave the ironing until another time. I went into the bathroom to get a shower. I stood under the hot water for longer than normal and I chastised myself for getting so worked up over the phone. The water poured down, covering my body.  The heat of it felt good. My fingers were still smarting. The shower door normally gave adequate sound proofing but, even with soap in my ears, I heard the ringtone of the house phone again. 
 
     I’ll leave it, I thought to myself. It’s probably the same annoying company that rung earlier. The ringing had stopped by the time I got out but, when I reached for the towel, it started up again. I was becoming irritated now. 
 
    Briskly drying myself down, I put on my dressing gown then went back into the kitchen to make myself a drink. I put the water in the kettle. The phone started ringing again. Whoever was phoning certainly wasn’t taking no for an answer, so I decided to check the phone for messages in case an emergency had come up. 
 
     I knew I shouldn’t be agitated over this, but I’d had such bad experiences in the past with menacing calls. I now had an unfounded fear around phones. Blind panic overwhelmed me as I listened and heard the distorted robot-like voice of a text call coming through the receiver.  
 
     “DON’T THINK YOU CAN GET AWAY WITH THIS.” 
 
     What on earth did that mean? Get away with what? It was a strange message, and I didn’t understand. Then I realised there was another message to listen to, so I pressed the button and waited.  
 
    In the same spooky, tinny voice of technology I heard, “SLUTS END UP GETTING WHAT THEY DESERVE.” I started shaking.  
 
    I wondered if I could have misheard the messages so played them again. No, there was no mistaking the words. I pressed in the digits to find out the number the calls had been sent from, but the voice came back, ‘Caller number withheld.’ 
 
    I walked over to the sofa and sat down, my shoulders hunched, slowly taking in what had just happened. I wrapped my arms around my body and rocked from side to side, thinking. Was this a wrong number and all a mistake or could this be something more sinister? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    THREE WEEKS AGO 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I don’t want to go to your mum’s,” I heard the boy say. I held the door open as a young boy with short gelled brown hair breezed past me. 
 
     “Come on, it’ll only be for an hour,” a pretty girl with blonde highlights said as she hurried out after him. No suggestion of a thank you, I thought as I stood to one side to let them pass. With their exit drifted the strong bitter aroma of the ground Columbian coffee beans mixed with a hint of caramel. I loved that smell.  I breathed in deeply. It didn’t take much to lure me into the coffee shop. My senses were already enjoying the anticipation of the percolating experience.  
 
    Still holding onto the door to Costa, I scanned the scene. I saw the dark red painted walls adorned with black and white pictures. The chestnut brown tables brimmed with used crockery and the busy shoppers were enjoying their small talk. As I walked inside, the noise started up as a gentle murmur, turning into a deafening cacophony of varying pitches of voices. 
 
    I looked at the queue and sighed. It was long. I counted nine people. Not sure why I counted them, but I did. It wasn’t like in the supermarket where I would try to gauge the smallest queue. It was a skill, estimating both numbers in line and basket items, then judge from that which queue to get in.  
 
    Today I knew that everywhere would be busy in the centre of Bury. It was Saturday afternoon. If I wanted coffee, I was going to have to wait wherever I went. I made up my mind to stay and listen to the churning, steaming sounds of the coffee machine. Dawdling along the aisles of Marks and Spencers could wait. It was time for a much-needed break and what better than with a latte fix. 
 
     Licking my lips, I lingered over the confectionery delights displayed in front of me. They weren’t going to tempt me today. I stood patiently waiting for my skinny latte, watching with interest as the overworked but unflustered baristas made a range of drinks. 
 
    The man in front of me held up a chocolate lolly. He looked in his forties. He was sporting a long and floppy Gallagher-style haircut.  
 
    As he approached the front of the queue with just his lolly in his hand, he said, “There was a time when Saturday afternoons meant going down the pub with the lads for a few pints,” he chuckled to himself, “Then on to Gigg Lane to watch the football.” He held the lolly up high for all to see. “Now look at me,” he said. The lolly had a smiley face painted on in white chocolate. Shaking his head, he continued, “What has my life become?” 
 
    The young man behind the counter kept his eyes on the till as he tapped in the sale. With a deadpan expression, he replied, “Rock and roll, man, rock and roll.” It made me grin. I’ve always loved the natural humour of Northerners. 
 
    My drink finally arrived, and I made my way to a table, finding an empty chair at the back of the room. I moved the dirty cups and plates that greeted me, carefully placing the mug on the table. I felt a sense of achievement, having balanced it all the way from the serving area without spilling any. I sat down and sipped a mouthful of coffee. 
 
    With not much else on my mind, I’d been thinking about the night ahead. My only plans that evening were to sprawl out on the sofa with the crossword, idly watching nothing in particular on TV, alone. At twenty-seven, I was firmly embedded on the singles shelf and I thought it was time for a change. I didn’t drink anymore, so I hardly went out socially, certainly not to pubs or clubs. 
 
     I had my laptop in my shopping bag. Perhaps I should make use of it. I reached down to retrieve it from amongst the new tights and deodorant I’d purchased. Putting it on the table, I pressed the startup button.  
 
    My friend Becky had met someone through internet dating and they’d been together now for over two years. Maybe I ought to give it a try. What’s the harm in having a look, I pondered to myself?  I shook the computer’s mouse and, after a short search on Google had pulled up the login page for a dating site for professionals. Without giving it much thought, I’d rattled out my details and started checking out the photographs. I’d been on there for several minutes, concentrating on the screen, oblivious to my surroundings. 
 
    Taking a breather, I yawned and stretched out my arms. My feet throbbed after spending two hours shopping. They could do with a good soak when I get in, I thought. 
 
    Suddenly, I glanced over towards the counter and my heart missed a beat when I saw who had walked through the door. I twisted the silver ring I wore on my middle finger, turning it round and round, constantly. I held my breath as I scanned the cafe. I noticed some of the women were looking in his direction. I took a visibly deep sigh and slumped in my chair so that I could only just be seen over the top of the laptop. I peered at him, undetected. He looked as immaculately dressed as always. His snugly fitted navy-coloured Moncler jacket with a red cashmere scarf wrapped around his neck set off his piercing blue eyes. His cheeks looked rosy from the cold air and I watched him run his fingers through his straight dark hair, combing it back into place. I tried to look back at my screen but couldn’t concentrate.  
 
    My mouth went dry, and I struggled to swallow. The butterflies were doing somersaults in my stomach.  Glancing back up, I saw that he was now walking down the aisle towards me. Embarrassed by the page I had open online, I quickly closed the laptop and put it back in my bag.  
 
    Another moment and he was towering over my seat. Our eyes met. 
 
     “Hi, Sophie, fancy seeing you here!”  
 
     Simon’s face was beaming. I’d always loved that dimple he had on his chin. I rose to give him a hug and forced a nervous smile. 
 
     “How are you, Simon?” 
 
    “I’m great and you’re looking well, Sophie.” He placed one hand on my shoulder, and, holding me at arm’s length, he looked me up and down. 
 
     “You’re looking good yourself, Simon.” 
 
    “I’m not bad.” 
 
    Then his eyes transferred to the door and back at me. He stepped away from me.  
 
     “How’ve you been?” He stood there with his drink in his hand, moving from leg to leg in a restless motion. I sat back down. I motioned him to join me. He ignored my gesture. 
 
    “Oh, you know how it is.” The smile had disappeared, and his eyes looked sad. He was still glancing over at the door.  
 
    “Are you meeting someone here?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, yes, Linda’s just gone off on her own to buy me a birthday present. She wants it to be a surprise so we’re meeting up here when she’s finished.” He took a sip of his drink, still standing nervously. 
 
    “Oh yes, it’s your birthday. I’d completely forgotten,” I said, lying. 
 
    He moved the chair as if to sit down, then changed his mind. “I’d stay and have a chat with you Sophie, but you know how things are with Linda.” 
 
    “It’s ok, I understand.” I didn’t.  
 
    “So how is Linda?” I asked. 
 
    “Linda’s fine. We’ve just dropped Daniel off at his friend’s mum and dad’s. We take it in turns each week to take him and his mate to karate so that we get a Saturday to ourselves. It’s a good arrangement. It works well because it means we both get some free time.”  
 
    Simon got his phone out and scrolled through his photos. He stopped when he found a picture of Daniel to show me. I leant forward. 
 
    “Oh, that’s a lovely photograph.”  
 
    “It was taken on his last birthday.” 
 
     “Hasn’t he grown. He’s developing your good looks, Simon. How old is he now?”  
 
    Simon’s face was full of pride. “He’s six going on sixty. He’s into everything, loves all sports and anything to do with technology. Says he wants to be an astronaut. We’re always at the Science Museum.” 
 
    “That’s good that he’s got an enquiring mind,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, he’d spend all day on the iPad if we let him.” 
 
    “That’s kids for you.” 
 
    “Yes, they’re all into computers from a young age.” 
 
     “So, how’s work?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s never been the same since you left. I was sorry to lose you.” 
 
    “I’m sure you understood why I left.” He thought for a moment, then nodded. 
 
    “Yes, but it didn’t stop me missing you. I mean, it didn’t stop everyone missing you.” 
 
    It hadn’t gone unnoticed that he’d corrected himself. 
 
    “It was a big decision for me, Simon.” 
 
    “And have you regretted it?” I didn’t answer. 
 
    “No, I shouldn’t ask you that. I did really worry about you though, Sophie.” We remained silent for a few more uncomfortable seconds. 
 
    Simon looked sad. I scoured his face to question the sincerity of his words, but his expression looked genuine.  “So, tell me about you. What are you up to these days?” he asked. His tone was brighter. 
 
    “I got my counselling degree and I’m now working in a women’s centre. It keeps me busy.” 
 
    “Good for you and what about your love life?” His face was searching mine. My heart thumped. I wanted to scream, Oh, please don’t ask, Simon. It was my turn to look sad.  
 
     “There’s been no one since you.” 
 
    “Oh, oh, I see, so what happened to Kyle?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. We went our separate ways,” I said in a hushed voice. Simon brought up memories from the past that were better left there.  I jolted back into the moment. “So, do you still live in Bury then?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah, we’re still up Brandlesholme Road, and you?” 
 
    “I moved from Unsworth and I have a flat up Manchester Road now.” 
 
    “And do you like it there?”  
 
    “Well, it’s only small, but it’s adequate for me and it’s handy for work. It’s a lot different from your huge place.”  
 
    Simon nodded. “The trouble with having a large house, there’s always things need doing. We’re having an extension built. Linda thinks we need more room,” he said raising his eyebrows. 
 
    My lips tightened, and I subconsciously clenched my fists. I wasn’t interested in Simon’s home or what Linda wanted. I could feel anger bubbling up inside as I thought of them playing happy families together. Why was I making polite conversation like this?   
 
    “Simon, do you want to sit here, I need to get going?” It had upset me he hadn’t sat down and joined me. I finished my coffee and stood up to put my coat on, ready to leave. Simon placed his drink on the table and helped me get my arms through the sleeves. I felt the strong weight of his body on my shoulders.  
 
    “It’s good to see you, Sophie,” he said. 
 
    “You too, Simon.” I wasn’t so sure. Trying to hide my discomfort, I picked up my bag. He moved to kiss me on the cheek and I had to look away. I didn’t want my feelings to betray me.  We said our goodbyes. As I walked towards to the door, I didn’t look back.  
 
    Just as I approached the exit, a slim woman with long, dark hair and steely-grey eyes brushed past me. She glanced at me for a moment too long. Did I know her? Her eyes glared at me. Her serious expression made me feel uncomfortable.  I thought I recognised her from somewhere. I reached the door and opened it wide, putting my bag over my shoulder. The cold crisp chill in the air hit me. I looked back at where I had been seated and saw Simon deep in conversation with the woman. Ah, so that’s the lovely Linda, I thought. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    TWO WEEKS AGO 
 
      
 
      
 
    I liked the minimalist look. Unfortunately, there were always books, papers and magazines lying in small clusters around the lounge of my flat, so I never achieved the desired effect I wanted. As I’d spent most of the day shopping, the usual household chores had been pushed aside so I thought I’d make an effort that evening. I wasn’t expecting any visitors, and I wasn’t going out but tidying up made me feel better.  I moved things out of view, so it was more aesthetically pleasing to my eyes. I lit three scented candles to get me in the mood for a nice relaxing evening. I breathed in the smell of vanilla and smiled. I looked around at the flat, pleased with my efforts. It was small, but it felt cosy.  
 
    I primped up my cat print cushions and sat down on the sofa. Picking up the newspaper, I had a quick look at the crossword. My chicken curry was in the microwave and I scribbled in the answer to four across whilst waiting for the familiar ping of the machine. The strong smell of coriander and turmeric took over in the fragrance battle. I sat down to enjoy my food.  
 
    I flicked on the remote control.  I could view what I wanted on TV, but I missed having someone to argue with about what to watch. I scrolled through the channels. Nothing there to take my fancy. After finishing my meal, I reached down and picked up my laptop. I tapped my feet and yawned. 
 
    Not wanting to give into my Candy Crush addiction, I started to scroll through holiday websites. It was just wishful thinking though. From lazy days in Lanzarote to the beaches of Barbados, it all looked idyllic, and I indulged myself. I had only just secured a paid position after my studies, so I wasn’t going anywhere. I put my feet up on the cream wooden coffee table to settle down to enjoy my surfing.  
 
    I soon got to thinking that the earlier idea I’d had about internet dating could be the way forward for me. I was shocked by how popular this way of meeting people was. No longer the lonely-hearts club that people used to associate it with, I thought to myself. This was the modern way to date even if I did feel a bit cringey doing it. I was disappointed at the quality of many of the pictures. If they weren’t showing off their torsos on a beach somewhere, many of them were stood so far away they looked like a dot in the midst of scenery. It made me wonder why they’d bothered. There were hardly any Hollywood heartthrobs there but one or two did look okay, so I got my hopes up that I might have some success. 
 
     I’d already added my details but now it asked me to complete a profile page. The site wanted me to put information in about myself. Being of a modest disposition, I found this hard. I kept changing my mind on what to say. After an hour of adjusting words and rearranging sentences, I settled for: slim redhead (I didn’t mention the temper to match) with a dry sense of humour, loves cats, the outdoors and anything to do with food, looking for someone who enjoys good coffee and intelligent conversation.  
 
    I wasn’t so sure about the intelligent conversation. I was more likely to hold my own discussing Emmerdale rather than quantum physics, but it sounded good. 
 
    I even managed to find a half decent headshot of myself to upload. I’d been promised a free week’s trial by the website, but I figured I was unlikely to meet Mr Right that quickly. I begrudgingly parted with £30 for a month’s membership. I thought even if it ended up being a waste, at least it would give me something to occupy my time. 
 
    I’d been browsing for a while when there was a knock at the door. I frowned. Who on earth could be calling this late? I couldn’t see it being canvassers on a Saturday night. I tried peeping through the curtains but couldn’t make out any details of the figures stood there.  
 
    There were three of them.  Part of me knew it wasn’t a good idea to open the door, but curiosity got the better of me. Slowly I turned the handle and peered out into the dark night at three young men.  
 
    Annoyance must have shown on my face as they looked uncomfortable standing there. They were scruffily dressed and weren’t the type you’d like to bump into in a dark alley. They were in their twenties, probably slightly younger than me. The one in the middle, who wore a dark anorak and dirty jeans, spoke first.  
 
    All three of them looked at each other as Anorak said, “Sorry to bother you but we’re lost.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, frowning. I glanced at the guy at the end who kept watching the road.  
 
     “Yeah, we’re looking for Stand Lane.” Anorak eyed me up carefully. 
 
     “Stand Lane in Radcliffe?”  I sounded surprised. I scanned the scene and I couldn’t see their vehicle.  The one standing at the end who wore a black Harrington jacket spoke next. 
 
     “Yeah, we’re on our way to a party,” he said. Narrowing my eyes, I glanced sideways as I listened to them.  
 
    “Yeah that’s right, we’re going to a party,” Anorak reiterated. They didn’t look dressed for a party and I wondered about the type of party they might attend.  I gave them a half smile. 
 
     “It’s not straightforward. You’ll need to get back onto the main road towards Radcliffe. Do you know Radcliffe?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Anorak said. He had broken into a sweat. 
 
    “Well, follow the signs, taking a left at the lights, and then I’d ask someone again when you get near the centre.”  I had one hand on my hip and the other pointing in the direction they needed to go. 
 
    “Thanks.” Anorak stomped his feet. All three of them looked restless. None of them seemed able to stand still. 
 
     “Yeah, thanks,” the other two said in unison. Both of them avoided eye contact with me. The three men had started to walk away. 
 
     “No problem.”  
 
    Then I added as an afterthought, “Hey where’s your car?” 
 
    “Oh, our van’s parked around the corner.” 
 
    I crinkled my nose and with my brows creased, said “Oh, okay, bye then. Enjoy your party.” 
 
    I quickly closed the front door. My back leant against the wooden frame as I sighed deeply. With my heart pumping fast, I questioned myself whether I should do anything about the encounter. I hadn’t felt good about them. I hunched my shoulders and swallowed rapidly. 
 
    Unshaven, dirty clothes, mug shots that looked like criminals. I peered around the curtains but there was no sign of them. I was confused. I lived in a cul-de-sac that didn’t lead to anywhere. So, why would someone take a diversion off the main road and call on a property halfway down a side road? Why had they not tried the end house?  
 
    Looking around, I felt confused. There were other houses with lights on inside. I frowned.  Should I phone the police and tell them my suspicions or was I overreacting? If I did contact them, they would ask me for a description and I couldn’t tell them much.  I thought I would look quite foolish as I didn’t think I’d observed anything concrete to tell them. 
 
    With a feeling of unease, I decided to close down my laptop. At times like this, I needed a man in my life. I went into the kitchen and thought I heard the floorboards creaking in the hall. I walked back into the lounge and listened. I heard nothing. I tentatively opened the door that led into the hall. It was dark. I was making myself nervous. I put the light on, but nothing looked different. I went back into the kitchen to make a drink. The kettle clicked, and the steam poured out. I settled for having an early night with a good book and took myself off to bed. Still quizzing myself about whether I had done the right thing, I tried to forget about what had just happened.  
 
    As much as I tried, I was still feeling perturbed. I hoped the novel I was reading would take my mind off things. It didn’t. I couldn’t get to sleep that night. I kept churning over and over in my head the scene that had taken place. I couldn’t work it out. I closed my eyes, but sleep didn’t come. I heard a noise, and I jolted up in bed. I listened carefully but heard nothing further. No silent footsteps. I was scaring myself. Even my heartbeat made me jump. 
 
    The next day, Sunday, was normally quiet, and I was in the bedroom changing the sheets when I heard a knock at the door. I lived in a ground floor flat with a front door that opened out onto the road. Opening the door on a Sunday morning seemed much safer than opening it on a Saturday night. I felt calmer inside although last night’s incident was still on my mind. As I unlocked the door, I was met with the sight of my next-door neighbour Marvin. 
 
    Marvin lived in the adjoining ground floor flat with his wife Patience and their two-year-old son Eric. Marvin and Patience were from Zimbabwe, but Eric had been born in the UK. I couldn’t have wished for nicer neighbours. I knew they would be getting ready to go to church and wondered what Marvin wanted. 
 
     “Hi, Sophie.”  I noticed that Marvin’s normally permanent wide smile wasn’t present.  
 
    “Sorry to bother you but I wanted to see if everything’s okay with your flat?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “Come in a minute, Marvin.”  
 
    Leading him through into the lounge, I enquired, “Why do you ask?” 
 
     “I wanted to check because we were broken into last night.” 
 
    “Oh no, you’re joking.”  I looked at him wide-eyed. I was shocked. I put my hand over my mouth. 
 
    “Luckily they didn’t manage to take anything. We think they must have been disturbed but they’ve made a mess of the door and the lock is damaged. Did you not hear any banging?” 
 
    “Oh, oh,” I thought. 
 
    “Come outside; let me show you what they did.” I rubbed the nape of my neck. Marvin looked dismayed. A knot developed in my stomach as I focused my attention on the vandalised door.  
 
    I said, “Oh Marvin, that’s terrible.” I still had my hand over my mouth as I spoke. He beckoned me forward showing me further damage.  
 
    “Thankfully, I’ve spent a bit of money on security for the place and it’s like Fort Knox now. As you can see, I’ve changed to mortice locks and double bolts on the door plus the windows have locks fitted. We’ve been pricing up getting an alarm and I’ve even considered CCTV because it’s pretty bad around here for break-ins.”  Marvin’s words were churning over inside me. As he’d been speaking, a worrying thought came into my head about the guys who’d called on me on Saturday night.  
 
    “Oh dear, Marvin, I’ve a horrible feeling I may have seen the people responsible for this.” 
 
    “What do you mean Sophie?” 
 
    “Well, there were three guys came around late last night asking for directions to Radcliffe, which as you know is nowhere near here. It all seemed very odd at the time.”   
 
    “Sophie, I believe they knocked on your door to see if you were home. Burglars do that. They’re not deterred by lights left on anymore. I think them asking for an address was just a ploy and something to say because you came to the door.” 
 
    “Now you mention it, they did seem cagey when I asked them where they were going.” 
 
    “You weren’t to know.” 
 
    “I really didn’t like the look of them. I should have done something about it.” Marvin was removing some fragments of wood from the broken edge of his door. 
 
    “I can’t believe it. I could kick myself for not phoning the police,” I said.  I shook my head. My body drooped. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. It could have been a lot worse.” 
 
    “Oh, but I could have stopped it if I’d have realised.” 
 
    “I’m just glad you’re safe, Sophie and it’s a good thing you were in or you’d have probably been broken into as well.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’d have got in easily here. I have no deterrents for thieves.” I shuddered as something came into my mind. “I’m so lucky they didn’t try to overpower me or anything worse.” 
 
    “Let’s look at this as a warning Sophie. I’m definitely going out to get an alarm now and if you buy any locks, I’ll come over and fit them for you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Marvin, I’ll do that.” 
 
     We said our goodbyes and Marvin went back to his flat.  I walked back to mine, closing the door behind me. I was in total shock. What an idiot I had been. Why didn’t I listen to my feminine intuition? It reminded me of another time when I should have acted on my gut instincts and didn’t. 
 
    A few years back, when Nan was still alive, I’d gone to visit her. I normally went to see her once a week. She lived in a small older style bungalow in Bury where she knew most of her neighbours. Many of them had been there over thirty years like Nan. This was fortunate for Nan because she’d been on her own for over twelve years since Granddad died. 
 
     Nan wasn’t one to go out much, but she loved to chat, and she would speak to anyone. From strangers passing by to young women standing at the bus stop, Nan chatted to them all. The particular day of the incident, I’d travelled on the bus and walked down towards her road when I spotted an old banger of a car. It had obviously seen better days, was full of rust with a very old number plate and it looked totally out of place for the area.  
 
    There were two guys lounging about, one leant on the bonnet and the other propped up against the passenger door, smoking a cigarette. They were talking in whispers, each one, in turn, cupping his hand over his mouth before he spoke. I raised my eyebrows as I watched them then glanced sideways. When I looked back at them, they both turned their backs towards me.  
 
     Nan normally greeted me with a handful of chocolate éclairs but not today. 
 
     She said, “I’ve had some distressing news, Sophie.” 
 
    “What is it, Nan? Has your bad back been playing up?” 
 
    “No, no, I’m fine. It’s three of my neighbours. They’ve all been burgled earlier today.” 
 
    “Oh no,” I said. 
 
     “It was awful Sophie; they’ve put poor Mr Grindle in hospital.” 
 
    “Why, what happened, Nan?” I asked.  
 
    “Well do you know,” she started speaking in a low voice. “They went to Vera’s first. Vera’s bad with her walking, you know. She’s waiting for a hip replacement.”  
 
    She jangled the loose coins in the pocket of her crisply laundered floral apron the way she always did. I once asked her why she kept money in her pocket. She said it was so that she had the right change ready for the window cleaner or the milkman when they called. Nan was one of the few people I knew who still had milk delivered daily by the local farm.  
 
    “Who went to Vera’s, Nan?” Nan had a habit of wandering off the topic of conversation if you weren’t careful.  
 
    “There were two men; they said they were from the Water Board. The even showed her ID. They told her they needed to check her house because a leak been reported in the area. One kept her talking while the other one started searching the place. Next thing you know, they’d taken her handbag, and they were out of there. All over in a jiffy.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s terrible, Nan. Did they get away with much?” I asked. 
 
    “She said she’d been to the post office the day before to draw her pension money out, so she had over a hundred pounds in her purse. She said it could have been worse mind ‘cos she always keeps at least a couple of hundred in a jar pig in the kitchen. She’s saving up to go and see her daughter in Torquay.”  
 
    “Oh Nan, I don’t think you should be telling me where she hides her money,” I said. 
 
    “Well I know you’re not going to rob her, our Sophie,” she said 
 
    “That’s not the worst of it, though. Let me tell you, next, they went to Elsie Drake’s house. She was in with her husband, but they knocked her over and got away with over nine hundred pounds. Nine hundred pounds,” she reinforced. “Who keeps that kind of money at home? I mean I know you can’t trust the banks anymore but fancy leaving it in a tin box on top of the sideboard. It wasn’t even under the bed or anything.” 
 
     Nan shook her head. She was unsteady on her feet, so she sat down on her brown suede sofa.  I sidled up next to her.  
 
    “Poor Mr Grindle, though, he’s come off the worst. He got knocked out completely. I believe he’s got a black eye and cuts and bruises ‘cos he wouldn’t let them into his place. They didn’t get any money from him, but he’s had a nasty beating.” 
 
    Taking hold of Nan’s hand, I said, “Oh Nan, you’re going to have to be careful.”  I looked at her with concern. 
 
     “It’s alright Sophie. They wouldn’t get in here. I don’t open the door to strangers, whether it is morning, noon or night.” I believed her. There was an occasion once where my dad had gone around unannounced and she wouldn’t even open the door to him. Thinking about the two guys I had bumped into earlier as I walked to Nan’s house, I rubbed my eyes.  
 
    “It’s possible I may have seen the two men responsible. There were a couple of dubious looking characters parked around the corner when I walked up the road. It might be a coincidence, but it could have been them. I’m going to nip back and see if the car’s still there,” and I ran out of Nan’s house to check without a thought to my safety. 
 
    “You be careful, Sophie,” she shouted from behind me. It was to no avail. The car had gone and on that occasion, I chose not to inform the police. I couldn’t even have described what the two men were wearing. I could only say they were ugly, and the car was a red one. I didn’t think that was enough for the police to go on so rather than be a waste of time, I decided to leave it.  I needed to learn to pay more attention and trust my instincts more.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    LAST WEEK 
 
      
 
      
 
    I went online and flicked through my emails. I was inundated with offers from companies trying desperately to sell me something else that I didn’t need or want. Systematically going through them, I pressed the delete button almost on automatic pilot. Having gone into my account, I noticed there were over a hundred emails. I never get more than ten a day and it hadn’t been that long since I checked my inbox. 
 
     Puzzled, I began to open them up to investigate and found out why. About ninety percent of the correspondence was from the internet dating site. Gosh, did I feel popular if this was the response I’d had. They were telling me I had been winked at, added as favourites or had messages left. This got me interested. I was buzzing. Maybe there was hope for me meeting someone after all. I sat down with a hot drink, thinking I was going to be in for a pleasant evening replying to my fan mail. 
 
    My initial enthusiasm was dampened somewhat when I began to work through all the mail I’d received. When I clicked on the accompanying photo shots (thank goodness they were there) I found that most of them made Quasimodo look handsome.  They looked more like a police line-up than potential suitors. I began to get despondent as I opened each one. A dark cloud descended on my mood as I deleted message after message without replying. Gone went the semi-naked posers. It didn’t take much imagination to realise what they were after and also out went all the ‘hi babes’. I thought, if that’s the sum total of their vocabulary, then they’re not for me. After about an hour of clearing out the no-hopers, I became disheartened. There wasn’t a lot left. 
 
     I’d got rid of the vast majority of the content, robotically pressing delete. So much so that I nearly wiped out Ben, who actually looked quite nice. Ben was a thirty-year-old project manager from Wigan who liked sports, was outdoorsy and had been divorced for five years. He looked and sounded normal, which was a welcome change from most of the other strange bunch. I decided to reply to him. I asked him how his weekend had been and told him a little about me. He replied straight away, which excited me. We entered into a conversation, going backwards and forwards chatting online over the next couple of hours. He seemed okay, and he was interested in me. There was no indication of any sexual innuendos and by the end of the evening, I agreed to meet up with him for coffee. 
 
    We met at a cafe close to the Reebok Stadium in Bolton. I knew the area well. It was about halfway between both of us. It was a bustling retail park, and I felt safe there as I knew there’d be lots of people around. I walked into Luciano’s in Middlebrook. It was busy, but I recognised Ben from his photo straight away, tall with blond hair and blue eyes. That was a good start, having a close resemblance to his picture. I even had to admit that he was good-looking, and I was pleasantly surprised. So far, so good.  
 
     He sat near the door looking over at me with anticipation. I waved across at him.  He didn’t get up but said hello softly and smiled when I walked over, and I pulled up a chair to join him. I took off my coat, putting it on the back of the seat. Having looked at the menu, I made my mind up to have a bite to eat as well as coffee and Ben said he would too. I noticed he kept straightening his knife and fork. I thought maybe he was nervous like me. He then started to line up other things on the table like the salt and pepper and a vase containing a single flower. I tried to pretend I hadn’t seen this as I didn’t want to embarrass him. We’d just ordered our food when he reached down into his pocket and pulled out a notepad. He then began to ask me questions. 
 
     “I hope you don’t mind me asking you a few things, Sophie.” He smiled over at me. 
 
    “No, not at all,” I said with a tight-lipped smile. An interrogation then followed that made the whole scenario more like a job interview. 
 
     “Do you believe in smacking children?” 
 
    Frowning, I said, “Well, I haven’t given it much thought, not having any children of my own but I’d have to answer no to that one.”  I crossed and uncrossed my legs. He made a few notes. 
 
    “How much time do you spend on your hobbies?” 
 
    “Not a lot. I like to run, and I go to the gym but that’s about it.” He made some more notes. 
 
    “Do you always pay your way when you’re on a date?”  I was frowning deeply now, but he hadn’t noticed.  
 
    “Er, yes.” 
 
    “How would you handle it if someone was unfaithful to you?”  With a deadly serious expression, Ben looked across at me.  
 
    Still frowning and getting angrier by the minute, I said, “Well, I’d end the relationship of course.” 
 
    “How would you deal with your partner going on holiday without you?” He didn’t smile. The anger welled up inside me and I felt cross with myself for continuing this charade.  
 
    “It would depend.” I didn’t know why I was still amusing him. I twisted my mouth. 
 
    “Look, Ben, have you had a bad experience that’s prompted you to ask all these questions?”  Ben didn’t reply, he continued writing up his notes.  
 
    “Can I ask you what you’ve written?” I asked.  Ben put his pen down slowly, moving it next to his knife. 
 
     Still, with a serious expression, he said, “I don’t think that’s any of your business.” 
 
    Crossing my arms, I said, “I see.”  I could sense my neck tingling with the change in shade my skin had gone.  I was fuming and getting ready to walk out. 
 
     “Tell me, Ben, how long have you been on the site looking for a partner?”  Any hint of a smile had disappeared from my face. 
 
    “Just over three years.” 
 
    “And you haven’t found anyone yet?” I enquired, trying to make a point. 
 
    “No, not yet.” He looked miserable. 
 
     “And have you ever wondered why?” 
 
    “Er well, no one’s been suitable.”  Ben frowned. 
 
    “Ben, I wish you luck with your continued search but I’m going to leave you to it. I’m afraid I don’t think I’d be suitable, either.”  I got up to go, putting my coat back on. 
 
    “Oh, oh, you’re going?” 
 
     Ben looked shocked. “What about the food you’ve ordered?” 
 
    “You can have it. I don’t feel hungry anymore.” 
 
     Reaching into my purse, I pulled out a crisp ten-pound note and left it on the table. I walked out shaking my head.  He seemed oblivious to my discontent. 
 
    Unbelievably, when I went onto the website later, there was a message from Ben. It said he was sorry I’d had to leave but did I want to meet up again. Hopefully, I let him down gently with my reply. It made me realise though this wasn’t going to be as easy as it looked. I did think I would try one more time.  
 
    The second date I went on was with Frank from Accrington. He was chatty and liked talking about himself.  
 
    “I work for National Rail,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, that’s a coincidence. So does my dad.” 
 
    “I work mainly at Accrington station. Sometimes, we have to go over to Blackburn and occasionally Bolton.” 
 
    “My dad’s based in Manchester,” I butted in. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know anyone who works over that way.” 
 
    “So, what do you do in your spare time, Frank?” I asked. 
 
     “I like to go to ceroc classes every week. How about you Sophie?”  I didn’t know what ceroc was, I didn’t have the heart to ask him.  
 
    “I like to run and go to the gym.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s good. So, you’re fit then?” he asked 
 
    “Well, I do enjoy exercise and I particularly like being outdoors.”  
 
    “Yeah, I work mainly outside so I like to exercise inside. Know what I mean.” I knew he was flirting with me, but I didn’t want to sound too forward. 
 
     When I didn’t respond, he continued, “I also do lindy hop and swing dancing. I’m a big fan. Do you fancy coming along and having a go?”  
 
    He convinced me I would have a ball. It did seem like it might be fun, and I was prepared to try anything once.  
 
    The night we arranged to go to the dancing, he wanted to come to my home to pick me up. I said no, so he agreed to meet me in the centre of Bury and drive me to the class. He picked me up in a rusty old blue van although he himself looked presentable and he wore a rather nice aftershave. He had dark hair and eyes. His expression looked moody. His hair was cut in a short back and sides style with the top slicked back, very fifties. I wondered if he had spent any time in the Forces but didn’t want to ask for fear of getting a detailed run down. 
 
     The first experience I’d had meant I was more wary, so I kept any talk about my life to a minimum. Frank didn’t seem to notice.  
 
    “So, have you had a good day, babe?”  
 
    Frank smiled over at me as I settled into the passenger seat and fastened my seatbelt. He didn’t wait for an answer and instead promptly began talking about his day and how his boss was giving him a hard time. He talked incessantly about himself. On the way to the venue, he told me he was both a rugby and a speedway fan. Unfortunately, I knew nothing about either but listened to his stories, trying to stop myself from yawning. 
 
    When we got out of his vehicle, I had come to the conclusion he wasn’t interested in finding anything out about me. I didn’t think things had got off to a good start, but I hoped the evening would improve with the dancing.  We entered the hall, and I was hit by the smell, a cocktail of mothballs and beer. The dismal decor in varying shades of brown did nothing to whet my appetite. Together with the classic sticky carpet that had seen better decades, it made me question my decision to attend. 
 
    If I hadn’t been so self-conscious then I might have enjoyed myself more, but I wasn’t very good at the dancing. The other people there seemed to be regulars, and they were having fun, but I couldn’t remember the moves. I kept using the wrong foot which caused me to feel all the more nervous. Frank was a good dancer and I could see he was having a great time. He exchanged knowing nods with most of the other dancers. I’d have been happier sitting on the sides watching but he insisted I get up and have another go.  
 
    “Come on Sophie, you’ll enjoy this one. Just do what I do.” 
 
    Putting my hands over my ears, laughing, I said, “No.”  
 
    “Come on Sophie. You can do it.” 
 
     Reluctantly, I tried again. As the night progressed, I was also conscious of the fact he’d already had three pints of beer. The worry was, he intended to take me back to the centre of Bury at the end of the evening.  
 
    “Listen, Frank, I’ll get a taxi home. You’re obviously enjoying your drink.”  He noticed my worried expression. 
 
     “No, no, no. I’ll have none of it. You’re my guest. I’ll go and get myself a coke. Do you want anything? Any peanuts or pork scratchings?” 
 
     I shook my head. By now, I felt miserable, longing to get back to my own familiar surroundings. I’d been ready to go for at least an hour and was being too polite. The dancing ended but Frank had been happily chatting with a few of his friends, leaving me sitting alone.  
 
    He didn’t seem to notice my discomfort, so I looked at my watch, walked over to him and said, “Frank, I need to be going. I have to be up early in the morning for work.” 
 
    “You want to leave so soon? The night’s still young. Don’t you fancy going on to a club?”  He didn’t look too pleased with me.  
 
    “No Frank, I really need to get home.”  
 
    “Give me a minute, then.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, I’ll get a taxi.” 
 
    “No, no guest of mine is getting a taxi. I’ll be with you in a second.” I began to feel uncomfortable about him taking me back. He wanted to drive me all the way home. I told him he could drop me off in Bury as that was where I’d left my car. 
 
     His mood changed in the van going back. Because I hadn’t been drinking, the stench of alcohol in those confined quarters made me feel sick. His voice got louder and more aggressive.  
 
    Watching the road ahead, he coughed then nonchalantly said, “So what’s your favourite sex position then, ay Sophie?” He glanced over at me then took his hand off the steering wheel and put it on my knee. 
 
     Grabbing his hand, I moved it away.  
 
    “None of your business,” I replied curtly.  
 
    “Oh, don’t be like that. Come on, tell your uncle Frank how you like it.” 
 
     He laughed, but I was not amused. His questioning in the same vein continued, and I got more concerned by the minute, wishing I’d got a taxi home.  He also seemed to be slurring his words, and I didn’t think he should be behind the wheel of the car. I felt worried about his behaviour when next thing I knew, he swerved off Manchester Road and drove down a dirt track.  
 
    “Hey, where are we going?” I asked. 
 
    He smiled and said, “It’s a surprise.” 
 
     Bringing the car to a halt, he went to put his arms around me. My eyes widened, and I shrunk back. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    “Come on Sophie. This is what you want isn’t it?” 
 
     He thrust his body towards me and I tried to push him away, but his hands came back more forcefully groping me. He pushed himself over to my side of the van and the weight of his body against mine made me catch my breath. I also noticed he locked my side of the door. I began to panic. He pounced on me and kissed my neck. I flinched. 
 
     “Do you want it here or back at your place or both?” he laughed. His hands were all over my body. 
 
     My heart was pounding fast. I felt nauseous and held my breath to stop from gagging at the stench of the stale beer. I tried again to push him away. I had to think quickly. 
 
     “I tell you what Frank; let’s get in the back of the van.” He looked at me surprised. 
 
     “Are you sure?” he laughed and seemed pleased I had changed my mind.  
 
    “Yeah, come on.” I scratched my nose and couldn’t look him in the eye for fear of giving the game away. I nuzzled his ear whilst squirming in my seat. 
 
     “Open the door Frank and we can get in the back where there’s more room.” 
 
     He still looked as though he didn’t believe me but then glanced in the back of the van. Next thing, I heard the clunk of the door unlocking. I breathed a sigh of relief. I opened the passenger side. I intended to make a run for it, but he was too quick for me. He had already rushed round to my side by the time I got out. He was definitely swaying though and was unsteady on his feet. The drink was having an effect on him. He lunged forward, grabbing my arm. He tried to pull off my coat. I was shaking. 
 
    “Wait, wait, Frank,” I cried.  
 
    He turned to face me and went to kiss me and with a swift movement, I kicked him as hard as I could in the groin. He went down like a sack of potatoes, clutching between his legs. He groaned, and I kicked him again for good measure then took my cue and ran as fast as I could. Thankfully, he didn’t follow me. I could hear him swearing and shouting abuse long into the distance as I ran. Once I realised I was safely away from him, I slowed down and still trembling, I managed to flag down a taxi and I made my way home.  
 
    This whole episode shook me quite badly. The least I should have done was to report him to the dating agency, but I just cancelled my membership the next day. I made the decision then that this wasn’t for me. After a restless night’s sleep, I decided the best thing to do if I wanted companionship was to get a cat. 
 
     So that was how I came by Max. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    NOW 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d not said anything to anyone about the malicious phone calls. I wasn’t sure if I was overreacting. I didn’t like their content. The messages had unnerved me and baffled me. I didn’t feel comfortable in the flat anymore. I needed to get out. 
 
     I quickly got ready to go for a run, putting on my jogging gear, trainers and kagool and left. I hoped it would help to clear my head as my thinking was all over the place.  
 
    I ran past the end house on the road and turned towards the narrow pathway that led onto the riverbank. I watched as the dark clouds raced over the hills in the distance. The wind rippled across the surface of the murky river. The air smelt fresh. I loved to watch the water as its constant circulation made it swirl or gush depending on its mood. The snowdrops danced along with the rhythm of my body as I sprang forward with each step. I brushed against some gorse. 
 
     My feet splashed and squelched through the muddy terrain. Branches swished. What were they whispering? Feeling in my pocket, I found a packet of mints and peeled one off. Further down the path, a heron was perched, watching for his prey. He stood there proud and majestic with his neck stretched out, looking, waiting. Normally, I enjoyed being outdoors close to nature but today didn’t feel normal. Sadly, the exercise was doing nothing to allay my fears. The wind rattled the fencing as I ran past, and I could hear every sound magnified tenfold. 
 
    I wanted to run away with the river, to follow its meandering path and escape, to let it gently sweep me away. How I wished I could rid myself of the anxiety I felt.  I looked over at the meadow. A great span of green greeted me. I looked back the way I had come. Was I being followed? Were those shadows by the trees? I knew my eyes could play tricks on me when I was fearful.  I kept looking behind me, wishing I had the sixth sense to see around corners, to follow the river snaking back along its tracks.  
 
     I couldn’t run properly. My heart wasn’t in it today. I was too aware of my surroundings. They were making me jumpy.  I tried to push myself forward but at the back of my mind, I was thinking how I didn’t want the nightmare to return. The tension in my body wasn’t eased by my movements. The rain pelted down. I felt miserable.  I knew I couldn’t just ignore what had taken place, or could I? I slowed to a walk just as the rain started easing off. I bent down and put my hands on my knees, breathing deeply.   
 
    I needed to speak to someone about what had happened at home. I had to talk about the phone messages and not just push them out of my mind. I’d thought about the best person to offload to about it. I decided I would ring my big sister Stephanie. She was more sensible than me. I tended to mull over things in my head too much. She was hardly likely to drop everything and drive two hundred miles up the motorway to comfort me, which was a good thing because I didn’t want her making a fuss.  
 
     I was about to phone Stephanie when my mobile started ringing. It startled me.  I looked at the caller ID and it was Steph. I didn’t think I was psychic. If anything, I wasn’t a great believer in anything paranormal. I once went to see a medium by mistake. I’d thought I was going along to learn about spirituality but instead it was spiritualism. I did think she put on a good show though. It was done very professionally, the way she spoke to a family and told them their dead son liked their new wallpaper. I suppose some people got comfort from things like that, but it made me laugh out loud. Everyone looked around at me for being so inappropriate. I didn’t go back.  
 
    My sixth sense could spook me out. I could be thinking about someone I hadn’t seen for a while then I’d either bump into them or they’d phone or text. I did believe I had well-honed intuition. It didn’t mean I always acted on it, but my gut feeling didn’t normally let me down.  I answered her call on the first ring.  
 
    “Hi Soph, are you okay?”  It was good to hear Steph’s voice. 
 
    “I was just going to call you Steph and in answer to your question, no I’m not okay.  I’ve had a bit of a scare.” 
 
    I told her about the menacing phone messages. Straightaway the efficient Mrs Robertson told me in her controlling manner what I needed to do. She’d always bossed me around, ever since I was small. I blushed as I thought about my internet dates. I hadn’t told her about them. In a lot of ways, I was still a very private person. I kept being told I needed to open up more, but that was easier said than done for me. 
 
     “Get straight on to the phone company and get your number blocked. Even if it was a wrong number, you don’t want any more of that sort of trash. And contact the police, let them know what’s happened. You want to be nipping this in the bud especially if it’s him again.” 
 
    I sighed, “Yeah, you’re right.” She was always right, but it didn’t necessarily mean I would follow her advice. 
 
     “Are you going to be okay, Soph?”  I knew the underlying question was whether I was going to drink on this. Thankfully, I had no intention of turning to alcohol.  
 
    “I’m fine, Steph. I don’t want a drink and I know that won’t solve anything. It would just make matters worse.” 
 
    “Oh Soph, you don’t know how reassuring it is to hear that.”  Stephanie always worried about me, even when she didn’t need to. 
 
     “I do worry about you living in that flat on your own.” 
 
    “Most of the time, I’m fine. I wish you were nearer, though, Steph.” 
 
    “I know, I mean it’s fantastic down here in London for the nightlife and everything, but I do miss you and Dad. Oh, by the way, did I tell you we’ve booked to go and see The Bodyguard in the West End?” 
 
    “No, but that sounds great, Steph. Is Tim okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s good, working hard as usual but at least he’ll spend time with me when we go away. It’s only three weeks until we’re off to Barbados.”  
 
    “Oh, lucky you.”  I was genuinely happy for her. 
 
     We chatted for a while longer, catching up on family events and I was glad to listen to good news and take my mind off my fears. I ended the call thinking a holiday in the Caribbean would be just the thing to sort me out and make me feel better. Sadly, I didn’t have the same cash reserves as Stephanie, so I was going nowhere. No, there was no running away. I had to face life head-on. 
 
     I wondered if I could make some enquiries and discreetly find out what Jay was doing at the moment. I did occasionally bump into his brother-in-law, Martin at the gym so I could make a point of trying to find him to speak to him about Jay.  
 
    I wanted to believe it had been a wrong number, and the messages weren’t for me, but I had my nagging doubts. I knew I had to try to think positively but my track record in the past seemed to have brought me nothing but bad luck. 
 
    I’d recently started to see shadows in the corner of my eyes. Is someone watching me or is it my imagination? Is it paranoia or could trauma have brought these feelings on? What would be worse, having someone following me or wrongly believing someone is following me? In my book that was a lose-lose situation. 
 
    My mind wandered back to how life had been when I first met Jay and how I’d wished I’d never set eyes on him.                    
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    THEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    I left home at the age of seventeen. This was something I’d wanted to do for some time but with nowhere to go and no plan in place, it hadn’t happened. I figured out the only way I would survive on my own was to get a good job.  Living at home with Mum and Dad had become unbearable. As a sensitive soul, I’d had enough of the constant arguments.  
 
    “What’ve you been buying this time?” Dad shouted. 
 
    “I needed a new dress. Have you seen my wardrobe? I’ve nothing to wear apart from a few measly old frocks collecting mothballs, they’re that old.” Mum said. 
 
    “But we can’t afford new clothes, woman. We’ve got the mortgage to pay.” Dad’s voice got louder by the syllable. 
 
    “Oh, I knew you’d begrudge me having something new.”  
 
     Their feuding was nearly always about money. We lived in a nice house that everyone realised we couldn’t afford, everyone apart from Mum and Dad, that is. I spent many hours sitting on the stairs listening to their bickering, afraid to go down. My sister Stephanie being five years my senior was a bit braver. The same year I left home, she found her own escape route, she got married. Stephanie wasn’t just older than me, she was wiser too.  
 
    Tall and skinny, she had long flame-red hair, a couple of shades darker than mine. She had the sort of attractiveness that other women envied. She didn’t wear much makeup. Her natural beauty shone through. Steph knew how to dress to bring out the best in her dark brown eyes and her style was floral and feminine. She always looked to me like she was going off to a festival, a throwback from the hippy era. She loved everything about the Sixties from the Beatles to flower power and she tried to push those influences on to me. I was more shabby chic meets grunge and my favourite outfit was a large sloppy t-shirt with Levis and cowboy boots. I rarely dressed to impress, more motivated by comfort. 
 
     “Are you coming to the shops, Sophie?” she asked  
 
    “No, I’ll stay here.” I was always in my bedroom. 
 
    “Come on, the walk will do you good,” she shouted. 
 
    “No, I don’t want to Steph.” I could be stubborn. 
 
    “I’ll treat you to a chocolate ice lolly.” 
 
    “Oh, go on then.” That was classic Steph at work and it normally did the trick. She could be pushy and manipulative, and I did as I was told. Although I was the one with the brains academically, she was a lot more sensible than me and made better life decisions.  
 
    When I was at school, I got labelled a snob because of where we lived. Our home was a three-bedroomed semi in Whitefield, down Park Lane which was an area that had been made popular by the Jewish community. Our house wasn’t posh in the slightest. The furniture may have looked good when it was new, but it certainly didn’t impress anyone now. Mum did all our painting and decorating. She was handy like that. I wasn’t always thrilled with the colour scheme she chose. The house had been built in the sixties and still had some of its original features, like a serving hatch and coal bunker.  These were novelties when I was young but an embarrassment as I got older as was the avocado green coloured bathroom suite. I prayed that friends didn’t want to use the loo when they came over as I didn’t want them to see the state of the place. We didn’t have nice matching towels, just multicoloured cast-offs from our grandparents. 
 
    Mum loved spending money, and she always shopped at the best boutiques for herself. This continued to cause conflict with Dad who worked long hours to try to keep our head above water financially. Mum was still attractive with strawberry blonde hair which she said had been her natural colour in her youth but now came straight out of a bottle. I used to be fascinated watching her dye it when I was little. As a couple, Mum and Dad made a handsome pair when they were younger but the gap between them was ever widening and this mirrored itself in their appearance. 
 
     Mum had a slender frame that even younger women would have been happy with. However, her disinterest in food, both eating and cooking meant she was now underweight and had started to look gaunt and frail. Dad, on the other hand, made up for Mum’s lack of appetite. He loved his food. We normally had fish and chips from the chippy on a Friday, which I always looked forward to. His girth had increased considerably over the years, which had become more prominent, especially since he stopped cycling to work a few years earlier.  
 
    They both had health problems. Mum was a heavy smoker and suffered constantly from chest complaints. Dad had experienced a couple of heart scares and now took medication for his angina. This didn’t stop him working long hours though. In fact, neither of them took heed of the medical warnings. Mum smoked like a chimney and Dad ate what he wanted from pies to cream cakes. Mum had a part-time job doing clerical work in a factory. Dad worked for the railways, rising to the level of supervisor yet he still needed an extra job in the evenings to survive financially.   
 
    Recently, their feuding had got worse. I couldn’t cope with the way Mum treated Dad. I noticed her behaviour change. It became apparent to me she was looking for someone else. She started going out with a girlfriend and she also started wearing makeup more often and taking pride in her appearance, regularly sporting a new outfit. I became suspicious that she might be seeing someone but never said anything. 
 
     On one occasion, she said she was meeting her friend, so I asked, “Can I come too?” I didn’t really want to go. 
 
    “No, you can’t,” Mum said. She looked indignant. 
 
    “Why not?” I had a good idea why she didn’t want me to go with her.  
 
    She started having a tantrum, stamping her feet.  
 
    “No, no you can’t come with me.” I was bemused by this behaviour, but I didn’t let up. 
 
    “Why not, Mum?” 
 
    “Because I said so.” 
 
    “That’s not a good enough answer.”  
 
    “You’re not coming,” she shouted. 
 
    In the end, I let her go out without me. I could have told Dad, but I didn’t want to cause a drama. I had witnessed enough of that already.  
 
     I dreamed of the day when I could walk out. I started buying household items for my bottom drawer and storing them in secret, waiting patiently for the time when I could leave home. I collected a cutlery set, pans, crockery and bedding. 
 
     I was bright at school and my parents planned for me to go to university.  I felt I didn’t have the patience to wait that long to be free of them. My mother had the tongue of a viper and would say really cruel things, mainly aimed in my direction. 
 
     Often, in front of my friends, she said, “Have you not washed your neck again, our Sophie?” This would get her a laugh and make me go bright red.  
 
    “You’ll never get a boyfriend pulling faces like that.” 
 
     I was an easy target, but Dad also received his share of her lashings.  
 
    “You’re not wearing that bloody jumper again are you, Derek?” she’d often say. She always criticised his appearance. 
 
     He’d look offended then, checking down to see the jumper wasn’t displaying any of his favourite tomato sauce, would reply, “It’s clean. What’s the matter with you woman?” He’d go off in a sulk for the rest of the day or bite our heads off about something and nothing. Dad always called Mum woman and never Jean.  
 
    It’d be, ‘Get the kettle on, woman’ or ‘Have you made tea yet, woman?’ I used to think that it wasn’t a good way to speak to someone if they were looking to patch up their disagreements.  
 
     Mum had other cruel ways of showing her annoyance with him and paying him back. When their rows kicked off, I tried to stay out of the way, so they didn’t involve me. The atmosphere got really bad though, and I was often in tears. I didn’t like the loud crashing and shouting. There was never any peace.  
 
     My parents insisted I learn to play the piano as I was gifted musically. They even bought me a second-hand one to practise on. I hated it. Mum’s attitude didn’t help. I’d be practising my chords, and I’d hear her shout from the kitchen, “You’re not playing that bloody thing again are you? What a bloody noise! Sharrdapp, I can’t hear myself think.” Half the time, I wasn’t sure if she was joking. Why would she encourage me one minute then try to discourage me the next, I didn’t know? Perhaps she wasn’t in a good place mentally.  
 
    It was a constant barrage of ‘I’m sick of the lot of you,’ and, ‘You’ll be sorry when I’m not here anymore.’ Her favourite piece of music was a Mary Wells hit What You Gonna Do When I’m Gone, and she constantly played and sang all the verses for us to hear.  
 
    The arguments between my parents gave me a headache to the point of feeling like my head might burst. Mum constantly lashed out at Dad and made outlandish threats. Thankfully, I never saw any violence between them, but the verbal diarrhoea was bad enough to make me freeze in my tracks at times. When the outbursts came, I felt unprotected and unloved.  
 
    I was doing my ‘A’ levels at school but was desperate to move out. I couldn’t wait another year until I went to university. I had to get out now, which meant finding a job. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    THEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Scouring the newspapers for jobs, I spotted an ideal position as a trainee accountant with a large practice. Maths was my best subject at school. Dad’s influence helped there as he always made me add up without a calculator and he taught me well. From a young age, I was top of the class at reciting my tables. The calculus and geometry that seemed like double Dutch to most of my friends were somehow easy for me. 
 
    I didn’t tell my parents when I went for the interview.  They had high expectations for me and I knew they would be disappointed if I were to leave school. I got the job but was fearful of telling my family. I was right to be afraid.  
 
    “You’re no daughter of mine, our Sophie,” Dad’s harsh words shocked me. “You’ve ruined your life now.” 
 
    “But Dad…” I tried to argue but Dad wouldn’t see reason. 
 
    “You’ve missed out on the opportunity of a lifetime.” Dad got angrier with each sentence. 
 
    “It’s a really good job, Dad.” 
 
     “I can’t believe you’d go behind our backs and do something like this, our Sophie.” 
 
    “They’re a really big company, Dad. I’ll have a bright future.” 
 
    “You’d have a brighter future staying on at school and studying but you never listen to anything I say.” 
 
    “But Dad…” 
 
    “I want nothing more to do with you. I’m disowning you.” His face had gone purple by now. 
 
     He stopped speaking to me there and then and we didn’t speak for another twelve months. I used this as the springboard I needed to make the move I’d been yearning for   
 
    I started working for an accountancy firm in Manchester and it wasn’t anything like I’d expected. The company was based in a modern block in Piccadilly in the centre of town. There were about a hundred people worked there.  I was being shown around on my first day by my boss, Jasmine. We came to the end of my tour of the offices. 
 
     “This is the restaurant, Sophia.” It was a canteen. I wanted to correct her and tell her my name was Sophie but there was something about her demeanour that slightly scared me. At least she wouldn’t struggle with my surname, Brown. With her posh Cheshire accent, it sounded more like Brain when she said it though. The way she spoke to me, I thought she was already looking down her nose at me. 
 
    “There is an area at the back for people who bring their own lunch, which you may prefer to use. The food here is so dated, darling. Sadly, you won’t find any tofu or halloumi on the menu and if you ask for quinoa, they look at you as if you’re speaking another language.” Jasmine looked over at me, her expression serious. 
 
     I gave her a nervous smile. She wasn’t joking. 
 
     “That’s okay; I’ll bring something from home. It’ll be cheaper.” I looked back at Jasmine, waiting for her approval. She studied me closely and then frowned.  
 
    “Darling, this place is subsidised. It’s hardly likely to break the bank. Unfortunately, the low prices also mean poor quality.” 
 
    “So how long have you worked here for, Jasmine?” I asked; keen to change the topic of conversation. I didn’t want her to sense my feeling of awkwardness.  
 
    “It’s two years and three months, ha. I’ve made a few welcome changes to the place. I started up a bridge club for staff members and a few of us meet once a month. We go to the opera or a ballet and we have fun.” 
 
    Who on earth plays bridge these days? I’m more of a pie and a pint with an afternoon down the footie, sort of girl. I coughed nervously.  
 
    “I…er, I’ve never been to an opera.” 
 
    “What!” Jasmine looked aghast. She pulled down the glasses that had been resting on top of her neat French pleated hairstyle and popped them to sit on the edge of her nose. She peered at me over the top of them. 
 
    “You’re joking. Surely you must have seen Don Giovanni or the Merchant of Venice?” Jasmine’s mouth gaped open.  I shook my head. 
 
     “No, never.” This wasn’t going well. 
 
    At least I wasn’t just the office junior brewing up and filing all day and I hoped I would grow to enjoy the job. There was an Irish doorman who manned the entrance. It amused me that the only time I saw him watering the display of plants outside the main doors was when it rained.  He had a lovely personality and with his charming Irish lilt, always made me welcome.  
 
    “Good morning, Sophie my dear. How are you this fine bright morning?” He always sounded so cheerful.  
 
    I shook my head and replied, “Morning Joe. It’s neither fine nor bright. It’s chucking it down outside.” His joviality made me laugh. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be like that, to be sure. It’s a grand day today. Don’t allow any negativity to cloud your judgement. It’s looking wonderful outside. Look, there’s enough blue in the sky to make a pair of sailor’s trousers. It’s going to be champion.”  
 
    That always made me smile because my Nan used to say the same thing. I looked up though, and the sky appeared to be pretty grey to me. Joe always talked about the weather. His happy disposition got even brighter if there was ever a day when it didn’t rain.  
 
    If it hadn’t been for him and Becky, I don’t think I would have stayed as long as I did at Freedman’s.  Becky was the one person there on the same wavelength as me. There were other young people worked there but the rest of them were similar to Jasmine, all quite snobby and I wasn’t used to that. Becky was more like me. We sat and made fun of the others, mocking their posh accents. She was shorter than me and bigger in stature, with a pretty face and shoulder length blonde hair. She came from Ancoats, a Manchester girl through and through. 
 
    She’d had a tough upbringing and wanted to better herself. I was surprised when she told me her boyfriend was a lot older than her. He had been married before and had two children. I thought she was a confident, intelligent girl, and she worked in the PR department. We’d got talking together one day at lunchtime. It was a shame she lived the other side of town from me. We socialised occasionally when Becky’s boyfriend had his kids. I didn’t think Becky got on that well with them. We always sat at the back of the room as far away from the others as we could get.  
 
    “Those two have been making my life a misery again, Sophie.” She often told me over our lunch breaks how Danny’s children were mean to her.  
 
    “What’ve they done this time, Becky?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s just kid stuff. It’s so annoying.” 
 
    “Go on tell me,”  
 
    “They sneaked cornflakes in my boots again. When I came to put them on, it felt disgusting.” Becky wasn’t amused. 
 
    “I don’t know. It sounds like a good laugh to me.” I said. 
 
    “It wears thin after a while. I try getting them back sometimes, but they end up in tears and then there’s a big fall out. I don’t think it’s done in fun, either. I think it’s malicious. They can’t get used to the fact I’m not their real mum.” Becky looked thoughtful. 
 
    “It must be hard having a boyfriend like Danny who comes as a package with a fully-fledged family,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, it is. Oh, look Jasmine’s over there with her posse. What on earth is she wearing today?” 
 
    “I know, and I bet she thinks she’s the bee’s knees. She doesn’t suit that mustard colour or that multi-coloured skirt.” We gave everyone’s appearance a hard time. We complimented taste as well but there were always more people we tore to pieces. It was a good job they didn’t know what we were saying about them. 
 
    A month after I started work, I moved into my first home, a grotty bedsit in Salford. It was close to Moor Lane, a predominantly a well-to-do area and was similar to where we lived in Whitefield. Any resemblance stopped with the inside of the property. My bedsit made our Whitefield home look like a palace. The place I rented consisted of one room in a large six-bedroomed old house, with a separate kitchenette and toilet. Each of the rooms in the building had been turned into a bedsit, with the front door leading off the hall. I was in a downstairs room. It was a rundown, creepy old house that would have made a good location for a horror film.  
 
    The landlady lived upstairs so she could come and collect the rent each week and keep an eye on the tenants. 
 
     “I’ll be there on Friday evenings at six o’clock sharp for the money. If you’re not in, you can post it through my letterbox,” she said. “And I’ll not put up with any nonsense if you’re late paying, you’ll be out of here quicker than I could say Jack Robinson.” 
 
     Her teeth were yellowed and rotten. She looked grotesque. She would always be seen modelling an old stained apron that looked like it hadn’t been washed in years. Similarly, the dirty handmade maroon coloured cardigan that she wore every day was equally gross and unflattering. I was pretty sure the bleach stains on it weren’t there intentionally. She often sported a runny nose which she wiped on her sleeve reminding me of Fagin in Oliver Twist. She liked to snoop about and normally watched when anyone came in. I would hear her shuffling around in her slippers in the hall and on the landing at all hours. I found her as creepy as the house and thought they made a good match.  
 
    I tried to look at the positives. It was my own place with my nice new bedding and crockery along with a few second-hand items that Mum offered me. The lino peeled off the floor and the boards creaked whenever I walked over the threadbare carpet. The smell wasn’t so great but the mustiness, I masked with air freshener. What was a bit of damp when I’d got my own place?  It wasn’t long before the loneliness started to hit me. I wasn’t used to being on my own and the silence sometimes overwhelmed me, especially if I didn’t have enough money to put into the electric meter. When that happened, I would get into bed in the dark, fully clothed and listen to the radio until I fell asleep. Far from being paradise, I still thought it was preferable to the way I had been living. I’d been constantly hounded and criticised by Mum for long enough. At least I wasn’t going to be verbally abused again, or so I thought. Sadly though, I didn’t have my sister close by anymore. 
 
     Stephanie met Tim, her partner at a club in Manchester. He was a few years older than her. His family lived in Surrey in a large house. He worked up North and stayed in a friend’s apartment in Withington. Tim and Stephanie hit it off straight away. When he returned home, she made many trips down South to see him. She got on well with his folks and the pair of them got engaged after three months. 
 
     Their wedding twelve months later was a fairly lavish affair. Mum and Dad insisted on putting up the lion’s share of the costs which they obviously couldn’t afford. I was annoyed with Stephanie for allowing them to pay as much as they did but she didn’t seem to care. She just wanted the best for her special day. There were almost two hundred people at the wedding. Every known relative came out of the woodwork to attend, some I had never met before. They came from Ireland and South Africa to be there. The ceremony took place at St Mary’s Church with a reception afterwards at Mitton Hall in Whalley, a stunning setting. It was a beautiful day, and everything went perfectly.  
 
    As chief bridesmaid, I ended up getting very drunk for the first time in my life. The next day I was mortified. I had been sick all over my bedroom floor. Mum wouldn’t speak to me. 
 
    “Don’t you ever do anything like that again. You’re a disgrace, our Sophie.” I was full of remorse.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Mum. I didn’t realise how much I’d had to drink.”  
 
    I hoped I hadn’t done or said anything to upset anyone. After a couple of hours of the silent treatment, Mum’s resolve caved in and she forgave me. She was too excited about the previous day’s events. She wanted to talk about it and look at the photos with me. Stephanie and Tim went to the Seychelles for their honeymoon, a wedding present from Tim’s mum and dad. I was going to miss Stephanie. She had fallen on her feet with Tim. He was a good man.  
 
    Not long after the wedding, he landed himself a really good job in the City, so they moved to London They bought a small apartment in East Dulwich thanks to a loan from Tim’s parents. Stephanie started working for a charity, which she loved. I was pleased for her most of the time. Occasionally, I got pangs of jealousy when I looked at how my life turned out and compared my rotten luck with her good fortune. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    THEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The novelty began to wear off from having my own place and I was having second thoughts about my job. My motivation for being there was the money. I was grateful for my good friend, Becky although most of the time I enjoyed my own independence. Going shopping, I hated it if Becky came with me. She tried to influence my choices, and I always came home with regrets. I either bought something I didn’t like or came home empty-handed on Becky’s advice. I wished I’d listened to my own judgement. I’d sit for days pining for a new top I’d seen the previous week until the next payday when I would rush back to Manchester, only to find it was sold out.  
 
    One Saturday, I’d gone into town and hadn’t seen much to take my fancy. I was loath to come home empty handed so bought a nice eye-catching pair of Bart Simpson socks. I liked to follow the latest trends and socks with cartoon characters on were my idea of in vogue, whatever I looked like in them. Satisfied that my trip hadn’t been unproductive, I headed for the bus station, catching the 97 bus from the Arndale Centre. It was wet and windy, and I was glad to be somewhere dry. 
 
     I climbed the stairs to the top deck as I didn’t like sitting with the gossiping women and it was always quieter upstairs. Some guys got on and sat behind me. They were quite boisterous. I ignored them as I wiped down the misted-up window, so I could look out at the damp Salford weather. The bus was busy and at each stop, I was jerked forward, banging into the rail of the seat in front of me. I was annoyed with the driver who was using his brake pedal a little too effectively for my liking. I turned around hoping I’d see someone else unhappy with the jerking bus rhythms. 
 
    “Hi, what’s your name?” came a voice from behind me. I tried to see who was speaking. I wasn’t sure if they were talking to me, so I didn’t reply. 
 
     “Oh, she’s a shy one,” said another voice. I sensed the butterflies building up in my stomach and got worried now their words may be meant for me.  
 
    “Where do you live?” As soon as I realised the questions and comments were definitely aimed in my direction, my face began to redden. 
 
     “Oh look, she’s blushing.”  
 
    I didn’t know if it was possible to feel any more uncomfortable than I did. I prayed that it was nearly my stop. Looking up, I glanced out of the window and saw Park Lane approaching in the distance. I sighed with relief. My prayers had been answered. I rose to leave the bus. Grabbing hold of the rail, I peeped back at the boys giving them a nervous smile. I didn’t want to appear rude but nor did I wish to engage in conversation.  
 
    I stepped down from the bus, put up my umbrella and began the brisk walk home. 
 
     “Hi, not so fast, it looks like you’re going my way.” I turned around to see where the sounds came from. Catching up with me was one of the guys from the gang I’d seen on the top deck. He was grinning. He had a cheeky looking face with a turned-up nose and fine brown hair with blond streaks. Even though he was in his mid-twenties, his hairline had already started receding. I felt the intensity of his dark brown eyes on me.  
 
    “Isn’t this weather bobbins?”  He popped his head under my umbrella. I wanted to move the umbrella away but didn’t.  
 
    “What’s your name?” he enquired. 
 
    “Sophie,” I said. I didn’t ask him his. 
 
    “Do you live close by?” He was still smiling. I wasn’t. 
 
    “Yeah, down the bottom of Radford Street,” I said reticently. 
 
    “Oh good, you’re walking my way. Don’t mind if I join you, do you?” 
 
    “No.” I didn’t think I had much choice. 
 
    “So, do you live with your mum and dad?” He was very inquisitive. I wished I was someone who could make up stories on the spot. I wanted to tell him I lived with my boyfriend and get rid of him, but I didn’t. 
 
    “I live on my own.” He looked surprised.  
 
    “Oh, you don’t look old enough.” 
 
    “I’m seventeen,” I said. 
 
    “And I’m Jay. Pleased to meet you, seventeen,” and he held out his hand to shake mine. At this, I smiled and accepted the welcome. His handshake was firm. It felt like he was holding my hand in a vice. 
 
    “So where did you go to school?” he enquired.  
 
    “In Whitefield. How about you?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, you don’t want to know about me. So, what was your favourite subject at school?” 
 
    “Maths,” I said. 
 
    “Maths,” he said at the top of his voice. I looked around embarrassed in case anyone had heard. “No one likes Maths.” He was still smiling. 
 
    “Well, I suppose I liked it ‘cos I was good at it.” 
 
    “So how come you’ve left home then?” he asked 
 
    “I wasn’t getting on with my mum and dad.” 
 
    “I know the feeling. So, do you have any brothers or sisters?” 
 
    “I’ve one sister Stephanie. She’s just got married and lives in London.” 
 
    “Oh, cool. I like London. So, do you work?” 
 
    “Yes, I work for an accountant’s in Manchester,” I said with pride. I felt really grown up saying that. 
 
    “So, you really are a smart cookie, aren’t you, Sophie?” I blushed.  
 
    “I’m a trainee accountant. How about you?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t do anything fancy like you. A bit of ducking and diving that’s all.” 
 
    “So, you’re a bit like Arthur Daley, wheeling and dealing, are you?” I laughed 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
     He continued with a barrage of questions about my life. I furnished him with further details about my family, growing up and going to Blackpool every year for our holidays. By now we had reached my bedsit, and we stood outside the path chatting for some time. I felt pretty certain he didn’t live down my way as there were only a couple of other properties further along. After that, it was a dead end, and I had never seen him before. 
 
    He told me his name was Jason really, but that friends called him Jay as he didn’t like his name. He invited himself in for a cup of coffee. He was pushy. I tried at first to protest that I didn’t have any coffee, but he said tea would do. He had a persuasive nature. He looked me up and down. 
 
    “You’re a bit of alright, aren’t you Sophie?” I went red. 
 
    “I’d like to marry someone like you, Sophie.” 
 
     I chuckled to myself that he was probably moving too fast there but agreed to let him in my place. I thought, at this rate, we’ll be divorced before I finish making the brew. We talked for a couple of hours. He opened up to me and got quite emotional when he mentioned his father.  
 
    “My dad isn’t a nice man. He treats my mum like shit. He has a violent temper. He hits her a lot. He’s a rough Scotsman from the Gorbals in Glasgow.” I was shocked. 
 
     “So how do you deal with that?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s horrible watching Mum getting beaten up all the time. If me and my brothers try to intervene, we get it as well.”  
 
    Jay confided in me how difficult his home life had been. I told him I understood. I didn’t, really. My upbringing had been heaven in comparison to his, but I did know what it felt like to be unhappy at home.  
 
     He wanted to stay the night. I dug my heels in and said no. He only agreed to leave if I promised to see him again the following day. I said I would. He gave me a peck on the cheek and disappeared into the night. He hadn’t given me his phone number, but I somehow suspected that he would be back. I didn’t know what to make of him, but I was excited, and I had to admit I enjoyed the attention he showed me. 
 
    The next day was Sunday and I couldn’t help myself from thinking about Jay for most of the day.  I had never met anyone like him. He had got inside my head and I thought I would be disappointed if I didn’t hear from him again. He had been able to bring out every emotion I knew, fear, excitement, sadness, nervousness and joy, all in the space of a couple of hours. He was funny and confident yet vulnerable and desperate. He made me feel comfortable one minute and nervous the next, but I was intrigued, and I wanted to find out more. 
 
    He turned up at seven-thirty that night. He walked in and it was like I’d known him all my life. He made himself at home straight away. 
 
     “Are you having a cup of tea, Sophie?” he asked as he headed towards the kitchenette area and put the kettle on to make a drink. 
 
    “Yes, please,” I said. He just seemed to fit in.  
 
    “I should have brought some milk with me.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’re staying a while, are you?” I asked 
 
    He just popped his head out from the corner and smiled. We’d been chatting for a few hours when he let slip he was homeless and had slept rough the previous night. I was mortified.  
 
    “Why didn’t you say something?” I exclaimed. He looked forlorn. 
 
    “You should have told me you had nowhere to stay. I wouldn’t have thrown you out like I did.” He told me the relationship with his parents had broken down so much so that it had become unbearable to live with them anymore. He said they’d had a big bust up and he’d walked out and hadn’t had time to sort anything out about where to go. I asked if any of his friends would put him up. He came out with excuses as to why that wouldn’t work. His best friend’s mother worked the streets he said, and that environment wasn’t for him. 
 
     After much persuasion on his part, I finally agreed to let him stay at mine if only for a short time until he found something more permanent. He promised it would just be for a little while. I was a sucker for a sad story and couldn’t bear to think of him outside in all weathers. At first, he slept on the sofa, but he soon wormed his way into my bed. 
 
     I hadn’t thought it through and I didn’t know much about him and whether he could pay his way. He didn’t seem to have any problem with money though as he appeared to be solvent. He often pulled out wads of notes as if to impress me. I didn’t want to ask too many questions as to where he got his cash from as I wasn’t sure I’d be happy with his reply. 
 
    I soon found out that, alongside gambling, he had another lucrative source of income. I hated it the first time he took me on one of his ‘expeditions.’ I had been brought up with strong morals and values and anything dishonest didn’t bode well with me, but I didn’t realise what was happening at first.  
 
    We’d gone into Manchester and he asked me to wait outside BHS. He said he had to go in for something and would only be a few minutes. I was puzzled at him leaving me on my own as it was so far removed from the constant companionship he normally showed towards me. The next thing I knew he came back out, grabbing me by the arm and marching me briskly up the street. “Quick,” he cried. He had a nervous edge about him, but I didn’t argue and allowed him to hustle me along. I sensed his tension, but it wasn’t until we got into the Shambles pub that I realised why. From under his jacket, he pulled out half a dozen jumpers. I looked at him, my eyes wide open. He was buzzing. 
 
     “What’s up with you? Why’ve you got a face on you?” he sneered.  
 
    “You’ve stolen them?” I questioned. 
 
    “Shush, not so loud, you idiot.” 
 
    “I don’t like it, Jay. What if you’d been caught and been locked up? I couldn’t bear to be without you.” He smiled and patted me on the head.  
 
    “I won’t get caught. I never get caught. I know who all the store detectives are and where all the cameras are. I’m smarter than them. They won’t catch me. I’m one step ahead of them.” I frowned, and my heart was beating fast.  
 
    “I don’t like you doing this, please, for me, don’t do it again.” 
 
    “Okay, okay don’t nag me. I’ll go and see if I can sell these in here, wait there,” and he got up and left me sitting there feeling exasperated. I always felt when I was with him I ran the gauntlet of my emotions. 
 
    On another occasion, we’d gone into town on one of our Saturday trips. He no longer trusted me to go into town on my own. He used to say that Manchester wasn’t a safe place for a young girl to be walking on her own.  Occasionally, when we were out, he bought me something to wear but it wasn’t a pleasant experience shopping with Jay. Whatever I tried on, he wasn’t happy.  
 
    “You look too thin in that.” 
 
    “I can’t help my size.” 
 
    “That baggy jumper’s nice.” 
 
    “But I want to look thin.” Jay just shook his head. 
 
    “We’ll have to get some meat on those bones, won’t we?” He looked at me then at the shop assistant. She seemed scared to open her mouth and say the wrong thing. 
 
    He said he didn’t like me all skin and bone. He was jealous and was worse than any parent when it came to deciding if my outfit was too daring. He didn’t like me to show any flesh except in the privacy of the flat.  
 
    He always commented on me needing to put weight on and he always insisted on coming shopping with me. At first, I enjoyed his company as he was funny and had the shop assistants in stitches laughing at his jokes. It soon became stifling as I no longer had any freedom and my opinion didn’t seem to have a place in our relationship.  
 
    If we went for something to eat, it was always burger and chips. He would feed me the chips and I always felt embarrassed when he did that. I once got annoyed and tried to tell him not to do treat me like a child, but he turned and looked at me glaring. His face and neck went bright red. He began to grind his teeth and started foaming at the mouth. Initially, I thought it was one of his jokes. When I saw his piercing eyes staring at me as if I’d done something horrific, it was as though he had been transformed into a wild animal.  
 
    He picked up the salt pot and banged it loudly back down on the table. He leant close to me. Our noses almost touched. 
 
     He whispered in a menacing voice, “Eat it.” I looked for the glint of a smile on his face but there was none. He was being serious. I stared back at him unable to move then took the chip and slowly took a bite out of it. Each mouthful I consumed stuck in my throat. My lips and mouth had gone so dry I had difficulty swallowing, but I ate every last bit, feeling uncomfortable. At the time I couldn’t work out why I felt so ill at ease. After all, he was just making sure I ate well.  
 
    Some of the feelings I had around Jay were unpleasant, but looking back, he had a hold on me. Fear was the strong one that made me toe the line and I wanted him to accept me. It was fear that kept me under the thumb. It was fear that changed me from being someone who felt confident in making her own decisions and standing on her own two feet to someone who became incapable of trusting their own instincts. I began to dismiss my own opinions and even something as trivial as making a cup of tea, I sought his approval first. I made sure I got it right. If there was too much milk in, he got very angry. 
 
    Jay had two brothers and a sister. He said he didn’t bother with his brothers as they were always in trouble with the police. His sister was the only normal one in the family. She was married with two children and he took me over to meet her. I got on well with Dot. She lived in Knutsford which was too far away to get together with on a regular basis.  
 
     The first time we went over, she ushered me into the kitchen saying, “Sophie, help me make the tea, would you love?”  I obliged leaving Jay watching TV with the kids. Then, in a hushed voice, she said something I should have taken heed of. 
 
     “You watch yourself with our Jay. He’s got a right temper on him just like my dad.” I nodded, even though I wasn’t exactly sure what she meant at the time.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    THEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The first sign of any real trouble came when he stayed out all night once. We’d been seeing each other for six months. Our relationship had never been a very romantic one, we’d just grown closer. We’d been virtually inseparable since we met, and I trusted him wholeheartedly so was shocked when he told me he was going out with his mates. I had never even been introduced to any of his friends. I didn’t like the sound of them. I thought they were lowlifes, and I felt they were a bad influence on him. The idea of him meeting up with his pals riled me as he’d insisted I stop seeing my friends as he said we only needed each other. The next day, when he came home, I questioned him.  
 
    “Where have you been?” I asked and, rather than being apologetic, he slapped me across the face. 
 
     “Don’t you question me, you slag,” he retorted. I couldn’t believe what he had just done or how he spoke to me. My cheek throbbed. I rubbed it with my hand and I stared at him puzzled, looking to see if he was joking but he carried on as if nothing had happened.  
 
    This was the beginning of the cracks that started to appear in our relationship. His insane jealousy stifled me. He made a point of being home when the toilet got blocked once and we called a plumber out. He didn’t trust me to be alone with another man even though I had never given him the slightest indication that I would stray. We argued a lot about my working with men and I had to swear on all my families’ lives that there was nothing going on. He normally came to meet me from work, which at first, I enjoyed. Once I realised why he did it, I started to feel claustrophobic with him. 
 
     I wanted to believe the slapping incident had been a one-off, but I became wary of what I said in his presence. I no longer felt I could truly be myself. He slowly stamped on my spirit. Strangely, though, I could not now imagine life without him. I didn’t feel able to confide in anyone about what was going on between the two of us. I didn’t want it to be common knowledge that I had made a mistake and I didn’t want friends or family worrying about me.  
 
    Sometimes he really infuriated me, but he still made me laugh. We were out once in a pub in the centre of Manchester.  We stood at the bar waiting to be served and he dropped to the ground and appeared to collapse at my feet. I thought he was unconscious and was about to roll him over into the recovery position when he opened his eyes and gave me a cheeky wink. 
 
     “What the…, what the hell are you doing?” I cried. He jumped up and brushed himself down.  
 
    “I couldn’t help myself,” he giggled, “I can’t help it if I’m falling for you.” 
 
    A few weeks later, right out of the blue, I made a comment about someone on TV. I couldn’t even recall what I said exactly. I just remember what the consequences were. Jay stood up, red-faced, grabbed my arm and threw me across the room. My head ricocheted off the wall, and I landed in a crumpled heap on the floor. My head pounded. I started seeing stars. What just happened? He shouted abuse at me and I tried to block it out.  
 
    “You stupid bitch! Why did you have to go and say that and make me angry?” he cried. I was in shock. Totally puzzled, I didn’t know what I had said or done to cause this outburst. He began kicking me in the stomach repeatedly. Each time felt more painful than the last. I shook. I covered my head with my arms trying to protect myself. I instinctively curled into the foetal position. 
 
     Unfortunately, my silence made him worse. He continued to hurl torrents of abuse at me, kicking me repeatedly. With every crushing blow, I thought it was going to be my last breath. I prayed silently for the torture to stop. Eventually, it did. I heard the door slam and realised he must have left. I sheepishly peeped over my arms and sighed heavily as I realised I was alone. I began to cry. The pain in my head and body numbed me. I stumbled to the sofa and lay there for what seemed like an eternity. I tried picking through the chambers of my brain, desperately trying to fathom what I must have done that invoked this behaviour. For the life of me, I didn’t know. I felt frightened and alone. 
 
    A few hours later I heard the front door open, and I froze. I didn’t know what to expect. He had been drinking and his breath smelt of stale beer. It revolted me. Thankfully he was a lot calmer. 
 
    “Look, I didn’t mean to hurt you, but you brought it on yourself.” 
 
    “What?” I exclaimed. “What did I do?” 
 
    “Listen, I know it’s your time of the month and you don’t always realise what you’re saying so it’s not surprising if I get angry,” he said. I was fuming. If this was his idea of an apology, then I wasn’t impressed. I didn’t have a clue what he meant, but I bit my tongue. I hadn’t seen this side of him nor did I want to see it again. 
 
     “I’m sorry if I upset you but please don’t hit me again,” I whimpered. 
 
    “You’re right, I might have been a bit heavy-handed, but it’s because I’m broke. I’ve been under a lot of stress lately. If you lend me a fiver, I’ll go and get you a nice bunch of flowers. We’ll forget this ever happened and start afresh.”  
 
    I couldn’t believe the cheek of him. I didn’t know what to do, and I certainly felt that buying my own flowers wouldn’t fix it. I didn’t feel able to forgive him. I was still too upset and in too much pain physically to be ready to put this behind me, but I didn’t want to let him know that. I was afraid of him now. I would have to tread carefully around this volatile side of him. He came towards me and pinched my chin and I winced. 
 
     “Come on babe, give me a smile. It’s not that bad. People have got through far worse than this.” I wasn’t sure about that but maybe it was a one-off and if he promised not to do it again, I thought we would get through it. I tried to smile though my eyes were dead. 
 
     “You’ve got to promise me you won’t hit me again,” I whispered.  
 
    “I promise,” he chirped but as he turned and walked towards the sink unit, I thought I saw a smirk on his face. 
 
    Things got back to normal for a while then a month later, one evening after work, I’d just cooked us a meal. I enjoyed experimenting with different recipes. I took pride in my cooking and I always tried to please him. I’d made us cod in a homemade cheese sauce with peas and garlic and mustard mash. We both sat down to eat it in front of the TV. Next thing, his plate came flying past my head and smashed against the wall behind me. I jumped up in shock as I saw the remains of the food slithering down the wall. “What have I told you about giving me too many peas!” he screamed angrily.  
 
    “I, I, I’m sorry. I didn’t think there were too many,” I said, trembling.  
 
    “You stupid, stupid whore!” he shouted. He moved towards me, but I anticipated his actions. He chased me around the room, throwing a torrent of abuse my way.  
 
    “Stop it, Jay.” I tried to shout over him and pushed a chair in his path to avoid contact with him. He was too quick for me though and he grabbed me by the hair and pulled me to the ground. Next thing, he kicked me in the stomach as if I was a rag doll. Every time he made contact with my skin, the pain was excruciating. I lay on the floor shaking, with my eyes closed, praying he’d stop soon but the blows kept coming, and then there was silence and he left. 
 
    This behaviour became a regular occurrence, and I allowed the unacceptable to become acceptable because I was too afraid to change anything. The last time I remembered being happy with Jay was when we celebrated our first year together. We went out for a nice meal and there were no incidents. By then I had already got to the stage where I questioned whether I should be staying with him. I didn’t know what to do about it. There was no way I would tell my family what was happening between us. I cut off all my friends on Jay’s say-so. I started putting a small mark on the dates in my diary every time he hit me. I didn’t enter the verbal abuse though which was now constant. I was desperately unhappy. 
 
     I didn’t feel supported, but that was mainly because I wouldn’t talk to those close to me. I felt isolated, and I wasn’t enjoying my job. I wasn’t given enough to do even though I kept asking for more responsibility. The trouble was, I just wasn’t fitting in at all. They weren’t like me. 
 
     Even at the Christmas party, no one got drunk. I didn’t see anyone having more than two glasses of sherry. I didn’t understand why people drank sherry and it wasn’t just any sherry of course. Jasmine made sure it had to be Harvey’s Bristol Cream. Luckily, I’d taken a bottle of strong cider in that Becky and I swigged in the toilets to help us cope with their pretentiousness. If I hadn’t been studying for my accountancy exams and going to university one day a week, I don’t think I’d have survived my time there.  Having the work to focus on helped me with my sanity.  
 
    With Jay, even the good times, like our first anniversary together, were peppered with sarcastic comments and put downs I no longer retaliated against for fear of reprisals. I was in denial about how bad my situation had become, and I continually justified his behaviour, feeling it was my fault in some way. Jay gambled heavily and had also taken to stealing money from my purse. Rather than approach him about this, I started to hide my cash. My savings dwindled to nothing, trying to keep us solvent. It became increasingly difficult to get by, and it got so bad that some weeks I didn’t know how we managed to eat. Occasionally, he had a big win, and this took the stress away, but he typically lost this money again in a short space of time. I was desperate for a way out and I began to plan what I was going to do. 
 
    One Sunday afternoon Jay was out, I didn’t know where. I went to the corner shop and bought a bottle of vodka and came back and started drinking. I had been saving up paracetamols and decided to take them all. I sat and thought about what I was doing for a while before I took the tablets. It was a scary thing to do, but once the vodka kicked in, the decision to take the pills became easier. I couldn’t see any other solution. I felt my life wasn’t worth living. It wasn’t long before I passed out.  
 
    When I came to, I didn’t know where I was. I was still going in and out of consciousness, but Jay was kicking me and shouting at me. I didn’t know then, but thirty-six hours had gone by since I’d passed out. Jay didn’t do anything to get me any help. He just tried to shake me better. 
 
     “What have you done, you idiot?” I heard his raised voice through the fog.  I felt like a zombie, and my speech was slurred.  
 
    “I took some pills.” 
 
    “What did you want to go and do a silly thing like that for?”  
 
    Slowly, I spoke, “Just let me sleep, Jay.” I went back into semi-consciousness. I was upset that I was still alive. My confusion and oblivion were better than the reality I had been living. 
 
    I never told a soul what happened that day and Jay never mentioned it. It wasn’t long though before my body started reacting to my overdose. I began to haemorrhage badly and had intense and severe stomach pains. I took too much time off work, and they weren’t happy about it. They called me in for an interview and asked me how my home life was. This could have been my opportunity to say something, but I was too scared.  
 
     I always thought they suspected something because makeup wouldn’t always hide the bruising, but my pride wouldn’t let me speak. I didn’t want anyone feeling sorry for me. The pains got so bad I was admitted to hospital and whilst there I realised I had to find the courage to leave Jay. He never came to see me. He could never take any pressure or stress. He ran away whenever there was a problem. I felt alone, weak, depressed and frightened. I needed to make a move, but I didn’t think I could do it on my own. The final straw came for me shortly after that. Physically, my body was on the mend but mentally I was almost beaten. I still had a glimmer of hope I would survive this if I could only get away. I had been thinking about going for what seemed like an eternity.  
 
    We went on a night out into Manchester. Jay was drunk and after leaving the pub, he held my hand walking down the street.  
 
    He was laughing and joking but then in an instant, his mood changed and in an angry voice, he shouted: “You need to walk faster.” I struggled to keep up with him, so he started running and I lost my footing. He began to drag me through the streets. He tugged hard at my arm. 
 
     “Come on you bitch. What’s the matter with you?” I was crying. 
 
    “Please Jay, slow down. Please, Jay, let me go. Please stop.” I tried to pull myself away and then in exasperation, he let go of me. A car just avoided knocking me over and Jay was so infuriated he started kicking me. Each time his boot went in was more painful than the last. He always kicked me in the stomach as he said there would be no bruising there so no one would know he had attacked me. I lay there praying for him to stop. Eventually, he did, and he ran off. I was inconsolable, the tears poured out. I thought if I was to make a move, it was now or never. I hailed a taxi down and took the decision to leave Jay. I was going to go back to my parents’ home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    THEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    That first night back home I should have felt safe. I felt anything but. I arrived back at my parents’ home just after midnight having scraped enough money together for the taxi fare. As soon as I sat on the back seat of the black cab, the taxi driver was on my case.  
 
    “Are you alright, love?” he asked as he looked in the mirror at my distressed state.  
 
    “My boyfriend just attacked me again. Can you take me to Whitefield?  I want to go to my mum and dad’s house.” My words were interspersed with sobs. 
 
     “Course I can, love. I don’t know, you young girls today. What’s a good-looking girl like you doing with a moron who does that to you?” He continued to lecture me for the rest of the journey which, unfortunately, I could hear through my tears. I wasn’t in the mood for talking or listening even though I realised everything he said was true. I should have left Jay the first time he hit me but at the time I convinced myself he wouldn’t do it again. Now looking back, I wasn’t even sure why I’d stayed. I wanted someone to love and care for me. I had glimpses of that with Jay, but I failed to heed the warnings when his behaviour began to change. Sat in the taxi, whimpering, I was able to see things for what they were.  
 
    For the majority of our time together he had been putting me down. He was excessively jealous. I thought about when the window cleaner came around. Jay had to be there, checking up on me. I had never given him any cause to be like that and it so upset me that he didn’t trust me. I was annoyed with myself now. I saw how slowly I allowed him to control my life. From deciding what I wore, to contact with friends, he had the final say. I let him take over my life. My previous strong will dissolved around Jay. I soon learnt that trying to put my foot down and have my own way only ended in a beating. I felt so bad about the way I casually dumped my friends and family to please him. 
 
     At first, I did anything he said, but he knew that and played on it. He had the upper hand in the relationship most definitely; so much so I no longer knew what I desired. When I bought food, it was things Jay liked. When we watched TV, we watched what Jay wanted. I saw that I never made him happy and my best was never good enough. The constant criticism ate away at my self-esteem and I felt worthless and empty. I lost any self-confidence I had, and I was so lonely. The tears flowed as I listened to the words of the taxi driver. They were exactly the kind of thing those who loved me would have said if I’d have let them get close enough to see how bad the situation was.  
 
    When my dad opened the door to me, he looked shocked. His reaction moved me. I knew I looked gaunt and tired. With the bruising to my face, cuts, puffy eyes and swollen lip, it was a lot to take in for my parents.  
 
    “Come in, love,” Dad held his arms open to me. There was no animosity or reference to our previous rift. Mum stood there in her dressing gown and no words were said. She hugged me, and the tears flowed. My dad’s way of dealing with a crisis was to offer me a cup of tea and a slice of toast. It was met with an appreciative nod from me. Mum lent me a nightie as I hadn’t exactly come prepared and I took my supper up to bed. It was late and there would be plenty of time for talking in the morning.  
 
    Settling down to enjoy my toast, at least I felt safe now. The next thing I heard was a loud bang on the bedroom window. At first, I thought a bird had flown into the glass but as the noise continued, it dawned on me that someone was throwing stones at the pane. I heard a commotion downstairs and my heart sank when I realised what had happened. Jay had followed me home.  
 
    I hid under the duvet in the bed, eating my toast. I giggled nervously, thinking he won’t get me here, but I wasn’t completely convinced. He wasn’t taking no for an answer and I heard my dad getting annoyed with him. My dad had a temper, and he shouted at Jay. 
 
     “She doesn’t want to see you. Get out before we call the police!” I remained upstairs and listened. I couldn’t hear any response from Jay, but I didn’t imagine he would take any notice of my dad’s threats. I was right.  Next thing I heard Jay’s voice pleading with my dad. 
 
    “Just let me speak to her. I’ll only be a few minutes.” 
 
    “I think you’ve done enough damage laddie. Now get yourself out of here!” I was glad my dad was standing up to Jay, but he wasn’t aware at that point what a monster he was. I just wanted to shut out the whole unpleasant experience, and I already regretted the stress I had brought on my family. A few minutes later, I heard Mum’s voice speaking to the police on the phone, so my parents were carrying out their threats. 
 
     Jay disappeared before the police arrived. I wasn’t able to give the officer much information about Jay when he turned up. I knew Jay wouldn’t stay at the flat if I wasn’t there. The constable was sympathetic when he saw my appearance. He gave me a special number to ring if I had any more problems. He told me he’d arrange for the police to keep a closer eye on our property for the time being in case Jay came back. 
 
    The next day I took time off work to move out of the flat. Even though my bedroom at Mum and Dad’s had now been turned into a sewing room for Mum, Stephanie’s room still had a bed in it. They told me I could stay for as long as I wanted. My dad came with me to help me with my things in case there was any sign of Jay but thankfully he was nowhere to be seen. My parents were naturally upset when I told them what had been happening. It was inconceivable to them that their daughter could have been taken in by a monster. 
 
    The phone calls and text messages started. There must have been over fifty times a day when Jay tried to get in touch. At first, these were to my mobile, but I stopped answering that, then I had his number blocked. He always found new ways and new numbers to get through on. He got other people to speak to me first then took the phone so that he could threaten me again. I had to get my number changed. I was furious at the inconvenience but if it meant having a quiet life, then I was prepared to do it. I didn’t get a quiet life, anything but. 
 
     He managed to find out the number for the house phone. Every time he got through, his tone was pure evil, threatening to kill me for what I had done to him. I detested his gruff demanding voice. His words were constant and menacing, repeating the same thing over and over. Sometimes, my parents took the call and he would try intimidating them, saying he was coming over if they didn’t put me on the line. They took no notice of his demands but I’m sure that on occasions they were as worried as I was by his scaremongering. It became a regular occurrence to have the police there checking up that I was okay.  
 
    On one occasion, PC Briggs arrived after I’d received a particularly abusive and vicious call. While he was there Jay phoned again and PC Briggs took hold of the receiver. 
 
     “If you know what’s good for you, you’re going to put the phone down now and not ring again.” The policeman’s voice sounded stern.  
 
    He told Jay in no uncertain terms, “This has to stop now.” So, what did Jay do? He tried to terrorise the policeman as well. Unfortunately, I was still unable to help the police in giving them any valuable information about Jay. I had no idea where he would be staying. I knew little about his life even though we had been together for two years. He only ever told me what he wanted me to know, keeping a lot of things to himself. 
 
     His whole time then became centred on stalking me, morning, noon and night. His sole purpose seemed to be to harass me and try to make my life as difficult as he said I made his. It got so bad I changed my route to work as he was too familiar with my schedule. Luckily, I was on flexible hours, so I didn’t have a set start time. If I drove into the office, I saw him by the car park. If I got the tram in, he’d be waiting by the station and the same if I tried the bus route. He knew my whereabouts and my actions better than I knew myself.  
 
    One time, I left work at the earliest possible opportunity, thinking I might be able to shake him off. I walked down to my bus stop in Piccadilly in Manchester. I was constantly looking to the side and behind me for any signs of him as he generally lurked around the city centre. I stood there anxiously waiting for my bus, feeling that once I was on it, I’d be safe. I knew a bus was due, and I kept checking my watch. 
 
     Come on, come on. I was willing the bus to arrive. Then I happened to glance to my right into the newsagent’s shop next to the bus stop. As the shop door opened, I stared in horror as there was Jay walking out with a big proud grin on his face. I ran as fast as I could towards Piccadilly Gardens. He chased after me shouting abuse. Swerving the crowds, I managed to head him off. I could hear he wasn’t far behind me. My heart was racing, and I had to think quickly. Do I try to hide somewhere or go where there are lots of people around? I chose the latter and made my way into Debenham’s for safety. He caught up with me in the store and pushed me into a stand of clothes, kicking me to the ground and punching me forcefully.  
 
    “You’re never going to get away from me, you little slut.” His face looked contorted in a grimace. I screamed for help, but most people just turned away and didn’t want to get involved. 
 
    A security guard arrived, and Jay disappeared. The security man was really kind to me.  
 
    “Do you want me to call the police for you, love?” he asked. I shook my head. I didn’t want any fuss.  He took me to a staff room and made me a cup of tea. I just wanted to get home and have a nice bath and soothe my aching limbs, but he did insist on calling me a cab to take me home. 
 
    Events like this continued. I’d go a couple of days without seeing Jay. I’d start to believe he had given up, then like something out of a horror movie I’d be walking home from work late at night and he’d jump out of a bush in front of me. I was constantly on edge and forever trying to outwit him. 
 
     It was like a game of cat and mouse and sadly he appeared to be winning. It wore me down. I hated it at night if my parents went out as I was often gripped with fear that he might turn up. I spent one evening in the darkened pantry at our home as I convinced myself he was on the way. Any feelings I had towards Jay were now well and truly gone. I loathed him, not only for what he was doing to me but also because of the effect it was having on those close to me. I was too afraid to take him to court. He always threatened that if I did take any action against him, he would hound me for the rest of my life. Given what was happening to me, I had no reason to doubt that, and I wasn’t willing to risk it. Any mental strength I had was knocked out of me and I became timid and afraid. 
 
    I longed for the day when it would all be over, and I would get back to living a normal life. I spent all my time planning how to stay one step ahead of Jay. I felt like a prisoner trapped in a world that Jay knew inside out. 
 
     At work, I stopped going out on my lunch break in case he was hanging around outside, which he normally was. On one occasion, I had forgotten to bring my pack lunch in and didn’t fancy going up to the canteen.  Even though one of the girls offered to go to the shop for me, I decided to chance it myself. I plucked up the courage and stepped out of the office doors. It was foolish of me to suspect he wouldn’t be there. 
 
     This time he attacked me from behind and had me in a neck hold, banging my head against Greggs’ window.  
 
    “Thought you’d get away from me, did you?” he spat at me. “I’ll show you, you slag.” As each word grew louder and stronger, he emphasised his threats by bouncing my head against the shop window on every syllable. Those inside the shop looked on in disbelief, then turned and looked away. No one ever wanted to get involved and who could blame them with this mad psychopath. It was as though members of the public were embarrassed by what they were seeing and that if they ignored it, it would go away. I vowed never to leave someone in the sort of distress I’d experienced whatever the consequences.  
 
    There was an occasion, months down the line when I had been brave enough to go out shopping with Becky from work. I hadn’t told many people the full extent of what had been happening to me, but I confided in Becky. She said she understood my desire for keeping it quiet as I didn’t want it public knowledge that I dated a lunatic. Becky told me some time later that when I recounted all the stories to her about what had been going on, she figured it was all rather far-fetched. She said she thought I had been dramatising things and had been watching too many action movies. That was until the day we were walking along Piccadilly, chatting away and I looked up and saw Jay coming towards us.  
 
    Becky realised straight away that something was wrong by my nervousness.  
 
    As he approached, he started shouting abuse, and she whispered into my ear, “Leave him to me.” She began shouting back at Jay to stay away from me. The next thing I knew, he had her by the hair, pulling her to the ground and was kicking her. I was shocked. I couldn’t believe he would attack my friend.  
 
     I jumped on his back and began thumping him, so he turned on me then and dragged me to the floor. He swung me about like a rag doll and the punching and kicking started. After a while, he ran off, as he always did, and Becky and I were left to pick ourselves up. I couldn’t apologise enough to Becky, but she just put her arm around me and said she would be there for me all she could. 
 
    Living in fear became a way of life for me, and I couldn’t remember knowing any different. Drama was a daily occurrence, and our family got to know the two policemen who were forever frequenting our home after either another attack or threat of one. PC Caldwell tried his hardest to talk me into making a formal complaint.  
 
    “Sophie, just think, if you take out an injunction against him, it will make your life so much better. If he tries to come near you, then he’ll get arrested.” He wanted me to do it myself as he said because it was a domestic issue it would be harder for them to get a prosecution. PC Briggs tried to use emotional blackmail on me.  
 
    “He could be doing this to other poor women if you don’t put a stop to it, Sophie.” I did make a statement once, only to detract it after losing my nerve. I was too afraid to go ahead with anything formal. Jay kept harping on about not leaving me alone if I did anything foolish. 
 
     I didn’t like PC Caldwell. He was obviously now fed up with the continuing saga as we all were. He told me I should take better care of myself as people out there were getting themselves murdered. I didn’t find that helpful at all, and I thought he was insensitive. I was feeling bad enough and constantly under pressure. Although my mum and dad didn’t know it as I kept it well hidden, I was drinking half a bottle of vodka a night to help me sleep and numb the pain. 
 
    It had been a terrifying year. There hadn’t been one moment when I hadn’t been afraid. Tightness in my gut and chest was the norm. I didn’t know what it felt like to have peace of mind, but I longed for the day when it would all end. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    THEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The arguments between my parents were as bad as ever, and we all lived on a knife’s edge and I thought I was to blame.  Mum started learning to drive. She always relied on Dad to take her everywhere, but she now felt she wanted more independence.  
 
    I came home from work one day, and my mum wasn’t home. That was unusual as she only worked part-time. Then I saw a note in her handwriting addressed to my dad on the kitchen table. Straightaway, my breathing stopped, and I rushed upstairs to look in her wardrobe. All her clothes had gone. I dived back downstairs and went to steam open the letter. 
 
     I had suspected she’d been having an affair for some time. All the telltale signs had been there, nights out with her girlfriends, getting her hair done and looking glamorous when she went out. I shouldn’t have been shocked by what I read as she had been threatening to leave but I was utterly devastated. I suppose I never thought she would do it. For all her faults, I loved my mum, and it broke my heart to think she wouldn’t be there for me anymore. I began to sob uncontrollably. 
 
     I sealed the letter back up. I couldn’t bear to think about the impact it would have on my dad. He loved her unconditionally, and I knew he would have done anything to save the marriage but that was probably where he had gone wrong. He was too soft. I also had this feeling of dread inside that I may have prompted her to go, with the added stress I had brought on the family. Even though alarm bells were ringing, it still came as a shock to us to find out she’d absconded with her driving instructor, Norman. Dad was mortified. It made him ill. He came out in a nerve rash. I felt so sorry for him because, for all their differences, I knew he loved Mum. 
 
    Life didn’t get any easier after Mum left. On one occasion when Jay phoned, I mistakenly told him what happened with Mum, trying to appeal to his better nature. I looked for sympathy but all I got after that were taunts about it and it hurt. At every opportunity, he sang to me the song, Where’s Your Mamma Gone? I could bear the physical beating much more than the mental abuse I got from him.  
 
    I felt if I were to rid him from my life, I needed to change my situation completely and that meant changing my job and my address. At the moment I didn’t want to leave Dad. He wasn’t in a good place. Everything that happened was having an effect on his physical health. 
 
     I did decide to look for another job though. I hadn’t been happy where I was for a long time. One of the reasons I stayed as long as I did was down to Nick’s encouragement and support with my studies. He was the same grade as Jasmine and although I didn’t have much contact with him at work, he was also doing the same course as me. A few of us set up a revision circle and from there, I met his wife Angela. We used to have study nights that often turned into drinking sessions. Occasionally, I stayed the night at their home. It had been worthwhile because I managed to get good grades that year.  
 
    Angela and I hit it off straight away. I loved her sense of humour. I started phoning her to discuss things, and it was her who first put the idea of looking for another job into my head.  
 
    “Why don’t you try our place in Salford?” she said. “We have an accounts department and I’m sure you’d fit in better there.” So, the pair of us kept our eyes peeled for any vacancies.  
 
     At Freedman’s, I didn’t think they liked the fact my domestic situation encroached on my work life. As Jay was often to be seen outside the office, everyone was talking about it and I didn’t like that. I felt like a square peg in a round hole there. I always felt like that. There was only Becky to turn to, but she was also looking for another job. Also, I had been given a warning about my sick absence. I resented that because I had been genuinely ill and in hospital. I used to think, how would they deal with it if they had an evil psychopath to cope with? So, I made my mind up to leave. It didn’t take me long to find another job.  
 
     I managed to secure a position at Angela’s company in Salford Quays which was more money and more responsibility. It took me away from Jay’s stomping ground in the centre of Manchester.   
 
    I had been given an olive branch with my new job. I really enjoyed it. The culture was so different from my first place.  I walked into the canteen on my first-morning break. The smell of fried eggs and bacon with slightly burnt toast was pure heaven. I couldn’t resist getting something to eat even though I’d already had breakfast. I ordered a toasted teacake. I spotted a table where a few of my colleagues were sitting and approached them, tray in hand.  
 
    “Mind if I join you?” I pulled out a chair and looked around. Angela gazed up at me, and with a mouthful of food, beckoned me to sit down.  
 
    “I’m not sure if that’s a good idea, Sophie. They’ve all got hangovers and it might be catching. Wouldn’t want them leading you astray,” she laughed. She was busy tucking into the popular jumbo breakfast and it was easy to see how she got her ample frame, the way she enjoyed her food. I sat next to Fiona and opposite Matt, who spoke first. 
 
     “Hi Sophie, how are you settling in?” He held his toasted bacon sandwich with both hands then took a bite. 
 
     “Yeah, good thanks, everyone seems very kind,” I said stirring my tea. 
 
    “So, which of the guys have you got your eye on?” Fiona grinned at me.  
 
    Angela spluttered, “Give her a chance, she’s only just started.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not in the market for anyone. I had enough grief from my last boyfriend.” 
 
    “There’s no harm in looking, though. There’s some serious eye candy in your department.” Fiona said. Angela took a swig of her coffee. 
 
     “What about your boss Simon? You’ve got to admit he’s a real hunk,” Fiona interjected playfully. I went bright red. I wriggled in my seat and wished I had sat somewhere else.  
 
    “They all seem nice guys,” I said, taking a bite of my teacake.  Fiona rose from her chair, stacking the crockery onto her tray. 
 
     “Well, I hope you like a drink. Our Friday nights out with the lads are legendary throughout the company, not least because of the massive hangovers. Those guys know how to enjoy themselves.” I smiled to myself. This was my kind of place. 
 
    As the months passed, I started to feel a little safer as now there were odd days when I didn’t hear from Jay. I hoped and prayed he was getting fed up or even better that he had met someone else. I bumped into Jay’s brother-in-law, Martin a couple of times. At first, I felt panicky when I saw him. I was convinced he was going to tell Jay my whereabouts. After talking to him for a while, I realised he was on my side. He was sympathetic about what was happening to me and he described Jay as a nutter and said he couldn’t understand what I had ever seen in him.  
 
    I questioned myself a lot about this but looking back Jay was someone who had shown me a lot of attention and I wanted to look after him. I enjoyed my maternal role, but it hadn’t done me any favours, trying to save someone from themselves. I was in a pub in Whitefield once when Martin and a friend walked in. I felt nervous and didn’t trust him completely. He never gave me any reason to doubt him though, and he offered me support regarding Jay. 
 
    “I’ve got some good news and some bad news for you, Sophie,” Martin said. 
 
    “Go on, I’ll have the good news first.” 
 
    “Jay’s seeing someone new.” I breathed a sigh of relief. I thought now my troubles would be over. 
 
    “That’s great news. Well, maybe not for her though,” I laughed. Martin looked at me, shaking his head. 
 
     “I’m sorry Sophie; I don’t think it’s going to be that easy getting rid of him. I hear his girlfriend is cheesed off with Jay as all he does is talk about you.” 
 
    “Oh, so that’s the bad news, is it,” I said despondently. 
 
    Luckily for me, the times I saw or heard from Jay weren’t as frequent. I had never been shopping on my own since we split up and the troubles had started. I now felt confident enough to try a trip into Manchester. My dad felt nervous and asked me to keep in touch to let him know I was okay. I felt like a young teenager going out for the first time, but it didn’t bother me about being checked up on if it gave Dad peace of mind. Dad was worried about me. I went into Manchester and was pleased with myself. I’d bought a new blue dress. It was navy, with white flowers on and a full skirt that made you want to twirl round in it. I hardly ever wore dresses, but I fell in love with it when I saw it and, when I tried it on, it made me feel and look good. 
 
     I walked along Tib Street, taking a shortcut to the Arndale bus station, swinging my shopping bag, feeling better than I had in a long time. Next thing I knew, I had been lifted into the air, my bag flying high and Jay was there, dragging me into a phone box. The bag with my new dress in was scattered outside. He shouted at me to give him my mobile and I obediently obliged. He pushed me to the ground, then threw my phone down on the floor and stamped on it. 
 
     “You won’t be needing that,” he cried. He kicked me against the side of the glass then smashed up the public phone in the kiosk. I shook with fear. I was apprehensive about what he might do next.  
 
    Thankfully, he went outside the phone box. I sat on the ground inside the booth looking up at him. He was there peering menacingly down at me, with his full weight against the door so I couldn’t get out and he started shouting abuse. He was in a rage and I was so scared. I hoped that someone would walk by so Jay would stop but time went on and no one appeared. His rants continued, and I took satisfaction from the fact that at least he wasn’t hitting me. Jay was oblivious to anything around him. Hours passed. I prayed he would get fed up soon like I was. I sat there miserably listening to him raging. I tried to switch off from him but then only got worried about what my dad would be thinking. I became despondent. I didn’t know the time, but I had been there an age and I realised Dad would be getting concerned about me. I pleaded with Jay to let me out. I told him Dad wasn’t well, but he just laughed at that. 
 
     I began to cry, and he got mad. He was like a demonic being. 
 
     “You’ll never be rid of me, Sophie, for what you’ve done to me. I won’t settle until you’re dead, you bitch.” I tried to ignore his shouting, but he came out with a torrent of abusive language. Together with an occasional kick or thump on the glass, he was frightening me. The unpredictability of the situation scared me. I didn’t know what he was capable of but if it was anything like he threatened, then I had every right to be afraid.  
 
     I had no idea how long I had been there for, but it seemed like forever and the sky was now starting to go dark. I wondered how long he could keep me locked in a phone box as a prisoner like this. Amazingly, no one that did walk by seemed interested in what was going on. My saving grace came when it began to rain and not just rain, the heavens opened. The thunder rumbled, and the lightning flashed across the sky, followed by a heavy downpour of rain.  
 
    By now, Jay had thankfully had enough himself and he disappeared. I waited a while after he had gone to be sure he wasn’t lurking about. I slowly opened the door. A middle-aged man was standing outside and took the door, wanting to use the phone.  
 
    “I’m sorry, the phone’s not working. It’s been vandalised,” I told him. He gave me a look of disgust as though I had done it. I brushed past him looking for my shopping bag. It had blown into the road. I tried to salvage the dress but with the mud and tyres having ripped it, the garment was ruined. I felt so miserable. I couldn’t phone home, so I trudged through the streets to the bus station. When I found out the time, I realised he had kept me in the phone box for over five hours. Who does that to a person, I thought? I felt beaten both mentally and physically. 
 
    My dad was relieved to see me when I got in.  As was becoming a habit now he ran me a nice hot bath and made me a cup of tea. That was his way of showing he cared, just being there for me but I felt such a burden to him. 
 
    Three months later, I found another flat and moved out. Dad was in agreement with me and we both thought it was the only way to be totally rid of Jay. My new place wasn’t too far away from Dad’s but far enough for me to feel safe. By some miracle, I didn’t hear from Jay again. I had needed to change everything about my life apart from my name to get some peace, but it was worth it. It had taken twelve months of constant torture and harassment, but it appeared to have come to an end. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    NOW 
 
      
 
      
 
    My muscles ached from yesterday’s run. I’d been pushing myself harder than usual. I checked my reflection in the mirror before I left for work and tutted in disgust. Lack of sleep had produced dark circles around my eyes. Fear was creeping back in my life and I didn’t have any control over it. 
 
    The day ahead looked promising. I was seeing Cassie, one of my clients, for a coffee later that day. When she first started coming for therapy, the first thing I noticed was her eyes but instead of seeing their beauty, I saw that they lacked sparkle. I could only wonder about the sadness behind them. I initially welcomed her into the counselling room and when she sat down, I tried to lighten the atmosphere.  
 
    I said, “It’s raining cats and dogs outside. Did you come by boat?” 
 
    Cassie didn’t respond. Her eyes were dead. I realised it wasn’t the best joke in the world, but it was obvious she wasn’t in the mood for any light-hearted banter. I expected some sort of response but got nothing.  I saw no fun or laughter behind her glamorous exterior and in that moment felt a strong desire to help her. She had been referred for treatment after self-harming. Her notes said she had slashed her wrists quite badly.  It had been a serious attempt to take her life.  
 
    At our introductory session, I went through the information I had on her, checking everything was in order. I came to the section that gave me details about why she had been referred and read out the notes. I went cold when I recalled the first words she said to me, words I found myself playing over and over again in my head when lying in bed at night trying to get off to sleep.  
 
    “So, Cassie, it says here you cut your wrists in a suicide attempt.” I glanced up from the sheet of paper. 
 
     “No, I didn’t want to die, I just couldn’t see any other way out,” she said, looking down at her hands. They were shaking. Cassie didn’t say anything else for some time.  
 
    Looking at her appearance, with shoulder-length blonde hair that waved naturally and cobalt blue eyes, she looked innocent. She was a very attractive girl who on the surface seemed naive to worldly affairs. However, that was far from the truth. Underneath her timid exterior, I found out she was streetwise and would often use that to her advantage. 
 
    It was common for clients to sit quietly without opening up, but Cassie sat not speaking for longer than most. Sitting on her hands one minute, playing with her hair the next, she fidgeted in her seat. She searched the room. 
 
    “This is a safe environment, Cassie.” No response. 
 
    “Anything you say to me will be treated confidentially.”  Still, no response but I got a glimmer of hope as her eyes met mine. She searched my face, looking reticent.  
 
    “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Say anything that’s on your mind.”  She opened her mouth then closed it.  Slowly Cassie began to speak 
 
     “I didn’t grow up in this area. We moved a lot when I was small. Dad often changed his job, so we were always going to new schools. I didn’t find it easy to make new friends. Mum didn’t work. Her purpose in life was to bring up me and Laura, my older sister. She became overprotective towards us. I understood why but it didn’t make it any easier.” Cassie paused and thought. 
 
    “So, you understood why your mother became overprotective?” I responded, nodding. Cassie looked at me again. 
 
     “Yes, she lost her first child through cot death and I think that really affected her. We were never allowed to play out the same as other kids were and when we got older we weren’t allowed to go to friend’s houses or join in things. So, Laura and I had to play together a lot of the time, but Laura resented that, being three years older than me.” She talked more about her childhood and her domineering mother but when I asked if she wanted to say any more about her recent suicide attempt, she clammed up again.  
 
    I saw that she was traumatised about something and deeply troubled. Towards the end of our session together, I pointed out that I’d noticed she kept glancing up at the clock. 
 
     “Have you got somewhere else you need to be?” I asked. 
 
    “He doesn’t know I’m here.”  
 
    “Oh, I see. Is that your partner?” I asked, and Cassie just nodded and confirmed she needed to leave. We made arrangements for Cassie to come back the following week.  
 
    Before parting company, I clasped Cassie’s hands in mine and said, “It’s going to be okay.” Cassie just stared back blankly. The next week she didn’t arrive for her appointment, so I phoned her to see if she had forgotten about it and to check she was all right. At first, she didn’t pick the phone up, but I tried again, which I don’t always do with clients as it’s their choice whether they come for therapy but after the third attempt, I heaved a sigh of relief as I heard the click as the phone was picked up and Cassie nervously coughed in the background. Cassie sounded distant on the other end of the phone. She apologised and said the appointment slipped her mind. 
 
     Silently tutting inside, I said, “Do you want to re-arrange your appointment or maybe meet for coffee?” I knew I was stepping outside the normal office protocol suggesting meeting for coffee, but this girl had touched me and if she was afraid to be seen at the counselling centre, then I thought this may be a better option for her. Cassie’s voice trembled slightly. It sounded to me as though she had been crying. 
 
    “I have a dentist appointment tomorrow. I might be able to manage a quick coffee,” she volunteered. So that was how we agreed to get together the next day. It was a shame she didn’t want to meet in the women’s centre because it was a safe place for females, many of whom experienced domestic violence and other forms of abuse at the hands of both partners and family members. No men were allowed on the premises unsupervised. The only men who came in were at the centre for a purpose, such as a plumber, for instance. 
 
    Cassie and I met in a little coffee shop down one of the side streets in Bury. We sat in silence for some time. I searched for the right thing to say. 
 
    “I’ve just downloaded the latest Bruno Mars album. Do you like him, Cassie? 
 
    She nodded. Moving her chair, it bashed into my carrier bag. 
 
    “Sorry, I’ll just move the bag.” I moved the bag nearer my seat. 
 
    “I’ve just been getting cat litter for my little kitten, Max. Do you have any pets?” 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    Looking around the cafe, I said, “It’s nice in here isn’t it?” 
 
    “Hmm, they did the place up last year.” 
 
    Nodding, I said, “Yes, they’ve made a good job of the decor.” 
 
     Keeping the tone light, I continued on as I didn’t want to push her away. Suggesting this wasn’t the most appropriate place to talk about her life, I did manage to persuade her to come back to the therapy rooms. We scheduled an appointment for the following week. 
 
     When Cassie started opening up to me more, the similarities between our two lives were uncanny.  She didn’t often look me in the eye even though I tried to make her feel comfortable. Once she was confident talking though, her words began to stream out.  
 
    Sat in the grey upholstered tub chair opposite me, she told me quietly about more recent events.  
 
    “I left home when I was eighteen to move in with my boyfriend. He’s a few years older than me and Mum never approved of him. I wasn’t speaking to Dad over money I owed him. Mum can be controlling. She likes to think she’s in charge.” 
 
    “So, your mum likes to think she’s the boss then,” I said.  
 
    Cassie ignored me and continued, “Charlie and I hit it off from the beginning. He’s tall, dark and handsome, so it was a no-brainer when I met him and surprisingly, he seemed to like me. He’s from a good home. His mum and dad are wealthy, not like us. Charlie was something of a misfit though. He had been excluded from school for dabbling in drugs.” She looked me in the eye at that point as if she sought my approval. I kept up the same expression and nodded. 
 
     “He was cheeky, and I was smitten,” she smiled. “For the first six months, everything was fine. Charlie was extremely jealous but then weren’t most boys.  When we first got together, we laughed a lot. On our first date, Charlie took me on a rowing boat in Heaton Park. I wasn’t very good with the oars so at one point we nearly capsized.” Cassie chuckled to herself.  
 
    “Charlie just smiled at my predicament and took over the oars, in a very manly fashion almost pushing me out of the way in his enthusiasm to save us from capsizing. I didn’t mind though. He rowed us safely back to shore and when he took over the helm, he came up so close to my cheek that the feelings I had inside were electrifying. I thought I was going to die of shock. I almost swooned, impressed with his strength and manliness. He spoke so eloquently as well. He doesn’t have the usual Manchester twang that most of the boys I know have.”  Cassie seemed lost in the memories of better times and paused. 
 
    “So, he was different to the other boys, and you liked that,” I reflected. Cassie glanced across at me, realising I was still in the room.  
 
    “Oh yes, he was different alright, a lot more refined and edgy. This all added to the attraction. For me, he appeared to be the full package. He was intelligent, considerate, he behaved like a gentleman and he made me laugh. What was there not to like?  After our first date, I couldn’t wait to see him again. I tried to play it cool and not reply back to his texts too quickly, but I couldn’t help myself.” 
 
     Cassie’s words were flowing freely now, and she went on to say, “From the word go, I thought about Charlie every waking hour. Most boys before Charlie always arranged to meet up in bars or clubs. Charlie loved to take me to restaurants and always came to pick me up in his car, making sure he always opened and closed the passenger door for me. I loved being treated like a lady and I especially loved the fact that from the start he took me to nice swanky places. It didn’t bother me that he always chose what I should eat. After all, he was seven years older than me so had more life experience. When we weren’t together, Charlie would be texting or phoning to see what I was doing, up to about twenty times a day. I didn’t mind though. I enjoyed the intensity of the relationship back then and I felt I was falling for him in a big way.” Cassie began to cry. 
 
     “Here you are.” I held out the box of tissues for her to take one.  
 
    “It’s not like that now.” She started sobbing uncontrollably.  I let her continue and then encouraged her.  
 
    “You’re doing really well, Cassie. I can see how difficult this must be for you.” 
 
    Coming to the end of our session, I smiled inwardly. We made arrangements to meet the following week. I felt pleased Cassie now trusted me enough to let me into her world. I thought we had a long way to go but at least she had made some progress and we were starting to see a shift. Thankfully, she wasn’t as reticent about treatment. Cassie had been the last client that night and, shortly after she left, I got myself ready to leave. I said goodnight to Janet, one of the other members of staff, put my coat on and walked out the door. 
 
    I put the strap of my handbag over my shoulder. I’d always been conscious of muggings and I tried to be even more cautious when it was dark outside. Walking through the centre of Bury, that feeling began to come over me, the one where I didn’t think I was alone. It is hard to describe to someone when you can’t find anything concrete to support what you are feeling, but I wasn’t imagining it. I saw shadows. If I stopped walking, the shadow stopped. I peered into a shop window. I wasn’t looking at the display, it was the reflection I was interested in. 
 
     A car horn blared in the distance. It made me jump. I kept looking over my shoulder but saw nothing to raise my suspicions. Something wasn’t right, though, because every time I glanced back, looking at the reflective glass, I felt a presence. This was real, and I felt frightened. People were walking along, but I was sure I heard footsteps behind me. I crossed the road even though I didn’t need to. I got around the corner and broke into a run. I was so relieved when I reached my car. I was breathing rapidly. I bent my head down with my hands on my knees. I was out of breath.  I resumed a standing position by my car door and waited, looking back but saw nothing. My hands were shaking as I fumbled to find my car keys. I got in and kept searching in the mirror for any clues, but I couldn’t see anyone or anything suspicious. What had disturbed me? I didn’t know. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
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    The next time Cassie came to see me she told me more about her family and the relationship she had with her overbearing mother. 
 
     “Even though Mum bossed me about,” she said, “I’d always been close to her and normally we talked about everything, more like friends than mother and daughter.” She looked down at her hands, “That was until I told her about Charlie. Mum wasn’t too keen on the idea of me being with him and at the time I couldn’t understand what the problem was. I thought she was jealous of the fact me and her weren’t spending as much time together doing girlie things like we used to as all my spare time was now taken up with Charlie.”  
 
    Not wanting to interrupt Cassie's flow, I kept giving nods and non-verbal encouragement to show I was listening. Cassie shook her head.  
 
    “Now I realise what was happening was Mum saw something she didn’t like in Charlie. He was too controlling for her liking and she thought he was taking over my life. I thought that was rich coming from her. I think she was infuriated because she couldn’t do a thing about it. I was old enough now to make my own mind up and the more she said anything, the more I dug my heels in and did the opposite.” Cassie glanced over at me, still shaking her head. 
 
     “The more Mum brought up anything about Charlie, the more I went on the defensive and my relationship with her became rocky. I stopped confiding in her. As far as I was concerned, we were no longer friends. Sometimes, I didn’t like what Charlie did but, being blinded by love, I only saw the good in him, so I used to dismiss any reservations I had.  Then came the day my relationship with Mum broke down completely. She’d got angry and lost her cool over the number of phone calls he made.  ‘Can’t you see he’s just checking up on you!’ she screamed at me.” Cassie mimicked her mother’s voice.  
 
    “I was livid and told her he loved me, and it was normal to be phoning your girlfriend. I said to her she was a cold jealous woman. We both started shouting abuse at each other. It had been bubbling under for some time. The argument got heated, and we both said things to each other we shouldn’t have.  Then finally I told her I’d had enough, and I was leaving, and I ran upstairs crying and packed an overnight bag.” Cassie sat back in her seat, looking a lot more comfortable talking to me.  
 
    She continued, “I moved in with Charlie that night. He already had his own place, and he was over the moon. He was so pleased to see me when I turned up on his doorstep.  He wrapped me in his arms saying, ‘Come in my precious girl,’ and ironically I felt so safe and secure.” She gave a little laugh and raised her eyebrows. 
 
     “I was sad things had gotten so bad with Mum, but I felt sure she would come round in time when she saw how happy I was. Do you want me to carry on?” She looked across at me for reassurance. 
 
    “Yes, please do if you feel able.”  
 
    “The time I loved the most was in the kitchen. I loved cooking for Charlie to his precise specifications and doing the household chores just how he wanted me to. He had exacting standards, and I did my best to live up to them. But our domestic bliss was short-lived.  Looking back now I can see the changes that started to occur were subtle. Charlie chose my clothes. I wasn’t allowed to wear anything that was in the slightest way seductive. Then came the day when our idyllic bubble burst. We had our first major argument when I’d arranged to go out with my work colleagues for a birthday drink without him.” I could see Cassie taking gulps as she recalled the event. 
 
    “He said he would allow me to go, although he didn’t seem very happy about it. In a friendly tone, he’d suggested he would pick my outfit to wear. I’d had enough of him controlling me and I tried to put my foot down and insist on wearing what I wanted. He marched into the bedroom, got hold of me and dragged me by the hair into the kitchen. Then he pushed me over to the sink where dirty dishes were soaking. He ducked my head under the water and screamed at me for disobeying him. He held my head under for ages. It was horrible. I thought I was going to die.”  Cassie put her hand over her mouth as she recalled the incident. 
 
    “It must have been very frightening for you, Cassie?” 
 
     Looking over at me, and with a tear in her eye, she said, “Yes it was. I thought he was trying to drown me. I couldn’t hold my breath for long. We eventually made up, but I didn’t go out that night. I told my friends I wasn’t well. In fact, that was the last time I made arrangements to go out with my mates. It became more trouble than it was worth. So, I decided it was better to have a quiet life with no conflict. I tried to convince myself I was happy enough just going out with Charlie like he kept telling me.” Cassie took a drink of water and I encouraged her. 
 
    “You’re doing well talking through things you find so difficult.” 
 
    She carried on, “I’ve been with Charlie for nearly three years. The violence has been constant throughout that time.  When he first started hitting me, I gave as good as I got but the beatings were worse when I retaliated, so eventually, I just put up with his behaviour and let him do his worst. Gradually, he cut me off from all my friends. I made my peace with Mum and sometimes spoke to her, but things were never the same as they used to be and when I phoned her, it was only to ask how the family were. I didn’t want to stay on the line too long in case she got suspicious. The last thing I wanted was to worry my family. I never went home anymore to see Mum and Dad. My sister, Laura was doing her own thing, so we tended just to speak by text. I never confided in her about what was happening.” 
 
    “So, you were keeping things to yourself?” I asked. A tear appeared on Cassie’s face and she wiped it away with her hand. 
 
     “Yes. At work at the salon, the other girls were getting concerned about me. They’d noticed the occasional bruises, and I kept making excuses I’d walked into doors and lampposts. They weren’t convinced though because there were too many incidents. I sensed my personality was changing as well. I’d become very withdrawn at work, never wanting to join in with anything. I don’t think the other girls realised it was fear that kept the distance between us. Then one day Charlie told me I no longer needed to work and that he wanted me at home doing the cooking and cleaning.  He told me his job in finance earned him enough to keep both of us. At first, I enjoyed the idea of being a lady of leisure, but I soon got bored with staying home. Charlie got mad if I suggested arranging to meet up with any of my old friends. I was so lonely.” Cassie continued to wipe away the tears with a tissue. I understood only too well that Cassie had become a prisoner in the relationship. She was too afraid to leave, yet just as fearful staying.  
 
    “Take your time, Cassie.” I tried to comfort her. 
 
    “When I slashed my wrists, Charlie wasn’t impressed. He didn’t want our relationship put under a magnifying glass by outsiders.” 
 
    “Yes, I can imagine why he wouldn’t want that.” I nodded. 
 
     “The incident made Charlie angrier than ever because now people were asking questions about what was going on with the two of us. He thought someone might start putting silly ideas in my head, such as suggesting I should leave him.  He’d called me foolish and showed me no sympathy. He was more concerned with how my behaviour would make him look. By now though I went along with whatever Charlie said. I still looked up to him in lots of ways even though I’d lost all confidence and self-respect. I feel so trapped.” 
 
     I thought about the relationship I was building up with Cassie. I was getting emotionally involved in the situation which was unethical for a counsellor. I thought I needed to confide more in my supervisor, especially concerning the dilemma of the coffee shop meetings. I knew I was in a very precarious position. I didn’t want to lose Cassie’s trust. I wanted to get Cassie to see that leaving Charlie would be the best thing for her, but I thought that wasn’t my place to say so. However, I thought if I handled the situation with care and won Cassie over, I might be able to get her to see things in a different way. I had helped a number of girls in the past and realised telling them what to do was futile.  I knew with domestic abuse cases, women only left when the pain got so bad, whether that be emotional or physical, and also when they had somewhere safe to go. 
 
    In the short time I had been in the job, I thought I was making a difference. I loved seeing women getting their confidence back whether it had been lost through years of putting others first or because they’d never had any self-worth in the first place. 
 
     With Cassie, I felt nervous. I thought about my own life and the similarities. Maybe there was a certain excitement taking risks with Cassie that, I had to admit, I enjoyed. Life had been anything but mundane and my behaviour in this situation proved to me I couldn’t just live a normal life. I thought Cassie’s case encroached on my life more than it should have done. 
 
    I definitely needed to discuss all my concerns with my supervisor as I didn’t want to put my job at risk however much I wanted to help Cassie. I also knew exactly what I was doing. I originally arranged to meet Cassie at a coffee shop at the back of the station, somewhat off the beaten track. I said this was for Cassie’s benefit, but I felt it was because I too didn’t want to be seen by any of my work colleagues. 
 
    Not doing the right thing affected my physical health, and I wasn’t sleeping, worrying about work and the other things going on in my life. I lay awake at night and the hours passed. I would get up and make a brew or try reading. Nothing seemed to work. I’d had the dream again where I was with Mum and she wouldn’t come with me. I woke up feeling agitated, and the stress stayed with me throughout the day. I knew I had to do something to change the way I felt, but I wasn’t going to have a drink. 
 
    The next day, I’d left work at the usual finishing time instead of staying late.  When I got home, I’d just put the key in the lock and opened the front door. Max greeted me.  
 
    “Hi, Max.” I stroked him and went to pick up the mail.  
 
    As usual, a pile of bills had been posted through the letterbox. I spotted three envelopes which I picked up and was just going to open when I saw something else on the floor out of the corner of my eye. I noticed it, mainly because it was yellow, and it resembled a taxi card that had been left. At first, I thought it was probably a firm promoting their services as I often got similar cards pushed through the letterbox but when I picked the card up to examine it, my heart sank. This wasn’t an ordinary business card. On the back, in big black bold letters, someone had written: I’LL BE BACK. I shuddered. 
 
     Who was doing this? What was going on? I thought it was a bit creepy. I wondered whether to inform the police, but the words were hardly threatening or menacing, and I didn’t believe they would make it a priority, especially as I didn’t know who I was dealing with. The trouble was if this was linked to the phone calls then not only did this mystery man have the landline number, but he also now knew where I lived. 
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    The following day, my nerves were still jangling, so I decided to phone Steph to discuss my worries. She picked up the phone on the first ring. 
 
    “Hi, Soph, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Something’s happened.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I think I’m being followed.” 
 
    “Followed? Why? How?” 
 
    “I know it sounds daft and I can’t really explain.” 
 
    She cut in, “Well, em… are you sure?” 
 
    “There have been a couple of occasions now I’ve thought it.” 
 
    A silence ensued then Steph asked, “Sophie, are you on any medication?” 
 
    “No, why do you ask?” 
 
    “You’re not on anti-depressants or anything?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” My voice was raised now. 
 
    “Don’t get upset. It’s just that, if you were, then it might explain it because certain medications can cause paranoia, so I just wondered…” 
 
    “Steph, I’m not imagining things.” I’d become annoyed with her now and it was obvious she didn’t believe me. 
 
    “No, of course you’re not.” 
 
    “Anyway, there’s nothing you can do, Steph. I just wanted to let you know. I’ll speak to you soon.” 
 
    “Bye then, Sophie. You take care.” 
 
    I ended the call. I hadn’t even told her about the card left yesterday. I wasn’t happy with her. She thought she knew all the answers, and she knew nothing. 
 
     That lunchtime, I went along to the little cafe, tucked down one of the side streets that had become the rendezvous spot where I met up with Cassie. I was still holding onto a resentment against Steph. The way she spoke to me worried me. Did this mean no one would believe me? What was I going to do about it? I had to put these thoughts aside when Cassie turned up.  
 
    She arrived on time, which was unusual, but she seemed distant. We were both sat drinking our coffees.  
 
    I glanced over at her and said, “I’ve been looking into the possibility of getting you into a women’s hostel if or when you’ve had enough with Charlie.” Cassie looked back at me, shaking her head.  
 
    “No, no, I couldn’t do that.”  I was disappointed as I thought she might have been ready to leave.  
 
    “So, what is making you so reluctant to leave, Cassie?” I enquired. 
 
    “I don’t know. Just the idea makes me get all nervous. I think I would feel a failure if I left and had to give up everything and start again. It all feels too daunting.” My expression must have appeared down as I listened to her reply.  
 
    “You know I would help you every step of the way. Breaking away would mean a chance for you to make a new life, plus I don’t think it’s safe for you to stay with Charlie.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Even thinking about what you said fills me with fear.” 
 
    “But surely that’s not as bad as the fear you have when Charlie hits you.” I saw I’d touched a nerve. “Anyway,” I continued, “You don’t have to make your mind up now, have a think about what you want to do.” I gave her a sad-looking smile, and we finished our drinks. Our meeting today hadn’t gone well. Both of us had been sitting for periods in silence and I knew I wasn’t giving Cassie a hundred percent of my attention.  
 
    Thinking about my own situation too much, I felt bad, so I arranged to meet Cassie again a couple of days later. I told her I would be in the area and it wasn’t out of my way. As we both rose to leave, I went to hug Cassie, and she winced. I decided to ignore her reaction. If Cassie had a bruised body that she wasn’t willing to talk about then maybe now wasn’t the right time for me to start lecturing her about leaving Charlie. 
 
    We arranged to meet the following Tuesday at the same coffee shop. I was on lunch break from work and arrived slightly early. Cassie didn’t appear, so I ordered a drink and a sandwich and began checking the emails on my phone. My order came, and I glanced at the time. Cassie was already twenty minutes late.  
 
    Jerking my head to the side every time the door opened, I watched as another customer came in. Each time, I got my hopes up it might be Cassie. I was concerned, so I sent her a friendly text: Hi, just ordered food, do u want me to order anything for u? No reply came back. I sat waiting.  
 
    Watching the clouds pass by out of the window, I was bemused by how rapidly the formation changed from cotton wool balls to a grey canvas. I waited some more. 
 
     I tried ringing Cassie a couple of times, but the calls went straight through to voicemail. The waitress approached to take away my plate and mug and I had to resign myself to the fact Cassie wasn’t coming. I’d stayed as long as possible before going back to the office. 
 
    I had a lot of work on. They were short staffed, so I had been given extra clients to deal with, which meant I struggled to make headway with the paperwork. I was so busy that concerns for Cassie were soon shelved.  
 
    I had been staying late for the last couple of weeks to keep on top of my workload and tonight was no exception. I hoped the bosses noticed my dedication even if I was putting the hours in partly due to the fact I didn’t want to be home alone at the moment. I was becoming increasingly more suspicious about the events that had happened to me. 
 
    A couple of days passed, and I still hadn’t heard anything from Cassie so, when work ended that day, I decided to drive past the home she shared with Charlie to try to check things out. I felt nervous sneaking around, but I wanted reassurance she was okay. I drove my car to the end of Cassie’s road and parked up on the corner, having decided to walk down. If I was seen I didn’t have an excuse for being in the area, but I thought it was worth taking the risk. I felt edgy as I approached their house. My palms were sweating. The place was in darkness. I tentatively walked up the path and had a quick look through the windows and letterbox but saw nothing unusual or suspicious. I was disappointed and going to their home didn’t ease the tension. 
 
    The following Monday, Cassie was scheduled to attend the counselling session with me at the centre. I had already put the time aside to do paperwork as I felt certain she wouldn’t turn up, so I was surprised when she came bursting through the door. She was upset and explained she had been in hospital.  
 
    “Oh dear, Cassie. Come in and sit down.” I listened intently as she spoke. 
 
    “Charlie hit me and knocked me unconscious. The police arrested him, but they released him without any charges because he’d persuaded me to say I’d tripped and fallen down the stairs. I’m so sorry but I’m scared of him. I didn’t know what else to do.”  
 
    “It’s okay, Cassie. You’re being very brave. It must be taking all your courage to come here so I understand you feel you need to do as Charlie says.” He’d also confiscated her phone. I thought for a while. If Cassie was still being coerced by Charlie, then she wasn’t going to be talked into leaving him yet, but she did agree to get herself a secret pay-as-you-go phone to use in emergencies if she felt in danger. 
 
    When Cassie first came for therapy, she tried to justify Charlie’s behaviour, but now she was beginning to see things in a new light. She told me something of his life. 
 
     “Charlie had an unhappy home life. He didn’t get on with his parents. He had the same traditional views as his father who was strict and thought a woman’s place was in the home looking after her man. It has taken me a while to see how Charlie’s behaviour has been affecting me. I’d been brainwashed by him into believing I was inferior.” 
 
    I still needed to use all my skills in helping Cassie bring about a change in her perception and attitude, but she was already starting to see she didn’t have to live this way. I had given her my home phone number which wasn’t the norm, but I was worried for her safety. Although I thought honesty was generally the best policy, in this situation with Cassie’s partner, I saw that being truthful could damage the work that was being done were Charlie to find out what was going on. If he got wind of the fact someone knew how he had been treating Cassie, I thought I probably wouldn’t see her again.  
 
    Her feelings ranged from denial to anger. She still walked on eggshells. She still took the beatings and she couldn’t contemplate what might happen if she were to leave. 
 
    I didn’t enjoy cases such as Cassie’s. It often felt as though it was one step forward and two steps back. Just when I thought I was getting somewhere, and she said all the right things, she got scared, thinking of the possible consequences and backed down. The futility of it all infuriated me. Hindsight had shown me finding the courage to leave was the best thing to do if not the easiest. 
 
    Towards the end of that week, I’d got up early and gone out for my morning run, down by the river. I loved being out first thing in the morning before the traffic woke up. Even from the river path, the sounds of car horns and civilisation interrupted the peace and encroached on my solitude. 
 
     Today I was halfway around when I started to get a stitch. I slowed down, holding my side. I tried massaging my leg, but the pain remained. There was a bench further along the path, so I decided to take five minutes out and rest. I sat down, and my mind drifted away. I was staring down at the puddles when I heard a dog barking and I looked up. A man walking his Yorkie had tripped up just in front of the bench where I sat. The dog yapped and jumped around. I had to keep a straight face as I found the scene very amusing. I got up from where I’d been sitting to see if he needed any assistance.  
 
     “Are you okay?” 
 
     I went to help him, but he was embarrassed by the whole episode and rose to his feet. 
 
     “I’m fine, thanks.” He patted himself down. He was tall and muscular, and his choice of dog made me smile. It was small and cute, somehow, they didn’t seem to go together. People often chose a dog that mirrored their personality but these two were more like Laurel and Hardy or Little and Large. The man gave me a nervous look and went on his way. 
 
    I set off back home. I had things to do and needed to start getting ready. I jogged steadily back to the flat. Just as I approached the front of my place, I spotted some glass on the ground near the gate. I strolled up to it with heavy steps. My car was parked outside and, as I got nearer, I saw my rear passenger window had been smashed. 
 
     I checked inside the vehicle. Nothing appeared to have been taken. Thieves go for radios or sat navs. The radio was still in place and I didn’t have a sat nav or anything else of value in the car. Whether it was an opportunist who got disturbed or some random act of vandalism, I wasn’t sure. I checked down the road. It didn’t look as though any other cars had been damaged. Then I glanced back at my car and noticed to my horror all the tyres were flat. On closer inspection, I saw they had been slashed. My heart raced. I was annoyed and agitated.  What was going on?  
 
    I walked up the path feeling despondent. I would now have all the hassle of sorting my car out, getting on to the insurance and the police. I glanced at the time. I needed to get ready promptly. Without a vehicle at my disposal, I would have to catch the bus into work. After a quick shower, I got dressed and put on some blusher and mascara. I had to get out of the house as soon as possible. I decided I’d leave sorting the car out until I got back, reasoning it wasn’t as though anyone would steal it with no tyres. 
 
     Just then, as if on cue, the house phone rang again, and I jumped up in shock. I dashed straight into the bedroom and shut the door in an attempt to block out the sound of the ringing. I felt defiant and determined I wasn’t going to answer it and I would ignore any messages left. I brushed my hair, but the noise of the ringing unnerved me. I needed to pull myself together. I composed myself, feeling I was overreacting and unplugged the phone. I didn’t need the landline when I wasn’t using the internet. That felt better, taking back control of the situation. I put on my jacket, checked I had my keys and mobile and off I went. I breathed a sigh of relief as I shut the front door behind me.  
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    I sorted the car out, deciding not to go through the insurance. I bought a set of cheap tyres and got the window fixed. The police logged the details and told me there had been a number of similar car break-ins in the area and that I was lucky nothing had been taken. I didn’t feel lucky. I tried to make sense of what was going on in my life, but I couldn’t understand it. I didn’t think I’d upset anyone enough to do these things to me. I was totally confused.  
 
    With Max’s cute face to greet me every day, and the phone unplugged for most of the time, I tried to push out any feelings of uneasiness but the nagging doubts in the back of my mind wouldn’t go away. I wanted to know who was behind the menacing calls and if this latest incident was connected. I wasn’t hopeful the police would find out anything.  
 
    Although I hadn’t seen Jay for many years, I wondered if he was involved in what was happening to me. It had his trademark style on it. I thought about Martin, Jay’s brother-in-law. Maybe I ought to check with him to find out if he’d heard anything from Jay.  I hadn’t seen Martin down the gym for ages, but I knew which pub he frequented. Although I didn’t enjoy going into pubs at all these days, I thought for peace of mind, I would make the sacrifice, just this once. 
 
     That night I headed out for the Red Lion to try to spot Martin and see if he had any up-to-date information about Jay. It wasn’t the most salubrious of pubs and it was years since I frequented it, but I boldly went up to the bar and ordered a sparkling water. Memories of heavy drinking sessions with people I hardly knew came flooding back, making me shudder. 
 
    I panned the scene. There was no music blaring away like I remembered. Two blokes were sat in the corner playing dominoes, a couple were huddled over a table obviously having an argument and a group of three men stood chatting at the other end of the bar, not exactly a wild night out. I couldn’t see Martin. No sign of anyone with his tall stature and bald head anywhere so I asked the barman if he had seen him. He told me Martin generally came in on Tuesdays and Thursdays for darts nights and, apart from that, just when they were showing football. 
 
    I drank up and decided to call in again on a darts night and sure enough, when I walked in on the following Tuesday, he was stood at the bar.  Wearing his tan leather jacket, I recognised him straight away, despite the cap he had on.  He spotted me, coming over and kissing me on the cheek.  
 
    “Fred told me a fit redhead had been asking after me and I couldn’t think who it was. I should have realised it was you but if you’re after my body you’ll have to wait until after the darts match.” He smiled and winked at me. I shook my head and smiled back. I wasn’t enjoying the stale smell of beer but thought, under the circumstances, I had to make a few sacrifices. Although Martin was a relative of Jay’s through marrying Jay’s sister, Dot, Martin and I always got on well. I was sorry to hear his relationship with Dot hadn’t lasted. He said things had broken down as she had mental health issues. He didn’t go into detail and I didn’t ask. Martin knew what a psychopath Jay was, and he empathised with what I had gone through.  
 
    “I’d like a chat after your game if that’s okay?” I didn’t wait for an answer as I knew Martin would speak to me and I sat down in the corner and watched the match. When the darts finished, Martin came straight over. 
 
     “So, what can I do for you, pretty lady?” I told him about the sinister phone calls, the note left and the vandalism to my car. I was sure Martin would never divulge my whereabouts, even if he had known where I lived, but I still felt I wanted to gauge his reaction. 
 
     “I don’t think for one minute it’s Jay because he lives in Scotland now, even if it does sound the sort of thing he is capable of, but if it gives you any peace of mind, I’ll check him out for you, discreetly.” I felt relieved, and we exchanged phone numbers, with Martin promising to get back to me as soon as he knew anything for certain. 
 
                                                  ********************* 
 
     A few days later I met up with Cassie at our usual spot. This time I was pleased with her as it seemed as though she may have had some sort of breakthrough with regard to Charlie. Her thinking had shifted as she actually sounded more determined she was going to leave him.  
 
    “I’d got as far as packing a bag the other day, Sophie. You’d have been proud of me. I didn’t know where I was going to go but I felt like the time had come to make a move. I took a chance while Charlie was down at the bookies. I thought he’d be gone at least an hour, so it gave me time to search around for important documents such as my passport. It took me a while to find that because Charlie had hidden it. I’d just come down the stairs with my small case.  My heart thumped, and I was fearful of what I was doing but I knew it was now or never. I was pleased with myself I’d managed to pluck up the courage to make a move. As I walked down the hall, I felt my heart was going to leap out of my chest, it was beating so loud.” Cassie took a sip of water from the glass on the table. 
 
    “Just then I saw a shadow through the glass front door and realised Charlie was back. I have never been so frightened in my entire life. I quickly threw the case in the cupboard under the stairs and welcomed him as though nothing had happened. He suspected something because he said I seemed edgy, but I managed to get away with it. If he had ever found the case and thought I intended to leave him, I don’t think I’d be here now to tell the tale. I’m going to have to wait for another chance but I’m sure I will get an opportunity soon. I want to do this now, Sophie.” 
 
    I was becoming increasingly concerned for Cassie’s safety and, although I didn’t want to alarm the girl unnecessarily, I wanted to make sure she had a watertight plan in place on leaving Charlie. I had given her my address to be used in the case of extreme emergencies. This was totally against company regulations.  
 
    I had quite a number of other clients to focus my time and skills on such as Fatima, the Muslim girl who had been held captive by her family as they didn’t agree with her choice of partner. This was a difficult case as the mother insisted on sitting in on therapy, so at first, they were only offered a family session. It became clear Fatima needed one-to-one help. 
 
     Another case I was dealing with was Karen whose husband had left her after thirty-five years together and she was lost, couldn’t make any decisions for herself, had no self-confidence and very little self-esteem. Bringing her out of her shell proved to be difficult and slow. There were many Karens in the world and I wanted to make a difference in their lives, so I knew I couldn’t afford to make a mistake with Cassie.  
 
    The way our friendship was developing, I thought I would have to refer Cassie on to someone else. I didn’t want to lose my job because of making a wrong move. I knew what I needed to do and made a mental note the next time Cassie came for therapy, I would discuss other options with her. 
 
    A couple of night later, I treated myself to an early bath, with candles and a luxury camomile bath bomb. I felt warm and relaxed in my pyjamas and turned to see what was on TV when a loud knock came at the door. The time was only 8.30, but it still seemed rather late for any canvassers or door-to-door salesmen and I wasn’t expecting anyone. The knocking was persistent and loud, and the noise unnerved me. I went over to the front window and peeped through the curtains. I couldn’t make out who was there but could make out it was a female from the body shape, so I plucked up the courage to answer. 
 
     As I opened the door, I got a total shock when I saw Cassie’s bruised and cut face in front of me. I glanced around to check no one else was in the vicinity and ushered her in. 
 
     “What happened, Cassie?” I moved towards her and put my arms around her. Cassie winced and began to sob. 
 
     “We had a fight,” she coughed and spluttered. “I’ve done it, Sophie. I’ve left him.” 
 
     “He doesn’t know where you are does he?” I enquired with a concerned look on my face. 
 
    “No, he went out after beating me up. I knew this was my one chance to get away,” Cassie said. I was worried Cassie may have inadvertently given my address to Charlie, but Cassie explained she had memorised it and didn’t have it written down anywhere.  
 
    After making Cassie a cup of tea, I tried ringing round some of the emergency numbers I knew for services that helped women who had been the victim of domestic violence. No one appeared to have a bed that night, but I found a hostel in Burnley that would take Cassie the following day.  
 
    “You can stay here tonight, Cassie. You sleep in my bed and I’ll go on the sofa. Do you want me to run you a bath?” I asked. Cassie sat whimpering and seemed incapable of making a decision, so I tried to reassure her everything would be okay now, even though I knew from experience this was only the beginning of the trouble. I didn’t want to alarm Cassie in any way.  
 
    The following day I phoned in work and explained what had happened. My boss was sympathetic, and I was relieved I had been able to sort something out for Cassie. I had some answering to do for giving my address out but hoped I could smooth things over. I promised Cassie I would keep in touch and, if she needed help to go round for her belongings, then that would be arranged. Cassie seemed resigned to leaving most of her stuff behind rather than going back into the volatile atmosphere she had come from.  
 
    After dropping Cassie off at the women’s refuge, I sent a text to Martin to see if he’d had any joy contacting Jay. Martin said he had and asked if I wanted to meet up to discuss his findings. I thought a night out could be what I needed after such a heavy time of it at work so agreed to go out for something to eat with Martin a couple of days later. 
 
    I thought I’d managed to put all worries behind me but the feeling of being watched kept coming into my thoughts, making me jumpy. Even the noise the fridge made got me on edge. I wondered about going to stay with friends. Although I told myself I was running away, at least if I just stayed with someone for a couple of days it might help to ease the anxiety I felt and hopefully give me peace of mind, so I phoned Angela and told her everything that had been happening.  
 
    “Oh, you poor love. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Not brilliant. I wondered if I could come over and stay for the weekend?” 
 
    “Sophie, you know you’re welcome here anytime. I’ll just clear things with Nick but I know he won’t mind.” 
 
    Angela shouted to Nick while she was on the phone and she gave me a verbal thumbs up. I didn’t waste any time getting organised and putting a few things in an overnight bag ready to take with me. I decided to go to Angela’s after my meeting with Martin. 
 
                                                           ****************** 
 
    I was determined to enjoy myself when I walked through the door of the pizzeria. I spotted Martin’s smiling face straight away and went over and kissed him on the cheek. After we’d given our order to the waitress, he turned to me and told me the news. 
 
    “Well, the good news is you’ve nothing to worry about as far as Jay is concerned. You know, he’s married now and living just outside Glasgow. He has a son who is causing a lot of problems. He’s in and out of trouble at school and Jay said he’s got too much on his plate to consider coming down to the North of England.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks for that, Martin. So, it doesn’t sound as though it’s him then,” I said. 
 
    “No, I’m pretty sure it’s not him. I called him under the pretence of meeting to catch up, but Jay was reluctant to do that, saying he hoped never to have to come back to Manchester again.” 
 
    I nodded. This seemed to put the lid on any possibility the mystery stalker was Jay. I was thankful for that, but it meant I still didn’t have a clue who I was dealing with. 
 
    I knew I had to talk to someone about what had been happening at home and I decided to confide in Martin about my worries and the idea that I suspected I was being followed. The difference now though, I didn’t know who the stalker was. I did wonder about the possibility of Charlie being responsible for this but, when I checked on the date of the first phone call, it was well before I had given any of my details to Cassie, so it didn’t add up. I also thought about the internet dates but that would have been over the top if either of them had got back in touch and behaved in such an extreme way. 
 
    We were both sat enjoying our pizzas when Martin started talking to me seriously.  
 
    “I know you thought that what’s been happening to you was the work of Jay but is there anyone else you suspect?” 
 
    I did also have suspicions about Kyle, the boyfriend I had after Jay. Kyle’s mental state had often been questionable, and he would do and say strange things, but I didn’t think this was his style. I needed to keep an open mind if I was to get to the bottom of this.  
 
    “There was Kyle,” I said. “He could be a bit odd.” 
 
    “What are you like, Sophie, you can’t half pick ‘em.” Martin laughed then glanced at me. His smile disappeared. “Do you want to talk?” Martin looked me straight in the eye. I had just taken the last mouthful of ham and mozzarella and I contemplated what to say as I chewed.  
 
     “Do you really want to know?” I enquired. “I wouldn’t want to bore you.” 
 
    “Yes, if it helps,” Martin nodded. I put down my knife and fork. I looked up to the left and considered what to say, then looked down.  
 
    With a sad expression, I said, “We’d better order some desserts then and I’ll tell you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    THEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    How could I forget the first time I met Kyle? Well, quite easily really. It was a fairly non-descript event, sadly rather like him. He would not agree of course. He thought he was a real looker, bordering on Brad Pitt. That, I’m afraid, did Brad a big injustice. Kyle had been sitting with friends in the canteen at Manchester University. I was there with Charlotte.  We were studying for our accountancy exams on day release from work.  
 
    We’d had a giggle as we noticed the guys looking over at us but then Charlotte had to leave me on my own as she went off to her lecture. I’d spotted Kyle with the others, sat in the next section. He didn’t stand out for me but every time I glanced over he stared back at me. He kept giving me a cheesy grin that was so false.  
 
    He was a small guy with a slim frame. He had large green eyes and heavy features. His smile resembled a clown’s. His lips formed a perfect semicircular curve. I thought he looked like a rat or maybe a weasel. I could have been mistaken, but he also looked like he had fake tan on, either that or he spent hours on sunbeds. He didn’t strike me as someone who holidayed regularly on the French Riviera or even Benidorm for that matter. He laughed a lot which was about the only thing going for him, apart from the fact it showed off a chipped tooth at the front of his mouth. Maybe it had worn away with rat poison, I smiled to myself. 
 
    I sometimes wondered if I hadn’t lingered as long as I did at that table, things may have turned out differently, you know, like the moment in the Sliding Doors film. What happened next, the guys called me over to go and sit with them and I agreed. I can’t say I felt comfortable. I’d never been truly at ease with the opposite sex, especially when there were a few of them. I tended to clam up and today was no exception.  
 
    They had to prise information out of me when they started asking me things and Kyle wasn’t the ringleader. Joey asked most of the questions. He was the tallest of the four of them. Joey looked like a cross between Frank Skinner and Donald Duck but wasn’t anywhere near as funny. After introducing themselves, they fired questions at me from all quarters. 
 
     “Where do you live?” Joey asked. 
 
    “I… I live near Bury,” I stuttered. 
 
    “What are you studying?” The blond one asked. (I couldn’t remember his name.) 
 
    “Accountancy. How about you?” 
 
    “We’re all doing computer science,” Joey replied.  
 
    “What sort of music do you like?” Billy asked next. His face was round and cheerful, more of a Michael McIntyre lookalike 
 
    “Oh, anything.” I was non-committal in my replies. 
 
    Then Kyle asked whether I was seeing anyone. Oh no, I thought, don’t tell me he’s got designs on me. I didn’t fancy him one bit. As I assumed they knew something about computers, I happened to mention I was having trouble with my PC at home. It kept crashing. Quick as a flash, Kyle told me he could fix it. All the lads could have probably helped but Kyle was the one who jumped in first. Listening to him confidently talk about the subject; I thought he had the knowledge to mend it for me so readily took him up on his offer. 
 
    When Kyle came around, I could tell straight away he liked me. He giggled all the time and laughed at all my jokes even when they weren’t funny. That could make a girl feel good. I still didn’t find him attractive, but we did seem to hit it off well. He hung on to my every word and showed genuine interest in things I had to say. He told me all about the break-up with his long-term girlfriend. He said they had been seeing each other for three years and that she was very attractive but also insecure. He confessed that they fought a lot. Her behaviour was often irrational, and he would react to her in a less than positive way. I enjoyed the fact I could have an intelligent conversation with him on deep issues. In the short time he was there, we talked about God and the Universe and he was very interested in philosophy. It didn’t take him long to sort out my computer. 
 
     “Oh wow, that’s great, Kyle. It’s all working again. How much do I owe you?” I asked. 
 
    “No, nothing. I’m happy to help out a friend,” he said. I wouldn’t have called us friends, but I kept that thought to myself.  
 
    “Well, I tell you what. Let me take you home.” I said. 
 
    “No, you don’t need to do that,” he said. 
 
    “I insist, it’s the least I can do.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, it was a long way for you to come, doing this journey on the bus.” 
 
    He lived in Bolton and it took him two buses and a ten-minute walk to get to mine so he agreed to let me run him back. When I dropped him off at his flat, he didn’t try to kiss me or do anything untoward. He gave me one of his sickly grins and I found myself warming to him. 
 
    I would often bump into Kyle at Uni. I was surprised to keep seeing him as the place was a big complex with so many people. I did find it unusual and a real coincidence that he was everywhere. I wondered if it was fate. Some months later, he confessed to me he engineered the meetings. He’d worked out the times of my classes so happened to be passing at the exact time I was there. When he told me this, I suppose I should have found it creepy but, if I was honest, I was actually flattered.  
 
    On a couple of occasions, he invited me for a drink, casually trying to slip the request in but I was equally casual at saying no. He always asked if my computer was still okay. Unfortunately, it started crashing again. He moved in quickly with an offer to come over again and I agreed he could take a look. This time I volunteered to make him a meal, to pay for his work. I wasn’t keen on the idea of getting something for nothing and it was the least I could do under the circumstances.  
 
    He sorted out my PC in no time. If I was a cynical person, I’d have suspected he’d rigged it up to break down again, but I didn’t know if anyone was that clever and I certainly would never have suggested that to him. Whilst he was busy on the computer, I rustled up one of my classic spaghetti bologneses. We sat down to eat it and I listened to him merrily chatting away. He was happy with himself if not a little smug. At the end of the meal, when we’d both finished eating, I was about to get up and clear away the dishes when he grabbed hold of my hand. 
 
     “Wait, sit down a minute.” He stared at me. My skin began to tingle as I stared back at him and I slowly sat back down.  
 
    “You know I really like you, Sophie.” The stare was still intense, formidable almost. It seemed like his eyes were burning into my soul. My nervous laughter gave away my feelings. 
 
     “I…. I… don’t know what to say. I had such a bad time with Jay.” I’d already confided in Kyle, details of the horrors of my previous relationship.  
 
    “We could take it real slow.” His expression was pleading with me and he increased the grip on my hand. I didn’t reply, and I wasn’t sure where to look. It felt awkward. I managed to release my hand and rose up from the table. He sighed deeply. 
 
     “Will you let me take you out for a meal sometime?” I headed out of the room.  
 
    “I’ll have a think about it,” I shouted from the safety of the kitchen. I felt close to giving in to him. My heart wanted to say, what have you got to lose, and my head said run a mile. 
 
    We both remained silent in the car as I dropped him off. He gave me a kiss on the cheek as he got out and winked at me. It was as if he could tell I would eventually give in. I smiled at him, deep in thought. 
 
    Two weeks later, whilst having a coffee together and discussing the type of food we liked, we found out we both had a passion for Mexican food. I finally surrendered and agreed to go out for a Mexican meal with him, telling myself, or more to the point, trying to convince myself, it was just as friends. We ended up having a nice evening together, talking about anything and everything and we said we would do it again sometime soon. He behaved like the perfect gentleman and I liked being treated like a lady.  
 
    The following Saturday I’d invited a few friends over for supper, so I asked Kyle if he’d like to come. I didn’t mind having him around if there was a crowd there. It turned out, eight people turned up, two couples and four single people.  I’d not thought to ask about dietary requirements when I made my chilli, so Charlotte’s poor vegetarian boyfriend Rob had to sit eating nuts all night. At least he enjoyed the apple pie I made for pudding. Thankfully, he didn’t complain. By the end of the evening, everyone left apart from Kyle and it should have felt uncomfortable, but it didn’t and we both sat drinking coffee. It all seemed so natural that when he asked if he could stay the night, it just seemed right to say yes. 
 
    From that night we became an item. He was smitten. When we weren’t together, he would text a lot. It wasn’t like it was with many relationships where you sent a text and then were on tenterhooks wondering how long it would be until you received one back. With Kyle, his replies were immediate. Mine weren’t so instant and it would be the main source of our disagreements. He was between jobs and, apart from fiddling around with computers and studying, he didn’t have much to occupy his time. Even if he went to the gym, he had his phone at the ready for any messages, whereas I couldn’t easily use my mobile while working. It was frowned upon unless it was an emergency. 
 
     He often came to meet me from work and, one particular December evening, we’d planned to go out and do some Christmas shopping together. The frost made the pavement sparkle. I looked up and could see snow in the air. The cold wind hit my face with a bang. The arctic conditions burnt into my lungs. I shuddered and wrapped my woollen scarf tighter around my neck. I was about to descend the set of steps outside work when I lost my footing and fell all the way to the bottom. 
 
     I felt each bump along the way and I landed in a crumpled heap at the bottom of the steps, in absolute agony. I’d put out my arm to cushion the fall and, in doing so, was now unable to move it. That wasn’t the only pain I felt. The sensation radiating from my right ankle made me cry out. I couldn’t move my foot. I started to feel nauseous. 
 
     “I’ll call an ambulance.” Kyle panicked.  
 
    “Oh, don’t be so dramatic, I’ll be okay,” I said feeling anything but okay. My injuries hurt so much I began to cry. Kyle crouched down and put his arm around me. He didn’t know what else to do. He looked around for help. 
 
     “Go and see if Lydia or Matt are still in the office. I don’t think they’ve left yet,” I murmured. Kyle got up and did as he was told. The next thing, I looked up and my boss Simon was stood towering over me. He picked me off the floor. The way he swept me up was so masterful, but I was embarrassed. He carried me down the street to his car. Poor Kyle scampered behind him.  At the hospital, Simon was as concerned as Kyle was, but I wondered if it was because he’d realised I might now need to take time off on the sick. 
 
    After five hours at A & E, I left with the knowledge I’d fractured both my wrist and ankle. I would be out of action for between six and twelve weeks if not longer. My main concern was how I would manage financially. Unfortunately, my company only paid statutory sick pay whilst off sick and I knew I couldn’t pay my bills with that. I needed to figure out how on earth I could cook for myself and get dressed, not just hobbling around with only one leg but also, I was right-handed and that was the arm where the bone was broken. I wasn’t going to be able to drive. In fact, I wasn’t going to be able to do very much. I had come a cropper in more ways than one. 
 
    Kyle was very good. All he wanted to do was look after me. He told me to stop worrying and said he would sort out everything. This became his golden opportunity to muscle his way further into my life.  
 
    “Insure me for your car and I’ll drive you anywhere you want to go.”  It sounded an enticing proposition. 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “And if I stay around at yours more permanently, I can cook and clean for you and make you a cup of tea whenever you ask.” 
 
     That got me sold on the idea. Even though I wasn’t particularly keen on him staying permanently, I couldn’t come up with any other options.  
 
    It took me a while to recover from my injuries. I’d be walking down the road and have to stop and lean against a wall to take the weight off my bad leg, but I had my own manservant now to help carry the shopping. So, Kyle moved in and didn’t move out even when my bones healed. It wasn’t exactly a romantic decision, more based on practicalities. The thought of having Kyle there eased my stress but when reality kicked in, things didn’t work out so brilliantly.  
 
    With Kyle not working, it didn’t help my financial burden having him at home. However, we agreed he would start building computers and I would sell them. I thought he was talented, but he lacked confidence. It turned out I could sell them quicker than he could put them together. For a few weeks we did well, and I loved the buzz of it all, but Kyle wasn’t coping with the pressure. When a customer who’d bought one phoned up with a problem, Kyle caved in completely and started having a panic attack. I had never seen him like that before and his chest pains and inability to breathe were scary to watch. We sat down and talked.  
 
    “Sophie, I don’t think I can cope with this anymore.” Kyle was close to tears. 
 
    “But we were doing so well. The money has been great coming in and you’re so good at what you do.” I couldn’t help but show my disappointment.  
 
    “It’s making me ill, Sophie. Look at me.” He held his hands out and they were shaking. I had to accept defeat and agree his health was more important than the money. So, he didn’t build any more computers, and we got more and more in debt. Luckily, my dad offered to lend me some money until I was back at work.  
 
    The weeks went by. I got sick of eating beans on toast and egg sandwiches and making do. I was used to being frivolous with my cash so having to account for every penny and make sure I budgeted accordingly wasn’t easy. We had to sit in every night and watch TV and boredom set in. I wanted to go out.  
 
    Kyle didn’t mind. He enjoyed playing computer games. As my limbs healed, and I was able to do more, I began to resent the fact Kyle had no job. He was gifted and had a good brain. I tried to encourage him. I helped him with his CV. We did mock interviews to help him as he lacked confidence. I suspected deep down he didn’t want to work. He just wanted to study. He already had one degree. There was no real pressure on him in that environment because he found the work relatively easy. He’d have been happy going through life from one course to another. Unfortunately, he had no goal at the end of it to aim for. He really was a classic geek. He didn’t particularly like to socialise. After witnessing his panic attacks, I realised I couldn’t push him, and I had to agree it was handy having a driver at my beck and call. 
 
    He’d mentioned to me in the past he’d suffered from depression and it would come and go. When it arrived, he never knew how long it would last for. I found out he was still taking antidepressants but they didn’t seem to help at all the first time I witnessed one of his dark periods. 
 
     Everything about him changed overnight. His speech changed. The words he used became more laboured and his tone was deep and low. The language he used was continuously negative. I found it very frustrating listening to him. I wanted to shake it out of him. His behaviour changed. He didn’t want to do anything. He could see no point in life anymore. As the weeks continued with these moods, it put a real strain on our relationship. I tried to remain positive and think of things that might help him.  
 
    “I think you ought to try counselling, Kyle,” I was hopeful I could encourage him to take charge of his life. He shook his head.  
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    “What do you mean, no?” I asked. 
 
    “Tried it. It didn’t work.”  
 
    “But you may have had the wrong counsellor. You’ve got to do something, Kyle. Who’s to say it wouldn’t work for you now?” I could see he wasn’t even listening to me, so it was futile to continue the conversation. I was exasperated with him. 
 
     He had periods when he thought everybody was talking about him, even celebrities on TV. I realised something had to change and things got serious when he talked about wanting to die. His behaviour scared me, so I cajoled him into going to see his doctor. His medication dosage was increased but his depression didn’t get any better. It was hard to deal with. I had never experienced depression myself. Yes, I’d had low periods, especially when I went through everything with Jay, but this was something else. 
 
     I didn’t think he helped himself in any way. I wanted to tell him to get off his lazy backside and go and get a job. On the rare occasions I did mention anything like that or hint at any suggestion of him doing something, he would get angry and withdraw into himself and he’d sulk and stop talking to me.  
 
    His drinking also started increasing. I knew alcohol was a depressant so was only making matters worse, but I was actually glad at times when he was being silly. It was better than the depression until he became annoying. The problem was the drinking got worse rapidly, to worrying proportions. Having a go at him about it didn’t help. I tried controlling the amount he drank by buying it for him, but he would still get drunk and I’d be baffled as to how it happened. I tried slowing his drinking down by drinking with him but that didn’t work either. I wasn’t aware of how cunning and secretive someone who is abusing alcohol can be.  
 
    We grew apart, but I still cared for him and I wanted to help him. Sometimes, when he was receptive enough and sober enough to listen, we would have a heart to heart. We had long conversations about what could be at the core of his issues. 
 
     “You have no idea what it was like for me, growing up with a mother who was an alcoholic. From a very early age, I had to fend for myself. I made meals for myself from about eight years old.” He sat on the floor, his head in my lap. He began to cry. 
 
     I thought, “He’s right.” I had no idea what going through something like that must have been like, but it was as though he couldn’t let go of it and his mother hadn’t had a drink for years now. I thought he needed help, but I was the only person he would talk to. I became desperate as to how best to support him, so I decided to phone up his mother, Joyce. I didn’t tell Kyle I’d contacted her. She was really nice, and she empathised with my situation.  
 
    “If it’s any consolation, this period will pass. He has had these dark periods before. All you can do is be there for him and listen. He’s so lucky to have you in his life.” Joyce said all the right things but, listening to her, I wasn’t convinced and wondered how much longer things could go on the way they were. 
 
    I was encouraged by the newfound friendship he made with a guy who lived close by but my elation he might be making progress was soon dashed when I realised this man, Stephen, also had a drink problem. He became a bad influence on Kyle. Often, I would come home from work to find the pair of them sat drunk, the room strewn with empty lager cans. There’d be half-eaten pies on plates left on the coffee table. The whole place would smell and be so untidy it would resemble a war zone. The two of them would be playing computer games, laughing and joking, oblivious to their surroundings. 
 
    Financially, we only just got by even though I earned a good salary. Each month we had to juggle things around to make ends meet. It took longer than expected for me to recover from my period on sick leave. More would be going on the credit cards and, if something didn’t change soon, then this downward trend would only end in disaster. Looking back, I don’t know why I didn’t end the relationship. Things were so one-sided, but I felt a sense of loyalty to him for caring for me after my accident and I honestly didn’t think he would have coped without me there. In a warped way, I enjoyed the role of mother and martyr. A lot of the time, I considered throwing him out but thought that would be heartless. I tried to think of new ways to discuss the situation without causing a row, but it wasn’t easy. I secretly hoped he would do something bad enough to be able to end it with him. 
 
     One Saturday morning, after I’d been to my pilates class, I came back, and he was up and watching TV. The place was a tip. The room had been like that since the previous evening and I told myself, I’m not cleaning up this time. Stephen had been round again, and I’d taken myself off to bed early. When I surfaced, that morning, the lounge looked like there’d been a party. Empty bottles of wine, cider and beer cans were dotted about the place. The pungency of a left-over chicken chow mein caused distress to my senses. I scanned the sight and counted to ten. Suppressed rage bubbled under my skin. The heat rose within me and my colouring now took on a red glow, having risen from the bottom of my body to the top. 
 
    Kyle took one look at my stern expression and worked out he was in trouble. 
 
     “I’ll clear up. Don’t get your knickers in a twist over a few empty cans. Give me five minutes and I’ll have it looking like a new pin.” I ignored him and walked into the kitchen to make myself a cup of tea.  
 
    “I’ll have a brew, love,” he called out and I could hear him rummaging in the hall cupboard, getting the hoover out.  
 
    “Can you rustle up a cheese toastie for me and I’ll have this place shipshape in no time?” 
 
     I couldn’t believe the gall of him. Tears welled up inside me. How much more of this are you going to put up with, girl, I said to myself? My inner senses screamed to do something. I slowly sat down at the kitchen table, my face in my hands. My head pounded. I wanted to block it all out, everything. The mess in the room next door mirrored how my life felt. 
 
    A moment elapsed, and I looked up to see Kyle stood in the doorway. He smiled nervously. He lowered his head and cocked it to one side. His mouth drooped downwards, and he looked over at me with doleful, sad eyes.  
 
     Almost mockingly he whispered, “Not got the toast on yet?” He didn’t take his eyes off mine.  The hatred I felt towards him in that moment must have been evident to him. I’d always been told in the past my face was so expressive people could tell what I thought. I didn’t need to say anything. The classic expression, if looks could kill, came to mind.  
 
    Kyle didn’t stay around for a reply and I sat, deep in thought for a few minutes. I tried to keep a lid on how I felt but I could sense things were coming to a head. Begrudgingly, I did make his cheese on toast. My movements were robotic, and my body gave in to my sense of duty. My head cried out for me to stop this right now. The arguments going on inside me were driving me insane. 
 
    Don’t make him anything else. 
 
    But remember how good he was for you when you had your accident. 
 
    If you don’t end this relationship soon, he’s going to bring you down with him. 
 
    But he loves you and you wouldn’t find anyone else who loves you like this. 
 
    My body carried on regardless of these comments as I spread the butter onto the toast and sprinkled cheese on top. I put the toast under the grill and tried to shut my head up. Emotions were still running high when I took the plate of food into the lounge. Kyle finished tidying the last of the empties off the table. I slowly placed the plate down in front of him with deliberation. 
 
     “You’d better enjoy this because I won’t be making anything else for you.” I walked over to the other side of the room.  
 
    “What do you mean?” he sounded like a child who’d been told it was bedtime. I didn’t reply to him. 
 
     “What do you mean? What do you mean?” 
 
    With a hostile expression and through gritted teeth, I gave him one of my stares.  I wasn't even sure what I would say next. The words just came out of my mouth. 
 
     “I’m withdrawing my labour.” Silence enveloped the room. I carried on, not knowing where the sentences came from as I hadn’t planned any of this.  
 
    “I’ve had enough, Kyle. It’s time we called it a day. We’re only fooling ourselves if we think we’re happy together because we both know we’re not. I think this is pretty much the end of the road for us, Kyle.” 
 
    I didn’t know exactly what I expected in response, but it certainly wasn’t what I got. I wrongly believed my harsh words would shock him into changing. He got up and moved to the other side of the room. My eyes watched him intently. He stared back at me, considering his options. He seemed unsure what he would do next. 
 
     He shouted, “You’ve had enough, huh, well I’ve had enough too.” He walked over to the plate of food, picked it up slowly and threw it at the wall. I looked on in disbelief. The plate shattered, and I stared in shock at the grease stain that had been left on the wall. I stood motionless, eyes riveted at the aftermath of the scene. Before it all registered clearly for me, Kyle stomped out of the room. I began to pick up the pieces of the broken plate whilst still trying to fathom out what just happened.  
 
    I finished clearing up the mess and had to get out of the house to clear my head. I didn’t know where Kyle had gone, and I didn’t care. I grabbed my jacket off the coat hook in the hall and slammed the front door behind me. The fresh crisp air felt good. It was cold, but I needed that to bring my senses back to reality. I walked for two hours. I had to make plans now. I would help him find his own place. Maybe I should get in touch with his mother to see if she would have him for a while. She’d be upset but I couldn’t be swayed. I mentally went through all the times in the past he had let me down. I knew I’d made the right decision. I even thought about what to do if he wouldn’t leave. I would find somewhere else myself to live. That would be more inconvenient, but it had to be done. 
 
    Coming to the end of my walk, my hands felt clammy as I got near home. Nervousness bubbled up inside me as I turned the key in the lock. I walked in, my steps slow and forced. Kyle wasn’t in the lounge or the kitchen. He must have gone out, I said to myself. I was relieved and sat down, picking up the newspaper to read. I couldn’t rest. My head was all over the place. It was like a washing machine on full cycle. I felt on edge. I’d get up to make a cup of tea then change my mind and sit back down again. My stomach was in knots. 
 
     Had I done the right thing? Was I a bit harsh with him? I kept questioning myself. I thought I had made the correct decision but then I would experience waves of sadness and doubt. My eyes filled up with tears. I was going to listen to some music but thought that might make me feel worse as my collection consisted virtually all of sad love songs. My head pounded, and I needed to take something to stop it. I went to the bathroom to get a couple of painkillers.  
 
    As I walked towards the door, I felt the silence encompass me. The churning inside my stomach continued. I wasn’t sure if I was experiencing discomfort about what took place earlier or gut instinct telling me worse was to come. 
 
    I put my fingers around the handle of the bathroom door and was about to open it when I glanced over and saw the bedroom door was ajar. I peered in and saw Kyle on the bed. Oh, don’t tell me he’s drunk already, I thought to myself but decided to go in and investigate, anyway. As I pushed the bedroom door wider, my heart skipped a beat as I viewed the scene.  
 
    Kyle lay comatose on top of the duvet and next to him were an empty vodka bottle and two empty pill bottles. I quickly went over and looked at what he had taken. Reading the labels of the bottles, I saw it was paracetamol and his antidepressants, but I couldn’t be sure how many. If I thought my stomach had been churning earlier, now it was doing somersaults.  
 
    “Kyle, Kyle.” I shook him vigorously but got no response. 
 
     “Come on, wake up Kyle.” My heart pounded as I tried to feel his pulse. There was a faint one. I ran into the kitchen to get my phone and dialled 999. 
 
    The ambulance crew arrived within ten minutes. I was so relieved to let someone else take over the responsibility of trying to help him. By the time they arrived, I was sobbing uncontrollably.  
 
    “Please, don’t let him die. He’s not going to die, is he?” I looked at them pleadingly, hoping for some reassurances. 
 
     “We’ll do everything we can for him, love. It’s good we have an idea about what he’s taken.” 
 
    I held his hand all the way to the hospital and, before we arrived, he started to come to. I smiled down at him. 
 
     “It’s going to be alright, Kyle. I’m not going anywhere. I’ll look after you.” I realised in that moment I would never leave him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    THEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Life with Kyle didn’t improve after his suicide attempt. He made a real go of cutting down on his drinking though. This was at the time my own alcohol consumption started increasing. It began with me having a glass of wine or two when I got in from work and then slowly I would finish off the whole bottle. Our relationship changed. There was a new understanding between us, but we became more like brother and sister living under the same roof. I was developing an independent life doing things that didn’t involve Kyle. Something definitely died inside me when he took his overdose. At a subconscious level, I withdrew emotionally to protect myself from any more hurt, but I still cared about him as well as caring for him. 
 
    I went out regularly on Friday nights with a crowd from work. Kyle didn’t seem to mind. He never wanted to go out nor did he have any money to and he was happy, sitting at home on his computer playing games in his own little world. He recently started a new programming course which he enjoyed, and his general mood appeared to be improving. 
 
     All the while, my own dark clouds loomed overhead. I was deeply unhappy, and I went through phases of wanting to split up again but never felt brave enough to leave. I didn’t want to feel responsible for anything Kyle might do so I kept my thoughts to myself and took solace in the bottle. The way we had grown apart, I couldn’t understand why he would stay but I thought he would have to be the one to make the first move. I encouraged him to go out on his own, hoping he would meet someone else, but he seemed content with me doing his cooking and cleaning and providing for him. I saw I was doing the lion’s share of things even though I did enjoy my role, looking after him.  
 
    I shifted my focus to work, spending more time there, not wanting to go home at night. This paid off because my efforts were recognised, and I was promoted to team leader. I got moved to a team with four other guys. Their names were Matthew, Mark, Luke and Joe. Shame it wasn’t John, but they certainly weren’t a biblical bunch. I enjoyed being part of their banter and Mark was a real comedian, so work could be fun. Most of the lads were United fans apart from Mark and he was a true blue. For many years he’d taken a lot of stick from the other guys but now City were doing well, he was having the last laugh. That didn’t stop the teasing though 
 
     “Hey, Mark, What’s the difference between a City fan and a baby?” asked Matt from his seat in the corner of the room. 
 
    “I don’t know Matt but I’m sure you’re going to tell me,” replied Mark 
 
    “The baby will stop whining after a while,” Mark answered with a loud raucous laugh.  
 
    A regular one they would shout out when someone made a brew for the office was, “Where are all the cups, Mark?”  
 
    In unison came back the reply, “Well, they’re not in City’s trophy cabinet that’s for sure.” 
 
    Monday morning always began with an analysis of the weekend’s football results. When the Derby was on, the room would get decorated in the winning team’s colours and newspaper clippings.  
 
    Mark was in a relationship with Harriet who worked on reception. She was always immaculately dressed, with nails to match.  Her nail varnish was normally the first thing I noticed when I signed in every morning. Mark and Harriet lived together, and he was always complaining about the bills. 
 
     He told us a story about when his gas boiler broke down once.  
 
    He said, “I phoned the gas board, and they told me it would be up to two weeks until they could come and repair it. Two weeks, I thought. I’m not having that, it’s winter time. I wasn’t impressed, especially ‘cos we paid for boiler cover on our insurance. What on earth were we paying for? We couldn’t sit for two weeks without any heating in the freezing cold. So, I decided to phone them back and told them I thought I could smell a leak. I knew they’d have to come out straightaway if I did that. To be honest, all I could smell was gone off chip fat.” We all laughed at his recollection.  
 
    He continued, “Not only did they come over immediately, but they evacuated the whole street.” By now we were all howling with laughter. “It wasn’t funny guys, I was in a right panic. I just wanted the boiler repaired so I could keep warm. If the neighbours found out what I’d done, they’d have lynched me.”  
 
    I started to look forward to Friday nights. I think the rest of the team were surprised I joined them at first because they knew I had a boyfriend. After the first weekend’s jaunt, there were no more raised eyebrows. I became one of the lads, drinking as much as them if not more. Sally, Eve and Damien from IT normally also tagged along, together with Harriet, Mark’s girlfriend and sometimes my boss Simon would make a guest appearance. Even though he was our manager, he behaved like all of us when he came out. He did the same sort of standard pranks like playing around with roadwork cones and supermarket trolleys. These were the signs that confirmed we were drunk when we started dancing around with them.  
 
    Simon had a great sense of humour and he didn’t let his position hold him back. If anything, he was more of the ringleader when it came to practical jokes. His good looks, being tall with dark hair and crystal blue eyes meant he could get away with murder. Women always looked on with envy when we were out. Sometimes, they would approach him and try to get his attention. He would amuse them for a while then give me a knowing wink. He was married with a young son and he proudly displayed a photograph of his family on his desk at work. I was impressed with his loyalty to them.  
 
     Most Fridays we all got trashed and found it amusing, especially when we went into the office on the Monday mornings. 
 
    “Where did we end up on Friday, lads?” Mark asked the others. 
 
    “What, you mean you can’t remember?” Luke asked. 
 
    “No, did we go for a curry?” he asked 
 
    “I can’t remember either,” Luke said. 
 
    Everyone was in fits of laughter then Matt piped up, “I think we had a kebab after we were thrown out of Yates’s.” 
 
    “I don’t remember going in there,” Mark frowned. 
 
    “Neither do I,” said Joe, “I think he’s making it up.” and so it went on as we tried to piece together where we’d ended up on Friday, whether we’d had a kebab or a curry, or where we’d been turfed out of for unruly behaviour. We thought it was hilarious.  
 
    Most of our Friday nights were a blur to us but we would laugh about our escapades and thought we’d enjoyed ourselves. On one occasion we’d gone into Manchester and towards the end of the night, all being a bit worse for wear, we swayed up one of the back streets. There was roadworks in the middle of the road and thankfully traffic had been stopped from coming down. This central obstruction had a large deep hole that had been left. Cones and fencing had been put round as a barrier. Harriet had been swinging her handbag at Mark and let go and it landed down inside the hole. She got on her hands and knees and tried to reach it but to no avail, so she decided to climb down into the hole. She jumped down into it all right, but the problem was being very drunk she then couldn’t get back up again.  
 
    We were all amused by it and cried laughing at her shouting for help. Eventually, I took pity on her and put out my arm to help her up. Unfortunately, her weight and my unsteady balance made me topple over and the next thing I knew, I was in the hole alongside her. We were doing a poor job of climbing out, so Mark came down to join us and said he would lift us out. Just at that moment, an older couple were walking past. They hadn’t noticed us in the hole as our heads only skimmed the surface level. Mark poked his head up and gazed at them. The couple looked shocked when they saw his smiling face.  
 
    They watched on as he helped us out and he said, “We thought this was the way to Amarillo.” We were beside ourselves with laughter, but they hadn’t understood the joke. 
 
     The woman, shaking her head, said, “No it’s not round here, mate. You’d probably be better asking at the bus station.”  
 
    They may have twigged what the joke was when they spotted us marching down the road singing “Is This the Way To Amarillo” in fits of giggles. 
 
    I enjoyed our nights out and the others were all heavy drinkers like me. What they didn’t know and what I didn’t tell anyone was I was now drinking that sort of amount virtually every night mainly because I wanted to block out my home life. Kyle didn’t suspect either. He was too busy on his computer. We would generally have a bottle of wine with our evening meal and then I would carry on, putting brandy or whisky in my coffee. I would normally have some vodka hidden somewhere in the bedroom and make my excuses to go upstairs. Kyle would think I had fallen asleep early most nights, but the truth was I usually passed out from the amount of alcohol I drank. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    THEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    One Friday, we’d all been sitting discussing where we were going to go that night. We weren’t creatures of habit who went to the same place every week. In the main, we’d go into Bolton or Manchester, but it worked out expensive getting home as most of us lived near Bury. This week we voted on doing the Rammy mile which meant visiting all the pubs in Ramsbottom. A lot of the guys would start the session straight after work, but I tended to go home first to get changed. I’d check Kyle was okay and make him a bite to eat to ease the guilt I felt about going out and enjoying myself. He never complained about me leaving him. I think he knew he was on to a good thing with me still being there and he trusted me implicitly.  
 
    This week, for a change, I was talked into having a drink straight after work. I thought I was something of a rebel texting Kyle rather than speaking to him on the phone to tell him to get his own tea. Really, I was doing it to avoid talking to him. The reply I got back eased my conscience. I looked down at my phone with nervous anticipation as the pinging sound told me a message had been left. All it said was Sweet. I smiled. That was Kyle, a man of few words. I was in the mood to let my hair down tonight.  
 
    Most of us started drinking straight after work, going for a drink around the corner at five-thirty. We got to Ramsbottom for about seven, which was when Simon joined us. I thought he looked more handsome than usual. He had a grey and white t-shirt on, showing off his well-toned arms and body, and jeans with rips in which made me look twice. His aftershave smelt good and, when he caught my eye, the butterflies started flapping in my stomach. Our eyes remained locked, and I didn’t want the excitement I felt to go but then I began to go red with embarrassment and looked away for fear anyone would suspect what just happened. I was unsure myself what was going on, but it was electrifying. I’d never looked at Simon before as anything other than my boss and these feelings disturbed me. I quickly moved away to talk to Mark.  
 
    “How do you think the Blues are going to do against Arsenal on Sunday?” I asked him. 
 
    “We should hammer them. They’ve got a few injuries so hopefully, we can capitalise on that.” 
 
    “Well, I hope you’re wrong,” I smiled. Being a typical United fan, I never wanted City to win whoever they were playing. We continued our discussion about football. I glanced back at Simon. He was now deep in conversation with Matt. I stared at Simon’s long eyelashes. I’d never noticed them before. He looked over at me and I turned my head away. I was worried he’d realised what was going through my mind and I blushed. I made a mental note to keep away from him as I didn’t want to do anything I might regret.  
 
    My next drink didn’t even touch the sides as the cold liquid went down. A warm glow enrobed me as my muscles relaxed. Mark nudged me, and my glass sloshed onto my wrist. Licking it, I looked over at Simon. He was watching me. I whispered to Mark to get another round in as I drained my glass. The alcohol was working its magic on me and I wanted more. A drink was placed in my hand and I looked down at it. Smiling, I took a sip of the strawberry daiquiri and the adrenaline rush was sublime. I felt the liquid seeping into my bloodstream, taking over my body like a drug. I knew I was drinking too quickly. I felt giddy. 
 
     If I didn’t slow down I didn’t know what might happen. I couldn’t think straight. I blinked slowly. The room became hazy. My head flopped around my shoulders. The lights flickered on and off and the sounds of music and people chattering seemed distant. My legs were like jelly. I grabbed hold of something to steady myself and gradually looked around and saw it was an arm I’d latched on to. I slowly followed the length of the arm up from where my hand was and realised it was Simon, who then put his arm around me to steady my unstable stance.  
 
    He whispered something in my ear. The music was so loud I wasn’t sure if I’d heard him correctly.  
 
    “Do you know I go to bed at night dreaming of kissing you?” I needed another drink. That was not what I expected to hear. My body felt like it had been ignited. Simon petted at my neck, his lips were warm. I looked round in a blind panic. Had anyone seen? All the others seemed to be deep in conversation. My head screamed to run away but my whole being was cemented to the spot. My eyes felt droopy, and then I jolted to as Luke tugged at my sleeve.  His blond hair flopped over his eyes. 
 
    “It’s your round, Sophie.” He pushed me towards the bar. I stood blinking, wondering if I’d imagined what just happened. I needed to stay well clear of Simon. My head was banging as if a siren had gone off. I started chatting to Luke, about what I can’t remember. The rest of the night was a blackout to me. The drink had taken over, and I was happily but firmly planted in oblivion. 
 
    Next morning, I woke up with a massive headache. I reached out and covered my head with my hands in the hope the thunderclap occurring between my ears would disappear. No joy. I opened one eye and peered through my fingers. Nothing. No recognition. I rubbed my head, opened both eyes and glanced around the room. I saw a picture of a New York skyline on the wall.  I didn’t recognise that. The pain in my head was excruciating. I lay still in the bed.  
 
     A dim light shone through the beige velvet curtains. Clothes were strewn everywhere. The stench of stale tobacco made me heave. I don’t smoke though, I thought. Suddenly an arm came over and encompassed my body. I looked round in horror. I wasn’t alone. 
 
     Lying in bed beside me was Simon, snoring loudly. A fierce knot jolted in my abdomen. The anxiety inside me overwhelmed me but I felt nauseous and I knew I must find the bathroom quickly before I emptied the contents of my stomach. I was naked, so I gathered up my crumpled clothes off the floor and rushed out of the bedroom, knocking over an empty vodka bottle on the way. I found the toilet and two seconds later vomited the remnants of last night’s food and drink down the pan. I felt terrible. I didn’t know where I was or why Simon was there, but I didn’t have any intention of staying around to find out. I cleaned myself up, dressed and grabbed my bag and tiptoed as silently as possible out the front door, closing it softly behind me. 
 
    Once I got outside, I realised I must have been at Matt’s house because I remembered he lived down this road. The cold crisp morning air hit me immediately. Last night was a virtual blank and now I had to do the walk of shame. I realised I had drunk too much, and fear started to take over. What had I said or done that was inappropriate I wondered?  
 
    The alcohol seeped out of my pores and my shaking hand felt into my handbag to find a tissue to wipe away the perspiration. Anxiety continued to grip me as I checked to see if my purse, phone and keys were still there. This ritual of checking the contents of my bag became something of a habit after Friday nights as it was becoming more and more common for me to lose things. 
 
      I’d lost shoes, jackets, and credit cards in the past but I’d never stayed out all night before. Now my drinking was starting to affect my feeling of self-worth and all my self-respect was slipping away. My purse was empty, and the phone battery was flat. At least that was a good excuse as to why I wouldn’t have been able to contact Kyle. I walked for a while when I glanced up and saw a bus approaching.  
 
    Thankfully I recognised where it was heading. I had my bus pass in my pocket, so I jumped on and slumped down on the back seat. It wasn’t long before the familiar sights of Bury town centre came into view. I changed buses at the station and got on my bus to Unsworth.  
 
    I still felt nauseous when I reached my stop. I got off the bus and trudged up the road, trying to put a story together for Kyle that might sound convincing.  I slowly walked up the path. I hoped Kyle wouldn’t be home as I wasn’t looking forward to any conflict or any unwelcome questioning. I slid the key in the lock and opened the front door. I looked down at my feet and my eyes rose and came face to face with Kyle, whose angry expression met me.  
 
    “How could you do this to me?” he shouted. “I’ve been worried sick.”  
 
    “I’m sorry Kyle. I’d had too much to drink and didn’t have enough money for a taxi home, so Eve said I could sleep at hers.” I hoped I sounded convincing. 
 
    “Why didn’t you let me know?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry. My phone died.”  
 
    “Surely someone had a phone or a charger you could have used.” He was not amused. 
 
    “I’m really sorry. I was so drunk I crashed out.” Kyle looked livid. He stormed past me not saying anything else and I breathed a sigh of relief. I had been let off lightly.  When I fired up my phone and looked through it, there were a series of messages from Kyle, each one expressing more annoyance. As I read through them all, the knot in my stomach tightened, compounding the feelings of regret and remorse I had. Also, I still had to face work on Monday. 
 
     I went upstairs to lie down, still feeling terrible. I tried desperately to remember what happened the previous night. As much as I would have loved to have pushed away how I felt right now, I knew I could not. I was going to feel wretched all day. That was always the case when I drank too much. The guilt and shame were unbearable. I’d have brief pockets where my mood would start to improve then the waves of fear would splash over me again. The tightness in my stomach rose into my chest and it would not disappear. 
 
    Going into work on Monday would be a nightmare. I didn’t know if I could cope with it. I tried to tell myself it wasn’t the worst thing I’d done in my life but the embarrassment and humiliation I currently felt, I thought maybe it was. How could I bear to face everyone? They’d all know. Walking into the office would be a terrifying ordeal. 
 
    I counted down the hours until I went back to work, fearing the worst but wanting to get it over with. I walked in on that Monday morning. I had been dreading it. I hadn’t had the best of weekends with Kyle not speaking to me. Thankfully the workmates who had been out with me on Friday were all pretty vague about where we’d been and the events of the evening because they’d all had too much to drink like me.  
 
    “You were a bit worse for wear, weren’t you, Sophie,” smiled Joe. 
 
     “Yes, I liked the part when you took your shoes off and climbed that lamppost,” burst out Mark. I wasn’t sure if he was telling the truth and I didn’t want them divulging anything else.  
 
    “That’s it, I’m not drinking anymore,” I said as I sat down at my desk and quickly fired up my computer and I heard Mark muttering. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll see how long that lasts.”  I chose to ignore their comments.  Nothing further was said about the night, much to my relief but I still had to face Simon, which I was dreading. 
 
    He’d arrived at work before me and hadn’t surfaced out of his office for a chat like he normally did. Then, late morning he popped his head around his office door and stood there.  
 
    “Can I have a quick word Sophie, and can you bring the Patterson file with you?” My nerves got the better of me as I searched the drawer for the file. What on earth does he want that for? My hands shook as I found the file and took it into the office with me. He looked up from his papers as I walked in and he beckoned me to sit down. I had this horrible dread he would pretend nothing had happened. Mind you that might have been better than the embarrassment of having to agree what a mistake it had been.  
 
    “It’s okay, I don’t really need the file, I wanted to talk to you.” I breathed a sigh of relief. He took the file from me and started flicking through the pages. Looking at the papers rather than me he said, “Don’t look so worried, I’m not going to say anything to anyone. I told Matt nothing happened between us, so your reputation is intact.”  
 
    I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, so I smiled at him over the desk, “So, did anything happen?” I asked. Simon smiled back.  
 
    He put the file down and still smiling said, “You want the truth, Sophie?” I looked at him, my eyes imploring him to be honest with me and nodded. 
 
     “I wished something had happened.” Suddenly, my breathing increased as I let it sink in what he said. Was he flirting with me? My heart started to flutter. I thought my feelings would give the game away. I stuttered to get my words out.  
 
    “I’m sorry I rushed off like I did… er if you want to go for a drink sometime, just as friends, let me know.” Simon’s face was beaming. Just then, Sarah the admin clerk knocked on the door and walked straight in. She brushed straight past me. Simon looked annoyed with her but passed me the Patterson file back and I saw that as my cue to leave. 
 
    I went back to my desk. Was I going mad? Asking a married man out for a drink was total insanity.  I couldn’t concentrate on my work. Was this infatuation I felt? I kept reliving the short conversation we just had. Did he mean it or was he having a joke at my expense? The more I thought about it, the more worried I got. He had a wife and child and I should stop this now before anything started. What had I been thinking? I tried to push him out of my mind but my feelings towards him definitely shifted. Just the sight of him made me go weak inside. What was going on with me?  
 
    I forced myself to get on with my job but found concentrating difficult. The more I tried to push thoughts of Simon aside, the more I kept regurgitating all the conversations we had had recently.  
 
    Later that week I was on my lunch hour and I’d gone out to the bank and walked back to work via the canal when I spotted Simon. He smiled and stopped to talk to me.  
 
    “I’ve just treated myself to a takeaway burger.” He shook the brown paper bag he had in his hand. He kept glancing around, then back at me. 
 
     “I wondered if you would stay late next Monday evening and we can have a proper chat?” Still looking all around, he looked nervous about being watched. My heart was going ten to the dozen. I should do the right thing and say no and put him off.    
 
    “Well I do need to see you about the half-year accounts,” I replied. 
 
     He winked at me and whispered, “Good, I’ll see you then,” and walked off. I stood transfixed to the spot. I couldn’t believe what I had said. Why had I not said no? 
 
     The rest of the week I kept changing my mind about whether I should stay late on Monday. I ought to send him an email and tell him something had come up. Monday evening came and everyone else had left. I wanted to stop what was happening in its tracks before things got out of hand, but I had already lost control of my emotions. My whole being was swept up in longing to be with Simon. 
 
     I was alone in the office. It wasn’t unusual for me to stay late so I didn’t think there were any raised eyebrows just my own guilty thoughts. The anticipation inside me was indescribable. I sat in the open plan office with most of the lights off apart from the one above my desk. I idly put my emails into folders for something to do because I couldn’t have concentrated on anything else. Simon came out of his room and stood in the doorway. 
 
     “Come here, Sophie.” The sexual chemistry was intense. I gladly obliged, and he took me in his arms and began to kiss me gently. My whole body felt on fire. I had nothing inside me to resist his advances.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    THEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was hard keeping my feelings about Simon to myself. I would lie awake at night next to Kyle, wishing he would disappear and be magically replaced by Simon. Our affair progressed quickly. We spent as much time as we could together. Simon and I stopped going out with the others on a Friday night, both making different excuses why we couldn’t make it. We felt sure the team suspected but nothing was even hinted at. 
 
     I loved the thrill of scheming and concocting lies so we could spend time with each other. It made it easier working in the same office and we would make up random courses to go on to use as excuses to tell our respective partners about. I was sure our colleagues must have started to question the fact we were often on annual leave at the same time. I didn’t think Kyle had any idea. He was so wrapped up in his own world. As long as he got fed and had a roof over his head, he seemed happy enough.  
 
    Simon and I never discussed our partners much. We didn’t want to burst the bubble of what we had created, and we did a good job of keeping things quiet. For six months, we were cunning and devious with our plans. Although there was a certain excitement about it all, I didn’t feel good about myself. There was a part of me that felt really guilty about what I was doing and the way I dealt with it was to drink more. I was leading a secret life I hadn’t even divulged to my closest friends. 
 
     At first, our relationship was lust based and purely physical, but I enjoyed Simon’s company and I looked up to him. I respected what he had achieved in his life. I suspected it was all going to end in tears, but I allowed my feelings to ride the tide. Coming up with lies and living in secrecy took its toll, and I became increasingly anxious. There was an incident where we went out to a quiet country pub near Burr’s park and we were sat in one of the alcoves when we saw a couple from work. 
 
     “Simon don’t look now but have you spotted who it is?”  I began to shake. The last thing I wanted was to be seen.  
 
    “Shit. Drink up. We better get out of here.” We both grabbed our jackets and managed to sneak out the back. Once we were outside, we started laughing about it. 
 
     “That was a close shave,” Simon said. I smiled, but I didn’t know how much longer I could go on living this way. I was pretty sure Simon was going through similar concerns as one evening he broke down crying. 
 
     “I love my son, Sophie. I couldn’t imagine him not being there every day in my life, but I can’t stop seeing you. This is tearing me apart, but I don’t want it to end.” I stared longingly into his eyes. I was growing increasingly fond of him and I’d started to pine for him when we weren’t together.  The only way I could deal with not being with him all the time was to get drunk.  
 
    We weren’t usually able to see each other at weekends and being apart from him began to affect me. I so longed to be with him. All the time I was with Kyle, I thought of Simon. I tried not to obsess about him and his wife, but it cut me up. I’d got into the bad habit of drinking alone when I didn’t see him. Kyle no longer paid me any attention. He did his own thing. Every night on my way home from work I would stop at a different off-licence and buy my supply of booze. I couldn’t wait to get home to have a drink.  
 
    Walking into the kitchen, my first priority was to open a bottle of wine. The excitement I felt as I poured the liquid into the glass made me giddy. I drained the first glass and poured myself another. That one went down as fast as the first. I shuddered at the sharp dry taste, but it hadn’t been the taste I’d been yearning for, it was the effect it had on my body. It had already begun to work its magic. I began to feel dreamy, becoming more oblivious to my surroundings with each mouthful. Before long, I had forgotten all my troubles. Within a short time, the full bottle had gone, and I started on the next. 
 
    My secret affair with Simon had been just that, secret. I hadn’t even confided in my best friend Angela about what was going on between us. I suppose I reckoned she would judge me. The stress of leading a double life was getting out of control. My drinking too was mainly done in isolation now. I didn’t want anyone to know how heavy my alcohol consumption had got.  
 
    I thought to myself, if this is what it’s like being a secret agent, then I won’t be applying for the job. I had a constant knot in my stomach. Fear worked its way through my whole body. I worried everyone was talking about me and I had an ever-present dread I would be found out that I was not who I said I was. From time to time, I would go into the toilets at work and look at myself hard in the mirror. I was convinced people must know what I was doing, and I needed to see if there were any telltale signs on my face. They would soon find out I was a fraud. It was horrendous living in my skin. 
 
    With me and Simon, we realised the longer it went on, the harder it would be to be to keep things quiet. We began to make mistakes trying to cover our tracks. We had a rare weekend away in the Cotswolds. It was idyllic. We’d told our partners we were attending a trade show at the NEC. Simon found it difficult to stop Linda from wanting to come but their dog, Molly got ill. She had to stay at home to take it to the vets, much to our relief.  
 
    We booked into a lovely little B & B in Moreton in the Marsh. I enjoyed being able to play the part of a real girlfriend. We spent a nice day going to a folk festival in Warwick, having a romantic picnic in the grounds of the Castle and walking hand in hand without having to look around to see if anyone had seen us. I’d bought a new dress for the occasion. It was white with red roses on and its tight fit showed off my figure. It wasn’t my usual style as it was very feminine, but I hoped Simon would like it, and I felt good in it.  It worked because Simon couldn’t keep his hands off me. We behaved like two lovesick puppies. He looked as dashing as ever, sporting his designer sunglasses on top of his head. The weather was really hot.  It was blissful, and I didn’t want it to end. We went out to a little bistro that evening for a meal. 
 
    “I’ve never been so happy, Simon,” I smiled across the table at him and passed my hand over to hold his. It felt good to be able to show my affection in public without any fear of being seen.  
 
    He cupped my hand with both of his and said, “I wish this weekend would last forever.” 
 
    Our feelings of euphoria were short lived. We woke up on Sunday morning with a headache, the after-effects of having devoured two bottles of red wine with our meal. Simon’s phone rang. He looked at me. Was the bubble about to burst?  
 
    “Okay, buddy, how are you?” It was Mark. Simon put him on loudspeaker. 
 
    “Have you seen the Sunday papers, mate?” He sounded excited. 
 
    “No, why?” Simon asked 
 
    “I think you’d better go and take a look pronto. There’s a picture in of you and Sophie,” and Mark left it at that without saying anything further. We looked at each other, puzzled. We got dressed and went and bought a paper and sat down to read through it. Feverishly flicking through the pages, it didn’t take long to see what Mark had been talking about. As we opened it up, right there larger than life was a picture of the pair of us arm in arm, walking in the castle’s grounds. We glanced at it then at each other. Simon got up out of the chair. He started pacing the floor then kept looking back at the photograph. There was no denying it was us. All we could pray for was no one other than Mark had seen it.  
 
    On Monday morning, we’d arranged to meet up before work, so we could walk in together to show solidarity. The reaction that met us wasn’t what I expected. The guys started clapping and cheering. They patted Simon on the back.  
 
    “You’re a dark horse, Simon.”  
 
    “You kept that one quiet didn’t you, mate.” Simon looked like he enjoyed the attention and the various comments flying through the air. He was treated almost hero like by the lads, but the total opposite happened to me. All the women at work shunned me. The news got around like wildfire. When I went into the HR department later that day, I saw the whispering as I walked across the floor. I tried to brazen things out, but it cut me up. Whatever they said about me, I had said to myself only ten times worse. At home, I was lucky, Kyle hadn’t seen the paper, and I didn’t think he knew anyone who might have seen it, but Simon had a bit more explaining to do with Linda. She spotted the photograph and thought it was him. It took him a couple of hours to convince her he had never been anywhere near Warwick, so it couldn’t possibly be him. 
 
    I began to think my life was slipping away from me. I thought more and more about Simon’s wife Linda. How would she feel if she found out about the affair? I had no intention of hurting anyone and I knew if it was me, I’d be devastated. So, I was full of guilt. I struggled to cope at home. I could no longer be bothered to cook for Kyle, so he ate takeaways. The money situation wasn’t good; mainly because the amount I drank ate into the household budget.  
 
    I realised deep down I had to do something about my drinking but just not today. Today I would just have a couple of glasses of wine to change the way I felt. Trouble was it was never just a couple of glasses and it was always tomorrow I would stop. The sad fact was I drank myself to oblivion nearly every night, and the booze had got a hold of me. Because I always managed to get up for work the next day, I didn’t think things were that bad. However, I could see my life was going downhill fast, and I became afraid to think about what the future might have in store for me. 
 
    For me, everything was coming to a head.  I failed my accountancy exams for the second time. I no longer had Nick on the same course helping me. I didn’t have the motivation to give to my studies because drinking was now my priority. I was struggling. Simon even commented he was concerned about the amount of alcohol I put away, but he didn’t know the half of it and I didn’t seem able to slow down. I constantly felt jittery and needed a drink to make me feel calmer. My mind raced around. 
 
     I hated that I was cheating on Kyle and the reputation I now had at work. All the women stopped talking to me completely. Simon told me to ignore them, but it was hard, knowing there was such an atmosphere and I was the cause of it. The only way I had of dealing with my unhappiness was to drink more. I noticed a change in Simon as well. He got more stressed. A few weeks after our weekend away I walked into his office and he nearly jumped out of his skin. He looked like a child who had been caught with his finger in the pie.  
 
    “What’s wrong, Simon?” I frowned at him. 
 
    “Oh, nothing, nothing. I’ve got a few issues with a major client, that’s all.” I noticed the files on his desk and saw they belonged to Colin Scanlon, the MP. His eyes followed mine, and he spotted that I had seen the name on the file. I looked puzzled. 
 
    “What’s all this Simon?” I knew all our major clients and Colin Scanlon wasn’t one of them. His face went bright red.  
 
    It didn’t help matters that I wasn’t overly fond of Colin Scanlon, to say the least. I had met him on a number of occasions and found him to be pompous, arrogant and obnoxious but he was a friend of Simon’s. They played golf together. I couldn’t understand how Simon would want someone like him as a friend, but I began to see. Simon was very much a social climber. When he met someone, the first thing he wanted to know about them was what they did for a living rather than their name. He wanted to determine if they would be any use to him.  
 
    I still looked at Simon between glancing back at the file and in a low voice I quizzed, “He’s not a corporate client, is he?” Simon visibly squirmed in his seat.  
 
    “I’ve helped him out as a favour.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, Simon. You could lose your job over something like this. Surely, this is a conflict of interest.” Simon looked annoyed and closed the file, putting it in his briefcase.  
 
    “Keep your voice down Sophie. He’s got himself in a mess and I’ve been helping sort it out.” 
 
    “Simon are you mad, for Christ’s sake?” I was livid. “If the DTI get wind of anything wrong, you would be implicated. You don’t want to get involved with…” I spoke between gritted teeth, but Simon cut me off. 
 
    “They won’t Sophie.” He gave me a stern look. “Sophie, the least you know about this the better.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe Simon would get mixed up in any wrongdoing. His integrity had always been one of the things I looked up to in him. In that moment, he went right down in my estimation. 
 
     Looking at Simon coldly, I spat, “Well I hope he’s paying you well.”  Simon had been enticed by greed.  
 
    He tried a half-hearted smile saying, “I’m hoping to get a new car.” I tutted in disgust. Seeing I wasn’t impressed he added, “I’ll take you away for a break to the Seychelles or somewhere like that, Soph.” I looked at him, thinking, the sheer audacity of the man. I turned on my heels and stomped my way to the door.  
 
    Turning my head, I glared at him and cried, “No Simon, you won’t be taking me anywhere,” and I opened the door and walked out, slamming it behind me. 
 
    One Friday night, I came home from work early. I hadn’t been able to meet up with Simon for our usual evening together as it was Linda’s birthday and he was taking her out. I was feeling bitterness towards him. Why couldn’t he take Linda out on Saturday, I thought and see me as usual on Friday? He insisted though saying he didn’t want her to start getting suspicious. 
 
    That night, I’d already drunk half a bottle of vodka on the journey home by mixing it with orange juice and thinking no one knew. I swigged it down whilst sat on the tram. I walked into the kitchen. I smelt fish and chips. Kyle had already been to the chippy and got his own. I was annoyed he hadn’t thought to ask me. Although I was eating less and less and only fancied something light anyway to go with the bottle of wine I bought.  
 
    I decided I’d have egg on toast and I went to open the bread bin but all that was there were crumbs. I started looking around the kitchen. I remembered there had been a few slices of bread left this morning.  I began wildly searching for the loaf.  
 
    “Kyle, where’s the bread?” I shouted. No reply.  
 
    “Kyle, have you eaten all the bread?” I screamed.  
 
    He walked in smiling, “Yeah I had a couple of sandwiches earlier.” I was fuming. I couldn’t believe how selfish he’d been. A red mist began to take over me. I had had enough. I started to pick things up and throw them around the kitchen. I grabbed a cup and smashed it against the wall. 
 
     “How dare you eat the last slice and not tell me,” I cried.  He looked at me puzzled.  
 
    “Sophie, it’s bread.” I would not see reason. I started to pound his chest with my fists. 
 
     “How could you, how could you,” I sobbed. Then Kyle changed, He had had enough of listening to my madness.  
 
    “You stupid bitch, what’s wrong with you.” A full-scale row then erupted. We came close to fighting physically but Kyle saw sense and removed himself from the kitchen. Through tears, I opened the drawer and got out the corkscrew.  I quickly popped open the bottle of wine then stormed upstairs with it.  
 
    I drank the wine, and I also had some more vodka hidden in the wardrobe which I devoured until I passed out. I woke up early on Saturday morning. Kyle wasn’t beside me. I badly needed a glass of water. I tiptoed downstairs and staggered into the kitchen. I bypassed the bathroom and any thoughts of having a shower or brushing my teeth. I was retching. The nausea didn’t subside as I sat down at the table.  
 
    There was no sign of Kyle. The kitchen looked a mess. Two empty wine bottles stood prominently in front of me. Did I drink all that? I couldn’t remember everything that happened, but I had a sinking feeling I may have said a lot of unpleasant things. I did have a flashback of me screaming and I felt a pang of remorse inside. I was embarrassed by my behaviour. It was so out of character to fly off the handle over something so small, but I was getting more and more irritable these days. The truth was, I thought I was out of control. I spotted a note on the table Kyle had scrawled. I picked it up. Digesting each word, it said he had gone to his mum’s because he had had enough of my behaviour. 
 
    I sat in shock, desperate for a drink, not knowing what to do. I was full of guilt and shame about everything. I hated every bone in my body. I could no longer bear to look at myself in the mirror because I knew what I saw back would frighten me. I was a dishevelled wreck. What had happened to me? How had things got to this stage? Where had that funny, caring girl gone? I was like a Jekyll and Hyde character and I had become scared of myself and my behaviours. In that moment I realised I needed help. 
 
    Sitting for a while deep in thought, it became increasingly apparent I had to do something. Maybe Kyle had done me a favour. I couldn’t continue much longer in this way. I went on to the internet to see what I could find out about alcohol abuse. I clicked on the first link I saw that said: “Need help with a drink problem?” I started reading through the literature and it was as though someone had been following me around. What it described had me summed up totally. I decided to phone the helpline number. I spoke to a man who was very pleasant and told me for just over eight thousand pounds I would be able to stay in a residential rehab. They would detox me and provide therapeutic counselling. He talked for some time and began to convince me, but I needed a drink.  
 
    “I’ll have a think about it,” I said. 
 
    “Well don’t think for too long as we only have one bed available at the moment. Who knows how long you might have to wait if that one goes.”  
 
    I thought about what he said, and he disturbed the silence by adding, “Isn’t your life worth doing this for, Sophie. You owe it to yourself to get well.” 
 
    I put the phone down without giving him a commitment. I was desperate for a drink but knew I had had enough of the way I was living. I had some savings I couldn’t touch that had been locked away, supposedly to help me with the deposit for a house. I wondered if it was possible to draw out these funds. I thought I should ask Mum and Dad if I could borrow the money and pay them back. I felt pretty desperate. 
 
     I rang them and spoke to Dad. He was mortified my drinking had got to the level it had, and he didn’t want to believe it, but I managed to convince him I needed help. So, he agreed I should go into rehab and there was no time like the present. He said he would pick me up and take me to the centre if I got straight back on to the company. I didn’t know if I was making the correct decision to do this especially as the need to drink came on me again but something inside me urged me to do the right thing. I phoned back to the centre, and they told me there was still a bed available if I came down that day.  
 
    I thought for a few moments then said, “Let’s do this,” and within a few hours, I was incarcerated in a drug and alcohol rehabilitation centre, still sobering up and wondering what hit me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    THEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    I went into rehab planning to make a few changes in my life. As things turned out, I changed just about everything. I’d made a few drastic decisions when I went in against all advice. Thankfully, I had a network of support around me to help me deal with the fallout of my actions. Going through treatment was the hardest thing I had ever done. Whilst there, I felt bullied, picked on, misunderstood and I’d thought about walking out on numerous occasions. Deep down I thought these people cared enough to do what was best for me and if I didn’t allow that then what did I have left? They certainly knew better than me what was good for me. My best efforts had got me into rehab. I messed up and made lots of mistakes. So, if it meant taking a long hard look at myself, going to a few meetings a week, keeping close to like-minded people and looking for ways to help others as well as changing my attitudes, behaviours and actions for the better, then I was prepared to do it. 
 
    The first thing I did when I went in was to send a letter to my company handing in my notice. I didn’t hear anything from any of my colleagues, including Simon which upset me, but I tried to put all the sadness I felt to the back of my mind. I was numb. I couldn’t trust my judgement, but I did know that the people I worked with weren’t the kind I needed to associate with anymore. I thought I was being a bit hasty, but it dawned on me if I was going to make a success of a sober life then I couldn’t be around heavy drinkers all the time. I realised continuing to work alongside Simon would have been unbearable and I didn’t know if I was strong enough to resist temptation.  
 
     I decided I wanted a complete change from accountancy so made up my mind I would go back and do a university course when I left rehab. Whilst in treatment I thought long and hard about what I wanted to do. I found out in group therapy, I seemed to have a gift for getting to the core of what the real issues were my peers were having problems with. I couldn’t always do that for myself, but I was praised on my level of awareness so taking a degree in counselling skills seemed like a viable option. 
 
    I gave notice on the tenancy of my flat and my dad helped me to get my furniture into storage. He had been an absolute diamond in sorting out my things. Dad had been so kind. 
 
     When he dropped me off he said, “Listen, Sophie, I don’t want you worrying about anything. You can come home and stay as long as you want when you finish treatment.”  I couldn’t comprehend his kindness and didn’t think I deserved it. All I could do was cry and thank him.  I thought staying with Dad would help me against temptation around my drinking. My family were being so kind to me and at times I was overwhelmed and moved to tears by their generosity. My selfish drinking nearly destroyed me and now I had to look at the aftermath of what I had done. 
 
    As Kyle had already gone to his mother’s, when I went into treatment I wrote to him there to tell him the relationship was over. It might have been the coward’s way out, but I thought I’d be able to get more down on paper and keep the tone positive. I thought if I spoke to him to discuss it, he would probably try to talk me round or it would end in a slanging match, which was the last thing I wanted.  I also phoned his mother Joyce.  
 
    “Hi Joyce, it’s Sophie. I can’t speak for long as we’re only allowed three minutes on the phone but I’m in rehab,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so glad you’ve decided to get help, Sophie. I’ve been so worried about you.” Feeling my eyes welling up with tears, I didn’t want to stay on the line too long.  
 
    “I’m sorry for how things have ended up with Kyle, but will you look after him. I know he can’t cope on his own.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about Kyle. He’ll be okay. I’m surprised you put up with him for as long as you did. Just you concentrate on getting yourself well.” 
 
    It was good to talk to someone who understood both what Kyle could be like as well as having the experience of living with a drink problem. She was an alcoholic who had stopped drinking many years ago, and I liked her straightforward manner.  
 
    I was disappointed about Simon blanking me even if I did think it was for the best, so I didn’t contact him either. We hadn’t had closure on our relationship, but I imagined he was relieved it was over and the decision to end things had been taken away from him. I suffered from pangs of sadness about him that came over in waves, but I knew we could never go anywhere with the relationship and nor did I want it to. Also, I had become more and more uncomfortable with his materialistic values. 
 
    I don’t know what I had been expecting from rehab, but it turned out to be nothing like I’d imagined. Although it was only a short period in my life, I came out of the experience a totally different person. I thought given how much it cost it was going to be like staying at a luxury spa, spending all my time relaxing and being pampered. Was I in for a shock.  
 
    The building itself was imposing, up a long driveway. I wondered at the time if it was to stop people escaping. Inside, it had an unusually modern atmosphere. The upkeep of the Victorian architecture had been tastefully done. I liked the high ceilings with expert plastering and intricate panelling. On arrival, Deirdre, the counsellor greeted me.  
 
    “Come in, Sophie. We’ve been expecting you.” I thought she was friendly enough, but I found out that was just a ploy. I was thankful I hadn’t tried to sneak any booze in as the first thing they did was a thorough search both on my person and my suitcase. I queried then if I had signed up to a prison regime.  
 
    For a few days, I was on medication to help me detox. This made me spaced out and drowsy, so I was left alone during this time. Once the group work started, it was pure hell. There were about twelve of us in the group. I found out sometime later about half were there for drug problems, including prescription drug abuse and half of us were there for alcohol abuse. In the main, we did stick with our own kind, which was a shame. Right from the word go I felt I had made a mistake, and I didn’t want to be there. I planned to walk out on many occasions and it was the fact of how much money I would lose that kept my feet firmly planted on the treatment centre’s grounds.  
 
    It wasn’t easy, being made to get in touch with feelings when you’ve been running away from them all your life. I had to sweep the searchlight of my soul and rid myself of the tormenting ghosts of my past. 
 
     I often likened myself to a broken porcelain mug. Broken because of the experiences I had suffered, porcelain was my sensitive nature and a mug for putting up with the men in my life. Then if I tried to put a drink inside it before long it would go to pieces again. That was the best way to describe how I’d felt lately. 
 
    I thought I’d be treated with compassion for all I’d been through but during my first group session, it felt like everyone picked on me. 
 
     “Does anyone one to start off by telling Sophie what their first impressions of her are?” I felt nervous as I looked around the room at the bunch of people circling me. I expected they were going to break me in gently as it was my first session in the spotlight. How wrong was I. They told me I was selfish, self-centred, egotistical, stubborn, full of self-pity and a martyr and that was just for starters.  
 
    We began to bond as a group and I had a particular soft spot for Liam, a drug dealer from Liverpool and Aaron from Newcastle. Aaron had avoided a prison stint by choosing to come into treatment instead. The two of them looked like they took steroids, which was against the centre’s regulations. I never figured out how they passed the drugs screening when we all got tested each week. They both had large biceps and obviously worked out a lot. Aaron often confided in me he thought he’d made the wrong choice. He thought rehab was far harder than doing time. I was warned in no uncertain terms to stay away from men. I was still smarting and in pain from breaking up with Simon, so it wasn’t hard to do that. 
 
    Rita was a heroin addict who’d come up from London for treatment. She always wore her brown hair swept up off her face in a bun. I thought it made her face look harsh, but it did suit her personality. She’d received funding for her treatment and her key worker was pleased with the progress she was making. Until one morning when we came down to breakfast, she’d absconded. Only the day before, she’d told the group a harrowing story.  
 
    With tears in her eyes, she said, “My worst time was when I found Harry, my boyfriend lying dead next to me.” My body shuddered as I listened to her recalling the story. 
 
     “We’d both been using. I suppose he’d had more than me, but I hadn’t really taken much notice as I was so out of it myself.” Struggling to allow the words out, she sat in silence for a few moments. 
 
     “I passed out and when I woke up, he was ice cold at my side.” By now, Rita was shedding buckets of tears and I really wanted to go over and give her a hug, but she was able to continue. She told the group it was the most horrific experience imaginable and I couldn’t disagree with her. When she finished, the whole room fell silent. Everyone tried to console her that day, and no one gave her a hard time.  
 
    Apparently, that night she told Susie, the girl she shared a room with she was desperate for a fix. The urge was so great Susie hadn’t been able to stop her leaving. Rita was found dead in a doorway two weeks later, having taken a massive overdose. That was a harsh warning to us all. 
 
     Then Susie too paid the ultimate price for a bad decision. Susie was someone like me who was incapable of making good choices with men. She too had a harrowing story in that her twin sister had died in a car accident. Susie was still struggling to come to terms with her grief even though the incident happened five years earlier. She started a relationship with Neil in treatment which was against the rules, so they were both kicked out.  
 
    We heard they’d both relapsed within about an hour of leaving the centre and Susie was found dead a few weeks later. Her heart and liver packed in and her body shut down due to alcohol poisoning. These events got me worried, and I knew I had to take this seriously. I became a model pupil as best I could. It hurt like hell, looking at myself through a microscope. I understood if I didn’t put all I learnt into practice then I would end up dead too.  
 
    I hung on to my counsellor’s every word and can still recount some of what Deirdre told me today. Her favourite sayings she would reiterate all the time were “This isn’t a dress rehearsal. You’ve got to get real and live your life one day at a time.” She gave everyone a little card with the quote on it: Yesterday’s history, tomorrow’s a mystery, today’s a gift, that’s why we call it the present. 
 
    Slow and painful as things were, my peers and mentors started to see a difference in me. A lot of my agitation disappeared. I became much calmer. I began to smile again. Now I believed in the process and felt I could trust what I was being told, I was prepared to put 110% effort into it. The counsellors kept telling us the hardest part would be when we left treatment. I realised it would be tough. I had given up so much personally to come in. 
 
     Deirdre once laughed and said to me, “You don’t do things by halves, do you, Sophie.” 
 
    I used to think I must have done something bad in a previous life because of all the terrible things that had happened to me, but rehab taught me to accept the hand life dealt me. Trouble was I never got the aces. Sometimes, finding gratitude was hard but I could no longer afford to feel sorry for myself. 
 
    I’d realised I had taken some pretty drastic measures when I went into rehab and occasionally suffered from waves of regret about what I had done. Now in the cold light of day, I had to pick up the pieces, sober. I would need money to pay my way through Uni as I didn’t intend subbing off Dad, nor would he let me, so I decided I would do accounts for people to tide me over. One of the guys in treatment, Charles had a small IT company and offered to let me do his books, which was a real godsend. From now on, I would be buying clothes from charity shops and being frugal. When I thought of the grotesque amounts of money I’d squandered on booze, being thrifty would help me deal with the guilt I felt. 
 
    The day came when I finished my treatment. I had my graduation which my family came to. My sister even came up from London to be there which really moved me.  
 
    “I’m so proud of you, Sophie.” She gave me a big hug, and we both wiped away a tear. There were lots of tears. Saying goodbye to some of my peers and the counsellors was hard, but I had a new found resolve to change my life for the better. 
 
     It was strange how different things appeared without alcohol in my system. The grass looked greener, the flowers prettier, the birds chirpier. I noticed things about nature I had been oblivious to before. I got into the habit of stopping and watching the sunset and marvelling at its beauty. Life wasn’t going to be easy with no partner to lean on and scary without a job but I had the love of my family, more knowledge about myself than I would have liked and new friends I had made in rehab, plus I was determined to do this. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    THEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    I phoned Kyle’s mum Joyce once I was back in the outside world and she seemed pleased to hear from me. She told me she’d thrown Kyle out after two months. He’d stopped drinking but started taking drugs. She didn’t like the company he kept and thought they led Kyle astray. 
 
     “He would come home reeking of cannabis or skunk or whatever it was, and he never did a thing around the house, no contribution whatsoever, Sophie,” she said. 
 
     “I hope you don’t blame me, Joyce?” I enquired. 
 
    “No, not at all, he’s the one who’s been smoking the stuff plus his behaviour became quite strange, sort of psychotic. He became paranoid about everything and thought everyone was talking about him.” Joyce talked about him in such a matter-of-fact way I hardly believed it was her son we were discussing. 
 
    “Yes, sometimes he got like that with me, thinking the whole world was bothered about what he was doing. You know, when I first sent Kyle the letter ending the relationship, he bombarded me with phone calls. Luckily, I wasn’t allowed my phone at first so the messages with all the abuse on, I deleted and accepted his behaviour was natural for a rejected man. Mind you, over the last couple of weeks he had been sending me disturbing messages saying I owed him money which puzzled me,” I told her. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about that. He does it all the time. He has had this problem ever since he was beaten up as a teenager and ended up with a fractured skull. It’s like a part of his brain must have been affected,” Joyce said. I was shocked. Kyle told me he received a bad beating once but then hadn’t gone into too many details. It’s as well I didn’t know as I didn’t want anything else to feel guilty about.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said. 
 
    “It’s okay Sophie, he’s probably upsetting some other poor soul now.” Joyce’s words reassured me, and I promised not to get too hung up about it. 
 
    Life moved on. I quickly settled into my new routine. I got accepted onto my counselling degree course and enjoyed the work. A lot of it was about self-discovery and interacting with others and I actually liked looking deep into myself, similar to what had been started in treatment. Finding out what made me tick and learning I didn’t have to be perfect was so enlightening for me. I slowly began to feel happy in my own skin. I accepted the part I played in the relationships I had. I no longer blamed everyone else for the way things turned out. I definitely grew as a person and matured emotionally throughout this phase of my life. I now thought it was okay spending time on my own getting to know and love myself. 
 
    The course was great. We were a fairly small tight-knit group that by the end of our time together dwindled down to twelve of us. I think the closeness we had, was due to the fact we had to open up to each other and allow our vulnerabilities to show. I never had the classic Uni experience as I didn’t often join the others when they went out drinking. It was tough though.  
 
    There was one woman who I didn’t gel with, Tracey. Tracey was a mature student in her forties. She was married with a grown-up family and she also worked part-time managing a team of volunteers for a charity. Although she was always well dressed and had lovely shiny black hair styled in a bob that I thought suited her, she had a chip on her shoulder. Whatever her issues were, she didn’t let anyone in. She had the tongue of a viper and took any criticism personally. This made life difficult as we often had to critique each other whilst developing our counselling skills. 
 
    Once a week we would have a feelings group where we were all encouraged to get real about our experiences. By this stage, Tracey had started picking on me ever since I gave her some negative feedback after one of her practical sessions. She tried to find fault with everything I did. Others in the group had already suffered from the backlash of her tongue and were sympathetic to my position but her behaviour began to affect my time there. Challenges with her made me anxious, and I had sleepless nights when I would lie there plotting on how best to deal with her.  I decided it was time to tackle her head on. So, at the next feelings group, I brought it up. We normally went around the room, and all got a chance to speak. I heard my heart pumping as my turn grew closer. Thump, thump, thump. 
 
    “Sophie would you like to say anything?” my tutor asked.  
 
    “Yes, I would. I’ve been feeling uncomfortable for some time now and there’s someone in this room that’s been at the root of my anxiety. I’ve allowed them to have power over me and it’s been affecting my sleep and my general well-being. I’ve made up my mind that it can’t carry on anymore so that’s why I’m opening up about it now.” The room was deadly silent. Each word felt harder to come out of my mouth. I had a lump in my throat and I kept swallowing whilst feeling the anxiety rising in my chest.  
 
     I shook inside when I looked across at Tracey and said, “Tracey, you obviously don’t like criticism and you take things personally, which it’s not meant to be. You have been on a vendetta against me and it’s got to stop.”  
 
     Tracey was restless. She squirmed in her chair and her face went red.  
 
    “I don’t know what you mean. How dare you suggest that!” Her voice was raised. I was scared. 
 
     “Don’t shout, Tracey. Your attitude’s not going to cut it anymore with me.” 
 
    “I’m fed up with everyone picking on me.” Tracey pulled a face. 
 
    “Tracey, no one’s picking on you. You behave like a tiger waiting to pounce, looking for the weak spots in your prey and then trying to bring them down. It’s as though by doing that, it will somehow make you feel better about yourself. I’ve been watching you Tracey and I can see exactly what you’re up to, but I don’t intend to let you get away with it anymore. I’m fed up with playing the nice guy and saying nothing. From now on, I’m going to speak my mind. I think you’re a bully, Tracey and I’ve had enough of watching you at work.” The room remained silent. I had everyone’s full attention. I was ready for a verbal fight now and would take anything Tracey came back with even though I still shook inside. I noticed Tracey was also shaking. 
 
     “You’re the bully, Sophie.” She began to cry. I shook my head. She then got up and left the room. The tutor tried to call her back. We were meant to face up to uncomfortable emotions not run away from them. No one went out to Tracey.  The tutor asked me how I felt now. 
 
     “Better than I have in a while. I needed to do that to be true to myself.”  
 
    When the group ended, two of the others went to see how Tracey was. She had gone to get herself a coffee. I stayed out of her sight. I wanted to give her time to mull over what I said. A few of my peers congratulated me on the courage I had shown saying they wouldn’t have been able to do the same. I told them it had taken a lot of pain and sleepless nights before I said anything. It paved the way for others to stand up to Tracey. It also created a shift in me in that I now knew I could stand up for myself. 
 
     Tracey didn’t change, but she did change towards me. She no longer found fault with me. Whether it was because she felt respect at how I’d stood up to her or she realised she couldn’t bully me anymore, I wasn’t sure. I still kept an eye on how she treated others. In the last year, she left the course. She’d still had altercations with a number of my peers and they always ended in tears. If I was honest, though, I didn’t think she had the right skills to be a counsellor when she still held on to issues from her past she wasn’t prepared to let go of. 
 
    My best friend on the course had been Damien. He was the best-looking man I have ever seen in my life and he always looked immaculate. He had a boyfriend, Roger who was a paramedic. Roger’s job and the long hours he worked were a constant source of argument between the pair and Damien would discuss their arguments in great detail. Damien’s looks came from an Indian father and an Italian Catholic mother and he had also inherited his mother’s fiery temper and his father’s Asian charm. Damien was someone else who didn’t mind saying it how it was, but he was able to use his sense of humour. He nicknamed Tracey, Cubie, which was really QB which he said stood for queen bitch.  
 
    Before she left, he would often come out of a session with her with the back of his hand laid over his forehead and say, “Cubie’s been at it again. She’s reduced Holly to tears this time. I despair.” Damien was a real drama queen, but he worked hard, so it helped to be friends with him because it would encourage me to put the work in and we would discuss assignments together. He could be naughty. As counsellors, we were supposed to be non-judgemental but Damien was fond of gossiping and pulling faces. It cracked me up. He also had a vulnerable side. He talked about feeling lost, not having a true identity or knowing which culture he belonged to, but I liked the fact Damien was a unique individual and I would often tell him so. After we all qualified, Damien and his partner moved to London to work. I was sad when I had to say goodbye to them. 
 
     Outside of university, life was full of ups and downs and I was tested. Mum and Dad got divorced. If I was honest, I suspected it had been on the cards for years. They had been separated now for some time. They didn’t seem able to patch things up and Mum had the new man in her life, Norman. Neither my sister Stephanie nor I had spoken to Mum since she left, and it hurt that she didn’t want any contact with us. I had to learn to accept it and concentrate on my own life. At least without Mum there, there was none of the shouting at one another at the top of their voices between her and Dad. No bickering to listen to as they chipped away at each other. 
 
    From then until the end of my course, I cooked and cleaned and looked after Dad, listening to his heartache, sometimes joining him in his tears. The divorce meant the house would have to be sold, so I decided once that happened I would spread my wings and move on. Dad actually talked me into going. He was the most selfless person I knew. I focused solely on my studies but just before my final exams, tragedy struck. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    THEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even Mum’s sister, Auntie Anne hadn’t had any contact with Mum since she left. It was as though Mum felt too guilty to get in touch. She had cut off all ties but then someone approached Auntie Anne in the post office one day and told her they’d heard Mum was terminally ill with cancer. I couldn’t or wouldn’t believe it when Auntie Anne told me. We managed to track down where she lived. So, my sister, Auntie Anne and I made arrangements to go and see her at her partner Norman’s house. 
 
    It had taken a bit of detective work to find out where they lived but when Stephanie spoke to Norman, he confirmed she was ill, and we could go round to see her. They lived near Stoke, so the journey down took us about ninety minutes to get there. Stephanie came up from London especially and we all set off together. None of us knew what to expect. Norman had told us Mum didn’t want to see Dad, but he reluctantly allowed us to borrow his car to go down. I did the driving. We found the house easily. It was an older style little semi down a road lined with mature trees. I eased my foot off the accelerator as we counted down the houses until we spotted number twenty-two. I turned off the ignition.  
 
    “Well girls, it looks like we’re here.” I opened the car door and climbed out. Stephanie gave me a hug.  
 
    “You’ll be okay, Sis,” she smiled. I wasn’t looking forward to this one bit.  
 
    Norman opened the door to us. He didn’t smile and nor did we. His gaze was cold, and I took an immediate dislike to him. He beckoned us into the front room and we walked in. It looked like it hadn’t been decorated since the seventies. There was woodchip on the walls and a cream patterned velour sofa that was frayed and had seen better days. 
 
     I looked all around and saw an old lady sitting in a chair. She didn’t get up when we entered the room, so we all said hello. We stood waiting for my mum to come in. Norman had been gone for some time and I thought the lady sat in front of us was probably his mother. She didn’t seem keen on introducing herself, so I decided to make the first move and so went to approach her.  
 
    The silence in the room unnerved me. My sister and Auntie stood looking at me as I walked slowly towards the old lady. I held out an arm to shake her hand, but she didn’t move. She just sat there. I wondered what was going on. Why wasn’t Norman bringing Mum in? I took a closer look at the elderly woman and was stopped in my tracks. A shudder went through my whole body as I looked into her eyes and I saw the sadness. 
 
     The deep blue eyes were watery, and I recognised them. We both began to cry. I couldn’t hold back. I bent down and gave her a hug. It had come as a complete shock that this elderly lady sat motionless was actually my fifty-year-old mother. I had a job keeping myself together. Cancer had taken her once glamorous looks and ravaged her. We all struggled to keep our composure. I knelt down beside her and spoke softly.  
 
    “How are you, Mum?” The tears rolled down my face. She wrinkled her nose and with a closed mouth gave me a knowing expression of inevitability.  
 
    “Not so good, love,” she answered. I held her hand. I felt her bones poking through. She had lost so much weight, there was hardly anything left of her, yet her cheeks looked puffy from the steroids she took. She apologised for leaving us and I said it didn’t matter. It did but now wasn’t the time to say that.  
 
    I put my other hand on her arm and a shiver went down my spine as I felt a solid block which she said was cancer. 
 
     “I’m riddled with it love, it’s in my bones and my lungs.” I was frightened. I didn’t want to know anymore.  I asked her stupid questions like how she liked living there. It was the first thing that came into my head to try to change the subject. She asked how we were all getting on, so we were able to lighten the mood and update her on recent events. She told us we could come and visit again anytime. Going home in the car was sombre. No one spoke much. There were occasional tears from us all. 
 
    Mum lived for two more weeks. I think the hardest part about her death was not being there with her at the end. Norman hadn’t got in touch to tell us how close to death she was. It hurt like hell. For all her faults, knowing I wouldn’t see her smiling face again devastated me.  I wouldn’t be listening to her rich Salford accent again. I was going to miss her. I’d been missing her for some time, but this was final now and I hadn’t got to say goodbye. I felt guilty about not being there enough for her and the only comfort I got was the realisation she was no longer in pain because I knew she had been suffering physically. 
 
     At the funeral, I stayed away from Norman. I was so angry with him. I thought if I’d have gotten too close, I’d have told him what I thought of him. I wasn’t impressed with the selfish way he hadn’t allowed us to be there at the end. Walking out of the chapel, I almost bumped into him but Stephanie and Tim both took hold of each of my arms and steered me away.  
 
    “Come on, Sophie. He’s not worth it.” She realised I was dying to give him a piece of my mind. Instead, the anger turned to sadness and grief and the tears flowed. Steph and I hugged and tried to console each other. 
 
    I went into a dark period for some time. The doctor put me on anti-depressants to cope but I didn’t drink. I thought that would only make matters worse. I found it hard to climb out of that phase of my life. The rest of the family were grieving, and we all dealt with it in our own ways. I focused on my final exams, but it was difficult to find the motivation. Occasionally I’d hit a wave of intense gloom and I stayed in it for days, not able to do much. A few months later I passed my degree. My dad and Auntie Anne came to the ceremony to see me receive my certificate. It was a very poignant moment, and I knew Mum would have been proud of me. She was always proud of me whatever I did but getting through this at the end, under the circumstances, I thought I really deserved the handshake I received and the pats on the back. I was even pleased to open and read the letter of congratulations I got from my MP.  
 
    Throughout the last two years of my studies, I had been working on a voluntary basis doing counselling at a women’s centre. When I qualified they offered me a paid position which I was pleased about because I realised that counselling jobs were pretty hard to come by. I loved the work. Seeing women turn their lives around. Coaxing young girls with low self-esteem into women brimming with confidence was very satisfying. I had pulled myself out of the depths of despair so knew I could be a good role model for what could be done. I hadn’t counted on what life still had to throw at me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
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    Martin shook his head when he finished listening to my tale. He gave me a smile, and I made a move.  
 
    “Keep in touch, Sophie.” We hugged. 
 
    “I will. Goodnight Martin and thanks for everything.” I left the restaurant and walked to my car. Driving down the motorway to Angela’s, I thought about the weekend ahead. I loved spending time with her and Nick at their home in lovely leafy Cheshire.  
 
    My best friend, Angela was a larger-than-life character. Her strawberry blonde hair set off her pretty face. Her large frame never seemed to bother her. She ate what she liked and enjoyed it. Like me, she too loved to cook and the pair of us often swapped new recipes. Angela had a great wit and diffused difficult situations with her sense of humour. That was why I always turned to her to get through tough times. She made light of everything in a way that wasn’t offensive, and she still managed to bring out her caring side. 
 
     I loved staying at Angela’s. Her home mirrored her personality. They owned a large house in Hale Barns. It could have been mistaken for a show home. It had the wow factor. Angela was house proud, and each room had been tastefully decorated and finished off as expertly as if they had brought in a top interior designer. Even down to the House Beautiful magazine on the coffee table, everything was positioned perfectly, and I enjoyed casting an eye over all the rooms with envy. Every time I went over, Angela had re-decorated another room so there was always something new to look at. There was a warmth to the home that was so inviting to me.  
 
    I looked out of the window and saw robins splashing away on the bird table. The garden stretched back a good way, and I noticed both the greenhouse and their new summer house. With the patio area dotted with troughs of plants leading through to a pond with a fountain, I thought the garden looked perfect. I turned around. Angela had been watching me. I saw the pride in her eyes.  
 
    “Nick made the pond all by himself. Isn’t he clever?” Angela loved talking about Nick. 
 
    “Gosh, yes, it looks fantastic,” and it did. I was green with envy at their idyllic lifestyle. Angela offered me a cup of tea and after sitting chatting for a while, I helped prepare the meal.  We settled down to an evening of catching up, putting the world to rights as well as me offloading my troubles.  
 
    I woke up the next morning feeling better than I had in a while. After a leisurely read of the Sunday papers, Angela and I went out for a relaxing walk whilst Nick stayed behind to make Sunday lunch. 
 
     “You’ve got him well trained, Angela,” I said.  
 
    “He likes to show off in front of guests, so I let him. You’d think he was on Masterchef sometimes the way he messes with the carrots all fancy, but I don’t mind. It gives me a break,” Angela said, smiling back. I was glad I had made the decision to come away for the weekend and I loved to listen to Angela’s light-hearted banter. Nick was a lot more serious than Angela. He liked a laugh, but he was also straight-laced. A practising Christian, he was proud of his faith whereas Angela pooh-poohed religion. I was surprised the pair of them were compatible but somehow it seemed to work. 
 
     I left Angela’s later that evening. The sky had already turned a dark shade of blue and I walked up and pressed my thumb on the ignition fob for my car. Looking up, I thought the grey clouds looked ominous, and I didn’t need to be a gambler to bet on the fact rain was on the way.  I waved goodbye to Angela and Nick and set off. Driving along, I felt content I’d discussed with Angela how I’d been feeling. She was of the opinion I should contact the police to discuss everything. Thankfully, she hadn’t been too pushy. The sky grew darker, and I knew a storm was brewing. I hated thunder and lightning. Storms unnerved me since being small when I used to hide behind the sofa whenever bad weather came along. 
 
    The sky erupted, and the rain came lashing down. I slowed my speed down as it became difficult to see out. I’d put on my rear wipers to clear the rain that wasn’t easing off and I glanced in the rearview mirror. I felt a chill as I noticed the headlights close behind me. Did I imagine it or were those the same set of headlights that had been there all the way up Stockport Road. I drove on further. They didn’t move from my tail. My palms felt damp with sweat as the car’s heater kicked in. I gently increased the pressure on the accelerator pedal as I weaved up the A6. My vision wasn’t great. When I looked again in the mirror, the lights at the back of me looked like the same car that had been there since the start of my journey. I drove too fast, and it scared me. 
 
    I took a detour off the main road. I knew the area well and was familiar with the back streets and shortcuts. I didn’t imagine it because the headlights followed me, so I gently upped the pressure on the accelerator and started twisting and turning down the side streets. My heart was beating fast. My hands gripped onto the steering wheel. My body shook and trembled. I sometimes went too fast on the motorway, but this was different. Come on girl, you can do this, I said to myself out loud.  
 
     I didn’t feel comfortable with my speed. Lewis Hamilton might have been proud of me, but this wasn’t Silverstone or The Italian Job, this was my life. I glanced at my knuckles. They went white. Checking in the mirror again, there was no one behind.  I looked back to double check, but the headlights had disappeared. There were no vehicles following me. I breathed a big sigh of relief. I pulled up for a few minutes and turned the engine off to calm my rapid breathing down. Had I imagined things? Had paranoia taken over or was something more sinister going on? I promised myself the next time I felt worried about a situation that unnerved me, I would go to the police. For all I knew this could be in my imagination.  I set off again trying to forget my worries and my thoughts turned instead to tomorrow at work and my caseload. I also thought I’d go and visit Cassie soon. 
 
    Work was as busy as usual the following week, but I’d made arrangements to see Cassie, so I kept my promise. I was so relieved she managed to get away from Charlie and I had a real soft spot for her. The two of us met up at the hostel the next Thursday. Cassie was brighter than I had ever seen her.  
 
     “Hi, Sophie. It’s so good to see you.” The pair of us hugged like long lost friends.  
 
    “You too, Cassie. How are you doing?” I looked her up and down. 
 
     “Are you eating okay?” I thought she looked really thin. 
 
    “I’m getting better than I was. I’m still experiencing pangs of sadness but in the main, I’m feeling stronger.” She was keen to find her own place, and she appreciated the support she had been given. I left her in high spirits and promised to come back and visit soon.  
 
    I got back into my work/life routine and recent events started to become a distant memory. I still kept the phone unplugged, so I didn’t know if I’d received any more menacing calls. Gradually I began to feel more confident and stopped looking at every passer-by as though they were the enemy. Work was tough but enjoyable. I didn’t have much of a social life. The only night out I’d had this month was a trip to the cinema, but I felt okay about that for now. 
 
     I was so glad I had Max to come home to at nights. It took a while before Max came close to me but soon I had him purring and playing around with a ball and wool. I spent my spare money on him, what with sorting out his injections, food and cat litter. I stopped off at the pet shop each week on my way home from work and bought him a toy. I thought my life had taken on a whole new dimension since Max arrived. The love wasn’t always reciprocated as Max was still timid. I loved the fact he was there when I needed him, and I talked to him and told him about my day. 
 
    I had gotten into a good routine with my exercise and had been getting up early more often than usual to go for a morning jog. I still didn’t go out every day though. If the weather was bad, I used the time to catch up on housework. I found I had more energy first thing in the morning. This morning the alarm went off at 6.30.  At first, I contemplated rolling over and going back to sleep for an hour as I sensed a chill in the air. I enjoyed my runs, and I felt better once I was up. I always felt invigorated afterwards. I pulled on my leggings and T-shirt, got my hoodie out of the wardrobe. I wondered which route to take as I tied the laces of my trainers. I had three different routes to choose from and I liked to keep the distances varied. I took my iPod as I enjoyed listening to music and together with the exercise found this helped to clear my mind or get things into better perspective. My favourite run was along by the river as this was the most picturesque setting.  
 
    I looked out of the window before I set off and thought how dull and dreary the weather was. The air was slightly misty, and it wasn’t until I got outside I realised it was drizzling. I didn’t mind that but if it got any worse, I would cut my run short. Having to endure slipping and sliding in the mud was not my idea of fun. The area where I ran was always quiet. Occasionally I bumped into a dog walker or the odd cyclist or another jogger and after exchanging a friendly “morning” continued on my way. Today I hadn’t encountered anyone else so far and I stepped out in time to an old Pussycat Dolls number. I often found whatever music was playing, I simultaneous jogged to the beat, but it didn’t always work. 
 
     I looked up and, in the distance, just made out someone walking in my direction. At first, I didn’t give them a second glance but something inside me made me slow my pace and look again. The figure wore a dark green parka and jeans. The hood was up and created a black shadow over the person’s face which in itself wasn’t surprising as it was raining. They also had a grey scarf covering over half their face, and they wore a bob hat. I had pretty much slowed down to a walk as if to put off the inevitable encounter. The dark silhouette gradually got nearer. I thought for a few seconds, should I turn around and go back the way I’d come from. No, I was being silly and overreacting again. Keep calm, girl, I said to myself over and over with every step. The imposing figure was now twenty yards away. I tried to catch their attention to smile at them to reassure me I was safe. There were no pleasantries though, and the individual looked at the ground. I set off running again to mask my uncomfortable feelings.   
 
    The impending coming together of the two of us drew closer. The pathway was only narrow otherwise I would have made a large swerve to avoid this rather imposing looking character. Although the person wasn’t particularly tall, the fact they tried to hide any signs of their appearance made me all the more nervous. As we met, I didn’t know what happened next. The stranger appeared to trip and lunge into me. Our bodies clashed together. The stranger’s arms were out in front of them and the force of their body pushed me towards the edge of the river bank. I tried to grab hold of a sleeve, but it was pulled off me.  Being nimbler than me the stranger’s body jerked away from me. They jumped back in my direction as I felt what appeared to be a push. My feet slipped on the wet stones close to the edge. I lost my balance and the next thing I knew I was in the river. The loud splash and my cries for help unnerved a family of ducks who quickly moved out of the way. The icy water gripped me, and I couldn’t get my breath. Luckily, the water wasn’t too deep, and I managed to snatch hold of the branch of a bush and haul myself out. 
 
    I shook with cold and I viewed the scene in disbelief. I scanned the area. No one was about. The stranger was nowhere to be seen. I felt sick as it dawned on me this couldn’t have been an accident. That thought was cemented with the fact that whoever it was hadn’t stayed to help me. Feeling forlorn and dejected, I didn’t smell too good either as I made my way back home. I got in and stripped off my soaking wet clothes and jumped in the shower. The sensation of the hot water soothed my skin.  
 
    I phoned Angela, “You won’t believe what’s just happened.” Angela listened without interruption as I recounted the story. 
 
     “Sophie, you’re going to have to take care of yourself and get onto the police straightaway,” I said I would, but work came first. I made my mind up to call in at the police station on my way home from work. Things had gone far enough. 
 
    My head couldn’t focus at work that day. I wasn’t giving my clients my full attention. My mind whirred around, trying to think hard if I had upset anyone enough to treat me this way. Sometimes I wished I could look out the window and watch the world go by or get a hint of a clue. I settled for looking at four walls, proudly displaying certificates of achievement for myself and the rest of the staff. I was baffled as to what was going on with my life though. It didn’t seem to make sense. I wasn’t convinced the police could do much because there wasn’t a lot to go on. At least in the past, I knew my stalker, but the recent happenings were a complete mystery. Someone had taken the time and effort to find out my movements and that spooked me out. I realised that I would have to be extra vigilant, changing my habits and routines.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
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    That evening, I left work at my usual time. I was surprised at how quiet the area seemed.  It was late November and by now Christmas shoppers generally mulled around on a Thursday night. Tonight, there didn’t seem as many people out as normal, even along the pedestrianised area of the Rock near where I worked. Dusk descended rapidly. I hated the short evenings that meant winter was on its way. There was a cold chill in the air and I buttoned up my coat to the top, silently wishing I’d worn my hat and scarf. I felt for my woollen gloves in my pocket. Thankfully, I found two, and I quickly put them on my freezing fingers. I was so busy trying to keep warm, I hadn’t noticed anything around me. I glanced down as I briskly walked towards the car park. 
 
     Just as I turned into the road leading to the entrance of the car park, I heard the unmistakeable sounds of a motorbike’s revs. I looked up at where the noise came from. I was annoyed at the loud sound the vehicle made. The bike headed in my direction and gained speed. My annoyance turned to disgust as I watched how fast the rider travelled, thinking to myself he could have an accident if he continued to ride like that. I walked along the middle of the pavement and although everything happened so fast, a warning sound went off in my brain. I stared at the rider who now raced down the road towards me and it dawned on me he was heading straight for me. I looked around; there was no one else close by. My body froze. As the bike mounted the pavement, I knew I was in trouble. Brakes squealed. I saw a flash of silver. In that moment, my whole body was cemented to the spot.  
 
    Although what happened next was a blur, I was later thankful my speedy reactions kicked in. I instinctively swerved and careered towards a shop doorway. Unfortunately, with the speed and panic of the event, I misjudged my move and jumped too rapidly, banging straight into the double-glazed window of the shop front, hitting my head. The impact had been so strong it almost knocked me out and my body slithered to the ground. I later realised how lucky I had been. A middle-aged couple turned the corner and saw me go down from the other side of the street. The man rushed over and realised I was barely conscious.  
 
    Reaching for his mobile, he calmly dialled for an ambulance. His partner was much more agitated. 
 
    “They should be banned, those bikes, ride like idiots, the lot of ‘em. And he didn’t even stop.” She shook her head and walked up and down whilst her partner felt for my pulse. A woman and her daughter also approached, and the older woman seemed happy to offload her vent up anger about the state of modern youth to the new onlookers. By the time the ambulance arrived, a small crowd had gathered. 
 
     A paramedic carried out checks on me before it registered what happened. It wasn’t long before I was in Fairfield hospital being seen by a nurse. She looked at me with a beaming smile.  
 
    Still holding onto my arm, she said, “Looks like you took a nasty tumble there. Would you like us to call anyone?”  I was still trying to come to terms with everything and stared blankly at her. 
 
     “The police will want to talk to you as well. They should be along soon. You’ve been run over by a motorbike, I believe. A hit and run.”  I nodded. I was in no mood for talking to the police. I had a large gash on my leg that needed stitching, but other than a few bruises and a painful shoulder, I was okay physically. It was what it had done to me mentally. Sometime later DC Caroline Slater arrived to speak to me. I began to open up and tell her what happened. By nature, I wasn’t the most observant of people so felt rather useless when asked the colour of the bike or any other details about the bike rider.  
 
    “You’re doing great to remember anything, given what you’ve been through Sophie. If there is anything, however small it may seem to you, I’ll give you my number to get in touch, if you think of anything else that could be of help. At this stage, we don’t know if the incidents are linked. If they are, you could be in danger, so it might be worth you going to stay with family or friends for now.”  
 
    I told her I would. After the detective constable left, I checked through my belongings. Thankfully, some kind soul had made sure my bag was sent with me in the ambulance and everything was still intact. I needed to arrange to get my car out of the car park. I was in no mood for driving myself. My shoulder gave me a lot of pain even though I had been given painkillers. I had been to x-ray, and nothing was broken. A nurse had phoned Dad who dropped everything to come over.  The hospital wanted to keep me in overnight to observe me because of my head injury. They agreed to let me go home if someone stayed with me as they were short of beds. Provided we watched for any warning signs, when Dad arrived, I was free to go. 
 
    As much as it was nice being waited on at home and knowing that Dad was there to care for me, I still couldn’t wait for some normality and to get to work again. Spending time on my own gave me too much free time with a head that wallowed in self-pity. Why me? What had I done to deserve this bad fortune? Life didn’t seem fair. These thoughts and many more churned over in my head when I had nothing else to occupy my time. I had been given a sick note for two weeks, but I was chomping at the bit to get back to my job. The accident had made me tired. The desire was there to do something, but my body told me to rest. I resigned myself to relaxing and taking things easy. 
 
    My mood got worse with every new day and although I loved being back at Dad’s, I knew now was the time to go home. My poor cat, Max had been neglected, even though a neighbour had been going in to feed him so that was my excuse to leave and return home. In an effort to lift the gloom, I decided to give Angela a ring and arrange a night out.  
 
    “I’ve got the perfect tonic for you, Soph. We’ve got two tickets to go and see Lionel Ritchie next week at the MEN arena and Nick can’t make the concert as he’s got to work. How about you coming with me?” I could have cried. I loved Lionel’s music and what a great way to uplift my spirits, I thought. 
 
     “Oh Angela, that’s fantastic. How much do you want for the ticket?”  
 
    “Don’t worry about that we’ll just call it your birthday present.” My birthday wasn’t until April, but I didn’t argue, so the two of us arranged to meet outside the Arena on the following Thursday. 
 
     My scars were healing well by the time I met up with Angela as planned on the evening of the concert. I had been excited about going all day. So much so, I got my hair done and made an extra effort and had a manicure as well. Wearing a new pair of jeans and an off the shoulder black top, I felt good and was glad to have something to take my mind off things. The two of us hugged underneath the clock on Victoria station like a pair of long-lost friends. We made our way into the stadium along with thousands of other adoring fans. The concert didn’t disappoint. Lionel was on form, knowing when to whip the crowd up into frenzied excitement and slow the audience back down again with one of his famous love songs. We agreed to leave early to avoid the rush, but the pull of Lionel Ritchie’s music had us on a high.  The argument to stay and be part of the finale was too strong. So, the trip home would take longer but it was worth it.  
 
     “I can’t thank you enough for this Angela,” I beamed. 
 
    “You’ve been going through a rough time, Sophie. I’m just glad I could help. We must do something like this again soon, I’ve really enjoyed myself.” Angela smiled back.  
 
    “So, have I, it was just what I needed after everything that’s been going on.”  The fear and worry I had been feeling were but a distant memory at the moment. We had our customary hug at the bottom of the stairs before we parted company for our separate journeys home. I was still smiling and thinking about how much I’d enjoyed the evening. I made my way across the station concourse to catch the tram to Bury along with the hordes of revellers slowly squeezing onto the platform. Everyone around me was in high spirits and they busied themselves chattering away. Most of them appeared to have also been at the concert and were discussing their favourite moments. 
 
    People were being herded onto the platform like sheep. I heard someone make a baaing sound. A man with a tannoy let everyone know the next tram would be arriving shortly. I felt sick with anxiety as claustrophobia clawed at me, but I squeezed through the crowded platform to reach towards the end to get some space. Stepping over the yellow line, near the edge, I had to break free of the group of strangers as they jostled me. The crowd were so close they could touch me. 
 
     I heard the gentle hum of the tram approaching. I was facing away from the oncoming vehicle and I glanced round to see how far away it was. Someone or something moved rapidly into the edge of my vision. Did I imagine it? The mass of people surged towards me, getting ever closer, as the tram approached. A brief moment of relief vanished as a sharp thud of pain between my shoulder blades shook me. My knees buckled as I felt a kick to my shins. The world slowed as I fell. 
 
     The tram's horn echoed in my head as I toppled closer to the platform’s edge. I screamed out. Everything happened so fast. An arm grabbed me. and I was wrenched back to safety as my body contorted and twisted in panic. 
 
    “Are you okay, love?” Most people ignored me and clambered onto the tram but a couple had stopped behind out of concern for me.  
 
    A woman in her fifties, with thick shoulder length dark hair, grabbed hold of my arms and repeated: “Are you okay, love?” I was dazed. The woman’s tall dark-haired partner looked at me with a worried look on his face.  
 
    “You were near to the edge, girl; you could have had a nasty accident. Lucky, we managed to pull you back in the nick of time.” The tram doors began to close as I realised what just happened. Less concerned about getting home and more worried about my well-being, I pointed towards the bench.  
 
    “I’d better sit down.” The woman still had hold of my arm and helped me along. We both sat together, and the woman watched on as my rapid breathing got back to a normal pace. 
 
     “Thank you so much for your help. You saved my life.” I was close to tears. 
 
    “You don’t need to be so dramatic,” the woman laughed. 
 
    “We stopped you getting in the ring with a ten-ton tram as you might have lost, love. Are you injured at all?” her partner asked. I shook my head. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’ve made you miss your tram.” I looked at them both. The sadness in my eyes must have been noticeable. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about that. The next one will be along in a jiffy. Would you like us to sit with you until the tram comes?” 
 
    “No, I’ll be okay, thanks.” 
 
    “Do you need any more help?” The woman patted my arm. 
 
    “No, I’ll be fine honestly.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re going to be okay?” The man looked at me, concerned. I nodded. 
 
    “Yes, you’ve been very kind. I’m alright now but I’ll stay here until the next tram comes.”  I breathed deeply. 
 
    Standing up, the woman concluded, “I’d keep clear of the edge in future. Only last week a man was run over by a tram up near Debenhams.” 
 
    “I will, don’t worry and thank you both again.” I looked up at the couple as they said their goodbyes. Other people in the crowd looked over at me, staring. I suddenly had a horrible thought. Did I imagine things or was I pushed and if I was, is the person who pushed me still watching me? I shuddered. I would have to be more careful in future. 
 
    I got the next tram home and had to stand up until the Heaton Park stop even though my legs felt like jelly. I thought a lot about what just occurred at the station. I still wasn’t sure whether I imagined it but decided to let the police know, anyway. I doubted there was anything they could do. 
 
    I phoned and spoke to the detective. I arranged to go to the police station to see her the following day.  I sat drinking coffee in the incident room. I had given DC Slater the details about the tram incident, and she started asking me more questions.  
 
    “I want you to think of anyone else in your past that may have something against you.” She was busy looking down and writing. The police seemed as baffled as I was by the incidents that had been happening, and with little to go off, they hadn’t been making much headway. I told them all I knew.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    NOW 
 
      
 
      
 
    Fear gradually worked its way into every aspect of my life. I still couldn’t sleep. I was too busy going through every possible explanation as to who might be doing these things. Who would want to see me panic stricken? Who hated me so much yet was too much of a coward they wouldn’t come forward and show themselves? I began to doubt myself. Was I paranoid or was something more sinister going on? I suspected everyone. 
 
    Also, when I did manage to get a few hours’ sleep, I still had that haunting recurring dream about Mum. In the latest one, it was slightly different. She was outside, knocking to come in and I couldn’t or wouldn’t let her in. I didn’t know why but I woke up with the familiar knot in my stomach. I couldn’t go on like this, so I had to take action to take the power out of the situation. The police weren’t having much success. Whoever was doing this needed to have a motive. I’d ruled out Jay. It didn’t seem feasible for him to be coming from Scotland to terrorise me after all these years. To be fair, even Kyle, who I hadn’t seen for some time now seemed an unlikely candidate, although behaviour wise, these two were top of my list. I’d watched enough police dramas to know I must keep an open mind, not ruling anything out until it was proven. 
 
    First port of call was phoning Joyce, Kyle’s mum as I wanted an update on what he was up to. 
 
    “Hi, Joyce, it’s Sophie. How are you?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m good, Sophie and it’s lovely to hear from you. How are you doing?” I was reticent to give her the details straight away. 
 
     “Joyce, I wondered if I could come over and have a chat with you. I’ve got a few problems at the moment I’d prefer to discuss them with you in person.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, you can come over. You’re always welcome here Sophie. It’s not about that son of mine is it, by any chance?” I briefly gave her an outline of what had been happening and I made plans to see her the following week. She told me she hadn’t spoken to Kyle for some time, but she was happy for me to go over if it helped.  
 
    In the meantime, I decided to do a bit of investigating. I wasn’t sure how to find a missing person. I certainly didn’t want my efforts getting back to Kyle. If he knew I was looking for him, he might get the wrong idea.  I thought about hiring a private detective to find him or look into things for me. I couldn’t afford that, so I did what I always do when faced with a problem I didn’t know the answer to, I Googled it to see if I could find a solution. The information I found told me to try social media first as it said everyone had a digital trail. I wasn’t on Facebook or any of the other similar sites myself as I didn’t want any more attention drawn to me than I already had. Trawling through the social media sites, I had no joy as I found absolutely zilch on Kyle. It didn’t help that his surname was Jones. I spent a whole day on the internet looking but it was all in vain as my efforts brought up nothing. No Facebook account, no Twitter or LinkedIn in his name.  
 
    Considering Kyle’s natural persuasion towards technology, I thought that was surprising. Given his superior knowledge over me in this field, maybe he knew how to keep himself hidden if that was what he wanted to do. Whatever he was up to, it didn’t help me find him. I was annoyed about the hours I’d wasted and all the time I’d spent with nothing to show for my efforts. Then I had a bright idea. His mum Joyce remarried and although I didn’t know her surname after some research I found out it was Greenhalgh. I did another trace on Kyle using that surname, to no avail. I felt despondent because now it meant putting the footwork in. 
 
    Joyce lived in a big old house on the edge of Bolton, near Edgeworth. The countryside was beautiful nearby with a picturesque view and a lovely setting. It was a shock once I got inside though. The impressive exterior gave out false expectations as to what the interior might hold. Once through the front door, I was met with clutter as if everything had been piled up ready for a jumble sale. The house was full of old furniture that had seen better days. The carpets were frayed and worn. The walls were adorned with dark wood panelling and the whole place had an atmosphere of gloom about it, very dull and drab. It seemed like the type of place they’d use for a horror movie. I imagined séances taking place there.  I came to the conclusion Joyce was something of a hoarder. 
 
     “Sorry it’s a bit of a mess, Sophie,” she said as she picked up a pile of papers off a chair. She signalled for me to sit down.  
 
    “Housework is not my forte. I keep saying I’ll get someone in to do the cleaning, but I haven’t got round to arranging it yet. Can I get you a tea?” She didn’t wait for my reply. She had already walked into the kitchen to prepare a drink. 
 
     “How do you like it?” I hoped she was talking about the tea and not her house. “With milk please,” I said. A few minutes later she came back through with a tray carrying two mugs of tea and a plate of biscuits. She sat beside me. 
 
     “Sorry, I should have asked if you’d prefer coffee?” 
 
    “It’s okay, Joyce, tea is perfect.” I smiled at her. 
 
    “So how are things, Sophie?” she enquired as she took a sip of the piping hot drink.  
 
    “I’m doing well Joyce. That is apart from this niggling problem I’ve got with someone stalking me.” I tried to make light of the matter but proceeded to tell Joyce everything. I was able to open up to her in a way I hadn’t been able to with the police. I thought I could trust her, and she had such a caring manner. She listened intently as I went into detail about all that happened including the times when I had my suspicions that I was being followed. With Joyce, the conversation came out so naturally.  
 
    She didn’t interrupt me but when I finished she asked, “And you think Kyle might be doing this?” I looked over at her and even though we were speaking about her son, she appeared calm and not at all upset by any potential accusation. 
 
     “I just want to rule him out, Joyce. I don’t believe he would do something like this because threatening behaviour isn’t normally in his nature. It’s an avenue I have to explore though. We both know that he could be erratic and if he’s been taking drugs, I don’t know what he’s capable of.” 
 
    “You poor dear, Sophie. You must be going through hell worrying about this. You mustn’t try to deal with this on your own.” She looked at me sternly but with a glint in her eye as though she could read my mind.  
 
    “And yes, you’re right to investigate. I hope it’s not Kyle for his sake because if it is and I get my hands on him. I’ll skin him alive.” We both laughed at this and Joyce looked thoughtful. 
 
     “He was seeing someone for a while after you.” Joyce thought hard. 
 
     “Julie, I think her name was. She was a beautician. I don’t think their relationship lasted long but I do know he pestered her as well for some time after it ended. It was like he couldn’t let go. He is prone to get obsessive with his girlfriends. I wish he’d get a job to sort himself out. I blame myself of course but it’s too late to change him now, and he doesn’t listen, anyway.”  
 
    We spent a pleasant hour talking over things and I felt comfortable in Joyce’s company. She also told me about another friend of Kyle’s, Phil, who she thought it might be worth getting in touch with as she knew he’d seen him recently. She promised to contact me if she heard anything and I agreed to let her know how I got on with my search.  
 
    I couldn’t track Phil down, but I did manage to get hold of Stephen, Kyle’s drinking buddy from when we were together. I met up with him and he told me he hadn’t seen Kyle lately. He said the last time he heard from him Kyle had moved to Blackburn to stay with his new girlfriend who was a lot older than him. I didn’t want Stephen to know the truth about the real reason I was looking for Kyle so told him I found a few things of Kyle’s I wanted to give him back. I was about to walk off when he called me back. He didn’t like me, and the feeling was mutual. He had a snide look on his face. 
 
     “There was one other thing I’ve remembered.” He waited for a response from me.  I stood passing my body weight from foot to foot.  
 
    “Go on then,” I urged. I didn’t want to stay in his company any longer than I needed to. 
 
     “He told me you killed his cat,” he said with a smirk. 
 
    “What!” I shrieked. “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “No, he wouldn’t shut up about it. He kept on and on about it the last time I saw him. He said he would sue you and get compensation out of you for what you had done.” I stared at him in disbelief trying to figure out if he was winding me up or not, but his face now looked deadly serious. 
 
     My mouth was wide open as I answered, “I didn’t know he had a cat.”  I looked at him despondently. 
 
     “No, I didn’t really think it was the kind of thing you’d do.” I turned to leave, thinking that was the nicest thing I’d heard Stephen say about me. 
 
    I walked off saying, “He’s mad,” but I saw this action as a worrying development. It sounded like Kyle’s mental state must have taken a turn for the worst. I was upset by what Stephen had told me but at least if Kyle was behind everything, I could get to the bottom of who had been stalking me. The more I thought about what he had said, though, the more I was filled with disbelief. I was a cat lover myself. I couldn’t bear for anything to happen to my Max and would never do anything to hurt an animal.  
 
    I decided it was time to contact the police again and update them with my new information. I could tell they weren’t making my case high priority. I felt if something wasn’t done soon the consequences could be dire with me on the receiving end.  
 
    I phoned DC Slater to tell her and she showed interest in what I had to say. She took all the details. She told me they hadn’t made an awful lot of progress, but enquiries were still ongoing. She did say the Scottish police had been in touch with Jay and he had alibis to cover his movements for most of the dates in question. My stomach churned and flipped over when she said that. I knew how volatile Jay could be and if he was still the same as when I knew him, he wouldn’t take a visit from the police well. 
 
    Things went quiet for a while and my hopes got up. If it was Kyle who had been bothering me and he heard I was on to him, maybe he decided to stop his actions.  
 
    I bumped into Martin sometime later and updated him on what had been going on. I told him the police had been in touch with Jay and questioned him. He looked at me and frowned.  
 
    “Oh dear, I don’t like the sound of that. You don’t want to upset Jay. You know I hear he’s got himself involved in organised crime up there. He’s hanging out with the big boys now and there’s talk he’s mixed up in drugs and firearms.” 
 
     I felt sick. I’d never wanted to involve the police when we were together for fear of reprisals and now this news made me go cold. I prayed it was too much trouble for him to come to England and get on my case again. Martin could tell I was upset. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Sophie.” He patted my arm, “I’ll let you know if I hear anything about him coming down.” 
 
    A few days later, I walked from the supermarket car park into Tesco’s when I experienced a strange feeling. I heard footsteps then loud breathing. A car horn made me jump. The rumble of a car engine provoked me into turning to look. Something didn’t feel right. There was a tingling down my spine. I jerked my head around. Had I noticed a slight movement in the corner of my eye? I stopped dead in my tracks. A young family of four walked past me laughing and joking. I looked over the parking lot. I had the urge to crouch down by the cars and jump up to see if I could catch someone unaware or spot something untoward. I was too self-conscious and there were too many people walking by.  
 
    A young couple walked arm in arm and two middle-aged ladies chatted close by. No one looked my way, and I saw nothing suspicious. Had I imagined it? Was it all in my head? Was I just being overly cautious? I stood still for a few moments. Having an unexplainable feeling inside me, my gut instinct told me something was not right. I clasped hold of the handle of the car door. I hesitated, unsure of what to do next then suddenly, my mind was made up. I decided to change my plans and try another supermarket so turned and opened my car door. I drove off. 
 
     Looking back all the time, I checked if I could spot anyone following me. I set off, double checking my mirrors. I had one eye on the road and one eye on my mirror. I made a split-second decision to veer off the main roads and take a shortcut down the back streets. My heart pounded, and I felt nauseous. I looked at my hands gripping the steering wheel. They were clenched so tightly, they had gone white. I stopped the car and took a few minutes out to try to calm down. My whole being was filled with fear. What was I going to do? I couldn’t go on like this. My strong resolve had left me, and I felt defeated. I decided to leave the shopping for today. Maybe I should order my groceries online if it would make me feel better. I’d got to the stage where I didn’t think it was safe being out on my own anymore. 
 
     I got in and phoned Angela to ask if we could meet up as I was out of sorts. She was busy but said she would call back that night and we could have a good chat. By evening, I felt fine, and I wasn’t sure whether to say anything to her. I realised it could have all been in my mind because I had nothing concrete to back up my fears. When I spoke to her, I glossed over how things were. I didn’t tell her about my supermarket incident as I felt foolish now, but it was good to catch up with her and it made me feel stronger. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    NOW 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following Tuesday I’d finished work at lunchtime to go to a dental appointment. I walked through Bury and was about to cross the road near the town hall to get to the surgery when a black car slowed down and started crawling along next to me. I hurried along the pavement. I couldn’t ignore it and I didn’t have a good feeling about it. 
 
    The car pulled up, and I noticed it had tinted windows. I didn’t like tinted windows on cars. They always made me think the owner must have something to hide. With my eyes fixed on the dark glass I watched. Slowly the electric window descended. I wriggled with discomfort and fear. A knot of anxiety began to grow in my stomach. I peered inside the car afraid of who might be there. Sitting in the driver’s seat was Jay. A pang went through my chest as the recognition struck me like a bolt. My adrenaline ran high and my heart thumped fast.  
 
    “Get in Sophie.” He glared at me. The sound of that familiar voice made my whole body shudder and shake. Fear gripped me. Should I make a dash for it and try to lose him? I scanned the scene. In that moment whilst weighing up my options, Jay had jumped out of the driver’s seat and grabbed hold of me roughly. He pushed me into the passenger side. I kicked and screamed as I grappled with him. An elderly lady stopped to watch what happened. 
 
     “Get the police!” I shouted to her. 
 
    Tussling with Jay, I screamed, “Help me! Help me! Phone the police!” The woman stared blankly at me. There was a scuffle between me and Jay, but he was too powerful for me. He lifted me off the ground and threw me into the car. He drove off in a hurry. He looked agitated. I’d lost a shoe in the commotion and I was shaking. We headed up towards Wash Lane. I tried to concentrate on where we went but the shock of the incident was too great, and I was deeply concerned about what might happen next.  
 
    I contemplated jumping out if the car slowed down but Jay glanced at me and it was as if he had read my mind. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it, you slag.” I gave him a dirty look. Jay had this knack of making me cower like a naughty child. I was a quivering wreck. We pulled up outside a terraced house close to the Dicky Bird estate.  
 
    “I hope for your sake you’re gonna do the right thing and behave yourself.” His voice was authoritarian and commanding. I looked up at the house. It was an average sized terraced property, but it seemed such an imposing sight. He got out of the car and came and opened the passenger door. I didn’t move. 
 
    “Get out,” he screeched. 
 
    “I don’t want to,” I said. That riled him. His hand went back then across in a well-practised motion, slapping my left cheek with a loud crack. The pain and tingling began to heat up my face.   
 
    “Don’t want to, eh,” he said mockingly, “Well, we’ll see about that.” He grabbed hold of my arm. 
 
    “Get out bitch.” My fight was gone and with the shock of the throbbing hand mark on my face that was still smarting, I reluctantly did as I was told. He jostled me into the building. 
 
    The house was run down. There were no carpets on the floors, just bare floorboards. He told me to go up the stairs into the front bedroom and he shoved me along. The room looked very sparse, just a single bed and a wooden chair. The bed had a metal frame and one of those rose-coloured, old-fashioned candlewick blankets on, a throwback from the sixties. The room smelt damp.  There was graffiti on the walls. I felt sure no one could have lived there. Jay sat on the chair which was near the door and I reluctantly perched on the end of the bed.  
 
    “So, what are we going to do with you Sophie?” he said menacingly. 
 
     “I don’t like the police interfering in my business.” I forced myself to keep my voice from quivering. I didn’t want him to know I was afraid. He started to throw a torrent of abuse my way, but my mind wandered. I had listened to the same things so many times before. I had to listen to the same foul language he’d used, all those years ago. All the put downs came crawling back to infiltrate my brain. 
 
     I remembered what I had been told on my counselling course to take control of the situation, to stand up to bullies. That is easier said than done when it’s someone you are frightened of and who has more strength than you. He was still angry and spitting out venomous comments, trying to grind me down.  
 
    “No one upsets Jay. You’re gonna pay for this, you cow.” 
 
    He continued, “You might as well make yourself comfy, ‘cos you’re not going anywhere.” There was no let-up from his evil words and a chill ran through my body as I wondered if I would ever get out of there. 
 
    Time moved on. Jay still ranted on. I refused to listen to his nonsense until he said something that really goaded me. 
 
     “I heard your mother died. She was a slag like you. Got what she deserved,” he smirked.  
 
    At that, I saw red. I filled up with rage and I started thrashing out at first verbally but then I began hitting him.  
 
    “How dare you, you bastard! I’ve had enough of your bullying.” I punched him hard with the weight of my body behind me and he fell off the chair. He became more mad, and we both grappled with each other, fighting. I was no match for him and I resorted to biting and pulling his hair.  
 
    He screamed out, “You bitch,” and he tried to strangle me. I kicked him hard, and he reached into his pocket and pulled out a gun. The sight of the gun stopped me in my tracks. I managed to move to the other end of the room, backing into the corner with him following closely behind. He held the gun to my head. I closed my eyes. In that moment, I thought I was going to die. I opened my eyes just as he took a swing at me, so I ducked. He punched the wall making a dent in it. He stared at me wildly.  
 
    “You never learn, do you,” and then a strange thing happened. He sat back down and began to cry. Shaking, I was in total shock mixed with relief.  
 
    “I miss you, Sophie,” he sobbed.  
 
    The adrenaline still pumped through my body as I listened to his words. He talked the same drivel about how badly I treated him, and an idea came into my head.  
 
    “Maybe we could try again,” I whispered. I could tell from his face he didn’t believe me, but I also saw a hint there that he had doubts. I used my coaxing skills a few more times suggesting that maybe we could get back together but I couldn’t convince him. I was thinking on my feet and plotting ways to get out. I changed my tactics and began pleading with his better nature. 
 
     I lied to him that my dad was ill, and I needed to go home for him as he’d be worried. I tried suggesting the police were on the way as the old lady who watched the abduction would have called them. He ignored everything I put to him. I didn’t know what time it was. but a few hours had passed. It went dark outside, and I began to cry which just annoyed Jay. I was conscious that he had a gun. so I didn’t want to make him angry.   
 
    In the time I had been held in that room, we had both been through every emotion imaginable. One thing I did know, though, he definitely wasn’t my stalker. I’d asked him questions about Dot. so I could check out his reaction. It was obvious he hadn’t seen her for years. Checking out a few more things I was able to tell from his response that he hadn’t been to Manchester in a long time. He didn’t possess any acting skills, so I knew he was being genuine. By now, I was getting really hungry.  
 
    “Jay, we need to eat. Let’s go out and get something.” 
 
    “Ho, ho, ho. Nice try,” he said 
 
    “I’m being serious Jay, I’m starving. Surely you must be hungry.” 
 
     “I don’t need food. So long as I’ve got my fags, I’ll be alright.” I’d noticed he’d left his pack of cigarettes on the ledge and I bided my time and decided I would try to get rid of them. When he wasn’t looking, I grabbed the packet up and threw it out of the window. That upset him. He spat at me and kicked me.  He looked out the window and there was a young man walking by.  
 
    “Oy mate,” he shouted. 
 
    “I can’t get out of here, I’m disabled. Can you bring us those cigs up?” I glanced out and saw a man, who was in his twenties, walking along the road. He peered up at the window and Jay pointed to where the packet had dropped. 
 
    “There mate, just fetch ‘em up for us.” The man kept his eyes on the window but picked up the cigarettes.  
 
    “Just fetch them up, the door’s open,” Jay shouted. He turned and held me by the throat, reaching for his gun and holding it to my head.  
 
    “One word out of you and you’re dead,” he whispered right down my ear. Next thing there was a knock on the bedroom door. Jay opened it a fraction, still with the gun dangerously poised aimed at my temple.  
 
    “Thanks, mate.” He snatched the cigarettes back and banged the door closed. He was pleased with himself. There was no way I dared cry out. 
 
    I felt forlorn but was still scheming how to get out. The gun scared me. I was nervous. I thought I would try being nice again.  
 
    When he told me, I would be staying the night, I lied “Yes, okay, I’ll stay.” That surprised him. The notion actually made me feel sick, but I used my best efforts to convince him I would forgive him if we could be friends. 
 
    Finally, after being held prisoner in the room for nine hours, I talked Jay into going to the pub. I hadn’t told him I no longer drank. If he’d have known that, I don’t think he’d have believed my wanting to go for a drink. Just then my stomach grumbled so loud, you could have heard it in the next street. 
 
     We got outside in the cool air and it felt good. He held on to me tightly and I felt a fool with one shoe on. I was still trying to convince him I would be coming back with him. My tone was nothing but friendly. I’d mentioned about bumping into Martin and we actually had a laugh about old times.  
 
    “Shall we get something to eat first?” I asked. I was ravenous. He took a bit of persuading, but he agreed we could go to the Chinese takeaway. We walked into the shop. There were three people in front of us. We’d just ordered our food when I made my mind up it was now or never to make my move. I felt safe as there were customers in.  
 
    “Jay, I’m not coming back with you. I’m going to go home.” He’d just paid for our order and he turned and looked at me, glaring. He had a tray of curry and chips in his hand.  
 
    “You bitch, you tricked me,” he cried. His face looked distorted. He started kicking me. My legs gave way, and I sunk to the ground. Next thing I knew, I was covered in the contents of the tray of food. Everyone looked on in shock. The staff began to run up and down behind the counter, speaking in Chinese. Jay ran out of the shop. I cried and hyperventilated as the curry sauce trickled onto my cheeks. Someone called the police and within a few minutes, I was in the back of a patrol car. 
 
    I finally got home at three in the morning. I phoned friends and family from the police station to let them know what happened. The police kept me there for a while trying to convince me to press charges.  
 
    “But you were kidnapped, Sophie, held against your will.”  They pushed and cajoled me into making a statement. 
 
     “I don’t care, I don’t want any repercussions. I’m the one who would be living in fear for the rest of my life.” I wasn’t prepared to do that. It was the same old story, but all I wanted to do was get home, have a nice bath and get in bed. 
 
    I didn’t hear from Jay again, nor did I hear any more from the police over the incident. One thing I did know, it definitely wasn’t him who had been stalking me this time.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    NOW 
 
      
 
      
 
    I hadn’t seen Cassie for some time, but I kept in touch and phoned her once a week to find out how she was doing. She said she had good and bad weeks and I knew that feeling. She told me there were still occasions when she missed Charlie. I was a little concerned she would waver and go back to him. Sadly, lots of women who were victims of domestic violence did. I was grateful I hadn’t been one of them and I hoped so much Cassie wouldn’t be either.  
 
    She was coming towards the end of her allotted time at the refuge, so she would soon be looking for her own flat. I promised I’d visit her when she got her own place. She sounded upbeat about that. She said she’d decided to stay around the Burnley area as she had made friends with a couple of the other girls. When I next spoke to her, she seemed so enthused about getting her own flat. 
 
     I said, “I tell you what Cassie, why don’t I come over next week. You can show me the places you’re looking at and I can help you make plans.” 
 
    “Aw, that sounds a great idea, Sophie, thanks for that.” We said our goodbyes and as I ended the call, I was relieved she was getting on her feet and moving forward with her life. 
 
    I got in that night feeling tired. As much as I didn’t want to become a recluse, if I didn’t have work, I knew I’d feel really lonely. I kept telling myself I needed to contact Angela and my other friends more, but the reality was it felt such an effort. I couldn’t wait to get home from work each night and put my feet up. I felt nervous these days when I was out and about, and my home was my sanctuary. 
 
     Even though the stalker knew where I lived, which caused me nagging doubts for my safety, I’d secure the property well. I’d had extra locks fitted on the doors and windows. I considered installing CCTV but thought it was too expensive. I also wondered about getting a dog, but I wasn’t sure how Max would take to that. I loved sitting with him on my knee as we watched TV together, stroking him and listening to him purr.  
 
    The police were supposed to have upped their presence in the area to keep an eye on me. I wasn’t sure how reliable that was as I hadn’t spotted them. I’d stopped using the landline phone and kept that unplugged. Dad still moaned about the cost of ringing mobiles so I normally phoned him these days. Stress was taking its toll on me and I did consider having time off work, but I loved my job and without it, I would have had no sense of purpose. Mind you, I was finding it so tiring. I often came home with a headache and I’d fall asleep after my evening meal.  
 
    Tonight, I’d made myself a chilli jacket with salad to eat, one of my favourites. I poured out a nice glass of blackcurrant cordial and smiled. I much preferred the fruity taste of this to wine. The sky had already turned a dark shade of midnight blue so before I sat down to tuck into my food, I switched on my two table lamps. I strolled over to draw the curtains. As I walked across the room and approached the window, an uncomfortable sensation came over me as I gazed out into the dark night. As I glanced down the road, I saw something flicker which made me look again. Was that a dark shadow of a person? I closed the curtains, feeling slightly edgy. I scanned the scene again. Had I been mistaken? No, there was definitely a dark shadow roughly fifty yards away stood by a tree. I turned the lamps back off. If someone was out there, I wanted to watch them without being noticed. 
 
    Slowly, I lifted away the edge of the curtain and peered out. I squinted trying to look out, but my eyes didn’t pick anything up. I decided to take a closer look so grabbed my coat and headed for the front door. Was I being foolish? Was this a good idea? Probably not. I stood in the doorway and scanned the road. The figure had disappeared. I walked to the end of the path. A woman in a dark coat and hat walked at pace in the opposite direction but there was no sign of anyone else.  
 
    My heart beat fast. Had they realised I’d spotted them so vanished? I ran up the road to double check but when I got near the tree and stopped, there was definitely no one there. I looked on the ground for clues, thinking I was Miss Marple, but I saw nothing. I felt both disappointed and relieved. The hairs on my body stood on end. I didn’t want any more drama, but I was convinced someone had been there. I walked back home, looking over my shoulder constantly.  
 
    My meal was still warm. As I began to tuck in it dawned on me, it might have been the police checking up on me. I’d probably got myself worked up over nothing. 
 
    I decided to go over to Angela’s and get her take on things. A new pair of eyes might add another dimension to my theories. Not that I had any really, but I still thought it was worth a try. The next week I travelled over to see her on Nick’s night out. It was nice just the two of us being able to gossip and talk through things.  
 
    Angela looked over the sink peeling potatoes. 
 
     “You’ll never guess who I bumped into the other day,” She spoke with just the right amount of intrigue in her voice. I was sat at her large wooden kitchen table, glancing at the local Stockport newspaper.  
 
    “No idea,” I said showing a distinct lack of interest.  
 
    “Go on, have a guess.”  Angela pushed for a response, but I was in no mood for games and shook my head. 
 
     “No, no idea.” Angela looked straight at me as she hit me with the answer.  
 
    “Simon.” She didn’t take her eyes off me and I could tell she was curiously watching my reaction. I hadn’t told her about my chance meeting with him a few months back. 
 
    My heart beat fast. I used my internal powers to remain calm but read the same sentence in the paper three times over. 
 
     “Oh yeah, was he with anyone?” I tried unsuccessfully to keep any interest out of my tone. I kept looking back at the newspaper. 
 
     “He was with his wife.” I knew from Angela’s expression she had seen a flicker of nervousness across my face as I put the newspaper down.   
 
    “Did you speak to him?” I was curious now. 
 
    “Yeah, I mentioned I’d seen you recently. I was going to tell him about our night out, but his wife didn’t look too pleased, so I asked him how work was. Apparently, he’s managing the overseas department now.” Angela knew Simon well through her husband, Nick. Nick trained with Simon and they remained friends, often going out together. My mood changed.  
 
    Feeling irritated, I said, “Oh good for him. I’m sure he’s doing well for himself, building a nice little nest egg for his family.”  
 
    Angela probably detected the hint of sarcasm in my tone.  
 
    “Well, I don’t think he’s doing that well. The pair of them were dressed in biker leathers.” Angela smiled at me. 
 
     “I think that’s his hobby Angela, what he does for pleasure. He always had an interest in motorbikes. He’ll still have his nice shiny Merc on the drive, I’m sure.”  She put down the potato peeler and turned to look at me. 
 
     “There’s something else. I’ve just heard on the radio Colin Scanlon has been arrested.” 
 
    “What!” I was shocked. 
 
    “Yeah, I heard he’s been under investigation by the DTI for quite some time.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it.” I wondered if Simon had been implicated in any way. 
 
     “Listen, Sophie, I don’t know exactly what happened with him and Simon but if you knew anything you should say so. There were rumours there were some dodgy dealings going on.” I sat deep in thought. Angela continued, “If you were in on anything, it would be better for you to talk to someone. It’s not as though they could sack you now you’ve left the company.” 
 
    I thought about whether to say what I knew. I wondered how Angela became suspicious and if she did know anything were there others who knew what had taken place. I picked the newspaper up again to try to hide my agitation then promptly put it back on the table.  
 
    “I don’t know what happened, Angela, and it’s best it stays that way.”  
 
    I never enjoyed talking to Angela about Simon because I’d kept my affair with him a secret from her and I’d supposed that must have hurt. I know it would have done if things were the other way around. 
 
    We both gave each other a knowing look. I took a deep sigh and inwardly made a note I needed to make contact with Simon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    NOW 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following week, I was true to my word and went over to Burnley to see Cassie. The hostel was a nice bright airy place. The building was modern with two units and there were lots of kids playing when I arrived. I waited in reception for Cassie who came bounding down the hall when she saw me.  
 
    “Oh, it’s so good to see you, Sophie.” She gave me a big hug.  
 
    “And you too, Cassie.” I held her away from my body and looked her up and down. 
 
    “My, you’re looking good girl. I can’t tell you how much better you seem.” 
 
    Cassie grinned, “I feel it, Sophie, I really do. Come on I’ll take you to my room.” She almost skipped down the corridor as she led the way and I thought to myself how good it was to see her happy. We spent two hours together, with Cassie telling me the entire goings on at the centre.  We discussed anything she might need for her impending move out of the hostel.  She told me they got a lot of donations. We also had many items at the women’s centre, so I promised to find out if there was anything that may be suitable for her. We said our goodbyes, and I promised to be in touch soon. 
 
    I got home that evening and the first thing I noticed was that Max hadn’t eaten his food. That was unusual for him because he was a greedy cat. I hope he’s not ill, I thought to myself. I looked around the house, but he was nowhere in sight. I decided he must have gone out and didn’t give it any more thought.  
 
    The next day at work I was over at the filing cabinet. All the counsellors had a separate cupboard to keep their own clients’ papers in and these were kept from each other to protect confidentiality. The only person who saw our own particular files other than us was our supervisor.  I had a new client and the initial assessment documents were filed in the same drawer, so we did get to view those. This was the only time I got to see anything about any of the other clients. 
 
     Our boss was strict about adhering to confidentiality but as I filed my new client’s papers away alphabetically, I spotted a name I recognised, Linda Kanchelskis. That was the name of Simon’s wife. Is she coming here for counselling I wondered? 
 
    I didn’t really think Simon could be behind all that had been happening to me but if Colin Scanlon had been arrested, could he have thought I was involved with informing the authorities? I hoped not. I glanced at who Linda’s counsellor was. It was Susan. I stopped myself from reading any further as I didn’t want to raise any suspicions. If I was to look at her papers, I had to find a way to get into Susan’s cupboard. I would have to have a think about it. 
 
    I got home from work that night, intrigued. What was Linda coming to counselling for? Did she know anything about me? I needed to know more. I ambled into the kitchen and saw Max’s food from both yesterday and today hadn’t been touched. It wasn’t like him to stay out so long but I knew cats could be like that. I was concerned. He had only recently started going out. I hoped he knew his way home. I decided to wait another day before I started investigating. 
 
    The next evening when I got in, there was still no sign of Max, so I went out looking for him. I couldn’t understand why no one brought him home as he wore a collar with a cat version of a locket which contained my address and phone number. I was worried something bad had happened to him. Cats could be disloyal if someone else started feeding them, but I looked after Max well, fed him his favourite meals and now I missed him. I called on a couple of neighbours to check if anyone had seen him. I checked out Mrs Bennett, the old lady who lived on the corner because she was fond of cats. She fed any strays. However, Max hadn’t taken a liking to her hospitality. No one had seen Max. I printed a picture of him, downloaded from my phone to display on the local lampposts with my number on. I was busily putting up one of these posters when a passer-by stopped.  
 
    “Can I make a suggestion, love?” she smiled at me.  
 
    “Yes, course you can,” I said. 
 
    “If I were you, I’d get in touch with the local Cat’s Protection branch. If your cat’s been found they’d be the likely ones looking after her.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks for that, I’ll give them a ring.” That got my hopes up. I prayed he hadn’t been injured. I phoned them, but the call went straight to answerphone, so I left a message. Someone called me back a couple of days later and the news was both good and bad. They had a cat that sounded like Max’s description but there were no contact details on him. If it was Max, he had been found with a broken leg. I asked if they knew what had happened to him, thinking he must have been run over by a car. They told me they didn’t think so.  Sadly, it looked as though he had been kicked severely by someone.  
 
    I went to check if it was Max and it was. I was relieved he was still alive but then the tears came. How could anyone do such a thing to him?  It felt so good though taking him home. I wondered why no one opened the ID tag he wore. He still had it on. I gathered him up to sit on my knee. I could tell he was in pain, but I would do whatever it took to ensure he made a full recovery.  I opened up the tag and took out the paper which gave his home details. My heart missed a beat when I looked what was written on the paper. There was no address or phone number. Someone had scrawled the word BITCH. I shook as I held the tiny piece of paper in my hand. Who was doing this? What was going on? I’d have murdered a drink at that moment but knew I could not and alcohol would not make this situation any better. I resigned myself to making a cup of tea and I settled down with a book, but I couldn’t concentrate. My mind was all over. I couldn’t take it all in. It was a complete mystery. I churned the possibilities over and over in my head. 
 
    I decided to focus on work and try to figure out a way I could get into Susan’s cabinet to read Linda’s file. A few days later an opportunity arose. There was a course taking place on the Saturday morning. Normally, the manager came in to open up and oversee things. She was away, so I offered to do the locking up which meant me needing her set of keys to close the offices. On the manager’s set of keys were keys to the cupboards so it was agreed I’d come in and take responsibility for opening and locking up. On the day I came into work an hour earlier to do some snooping. 
 
    It was a horrible feeling doing something I knew I shouldn’t be. The room was so quiet when I walked in. I planned what I’d do if I was caught. I’d play the innocent and say the files got mixed up. My hands shook as my fingers flicked through the papers until I got to Linda’s. I checked, watching if anyone came in. I took the file out still keeping my eyes looking around me. I swiftly scanned through to see if I could find any mention of Simon but at first glance saw nothing. 
 
     I thought I heard a noise, and I missed a breath. I checked over to the door, but no one appeared. I decided I’d photocopy the file then I could read the details later on at my leisure. I switched the machine on. It took ages to warm up. All the time, I was worried that Janet, the trainer might come in. My heart pumped fast as I fed the sheets into the photocopier. I kept looking up at the clock. Janet was already late, so I tried to egg the machine on to hurry it up.  Then just as I finished the last page and placed the file back in the cupboard, the door opened, and Janet walked in. 
 
     “Hi Janet,” I said, “Fancy a brew?” I quickly locked the cupboard as she hung her coat up. I hoped I wasn’t giving away any of the anxiety I was feeling inside.  
 
    “Yes, ta,” she said. I’d managed to get my copies of the file safely tucked into my handbag before walking into the kitchen. 
 
    Later, while Janet was busy with her course, I’d gone onto my work computer and was going through my emails. An email came through to me and all it said was YOU’RE NEXT BITCH. I didn’t understand what it meant at first. It seemed a strange thing to say. I couldn’t tell who the email was from and I couldn’t figure out how it hadn’t been screened and gone into my spam folder. I was worried and when Janet’s training session ended, I showed it to her.  
 
    “Blimey, Sophie. You need to tell someone about that.” 
 
    “I’ll leave it until after the weekend when Pauline’s back in.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s the manager so she’ll know what to do.” 
 
    By now, I had a permanent knot in my stomach that wouldn’t go away.  On Monday when everyone else was back in work, I was about to speak to Pauline, my manager when I went in again to my emails. There were two further abusive messages there.  They both said YOU’RE GOING TO DIE. I showed them to Pauline, and she said we needed to contact the police.  
 
    A constable came to talk to us about the emails. He looked young. He took the details and said he would forward the information to the cybercrime guys to look into. Unfortunately, my email address was easy for a lot of people to get hold of. 
 
    The policeman told us in view of the threats, the perpetrator probably would have covered their tracks making it difficult to follow up and they were right. They were later able to tell us the emails were sent from an internet cafe in Bolton, but the account had been closed. The police said they would investigate further to find out who set the account up.  
 
    I began to think about how much information this stalker had on me. I was scared. They knew my address, where I worked, my hobbies, in fact, they pretty much knew my every move and I found that creepy and worrying. 
 
    It was hard to behave normally and keep trying to put this behind me. My boss was great though. She offered to let me have time off, but I didn’t want to. I wouldn’t let this sick person beat me but not knowing who it was made it all the more frightening.  
 
    I decided to give Cassie a ring and find out if she had sorted anything out about moving yet so phoned through to the women’s hostel. I wished I wasn’t so worried about her welfare as well as my own. Even though she was doing well, I could still see she was vulnerable. Being a regular caller to the refuge, the receptionist usually recognised my voice straightaway which helped cut through the long-winded security process that was necessary. 
 
     “I thought she would have told you, Sophie, being a friend of hers. She moved out last week. Unfortunately, I’m not at liberty to pass on to you her forwarding address and she didn’t leave any messages. I’m sure you understand.”  
 
    “Yes, yes, of course. Thanks for letting me know.” I pressed my thumb on my phone to end the call. 
 
    So that was that. Puzzled, angry and upset, I was baffled as to why Cassie would move out without telling me or asking for my help. The more I thought about it, the more the only conclusion I could come to was Cassie had got back with Charlie and she didn’t want me to know. With that thought running through my head, I sulked for the rest of the day. I felt despondent that I wasn’t there for Cassie.   
 
    I left work that night without acknowledging or saying goodnight to my colleagues. My mind was elsewhere. I still wondered where Cassie may have gone and if there was any way I could find her. It was a cold evening and as I stood at the exit to the office block, I buttoned up my warm woollen coat to the neck to keep out the biting wind. Darkness was already descending, and I braced the chilly weather and set off to walk to the car park. 
 
    As I walked through the centre of Bury, I became engulfed in a sense of foreboding I could not explain. Were those footsteps I could hear? Taking my mobile out of my pocket, I turned to look. No movement. I wasn’t convinced though. Putting the phone to my ear and talking quietly to an imaginary friend, I scanned the shop doorways. Who knew what could be hiding in the darkness. 
 
    I quickened my pace, feeling sure now someone was behind me. I put my phone away and started to run. I looked back again but saw nothing. More concerned with protecting myself, I hadn’t noticed the billboards where Greg, the news guy stood at the corner of the road. I stumbled into him, almost crashing into his stand.  
 
    “Whoa, watch where you’re going, love. Someone’s in a hurry,” he said. 
 
    I took out my purse to purchase my regular copy of the Manchester Evening News and spotted the headlines: WOMAN FOUND STRANGLED IN BURNLEY. Handing over the money I felt repulsed but curious. I glanced at the paper to scan the main story. My eyes stared in horror as I looked on in disbelief. What was a photo of Cassie doing connected to this article? I stood still and read the passage at speed. I didn’t believe what I read. Cassie had been murdered.  
 
    “No! No! No! It can’t be!” I screamed, putting my hand over my mouth.  
 
    Greg looked at me concerned, “Are you okay, love?” I couldn’t speak. I nodded. I couldn’t comprehend it. I had to find out if it was true. I nervously took out my phone and scrolled down to find the number for the hostel. My fingers shook. My whole body felt numb. Tapping my feet, I waited on the line for someone to answer. I knew as soon as the receptionist picked up the phone that it was true. 
 
     She struggled to speak as she said. “We are all in shock and yes, sadly it was Cassie.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
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    I went to see Cassie’s family. Their home was decked out in floral tributes. There wasn’t an inch of space that didn’t hold a vase containing flowers. I thought if only Cassie had known how much people cared about her. I met her sister, Mum and Dad. I had previously introduced myself over the phone and they were happy for me to go over. I had a sympathy card to give them. It felt so inadequate. I was too upset to talk for long.  
 
    Cassie’s dad directed me to their lounge. Bowing my head, I said, “I am so sorry for your loss.  Cassie was such a wonderful girl.” Cassie’s mum dabbed her eyes with a tissue.  
 
    “Thank you, Sophie. Cassie talked a lot about you. I know she got a great deal of strength from you.” I looked away before I burst out crying. They were genuinely surprised at the extent to which the community had rallied round for them. They were overwhelmed by the display of support they received. Her family seemed such nice people, and I felt so sorry for them. I shook the hands of Cassie’s aunt and uncle, who turned up and I offered all of them my condolences. I took out a hanky and wiped my face. 
 
    “She was just turning her life around, starting out on a whole new chapter and it had been cruelly taken away from her. I’m so very sorry.” Cassie’s dad said it would be some time before the body would be released for the funeral. It was hard to know what to say. Emotions were still too raw. I left feeling worse than when I had arrived but glad I had been. 
 
    Part of me was blaming myself for what happened. If only I could have got to see her before she left the hostel. I kept playing that thought over and over in my mind, searching my soul, torturing myself I should have done more for her. No one had spoken about Charlie. Since Cassie’s body had been found by a dog walker in Townley Park, Charlie had been on the run from the police. It was obvious he was behind it. There was a warrant out for his arrest and his picture was plastered everywhere, on TV and in the papers. I dearly hoped they caught him soon to help give Cassie’s family some solace. 
 
    A thought suddenly struck me. I initially ruled out Charlie as my stalker because the first menacing phone calls I received were before I started seeing Cassie. Was it possible they were someone else or just a prankster and the rest of the incidents were Charlie’s handiwork? If it was Charlie, he obviously meant business. This wasn’t just someone sending me a warning, and he was now a desperate murderer on the loose.  
 
    I vowed to get to the bottom of who my harasser was. Surely, this couldn’t go on much longer without a breakthrough. With all the police resources, they must be able to find something.  I also put in my best efforts. As well as having Kyle and Simon on my list of suspects, I needed to add Charlie now. I decided my next step was to give Simon a ring. 
 
    I met up with him two days later. I made my mind up to be upfront with him and tell him everything that had been going on to test his reaction. I was convinced I knew him well enough to know if he was hiding anything. Deep down, I didn’t think Simon could be involved, and I genuinely didn’t want it to be him. Whoever was doing these deeds clearly didn’t like me. I wasn’t a psychological profiler, but I was sure Simon’s personality didn’t fit the bill. 
 
    “Let me get the drinks,” said Simon when we met up at Costa in Bury. 
 
    “Are you having your usual?” he asked. My heart sank as I thought he still remembers what I like. 
 
     “Yes, a skinny latte will be great. I’ll go and find us a seat,” and I scanned the room for a nice quiet corner where we could speak undisturbed and more importantly, not be overheard. I wore a new tailored black suit with a white silk blouse I’d bought for Cassie’s funeral. I felt overdressed for my job, but I wanted to impress Simon. Clothes were important to him and he always used to comment when people had something on that was designerwear. I’d purchased my outfit from Episode and when making the purchase, I’d thought it would meet with Simon’s approval. I wore new black patent shoes and new lingerie. Anyone would think it was a special occasion I was attending rather than meeting up with an ex. I looked over at him standing at the counter. He wore a brown cashmere overcoat, tailored trousers, and polished tan coloured shoes. With his crisp white shirt and red tie, his smart appearance could still turn the heads of the female customers dotted around the coffee shop. I watched him as he walked towards me carrying the tray. Physically, he was still able to stir up a yearning inside me. 
 
    “So how are you, Sophie?” he enquired as he took a sip of his coffee. He reached into his pocket for a laundered white handkerchief and proceeded to wipe the frothy residue from his lips. I soon got into full flow, telling him everything that had been happening, opening up to him more than I should have. When I finished, he gazed back at me looking upset. Tactically, I should have held back so I could have observed him more but for some reason, I trusted him. 
 
     “Is there anything I can do to help, Sophie?” 
 
    “You can tell me whether it’s you behind everything that’s been happening to me?” I looked at him tentatively. 
 
    “Sophie, how could you. I can’t believe you think I would do such a thing!” His voice was raised, and heads turned to see what was going on. He shook his head.  
 
    “Please forgive me, Simon. I just wanted to rule you out. I’m not in a good place with Cassie’s murder and I just feel at breaking point with all of this.” Simon looked so upset, his bottom lip started to quiver. I looked at his sad face. I wasn’t sure I could turn this round. I continued, “I knew it couldn’t be you Simon, but you’ve got to put yourself in my shoes. I’ve been going through hell and you never got in touch with me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry Sophie. I thought it was what we both wanted. I couldn’t live with what I’d done any more than you could, but I’ve thought about you all the time.” He took hold of my hand across the table, clasping it in his. My feelings were out of control and my head tried to remain calm. My eyes looked sad, and I removed my hand from his and picked up my mug of coffee. The moment had gone, and Simon’s sentimental side disappeared. 
 
     In his caring work voice, he said, “Seriously Sophie, if there’s anything I can do to help, please let me know.” 
 
    “Thanks, Simon, I promise I will.” I hoped he believed me, but I still felt uncomfortable. We sat in silence for a few minutes. I did what I always do when I’m nervous and started picking at my fingers and twisting my hair.  
 
    “Simon,” I said taking a deep swallow.  
 
    He looked up at me. In a low voice, I said, “I hear Colin Scanlon’s been arrested. Are you worried about it?” 
 
    “Of course, I am.” His expression looked cross. I realised it was a stupid question.  
 
    “Look the money wasn’t where it was supposed to be. There was only so much I could do to help him. Hopefully, I’ve covered my tracks. I do wonder how the DTI found out about him.” He watched my reaction closely. 
 
    “I suppose someone must have got suspicious. If you’re worried about me, I have never told a soul anything.” I felt nervous.  
 
    “Even though I didn’t know what went on anyway,” I added. I fidgeted in my seat. 
 
    “It’s okay, Sophie. I know you’re not a vindictive person,” he replied. 
 
    Eager to change the subject, I asked, “So, how are you?” He looked at me with a frown on his face.  
 
    “Did you not hear about us?”  
 
    “Hear what Simon?”  
 
    “Linda and I have been going through a difficult time since we lost the baby.”  That news hit me like a cannon in my stomach. Hearing that made me feel dizzy, but I had to keep my composure.  
 
    “I’m sorry, no I didn’t know.” I had heard enough, and I didn’t want to listen to anymore so as soon as I’d finished my drink, I made my excuses to leave. It shouldn’t have bothered me, knowing that Simon was sleeping with his wife, but it did. 
 
    I got home that evening and Max slinked around my ankles. A gentle purring sound filled the air. Even though he was a long way off getting better, I was so pleased to have him back. The vet’s bills were frightening but I couldn’t have imagined what life would have been like without Max so was glad to have him home. Stroking him, I suddenly remembered Linda’s counselling notes. I’d had so many other things on my mind, I’d completely forgotten about them. I made myself a mug of tea and sat to read the paperwork. I sighed. Max came hobbling towards me and I stroked him affectionately before taking the papers out of my bag. I started reading through. 
 
    This client is difficult to engage with. There is something she is holding back, making it hard to work with her. We have explored her fears and vulnerabilities which are mainly centred around her marriage. She admitted she has been lying to her husband but didn’t furnish the details. She has her guard up all the time and seems to think hard about what she is saying, so much so it doesn’t appear natural. She said she worries constantly about splitting up from her husband. She admitted to not being able to trust him. She suffers from obsessive-compulsive disorder and throughout the session had difficulty sitting still. There was little eye contact with her. She said she has obsessional thoughts but again would not expand on that. She did talk about being angry since the death of her stillborn child some months ago. She kept saying others needed to be punished. She was nervous for most of the session. Her speech was rapid and constant. She seemed to find it difficult to focus, and she switched from one subject to another. She lost her train of thought on several occasions so abruptly stopped the conversation and silences followed. She expressed an interest in the other counsellors who work here. I wasn’t sure what she was asking for. I believe this client needs more specialised help outside the remit of our work at the centre. I intend to refer this client on for further psychological assessment. 
 
    I sat for a moment, taking in what I had read. There was something not right here. Did Linda know about me and Simon? Certainly, if she knew about us, she had a motive Also, I made assumptions it was a man after me but could it be a woman? Could it be possible she rode Simon’s motorbike? Maybe I hadn’t had as open a mind about this as I should have. No, it was ludicrous to think it was Linda. She’d just got over a pregnancy. I became convinced it couldn’t be her.  
 
    Just then the doorbell rang, and I wondered who it could be. I opened the door and my eyes were drawn to a huge bunch of flowers. Oh, how nice, I thought, and I was excited hoping they might be from Simon. The messenger carrying them wore a dark hoodie and a grey scarf over the bottom half of their face. I had a moment of recognition from a previous time. Then I saw the eyes, and a chill crept down my spine. 
 
    “You’d better come in, Linda.” Linda’s eyes looked wild and in shock. I took the flowers from her and turned to walk down the hall expecting her to follow me. Next thing, I felt a thump in my back which jolted me forwards. I panicked when I realised she was attacking me so turned around and felt another blow to my upper arm then Linda fled the scene. My first thoughts were she had hit me and I was shaken up but I looked down and saw a knife on the floor. I was staring at the knife when droplets of blood began to cover it. I looked at my arm and saw the blood oozing out. I felt dizzy. 
 
     Where was my phone? I panicked. I dashed into the kitchen. My breathing became erratic. I searched around the kitchen trying to find my phone. I needed to dial for an ambulance. My mind whirred. I couldn’t think straight. My vision became fuzzy. I didn’t know what to do. Where had I left the phone? I needed help fast, so I ran out into the middle of the road and flagged down a car. Luckily, the first car that came along, pulled over. An elderly couple were sat in the front and the lady in the passenger seat wound her window down.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I need help. I’ve been stabbed.” I cried. They looked at each other, then the man got out of the driver’s seat and came and helped me get into the back of his car. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We’ll drive you to the hospital. It’s only ten minutes away. We’ll be quicker than an ambulance.” By now I was drifting in and out of consciousness. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
      
 
    NOW 
 
      
 
      
 
    I came to in casualty. I’d been rushed in as a priority case and it wasn’t long before I was being stitched up. My arm looked a real mess. The whole length of it had turned black because the cut was so deep. It was painful, and I wasn’t able to move it. Thankfully, the wound on my back was more superficial. Because I managed to walk away at the time, the knife hadn’t penetrated as deeply. I’d had a lucky escape. The police came to interview me, and I told them exactly what happened.  
 
    The nurse brought me a cup of tea and I lay deep in thought. I couldn’t believe Linda was at the bottom of what had been going on, but everything made sense now. She must have known about me and Simon all along. Seeing us both in the coffee shop a few months back, she probably put two and two together and made five, presuming we were still an item. It frightened me to think how close she came to killing me. An inch to the right and the knife would have gone through my heart. I shuddered. I didn’t want to think about it. 
 
    I was kept in hospital that night and the following day it was on the news Charlie had been arrested. I was able to breathe a sigh of relief. If nothing else, it would mean justice for Cassie. I also received a visit from Joyce. 
 
    “I thought I’d let you know Kyle’s in hospital and apparently he’s been in two months. He’s in the Irwell unit. 
 
     I knew that was the mental health unit. 
 
     “What happened, Joyce?” 
 
    “By the sound of things, he lost it completely. I was told he got on a bus and didn’t seem to know where he was or what to do. The bus driver was so concerned, he called an ambulance. When he was admitted, he didn’t know who or where he was or anything. He had no ID on him and no one reported him missing. That’s why I wasn’t informed. Nobody knew his identity to let me know. It seems he’d had some sort of breakdown.” 
 
    “Oh, how awful for you Joyce,” I empathised. 
 
    “In a way, it’s as well we weren’t speaking because I’d have been worried sick if I’d known he was missing. I’m glad he’s in the best place now. They’ve suggested I don’t go and see him yet until he’s more stable. They’re right, both for his sake and mine, it would be too upsetting.”  
 
    It always amazed me how well Joyce coped in a crisis.  
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help, Joyce?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me Sophie; you’ve got enough to deal with given what’s been going on with you. I wanted to let you know. Anyway, how are you doing?” Joyce gave me a hug that hurt like hell. I winced. 
 
     “Sorry,” she said. 
 
    I welled up with tears. I felt emotional.  
 
    “I’m okay, Joyce. It’s been a difficult time for me and my arm is painful, and I’ve had to make a statement.” 
 
    “You can always come and stay with me for a while when you get out. You need someone to look after you,” she said. 
 
    Joyce was such a caring soul, and I told her I appreciated the offer and I would consider it. 
 
    Later that day, Simon came to see me in hospital, this time with a bunch of flowers that were genuinely for me. He told me Linda had been arrested, and she admitted to everything. She had been remanded for sentencing and further reports.  
 
    “I’ve spoken to her and her psychiatrist about everything. Apparently, she did know about our affair but kept it bottled up. Then when she saw me talking to you in Costa, she believed we were still seeing each other. I think losing the baby has tipped her over the edge. She never challenged me about anything though and she became obsessed with you. She’s been following you around for ages getting more and more bitter and angry. I’m so sorry, Sophie.” He took hold of my hand. 
 
    “It’s okay, Simon. It’s not your fault.” 
 
    Whilst he was there, the doctor came doing his rounds. He told me I was free to go home. He said my arm would take a couple of months to heal properly but the emotional wounds would take longer.  
 
     Simon offered to take me home, so I agreed to let him. We pulled up outside my front door and he shut the car engine down.  
 
    We both sat for a few moments then he said, “I knew she was unstable Sophie, but I never felt able to talk to anyone about it. I promise you I never thought she’d do anything like this. I’m really sorry.” 
 
    “I know you are, Simon.” I gazed through the windscreen at the road ahead, deep in thought. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
     “So, she knew about us all along.”  
 
     “I can’t believe she never said anything, never challenged me,” he said. 
 
    “She obviously loved you and blamed me for everything. She must have been in a really bad place to keep it in like she did.” 
 
    Simon looked at me and said, “I can tell you’re a counsellor now Sophie, you’re too forgiving.” 
 
    I replied, “She made my life difficult that’s for sure, but I made her life hell, too.” 
 
    Simon glanced over then put his arm around me. He moved towards me as if going to kiss me, but I quickly jerked away. 
 
     “What’s wrong, Sophie?” he asked with a puzzled expression on his face. 
 
    “Thank you for the lift home and the flowers Simon but I’m going in now to have a nice bath.”  
 
    He looked shocked. 
 
     “Aren’t you inviting me in?”  
 
    I thought for a few seconds. Emotionally, I was tempted but then a sharp pain in my arm brought me back to my senses. I had a new life I’d been building up with good friends who I knew would look after me and help get me through this.  
 
    “No, Simon” I smiled across at him, “I’m afraid that ship has sailed.” I got out of the car, holding on to the flowers, just managing to shut the car door. I walked up the path and watched until he drove off then turned the key in the lock and walked inside. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The musical notes of Ave Maria played softly through the speaker system. I glanced up at Cassie’s mum. A tear rolled down her cheek. I noticed as Cassie’s dad put an arm around his wife to comfort her. The sounds of sobs and sniffles intermingled with the music, reminded me of an orchestra tuning up. This was going to be a difficult day. 
 
    Cassie’s murder was still so raw for everyone. The grief-stricken family had waited all this time until the body was finally released by the coroner. It didn’t seem fair. As if they weren’t going through enough. Her life had been taken at such a young age. She was a beautiful girl in her twenties, who had the world at her feet. We became good friends after I helped her get over a suicide attempt.  
 
    Cassie was the closest person I had lost other than my nan. This funeral felt different to Nan’s. There was more sadness, and the circumstances were far worse. Nan had lived a good long life. Cassie’s life had so cruelly been cut short. Her body had been found in Townley Park in Burnley by a dog walker and she had been strangled. 
 
    I took a tissue out of my black suede handbag and blew my nose. My eyes were welling up. I couldn’t believe I wasn’t going to see Cassie again - the funeral director instructed the pallbearers into the tiny building. I watched as tears were held in check by starched white handkerchiefs. There was a distinct lack of eye contact amongst the mourners. People with brief tight-lipped smiles slowly nudged into the chapel. Heads were bowed as latecomers joined the rest of the congregation. Strangers glanced nervously at family members. Charlie’s parents had turned up. I wasn’t sure how wise that decision was. 
 
    The vicar’s words were solemn and poignant. He talked about finding forgiveness in our hearts. How could I ever learn to forgive the person who had done this to Cassie?  She had spent years being beaten by her boyfriend, Charlie. I had been fortunate enough to help her as her counsellor and find her a place in a women’s hostel and she had just left there to move into her own place. She was looking forward to moving on with her life when tragedy struck.  
 
    Everyone knew Charlie had murdered her. His violence had culminated in her life being taken and now thankfully, from what I knew, he was in police custody awaiting trial. Forgiveness, I thought, I hope he rots in hell. The hardest part for me was learning to forgive myself. I should have been there for her, insisting I help her more than I did. 
 
    Cassie’s sister Laura got up to read a poem. How she managed to get through the recitation without crying, I didn’t know. It must have taken a lot of bravery on her part. I only knew I couldn’t have done that. 
 
    I looked back at the masses of people squeezing into the tiny building, trying to get out of the wet weather. Many were stood up at the back and the doors were open where more people spilt out onto the grass outside. They stood sombrely listening. The rain came down and joined in with the solemn mood. 
 
    I took another tissue out of my bag and knelt to pray. I wished for the service to be over. I didn’t like crying in public. My old boss was sat in the row in front of me. I had always thought of her as being a tough Northerner but even she was wiping her eyes with a hanky. I looked up at the coffin and thought about the secrets Cassie had never managed to tell. We all have secrets. Mine still kept me awake at night. There were probably things about Cassie that now lay dead beside her in the shiny mahogany casing. What really happened in Cassie’s final hours? I felt sure the police had come up with their own conclusions as to what happened. I hoped Charlie would go away for a long time. I dabbed my cheek and screwed up the tissue. 
 
    Eva Cassidy’s “Somewhere Over the Rainbow” played as the curtains were drawn. I stared mesmerised at a solitary candle and thought about how quickly life can be snuffed out. My tears flowed. I gritted my teeth and my breathing became sporadic. The sniffling masked the guilt I felt at letting Cassie down. It was so hard to say goodbye to someone I cared about.  
 
    Anger took over and nudged the sadness out when I imagined what could have been. I remembered the last time I visited Cassie at the refuge and how happy she seemed.  She had come a long way from the timid wreck she was when she started the counselling sessions, but it was for nothing now. 
 
    I thought about the people sat in the pews. Who were they all? I didn’t know many of them, but they were obviously people whose lives Cassie had touched in some way. I had only known her a short time, and I had risked my job for her, getting closer to her than I should. We formed a friendship, and she became more than just a client. There was something about her personality that was so endearing. I had felt obligated to push the boundaries and help her. Seeing her outside working hours had been difficult for my conscience but I so wanted to help her, and I didn’t want her going through the same horrors I had. 
 
    If I had kept in touch more would she still be lying there in that coffin today? I had to stop this train of thought. There was no point punishing myself, but pockets of regret kept popping in. I felt like I was in a tiny boat trying to ride the crest of the wave, mindful that the big one might come along anytime and sweep me overboard. The time I had with Cassie had been a particularly difficult period in my life.  
 
    The service ended, and the vicar walked down the centre of the chapel. “Rise”, a piece of music by Gabrielle came on and we rose and filed out of the tiny building. I walked towards the exit. The minister’s dark robes heightened his pale complexion. 
 
    “Thank you, vicar, it was a lovely service,” I said, shaking the minister’s hand. They were icy cold. He was waiting to acknowledge and comfort the congregation one by one as they left. I looked up at the sky. The rain was pelting down. I took out my pink umbrella and put it up. It didn’t match my black suit but if it kept me dry, I wasn’t bothered. 
 
     I hadn’t realised death would affect me so much. Grief is indescribable when someone you love and care about dies. I wished people hadn’t turned up in black. It made the occasion even more depressing. I wanted to see brightness, to be reminded of Cassie’s personality.  
 
    The moment made me very reflective. Death wasn’t just the endpoint for Cassie. It went much further than that. It was haunting, both for those directly and indirectly associated with her. I had only been in her life for a short period, but that small snapshot of her life had touched me immeasurably.  
 
    I scanned the crowd that had gathered outside the chapel. Cassie’s mum and dad split up and went talking to other family members. Friends were dispersing. Three young women were stood by a tree chatting. With their short skirts, hair extensions and false eyelashes they looked more appropriately dressed for a night out clubbing rather than a funeral. I wondered if they were Cassie’s friends from when she worked at the salon.  They all had dark hair and wore fake tan. The one with the shortest hair of the three looked over at me and began to walk towards me. 
 
    She held out a hand to shake mine.  
 
    “Hi, you must be Sophie.” She smiled at me and I wondered how she had worked that out. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right.” The girl stood silent for a moment looking at me, still holding onto my hand. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. You must forgive me. How rude of me to not introduce myself. I’m Mia.” 
 
    “Hi, Mia.” She released my hand. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I used to work with Cassie at the Hair Factory. I don’t know if she ever mentioned me.” She looked at my face searching for recognition. I glanced at her then over at the other two girls. I thought prudishly how out of place their attire looked. I turned my attention back to Mia. 
 
    “Yes. She did tell me about you.” 
 
    “All positive, I hope.” She laughed nervously. I only remember Cassie mentioning Mia’s name once, but I nodded and smiled. 
 
    She continued, “I still can’t get my head around what happened. I only saw her a few hours before she died.” I frowned. I hadn’t realised Cassie was still in touch with any of her friends from the salon. I thought Charlie had put a stop to her seeing them. 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know that. So, did you go to Cassie’s new place?” 
 
    Mia pulled a face. Her mouth drooped, and she cocked her head to one side. “Er no, we met up in Manchester.” 
 
    “That must have been awful, being one of the last people to see Cassie alive?” 
 
    Mia was moving from foot to foot. She kept looking over at her friends. She looked nervous. 
 
    “Er, yes it was.” 
 
    “So, did you know Charlie?” I was curious about this relationship I knew little about. 
 
    “Yes, I met him. He seemed nice.” Heat rose in my cheeks. 
 
    “Maybe he did seem nice to the outside world.” Somehow, I didn’t think that was the case. 
 
    “Did you ever meet him?” Mia asked. 
 
    “No, I never had that misfortune thank goodness.” My tone was clipped. 
 
    At that point, the vicar’s voice interrupted our conversation. 
 
    “For anyone wanting to come over to the graveside, we are ready now.” 
 
    A group of about twenty of us began trouping in a line over the sodden ground until we reached the spot where Cassie was to be buried. It was in the same plot of land as her stillborn sister. 
 
    I watched without blinking as the box was lowered into the ground. A few people started to throw handfuls of earth over the coffin and say a prayer. One by one, they lined up. My turn came, and I threw in a single red rose and wiped a tear away. 
 
    “Goodbye, my precious Cassie,” I whispered. 
 
    We formed a circle at the grave and the vicar started to speak. Sadness engulfed me. 
 
    “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust,” he began, and I shuddered. Death is so final.  A life so special ended at such a young age. In my time of reflection, I vowed to help as many people as I could along the way. I told myself I was going to enjoy myself more and spend more time with friends and family. I was making that commitment to myself now in Cassie’s honour. 
 
    I glanced up as the service was brought to a close. Heads were bowed low. Looking into the distance, I notice a solitary dark figure stood by a tree. I wondered who it could be. I came to the conclusion it was probably the police keeping a discreet eye on proceedings. 
 
    As the crowd began to disperse, I walked over to Cassie’s mum. 
 
    “I’m so sorry Mrs Donoghue.” I took hold of her hand to comfort her. 
 
    “Thanks for coming, Sophie.” 
 
    “There were a lot of people at the service. She touched the hearts of many of us.” A single tear appeared on Mrs Donoghue’s face. I moved in closer to give her a proper hug.  “No one can hurt her anymore. She’s free from fear and pain now,” I said 
 
    “Yes, I suppose so.” She dabbed her eyes with a tissue and continued, “I’m sorry about this. The sadness comes over in waves. I can’t stop the tears when they come.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. I’m the same. Tears are healing and part of the grieving process.” 
 
    “You are coming back to the reception aren’t you, Sophie?” I didn’t have the heart to say no.  
 
    “Well, I can probably come for a while.” 
 
    “That’s good.” She smiled at me then moved on to talk to a couple stood behind us. Damn, I should have said I needed to get back to work. Too late now, I’d committed myself to being there. 
 
    I turned to talk to Cassie’s sister Laura. She and Cassie were so different in looks. Whilst they were both attractive, Cassie had been very girly, whereas Laura wore her hair in dreadlocks and had piercings in her nose and eyebrow. 
 
    Giving her a big hug, I said, “That was courageous of you getting up to read that poem. I couldn’t have done what you did.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sophie. I felt I had to do something for Cassie.” 
 
    “You did really well.” 
 
    Laura glanced over my head. “Sorry, Sophie. I’ll talk to you later. I need to see my aunt and uncle.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course, off you go.” Laura left me standing on my own. Why did I get the impression that she didn’t want to talk to me? 
 
    I made my way back to where my car was parked. I wasn’t looking forward to the reception. I didn’t like going into social settings at the best of times, but I hardly knew anyone there. I’d organised to have the afternoon off work but now I wished my old boss was coming to the reception as well. I waved to her in acknowledgement as she left.  
 
    Working as Cassie’s therapist, I didn’t know many of her friends and relatives. She’d mentioned a few of them to me but I’d never met most of them. I briefly met her family when I visited them to pass on my condolences when Cassie died. Now at the reception, I felt nervous, especially being there alone. I wasn’t keen on going into drinking situations full stop, now I didn’t drink myself I wasn’t comfortable with it. 
 
    I hadn’t found staying away from alcohol easy, but I learnt a lot from my time in rehab and I stayed close to my support network. That consisted of Joyce, Liam and Aaron. Joyce was my ex-boyfriend’s mum. She was an alcoholic who had been sober many years, and she taught me a lot. I always turned to her when I needed advice. Liam and Aaron were both in the same group as me in treatment, so we knew each other well. We stayed in touch even though it was coming up to five years ago. 
 
     Liam had moved back to Liverpool and had relapsed a couple of times but was doing well now. Aaron was from Newcastle and had relocated to Bury, not far from me. This had helped him because he was able to steer clear of old acquaintances such as his drug dealer and fellow addicts. His recovery was solid, and we remained good friends. 
 
    I made a decision to stay and have a bite to eat at the buffet. As things turned out, I enjoyed myself there and stayed longer than I had anticipated. I got into a conversation with Cassie’s aunt and uncle, Lynne and Roy, and we had a couple of interesting debates about Catholic priests and global warming. Roy was an interesting character. He sported a Bobby Charlton haircut with a few strands of long hair brushed over his bald patch. 
 
    “Would you like a drink, Sophie?” Roy rose from his seat and took out his wallet. 
 
    “A coke will be fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want something stronger? Maybe a Bacardi in that or a glass of wine?” I gulped. I never knew when temptation would come along. 
 
    “No, just coke thanks.” He didn’t press me any further. I was relieved.  
 
    When he returned, he resumed his previous conversation. Whilst he was talking, his hair seemed to want to go its natural way, and he had to keep flicking the unruly strands back with his fingers. I found it amusing at first, but this behaviour soon began to irritate me. He was knowledgeable on many subjects and had an opinion on everything. He eagerly shared his thoughts with me. If I was being unkind, I would have described him as something of a know-all. Their son, Joe, joined us for a short time but I could see from his expression that he had heard it all before.  
 
     I was bemused throughout the afternoon at how slowly they drank. If this had been back in my drinking days, I’d have been well and truly sozzled by now, but Lynne and Roy only had a pint of lager and a glass of wine in the last two hours. There would have been a time for me when I’d have loved going to funerals just to get drunk. Today I knew I’d be leaving the building stone cold sober. 
 
    “It’s been great meeting you both,” I said as I got up to put my jacket on. 
 
    “Goodbye Sophie and safe journey home.” Roy shook my hand 
 
    “Lovely to meet you too,” said Lynn as she moved towards me and kissed me on the cheek. 
 
    “Bye,” I said as I went to find the Donoghues to thank them. 
 
    The reception had been held at the Bolholt Country Park in Walshaw. Leaving the building, I looked up at the sky. The late autumn darkness had set in. The sky was turning a mixture of dark grey and blue.  I had to park my car in the overspill car park as the hotel was very busy that day. Walking up the pebbled pathway towards my vehicle, I was glad the rain had stopped. 
 
    I put my hand in my pocket to feel for my keys. Taking out my fob, I pressed my thumb on the remote and the car door made the familiar clunking noise. I took my handbag off my shoulder, ready to throw it over to the passenger side as I opened the driver door. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt an arm grab hold of my body. I jerked forward. A hand went over my mouth. What was going on? I thrashed out, trying to swivel around, but I was held in a tight grip. Confusion followed by shock as fear enveloped me. What the…? A thud, a pain shot through my head and I began to feel a strange sensation inside. My eyes felt heavy as I struggled to focus. My knees sagged. My body crumpled. I sank into unconsciousness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes. My head felt groggy. There was blackness all about me. A few feet in front of me I saw a glimmer of light. Nausea was building up in my stomach. I gagged then vomited on the damp ground. I rubbed my eyes and glanced in between my fingers. Small loose stones littered the area. As my senses returned, I smelt trouble. 
 
    A hand touched my shoulder, and I jumped. I tried to jerk my body out of the way. Sitting leaning against a concrete rock, I moved to pull myself up.  
 
    “Whoa, whoa, not so fast, Sophie,” came a voice I didn’t recognise. My body shuddered, and I jerked again. I shivered with the cold air. In the gloomy night, the shadow of a hunched figure lurked overhead.  
 
    “Where am I?” I asked. I tried to move. 
 
    “Take your time, Sophie.” The voice sounded gentle in stark contrast to the force of the arm that pushed me back - I frowned. 
 
    “Hello, who’s there?” I asked. The sound of my voice echoed across the disturbed stones. I listened and heard water dripping in the distance. My body tensed.  
 
    “I don’t want you to get alarmed, Sophie.” There was no hint of a Manchester accent when he spoke. This didn’t sound like a local ruffian. His tone was business-like. 
 
    “What do you want?” My lips trembled. 
 
    “Please don’t panic. I’m sorry for bringing you here,” came the deep but tender sounds of a man’s voice. 
 
    What was going on? Where was I? An icy chill swept across my face. I shuddered. I wanted to scream, but no words came out. My legs felt weak. I gulped. Could I make a run for it? 
 
    Adrenalin spikes gripped my body. My stomach felt rock hard as a sense of nausea rose up into my chest. Anger and fear were building up inside me competing for my attention. A light went on. I was blinded for a moment. I shielded my eyes with my arms.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    “Please don’t be afraid. I don’t want to hurt you,” said the softly spoken voice. 
 
    “Well, stop shining that torch in my face.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he replied. 
 
    “Who are you?” I looked down at my hands. They were shaking uncontrollably. My body jerked. 
 
    “Please, you’ve got to promise me you won’t panic.” 
 
    “Look, what’s going on?” At that moment, the dark figure stooping over me shone the torch so that I could see his face. I gasped as I recognised his features. The high cheekbones and wide-set eyes were unmistakeable. His hair appeared somewhat unkempt, but this rugged appearance added to his attractiveness. 
 
    “Charlie, what the hell…?” I pressed my weight onto my hands and moved to get up. 
 
    “Please stay there, I want to talk to you.” Charlie pushed me back down.  “I’m sorry Sophie. I didn’t want to do this but I’m desperate. I promise you I’m not going to hurt you. I want you to hear me out.” 
 
    “But Charlie, I thought you were in police custody?” 
 
    “Yes well, I jumped police bail. Please, will you listen to what I’ve got to say.” 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    “Please, will you listen?” 
 
    “How did I get here?” 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry about bringing you here but I didn’t think you’d listen to me of your own free will.” 
 
    “What do you want with me, Charlie?” I wanted to make a run for it, but Charlie was over six feet tall. I wouldn’t stand a chance against him. I knew he was a violent man, so I didn’t want to do anything to antagonise him.  Also, my body still felt like a wobbly jelly. 
 
    “Haven’t you done enough damage?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sophie. This was the only way I could think of to get your attention.” 
 
    “Is that all you can say, I’m sorry,” I said, mimicking his voice. 
 
    “I was desperate to get someone to believe me and this was the only way I could think of. I didn’t kill Cassie.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I swear to you, Sophie. I didn’t do it and you are the only person I knew might help me clear my name.” Charlie held onto my arms and looked at me with those steely brown eyes. Something flickered inside me. 
 
    “This is no way to go about proving your innocence, Charlie. Where have you brought me?” 
 
    “We’re on Holcombe Moor. I am on the run from the police because there’s a warrant out for my arrest now, so I’ve been staying up here.” He was still holding me and staring into my eyes. I wanted to look away but couldn’t. 
 
    “Why here?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know it’s not exactly the Ritz but there aren’t any snooping eyes up here.” I shuddered at those words. 
 
    “Oh Charlie, you’ve got to give yourself in. You can’t live like this.” I inspected all around and noticed a discarded half-opened tin of beans. 
 
    “The police will never believe I’m innocent.” 
 
    “You’re making matters worse for yourself this way.” 
 
    Charlie was crouched down next to me. I think he realised by now I wasn’t going to make a run for it. He bowed his head and put his hands up to his forehead. 
 
    “I don’t want to go to prison for something I didn’t do.” Could he be innocent after all? 
 
    “Charlie, look me in the eye.” I waited until he was looking at me. “Tell me honestly, did you do it?” Charlie began to cry.  
 
    “No, of course not!” He sounded indignant. I sighed heavily and leant back. I couldn’t help myself from rolling my eyes back. Cassie had been coming to me for counselling for months before she died because of Charlie’s violence towards her. The person she had portrayed to me didn’t seem anything like the man now sat next to me. I didn’t know what to make of this. 
 
    “Even if I believed you and offered to help, what do you think I could do?” 
 
    “I thought of you because I hoped you wouldn’t judge me the way the police have done. The media have already cast me as a villain, so I was a condemned man from the start.” 
 
    I stared out into space. I couldn’t take in all he was saying. Everyone said Charlie was the murderer right from the offset. If he was telling the truth he needed help but if he was lying, then I was in danger. Right at this moment, I couldn’t contemplate the alternative. If I refused to help him and he turned nasty, goodness knows what he was capable of.  
 
    I had to admit, that killer or not, there was something about Charlie I found endearing. Whether it was his vulnerability or his charm, I wasn’t sure. Cassie had described him as tall dark and handsome and I couldn’t disagree. To say he was too good looking to be a killer was naive of me but that was what my instinct was saying. There was something inside of me that was willing to trust him. I suppose I wanted him to be telling the truth. 
 
    The more he pleaded with me, the more I felt myself caving in. I thought he was being real. It didn’t seem like an act and the longer I was there listening to him the more I was giving in to his reasoning.  
 
    The cold air whistled through my long red hair and I rubbed my shoulders to warm myself up. I couldn’t imagine anyone having to stay out here in these conditions. It seemed barbaric. The wind was biting. I could easily imagine Charlie dying of hyperthermia staying out in this weather. 
 
    The problem is I can be too soft, and I am always taken in by a sad story. I loved helping others. It was in my nature and I found it hard to resist a call for help. When someone had problems, I liked to go to the rescue. It did wonders for my self-esteem. 
 
    I’d been deep in thought for a few minutes. Charlie’s pleas were like background sounds as I pondered what to do. 
 
    “You know Mia, the girl she worked with at the salon?” 
 
    “Yes, I met her at the funeral.” 
 
    “I think if you talk to her you will see why I didn’t kill Cassie.” 
 
    “Okay, Charlie, I’ll think about it.” He’d tapped into my curiosity. 
 
    “Yes?” His eyebrows were raised. 
 
    “It’s a big ask, Charlie.” 
 
    “I know it is, but I need someone to believe me. I’m not the evil man Cassie made me out to be.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll tell you what I will do.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’ll contact Mia. If what you’re telling me is true, and she confirms what you’ve said, I will help you.” 
 
    “Really?” He didn’t sound convinced. 
 
    “Not so fast. If I find out you are stringing me along, I will go straight to the police.” 
 
    “I understand.” He looked down at the ground. 
 
    “There’s one condition.” 
 
    “Yes, anything, whatever you say.” 
 
    “I want you to promise me that you’ll be honest with me. I don’t want any bullshit.” 
 
    “No, no, of course, I wouldn’t dream of lying to you.” 
 
    I glanced at his face and searched deep into his eyes. I prided myself on my ability to read people. My instincts told me he was being genuine. I hoped I had reasoned this through.  Why else go to the trouble of abducting me and pleading with me to help him if he wasn’t innocent? 
 
    “Don’t you think you’d be better giving yourself up though, Charlie? I mean you can’t live out here. It’s too cold.” 
 
    “I know, and I can’t go home or to any of my friends. The police will be watching for me. I’m not going to hand myself in until I find out who killed Cassie.” 
 
    “How do you think you’re going to do better than the police can? They believe you did it.” 
 
    “I was an easy target for them. I was at home with no alibi when it happened. They always automatically think it’s the victim’s partner. They’re probably not even looking anywhere else. I’ve got to do something to clear my name.” 
 
    “Can I make a suggestion?” 
 
    “Yes, what is it?” 
 
    “I’m freezing cold sat here. Let me go home now and get some rest.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I need to know you’ll help me.” 
 
    “Look, Charlie, I want to believe you. I’m not going to turn you in.  You can’t keep me here indefinitely.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “Cassie was a good friend. She didn’t deserve to die.” At the mention of Cassie’s name, a wave of sadness came over me and I wiped a tear from my cheek. Charlie moved forward to hug me. He put his arms around me. I moved my body in to accept the gesture. 
 
    “We both miss Cassie,” he said. I nodded. “Thank you for agreeing to help me. Together we’ll find Cassie’s killer.” I gave a half-hearted laugh. It had been a long time since a man had hugged me. 
 
     “I don’t know as I have yet.” 
 
    “Are you sure you won’t say anything to the police, Sophie?” 
 
    “I’m a sucker for a sob story.” 
 
    Charlie’s expression was serious. “I swear to you I didn’t kill Cassie. If we’re going to work together, you need to believe that.” I wished he wasn’t so handsome. His good looks could be swaying my judgement. 
 
    “You know what, Charlie, if what you say pans out then I do.” The look of relief shone over his face. He went to hug me again.  
 
    “Oh thank you. Thank you so much. You don’t know how much that means,” he said. 
 
     He began to sob again. “I don’t even know if my family believe I’m innocent anymore.” 
 
    I released myself from his arms. I wasn’t used to seeing a grown man behave in this way. “Come on Charlie. You’ve got to trust me now.” 
 
    We walked slowly across the moor. The darkness had descended into almost pitch black. Cloud formation covering the moon meant visibility was poor. I thought about the sensitive nature Charlie had shown. This wasn’t something I had expected. 
 
    “How did you get me up here?” I asked as we trundled along the stony path.  
 
    “I drove your car and carried you to that sheltered area where we were.” 
 
    “Blimey, you must be strong. I wouldn’t fancy carrying a dead weight across the moors.” 
 
    Charlie was walking a few steps in front of me.  
 
    “It’s not that far, only about a quarter of a mile.” 
 
    “Still, you must work out or something.” 
 
    He turned to look at me and nodding said, “Yes and I’m sorry for what I did to you, but I couldn’t think of any alternative.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I forgive you. “ 
 
    “The sooner we find Cassie’s killer, the sooner I can walk into a police station and hand myself in.” 
 
    We walked along for a few minutes in silence as we made our way across an area of uneven ground. I breathed in the unmistakeable scent of heather. The path was waterlogged in places. The ground felt firm with rubble one minute and springy like a carpet the next.  
 
    I glanced down at my black patent shoes. The mud was now caked deeply over the sides. I laughed to myself. I wasn’t exactly dressed for hill walking in my dark suit and white tailored blouse. 
 
    Before we parted ways, I turned towards Charlie, whose expression was shadowed by the moonlight. 
 
    “Are you intending sleeping up here tonight?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet.” He was probably being cagey because he wasn’t one hundred percent sure of my intentions. We were just close to reaching the pavement and civilisation and he grabbed hold of my arm. “Can I ask you how well you knew Cassie?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, she told me something of her family life and her time with you.” 
 
    “Did she tell you about her job?” 
 
    “Yes, she told me she worked at the salon.” 
 
    No, not that job, her other job.” 
 
    “What job?” I frowned. 
 
    Charlie watched me. 
 
    “I don’t know what Cassie confided in you, but she didn’t always tell the truth.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What I am trying to say is Cassie was a romancer. She found being truthful very difficult. “ 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand,” I frowned, feeling confused at Charlie’s words. 
 
    “What did she say about me?” 
 
    I chose my words carefully but knew I had to be straight with him.  
 
    “She told me you hit her.”  
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t be saying any of this.” 
 
    “What else did she say about me?” 
 
    “Really Charlie, it’s not fair of you to ask me.” 
 
    Charlie spoke in a loud voice. “What did she say?” 
 
    “She said you were controlling.” 
 
    Charlie stamped the ground. 
 
    “The little bitch.” He looked over at my shocked expression and said, “Sorry, sorry for the outburst but that wasn’t true.” 
 
    “I, I, I don’t understand,” I said 
 
    “So, Cassie didn’t tell you where she got her money from?” 
 
    “She told me she worked at the salon until you made her give the job up. She said you earned enough to keep you both.” 
 
    “Unbelievable.” Charlie’s voice was raised. He shook his head. “Cassie was always the main breadwinner.” My furrowed brow felt a permanent fixture as I tried to take in what Charlie was saying. 
 
    “Why what was her job, Charlie?” 
 
    Charlie peered at me and said, “She worked as a prostitute.” 
 
    I was staring at Charlie open-mouthed. I couldn’t take in what he had said. 
 
    “A prostitute? I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “Well if you want to gloss it up, an escort but it was the same thing.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” I shook my head. 
 
    “I know it might seem hard coming from Miss Prim and Proper but it’s true.” 
 
    “No, it can’t be true.” My hand was over my mouth and I continued shaking my head. 
 
    “Just shows what a great actress she was. You were her therapist, and you didn’t suspect a thing.” 
 
    “No, I never.” I glanced up to my left, recalling past conversations I had with Cassie. Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine what Charlie had told me. 
 
    “How? Why?” I was still flabbergasted and trying to take in what he had said. Charlie was watching my reaction as we continued walking. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    As we left the moor, I gazed back at the horizon and saw the silhouetted shape of the slopes, rolling on for miles. What was I doing? Was I going mad? Who in their right mind agrees to help a suspected killer? I knew I liked to live dangerously, but this was ridiculous. I was about to get myself involved in something I shouldn’t. 
 
     I wouldn’t be able to tell anyone about what I was doing. They would think I had seriously lost the plot. I genuinely believed I was going to be all right though. My reasoning was if Charlie had intended harming me, he would have done it up on the moors with no one about. 
 
     “When I first met Cassie, she was working as an exotic dancer in a nightclub,” he said 
 
    “She mentioned to me very briefly that she’d been a dancer,” I said, nodding. 
 
    “She did lap dancing, that kind of thing. I didn’t know about the escort stuff at first. She’d been approached by a black guy at the club, Randy, to make extra money and he became her pimp. He got her the work.” I was listening with intent. 
 
    “I still can’t get my head around this.” 
 
    “She worked out of a hotel room initially but hired an apartment later. Randy was taking a cut of her earnings.” 
 
    “No.” I was still staring open-mouthed. 
 
    “Yes, it’s true. Mia can vouch for it. She did some escort work too but gave up when she fell pregnant.” 
 
    “So, when did you find out?” 
 
    “I didn’t know at first, but I got suspicious where the money was coming from. She was going out in the evenings and told me she was seeing extra hairdressing clients. I mean I knew she was a fabulous hairdresser but not that great for the money she was spending. I thought maybe she had a secret sugar daddy, so I thought I would follow her one day.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I saw her go off with two different men.” 
 
    “Did you challenge her?” 
 
    “Not there and then. I was so angry. If I’d have done anything I’d have probably killed either her or them.” Charlie glanced over at me. “I waited until she came home, and we had an almighty bust-up.” 
 
    “So, you fought?” 
 
    “Yes, we did. We were at the top of the stairs arguing and she went to push me. I’m sorry to say I pushed her back, more in self-defence because she was lashing out, but she lost her footing and fell down the stairs.” 
 
    “Is that the time she ended up in hospital when you were arrested?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. The crafty little minx made up a story to take the heat off her. She said that I hit her, so no one found out about the prostitution.” 
 
    “But she told me you were violent towards her.” 
 
    Charlie laughed and shook his head. “It was the other way around. I know that Randy guy hit her a couple of times though.” 
 
    “So why didn’t you do something about it?” 
 
    “I may look like I can take care of myself but I’m no mug. If I went up against a street criminal like Randy, I’d have no chance.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you leave her?” 
 
    “Believe me, I thought about it, but I loved her, and she could be unstable. I felt a sense of duty towards her and she needed looking after. I pleaded with her to stop what she was doing but after a while when I knew she wasn’t going to, I accepted it as her occupation. It helped me to cope by believing there were no feelings involved with the men she was seeing. It was a business, and she was purely doing it for money.” 
 
    I found it hard to take in everything Charlie was telling me. He was painting a totally different picture to the story Cassie had told me. After she had been referred to me for slitting her wrists in a suicide attempt, she confided in me that Charlie was abusive both physically and verbally. She was dead now, so I couldn’t check any of this out to see who was telling the truth.  
 
    “You’ve given me a lot to think about, Charlie. I don’t know what to make of it all.” 
 
    “If I was lying to you, why would I come to you and ask for help? 
 
    “But Cassie often came to me with a bruised face and body and always told me you had hit her.” 
 
    “Cassie liked to be the centre of attention. She knew you wouldn’t think highly of her if she told you the truth. At least saying it was me made you feel sorry for her.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have treated her any differently whoever had attacked her. If what you’re saying is true, I can’t believe she blamed you.” 
 
    “She could hardly tell you the truth if she didn’t want you to know she was a prostitute.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose that makes sense.” I was still finding all this quite shocking. “Wait a minute though, why did she leave you?” 
 
    “I admit, we had fallen out, but the real reason was she needed somewhere safe to stay because Randy was after her.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Cassie had been creaming off Randy’s takings and pocketing some of the money herself that was supposed to be his, but he got wise to it.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, and Randy isn’t the type of person you want to double cross.” 
 
    “So, do you think she could have been killed by Randy?” 
 
    “It’s possible either him or one of his cronies could have done it. I told the police about him, but they still think it’s me for some reason, the numbskulls.”  
 
    “This story is all so incredible, Charlie and I’m getting tired. I still feel groggy, so I’d like to go home now.” We had arrived where Charlie left my car. 
 
     “Don’t forget, the first person you should contact is Mia from the salon. She can confirm what I’ve told you about Cassie and she may be able to help us find Randy but be careful. He’s not the nicest of characters.” 
 
    “I’m used to unsavoury types,” I laughed. “What if she won’t talk?” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll find a way.” 
 
    “So, what are you going to do, Charlie? You can’t stay here.” 
 
    “No, I know that. I’ve still got money left. I’ll buy us both a pay-as-you-go phone, so we can speak without fear of being found out.” 
 
    “Okay, so what are your plans?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet.” 
 
    “When should we meet?” 
 
    “Best give me a few days and I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    “Where are you going to go?” 
 
    “I don’t know that either yet, but I’ll think of something.” He passed me my car keys. 
 
    “Goodbye then, Charlie.” 
 
    “Oh, before you go, there’s something else I didn’t tell you.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I went to Cassie’s funeral. I would hardly have risked going if I didn’t love her.” 
 
    “Was that you stood over in the distance by the tree?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I see, okay, well, you’ve given me plenty to think about. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “Good luck Sophie and thanks again for everything.” 
 
    I got into my car. I felt I had been talked into helping Charlie but now in the cold night air, I was having my doubts. I got home. I was still coming to terms with what had happened to me. I didn’t sleep well that night.  I kept churning over and over what Charlie had told me. Could Cassie’s secret be true? When I thought about secrets, I felt a pang in my stomach. Nausea spread up to my mouth and the pain continued into my chest. I thought about my own secret, something I had kept to myself for a number of years. 
 
    There was only one other person knew about what happened. He was hardly likely to tell anyone, but my silence had never given me peace of mind. Instead, I lay awake throughout the night, unable to lie still. I tried to clear my head, but sleep didn’t come. I thought about going to the police, but I had promised Charlie and felt I ought to give him a chance. 
 
    I got up and made a brew and tried to push my fears out of my head. The thought of speaking to the police filled me with dread. I was convinced they would know I was guilty of something. I decided to keep my promise to Charlie and not inform the police. 
 
    I woke up the next day feeling like I hadn’t slept at all. I must have got off at some point, but tiredness weighed me down. Even making a cup of tea felt like a huge effort but I had a mission to contact Mia, which spurred me on. 
 
    Later that day, whilst on my lunch break, I got a chance to make a phone call to The Hair Factory. I wondered if Mia would be there at the salon. I hoped she’d be prepared to speak to me. I was in luck getting hold of her. The receptionist put her on the line. 
 
    “Oh hi, Sophie Brown here, we met at Cassie’s funeral.” 
 
    “Oh hi, Sophie, how are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m fine thanks.” I was thinking about how best to word things. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” asked Mia. 
 
    “I was wondering if I could meet up with you to have a chat about Cassie?” 
 
    “Why, what is it?” 
 
    It’s quite sensitive. I’d rather speak to you in person.” 
 
    “Can’t you tell me now?” 
 
    “I’d prefer to see you if that’s alright?” 
 
    “What’s it concerning?” 
 
    “I can explain better when I see you. Something’s come up regarding Charlie and I think you might be able to help me.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know how I’d be able to help. I didn’t know him all that well.” 
 
    I could hear the reticence in her voice. 
 
    “I won’t take up much of your time, but it is important.” 
 
    “I tell you what, I’ll give you a ring back when I’m not so busy and we can arrange something.” 
 
    We ended the call, and I felt downbeat. Why did I get the idea I was being fobbed off? 
 
    A few days passed, and I hadn’t heard from Mia, so I tried ringing again. This time I was asked my name first by the receptionist, then told Mia was busy. Ah, so she’s avoiding me. Rather than keep pestering her on the phone, I made a decision to go along to the salon and wait for her to finish work. I was hopeful I’d be able to catch her when she left. It was Wednesday and a sign on the door said they closed at six. 
 
    I peered in through the tinted glass window and saw Mia’s unmistakeable shoulder-length bobbed dark hair. She was combing her client’s locks and chatting with her through the mirror in front of them both. I wasn’t sure if she’d noticed me when I walked past.  I checked my watch for the time. It was 5.30. I made a decision to go and have a coffee in the cafe across the road and wait.  
 
    I took a window seat in the cafe and could see the salon door from where I sat. The young girl whose hair Mia had been doing came out. The cafe was closing, so I waited outside. Six o’clock came and went. Two of the other stylists left the building but there was no sign of Mia. I walked up to the salon window and peered inside. The shop was empty. I frowned. Where had she gone? I wondered if there was another exit she had used. Maybe she had seen me and was avoiding me on purpose.  
 
     I walked around to the back-alley and found out there was a back entrance. It looked like I had missed her. I felt dejected and aborted my mission. I tried phoning again the next day but was told Mia was too busy to come to the phone. I thought, in that case, I would go along again in person to the salon to see if I could catch her. This time I kept well hidden. Five minutes after the shop closed, I spotted her leaving. She was alone. I ran up behind her and tapped her on the shoulder. 
 
    “Mia, Mia, can I have a word?” 
 
    She turned and almost jumped when she saw me. 
 
    “Leave me alone. I don’t want to talk to you.” 
 
    “Please Mia, it’s important.” I tried to pull her back to stop her moving forward. 
 
    She pushed me away and gathered speed as she marched up the pavement. 
 
    “Go away.” She began to run, and I chased after her. She was gaining distance on me.  
 
    I slowed down and shouted out, “Mia, I know about your other job. Charlie told me.” 
 
    Mia stopped dead and turned to face me.   
 
    “What do you want?” she said through gritted teeth. She was watching who was passing by. I caught her up.  
 
     “If what Charlie has told me is true, he may be innocent.” 
 
    Mia paused for a moment, weighing up her options. 
 
    “Okay, you win, I’ll speak to you. Do you fancy a drink? We could call in the Two Tubs?” 
 
    “That’d be great,” I said. I didn’t like going in pubs being a non-drinker but knew I must make an exception on this occasion. 
 
    We walked in the pub and I went up to the bar to order the drinks. 
 
    “What would you like?” I asked 
 
    “You’d better get me a double vodka.”  
 
    “Take a seat and I’ll bring the drinks over.” 
 
    I ordered myself a coke. It still felt strange coming into pubs. Walking over to the corner where Mia had found an empty table, I placed the drinks down.  Mia took hers and drank it down in one go. I watched in amazement. 
 
    “I needed that,” she said. “I’ll get another.” She came back with a large glass of white wine. The aroma of the bouquet passed in front of my nostrils. It smelt good. I missed that smell. I ignored any temptation to join her. 
 
    In a hushed voice, I said, “Charlie seems to think Cassie’s pimp, Randy might be connected with her death.” 
 
    “When did you see Charlie?” she asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, but I promised to look into Cassie’s murder for him.” 
 
    “But I thought Charlie had been charged?” 
 
    “He told me he didn’t kill Cassie.” 
 
    “And you believe him?” 
 
    “I’m beginning to.” 
 
    “So, he told you I did escort work?” 
 
    “Yes, he told me. Look, I’m not here to judge you. I want to help find Cassie’s killer.” 
 
    “I needed the money, Sophie. I was deep in debt. In fact, I still am but I’m going to have to find some other way of making money. I’m not going back to doing that. I stopped when I got pregnant.” 
 
    “So, you have a child?” 
 
    “Yes, and before you ask, I’m a single parent and life is tough. My mum looks after Alfie while I’m working.”  
 
    “Won’t she be expecting you?” 
 
    “I sent her a text while you were at the bar to say I had to work late.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. I’ll try not to keep you.” 
 
    Mia had been drinking the wine greedily and finished the glass. She went to get another. When she returned from the bar I asked about Randy.  
 
    “Do you know where I might find him?” 
 
    “I’d stay away from him. He’s trouble.” 
 
    “I’m used to trouble.” 
 
    “No, seriously, Sophie, you don’t want to go meddling in his business.” 
 
    “I want answers, Mia.” 
 
    “Leave it to the police. You’re off your head if you get involved.” She took a large swig from the glass and wiped her mouth on her sleeve. 
 
    “But I promised Charlie.” 
 
    “Well, let Charlie do the meddling, that’s unless you’re on a death wish.” 
 
    “Those girls you were talking to at the funeral. Might they be able to help me?” 
 
    “You’re not listening, are you? Stay away.” Mia’s voice was raised. 
 
    “I owe it to Cassie. Surely you understand that?” 
 
    “Look, Randy is one of the biggest gangsters in Manchester. He’s trouble with a capital T. For your own good, I wouldn’t go asking any questions. He has a real bee in his bonnet about anyone getting close to him. I think there’s a stigma there because of his disability?” 
 
    “Why what’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t you know? He walks with a limp. He has a walking stick, but he uses that for beating people up rather than helping him walk.” 
 
    “So, how come he walks with a limp?” 
 
    “You’re asking too many questions, Sophie. Stay well clear of him.” 
 
    “No, seriously, I’m curious.” 
 
    “Apparently, he was involved in a hit-and-run accident a few years back.” This news sent a shiver down my spine. I wanted to know more, but I had probably asked enough questions already. My stomach tightened as I thought about what happened all those years ago. 
 
    We talked for a while longer. I found out that Georgia, Randy’s girlfriend was one of the women Mia had been talking to at the funeral. I managed to get Georgia’s phone number out of Mia. The alcohol was taking its toll and making her more accommodating. I thanked Mia and hoped she got home safely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    RANDY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not being one to look back on my life, I had a moment recently with my nephew Harry where he got me talking about that emotional stuff. Harry was an impressionable young lad so letting him see that side of me wasn’t good for my street cred. We had the kind of conversation normally reserved for someone on their deathbed. 
 
     I hadn’t planned on revealing anything, the words just came out. In my game though, who knows how long you’ve got left to live. So maybe Harry needed to know some of that nonsense from my past. 
 
    “Get out of that seat, H.” I picked up the chair Harry sat on and turfed him off it. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’ve told you before, our kid, I don’t sit with my back to the door. I don’t want someone coming along and putting a knife or an axe in my back while I’m not looking. I’ve gotta have my wits about me at all times. Now sit down.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, gotcha, mate.” Harry raised his hands up in defence. 
 
    “I’m not looking for any sympathy for the way I turned out. I’m proud of who I am, anyway. Some people think I’m scum but that’s up to them. We’re too quick to judge each other in this life.” I said as I took a long hard slug from my glass of lager. I knew Harry looked up to me whatever I did, good or bad.  
 
    “Do you remember anything about your dad?” Harry asked 
 
    “It’d be hard to forget the last time I saw him. I’d be about six or seven.” I gazed upwards to the left thinking, recalling the nightmare. I laughed. 
 
    “I broke my back when he threw me against the wall.” I laughed again. “That affected my walking and then I was involved in that accident a few years back, so I’ve never been able to walk properly since, the bastards. What I’d do to my father now or the driver of the car that hit me, if I ever got my hands on either of them, doesn’t bear thinking about.” 
 
    “I never knew that was why you walked with a limp.” 
 
    “There are things you don’t know about me. I bet you didn’t know about Uncle Rudy touching me up from the age of about seven, either, did you?” 
 
    “No, but I’ve heard bad shit about him too.” 
 
    “It’s a good job for him he cleared off back to St Lucia. I’d have put a gun to his head and blown his brains out if he’d stayed here.” 
 
    “He probably knew that. He’d be scared of you like most people are in these parts.” Harry said. “So, what happened with the accident?” 
 
    “Some careless moron mowed me down and didn’t think to stop. I was on my own which was unusual for me. Sadly, I never got the car reg. I was too dazed at the time - the car was a Merc, I knew that much, and I put the feelers out, but I’ve never found the scumbag, not yet anyway.” 
 
    “Did you not tell Office Dibble?” 
 
    “The police? Are you joking? Nah, I sort things out my way.” 
 
    “You might have got a few bob compo.” 
 
    “The only compensation I need is when I find whoever did this. I tapped my foot with my walking stick. They’ll be quaking in their boots. Mark my words, I will find them one day. It’s just a slow process.” 
 
    “If anyone can sort it, you can Randy.” I began rolling a joint as we spoke. I took a drag and passed the roll-up to Harry. 
 
    “You want to get away from this area H. Make something of yourself.” 
 
    “Nah, I like it here.” 
 
    “You’re off your head, man. Ordsall’s the pits!” 
 
    “I want to come into the family business when I’m a few years older, Uncle Randy.” At sixteen, Harry looked and acted much older than his years. In a lot of aspects, he was already my right-hand man. I knew he was going to be very useful when he got older.  
 
    “Well, the way things are going, you’re gonna end up inheriting it all. I’d love my own little nipper, but it doesn’t look like I’ll be having any kids if I haven’t had any yet.” 
 
    “Perhaps, you’re firing blanks,” he grinned. I glared at him. 
 
    “When I was your age I was already hustling people.” 
 
    “How did you start off in business Uncle Randy?” 
 
    “I had lots of uncles when I was growing up, not real uncles, of course, just my ma’s lapdogs. I knew they were all screwing her. She was just an old slapper.” I laughed. “One of them, Uncle Mannie, taught me everything he knew - He showed me the ropes when it came to running scams. 
 
    I was never clever at school - I was dyslexic so could hardly read or write. Ma never bothered about that education shit. She left me on my own at night from a young age. I learnt how to fend for myself.  So, I was scheming how to make money. I had a racket going at school. I bullied pocket money out of the other kids. I was the cock of the school. I did boxing, so I could fight. I’ve always been able to use my hands, know what I mean?” I winked at Harry. I could see he was enjoying listening to my tales. 
 
    “Me and Mannie hustled older women out of money. Then we moved into extortion. I got caught up in my first shootout when I was your age. It was with a rival gang from Longsight. We came off best but the whole affair put the willies up Mannie. He smoked dope and took crack. He turned into a maniac when he was high. He had a worse temper than me.  
 
    We’d set up a brothel together inside a massage parlour. That did well, so we ended up with a chain of them. Mannie didn’t have the brains though, and he was becoming a liability. He was going downhill fast. Before long, he was on the brown, a smackhead pensioner. He wanted out, so I paid him off and let him go.”  
 
    I punched the air with my arms in a boxing action. He understood what I was saying. I couldn’t afford to have shirkers working for me. I was training Harry well though, and he was more of a trustworthy understudy than Woz.  
 
    “Go and get the beers in, H.” I peeled off a twenty-pound note from a large wad of cash I had in my pocket. Even though he was underage, the bar staff knew to serve Harry. Anyone connected with me had total respect in this area. They paid enough for the privilege of having my company in one of their establishments. He stood there waiting. 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked. 
 
    “I tell you what H; I’ll have a vodka and Red Bull. I’m in the mood for a bit of action tonight.” I winked at Harry and he smiled. I watched him as he walked to the bar. He had a thirst for violence and seemed to enjoy the drama when it kicked off. He was like me really. 
 
     I always wanted a son and if I had one, I’d want him to be like Harry. Family were important to me. I knew he idolised me. He knew the streets of Salford well and how to work them.  From an early age, I’d seen him hanging around Langworthy Road watching and learning. He moved towards the bar with a swagger. He was wearing his baggy Armani jeans and open check shirt displaying a t-shirt underneath. He looked the business. 
 
    He brought back a bottle of Stella Artois and my vodka and Red Bull. I took a swig. “Harry, you spoil me. Now, where’s my change?” 
 
    “I thought you were giving me that for going, Uncle.” He was laughing. I clipped his ear.  
 
    “Nice try, you cheeky git.” He always called me uncle when he wanted something. 
 
    “So, what’s on the agenda tonight, Randy?” 
 
    “Busy night, tonight, we’ve got to do the rounds with the girls. There are rents to pick up. Have you got that shooter?” 
 
    “Yep.” Harry put his hand deep in his pocket to touch the weapon. 
 
    “We might need to wave it around where old Mr Lao’s concerned. He’s being stubborn coming up with the readies.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean the guy down the Chinese chippy. Me and the lads call it Effing Elsie’s” 
 
    “Go on.” I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “When you give your order in, the girl behind the counter says, ‘effing else?” 
 
    “Very funny, ha, ha. You’ve told me that joke at least a dozen times. Ah great, here comes Woz.” 
 
    Woz kicked the door as he entered. He was striding over to our table, accompanied by Seb and Razor. Woz was decked from head to toe in Converse gear, from his black trainers to his jogging pants. His colour scheme wasn’t very imaginative. His hoodie was black. Only his t-shirt displayed a hint of grey, but it still showed the Converse star. The three of them looked like they could be in a black boy band; they paid so much attention to their appearance. 
 
    “You look like the Milk Tray man, Woz,” Harry laughed raucously, Woz scowled at him. 
 
    “What’s going down, mate?” I rose, and we hugged. 
 
    “Just chilling, Bruv.” 
 
    “Ready for some action tonight?” 
 
    “You know me, Randy. I’m always ready for some action. Which reminds me, that latest Eastern European chick you’ve got, she’s hot.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s a babe alright. I hope you’ve not been taking up too much of her working time.” 
 
    “Nah, just looking, honest, boss.” 
 
    I tapped my nose with my finger. I’d have to keep an eye on him. 
 
    We left the pub not long after and went to get in the black BMW that was waiting outside. We did the rounds. Seb drove. He didn’t have a licence or any insurance but none of us did. The punters paid up that night without too many problems. A little threat here and there soon put people in their place. We’d had to put the frighteners out on a few of them lately. 
 
    I’d had enough of the boys in blue sniffing around after that slag, Cassie died. Thankfully, everyone who lived in this area understood the wall of silence. It was as though it was a condition if you lived in Salford, you didn’t talk to the boys in blue. That is, you didn’t say a word if you knew what was good for you. Anyone who made the mistake of opening their mouth soon got it shut up for them. We made sure they’d no teeth left to talk to anyone again. 
 
    If it wasn’t enough to do keeping an eye on the public, we also had to keep our eye on Malachi’s crew. I didn’t want them getting too close and muscling in on my patch. If we weren’t careful, we’d have a turf war on our hands. I’d informed the lads to be extra vigilant. I had an excellent team, ex-security and military trained. I knew we were in the best hands but one or two of them went crazy after a few bevvies.  
 
    Trouble had been brewing lately. I didn’t let on to the lads, but I was getting paranoid about someone taking over my area. It didn’t help, all the spliffs I was smoking but I couldn’t let anyone see how nervous everything was making me. I had to keep calm and play it cool.  
 
    Woz rolled another joint and passed it to me. I took a drag and gazed up at the stars. 
 
    “Have we still got those tracking devices working for us?” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re on Malachi’s car, his missus’s, and three of his sidekicks.” 
 
    “Good, good. We don’t want them getting too close. We know what happened last time.” 
 
    “Cheeky bleeders blew up my car, but they got their comeuppance. No one messes with Randy Sharples.” 
 
    “Yeah, how many of ‘em did we shoot that night?” asked Woz 
 
    “I lost count, but we showed ‘em they can’t mess with us.” 
 
    “I think it was seven,” said Harry. I turned to Harry who was sat in the back of the car. 
 
    “Did I give you permission to speak?” I glared at Harry. He frowned, then I burst out laughing. 
 
    “Course it was seven.” I smacked the back of his head and jostled with him in a playful wrestle. Harry began to laugh too.  We cruised into Manchester city centre and up by Chorlton Street.  
 
    “Slow down, Seb. I need to keep an eye on my bitches.” We watched as Tulip got into a car.  
 
    “Drop me off at the door of the club. I need to have a word with Georgia.” 
 
    I got out of the car and walked up to the entrance, nodding to the bouncers stood outside the bar. Georgia was sat in the cocktail lounge. It was obvious from her attire what her occupation was. With her over the knee-high shiny plastic boots, micro mini and a see-through blouse, she was hardly discreet. But many of the girls in Manchester could be seen in similar get up on a weekend clubbing. The thing was this was Tuesday. I sat down next to her and signalled for a waiter to come over and take our order.  
 
    “I’ll have a Bacardi and coke. What are you having?” 
 
    “I’ll have a double vodka and orange.” 
 
    I eyed her carefully. I knew she was taking liberties, but she was doing well keeping a check on the girls. She had weeded out some of the scumbags who tried to rip me off. She kept her nose to the ground and could sniff out any greedy tarts. I didn’t like hitting women but some of them got what was coming to them. 
 
    “We’ve had a profitable night, Randy.” 
 
    “Good girl. Georgia.” I gave her a peck on the cheek. 
 
    “I hope you appreciate what I do for you.” 
 
    “Course I do. I pay you well don’t I?” 
 
    I winked at her and she pushed me, playfully. 
 
    “So, when are you going to make a decent woman of me?” 
 
    “You’ll never be a decent woman. Look at the state of you?” 
 
    I laughed, and she laughed with me. 
 
    “You know what I mean Randy. I’d like to be Mrs Sharples one day.” 
 
    “So, would a lot of women,” I teased. 
 
    “They’d have me to deal with first.” 
 
    Georgia was a force to be reckoned with. She was hard as nails. She’d been working the streets since she was sixteen. I did her a favour pulling her out of that environment, making her a madam and putting her in charge of one of my establishments. She did well and within a short time, I trusted her enough and she had enough gumption to oversee them.  
 
    “You keep doing a great job and I’ll see you right.” 
 
    “You better, Randy.” She smiled. I finished my drink. 
 
    “We need to have a chat later. There’s another lorry load of girls coming in next week. We need to check them out and train them up.” I tapped my nose with my finger and smiled. Georgia knew what was going on and I trusted her. 
 
    “No problem, Randy.” She smiled back at me.  
 
    “I don’t want to hold you up. I’ll catch you later.” Georgia turned to me and winked. She knew she was my woman. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t have a lot of confidence that Georgia would speak to me, but it was worth a shot, so I phoned her. The ringtone went on for a few minutes then the answer phone kicked in. I didn’t believe she would contact me if I left a message, so I didn’t leave one and instead thought I would call her again later. I didn’t need to phone her back because within ten minutes my phone rang. Georgia’s number showed on the screen. 
 
    “You phoned me,” she said 
 
    “Yes, that’s right, I did.” 
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    “My name’s Sophie. Mia gave me your number. I saw you talking to her at Cassie’s funeral.” 
 
    “She’d no right to do that. I don’t let just anyone have my number.” Georgia’s tone sounded short, sharp and angry. I thought about all the men who probably had Georgia’s number but didn’t comment on it. 
 
    “Look, don’t be angry with her. I insisted.” 
 
    “What do you want? Only I’m busy right now.” 
 
    I wanted to ask you a few questions about Randy.  Would it be possible to meet up?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “I’ve found out things about Cassie that I need to check out.” 
 
    “Don’t you go getting yourself mixed up in anything.” 
 
    “I’m not, but I need to know.” 
 
    “You don’t need to do anything other than keep your nose out of other people’s business.” Her tone was clipped. 
 
    “Was Cassie working as a prostitute?” 
 
    “It’s no concern of yours.” 
 
    I could feel my face redden. “Oh yes, it is. Cassie was a friend of mine.” 
 
    Anyway, Cassie got what was coming to her” 
 
    “Are you saying that Randy murdered Cassie?” 
 
    “I’m not saying anything of the sort, but you don’t double cross Randy and get away with it.” 
 
    “Can I meet with you to talk about Cassie?” 
 
    “I already told you no.” By now Georgia’s voice had gone up a few decibels and was loud. 
 
    “But it wouldn’t be…” 
 
    I heard the phone click. 
 
    Damn, I didn’t think I’d have much joy phoning her back, so I tried to think if there was any other way of speaking to her. I decided to try Mia again but for now, I would have to leave it and get back to work. I could see this detective business wasn’t going to be easy. 
 
    I was on my lunch break and I took the cheese sandwich I’d purchased from Greggs’ out of its plastic wrapping. I greedily bit through the multigrain bread and swigged my water straight from the bottle. I contemplated what I could do next. I decided to take a less direct approach with Mia. I knew I was meddling in things I shouldn’t be, but I wanted answers for myself as well as finding out about Cassie’s killer. Without a plan, my mind soon focussed back on my work. 
 
    My job at the women’s centre was so rewarding and I’d recently started counselling a new client.  Tricia suffered from intense anxiety. Up until recently she had been unable to leave the house due to her agoraphobia but had made real inroads over the last few weeks. She had finally ventured outside but lots of things still scared her. Afraid of crossing the road, we had worked on strategies to help her.  
 
    I had recommended she attend our meditation class and was pleased to see her turn up this week for the first time. The tips I gave her were all strategies that had helped me with my previous anxieties. She still insisted on the door being left open during our sessions which wasn’t the norm but if it helped her I was prepared to do it. We just had to make sure no one else was about for confidentiality reasons. In a short space of time, I had seen her confidence grow.  She had begun to take more pride in her appearance. 
 
     “Sit down Tricia, how are you?” 
 
    “Thanks, Sophie. I feel fine today. I still have my bad days and I know I still have a long way to go.” 
 
    Tricia spent most of the session talking about Tommy. I could see this was an avoidance tactic, so she didn’t have to look at herself. I gently had to nudge her back to bring the focus to her. 
 
    “How did you find the meditation session?” 
 
    “I was rubbish at it.” 
 
    “Most people aren’t able to relax and meditate at first but it’s worth persevering with. I’m sure you’ll see the benefits of it soon.” 
 
    We were coming to the end of our time, so I summed up what we had discussed, and we made arrangements for Tricia’s next appointment. 
 
    I was keen to get out early that night as I had to pick my car up from the garage. My vehicle had gone in for a service. I always worried that they were going to spot something wrong with my car and I wouldn’t be able to afford to get it out of the garage. I enjoyed the independence having my own vehicle gave me. I recently drove over to see Liam in Liverpool in the car with Aaron in the passenger seat. He said I drove more like a bloke. I was always very careful though when it came to speeding, as I didn’t want to find myself on the wrong side of the law. I couldn’t afford to have the police snooping too much into my past. I was fearful of what they may unearth. 
 
    I got in from work and Max came to greet me. His feline face cocked to one side. He seemed hungry. He didn’t usually form my welcome party. I’d been staring at Max, so I nearly missed the note lying on the carpet near the letterbox. There was a small sheet of paper there that had been doubled over. It was from Charlie. He wanted me to meet him the following evening up on the moors. I shivered thinking about the cold up there. My stomach fluttered at the thought of meeting him. Adrenalin rushed through my body. I wasn’t sure if it was fear or excitement. 
 
     An hour before I was due to meet him, the nerves kicked in. My body tingled all over and I couldn’t relax. I bit my lip and kept walking over to the mirror to check my appearance. My palms felt moist as I opened the door to leave. 
 
     We met up at the allotted time and I noticed Charlie’s beard.  
 
    “How have you been?” I asked him.  
 
    “I’ve had better periods in my life, that’s for sure. I found a disused barn to stay in for a couple of nights, but a farmer came and shooed me away. I was worried he may have gone to the police, but I haven’t seen any sign of anyone since. Last night I found a garage to sleep in.” 
 
    “Oh dear, Charlie, that’s no way to live.” I kept looking around me, watching the shadows. 
 
    “I know, I need to find the killer soon with your help, hopefully.” I gave him one of my looks. 
 
    “I’ve been warned off contacting Randy by both Mia and Georgia, so I think I’ll leave that one for you.” 
 
    “So, you got to speak to Mia?” 
 
    “Yes, and she did confirm your story about Cassie working as an escort. She certainly likes a drink that one.” 
 
    “Yes, she’s got a drink problem.” 
 
    “Oh dear, I know what that’s like.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, I had a stint in rehab and haven’t drunk any booze now for nearly five years.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think I could give up alcohol.” 
 
    “It’s not exactly a choice, more a necessity. My life was a real mess when I was drinking.” 
 
    “Do you ever fancy a drink?” 
 
    “Yeah, often, but I think through the consequences and it wouldn’t be a pretty sight.” 
 
    “Rather you than me. I wouldn’t like to quit anything. I still smoke too much.” 
 
    “I suppose I’m lucky on that score. I’ve never liked cigs. I’ve smoked the odd joint, but it was alcohol that did it for me.” It surprised me how easy I found it to talk to him. 
 
    Charlie gave me the pay-as-you-go phone he had bought, and we swapped numbers. He wanted me to keep close to Mia as he thought she may know more and if possible to keep in touch with Georgia. He said he would check out Randy’s alibi for the time Cassie was killed.  
 
    “You watch yourself, Charlie. I wouldn’t want you to come to any harm.” 
 
    “I will and if we meet up again as soon as one of us has any information.” 
 
    I peered at the makeshift shelter on the top of the moor. The evening was wild with harsh winds blowing in from the north. 
 
    “You’re not sleeping here again are you Charlie?” 
 
    “I’d like to stay at yours, but I don’t want to push my luck.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think that would be a good idea. We need to be careful.” 
 
    We hugged and said our goodbyes and I walked off the moor to where my car was parked.  Arriving home, I turned the engine off and noticed two men stood outside my property, leaning against the wall. I slowly took my key out of the ignition, not taking my eyes off them. I opened the car door and climbed out. 
 
    My tactics were to ignore them but that didn’t work. 
 
    “Evening, Sophie.” The tall black guy with glasses spoke. I didn’t reply but gave them a half-hearted smile. My stomach churned. 
 
    “Not speaking?” the same guy said. My breathing became rapid as I weighed the situation up. 
 
    “Tut tut, that’ll never do,” the stockier bald-headed black guy said. 
 
    I continued to ignore them and walked towards my front door. They came up to me, standing either side and continued to walk with me. My heart began to pump quickly. Should I turn and run? In a few seconds, I was outside my door. 
 
    “Aren’t you inviting us in?” the tall one said. His loud voice made me jump.  
 
    My hand shook as I tried to put the key in the door. I was afraid to speak, but I had to say something. I cleared my throat. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked, my voice quivering. 
 
    “Now that’s not very friendly. We’d like a little chat with you.” I watched them extend knowing looks to each other.  
 
    “Please leave me alone.” I certainly didn’t want to let them in but as I opened the door, they each took my arms and manhandled me into the lounge. I tried to kick out at them, but their strength overpowered me. The large one threw me onto my sofa. 
 
    “Take a seat, Sophie.” He stood looking at me, menacingly. His eyes were darting around the room. His hands were on his hips. My body shook. 
 
    “Now, we’ve heard some nasty rumours that you’ve been meddling where you shouldn’t.” He crossed his arms and sneered at me. 
 
    Struggling to breathe properly, I asked, “What do you mean?” My eyes were blinking rapidly. I gulped. 
 
    The tall one with glasses picked up a porcelain vase that had been given to me by my aunt and threw it on the floor. It smashed into hundreds of little pieces. I put my hand over my mouth. 
 
    “No,” I screamed. 
 
    “Whoops,” he cackled raucously. 
 
    I gazed at the mess, in shock. “What are you doing?” I shouted. 
 
    “Sorry, that was an accident,” he said then he walked over to my large TV and pushed it to the floor. The screen cracked in a number of places. I cried out again. 
 
    “Stop it.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” he said, “another accident. That was so clumsy of me.” I could tell from his expression he was enjoying this. My hands shook uncontrollably. 
 
    “No, No, No,” I screamed, running over to where the TV now lay. That seemed to be a green light for the other one to start. The pictures hanging on my walls, in a matter of seconds became broken pieces of glass as they were whirled across the room. They smashed the lamps to the floor, knocked over the sideboard and pushed the bookcase over. Books were strewn everywhere, and the tall guy kicked them up and down, laughing. He picked one up.  
 
    “Masterchef?” he nodded, “Very impressive. You’ll have to invite us for tea some time.” He started ripping pages out. My skin tingled. My face reddened. I tried to intervene but with his brute strength, I didn’t stand a chance. He brushed me aside and continued vandalising my property. 
 
    “Oh dear, we’ve made a bit of a mess.” 
 
     I tried to protest, but they were too strong for me and I knew intervening again was futile. I sat on the sofa, closing my eyes and prayed for them to leave. 
 
    “I don’t think she’ll be interfering and asking questions that are none of her business anymore, do you, Bobby?” the tall one said. I could hear the other one rummaging in the kitchen. He came walking in with a bottle of bleach. My stomach tightened. 
 
    “No, she’ll have too much cleaning to do,” he said, and he took the top off the bottle and began pouring it over the carpet. I wanted to cry, but I was trying my hardest to hold it together.  
 
    I was grateful Max was nowhere to be seen. I didn’t dare imagine what they might have done to him. I continued to pray for this nightmare to be over. I felt numb with shock. The tall one clapped his hands together, and they nodded to each other and walked towards the door.  
 
     The tall one turned to me and said, “Oh sorry for being so rude, Randy sends his regards.” 
 
    They left. 
 
    I sat there with my head in my hands. What had I got myself into? 
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    A tear broke free onto my face which made the way for uncontrollable sobbing. The unbroken stream of salty water poured down my face. The muscles in my chin were working overtime, and I trembled like a small child. My sobs were loud, and I struggled to catch my breath. There was no sign of the torrent stopping. I wanted to scream, wanted this to be a nightmare that I would wake up from like all the other nightmares.  
 
    My crying was ferocious with no sign of subsiding. My hands scrambled into my bag to find a tissue and I blew my nose. I was shaking. I panned around the room and was shocked by the total devastation. The beautiful home I had spent years building up piece by piece to make it what it was today had been wiped out in an instant.  
 
    I moved to pick up the broken mirror. Glancing at myself in a tiny piece, I spotted my bloodshot eyes, and, in that moment, I detested myself. I hated myself for being a mug, for getting involved, for caring. I hated myself for being stupid enough to believe I could stand up to these types of people. My headstrong ways had got me in trouble once again. Helping Charlie had been one huge mistake. I felt broken. 
 
    The tears turned to a whimper. I sat on the carpet and leaned my head back against the wall. I wanted to be caressed, to be hugged better, to close my eyes and for all this to go away. I sat thinking for some time. Why was I constantly being punished by life? What had I ever done to deserve such cruelty?  
 
    I paid a high price for the mistakes I made. I always had. I shook my head in despair. A worrying notion came to me. Was this payback for the wrong I had done in my life? No, I didn’t want to believe that but still, the doubts crept in. 
 
    This was my home. It was supposed to be my sanctuary. My place had been cruelly violated in such a callous way. Those guys were morons with no respect for anyone or anything. To discard someone’s possessions in such a hateful way was beyond comprehension. I knew I had broken things in the past in a moment of mad rage, but this was deliberate destruction. It had been carried out in such a calm, sadistic, matter-of-fact way. They had enjoyed what they were doing. I could tell they got a kick from it. 
 
     It had the desired effect though. They would get what they wanted. I wouldn’t be going anywhere near Randy or any of his associates. The carpet had turned a yellow and white colour in patches from the bleach. My beautiful Japanese painting I treated myself to for my twenty-first birthday had been destroyed. Everything in the room had been demolished. I picked up a few broken pieces and began to cry again. I couldn’t do this. I placed them back down on the carpet and walked out of the room, shutting the door firmly behind me. 
 
    I was still in shock, but I realised I’d got off lightly. Those guys only operated out of one room. The rest of my place was intact. Max and I were all right physically, so I had to count my blessings. Things could have been a lot worse. Just at that moment, Max appeared and brushed himself against my leg, purring. We both needed some TLC after the events that occurred.  
 
    Then as if I needed another reminder of what happened, my crystal light fitting that had been hit by one of the guys with a brush made a clanking sound. I rushed back in the lounge to see the light fitting that had been hanging by a thread, had come crashing down. Glass particles had landed everywhere. In that moment, I felt as shattered as the glass. 
 
    I didn’t know where to begin, who to phone first. Did I inform the police? Would the insurance payout on something like this? I knew I couldn’t cope with this on my own but telling people would mean I would have to own up to what had been going on. I knew I couldn’t speak to my elder sister, Steph. She would probably give me a piece of her mind. Dad would be too upset. I had to speak to someone who could help me in a practical way but who wouldn’t judge me. I thought the best person to phone would be Aaron. 
 
    Aaron had been something of a misfit growing up and became addicted to drugs. He was now in recovery and he was as kind-hearted a guy as you would wish to meet. His appearance still portrayed a mean streak, with his shaved head and his toned pumped-up biceps. He showed he wasn’t someone to be messed with. 
 
    I called him and gave him a rundown of what had been going on. He agreed to come straight over and turned up half an hour later.  I left the room how it was so when we walked in together, I saw his face change in an instant. His jaw dropped, and his eyes widened. 
 
    “OMG, what a mess! You must have seriously upset these guys, Sophie.” We began picking through the shards of glass and putting them in bin liners. Everything now seemed so far removed from how beautiful my lounge had looked only a few short hours ago. 
 
    “Do you think we should have left it until the police came over?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re going to inform them?” 
 
    I’d taken it for granted I needed to get a crime number if I had any chance of claiming anything back from the insurance.  I hadn’t thought things through. 
 
    “If the police arrive, they may start snooping into your business and find out more than you want them to.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” I said, stroking my chin. I stopped what I was doing. “What shall I do?”  
 
    “I don’t know Sophie. The whole thing is a mess.” 
 
    “I can’t think straight at the moment. I’ll make a brew and I’ll weigh up what’s best.” 
 
    I left the room as it was with all the carnage and moved into the kitchen.  
 
    “Come through and have some tea, Aaron,” I shouted. We sat at the small table drinking tea and eating biscuits. 
 
    “What would you do if it was you?”  I dunked my biscuit in my drink. He was shaking his head. 
 
    “I don’t think I’d be contacting the police.” I watched as my biscuit dissolved and fell into my tea. It wasn’t my day today.  
 
    “No?” I said. 
 
    “No. Whatever you think of them, they’re not stupid. They put two and two together and make five as it is. They’d soon be working out that Charlie must be involved, and they’d hound you to find out if you are connected with him. If they find out you met up with him, you’re in serious trouble.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” I said. 
 
    “How do you make contact with him?”  
 
    “Well we’ve got pay-as-you-go phones to speak but we’ve only used them once.” 
 
    “You’re getting yourself in deep water, Sophie.” I bit my nails, something I hadn’t done in a long time.  
 
    “I’m worried Aaron. What should I do?” 
 
    “Are you covered for accidental damage on your insurance?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, I’ll have to check.” 
 
    “Well, the main things are your TV and the carpet. If you can get money back for them I’d put the rest down to experience.” I began to cry thinking of how my belongings had so easily been wiped out. There were things I’d saved up hard to purchase, and I wasn’t going to find it easy to replace them. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” 
 
    “Let’s clear up the room as best we can then you check your policy documents and we’ll take it from there. The other thing I’ve thought of is if you did involve the police, it might antagonise these morons even more.” 
 
    “Okay.” I wiped my eyes. I couldn’t make decisions for myself at the moment. Tidying everything away, I kept up the mantra to myself that things could have been worse, but I felt so low. The room appeared bare by the time we’d thrown out the damaged items. I was grateful for Aaron’s involvement and his advice.  I thought it best to trust his judgement, and I thanked him for his help and support before he left. 
 
    “Phone me anytime, Soph.” 
 
    “Thanks, mate, I don’t know what I’d have done without you.” 
 
    “That’s what friends are for. Any problems get on the blower.” He put his hand to his ear imitating picking up the phone. 
 
    “We’ll have to get together soon when I get my head straight, you, me and Liam, like old times.” 
 
    “You’re on,” he smiled. We hugged. 
 
    “Goodnight, and thanks again.”  
 
    “Night, Sophie. You take care now.” I waved him off and closed the front door. Immediately, a dark cloud descended on me. My situation hadn’t felt as bad when Aaron was there but now alone, I was consumed with sadness at my predicament. I understood why it wasn’t the best idea to go to the police due to my own stupidity. I made my mind up that I was going to tell Charlie I couldn’t help him. I had been through enough stress and heartache in my life and I didn’t need any more conflict. Another thought struck me. Something was lurking in the back of my mind about Randy’s accident. Was this too much of a coincidence or was this karma at work? 
 
    I knew now I couldn’t claim any money back through my insurance. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I made up a story to compensate for the destruction of my belongings. I was going to have to find the funds from somewhere to replace the more essential items. I made a couple more calls to two of my friends to let them know what happened.  
 
    I decided not to tell my dad and sister. I knew if I told them I would feel worse than I already did. At least I had a small portable TV in the bedroom that would do for now and the carpet could wait until I could afford a new one. It wasn’t as though I entertained many guests, anyway. 
 
    I sent a text to Charlie the next morning telling him I needed to speak to him urgently. He would think there had been developments, but I had to look after myself. We met outside a remote country pub. I asked if he wanted to go in, but he refused. He came and sat in my car. My eyes darted around as I spoke. The knot in my stomach tightened. 
 
    “I’m so sorry Charlie, I can’t do this anymore.” I had to be upfront from the start. I told him what had happened at my flat. 
 
    “I’m the one who should be sorry. I should never have involved you in my problems.” 
 
    “I feel like I’ve let you down but I’m not strong enough to deal with people like Randy and his crew.” 
 
    “It’s alright, I understand.” He appeared dejected. “Shall we keep the phones for emergencies?” 
 
    I nodded. I felt sorry for him, but I had to put myself first. I had been through enough dramas in my life. I didn’t want to live on a knife edge where I woke up every morning full of stress and anxiety. 
 
    “Maybe you’ll think of someone else who can help you.” I glanced across at him. His shoulders drooped.  
 
    “Maybe.” He went to open the car door. “You take care, Sophie.” 
 
    “You too, Charlie. Good luck with everything.” 
 
    He left me alone, and I sat there for a few minutes. I felt terrible. I thought I had let him down. I wished he had never picked me in the first place. It was too much of a responsibility for me. I wondered whether to let his family know I had seen him and tell them he was safe, but I wasn’t sure if that was a great idea. I thought I ought to draw a line under the whole Charlie business. 
 
    The next day at work, my colleagues could tell there was something wrong with me, but I didn’t confide in any of them. My mood was down, and I knew I would have to work through it. I hadn’t been able to muster a smile all day. Even that evening when Max came to greet me, my face remained solemn. I put out his cat food and made myself a snack. I wasn’t really in the mood for eating. 
 
    I phoned my friend, Angela, to let her know what happened. Angela was a larger-than-life character who always looked on the bright side of life. She lived over in Cheshire but normally if I had any problems she’d drop everything and come over. 
 
    “Sophie, I can’t believe the bad luck you have,” she said when I told her what had happened.  
 
    “Aaron’s been an absolute diamond helping me clear up but I’m not going to inform the police.” When she asked why not, I had to come clean and tell her about Charlie. 
 
    “You don’t make life easy for yourself,” she said. 
 
    “I know. I’ve always lived on the edge.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s best for your stress levels though.” 
 
    “No, you’re right. I’m not sleeping well, and this incident has made me fearful.” 
 
    “That’s the last thing you want, given your past.” Angela had seen me through my past failed relationships. She knew all about Simon, the married man I had an affair with who I now wished I never set eyes on. I always envied the peaceful life she had with her husband, Nick. They had it made in their beautiful home and their stable relationship. I’d have been happy with a quarter of what Angela had. She didn’t offer to come around. We promised each other we’d get together soon.  
 
    I heard a knock at the door and went to open it. Pulling the wooden frame aside, I peered out. Stood in front of me were a man and woman. There was something about the demeanour that made them look official. They both held out an arm to show me their cards. I saw they both displayed photographs, but it was more the words that came next that disturbed me.  
 
    I’d missed their names and rank but what I did here was, “Sophie Brown, we’d like you to come down to the station and answer a few questions.” I’d worried for years about this happening. My anxiety pains quadrupled in that instant. I tried to remain calm. Neither of them smiled. This looked like I was in trouble. I didn’t smile either. I grabbed hold of the door with both hands to steady myself. 
 
    “I’ll get my coat,” I said as I took a large gulp. Within an instant, beads of sweat appeared on my forehead and my hands became clammy. I wiped them down on my jeans. Looking about the room, I spotted the pay phone I spoke to Charlie on and with my hands shaking, put the offending item in the kitchen drawer. I noticed my knuckles had gone white.  
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    If I thought things weren’t going well before, they were about to get a lot worse. I nipped into my bedroom to pick up my jacket. Before leaving the room, I made a quick call to Steph. 
 
    “Steph, Steph,” I whispered as soon as she answered, “can you organise a solicitor to meet me at Bury police station as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Why what’s happened?”  
 
    “I don’t know yet. A couple of police officers are stood at my front door wanting to take me in for questioning.” 
 
    “But they can’t do that. You need to ask…” 
 
    “Please, Steph, I’ve got to go. Can you do this for me?” 
 
    “Well yeah but…” 
 
    “I’ll phone you back when I know what’s going on.” I ended the call. My hands were shaking. I had a notion lurking at the back of my mind that I may know what this was about. I could hope for the best and believe this was about the two thugs who came to my flat. Knowing my luck, they knew about my association with Charlie or something far worse. 
 
    As I left my property accompanied by the two officers, I wondered if any of my nosey neighbours had twigged what was going on. If they did, the news would be all over the estate in no time. I climbed into the unmarked vehicle and said a prayer. 
 
    I sat silently in the back of the car. I rubbed my hands together and kept messing with my hair. I felt physically sick. What had they got on me? Why did they want to speak to me? They were chatting with each other about the latest Planet of the Apes film. They asked if I had seen it, but I hadn’t and wasn’t interested in engaging in small talk. I bit my lip and shook my head. Why were they being friendly towards me? Maybe they weren’t going to arrest me. It’s hard when you know you’ve done something wrong to look innocent. 
 
    We arrived at the concrete slab of a building that made up the police station. It felt cold and uninviting. An elderly man was sat in the reception area on a wooden bench. No one was in attendance behind the glass frontage. One of the police officers accompanying me stood in front of the dark blue wooden door at the end of the corridor. My insides were quivering. 
 
    He tapped in a code on the keypad then passed through the entrance and beckoned me to follow. Walking down the corridor, all I could hear was the sound of my shoes tapping on the varnished floor. My heart was pounding fast. My throat felt dry. I kept trying to convince myself that I wasn’t in trouble, but my mind screamed out guilty.  
 
    I was led into one of the interview rooms. It was a long time since I had been in a police station and the last time I was the victim. I didn’t think that was the case now.  
 
    “Right, Sophie, we need to have a word with you,” the female said. 
 
    “Erm, I’ve arranged for a solicitor to meet me here,” I said nervously. 
 
    “Oh, okay,” she said. “What’s your solicitor’s name? I’ll go and see if they’ve arrived yet.” 
 
    “Er, well, actually I don’t know. My sister’s sorted one out for me.” The detective gave me a look of disdain. My muscles tensed. I sat on my hands and crossed my legs. 
 
    “Fine,” she said and left the room. I wasn’t impressed with her people skills but maybe her attitude was like that on purpose to unnerve me. If that was the case, it was working. I sat there for about half an hour. I kept looking up at the clock. There wasn’t a lot else to look at in the room, a couple of chairs and a table and what appeared to be recording equipment.  
 
    I felt thirsty. My throat felt dry. The tightening in my chest didn’t help ally my fears. A further twenty minutes passed. I thought about doing a Charlie and making a run for it, but I didn’t think that was wise. Finally, the door opened and a man in a suit, carrying a briefcase walked in. He held out his hand to shake mine. I pushed my chair back and stood up. I shook his hand. His grip was firm. 
 
    “Hello, you must be Sophie. My name’s Roger Harper from Grimshaw and Partners. I believe your sister has instructed us to act on your behalf.” The voice was commanding. 
 
    “Oh yes, thank you.” 
 
    “Please, take a seat,” he said with confidence as though we were sat in his office. I sat back down. 
 
    “Now then, I’ve spoken with the police and they’ve given me some information about the allegations against you.” 
 
    Allegations against me. I felt the pulse in my temporal artery throbbing. They’re going to lock me up and throw away the key. My limbs tingled. I would be prosecuted, and my name would be splashed over the papers. That would be the end of my job. My mind was working overtime.  
 
    “Sophie?” His voice brought me back to reality. 
 
    “I’m sorry. This is very worrying for me. I have never been in a situation like this before. You say allegations?” I wondered if he could hear the quivering in my voice. 
 
    “I have managed to find out what they want to question you about.” Get on with it, I said under my breath. 
 
    “Mmm,” I replied. 
 
    “They believe you may have been harbouring Charles Darcy.” 
 
    “Harbouring him? Oh, oh. I see.” 
 
    “So, is it true?”  
 
    “No, of course, it’s not true. What makes the police think that?” 
 
    “Apparently there’s CCTV footage which shows two people talking. One of them matches Charlie’s description and the other matches yours. Have you got anything you need to tell me?” 
 
    “Oh.” My brain was scrambled. I had to think quickly. What was the best thing to do in this situation? 
 
    My solicitor told me that the interview between us was confidential and didn’t need to be disclosed to the police. He asked me to be truthful with him. He told me what would happen next after our discussion. He said that the police would interview me and ask me questions and that he could advise me whether to comment or not. So, we needed to decide whether I should answer their questions, prepare a statement or make no comment. 
 
    I told Roger Harper that I had spoken to Charlie and that he convinced me that he was innocent. I told him that Charlie threatened to harm me if I didn’t help him. I didn’t like being dishonest, but my liberty was at stake here and I was in a sticky situation. He asked me to be honest about my relationship with Charlie. I told him there was nothing further to add.  
 
    He asked me more questions, but my mind was in a whirl. I wanted this nightmare to be over with. I began pulling at my hair. He took out a file. It concerned me he already had a file on me, but I tried to dismiss the thought. He made notes with his Parker fountain pen. I thought it was probably a present from his wife. Finally, he finished writing, and I closed my eyes.  I opened them to see him put the pen away in his inside jacket pocket. 
 
    He said it was my decision what I did but that his advice would be to make a statement telling them what I had told him. He said they would probably be able to put me at the scene anyway with mobile tracking. I agreed to do whatever he advised, and he got the pen out again and a form and began to write. I wondered why he didn’t use a laptop in this age of technology and thought maybe he wanted to show off his pen.  
 
    After we completed the form, and I signed the document, he left the room. I closed my eyes and began counting randomly. I didn’t want to think about my fate. He returned to with the two police officers from earlier.  The policewoman introduced herself as Detective Constable Harriet Pearson. She may have already told me previously. My mind was all jumbled. She only seemed about the same age as me. She had a pale complexion and red cheeks. Her light brown hair was cut short.  
 
    “Can I get you a drink, tea or water?” she asked. 
 
    “Tea, please.” She left the room to sort my order out. I wished I’d asked for water as I was only prolonging the agony of waiting to see what they had on me. The minutes ticked by. The room felt stuffy. The other police officer had introduced himself. His name was Detective Sergeant Sam Whittle. He was in his late forties and had straight dark hair. He didn’t smile. 
 
    The door opened and in walked DC Pearson carrying a tray of drinks.  
 
    “I believe you have made a statement.” I nodded. “We need to read through what you have written and see if there is anything else we need from you at this stage,” DS Whittle said. 
 
    There was silence in the room whilst the detective read through my paperwork. I bit at the skin around my little finger. When he had finished reading both officers walked out of the room for a short time, then returned. 
 
    “What happens now?” I whispered to my solicitor.  
 
    “There’ll be back in a moment and may want to ask you some questions based on your statement. I’ll try to discourage that.” 
 
    I had hoped that the statement would be enough. I didn’t like being subjected to this treatment.  
 
    The two officers returned and told me they would be introducing themselves formally again to me for the benefit of the tape which was turned on by the policewoman. 
 
    She spoke first, “Sophie Brown, you have a right to silence. Whatever you say can be used against you in a criminal case in court. If you don’t mention something now which you mention later a court might ask you why you didn’t mention it at the first opportunity.” 
 
    As she spoke, my mind went into a blind panic. I stuck to the story I had given my solicitor but had a moment of dread. What if they were already searching my place? They would find the pay-as-you-go phone I used to speak to Charlie. That would blow my story. I wasn’t concentrating on what they were saying. The pains in my chest were intense. I wiped the sweat from my brow with my hand. 
 
    “Are you alright, Sophie? Do you want to take a minute?” My breathing was shaky as was the rest of my body. 
 
    “I’m fine.” I wanted to cry and say, you win, lock me up but I didn’t. I kept up a bold front and brazened it out.  
 
    Their questions continued, and I kept looking over at my solicitor. He said nothing. When was this going to end? The torture of the experience seemed to go on forever. It was a test of my endurance for sure. 
 
    Finally, after all the questions, and a lot of time where I had to sit there with my thoughts, a decision was made what they were going to do with me.  
 
    My solicitor had been out of the room talking with the police officers. He walked back in. 
 
    “I’ve got good news,” he said eagerly.  
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    “You’re being bailed.” I didn’t think that was good news. Maybe it was for him as it meant he would have to fight my corner and make wads of money. I didn’t look very pleased whereas his face was beaming. 
 
    “No honestly that’s great news that they haven’t charged you,” he said. “They obviously haven’t got enough on you.” I hoped they weren’t going to get enough but if they found Charlie it was anyone’s guess what he might say. He could land me in it like I had with him. The solicitor explained to me that I was being bailed to attend the police station at a later date, pending their enquiries. He said that at that time, a decision would be made whether I would be charged with harbouring a criminal. My foot was tapping constantly as this statement sank in.  
 
    The police had left me in no doubt as to how much trouble I was in and that I could go to prison for a very long time. I felt physically sick. This had been a nasty experience, and I didn’t want to repeat it if I could help it. The problem was, I was in this up to my neck. My movements would probably be watched now by the police, so I had to be on my best behaviour. I prayed that if they were going to tail me that they didn’t start until I managed to get rid of the pay phone. I was grateful at that moment that Charlie had made that suggestion as they had taken my iPhone and I knew they would be scrutinising my records. 
 
    As I left the police station, I said goodbye to my solicitor and had one thing on my mind, getting rid of the phone. I walked out of the building with my shoulders slumped and my head looking down at the ground. Yet again I had brought shame and worry on my family. In the past though I hadn’t done anything wrong other than choose unwisely went it came to partners. This time I had to admit that I had been foolish.  
 
    I arrived home. I was still shaking. I ran to the kitchen drawer and opened it. I felt a sense of relief when I saw the mobile was still there. I kept looking about me as I placed the incriminating item in my pocket and left the flat. I hadn’t thought what I was going to do with it, but I needed to get away fast. I checked around to see I wasn’t being followed. I was about to get in my car then thought about APNR. 
 
    I couldn’t believe myself. I was even thinking like a criminal now. Thankfully, I had watched lots of police dramas so knew I might get tracked on the automatic number plate reader cameras, so I travelled by bus. I didn’t know where I was going but hopped on the first bus that came along. I kept looking behind me. 
 
    I ended up in Phillips Park in Whitefield. I walked down to the bottom of the park over the motorway bridge, constantly looking around. I turned off onto one of the walking paths I remembered venturing along as a young child when we used to go blackberry picking. I continued to watch my back. A branch snapped, and my body jerked. Probably just a bird. I kept looking around and when I was convinced that no one was about, I took the phone out and stamped on it. I kept jumping up and down on the misshapen metal. I was taking my frustrations out on it, then, I buried the remains. When I finished I sat down on a tree stump and began to cry. I think it was more out of relief than anything.  
 
    Travelling home, I thought about this new world I seemed to have entered, where I was beginning to feel like a criminal. I didn’t like what was happening to me. As I walked around the corner into my road, the first thing I noticed was a police car parked outside my door. I thought about turning around and keeping out of their way. I had experienced enough of the police after my time at the station. Were they coming to arrest me?  
 
    I felt I better stay and face the music. I was in no mood for a police chase. I didn’t think my heart would be able to stand the stress. Two policemen were stood outside my door. I didn’t smile when they greeted me and neither did they. They had a warrant to search my property. I gave a sigh of relief knowing what I had just done. 
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    After the police left, I sighed with relief. They had found nothing incriminating as far as I knew. I had managed to remove the phone just in time. It didn’t make me feel any better about the situation though. My foolhardy ways meant that I could end up going to prison. I made a decision not to tell my employers anything about this for now until I knew how much trouble I was in. I was glad I’d come clean with Steph and she’d organised a solicitor for me. I knew from her reaction it wasn’t going to be easy telling Dad. I decided to go and see him rather than speak to him over the phone.  
 
    I turned up unannounced. I didn’t want him worrying. It was Wednesday. Dad didn’t go out Wednesdays because there was often football on. He could be relied upon to keep to his routines, so I knew he’d be in. He enjoyed going to tea dances at the British Legion and the Longfield Suite in Prestwich. He normally went out Tuesday daytime and Thursday and Saturday evenings. I felt sure I would find him in any other time. 
 
    I was glad he had an active social life since splitting up from Mum and her subsequent death. He had made some wonderful friends at his dances and seemed to be happy with his lot. He enjoyed gardening when the weather was fine, and he grew vegetables. He was very proud of his range and I ended up with an endless supply of carrots, potatoes and onions, perfect for making a tater hash. That was normally what Dad made when I went over on Monday evenings.  
 
    Every time I went to see him, I ended up going home with a present. It was common to see me lugging five pounds of spuds down his drive after a visit. On other occasions, it would be a bargain he’d bought from the supermarket. It was never anything I needed, but I didn’t have the heart to refuse his offerings. I tended to visit him at his house rather than him come to mine. Although he still drove, he didn’t like driving at night when darkness descended.  So, I only had the occasional visit from him to mine in the summer months. I didn’t know what he would make of me turning up unannounced. 
 
    When Mum died, he moved from Whitefield into a smaller place in Prestwich. The house was a little two-bedroomed semi off Bury Old Road close to Simister Lane. There was still something of a community spirit locally and he loved the fact there was a chippy on the corner he could walk to on a Friday night. Fish and chips had been a tradition in our family that I could remember from being small. 
 
    Now, Dad was on the mend from his heart attack, he had got back into his routine of helping others. Even though Dad was approaching seventy, he went to a few of his neighbours and offered to keep their gardens ship-shape. He mowed the lawns for an elderly lady, Vera who lived across the road from him. He also helped Jim next door who was partially sighted. Dad tidied his garden and did some shopping for him. 
 
    I drove over to Dad’s after work that evening. I parked the car in front of his house and spotted him at the window. It looked like he was about to shut his blinds. I waved at him then took a big gulp. I had an empty feeling in the pit of my stomach. I twisted the ring I wore on my right hand and watched as he waved back. He opened the front door before I could knock. 
 
    “To what do I owe this pleasure, Sophie?” 
 
    “Erm, I’ve got some news you’d better sit down to listen to.” 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of this.” 
 
    “You’re not pregnant, are you?” 
 
    “No, no, nothing like that but it is bad news I’m afraid.” 
 
    His smiling face changed in an instant. 
 
    I proceeded to tell him about my police interview and what had gone on. I’d decided to tell the truth. I thought it would be easier that way.  
 
    When I finished talking he said, “Oh dear Sophie, when are you ever going to learn?” His tone was abrupt. 
 
    “I know Dad, I’m sorry.” My head drooped.  
 
    “Does our Steph know?” 
 
    “Yes, I phoned her from the police station. She organised a solicitor for me. Although I was being truthful now, I was still being economical with what I told both him and Steph. I kept to myself the part about my damaged property. 
 
    “So, can I help in any way?” 
 
    “No Dad, I just wanted to let you know.” Dad shook his head. 
 
    “One of these days, you’re going to come here, and you’ll have some happy news for me. You know you’re too soft for your own good, our Sophie and you never think things through. I don’t half worry about you.” His voice was raised. It reminded me of the lectures I got off him when I was a schoolgirl. I rubbed my forehead and bowed my head. 
 
    “I know you do Dad and I’m sorry. I don’t do any of this on purpose.” 
 
    “Do you want something to eat now you're here?” Dad’s solution was always to feed me in times of trouble.  
 
    “No, I’m fine Dad, honest.” My shoulders were slumped. 
 
    “Look at you. You're all skin and bone. When was the last time you ate?” 
 
    “Lunchtime I think, but I’ll eat something when I get in.” 
 
    “I can rustle up a ham sandwich for you. I’ve got some of that honey roast in that you always rave about.” 
 
    “Oh, go on, then.” I rose from the chair and moved towards the kitchen. “I’ll make it,” I said. Dad had followed me in. 
 
    “No, you sit yourself down and I’ll make you a pot of tea and a sandwich. I’d have done something special if I’d have known you were coming.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad but a sandwich is fine.” 
 
    I went back and sat in the lounge. I knew from Dad’s reactions that the worst was over. He wasn’t going to give me a hard time. It always depended on what mood he was in whether he reacted to any of my news or not. I hated when he got angry because he had a real temper on him. It was that and the constant arguments that had split him and Mum up. 
 
    I found out later the reason for his bright mood. He had won fifty pounds on the lottery. I was thankful for small mercies. That had made my telling him a lot easier. I stayed for about an hour and we chatted although neither of us had any further news. I promised to keep him updated, and he said he would say a prayer in the hope that the police didn’t charge me. 
 
    I was minding my own business as I drove home that night. Listening to music on the radio and following the traffic, I suddenly glanced up. The car in front of me went through the traffic lights on red. I fisted my hand down on the horn and shook my head, tutting. How easy an accident could have been caused if something had been coming through the crossroads.  
 
    Then, to make matters worse, I slowed down to stop at the lights and the car behind me overtook me and also went through on red. I couldn’t believe it. Heat flushed through my body as I tensed up. My muscles quivered as I swore under my breath. I knew from my reactions, I was out of sorts as I could normally let things like that pass.  
 
    I didn’t usually suffer with road rage, but I couldn’t let it go. I kept playing over and over in my head, what if something had happened? I knew also that I was feeling sorry for myself. I felt the rest of the world was getting away with murder, literally. I was probably going to be charged by the police harbouring a criminal even though I had never let Charlie stay at mine. Then I remembered my secret and realised that maybe I did get away with things as much as other people. 
 
    I reached home and turned the key in the lock to open my front door. It was easy when I was out of the way to forget what had happened at home, at least for a short time. As soon as I got in, I was surrounded by reminders, the small TV in place of my large widescreen television, bare walls that had been adorned with lovely pictures and photographs. I’d not replaced the broken mirror or the lamps yet. Even the books in the bookcase I’d put back didn’t seem to look right anymore. 
 
     It was as though I could feel the violation that had taken place and as for the carpet, well I couldn’t bear to look at that. I’d hoped I might have heard from Charlie, even though I’d told him to stay away. I started to cry. I wiped my face with a tissue then scrunched it up and threw it in the bin. 
 
    My low mood wasn’t lifting. Life felt like a chore and I didn’t feel able to shake off the gloom. The thought of food was too much of an effort. What was the point of eating? I kept harbouring on in my head about what had happened. Life seemed pretty dark.  
 
     I didn’t want to speak to my friend, Angela when she rang. At weekends, I had become a virtual recluse, not speaking to anyone. I had no social life. It had been a few years now since I’d had a partner. I was loath to try dating again. My attempts had all ended in disaster. Life felt like one big dark cloud. Even work which I generally enjoyed, felt grim, especially the note writing, and I was getting behind with my paperwork. I’d been pulled up about it, but I found it difficult to motivate myself.  
 
    I worried that my mood was rubbing off on my clients. Roseanne had been coming to see me for a couple of months and last week she asked me if I was okay. It was supposed to be me asking her. She was still struggling after the death of her partner and couldn’t move forward. I knew I didn’t want to get stuck in a rut but climbing out of this was easier said than done sometimes and the familiar felt attractive.  
 
    I woke up the following morning determined to do something to push myself forward. I didn’t know what yet, but I did know I couldn’t continue in this frame of mind. I was seeing Roseanne but instead of bucking my ideas up she caught me not listening to her. She mentioned it and I apologised profusely saying I wasn’t too well physically. If I wasn’t careful, I was going to be reported. 
 
    I couldn’t continue like this, so I made an appointment with my GP and managed to get in to see him that evening. I didn’t know if that was a good thing but when he asked me how he could help, I burst out crying. I told him about being down and under pressure at work. He asked me to complete a questionnaire. I wasn’t suicidal, so he suggested me going on anti-depressants for a time. I agreed because anything was better than the way I was feeling. He also gave me a sick note for a couple of weeks off work. 
 
    I felt guilty about taking time off from my job. I knew I wasn’t a shirker, but I thought a break from my routine might be what I needed. I got into bed that night with the satisfaction that hopefully, I would soon be on the mend. 
 
    I was in a deep sleep when I heard ringing. The noise woke me. At first, I thought my alarm was going off, and that it was morning, but I felt too tired for it to be seven o’clock. I spotted the time and saw it was almost three o’clock. Who on earth would be ringing me at this time? My first thought was it was Charlie in trouble. Groggy eyed, I gazed at the screen and Steph’s name was showing. My hands went clammy as I wondered what she could be phoning me for at this unearthly hour. I picked up the phone. 
 
    “Steph?”  
 
    “Can you get down to Fairfield Hospital, pronto?” 
 
    “Yeah, why? What’s up?” 
 
    “It’s Dad.” 
 
    “Why what’s happened?” 
 
    “He’s been taken in with chest pains?” 
 
    “When, how?” 
 
    “I don’t know the details, Soph. He’s in intensive care, suspected heart attack. You need to get over there now.” 
 
    “Yeah course. I’ll get dressed.” The phone went dead. My mind was in a daze. 
 
    I was at the hospital within fifteen minutes. The roads were quiet at that time in the morning. The chilled air was like a slap in the face and woke me up properly. I asked at the reception where intensive care was, and I was directed to the ward. I rushed along and went up to the desk. 
 
    “I believe my dad’s been brought in here, Derek Brown?” The nurse inspected her notes then came around to my side of the desk. She put her arm underneath my elbow and guided me through to an interview room. She motioned for me to sit down then sat alongside me.  
 
    “Your dad’s had a heart attack. We lost him about thirty minutes ago, but the crash team brought him back.” I put my hand over my mouth. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I gasped. 
 
    “Oh dear.” My eyes filled with tears. “So, what does that mean?”  
 
    “Your dad’s very poorly. We’re monitoring him closely.” 
 
    “Can I see him?” I began whimpering. 
 
    “Yes, of course, we’ll get you gowned up.” She took me through to the room where Dad lay motionless. A number of pieces of equipment were attached to his body and there were various screens and beeping noises. Beads of sweat settled on my forehead. I didn’t like looking at him like this. I wished Steph was with me. I lowered my voice to a whisper. 
 
    “Is he conscious?” 
 
    “He’s breathing,” came the reply. I wasn’t sure exactly what that meant. I swept my hand across my forehead to soak up the perspiration. 
 
    “Can I hold his hand?” 
 
    “Of course, and you can speak to him as well. He may seem like he can’t hear but he probably can.” The nurse smiled at me. Her tone was very gentle. I should have felt reassured by her, but I didn’t.  
 
    I went and sat by the side of him and gently picked up his hand. A cannula was sticking in, making his hand look blue and had bruised. I gulped. 
 
    “Hi Dad, it’s Sophie. Steph’s on her way up from London to see you.” I tried to smile. “I didn’t think I’d get to see you three times in one week.” I wiped a tear away. I was struggling to speak. Seeing him like this, I felt so helpless. I held his hand through the night. I could see the dawn rising outside. I was exhausted, but my tiredness had been knocked out of place by fear. I didn’t want Dad to die. What would I do without him? He was too young. I glanced over at him and he seemed so peaceful. 
 
    Next thing I heard a continuous beeping sound and within seconds the room was filled with people in uniform. One of the nurses put her arm around my shoulder and guided me off the chair I was sitting on. 
 
    “You’re going to have to sit in the reception area for a while.” 
 
    “Why, what’s happening?”  
 
    “We’re going to have to get your dad’s heart working again.” I wanted to scream but instead, I grimaced. 
 
    I did as I was told and was escorted outside the room where Dad was fighting for his life. I whispered a prayer under my breath. I apologised for all the wrong I had done. I felt guilty for bringing this on for Dad. I sat with my head in my hands and wept. Please pull through Dad, please. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    All through my life, I had felt I was to blame. It didn’t matter what it was. I always thought it was my fault. At school, if someone misbehaved, I wanted to own up because I felt so guilty, even though I had nothing to do with whatever the crime was. I still felt that way. I felt it was my fault when Mum left Dad. They had been arguing and not getting along for years so I felt responsible. 
 
     I knew I was carrying a heavy burden but didn’t know how to let it go. I hunched my shoulders and my chin quivered as I recalled times when I had upset Dad in the past. I knew I hadn’t been a model daughter, and I always brought worry on for my parents. I looked down at the floor and leaning forward, I ran my fingers through my hair.  
 
    I glanced up to see an orderly coming towards me with a mop and bucket. She stopped at the side of me. A Muslim family were sat there and one of them had spilt coffee on the table and on the floor. When I glimpsed down at my jeans, there were wet slashes there too. I hadn’t even noticed any commotion. One of the family members, a woman, passed me some tissues to wipe the spillage off my clothes but I waved her away. 
 
    “That’s fine. It doesn’t matter.” My jeans were unimportant compared to what was going on in the next room with Dad. She was very apologetic, but I wanted them to go away and leave me alone with my misery. My eyes followed the cleaner as she mopped up the mess. I could see she had missed a bit, but I couldn’t be bothered to tell her. Nothing mattered at the moment other than Dad pulling through. I vowed to see more of him if and when he recovered from this. It felt like hours that I had been sat there. The Muslim family disappeared. I didn’t see them go. 
 
    I sat in the reception area watching, waiting. I focussed on the scene unfolding around me. Everywhere, I saw muted colours, walls in washed-out tones of grey. There was an eerie silence about the room in stark contrast to the emergency ward reception where drunks rolled in. The room began to fill up with people wearing sallow expressions. Their eyes were crying out to be the other side of the dusty window panes. 
 
     I stared at the hand sanitizer by the navy-blue coloured double doors, feeling compelled to use it. I wanted to believe that by cleansing my hands I could also cleanse my mind of the torture it was going through. I told myself, if I use that liquid, everything will be okay. Dad will get better. It was compelling me forward. I glimpsed down the corridor and saw trolleys approaching, trying to avoid the people walking by. Looking down again at the highly polished shiny linoleum, I heard the sound of shoes walking quickly and growing louder as they got closer. 
 
    Averting my eyes away from the dispenser, I followed the sounds and marching through towards me came Steph. I breathed a sigh of relief. Somehow, I believed she could shoulder my pain and if the hand sanitizer couldn’t make it go away, maybe Steph could. We hugged without words.  
 
    “They’ve told me to wait out here.” Steph nodded. She walked over to the nurse’s station to find out what was going on. I sat watching Mrs Efficiency in operation. She was deep in conversation with two of the nurses and I knew I could trust her. If there was anything needed to happen, she would organise everything. There were people coming and going. I kept my eyes fixed on Steph. 
 
    She beckoned me over. She smiled, but the smile was limited to her mouth.  
 
    “They’ve said we can go in to see him in a couple of minutes.” I reciprocated with a similar smile.  
 
    Walking into the ward, the first thing I noticed was the tubes linked to Dad. His ashen skin colour matched the walls, and I thought how frail he seemed. His appearance was scary. Steph and I both pulled up a chair. I watched the monitors, oblivious to their meaning. There were random numbers churning out. Sixty-four, thirty, every number that came out, I hoped were lucky numbers.  
 
    Time went on. I shared memories of Dad with Steph as well as polystyrene cups of tea. It was the sort of conversation usually associated with a funeral. That hadn’t gone unnoticed in my thoughts. I tried to remember that Dad might be able to hear so turned to him and spoke about football and golf. I told him about the latest transfer news in the papers. I was glad I had glanced at the headlines that morning. 
 
     I knew the British Open was coming up. Dad was also a big fan of snooker. I couldn’t think of anything to say relating to that. I’d heard of Ronnie the Rocket but that was about as far as my knowledge went. Every time I spoke to him, I searched his face for any movement but there was none. 
 
     I couldn’t have coped with this without Steph there. Another hour passed. I kept watch. I was like the night watchman on duty. I wasn’t going to fall asleep at any cost. I kept peering at the monitors and the drips, then back at Dad. It was as well I didn’t know what everything meant as it would have added to my stress had I known how poorly Dad was.  
 
    Steph was glancing through a magazine. I had turned down the offer of reading one. I knew I couldn’t focus on anything at the moment. I kept up my vigil of watching Dad and the monitors. I kept checking to see his chest rising and falling.  
 
    Steph was talking about day-to-day matters, but I couldn’t concentrate. It was difficult enough for me to string a sentence together at the moment without crying. I didn’t want Dad to see my tears so sat there quietly, desperately holding back my emotions. I tried to think of something else to say to him. I talked to Dad some more about football and I relayed details of last night’s results as best I could remember. Dad was a big Manchester United fan. 
 
    Holding his hand, I said, “Did you see the highlights of the game last night, Dad. I think it was on telly?” Of course, Dad didn’t respond. “Wayne Rooney scored a cracking goal, I heard, and it was a great result beating Spurs 3-0.” Steph gave me a genuine smile. I could tell she was happier with me talking football rather than moping and crying over him. Dad and I had been through so much together and I didn’t want to lose him. He had been there for me through the domestic abuse I suffered, and I vowed to be there for him now if he pulled through this.  
 
    Steph joined in, “Do you think United might win the cup this year?” She was looking over at Dad. She knew nothing about football but at least she was doing her best. She laughed and looked at me. 
 
    “I was thinking,” she said, “what was that song Dad always sang to us at night when we went to bed?” 
 
    I sniggered, “There were two, “Roamin’ in the Gloamin’” and “Donald where’s your trousers” if I remember rightly.” 
 
    “Oh yes, that’s right,” Steph smiled then in her best Scottish accent she began to sing, “Let the wind blow high, let the wind blow low.” I joined in and together we recaptured our youth, singing away.  
 
    When we finished our renditions, Steph turned to Dad and said, “Did you like that, Dad?” She turned to me and smiled. 
 
    “That was certainly a lot better than Dad’s version. He has a terrible voice. He’s never been able to sing in tune.”  
 
    “I wonder why he always sang Scottish songs?” I didn’t know. There were lots of things about Dad I didn’t know but I vowed to find out. Life was too precious and could be snuffed away so quickly and cruelly. 
 
    Steph had been to get us both a sandwich for our lunch. I hadn’t even realised we’d gone past breakfast time. I hadn’t wanted to leave Dad. I felt more in control, waiting and watching over him. I wrongly believed he wouldn’t die if I kept an eye on him. I was so tired. My eyes were drooping.  
 
    “Why don’t you go home and get a few hours rest, Soph?” 
 
    “No, no, I’ll be fine.” I didn’t feel fine, but I couldn’t go anywhere while Dad was like this. I didn’t want to miss anything if he woke up. I was drained emotionally and physically but my body was fighting on and I hoped Dad’s was as well. I did what had become my monitoring ritual of watching him then watching the machines. Was I imagining things, or did I just see his eyelid flicker? I wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Dad,” I called. “Dad, can you hear me?” With my eyes, I urged Steph to do the same. Sitting forward in her seat, she put her lips close to his ear. 
 
    “Dad, it’s me Steph. How are you?”  We continued calling to him for a few minutes but there was no movement. I felt disheartened and sighed heavily. Maybe I had imagined it, willing him to wake up. It felt like seeing an oasis in the desert when it turned out to be a mirage. Steph sat back down to read her magazine. I couldn’t understand how looking at dress patterns in Prima could help but I knew everyone dealt with trauma and shock differently.  
 
    Another hour passed. All sorts of thoughts were going through my head. I tried to prepare myself for the unthinkable if he didn’t pull through, but my mind wasn’t ready to go there yet. Steph was super-efficient. She’d sent Tim, her husband a text asking him to let Dad’s friends and other family members know what had happened. I hadn’t given a thought to worry about anyone other than the three of us.   
 
    More time passed. I opened my mouth to criticise the fact no one was telling us anything then I stopped short. That wouldn’t help Dad. I could only assume that no news was good news. My exhaustion was having an effect on my mood and I was feeling worse. Internally, I was insulting the nurses. I was glad I didn’t have the pressure of work to think about at the moment. Dealing with what was going on with Dad was enough. 
 
     I remembered hearing the saying that God only gives us as much each day as we can deal with. I sometimes questioned this in the past but was glad today not to have any other distractions other than Dad’s health. He had been a stalwart in my life and a prime example of someone living life to the full, especially in his later years.  
 
    I knew I was going to keep up my vigil until I passed out from exhaustion, but I stayed slumped over his bed. I felt weary. Steph on the other hand still appeared fresh, but I knew she would be going through her own inner demons as she processed what was happening.  Another thirty minutes passed, and I continued to watch.  
 
    Suddenly, I saw a flicker of movement on Dad’s face. 
 
    “Steph,” I whispered. She glanced over at me then down at Dad. 
 
    “Dad, Dad,” she called. Slowly Dad’s eyes opened halfway and closed again. 
 
    “Did you see that?” I asked. My pulse quickened, and I had an adrenalin rush. 
 
    “Quick, get the nurse.” It was unusual for me being the one to give the orders but Steph willingly obliged and came rushing back with a nurse. The nurse took hold of his hand and began doing her own monitoring. 
 
    “Derek, Derek,” she said, and this time Dad’s eyes opened fully. He frowned and seemed confused. Words came out of his mouth, but they didn’t make sense.  
 
    “Take it easy, Derek,” the nurse said in a gentle tone. 
 
    Dad spoke more gibberish, but I detected the word ‘where.’ 
 
    “You’re in hospital, Dad. You’ve had a heart attack, but the nurses and doctors are looking after you.” 
 
    “Is that you, Sophie?” His voice was croaky, and he looked so frail laying there. I wanted to jump up. 
 
    “Yes, and Steph’s here as well, Dad.” We both took hold of his hands and the nurse smiled at us. 
 
    He slowly began to come round. He was shocked when he realised where he was. He said he remembered getting pain in his arm and chest but didn’t even recall phoning for the ambulance. 
 
    He still appeared deathly pale, and I knew he wasn’t well, but it was only later that we discovered exactly what had happened. Dad had phoned for an ambulance after getting massive pains in his chest and down his left arm. He knew straight away what it was. He was awake when the crew arrived but collapsed in the ambulance. 
 
     He went into cardiac arrest nine times so now was proud of the fact he had one more life than a cat. He was whisked into surgery as soon as possible. A stent was placed in the main artery down the front of his heart which had been ninety-eight percent blocked. After the doctor spoke to both Steph and me about Dad’s condition, I lingered in the area of the nurse’s station. Steph went to sit back down. I had a question that was eating away at me. I could see they were busy, but I couldn’t put it off any longer and had to ask someone. I interrupted their conversation. 
 
    “Can I ask a question?” I asked to no one in particular. The nurse with a dark uniform and short brown curly hair spoke. 
 
    “Yes, what do you want to know?” 
 
    “It’s about my dad, Derek Brown.” She was watching my behaviour and could see my discomfort. My eyes were darting around at the other members of staff. I didn’t want everyone to hear. She ushered me into a side room. 
 
    “What can I help you with, Sophie?” I was surprised she knew my name. I hadn’t been very observant when I came in so for all I knew I could have spoken to her before. 
 
    “Could this have been brought on by recent bad news?” 
 
    “It’s possible.” She watched as my face turned into a grimace. “But it’s likely to have been down to a number of factors from your Dad’s general health to his lifestyle.” I thought she was trying to pacify me because she could read the guilt written all over my face. It wouldn’t have mattered what she said really as I felt I knew I was guilty of causing this. I didn’t know if I’d be able to forgive myself. 
 
    “Your dad will be given advice on how to improve his lifestyle so that this doesn’t happen again.” 
 
    The medical professionals worked miracles on Dad. Within a day, he looked almost normal again. Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said for me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was crying out for some company. Even Charlie would have been preferable to Steph. She was staying at mine. I would normally have made sure the place was ship-shape but in view of the circumstances, hadn’t had time to clean up. Steph was a stickler for cleanliness and I had to admit that I’d not been keeping on top of things of late. 
 
    I generally did the housework at weekends but for the last two weeks, I couldn’t be bothered. So, there was a layer of dust everywhere. The carpets needed hoovering. The bathroom and kitchen were both a bit of a shambles. There was washing up still in the sink and the place was untidy. We both arrived back from the hospital together. I’d had no prior warning she was coming so hadn’t been able to do a spring clean in her honour. 
 
    We walked through the door and she took one look at the place.  
 
    “Oh Sophie, you’ve let things go, haven’t you?” She always called me by my full name when she was cross with me. 
 
    “I know I’ve been too tired for housework lately.” 
 
    “Sophie there’s only you here. The cleaning doesn’t take more than five minutes.” Her face reddened.  
 
    “There’s Max as well.” 
 
    “Sophie, a cat doesn’t make this much mess.” Her tone was abrupt. 
 
    “Mine does,” I said in a whining voice. She glared at me, her lips thinned. She grimaced and shook her head. 
 
    “Come on let’s get this place sorted. A tidy house means a tidy life.” I laughed at that. Maybe that was my problem. My life was anything but tidy. Perhaps if I paid more attention to the housework things would buck up.  
 
    Suddenly Steph noticed the carpet in the lounge.  
 
    “What on earth has happened here?” she screamed. I had to think on my feet. “It looks like the place has been trashed,” she continued.  
 
    “It was Max. That’s right. Max did it. I’d not tightened the top properly on the bleach and he got hold of the bottle and wrestled with it around the room.” She frowned, and her eyes narrowed. She didn’t look convinced. 
 
    “Max?” she questioned. I didn’t answer. “Sophie, you could have killed your poor cat.”  
 
    “I know. I’m fortunate that nothing happened to Max.” Fortunate my backside. The lies were tripping off my tongue without a care. 
 
    “And what’s happened to your telly?”  
 
    “Oh, the big one? That broke. I’ve not got around to replacing it yet.” 
 
    “So, haven’t you claimed for it on your insurance?” Her voice was beginning to grate on me. 
 
    “Erm, I’m not covered.” 
 
    “What?” Steph looked indignant. 
 
    “I know, I didn’t read the small print. I had a rubbish policy.” 
 
    “Well, I’d get that changed sharpish.” Her face seemed deadly serious. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m working on it.” As if.  
 
    “It looks different in here since the last time I came.” Her eyes were busily scanning the room. I laughed, unconvincingly. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got rid of a few things.” I didn’t want to lie to Steph, but I wasn’t in the mood for giving her war and peace over my involvement with the local gangsters. I didn’t want to discuss how they came to be here in the first place. I began picking at my cuticles. 
 
    “Sophie, stop doing that. You’ll ruin your nails.”  
 
    “I don’t care,” I sulked. I plonked myself down and scrunched my body into the chair. Steph tutted. I closed my eyes. I’d forgotten how bossy she could be. She was controlling enough when I spoke to her over the phone. Being in my home, it felt like she wanted to re-arrange my life for me. I didn’t like it. If I didn’t do something, I knew I was going to fall out with her. I was in no mood for cleaning now. I thought she was insane, even considering it after what we’d just been through. 
 
    “It’s about time you got yourself a fella. You definitely need someone to look after you.” My teeth were grinding. I wasn’t ready for one of Steph’s lectures. I could feel the heat in my cheeks. 
 
    “I’m going to get off to bed, Steph. I need a lie-down. We’ve had so little rest.”   
 
    “Oh, okay. Yeah, it’s been a long day. Someone up there is looking after Dad. Come here.” She held her arms open wide to hug me and I hugged her back.  If Steph wanted to do the tidying, she was welcome to it, but I was exhausted. I could hardly keep my eyes open. Dad was stable when we left so we said we’d go back to the hospital in the morning.  
 
     I had been walking around like a zombie for most of the day. The tiredness was debilitating but still, I had difficulty sleeping. I turned from one side to the other, thrashing my hands and feet outside the duvet cover. Eventually, sleep came and when it did it was deep. 
 
    I woke up the next day with a massive headache and sore throat. The smell that greeted me was of cleaning products. I felt groggy from such a deep sleep. I was surprised I’d managed to get off at all, but I had been up for a long time and I was so tired. The duvet was scrunched into a ball. It looked like I must have spent the night in a wrestling match. I slouched into the lounge in my dressing gown. I viewed my home. I didn’t recognise it. The place shone like a new pin. Steph was busy cleaning my windows.  
 
    “Oh Steph, you don’t need to do that.” 
 
    “There’s that much muck on them, they look like they haven’t been done in ages.” 
 
    “No, they’ve not but you’re my guest. You shouldn’t be doing that.” 
 
    “I’m your big sister and it looks like you still need looking after.” She finished off what she was doing and came into the kitchen. She had ironed the pile of clothes that had been strewn over the chairs. She still had the knack of making me feel small. 
 
    I made us both a brew, and we sat down with our hot drinks. At least I could still do something right.  
 
    “What happened to that lovely picture you had up in the lounge?” 
 
    “Which one do you mean?” My stomach churned as my feeling of unease went up a notch 
 
     “You know the one of Clitheroe Castle at night. It was a limited edition wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Oh, that old thing, I sold it at a car boot.” 
 
    “What! Are you off your head? That’d have been worth something in a few years if you’d have kept hold of it.” I didn’t reply but let Steph continue, “I don’t know what’s got into you, Sophie. I think all that drinking you did affected your brain.” I folded my arms across my chest. 
 
    “It probably did,” I sulked.  
 
    “Anyone would think you were drinking again, the way you’ve let things go.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not,” I shouted. I could feel the heat rising through my body up into my face. Why did she always have to interfere in my life?  
 
    “You’re going to have to…” 
 
    “I’m not going to have to do anything. Just because I made a few changes in my home, you have to criticise everything.” My neck stiffened. 
 
    Steph went to speak, but I anticipated this and spoke first. “I’m sick of you.” My voice had gone up a couple of decibels. “I wish you could keep your nose out of other people’s business for once in your life!” I banged my empty mug on the table and stormed out of the room. I had listened to enough. I could hear Steph mumbling in the distance, but I went to my bedroom to stay out of the way before I did or said something I regretted. 
 
    I knew we were intending going over to the hospital together, but I didn’t want to be anywhere near Steph at the moment. She’d come swanning up from London with her fine home and her rich husband. She had no worries, and she didn’t have a clue about how to manage on her own. I hated criticism of any kind but coming from Steph at this time, knowing I was struggling with Dad’s illness was too much to take. 
 
     I sat in my room sulking for a while. I didn’t know how long she was intending staying with me but as far as I was concerned, she had overstayed her welcome. I knew I had become slovenly, but I didn’t care. The worst thing was the insult that she thought I’d been drinking. I hadn’t had any alcohol in such a long time I’d forgotten how wonderful it felt to escape reality. What I wouldn’t give at that moment for oblivion.  
 
    I could hear her still pottering around cleaning. How could she behave in such a way? I was in bits and she didn’t care about me. I cracked my knuckles. My nostrils flared.  I had to put my feelings aside though and consider Dad. He was lying in a hospital bed, lucky to be alive and here was the pair of us being petty. That didn’t mean I was going to make up with Steph though. I knew I had to swallow my pride and say something because we had the journey to the hospital to do together. As it turned out, Steph took her own vehicle, and we drove to the hospital in separate cars.  
 
    At the hospital, Dad had been moved to another ward. I snatched a chair from her and we sat across from each other. I fantasised about punching her. Dad’s condition had improved, and he had managed to eat breakfast.  
 
    “Is everything alright with you two?” Dad frowned. 
 
    “Yeah,” we both said in unison. Dad was surprisingly observant for someone who had just come out of intensive care. 
 
    “Dad, I’ve got to head back down south later so I’ll be phoning every day to see how you are. I want you to do as the nurses tell you.” 
 
    Dad put his hand up to his forehead in a salute. “Yes, Sergeant Major.” I smiled to myself. Good old Dad, he’s got Steph sussed. In view of Dad’s rapid recovery, Steph said she was going to rush off. I’d gathered as much when she said she would take her own car to the hospital. I still wasn’t speaking to her. Dad could tell that things weren’t right between us. I thought staying quiet was easier than speaking as I may have just lost my temper. I didn’t want to do that in front of Dad.  
 
    “Dad, I’ll be here tomorrow,” I said rubbing it in as we both rose from our chairs getting ready to leave.  
 
    We kissed Dad and said our goodbyes. I turned to wave to Dad when we reached the swinging door, but it looked like he had gone off to sleep. His eyes were closed. 
 
    We walked to the car park in silence. As Steph turned to walk towards her car, she opened her mouth to speak.  I thought she was going to apologise for the way she’d been. I’d decided that if she did, I would forgive her. We could be friends and begin talking again.  
 
    Instead, she said, “You need to see someone, Sophie. Seriously, you need help.” I swore under my breath. I frowned at her and didn’t reply. I pulled my lips together and sucked through my teeth. My eyes narrowed as I watched her walk towards the door. I let her go, and we didn’t say goodbye. 
 
    I’d hoped that with no work to think about and the medication the doctor had given me, I would have started feeling better by now. At the moment I felt worse than ever. I hadn’t had a fall out with Steph for years. I felt a great sense of unease. She was my big sister, and I felt inferior in her company, still after all these years. I had forgotten what growing up with her was like. I hadn’t liked being dishonest. 
 
     I suppose I didn’t want her to judge me, but she did judge me. She’d always judged me and right now I didn’t like her very much.  To crown it all, my sore throat was getting worse. My body was aching, and I felt lousy. Probably all the germs in that hospital. 
 
     I felt miserable. Self-pity was consuming me. Steph irritated me, and I’d had enough. I wanted out.  I thought about whether I should pick something up from the chemist to help me sleep. I certainly needed something to try to ward off what was probably a cold or flu coming on.  I decided to stop at the chemist to stock up on painkillers. The sense of unease I had on the way home worried me.   
 
    I pulled up outside the pharmacy. I bit my lip as I churned over her words and behaviour over and over in my head. It felt like a cuckoo clock had been planted inside my brain, going over and over what she had said and done. There was a pounding in my ears and my mouth was dry. I was still upset about what had happened to Dad, still blaming myself. His condition was still worrying me even though the consultant had said he was over the worst and he was stable.  
 
    My negativity doubted this. I didn’t want to be left with just Steph as family. If anything happened to Dad, I felt I would have no one. I was laying it on thick, feeling sorry for myself. Being physically unwell wasn’t helping my emotional state. I was about to walk in the chemist shop when I had a thought.  
 
    I knew what would be best for a sore throat, a whisky with hot water and lemon. I had lemons in the fridge and I didn’t like the taste of whisky, so it wouldn’t be like drinking alcohol. It would be more like taking medicine and it would do me good and maybe even improve my mood. My vision clouded, and my mind went blank. I’m not a violent person but what I wouldn’t do right now to beat Steph senseless. I felt edgy. My body started twitching as I opened the door of the off-licence. 
 
    I bought a half bottle of whisky for medicinal purposes. I’d convinced myself that because I was normally repulsed by whisky that I would only be able to drink one. Something at the back of my mind thought it was not a great idea, but I dismissed that. I got in and made the drink up with hot water. It tasted rather pleasant with the lemon and it seemed to be doing my throat good. I liked how the warmth of it hit the back of my throat. Yes, it was definitely working.  
 
    What had I been worried about? I felt the alcohol was doing such a fantastic job that I would have another, and then another. Before long I had drunk the bottle and felt I ought to go out and get more in. My brain was telling me that at this rate I would be well by morning. I went to the corner shop and bought another half bottle of whisky. This was what I’d been missing. This was what I needed to help me cope with life.  
 
    At some point, I passed out. I hadn’t had alcohol for nearly five years, so the booze took hold of me quickly. In the past, I’d been able to take in vast quantities without it affecting me but not anymore. I was well and truly sozzled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up to the sound of a thunderclap going off between my ears. The pain was horrendous. If I moved my head, it was excruciating. Slowly, I opened my eyes. There was no comfort there. I closed them again. I was sinking in a sea of nausea and my whole body ached. 
 
    As my mind sprang into life, the initial thought was one of terror then bewilderment. What had I done? My memory of the previous night was sketchy. I remembered putting on sad music and crying. What I did know was that in a moment of madness I had thrown away the good work done over the last few years by drinking. My skin tingled. I had a sudden coldness that hit me at the core. I couldn’t think straight. 
 
    Frustration and disappointment were overtaken by fear. Fear won out hands down. Fear encompassed my whole being. How could I live with myself now after this? Friends and family would be so let down by my actions. They would never understand the pressure I was under to drive me to this. I had not had my crutch by my side for so long now. 
 
     Last night I had needed my anaesthetic once again and now my throat was on fire. The whisky had not worked at all. The poison poured out of my pores as the sweats compounded my sense of unease.  
 
    In such a short space of time, the low mood I suffered from had increased tenfold. Life seemed futile. All sense of purpose had been stripped from my being and a thought came in that the only solution now was to drink myself to death. I was alone, and no longer felt I could cope with life. 
 
    I couldn’t believe how quickly my thinking had changed from one of hope to me spiralling out of control. I had well and truly arrived back in hell. The curtains stayed closed as I crawled out of bed to the bathroom. I only deserved darkness in my life now. I sat retching, clutching the toilet pan as I worried about unknown tragedies that were about to descend on me.  
 
    Had I spoken to anyone last night? Had I upset anyone in blackout? All those feelings of regret that I used to experience came back. I couldn’t face a cup of tea. I shivered and shook. I managed to get myself into the kitchen but curled up in a corner. The tears flowed as I thought about the mess I had made of my life.  
 
    I contemplated suicide but then remembering my last unsuccessful attempt; I realised that wasn’t a good idea. I hated alcohol with a passion for what it had done to me. What should I do? I needed help but the compulsion to drink took over me. Anger arrived like a hurricane. I didn’t deserve this, but I didn’t think anyone would understand.  
 
    Slowly, I moved to the sink and turned the tap on. Splashing my face with cold water, I then filled a glass and drank it. My throat was so dry. My hands shook uncontrollably. Nausea welled up in my body and I vomited into the kitchen sink. I checked around the room to see if there was any alcohol left but the bottles were empty. I felt afraid to leave the flat, but I needed another drink. My body wanted to lie down but my mind wanted to drink. I looked at the time. It was 8.30. I presumed it was morning, but it could have been evening.  
 
    I looked down at my body and I saw the bruises, not knowing where they had come from. Panic set in. What had I done? Had I invited anyone into my home or was this just from my drunken effort to get to bed last night? For all I knew I could have killed someone without even knowing. That was how powerful alcohol had a hold on me. I couldn’t remember a thing. Remorse overwhelmed me and sucked me in deeper to that dark pit of loneliness. I was just a no-good drunk who didn’t deserve anything good to happen in her life. I had to get a drink. 
 
    I got dressed without showering. My clothes hadn’t been ironed, but I didn’t care. Personal hygiene was the bottom of my list when oblivion called. I needed to get out of it as quickly as I could. I wasn’t bothered who saw me, yet I was fearful of being seen.  
 
    I walked around the corner to the local Tesco Direct. I couldn’t take the car as I could still be over the limit. I bought tomatoes and lettuce, thinking that buying them as well as the booze wouldn’t make my early morning purchase look as bad. I bought a bottle of vodka and a box of wine.  
 
    I’d got a story firmly implanted in my head. If anyone stopped to ask me what I wanted all that alcohol for, I would tell them it was my birthday and I needed last minute things for my party. They hadn’t seen me buying drink before, so I didn’t think they suspected I had a problem. The only party I’d be having was a pity party on my own. 
 
    As I put the items in my plastic shopping bag, a sense of relief came over me. I would be okay now. Within a few minutes, I was home and helping myself to a large glass of wine. I swilled the liquid round in my mouth then swallowed. The taste was bitter, but the effect was euphoric. I sighed a big long sigh. I was back on the merry-go-round of addiction. Alcohol was my friend again. I even managed a smile.  
 
    As I sat drinking, some of the things I learnt in rehab came back to me. I tried to block them out. I thought about the friends I made in treatment and how I had now let them down. Maybe I knew at the back of my mind I was going to drink again. It was what I was good at. 
 
    I had to sober up to go and see Dad in hospital, but I would leave it until tomorrow. I had drunk too much today, and I couldn’t let him see me like this. He had enough to think about. I didn’t want him worrying about me as well. 
 
    I drank solidly for the next three days. I phoned the hospital and left a message for Dad to say I was sorry I hadn’t been, but I had the flu. It wasn’t completely a lie. I had a bad cold that had developed so felt I could justify staying away from hospital but it didn’t make me feel any better about myself. I didn’t want to pass on anything to those poorly patients. 
 
    By the following day, I felt so ill I knew I had to stop drinking. My resolve was strong. I decided to go to the hospital first thing before any stupid thoughts came in that might try to justify why taking a drink was a good idea. I arrived at Dad’s ward. I was filled with self-loathing.  I’d managed to clean my teeth that morning, and I bought mints in the hope that there were no lingering telltale smells of alcohol on my person. 
 
    Dad had been through major surgery, a triple bypass and he looked better than I did. His expression was of shock when he saw me. I hadn’t realised how bad I must have appeared.  
 
    “Sorry to hear you’ve been ill, love,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, this flu kept me in bed for the last three days. I’m sorry I couldn’t come and see you, but I didn’t want any germs spreading through the ward and I worried about you catching any infection.” I coughed to add substance to my words. 
 
    “It’s okay, love, I understand.” He frowned at me suspiciously 
 
    “Can I smell alcohol?” he asked 
 
    “No, no, I don’t think so.” 
 
    He looked perplexed. 
 
    “Oh, I know what it’ll be. It’s that hand sanitizer at the door. I used some. There’s always alcohol in those things.” 
 
    “Yeah probably,” he replied. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to get out of there. I felt so uncomfortable. I sat for a while longer making small talk. I wouldn’t be able to keep up this facade. I suspected Dad knew what happened. All that was on my mind was to get another drink. I loved Dad but with him being in hospital, it was a nuisance in my life.  
 
    I didn’t want to take responsibility for caring for him but knew I had to step up my game. That fact irritated me. All Dad wanted was my love and attention and I didn’t feel capable of giving that. I was empty inside. Alcohol robbed me of the emotions I should have been feeling. It destroyed my sense of duty and all I cared about was getting my next drink.  
 
    Rushing out of the hospital, I made my way to the nearest off-licence. I was so glad to get home. With the curtains closed, and the blinds drawn I could drink in the darkness of my flat. No one had been in touch with me. That cemented my feelings of woe. I felt sorry for myself big time. I was alone, and no one cared. I drank and passed out. Woke up, drank some more, then passed out. Day turned into night without me even noticing. I lay in bed drinking. I heard my mobile ringing but ignored it. I wasn’t intending answering it, anyway.  
 
    Sometime later I picked up my phone and scrolled through it. There were a couple of missed calls and messages from Steph. I couldn’t return her call at the moment. I had drunk too much. I phoned her the following day. Believing that I was sober enough, I tried to put on a front that everything was okay.  
 
    “Hi Steph,” I said. My chin quivered. I clenched my jaw and bit my lip. I was thankful that she couldn’t see me as my appearance would tell all with my bloodshot eyes and shaking body. 
 
    She was straight on my case. “How come you haven’t been going to see Dad?” 
 
    “I’ve not been so well myself, Steph. I’ve had a bad case of flu. It was going but then it came back with a vengeance.” 
 
    “We’re going to have to sort things out for him coming out of hospital. He’ll need your support, Sophie.” I sighed too loudly. I felt irritated with Steph. I wasn’t happy with her giving her orders from two hundred miles away in London - “What’s the matter?” Steph asked. This wasn’t said with a caring tone, more of an accusing manner. I remained silent. That silence must have raised her suspicions. “What is it, Sophie?” 
 
    “Erm well, I’m not coping too well with things at the moment. I’m off on the sick from work.” 
 
    “Have you had a drink?” 
 
    I felt a pang in my chest, then heat and tingling in my face. How did she know?  
 
    “No, of course not.” My tone was indignant. It annoyed me how Steph had always been able to tell when I was drinking. She only had to walk into a room after I’d had some booze and she would know. I could never fool her. 
 
    “You’ve been drinking, haven’t you?” she shouted. I started crying.  
 
    “Sophie, how could you. You selfish little… I can’t believe you. Poor Dad’s there in hospital and you’ve let everyone down again.” 
 
    “I, I, I…” 
 
    “I don’t want to speak to you, Sophie. I am so annoyed. Your behaviour is beyond belief.” Steph ended the call. All I heard was the voice in my head saying, you may as well drink now, you’ve done the damage.  
 
    There was no denying my life was a mess. I had no boyfriend, a sister that hated me, a father who needed me and yet I was unable to fulfil my family duties. I had genuine reasons to be fearful. I still wasn’t sure if the police were going to charge me, I had the possibility of Randy’s henchmen returning. I also had something from my past that was eating away at me. Every time I tried to push it down, it kept bobbing back up to the surface. 
 
    I began to worry about the amount of money I was now spending. Also, I was fearful about my job. My main concern though was whether people might know if I was drinking or not. I kept telling myself I didn’t care, but that was so far from the truth. I cared too much. 
 
    I went on a two-week bender. By the end of which, no one was speaking to me. I couldn’t kid myself that I was a party animal anymore. All my drinking had been done at home alone with the curtains closed. I didn’t want to drink, but I had to. Every morning I woke up and told myself I wasn’t going to have a drink that day. Sometimes my resolve lasted until lunchtime. Other times, if there was some still by the bed from the night before then I’d be drinking within a minute.  
 
    I was afraid to look in the mirror for fear I’d be too repulsed at what I saw. My hair was unbrushed. My face was makeup free and unwashed. My clothes were dirty. I couldn’t cope with doing any laundry. I wasn’t making it to bed most nights. I passed out in the chair with the lights still on.  
 
    Work had been in touch, leaving a message because I wasn’t answering my phone. I’d been too afraid to phone them back. I thought they’d guessed what I was doing and had sacked me already. I scanned the room in disgust. There were empty bottles everywhere. 
 
    I couldn’t carry on like this and I had to do something. I didn’t just feel broken I felt I’d been shattered into a million little pieces. I phoned Aaron for help. 
 
    “Hi, Sophie, not heard from you in a while.” He sounded cheerful. My voice quivered as I spoke.  
 
    “Aaron, I need help.” He didn’t ask any questions. I was sure he knew. It was the sixth sense that other addicts have. 
 
    “Do you want me to come over?” 
 
    “Yes please.” 
 
    “I’ll be there in half an hour.” 
 
    I tried to tidy up, but I had no energy. I felt so weak. Any actions were futile. I lay on the sofa. I was feeling physically and mentally sick. I couldn’t wait for Aaron to arrive. What was I going to do? My world was crashing down around me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    For the last two weeks or however long I’d been drinking, I had stomach pains. I also had backache and constant diarrhoea. I didn’t think it was a coincidence. I had no appetite so was very weak and fatigued. My normal slender frame now looked like one of skin and bone with more bone than skin. I waited for Aaron to arrive. Terror came and took over me. I felt utterly bewildered at how things had ended up like this. 
 
    The doorbell rang, and I made my way over to the entrance of my flat. I could hardly walk. I found it easier to crawl there. When I opened the door, Aaron’s expression took me by surprise. It was as though he’d come into contact with an alien for the first time and not a very friendly one at that. I hadn’t looked at myself in the mirror for some time because I knew I wouldn’t like the picture I saw back. As sad an excuse for a woman as was possible, the loathing I felt towards myself was huge. 
 
    For all his upset at the sight of me, Aaron threw his arms around me. 
 
    “Come here,” he said. “What are we going to do with you?” I began to cry, more out of relief that I had let someone into my isolation. 
 
    “What’s been going on?” he asked. My voice trembled, and I found it difficult to speak. 
 
    “I just started drinking and I couldn’t stop.” My drinking had been nothing like the good old days out with friends. This had been done in secret and on my own away from prying eyes. It hadn’t been pleasant, just a necessity.  
 
    “Can I make you a cup of tea?” 
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    “Well, I tell you what. I’ll make us both one and if you can’t drink it, don’t worry about it.” 
 
    He walked into the kitchen and I heard him mulling about. I was sweating profusely. He came in with two mugs of hot tea and passed one to me. My hands were shaking so badly, I couldn’t hold onto the mug.  
 
    “Let me help,” he said. He came over and took the drink from me. He put it to my lips like he would if caring for a small child. Thankfully, the warm liquid stayed down. I had virtually tried to drink myself to death but in that moment, drinking tea, it felt good to be alive.  
 
    “Thanks for coming over, Aaron.” I tried a half smile in his direction. 
 
    “Don’t mention it. It’s what friends are for. I’m only glad you phoned. It’s a privilege to help.” My tears began to flow. Aaron watched on. He rubbed the back of his neck. “So, what are we going to do with you?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” I couldn’t think straight at the moment. I was surprised I’d had the gumption to phone Aaron.  
 
    “Let’s try to get you in to see your GP. See what he can do to help. Does he know you have a problem?” 
 
    “No, last time I went straight to rehab which I arranged myself.” 
 
    “Where’s his number?” 
 
    I scrolled through my phone as the trembling continued. Aaron took control and managed to get me an emergency appointment for 11.30 that day. I was so grateful to him. 
 
    “Thanks for sorting that out,” I said. 
 
    “No problem. Now, do you have any more alcohol in the house?” 
 
    “I, I don’t know. I don’t think so,” I replied. Aaron’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I’m not saying I don’t believe you, but do you mind if I take a look. We don’t want you finding anything to tempt you.” 
 
    “No, that’s fine.” Part of me was happy going along with what he said, and another part was reluctant to give up my booze. 
 
    I heard Aaron clunking through cupboards. Being in recovery himself, he knew the hiding places an alcoholic might have. I couldn’t kid a kidder. He returned to me and sat in the lounge. 
 
    “I found a small amount of vodka left in a bottle under the sink, so I’ve poured it away.” 
 
    “Thanks, Aaron. I don’t understand why I do that, hide bottles from myself.” 
 
    “It’s okay, now, can you eat something?” 
 
    “No, I’m not well enough for that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m going to clear out your empties. I saw a few while I was rummaging around.” 
 
    I rose from my chair to help him. 
 
    “You sit down and rest. You won’t have any energy at the moment. Where do you keep your bin liners?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” I felt disorientated. “Oh, it’s the third drawer down in the kitchen.” I sank back into the chair. I didn’t have the will to argue with anyone right now. I would have done whatever was asked of me. 
 
     “You okay with me going in your knicker drawer?” At this, I managed a laugh.  
 
    “I don’t think there are any bottles hidden in there, but you can search the whole house, I don’t mind. I’ve nothing left to hide.” My body still shivered as I slumped in the chair. The tremor of my chin seemed to magnify as Aaron glanced at me. His expression was sad.  
 
    “Leave it to me then,” he smiled. I heard the bottles clinking as he worked his way through the flat. There were probably enough to fill a bottle bank.  
 
    I was glad Aaron made the call to the doctor and not me. I would have been fobbed off when they told me there were no appointments, but Aaron insisted on something being done for me. He came along with me to the surgery. It was good to have his company as half of me wanted to run away and get another drink. As the minutes passed, the stark realisation of my actions kicked in. To say I was remorseful now was putting it mildly. The longer I sat there waiting, the worse I felt.  
 
    My name was called, and Aaron offered to come in with me. I thought that was a good idea. The way I was at the moment, I couldn’t trust myself to register the doctor’s words. Also, it was nice to have his support by my side. I trusted Aaron wholeheartedly. He had been in my group at rehab, so knew my life story. I couldn’t get away with anything in front of him. 
 
    The doctor listened to what I had to say and was very sympathetic. He asked me lots of questions about my drinking and for once I was honest. There was no point trying to fool him. Dr Kalib had been my doctor for years and I liked him.  
 
    What he agreed to do for me was a home detox. This meant coming into the surgery every day for the next week to see him and pick up my medication. I had taken Librium before and I knew it made me drowsy, but I liked the idea of having a reason to get up each day. He also sent a request through to put me in touch with a counsellor from the drug and alcohol team. He said that appointment might take longer to come through. In the meantime, he wanted to check my progress every day until then.  
 
    He did a blood test and checked my blood pressure. It always made me smile when I had it checked. For some reason, it reminded me of checking the oil in my car. If ever there was anything wrong with my car, I always checked the oil. It never sorted out the problem, but it did confirm for me whether I needed any oil or not. The same when I was ill. I bought myself a blood pressure monitoring kit and if ever I was ill, I checked it. It didn’t do anything to improve my ailments but at least I knew my blood pressure was okay.  
 
    I came out of that meeting with a sense of hope. The doctor’s words had been encouraging.  
 
    “You’ve been here before Sophie and made a success of it, so you can do it again,” Aaron said. The GP wrote me a sick note for a month to give me time to get well. I hadn’t even needed to ask him for one, he volunteered it. I didn’t think work would be too pleased. As Aaron pointed out though, this was my life we were talking about, which was more important than any job. 
 
    “You can get another job, but we can’t make another Sophie,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t think that would be such a bad thing,” I said, my mouth drooping. 
 
    The next couple of days were going to be scary. I had been told that before about coming off alcohol. It is possible to have fits. For the next few days, Aaron agreed to stay at my flat to keep an eye on me. I did think about asking my friend, Angela if I could stay at hers but then agreed that Aaron might be a better option. If the idea of a drink came over me, Aaron was better placed to talk it through with and I couldn’t fool him. 
 
    “I’ve got to go out tomorrow afternoon, so I’ll see if Liam can come over.” 
 
    “I don’t need a babysitter, Aaron.” 
 
    “We don’t want anything to happen to you if you fit and yes you do need a babysitter. You’re not doing a very good job of managing on your own.” That was me told. 
 
    I was glad that the lads did come over to watch me. I kept suffering from pangs of remorse and my addled brain wanted to drink to take away the pain. 
 
    A couple of nights later I was sat there with the pair of them drinking tea and coffee. 
 
    “What you need is a strong female to take you under their wing and help you, Sophie,” Aaron said. 
 
    “What about that lady, erm what was her name, your ex-boyfriend’s mum, oh, you know who I mean? I can’t remember her name,” Liam said. 
 
    “Oh, Joyce? Yeah, she helped me when I came out of rehab. I haven’t spoken to her in ages.” Liam and Aaron looked at each other. 
 
     Then Liam replied, “Yeah, she was the one. She’s a recovering alcoholic, isn’t she?” 
 
    “She’s a long time sober.  She’s got a lot of wisdom and she’s straight talking,” I said. 
 
    “There you go, you ought to let her know what’s happened.” Liam looked at me, cocking his head to one side in anticipation of my reply. I thought about it. My pride didn’t want anyone to know what I had done but Joyce would understand. Everyone kept telling me I couldn’t fight this on my own. So, as much as I wanted to justify why it wasn’t a good idea to get in touch with her, deep down they were right. It was what I needed to do.  
 
    “I’ll phone her later.” 
 
    “Do it now so we know you mean it.” Liam pursed his lips in thought. I sighed heavily. 
 
    “Okay, you’re the boss.” I raised my eyebrows and Liam smiled at me. These two weren’t going to cut me any slack. I phoned Joyce. As soon as she heard my voice, she knew something was wrong. I’d always been surprised how perceptive she was. I didn’t know what I’d been expecting as a reply to my revelations, but I hadn’t expected her to be so empathic. 
 
    “Do you want me to come round, love?” 
 
    The guys heard her question, and I glanced across at them. They were both nodding their heads. 
 
    “I’ve had Liam and Aaron looking after me so if you don’t mind doing the next shift, that would be great,” I laughed. 
 
    “I’ll be right over.” We ended the call, and I felt in awe of Joyce. Whatever her plans had been, she was prepared to drop everything to come and help me. I couldn’t believe it. I wasn’t so sure I’d have been there as quickly if the shoe had been on the other foot. I wiped a tear from my eye. I felt so fortunate having good friends who hadn’t turned their backs on me like my sister had. 
 
    Joyce arrived, and Aaron and Liam got up ready to leave.  
 
    “Look after her, Joyce,” Aaron smiled. 
 
    “I will, but she’s going to have to do some work herself.” 
 
    I let them out and returned to the lounge. I sat opposite Joyce and gave her the details of what happened. I hoped that by telling her about the vandalism to my home and Dad’s illness, she would realise why I drank.  
 
    “So, everything you learnt and the tools you’ve used before to stay away from that first drink went out the window?” 
 
    I looked down. I couldn’t justify anything to Joyce. 
 
    She continued, “I didn’t get recovery first time. I fought against it and made lots of mistakes like you, but I got to a place where I was prepared to go to any lengths to get well. I was sick and tired of being sick and tired.” 
 
    She’d said these words before to me and I knew what was coming next. Reluctantly, I listened. 
 
    “I’ll do you a deal,” she said. “Your dad’s going to need your help when he comes out of hospital. I know you’ll want to do all you can but it’s early days for you. How about - if I talk to Steph and see if she’ll pay for a carer for your dad for a short period until you’re strong enough to help?” Joyce was a gem. She knew I wouldn’t want to speak to Steph yet. I nodded. “Wait a minute, I haven’t told you the deal. There’s something I want in return.” I raised my eyebrows in anticipation. 
 
    “Oh?” I said. 
 
    “I know you’ve been happy enough in the past to go to your support meetings from your rehab aftercare. There’s an organisation that will always be there for you, where you can make lifelong friends and show you a sustainable way of how to live life without alcohol.” 
 
    It dawned on me what she was going to suggest. Something that I had been so abhorrent to try in the past because I didn’t want to believe I was an alcoholic. Maybe I needed this last lesson to give me a wake-up call and to show me I wasn’t just someone with a slight drink problem. My last bout of drinking convinced me without any shadow of a doubt what I was. 
 
    “You want me to go to Alcoholics Anonymous?” Joyce nodded her head. 
 
    “It’s stood me in good stead for the last thirty years,” she said. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll give it a go.” 
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    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I arrived at my first meeting that evening with Joyce. I was glad to have a friend with me for moral support. I didn’t know what to expect. Everyone was so kind and welcoming. I was given a cup of tea and told I didn’t need to do anything else other than sit and listen.  
 
    The church hall was set out in rows and I was thankful that Joyce sat at the back. I sat alongside her. I didn’t fancy the idea of anyone recognising me. As the meeting started, I found it difficult to focus my mind on what the speaker said. I kept crossing and uncrossing my legs.  I did the same with my arms. 
 
    I glanced down at my skirt and decided it was too short and I wondered what people would think of me. I tugged at my hem, trying to cover my knees with the material. Thankfully, no one looked my way. I started picking my nail varnish off. I observed Joyce. She seemed to be listening intently as did everyone else in the room. It only felt like it was me struggling to concentrate.  
 
    What I couldn’t get my head round was everyone appeared to be happy. Why would anyone be happy sitting in that room? The speaker talked about her shortcomings. She was a middle-aged lady with dark curly hair. The main thing that struck me about her was when she said she hadn’t had a drink for nearly twenty years and that she did it one day at a time. Before I came to the meeting, I hadn’t drunk in nearly five years, but I hadn’t always found it easy. Some days it was like I was hanging on with my fingers tipped over the edge of a cliff. 
 
    This last episode of drinking convinced me that I definitely had a problem. I didn’t like the idea of being an alcoholic but as with other illnesses, I didn’t have an option. As I listened to the various people in the meeting, I began to get hope that I could do this. These people seemed to be enjoying their lives. I hadn’t been enjoying mine in a long time. In fact, I was convinced the sun had stopped shining over me. My last drinking binge had shown me that I couldn’t drink successfully. 
 
    People were beginning to look my way. I squirmed in my seat. They had been told it was my first meeting, and they were trying to help but I felt so uncomfortable. I glanced up at the clock and willed the meeting to be over. Then something happened. A young woman in her twenties began to speak. She was attractive with long brown hair. Her name was Nadia. 
 
     She talked about how her drinking led to her child being taken from her. Her marriage to her childhood sweetheart only lasted a year.  She said all the things I had been thinking. She had my attention. There were things she said I didn’t understand. However, something inside me changed when she spoke of hiding bottles around the house and I thought if she can get well, so can I. 
 
    The meeting came to an end and a few people came up to me to say hello and give me their phone numbers. I chatted with them for a few minutes then looked to see where Joyce was. She was deep in conversation with a good-looking guy in his thirties. 
 
    Just then, Nadia came over. 
 
    “I loved what you had to say,” I said to her, smiling. 
 
    “Thanks. I still find it difficult speaking in public.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have thought so to listen to you speak. I loved your honesty. It helped me.” 
 
    “Listen, I’ll give you my number. You can ring me if you ever fancy meeting up for coffee.” She looked at me with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “Yes, I’d like that.” We spoke for a few minutes then I went to find Joyce. She was still talking to the handsome guy. I didn’t want to disturb their conversation, so I stayed a few feet away, but the guy noticed me and beckoned me forward. Joyce put her arm around me. 
 
    “This is Jack, Sophie,” she said.  
 
    We shook hands then he asked, “How did you find your first meeting, Sophie?” 
 
    “I don’t know if it’s right to say I enjoyed it.” 
 
    “Of course, it is if you’re being honest. The main thing here is that you’re honest, open-minded and willing to change.” 
 
    “Yes, well I’m going to try. I loved the way people spoke from the heart.  It inspired me.” 
 
    “That’s good, I hope we see you again soon, Sophie.” He smiled at me and I felt glad I made the decision to come to the meeting. I had a lot of questions for Joyce, but they could wait until we were on our own. 
 
    “Come on then Sophie, let’s get you home,” Joyce said. 
 
    Joyce proved to be a godsend for me. I told her everything that had been happening to me. There was no point holding back anymore. She even came to the hospital with me to see Dad. I had been anxious about this because I felt I had been letting him down. It was good to have support.  
 
    I decided to tell Dad the truth why I hadn’t been to see him. Joyce waited for me in the reception area.  
 
    “Dad, you know I told you I’ve been ill.” 
 
    “Yes love, how are you now?” he held out his hand to take mine. I chose my words carefully and spoke softly and slowly.  
 
    “I did have flu, but I also picked up a drink.” 
 
    “Oh Sophie,” he said. He gripped my hand tightly. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Dad. I let you down.” Dad began to cry, and it started me off. I put my head against his chest and we stayed like that for some time. I knew my dad loved me unconditionally and wouldn’t forsake me. I told him that Steph wasn’t speaking to me. 
 
    “She’ll come round, love. She always does. She’s more hot-headed than you but she calms down, eventually.” 
 
    “I hope so. I don’t like falling out with her.” 
 
    “So, what are you going to do about your drinking?” 
 
    I mentioned the meeting I had been to and how encouraged I had been and about doing a detox through the doctor. I saw the sense of relief sweep across his face.  
 
    “Dad, I want to look after you when you come out as soon as I’m strong enough. I wondered about moving in with you for a short time. It would help me too?” 
 
    “You’re always welcome at mine and if you are up to helping me for a while, then that would be great.” He smiled at me. I thought it through and felt it would be an ideal solution for both of us. It would give me a sense of purpose until I went back to work. Dad could watch me. We’d both be company for each other. 
 
    “They’ll let me home sooner if I’ve got your support as well,” he said. 
 
    I left the hospital in a lighter mood than when I had gone in. I decided to text Steph to tell her what I had agreed with Dad. If she still wasn’t speaking to me, then she wouldn’t pick the phone up so this way I could test her reactions. I got a reply straight back from her I’m glad you’re sorting yourself out. I hoped that was a good sign.  
 
    Dad was allowed out two days later. The doctors were so pleased with his recovery, but he was told he must take it easy for some time and they advised him to change his diet. Steph had gone along with Joyce’s suggestion and she arranged for a carer to come in for Dad so that I could get to my meetings. I monitored his food intake, and he watched for my drinking. We behaved like an old married couple nagging at each other.  
 
    “I’m not buying you any pies, Dad, doctor’s orders.” 
 
    “He didn’t say not to have one, just to cut down.” 
 
    “No, we’ll have a nice salad for tea, tonight.” Dad didn’t appear too pleased.  
 
    I stayed with Dad for a month while he got his strength back after his operation. When I moved home to my flat, I promised to do cooking and cleaning and get his shopping in until he felt up to doing it for himself. He was very independent and wanted to do everything, but his body told him no so he reluctantly allowed me to nurse him back to full health. 
 
    My doctor had given me a sick note for a further month and my intention was to return to work at the end of it. I was going to regular AA meetings and getting together with Joyce. I also had coffee with Nadia a couple of times and it lifted my spirits. 
 
    Caring for Dad made me temporarily forget the problems I had. I knew I ought to leave well alone but for Cassie’s sake and my own curiosity, I wanted to do something. Returning home, I stepped into the warmth of my flat. My washing machine head was too wired to go to sleep that night.  
 
    I turned on the TV. Flicking through the stations, I stopped when I spotted Crimewatch. I didn’t normally like watching true life crime as it tended to frighten me. I wanted to know if there had been any developments that made the news surrounding Cassie’s case. I was disappointed that nothing was broadcast. There was a mock-up of a burglary where two masked men entered the home of a young woman. It made me shudder as memories triggered for me. I switched the TV off, but it was too late. I didn’t want to remember how my property had been defaced but my mind had other ideas. 
 
    I stood up, pacing the floor. I hoped the medication the doctor put me on would calm me down but so far it wasn’t having any effect. I retired to bed and tried to sleep. After ninety minutes of thrashing about, with the duvet landing on the floor twice, I conceded and got up and made myself a drink. My brain still whirred like a helicopter. I tried to read through the literature I received from the AA meeting but tonight nothing was going in. I opened my laptop and played a few games, hoping for sleep. Eventually, I was so exhausted slumber came.  
 
    I woke up feeling surprisingly refreshed the next day. Bundling with energy, I decided to get my household chores done. Singing along to Ed Sheeran, I finished my ironing, I was amazed at how much I’d changed in such a short space of time. A few weeks back, I would have been too drunk to do any ironing and now I was going to regular AA meetings and enjoying the experience. Who’d have thought it?  
 
    I attended the Wednesday meeting that evening, and I secretly hoped that Jack might be there. Last week he made a point of coming up to me at the end of the meeting and asking how I was. I didn’t know much about him, but I heard him share briefly that his drinking caused the break-up of his marriage.  
 
    As I got ready, I purposely left my long red hair down. It fell in curls over my shoulders. I thought it made me appear more feminine than my usual ponytail. I put on some extra eyeliner for good measure and crossed my fingers that Jack would be there. 
 
    I went along that evening but to my disappointment, he wasn’t there. I arrived early and made myself a drink of tea pouring the hot water out of the large urn. Nadia arrived dressed in a chunky mohair sweater and tight jeans. She looked radiant although she would have looked good even if she’d been wearing a bin liner. 
 
    “Hi Sophie, how are you doing?” she asked, wrapping her fingers around the polystyrene mug and taking a quick slurp of tea. 
 
    “I’m better than I have been in a long time.” 
 
    “Be careful, it’ll pass. They call this the honeymoon period,” she laughed. I loved the advice everyone gave me. It was always straight to the point even if I didn’t always like what I heard. Someone talked tonight about how her mother had just died and she hadn’t needed to take a drink to get through it. It was so reassuring to listen to the life problems that people were contending with and they weren’t drinking on them. I began to understand the language they used. 
 
     I had been advised to get a sponsor, someone who could take me through the twelve-step programme. I asked Joyce, and she agreed. I always felt comfortable around Joyce as I felt she didn’t judge me. She wasn’t there tonight. She had to pick someone up from the airport. I felt proud of myself coming along on my own. By the end of the meeting, I realised I hadn’t missed Jack. Well, not much. 
 
    It always surprised me how quickly my mood changed though. By the time I got home and walked into my empty flat, I felt the loneliness hit me. I had good friends in my life, but I pined for affection. I had been warned off men, and rightly so because my judgement wasn’t good. I’d made bad choices of partners in the past. I dabbled unsuccessfully with internet dating so wasn’t going to try that again. I had to resign myself to being alone for now, but it wasn’t easy. 
 
    The following morning it took me ages to get my act together. Still, in my pyjamas at eleven, I sat in the lounge staring out of the window. I picked up my mug of tea. It had gone cold. I often liked to go for a run in the mornings but hadn’t been out for ages. I had lost my motivation. I wanted my mojo back so decided today was the day to start getting fit and healthy again. The weather outside looked miserable but clear. I decided to wear my hoodie to be on the safe side.  
 
    Opening the front door, I felt the cold crisp air hit me. I breathed in and let out a long sigh. It felt good to be alive. I walked a few steps forward then I glanced down and noticed the lace had come undone on my trainer. I bent down to tie it. Suddenly, I felt a hand on my shoulder. It made me jump. Still crouched on the ground, I twisted my head to see who it was. My stomach felt rock hard. I gulped and looked up. 
 
    “Charlie!” I cried as I took in the sight of the bearded man hovering over me. 
 
    “Shush, not so loud,” he whispered. His eyes darted around, observing, watching. I rose to meet him. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” His eyes were still searching around him. 
 
    “Can we go inside?” He spoke in a quiet tone. My eyes scanned the scene. No one was about. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked as I turned the key in the lock. He remained silent until we were properly inside.  
 
    “Can I crash at yours for a few hours? I’ve had no sleep and I’m desperate.” He did look a sorry sight. 
 
    “But Charlie, I could still be charged with helping you. If the police find out, I’ll be locked up too.” 
 
    “There’s no one knows I’m here, I promise, and I just need a bite to eat if that’s okay.” I shook my head. I wasn’t happy about him staying but I didn’t have the heart to throw him out. 
 
    “Listen, I’m going for my run. I’ll take as long as I can. You have a quick nap and grab something to eat. There’s bread to make a sandwich, but I want you gone by the time I get back.” My tone was stern. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll do that Sophie and thanks.” He took hold of my hand and squeezed it. I looked him in the eye. I’d never noticed before just how long his eyelashes were. An unexpected sense of excitement came over me.  
 
    “Right well I’m off. Remember, I don’t want you here when I get back.” 
 
    “No, no, that’s fine,” he said as he walked towards my fridge. 
 
    I ran by the river. A feeling of unease followed me. Why had Charlie come back? My limbs felt shaky. If I wasn’t careful, I might end up in more serious trouble than I was already. The police were still looking for Charlie. It was crazy of him to turn up at my place. I didn’t want that drama in my life anymore. I stopped for a breather. I had been running faster than usual. I dipped my head and rested my hands on my knees. As I stood back up, I decided to phone Joyce.  
 
    I walked along to a bench close by. I no longer wanted to make decisions on my own in case they were the wrong ones. I took my phone out of my pocket and dialled her number. No reply. I grimaced and set off jogging again. 
 
    I half-heartedly thought about phoning the police and telling them where Charlie was but something inside me stopped me from shopping him. I came away from the river where I had been running and turned into the road where my flat was. My phone started ringing. I glanced at the number. It was Joyce. 
 
    I explained to her about Charlie. She now knew everything that had gone before. Her advice was to inform the police. I suspected she would say that. I decided to follow her suggestion and do it as soon as I got in. Turning the key in the lock, I was surprised to hear the radio on and Ricky Wilson’s dulcet tones piping through the air. Normally, I loved to listen to the Kaiser Chiefs but not today, in this situation. I frowned as I walked into the kitchen. Charlie sat there eating toast. 
 
    “Charlie, what’s going on?”  
 
    “Sorry, I fell asleep and just needed something to eat.” 
 
    “Oh Charlie, you can’t stay here. It’s not safe.” 
 
    “Aren’t you pleased to see me?” he laughed 
 
    “Well I’m glad you’re okay but it’s too dangerous to be here now the police associate me with you.” 
 
    “You might like to hear my news.” He sounded incredibly calm for someone on the run. I was in no mood to listen to him. I crossed my arms. 
 
    “What news?”  
 
    “I’ve spoken to Georgia. There’s something she’s holding back on, I’m sure.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” I looked at him with my eyebrows raised. 
 
    “I can just tell, and did you know she knows my dad?” 
 
    “No,” I said with my eyes and mouth wide open. “That is a surprise.” I pulled up a chair and slid it closer towards Charlie. “I’ll see if I can find anything out, but you must go now. I’ve just spoken to my friend Joyce, and she’s advised me to call the police, so I don’t get myself in more trouble.” Charlie looked upset. 
 
    “Sophie, please don’t.”  
 
    “Well, you better get going then.” Charlie continued to eat his toast with an air of defiance on his face. I cleared my throat and bit my fingernail. “Come on Charlie.” 
 
     He remained seated. I pushed my chair back and stood up. The last thing I wanted was any confrontation with him. I still believed he was innocent but until the police did, I had to protect myself. I picked up my phone. Our eyes met. They were locked into a stare with each other. Charlie didn’t take his eyes off me but rose from his seat and quickly moved to grab the phone out of my hand. 
 
    I reacted with speed and backed into the door behind me. I held the phone up by my head. Charlie grabbed hold of my arm. His body pressed against mine. He cupped my neck with his other hand. The adrenalin in my body felt like it would explode. My pulse quickened. He stood too close to me. Fear filled my body as I anticipated his next move.  
 
    Our eyes remained locked on each other. I froze, unable to move. He tilted his head and began to kiss me. His lips were moist, and the sensation was so pleasurable, I couldn’t resist. He paused for a moment then began kissing my neck. The tingling of my nerve endings was like popping candy exploding in my mouth. Our tongues collided, and he greedily kissed me some more.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I pulled away from the embrace with Charlie. My body wanted more but my head said no. Charlie took hold of my arms and drew me back into his body. I couldn’t resist. My skin tingled and my legs almost buckled. It felt so good to be in a man’s arms again. I wanted him more than anything at that moment, but sirens were going off in my head. A thought came to me. It was something I heard at a meeting. “If you are doing something you don’t feel you can tell your sponsor then you probably shouldn’t be doing it.” I knew what Joyce would make of this. She would be horrified by my actions. I came to my senses.  
 
    “Charlie, I’m sorry. I can’t do this.” I pushed him away. I expected him to complain but his face just looked sad.  
 
    “I’m sorry too. I shouldn’t have done that. It was a mistake. I’ll go now.” He walked towards the door and opened it. I frowned. That wasn’t the reaction I expected. 
 
    “Goodbye, Sophie. You won’t see me again.” 
 
    “But Charlie, I…” 
 
    “That’s what you want isn’t it, me out of your life?” 
 
    “I, I don’t know. My mind’s all over the place at the moment.” I felt confused by his actions. 
 
    Charlie gave me a look of disdain and walked out of the door. I stood there speechless with my mouth open. I hadn’t expected anything like that to happen. I felt I couldn’t phone the police now. I would just have to take my chance and hope they didn’t find out about Charlie’s visit. 
 
    I almost changed my mind when I opened the fridge door. The expensive beef stroganoff ready meal that I’d purchased as a treat for myself from Marks and Spencers was gone. So was all my ham and cheese. I shook my head. Charlie was a rogue alright. 
 
    I was curious what Charlie meant about his dad knowing Georgia, so I decided I should go against my better judgement and investigate. If I couldn’t check out Randy, then maybe I could find out more about Trevor. It was time to pay Charlie’s mum and dad a visit. I was too nosey for my own good, but I had to admit that being involved excited me. 
 
    That night I went to my meeting. Joyce was there and so was Jack. I hadn’t had the chance to tell Joyce what happened earlier with Charlie. I needed to open up about how I was feeling because I was so confused. I had been flattered by Charlie’s actions yet deep down I knew it wasn’t what I wanted. Jack spoke very candidly to the group tonight. He talked about how he lost his job because of his drinking. I didn’t know how long ago that was, but it looked like it still affected him.  
 
    I fidgeted in my seat. The room was in silence, so I decided to speak. I said I had done something I didn’t think was appropriate and that it could have been a lot worse. Joyce gave me a look. Maybe it was guilt, but I felt she could read into my soul. At the end of the meeting, she came up to me and asked if I needed to talk. We went for a coffee together after the meeting and I told her what had happened. 
 
     When I finished speaking, she just nodded and told me I had done the right thing by being open. I wasn’t sure. I felt like a stupid young schoolgirl with their first crush. She reminded me that it was suggested I stay away from men. I felt like a naughty child being told off and it didn’t feel good. I still had a lot to learn and a long way to go. 
 
    The following day, I called round to see Pauline and Trevor Darcy, Charlie’s mum and dad. I had spoken to them over the phone and without giving too much away had mentioned I may have news of interest to them about their son. I hoped their phone line wasn’t being tapped. I arrived at the address Pauline had given me.  
 
    At first, I thought it was a mistake, the house was so grand but then I remembered Cassie telling me they were wealthy. It was a beautiful home set back off Ringley Road in Whitefield. I parked my car on the pavement outside the long drive. I didn’t want to get any closer. My car was too shabby for the opulent surroundings and I felt a tad ashamed of it. 
 
    I buzzed at the external gates and gave my name. There was a click, and I pushed the gates open. The size of the property unnerved me. It felt like walking up towards Buckingham Palace. I was met at the front door by Pauline Darcy, Charlie’s mum. Her neat blonde hair looked as if it had been styled earlier that day. She wore a cream silk top with fitted cream trousers. The outfit was set off by a gold pendant.  
 
    Glancing past her, I was taken aback by the grand staircase sweeping down into the hallway. I followed her in and was conscious of my shoes echoing as I tried to tiptoe over the marble tiles. Her expensive looking Kurt Geiger loafers made no sound as their soles met the surface. I tried to take in everything as I walked through. If I had been buying the place, I would be walking about saying wows and oohs at everything but under the current circumstances, I had to restrain myself. I liked Mrs Darcy’s taste though and felt very envious of her home. The whole place reeked of money. I had never been anywhere like it before.  
 
    We walked through into one of the many rooms off the hall and a man appeared and picked up a set of keys off the side ready to go out. I introduced myself as Cassie’s therapist. Trevor shook my hand and in a loud voice apologised for having to leave. He collected a golf bag that was perched in the corner of the room. He looked very distinguished with his grey hair and tanned skin. His lemon Fred Perry jumper and grey chinos left me in no doubt as to where he was going.  
 
    Pauline ushered me into the morning room. She shouted for the housekeeper Juanita, who she instructed to make us some tea and bring it through. Pauline sat down on one of the five sofas in the room and patted the seat next to her. 
 
    “I’m sorry Trevor couldn’t stay but he has a prior engagement.” She smiled at me. 
 
    “Oh, that’s okay, Mrs Darcy, I’m just glad you could fit me in.” The housekeeper returned with a silver tray displaying a tea service and a plate of biscuits. Pauline thanked her then waited until she left the room. I watched her delicate movements as she poured the milk from a solid silver milk jug into the china cups. Her pale complexion made her look like a porcelain doll. She spoke softly, such a vast difference from Trevor’s manner and appearance. Her highlighted blonde hair curled naturally around her worried-looking face.  
 
    Hidden beneath her expensive clothes, I wondered if she had ever known hard times. I glanced down at my shoddy jeans, feeling out of place next to this finery and opulence. Peering through the huge window at the other end of the room, instead of seeing the vast lawn outside with the tennis courts and swimming pool, I thought about what a job it would be for the window cleaner to tackle all that glass. 
 
    “Please, call me Pauline. We’ve no airs and graces here. You might think it from the look of the house,” she waved an arm out, “but there’s nothing posh about us.” Her smile was wide. 
 
    “It’s a lovely place you have here, Pauline.” I scanned around taking in the artwork and pottery on display together with the largest flower arrangement I have ever seen. 
 
    “Thank you, darling. Now tell me, how are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m alright, Pauline, but more to the point, how are you?”  
 
    She gulped, and her smile disappeared. “It’s been a very tough time. In truth, I can’t tell you how bad it’s been.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” I weighed up her reaction. I didn’t want to upset her unduly, but she ought to be told what Charlie had been up to. 
 
    “Have you had any contact with Charlie?” I asked. She sighed deeply. 
 
    “No, my darling, it is so worrying. The doctor’s put me on strong medication to get me through this.” 
 
    “I mentioned over the phone I have news for you.” 
 
    “Yes, you said, darling.” She looked apprehensive. 
 
    “I’ve seen Charlie,” I said. 
 
    “What? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, it’s a long story.  Basically, he got in touch with me because he says he is innocent, and he wanted me to help him prove that.” 
 
    “I see,” she said slowly, “and do you believe him?” 
 
    “I do, I wouldn’t have come here if I didn’t.” Pauline took hold of my hand. 
 
    She wanted to know how Charlie was. I didn’t want to worry her, but it was hard to talk about him sleeping rough. I told her he got by as best he could. 
 
    “It’s so good to know it’s not only me believes him.” 
 
    “Sadly, the police seem to have a blinkered vision and don’t appear to be looking for anyone else other than Charlie as far as I’m aware,” I said. 
 
    “I agree and that is why I’ve hired a private investigator myself.” 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Yes, he’s due here in half an hour so I don’t want to rush you but...” She looked down at her gold Rolex. 
 
    “No, I’ll be out of your way when I’ve finished my tea.” 
 
    “Sorry, darling, I’m not trying to push you out. It’s just that I invited him round at a time when Trevor would be out. Trevor sadly is in agreement with the police and believes that Charlie is guilty.” She gazed out of the window with a sad expression on her face. 
 
    “That must be difficult for you. Has it affected your relationship with Trevor?” I asked. Her body drooped, and she stared down at her wedding ring. She began twirling it around with her other hand. 
 
    “We’re like ships that pass in the night. Trevor has his life and I have mine. We’ve become virtual strangers.” 
 
    “Oh, dear and has this all happened since Charlie’s been on the run?” 
 
    “No, it’s been going on for a long time. Trevor likes to work and play hard. His haulage company keeps him busy of course and not that he’s a big drinker, but he’s out every night, mainly down at the Con club. When he’s not there, he’s at Stand golf club.” 
 
    “Don’t you ever join him?” 
 
    “No, I’m not really one for socialising. I sometimes wonder how we’ve stayed together so long, we’re so different.” 
 
    “Don’t you go out much?” 
 
    “I’ve a couple of friends I meet for lunch or go shopping with, but that’s it. I’m more of a home bird.” 
 
    “Did you know Cassie well, Pauline?” 
 
    “I don’t want to speak ill of the dead, but she wasn’t right for Charlie. In fact, the pair of them brought out the worst in each other.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Pauline’s expression changed, and she looked at her watch. 
 
    “I believe the expression is, Cassie had issues, and they knew how to rub each other up the wrong way.” 
 
    I nodded. She glanced at her watch again. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sophie. I’m going to have to ask you to leave now. My next appointment is due. 
 
    I frowned. Had I overstepped the mark, being too inquisitive? I liked Pauline, but I did feel she had her guard up around me. I finished my drink and glanced down at the mess on my knee. I brushed the crumbs from the chocolate biscuits I had consumed onto the small plate I’d been given and wiped my mouth with the serviette.  
 
    Looking over on the sideboard, I noticed miniature replica lorries with the Darcy logo on the side. No wonder they could afford a house this size. That company is huge. Their vehicles could be seen the length and breadth of the country. 
 
    “It’s been good speaking to you, Pauline. I am on your side. I’ll do what I can to help Charlie.” I didn’t tell her that I told Charlie I couldn’t do any more for him due to the threats I received.  
 
    “I’ll leave you my number and I’ll let you know if I hear from Charlie again.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sophie, it’s reassuring that he’s okay. I do worry about him though.” She ushered me out of the room. 
 
    “He’s your son, of course, you’re going to worry. Any mother would.” We stood at the front door and I moved towards her intending to give her a hug but to my embarrassment, she held out a hand to shake mine. We said our goodbyes and Pauline closed the door. As I’d left my car on the road at the bottom of the walkway, I strolled back down the long drive, not knowing what to make of my encounter with Pauline.  
 
    My intuition sensed that Trevor had something to hide and maybe Pauline too. I thought it might be an idea to monitor Trevor’s activities. When I arrived, there were a red Porsche and a silver Mercedes parked outside the house. Now just the Mercedes stood there. If I followed him, I may have problems keeping up with a Porsche; I knew where both his hangouts were. I was glad now I hadn’t left my car outside. The Darcy’s didn’t know what car I drove which would help me stay incognito.  
 
    My feet crunched as I walked along the gravel path. This had been an interesting meeting. I got to the big gates at the end of the drive and pressed the buzzer to leave. What a place? I wondered what it must have been like for Charlie living there, yet he moved out at a young age. I wouldn’t have moved anywhere living in a property like this one. Turning onto the pavement, I was just about to open my car door when I spotted another car pulling up. The electric gates opened to let the driver in. 
 
    My breathing became accelerated. There was no mistaking who the driver was. What on earth was he doing here? Had he noticed me? I felt sure he had. I would definitely ask him about it next time I saw him. I was surprised but then I didn’t know much about Jack at all. 
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    I was getting too involved in things again but there was something in my nature that couldn’t help it. Call me inquisitive or just plain nosey, I found it hard not to meddle in other people’s business. At the moment, I had lots of unanswered questions. What was Charlie playing at? Did he like me? Did I have feelings for him? Did he kill Cassie? What was Jack doing at the Darcy home? Was Pauline Darcy hiding something? Then there was Trevor Darcy knowing Georgia. What was that about? No wonder I couldn’t sleep with all this going on in my head. 
 
    Then there was Jack. That was another thing entirely. As much as I tried to deny it to myself, I really fancied him and was intrigued what his connection was to the Darcy’s. 
 
    Work had been in touch to see how I was. I let them know that I hoped to return at the end of my current sick note. I valued the time off. It allowed me to get a better perspective on my life. I knew now without any shadow of a doubt that I could no longer drink successfully. I enjoyed meeting up with Joyce to look at my behaviours and learn about the tools I needed to use to keep myself safe, away from alcohol. It wasn’t easy though. 
 
     I thought I had learnt everything about myself from my time in rehab and also from taking my counselling degree course. Now I was learning a new way of living that in some respects was quite alien to me. I started on my own counselling sessions. It seemed strange to be sat on the other side of the therapy room.  
 
    The meetings helped as well. When I talked about the resentments I had against my sister Steph, instead of people at the meeting supporting me and agreeing how awful she’d been with me, they told me to pray for her. They said if I couldn’t do that then to pray for the willingness to pray for her then keep praying for her every day until the resentment went. The funny thing was it worked. After a week of doing this, I realised she was no longer living rent-free in my head.   
 
    By concerning myself with other people’s lives, it stopped me looking at how bad mine was. I decided I was going to investigate Trevor Darcy. Realising it would be best left until the evening; I made up my mind to follow him on his nocturnal outings. It wasn’t good for my stress levels. Then someone told me a certain amount of stress was good for you, so I justified doing it. Of course, I didn’t tell Joyce what I was doing. There was honesty and a hundred percent honesty.  At the moment I felt she wouldn’t approve of my actions.   
 
    I had been able to determine Trevor’s whereabouts for five nights a week. I drove up to the Con club and golf club each night and saw his car outside. His red Porsche was unmistakeable, so it wasn’t hard. He seemed to be a creature of habit going to the same place most nights. Twice a week to the golf club and three nights at the Con club but Pauline said he went out every night. So where was he the other two nights? I was going to have to follow him for those two nights. 
 
    In the meantime, I had something of a surprise at my AA meeting this week. I was sat on the hard-wooden chair that had been set out round in a circle in the church hall. I drank my tea. When I looked up, I saw Mia walking through the door. I was delighted to see her. I wasn’t sure if she would be embarrassed seeing me there. I deduced she was there for the same reason as I was, so I walked up to her to say hello. 
 
    “Hi Mia, how are you?” I kissed her cheek. 
 
    “Hello Sophie, I didn’t know you came here?” 
 
    “Snap. I’ve been coming for a few weeks, how about you?” 
 
    “I’ve been in and out for the last year. I’ve not been finding it easy. I’ve been sober now for two weeks.” 
 
    “Well, it’s good to see you. Maybe we could meet up for coffee sometime?”  
 
    “Yeah, that would be nice.” It was strange. Seeing her in this environment put a whole new slant on our relationship. Having something in common to talk about, made it easier to speak to her. She seemed more receptive to conversing with me. Jack hadn’t been at the meeting again this week. I hoped he was okay and wondered if he was working. 
 
    My inquisitive nature got the better of me and the following Thursday, I left home just before seven and parked outside Trevor’s property in Whitefield. I had driven past once and been able to make out his red vehicle still parked up at the top of their driveway. I sat patiently for the next hour, waiting. I was glad I didn’t have to do this for a living. I was falling asleep when I heard the unmistakeable roar of his car engine approaching. I managed to duck down out of sight as he reached the gates to leave his residence. 
 
    He set off along Ringley Road and I wondered if I was going to be able to keep up with his powerful machine, following in my tiny Fiat. Thankfully, it was a built-up area, so traffic lights slowed him down. It started to rain. I was glad of this development as he was less likely to see me behind him. Going through Besses junction, he passed his two clubs, so wherever he was off to it wasn’t where his wife thought he was. Interesting! 
 
    He came to the motorway junction, and I felt certain that had he turned onto the M60 I would have lost him, but he continued up Bury New Road. He wasn’t driving fast, but he did weave in and out of traffic. We came to Hilton Road crossroads, and he jumped the lights. Damn. I couldn’t follow suit. I sat impatiently tapping the dashboard waiting for the lights to change.  
 
    As the red light turned to amber, I put my foot down on the accelerator and motored forward. As I reached the bend going towards the Sedgley Park shops, I spotted the red coloured car just fading into the distance at the next bend. I tried to overtake the vehicle in front of me, but he pulled out to block my path. I blasted my horn. I was in no mood for bad drivers.  
 
    Trevor was getting away from me and there was nothing I could do about it. I continued up the main road through Salford towards Manchester, travelling as fast as I dared. I slowed my pace when I came to the speed cameras. I couldn’t afford a speeding fine or any more police involvement in my life at the moment. I couldn’t see him in front of me anymore. I hoped he hadn’t turned off anywhere.  
 
    I knew this road well from my days travelling to Manchester to study, which meant knowing where all the speed cameras were. Travelling at speed heightened my awareness, and I still had to look out for any police vehicles parked up. I glanced at pedestrians as I sped by. Passing Strangeways Prison, the traffic built up, and I cocked my head out to the right as I contemplated whether to risk overtaking a bus. A car behind me sounded its horn as I weaved in and out, changing lanes. I got stuck behind a lorry and I impatiently tapped on the steering wheel.  
 
    As I approached the city centre, I had to decide which direction to take. There was no sign of Trevor. I drove as far as Manchester Cathedral and realised I’d lost him. I turned up Chapel Street and onto Deansgate, but my hopes faded as I got stuck in roadworks. I felt disheartened. I drove around Manchester for a while longer, but I couldn’t see his car anywhere. This wasn’t as easy as it seemed on the films. Despondent, I had to resign myself to trying again on Sunday. 
 
    A couple of days later I met up with Mia. Her earlier hostility towards me had disappeared. I asked her how Alfie was. Her mood was much lighter. She took out her phone and showed me pictures of him. 
 
    “Oh, isn’t he bonny?” I said. I tried to hide my surprise that he had dark skin.  
 
    “If I’m not careful, I could lose him.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Mia?” 
 
    “Social services are investigating me. They think I’m an unfit mother. My mum has got a temporary order looking after him because of my drinking.” 
 
    “Oh dear, Mia, what are you going to do?” 
 
    “Easy, stop drinking.” I raised my eyebrows and tilted my head. I gave her a sad smile. We both knew it wasn’t going to be as easy as that. 
 
    “Is Alfie’s dad not going for custody?” I asked.  I watched Mia’s expression. It turned to one of sadness. 
 
    “He’s not on the scene. I brought him up on my own.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” My palms were sweating. 
 
    “But you know who the father is?” 
 
    “There are a couple of guys it might be.” 
 
    “I see. I’m sorry Mia. I’m not trying to pry.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I don’t mind. I mean, it’s out in the open now what I was doing to earn money.” 
 
    “The trouble is the two guys are worlds apart. One of them was a musical director and the other one you know.” 
 
    “Oh?” I was curious. Mia nodded. “Yeah, it’s Randy.” 
 
    “Randy,” I cried. We both looked around at my outburst, but no one looked over at us. “Sorry, Mia, that shocked me.” 
 
    “It shocked me too when I got pregnant. He has sex with most of the girls. Even though Georgia is his girlfriend, I suppose it’s a perk of the job. She doesn’t realise he’s both Randy by name and randy by nature.” I laughed and put my hand over my mouth. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t laugh. So, does he know about Alfie?” 
 
    “No, I left when I got pregnant and didn’t tell anyone. I managed to pay off my debts and thought I would be okay plus I don’t want him in my life on a permanent basis. He’s not the nicest of characters.”  
 
    I thought about the pictures of Alfie I had seen and decided I could see a resemblance to Randy. 
 
    “So, what are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’ve spoken to them both recently and even though they are denying responsibility they’ve finally agreed to do a paternity test. Randy especially isn’t very pleased about it. He thinks I’m just after his money and he doesn’t believe me. He’s not an ideal father figure.” 
 
    “But surely some of his money would help with Alfie’s upkeep?” 
 
    “I’ll admit, I still struggle, financially. I’m not good with money and my drinking hasn’t helped but I don’t want to settle for dirty money.” 
 
    We talked for some time. Mia had been honest with me, so I trusted her. I told her what happened with Charlie. 
 
    “You’re a dark horse. You kissed him!” She started laughing and put her hand over her mouth. Her eyes widened.  
 
    “Shush, don’t tell everyone.” I smiled and scanned the cafe to make sure we weren’t being overheard. 
 
    “So, what are you planning to do about it?” she asked 
 
    “Oh, I stopped it straight away. I don’t want it to go any further.” She viewed me suspiciously. Her eyes narrowed.  
 
    “Honestly, I’m not getting involved with Charlie.” Mia smiled at me. 
 
    “Yes, but he is a hunk.” 
 
    “You seem to be overlooking the fact he’s still on the run accused of murder.” Mia’s expression became serious. 
 
    “There’s something about Charlie I didn’t tell you before when we spoke.” 
 
    “I’m all ears,” I said. 
 
    “Cassie confided in me that she thought he was seeing someone else.” 
 
    “Honestly?” My mouth gaped open like a large codfish. 
 
    “Yes, she felt sure he was but hadn’t tackled him about it.” 
 
    “And did she have any suspicions who he was seeing?” 
 
    “No, she didn’t know that.” 
 
    “So, what do you think?” 
 
    “It’s feasible.” The more that was revealed to me, the more I realised I didn’t know Cassie at all. She kept a lot from me. I folded my arms across my chest. It now seemed as though she had been playing me. 
 
    “Well, that’s an interesting theory. He certainly hasn’t mentioned it to me.” The cogs were going around in my brain. “So, if he was cheating on Cassie, it’s possible he’s still in touch with whoever it was.” 
 
    Mia nodded. “Yeah, it’s possible.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I nodded and took a sip of my hot drink. 
 
    We chatted some more and when it was time to go, I promised to be in touch soon. We also committed to going to meetings together. It would be good if we both supported each other.  
 
    Sunday came, and I’d been busying myself with housework, I nearly forgot the time and my decision to follow Trevor. I got to his home just before eight that evening, just in time to see him leaving his premises. He took the familiar route up Bury New Road. This time there were no traffic lights getting in the way of tailing him.  
 
    We approached the centre of Manchester and I had a sneaking suspicion where he might be heading. I knew about the red-light district up by Chorlton Street and that was where he was driving towards. As we approached Piccadilly, his indicator flicked on to turn into the NCP car park. I decided to stay in my car and hoped he came out the same way he went in. 
 
    He did, and he walked along and opened the door to the brasserie on the corner by the Britannia Hotel. I had been driving along Portland Street watching him. I almost caused a crash myself as I took my eyes off the road. I’d just spotted someone else. Georgia was there to greet him at the entrance.  
 
    As if that wasn’t enough surprise for one night, I turned the corner and spotted a car I recognised parked up. It was Jack’s. What was he doing here? As if I didn’t know although it did shock me. I hadn’t thought someone with his good looks would be seeking out call girls but then what did I know about his life. 
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    I went to my meeting the following night. Mia, Joyce and Jack were there. I felt uncomfortable around all three of them for different reasons. Mia, because I’d confided in her about what happened with Charlie, Joyce because I wasn’t being one hundred percent honest with her and Jack because I’d found out his dirty secret. Of the three, it was Jack I was most upset with. His behaviour disappointed me. 
 
    I decided I wasn’t going to say much. I felt it was better for me just to listen. Generally, I felt better when I opened my mouth and spoke about what was on my mind, but I didn’t feel able to today. I listened to Jack. He spoke about how much he had changed. He said that he used to treat women badly, but he was a completely different person now. He looked straight at me when he said this. I decided either he was just a bare-faced liar, or he was so sick himself that he was in complete denial about his behaviours.  
 
    He came up to me at the end of the meeting. 
 
    “Hi, Sophie. How are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m okay.”  I gave him a half smile and tried to turn away from him, but he grabbed hold of my arm. 
 
    “I saw you outside the Darcy’s house the other day. What were you doing there?” he whispered. 
 
    “I could ask you the same question.” I was affronted by his tone. 
 
    “Sophie, if you’re meddling in other people’s business then back off.” His voice was still soft. Mine was much louder. 
 
    “Hark at the kettle calling the pot black.” At my raised voice, people turned their heads to look over at me. Joyce was one of them. She frowned. It made me wonder if I had done something wrong, but I was angry with Jack. Joyce began to move towards me. 
 
    “Is there something you want to talk about only I sense a certain amount of antagonism towards me?” Jack said with a pasted-on smile. 
 
    “You should be so lucky. I wouldn’t even give you the time of day.” My voice was still raised. By now, Jack was frowning and looking perplexed and Joyce dragged me by the arm out of the door.  
 
    “What’s got into you?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” I stood in silence with my arms folded. 
 
    “Well when you want to talk about it, let me know.” Joyce walked off. That wasn’t what I’d expected. I thought she would be caring and considerate to my feelings not cold and aloof. I spotted Mia up by her car and I ran up to her.  
 
    I needed to talk to someone and Mia seemed the type to be able to keep a secret. Joyce was too friendly with Jack, so she wouldn’t believe me if I said anything bad about him. Plus, we weren’t on the best of terms now. 
 
    Mia invited me round to her house for coffee. I was relieved to get the invitation. I followed behind her in my car and she pulled up outside a council flat on Hillock Estate in Whitefield. I noticed youths hanging around and I hoped my car would be safe outside. The corridor outside her door stank of stale urine and I almost heaved. We walked inside.  
 
    “Oh no, I’ve forgotten to get milk,” she said. 
 
    “That’s okay, I can drink it black.” I scanned the room. Mia didn’t have much furniture and what she did have was very basic and cheap looking. It made me appreciate what I had. We sat down, and I told her everything that had been going on from following Trevor Darcy to seeing Jack and my suspicions about him going with hookers. 
 
    “Not that it’s any of my business, of course.” I was in full flight telling my tale when Mia began to laugh. I stared at her and stopped talking. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” I asked.  
 
    “You are,” she said. I wasn’t happy if she wasn’t taking me seriously. I sat there in silence for a few moments. Her hands were clasped together underneath her chin. 
 
    “Do you know what Jack does for a living?” she asked. 
 
    “How he conducts his life is up to him.” Mia smiled and shook her head. I was confused. 
 
    “Seriously, do you want me to tell you what his job is?” 
 
    “No, I don’t know very much about him and I don’t want to, now. The least I know about him the better. When I first met him I rather fancied him but now…” 
 
    “He’s a private detective.”  
 
    “He’s a what?” I thought I’d misheard. 
 
    “He’s a private investigator. He was fired from the police service because of his drinking so now he has his own company doing investigative work.” 
 
    “Oh no!” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Mia nodded. I put my two hands over my mouth as if using both would help shut up the big mouth of mine that I so readily put my foot in. 
 
    “What an idiot I am. Why didn’t I think of that?” I shook my head now. Mia didn’t help. She was still laughing. “I could kick myself for my behaviour.” 
 
    “That’s why we go to meetings because we’re not all there. I’m sure he’ll forgive you for your outburst.” 
 
    “I owe Joyce an apology as well.” 
 
    “That’s good that you’re recognising when you’re in the wrong. It means you’re working your programme. It tells us that when we are wrong, we should promptly admit it.” 
 
    “Oh well,” I smiled, “At least I’m doing something right.” 
 
    Joking apart, I was beginning to see the benefit of being honest and not keeping things to myself, even though it was hard. I’d spent a lifetime of building up a wall to protect myself. Now, letting people into my inner sanctum was difficult but did give me a sense of freedom that people were learning about me, warts and all. Although there was still one thing I didn’t believe I could tell anyone about, something I thought I’d take to the grave.  
 
    I sent Joyce a text later that night apologising for my behaviour and I phoned her the following day to talk it through. She wasn’t horrible to me. She pointed out a section of the literature that she felt might be good for me to read. All this AA stuff was like going back to school. I had to re-learn a different way of doing things. I felt like a child learning how to walk and talk. When I pointed this out to Joyce, she told me she had been shown how to dance again to the beat of God’s heart. I liked that idea and hoped one day I would have her compassion and wisdom. 
 
    Jack was a different matter. I didn’t have his phone number so would have to wait until the next time I saw him at a meeting to say sorry. The opportunity came the following week when I arrived at one of my regular meetings. As soon as I noticed him, my heart started thumping, and I felt shaky inside but knew I’d be better doing it straight away rather than putting it off. 
 
    I walked over to where he stood, getting himself a coffee. 
 
    “Hi Jack, how are you?” He gave me a half-hearted smile. 
 
    “Oh, it’s you,” he said. 
 
    “I’m sorry about the other day. I was out of order. I wondered if you fancied going for a coffee some time and I could explain to you.” His smile disappeared. 
 
    “Thanks for the apology, although it wasn’t necessary. You don’t owe me any explanation.” He then turned and walked off and started talking to Bob, an elderly gentleman. 
 
    I stood there smarting. That wasn’t the response I expected. I had been rebuffed, and it didn’t feel good. I sat through the meeting hardly listening. I rocked back and forward in my chair, reliving what Jack had said to me. Things hadn’t gone my way, and I didn’t like it. I’d mistakenly thought that the occasions he looked over at me in the meetings, he might have liked me. He made his feelings obvious now, so I was going to have to put any notions about him out of my mind. Easier said than done. 
 
    I tried to focus on work. I was due to go back the following Monday, and I had mixed emotions about it. I had got used to my time off. It had been nice being stress-free, but I did enjoy my job, so it would be good to get back helping others and I felt ready. 
 
    I woke up the following morning feeling jumpy. It was like my first day at school. I put the clothes I was going to wear out the night before. I hadn’t done that for a long time. Normally, I rushed around finding something clean and ironing my clothes on the last minute. I had an empty feeling in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    I went in and my manager asked to see me. The butterflies were churning over. My mouth felt dry. I hoped I hadn’t done anything wrong. She sat me down in her office. The room didn’t seem any different to last time I had been in it. The certificates were still on the wall, the filing cabinets were there but something felt different. 
 
    “So, how are you?” Sheila asked. Sheila had only worked there a few months. With her thick set appearance and grey hair, she looked very matronly. She didn’t have a northern accent like most of us. I remember her saying she moved up north from Surrey after her marriage ended. I smiled at her, hoping the question had been genuine and not just going through the motions. 
 
    “I’m much better thanks, Sheila, and keen to get back into the swing of things.” 
 
    “That’s good.” She clasped her hands together with her elbows leaning on the desk between us.  
 
    “Obviously we had to share your clients out between the other counsellors while you were off.” She glanced up from her notes towards me. I began to wriggle in the seat. “I’ve been speaking to the other managers and we’ve come to the conclusion your clients would be better left where they are now. For their continuity, it would be too disruptive to give them back to you.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, I understand.” I hadn’t expected that. I gulped. 
 
    “And the last thing we would want is for you to go off on long-term sick again with stress.” Her voice seemed to linger on the word stress. I looked at her now waiting for the punch line. 
 
    “So, we decided it best to break you back in gently to see how you coped.” 
 
    “I see,” I crossed and uncrossed my legs. 
 
    “For now, we would like you to go on reduced duties and do admin work.” 
 
    “Admin work?” I frowned. 
 
    “Yes, we want to make life easy for you, so we’d like you to do the filing.” 
 
    “Filing?” I shouted too loud. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right.” 
 
    “But, I’m ready to work my normal duties.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you’ve come back eager, but we’d like to see how things go first, Sophie. It should only be for a short time.” The pencil I was holding snapped in two. I couldn’t speak any further for fear of crying. I was a counsellor. I didn’t want to sit all day filing. This felt like a punishment.  
 
    I was banished to the filing room away from the other staff. Sat there on my own I was finding this all too difficult. There was a lot going on in my head. I felt mixed up about Charlie. Jack had rejected me and now work didn’t think I was capable of doing my job. Dejected, I looked down at the papers in front of me. I almost filed them in the wrong order in the cabinet as my mind wasn’t on the task at hand. I glanced at my watch. Forty-five minutes until my lunch break. I needed a drink. Alcohol would block out how I was feeling. I began to shake. I didn’t want to drink, but it felt the only solution at the moment. 
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     I sat on the floor behind one of the cabinets in the tiny room and prayed. I didn’t know if it would help but I had to do something. My eyes were squeezed shut as I recalled the words of the serenity prayer and I said them over and over. I was thankful now that I was working in the room on my own and that no one saw me. What might they think of me, kneeling on the floor, praying?  
 
    I suddenly remembered I had some literature in my handbag about recovery, so I rummaged around for it and trotted off to the toilet and sat there reading. I stayed there long enough for the idea of a drink to leave me. It got to lunchtime, and I sent a text to Joyce to tell her I was struggling. She phoned me straight back. We had a brief conversation. The more I listened the more I realised a drink was the last thing I needed. It would only make matters worse. 
 
    “Can you get to a meeting tonight?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t normally.” 
 
    “That wasn’t the question. Can you get to one?” 
 
    “Yes, of course, if it will help.” 
 
    “Trust me, it’ll help and if any more thoughts of a drink come on, phone me back. You’ve done the right thing today so well done. This is how it works.” I didn’t deserve any praise but was willing to take any compliments at the moment. I was about to put the phone down and Joyce finished by saying “Sophie, I’m proud of you.” I ended the call. I wanted to cry, but it was more out of relief that I hadn’t acted on my instincts and gone and got a drink. 
 
    I went to a meeting that night and I was grateful Jack wasn’t there. I was still smarting from his rejection more than I would have liked. Mia, however, was there. She spoke about being full of fear. I chatted with her at the end of the meeting.  
 
    “I’m scared, Sophie, and I’m not sure anymore if my fears are real or imaginary.” 
 
    “I know that feeling, Mia. I had a stalker once, and I thought I was going mad. I couldn’t trust my instincts and it was a difficult time in my life. If there’s anything I can do to help, please phone me.” I was only early in recovery, but Mia and I had developed a connection. 
 
    “Maybe we could meet up again sometime soon?” she said. I nodded. 
 
    “We’ll arrange it.”  
 
    When I got home, Charlie had left a note to meet him. My breathing increased as I remembered how we left things last time. As much as I didn’t think it was a good idea, I wanted to tell him about his dad. I thought it was right he should know that his suspicions were correct. He asked to meet up by the moor the following evening. 
 
    My muscles were twitching when I arrived at our rendezvous point. When I saw him, although he still sported a bushy beard, he looked clean with fresh clothes on. I looked around. 
 
    “So, you’ve been managing then?” I asked. He gazed at me with a strange expression. I didn’t know what to make of it. Neither of us brought up our previous encounter. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind Charlie, but I decided to follow your dad.” 
 
    “No, not at all, I haven’t told you this, but I hate that man with a passion.” Charlie’s face turned bright red. His eyes bulged, and his mouth narrowed. 
 
    “Who? Your dad?” My eyes widened. 
 
    “Yes, the wonderful Trevor Darcy.” I frowned. 
 
    “But you had such a privileged upbringing, I don’t understand, why would you hate him?” 
 
    “Money’s not everything. I hate him for the way he treated me. He found out that I’m not his son. Mum and he had a massive row one day. She just came out with the fact she had a fling with his best mate, the year before I was born. He always had his suspicions but from then on, he turned against us both. Apparently, my real dad went to live in Australia and wanted nothing to do with me, so I just had to put up with nasty Trevor.” 
 
    “So, how come your mum and him stayed together?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised what goes on behind closed doors. She probably knows too much about him and she doesn’t want to give up the rich lifestyle. They live separate lives under the same roof.” 
 
    “Gosh,” I said. 
 
    “It made for a very sick environment to grow up in at times. He’s got where he has today with his haulage company by being ruthless. His behaviour is as bad as any of your gangsters, Randy and the like.” 
 
    “So, it doesn’t surprise you that he visits the red-light district?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “I feel sorry for your mum, though.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t bother if I was you. She has taken the decision to stay with him, so she gets everything she deserves. It’s amazing what people will put up with for money.” Charlie didn’t have a good word to say about his parents. I asked how he was doing, and he said he was getting by. I wondered who was helping him because it was obvious to me that someone must be. 
 
    “Have you made any leeway with your investigations?” I asked. 
 
    “Not a lot but it’s difficult without any help.” I knew he was having a dig at me, but I ignored his comments. 
 
    “Oh, do you know your mum’s employed a private detective?”  
 
    “No, I didn’t know that. Maybe she does believe I’m innocent after all.” 
 
    “I’m sure she does. You’ve probably got more support than you realise.” Charlie gave me a dirty look.  
 
    “I don’t know about that, but you might find something out from this private detective?” 
 
    “Erm, I don’t think that’s going to happen. I do know him, and we don’t get on very well.” 
 
    “Oh well if you know him then perhaps you could put your differences aside for my benefit?” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do but I’m not promising anything because it’s highly unlikely he’ll talk to me.” We said our goodbyes, and I was about to walk off when Charlie grabbed hold off my hand. 
 
     Holding on to it, he said, “Thanks for staying by me, Sophie. I do appreciate it.” I gave a dismissive laugh and looked down.  
 
    “I didn’t want to leave you on your own with everything, but I am frightened for myself.” 
 
    “I understand and I’m very grateful.” I blinked, and his gaze followed my eyes. I watched his hand holding mine. I gave him a peck on the cheek and released myself from his grip. I walked away leaving him. I knew his eyes were following me, but I didn’t look back. I thought how things might have been different had the circumstances allowed. 
 
    Thoughts of Charlie were soon dismissed when I got into my work routine. Things were becoming more bearable. As new clients came in, I was given a few cases to deal with. I was grateful that they hadn’t totally put me down as a no-hoper. In fact, the more I thought about it, the more I realised they had done the right thing and handled me well. I didn’t want to be unduly stressed. As usual, I had got things wrong, and I now accepted my lot, filing and all. 
 
    I’d made arrangements to meet up with Mia after work the following evening. She contacted me and told me she had information I might be interested to know but she couldn’t tell me over the phone. I was intrigued. The first thing I thought when I saw her was how much better she seemed sober. Her skin was rosy, and her eyes sparkled. We hugged when we met. I was eager to learn what news she had but tried to play it cool. I asked about her son. 
 
    “Things aren’t brilliant. My mum has told me if I drink again then she is going to go for custody of him because she believes I am an unfit mother.” 
 
    “Oh dear, that’s not good. The very threat itself must put you in a stressful situation. Maybe the father will help out when he finds out?” 
 
    “I’d rather not know. Perhaps I owe it to Alfie, but it fills me with dread thinking who it might be.” 
 
    “I understand but it can’t be easy for you as a single parent.” 
 
    “No, it’s not and to be honest, I couldn’t manage without help. At the end of the day, I’m Alfie’s mum and I love him.” 
 
    I thought about my own problems. I had it easy compared to Mia. Some of us have tougher paths to tread and doing it sober made it doubly difficult.  
 
    “I’ve got to admit to you Sophie, I’m scared. Scared of drinking again, scared of what the future holds.” She looked down at her beautifully manicured hands.  
 
    “I know what it’s like to wake up full of fear,” I said. 
 
    “Anyway, enough about me, how are you doing, Sophie?” I looked all around the cafe. It wasn’t very busy which I was pleased about. I wasn’t very happy about anyone overhearing my conversation. Two middle-aged women were deep in conversation a couple of tables away, but they were out of earshot.  
 
    “I’ve been a bit screwed up. I nearly drank but I’ve got through that and feel stronger.” 
 
    “Yeah, well done, you. I wish I could help myself from giving in to the urge when it comes on me, but I mess up every time. It’s like my life’s a game of snakes and ladders. I sober up and my life gets better. Then I drink again, and my world comes tumbling down and I’m left to pick myself up, dust myself down and start all over again.” 
 
    “For me, it’s remembering what I’ve been told and picking up the phone before I pick up a drink,” I said. 
 
    “So, have you patched things up with Jack?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t, and I don’t know why I’m getting so hung up about it.” 
 
    “I know why.” Mia had a glint in her eye. I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “Oh?” I asked. 
 
    “You fancy him. That’s why you’re so upset about it.” 
 
    “I know but it’s as well he didn’t want to know because I’ve been advised to stay clear of men.” 
 
    “I wish I could do that,” Mia smiled. 
 
    “So, are you seeing anyone?” I asked. 
 
    “No, I’m like you. I go for the bad boys and it’s not good for my peace of mind when they treat me mean.” I nodded. “Speaking of bad boys, have you seen anything of Charlie?” she asked. 
 
    “’Fraid so. I’m trying to watch myself there.” 
 
    “I’d stay away from that one if I was you.” 
 
    “Oh?” I wondered if she had more to tell me about Charlie. 
 
    “My news might help you on that score.” 
 
    “Right.” I sat there patiently waiting for her to expand. I took a sip of my now cold coffee.  
 
     “So,” she said, “I’ve found out something you may be interested in.” 
 
    I watched her face and waited. Tilting my head to one side, I raised my eyebrows. She put her hands down on the table and looked me in the eye. 
 
    “I met up with Laura the other day.” 
 
    “Oh yes, you mean Cassie’s sister.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “I’ll be honest. I don’t know what to make of her. I don’t think she likes me,” I said 
 
    “She may have a reason not to like you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I frowned. 
 
    “She may be jealous of your relationship with Charlie.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” I shook my head. 
 
    “Well, she’s been seeing Charlie and helping him.” 
 
    “What?” my mouth gaped open. If I was a whale, it wouldn’t have just been Jonah who’d have got in, it would have been an army.  
 
    “Yes,” Mia nodded, “And I’m sure she’s telling the truth.” I put my finger and thumb under my chin, taking in the shock.  
 
    “I realised someone was helping him but, wait a minute, how long has it been going on?” 
 
    “That’s the six-million-dollar question, she didn’t say. That in itself made me think she was guilty of something.” 
 
    “You think she could have been seeing Charlie when Cassie was still alive?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s possible.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be, the pair of dark horses. That puts a whole different slant on things.” 
 
    “Yes. Laura might not be as innocent as she looks.” 
 
    “I wonder if the police are aware of this?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “It’s about time me and Laura had a chat.” Mia opened her eyes wide and nodded. Her lips thinned. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I had to be careful. I was very good at jumping to conclusions. I made that mistake with Jack, so I had to keep an open mind about what Mia told me. I had been advised not to listen to gossip but if Mia had spoken to Laura in person, then, it was probably true.  
 
    Part of me was miffed that I had been duped by Charlie. I was put out that I wasn’t the only female who had been taken in by his charms and helped him. I wanted answers from both Laura and Charlie. Firstly, to help Cassie’s case, but also to give me an idea where I stood emotionally. Charlie’s actions had made his feelings clear that he was interested in me and if I was honest with myself I did have a soft spot for him. I needed to get the full facts to keep my heart and my head happy. 
 
    I walked along the aisles of Aldi. Dad insisted I got his shopping from there because he liked his bargains. I couldn’t remember if he asked me to get tuna or salmon. I so wished I’d written it down now. I decided to get a tin or each that way he wouldn’t be disappointed, and I could take the other tin. If I didn’t write a list, I liked to use mnemonics, so that I didn’t forget anything. Today’s phrase was Wait ‘Til Your Sister Gets Back. I thought I’d been very clever coming up with that one. Was the T for tuna or the S for salmon? I’d recalled the others. There was water, yoghurt, gravy granules and bread. Then I remembered that the T was for toilet roll, so I put the tuna back and made my way to the tills. 
 
    I got in the wrong queue of course. It stressed me out. I’d counted the numbers waiting in line but hadn’t anticipated a problem with someone in front of me’s order. I watched in frustration as other queues soon dropped off. Don’t let a silly thing like this get to you, I said to myself. It was always the small stuff I was affected by. I left the store ready to kill someone and made a decision to go to a meeting that night to let go of this pent-up anger. 
 
    I drove too quickly back to Dad’s.  
 
    Turning the key in the lock, I cried, “I’m back, Dad.” 
 
    “Okay love,” he replied, “I’m in here.” I smiled. He didn’t need to tell me where he was. He was sat where he always sat, on his reclining chair in front of the television, watching sport on Sky. I was glad he was still taking things slowly. He had a tendency to do too much, but I didn’t think his weak body allowed him to do anymore. We argued about me doing his shopping because he liked to be out and about, but he was happy for me to do his cleaning.  
 
    “The salmon was on offer, so I got a pack of three cans if that’s okay?” I knew it would be. 
 
    “That’s great love. Just leave my change on the side in the kitchen.” I walked through and put everything away, leaving his money by the kitchen sink.  
 
    “Shall I make us a brew, Dad?” I shouted. 
 
    “That sounds champion, love.” I smiled as I filled the kettle with water and flicked the switch. How grateful I felt to be well and helping Dad when he needed me most. If I’d have messed this up, he’d have had to get carers in and I would never have forgiven myself.  
 
    I took the drinks through and we sat chatting for a while. He asked me how I was doing. I told him I felt better than I had in some time, but it was just for today. He was enjoying watching the golf so after I finished my drink, I cleaned his bathroom. It didn’t take me long to finish his chores, and I came back to sit with him feeling exhausted. 
 
    “Have you heard anything from Steph?” he asked 
 
    “Not lately.”  
 
    “She tells me they’re trying for a baby.” I felt put out by this, not being close enough to know what was going on in her life. 
 
    “Well, good luck to them.” Dad turned to me. I think he was checking if my words were genuine or not. They weren’t. I made Dad a sandwich as it was all he wanted to eat. He had lost his appetite since his heart attack. He had been scared out of his previous love of pastry.  
 
    I was going to my meeting straight from Dad’s, so I applied some lipstick and combed my hair before I left. I fetched my jacket from the cloakroom and approached Dad to kiss him goodbye. He took hold of my hand as I bent towards him.  
 
    “I appreciate everything you’re doing for me, Sophie and I’m so pleased you’re doing well.” Our eyes met. Dad’s were glazed. I felt a lump in my throat.  
 
    “I’m so glad too, Dad.” I kissed him and moved to leave. This was one of those times I didn’t want my emotions getting the better of me, so I rushed to the door. 
 
    “See you soon.” I blew him a kiss. “Don’t get up. I’ll see myself out.” I left the house and walked towards my car. I turned to look back at Dad’s house. He stood at the window waving. I knew he would. I waved back. 
 
    Driving along to the meeting, a sense of peace and contentment washed over me, interspersed with sadness. I wasn’t used to these emotions, but I didn’t want alcohol to block them out anymore. 
 
    When I arrived, I was greeted by Mia. She seemed in a good mood.  
 
    “How are you, Sophie?” she asked hugging me.  
 
    “I’m good thanks and how about you, Mia?”  
 
    “Oh, I can’t grumble. Glad to be here.” 
 
    “Yes, so am I.” Then she moved closer towards me and in a gentle voice said into my right ear, “Do you know Jack’s doing the main share tonight.” I glanced at her. 
 
    “No, I didn’t know that. It’ll be interesting to hear his story and find out more about him.” I winked at Mia and she smiled. I walked into the church hall, greeted and hugged one or two others, got myself a drink and sat down. The meeting started. Jack was introduced. He seemed nervous. He cleared his throat and looked up at his audience. 
 
    “Hi, everyone. My name’s Jack, and I’m an alcoholic.”  
 
    The crowd of about twenty people sat there responded with “Hi Jack.” He coughed and looked to be thinking for a few moments before he started. 
 
    “My drinking took off when I was at uni. Freshers’ week for me was complete oblivion, but I loved it. From then on in I wanted every week to be like that. Some of the others liked to party, but no one was as dedicated as I was, to getting wasted.  I was a greedy drinker. If it was my round, I got an extra chaser at the bar. I’d often pop in for a livener after lectures finished and when last orders came, I normally had two or three drinks lined up to neck down.” There were one or two people nodding from the audience. 
 
    He continued to talk about some of the scrapes he’d been involved in. He also mentioned that he began to turn violent with alcohol inside him. I shuddered at this as I recalled some of the experiences I’d had in the past at the hands of a drunken boyfriend. He talked about joining the police force. He said it suited him at first as it was a real drinking culture. His career progressed, the trouble was, so did his drinking. I could identify with that and it brought back memories of my time working in accountancy when I was classed as one of the lads due to my drinking antics.  
 
    I remembered how reckless I had been and how I didn’t give a thought about anyone else at the time. I didn’t care whose feelings I hurt, and I hadn’t treated my then boyfriend Kyle, Joyce’s son, very well. 
 
    I realised my thinking had wandered off as I recalled some of my own experiences.  I missed part of what Jack said about his time in the police service. He did say that by the end of his career there, his bosses started to notice his drinking. He was verbally warned at first, but he wasn’t able to stop. By this point, he was a daily drinker and found it hard to hide the fact he needed a drink. Colleagues warned him to rein it in, but he couldn’t. He was given two final warnings and put on a suspended dismissal for drinking on duty. He said at the time he felt hard done by but in reality, each of his crimes was a sackable offence. 
 
    In the end, his bosses offered to let him resign to preserve his pension. He said they bent over backwards to accommodate him, but they didn’t offer him any treatment through the company. They hadn’t realised that he suffered from alcoholism. Like so many employers, they just thought he drank too much on occasions. 
 
    Jack’s voice became shaky when he talked about his ex-wife. 
 
    “Things got bad at home,” he said, his eyes looking down. “Being in the police force was never going to be conducive to a happy relationship what with the long hours and unsociable shifts. We were a young couple starting out. I worked a lot of overtime and the money came in handy as there was always something we needed for our home. 
 
     So, I worked at every opportunity. My wife, Molly and I became strangers. We had our first son Arthur, followed a couple of years later by my daughter Rachel. By now Molly nagged at me all the time about my drinking. I would always tell her I’d only had a couple.” Again, I noticed the nods as I looked around at everyone listening to Jack. 
 
    “I couldn’t stop drinking, not to save my job, my marriage or my family. I lost everything including my self-respect. My marriage ended not long after I lost my job. My daughter was only one at the time. It was the worst time in my life. I moved out of our beautiful home, into a grotty bedsit. At first, I thought it was going to be wonderful. Now I could do what I wanted, drinking round the clock, but I was only kidding myself. It was sheer hell. The loneliness kicked in and the drinking got worse.” I felt myself welling up with tears as I thought about my own rock bottom. 
 
    Jack then told his captive audience that he spent the next two years living as a virtual recluse. His wife wouldn’t let him see his son and daughter because he couldn’t stay sober. He was having fights in bars and getting into trouble himself. He said it was only because the police officers had been his colleagues that he never got charged. He said they felt sorry for him.  
 
    Clasping his hands together in front of his mouth, he leaned on his chin, then continued, “It was a colleague of mine, who I shall be eternally grateful for. He planted the seed for me. I spent the night in the cells after being brought in drunk and disorderly. Even with alcohol inside me, I saw the look of pity on my ex-associates face.” Jack’s shoulders drooped noticeably.  
 
    “He came into the cell in the morning and sat down beside me. He told me I didn’t have to carry on the way I was living. I listened to him because I was ready. I was prepared to do anything to get out of the existence that had been forced on me through alcohol. At that time, suicide seemed a better option than my life. I didn’t want to drink but knew I had to.” At these words, the room became silent; there was no shuffling in seats, no rattling of toffee papers. Jack had everyone’s attention. 
 
    “He told me about himself. He said there was a way out if I wanted to stop drinking. I told him I had been through enough with the booze but that I didn’t think I could stop.” Jack laughed at that point. “It turned out he was an alcoholic and had been sober for years thanks to coming to AA. I’d been working with him all that time and I never knew. Anyway, he took me to my first meeting. He became my sponsor, and the rest is history. I haven’t had a drink now for over eight years. I have my children back in my life. I see them on a regular basis. They don’t hold anything against me. They love me unconditionally like you lot do.” He laughed again.  
 
    “I have my own business today and I work hard. It isn’t always easy but if I am struggling I get to a meeting or phone my sponsor. This works and if it worked for me, it can work for anyone.”  
 
    Jack finished what he was saying, and I felt a slight sense of disappointment as I could have continued listening to him all night. He was a lovely storyteller. There was a real honesty about him that I liked, and he wasn’t full of bravado. I was touched by his humility. I moved towards him at the end of the meeting and intended thanking him for what he had said. I felt it had helped me.  
 
    There were a few people vying for his attention and I hovered on the periphery of the circle of people surrounding him. I waited a while but there was no let-up of men and women wanting to speak to him and thank him for his words. I decided I would have to leave it for another time.   
 
    I put on my coat, walked over to Mia to say goodbye, waved at a few of the others then left the building. I had enjoyed the meeting tonight. It was no longer a chore to me, more somewhere I wanted to come of an evening. It was certainly preferable to drinking at home alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up the next morning with plenty to think about. I’d arranged to go and see the Donoghue’s that evening after work. My reason for being there was twofold, to see how they were doing and to speak to Laura. I had a lot of time for Cassie’s mum, Mrs Donoghue. I couldn’t even imagine what she must still be going through after losing her daughter in such a tragic way.   
 
    If what Mia said was true, Laura, and I had some serious talking to do about Charlie. Whether she would speak to me was another matter. When I arrived that evening, I rang the doorbell to their small semi. Mrs Donoghue greeted me. She appeared genuinely pleased to see me and invited me through into the lounge. Laura was sat in the room, busily texting or surfing on her phone. It was easy to tell that Laura was Cassie’s sister, even with their different appearances.  Laura didn’t acknowledge me when I walked in. 
 
    “Hello, Laura, how are you?” She didn’t look up. 
 
    “Laura don’t be so rude,” Mrs Donoghue said, “Sophie’s speaking to you.” She grunted, scratched her head and looked back at her phone. 
 
    “Oh yeah, hi Sophie.” Mrs Donoghue looked at me and shook her head. “Sorry” she mouthed silently. We chatted for a while, mainly small talk about TV programmes and me going back to work after my period on the sick. 
 
    I then turned to her and said in a soft voice, “I don’t know if I should be telling you this. Charlie’s mum has hired a private detective to investigate the case because she believes Charlie is innocent.” 
 
    At the mention of Charlie’s name, Laura glanced up from her phone. She saw her mum watching her and looked back down at the screen. 
 
    “No, I didn’t know that,” Mrs Donoghue said. 
 
    “I expect he’ll be in touch soon to ask you some questions.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” I could tell she was thinking hard. She frowned. “I thought the police had enough evidence to charge him?” 
 
    “Maybe not.” I shrugged. 
 
    I watched Laura throughout my conversation with Mrs Donoghue. I was on pins wanting to say something to her, but I bided my time. When Mrs Donoghue walked through to the kitchen to fetch us all a drink, I made my move.  
 
    “Psst, Laura, I know about you and Charlie,” I whispered. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She stared at me. 
 
    “Yes, you do, you’re helping him, aren’t you?” She watched me with a strange expression on her face.  
 
     “Wait a minute, it’s you isn’t it?” she cried. 
 
    “What are you saying?” I whispered. 
 
    “You’re the other woman that Charlie’s been seeing.” My face and neck were bright scarlet. 
 
    “I’m not seeing him. I’ve been helping him that’s all.” At that moment, Mrs Donoghue walked back in with a tray of drinks and buttered scones. 
 
    “Oh, you shouldn’t have,” I said, greedily taking a scone off the plate and taking a bite. 
 
    “Well I knew you’d be hungry, you won’t have had your tea yet.” Laura watched me. 
 
    “Mum, I’m going to take Sophie up to Cassie’s old room. I’ve got some things of Cassie’s I’d like to show her.” She stood up and beckoned me forward. 
 
    “If it’s photographs, you can bring them down.” 
 
    “It’s not photographs, Mum.” 
 
    “Oh, okay then.”  I quickly stuffed the last of the scone into my mouth and took a large gulp of my tea then followed Laura out of the room. 
 
    She marched into what had been Cassie’s bedroom. I followed her, and she shut the door behind me. 
 
    Leaning against it, she spat out, “So how long have you been sleeping with him for then?” There was venom in her tone.  
 
    “I’m not with him, I told you. He came to me for help that’s all.” 
 
    “Why would he come to you?” Her features were twisted. She clenched her teeth. The room was small, and I felt closed in.  
 
    “I don’t know but he did. What I’m more interested in is how long have you been seeing him?” 
 
    “That’s none of your business.” The corners of her mouth drooped as she spoke. She looked like she had just sucked on a lemon. 
 
    “Oh, but it is my business. Cassie was a friend of mine.” 
 
    “You cow,” she shouted, “trying to turn it around on me when you’ve been shagging a murderer all this time.” 
 
    “Laura!” I screamed. “That’s not true.” 
 
    At that point, we heard Mrs Donoghue calling up the stairs, “What’s going on?” It made us both quieten down.  
 
    “Nothing Mum,” Laura said. She thought for a moment. I was afraid of what she was going to do next. Her nostrils flared, and she glared at me but then she sat on the bed.  
 
    “There’s a lot you don’t know about Cassie.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m finding that out.” She weighed me up.  At that point, I acknowledged I had felt disturbed when I walked in Cassie’s old room. Initially, it was Laura’s outburst that unnerved me, but this bedroom seemed totally out of synch. All the walls were painted a bright cerise pink colour that would even have made Barbie flinch. 
 
     There were posters on the wall. I could just about accept the ones of Brad Pitt and George Clooney but seeing Batman, Spiderman and Elsa out of Frozen up there - I found weird.  Even the duvet cover had a scene from Frozen on it. The room was also adorned with hundreds of Beanie Babies. I had never seen so many stuffed toys, not even in a shop. There were dolls and teddy bears sat in neat rows on the pillow. What this told me about Cassie’s personality, I wasn’t sure, but it did seem a little bizarre as she’d been a young woman when she moved out. 
 
    “Swear to me you aren’t involved with Charlie,” she said 
 
    “I promise you, I’m not.” The memory of the kiss we shared came back to me, but I brazened it out. “So, what don’t I know, Laura?” Laura gave an ugly laugh. 
 
    “No, you tell me what you know?” She gave me a sly look that told me that I wouldn’t be on her Christmas card list.  
 
    Suddenly the door opened and in walked Laura’s mum. 
 
    “Mum,” Laura cried, “it’s rude to walk in without knocking.” 
 
    “I just wanted to check you girls are alright after hearing raised voices.” 
 
    “You wanted to snoop around you mean,” Laura said. She turned to me. “Well we’re fine, aren’t we Sophie?” Laura had a pinched expression. I nodded. I didn’t want to get involved in any domestic situation. “Anyway,” Laura continued, “I was just telling Sophie what a liar our Cassie could be.” 
 
    “I don’t want you speaking ill of the dead, after all, she was your sister.” 
 
    “Yeah, but she was a sicko.” 
 
    “Laura, I’ll not tolerate talk like this in my house.” 
 
    “It’s my house too,” Laura argued. Mrs Donoghue looked down at her daughter. I could tell she was holding in her feelings. She bit her lip. 
 
    “I’m going to leave you two girls to it.” She quickly walked back out the door. Just as quickly, the door opened again, and she popped her head round. “I’m sorry you had to witness that, Sophie.” I put my hand up to indicate it wasn’t a problem. She closed the door again leaving me with Laura. 
 
    “Nosey cow,” she said. I didn’t reply. I didn’t intend to antagonise her. I sat there silently for a few minutes while Laura calmed down. Finally, she spoke. 
 
    “So, you want to know about Cassie, do you?” 
 
    “If you’ve something you’ve got to tell me then yes.” She gave me a dirty look. 
 
    “Cassie was a compulsive liar. She couldn’t help herself. She had been doing it from an early age. She saw psychiatrists and psychologists, but she never got better. The lies kept coming. I swear to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, your honour, what a joke,” she mimicked. 
 
    “So, what was a lie when it came to Charlie?” She didn’t answer my question but continued.  
 
    “I knew Charlie long before she did. We hung about with the same crowd. I’d had a fling with him and we’d fallen out. Our relationship was always off and on. He always wanted to keep me a secret. I don’t think I’ve ever been good enough for him plus he enjoyed the excitement of keeping it from people.” She shook her head.  
 
    “We were volatile when we got together but I couldn’t stand to be apart from him. Then he got with Cassie. I thought he was only doing it to get back at me, but Charlie is a player of the first degree. He has made playing women an art. It crucified me. When I knew he was serious about Cassie my whole world came tumbling down. I stopped speaking to Cassie, and I sent a lot of abusive text messages to Charlie.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. If you feel like this about him why are you helping him?” I asked. 
 
    “I love him.” She put her head in her hands. “I’ve always loved him, but he messed with my head so much by getting with Cassie.” 
 
    “So, were you seeing him throughout the time they were together?” 
 
    “Off and on, yes.” 
 
    “And did Cassie know?” 
 
    “No. She suspected he was seeing someone, but she didn’t know it was me.” 
 
    “Why did you keep it from her?” 
 
    “It’s difficult to explain, but she had lots of issues and I didn’t want to create any more distance between us. We didn’t speak for a long time, but Cassie was a part of me. From a young age, it was always just the two of us. We weren’t allowed to play out with other kids so that made a special bond between us. Mum only reneged on that when we rebelled against her. I don’t know if you know but Mum and Dad lost a child through cot death?” 
 
    “Yes, I knew about that.” 
 
    “Well, it meant, our childhood was stifled by Mum.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” I said. 
 
    “What?” she raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Does your mum know about the prostitution?” 
 
    “Yes, unfortunately. The police told her. As if she wasn’t devastated enough. She’s been through a lot with Cassie.” 
 
    “Yes, I can imagine it must have been tough hearing that about her daughter. So, what about the domestic violence she came to see me about?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve known Charlie for years, and he’s never hit me. He might have pushed and shoved me a few times but nothing serious and I goaded him into doing it. Cassie had a track record of not telling the truth so I’m afraid to say I believe Charlie over my sister.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to make of all of this.” I shook my head.  “For what it’s worth, I don’t think Charlie’s right for you.” Laura laughed at my comment. 
 
    “Don’t I know it. Unfortunately, he’s like a drug to me. I can’t keep away from him. He has a hold on me. He’s a real charmer. When we split up, I just wanted him more. I became obsessed with him and he was all I thought about morning, noon and night.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve seen how he can be,” Laura stared at me. Her expression was serious. “Don’t worry,” I continued, “I’m not interested.” I hoped I sounded convincing.  
 
    “Hmm,” Laura muttered.  
 
    “So, what are you going to do about Charlie?” I asked. 
 
    “I believe that Charlie’s innocent, but I don’t know what I can do for him. The police keep an eye on our place, so he can’t come here. They’re probably tailing me as well, but I want to be with him and whatever happens, I will be there for him. We’ve both got pay-as-you-go phones to speak in secret.” At this news, I flinched. 
 
    “Be careful, Laura. I’ve already got myself on the wrong side of the law over Charlie.” 
 
    “He’s on my mind 24/7. I wish I could drop him but it’s not happening, and he can be very persuasive.” 
 
    The mood between the two of us had improved.  
 
    After a few minutes of silence, Laura volunteered, “There’s something really bad about Cassie that you probably don’t know about.” 
 
    “Oh?” Laura shook her head. 
 
    “Cassie always told lies from being very small. True, most kids do if it gets them out of trouble. She would blame me for something she’d done wrong. The problem with Cassie was, the lies never stopped. The worst was at school, in her teens. She told everyone she slept with Mr Brambles, her art teacher. He was suspended from his job whilst they carried out an investigation. Because of the psychological reports on Cassie, saying she was unstable, he was reinstated, but he left teaching soon after because mud sticks. People had thrown bricks through his windows and he had been ostracised by his neighbours in the area where he lived. Eventually, he moved away to make a new life for himself. Cassie never admitted to telling a lie. Then she did the same thing with Uncle Joe. She made claims that he molested her when she was small.” I listened open-mouthed. I put my hand over my mouth in shock. 
 
    “No!” I cried. 
 
    “Huh, it wasn’t true.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She’d made that story up as well.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Uncle Joe got ill with cancer and we thought it was terminal and that he was going to die. She tried to make her peace with him on what she thought was his deathbed. She apologised for making the story up, but Uncle Joe survived. Mum didn’t speak to her for a long time after that because Joe was her brother, but Dad forgave her. He had been through enough with her and believed life was too short to hold grudges against your family.  I’m sure her behaviour was attention seeking. I also believe she made the stories up about Charlie hitting her to get sympathy and win our parent's affection back.” 
 
    “And did it work?” 
 
    “Yes, but they both know that Cassie wasn’t well mentally.” 
 
    “But she had bruises when she came to see me a lot of the time.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it past her to have done that to herself, but I also go along with what Charlie suggested that it might have been Randy.” 
 
    “It seems so very strange. Why would Charlie stay with her if she told lies all the time?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe she’s good in bed or can cook up a good lasagne. I’ve asked myself that question over and over. I’ve even asked Charlie hundreds of times, but he said he loved her and wanted to help her. Perhaps he enjoyed being her protector, not that it did much good.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I was taken in by her.” 
 
    “Everybody was. She was very good. Uncle Joe, Mr Brambles and Charlie knew how convincing she could be and suffered because of it. It was a devastating time for the whole family and hard to forgive.” 
 
    I was lost for words. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I had sleepless nights, churning over everything Laura told me. I couldn’t believe I had been so taken in by Cassie. It made me question my ability to do my job. I always thought of myself as highly perceptive and trusted my judgement of people but now I wasn’t so sure. 
 
    All these secrets that were coming out, I needed to run the information past someone. I didn’t particularly want to go to the police. I still didn’t know if I was being charged myself. I thought about the one person I could go to with my ideas surrounding the case. Someone who would hopefully welcome new information with open arms and maybe this time wouldn’t be hostile towards me and he was rather good looking. 
 
    I didn’t want to wait until the next time I saw him at a meeting because I didn’t know when that would be. I knew Joyce had his phone number. I asked her to pass on my number to him and to tell him I had news about Cassie’s case. She obliged, and he contacted me within the hour of me speaking to Joyce. 
 
    “Sophie, what can I do for you?” My knees began to knock as I heard Jack’s voice.  
 
    “It’s more what I can do for you.” I blushed. I knew I was flirting with him. Either he didn’t notice, or he didn’t take the bait. 
 
    “You’ve got some information?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right, but I’d rather speak to you in person to discuss it.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure that can be arranged. Are you free this evening?” 
 
    We made plans to get together that night in the centre of Bury. I put the phone down and smiled. I don’t know why you’re getting excited, girl, I said to myself. It wasn’t as though it was a date or anything. I was just passing on what I knew. 
 
    I got ready that evening, taking more care than usual with my appearance. I put on my favourite green top, the one I’d had a few positive comments about. I didn’t think Jack would notice, but it made me feel better knowing I’d made the effort.  
 
    I arrived five minutes early and Jack was already seated. He rose to greet me. 
 
    “You look nice,” he said, smiling. Pang. My efforts had been worth it after all. 
 
    “What are you having to drink? It’s my treat,” he asked. 
 
    “I’ll have a skinny latte please,” I grinned. I felt sure he must have guessed I liked him by the silly faces I pulled in his company. 
 
    I sat down and waited for Jack to return with the drinks. He’d found us a quiet corner to sit in. We had a long chat keeping the talk to news surrounding the case. I told him what Laura had said to me. I talked that much, my mouth was dry. I had some theories that I was excited to share with Jack. 
 
    “I can’t sleep because I’m thinking about the investigation,” I told him. My arms were waving about as I expressed my opinions. “Well, that and other reasons.” I winked at him. 
 
    “Got something in your eye, Sophie?” He smiled. I ignored his comment. 
 
    “It’s only women’s intuition but I’ve got a hunch that Charlie is innocent.” He seemed bemused by my manner. 
 
    “So, if it’s not Charlie, who do you think did it?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve been considering the possibilities. Laura, her sister was having an affair with Charlie, so she may have wanted to be rid of her sister.” Jack’s mouth narrowed, and he nodded. “There are three others with a motive,” I continued. 
 
    “Go on,” he said. I watched his expression, but I couldn’t tell if he was taking me seriously or not. 
 
    “After what Laura told me about Cassie’s lies, then her Uncle Joe might still be holding a deep-rooted grudge and there’s also Randy, who Cassie double-crossed.” 
 
    “Okay, so they’ve all got the motives. What about alibis?” 
 
    “Charlie didn’t have one, but that’s as much as I know.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t be telling you this, but you’ve got yourself involved, and it is useful for me to have a sounding board.” I thought to myself, oh thanks, Jack, is that how you see me as a sounding board. For now, though that would have to do. 
 
    “I’m sure Laura can be ruled out,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, and why’s that then?” He looked at me with a serious expression. 
 
    “I got information from an ex-police colleague of mine and the body was moved plus there was a footprint indentation found at the scene size nine.” 
 
    “Okay, that definitely rules out a woman then I’d say.” I was getting good at this. 
 
    “It’d be interesting to find out the shoe size of the three guys.” 
 
    “Well, Charlie is a size nine because he told me that was one piece of evidence they were holding him on. However, they haven’t found any of his shoes to match the print.” 
 
    “Have you any idea where this Uncle Joe guy lives?” he asked. 
 
    “Laura mentioned visiting him in his bungalow in Little Lever.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not far to pay him a visit. Do you know his surname?” 
 
    “No, but I can find out. Is there anything else you want me to do?” 
 
    “Yeah stay out of this. It’s not for someone like you, Sophie.” I felt offended when he said that. He watched my expression then his tone changed. “The only thing is I know you’re too much like me. You’re not going to take a blind bit of notice of anything I say so I suppose I better let you help me.” I smiled and wondered if he was warming to me. 
 
    “So, are you taking me on as a volunteer then?” I asked. 
 
    Jack just shook his head and smiled.  
 
    “What am I going to do with you, Sophie?” 
 
    I laughed but then his expression changed. 
 
    “Seriously, you don’t know what you’re getting yourself into if you tag along with me.” 
 
    “As the saying goes, fools rush in where angels fear to tread.” 
 
    “If you’re sure you want to get involved. I’m up to here with work at the moment.” He held his hand up in front of his nose. “There’s only so many extramarital affairs a private detective can follow up on and with this on top, it’s keeping me busy. That’s why I haven’t been going to as many meetings lately.” 
 
    I was glad that Jack was ready to accept my help. I loved being around him and whatever Cassie was or wasn’t she was still my friend at the end of the day. 
 
    I didn’t have anything to do the following evening, so I arranged to meet up with Jack to discuss things further. This time it was more formal in that we met at his office. It was a small office in a building above a shop in Bury, close to where I worked. He told me he worked alone as he couldn’t afford a PA. His calls transferred to a virtual assistant service and someone came in once a week on a Friday to inspect his books. 
 
    “I could do that for you,” I said eager to please.  
 
    “Whoa, not so fast,” he put up his hand to indicate a stop sign. “You’re already doing more than you should.” My mouth dropped and my shoulders stooped. 
 
    “But I used to work in the accountancy field.” 
 
    “A girl of hidden talents, eh?” I smiled, and our eyes met. My mouth felt dry as my eyes lit up. 
 
    “Sophie, I can’t just get rid of Kelly. She’s a student, and she needs the money.” 
 
    “Okay, it was only a suggestion.” 
 
    “I’ll bear it in mind for future reference. Anyway, I thought you wanted to be a detective?” 
 
    “What is it they say in the meetings, the only thing I can’t do is drink.” 
 
    Jack walked over to his filing cabinet and pulled out a file. The room was surprisingly tidy for a busy man who worked alone. 
 
    I told him I hadn’t realised how close he was to my workplace. I said I could pop in from time to time on my lunch break if it helped. He agreed with that idea and it soon became almost a daily occurrence. I would come and eat my sandwiches if he was around and we would sit and discuss the case. He told me he would do what he could to find out Randy’s shoe size. I offered to see if I would find out any more about Cassie’s uncle Joe. 
 
    “Be careful, Jack. When I tried to get close to Randy, I was warned off in no uncertain terms.” 
 
    “I will don’t worry about me.” Our eyes met, and I smiled. 
 
    I picked up my phone just as it pinged. I checked the screen, and it was showing a text from Mia. I read through it. I need to speak urgently. I have some info 4 u x. I didn’t reply by text, instead, I decided to phone her back. 
 
    “Hi Mia, I’ve just read your text. What’s up?” 
 
    “Oh hi, Sophie. I can’t speak now. Can we meet up later?” 
 
    “Sure, are you okay?” 
 
    “No, but I’ll tell you about it when I see you.” I rubbed the back of my neck. This didn’t sound good. We arranged a time, and I ended the call. I frowned. I didn’t know what to make of that. I looked at Jack and raised my hands and shoulders upwards. I told him I’d speak to him after meeting up with Mia. 
 
    I had a coup in that I managed to get Joe’s full name and address off Laura. So, when I arrived at the coffee shop to meet Mia, later that day, I was feeling pleased with myself. I sat there waiting. I decided to grab myself a drink. There was no sign of Mia. I checked the time. We definitely agreed to meet at 6.30 but I sent a text asking if I’d got the time wrong. I didn’t get a text back. I became fidgety. I kept checking the screen. I tried to phone her, but the ringing was continuous. Something wasn’t right. She’d been keen to speak earlier so I couldn’t understand her standing me up.  
 
    I made a decision to go to her address. I knew where she lived as I’d picked her up a couple of times. I arrived at her flat and pressed the buzzer to her building. I wasn’t expecting her to be there, so I was surprised when the front door clicked to let me in. I approached the flat’s front door and pressed the bell. The door opened, and Mia’s mum stood there. 
 
    “Oh,” we both said in unison. 
 
    “I thought it was Mia,” 
 
    “No, my name’s Sophie. I was supposed to be meeting her, and she didn’t turn up, so I thought I’d come over because she had something she wanted to tell me.” Mia’s mum frowned. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know what she’s playing at. She took Alfie out for his tea but that was ages ago and I haven’t heard from her since.” 
 
    I didn’t like the look of this. I hoped and prayed she hadn’t gone back drinking. 
 
    Mia’s mum, Debbie, offered me a coffee, and I accepted. I felt too restless to sit there waiting for it, so I walked into the kitchen. 
 
    “I know I’m being cheeky, Debbie but Mia said she had information for me. Would you mind if I went in her bedroom and had a look?” Her body stiffened. She looked me over and appeared to be thinking. “You could come up and help me, only it may be important if we find any clues to where she is sooner rather than later.” She thought for a few moments. 
 
    “You go. Be my guest, love. It’s not my house. She didn’t mention anything to me though.” 
 
    I went to her bedroom. It was a typical young woman’s room. The walls had been painted lilac. She had colour-coordinated matching lilac duvet cover and curtains. The bed was adorned with purple and white cushions. There was artwork of ballerinas on one wall and ballet shoes on another. I wondered if Mia had been a dancer. There was a chest of drawers, bedside cupboard, bed and wardrobe and nothing else. I opened the drawers. They were filled with her lingerie and socks, nothing to interest me. 
 
    I checked the wardrobe. The clothes had been neatly put away. It was tidier than mine. I moved over to the bedside cupboard and opened the top drawer. There were some papers there. I also checked the rest of the cupboard and there was nothing to excite me, just a hairdryer and hairbrush. I decided to inspect the papers even though I felt guilty prying. 
 
    There was a letter from the council dated about a month back stating she was in arrears. It had a handwritten note on saying paid with yesterday’s date. There was a bank statement which I glanced through. A few weeks ago, Mia was overdrawn but in the last two weeks, there were a few large deposits. My heart sunk. Mia hadn’t mentioned anything. Could she have gone back working for Randy? 
 
    I was definitely going to say something to her. She might not forgive me for looking into her personal things. It was her own fault for being so inconsiderate and not getting in touch when she should have been meeting me. I went back to sit in the lounge with Debbie. 
 
    “No, nothing there,” I said. “I don’t have any idea what she wanted to speak to me about.” 
 
    We sat in silence for a few minutes. I wondered how much longer I should stay there. It was confusing. Another ten minutes passed, and the buzzer rang. 
 
    “Ah, there she is.” Debbie pressed to open the door without checking to see who was calling. A minute later the bell rang. I didn’t think it would be Mia as she would have used her own key. Debbie answered it and I stood in the hallway behind her. Two police officers stood there.  
 
    “Can we come in?” the policewoman asked. They introduced themselves and asked if we could all sit down. This looked bad. 
 
    “I’m sorry to have to do this Mrs North but there’s no easy way to tell you. Mia and her son have been involved in an accident. Her car went headlong into a tree. There was no other vehicle involved. They were both pronounced dead at the scene. They didn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    Both Debbie and I gasped. We put our hands over our mouths at the same time. I couldn’t take this in. Debbie began to cry. Her body trembled. 
 
    “What both of them are dead?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m so sorry, Mrs North,” the policewoman said. I moved across and took hold of Debbie’s hand and put my arm around her shoulder. 
 
    “Is there anyone you want us to call?” the policewoman asked. 
 
    “Yes, my sister, Nora.” 
 
    “Erm, just before I do that, there is something else you ought to know. Obviously, we’ll know more after the post-mortem.” 
 
    “What, what is it?” Debbie was looking directly at the policewoman, so was I. 
 
    “Apparently, the officer who arrived at the scene first said he smelt alcohol.” 
 
    Debbie screamed, and her tears became loud and heavy. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stayed with Debbie for a short time. I couldn’t contemplate how she felt, losing a daughter and a grandson in an instant. The police were still there asking questions. Debbie’s sister Nora arrived. Debbie wanted to go to see the bodies, so Nora volunteered to accompany her. 
 
    This was my cue to leave, and I promised to stay in touch. I told the police that Mia had suggested she had something she needed to tell me I also told them she seemed agitated. I had no idea what it might be about. 
 
    When I left Mia’s home I phoned Joyce and Jack. Both of them knew Mia well. They would be as upset as I was. I managed to hold it together whilst in company but now on my own, I couldn’t stop crying. I sat in my car for some time and let the tears flow. 
 
    The three of us agreed to meet up at mine. It was good for us to support each other. Joyce had known Mia the longest and got close to her trying to help her. An hour later, we were in my flat.  I made us a hot drink and took it through to the lounge.  
 
    “And you’ve no idea what she wanted to talk to you about?” Jack asked. 
 
    “No, not at all.”  
 
    “It’s a horrible thing to ask but do you know if she’d been drinking?” Joyce asked. 
 
    “The police mentioned that she might have because they smelt alcohol at the scene.” I hoped for Debbie’s sake that she hadn’t. I felt it would be harder for Debbie to come to terms with if alcohol caused Mia and Alfie’s death. 
 
    “I don’t think she had gone back drinking. She was doing well and sounded so positive lately,” Jack said. I nodded in agreement. 
 
    We stayed chatting for a while I mentioned about seeing the bank statement with the arrears paid off. Joyce gave me a look but didn’t say anything. Jack raised his eyebrows.  
 
    “There was obviously something going on,” Jack said. Tears kept coming over me in waves. 
 
    “It’s such a waste of two lives,” I said. Joyce passed me a tissue. We would have to wait and see what the post-mortem revealed. The mood in the room was sombre. We talked about our memories of Mia, then Jack and Joyce left together. 
 
    The following day I contacted Jack. I passed on Joe’s full name and address. He told me he’d not been able to get close to Randy. 
 
    “That guy is like the Scarlet Pimpernel. He keeps himself well protected. He has a security team looking after him that doesn’t like you to get anywhere near.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it. Please be careful, Jack. He’s a nasty piece of work. I wouldn’t want you to come to any harm.” 
 
    We ended the call after saying we’d see each other at the meeting later. When I put the phone down, I smiled. I liked how our friendship was progressing. 
 
    I was about to leave for my meeting that night. Getting into my little Fiat, I turned the key in the ignition. Nothing. I tried again. Not a sound. I sat there and counted to ten. This was all I needed right now. I decided to give it one last try and turned the key. Not a murmur. I banged my hand on the dashboard and shook my head.  
 
    I had to make a decision. Either call out the RAC and get them to have a look at it or if I set off now, I would still have time to get the bus to the meeting. I could do with a meeting especially after the news about Mia and Alfie. My car would have to wait.  Clenching my teeth, I left the vehicle there and walked to the bus stop.  
 
    I arrived at the meeting looking windswept and flustered. Jack was there. His mind seemed elsewhere. As much as I wanted to go over and have a conversation with him, his demeanour said to me back off, so I left it. I sat opposite him and glanced over occasionally. At one point our eyes met. I smiled at him. He smiled back. My body tingled, and my cheeks felt warm. 
 
    The meeting was sombre with many people reflecting on their memories of Mia and how she had touched their lives. I spoke about the stress I felt because my car failed to start on the way. I also said how sad I was at the shock news of Mia and Alfie’s deaths. 
 
     I was amazed that my natural instinct wasn’t to have a drink but instead to get to a meeting. Something was working and rubbing off on me in a positive way. I got support from others, with favourable nods. A few of them came up to me at the end of the meeting, congratulating me on doing the right thing. 
 
    I cleared the cups off the table and took them in the kitchen. Someone tapped me on the shoulder. I turned to see who it was. Jack stood there wearing his tan leather jacket and jeans. 
 
    “Hi, would you like a lift home, if you’ve got no transport?” 
 
    “Isn’t it out of your way?” My eyes were gleaming. 
 
    “It’s no problem honestly, anything to help a damsel in distress.” He smiled at me. My heart thumped. I hoped I wasn’t giving away my feelings. I nodded. 
 
    “That would be great, thanks.” 
 
    We left the building and walked over to his blue Vauxhall. He opened the door with his remote control and I climbed into the vehicle. “Are you sure you’re okay with taking me to Unsworth?” 
 
    “No, I’ll drop you off in Bury.” I looked at him. My eyes widened. He giggled. “I’m only joking. Course it’s okay.” 
 
    My cheeks burnt. Perhaps he was more good-humoured than I’d realised. We got in the car and set off. I cleared my throat. There was something I wanted to ask. 
 
    “So, do you have a girlfriend, Jack?” I watched him, and he took a sideways glance at me. He didn’t reply. “It’s just that if it was me, I wouldn’t be too happy about you giving other females a lift.” His smile disappeared. Oh dear, I’d annoyed him. Maybe I shouldn’t have pried. 
 
    At that moment his hands-free kit came through on loudspeaker. The loud ringtone made me jump. I looked at the screen which displayed the name. It said DS Rick Western. 
 
    “Rick, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “It’s more what I can do for you, buddy.” 
 
    “I’m all ears,” Jack said. 
 
    “We’ve had a tip-off. Randy’s lot are gunning for you.” 
 
    “Right,” Jack said slowly. 
 
    “I’d lie low for a while and stay out of his way if I was you.” 
 
    “Okay, Rick and thanks for the tip-off.” 
 
    “Anytime, mate, sorry I’ve got to go, busy night with criminals to catch and all that.” 
 
    “No problems and thanks again. Speak soon.” The call ended. I shifted in the seat and kept making sidelong glances at him.  
 
    “Those guys don’t mess about. Look what they did to my place.” Jack kept his eyes on his rearview mirror. We travelled along for some time. Jack’s mood had changed. He looked agitated and became wary. His head kept ducking and his eyes were constantly checking his rear-view mirror. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Are you okay if I put my foot down?” I ran my fingers through my hair. 
 
    “Go for it,” I said.  
 
    “Time we got out of here. Hang on to your hats.” Within seconds we were careering round corners on two wheels, brakes screeching. My pulse increased. I wanted to scream, but I knew it wasn’t appropriate. My body went rigid. Then came a loud bang then a cracking sound as I realised something hit the metal of the vehicle. I screamed, shaking. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Get down, Sophie.” I didn’t need telling twice. I ducked my head down in the car. My teeth were grinding, and I clenched my jaw. The vehicle twisted and turned. I held on to the sides of the seat. I cried out for help. I heard another loud bang. I jumped. I glanced across at Jack. He looked scared but kept his eyes on the road. He looked behind. Thank goodness he was a good driver. We’d have no chance if it was me driving. Weaving again in and out of traffic, I peeped up and saw we were approaching traffic lights.  
 
    “Keep down,” Jack cried. I pulled my neck as I yanked my body back down below the window. Next thing I heard another bang and the sound of shattered glass. I yelled then looked over at Jack. 
 
    “Shit!” he cried. I screamed at the top of my voice. Blood spurted onto his jacket and splattered the window.  The car travelled forward out of control. Jack’s body slumped backwards in the seat. I grabbed hold of the steering wheel and just missed an oncoming lorry who was sounding his horn continuously.  
 
    My hands were shaking as I pulled hard on the handbrake and wrenched it with all my might. The car went into a spin. There was nothing else I could do. I closed my eyes and prayed. The vehicle came to a stop. The seatbelt tugged on my skin. I looked at Jack. His face had gone chalk white. I screamed again. My body trembled. I had to think quickly. I was about to reach for my phone when I noticed people running towards our vehicle.  
 
    “Can you phone for an ambulance, he’s been shot,” I shouted through the windowless vehicle. I thought I might faint. I pulled at his jacket and tore at his shirt looking for the wound. The blood gushed out. It was warm and sticky on my hands. I felt sick, but I had to hold myself together for Jack’s sake.  
 
    It looked like a shoulder wound. Thinking fast, I took off my tights to use as a bandage. I knew to apply pressure to the area. I moved his body to lay it on the seat in the hope of slowing the blood flow. I kept my hands pressed firmly on the makeshift bandage and began to cry. I didn’t want Jack to die.  
 
    I heard the sirens and saw the blue flashing light approaching. Within minutes, the paramedics arrived, and they took over from me. They helped me out of the vehicle. My legs wobbled so much, I needed support to walk. A crowd of onlookers gathered. In no time at all, I was sat with Jack in the back of the ambulance. A man in a green uniform checked me over. I was okay, but Jack looked in a bad way. We sped off towards the hospital. I took hold of Jack’s hand.  
 
    “You’re going to be okay, Jack, do you hear me?” I watched his face. For a second, I thought I saw his eyelid flicker, so I kept talking. “I’m sorry if I’ve been a pain but I care about you.” The blonde paramedic called Jenny gave me a smile. She was busy monitoring him. 
 
     Next thing, her colleague said, “ETA five minutes. Have the crash team ready.” I knew this was serious, and I went numb. I could tell he had lost a lot of blood in a short space of time. There was a syringe of something being injected into Jack’s arm. He was hooked onto a drip and an oxygen mask put on his face.  
 
    “Are you okay, Jack?” Jenny said to him.  
 
    “Come on, Jack, hang on in there.”  
 
    The engine stopped. The doors of the vehicle opened, and Jack was rushed out on a stretcher. There were white coated and green-uniformed men and women mingling around him. I followed behind them at pace.  
 
    I was asked to sit in the waiting room. I seemed to be there for an eternity. If I closed my eyes, I kept hearing the loud bang of the gun going off. The picture that kept coming in over and over was of Jack covered in blood. I knew the doctors would do everything within their capabilities for him now. I managed to get hold of his parent’s phone number by calling different people who knew him. They lived in Spain.  
 
    The line sounded very clear when I got through to them.  
 
    “Is that Mrs Ashton?”  
 
    “Yes, who’s that?” 
 
    “I’m a friend of Jack’s. I’m afraid I’ve got bad news for you.” 
 
    “Why what is it?” 
 
    “Are you sitting down?” I didn’t want her legs to buckle when I told her. “I’m afraid Jack’s been shot.” Silence at the other end. 
 
    “Mrs Ashton?” She shouted her husband. 
 
    “Gordon, Gordon, come here quickly,” and then back to me, “what happened, dear? What do you know? How bad is he?” She bombarded me with questions. I tried to calm her but then I had no assurances yet myself, just an overwhelming feeling of hope.  
 
    “We’ll get a flight over straightaway. If there’s any news can you phone me back?” 
 
    “Of course, I will, Mrs Ashton and I’m so sorry.” I heard her tears, and it set me off. I ended the call and sat back down on the plastic chair. One or two of the people sat in the reception area looked at me with sadness on their faces. My head sank into my hands and I tried to slow my breathing down. 
 
     Calm down, girl, I said to myself. I then realised I needed to let my friends and family know what I had been involved in. I sent text messages, for now, telling them I’d phone later when I knew more. I didn’t want to be missing if Jack came round or there was any news. I shuddered. I couldn’t contemplate the unthinkable. I prayed some more.  
 
    A short time passed, and I heard footsteps coming up the corridor. I looked up. It was Joyce. Before long, a few others arrived who I knew from the meetings.  
 
    Finally, a nurse came out and approached me.  
 
    “Are you his girlfriend?” she asked. I glanced at Joyce. I didn’t want to lie, but I wanted to know how Jack was. 
 
    “Yes, she is,” said Joyce. 
 
    “You’d better come with me then.” She rushed off with me in hot pursuit. 
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    “You were with him when the incident happened weren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right, I was.” 
 
    “The police are going to want to talk to you.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve spoken to someone briefly.” She touched my arm. 
 
    “He’s a very lucky man.” 
 
    “Is he going to be alright?” 
 
    “Hopefully, he’s through the worst but we’ll be monitoring him closely for infection.” 
 
    “Can I see him?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll just check with the doctor. He’s heavily sedated at the moment and he’ll be in pain for some time.” She went into the ICU to check then came out and got me gowned up. 
 
    I held Jack’s hand for ages. He slept, but I stayed with him. It gave me time to think. This was too much to take after Mia’s recent death. I let Pauline, Charlie’s mum, know about Jack being shot as he was working on her behalf when this happened.  
 
    She came to the hospital. She vowed she would pay for the best care to aid Jack’s recovery. I left the hospital when Jack’s parents arrived. I said I would come back later. I returned that evening to see him looking a thousand times better than when I left. He sat up in bed with his shoulder bandaged up. He even had a joke with his dad. He seemed pleased to see me and was more concerned with how I was. 
 
    I asked if there was anything he wanted me to bring in the following day. 
 
    “Just you,” was his reply. My cheeks began to tingle. Our eyes met. I wanted to put my arms around him and hug him. Instead, I bounced from foot to foot, looking down.  
 
    “Your mum and dad are nice, aren’t they?” Jack nodded and smiled.   
 
    Over the next few days, I went to the hospital each night after work. He had lots of visitors, mainly friends form the meetings. 
 
    “Two to a bed,” the nurse kept insisting. There were always about half a dozen people having to take it in turns to sit with him. 
 
    The following evening, I arrived at the hospital just before seven. I stood in the doorway to the ward and looked over at where he lay. My face, neck and ears felt impossibly hot. Shuffling my feet, I grimaced.  
 
    A stunning blonde sat at his bedside holding his hand. They looked very affectionate. She stroked his hand. Her body was very close to his. It seemed very intimate. Oh no, that must be his girlfriend.  I’d presumed he wasn’t seeing anyone. I was ready to do an about turn and leg it when I saw Jack had noticed me. He beckoned me over to his bed. My face was still tingling. I avoided eye contact. I felt out of place. I moved from leg to leg and kept looking away. 
 
    “It’s okay, I’m just leaving. It’s your turn.” The woman got up to leave. She had a figure to die for. Nausea descended on me. Jack had a big grin on his face. Even though I felt like the other woman, Jack obviously didn’t look at me romantically otherwise he wouldn’t have been so amused.  
 
    He didn’t speak about his girlfriend and I didn’t ask. I felt deflated. I walked around with my shoulders drooping. I had to accept he wasn’t the one for me. 
 
    He was kept in hospital for a few more weeks. He needed a number of operations on his shoulder and was booked in for physio. He was fortunate it was his right shoulder, and he was left-handed. After meeting his girlfriend, I wanted to stay away from the hospital, but I couldn’t help myself. I still visited him regularly out of concern and because I cared about his welfare. I was trying to come to terms with the fact we would never be more than just good friends. I was gutted.  
 
    He probably joked about me to his girlfriend. His parents stayed until he was out of hospital. When they returned to Spain, Joyce volunteered to do his washing for him until he could manage it himself. She liked to mother him. I thought his girlfriend should be doing it but wisely kept my opinions to myself. 
 
    When he came out, he ignored the doctors’ orders and went straight back to work. I told him I would do what I could to help the case, but he insisted on visiting Joe Donoghue, now he was up and about. Later that day I was at home listening to the local radio and the news came on Charlie had been arrested. Holding my breath, I gulped. What might Charlie tell the police about his contact with me? From hearing the news of Charlie’s arrest, I kept expecting a visit from the police, but nothing happened. It was too much to expect they wouldn’t want to speak to me again. I was still on police bail for harbouring him. I hadn’t spoken to Charlie for some time. I wondered if Laura had. I phoned her. 
 
    “I’ve heard the news about Charlie. How are you?” 
 
    “I was with him when they caught him.” 
 
    “Oh dear, what does that mean for you?” 
 
    “I’m in the same boat as you. I was arrested as an accessory.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “It was horrible, Sophie. They kept me in ages asking me questions.”  I knew how awful that felt. I told her about Jack, but she already knew. 
 
    My life had become very busy all of a sudden. I’d offered to keep an eye on Jack’s office as well as everything else and kept in touch with Mia’s mum. I was tidying up Jack’s office one lunchtime for him when he came barging through the door. 
 
    “Oh, glad you’re still here,” he said. I smiled as I finished dusting the desk. “I’ve got news,” he continued. I could tell from his body language he was keen to tell me. 
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “It’s definitely not Joe Donoghue.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, eager to hear more. 
 
    “His feet are massive, he takes a size thirteen, and he wasn’t even in the country when Cassie’s death took place.” 
 
    “So where does that leave us?” 
 
    “It’s back to Charlie and Randy as the main suspects.” 
 
    “Do you ever feel you’re going round in circles?” I asked. 
 
    “All the time,” he said. 
 
    “It’s strange how the police haven’t charged Charlie with the murder? 
 
    “They can only keep him a certain length of time before they charge him. They mustn’t have enough evidence against him.” Jack said. 
 
    “Oh, and I’ve heard from Mia’s mum. There’s going to be an inquest. The family should be able to arrange a funeral for Mia and Alfie after that.” 
 
    “The sooner it gets sorted for her the better.” 
 
    “Yes, and she’s going to arrange a joint funeral,” I said. 
 
    “What Mia’s poor mum must be going through, I can’t imagine,” he said. 
 
    “No, oh and talking of family, I won’t be here tomorrow, I’m going to see Dad.” I no longer called around every day to Dad’s now he was well. In fact, I knew he was much better because he got annoyed with me doing things for him these days.  
 
    “Oh, that’s a shame. I’ve got used to having you around the place,” Jack smiled, and I grinned like a Cheshire cat. “How is your dad doing, by the way?” 
 
    “He’s great. He’s even back dancing.” 
 
    “Good for him.” 
 
    I called at Dad’s the following day. We complimented each other on how well we both looked. He told me he now had a lady friend called Margaret. They’d met at one of his tea dances and they’d been out on a couple of dates already. He said they planned to go on a picnic the next day. 
 
    “Oh, that sounds nice, Dad. Where are you going? Anywhere nice? 
 
    “Rochdale.” 
 
    “Rochdale!” I exclaimed. “I can think of nicer places to take a lady.” 
 
    “What do you mean? It’s lovely over the tops at Ashworth Valley and we’ll call in Owd Betts pub on the way home.” 
 
    “Don’t go getting her drunk now, Dad.” I winked at him. It amazed me how much better things were now with my family. Even me and Steph were speaking and being civil with each other. 
 
     I got a call from Laura a few days later. She sounded upbeat. 
 
    “Guess what,” she said, “Charlie’s been released and they’re not charging me.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s great news, Laura.”  
 
    “Have you heard from the police yet?” 
 
    “No, not yet.”  
 
    “Oh, and we’ve some other news.” 
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “Charlie and I are moving in together.” I thought what a quick worker he was and didn’t know what to make of that news. My stomach stirred. Was that indigestion or did I feel uncomfortable with Laura’s information? 
 
     I said, “I hope everything goes well for the two of you. Will Charlie get his old job back?” 
 
    “We don’t know yet.”  
 
    After our conversation ended, I was left with the thought that the only suspect left, if the police now believed Charlie’s innocence, was Randy. I thought to myself, if that was the case, then I’d leave the investigation up to the experts. I knew better than to get involved again. 
 
    A couple of days later, I got home from work late. There were two envelopes on the mat. I opened them both. One was a letter to renew my home insurance. I raised my eyebrows. It seemed pointless renewing. I’d had all that damage and hadn’t claimed a thing. I almost had enough money saved to buy a new carpet. It would take a while longer before I could afford a new television. I put the letter to one side. 
 
    I opened the other envelope and read through it. It was from the police, telling me they would not be proceeding with charges against me, so I no longer needed to attend at the police station for bail. I was so relieved. I breathed in, sucking in the air, then out again. The heavy load I had been carrying magically fell away. Until it disappeared I hadn’t realised how much stress it caused me. I was free, and it felt good. Another thing struck me. Throughout this time, having a drink hadn’t entered my head once. Something was rubbing off on me and I liked it. 
 
    I phoned both Joyce and Jack to let them know. They had both become a big part of my support network. There were other friends and family to tell, like Dad and Steph and my friend Angela. It was nice to know there were people in my life that cared about me. They were genuinely pleased with my news. Aaron and Liam decided we needed to go out for a curry to celebrate.  
 
    Two weeks passed by without any dramas. Jack had to attend hospital for his shoulder. He was still in pain with it and it made him grumpy. I tried to stay away from him but couldn’t help myself. Even if he wasn’t there, I found myself going to his office and doing his filing or cleaning. I hope he appreciates this, I thought to myself as I mopped his floor.  
 
    The phone rang, and I answered it. It was a woman chasing up her invoice. Apparently, she hadn’t been charged yet for the work Jack did for her a couple of months back. I wondered what Kelly, the student, was doing. That was supposed to be her job. If it was up to me, I’d sack her, but Jack was too soft to do that. 
 
    The following evening, I received a text from Laura asking if I was free. I sent a reply saying I was. She phoned me straightaway. All I heard when I answered was sobbing. 
 
    “Laura, Laura, are you there?” 
 
    “Yes, sniff, yes, sorry.” 
 
    “What’s the matter, Laura?” 
 
    “It’s Charlie, sniff.” 
 
    “Why, what’s happened?” 
 
    “He’s attacked me,” she sobbed. Heat flushed through my body. 
 
    “No,” I replied. I felt numb. Poor Laura. 
 
    “Can you come round, Sophie?” I paused as I took in the question. I didn’t want to, but Laura cried out for help. 
 
    “Okay, where are you?” She gave me the address, and I got my coat. I was outside their shared home within fifteen minutes. My stomach churned as I anticipated what might happen next. I knocked and took a big gulp. I heard footsteps approaching from the inside. Laura opened the door. She’d stopped crying. Mascara ran down her bruised face. Her lip was cut.  
 
    “Is it safe to come in?” I asked. She nodded. 
 
    “Where is he?” I whispered. She hunched her shoulders and shook her head. 
 
    I followed her into the lounge and the shock of the devastation hit me. The furniture was upturned. There was broken crockery, and the floor was littered with books and food. 
 
    “My goodness, what happened?” 
 
    “He turned on me. He asked me if I believed he was innocent, and I didn’t reply straight away. Of course, I believe he’s innocent. I wouldn’t be with him if I didn’t, but he just completely lost the plot. He wouldn’t listen to reason.” 
 
    “Has he ever done anything like this to you before?” 
 
    “No, never and I don’t ever want to see this side of him again.” She sat on the sofa with her head in her hands. 
 
    “So, what are you going to do?”  
 
    “I’m leaving. It’s made me realise maybe there was some truth to what Cassie said.” I too had been taken in by Charlie. Suddenly, I felt a cold chill in the room. As if in slow motion, I watched Laura’s eyes widen in terror as she stared at the door behind me. I turned my head to follow the direction of her eyes and nearly jumped out of my skin. Charlie stood in the doorway with his arms folded. He had a look of evil on his face. 
 
    “Well, well, look who we have here. Sophie’s come to the rescue.” His features contorted as he spat out, “You pair of bitches.” I moved from the chair I was sitting on towards Laura. I was afraid of what he might do next. He picked up a chair and threw it in our direction. We both screamed, and each moved to a separate corner of the room. He was still in the doorway blocking our exit. Laura snatched up a vase and lurched forward to hit him with it, but Charlie was too quick for her and grabbed her arm. They wrestled together. I looked around the lounge for something to use as a weapon. I picked up another vase and hurled it at him. I shook. He lost his balance, and I grabbed Laura’s hand. 
 
    “Come on Laura, run.” We made it to the front door. Charlie was in pursuit. I was in front of her. She turned and kicked him, and we managed to get a few seconds on him. We ran towards my car. Charlie was still too close. My eyes darted around as I searched for a weapon. I picked up the branch of a tree and whacked him with it. I pressed the remote control on my vehicle. 
 
    “Get in, Laura,” I screamed. 
 
    Charlie was on top of me. He punched me in the face. I saw stars. Laura was about to get in the car but then saw my predicament and came to my rescue. She began kicking and punching Charlie. I did the same, and he went down. We made our move and managed to jump in the vehicle. My hands shook as I turned the key in the ignition. I started the engine just as Charlie put his hand on the roof of the car. I put my foot on the accelerator, revved up and sped off.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    RANDY 
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat in the office in the back of the nightclub. I thought when I bought the place it would be great for laundering money. The way things were going, it ate into the profits from my other businesses. The escort agency was flourishing, and I was still making a packet from the security business, but it wasn’t like it was ten years ago. Everyone muscled in these days. Any old Arthur Daley thought he could make a few bob and set up massage parlours and security agencies nowadays. It had got very competitive and some of my team were getting greedy, wanting more money for their services. There needed to be a shake-up. 
 
     I looked at the figures that had been prepared for me. I made no secret of the fact I was no accountant. If this place didn’t buck up soon, it would have to go. It was a shame because I fancied myself as something of a DJ and enjoyed the sounds. Getting in the lap dancers helped but there was pressure from the Force sniffing around, checking up for drugs.  
 
    This club had to be as squeaky clean as I could make it if I wanted to hang onto it. I opened the top locked drawer of the desk and took out a packet containing white powder. I laid it down on the surface and rolled up a paper. I closed one nostril and sniffed up through the other. The hit was immediate. Aaah, that felt better. 
 
    I’d made a huge mistake recently. I’d got into a property scam that had gone tits up. I was set to lose a lot of money and I mean a lot. I wasn’t sure if I could ride it out with my other businesses. It was a worry. It wasn’t easy running my empire, and I needed time out. I’d been over to see Tosser Tanner tonight, one of the security team. He’d made a balls-up of his trigger practice with the new tool he’d been given and shot himself in the foot. What an idiot. I had to laugh. If these guys had brains, they’d be dangerous. 
 
    Woz was back in my good books as he had come up trumps finding a young teenager who could burgle houses for us. The young lad trained up a group of ten to twelve-year-olds to do the grafting. They could get through open windows and were so nimble, plus no one suspected them. It wasn’t bringing in a fortune yet but every little counted the way things were at the moment.  
 
     Someone knocked on my locked office door. 
 
    “Who is it?” I shouted, frowning. 
 
    “It’s me, Georgia.” I smiled and rose from the black leather chair to let her in. She immediately spied my supply. 
 
    “Shares?” she said. 
 
    “Help yourself,” I replied, then I watched as she slinked her perfectly formed body over to the desk. Perfect at my expense, of course. It cost me a few bob for her boob and bum jobs but then eyeing her up now I thought it was money well spent. 
 
    After she took a hit, I beckoned her over and patted my knee. She sauntered across the room and sat on my lap.  
 
    “I’ve got a little present for you,” I said. I kissed her then pushed her away. I walked over to the safe hidden behind the health and safety certificate on display. She watched me with interest as I keyed in the code. I kept looking around. You can never be too careful. I took out a tiny box and threw it over to her. 
 
    “There you go, cop a load of that.” Georgia smiled at me with curiosity. She had beautiful features and her confidently applied makeup, although heavy, made her hard to resist. I watched as she slowly opened the box. The beaming delight on her face made the trouble I had gone to get the ring seem worthwhile, either that or I was going soft in my old age. 
 
    Her eyes widened as she took out the stunning diamond ring and gasped. It made me grin. That was the response I hoped for. She slowly placed it on the third finger of her left hand. 
 
    “Oh Randy, it’s perfect.” She held her arm out, tilting her hand, then she cocked her head as she viewed the diamonds from every angle. 
 
    “This must have cost you a pretty penny.” She looked up at me. I winked at her. 
 
    “You’re worth it.” That was an understatement. She could run my business blindfold. She took no nonsense from anyone and she was my best friend.  
 
    “So, is this what I think it is?” she asked 
 
    “You’ve been going on about it for long enough.” 
 
    “Get down on one knee then.” 
 
    “Are you joking?” 
 
    “No, get over here and on your knees.” I smiled. She took hold of my left hand and swung me around the side of the desk. I got down on my knee and put my free hand up her skirt. She clipped my ear. 
 
    “Randy, you dirty sod. Say it.” 
 
    “Say what?” I laughed raucously. 
 
    “You know, say it.” 
 
    “Georgia, will you be my missus?” She put her hands on her hips and gave me one of her looks. 
 
    “That’s not very romantic but if it’s the best you can do, then I accept but there are conditions.” 
 
     “Oh?” Nothing surprised me with Georgia. 
 
    “One, stop taking your pick of the other girls.” 
 
    “Sure, I can do that.” I’d have to be more careful in future on that score. 
 
    “Two, let me stop seeing clients and just oversee the girls.”  I nodded. 
 
    “I’ll agree to that. Is there anything else?” 
 
    “One more thing, make me a 50/50 partner in the business.” 
 
    I blew out. I knew she’d drive a hard bargain. 
 
    “70/’30 and that’s my final offer.” She did a good job for me and she was worth it, but I could tell from the look on her face she wasn’t giving up. 
 
    “60/40. You're not getting away that lightly.” I put my hands up in the air and looked up at the ceiling. There were still pockets of money here and there that Georgia didn’t know about.  I knew I would be able to keep them from her. 
 
    “I accept, boss.” She held out a hand to shake mine. I reciprocated, shaking my head.  
 
    “Now get out of here and get some work done.” I smacked her backside as she got up. It made a change for one of my members of staff to be happy. I upset most of them. The phone rang, and I waved her out the room. 
 
    “Hello,” I answered. It was Mikey, the manager from the scrap yard I owned. 
 
    “Yo, how you doing, bruv?” 
 
    “What can I do for you, Mikey?” 
 
    “It’s one of the security cameras, boss. It’s been smashed. We think we know who it was, but we wondered what you wanted us to do about it.” 
 
    “WTF,” I smashed my hand down on the table. Some of my staff had the brains of imbeciles. 
 
    “Are you stupid or what,” I continued.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Mikey’s tone sounded like he was taken aback by my outburst. 
 
    “Surely I don’t have to nursemaid you. Get it sorted,” I shouted. 
 
    “So, shall we get a new camera?” 
 
    “Yes.” I threw the account book across the room. “You don’t need me to tell you what to do.” 
 
    “What if it wasn’t who we think it was?” 
 
    “Rough ‘em up a bit, anyway. It won’t do ‘em any harm. They’ll know they can’t mess with Randy’s crew.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks, Randy.” He put the phone down in haste. Another call came in straight after. 
 
    “What do you want, Woz?”  
 
    “Just wanted to let you know you won’t be getting any hassle from the Peking Duck anymore.” 
 
    “At last, that’s good to hear. He’s finally come to his senses as he, old Chin Lee.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s not looking so pretty at the moment.” We both laughed. 
 
    “That’s good news. Catch you later, Woz.” 
 
    “Bye boss.”  I ended the call and sighed. It wasn’t always easy running the many strands of my business. There was always small stuff to sweat over. I decided I’d have an early night after sorting out the takings. I sent Georgia a text asking her to do the same. 
 
    We deserve a treat tonite G. I’ll put a bottle of Moet on ice and I’ll be waiting. Don’t be late. U can knock off early on the boss’s say so x 
 
    My phone pipped straightaway. 
 
    Nice one R xx 
 
    I smiled to myself. I was in for a good night tonight. 
 
    The following morning, I woke with a banging head. It was almost eleven but then Georgia and I hadn’t gone to bed until the early hours and when we did go, she was insatiable. She wore me out. I didn’t think she’d have had any energy left, but that girl has a lot of stamina. She was already up and out spending my hard-earned money on retail therapy. I had a lazy morning. I put on my monogrammed dressing gown and made a move.  
 
    Pattering across the wooden floor of the bedroom, I made my way into the kitchen and turned on the coffee machine. I picked up the mail then took my drink out on to the balcony. I had a great view of the whole of Manchester from my penthouse apartment. On a good day, I could see right over the Pennines but not today. It was dry but dull, just warm enough to sit outside. 
 
    I took a swig of my drink and opened the first envelope. The colour drained from my face as I read. I slowly placed my mug down. 
 
    “No, no, no!” I cried. “What have I done?” I grabbed hold of my hair and wanted to pull it out. I sat there in a daze for some time. Banging my fist on the table, I cried, “Shit, shit, shit.” I closed my eyes and prayed. I never pray. I never felt any guilt for the harm I caused to others. Most of them deserved what was coming to them but I had done something so bad, it was unforgivable, even in my thinking. I got out the whisky bottle and fixed myself a drink. Not being able to take my liquor, I was half cut by the time Georgia came back. I was still sat outside when I heard her calling from the hall. 
 
    “Hello, are you still here?” she shouted. I didn’t answer. She tottered in. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” she asked with a look of shock on her face at my appearance. She put her shopping down and walked up and put her hand on my arm. 
 
    “Randy, what’s got into you?” I brushed her off me, abruptly. 
 
    “Leave me alone.” 
 
    “Randy? What is it?” Her eyes opened wide, staring at me. 
 
    “Nothing.” I shook my head. 
 
    “Randy don’t take whatever it is out on me.” Georgia put her hands on her hips. I frowned and gave her a look of disdain. She changed her tactics and her tone softened. She came and sat beside me. 
 
    “You always said a problem shared is a problem halved,” she said in a gentle voice. 
 
    “No, you won’t forgive me for this. Even I can’t forgive me for this.” A worried expression shot across her face. 
 
    “What, what is it, Randy?” 
 
    “No, I’m not telling you.” 
 
    “But you can’t leave it like this. You’ve got to tell me now.” Her voice and pitch both rose as she spoke. 
 
    “Just leave me alone, Georgia. I don’t want to discuss it.” 
 
    She picked the envelope up off the table. 
 
    “Leave that,” I shouted. 
 
    It was too late. She had already scanned the contents. 
 
    “OMG, what’s this?” Her mouth was wide open. There was no way I could wriggle out of what she had read. 
 
    “Did you know before?” she asked. I was annoyed with her interference. 
 
    “Do you really think I’d have… oh, it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Think you’d have what?” she wouldn’t let it go. 
 
    “It’s none of your business, woman. Now leave me alone.” I got up from the chair and moved to go to the bedroom. She got hold of my shoulder and tried to pull me back. I shoved her off, and she fell to the ground. I was in no mood for her at the moment. She deserved to hurt herself. She shouted, but I wasn’t listening.  
 
    She got up and came at me again.  
 
    “I’m warning you, Georgia. Stay out of this. I won’t tell you again.” I gave her a look, and she knew I meant business and she backed towards the door. 
 
    “You’re too much Randy Sharples.” She stormed out of the room. I was just glad to see the back of her. I didn’t like my mind at the moment. I wasn’t sure what I was capable of doing in this state. I didn’t want to do anything else I might regret. It was okay to sort people out who deserved it, but I would never live this down when it got out. I wanted out. This world was a sick place and the Big Man upstairs was playing a nasty cruel joke on me. The world was out to get me that was for sure and the way I felt right now, I thought it was going to win. I wasn’t sure how much more I could take. Everything seemed so pointless.  
 
    I swigged down my drink and poured some more whisky. Necking the full glass down in one, I shuddered and poured myself another.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    GEORGIA 
 
      
 
      
 
    Randy’s behaviour had gone downhill since that letter and but sadly the same happened with our relationship. If only he’d explained, I might have been able to talk to him about it, but he kept everything to himself. He’d become more moody than usual. If I tried to broach the subject with him, he just bit my head off which was rich considering he was the one in the wrong. Randy went into a deep decline. He had always been moody in the past. I thought I coped with his mood swings well, but this dark period was affecting me as well. 
 
    His businesses suffered because of his low mood. He seemed to lose interest in everything overnight. It wasn’t like him. Normally, he wanted to know the takings for all his businesses as soon as they were in but since he received that letter, he stopped caring. His “hands-on” approach had disappeared. I had to go out and keep an eye on everything, every night. Some of the guys were talking. They were getting suspicious, wondering where he was. I couldn’t tell them he was at home feeling sorry for himself, scoring, or whatever else he got up to. 
 
    I tried to keep up a front. As Randy’s fiancée, he gave me more responsibility. I managed the businesses, okay, but I didn’t like it. Without Randy there, I worried about the other gangs getting wind of it and taking over. We always ran a tight ship and Randy knew everything that was going down. He had his contacts who warned him of any problems. I doubted they’d be quite as keen to tell me. 
 
     If something didn’t change soon, we’d be in trouble. I had to cheer him up and get him back to work. Before I went to the club, I called in Ann Summers on Market Street and treated myself to some lingerie. Maybe this would help. I made my way to the till with a bright red and black body and suspenders. If this didn’t do the trick, then I didn’t know what would. 
 
    I walked through Manchester to the club and spent the evening there. We weren’t busy. I had a couple of drinks with Woz.  
 
    “How’s Randy, only he’s not returning my calls?” The sides of my mouth drooped, and I had to think for a few seconds. I didn’t want anyone thinking Randy had lost control. I tried to smile. I thought I would make a good actress.   
 
    “He’s gone down with flu or something. He’s got a bad chest infection. You know how much he smokes, and he won’t go to the doctors, so it serves him right if he’s stuck in bed feeling sorry for himself. I’m sure he’ll be out and about soon.” I didn’t know if Woz believed me. It wasn’t a good enough excuse for Randy not to speak to Woz, but it was the best I could come up with on the spot. I made a mental note to tell Randy to play up his coughing when he spoke to the lads. 
 
    I had messages from two of the girls concerning one of the punters they were worried about. Apparently, the guy’s behaviour was becoming more and more aggressive. Both girls mentioned he almost strangled them whilst having sex. This was not on. I tapped my foot as I considered what to do about it. I’d had words with the guy in the past, but he wasn’t cooling his behaviour. 
 
     I had to look after my girls. They took enough knocks as it was. Only last week, Kasia had been badly beaten and left for dead. She wouldn’t now be able to work for some time. Randy had to take back control and come down heavy on these guys. I’d tell him later when I got home. Maybe having something to do might bring him to his senses. 
 
    I arrived back at the apartment in the early hours. I pressed a single switch and all the lamps came on simultaneously. I turned the dimmer switch to subdue the lighting. Picking up the remote control for the sound system, I pressed play and was immediately comforted by the sounds of Mary J Blige. I fixed myself a gin and tonic and, kicking my shoes off, put my feet up on the sofa. The soles of my feet throbbed, and I rubbed them. 
 
     I sat there thinking for some time listening to the words of “I’m going down”. How poignant they were at the moment. The sound of the rain against the window was driving me insane. I felt alone. My man may not have deserted me in a physical sense, but emotionally he was not there for me at the moment.  Finishing my drink, I made my way into our shared bedroom where Randy lay sleeping.  
 
    The lingerie would have to wait for another time. I took my black dress out of the wardrobe and hung it over the door frame. I brushed it down then, pushed the sliding door shut. A creature of habit, I always got my outfit out the night before, something I had done ever since my school days. Even when I wagged it, which was most of my school life, I still put up the pretence and wore my school uniform, all crisp and neat. 
 
    It was the funeral of Mia and Alfie the following day. Randy said he wouldn’t be attending, but he might live to regret it if he didn’t go. I lay awake worrying about him. Something had to change soon. I’d known him a long time, and I’d never seen him like this. I turned over and watched him as he lay sleeping. I wished I could get through to him.  
 
    I overslept the following day. I had taken a sleeping pill the night before because I was fed up with the restless nights. Big mistake. I only had time for a quick shower before I left. I swigged half a cup of coffee and threw on my jacket. A quick smidgen of lippy and I was out of the door.  
 
    I hadn’t been able to persuade Randy to come, so I travelled with a couple of the girls to Agecroft Cemetery. I never enjoyed going to funerals. I liked Mia before I found out about her sleeping with Randy. I knew in my game, I had to harden myself to the fact it was just sex. I was the one he came home to every night, but it still hurt. 
 
    Most of the time I was a tough nut but knowing Alfie was Randy’s son, that he would never now meet him, never play football with him, never get to see him grow up. It set off a pang of pain inside my heart. If I felt like this, then goodness only knew what Randy was going through, especially if he had been involved in Alfie’s death. It was particularly bad seeing Alfie’s small coffin. It hit home, his young tender age. I didn’t want to pry too much into the accident plus the coroner recorded it as misadventure so maybe it was best to keep quiet. 
 
    I stood talking to the girls after the service ended, leaning against a tree. I got a sense of déjà vu when I spotted Sophie, the woman who had been asking questions about Randy. She smiled and waved over at me. I nodded and turned away. I hoped she wouldn’t come over. I didn’t think it would be good for her to ask too many questions at the moment. One of the girls nudged me and I swivelled round to see Sophie walking towards me. Just my luck. I decided to make a move myself in the hope of warding her off. I beckoned the girls that it was time we went. They followed me, but Sophie ran up behind me. 
 
    “Georgia, can I have a quick word?” 
 
    “Not now, I’ve got to dash.” I ran out to the car. I turned to look back at her and she was stood there with her hands on her hips. The guy she was with, I felt sure I had seen him somewhere before. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d dropped Laura off at her parents after the attack. I didn’t think she would press charges against Charlie. The whole experience left me feeling fragile. We had both been taken in by him. However, something or someone had been watching over me and kept me safe from his clutches. I could so easily have got involved with him myself. I was glad now I listened to both Joyce and my own instincts. He may have got off with the murder, but he was still a violent man who could not be trusted. 
 
    I phoned Joyce to tell her the news. I wanted to let Jack know, but I thought he would be with his girlfriend. I was seeing him the following day, anyway. We’d arranged to go to Mia’s funeral together. 
 
    I told him what happened on the way to the service.  
 
    “You should have phoned me,” he said. His expression looked pinched. 
 
    “I didn’t want to disturb you.” Jack shook his head. 
 
    “That’s what friends are for,” he exclaimed raising his arms in the air. I saw him grimace and I looked at his shoulder. He nodded. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose.” My heart fluttered as I thought about our relationship. I wanted more from him, but I knew he wasn’t available I wasn’t going to make the mistake of taking someone else’s man again. I did that with Simon, my ex and it ended in disaster and got me in a lot of trouble. 
 
    The church organ was already playing as we took our places in the small chapel. The funeral was even sadder than Cassie’s had been, probably because there was a child involved. I was glad Jack had been able to accompany me to the service. I didn’t want to deal with grief on my own. Whilst I didn’t know Mia as well as Cassie, it was still very tragic.  
 
    We weren’t going on to the reception. I got a lump in my throat as I thought how Mia’s mum described her, a bubbly, fun-loving wild child. Alfie, she said had been doing well at nursery and was liked by everyone. There were many people from the meetings who had come to pay their respects to Mia and Alfie. We were continually nodding and saying hello to people we knew.  
 
    After the service, we circulated. Jack was outside in conversation with Joyce. I walked up to them and let them finish what they were saying. I smiled at Jack raising my eyebrows and tilting my head. He got the message and made his excuses to Joyce. We said our goodbyes then left, walking down the path together towards my car. 
 
    “What is it, Sophie?” 
 
    “It’s that Georgia. I tried to speak to her, but she’s just swerved me. She knows more than she’s letting on and I’m sure it was Randy who was responsible for shooting you. She’s definitely keeping things to herself, the way she scarpered as soon as I walked towards her. She had guilt written all over her face.” 
 
    “I’d like to keep an eye on her, but I don’t want to involve you after last time with Randy. I’m not an idiot and I know he’s behind what happened to me.” 
 
    “It makes me angry to think he’s getting away with this, so I want to help in any way I can.” I frowned. 
 
    “No, I couldn’t possibly ask you.” 
 
    “Please, Jack, it would be a pleasure to drive you whilst your shoulder’s still bad and you’re not fit to drive.” 
 
    “You’ve already done over and above what anyone else has done for me. I would never forgive myself if anything happened to you.” My heart melted.  
 
    “Oh?” I smiled. Jack blushed. 
 
    “I wasn’t implying anything…” 
 
    “It’s okay, but I insist.” I saw he was embarrassed now, and I didn’t want to make things worse for him. 
 
    “I’ll be glad when I’m able to drive again. This whole business with my shoulder is taking so long.” 
 
    “You’re lucky to be alive, Jack and something good has come out of it.” 
 
    “Oh, and what’s that then?” 
 
    “You and I have got closer.” I grinned as I watched him squirm.  
 
    “I appreciate what you’re doing for me, Sophie.” His look was serious. 
 
    “Think nothing of it, I enjoy helping you.” We approached my car and climbed in. I put the key in the ignition. 
 
    “So, am I dropping you off at your office?” I asked Jack. 
 
    “Yes please.” He seemed to be thinking hard. We set off and listened to music on the radio.  
 
    “I’m surprised Randy wasn’t at the funeral,” I said. 
 
    “He’s like the Scarlet Pimpernel, that one. Perhaps, he wouldn’t have felt protected enough in a public area, too open for him.” 
 
    “Mmm.” I was deep in thought. “I always thought Alfie had a look of Randy.” Jack turned to me and raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Really?” he nodded. We listened to some more music. As I approached Kay Gardens, Jack coughed. He turned the radio dial down and glanced over at me. 
 
    “So, driver, how do you fancy going clubbing tonight?” he asked. I was suspicious. I couldn’t believe Jack was asking me out on a date. The last place I expected him to take me was a nightclub. I frowned. 
 
    “I don’t mean to go in a nightclub necessarily, more to find out what our girl, Georgia is up to.” I laughed. 
 
    “Okay, count me in. I’ll pick you up later. Text me what time you want me there.” I dropped him off and kept playing over and over everything that had been said. I didn’t for one-minute think Jack had any feelings for me. My heart yearned to be with him. I no longer thought about Charlie, thank goodness but I still had Jack’s mystery girlfriend, who he never spoke of, to contend with. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    GEORGIA 
 
      
 
      
 
    Travelling back from the funeral gave me time to do a lot of thinking. Randy had recently found out he was Alfie’s dad. Why would he not want to attend his own son’s funeral? If he had been sleeping with Mia, a fact I was less than pleased about, surely, he’d want to pay respects to her, his son’s mother? If he wanted me in his life, then it was time for him to do some talking.  
 
    I got to the apartment, and he was sat watching daytime TV. I picked up the remote control and switched it off. 
 
    “Hey, what are you doing?” he shouted, then turned to me. His eyes were darting about all over. There was dried blood around his nostrils. He’d been snorting again. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to ask how the funeral went?” He gave me a filthy look. I thought he was going to spit at me. “There were a lot of people there. Alfie’s coffin was so small. You should have been there.” He began laughing uncontrollably. I frowned. 
 
    “I never met him, and I didn’t want anything to do with that bitch.” 
 
    “You obviously wanted something to do with her at some point.” 
 
    “Leave it, Georgia. I’ve no time for this.” His head was flopping. I realised he was stoned, but I still wanted to say my piece. 
 
    “You might not want to talk about it but there’s plenty I want to know. How long had you been sleeping with her for?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be stupid, woman. It was sex we had when she started work. I wasn’t seeing her.” 
 
    “How can I believe you, Randy? You never tell the truth,” I shouted. My body tensed. He moved to pick the remote control back up and tried to switch the TV on again. I snatched it from him and hurled it across the room. “Oh no, you don’t. I want answers.” I put my hands on my hips. 
 
    “I’ve nothing to say to you.” 
 
    At that, I completely lost it. I started throwing any object that came into my path at the wall. In retaliation, Randy slapped me across the face as if that might knock some sense into me. He smacked me some more. I shook. 
 
    “Nothing to say to me, hey, we’ll see about that.” I stormed into the bedroom. 
 
    “What are you doing, Georgia?” I was banging around in the bedroom. I pulled out a couple of suitcases. I’d had enough of him keeping stuff from me. I would move out. I opened the wardrobes and began throwing my clothes in. I collected up my shoes and filled a whole case. I wasn’t thinking clearly. My nostrils flared. 
 
    Randy came into the room and tried to restrain me. 
 
    “Stop it, Georgia. There’s no need for this.” 
 
    “I’ve had enough, Randy. You never speak to me anymore. You keep things from me. We were supposed to be partners, but this isn’t working.” 
 
    “Whoa, slow down. Don’t be so hasty. Let’s work this out.” He grappled with me. 
 
    “No, I’ve had it up to here.” I raised my hand up to my head then I began to cry. 
 
    “Come here, Georgia. Sit down. Let’s talk about it now.” I couldn’t believe he hadn’t retaliated. It wasn’t like him. I wiped my eyes and sat down. I knew I didn’t want to go anywhere.  
 
    “You’ve become a stranger, lately, Randy and I don’t like it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’ve not been in a good place.” 
 
    “So, what did Mia mean to you?” 
 
    “I told you, nothing. She was just a typical nosey bitch who wouldn’t shut up blabbing, and she needed bringing down a peg or two. Okay, so when she initially started working for us, we had sex, but I just needed to make sure she was up for doing the job.” 
 
    “So, did you arrange for her to have the accident?” 
 
    “I wanted to put the frighteners on her. I hate it if anyone gets too close to me or my business.” 
 
    “Other than me, you mean?” 
 
    “Other than you, of course.” 
 
    “I didn’t count on the fact she’d had a drink and I certainly didn’t know the kid was in the car. Yes, the car was rigged, but it wasn’t meant to kill them. I’d been putting the frighteners on her and I only wanted to scare her. You know that no one messes with me and gets away with it. She’d come to me to borrow money, and she was supposed to be turning tricks to pay off her debt, but she never showed up.” 
 
    “So, you killed your own son!” 
 
    “Stop it Georgia, you’re not listening to me. It wasn’t like that.” Randy put his head in his hands. 
 
    “Sometimes, you’re unbelievable. I could kill you for what you’ve done. I hate you, Randy Sharples.” My voice was going hoarse from shouting. I clenched and unclenched my fists. How could he have done something so stupid? I picked up the cases then decided to leave them by the front door. I would make my mind up later whether I would be leaving permanently. For now, I needed distance from Randy. I banged the door hard as I left.  
 
    I had no idea where I was going but I couldn’t stay near Randy at the moment. I wasn’t in control of my actions. I walked towards the Arndale Centre. I had a look around the market, but my head was all over. My body shook. I decided to go to the club and busy myself there. No one else had arrived yet, so I keyed in the alarm code and let myself in. It was in darkness when I arrived. I helped myself to a large gin and tonic and went and sat down in the office. I leaned back in the leather upholstered chair and put my feet up on the mahogany desk. I had to decide what I wanted in my life. I didn’t want to miss out on any of Randy’s money which meant I had to come to terms with what he had done. It wasn’t going to be easy.  
 
    I called one of my girlfriends to have a moan about Randy, but I couldn’t tell anyone what happened. I could live with his mistakes, but I doubted how loyal other people would be. I discussed his general behaviour and how it got on my nerves. I didn’t think most people had a clue how bad he was. He seemed able to snuff out a life without any conscience. He always justified his actions, but he’d come unstuck with Alfie’s death.  
 
    An hour later, Frankie and Al, two of the security team arrived. We had a chat with a couple of punters that kept trying to come in even though they were barred. Before long I was engrossed in the day-to-day problems and the running of the club. I was able to put thoughts of Randy to the back of my head, temporarily. 
 
    In the end, it turned out to be a busy night. Takings were better than they had been for a while. I was still smarting about what Randy had done. I stayed until the end of the evening. I wanted Randy to be asleep when I got in. I wasn’t ready for another confrontation yet and I certainly wasn’t ready to forgive him. 
 
    It was the early hours of the morning when I arrived back at the apartment. I had got my usual taxi across the city. Although it was only a short distance, I didn’t want to get mugged by any of the local hoodlums. 
 
    I pressed my key fob against the panel to let myself in and a strange sensation came over me. I shuddered. Call it a sixth sense but something didn’t feel right. I didn’t call out to Randy when I walked through the door as I expected him to be asleep. I walked into the lounge and was stopped dead in my tracks by the sight I saw.  
 
    “Aargh, no, no, no,” I screamed. My whole body shook. My hand trembled as I searched to pull my phone out of my bag. Still shaking, I dialled the emergency services and was asked which service I required on the third ring.  
 
    “Ambulance, quick,” the operator transferred the call. 
 
    “Emergency ambulance, can I take the address of the emergency.” I sobbed now and found it difficult to speak. 
 
    “24, Noble Gardens. It’s on the top floor. Be quick, I think he’s dead.” 
 
    “Can you tell me what’s happened?” the operator asked. 
 
    “He’s hung himself, oh my God, please hurry.” I put my hand over my mouth as I spoke. 
 
    “Okay, an ambulance has been dispatched as we speak but I’m going to stay on the line with you. Can I take your name?” the operator was very calm. 
 
    “It’s Georgia, I’m his fiancée,” I wailed. 
 
    “Okay Georgia, do you think you can cut him down?” 
 
    “No, no, no, I can’t do it.” 
 
    “I understand, Georgia but I’d like you to cut him down, so you can carry out CPR on him.” 
 
    “Oh no, I don’t know.” I continued to sob. 
 
    “Just see if there’s a pair of scissors or a knife to get him down.” I did as I was told. My body went into automatic pilot mode and I just listened to the instructions. I managed to saw through the rope with a kitchen knife and Randy’s body slumped to the floor. I screamed. I still shook. 
 
    “Are you there, Georgia? Can you put me on loudspeaker and I’ll tell you what you need to do, and we’ll do this together?” 
 
    “I’m sure he must be dead. He’s not breathing.” 
 
    “Just follow my instructions. Can you lay him straight on the floor?” 
 
    “Okay. I’ve done that.” 
 
    “Place one hand on his forehead, tilt his head back and lift his chin with two fingers to open his airways.” 
 
    “Right,” I sniffled. 
 
    “Is he breathing or conscious?” 
 
    “No, no, he’s not,” I whimpered. 
 
    “Now, I want you to listen very carefully to me. Place the heel of one hand in the centre of his chest. Place your other hand on top of the first. Interlock your fingers and with straight arms, use the heel of your hand to push the breastbone down firmly and smoothly so the chest is pressed down between five and six centimetres then release. I’m going to count the chest compressions with you and we’ll do this until the paramedics arrive. They shouldn’t be too long now. As we speak, they’re already on your road.” I began doing the chest compressions and continued to follow instructions. 
 
    “Count along with me, Georgia, 1,2,3,4,1,2,3,4.” My heart sank with relief as the door buzzer sounded and I rushed up to let the paramedics in. One of them quickly took over from me and the other one started asking me questions. I was in a daze.  
 
    Another paramedic arrived not long after and was joined by the police. I was taken into the bedroom and asked lots of questions. My head felt as though it would split open. There was no news coming through from the other room regarding Randy, but I realised it must be bad news. I was scared to go back into the lounge. My brain had gone numb. I could no longer think straight. When the police asked me if I knew any reason why Randy might want to take his own life, I only mentioned he had been feeling low lately. I also said that he’d been doing drugs and drinking heavily so his mind could have been deranged from a cocktail of substances. Any other secrets Randy had would go to the grave. I would stay loyal to my man. Everyone thought bad enough about him. I didn’t want people thinking any worse of him. 
 
    Finally, the first paramedic came through and told me he was very sorry, but he had pronounced Randy dead. I knew there was no chance for him as soon as I saw him hanging there. Having to do the CPR falsely raised my hopes, but it was all in vain. Randy was no more.  
 
    There were so many people milling around the apartment. It was too much for me. One of the paramedics asked if there was anyone I wanted to call but at the moment I couldn’t think of anyone other than Randy’s nephew, Harry. He needed to know, and Randy still had relatives in St Lucia. They could wait until the morning to be told along with everyone else. Two more people arrived. It was that woman, Sophie. What was she doing here?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jack and I hadn’t been sitting outside Georgia’s apartment very long before we realised something was wrong. She had only been inside for five minutes, and we were still contemplating what action to take next when one ambulance arrived then another and finally the police. It was an apartment block and it could have been any number of people they could have been attending to. However, a gut instinct inside me suspected they were going to Randy and Georgia’s place. We got out of the car when the police arrived. As luck would have it, Jack knew the officer in attendance, so we walked into the building with them.  
 
    I heard Georgia’s sobs as soon as the door was opened. One police officer was talking to her, and a paramedic held her hand, trying to calm her down. The police tried to dismiss us but not before we found out what happened. Randy had hung himself and Georgia had cut him down.  
 
    I couldn’t contemplate what that poor woman must be going through. I had to admit, what Randy had done was the last thing I expected. This would be big news throughout Manchester. Randy was one of the most notorious criminals around the area. It wouldn’t take long before the press got wind of this and they would be hounding Georgia for a story. I managed to get to speak to her briefly before we were shunted out of the door. 
 
    “Georgia, I am so sorry to hear what has happened. You must be in absolute bits. Can I get you a drink?” 
 
    “It’s okay, the policewoman has been looking after me.” 
 
    “If there’s anything I can do for you, you only have to ask.” Georgia looked at me. Her usual hard-faced exterior had been cracked by the turn of events. I was about to walk out of the room and leave her with the police and paramedics when I had a thought. “I do grief counselling in a professional capacity and I’d like to help if I can. You’re going to have a very difficult time, dealing with the press and the aftermath of what’s happened. I wouldn’t want to see you going through this on your own.” I passed her my business card.  
 
    She didn’t say anything. “There may be people around helping you now but when the dust settles and you’re on your own, it will get tougher.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sophie.” I didn’t like how Randy conducted his life, but I had no gripes with Georgia. What had happened highlighted a softer side of Georgia and I much preferred it to the one who normally bit my head off. I doubted she would get in touch, but it was worth a try.  
 
    Jack and I left the luxury apartment in silence. He had been in conversation with the police while I’d been talking to Georgia. We were both in shock. Jack shook his head as we made our way to the car. I pressed the remote-control button to unlock the vehicle, and we climbed in.  
 
    “What a dreadful business and how awful for Georgia coming home and finding Randy like that.” 
 
    “Yes, I can’t imagine how horrific it was for her,” I said. 
 
    “So, what do you think happened to make Randy do that then?” Jack asked. 
 
    “I’ve no idea. Who knows what goes through someone’s mind to do something like that.” I shivered as I recalled the time I tried an attempt on my own life. I had taken an overdose, back in my teens as I saw it as the only way of escaping a violent boyfriend. It was a long time ago now, but it still affected me when I considered what might have been. On that occasion, I couldn’t see any other option than to want out of life. 
 
    We set off. The roads were quiet. 
 
     I was driving when Jack turned to me and said, “I had an interesting conversation with the police back there.” 
 
    “Oh?” I was curious. 
 
    “Apparently, they were near to arresting Randy over bringing illegal immigrants in.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me. He brought girls over from Eastern Europe to work for him.” 
 
    “That’s right, but they held back. They’re trying to find out who the main man is behind it. So, their enquiries are still ongoing.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I nodded. 
 
    We drove on, mainly in silence until we arrived near Jack’s office. 
 
    “Can you drop me off at my place, Sophie?” 
 
    “Of course.” I had assumed he would be continuing to work while it was all so fresh. Now I looked to the left and caught a glimpse of his face, I saw how tired he looked. 
 
    “I’m going for a few hours’ sleep.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “That’s not a bad idea.” I pulled the car up outside Jack’s home. As he touched the door handle to leave, he was about to get out then he had a change of heart and leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. He took hold of my hand, squeezed it, winked at me then let go of my hand. 
 
    “Thanks for everything you’ve done for me. It hasn’t gone unnoticed. You really are a special lady, Sophie.” I smiled. My heart pumped fast. My mouth felt dry, and I swallowed hard before I spoke.  
 
    “I think the same about you, Jack.” I blinked. I felt giddy. In such a short time, we had been through so much together. I smiled. “Now go and get some rest.” 
 
    As I drove home, I thought about Jack and smiled. I wanted more than just friendship. I was so afraid to say or do anything because I didn’t want to spoil what we had at the moment. Things were good between us. He had become a friend to me but at night I lay in bed pining for him to be beside me, caressing me. I so wished he didn’t have a girlfriend. I often pictured them together when I was home alone. I needed to speak to him about her, to find out how serious his relationship was, but I was scared to.  
 
    I wasn’t sleeping well. I didn’t want to go to the doctor’s for sleeping pills, so I looked for alternatives to help me relax. I had joined a meditation class, and I found that beneficial. I found it easy to fall asleep in class but not in bed at night. Still, I persevered. 
 
     I’d started going out running more regularly. I went out for a jog virtually every day. It meant I was often tired at work. At night when it was time for sleep, the washing machine brain began again. It played over and over things Jack had said. I tried to figure out who Cassie’s killer could be. It kept me awake thinking about it. I wondered if it was Randy. It would make sense if he had done it and couldn’t live with his conscience and that was why he had taken his own life. That was the best conclusion I could come up with. The only person who might know the truth was Georgia. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I needed to have some time away from the case so arranged to meet up with Joyce the following day to do some work on myself. It wasn’t exactly light relief from my day-to-day work. I was dreading it. 
 
    The next day, I was sat in Joyce’s lounge drinking coffee thinking to myself, I should have asked for tea. It was instant coffee, and it tasted bitter. I looked around the room. Nothing had changed from the first time I visited her, a number of years back after I’d split up from seeing her son Kyle. She told me she didn’t see much of him these days. I was glad because I didn’t want the embarrassment of bumping into him.  
 
    We split up when we were both in a bad place. He suffered from depression and I went into rehab. We stayed together for longer than was healthy. Because of Kyle’s suicide attempt when I tried to leave him once, I felt obliged to stay with him and look after him, but I became his carer. He didn’t work and didn’t seem to have any intention of getting a job even though he was very gifted when it came to technology. I resented him and that grew and festered. 
 
    He had gone downhill after we split up, but I realised now he wasn’t my responsibility. I had enough to do just looking after myself and keeping well. I was learning to be selfish about my recovery. It was what Joyce taught me. She was an excellent teacher. She didn’t push me. She gave me gentle nudges in the right direction. I did know the right thing to do, most of the time. I knew when I was in the wrong because I suffered emotionally. 
 
     Joyce always said to me, “If you’re in pain mentally then you’re doing something wrong.” I often had emotional hangovers.  
 
    I moved a pile of newspapers and magazines off the sofa onto the table. I remembered on the last occasion I was here, Joyce said she would get a cleaner in to clear the place up. It was full of clutter everywhere. The house looked like she had been clearing out the place getting ready to move. I suspected it was always like this. It didn’t appear as though she had ever had a cleaner in. I still didn’t feel comfortable in the ramshackled old house that felt like it was haunted.  
 
    I much preferred it when she came to my place. We alternated our meetings, one week at hers, the next at mine. I had been seeing her on a weekly basis for a number of months now. I had got to know her well, and I enjoyed her company. I felt safe with her. I knew what I told her wouldn’t go any further. I’d learnt something of her life. She had come from humble beginnings. 
 
     Her first marriage to Kyle’s dad hadn’t lasted. He was a violent drinker and womaniser. She ended up in a refuge to get away from him. Then she met her second husband, Jim. Jim was a wealthy businessman who often worked abroad. She had another son with him, Nathan who was away studying at Durham University. I never met Nathan but heard of him through Joyce. She was obviously very proud of him. I knew from my time with Kyle that he was jealous of Nathan. Nathan had been given a private education, going to the best public schools. Apparently, Jim and Kyle never got on. Jim couldn’t stand being in Kyle’s company.  
 
    I only met Jim once and if I was honest, I didn’t like him. He looked unkempt for a businessman. He always dressed scruffily. He sported a bushy beard and his hair looked greasy like it needed a good wash and a comb through it. Joyce was very proud of him though. She often talked about how he turned businesses around and got them to make money at the drop of a hat. He sounded like something of an Alan Sugar, somewhat ruthless. They spent lots of time apart because he was always away on business but that probably helped the marriage. Joyce enjoyed her independence and being with Jim gave her a lifestyle envied by many.  
 
    She was able to go on luxury holidays and buy expensive clothes, but money seemed wasted on her. She never looked well dressed. No one would have guessed she was married to a millionaire. She told me Jim was a recluse which I thought was unusual for a businessman. She said his eccentricity was what first attracted her to him. He wore what he liked and said what he wanted and didn’t care what anyone thought. I wished I had some of his attitude. I was far too concerned with what everyone thought of me. It made me question everything I said and did. 
 
    Looking around the room, I realised the old pieces of furniture that looked shabby and not my taste were probably expensive antiques. I didn’t have a clue when it came to things like that. In fact, Joyce’s collection of papers had been there that long, chances were, they qualified as antique themselves now and would be worth something. Apparently, Jim was something of a collector. He collected comics amongst other things. Joyce told me he had a first edition Beano comic, worth thousands. That was the one thing they had in common, their love of antiques. 
 
    They had items in their home I would have binned years ago and for all I knew, I could have been sitting on a fortune. Joyce often mentioned names of pottery designers who I had never heard of. She and Jim spent their Sundays going to car boot sales looking for items they knew were worth more.  
 
    Joyce always loved a bargain. She had no airs and graces. She was just plain old Joyce with a fortune in the bank. She certainly hadn’t spent any money on her appearance. Her hair looked like wire wool and needed cutting.  She normally wore it tied back in a ponytail. 
 
    We got to the point where I had to open up to Joyce about my life story. I had written it down, and it made uncomfortable reading for me. I had been dreading this part of my recovery and tried to put it off, but Joyce saw through me.  
 
    She often threw in classic comments such as “Your past will set you free” or “You are only as sick as your secrets.” I did believe there was some truth in those words because if ever I kept anything to myself, I felt uncomfortable. We sat there for a moment in silence and Joyce looked over at me. I had one event in my life I hadn’t spoken to anyone about. It ate away at me, but fear of the consequences kept my secret firmly locked inside. 
 
    “Would you like another cup of tea before we start?”  
 
    “Go on then,” I said. I’d been picking at my fingers since I got there, and Joyce obviously observed my fidgeting and restlessness.  
 
    “It’s never as bad as it seems,” she said as she walked through to the kitchen to make a brew. Not being able to sit still, I sauntered over to her bookcase to have a look through her collection. Many of the books were non-fiction. She had classics like The Road Less Travelled. Naturally, she had books on alcoholism. I picked up a book called The Language of Letting Go and began flicking through. One of the pages caught my eye when it mentioned accepting people for the way they were meant to be. 
 
    Joyce came strolling back in with a tray in her hands.  
 
    “You’d do well to get a copy of that,” she said. I looked up at her. Was she having a go at me?  
 
    “No, seriously, it gives sound advice when it comes to relationships. It’s been my lifesaver. I’d go as far as to say it saved my marriage by taking on board what it said.” I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “Okay, I will then.” I made a note of the title and author. We sat down, and my stomach churned in anticipation of what was to come. 
 
    “Listen, before we start, it’s only fair that I tell you something about me and my past.” If it meant putting off my reveal a bit longer, then I was all for it. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. Joyce appeared deep in thought, looking up at the ceiling. 
 
    “I know you’ve heard something of my past, but I was a chronic alcoholic. My drinking started as a teenager. When I met Kyle’s dad Ray, we both drank heavily together, but he was very violent with it. Eventually, I left but had nowhere to go. It wasn’t like nowadays. There was nowhere for me. I lived in B & B’s when I could afford it. I’m ashamed to say I subjected Kyle to a life he didn’t deserve sometimes sleeping rough on the streets.” 
 
    “Surely there must have been a refuge for you to stay in?” 
 
    “I got thrown out of them all because of my drinking. When I look back now, I can’t fathom why social services didn’t intervene and take Kyle from me.” I looked across at her with a doleful face. “I was very fortunate then and now looking back, God looked after me because he sent my guardian angel in the form of Jim. I loved Jim from the start. Funnily enough, he didn’t have much money in those days, though money has never been something I sought, anyway.” 
 
    I could tell from Joyce’s attitude to her wealth that she could take it or leave it. Chance would be a fine thing.  
 
    “He helped sober me up. He paid for me to go into rehab and looked after Kyle while I was there. There aren’t many men would do that, especially at the start of a relationship. No, he’s an absolute diamond is Jim and I’ll be forever grateful to him for picking me up off the streets.” Joyce took a sip of her drink. “Come on Sophie, drink yours before it goes cold.” I did as I was told. I had left it because I was enthralled by Joyce’s story. 
 
    “Not long after that, Jim’s fortunes changed. His business took off, then, everything he touched turned to gold. I got pregnant. It wasn’t intentional, but Jim was over the moon. From the offset, he idolised Nathan, sadly to the detriment of Kyle. Kyle was treated like Cinderella.  His schooling had been basic whereas Nathan went to the best schools. 
 
     Nathan even had private tutors and learnt to play the trumpet. He was a clever boy and Jim encouraged him. I felt sorry for Kyle and it caused arguments between us. We did split up for a while. but I knew Jim would fight for custody of Nathan. I thought he would win, what with my chequered past and his money behind him and I didn’t want that.  
 
    Nowadays, we have more of an understanding. We live separate lives but get together from time to time and it suits us both. It may sound strange but somehow it works. He may not be my knight in shining armour anymore, but I am a strong woman now who can take care of herself. When I sobered up, I did lots of studying and trained as a psychotherapist. I love my job and I love helping others especially when they have been in a similar position as I was in.” 
 
    I sat there taking in what Joyce told me. I felt inspired by her story. I hadn’t known she was a psychotherapist. I knew she worked for the NHS and had done for many years, but I’d never asked her about her role. It didn’t surprise me though. She was very caring and had a natural empathy for people that I wanted to emulate. 
 
    It got near my time to tell all. The palms of my hands were moist. They were sweating. I rubbed them.  
 
    “Do you need a refill, Sophie?” 
 
    “No, thanks but I’ll just nip to the loo if that’s okay?” 
 
    “Sure, you know where it is.” There were things in my past Joyce didn’t know and I wondered how she would react to me afterwards. I rose from the chair and caught the handle of the mug with my elbow. It fell to the ground. Luckily it was empty, and the area was carpeted so there was no damage done.  
 
    “Sorry Joyce,” I said. I didn’t look her in the eye. 
 
    “It’s alright, now I’ll clear these things away before we start.” I walked off to use the toilet. My fingers and toes tingled. My breathing was shallow, and I kept taking deep gulps. Walking back in the room, I thought how it would be good if I could free the butterflies from my stomach. We both sat back down. 
 
    “Look, I can see how nervous you are, but I promise you, only good will come out of this. I am not here to judge you. I have done far worse than you myself.” I tried to smile but only my mouth responded. 
 
    “We should start with meditation to calm you down. Close your eyes and take in deep breaths.” I did as I was told. I didn’t think I’d be able to concentrate on any meditating at the moment. I felt faint.  I had got myself too worked up and my shallow breathing didn’t help matters. 
 
    “Start whenever you’re ready.” I took the notes I had made out of my bag. I decided to read through them without stopping. There were ten pages. Much of my story Joyce knew. My dad worked hard, and I didn’t see him much when we were growing up. My parents always argued about money. My mum’s behaviour affected me. I was far too sensitive. She was verbally cruel to me and I was shy. I left home at seventeen and met an older guy who I allowed to move in with me. He was violent and sadistic. 
 
     After finally getting away from him, I met Kyle, Joyce’s son. The relationship was a difficult one. He suffered from depression and didn’t work. He played computer games constantly, and I was left to my own devices. This was when my drinking took off. I had an affair with my married boss, Simon that Kyle never knew about. My drinking got worse. I’d trashed the kitchen after a fight with Kyle when I was in a drunken stupor. It was a wake-up call for me, so I went into rehab after that. 
 
    Since that time, Joyce had been in my life as I turned to her for help after I came out of treatment. I knew she was in recovery herself from alcoholism. She knew of my time being stalked and Mum’s death. I finished by talking about how much Cassie’s death affected me. Cassie had been a client I got close to and tried to help get away from Charlie, her violent boyfriend. To think, I had been on the verge of forming a close relationship with Charlie myself.  
 
    Hearing my story read out loud made me realise what an idiot I had been. My behaviour hadn’t been good. I saw where I looked for instant gratification to change the way I felt. I came to the end and put the papers down.  I looked over at Joyce.  
 
    “Thank you, Sophie. It was good of you to share that with me. Thanks for allowing yourself to get vulnerable and trusting me.” I rubbed the back of my neck. My chest tightened. “How are you?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I nervously played with my fingers. Joyce frowned. She sensed something wasn’t right. 
 
    “Is there anything you’ve missed out?” How did she know? 
 
    “There is something, I’ve been too afraid to tell anyone. Not even my own sister knows.” 
 
    “And can you share it now?” I thought for a moment. “I don’t want to pressurise you. It is your call,” she said. I had a lump in my throat that wouldn’t go. I looked Joyce straight in the eye and then down at my hands.  
 
    “It’s concerning my time with Simon.” I scanned the room. I had to do this. I breathed in deeply and closed my eyes. 
 
    “Oh, you mean your married lover?” I didn’t feel comfortable with Joyce’s blunt words. 
 
    “Yes, when I was seeing him, we met up one night on one of our secret liaisons. We had been for a few drinks. We were both probably over the limit but foolishly I agreed to drive his car. We were in Salford and I took a shortcut by the Cliff.” I hesitated. 
 
    “Go on,” she said. 
 
    “I knew I’d had too many but still thought I was okay to drive. There was this guy, a black guy. He was busy looking on his phone as he walked along. You know, not looking where he went.” I kept looking at Joyce watching for her expression to change. It remained deadpan. I didn’t know if I could continue with the story, it was so bad.  
 
    “Carry on,” she said. 
 
    “He stepped out into the road and I hit him.” By now I shook. I recalled the terrible incident. The bump that his body made as it hit the side of the car.  
 
    “So, you ran him over?” Joyce was making sure she got the facts correct.  
 
    “Yes, that’s right.” 
 
    “So, what happened next?” Joyce asked. 
 
    “Simon told me not to stop. We couldn’t inform the police because of my drinking and also our affair would have been found out.” 
 
    “So, what became of the guy you hit?” 
 
    “We just left him lying in the road.” The tears flowed. I put my hands over my mouth. I continued, “I was so afraid I had killed him. I was deep in shock. I went along with keeping quiet about it. I kept listening to the news and reading the papers, but never saw anything of the incident. I just hoped and prayed he had survived.” Joyce passed me a tissue. 
 
    “And the damage to the car?” 
 
    “Simon knew someone and was able to sort that out somehow without the police getting suspicious.” 
 
    “So, was that the end of the matter?” 
 
    “Yes, apart from the fact it has never sat well with me. It has been eating away at me for years. To make matters worse, I now believe the guy I hit might have been Randy.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because I know his limp was caused as a result of a hit-and-run accident he was involved in.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” 
 
    “It’s not good, is it? Whatever Randy did in the past, he didn’t deserve to be left there to die.” 
 
    “And how do you feel about it now?” 
 
    “I regret everything. I have nightmares about it.” Joyce came over and comforted me. In that moment she felt like the mother I had never known. Mum never consoled me, even from being very small. She always expected me to be tough and deal with things. 
 
    “Thank you for trusting me with that,” Joyce said. I wiped my eyes. We sat for a few minutes holding hands.  
 
    “Thank you for listening.” I felt apprehensive. “So, are you going to go to the police with the information I have told you?” Joyce looked over at me. 
 
    “What good would that do?” 
 
    “Well, you always talk about doing the right thing.” 
 
    “Randy’s dead, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes, but…” 
 
    “Raking up that incident wouldn’t change anything. I believe you have suffered enough.” I looked at her with intensity on my face, taking in her wisdom. 
 
    “Thank you, Joyce.” 
 
    “It’s going to be okay, Sophie. You’ve done a very brave thing, sharing this with me. We’ll do some work around it and you’ll get through it. You’ll find some other way to make amends for your actions. Now, do you fancy another cup of tea?” 
 
    I nodded and laughed for the first time and I believed her. 
 
    I woke up the next morning feeling different somehow. I wasn’t sure if it was because I’d discussed things with Joyce I thought I would take to the grave. It could have been that her positive attitude had given me hope for the future. It was probably a bit of both. What I did know was I felt better than I had in a while. Going through my past with Joyce had the desired effect 
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    Jack felt Randy’s business held the key to what happened to Cassie although we didn’t seem to be moving any further forward. I was surprised when we got an unexpected lead in the form of Georgia. 
 
    I was out running by the river a few days later when my phone rang. It was unusual for anyone to phone that early in the morning, so I was especially surprised when I looked at the screen and saw Georgia was calling me. I stopped running and answered it straightaway. 
 
    “Sophie, I need to see you. I’m going insane.” She sounded agitated. I thought for a moment. 
 
    “I could meet you at lunchtime in Bury if you can get over here. There’s a coffee shop where I sometimes go to.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, just tell me what time and I’ll reschedule my appointments. I can’t go on much longer like this. I’ve got to do something.” 
 
    “You’ve done the right thing phoning me, Georgia. I’ll help you all I can. If we say 12.30 in Mirabel’s? It’s by the side of the station. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s fine. I’ll see you then.”  Mirabel’s wasn’t my usual haunt, but it was normally quiet and more discreet than Costa. It was where I used to meet Cassie when she was too afraid to come to the counselling rooms. She’d been afraid of Charlie finding out what she was doing. In fact, the more I thought about Cassie and Charlie, the more I was now inclined to believe Cassie again. 
 
    I managed to get out of work just before 12.30 to meet up with Georgia and she arrived on time. She brushed through the door like a whirlwind. The beige mac she wore was open and showed off her shapely figure. Underneath, she wore a brown top and mustard-coloured leggings. She turned down the offer of food, so I got the drinks in. As I returned to where she had found a seat, I couldn’t help but notice the large sparkling engagement ring she wore. It looked new.  
 
    I sat opposite her and watched her take a sip of her coffee. She seemed reticent to speak.  
 
    “To be honest, Georgia, I didn’t expect you to get in touch.” She gave a half-hearted laugh. 
 
    “I don’t think I would have done if I hadn’t felt so bad but…” she looked over at me. I could tell she was weighing me up. 
 
    “You’ll think I’m mad, but I don’t want to go to hell.” 
 
    “No, you’re not mad. I’ve been there, and I wouldn’t like to go back.” Georgia frowned. She looked confused. I decided to explain. “I’m a recovering alcoholic. Drink took me to the gates of insanity so yes I’ve been to hell and back and it wasn’t pleasant.” In an instant, Georgia warmed to me. Maybe I spoke her language now. 
 
    “I’ve had a couple of bad trips lately on acid. I had a room full of grotesque looking monkeys clawing at me and making faces at me. On another trip, I was introduced to the devil himself and Hitler was stood in the background laughing. I’m sure I’m going insane.” I watched her closely. The usual cocky front she put on had gone. She looked frightened. “And as for flashbacks about finding Randy hanging there, they’re happening all the time.” 
 
    “It’s not for me to say and it might sound hypocritical, but I’d give the drugs a wide berth in your current state of mind. You’ve been through a tragic event and you’ve got a lot on your plate. If you want to try counselling, I can find someone else for you to see. It doesn’t have to be me.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it. I was always brought up to tough everything out. I’ve learnt my life lessons the hard way. I’m a graduate of the school of hard knocks but at the moment I feel I’m crumbling.” 
 
    “It’s not surprising, what you’ve been through and I’m sure you can’t have had an easy time with Randy.”  Georgia stared at me. Her eyes looked cold and hollow. 
 
    “I know things about that man I shouldn’t know. He’s probably there right now, burning in hell, yet for all of that, I loved him.” I took a large gulp of my coffee. 
 
    “We can’t choose who we fall in love with, Georgia. It can happen and take over our lives and if we love a wrong ‘un then we suffer the consequences, sadly.” Georgia searched my face. I felt she was still trying to decide whether to trust me or not. She looked down at her manicured nail extensions. 
 
    “I think I know why Randy killed himself,” she said. I nodded. 
 
    “You were close to him.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “Too close at times. Do you know Alfie was Randy’s son?” 
 
    “I’d suspected it,” I replied. 
 
    “He only found out after his death and I’m certain Randy had something to do with their accident.” 
 
    “Oh dear.” I cleared my throat as I listened. My mouth gaped open. 
 
    “Just before he died, we had a blazing row. He told me what happened between them. Mia recently came to Randy for money. She got herself into a mess financially. They argued apparently, and she got him to do a paternity test. The agreement in terms of paying Randy back was she would do more escort work for him. She agreed, but she wasn’t very happy about it.”  
 
    “She kept missing work and Randy got annoyed. They rowed again. She crossed the line when she threatened to go to the police over the Eastern European girls. So, he arranged for her to have an accident, not knowing Alfie would be in the car as well.” I sat there taking in everything she said. 
 
    “Wow.” I hadn’t been expecting that revelation. “So, do you think Randy was responsible for Cassie’s death?” Georgia shook her head. 
 
    “No,” 
 
    “You sound certain about that. What makes you so sure?” 
 
    “He had an alibi and I do believe he would have told me if he’d had any involvement with it. He wasn’t impressed with her behaviour but I’m sure he didn’t kill her. I do have my suspicions about someone else though.” Her eyes looked up to the right then she scanned the café. 
 
    “Oh?” I said. I watched her closely.  
 
    She glanced at me for a second, checked around the room, then in a hushed voice said, “There’s a businessman that was involved with Randy. He uses his haulage firm to smuggle many of the girls over from Rumania and Poland and places like that.” She went silent for a moment. 
 
    “So why do you think he might be involved?” I asked. Georgia looked me straight in the eye. 
 
    “He uses the escort agency on a regular basis and a number of the girls have complained about him. They have become quite frightened of his aggressive behaviour and he tried to strangle a couple of them.” 
 
    “So why has nothing been done about him?” 
 
    “I told Randy, and I spoke to the guy. He calmed it down for a time, but it’s started up again. Because he was Tandy’s business partner and because of his involvement in the logistics of Randy’s operation, it made the matter rather delicate.” 
 
    “But something has to be done.” My voice was raised slightly, and we both looked around us to check we were not being overheard. 
 
    “I know but because of the situation, I can’t exactly go to the police, not that I would anyway.” 
 
    “So who is it this businessman?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m not able to tell you that.” Georgia clammed up. I waited for a few moments. 
 
    “It’s Trevor Darcy, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You know him?” She raised her eyebrows. I nodded. 
 
    “Am I right?” 
 
    “I’d rather not say.” 
 
    “Look I saw the pair of you talking outside the Britannia Hotel. Just tell me something, was he ever offered Cassie’s services?” 
 
    “How was I to know he was Cassie’s boyfriend’s dad? She was fuming when she found out.” 
 
    “I bet she was.” My head was racing. My mouth was dry. A tingling sensation reached my fingers and toes. 
 
    “Oh Georgia,” I hesitated.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Before I go, can I just ask you something about Randy’s limp?” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “It was the result of a hit-and-run accident, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, it was, why do you ask?” 
 
    “Oh, no reason just curious and did it happen by the Cliff in Salford?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right. Five years ago, it was but why do you want to know now?” 
 
    “I’m just surprised I never saw anything about it in the papers at the time, that’s all.” 
 
    “No, Randy never reported it. He said he would find out who did it and deal with it himself, but he never found the culprit.” 
 
    “So, whoever did it, it looks like they’ve got away with it now.” 
 
    Georgia gave me a strange look. She frowned. 
 
    “It does,” she said. 
 
    “That’s a shame,” I gave a half smile and looked over at her. My heart was beating fast. Her eyes were boring into mine. I didn’t want her thinking too much about what I’d said.  I offered for her to come in and see one of the other counsellors for bereavement counselling and she said she would. It was time for me to go back to work, so we said our goodbyes and I promised to keep in touch.  
 
    I had to contact Jack to let him know what I had found out. I sent him a text telling him I had important news and needed to speak to him after work. 
 
    I hadn’t been able to get hold of him. He messaged me to say he had a client in and had to work late. I was restless, eager to carry on with going to see Trevor Darcy. I decided to go up to their house. Even though I now suspected he could be a dangerous man, I thought I would be safe if his wife was there.  
 
    After work, I drove over to Whitefield. I pulled up outside their imposing house and looked up at the large gates. I checked if any message had come through from Jack since I let him know what I was doing but there was nothing. My heart beat fast, and I felt nauseous as I climbed out of my car and walked up to their intercom system. 
 
    I saw both cars up the drive, parked outside their large home. Good, they were both home. This only compounded the nervousness I felt. Should I wait for Jack or should I proceed? I decided I could not wait. I didn’t want Trevor Darcy leaving the property before I had a chance to speak to him and Pauline. I pressed the buzzer and waited. No one answered. I frowned and pressed it again. Still nothing. I gave it a third go. Where were they? 
 
    Something wasn’t right. I walked along the perimeter of their property to see if I could see anything. The house was enclosed with a large wall on two sides and high railings on the other two. I walked as far as I could around the whole property. I came back to the front gates and tried to ring again but got no reply. Suddenly, I heard a click and realised the gates had been released so I pushed one gate forward and eased my body through the gap. 
 
     My heart rate increased tenfold. A brain cell inside me told me this wasn’t a good idea, but I couldn’t stop myself. I walked up to the front door and knocked. Nobody came. I knocked some more but nothing happened. 
 
    I walked slowly around the side of the house. I didn’t hear any sounds. Tentatively, I opened the gate that led to the back garden, still looking, still listening. I felt more scared than I had ever felt before and I should have turned and gone back but something egged me on. I noticed an open kitchen window and wondered if I could climb up and get inside. I decided to give the window frame a jolt. It opened wider. My hands were shaking. 
 
     I looked around me before I pulled myself up onto the outer ledge and stuck my head and upper body through the open gap. Pushing my body up, I heaved the rest of my frame over the wooden ledge and snaked down onto the windowsill below. I did a handstand walk onto the drainer until my legs were through the window. I made quite a loud noise as I jumped down, so went and hid behind the door in case someone came.  
 
    It suddenly dawned on me if everything was okay in the house, I would have a lot of explaining to do, if I got caught here. My suspicions were realised when I peered around the corner of the L-shaped kitchen. My chest felt heavy. I noticed an arm, lying on the floor. My limbs began to shake as I slowly moved towards it. My eyes followed the arm’s length and I saw the rest of the body lying there. It was the housekeeper. I crouched over her. She wasn’t breathing. I quickly took out my phone to dial the emergency services but was stopped in my tracks. 
 
    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Trevor Darcy stood in the doorway. I jumped. “Oh, it’s you,” I tried to back into the corner. The kitchen door was locked, and there was no other escape route. I searched around the room looking for something I could use as a weapon. Trevor’s eyes followed mine, and he shook his head. My mouth felt dry, and I had difficulty swallowing. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so Sophie.” He watched me. The tingling of my nerve endings worked their way through my body. 
 
    “What… what happened to the housekeeper?” My voice was shaky. I was trying my best to keep the conversation normal. He gave a short sarcastic laugh.  
 
    “You shouldn’t be meddling in other people’s business.” He advanced towards me and I took a step backwards. I hunched my body with my arms crossed against my chest in a protective huddle.  
 
    “Where’s Pauline?” He strode across the floor towards me. 
 
    “You’re too nosy for your own good.” His expression was now in a grimace. He took hold of my right hand and squeezed it. He used an enormous amount of pressure. I froze. He grabbed my hair with his free hand and pulled my head back. With his face contorted, his breath was hot as he spat out his words. 
 
    “You silly, silly bitch. Why did you have to get involved?” He pushed me against the wall. I had no chance against his strength. His fingers curled around my neck. I cried out.  I kicked him, but he pushed his strong body further into mine. I struggled to move. I looked into his eyes. They were full of hatred. My lungs burned with pain. The pressure in my neck intensified. I couldn’t breathe. 
 
     The edge of my vision went dark. I was thrashing out, and I dug my fingernails into his wrists. I pulled against his fingers, trying to prise them off me but it was futile. My head spun, and I gasped for air. I felt my life force was slipping away. Small rapid gasps left my throat. My mouth was open, and I coughed. His hands continued to squeeze my neck. My body slumped to the ground, and I passed out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOPHIE 
 
      
 
      
 
     The room was hazy at first and I heard noises in the background, a door being kicked in. As my senses came back to me, I felt a severe pain in my neck. I tried to speak but my voice was hoarse. I looked to my side and Jack was there, crouched down, cupping my head in his hands. 
 
    “How are you, Sophie?” I couldn’t speak. There were a lot of police officers in the room. I blinked. Had I just seen them march Trevor Darcy out of the door?  
 
    “What happened?” I whispered. 
 
    “It looks like we arrived in the nick of time for you but not sadly in time to save the housekeeper or Mrs Darcy.” 
 
    “No!” I tried to scream, but the noise was muffled. A few minutes later the paramedics arrived. I was taken to hospital to be checked over and Jack joined me. We met up again in the emergency department. 
 
    “Whatever possessed you, Sophie, to go it alone without me?” 
 
    “I was worried Trevor was getting out of control.” 
 
    Deep down, once I suspected Trevor had killed Cassie, I wanted to catch him, to get him to confess. I felt it might give me some redemption for the wrong I had done. I realised now how foolish my actions had been. 
 
    “You should have waited for me. He was far too powerful for you.” 
 
    “I mistakenly expected I’d be able to talk to him in front of his wife. I thought I’d be safe enough with Pauline there.” 
 
    “You silly girl,” Jack shook his head. I could tell he was angry with me. I had been a fool, and I paid the price being so close to death. My neck was bruised, and my pride was dented. I began to cry. He put his arms around my shoulders to comfort me. “I’m sorry for shouting but you frightened me. Your foolishness had me so worried there for a time. When I saw Trevor Darcy with his hands around your neck, I wanted to kill him, and I would have if the police officer hadn’t got to him first.” I looked up at him with sad eyes. “We could have lost you, Sophie and what would I have done then?” 
 
    I lay in the bed. The realisation of how easily I could have lost my life hit me. In the past, I’d abused my body by consuming so much alcohol but now, with Jack in my life, I wanted to live. I had a life worth living, and I didn’t want it to end. 
 
     “Can I ask you something, Jack?” 
 
    “Yes, what is it?” 
 
    “Why do you never talk about your girlfriend?” 
 
    “Girlfriend?” What girlfriend?” he frowned. 
 
     “That woman who was at your bedside when you were in hospital, was that your girlfriend?” Jack frowned then started laughing. “What are you laughing at?” I asked, 
 
    “Where’s that come from? You’re so funny sometimes, Sophie.” 
 
    “What’s so funny?” I was confused. 
 
    “That was Molly, my ex-wife.” 
 
    “Oh, oh I see so what about your girlfriend?” 
 
    “I haven’t got a girlfriend. I have enough trouble putting up with you.” He laughed, and I playfully hit his arm. I felt so stupid.   
 
    “But I thought…” 
 
    “Sophie, you do too much thinking and too much talking too.” At that, he moved closer towards me. He put his forefinger to my lips to hush me then began gently stroking them.  
 
    “What am I going to do with you, Sophie?” My body was on fire. My nerve endings tingled. My heart was thumping so loud, I thought Jack could hear it. 
 
    “I know what I’d like you to do.” I smiled and gazed into his eyes. They weren’t just twinkling they sparkled so brightly. 
 
    He put his arm around my shoulder and drew me closer towards him then softly turned his head and kissed my lips. The embrace was slow and gentle. I wanted to last forever. I greedily put my tongue in his mouth and held him close. Our bodies became entwined, and the kiss lasted for a few minutes. I came to my senses as I heard a coughing sound behind us. 
 
    We withdrew from our kiss, both embarrassed but giggling. The police officer stood by my bed looked the most embarrassed of the three of us.  
 
    “I’ll come back later. I just need to go over some questions with you.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” I grinned. Jack left the hospital sometime later, saying he’d be back to take me home when they discharged me. He walked back in an hour later carrying a massive bunch of flowers. We kissed again. 
 
    “Thanks, partner.” I smiled. We finally left the hospital arm in arm. For all the trauma I had been through, I couldn’t have felt any happier.  
 
    Jack was able to gain inside information from his police friends. They were pleased with his help. Trevor Darcy confessed to Cassie’s murder. He wanted to keep her quiet about his liaisons with prostitutes and she wasn’t prepared to say nothing. By killing her, he hoped he had silenced her and no one would know his secret.  
 
    His problems started when he got involved with Randy. He earned good money transporting the girls over and the perks he received satisfied his thirst for sex. However, his desires became more and more violent. I couldn’t understand why he had killed both his housekeeper and his wife. Apparently, he said that killing the housekeeper was an accident but when his wife saw what he had done; he had to kill her as well. He was totally out of control. He told the police he enjoyed the thrill killing had given him. It became obvious he would have continued killing had he not been stopped.  
 
    It didn’t look like Georgia would be charged in relation to any of the operation as she wasn’t aware of the details. Laura had taken an injunction out on Charlie to keep him away from her so hopefully, she would be safe now. 
 
    I didn’t want to let go of my man now I’d got him.  
 
    I asked him, “Why have you never made a move on me before now?” 
 
    “I wanted to know you were strong in your recovery. There have been lots of times I’ve longed to but I had to restrain myself and do the gentlemanly thing and hold back.” I squeezed his hand thinking of all the times I’d lain awake at night longing to be with him. 
 
    “I love you, Jack.”  
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SINISTER   
 
    GATHERING 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diane Ezzard 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    She darts into the woods. Branches link together like limbs urging her not to enter. The forest is black, but she must go in there. A breeze stirs the leaves. The back of her neck pricks. The path forks. Which way to go? A fox crosses in front of her, breaking off a twig from a low-hanging tree. As the trail curves away, she has a choice to make. She runs deeper into the darkness. 
 
    Her breathing is rapid. She does not stop to look over her shoulder. Her arms thrash at the twigs and bushes. She runs and trips over an unseen log. An overhanging branch scratches her face. She steadies herself. The rain is relentless. Hair is plastered to her face. Sweeping strands aside, she murmurs words of undecipherable distress. She ignores the whistling wind and looks from left to right. 
 
    A moonless night; the darkness as terrifying as her thoughts. She can taste the blood. The pounding of the rain against the foliage adds to her sense of foreboding. Twigs crunch underfoot mingling with the sodden path. 
 
    Her mind fills with terrifying thoughts. Gross images flash across her memory. She stumbles over some ivy entwined through the grass, hidden from view. She can’t steady herself this time and crashes into a tree. Pain pounds through her shoulder. A clap of thunder roars through the air.  
 
    Leaning against the trunk, she rubs her shoulder and winces. She shudders with the intensity of the pain. The lightning highlights her muddy clothes.  
 
    Another flash of lightning brightens up the sky. A flicker of movement enters her periphery. She moves her head. Catching her breath from the knot in her stomach, she stumbles forward. She brushes tiny leaves off her shoulder and pushes forward.  
 
    The boom rolls across the meadow announcing its superiority. The boughs of the trees sway in the strengthening gust, surrendering their leaves without a fight. A streak of silver splits the sky. Fired up with adrenaline, the rain pelts against her skin like bullets. The wind howls like a wolf. Another crash of thunder and the trees shake in unison, the warning too late. Lightning comes again. A brilliant shock of white in the black sky forks silently to the unsuspecting ground. She continues at speed. There is no shelter from the harsh surroundings.  
 
    Her journey continues as she sets off further into the unforgiving forest. She flinches as she runs. Breathing rapidly, her eyes dart around. A swish here and a branch snapping there. The sudden noises make her jump. She is not alone.  
 
    With each step, a jarring pain from her shoulder shoots through her body. She slips on wet leaves and reaches out holding onto a branch.  
 
    Her breathing is shallow. Mud smears her face. Her hair is matted. Her energy levels are low. The torrential conditions have depleted her spirit. She stops to catch her breath. Her limbs are exhausted. Resigned to her fate, she closes her eyes. 
 
    Panic consumes her. Her stomach tightens as she prays. Is it time for me to meet my Maker? An arm pushes forward. She stops dead. Her head droops backwards. She screams. Her body freezes, numbness taking over as shadows loom overhead. She doesn’t need to look up. A wave of nausea attacks her as she glances around. A sharp silver blade flashes before her eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she screams. 
 
    Her words are lost against the cruel elements. She screams again, acknowledging her fate. Her body jerks and the shiny metal pierces her skin and sinks into her flesh. She cries out making desperate guttural sounds. 
 
    Thick crimson blood flows out of the wound in her neck as she drops to her knees convulsing and trembling like a rabid dog. She calls out, but it is too late for pleas. Her sounds are ignored. The blade sinks into her neck. Blood trickles onto the ground, intermingled with mud, turning the puddles deep red. Her body collapses to the ground. She is motionless. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stood looking up at the notice board. Most days I walked straight past it. It was hard to get excited by the latest health and safety update. I scanned the board. What I needed was a good night out. That would teach Jack.  
 
    My mood had gone further downhill. Darkness leaked into my soul like an ink spot on blotting paper, growing stronger for every day I hadn’t heard from him. It was over a week now. Some boyfriend he was. He probably had a string of excuses. Owning his own business and working as a private investigator kept him busy. He didn’t work nine to five like most folk. I made allowances for that, but it didn’t excuse his behaviour. If I ever said anything to him, he went into a mood. Playing him back at his own game hadn’t worked either. This time, he’d not been in touch, so now we were in a text off. I dug my heels in and was now suffering the consequences because of my stubbornness. I glanced over the board hoping to find details of a karaoke night or comedy club evening. Perhaps if I went out with the girls that might have the desired effect and wind him up. He would soon realise what he was missing.  
 
    Pauline came up and stood next to me. We read through the notices together. Dressed in a mustard jumper and matching scarf, she flicked her short copper-coloured hair back. The wrinkled skin on her face was brought on by years of smoking Regals. She’d recently packed the fags in and boy, did the rest of us know about it. Talking incessantly about her achievement, she was now the proud owner of a vape pen. She wore reading glasses which hung on a chain around her neck. Popping them on, she peered at the notices. Pauline had worked at the centre a year longer than me and we got on well, even though she was old enough to be my mum. Today being friendly towards her came as an effort when inside, thanks to Jack, I felt cast aside and drained like a used tea bag. I tried a smile, but the muscles in my face had gone on strike. Rejection didn’t suit me. 
 
    A flyer about a retreat in Scotland caught my attention. I unpinned it and took it down to inspect it.  
 
    Escape city life for a short break in rural Scotland. This female-only retreat is located within thirty-two acres of woodland. The centre focuses on meditation with gentle yoga classes and is designed for both mindfulness beginners, and those with established knowledge, seeking a refresher. Get in touch with your inner self. Revitalise your life with one of our short courses. Enjoy delicious, wholesome food while you switch off your phone for a few days away. Make lifelong friends as you bond with like-minded individuals. In just a few short days, you can transform your life. The courses are suitable for all women seeking spiritual fulfilment and healing. Discover peace, harmonious connections, and purpose and take back the wonderful life you are meant to have.  
 
    I nodded as I read through. This looked like it might be just what I needed. Pauline looked over my shoulder. 
 
    “This looks interesting,” I said. 
 
    “You ought to try it. I went last year. I had a wonderful time.” She flicked her hand through her fringe, a habit she did almost every time she spoke, reminding me of Sharon Osbourne on a bad day. 
 
    “You know, I might just do that.” I reread the information. It sounded right up my street. I put the centre’s number in my phone. I would make some enquiries later. I’d recently had an influx of new clients and a break away from the pressures of counselling might be just what the doctor ordered. I liked the fact it would be women only. I was used to being around females with my job at the women’s centre. 
 
    I had no clients booked in that afternoon. Sally had cancelled again. This was her third time, so she wouldn’t be allowed any more sessions. I hated when that happened, but it was common, especially amongst the women with addiction problems. They were never reliable. It was a shame because, over the last few weeks, there had been a significant improvement in Sally’s mood. I knew only too well how easy it was to slip back into the madness of drink and drug abuse. I sighed as I pulled out her file. I needed to complete the standard letter telling her she couldn’t attend for further counselling but was welcome to come to training or group events. 
 
    The mound of files in my in-tray made me sigh. I looked up at the clock and muttered obscenities under my breath. I hated paperwork. If I knuckled down, I should have most of my reports finished before home time.  
 
    The afternoon quickly passed by as I reeled off the handwritten notes on my caseload. I pressed my pen down hard as the final full stop pinged into place. I threw my head back and looked up feeling the tension in my neck from constant writing. Stretching out my arms, I clasped them at the back of my head. 
 
    “Have you enquired about that retreat yet?” Pauline asked from the other side of the room with another flick of her hair. I had taken the clip out of the back of my twirled-up hair and shook my head as the red curls cascaded onto my shoulders. That felt better. 
 
    “Oh no, I nearly forgot, I’ve been so busy. Thanks. I’ll do it now.” 
 
     I picked up my phone and rang their number.  
 
     “Good afternoon, how can I help?” a female Scottish voice asked. 
 
    “I’d like to inquire about availability for one of your mindfulness breaks,” I said fiddling with the teeth of my hair clip. 
 
    “Och, you’re in luck, hen. Can you make it fae next week?  We’ve had a cancellation and not only that, we can offer ten percent off if you book it tadae.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. Well…” 
 
    “Our breaks are normally booked up about twelve months in advance. They’re really popular,” she said rolling her r’s.  
 
    “Erm,”  
 
    “I wouldn’t take too long to make your mind up, lassie. It’ll no doubt be gone by the morning.” I sighed. I looked across at my manager and mouthed to her asking if it would be okay to take some annual leave the following week and she nodded, smiling. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go for it then.” 
 
    “You won’t regret it, hen. You’ll hae a whale o’ a time we the other ladies.’ She sounded poised waiting to take down my credit card details and book me in.  
 
    I came off the phone smiling. The melancholy of the morning was quite forgotten. I hadn’t had a holiday in such a long time and going on my own would be a first. This would be an experience I wouldn’t forget. I broke the silence with Jack and messaged him to tell him my news.  
 
    A reply came back almost immediately –  
 
    Sounds like a blast, have fun. 
 
    Great. No mention of missing me or why he hadn’t been in touch. I still couldn’t make him out sometimes. In the few months we’d been together, he’d blown hot and cold. He was a moody so-and-so. One minute he was distant and told me I suffocated him, the next he was replying immediately to my texts and sounded keen. This time it was possible I had upset him, done something he didn’t like but I didn’t know what. He was a sulker, so it was hard to know when I was in the wrong. 
 
    He had a lot of good qualities though, top of the list is the fact he was tall, dark and drop-dead gorgeous. I didn’t know what he saw in me. My long red hair looked passable on a good day. I didn’t have the perfect figure, I was too scrawny. If I wore enough makeup, then at least I didn’t frighten myself in the mirror. We both had a drink-fuelled past, so we shared that common bond. For me, it made the relationship feel special. We were kindred spirits who offloaded our past struggles to each other and now mulled over them at regular AA meetings. 
 
    If I wanted Jack in my life, I would have to learn to put up and shut up. He brought a warmth to my life that was new to me. Comparing him to previous relationships, he was a pussycat. There’d been no hint of violence or aggression. He took all his anger out on the morons he encountered in his working life. Nor was he mad, just a little moody on occasions. Sometimes his grey days rubbed off on me. He had an ex-wife and two kids but that was hardly baggage compared to my relationship history. I still struggled to trust men after my nightmare past. I liked to think that now I’d found the other half of a broken locket. 
 
    We flirted messages back and forth. The texting famine was over. I was in luck. He agreed to honour me with his presence that evening. Shame I had to do all the running. Maybe me booking this break would make him realise what he was missing. 
 
    He arrived at my place that evening ten minutes late which was on time in Jack’s world.  I wondered whether to mention anything about the dearth of contact and spoil a good evening. He’d probably put it back to me and say I hadn’t tried to contact him either. It wasn’t worth falling out over. He was here now, and he hadn’t figured out anything was wrong. 
 
    “Do you want a cup of tea, Jack?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” He played with Max while I busied myself in the kitchen. I hadn’t even had a hug or kiss from him, yet. My cat was getting more attention than me. I filled the kettle, my shoulder slumped. I made the drinks and walked back through to the lounge and passed Jack his drink. 
 
    “Is everything okay, Sophie?” Should I say anything and spoil the pleasant mood? I wanted to tell him how I felt. I nodded my head, wrapping my fingers around the warm mug. I wanted his love, but I also wanted to show I could stand on my own two feet, to feel comfortable with myself. If I was in a relationship, I wanted it to be we and not two I’s. I thought we’d got past that initial scary stage when you don’t know what the other person is looking for, but Jack could still keep me guessing. 
 
    “Yeah, everything’s fine.” I avoided eye contact. I knew I was quieter than usual, but I didn’t want to spoil things. 
 
    “It’s just that you seem a little distant.” That was rich coming from him. His manner was so cool it bordered on stone cold. No, I feel unloved, Jack. 
 
    “Work is stressing me out. I’ll be glad to have a break. I hope I’ve done the right thing, booking to go away alone.”  
 
    “Well, I can’t come with you, you made sure of that, going to a female only retreat.” Was he having a dig at me?   His face showed no signs of animosity, so I didn’t react. I raised my eyebrows. I would miss him, but we could keep in touch by phone.  Hopefully, he wouldn’t ignore my calls.  
 
    Jack had taken the news of my impending break well, but Max was a whole different matter. Jack and I were chatting when Max interrupted us. He gave me an uncharacteristic snatch with his paw, clawing at my leg. 
 
    “Max!” I cried. “What are you doing?” I checked my leg. A line of blood appeared on the surface of my skin. “Ouch, that hurt.” I rubbed my leg and frowned at him. He ran to the corner and cowered. If I didn’t know better, I’d have said he sensed I was leaving him. 
 
    After a few moments, he patted across the floor and came up, slinking against my leg. The tiger had disappeared, and the pussycat returned. In an instant, he jumped up onto the back of the chair behind me. I stroked his fur coat. I could never be mad at him for long. Shame I couldn’t be as forgiving towards Jack. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2  
 
      
 
      
 
    I rolled over and clambered out of bed. The alarm on my phone told me it was six a.m. – far too early for a Sunday morning. Jack groaned and turned his back towards me.  He had stayed over at mine to give me a lift to the station. 
 
    He was going to come over and feed my cat, Max while I was away. It was better for Max to be in his own surroundings. Jack didn’t live too far away. I’m sure that cat has a sixth sense though. He gave me another snatch with his sharp paw, clawing at my leg as I filled the kettle with water.  
 
    “Ow, Max, that’s very naughty.” I moved towards him to scold him, but he was too quick for me, moving away. “Don’t worry, I won’t be gone for long and Jack will look after you.” I smiled. He jumped up onto the kitchen table. I patted him. 
 
    Jack walked into the kitchen, stretching his arms out. He yawned, slinked up behind me and nuzzled my neck. 
 
    “Are you making us a cuppa, love?” I nodded. The elephant was still in the room. Keeping quiet about how neglected I felt, did me no favours. We all had our flaws and Jack’s behaviour grated on me right now. I thought about my past and the beatings I’d received at the hands of a psycho boyfriend. At least it wasn’t like that with Jack. Sometimes, though I believed my feelings were stronger than his. I doubted if he would bat an eyelid if we split up and yet it would devastate me. Why am I so insecure? 
 
    We drank our tea in silence. I glanced through the email that had the details of the course. I bit my lip as I read through the literature. 
 
    Welcome, Sophie, 
 
    I would like to take this opportunity to informally welcome you to the course. I have attached details of how to find Glenloch Hall, together with a copy of the programme and some further information about the area. I have also enclosed a price list for the extra services. We have a variety of holistic therapies available at very competitive prices. You will see that free time has been built into the programme, so you can indulge yourself! There are also a set of rules set out by the management committee attached. I trust you will familiarise yourself with these and adhere to them to ensure the smooth running of the centre.  
 
    The aims and goals of the course are set out below – 
 
    
    	             You will leave feeling energised and focussed 
 
    	             Our authentic and intimate surroundings will provide you with clarity to make the right decisions in your life 
 
    	             You will feel reconnected with your inner self 
 
    	             You will be supported in determining and achieving your life goals 
 
   
 
    As a little extra (and after checking with the girls) I thought it would be useful for you to have a heads-up about the other attendees. All of them have been coming on this five-day retreat for several years now, so I have attached a few details about each of them to fill you in. That way, you can get to know them and settle in sooner. They are a friendly bunch and they don’t bite strangers! 
 
    Susan – 
 
    Age: 40s 
 
    Appearance: medium height, shoulder-length dark hair 
 
    From: Lancaster 
 
    Status: Married 
 
    Occupation: Housewife 
 
    Hobbies: Looking after family. 
 
      
 
    Holly – 
 
    Age:  45 
 
    Appearance: slim, shoulder-length sandy-coloured wavy hair 
 
    From: Dunfermline, Scotland 
 
    Status: Divorced 
 
    Occupation: Office administrator 
 
    Hobbies: Cleaning, retail therapy 
 
      
 
    Moira – 
 
    Age: 41 
 
    Appearance: Highlighted hair cut in a bob,  
 
    From: Arbroath, Scotland 
 
    Status: Single 
 
    Occupation: Volunteer at a homeless shelter 
 
    Hobbies: Surfing the net 
 
      
 
    Mary – 
 
    Age: 53 
 
    Appearance: Short, salt and pepper hair. 
 
    From: Newcastle 
 
    Status: Divorced 
 
    Occupation: Not back at work yet, still getting over a nervous breakdown 
 
    Hobbies: Reading 
 
      
 
    Jennifer – 
 
    Age: 40ish 
 
    Appearance: black curly shoulder-length hair 
 
    From: Newcastle 
 
    Status: Co-habiting 
 
    Occupation: Shop assistant 
 
    Hobbies: Socialising 
 
      
 
    Vicky – 
 
    Age: Late 30s 
 
    Appearance: slim. Shoulder-length dark-brown wavy hair 
 
    From: Newcastle 
 
    Status: Single 
 
    Occupation: Hairdresser 
 
    Hobbies: Men and shoes in that order 
 
      
 
    Management team – 
 
      
 
    Tanya – 
 
    Age: Mid-30s 
 
    Appearance: Long straight dark hair, slim 
 
    From: Dundee, Scotland 
 
    Status: Single 
 
    Occupation: Trainer, yoga teacher, beauty therapist 
 
    Hobbies: Yoga, gym, meditation, reading 
 
      
 
    Bobo – 
 
    Age: Early 50s 
 
    Appearance: Cropped white hair with pink and blue bits, tats and piercings. 
 
    From: Aberdeen, Scotland 
 
    Status: Divorced 
 
    Occupation: Chef, trainer 
 
    Hobbies: Cooking, festivals, music, rallying 
 
      
 
    Me (Olivia) – 
 
    Age: Late 50s 
 
    Appearance: Long blonde straight hair 
 
    From: London originally 
 
    Status: Divorced 
 
    Occupation: Manager, psychotherapist, trainer, holistic therapist 
 
    Hobbies: Reading, yoga, meditation, croquet. 
 
      
 
    I hope you find this useful and we all look forward to meeting you. 
 
      
 
    Olivia 
 
    Centre manager 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I had a long journey ahead, and I wasn’t looking forward to the trip up to Scotland. The course started mid-morning on Monday. A seven-hour train journey up to Aberdeen and then another forty-five-minute car ride to the centre would do me in. I wanted to be fresh for the day’s events tomorrow. Travelling always knocked the stuffing out of me. 
 
    I could have stayed at cheap accommodation in Aberdeen for the night to save money, but I decided to splash out. That way I could get accustomed to my surroundings. Olivia had said someone from the centre would pick me up from the station for a nominal fee. I was told that would be more cost-effective than a taxi, so I plumped for their chauffeur service. It would be nice to be greeted by a friendly face. Not being used to travelling alone, it filled me with some trepidation. 
 
    Jack dropped me off at Piccadilly train station. He offered to carry my case to the platform.  
 
    “It’s okay, Jack. The case isn’t that heavy. I can make my own way. It’s good of you to bring me.” I didn’t want him hanging around as I hated goodbyes, however short they were. He probably had a lot of work to do, anyway. 
 
    “I don’t mind.” He looked at me with his head cocked to one side. Now, I was about to go, I felt a few pangs of remorse for what I had done even if it was only for a short time. I’d been hasty booking it. I would miss Jack. I didn’t want to get emotional and I had some fears about travelling alone. 
 
    “No, you get off and I’ll see you next weekend.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re sure, but I offered.” 
 
    “I know and thanks for the lift. It’s been an immense help.” I gave him a quick kiss and jumped out of the car. I turned and dragged my wheelie case towards the escalator. I popped my bag on the moving staircase and glanced back. Jack was leaning against his car. I waved, and he waved back. I blew him a kiss, and he did the same. OMG, did he just mouth the words - I’ll miss you? No, I must have been mistaken. Jack didn’t say things like that. Whatever it was, I could live in hope. I chose to think positive. It put a smile on my face. 
 
    I had time to grab a coffee before my train departed. I sent Jack a text to thank him again for the lift. He didn’t reply, which was fine. After all, he was driving. I didn’t expect a reply later, either. He was a man of few words. 
 
    I sat in the window seat, looking out and sighed. I could get to America in the time it would take me to get to Scotland. That time factor was the only similarity between the two. When I went to New York and Washington, I found it fast paced. Scotland, on the other hand, would be much slower. More like going back in time. I expected there would be plenty of time for relaxation. I boarded the train loaded up with reading paraphernalia — magazines, newspaper, books, crossword puzzles. That should keep me going.  I had to change trains at York, so I settled myself down for a few hours. The train set off and before long I could feel the air getting colder.  
 
    My imagination worked overtime as I considered what lay ahead for me over the next few days. Some self-discovery, perhaps. I did plenty of that during my stints in rehab dealing with my alcohol addiction. I didn’t know whether they’d be serving alcohol at the centre. In fact, I didn’t know much about what to expect at all.  
 
    I’d never done anything like this before. Pauline didn’t tell me an awful lot. She said the food was good, and that she got a lot out of it. That was enough for me. If I knew I would be eating well, I’d be happy.  It had been a last-minute decision to attend, so I would go with the flow. If I had no expectations, then I couldn’t be disappointed. I glanced through the sheet Olivia sent me about the other women on the course. I was the youngest on the course, by the look of things, the baby of the group. Not that it mattered, my partying days were over. When I read through their hobbies, I seemed to have more in common with the tutors. 
 
    Arriving at Aberdeen station, I descended the train and walked along the platform dragging my case. Olivia messaged me to say it would be her meeting me. I wondered if she’d hold up one of those cards with my name on. I got through the exit barrier and looked all around. No one looking anything like an Olivia was anywhere around. There was an old man who looked like a street tramp, a young family with three children, a group of teenagers and a couple walking past arm in arm. Apart from the station staff, there was no one else about. I frowned.  
 
    This wasn’t a good start. I looked down and checked my watch. The train had arrived on time. I plonked myself underneath the notice board where all the train information was displayed and sat on the bench and waited. Maybe she’d been held up in traffic? She lived in a rural area, so it could be like Ramsbottom, close to where I came from. Sometimes you got held up by farmers transferring their cattle to another field and it wasn’t always easy to judge what time they’d be making the crossing. 
 
    I bit on my fingernail and blew out a huff. If I was meeting someone, I’d ensure I arrived with plenty of time to spare. I took my phone out of my bag and I checked her message again. All the details were as I remembered. I hadn’t misread anything. She must just be late. I sighed. I didn’t like tardiness. 
 
    A woman scuttled across the concourse. I sat up straight in the seat and watched her. My hopes were dashed when I noticed she had a small suitcase. I slumped back down again. She did say Aberdeen station, didn’t she? I checked her message again. Yes, she did. Where was she? How long should I give her before I called? I wasn’t good in situations like this. What would I do if she didn’t turn up? How soon would the anxiety get to me? I became fidgety as I wondered if something had happened to her. 
 
    I was up and down in the seat like a yo-yo. I couldn’t keep still. I wandered towards the kiosk, still searching all around me. One of the railway staff members gave me a doleful look. I bet he thought I’d been stood up by a boyfriend.  
 
    At that moment, I spotted a well-dressed woman walking towards me. Her striking long blonde hair was poker-straight and pulled back into a low ponytail. Her face was made-up, even down to false eyelashes. She looked in her mid-fifties. She wore a beige mac tied at the waist in a bow. On her shoulders was draped a large tartan pashmina wrap. She was tall and slim, the kind of woman men looked twice at. 
 
    As she got closer, I noticed her eyes were the same colour as the freckles that covered her nose and cheeks. She turned her head towards me and her hair flicked and swished like a proud palomino.  
 
    “Is it Sophie?” Her face beamed. I wanted to be angry, but my face lit up in unison. I was so relieved to see her. I knew I couldn’t complain. I nodded. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. She held out a hand to shake mine. 
 
    “How do you do,” she smiled. 
 
    “Hi,” I said, smiling back. “I got worried something had happened to you.” 
 
    “Oh, no, no. One of the guests phoned and made some unreasonable demands. It was all poppycock, but I’m terribly sorry darling, you don’t want to hear about that. Here, let me.” She grabbed the handle of the case off me. “What a divine little case, darling. Is it Vivienne Westwood?” 
 
    “No, Primark.” She hurried along. 
 
    “Oh, splendid. How was your journey?”  
 
    “Okay, it’s a long way. I’ve read the print off my magazines and nearly finished my book.” She walked fast, and I struggled to keep up even though she now had my case to manoeuvre along the path.  
 
    “Well, it won’t be long now just the last leg to go. You will have a wonderful time. I can promise you that.” Her smile reached from ear to ear. “We’re short-staffed at the moment which means I’m having to do everything myself, but it will all be just fine.” I guessed she was educated from her well-spoken southern accent. I didn’t detect any hint of a Scottish twang. It was more like an upper-class London one. 
 
    We walked up to her vehicle in the car park. It was an old silver Mercedes. She popped my case in the boot and we set off. Her driving was as fast as her walking pace. I held on to the edge of the seat as the car twisted and turned along the country lanes. She chatted for most of the journey, asking questions about me and telling me the lowdown on the centre. The information sounded well-rehearsed and professional. She wasn’t the original lady I spoke to on the phone when I booked my stay. 
 
    She turned to me and said, “I do love your hair, darling. It’s such a marvellous colour, is it out of a bottle?” 
 
    “No, it’s natural red from birth.” She looked across at me again. 
 
    “How splendid for you, darling.” 
 
    Olivia mentioned that most of the guests were regulars who had been coming for several years. 
 
    “Don’t be put off by that as they are a friendly bunch, darling. There is one other lady, Susan, who had booked in tonight, so you should meet her before the course starts.” I nodded. 
 
    We drove along, and I was in awe of the sights. Now and again, great lines of silver-grey poplars sprang up next to the hundreds of fir trees. The views were breathtaking. With its smooth, seductive curves, a river accompanied us alongside the road. The wide expanse of water rippled against rocks with flurries of white waves. In the distance, the snowy capped Cairngorm and Grampian mountains looked bold and majestic.  
 
    “We are close to Balmoral castle, you know, and I believe the Queen should still be in situ. She normally spends about three months here until the end of summer.” 
 
    “Wow, that would be great to see royalty.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t expect you’ll see any of the royal family, although the church where they attend on a Sunday, Craithie Kirk, gets very popular with tourists trying to catch a glimpse of her.” After discussing all the local attractions, she paused to take a breath as we passed through a small village. 
 
    Each time we turned around another corner, I uttered oohs and aahs as I took in the spectacular scenery. Scotland was a beautiful country.  Not that I could live somewhere so rural. I needed my creature comforts. It would suit Jack though. He could happily isolate in the middle of nowhere. When I thought about him, a knot tightened in my stomach. I wished he could have come away with me.  
 
    Olivia turned to me as she held onto the steering wheel. Her expression looked more serious. I was deep in thought, picturing the words Jack mouthed at the station.  
 
    “You’re not married, are you, darling?” I’d been looking up towards the sky. Her question brought me back into reality. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. 
 
    “Take my advice and don’t do it. Do you have a partner?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Pretty girl like you, I’m not surprised. Don’t let him mug you off, darling. Men can be such cads when they turn against you.” 
 
    “We don’t live together or anything. We’ve only known each other for a few months. I’m not great when it comes to the opposite sex. I make bad choices.” 
 
    “Always go for the bad boys, eh?” 
 
    “Yeah, something like that.” 
 
    “That’s a classic mistake if ever I heard one. Listen to an older wiser fool, darling. If you find one you like, marry him and make sure it’s for money and not love. Then you can take him for every penny he’s got when he wants to move on to a newer younger model.” She laughed. 
 
    “Is that what happened to you?” I looked over at her. She glanced back my way. 
 
    “No, anything but that. I’ve had to learn the hard way. I was a mug when it came to Henry and he was the one who fleeced me. I was left with no money when he went off with that bimbo. All I ended up with was Glenloch Hall. It might look like an impressive building, but it was ramshackled and had been left to rot for many years. I have worked miracles, getting the place up and running again. He wouldn’t have got away with it if it happened now, but the rotter took me to the cleaners. Henry was an absolute scoundrel. He had no consideration for my feelings. I went from living in a stately home to being out on my heels, virtually penniless. I was bad with my nerves for a long time, but he wasn’t bothered. Cold, calculating Henry was only ever interested in my money. As far as he was concerned, I was past my sell-by date and he got rid of me. The only good thing to come out of that relationship was my son, Matthew.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear you had such a bad time.” 
 
    “You live and learn. I’d do things differently if I had my time again, but I’m not intending on allowing any man to take me for an idiot again. Henry hit me in my pocket when I was at my lowest, and I can’t forgive him for that. Do you have any children, darling?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. 
 
    “Perhaps it’s as well. They can be hard work and such a tie. Do you have any other family?” 
 
    “I have an elder sister who lives in London. She’s married, then there’s just my dad and my cat, Max. Jack, my bloke is looking after him.” 
 
    “And what about your mother?” 
 
    “She died of cancer some time ago.”  
 
    She nodded and was silent for a few moments, then without looking at me, said, “I see from your paperwork, you’re a counsellor?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. I’ve been working at a women’s centre for a while now. I used to work in the accountancy field, then a few years back, I took the decision to re-train and did a counselling degree.”  
 
    “Gosh, that’s quite a drastic change. Was there some major life event that brought that on?” I looked out of the front window as I considered what to say. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.” She had already picked up on my reticence to reply. I sighed. 
 
    “No, it’s okay. I went through a tough time. It wasn’t just one thing. There were several factors. I had to change my lifestyle and counselling appealed to me.” 
 
    “Good for you.” I glanced over at her. She looked straight forward and smiled. 
 
    We arrived at the property. Either side of the driveway up to the house was carpeted in heather. The sound of the tyres scrunching as we drove up the gravel path drowned out Olivia’s incessant talking. I yawned. The long journey had taken it out of me. I felt ready for a nap rather than exploring around.   
 
    The building itself was disappointing. It was made up of grey brick and had no visual appeal; in fact, it looked depressing and left me feeling flat. The only thing going for it was its size. I hoped the inner sanctum would be more welcoming than the dull exterior. 
 
    Olivia parked up the vehicle and lifted my case out of the boot. I climbed out of the car. There was a chill in the air. She pointed out the scenery, the local woods where we would take walks. She mentioned the river. I was past caring at that moment. I walked behind her as she marched up to the front steps. Thistles surrounded the front door which was half-hidden by a tangle of bright-green ivy crawling around the building. I looked back at the view before we entered. 
 
    The wind howled, the bushes rustled. The neighbouring woods looked dark and sinister. My eyes flicked over the thick black trunks of the fir trees rising towards the sky densely packed together. Great arms from branches of oak trees interlocked, capturing their neighbours. I wanted to appreciate the beauty of the scene but all I felt was discomfort. I turned back towards the front door and shuddered. As I crossed the threshold of the great manor house, a sense of foreboding came over me.  
 
    I should never have entered that property.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3  
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia went through my details and checked me in. The decor was nothing like I’d expected. Given her dress sense, I imagined traditional Scottish style but what I was met with was quirky to the point of being bizarre, more like a museum from a bygone age. There was a mishmash of ornaments, very 1960s retro, with Beatles memorabilia, and a Marilyn Monroe painting. Not all the furniture matched the pop vibe. Some of it was eclectic. There were several traditional paintings, a selection of portraits, landscapes and castles. The wallpaper was lilac oval shapes, and there were three life-sized statues of jazz musicians in the corner.  
 
    The telephone was an old-fashioned olive-green vintage design that pre-dated my childhood. The white paintwork was cracked, not in a cool distressed beach hut way, just cracked. The whole place needed a refurbishment. The floorboards creaked as I followed Olivia to my room. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ve drawn the short straw and are in the attic room, last one in and all that.” I knew already this wouldn’t be a chocolate on the pillow sort of place. There would be no towels shaped into swans here.  She opened the door, popped my case inside and after giving me further instructions about that evening, left me to my own devices. 
 
    The room was clean. It didn’t have a sterile feel about it, but the brass had been polished as had the silver knick-knacks dotted around. I went over to the bed and pulled back the white duvet cover. I smoothed the palm of my hand over the fabric – Egyptian cotton, very nice. The bedroom was bigger than I expected for an attic room. The double bed was neatly made. There was a large oak desk by the window. I popped my head in the small en-suite bathroom. It had white units but with Victorian artefacts laid out, making the room appear more cramped. I didn’t go for the painting of Queen Victoria on the wall, nor was I into the Turner prints. There was no disputing the place had character. I was small enough that the dip where the roof came down wouldn’t bother me. 
 
    The air smelled floral, courtesy of several plug-in fresheners. The far-reaching view out of the window was worth every penny. Even with the mist in the air, it was possible to see the vast mountain range. Cold grey peaks were crowned with a headdress of ice and cloaked with green pines. The reflection of the loch in the distance made the land glitter, bouncing spectrums of colour across the vista. I had a good search around the room. The customary Bible joined the hairdryer in the top drawer of the bedside cabinet. I ran my finger on top of the pictures to see if any dust had collected. There was none.  
 
    Olivia had explained there must be no eating or drinking in the rooms as she didn’t like spillage. Instead, we could help ourselves to teas and coffees from the dining room. I was rather miffed at that. It wouldn’t be ideal, first thing in a morning, traipsing down to make a brew and not being able to drink it in bed while I woke up properly. Same as in an evening, I liked to take my bedtime drink with me and read but that was against the rules here. 
 
    Although it was only six-thirty, Olivia said there would be no evening meal tonight. She said there were homemade carrot cake and cookies available now to have with a drink and she said she would put sandwiches on at supper time. I wasn’t sure when that was. I still had a Twix in my bag. I searched around for any hidden cameras watching me, then I took a huge bite. No food in my room indeed. Holding the palm of my hand underneath the chocolate bar, I kept my eye on the floor to check for crumbs. I felt as guilty as I munched on the caramel and biscuit. It felt even more delicious because I was eating contraband. 
 
    I heard a car pull up and went over to the window to investigate as I gobbled the last of my biscuit down. I watched as a woman made her way to the front door. She looked in her mid-forties, of medium build with shoulder-length dark hair. She didn’t appear to be in any hurry. I noticed she walked with the aid of a stick. Hopefully, I could get acquainted with her later and get a head’s up on the others and what to expect. 
 
    I unpacked my clothes and read through the programme. The front of the brochure boasted – Nothing here is ordinary. From what I had seen of the place so far, I could vouch for that. I’d take advice from the others before I signed up for anything extra on the programme, but I’d brought the plastic to splash out if I felt so inclined. 
 
    Overwhelmed by tiredness, I put my head on the pillow and crashed out, then woke up wondering where I was. Slowly, I came to and checked the time. I’d slept for an hour. I gave my long, tousled hair a brush and freshened up before going down to explore the large manor house. If I hadn’t been so thirsty, I’d have stayed in bed and had an early night, but I was ready for a cup of tea.  
 
    The floorboards creaked with every footstep as I walked along the long corridor. The quietness felt eerie. There was no one else around. I walked into the dining room and headed for the table with the tea service laid out. Whilst waiting for the kettle to boil, I moved over to the window to glance outside. A mist had settled on the meadow as the sun went down. What a great place this would make for a horror movie. A shiver went down my spine.  
 
    I sat on the tartan sofa and had my drink, taking in the room’s decor. The dark wood panelling and floorboards added to the gloominess. A huge mahogany table took pride of place. Down the centre of the table was a runner with a Celtic design woven in red and green into the material. There were two large silver candelabras commanding attention in the middle of the table. The white candles were held in place and were yet to be used. I daydreamed about who the past owners of the property might have been. Maybe medieval banquets had taken place here. It would have been a grand place for a wealthy Victorian family to live. On the walls were gilded mirrors and paintings befitting of the grandeur. There were three other sets of tables and chairs dotted around the room.  
 
    I finished my drink and got up. Moving to the back of the room, I went over to the French doors and looked outside. There was an expanse of greenery. This was an excellent location for restoration, relaxation, and rejuvenation as quoted in the centre’s brochure.  
 
    Finishing my drink, I walked into the library. There was a French style high-backed chair with lacquered dark wood upholstered in mustard-coloured velvet and an olive-green corduroy sofa in the corner. The cushions ranged from plain to tiger print. The eccentricity of it made me smile. 
 
    My favourite part of the room was the large crystal chandelier in the centre of the ceiling. I had a mooch over by the bookcase and picked up a musty old book that looked ready to fall apart. Flicking through the pages, I noticed it was a first edition. I looked at the title – “Varieties of Religious Experience” by William James. It seemed heavy going for me. I looked up when I heard footsteps walking across the creaky wooden floorboards.  
 
    “You shouldn’t be touching that. Olivia won’t be pleased.” It was the woman who arrived earlier. Her eyes appeared cold and hard. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m not familiar with all the rules, yet.” Her face was rigid. She pointed to a sign on the wall. Sure enough, it said guests should refrain from touching the books. I frowned. What was the point of having books if you couldn’t read them? Her eyes bore down on me, like a knife digging deep into my ribs. The silence that followed disturbed me as did her unwavering gaze. I had to fill the void. 
 
    “Are there any other rules I should know?” 
 
    “Haven’t you received your joining instructions? They should have been sent out in your welcome pack.” 
 
    “Oh, I only signed up to come as a last-minute thing, so there probably wasn’t time to send everything.” I lied. “It must have been overlooked.” 
 
    “She should have sent them by email, but Olivia is still stuck in the past. You’d better make sure you read up on everything as she’s a stickler for her rules and regulations. You won’t last five minutes if you don’t follow her instructions.”  
 
     “Is there anything else I should be aware of?” 
 
    “I’m surprised she’s not filled you in. That’s not like her. She’s usually efficient.” 
 
    “Olivia told me she was short-staffed, and she seemed flustered when I arrived. She was late picking me up from the station.” 
 
    “Oh, she’s always late, yet she goes mad if any of us aren’t on time.” 
 
    “Have you been coming here long?” I took in her appearance. Her porcelain skin was ashen and anaemic looking. That, next to her dark hair made her look ghostly. Her bones stuck out of the top she wore. Her brown eyes protruded. I didn’t notice her blink. 
 
    “This is my fourth year. It is excellent value for money compared to other places.” 
 
    “Yes, a colleague of mine recommended it. She came last year. Pauline, do you remember her?” She scowled. 
 
    “I’m not great with names. I’d probably recognise her if I saw her.” We both looked at each other. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I haven’t introduced myself, I’m Sophie.” I walked towards her, offering my hand. She shook it. Her handshake was limp. 
 
    “It’s a lovely place once you get used to it. I’m sure you’ll enjoy it.” 
 
    “And you are?” 
 
    “Susan. You’ll soon get to meet everyone and find out what you can and cannot do.” I made a mental note to re-read my paperwork when I got back to my room.  
 
    “Have you come far?” I asked. 
 
    “I live in Lancaster.” I nodded. 
 
    “I’ve come from Manchester.” She was gazing out of the window, so I didn’t expand. She looked down at her watch. 
 
    “Ouch,” she cried, holding her stomach. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes, I have a number of stomach conditions. Oh dear, I may need a doctor,” 
 
    “Do you want me to fetch Olivia?” 
 
    “No, no. I’ll go for a lie-down. I’ve got my medication to ease the symptoms.” She grimaced. “Supper isn’t until nine o’clock and there’s no flexibility with Olivia. She’s very rigid with her regime and woe betide anyone who steps out of line.” The look she gave me, I was convinced she saw me as a rebel.  “I’ll have to pass up on sandwiches. I could have done with a butty but I’m too tired and my back is playing up after carrying that heavy case.” 
 
    “Oh, do you not have a case with wheels?” I wondered how much stuff she’d brought if she had injured her back. 
 
    “Of course, I do but it still puts a strain on your back lifting it in and out of the car. I have an ongoing problem with my lumber and thoracic vertebrae.” She leaned forward, putting her right hand on her back, and grimaced. “I should have asked Olivia for some assistance. I hope I’ll be well enough for the start of the course.” I smiled and nodded. She turned to walk out of the room without saying goodbye. 
 
    “Are you going to be alright going up the stairs?” She didn’t reply. “Nice to meet you,” I called out. I heard her muttering something but couldn’t make out what it was. I didn’t mind her leaving me on my own. I was ravenous enough to eat her sandwiches as well as mine. I wandered around, flicking through leaflets in the hallway, and then made my way to the dining room. 
 
    I sat relaxing, waiting for my supper. Soaking in the atmosphere, I was conscious of the ticking of an old grandfather clock. Before long, I heard a trolley being wheeled along the corridor. The door opened, and Olivia tottered in. She stooped over the plates of food. 
 
    “Oh, no Susan?” she asked. 
 
    “No, she was tired, and she had a stomach ache and a painful back.” 
 
    “Oh, she’s such a drama queen. Don’t worry, you’ll get used to her. There’s generally something wrong with her. She’s always like that. It’s such a shame because the bread is freshly baked by our wonderful chef, Bobo. So, even more for you.” 
 
    “That’s okay, I’m famished,” I said as I filled my plate and tucked into some tuna and mayonnaise on rye bread. 
 
    “Help yourself to tea or coffee,” Olivia said. “Breakfast is at eight o’clock sharp.” She looked flustered. Her tone was abrupt and cold. With that, she turned and walked out of the door. Her earlier friendly demeanour had vanished. So far, I didn’t know what to make of my encounters. It wasn’t anything like I imagined. With regimental Olivia blowing hot and cold and frosty knickers Susan, this wasn’t the welcome I’d expected. Hopefully, things would improve when the others arrived. 
 
    I sat alone eating my supper. When I finished, I tried to text Jack but every time I hit the send button; the prompt came up in red writing: not delivered. This was so annoying. I moved around the room. Each time I stood in a new spot, I tried again. I stood over by the large French windows and I looked down at my screen. I had to look twice but yes; the tick was there. The message had finally gone into cyberspace. I punched the air. 
 
    As I brought my arm back down, I heard a smashing noise coming from the kitchen. It sounded like someone had dropped a plate. Oh dear. But then I heard more clattering sounds and raised voices. I turned my ear to the wall and listened. A high-pitched Scottish accent swore and shouted profanities. Someone wasn’t happy.  
 
    Part of me felt embarrassed to be eavesdropping, but the other part of me felt giggly and curious about what was going on. I could make out Olivia’s voice. I presumed the other one must be Bobo. She’d give Gordon Ramsay a run for his money if this was the way she conducted herself. If this was about the menus, then I made a mental note not to complain about the food.  
 
    The argument continued. I moved closer to the wall. 
 
    “I’m right, I know I am,” the Scottish voice said. It had to be Bobo. 
 
    “Don’t be silly, of course, you’re not right.” That was Olivia. Next, I heard furniture moving. It sounded like a chair being dragged along the floor, followed by another crashing sound. What made chefs so volatile? Was it their stressful jobs? Another thud came. I wondered if I should intervene. I didn’t want to, but from the noises, this was getting out of hand. 
 
    “Nae, I canna believe ya, bitch.” 
 
    Ouch, someone will get their marching orders talking to Olivia like that. 
 
    “Am no impressed, ya canna treat me this way.” Sobs interspersed with the words. 
 
    “I can’t talk to you until you calm down.” I listened as Olivia’s heels marched across the stone floor. I moved away from the wall in case she came my way but there was silence other than a few whimpers. I sat back down then heard an almighty crash.  
 
    Jumping up, I ran to the kitchen door. The woman I assumed was Bobo stood alone in the centre of the room with broken crockery at her feet. I was surprised at her appearance. She had cropped white hair that had a dash of pink at the front and blue at the sides. She had several nose, ear and lip piercings and her arms were covered in tattoos. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” What a dumb question. Of course, it wasn’t. She glared at me without replying. Her face looked like thunder. She put her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Just leave me alone, will you?”  My eyes ping-ponged around the room. What a mess. I held my arms up with the palms facing her. She grabbed her studded leather jacket off the chair and put it on. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I said, backing out of the room. I rushed out before she turned on me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    I rushed out through the door into the hall, eager to get away from the scene in the kitchen. Spotting something red in the corner, I bent down and picked it up. It was a purse. I looked inside. The picture of Susan on her driving licence did her no justice.  
 
    I didn’t want to disturb her now if she was tired. I’d seen enough drama for one evening. She was probably already asleep. Hopefully, she wouldn’t miss it until morning. I’d take it to her then. 
 
    I woke up the next day after a fitful night’s sleep. One pillow was on the floor and the duvet cover had worked its way upside down. I wanted a brew, but I wasn’t trekking down to the dining room. I made do with a glass of cold water. 
 
    Taking it over to the window, I peered outside. A mist had swallowed the base of the trees, smothering the green of the leaves. I rubbed my eyes to check if they were in focus, and then scanned the scene. A hazy fog licked at every surface. I could just make out a fine drizzle of rain in the haziness. The air felt fresh. 
 
    I yawned and stretched out my arms, wondering what today might bring. I’d soon be meeting the others and hoped to feel more settled then. Sending Jack a quick text, I wondered how he was getting on looking after my cat, Max. I hadn’t asked him to look after Max, Jack had volunteered. It saved me a few quid on the cattery and it made me feel closer to him. Miracles, I had a signal. I didn’t know how he felt about me and was too afraid to ask him. Sometimes, it seemed like he’d forgotten I was there, other times he was attentive. If I asked him if we were good, he shrugged his shoulders and said we were fine. For now, I was prepared to put up with that. I enjoyed his company most of the time, when he was on form, joking about. I just didn’t enjoy his low moods. 
 
    Jack wasn’t an expert with technology and hated social media. He wasn’t even on Facebook and thought tweeting was for birds. He seldom replied to my messages, preferring to call me rather than cause early onset of arthritis in his thumbs – his words. I was pleasantly surprised when a reply pinged back immediately.  
 
    All good here. How are things up in bonny Scotland? I smiled, pleased with the rapid response until I noticed what was missing from the text. He normally put a little cross at the end of his messages, but he hadn’t done so today. What did that mean? My stomach churned as I thought of the possibilities. Perhaps he wanted to end things with me and he had offered to look after Max to let me down gently. Maybe he had already realised he preferred life without me since I’d been away. When I didn’t hear from him last week, it could be because he was seeing someone else. Stop it, girl. You can’t do this to yourself. You will ruin your day if you continue to think like that. 
 
    I usually ended with two kisses at the end of my texts and it miffed me that Jack only ever put one. Today when I sent my reply, I put three kisses on to see if that pricked his conscience. Hopefully, it was only an oversight on his part. No reply came back, and I sat there worrying. He was probably busy now and hadn’t noticed I’d replied. It could be the poor phone reception. I checked to see if my message had been delivered. There was a little tick to show it had. It was still possible the fault lay with the telecom mast and it might be nothing to do with Jack not responding. 
 
    I tried to put any worries about him to the back of my mind as I showered and got dressed. I had the week ahead to look forward to. Looking at my watch, I had time to kill before breakfast, so I could take Susan her purse back. Apart from my attic room and one other bedroom, which was up some rickety old stairs, the bedrooms were all on the first floor. The corridor had a railing that looked downstairs and opened out into the hallway. It was very grand. There was no lift but a staircase that divided up halfway along to go either side of the first floor. Susan was in the room below mine, so I went downstairs and knocked on the door. 
 
    “Come in,” she called. She was emptying the contents of a small dark-blue vanity case into the bedside cabinet. I noticed she had a bandage on her knee. 
 
    “Have you lost anything?” I asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” she said as she transferred packet after packet of medication into the cupboard. My eyes widened. I’d never seen so many tablets outside a chemist’s shop. I held up the purse, not taking my eyes off her actions. “Oh, where was that?” 
 
    “I found it in the hall. You must have dropped it.” I handed it to her. 
 
    “I didn’t even realise I’d lost it,” she said, taking it from me. “Sorry, you’ve just caught me in the middle of sorting out my meds.” 
 
    “You’ve got a lot there.” 
 
    “All necessary, I’m afraid.” She lined everything up. Her voice changed. It became croaky and low as she spoke. “I’ve got my anti-depressants, three types of painkillers for my back; blood thinners for my heart; asthma inhaler in case my breathing is bad. Antibiotics and steroids here for the same reason, or if I start getting a sore throat, which I’m prone to. Then there’s my stomach medication. Having a hiatus hernia means I suffer from acid problems, so I have two types of medication for that. My supply wouldn’t be complete without my vitamins and sleeping tablets and then there are my anti-anxiety tablets. I suffer badly from stress.” 
 
    I stood watching her. She thrust out her chest and smiled. “It’s such a drag having to carry all this lot around with me wherever I go, but when you’ve got as many things wrong with you as I have, it’s a necessity.” She looked pleased with herself. 
 
    “How awful for you.” I pointed to her knee. “Have you had a fall?” 
 
    “Oh, that, no, I have ongoing problems with my knee. I get a lot of pain in it, so I find that strapping it up helps. It’s early onset of rheumatoid arthritis.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “I’ve grown to live with it. I’m under four different consultants for my different illnesses. I hope that one day I will be pain-free. I must be careful around other people. I catch germs easily and I am prone to infections. None of my symptoms shows any sign of subsiding. I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to come away this week. I didn’t know if I’d feel well enough. Olivia knows my predicament, and she tries her best to look after me. If I’m too ill to attend sessions, then that’s the way it is.” She raised her arms in the air. “It’s such a worry being unwell all the time. I shouldn’t really go outside, but I need to get fresh air in my lungs.” 
 
    Right on cue, she sneezed. “Oh dear, it looks like another cold is on the way.” She followed that with a slight cough. She tutted. “Oh no, that’s all I need. Thankfully, I’ve brought cough syrup, so I better just take two spoonfuls.” She picked up the box of medicine and walked into her en-suite bathroom.  
 
    Coming back out a few moments later, she said, “There, that’s better. Now you must excuse me, I need to go outside for a smoke.” She held a packet of cigarettes in her hand and sighed. I looked at her wide-eyed. “My plan this week is to give these up for good. My recent foiled attempts at quitting have left me none too pleased with myself. It’s ridiculous. After my bout of pneumonia, that should have been enough to kick my mind into action but no, defiant old Susan had gone against doctor’s orders. I’m sure he’s never been a smoker. He doesn’t understand how hard it is to quit. Now I’d been diagnosed with emphysema, a chronic lung disease that will only get worse over time. I have to take this seriously.” Her body language didn’t fit with the sentiment of what she was telling me. She was revelling in this.  
 
    “I don’t feel like trekking downstairs for a quick puff outside but needs must. I wish we could smoke in the bedrooms, but I’m not chancing it. I could set alarms off and I would be discarded from the place like the rubbish. No, I won’t go against Olivia’s rules this time. I have learned my lesson from past mistakes.” She rummaged through her handbag and brought out some Nicorette chewing gum. “Here, I’ll manage with this for now,” she said, stuffing a piece of chewing gum in her mouth.  
 
    I stood there watching her, mesmerised. 
 
    “Crikey, what am I thinking? I haven’t taken all of my medication yet this morning.” She jumped off the bed and took each capsule and tablet out of its foil wrapping. Lining them up, she got a glass of water from the sink. One by one she swallowed them. “It’s a real bind having to take all these.” Her words didn’t match her expression. Her face gleamed with pride as she revelled in me watching her. “I don’t know about you, but I still feel groggy. I had a rough night’s sleep. Pains fought with the sleeping tablets, and the constant ache in my limbs won out to keep me awake. I now feel more like a zombie with a thick head, you know, like a hangover.” She reached for more medication. “I’d better take a double dose of painkillers.” 
 
    “It’s never easy the first night in a strange bed.” Susan didn’t appear to hear what I said. Her eyes were closed as she swallowed some water.  
 
    “I’ll leave you to finish unpacking then Susan and see you down at breakfast.” I shook my head as I left the room. I felt sorry for her having to take so much medication. It was a wonder she didn’t rattle. 
 
    I was hungry so went downstairs to wait for breakfast. There were no sounds coming from below. I checked my watch to see if I had the right time. I’d not got up an hour too soon or anything silly like that. No, my watch and phone were synchronised to the same time. There was a thin frayed runner lying on top of the wooden flooring. It had seen better days. I held onto the rail as I descended the stairs. How nice this place could be if it had money spent on it. I wasn’t enamoured with Olivia’s taste but some of its wackiness made me smile; it was so off the wall. On the landing, there were two life-size statues of golfers, next to a picture of some Parisienne dancing girls. Even upstairs, the place was still full of artefacts. I walked past a miniature saxophone on display next to some African trinkets. 
 
    I checked my phone to see if I’d had any correspondence but there was nothing. Olivia had said I was free to wander and look around. Downstairs, as well as the dining room, there was a lounge, a library, a room labelled the quiet room, an office and the kitchen. There were no smells of bacon or sausage wafting from that direction. I wasn’t surprised. Olivia had told me that although the food wasn’t strictly vegetarian, they shied away from meat as much as possible. She said there would be fish on the menu though, so I had to be thankful for small mercies. 
 
    When I can’t have something, I crave for it even more. What I wouldn’t give for a bacon butty or a full Scottish breakfast right now. Being in the Highlands, it was likely to be haggis and porridge. I made my way into the dining room. I was parched, so poured myself a coffee before I sat down. Breakfast was due any time, but I needed my caffeine fix before I could start my day.  
 
    The piping hot drink attacked the roof of my mouth as I gulped it down, but I was thirsty. I finished my drink and walked to the back of the house where the French doors were to wait for the call for breakfast. I walked outside. The cold air hit me, and I shuddered. It was raining that fine drizzle, the sort that gets you wet.  
 
    I turned to face the dining room just as Susan walked outside, cigarette in one hand and walking stick in the other. Somehow, I didn’t think she would stop smoking. She was about to throw her dimp on the ground when she thought better of it. 
 
    “I got in trouble for not disposing of my dimps properly, last year. I’d better not upset Olivia.” There was a receptacle up by the kitchen window where she strolled up to dispose of the cigarette end then she walked back inside. 
 
    Looking through the window, I noticed the short figure of Bobo the chef. Olivia stood there wagging a finger in Bobo’s face. Her expression looked full of anger. She grimaced. Bobo’s arms were thrashing around, and her mouth was open, with her nose scrunched up in a jeer. What were they arguing about this time? I shook my head as I thought about the spectacle they created last night.  I turned away and strolled back to the dining room. 
 
    Susan had already gone in before me. I sat down at the table opposite her. There were no other places laid out today. It would be a different story later when everyone else arrived. I passed on the porridge and tried the vegan breakfast on offer. The food arrived. I hoped it tasted as good as it looked. The typical square Lorne sausage had been replaced with a soya protein version. It was delicious. There was also a potato scone, tomatoes and mushrooms to delight my palette. I would look forward to the rest of the food if it was all this good. I should try to eat more meat-free meals. Trouble was, I enjoyed my steaks and my bacon too much and I often drooled over the thought of lamb chops. I might feel differently if I saw them bounding about in the fields every day. 
 
    I asked Susan about her background and family.  
 
    “We live in a six-bedroomed house out in the country. It’s not as big as this, but it is ample for us.” 
 
    “So, you’re married then?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve been married to the same man, Malcolm for the last twenty-four years which is no mean feat these days.” 
 
    “No, quite,” I said, “and do you work?” 
 
    “I’m a homemaker. I believe my place is in the home, looking after my man. That’s the way to keep them. We have a cleaner now, of course with my serious illnesses.” She stared at me. “I presume from your expression you’re not married or don’t believe in stay-at-home wives?” 
 
    “No, I’m not married, and I like having a career. For me, it helps build my self-esteem. It gives me something to focus on, and a sense of purpose. I value my independence.” 
 
    “Load of old twaddle if ever I heard. I’m independent and with all the trappings that my life provides having a man who’s the CEO of his own building company. I can buy all the luxuries I need, and we’ve just come back from a Caribbean cruise. There’s nothing wrong with my self-esteem thank you very much. My purpose in life is to enjoy myself.” She stabbed her fork into her scrambled egg. She glared at me.  
 
    “Sorry, I wasn’t having a go. I was just explaining my reasoning behind working. Do you have any children?” I asked. 
 
    “I have one daughter, Melanie. She’s flown the nest now and is doing well for herself. She works for one of the top estate agencies in Lancaster, one that deals with all the prestige residencies.”  
 
    I nodded then turned to my plate of food. There was no further conversation while we ate. I put my knife and fork down and Olivia was there in no time, clearing away my plate. 
 
    I turned to Susan and in a low voice told her about what I heard in the kitchen and about last night’s altercation. She raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Believe me, you have to get used to anything in this place. I hope you’re not shocked easily. You’ll need to keep a broad mind here. You’ll find out about stuff going on, cheating, affairs, and not everyone tells the truth so be careful who you listen to.” If I wanted to catch flies, I was going the right way about it as my mouth gaped open.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    An attractive woman in her mid-thirties walked in. She had long warm chestnut coloured hair and dark-brown eyes. Her cheekbones sat high on her face. She came up to our table and stood over us. 
 
    “Good morning lassies, are we well? Raring to go I hope?” she asked in a sprightly Scottish tone. 
 
    “Morning, Tanya,” Susan said then looking at me and back at Tanya, “This is err…” she held out the palm of her hand towards me. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Sophie,” I said, accepting Tanya’s firm handshake. Just above her wrist, I noticed a fine-lined tattoo of a Celtic cross interwoven with intricate knots. Her sleek dark hair hung loose. The shine on the poker-straight cut enhanced her dark eyes. Her olive skin wore a touch of makeup, and her highlighter and blusher had been expertly applied to bring out the best in her bone structure. She wore a soft pink shade of lip gloss that matched her pumps. Her black dress reached down past her knees clutching her body along the way. A selection of chains hung low from her neck. She clinked as she moved. 
 
    “Is this your first time?” she smiled. 
 
    “Yes, I’m a Glenloch Hall virgin.” Susan frowned at me.  
 
    “Well, I hope you enjoy it as much as the others who keep coming back year after year. That should be a good testimony for you,” she smiled. “I’ll be your trainer for most of the time with a few interspersions from Olivia and Bobo.” I nodded. 
 
    “The course comes highly recommended from a colleague of mine.” 
 
    “Och, that’s right. I remember Olivia telling me. I believe you work as a counsellor in a women’s centre?” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “We should have a chat sometime while you’re here and I can find out more about your work. I’d be interested to hear about the sessions you run.” 
 
    “Yes, that would be nice,” Tanya spoke in a soft melodious voice. Her interest seemed genuine, and I already felt comfortable with her calming manner. “So, have you worked here long?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve been here three years now.” 
 
    “Do you live locally?” 
 
    “Not close enough to commute, I’m afraid. I live in Dundee.” 
 
    “And does your husband not mind you being away all week?” Tanya looked at Susan then back at me. She rubbed the back of her neck.  
 
    “Och, I’m not married.” She looked again at Susan but didn’t expand on her words. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. I saw you were wearing a ring on your wedding finger and made an assumption.” 
 
    “It’s okay, hen. No, that’s just a friendship ring,” she said holding her hand out, tilting it from side to side and admiring it.  
 
    Her face lit up, as though it had internally been switched on. Her eyes sparkled, dancing around the room with their brightness. I followed her gaze. Olivia stood at the other end of the imaginary rainbow that Tanya invoked. A tinge of pink appeared on her cheeks. I watched as she gave a little wave to Olivia who stood in the doorway.  
 
    Olivia played the part of manager well. Standing there, she looked demure in her cream-coloured tailored trouser suit, with multi-coloured Hermes scarf around her neck. She nodded to us, a half smile on her face. Her tall frame and slender body moved towards the kitchen.  
 
    Tanya brushed a stray tendril of hair off her face. Her eyes kept darting over towards Olivia then down to the ground. Her smile beamed from ear to ear. “Anyway, I must crack on. I’ve still got lots to do to get ready for the start of the course. Lovely to meet you.”  
 
    “Yes, and you,” I said as she disappeared. She breezed out the same way as she had floated in. Susan looked like she was bursting to say something. “What? What is it?” 
 
    “She bats for the other side,” Susan said.  
 
    “What?” then I realised what she was saying. “Oh, you mean…” Susan nodded. 
 
    “Yes, she’s a lesbian.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. I feel like a fool now, asking about her husband.” Susan was smiling. If I didn’t know better, I would say she was gloating over my embarrassment. I took a sip from my glass of water, thinking about Susan’s words. “I’d never have guessed. She doesn’t look stereotypical. So, does she have a partner?” 
 
    “I guess so if she’s wearing that ring, but she doesn’t say much about her private life.” 
 
    Susan leaned down to her handbag on the floor. She rummaged through it for something. She pulled out a surgical mask. What was she doing now? 
 
    “I have to keep this on when I’m in company. I don’t want any germs getting to me.” She put the mask over her mouth. “My surgeon wouldn’t be best pleased with me if he knew I kept forgetting to wear it.” She grabbed hold of the table and rose slowly. “I need to be careful when I get up that I don’t go dizzy. I suffer from high blood pressure, so I often feel weak when I move. I’m having investigations, you know.” 
 
    “I see.” I looked up and gazed out the window. I hadn’t known her long and already I was sick of hearing about her ailments. She left me feeling grateful to be alone. I had about an hour to kill before the course started and as the drizzle had stopped, I wandered outside.  
 
    The mountain peaks looked magnificent in the distance. The sun tried to break through the clouds as I trekked through the wet grass around the garden. Its rays poked through the trees. As I looked out at the wide expanse of the vista behind me, I thought about this ancient land of the Celts and past conflicts they encountered. The air was clean and the views unspoilt, a far cry from my home city, Manchester.  
 
    A pang of loneliness hit me. I’d had my weekly phone call with Dad yesterday before I left. He seemed happy enough, but I still worried about him since his heart attack. Although he lived alone, he wasn’t prepared to have a monitor fitted, so Steph and I could feel more secure that he was safe and well. He could be a stubborn old mule like me sometimes.  
 
    Steph had sent me a text wishing me luck and telling me to enjoy myself. It was nice that we were getting closer. I was glad to get away from work for a few days if I could leave all thoughts about my clients behind. Some of the women I encountered had harrowing lives, and I found it difficult to detach at times. Hopefully, this break would allow me to focus on me. 
 
     The brochure called it the self-renewal break. I’d already come a long way changing my life and apart from the odd worry about Jack and whether he wanted to be with me, life was okay compared to how it had been. I took a large intake of breath into my lungs and closed my eyes. I’ll find peace and serenity here if it kills me. I inwardly laughed at how ironic that thought was.  
 
    Folding my arms in front of my chest, I shuddered. It was a mistake to come outside without my big coat on. The chilled air had already reached through to my bones. I shivered. Hurrying along, the biting wind did nothing to bring on any feelings of calm. I watched as the wind blew the trees at the back of the house from side to side.  A breeze swayed in the undergrowth. I looked across the field and saw a flash of something. There was movement in the corner of my vision. I turned my head sideways, waiting, watching. I saw nothing. Maybe it was a deer. Olivia told me there were many about in this area. 
 
    I was about to turn and walk back towards the house when I caught sight of a figure. There was a dark shadow stood by a tree. That was no deer. It was too tall. Who was out there? There was probably a logical explanation for someone to be standing there. Could it be a gamekeeper or a man walking his dog? They stood very still. I rubbed my watery eyes. They were smarting from the harsh wind. Was my sight playing tricks on me? Had I imagined movement because of the strong wind? I wasn’t sure.  
 
    I wanted to check to see if my eyes were deceiving me, so curiosity won out against returning to the safety of the building. Ambling towards the bottom of the garden, I took in the colourful array of plants and shrubbery. I walked up the path along the edge of the lawn. The trees donned their vibrant hues. A weeping willow cascaded down protecting the late summer foliage. A garland of chrysanthemums jockeyed with overgrown rose bushes for pride of place. I breathed in. I could never tire of the sweet-smelling fragrance that flowers bring.  
 
    The path meandered out towards the woods and I hastened my pace to keep the cool chill in the air at bay. Rocks and stones intermingled with the shrubbery. A squirrel ran out in front of me and up a neighbouring tree. I watched it as it weaved up the trunk. I looked up at the majestic tree, its branches reaching out like hands to the sky. I glanced across to where I had seen the figure earlier. There was no one there. 
 
    Turning in the opposite direction, I scanned across the moorland. Heather and gorse bushes were embroidered into the landscape. The hills rolled onwards and upwards, curving and changing, no two parts the same. The dip and sway of the land brought shadows to the varying shades of greens and greys, yellows and browns. 
 
    Ahead of me was a cluster of thistles standing there with their stubborn and tenacious grip on the land. I stopped and stood in admiration at the beautiful delicate lilac flower heads. I leant down to pick one up. Its thorns were vicious and sharp but no match for my determination to uproot it.  
 
    I loved walking and being close to nature. With each stride, my mind seemed calmer. I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath. What did my future hold? Maybe it would become clear at some point. I was walking into my own destiny and I was in control. If I thought of the future, I became fearful, so brought my thinking back into the moment. I didn’t know what lay ahead. I could only experience now. 
 
    I continued walking; the cold wind stroked my skin. I looked down as my feet pounded the path that snaked through the trees. There was a stream leading down into the woods. I checked the time. If I went on much further, I might not get back in time. As much as I was enjoying my walk, I didn’t want to be late on the first day.  
 
    I turned full circle and headed back. Just as I approached the driveway, I saw a figure leaving the hall. If I wasn’t mistaken, it was the same build and looked like the man I had spotted earlier. I assumed he must be a tradesperson or someone here to see Olivia.  
 
    He walked towards the building. I don’t know what made me follow him, but I couldn’t help my impulse. His pace quickened. I got closer to him and he noticed me. He changed direction and turned to walk towards me. Sunglasses shielded his eyes. There was something strange about his behaviour. I was about to acknowledge him and say a friendly hello, but he bowed his grey hair and turned away as our paths crossed. Who was he and what was he doing here? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman stood in the entrance had the sort of hair that most women dreamed about. It was the first thing I noticed about her. She faced the reception desk in the hall. Her hair was thick, shoulder-length, and a natural sandy-blonde colour. Hearing my footsteps coming up behind her, she turned around and her narrow face lit up. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Holly.” She held out a leather-gloved hand to shake mine. I reciprocated. 
 
    “Sophie,” I said, “Pleased to meet you. Do you want a lift with your luggage, Holly?” She had an array of bags, along with a large suitcase, a large cream tote bag, a satchel, two plastic shopping bags and a vanity case. I presumed Olivia usually took on the role of porter.  
 
    “Oh, thank you,” she replied, pushing her hair behind her ears. Her eyes darted around her collection of luggage. “I just need to find my purse.” She rummaged through her tote bag and satchel. “I’m sure I put it somewhere for safekeeping.” I looked across at Olivia who stood watching. Her well-practised smile had gone south. 
 
    “Oh, here it is.” She pulled a white Louis Vuitton purse out of her handbag. She saw my eyes looking at it. “It’s only a fake. I can’t afford the real thing.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me that. No one would ever know.” I smiled. 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t want people thinking I have money when I haven’t. I’m not pretentious like some women that come here.” She glanced at Olivia who was busy looking at her computer screen. I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “I bought it because I like the pattern on it, that’s all.”  
 
    She kept opening one bag and then another. Her bags were opened and closed at least half a dozen times. I looked across at Olivia to gauge her reaction to the scene. Her face was blank.  
 
    “Hang on a sec, where did I put my key?” She looked down, checking her pockets. 
 
    “Here,” Olivia smiled, handed her the key. 
 
    “Oh, thank you. Hold on a minute. Did I …? Erm … I need to check what I did with my house keys.” She scratched her head. 
 
    “It’s okay, Holly. I saw you put them in your handbag.” 
 
    “Yes, but I have to check.” She searched through until she found them. She turned to me. “I’m sorry to keep you. You go on if you’ve something you need to do.” 
 
    “It’s alright, we don’t start for another twenty minutes. I’ve got time to help you.” 
 
    “Oh, well, if you’re sure. Sorry for being so flustered. I get in such a state if I think I’ve lost something.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, I know the feeling,” I said. Finally, she appeared to be happy she had everything, the paperwork was complete, so we walked along to her room.  
 
    “What do you do for a living, Sophie?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m a counsellor. I work in a women’s centre.” 
 
    “Oh, a counsellor, that’s good news. I could do with someone to confide in. I mean, I have Olivia but she’s so busy. I don’t always like taking up her time.” 
 
    “So, what brings you here then, Holly?” We got to the door of her room. She patted her pockets, trying to remember where she had placed the key. I pointed to the pocket of her jacket. She let out a big sigh when she found it.  
 
    I followed her into the room. She dropped her bags down on the floor and sat on the bed. Leaning forward, she put her head in her hands. 
 
    “This week has a lot to live up to. It has done me a lot of good in the past coming here and I have high expectations of what I can achieve this time, with Olivia’s help, and maybe yours too if you don’t mind?” She had an expectant look on her face. 
 
    “No, I don’t mind at all,” I said looking down at her.  
 
    “My mind plays tricks on me. I know I bring on fear myself, but I feel so isolated sometimes because I’m scared of what could happen. I need to do something. I feel hollow inside.” I pulled up the tub chair in the corner and sat opposite Holly. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it, now?” With another sigh, she said she would like to but there probably wasn’t enough time now. Then she started talking. 
 
    “I’m desperate to be hugged and for someone to tell me it will be okay, but it seems worse, not better.  I want to be soothed like a child and told it will all go away. I’ve been pushing back against this pain for so long.” She wiped a salty tear off her face. “I’m sorry, what must you think of me.” I passed her a tissue. “Oh dear, I don’t want to ruin my makeup.” 
 
     “Today I choose to tackle my issues. It was so good to see Olivia’s smiling face and hear her reassurances when I arrived. I took off my gloves because I didn’t want her knowing I was getting worse. I wanted her to believe I had my problem under control but that’s not the case.” She picked up her handbag and pulled out an antibacterial spray. Massaging it into her hands, she asked me if I wanted some. I took the bottle from her and squirted a small amount into the palm of my hand. I smiled at her as I rubbed it in. She took a facial wipe out of a packet in her bag and cleaned the handle of the key.  
 
    “Who knows what bugs could lurk on the surface,” she commented, rubbing her hand up and down the surface of the black pants she wore. She was silent for a few moments and then appeared to be counting under her breath. She moved over to the window and drew the curtains. Opening them again, she performed this task five more times. I stood there watching. She opened and closed the bedside cabinet six times. I waited. She walked over to the light switch and turned it on and off. 
 
    “Is everything okay, Holly?” She put a hand up with the palm towards me.  
 
    “I have to keep count. I’ll be with you in a moment.” She looked up at me. 
 
    “Do you have to count everything?” I asked.  
 
    “At home, I always make sure I do everything twelve times but as six goes into twelve twice, I hope that will be okay and nothing bad will happen. Do you want to go down? I’ll be along in a minute. I’ll just unpack if I’ve got time.” She checked her watch. 
 
    “It’s okay, I’ll wait for you. I’m not doing anything else.” 
 
    Holly told me she was divorced and had a son who lived with his dad. She went to live with her mother in Dunfermline after the split. She said it worked out well for both of them. It was company for her and because her mother now had severe arthritis, Holly could be there for her and look after her. 
 
    “My sister is staying with her this week, so it’s respite for me,” Holly said. She took a fresh wipe and cleaned out the inside of all the drawers after checking each one. 
 
    “Oh dear,” she said. “I feel so tired and I’ve only just arrived. Hopefully, I will feel invigorated and full of energy by the end of the week.” I wasn’t convinced if she had to go through these routines all the time. “All my muscles seem to be giving in to gravity. What I’d like to do right now is sleep. I’m not in the mood for the course.” 
 
    She took the clothes out of her case and put them into piles. She frowned and put her hands on her hips and changed the piles around. 
 
    “Sorry about this. Something isn’t right.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Holly. You do what you have to do.” I’d witnessed people with OCD before now and knew what a cruel illness it could be. 
 
    “I felt sure I’d stuck to twelve items of clothing when I packed. I placed them into two neat piles of six but they’re not adding up.” Her elbows were out, and her hands rested on her hips. She looked over to her suitcase and back again, then went over to check one of her piles.  
 
    “I put the underwear in one pile and the clothes I would be wearing in another. Sorry, I won’t be a minute.” She added her pyjamas to her knicker pile to even things up. “There, that’s better. I feel more settled now.”  Looking out the window, she groaned. I followed her gaze and saw a magpie on the lawn. I could see she was looking around to see if there were any more. “Oh dear, one for sorrow,” she said. She stood by the window, rigid in her stance and put her left hand up to her forehead and saluted.  
 
    “I know you’ll think I’m mad, it’s just I’m superstitious about things like that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I know a few people who tell me they salute magpies.” 
 
    “Oh, thank goodness for that. I’m not the only nutter about then. I’ll be with you in a minute now when I’ve sorted my shoes out.” She lined the six pairs up as if they were following each other. “Don’t laugh. I know it might look odd to some people, but I believe something awful will happen if I don’t do this.” She sighed. “Olivia has suggested I try more CBT counselling, but I’m not sure. It’s expensive and only seemed to work temporarily last time.” 
 
    “I’d go for it if I were you. What have you got to lose other than a few quid?” 
 
    “Most of the others know about my OCD but I don’t think any of them have any idea how bad it is. Sometimes I hate myself for being such a prisoner to my thoughts.”  
 
    She took a deep breath, and I noticed her counting again. 
 
    “This week will be tough. My illness has been getting worse for some time. Part of me believes if I ignore it, it will go away, but that isn’t happening. Things improved for a time last year when I tried transcranial magnetic stimulation. I’d hate anyone to know what I’ve been through. They’d think I was nuts, having bursts of magnetic energy to stimulate nerve cells in my brain. It’s like I’m bionic or something. Typical that I can’t have a normal brain like everyone else.” She shrugged her shoulders and gave a nervous laugh. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind but my symptoms worsen when I’m stressed and when I’m out of my comfort zone like now, I get more anxious. The whole point of me coming away is to de-stress and now here I am worried about the door handles and what everyone must think of me. They probably all talk about me and call me mad, anyway.” 
 
    “I’d try not to worry too much about what anyone else thinks.”  
 
    “I’m glad Olivia understands. She’s been working with me and encouraging me for several years now. She looks after me. The others might not take too kindly to me getting preferential treatment. It’s our little secret, like that other little secret I found out about last year.” It looked like Holly had almost forgotten I was there. She seemed in a world of her own with her rituals.  
 
    “Well, I think I’m just about ready.” She stood up, carried out a few more checks then headed for the door. “Are you coming then?” I walked through the door while she held it open. She locked it and we set off walking down the corridor.  
 
    She turned to go back towards her room, but I anticipated her move. I put an arm out so she couldn’t pass. “I need to check I locked it.” 
 
    “I can assure you, Holly, you did.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’d like to check.” I held my arm firmly leaning it against the wall. She couldn’t get me to budge. Her face reddened.  
 
    “Holly, I promise you it’s okay. The room is locked, and you don’t have to check it again. I saw you lock it. What do you think will happen if you don’t check it?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but it will be something bad.” She was pushing against my arm. I held my stance firm.  
 
    “Really, Holly. You don’t need to do this. Trust me.” 
 
    “Please let me check. I think I left the light on.” She pushed my arm, and we jostled for a few seconds. Then I released my grip and allowed her to go back. This seemed crazy.  
 
    She got to the door and pulled at the handle. “It’s locked,” she said. I nodded. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Vicky 
 
      
 
      
 
    We crossed the border into Scotland shortly after six-thirty in the morning. It felt like the middle of the night. Mary sat in the front, but she wasn’t much use as a co-pilot. She didn’t need to be as I had my trusted sat nav that promised we would arrive at ten am. It didn’t stop Mary arguing with it, though. I chose to ignore Mary’s suggestions. I looked at the time. We only had a few minutes to spare for a brief toilet stop if we were to get there for the start time of ten-thirty. Olivia would be annoyed if we arrived late. I put my foot down on the accelerator hoping to chop a few extra minutes off the journey time. 
 
    It wasn’t my idea to drive up this morning. It would be a long day. I’d have preferred to have stayed somewhere close by overnight, but I was outnumbered. Both Mary and Jennifer wanted to save money. Olivia wouldn’t be getting her claws into their hard-earned cash this week with all her extra add-ons. I’d had enough mud wraps and coconut facials although I did enjoy the body massage. I’d see how I felt as the week went on. I might succumb if the others stressed me out. I listened as the sat nav sent us around the outskirts of Edinburgh. 
 
    “This has been such a sound investment, girls. Mary tutted. I’d never find anywhere without it. When I split up with my Billy many moons ago, I remember crying to my sister. She asked me what use he had been. I told her he did the washing-up and the navigating when we drove anywhere. She told me to invest in a dishwasher and a sat nav. That was the best piece of advice she ever gave me.” We all laughed. “Practically, I now feel I can cope with anything. If I’d only known years ago, that was all it would take to make me happy,” I said, joking. It would take more than that to improve my mood most days. A glug or two of vodka might work better. 
 
    “I need the loo,” Jennifer called from the back of the car. 
 
    “Cross your legs, pet. It shouldn’t be long before we find somewhere to stop.” 
 
    Ten minutes later I turned into a service area. “Be a love and run in and get me a can of coke, Mary.” 
 
    “Why don’t you get it?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t need to spend a penny like you two do.” 
 
    “Aye, but by the time we get back, you could have got it.” 
 
    “No, I’ll keep an eye on the car.” Mary shook her head, shrugged her shoulders and walked off. I knew she’d come back with my drink. I could always get her to run errands for me. She was my own little gopher, well maybe not so little. I smiled. It gave me a kick, the power I had over these two. I liked to test how far I could push them, but I knew they would both do anything for me. Checking my phone, I sighed then was disturbed as my two friends climbed back into the car. They were loaded up with goodies. 
 
    “I got this for you, Vicky.” Mary passed me a chocolate bar and the can of coke. 
 
    “Ta, pet.” I smiled. Mary always liked to treat me. She really didn’t need to buy my friendship. She chattered again. I turned up the dial on the sound system, trying to drown her out. I was sick of hearing about Norman. 
 
    “What Norman and Sally did was the worst thing that has happened in my life. It has taken me years to come to terms with their betrayal; my breakdown didn’t help. Anyway, I’m on the mend, now, moving forward with my life and a large part of that is due to what I’ve learnt on these retreats.” 
 
    “We’ve helped you, haven’t we?” Jennifer asked. 
 
    “Why-I, pet, you two have been great. I don’t know what I’d have done without you.” 
 
    I looked up at the grey sky. We were in for a spot of rain. I watched as the dark clouds loomed overhead. I didn’t like driving in the rain or the dark. We were about to hit the motorway. The mist would hinder the views, but we’d done this trip enough times. We’d know we were getting close when the snow-capped mountains came into view. I checked the expected arrival time on the monitor again. We were making good time, but there was still time for hold-ups or something to go wrong. A lot of commuters would be about to leave home and could slow us down.  
 
    Jennifer rabbited on about something in the back. I couldn’t make out what she was saying. I left Mary to have a conversation with her as I turned up the radio. Big mistake. An old Cliff Richard track came on. “It’s so funny how we don’t talk anymore,” he sang.   
 
    “That brings back memories of an argument I had with Norman before he left me. I remember having a go at him for not discussing things with me. All he ever did was watch TV when he got in from work and sit there with his bottles of Newky Brown. I could laugh now. Perhaps I was more in denial about the relationship than I realised. It still hurts you know.” 
 
    “We know, pet.” I blew out a sigh. 
 
    “To think I’d been taken for a fool by my lifelong partner and best friend. Huh, some friend she turned out to be. I hope his smelly socks knock her sick like they used to with me.” We laughed. 
 
    As we drew closer, I looked to my right. Woodland stretched as far as I could see. There were sheep grazing in the meadow. I had no anxiety about arriving this time. I was here with friends and knew exactly what to expect. Hopefully, this trip would be like home from home and improve my low mood. It meant I would be waited on for a change. This was my little treat that I now looked forward to every year. 
 
    It was drizzling when we turned into the drive and I took things slowly until we arrived outside the manor house. Olivia hadn’t painted the outside since last year and I could already make out the washed-out paintwork. Still, it was the company and a good time I came for not the building itself. I turned the engine off and reached down for my black Chanel handbag by the passenger seat. It was next to Mary’s cheap plastic brown satchel. I picked up my bag and searched around until I found my lippy. Using the front mirror, I applied some, rubbing my lips together. The other two waited and looked on. Finally, we got out of the car. 
 
    The wind picked up and blew my navy skirt above my knees. I patted it back down. I looked over at Jennifer. She was also struggling with the blustery conditions. 
 
    “Good job there’s no blokes about, Vicky. I got an eyeful of your knickers then,” she said. 
 
    “You’re lucky I’ve got some on.” 
 
    “Vicky!” Mary shouted. I laughed. 
 
    “It’s okay, they’re Janet Reger.” Mary shook her head. 
 
    “Ooh, it’s nippy,” she said as she took her coat out of the back and put it on. I already had my umbrella up. I didn’t want to spoil my hair. I turned and looked up at the house. Mary grabbed the cases out of the boot of my new red BMW. The other two twigged why I volunteered to drive when I turned up to pick them up and show off my shiny new vehicle. I patted the bonnet. 
 
    “So, do you like my new motor, girls.” 
 
    “Yes, very smooth ride,” Jennifer said and winked at me. I winked back. 
 
    “That’s how I like ‘em, just like my men.” 
 
    “Is no one helping me?” Mary cried. 
 
    “Sorry,” Jennifer said. I showed willing and picked up a small bag. Mary brought in the big ones. Looking up at the surroundings, it was as though we’d already entered another world. It was so different from my home back in Newcastle – a two-bedroomed flat in Walker.  I’d wanted to move to a better area for a long time, but I hadn’t yet found a man daft enough to foot the bill for one of those posh places in Gosforth. I could get jewellery and clothes out of them and this car was a present from a grateful suitor. I hadn’t lost my touch yet in finding blokes foolish enough to part with their hard-earned lolly. 
 
    I watched as Mary struggled with the cases and laughed inwardly at her predicament. She dropped one and Jennifer stopped walking.  
 
    “Hurry up, girls. It’s cold out here.” 
 
    “Come on, Vicky, aren’t you going to help?” I was already in front of them and there was no way I was turning around and walking back towards them. 
 
    “You two can manage,” I laughed. 
 
    “It’s not funny, Vicky,” Jennifer said pulling a face. She put the bags down and had her hands on her hips. Her face was red, and her hair had fallen on her face.  
 
    “I drove you here. What do you want, blood?” 
 
    “You can see we are struggling,” she cried. 
 
    “You two are the muscle and I’m the creative one. I’ll do your hair for you later, come on, girls. Let’s get in quick.” Jennifer picked up the bags again with a pained expression. I walked on towards the house. 
 
    I thought back to last year with a sense of deja vu. Although I’d enjoyed it, there had been one or two incidents. I hoped this time there would be peace and harmony. It was a shame a certain other person kept coming. I didn’t know if I could trust her to keep quiet about my past. It was a good job I knew both these two so well. I could put up with their faults.  Mary had put on a lot of weight in the time I’d known her. She let herself go after her breakup and she was hardly likely to find a man the way she looked now, in her fifties. 
 
    She was still harping on about Norman. Sometimes, I think she believes she’s still married to him. I wouldn’t mind, she doesn’t know the half of what he got up to and I for one won’t be telling her. 
 
    “I don’t believe either of you two has any idea of the pain I went through after Norman’s betrayal. I mean you don’t even do feelings, Vicky. It’s just sex you’re after and Jennifer, you would run a mile if a man flirted with you.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with wanting a man for sex? It’s only how they’ve treated us for centuries. I’m making it my personal quest to get my own back on men by treating them as bad as us women have been treated.” 
 
    “It’s alright for you, Vicky. You’ve got the looks and men will put up with it,” Jennifer said. 
 
    “All you need to do is lose some weight, put on a bit of tutty and you could get any man you wanted, pet.” 
 
    “I’m happy with the one I’ve got, thank you very much.” 
 
    “But he’s a lazy git. You do everything for him. Why don’t you get yourself down the gym and trade him in for a younger model with more money?” I said. “You should do the same, Mary.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Vicky. I wish it was that easy. I don’t seem to be able to let go of Norman. It still eats away at me what he did. It was devastating. I thought I’d have got over it by now, but it is on my mind constantly.” Mary sighed. “I have to make the most of my female friends. I’m over the hill at fifty-three, so I’d have difficulty finding a man at my age. There won’t be any men around this week to divert my focus.” 
 
    “Won’t there?” I said, grinning.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tanya stood at the front of the room. There were three other ladies sitting down, deep in conversation. They didn’t acknowledge me, so I busied myself rooting through my handbag for a pen and some paper only to realise both items were sitting right in front of my nose. Holly came scurrying in. 
 
    “Morning ladies, I’m not late, am I?” Tanya looked up over her glasses. 
 
    “No, no, take a seat.” 
 
    “Morning, Holly.” She nodded and reciprocated a welcome to everyone. She smiled and waved at me.  
 
    “Sorry, I was just washing my hands,” she said. A few minutes passed then the door crashed open.  
 
    “Hi everyone, good to see you all.” A woman in her forties with highlighted hair cut in a bob came and sat on the empty chair next to me. 
 
    “Hi, Moira,” came a chorus of replies. Tanya checked her watch just as Susan limped in. 
 
    “Good, we’re all here,” Tanya said. She handed out copies of the programme. “You will see from the sheets that there has been a slight alteration for Tuesday. Instead of free time, I have now arranged a talk on holistic therapies.” There were mutterings amongst the others.  
 
    “That’ll be Olivia trying to prise more money out of us,” Moira whispered. 
 
    Tanya made her introductory speech, telling us a little about what we could expect from the week. This was for my benefit as the others had attended before. 
 
    “We’re going to do something different today as an icebreaker as many of you already know each other. I want you to do a quick mingle and chat with each other for a few minutes. Then I want each of you to think of something about yourself that you are not proud of. Something you would not normally reveal to another person, perhaps.”  
 
    There were rumblings from the women sitting around the room. “Then I will ask you to decide on a partner in the group to work with, someone you feel you can trust and open up to.” There were a few gasps from the floor. “Okay, okay. I realise that might sound scary, but I need you to trust me on this.”  
 
    My stomach did a double somersault as my mind raced to think of something about myself I felt brave enough to reveal at this early stage in the week. It was alright for the others. They knew each other. This would be tough for me. Tanya beckoned us all to get up and have a quick chat with each other. I took a gulp and a deep breath and pushed my chair out and I worked the floor as best I could.  
 
    My mind raced, both from deciding who to pick and what to say. I didn’t want to pick Susan. I didn’t like the look of three women who ignored me when I walked in. They hadn’t accepted me into their little circle, so I wouldn’t chance any of them. That left Holly, and the lady sat next to me, who I now knew from the sticky label planted on her top, was Moira.  
 
    “Shall we work together?” Moira asked. She seemed pleasant enough, so I agreed. 
 
    We had twenty minutes in private to do our big reveal. I rubbed the back of my neck as I sat down in the small room to talk to her. 
 
    “Don’t look nervous, lassie. I won’t bite.” She smiled at me. It had been a toss-up what to say to her. I had so many skeletons in the closet I could hardly shut the door on them. My cupboard was crammed full of surprise revelations if I ever decided to divulge them. I finally decided between either telling her I was a recovering alcoholic or mentioning I once had an affair with a married man. I plumped for the latter. 
 
    “Och, don’t beat yourself up about it.” She waved her hand down to the side and tilted her head sideways. “We have all done stuff like that and I promise you what you have told me will go no further if that’s the way you want it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. It wasn’t something I was proud of and there had been consequences for me, but I wasn’t prepared to discuss those with a stranger. She looked at me as though weighing up if she could trust me. She frowned. She was a stocky woman. I was no beautician, but I felt sure that a touch of makeup would have enhanced her plain features.  
 
    “Mark my words, there are women here who have done things that would make your skin crawl.  
 
    “Really,” I said, my eyebrows raised. She wore jeans and a black hooded sweat-shirt from a bygone age. On the front was a ghost holding a lamp which made me think maybe Moira wasn’t your average little housewife. When she turned around, I saw the reason for the grim reaper. Led Zeppelin’s name and “Stairway to heaven” were plastered on the back. Ah, so’s she’s a rocker.  
 
    “Look, I’m not one to gossip but between you and me, I’d give Holly a wide berth.” She had come up close to my face and her eyes darted around the room.  
 
    She whispered in my ear, “She’s not all there.” Her index finger was pointing at her temple. She twisted her hand around and pulled a stupid expression. “She likes a lot of attention. I get sick of hearing about her condition.” Her voice grew louder, and her face reddened. “but she’s had lots of help, not like me. I’ve had to fend for myself all my life.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” I didn’t see at all and I wasn’t sure I wanted to. Her mood changed suddenly, as though a switch had gone off inside. 
 
    “So, how are you finding things here?” she asked me. 
 
    “Well, it’s early days but most of the women seem nice.” 
 
    “Is your room okay?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “Mine is annoying. There’s no phone signal.” 
 
    “The room is alright. It’s out of the way in the attic.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’ll be next door to Vicky, then. She always likes to be up there, out of the way. It makes me wonder what she gets up to. Nothing would surprise me with Vicky.” She raised her eyebrows. I was about to ask her to expand on her comments but was interrupted from doing so. The door opened, and Tanya popped her head around it. 
 
    “Are you ladies ready to continue?” she asked. I looked across at Moira. She stared at me. 
 
    “We’re just about finished here,” Moira said. I frowned and looked at her. 
 
    “We haven’t even discussed what you wanted to reveal,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, that’ll only take a minute or two,” she looked at me then at Tanya and bit on her thumbnail. Tanya made eye contact with me then glanced at her watch. 
 
    “Five more minutes okay?” 
 
    “That should be ample.” Moira’s voice quivered. 
 
    “Well, come back to the main room and join us when you’re ready. I think everyone else has almost finished the exercise.” 
 
    I waited for Moira to say something. She remained silent. 
 
    “Well, aren’t you going to spill the beans?” I asked. 
 
    “There doesn’t seem anything that memorable, not as exciting as your life.” I wasn’t sure if she was mocking me. Her expression looked genuine. She coughed and cleared her throat then looked up at the ceiling. 
 
    “Apart from when I was raped in the children’s home.” My mouth gaped open. 
 
    “Moira!” I exclaimed. “That’s a massive thing. I understand if you don’t want to say anymore.” 
 
    “There was a big court case. It was a long time ago.” 
 
    “Oh, you poor thing having to go through that. It must have been horrendous.” 
 
    “It was and you’re right, I don’t like talking about it.” She avoided eye contact with me. I waited for her to say something, but nothing was forthcoming. 
 
    “Shall we leave it there then and join the others?” 
 
    “Okay, if you’re sure you don’t want to say anymore.” 
 
    “No, it was a horrible time in my life. The whole experience changed me, but I’ve got to move on from that and please…” she touched my arm and held me back. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t want this to go any further. I’ve never spoken to the others about it. It’s not something I like to discuss.” 
 
    “That’s not a problem. I understand if you want to keep it between us. I promise you I won’t say anything to anyone.” Her touch changed to a grasp on my arm and she stared at me. 
 
    “I mean it, you mustn’t say anything about this.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay. You have my word.” She nodded, still looking at me.  
 
    We left the room and joined the others. I realised I didn’t even know about Moira’s home situation. I felt a fluttering in my chest as I wondered what would happen next.  
 
    We sat back down together as Tanya spoke. I gazed across at Moira and wondered if I had done the right thing by telling her something about my past. Although mine seemed insignificant compared to her revelation.  
 
    “How was that for everyone?” 
 
    “Awful,” Vicky said. I watched her as she flicked her shoulder-length curly dark hair off her shoulder. 
 
    “No, I didn’t like it at all,” Jennifer said. 
 
    “What was it you didn’t like, Jennifer?” Tanya asked. 
 
    “I didn’t like my guard coming down and making myself vulnerable.” Tanya coughed. 
 
    “Did most of you feel uncomfortable like Jennifer?” There were nods and agreement from the others. 
 
    “The real reason Jennifer felt uncomfortable was because her bloke cheated on her and she took him back. Isn’t that right, Jennifer?” Vicky said. Jennifer’s cheeks reddened. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell everyone all my business,” she said. 
 
    “Sometimes, you’re an idiot, the way you let him walk all over you.” Vicky had a captive audience now who were interested to know more. 
 
    “Erm, thank you, ladies. You can leave it there.” Tanya put her hands up. 
 
    “I didn’t feel uncomfortable, but then I decided not to say anything,” Susan said. 
 
    “Why’s that then, Susan?” Tanya asked. 
 
    “Because I wouldn’t trust any of this lot as far as I could throw them.” 
 
    “How does that make everyone feel?” The women all talked at once. I wriggled in my seat. This was getting uncomfortable. There was discord amongst the other women. They weren’t impressed with Susan’s behaviour. 
 
    “What about you, Sophie? What do you think, as a newcomer to the group?” 
 
    “I couldn’t give two hoots that Susan doesn’t trust me. I don’t know her. I wouldn’t trust her either.” I heard sniggering from one or two of the women. 
 
    “What if I sent the two of you off rock climbing and she had to hold the rope while you climbed down? Would you trust her then?” I looked across at Susan who sneered. 
 
    “I would have to, I suppose.” 
 
    “So, if your life depended on it, you would trust her, yet to reveal something about yourself in a safe environment, you wouldn’t?” 
 
    “When you put it like that, it sounds crazy.”  
 
    Tanya continued to talk to us about trust. Susan glared at me. Thankfully, we weren’t asked to reveal the thing we had told someone, so my secret affair was as safe as anything was when you told one person. What Tanya explained was, once you allow information into the hands of someone else though, you have no control over what they do with it. They may keep quiet, they may tell another person who they trust, or they may even elaborate on the story. The fact is the information is out there and you can’t do anything to change it. 
 
     If this break was about me finding serenity, then I wasn’t impressed with the first exercise. I picked at my fingers, something I always do when I’m stressed. My legs were restless.  I noticed my feet were tapping. I was only thankful when the session was over.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9  
 
      
 
      
 
    Lunch was served buffet style. The smell of fresh bread wafted past to delight my nostrils. Bobo had done us proud. The vegetarian spread looked spectacular. Pride of place was the dressed whole salmon. Alongside that sat cheese and leek quiche, vegetable curry, roasted tandoori cauliflower, mushroom and red pepper stroganoff, as well as a large selection of salads accompanied by half a dozen different dressings. Wow, I was spoiled for choice. I couldn’t make my mind up what to go for. In the end, I tried a little of everything. I filled up my plate. I wouldn’t go hungry if the food was all as good as it looked. 
 
    Picking up a knife, fork and napkin from the corner of the table, I looked around to see where to sit. Tanya was sitting with Mary, Vicky and Jennifer so I went over to sit with Moira, Holly, and Susan. This could be awkward after my comments. 
 
    I walked towards the table. I don’t know what happened in that instant, but something seemed to catch my calf muscle. My leg jarred, and my bones moved in an unnatural way, causing my balance to become unstable. Everything happened in slow motion. One hand reached out while the other tried to steady the stocked-up plate. As my body wobbled forward, my ample lunch flew into the air and the array of food dispersed across the floor. Everything was a blur as I surrendered myself to the inevitable. I toppled to the ground. 
 
    I clutched feebly for something to cushion my descent and my body twirled and jerked as I fell. Looking around at the overturned plate, I grimaced at the mess beside me. My knee throbbed with pain but couldn’t compete with the pain of embarrassment for what had happened. 
 
    Holly and Jennifer descended on me. 
 
    “Are you alright, Sophie?” Holly asked. 
 
    “What happened?” asked Jennifer. 
 
    “I don’t know. I seemed to lose my footing.” 
 
    “Are you in pain anywhere?” 
 
    “My knee’s throbbing, but I’ll be alright.” I hated anyone fussing over me.  The two women grabbed an arm each and lifted me off the floor. I brushed the food stains off my top. They both helped me to my seat.  
 
    “It’s probably shaken you up a bit,” said Mary in the background. “Here let me get you some more food.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe how lovely everyone was, the way they looked after me. Jennifer brought me a drink over.  
 
    “Do you need any painkillers?” Holly asked. 
 
    “No, it was nothing, thanks. It’s not that painful.” I rubbed my knee. I felt lightheaded and eager to exit the room to shy away from the uncomfortable feelings inside me. Bobo stood in the doorway wearing her whites and chef hat. Her chequered trousers matched her apron. Her hands were on her hips. 
 
    “Och, what the bloody hell happened here then?” She tapped her Doc Marten. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, Bobo. I had an accident.” 
 
    “Are ye sure you’re no’ just rat-arsed?” 
 
    “I don’t drink.” She raised her eyebrows and pulled a silly face. 
 
    “I would nee mind half a pint of what you’ve been taking to get you in that state.” I frowned. “What a mess you’ve made on Olivia’s carpet, lassie. She’ll no’ be pleased.” My mouth widened. It had been accidental. Holly looked at me and shook her head. My posture felt rigid as I pushed my fork around my plate of food. 
 
    “Ignore her,” she mouthed. I did as she suggested. 
 
    The puddings looked fabulous, but I wasn’t in the mood for staying there any longer than necessary. Bobo was already hoovering up. She didn’t look very happy. I got up to leave and Moira followed me out. I’d intended to go up to my room for a rest until the next class. 
 
    “Sophie, can I have a word?” Moira looked around her. 
 
    “Sure.” We stood in the hall and she kept her eye on the dining room door as she spoke. Her glance never wavered. 
 
    “There’s something I think you ought to know as I don’t think you realised.” 
 
    “What’s that then?” She had my full attention. 
 
    “When you fell, it was because Susan put her stick out.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I frowned. 
 
    “She put her walking stick out as you walked by to trip you up. It was deliberate.” 
 
    “You’re joking!” I cried. 
 
    “I’m not,” she said shaking her head. 
 
    “Wait here while I get her.” I marched up to the dining room door. 
 
    “Susan, can I speak to you.” She looked at me but didn’t move.  
 
    “Out here, please.” She rose from her chair. Her eyes were on mine. 
 
    She came outside, and her gaze went from me to Moira. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “What do you think you’re playing at?” My eyes narrowed. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Don’t play the innocent with me. You’re pathetic. Moira told me you put your walking stick out on purpose to make me fall.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She hunched her shoulders. 
 
    “You’re a childish moron. Don’t think you can get away with it.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re threatening me, now are you?”  Her stance was rigid forward. I put my face right up to hers. 
 
    “If you put it like that, then yes I am.” Our bodies almost touched. She pushed me away. 
 
    “Get away from me.” 
 
    “How dare you!” I shouted, grabbing hold of her hair. She kicked at my shins. I grappled with her before Moira could intervene. 
 
    “Come on, ladies, stop it now,” Moira said trying to prise us apart. By now, the others in the dining room had heard the commotion and had come to observe. The rage inside me was too powerful to ignore. In an ideal world, I’d do the right thing, but I felt possessed, the feelings were that strong.  
 
    I grabbed hold of the collar of Susan’s blouse, scrunched it up and pushed her into the wall. I felt my ears getting hot. 
 
    “You vicious cow! I’ll get you back for this. You made a stupid, dumb move if you thought you could get the better of me.” I spat the words out. Moira and Jennifer intervened. 
 
    “Come on, Sophie, calm down.” They pushed me away from Susan. I shook.  
 
    “She did it on purpose. What sort of imbecile does something like that?” They both had their arms around me restraining me.  
 
    “Sophie, it’s not worth getting yourself in a state for.” If hatred was visible at that moment the air would have been scarlet. Vicky walked Susan out of the hallway, leaving me standing with Jennifer and Moira. Jennifer looked at me with doleful eyes. 
 
    “Do you fancy a cuppa?” she asked. I nodded. She put an arm around me and led me towards the brewing station. The red mist in front of me cleared as the anger subsided. We sat and drank our tea. Jennifer gazed out the window.  
 
    “This might sound daft, but I knew something like that would happen.” 
 
    “Why what do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, Mary does the tarot cards. It’s only a bit of fun. She doesn’t charge or anything. She did me a reading last night, and it said there would be disharmony and that I would intervene, or something like that.” 
 
    “And did the cards say anything else?” 
 
    “Only that there was a situation in my life I needed to come to terms with and find acceptance around.” 
 
    “And is there?” She laughed. 
 
    “There are a few. I’m not sure which one it meant.” 
 
    As if on cue, Mary walked through the door. 
 
    “Hi Mary, I’ve just been telling Sophie about your card readings.” 
 
    “That’s right. They’re a bit of fun. It’s not necessarily that they can see into the future or anything, I feel they just guide me or whoever I’m giving a reading to. Would you like me to do yours sometime?” 
 
    “Go on, have a go. It’s a good giggle,” Jennifer said. 
 
    “I’m not really into things like that but I suppose there’s no harm in it.” 
 
    “Sure, if you keep an open mind about it and don’t take it too seriously, you can get a lot out of it.” She looked at her watch. “We could always do it now if you like. It might take your mind off what just happened.” I was already regretting my previous actions. She had a point. 
 
    “Okay, why not?” I shrugged my shoulders. 
 
    “Come on then, we’ll go to my room where we can talk in private.” I raised my eyebrows and followed Mary upstairs. 
 
    “We’ll only do a quick reading as there isn’t time for a full one,” she said shuffling the cards. She knocked on them, then passed them to me to shuffle. “I had to knock any negative energy out of the cards. Now, I want you to think of a question while you are shuffling.” I nodded.  
 
    “I suppose the main thing I’d like to know is about my future with Jack. Is the relationship going anywhere?” I looked up at Mary. She’d asked me to pick out some cards, and she laid them face down on the table.  
 
    Turning over the first one she tapped on it, saying, “Financially, you’ve been in a good place lately,” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose so.” She turned over the next card. 
 
    “But you worry about money, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, I always worry about financial insecurity, if anything were to happen with my job.” 
 
    “Ah, look at this one here.” I looked down at the nine of swords. It meant nothing to me. 
 
    “Recent events could have thrown you into a den of despair. This has enveloped you and you can’t see how it will end.” I nodded. “However, your own feelings could prevent you from discovering that life is improving,”  
 
    I opened up to Mary and told her all about the recent situation with Jack, how it had left me feeling insecure when he didn’t get in touch. 
 
    “And you haven’t said anything to him?” 
 
    “No.” My mouth drooped. 
 
    “You’ve got to talk to him about it. It’s the first rule of any relationship. If I’d had more conversations with my Norman, things wouldn’t have turned out the way they have with him leaving me.” 
 
    “Did the cards tell you about that?” 
 
    “Oh yes, but I don’t always heed their warnings and sometimes I can misinterpret what they are trying to say. I need to be careful that I don’t put too much emphasis on them. You can change your own fate. I believe your life is as good as you make it.” I nodded. I realised I could be making a mountain out of a molehill with Jack. For all I knew, everything was okay, and it might just be me worrying too much. 
 
    The last two cards she turned over were both queens. She tapped on the first one, then the second. 
 
    “There are two women here you need to watch out for.” I looked at her and frowned. 
 
    “Is Jack going to cheat on me?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. This first one is someone who will try to manipulate you and take up your time. She is an attention seeker and it would be best to keep your distance from her. There is another woman here as well. She has a whimsical attitude and fickle fantasies. This one shows a lack of commitment towards others.” Mary tapped the card and looked at me. “She could be dangerous if you get too close to her. Do you know either of these women?” 
 
    “Well, I can’t be sure. When you read out the descriptions, I thought they both sounded like Vicky.” I gave a nervous laugh. 
 
    “So, did I, but I didn’t want to say anything.” 
 
    “I’m not sure who they mean. The cards don’t seem to have told me very much about Jack.” 
 
    “Sometimes, there are more pressing matters that have to be dealt with. I’d watch my back if I was you, Sophie. Choose your friends wisely.” I raised my eyebrows and sighed. If I’d been looking for some reassurance that everything would be okay, I’d come to the wrong place. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    I took over an hour to calm down. I didn’t feel good about myself, how I’d reacted. I looked down at the programme to see what we were doing next — a walk, followed by a mindfulness session and yoga. Then in the evening, there was a talk on nutrition. I thought about skipping that, but I didn’t want it to look like I lacked enthusiasm. I’d hoped to make a good first impression but had failed miserably.  
 
    I went up to my room to fetch my coat. It looked pleasant outside, but we were in Scotland where the weather could change at any time. Even with the sun shining there was a chill that ran through my bones when the wind blew. 
 
    Susan turned up at reception just before we set off. My eyes narrowed as she came towards me. Her hobbling seemed more pronounced than usual. She told Tanya that walking was out of the question today. I raised my eyebrows, glad to avoid her company. The rest of us set off towards the woods. Tanya was at the front with Moira, followed by the three Newcastle ladies. I marvelled at what Vicky was wearing. She had on a pair of high wedges. Whilst they looked very nice, I didn’t know how far she’d be able to walk in them. I held back for Holly who walked on her own bringing up the rear. She walked slowly, more of a saunter. 
 
    “Hi, Holly. Mind if I join you?” 
 
    “No, not at all.” Her pale blue all-weather jacket was zipped up. She was an attractive woman in her forties with doleful big eyes like Bambi. We talked as we walked along. She talked some more about her divorce from Gordon and her son, Adrian, who she didn’t see much of. Her chest stuck out like a peacock when she spoke of him. He worked as a trainee lawyer. It sounded like her ex was successful too, working as a sales manager for an electrical company.  
 
    Even though he had now re-married, she said he still played an active part in her life. She still lived in the marital home and he contributed to the bills. The way she talked about Gordon, it was as though they were still together, and I wondered how his new wife felt about that.  
 
    “I don’t think he believes I can manage on my own without him,” she laughed. “He’s probably right. It’s only since I’ve been coming here that I now feel like I’m getting over things.” 
 
    “How long is it since your divorce?” She looked up, counting in her head. 
 
    “Gosh, it must be over three years now. Doesn’t time fly?”  
 
    “And why did you two split up?” I glanced around at her. She walked by my side. I could see she was upset by the look on her face. There was still pain in her eyes. “Was he seeing someone else?” 
 
    “Not that I know of. He just got up and left one day. When he filed for divorce, he said it was down to my unreasonable behaviour.  I think he’d had enough of my incessant cleaning. I wouldn’t mind, I had to put up with his untidiness and undies left around the house all the time.” 
 
    “And do you still love him?” I asked. 
 
    “Och, what sort of question is that?” she gave a nervous laugh. “No, I think I’ve moved on now.” 
 
    “I think you still love him, the way you smile when you talk about him.” Her eyelids drooped.  
 
    “I suppose you’re right. I like to kid myself I’m over him, but I’d have him back tomorrow. It hurt like anything when he got with Charlotte. That made it all seem so final.” 
 
    “So, you didn’t want the divorce?” 
 
    No, I went through a difficult time, but I’m a lot happier now.” I wanted to say to her, ‘tell your face that then,’ but I didn’t know her well enough and I could see it still affected her. Even though it had been some time ago, it was still a raw subject for her. I looked ahead. The others had turned a corner. If we weren’t careful, we would lose them.  
 
    I’d bought a new pair of walking boots just for the occasion, but now regretted wearing them. I felt the heel rubbing at the back and I winced as skin hit leather. I felt grateful for Holly’s slower pace.  
 
    “I hope you know the way, Holly. We may lose the others at this rate.” 
 
    “We can always do our own thing if we can’t catch them. I’m happy so long as I can stay out of the mud. I hate mud.” I laughed. 
 
    “We’ll try and keep to the dry areas, then.” My foot caught in between two boulders on the path and my ankle turned and caused me to stumble.  
 
    “Oops!” I cried. 
 
    “Are you okay, Sophie, only it’s very dangerous around here?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said as I picked myself up and brushed myself down. “I must watch my step and take more care where I’m going.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s worse along here when it’s wet and slippy. Sometimes the conditions can be treacherous, but we still end up going out. I think Tanya must have been born in a barn. She wants to go out walking whatever the weather and however bad conditions are. She says we get closer to our spiritual power when we mix with the elements.” 
 
    My mind wandered to back home and all the rain we had to put up with in Manchester. I never found that very spiritual, just depressing. I hoped Jack was doing okay looking after Max. I’d text him later to check if I could get a signal. A root shot up out of the ground in front of me and sent me careering sideways into Holly. She frowned. 
 
    “Sorry, I nearly went for a Burton again.” 
 
    “Be careful, Sophie. Watch what you’re doing.” That was me told. We carried on walking without incident for a while. 
 
    “Tanya is very new age, isn’t she?” I said. 
 
    “Yes, she likes her crystals and her chakras. She’s into auras and meditation in a big way.” 
 
    “I don’t know much about all that stuff. I’ve always been sceptical but I’m trying to open my mind to new possibilities.” I often ran in the countryside but today I felt at odds with my surroundings. It was almost as though the green shrubbery that sprouted out in front of me didn’t want me there. I wondered if there was a negative aura around that. Sharp branches scratched my arms as I fought my way through the undergrowth. I listened to the sounds of the forest, the cooing and chirping of the birds, the rustle of animals, trees swishing in the wind.  
 
    Holly had pushed ahead of me. I was the one now dawdling at the back. My feet throbbed, especially my right foot. Holly turned to see where I was and waited for me. I limped along.  
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, do you know how far we’re supposed to be walking?” 
 
    “It’s usually between three and five miles. Do you want to turn back?” 
 
    There was no sign of the others. I wondered if the question was more for her own benefit. She didn’t seem the athletic type. I, on the other hand, would normally enjoy the exercise. My favourite times were when I was out running down by the river back home. A nice jog first thing in the morning always set me up for the day but my ill-fitting boots had made their mark today. Every step had become an effort. The pain penetrating from my feet highlighted everything I hated about nature. From the grim weather to the brambles tearing at my skin and animals killing each other to survive. Thank goodness humans were no longer so barbaric. 
 
    “Can we stop for a moment?” I needed relief from the pain. 
 
    “Sure,” Holly said, and she watched me untie the laces on my boot. My socks were bloodstained. This didn’t look good. I pulled them off to reveal broken blisters oozing with fluids. 
 
    “Oh, that looks nasty.” 
 
    “No wonder my feet hurt. I didn’t think to bring any plasters.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I can help.” She pulled the small rucksack she was carrying off her back and laid out a small towel in front of me. On it, she placed disinfectant swabs, antibacterial wipes, Savlon cream, plasters and bandages. My luck was in. She’d had the foresight to travel with a fully stocked first aid box. She popped on a pair of surgical gloves. 
 
    “Well, a proper little Florence Nightingale we have here.” I laughed. “Were you in the Girl guides or something, being this prepared?” 
 
    “Susan gave me the idea last year. I got a blister while we were out walking, and she came to my rescue.” I watched as she changed the order in which the items were laid out. She did it three more times before proceeding to take an antiseptic wipe out and pass it to me. The time this took, there was no way we would catch up with the others now. Her eyes were on her neat pile. She glanced at me. I gave her a half smile, then picked up two plasters. If I waited for Holly’s ritual we’d be here all day. Her face reddened. I had a feeling she wanted to explain her behaviour, but I didn’t want to embarrass her.  
 
    “I err…” she began. 
 
    “It’s okay, let me.” 
 
    I crossed my leg and peeled off the back of the plaster before pulling up my foot. It felt better already. What I wouldn’t have given for the cool river or loch to soak my feet in at that moment.   
 
    “What do you make of Susan? She seems tetchy. Is she always like that?” I asked. 
 
    “She likes to find fault in everything and there’s always something wrong with her, but she has a heart of gold. I know she’s upset a few of the others. She’s a typical straight-talking northern lass —as blunt as a butter knife.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with that, but I got the impression she had something of a chip on her shoulder?” 
 
    “We all have our issues. I don’t think we would come here trying to change if we were all okay.” 
 
    “So, is there anything I should know about any of the others before I put my foot in it?” Her head was bent down. She studied me. 
 
    “I err…” I held up the palm of my hand. 
 
    “I’m not asking you to talk out of school. It’s just that I’m good at saying the wrong thing and I wouldn’t want to make a fool of myself.” 
 
    “I understand,” she nodded and thought for a moment. “There were a couple of incidents last year. It was uncomfortable to witness it. Mary accused Vicky of sleeping with her husband.” 
 
    “I thought Mary was divorced?” 
 
    “Oh yes, sorry I should have said — ex-husband. She is divorced, but she’s never got over it and the way she talks you’d think they were still together.” Sounds familiar. 
 
    “And was there any truth in it?” 
 
    “Who knows? I don’t think so. I mean, look at Vicky, she could have any bloke.  Surely, she wouldn’t go for a podgy, grey-haired middle-aged man. I mean he’s hardly the catch of the century. He’s got money, though, and that’s what Vicky goes for.” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose. So, what happened?” 
 
    “Well, Mary found out Vicky was Facebook friends with her ex, Norman and she wasn’t happy. Mary gets jealous. I don’t think there was anything more than that because the three women from Newcastle have been friends for years. There was an awful scene, and Mary ended up going home early last year. It seems like they’ve made up because they’re all friends again this year, so there probably wasn’t any truth in it.” 
 
    “They don’t seem very similar, you know, to be interested in the same man.” Vicky was attractive and slim while Mary was large and plain. 
 
    “Mary let herself go. She was always slightly overweight but when her marriage broke up, she piled on the pounds, comfort eating, I think. I know her hair always looks nice, I think Vicky does that for her, but everything else is naff. I mean her clothes are tasteless; she’s really got no idea when it comes to style.” 
 
    “That’s a shame.” 
 
    “Yes, she doesn’t even bother with makeup anymore. That’s not like me and Vicky. I wouldn’t go out without my lippy, mascara, and eyeliner. I mean, you never know when you might bump into George Clooney. I know he’s married now, but I still fantasize that he would drop his missus if he were to meet me.” We both laughed. “However, he’d run a mile if he caught me without my face on, so I have to be prepared for any eventuality.” 
 
    “Of course, you do. You’ve got to be ready and waiting to be whisked off your feet. I’m with you all the way.”  
 
    “Glad I’ve found a kindred spirit.” I thought for a few moments before I asked the next question. I didn’t want to word it wrong. 
 
    “Have you always been good friends with the others?” 
 
    “Yes, we may not look it, but we have a lot in common. We all enjoy a giggle and a night out.” 
 
    “It’s just that Vicky comes across as being rude, sometimes.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s just Vicky. She can be selfish and she’s very needy. She hates being on her own. She’s moody, but then aren’t we all? Trust me; she’s harmless when you get to know her.” I nodded. 
 
    “Is there anything else about any of them you think I ought to know?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “So, that’s the latest on the gossip then?” 
 
    “Yes, I think that’s about all I know.” She watched my reaction, but I kept my face expressionless. 
 
    “You mentioned there were a couple of incidents?” She looked down. 
 
    “I had rather an unpleasant disagreement with Moira. She doesn’t like me, you know.” 
 
    “She’s probably jealous of you,” I said as I picked up a stick and idly thrashed at the shrubbery in front of us. 
 
    “I doubt that very much. Who’d be jealous of me? Moira and Vicky have history you know.” 
 
    “Really?” I waited. 
 
    “They were brought up in the same children’s home.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that. I knew Moira had been in a home, but Vicky has never mentioned anything.” 
 
    “She plays it down. She’s not proud of her past. Please don’t say anything. I’m not supposed to know. I overheard it.” 
 
    “No, I won’t say anything.” I nodded. 
 
    We took the decision to head back to the hall. Holly thought she knew the way.  
 
    The path twisted, snaking its way around the old oak trees. Even though it was only afternoon, the sky had vanished almost completely with the tall fir trees. The air was rich with their fragrance. A squirrel dashed in front of us and ran up a nearby trunk. I could hear running water from a brook or stream close by. I was the one leading the way now, with Holly dawdling behind. She was glad of an excuse for the early return to base. 
 
    Every so often, the sun burst through a break in the trees and the rays landed on the ground like the spotlights in a theatre. Each time we turned a corner, I hoped we would see the hall in the distance but every time I was disappointed. With the time it had taken since we decided to head back, I calculated we should discover civilisation soon but each time, my shoulders drooped, and I sighed heavily.  It wasn’t to be.  
 
    “I think we must have taken a wrong turn,” I sighed, looking around at Holly. Her head looked to the ground. I could see she was weary. One path can look the same as the next when you’re out in the countryside. How I longed to see a tarmacked road because then there might be a chance of flagging a taxi down but no such luck. We were in the middle of nowhere with no phone signal and no survival skills, but we did have a first aid kit. 
 
    “Do you want to stop for a break?” she asked. My foot was throbbing, but I didn’t say anything. 
 
    “No, I think we ought to soldier on while it’s still light.” Under normal circumstances, this would be like a walk in the park for me but because of my blisters, I was finding it gruelling. We reached a clearing. There was a bench there that was too inviting to resist. “We’ve definitely gone wrong because I don’t remember seeing this before.” 
 
    “No,” Holly sighed. “What do you think we should do? We could end up stuck in here forever.” 
 
    I sat leaning forward, thinking, my head in my hands. I took out my phone to see if there was a signal but there was no reception, still. I had some sweets in my pocket, so I offered Holly one. She almost snatched it from my hand. Whilst I wasn’t worried at this stage, at least I was glad we had something to give us a sugar fix. 
 
    I watched as a blackbird on a branch cocked its head from side to side. Suddenly, as though there was a switch in its brain that flicked to choose the right direction, it was off, flying high. 
 
    “Shame we can’t get a look up there. We might see Glenloch Hall from the bird’s view.” 
 
    Holly didn’t look too impressed with my comment. She didn’t reply. “You’re not up for climbing that tree, then?” I laughed. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” She didn’t know whether to take me seriously. 
 
    “Listen, I’ve got an idea,” I said. Holly raised her eyebrows. “There’s a river flows close to the hall. If we follow the stream, maybe it will lead us the right way.” With no other suggestion, we chose to walk down by the water and hope for the best. I grimaced with the pain from my foot.  
 
    “Here, lean on my arm,” Holly said. She drew up close. I could smell her perfume, a spicy, citrus aroma. There was a certain intimacy about her closeness. 
 
    We weren’t alone on the path. Several small brown frogs hopped in front of us. The stream gurgled below to our left and I watched as its slow flow led us out of the undergrowth into a bright meadow. We turned a corner and there it was – Glenloch Hall. We both let out a squeal. I was delighted my idea had worked.    
 
    The building stood there, expectant. Although the site of it was one of jubilation, this proud and mighty mansion did nothing to make me feel welcome. The grey brick looked withered and washed out. The paint on the gable end was peeling off, and the brass peaks no longer shone. They looked like rusty relics from a time gone by. 
 
    Walking back inside felt equally uninviting. The corridor from the hall was draughty, with cold air seeping under the doors like the low tide on a deserted beach. The wind rattled against the windowpanes. As I hurried along the wooden floor back to my room, the groans and creaks made me jump. I could hear the trees bristling against the windows. They seemed to be saying - Go away, go away, go away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11  
 
      
 
      
 
    I shouldn’t have been surprised by Bobo’s knowledge about nutrition; after all, she was a chef. Her appearance had me fooled with her oversized ripped t-shirt, she looked more like the member of a heavy metal band. She sparked my interest when she told us how either having too much or too little of something could bring on a whole series of illnesses. I knew about scurvy and rickets, but she shared some interesting facts with us. 
 
    “Lack of magnesium can cause fatigue, muscle cramps, mental problems, irregular heartbeat, osteoporosis,” she said. There were so many shocks and surprises about what food does to our bodies, all the illnesses that can be brought on because of our poor diets — Type 2 diabetes being top of the list for preventable illnesses. I hoped Susan was taking it all in. I, for one, would be eating more cabbage and kale from now on, whatever it tasted like. 
 
    “I’m not exactly vegetarian,” said Susan, “it’s just that I try not to eat a lot of red meat because I have too much acid in my stomach. I have to take Omeprazole because I have a stomach ulcer and I get acid reflux. I’ve found that is the only medication that will keep my stomach pains at bay. I find that…” 
 
    “Yes, thank you for that, Susan. You’ve explained why eating a plant-based diet is important for our guts and what can happen tae us if we don’t.” Bobo said. She continued her presentation by showing us slides and statistics on studies that had been done. I listened to her, loving how she rolled her r’s with almost a musical resonance. I loved too how she kept shutting Susan down. 
 
    It didn’t stop Susan though. She kept interrupting and talking about her own illnesses and food intolerances. I was just grateful Vicky wasn’t there as well. I’m sure if she had been; she’d have been jockeying for attention and putting Susan down. I didn’t want to say anything. I had already done enough damage to my relationship with Susan. I hoped my thoughts weren’t showing on my face.  
 
    Contempt towards Susan fought with my tiredness. My head kept jerking forwards as I fought to stay awake. It wasn’t due to lack of interest. I was just dog-tired. Full of embarrassment, that I was almost asleep by the end of Bobo’s talk, I looked around the room at the others. No one seemed to have noticed my predicament.  
 
    I’d expected Bobo’s eccentric-looking outward appearance to match her personality, but it didn’t. She came across as a serious, knowledgeable, intelligent woman; not at all what I imagined. I wondered how many of the others weren’t what they seemed. We all have masks we portray to the world. Some of the cracks in the relationships between the women were starting to appear.  
 
    At the end of the session, I made a commitment to change my diet. Whilst eating green food didn’t fill me with excitement, I could see the benefits of making changes to my food intake. After this session, I would try to cut out processed food. I would also invest in a couple of meat-free days and maybe even try a vegan day when I left. If that didn’t kill me, then I could take it from there and go all eco-friendly and maybe buy a cookery book that introduced plant food. 
 
    After the session finished, I went to the library. Jennifer and Mary joined me. 
 
    “Where’s Vicky?” I asked. Mary yawned. 
 
    “She said she was going to the pub and giving the session a miss. To be fair to her, she doesn’t have to worry about her food intake, mind you, neither do you,” Mary said, looking at me. 
 
    “Yeah, but it isn’t just about calories, it’s about putting healthy food into our bodies.” 
 
    “Oh, give me a nice cream cake, any day,” Mary said. 
 
    “My sentiments entirely. Do you know the people who died on the Titanic didn’t get to eat their puddings? What a waste. Life’s too short to deny yourself some pleasure,” said Jennifer. 
 
    “Yes, but if you don’t eat the right things, you won’t live as long to enjoy them. You’ll end up having a stroke or a heart attack or something like that. I’m going to introduce more veggie meals into my diet,” I said. 
 
    “Watch out, pet, at this rate you will get knocked out by your halo,” Jennifer said. We all laughed. We shared a pot of tea and then Mary said she was tired and going to bed. We bid her goodnight, and I was left chatting to Jennifer.  
 
    “Thank goodness for that. She hasn’t shut up talking about bloody Norman all day. It’s been Norman this, Norman that, anyone would think they were still together,” said Jennifer. 
 
    “Yes, but she has to process it all. It can take a while to let go of someone and move on.” 
 
    “It’s been five years since they split up. She should have moved on by now.” 
 
    “You can tell she still loves him. That must make it harder. She may not want to move on. For some women, the thought of a future alone is too painful, so it’s easier to live in the past.” 
 
    “She should speak to you. I think it would help her.” 
 
    “If she’s not ready to move forward, there’s nothing I can do. Anyway, enough about Mary, how are things with you?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m good. I’ve got my Stan to look after me.” 
 
    “How long have you two been together?” 
 
    “Oh, goodness,” she said, looking up. “We’ve known each other since we were at school.” 
 
    “And is everything okay between the two of you?” She paused for a moment before speaking. 
 
    “Yes, everything is fine, pet. He’s very good to me, you know. He buys me clothes. He paid for me to come here.” She looked down at the carpet. Her tone was clipped. I nodded. The phone buzzed in Jennifer’s pocket. 
 
    “Wow, you’ve got a signal.” I watched as she pulled her phone out and started texting.  
 
    “Some of us are luckier than others when it comes to the signal in this place. It all depends on who your provider is, I think. That was my Stan checking everything was okay.” 
 
    “That’s nice.” I smiled. 
 
    I made myself another drink and was just taking a sip when I let out a squeal. Jennifer followed the path of my gaze. A spider scurried towards the dark corner where its web flapped, clinging to the walls with its ghostly tentacles. Jennifer smiled. 
 
    Slowly, she got up from the chair and walked towards it. The spider was still, its black furry legs waited in anticipation. It wasn’t the biggest creature I had seen, but it wasn’t small. With a sudden movement, Jennifer stamped on it. She laughed. Her shoulders bobbed up and down. I gasped, my eyes wide open, incredulous at what I had just witnessed. She noticed. 
 
    “Oh, come on, pet. You don’t mean to tell me you’ve never killed a spider.” 
 
    “I was brought up being told never to harm any of God’s creatures.” 
 
    “But it gives you such a sense of excitement. You don’t know what you’re missing.” She smiled. I didn’t know what to say. Her eyes darted around. I could sense the pleasure she felt, and it disturbed me. 
 
    “When my brother, Ryan and I were kids, he had an air rifle. We had a big garden, and we used to get a lot of squirrels. We spent many an hour down the bottom of the shed, shooting at them.” 
 
    “You’re joking.” I put my hand over my mouth in horror. 
 
    “Well, they’re vermin like rats. We had a neighbour whose house became infested with the blighters. She had a squirrel nest in her loft and it cost her over a thousand pounds to have it removed. We were doing society a favour getting rid of them.” 
 
    I didn’t want to hear any more. I finished my drink and excused myself. Tiredness had kicked in. I’d had enough of listening to Jennifer. I wanted solitude after a full-on day. I could feel my eyelids getting heavy. Having a drink had revived me temporarily but now, I felt ready to hit the sack. 
 
    I climbed up to my room, reflecting on the day’s events. They were a strange bunch. I didn’t know quite what to make of them all. Vicky was loud and wanted to be the centre of attention; Jennifer, I now felt judgemental towards after what she did to animals when she was young. I kept telling myself she was too young to know better, but I still didn’t like the fact she thought it was okay, even now; Mary was still clinging on to her failed marriage; Holly had her issues with her OCD that were affecting her; Susan just seemed a nasty piece of work as far as I could see. The pair of us clashed, and Moira kept her cards close to her chest but had been through some harrowing times. 
 
    I’d been lying on the bed then I rubbed my eyes and rolled off to go to the bathroom. As I rose, I glanced towards the outer door. A white piece of folded paper sat on the carpet. It had been pushed underneath. I frowned. I didn’t hear anyone knock or leave it there. Before I opened it to read it, I jerked the door open to look outside. I checked both ways but there was no one about. My first instinct was that it was from Tanya, highlighting a change in the programme. Closing the door, I went back into the room and opened the paper. I felt a pang in my chest as I read it.  
 
    I know your dirty little secret. Go home. You’re not welcome here. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12  
 
      
 
      
 
    I had the strangest dream last night. Someone in a dark cloak came into my room and stooped over my bed looking down at me. I put my head under the covers and told them to go away, but they kept pulling the duvet back. Each time I looked up, a different person was stood there. 
 
    My emotions were all over the place. That dream had more impact on me than the note. My mood had changed from yesterday. I picked up the piece of paper again and stared at the words. Holding it with my left hand, I clenched the fist of my right hand as I re-read it and my knuckles went white.  
 
    There was no mistaking the sentiment. A thud beat hard on my chest wall and the anger bubbled up inside me. Someone didn’t want me here, but they didn’t have the courage to tell me to my face. Coward. Who had the cheek to do something like this? I’d only talked in depth to Moira. She didn’t seem the vindictive type. Had she told anyone else about what I divulged to her? I’d have to check. Or could one of the others have read something about me and planned to use it against me? Olivia knew things about me, but she would hardly want to get rid of me. I spent my cash here, and she was keen on making money.  
 
    The more I looked at the hand-written words, the more I felt my face redden. My ears were burning. My eyes narrowed. Not wanted, eh? Don’t you know I’m a stubborn mule? I’m not going anywhere. I’d had enough of people trying to push me around in the past. No one was going to intimidate Sophie Brown that easily. Whoever had done this, if they thought I would knuckle down and play the victim role, they needed to think again.  
 
    I shook my head and considered all I had been through in my life. I had already had close scrapes with death and come out the other end. My past had toughened me up, at least… I hoped it had. I went through the conversations I had yesterday with each of the women. The only one I felt had cause to dislike me was Susan, but maybe my straight talking had upset someone else without me realising. I could be blunt at times so if one of them had an over-sensitive nature, they may not like that. 
 
    I had to decide what to do. Do I ignore the letter as a prank and throw it away or do I go to Olivia and demand she finds out who sent it? Pushing a note under my door was childish. Surely, the sender would be better to talk it through rather than do something underhand like this. I didn’t know any of these women properly yet. Maybe one of them got a kick out of intimidating others. I would have to find out more about them if I was to sort this out. 
 
    Being with Jack had taught me not to jump to conclusions. I ought to phone him and have a chat about this but really it was so trivial, I didn’t want to bother him. No, I wouldn’t mention anything. He had enough on his plate finding real criminals. Someone could be trying to have a sick joke at my expense. After all, I had infiltrated their little clique and my welcome hadn’t been the warmest.  
 
      
 
    I had time to kill before breakfast, so I put on my leggings and a T-shirt. I knelt and tied the laces of my trainers before jumping up and peeking out of the window. The weather was perfect for running – a bit dull, neither too hot nor too cold and no grey clouds lurking on the horizon.  
 
    Whenever I was troubled, I liked to jog. Running didn’t take away my worries but sometimes it allowed me to face any concerns I had in a new light. My initial bravado around the note dissipated. I couldn’t fool myself into believing it was nothing. I had to face facts –someone didn’t like me. There were probably many people who didn’t like me. I’m sure I’m not everyone’s cup of tea but the words of the message had a sinister ring I didn’t like. Going for a run would help me decide what to do next. 
 
    I zipped up my waterproof lightweight jacket and set off. Bounding down the stairs, I didn’t hear any sounds from any of the other guests. The big oak front door creaked as I opened it. I looked up at the sky and breathed in the crisp air. Left, or right? I chose the left path. I’d never been good at making the right choices in life, but I wasn’t too concerned where it took me. Running had taught me a lot about life. It gave me time to reflect on my behaviours. Everything in life can be broken down one step at a time. If I looked too far into the distance, I might never get there but if I set off with one small step, then anything was possible.  
 
    I thought back to my school days and how I first got into running. Every so often we had to do cross-country. Most of the other kids hated long-distance, but I had a lot of stamina. When the others wanted to walk, my legs came alive. I loved wading through the mud and the soggy turf and the weather was always wet in Manchester. Running was the first thing in life I was good at. I still get the same buzz from exercise today as I got back then. 
 
    Being close to nature – the clean air, the wildflowers, and the elements brings me alive. I looked up at the unspoiled views.  What a magical sight. I watched birds and other creatures as they went about their day. The fields stretched before me like a great quilt of golden, green and brown squares held together by the bushy hedgerows and dry-stone walls.  
 
    I am bull-headed, so can often keep going when I’ve no fuel left in my tank, all because my body tells me different to my mind. I still liked to punish myself and knew about endurance. Back home, when out running, I must keep my wits about me, looking out for rocks, potholes and rabbit warrens and this place was no different.  
 
    I approached a stile and checked the time. I’d go on a bit further before I headed back. I jumped over and continued along the path, taking in the patterns and species of flora. Purple heather was everywhere. The wind blustered, and my ponytail swished in my face. I should have worn my cap.  
 
    I arrived at a fork in the road; to the left were trees with their dark-brown trunks turning to black the further along they went. My eyes traced the route. It went into darkness. I shuddered. To the right was a wide expanse with open fields after a small area of bushes. I’d never been one to play safe, so I chose left. That feeling of wanting to be around danger never left me. I didn’t do boring. 
 
    I jogged along, the smell of decomposed leaves intermingled with the more pleasant scents of the fauna. I slowed my pace as I reached a slope. It was a gentle climb, strewn with pine needles and leaves. I kicked some out of my way. As the scenery darkened, I soon became disorientated and felt claustrophobic. The trees were closing in on me. There was no air, no light. The narrow path was hardly visible. 
 
    I heard a rustling bush as the wind picked up. How quickly the peace and tranquillity could change. I stopped to rest. I carried that awful sense of awareness that told me all was not well. Should I believe it or just shrug it off? My conscience told me I was being watched. There was no use telling myself it wasn’t true because deep in my soul, I knew it was. 
 
    I moved slowly round in a full circle but saw nothing. Even the trees were hushed now. There were thick clumps of bushes on either side, an easy spot for someone to hide behind. I’d always imagined the countryside was my friend. I felt an attachment towards it that began when I was small. I used to walk in the woods near my home to get away from my parents’ arguments. It had made me feel safe in the past, but not today. 
 
    I set off jogging again until I came to a series of puddles. I made the wrong decision to walk through the mud rather than around the edge. My feet squelched, and I couldn’t avoid the brown liquid seeping up onto my running shoes. I grimaced. The air was pungent.  
 
    “Yuck,” I cried out as I splashed my way through the murky surroundings. Looking down at my feet, they were now caked in brown slime. I shook my head. I’d made the wrong decision again. I should have gone the long way around. Finding a large leaf, I held onto a tree trunk as I tried to wipe my trainers clean. I breathed in the musty scent of pine. 
 
    Turning my head, I caught rapid movement with the corner of my eye. It was too tall to be a rabbit or a fox. I should turn back. The temperature was several degrees cooler now as the trees shaded me. I shivered. I thought I heard footsteps behind me. Turning full circle, I saw nothing. I felt certain now I wasn’t alone. Who was out there?  
 
    “Hello,” I cried out and heard my echo reverberating in the distance. “Hello, who’s there?” I called out again. My eyes scanned around. Pressing my palm against the rough bark of a tree, my throat tightened. I was in a foreign land and this didn’t feel like home. A deep sense of foreboding overwhelmed me.  
 
    The branches of the trees were suffocating me. Slowly, I picked my way through the dense maze of woodland. Trying to concentrate on the sounds and keeping alert, watching for any movement, I moved forward with stealth. Were the birds trying to warn me? I stood and peered into the distance, wondering whether to continue or turn back. I took two steps forward and felt it. The sounds surrounding me were telling me something. There was something alive, and close by. I knew now for sure I wasn’t alone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    I whisked my body around again. There were now three directions to choose from. I frowned. Which way to go? Every tree and bush looked the same. I had to get out of here fast. I ran up one pathway. Within a few seconds, I knew I’d gone the wrong way. I went back, retracing my steps, then I heard the rushing noise again.  
 
    “Who’s there?” I cried out and listened. I heard birds chirping in the trees, oblivious to my plight. My mind was playing tricks on me. How silly of me to think I was being followed. My breathing became shallow. As much as I tried, I couldn’t convince myself that all was well. There it was again. The same noise as before. My sense of direction had got me lost. For all I knew, I might be heading into the middle of the forest, not out towards the safety of the house.  
 
    Something or someone bobbed from behind an oak tree close nearby and disappeared again. There was no mistaking it this time. That was no mirage. I kept my eyes on the trunk, watching, waiting. My heart thumped. A jackdaw flew by. Its cawing made me jump. I looked around, expecting sudden movement. The leaves gently shook on the trees. Another bird flew in front of me. There was someone or something else there. What lurked behind that tree? 
 
    My eyes were locked in place anticipating the worst. The sturdy trunk was large and grey-looking. I listened for any more movement. A cuckoo joined in the chorus of birdsong. Still, the branches swayed. Had my past experiences affected my perception on life, making me nervous? Sometimes, I didn’t know if my reality was the true one, but I had to go with my instincts. I honed my senses on the possibilities of a situation that could develop in front of my eyes. I wanted to kick myself for my stupidity for coming this way. Now, not only was I lost, but I was terrifying myself into the bargain. The reality of my predicament was the sounds around me convinced me I wasn’t travelling alone.  
 
    Then it happened. Maybe past experiences had heightened my imagination, but I sighed with relief as a beautiful-looking fawn bowed its head a few yards away. It trotted across my path and disappeared into the shrubbery. I laughed out loud. After that feeling of relief, I was soon able to gain momentum and by heading towards the daylight, I found my way out. 
 
    The worry of getting lost and being followed had encompassed me. Now back in my room, I had to face up to the note again. I would deal with it before breakfast, I showered and went to Olivia’s office and banged on the door. The first thing she did was to get Tanya. Dressed in a psychedelic t-shirt, jeans with holes in the knees and sandals, I was surprised at her attire.  The two women mulled over the words as if it was a full essay. They looked at each other.  
 
    “Don’t you worry, Sophie. We will not tolerate this behaviour. We will find out who sent it. Leave it with us,” Olivia said. I left the two ladies standing there and walked out towards the dining room. The note had been hand-written, but they weren’t going to call in a handwriting expert. I couldn’t think of any other way to find out who sent the letter. 
 
    I walked in and scanned the dining room. What would Jack’s sentiments be in a situation like this? Trust no one, suspect everyone. I went and sat with Jennifer and Mary. I knew little of the Geordie girls other than that Vicky was always the loudest voice in the room. Her conversations were buoyant, generally about her and she loved to be heard. I’d deduced she liked an audience. Being the centre of attention came naturally to her.  I would make it my business to get to know everyone a little better today.  
 
    “Morning. Do you mind if I join you?” 
 
    Mary shook her head as she bit into a piece of wholemeal toast. Jennifer held out her hand and gestured towards the empty chair. She wore a black velour track-suit, a similar shade to her dark curly hair. 
 
     How did you sleep?” I asked. 
 
    “Okay, pet,” said Jennifer 
 
    “Not brilliant,” Mary muttered. “I never sleep well on my first night in a different bed.” She tucked her napkin in the collar of her light-blue jumper, under her chin. It made me smile. My gran used to do that. 
 
    “Depends who you’re sleeping with,” Vicky walked up behind me and sat down. She was wearing a cream flowing midi-dress featuring a blossoming pink rose floral print, flounced fold-over cold shoulder details and long sleeves. The dress was set to max out her femininity. She looked fabulous. I wondered who she was trying to impress. “I’ve got a bone to pick with you guys. You disappeared when I went to the loo. You left me on my own.” 
 
    “We couldn’t wait, Vicky. We were hungry.” Jennifer said. Vicky shook her head and wagged her finger at Jennifer. 
 
    “Anyway, we’re not all like you Vicky; jumping into bed with every man you meet.” Mary frowned. Vicky smiled.  
 
    “Give over. You’ve got to admit that a good old bump and grind sends you to sleep, that’s unless you’re at it all night.” She laughed and winked at me. 
 
    “Vicky!” Mary cried. “We don’t want to hear about your steamy sex sessions at the breakfast table, especially when we have a guest joining us. Whatever will she think?” Mary looked straight at me. I smiled. 
 
    “It’s okay. You can talk about sex any time you like, Vicky; the juicier the better,” I winked back at her. 
 
    “There’s a new sex shop in Newcastle. I’m trying to get Mary to come and look around it with me. I’m sure she could pick up a few items to spice up her life. She needs to let herself go more,” Vicky said. She glanced from me to Mary. Mary folded her arms. Her mouth was distorted. 
 
    “Tell her about what happened in that store in Sunderland,” Jennifer said. 
 
    “Oh yes, that was hilarious.” Vicky chuckled and tapped my arm. 
 
    “Do you have to embarrass me?” Mary wasn’t happy. Vicky ignored her and turned to me.  
 
    “We were in this shop the other week, queuing up to pay for some bits and there was this box on display near the till.” Vicky looked at Mary then back at me. She hunched her shoulders in a giggle. Mary shook her head. 
 
    “Shall we get some of those strawberry sweets, Mary said, pointing to the box. Jennifer and I looked at each other and escorted Mary out of the shop pretty darn sharpish before anyone heard her.” Vicky cocked her head to one side looking across at her friend. 
 
    “Yeah, we were in fits of laughter,” Jennifer continued. “Mary didn’t know what was wrong. We couldn’t keep her in suspense any longer. We had to tell her that the box on display she thought were sweets were strawberry condoms.” Vicky and Jennifer howled with laughter. I sniggered. Poor Mary didn’t see the funny side. She folded her arms. 
 
    “I couldn’t think of anything more disgusting,” Mary said, grimacing. 
 
    “It’s no surprise your husband left you. You’re not adventurous enough in the bedroom.” 
 
    “That’s a bit below the belt, Vic,” Jennifer said shaking her head. 
 
    “How dare you, Vicky Philipson. I can’t believe you said that after all I’ve been through.” There were tears in Mary’s eyes. She pushed her chair back, threw her napkin down and stormed off. Vicky held her hands in the air. 
 
    “What did I say?”  
 
    “Oh, you know exactly what you said. You’re always winding her up. You should go after her,” Jennifer said.  
 
    “You laughed as well, and Sophie,” Vicky said in a whining voice. She peered over in the direction Mary went then looked back at her empty breakfast plate. She took the last swig off her coffee and got up and followed Mary out. Jennifer turned to talk to me. 
 
    “I can’t believe that woman sometimes, she’s so insensitive.  Poor Mary. Do you know her husband, Norman, left her for another woman after twenty-five years of marriage? She was devastated. It affected her so badly she had a breakdown. She’s still not over Norman now.” 
 
    “That’s sad. I know how difficult relationships can be.” 
 
    “Do you have a partner?” she asked. 
 
    “I do but we’ve not been together that long. I still worry about him going off with other women.” 
 
    “I’ve been lucky on that score. I’ve been with my Stanley a long time. He would never stray.” 
 
    “Are you married?” 
 
    “No, but we spend most of our time together. He still has his own place which works for us. I’m not like Vicky. I don’t like sex, but Stanley doesn’t mind.” I listened and nodded. She stared into my eyes and remained silent for a few moments.  
 
    “There was a man once.” She kept her eyes on mine. “He touched me inappropriately. I lost the baby.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry.”  
 
    “No, don’t be.” She waved the back of her hand in front of her. “I’m over that now. I’ve had therapy. You name it and I’ve done it. NLP, eye movement desensitisation and reprocessing, CBT. I even had hypnotherapy.” 
 
    “I’d be interested to learn what you thought about your different treatments when you’ve got some free time. I work as a counsellor myself, so my curiosity is of a professional nature.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. Yes, yes, of course.” 
 
    “You must excuse me. I need to use the loo before we start.” 
 
    “No problem. I’ll see you shortly.” 
 
    I wanted to tell the women about my note to gauge their reaction, but things never turned out the way I intended. Walking into the meeting room fifteen minutes later, I was surprised to see Olivia stood up at the front with Tanya. They were deep in conversation. I sat next to Moira. The three Newcastle women were already there. I noticed Jennifer sat in the middle, probably a wise move.  
 
    Holly walked in straight after me, and Susan was five minutes late wearing her mask. I was such a punctual so-and-so that tardiness irritated me. It didn’t help that it was Susan. I knew we would never be the best of pals. I wanted to tut as she sat down but left that honour to Moira. Susan glared at her. I smiled inwardly. 
 
    Today, Moira gave no clues to her wilder side with her attire. She wore a long brown dress similar to what an Amish woman might wear. Perhaps she dressed depending on her mood and today’s mood was one of purity and innocence. 
 
    My eyes diverted to the front where Olivia put her hand to her mouth and coughed. She waved a piece of paper in her hand. It was my note. 
 
    “Morning, ladies.” 
 
    “Morning, Olivia,” we said in unison in a style reminiscent of school days. 
 
    “Has anyone seen this note before?” Dumb blank faces looked back at her. 
 
    “Okay,” she nodded as if to say, so you want to play it like that, do you? 
 
    “Anyone else had anything like this?” She looked around the room. There was no uncomfortable fidgeting or eye avoidance. I sighed. In fact, by the look on everyone’s faces, they didn’t appear to know what she was talking about.  
 
    She read out the note. There were a few gasps and looks of surprise. “This was pushed under Sophie’s door last night.” Moira was the only one who didn’t look over at me but then she was probably too close. 
 
    “This has to stop now. Whoever has written this, I am happy to speak to them in confidence, for now, to find out what their issues are. If anyone knows who wrote this, then please come and see me. I pride myself on Glenloch Hall being a safe environment to work in. It’s a place to find peace and harmony to improve our wellness. If this is someone’s idea of a sick joke, I am not impressed. I hope you understand how seriously we take this.” She looked over at Tanya who nodded. One or two of the others looked at me, their expressions serious. No one’s body language gave any clues who the culprit might be, but I would be honing my observation skills on this lot. Olivia left the room. It fell into silence. 
 
    This was eventually interrupted by Tanya. She explained we were doing a module on our core value system. I tried to put thoughts of the note out of my head. 
 
    At the break time, I went into the library. The three ladies from Newcastle were there and from their behaviour, the earlier disharmony must have blown over. The area was supposed to be a mobile-free zone, but that didn’t stop Mary hammering her thumbs down trying in vain to use her phone.  
 
    Next thing, she had the phone held in the palm of her hand. It looked like she was trying to find north as she twirled around, staring at the phone. She shook her head. 
 
    “Is there anywhere you can get a signal? You’d think they’d have improved things by now.” 
 
    “Someone said the best place is in the dining room over by the French windows, but it’s temperamental. The network often throws you out,” Jennifer said. 
 
    “If you ask me, it’s not worth bothering with. I’d put your phone away and forget about Facebook, if I were you, Mary,” said Vicky. “Enjoy the freedom from technology for once in your life and have a stress-free day.” 
 
    “Are you serious? She’s lost without her phone,” Jennifer said. 
 
    “I’m not on my own. Leave me alone, you two,” Mary sulked.  
 
    “What are you like? It would be like cutting an arm off if you couldn’t use Facebook.” Jennifer turned to me and pointing a thumb back at Mary, said, “She doesn’t sleep if she hasn’t got at least fifty likes a day.”   
 
    “You’re joking.” I laughed. 
 
    “No, seriously. I know I’m bad, but she really is addicted to social media. She takes it to heart and can’t sleep if she doesn’t get her quota of likes.” 
 
    “I’m not that bad,” Mary said. 
 
    “I must admit, I’m struggling not being able to keep in touch with my Jack,” I said biting my lip. 
 
    “Oh, spare me the drama. Anyone would think we can’t live without men,” Vicky said. 
 
    “That’s rich coming from you, Vicky. You would be lost without a man in tow.” 
 
    “Rubbish, I use them and abuse them, that’s all.” 
 
    Mary left the room in search of a signal. Vicky and Jennifer continued the debate about men. Vicky got up from her chair and strutted over to the bookcase. Her hair kept catching in the elastic edging of her off-the-shoulder number. She flicked it free. I watched as she bent down to pick up a book from the bottom shelf.  
 
    “This is a good book,” she said, waving a copy of ‘How to win friends and influence people.’ I smiled inwardly at the irony of the situation. I knew most of the classic self-help books around so was familiar with the title. She’d do well to re-read it. She flicked through the pages then trotted back to her chair, carrying the opened book in front of her. “Has anyone read it?” she asked. There were nods and positive murmurs from us. 
 
    My eyes followed her as she sat back down, mesmerised by her statement shoes. Her eyes were on me, so I had to say something rather than just stare. 
 
    “I like your shoes, Vicky.” She wore black patent-leather sling-backs. The attention to detail with the printed word features in various colours gave away the designer. If anyone was still unsure, then the D & G logo was printed on the heel.  
 
    “Thank you, I bought them in Dubai.” 
 
    “You bought them?” enquired Jennifer. 
 
    “Correction, Harry bought them for me.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were still seeing Harry?”  
 
    “I’m not unless he tempts me back with a new handbag or bracelet. Nothing less than Gucci, of course.” She winked at me. I stared back at her. “Anyway, at least I can get presents off my blokes, your Stan is too tight to put his hand in his pocket and buy you anything.” Jennifer’s face glowed. She picked up her handbag and rummaged through it.  
 
      
 
    I’d listened to enough. If Jennifer lied to me, I didn’t intend to challenge her about it.  I went outside for some fresh air and a mooch around. Before long, Jennifer walked up behind me. 
 
    “Mind if I join you?” she asked. 
 
    “No, not at all. What a lovely day it is today, isn’t it?” The sun was trying to poke out of the clouds. 
 
    “Yes, this is a special place. That’s why we keep coming back every year. I’m sorry to hear about your note.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry. I’m not going to take it seriously. Someone obviously has some unresolved issues they’ve not yet dealt with. Let’s hope they get the chance to iron out their problems here.” Jennifer nodded. 
 
    “Well, you seem a canny lass. I hope you find the culprit. I’m sure you can rule us three out though. I’ve known Vicky and Mary for a long time and neither of them would do anything like that.” 
 
    “Have they made up now after this morning’s altercation?” 
 
    “Yes, they’re fine now. Vicky has wound me up this time.” 
 
    “Why, what’s happened?” 
 
    “She is impossible, sometimes. She treats me and Mary like we’re her slaves. I’m sick of her.” Jennifer’s face and ears turned a crimson colour. 
 
    “What’s she done?” 
 
    “Oh, she left her notes in the room and she expected me to get them for her.” 
 
    “And did you get them?” 
 
    “Yes, but only because I want a quiet life.” 
 
    “Why don’t you say no to her?” 
 
    “Because she’d give me a hard time.” 
 
    “But if her behaviour’s upsetting you, then perhaps you should be more assertive around her. Let her get her own papers.” 
 
    “I suppose I’d find it hard to change now when I’ve been doing it for so long, and Mary’s too soft by far with her.” 
 
    “You should have a talk with her and tell her how you feel.” 
 
    “No, I couldn’t do that. She gets nasty does Vicky. You don’t want to be around her when she loses it.” I watched her expression change. Her eyes narrowed. “She can be vindictive and it’s scary.” 
 
    “So why do you stay friends with her?” 
 
    “Oh, she doesn’t get like that often. She’s needy, and she’d be lost without me and Mary.” 
 
    “I see.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14  
 
      
 
      
 
    I walked into the room for the next period with lots of questions in my head. The session was on mindfulness. Maybe that would help.  
 
    “It’s easy for us not to notice the world around us and get caught up in our problems. We lose touch with how our bodies are feeling and then we neglect them and concentrate on the washing machine that is taking place in our heads. We worry, stress, fill our brains with unfounded fears and we can’t see how these thoughts are driving our emotions and behaviours,” said Tanya. I looked around the room. There were a few nods. I for one was guilty of bringing on anxiety.  
 
    “By becoming more aware of our thoughts and feelings and the present moment, we experience things we have taken for granted in a new light.” I knew how good meditation was. It had helped me deal with the stresses in my life. I did it sporadically though. I needed to incorporate it more into my life.  Ironically, I often felt I was too busy to meditate.  
 
    We started by doing breathing exercises and concentrating on different parts of our body. Tanya told us to bring our attention back into the room if it wandered off. I felt sure she could read my mind. I wasn’t in the moment. My thoughts were wondering about the note. I wanted to know who sent it, and I couldn’t rest until I found out. My miserable attempt at trying to meditate failed. 
 
    At lunchtime, I had a chance to chat with Vicky on her own. I wandered into the library and she was there, flicking through one of Louisa Hay’s books. She looked up on hearing my footsteps. I thought about Susan’s previous warning about not touching the books then I noticed the sign that explained everything. It was only the books in the old section that couldn’t be handled due to their delicate appearance and to preserve them. 
 
    “Oh hi, Sophie. Found out who your mystery pen pal is yet?” Pen pal, eh, it appears Ms Philipson enjoys being flippant. 
 
    “No, but I’m working on it.” 
 
    “Oo, good, I love a good mystery. I hope you solve it.” She put down the book and rubbed her hands together. She wore a long dark jersey maxi dress that showed off her slim figure. Around her neck were half a dozen gold chains. At the end of her long-sleeved arms, she showed off a collection of bangles and bracelets as well as three rings on each hand. She wore large drooping circular earrings. She clinked and jingled as she moved.  
 
    “I wondered, pet,” she said looking around the room in a quieter tone than usual. “Do you fancy skipping tonight’s lecture and sneaking out to the pub with me? We could pick up a couple of fit blokes.” 
 
    “Thanks for the offer but I have a fella at home.” 
 
    “Well so do I but while you’re away, there’s nothing to stop you having a bit of fun. What the eye doesn’t see and all that.” She nudged me and then touched the side of her nose with her finger and raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “No thanks. I couldn’t do anything like that,” I said shaking my head. I hoped Jack thought the same way.  
 
    As if reading my mind, Vicky said, “I bet your bloke’s playing away. They all do it when the coast’s clear.” I frowned. 
 
    “I hope not.” 
 
    “Trust me, he’ll be up to no good.” That was all I needed, Vicky planting a seed. I could do a good enough job on my own without any outside help. I sighed. 
 
    “Come on, we would have a right giggle. The others aren’t up for a laugh.” 
 
    “I’m sorry but I wouldn’t be much fun. I don’t drink.” 
 
    “Really? You surprise me. I thought you’d be a right goer, knocking ‘em back. You know a few shots and you’re anybody’s.”  
 
    “I might have been at one time, but I overdid things where the booze is concerned so I have to leave alcohol alone now.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’re an alkie are you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laughed and looked away. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.” Her expression turned serious. “So, do you have to go to all those meetings and stuff?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I nodded. 
 
    “My brother goes. I don’t speak to him much, but I think he’s doing okay now,” she whispered. 
 
    “Good for him,” I said. 
 
    “I think I’ve got a drink problem,” she said. That didn’t surprise me. I’d smelt alcohol on her breath already. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yeah, my problem is I can’t get enough of the stuff.” She laughed. “You can still come to the pub. You don’t have to drink.” 
 
    “No, I’ll give it a miss, thanks.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” she said. We both looked up as Jennifer and Mary walked into the room. “Be a love, one of you and get us a coffee.” Jennifer and Mary looked at each other.  
 
    “Can’t you wait until after lunch,” Jennifer said. 
 
    “But I’m parched now, and we’ve got twenty minutes to wait. You know they never let us in early.” 
 
    “I’ll get it,” Mary said. I wanted to say something, but I bit my tongue. Mary returned, cup and saucer in hand, eager to please. 
 
    “Here you are, Vicky, pet,” she said passing the drink to her. Jennifer shook her head, yet I knew she would have obliged had Mary not offered. I’d witnessed on more than one occasion the hold Vicky had over these two. 
 
    “It’s what I used to do for my Norman all the time. I loved looking after him,” Mary said. 
 
    “Now you’ve got me to look after instead, erm, were there no mugs, pet?” Vicky asked. “Only you don’t get much in these piddling little cups.” Mary trotted off to change the cup. 
 
    Vicky smiled, patting Mary’s head when she returned. We chatted together as my stomach growled. No one noticed the loud noise. I looked up at the clock. There were two minutes until the bell sounded for lunch. My mind had drifted from Vicky’s incessant chatter to what delights to expect today. 
 
    I chose a salad tossed in vinaigrette. The salad leaves were mixed with cucumber, tomato, apple, walnuts and toasted seeds. Together with the cheese, it felt like a feast. I woofed it down in no time. After the meal, I excused myself from the noisy table and went back to the library. I felt I needed some quiet time. Vicky never shut up. I missed Jack. He was on my mind more than I would have liked. I hoped things were okay between us because I didn’t want to lose him. 
 
    I enjoyed the peaceful countryside here, but it wasn’t home. I bent down and gave my head a shake. The natural curls of my red hair probably looked wild, but I didn’t care. There was no one here I needed to impress. I’d spoken to Moira at lunchtime about our first session. I wanted to find out if she’d divulged anything about me to anyone.  
 
    “As if I’d do something like that.” Her face looked dejected. I played the scene over again in my head as I considered. Could I trust Moira? 
 
    I went over to the bookshelf and browsed through the titles. My throat felt parched, so I left the room to get a drink. I bumped into Susan and Moira in the corridor. 
 
    “I don’t know who she thinks she is, coming in here, acting like she owns the place.” Susan was saying to Moira, who looked at her and nodded. They hadn’t noticed me. “As if we want to hear her opinions. She thinks she’s somebody.” She looked up and saw me walking towards her. Her face turned a deep shade of crimson. Even her neck and chest changed colour. 
 
    “Are you okay, Susan?” I asked. She glanced at Moira, then back at me. I hoped she’d been talking about Vicky, but her body language told me different. “Is there something you want to tell me?” I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “Just give me a moment.” She looked at Moira for support or maybe to collect her thoughts. 
 
    “Shall we have a chat in private?” I asked. I pushed the door to the dining room open and signalled for her to enter. I wasn’t giving her a chance to say no. She walked into the room then stood to face me, her hands on her hips.  
 
    “Look, Susan, if you’ve got a problem with me then I think it’s best we get it out in the open. You can be mature about it rather than tittle-tattling behind my back. I mean, being two-faced is very childish.” I spoke to her in the tone I would if telling off a small child. 
 
    “I’m not two-faced,” she said. “I’ve not made any secret of the fact I don’t like you.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” I said, stepping back. I knew we weren’t best buddies, but that remark felt like a Tyson punch. I hadn’t realised her feelings towards me were so strong. 
 
    “You know, you walk around the place so smug and content with your life when we all have problems to deal with. You’ve shown me no consideration at all for my medical conditions,” she said. I frowned and shook my head. Her comments took me by surprise. I thought for a moment about my behaviour and the way I conducted myself around the others. 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean, and I don’t agree. I constantly worry about my relationship with my boyfriend, especially when I’m not able to speak to him. I feel as insecure as the rest of you.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not how it comes across. The way you laugh and joke all the time. You don’t take anything seriously.” 
 
    “What, because I laughed when we were doing meditation?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s so insensitive when others are dealing with issues. Some of us are going through problems and I don’t think you’ve even noticed.” My lips quivered as I listened to her. She must have been holding on to this since she first met me. I took a step back in shock. 
 
    “So, has anyone else said anything?” 
 
    “You’re so full of your own importance; you can’t even see how it upsets people.” My mouth gaped wide open. “Look, I’d just tone it down, okay? Try to consider the feelings of others for a change.” 
 
    “I’m sorry if I’ve upset you. It wasn’t intentional.” In my mind, I was thinking about Vicky and Jennifer’s behaviour and comments. They were far worse than mine when it came to being light-hearted. What was wrong with having fun? I kept those thoughts to myself. 
 
    “I’ll try to be more mindful of people’s feelings in future, especially yours, Susan.” 
 
    Anger built up inside me. Who did she think she was, telling me how to conduct myself? I wasn’t being true to myself. I wanted to say what I really felt. Pacifying Susan caused turmoil in my body. There was something about her smug expression that made me want to hit her. The things she said were hurtful and incorrect. Of course, I cared about other people’s feelings. She didn’t like me, and she was looking for any excuse to have a go. I swallowed and smiled at her. I knew the smile remained on my lips and didn’t reach my eyes as I felt a coldness towards her. 
 
    My fingers curled around the strap of my handbag. I gripped it tight and clenched my jaw. I glanced down at my knuckles. They had turned white. Gritting my teeth, it took all my effort to remain silent. Susan exuded animosity with her hunched shoulders and narrowed eyes. The look was potent like it was burning acid into my soul. 
 
    A burning rage hissed through my body like a deadly poison. Fury swept up inside me with ferocious waves. I had to get out of there before I said or did something I regretted. I could try counting to ten but couldn’t trust my body to wait that long before it reacted. If I stayed any longer watching her vicious stare, I’d have probably lunged at her. I turned on my heels and departed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    We had some free time in the afternoon. I’d booked in for a life coaching taster session, but I wasn’t sure where I should be going. I went to reception to find out. There was no one at the desk so I walked along to Olivia’s office and knocked on the door.  
 
    “Enter,” she called out. 
 
    “Hi, just checking my next session. I’m not sure where it is.” Olivia sat at her desk. She looked up over a pair of tortoise-shell framed glasses. Today she wore a cream cashmere jumper with a Burberry gilet, and brown fitted trousers. 
 
    “Oh, yes, come in, Sophie and take a seat. If you just give me a moment, I’ll check for you.” 
 
    She looked at her paperwork. There was another knock at the door. 
 
    “Enter,” she cried. I watched as her expression brightened up. A smile burst onto her face. It wasn’t worn with the same obligation as her past smile had been. This one, I could tell from her dancing eyes, was the genuine, all-embracing article. I turned to see who caused her face to light up brighter than a toothpaste advert.  
 
    “Hi, Tanya. Who’s taking Sophie for her life coaching taster session, do you know? I can’t put my finger on the sheet.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me. Hi, Sophie.” She gave me a tiny wave. “I want a word in private with Olivia if I may.” She gave a little curtsey.  
 
    “No problem. I came to see where I should be next.” 
 
    “We’re next door in the quiet room. Give me five minutes.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, glancing back at them before I left the room. I waited for Tanya next door.  
 
    When she came in she looked happy with herself. She sat opposite me, smiling.  
 
    “So, what areas of your life do you want to focus on?” I thought for a moment. 
 
    “Well, not my career. I’m okay with that. Things are going well. I’d like to explore aspects of my relationship because that’s an area of concern. My self-esteem can be suspect at times. I don’t always feel confident enough.” 
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” she said. 
 
    “Sure, fire away.” 
 
    “What would it take for you to say you have made a success of your life?” 
 
    “Mm, that’s a good question. I think to know I’ve had happiness and done things in my life that are worthwhile and have helped others.” 
 
    “So, helping others is a big part of who Sophie is?” 
 
    “Yes, I would say so.” I nodded. 
 
    “And who helps Sophie?” 
 
    “I get help from friends, family members sometimes, my work colleagues and my partner, Jack.” 
 
    “Do you feel you get enough support from them?” I sighed and looked upwards as I thought about the question. 
 
    “Not all the time, no. Sometimes I’m too independent for my own good and don’t ask for help, so it’s my own fault.” 
 
    “And what sorts of things make Sophie happy?” 
 
    “Being out in the countryside, close to nature, walking, running, spending time with friends and family and my partner and of course caring for others.” 
 
    “So, we’re back to helping others.”  
 
    “Yes, I would say that’s what drives me, and why I changed career. I get more job satisfaction out of what I’m doing now.” 
 
    When we got on to talking about relationships, I began to fidget in my chair. I was embarrassed to tell her about my past failings. I knew now I had to take responsibility for the bad choices I made in the past. Even though the domestic violence wasn’t my fault, I had been a mug for letting an almost complete stranger move in with me. I supposed it served me right when he turned out to be a psychopath.  
 
    “When I see most of my friends happily married and I don’t even feel stable in my relationship, it’s a bitter pill to swallow.” 
 
    “Why’s that then, Sophie?” 
 
    “Because I made such a hash of my life, with the heavy drinking and the idiots I befriended plus I get so fearful. Only earlier, I got myself worked up when I was out running, I thought I was being followed and it was only a deer. I felt such a fool.” 
 
    “So, you think it was foolish to be afraid?” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose so.” 
 
    “And is your head full of negative self-talk, always putting yourself down?” 
 
    “Yes.” I looked down at my feet. 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s natural for someone to be afraid when they’re in an environment that’s strange to them or different?” 
 
    “I…., mmm…,” I considered her question. 
 
    “It’s hard to change when that’s the way we’ve spoken to ourselves all our lives, but it’s not impossible. Do you know where the negative self-talk comes from?” 
 
    “It’s what I grew up being told.” 
 
    “So, you were conditioned to think that way, but you don’t need to keep repeating it now. Very often fear holds us back, but when we break it down, what are we afraid of? Failure? Rejection? It’s not surprising you are fearful, given what you’ve been through. Some fear may be necessary, but not if it’s holding you back. You may have dealt with your past on the surface, but your sub-conscience doesn’t like to let go of things in the same way. I’m sure you’ll know that from your own training as a counsellor. You need to give yourself credit for how far you’ve come. I’m sure if the tables were turned, and I was the one in your position, you would know what advice to give me.” 
 
    “Yes, I’d tell you to take care of yourself, keep the focus on you and take action to feel empowered.” 
 
    “Exactly, you’ve answered your own problems there. Stop giving yourself such a hard time and continue to move forward with your life whether it’s with Jack or not. Don’t expect happiness to be an external event, look within.” Tanya clasped her hands together with a big beaming smile on her face. “The next time you’re saying negative things internally about yourself, turn it around. If it was someone else, would you say such cruel things to them?” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t. I see what you mean.” I nodded. 
 
    We talked some more, and Tanya gave me some worksheets to complete in my own time. The purpose was to look at where I was now and where I would like to be.  
 
    “It’s good to go with the flow from time to time, but if you want to get high on life, then I suggest you take action now and make a few changes.” She showed me out. 
 
    “Thank you, Tanya. That was very useful.” I came away feeling it had been a very beneficial session. A tad uncomfortable at times when I considered my flaws, but it brightened my mood somewhat after Susan’s comments and the note. I wasn’t any closer to discovering who may have sent it, but I wanted to brush it aside now and get on with the course. I walked into the lounge area. Vicky was sitting with Mary, Jennifer and Moira. I went over and without asking, pulled up a chair and joined them. Susan and Holly both had extra sessions arranged. 
 
    Susan had signed up for everything from reiki to reflexology, Indian head massage and an emotional healing session. It made me question how wonderful her life was, if she considered emotional healing necessary. I could understand why Holly had booked in though.  
 
    “Get me a cuppa will you, Mary,” Vicky called out. Mary sneered. She went over to the table where the hot water flasks were and came back with a mug of tea.  
 
    “Oh, Mary. You know that’s not how I like it. This looks like dishwater. I only have a dash of milk. You should know by now.” I watched and now both Jennifer and Mary glared at Vicky. I felt like telling Vicky to get her own if she didn’t like it, but I’d been told it wasn’t my place to interfere. Mary took the drink off Vicky and stomped back over to the tea and coffee table. She came back with a fresh drink. 
 
    “Here, will this do for madam?” She handed Vicky the drink and bowed. I’d have thrown it over her.  
 
    “Jennifer be a pet and pass me a chocolate biscuit.” The biscuits were back by the brew station. 
 
    “What did your last slave die of?” Jennifer asked. Well said, Jennifer. 
 
    “Oh, go on, you’re nearer.” Jennifer was closest so, she slowly rose from her chair. She brought back a plate of biscuits. Vicky didn’t even thank her, and that riled me. 
 
    Mary was messing with her phone. Occasional big sighs came out of her mouth. 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re bothering with that. You know it’s impossible to get a signal,” said Vicky. 
 
    “It’s ridiculous this day and age they don’t have WIFI,” said Mary. 
 
    “It’s not WIFI that’s the issue. Olivia needs to plant a signal mast in her garden amongst the roses. It’s because it’s so remote out here. Look it’s good for you to have a rest from social media.” Vicky looked over at Mary who didn’t seem convinced. 
 
    “I agree, it’s hard. I put a lovely picture up on Facebook when we got here of the scenery. How do I know if anyone liked it?” Mary said. 
 
    “Don’t be silly, Mary. It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “It matters to me. At this rate, I will lose followers.” 
 
    “Followers? What are they?” Jennifer asked. 
 
    “They’re the people that follow you around like sheep, pet, every time you post a picture, but you needn’t concern yourself, no one will follow you.” Vicky laughed. 
 
    “Don’t be so horrible, Vicky,” Mary said. 
 
    “I’m only joking. Now put that thing away and join in the old-fashioned art of conversation.” 
 
    “No, this is annoying me now. I’ll try elsewhere.” Mary got up and left the room. Vicky shook her head. 
 
    “She’s unbelievable sometimes with that phone. She cares more about her likes than she does her real friends. She’s living in a reality bubble.” 
 
    “It’s such a shame because it affects her when she doesn’t get enough interest when she posts something. Anyone would think it was a matter of life and death,” Jennifer said. 
 
    “It is to Mary. It’s like an obsession for her.” I listened and nodded. 
 
    “I wish I could get hold of my Jack. It’s unnerving when you can’t speak to your partner. I mean, what if something were to go wrong? I don’t know what we’d do. It would be a real mess,” I said. 
 
    “You mean if you found out he was spending time with another woman?” Vicky said. 
 
    “No, I don’t mean that.” I glared at Vicky. 
 
    “I bet he wouldn’t pay for a boob job for you, would he?” 
 
    “I don’t want one.” I frowned. 
 
    “That’s when you know a man truly loves you when he’ll pay for knockers like these,” and she cupped her hands over her breasts and shook them. I turned to see the reaction of the others. They shook their heads. Jennifer smiled but Mary looked deadpan. 
 
    “Getting back to the note I received. What if it was a serious threat by someone? If anything happened, we’d be in a pickle without a phone.” 
 
    “Oh yes, I’d forgotten about your note. So, have you guessed who sent it?” Vicky asked. 
 
    “I don’t have a clue. I don’t know anyone that well yet. In the same way, I didn’t think I‘d upset anyone enough to do something like that.” 
 
    “Some of this lot can be funny buggers, you know, pet,” Vicky said. 
 
    “So, who do you think sent it?” I asked. Vicky looked up, thinking. 
 
    “Well, Susan can be a pain when she wants to be. She has more ailments than a monkey in a science lab and Holly’s not a full shilling. It’s hard to say. Obviously, none of us would do anything like that. I would tell you if I didn’t like you. I wouldn’t be sneaky like that.” 
 
    “Thanks for that, Vicky.” I believed she would be true to her word if she had anything against me. “I’ll bear that in mind, but for now, it would seem I’ve made an enemy, and they don’t want to reveal themselves.” Moira got up and walked out of the room. After she left, I leaned forward. The others mirrored my image.  “What do you think about Moira?” I whispered. “She doesn’t say much about what’s going on in her life.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think it could be Moira, she’s too nice,” Jennifer said. 
 
    “Yeah, but she doesn’t talk much about her home life. In fact, if I’m honest, I don’t even know if she’s married.” Vicky shrugged her shoulders and raised her eyebrows. She went silent and looked away. What was that about? Jennifer shook her head. 
 
    “All I know about Moira is she has strong opinions on certain things. She doesn’t like to talk about her private life. I know she was brought up in a children’s home and she does voluntary work in a homeless shelter,” Jennifer said. Vicky coughed and fidgeted in the chair. “I wonder if there’s a reason she keeps quiet about her home life.” She said, thinking out loud. “You know, it’s always the quiet ones you have to watch.” I thought about what Moira previously told me and raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “Mm.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    The evening session was with Bobo again. I was impressed at how multi-talented the staff here were. Bobo was a confident presenter as well as being an excellent chef. She was an expert on healthy food and cooking and her talks were enlightening. A passionate woman, bordering on militant, she held strong views. She told us all about the rallies and marches she attended supporting Scottish Independence. I wouldn’t like to get on the wrong side of her. 
 
    Tanya couldn’t have been more different both in looks and opinions. She was a creative crafter who enjoyed folk music and was much more light-hearted. They both delivered their training sessions well. Tanya was a beauty therapist who went back to college to learn how to teach. That meant we could book holistic sessions with her such as Indian head massage, facials, reflexology and reiki. She had also trained as a life coach. Olivia had hidden depths as well and was knowledgeable on many subjects, including psychotherapy. 
 
    Tonight, we were learning about juicing and making smoothies. I was glad we were doing something lighter after my heavy session with Tanya earlier. Bobo passed us all a plastic apron. Vicky and Holly were both missing for this session. We had a laugh. Jennifer didn’t put the top properly on her mixer so her strawberry, wheat germ and banana concoction went everywhere.  
 
    “Oo, this is nice,” she said as she scooped the mixture up off her face and slowly sucked it off her finger. Bobo scurried around, bringing kitchen towels to wipe up the mess. The rest of us were in fits of laughter at the scene. The pink mixture had flattened Jennifer’s curls to her face. Even Bobo couldn’t keep a straight face as she helped her clear it up. We joined in wiping the area down. Somehow, it brought us closer together. Even Susan’s scowls disappeared.  
 
    I picked up a few recipes I could try at home. We got to sample some tasty drinks although one or two tasted disgusting. I wasn’t into the vegetable mixtures. Anything green just didn’t do it for me. When the session finished I walked out talking to Jennifer.  
 
    “You were the star of the show tonight,” I said to her, laughing. 
 
    “I’m such a clumsy so-and-so sometimes. I should have checked the lid properly. Trust me to get it everywhere. I wouldn’t mind, I used to be a cocktail waitress in a top hotel. You’d think I’d know better.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, I was well known. People came from far and wide to sample my delights.” She laughed. “I also worked on the cruise ships for a time. That was good. I got to visit many places.” 
 
    “Oh, that sounds exciting. Which was your favourite place?” 
 
    “I was always too busy and didn’t get time to look around most places.” She blushed. 
 
    “That’s a shame. How come you gave it up?” 
 
    “I was sacked for being five minutes late one time.” She wrinkled her nose. “Hey, it’s a good job Vicky wasn’t here, tonight. She’d have gone mad with me.” Mary walked up behind us. 
 
    “Can you imagine if Vicky had done that and got it on one of her designer outfits? There would have been all hell let loose, and she’d have blamed it on someone else.” 
 
    “For sure, it would have been Bobo’s fault.” 
 
    I wanted to ask Jennifer about what happened on the ship, but the moment was lost. We walked together towards the dining room to get our drinks before we retired to bed. I thought about the earlier occasion when I heard Bobo lose her temper with Olivia. How different tonight’s session would have been if she’d reacted like she did then. Thankfully, she saw the funny side, and it hadn’t riled her.  
 
    I decided to send a text to Jack. I’d had one text from him since I’d been away and was pining to hear more. I walked into the dining room. It was becoming a meeting point there. I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t live without technology.  
 
    I searched in my bag for my phone. I couldn’t find it. One by one, I took everything out. My pen, my umbrella, my keys, diary, makeup bag. Everything but the kitchen sink was laid out on the rug and I began to panic. What had I done with it? By now, my hands were shaking as I realised it wasn’t there.  
 
    “Oh no, where’s my phone?” 
 
    “Did you leave it in your room?” Mary asked as she watched me. I shook my head, kneeling on the floor. I picked everything up and put my items away. 
 
    “No, I’m sure I remember bringing it out.” 
 
    “Think logically, when was the last time you had it?” I tried to think. 
 
    “Let’s do a little prayer,” Mary said. “Come on, hold hands.” I stood up and held on to Jennifer and Mary. I felt a right idiot. “We’ll pray to the saint of lost things – St Anthony.” We stood in a circle and Mary recited a prayer. I kept one eye open as I watched her. 
 
    “Dear St Anthony, please come around, Sophie’s phone is lost, and it cannot be found.” We stood there in silence for a few moments. I opened my eyes. The other two stood motionless. I just hoped no one walked in and saw us.  
 
    “There, I’m sure it will turn up now,” Mary said, releasing my hand. 
 
    “Oh, wait a minute,” I thought. “I had it in the last session. I took a picture of my smoothie. Silly me, I’d forgotten about that.” 
 
    “There you go, it’ll be in the training room. What did I tell you, praying works every time,” Mary said. I wasn’t sure about that, but I rushed back to see if I’d left it there.  
 
    As I approached the door, I could hear a whimpering noise coming from inside. I hesitated, unsure whether to enter. I stopped at the door for a few seconds, my ear bent towards it. 
 
    “I can’t believe she would do this to us.” I could make out Olivia’s voice. 
 
    “Because you’ve got this place, she thinks you’ve got plenty of money, hen.” That was Bobo’s Scottish lilt. 
 
    “But I haven’t, and what she is asking for is a lot of money to me. I mean it’s not as though this place is making a fortune.” 
 
    “She knows you don’t want it to get out, so she is trying to buy your silence. She’s nothing but a rogue. If I get my hands on her, there’ll be murder, I can tell you.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Olivia sobbed. My stomach churned. I felt nervous about walking in on what was obviously a private conversation. I didn’t know what was going on, but I didn’t want to disturb them. I walked back down the hall and bumped into Jennifer coming out of the dining room. 
 
    “Did you get your phone?” 
 
    “Err, no, I didn’t go in. Olivia and Bobo were in there.” I looked around and lowered my voice to a whisper. “To be honest, I think, Olivia might be being blackmailed.” 
 
    “What!” Jennifer cried. 
 
    “Shh,” I said putting my finger to my lips. I explained what I heard. Her eyes and mouth opened wide and she moved her head forward.  
 
    “Get back in there and see if you can find out any more.” 
 
    “No, I can’t. I’m too embarrassed.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll go then. I’ll tell them I’m looking for your phone.” 
 
    I waited for Jennifer to return. I couldn’t keep still. I paced up and down the hall, trying to breathe deeply. What would I do if I hadn’t left it there and my phone didn’t turn up? It would be such a hassle. I didn’t even have Jack’s number written down anywhere. It was only stored on my phone. Oh, goodness. It would be disastrous if I couldn’t get in touch with him.  
 
    I felt lightheaded. It’s only a phone. Stop getting worked up. I flapped my hands about. Calm down, girl. Dragging my hands through my hair, I put a finger to my mouth and blew out. It’ll be there. Stop worrying. 
 
    Jennifer appeared a few moments later. The hair on the nape of my neck stiffened. She was grinning.  
 
    “It’s all good in the hood. Here you go.” She passed the phone to me. I felt the relief one might feel having just found a small child who’d gone missing. I reached forward and hugged her. 
 
    “Oh, thank you so much. I was getting so worked up worrying what I’d do if it wasn’t there.” 
 
    “That’ll teach you to stop worrying in future. Anyway, it’s safely back in your hands now.” 
 
    “It’s made me realise I need to keep a note of important numbers separate to my phone in case of emergencies.” 
 
    “Good idea. So, to get back to what you said. I think you’re right.” 
 
    “Really?” I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “Yes, I overheard something similar to you.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I heard Bobo say that they couldn’t let her get away with it and then Olivia replied saying that they didn’t want everyone to know. Bobo said she wasn’t as bothered as Olivia was if people knew but Olivia said it could affect her livelihood.” Jennifer stood close to my ear as she relayed the conversation. 
 
    “What do you think they were talking about?” I asked. 
 
     “Search me. By the sounds of things Olivia is keen to pay up rather than let whatever it is out.” Jennifer shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe they run an escort agency on the side?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Although I doubt it would be anything like that. Olivia’s too prim and proper. It’s interesting, though, so did you walk straight in?” 
 
    “I coughed to let them know I was coming in. I didn’t want them to think I’d heard them.” 
 
    “Do you think we ought to say anything to anyone?” 
 
    “No, if they want it to be common knowledge, I’m sure we’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    “So, do you reckon it’s someone here doing it?” 
 
    “It sounds like it.” 
 
    “How awful for Olivia, I can’t think what she might want to hide, though.” I shuddered. After a few minutes talking about what we heard, and keeping it quiet, Jennifer told Mary — a problem shared and all that. She looked pensive, rubbing her chin with her left hand. 
 
    “Any suggestions?” 
 
    “I think we should leave well alone, pet. Interfering when we only know half the story is not a good idea,” she said. 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “It’s their problem, whatever is going on.” 
 
    “I wonder if it is the same person who sent your nasty note?” 
 
    “Could be.” 
 
    We needed to mind our own business, but it was intriguing, all the same. It stressed me out, meddling where I shouldn’t. It kept me awake that night, though, second-guessing what might be going on. I was good at adding two and two together to make five or even six. I recalled when I first met Jack and was convinced he was seeing prostitutes because I spotted him in the red-light district of Manchester. I didn’t know at the time his job was a private investigator. 
 
    Thinking of which, I should try to run things past him. He had more experience of this sort of thing than me. I lay awake for some time going over everything. I tried to sleep, but it didn’t come. I put the bedside lamp back on and read for a while. I could hear mumbling noises. Trying to ignore them, I focussed on my book. My eyes were heavy. I read a couple more pages and turned the light back off.  
 
    I wasn’t comfortable. I changed position with my arms underneath my body, then both hands together as if in prayer.  Staying in one place didn’t last long. I couldn’t relax. The sound of voices grew louder. At first, I thought it was a television. I listened. A deep voice was booming out. Then came the shrill tones of an unhappy woman. Her words spat out with the rapidity and ferocity of machine gun fire. I got out of bed and reached for my dressing-gown. I tied the bow just as I heard a man snarl. I moved towards my door and opened it. 
 
    Light shone from inside Vicky’s room. Whoever was there didn’t care if they woke the whole house. Olivia wouldn’t be happy if she knew Vicky had a man in her room. I couldn’t make out the words, but I felt sure the male voice was making demands. The shouting got louder and louder. I heard Vicky’s name mentioned. I toyed with my conscious about knocking on the door.  
 
    I was about to go back to my room when I heard the man’s voice cry out. “I could kill you for what you’ve done to me, Vicky. You’ve wrecked my life.” I decided to leave well alone. I shut my door and went back inside my room. Don’t get involved, Sophie.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17  
 
      
 
      
 
    I came back from my run this morning and phoned Jack. God was on my side because the signal lasted out for the whole conversation. It was lovely to hear a Manchester accent in his dulcet tones. 
 
    I gave him the low-down on what had happened. I told him about my note. He came to the same conclusion I did – I needed to watch my back.  
 
    “Sophie, that’s terrible. You should have rung me sooner.” 
 
    “I can’t get a signal, Jack.” 
 
    “Listen, love, you take care of yourself. Keep your wits about you. I don’t want anything to happen to my Sophie.” My heart melted. 
 
    “Oh, Jack, I miss you.” 
 
    “It won’t be for long. I’ll see you on Saturday. You only have to put up with that strange bunch for a few more days.” 
 
    “Some of them are okay and I’m enjoying the course itself. It’s just this unknown quantity. One of them is a nasty piece of work but I don’t know who I’m dealing with. My money is on it being Susan who sent the note, but you’ve always told me, I shouldn’t jump to conclusions.” 
 
    “Keep in touch and phone me whenever you can.” I could have cried when I heard him say that. I had worried for days over our relationship. All those hours of dread, drinking too much coffee, getting myself in a state had all been in vain. Jack did care about me. 
 
    “Oh thanks, love. It would make me feel better speaking to you. I’ll just have to pray the signal holds out. I’ll be honest, I’m struggling with some of the others.” I laughed. “It’s ironic that they advertise about finding peace and harmony. I’m feeling anything but that.” 
 
    “Is it that bad?” 
 
    “No, there’s been some good stuff I’ve learnt. I’ve got to accept, most of the women here have issues to deal with.” 
 
    “Acceptance is the key. Try not to be too judgemental, love.” 
 
    “It’s easier said than done around some of them. I mean, Susan has it in for me.” 
 
    “Well, try to avoid being around her then, if you can’t iron out your differences.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. There’s only so many times you can mend a broken vase. When there are too many cracks in it, you need to throw it away.” Jack laughed. 
 
    “You’re funny,” he said. “I hope you find out who sent the note.” 
 
    “There’s something else I don’t know what to do about?” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “The woman in the room next to me, Vicky, had a man in her room last night.” 
 
    “Oo, naughty lady,” he mocked. 
 
    “He was shouting. If I heard him, someone else might have. If Olivia finds out, Vicky will get thrown out.” 
 
    “Are you going to say anything?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “I’d have a word with Vicky. Let her know you heard him.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea, thanks, Jack. I don’t know who he was, so I might just have to recruit my own special private investigator.”  
 
    “I think I know one who would be willing to take on that role.” Jack laughed. 
 
    “I would want a few extras, like breakfast in bed and lots of cuddles.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect anything less.” We both laughed. It was good to speak to Jack. I felt tons better, much cheerier than I had all week. I was like a different person, reborn after just one phone call. When I went into breakfast, I had a spring in my step and a smile on my face. 
 
    “Someone looks happy,” Holly said. 
 
    “I’ve spoken to my Jack and everything’s okay.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s good to hear.” 
 
    I sat at the table with Moira, Susan and Holly. If bridges were to be built with Susan, I couldn’t keep avoiding her and sitting with the Newcastle girls. Vicky didn’t come down for breakfast. I’d have to speak to her later. I continued chatting to Moira as I watched Holly at the buffet table. She was spending ages there.  
 
    Moira noticed me staring at her. 
 
    “It’s her OCD,” she mouthed and clucked her tongue. “She’s probably counting out every cornflake, making sure she has an even number.” She laughed 
 
    “Moira, you shouldn’t mock her like you do. It’s a horrible debilitating illness,” I said. 
 
    “How do you know, you don’t have it, do you?” Susan quipped. 
 
    “No, but I have worked with a number of clients who have, and I can empathise with their pain.” 
 
    “Oh, bully for you. It’s not as though she has cancer or anything serious like me,” said Susan.  
 
    “What? Have you got cancer?” 
 
    “I may have. I’m having tests.” Moira looked at Susan and raised her eyebrows. I was getting used to her now. I wouldn’t retaliate, so I got up from the table to choose something to eat from the vast array of breakfast items on offer. 
 
    I plumped for yoghurt, banana and scrambled eggs on Bobo’s home-made crumpets. I sat and munched into the bread. 
 
    “Bobo may have a fiery temper, but she knows how to cook.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’ve seen her when she kicks off have you?” Holly asked. 
 
    “Yes, it's not a pretty sight. On my first night, there was an altercation in the kitchen between her and Olivia. I went to investigate after I heard a load of crashing. I wished I hadn’t when I saw her mood. I soon scarpered.” I laughed. 
 
    “There’s trouble brewing between those two,” said Moira. I nodded. 
 
    “Does anyone know what it’s about?” I asked. 
 
    “You can’t keep your nose out of other people’s business for five minutes, can you?” Susan’s face contorted, and she bared her brilliant-white veneers. 
 
    “You know what, Susan. I’ve had just about enough of you and your comments. I’ve tried to be civil with you and it hasn’t worked. If you want a war, darling, then you’ve got one.” 
 
    Holly and Moira both stared at me, their eyes wide open. 
 
    “You’re just an idiot, Sophie. I’ve no time for you.” Her voice was raised, and the others looked over at our table. With that, she scraped her chair backwards, rose from her position and stormed off. 
 
    There was silence for a few moments. I continued to eat my breakfast. 
 
    “Are you okay, Sophie?” Holly leaned forward touching my arm. 
 
    “To be honest, I’m sick of her and her snide comments, but I won’t let her ruin my time here.” 
 
    “I think she’s having a bad time at home,” Holly said. 
 
    “That may be so, but she shouldn’t take it out on other people.” 
 
    Moira finished her drink and excused herself from the table. I turned to Holly. 
 
    “Anyway, we’ve said enough about Susan. How are you doing?” 
 
    “Oh, you know how it is.” I cocked my head to one side and smiled. “I missed last night’s session. I was worried about making too much mess. I watched a programme on TV.” 
 
    “I haven’t watched any telly, yet.” 
 
    “Yeah, there was this interesting programme about serial killers.” 
 
    “Oh, nice.” I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “No, seriously, it was good. It asked the question whether mass murderers start out by harming their pets.” 
 
    “And do they?” 
 
    “A lot of them have. They showed that in many cases animal cruelty can be an early warning sign. They said how childhood animal abuse is linked to certain forms of violence and psychopathology.” 
 
    “It sounds interesting.” 
 
    “Yes, it was. Of course, it wasn’t every time but many of the serial killers interviewed talked about enjoying killing animals. It showed that a child who harms animals doesn’t always grow up to be a serial killer or a criminal of any kind, but most of the serial killers it talked about, such as the Boston Strangler, Son of Sam and Ian Brady did. Ted Bundy apparently watched his father doing it and picked up the habit from him.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s awful. I hate to think of anyone torturing or killing animals.” 
 
    “No, it was gross what Ian Brady used to do. He would stone dogs and decapitate rabbits. On one occasion he burnt a cat alive.” I let out a squeal and put my hand over my mouth. “His first victim was a cat he threw off a tower block,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, that’s barbaric. Do you have any pets?” 
 
    “Yeah, I have a poodle, Petra. My mum’s looking after her. How about you?” 
 
    “I’ve got a cat, Max. My Jack’s looking after him. I’d hate to think of anything bad happening to him.” 
 
    “I know what you mean, I’d be lost without Petra. I miss her now. I love taking her out for walks and she’s so affectionate, better than any man could be.” 
 
    “So, how are things apart from watching gruesome, depressing TV programmes?” Holly laughed 
 
    “I’ve got another session with Olivia later.” 
 
    “That’s good. Look, I don’t want to tread on anyone’s toes, but I’ve worked with several clients who have your condition. You’ve probably been given lots of tips already. I wouldn’t want to teach you to suck eggs, but I can send you some information when I get back if you like.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sophie. I’m willing to try anything. It gets me down, you know.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see that. I’ll take your number and email address, so I can send you the info. Does the meditation help?” 
 
    “I’m not very good at it. I keep trying but I can’t stay focused.” 
 
    “It takes practice,” I said biting into my toast. “There are lots of different methods you can try. Go with the one that suits you. You can concentrate on your breathing, you can count, counting backwards is another way of meditating. Just keep your mind centred on the numbers.” Holly nodded. “Take this piece of toast, for instance,” I said, holding up the half-bitten slice of bread, “If I use mindfulness I can appreciate what I am eating.” I took a bite and closed my eyes, chewing away then slowly swallowing. “There you see, I was enjoying every mouthful and savouring the moment.” 
 
    “I wish I could do that.” 
 
    “It gets easier after a while when you know what works for you. Meditation is about reframing the mindset and sacking those limiting beliefs. It can rest the mind even more than sleep can when you do it properly. When we’re asleep, our subconscious is still at work. By clearing our minds, we can find peace. Our unruly heads get in the way and try to stop our progress. That’s why it’s important to keep practising, even if your mind wanders off and daydreams.” 
 
    “You make it sound so easy.” 
 
    “No, it’s not, but it is beneficial to keep at it.”  
 
    We’d been sitting there chatting for some time. I checked my watch. It was almost time for the first session to start. Ironically, it was a meditation class.  
 
    We walked in and Tanya sat us in a circle. I looked over at Vicky but couldn’t make eye contact with her. Tanya’s t-shirt made me smile. On the front was a slogan — Peace not politics. I wondered if she was purposely having a dig at Bobo with her strong political views that saw her attending rallies and marches. 
 
    “I want you to relax and sit with your backs straight, arms to your sides and feet planted on the floor.” Tanya was taking us through a guided meditation this morning. 
 
    I started off listening to Tanya’s soothing voice as she took us on a journey. That was until the metaphorical parrot arrived on my shoulder. It wouldn’t shut up. It asked me questions about Jack, Susan, Olivia, Bobo and Vicky. What was going on? I told Holly I was good at this and now I couldn’t concentrate. Go away, noise. Let me relax. There were too many questions inside my head.  
 
    Instead of feeling peaceful, the initial bad vibe I had about Glenloch Hall grew inside me like a cancer. It ate away at me, making me feel uncomfortable. I didn’t like it. I tried to force myself to relax. I loosened up my shoulders and took in deep breaths. Something nagged me in the core of my soul; something told me more trouble was on the way. I couldn’t shake it off and I couldn’t ignore it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18  
 
      
 
      
 
    In the next session, Tanya stood at the front writing something on the whiteboard. I watched her as she spelt out the heading – chakras. I’d heard of them, but I didn’t know what they were. It looked like I was about to find out. 
 
    “Today we will look at how balanced our chakras are,” she said. Would I fall over if my chakras weren’t balanced? I wanted to snigger but then I remembered Susan’s comments. I had to take this seriously although I doubted my life would collapse if I found out one or more of my chakras were out of sync and blocking me.  
 
    “For anyone unfamiliar with chakras, I’ll explain about them for you.” She looked directly at me as she spoke. “Originating from Sanskrit, chakras are energy centres within the human body that help to regulate its processes from organ function to the immune system and emotions.” I nodded my feigned interest. She explained there were seven chakras and that each one had its own vibration frequency, depicted through different colours. She said that each governed specific functions to help make us human. I didn’t know about all this. The more she spoke, the more it sounded like mumbo-jumbo. 
 
    It would have been better if Vicky hadn’t kept butting in every time Tanya spoke. As usual, Vicky wanted to make it all about her. It made a change for her to honour us with her presence. Already she was missing for more sessions than she attended. I also thought I could smell alcohol on her breath but said nothing.  
 
    Tanya handed out a sheet of paper. On it was a quiz we had to complete individually. I looked down at the questions. Some of them seemed intrusive and rather personal. What score should I give my sensual nature? Mm, let me think. Average? Yes, that would do. Did I regularly have sex? Well, if I was honest, not as often as I would have liked. Circumstances meant I didn’t see enough of Jack to fulfil that desire. When we first met, we went at it like rabbits for a time. Now when I saw him, I was often too tired and would fall asleep before he came to bed. Maybe I needed to discuss this test with him. I’m sure he’d be up for a bit more nookie if it was what my chakras needed. 
 
    When the results were added up, it turned out I had a blockage in my sacral chakra. I wondered if the doctor could give me anything for it. I laughed to myself. When Tanya went through the symptoms someone with an imbalanced sacral chakra might have, I wanted to cringe. I had them all – neediness, not feeling good enough, tension, anger. I leant over to Moira sat at my side. 
 
    “Oh dear, I better get this blockage sorted out,” I whispered.  
 
    “I need to concentrate on my third eye and throat chakras,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Tanya said. “learning to balance your chakras or energy centres isn’t complicated. It requires sensitivity, introspection and dedication to your well-being.” Oh, as simple as that, eh? 
 
    “Let’s get them opened up. Bring it on,” I whispered again. Susan turned around and scowled at me. 
 
    Tanya then came over to each of us, in turn, to explain how to find balance and how to tell when we’d found it. 
 
    “Do you have any back problems or urinary issues, Sophie?” she asked me as she pulled a chair up in front of me.  
 
    “Yes, both as a matter of fact.” 
 
    “And do you ever feel emotionally or sexually suppressed and lethargic?” 
 
    “Oh, most definitely.” I nodded. 
 
    Tanya gave me some suggestions. I looked at the list – sitting by a stream, having regular sex, trying new sexual positions, belly-dancing, drinking water, wearing orange, and eating certain fruits and nuts. 
 
    I bobbed my head about and grinned. I thought Jack would be excited by this list. I would have to show it to him and let him know I needed to see him more for sex, to sort out my sacral chakra. I clapped my hands together. Hopefully, he’d be impressed. 
 
    Maybe this wasn’t as silly as I first thought. I would enjoy clearing my chakra. This exercise had given me something to think about and I wanted to learn more. Mm, I didn’t have any orange outfits, but maybe a shopping expedition was called for when I got home.  
 
    I glanced over at Vicky. She was deep in conversation with Jennifer and hadn’t seemed to notice me. I’d not been able to catch her eye, and I didn’t want to say anything to her in front of everyone. 
 
    After the chakra session, I went looking for her. She was with the other girls in the library, their favourite spot. She was sprawled out on the green sofa laughing about something. I walked up to her. From the corner of my eye, I could see that Jennifer and Mary were watching me.  
 
    “Vicky, can I have a word, please.” She was wearing another change of outfit. She must change at least two to three times a day. This afternoon she wore a sloppy long sleeved, batwing navy top with white drainpipe jeans with tears in the knees. She clutched hold of a cushion and squeezed it. 
 
    “Yeah, sure, pet.” She didn’t make any attempt to move. 
 
    “In private,” I whispered. 
 
    “Oh.” She fidgeted in her seat and glanced at the other two while I waited. She sighed. “I suppose so.” We walked together towards the dining room and out through the French doors into the courtyard at the back. The air was chilled. It was just bearable without a coat. “You’re being very secretive, Sophie. What is it?” 
 
    I looked around before I spoke. There was no one else about. My tone was low. 
 
    “I know there was a man in your room last night.” Vicky gasped and put a hand over her mouth. 
 
    “It really wasn’t what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I think. You know it isn’t allowed and if Olivia finds out, she’ll send you packing.” 
 
    “You won’t tell her, will you?” She wrinkled her brow and bit her lip. 
 
    “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t.” 
 
    “It wasn’t what it seems, honestly.” 
 
    “That’s not good enough, Vicky.” I shook my head. She looked around, frowning. 
 
    “Look, I can’t tell you who it was. You’ll just have to trust me.” 
 
    “And why should I do that?” 
 
    “Please, Sophie,” she said grabbing hold of my arm. “Don’t say anything.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s not the first time. It’s not on, you know, Vicky. Why should you be allowed to flaunt the rules?” Her mood changed in an instant. Her cheeks went pink. 
 
    “Don’t play the Mrs Goodie-two-shoes with me.” 
 
    “Well, if that’s how you want it, I’ll see what Olivia thinks.” I started walking back towards the doors. 
 
    “No, wait… I can explain.” She pulled on my shoulder. I turned towards her and waited. 
 
    “Go ahead then.” 
 
    “Here, we’d better sit down.” She pointed to the bench in the garden. We walked up to it and sat down. She rubbed the back of her neck and cleared her throat. 
 
    “What I say to you is in the strictest confidence, okay?” I nodded. 
 
    “Of course, carry on.” 
 
    “Last year, I had a brief fling with Mary’s ex-husband, Norman and now he won’t leave me alone.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Did you know?” 
 
    “I had heard a rumour, but it’s nothing to do with me.” 
 
    “Quite,” she sneered. “It was him you heard last night.” Then her mood changed again. Her chin quivered as she spoke. “Oh dear, what am I going to do?” 
 
    “He sounded loud and aggressive. Is everything okay?” 
 
    “No, not really.” 
 
    “Why? What’s happened?” 
 
    “I only went out with him twice. I first met him when he came over to Mary’s house while I was there. He turned up to talk to her about their finances. He didn’t know I’d be there, so he didn’t stay. I thought nothing about the meeting but then he sent me a friend request on Facebook and we chatted. He seemed friendly, and I thought it was harmless enough. Then some months later, I’d just split up with a guy so wasn’t in a good place, you know, feeling sorry for myself. I mentioned to him I was having problems with my boiler.” 
 
    “Oh, that old classic.” 
 
    She ignored my remark and continued, “Well, Norman told me he could get someone to fix it for me. We messaged, the texts became flirtier, and you know how it is, one thing led to another. He asked to take me out for a meal.” She laughed. “In the end, it was me he sorted out rather than my boiler. We shared a bottle of wine and things went too far. I never meant to do anything, but I suppose I was flattered and vulnerable at the time. Afterwards, I told him I didn’t want to see him again and that I regretted what we had done. I do have a conscience you know. The last thing I wanted to do was to hurt Mary, but he wouldn’t leave me alone. He kept phoning.  I blocked his number some time ago because he kept pestering me. I moved to a new house and changed jobs I didn’t think he’d find me, but he knows I always come here, so he turned up.” 
 
    “I take it Mary knows nothing about this?” 
 
    “No, and I don’t want her to. It was a mistake after a drunken night out. I should never have agreed to meet him, but now I can’t get rid of him. If Mary found out, she would never speak to me again. Even though they’ve split up, she still holds a candle for him and wants him back.” 
 
    “Yes, I know but it wasn’t exactly girl code, doing that to her.” 
 
    “No, you’re right, but haven’t you ever made any mistakes in your life?” 
 
    “Of course, I have.” 
 
    “Well, I regret it now. What you heard last night was us arguing. I don’t want him but can’t get him out of my life.” 
 
    “I thought he’d re-married?” 
 
    “He has, but he still wants me, he says.” 
 
    “Men!” I shook my head. “And what’s happened to him now?” 
 
    “He knew he shouldn’t be here. I threatened to call the police if he didn’t go away and I would have. I know it would mean Mary finding out, but I’ve got to get rid of him somehow.” Vicky looked out across the garden. “So, what are you going to do about it now I’ve told you?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She stared at me for a few moments and nodded. 
 
    “Thanks, Sophie.” 
 
    “For now, make sure you behave yourself. I’ll be watching you.” She nodded.  
 
    “I’ll be all sweetness and light, you’ll see.” We sat gazing out at the view for a few moments. “You’ve got gorgeous hair, you know, Sophie.” I patted the back of my head. 
 
    “Thanks, but it’s a mess at the moment.” 
 
    “I could always do it sometime for you if you like?” 
 
    “That’s right, you’re a hairdresser, aren’t you? Do you work in a salon?” 
 
    “I do mobile now. I used to own my own shop but when we had the recession, it started losing money, so I got out quick and went working on the cruise ships for a while.” 
 
    “Oh, like Jennifer?” 
 
    “Jennifer? Are you joking?” Vicky’s eyebrows were raised. 
 
    “Yes, she told me she worked as a cocktail waitress on a liner.” Vicky burst out laughing. 
 
    “Whatever next. Jennifer, a cocktail waitress, I bet if you asked her, she wouldn’t even be able to name any cocktails. Jennifer’s never even been past the North Sea, never mind worked on a cruise ship.” She shook her head. 
 
    “But, she told me…,” 
 
    “Don’t listen to anything Jennifer tells you. She’s a compulsive liar.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “She can’t help herself. Sometimes I let her ramble on with her nonsense, other times I pull her up about it depending on what mood I’m in. Jennifer leads a boring life. I think her fantasy world makes it more exciting, bless her. If she tells you all about the expensive designer dresses in her wardrobe, don’t listen. I used to believe her, but I’ve seen her collection of clothes. Her most expensive outfit is from the charity shop and even that isn’t designer.” 
 
    “Oh, well, thanks for letting me know. I was beginning to wonder about her.” 
 
    “No problem. Come on let’s go back in.” I smiled and rose from the seat. 
 
      
 
    I had a one-to-one arranged with Tanya for later that day. I wasn’t sure what to expect. We sat opposite each other in the small office. 
 
    “I wanted to check how you are finding things?” Tanya asked. She wore a baggy orange top, two sizes too big for her with black leggings. I felt comfortable in her presence. 
 
    “I think the course material is good. If I’m honest, I’m not sure about one or two of the women.” 
 
    “You’ve not had any further experiences like the note, then?” 
 
    “No, thank goodness. I’m just having difficulty with some of their behaviours.” 
 
    “Even when we are around difficult people, it can show us what we have to learn about ourselves.” 
 
    “You can say that again. I need to be more patient and tolerant, especially around Susan.” 
 
    “It fascinates me why some personalities clash and others work. They say, if you judge and find fault with someone, they probably display aspects of your own personality you don’t like.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not a hypochondriac.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but sometimes it is worth getting to know more about other people’s backgrounds. It could be she talks about illness as a cry for help. Things aren’t always what they first seem. If we find out what is really going on for people, it might help understand why they say and do the things they do. I’m sure you will have come across that before. We still might not agree with what they’re doing, but it can help us get on better together.” 
 
    “Yes, I see what you mean,” I said, nodding. Maybe I would have to try harder with Susan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19  
 
      
 
      
 
    I was getting ready for the evening meal when a gentle knock tapped against the door. 
 
    “Come in,” I cried. Nothing happened, so I went to see who it was. Holly stood there. “Come in, Holly. Are you okay?” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” Her gaze bounced from place to place. Her shoulder drooped. 
 
    “Here, take a seat.” I gestured for her to sit down. “What’s the matter?” I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “I’ve had an almighty row with Moira.” Tears spilt onto her face like a dam bursting. I walked over and put an arm around her. 
 
    “Do you want to discuss it?” I asked, reaching for a tissue. She nodded, sniffing. 
 
    “I went in my handbag to check if my keys were there and she got annoyed.” 
 
    “What, because you looked for your keys?” I frowned. 
 
    “Well, I did it a few times. She was trying to have a conversation with me and I wasn’t listening. I was too concerned there might be a hole in my bag. I know it’s stupid, but I kept imagining the keys had fallen out. She asked if I’d heard what she said. I told her I had but then she questioned me about it, I couldn’t answer, so she went off on one. I feel such a fool.” 
 
    “Oh, Holly. If Moira’s got an issue with your condition, then it’s her problem. You don’t have to make it yours.” 
 
    “I know, but it’s not just Moira. I hear the tuts all the time when I’m checking things. I’m late for most of the groups because I must keep going back to make sure I’ve locked my door. There’s only you who understands, Sophie.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s not true. Have you spoken to Olivia?” 
 
    “No, not yet. I’m thinking of going home.” She tore the tissue into tiny pieces. 
 
    “Oh, don’t do that Holly. Don’t let Moira get to you. This is your time. Olivia will help you. Organise another session with her. You can work through this. I don’t think you should go home at this stage. I mean, who’ve you got at home?” 
 
    “No one, other than my mum. My sister is there now, but I don’t talk to her about it. Neither of them understands. I get so lonely trying to deal with my condition. Even my son, Adrian doesn’t like spending time with me. He always makes excuses why he can’t come and see me.” 
 
    “Look, stay here. You’re among friends and if there’s anything I can do to help, you know I will.” 
 
    “I’m sick of this constant stress I live with,” she said putting her head in her hands. Sometimes, the room feels like it’s crashing down around me. I’m so fearful all the time. I can’t stop these thoughts.” She was trembling. Her chin quivered. I passed her another tissue and watched her as she patted her face.  
 
    I held onto her for a time, rocking her like I would a small child. The occasional sob disturbed the silence. She dried her eyes, and I moved my arms before she pushed them away. 
 
    “I feel hollow inside, Sophie. This is no life I’m living.” 
 
    “Don’t think like that, Holly. Things will get better, you’ll see. Sometimes in life, we must ride out the storm. Believe me, I know.” 
 
    “I got so angry with Moira. It’s not like me. If she goads me anymore, I don’t think I can be responsible for my actions. I’m afraid I might do her some harm. She doesn’t understand, and it makes me livid. She finds it funny. She hasn’t a clue about the anguish I’m going through every day and I still think she’s hanging on to the argument we had last year.”  
 
    “Do you want to tell me about it?” She took a deep breath and bit the edge of her thumb. 
 
    “You know Moira can’t have children.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “Yes, it came about after a nasty incident when she was younger.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “No, you don’t see.” 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    “The reason Moira hates me so much is because I had an abortion last year. I did something reckless. I had a drunken one-night stand with someone and got pregnant. I couldn’t bring myself to keep the baby. I mean, look at me, Sophie, I can’t even look after myself. I could never bring up another child at my age. I wouldn’t have coped. It’s not as though I’ve done a very good job with my son. He doesn’t want to know me. Moira went berserk when she heard.” 
 
    A lone tear streamed down from her reddened eyes. I felt her sadness creeping into my soul and knew I was helpless to do anything other than sit with her.  
 
    “Moira had no right to do that. It was your decision and she can’t fully appreciate your circumstances.” Holly was staring into space. After a time, she wiped her face and stood up. Looking more composed than when she first walked in, she sighed. 
 
    “I know and I she gets me so annoyed because she doesn’t understand.” 
 
    “We can’t always get on with everyone. I mean, look at me and Susan. We rub each other up the wrong way. Keep out of Moira’s way. Being around her will probably make your symptoms worse.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re right, it does.” 
 
    “Well, stay away then. Be with people who understand and can support you. It’s good you’ve come to talk to me and you’re not keeping your anxieties and fears to yourself. You know, coming away and being outside of your normal routine will have caused you added stress. That is likely to make your condition worse. Stop beating yourself up about it and accept it for what it is.” Holly gazed out of the window. I didn’t know if she’d heard anything I said. She saw me staring at her and sat up straight. 
 
    “I know what I need to do. Thank you for listening to me whining, Sophie. I’m sorry, I’m such an embarrassment.” 
 
    “You’re not an embarrassment. Start being kinder to yourself. Go for a walk, relax and enjoy yourself.” I stood up next to her and patted her shoulder. 
 
    “It’s just been getting me down so much.” A sheen of perspiration shone on her cheeks, chin and forehead. “My fingers and toes are tingling. I’m worried that I’m losing it.” She kept scratching at her skin. 
 
    “Be patient. It takes time to recover from a mental illness. If you’re not seeing any signs of improvement, maybe you need to go back and see your doctor when you get home. Everything will be okay. Are you going to be alright?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll get myself cleaned up and ready for dinner. My face must look a mess after crying.” 
 
    She got up and left the room. 
 
    After Holly went, I sat there for a while, taking in what she told me. What did the brochure say that tempted me to come here? – Make lifelong friends. This place seemed better suited to making lifelong enemies. With my fallout with Susan, Holly and Moira not getting on, Bobo and Olivia’s rifts and things weren’t exactly hunky dory between the Newcastle girls, there was disharmony all around me.  
 
      
 
    I got ready and made my way downstairs. The evening meal wasn’t due to be served yet, but I needed some company. I called in the library. There was no one about. I sat there leafing through a magazine. Jennifer walked in shaking her head. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
    “Vicky, I could strangle her.” 
 
    “What’s she done now?” 
 
    “She’s just being her usual bossy self, ordering me around. She lords it up like Lady Muck. You have to get used to her. We don’t have a lot in common. Sometimes, I don’t understand how we remain friends with all the gossiping that goes on.” She frowned. “Vicky has a different man in tow as often as she changes her knickers, that’s if she wears them. I wish she wouldn’t go on about sex all the time. It infuriates me. I’ve been celibate myself since my incident.” She held up two fingers of both hands to indicate speech marks.  
 
    “And does Stanley not bother about not having sex?” 
 
    “Stanley? Oh, we’re not an item in that sense.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought he was your partner.” 
 
    “No, no, nothing like that. He’s just a good friend.”  
 
    “I see,” I frowned. “So, did he help you through the time when you were raped?” 
 
    “Raped! Goodness, I wasn’t raped, God forbid.” She looked around then whispered, “No, that man I told you about, he touched me up there.” 
 
    “Oh, but I thought you said you had a miscarriage.” She looked at me as though I had just landed from Mars. 
 
    “Miscarriage? No, whatever gave you that idea?” This conversation felt decidedly strange. She pulled on my arm. I turned to look at her. “You won’t tell anyone about what I told you only it is confidential.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said and walked out of the library. I hung around in the reception area, waiting for the bell to say the food was ready. I was first in line when Olivia rang. I sat down and was soon joined by Jennifer. My head still felt fuzzy with all the confusion. 
 
    Moira came in and walked up to the empty table, so I called her over to join us.  
 
    “I’m okay here. Anyway, Mary and Vicky will want to sit with you.” She turned her body away from me, towards the door. I walked over to have a quiet word with her. 
 
    “Are you okay, Moira?” 
 
    “Yes, why shouldn’t I be?” Her tone was defensive. 
 
    “No reason. You don’t seem like yourself that’s all.” I watched as her cheeks went crimson. Her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “She’s a cow, that woman. I can’t be doing with her.” 
 
    “Who? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Holly.” 
 
    “Moira, that’s not very nice. What’s she done to upset you now?” 
 
    “Well…, she… she… You told me she’s been gossiping about me for a kick-off, hasn’t she?” Her voice cracked. I sat down next to her. 
 
    “Holly came to see me in a terrible state. She’d been crying. I think you said some unkind words to her,” I said. She grabbed hold of the back of her neck. Perspiration appeared on her forehead.  
 
    “Well, she said some unkind things,” she said in a whiny voice that sounded like she was back in the school playground. 
 
    “Do you not think you owe her an apology?” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” She looked flustered. Her hands shook. Just then, Susan appeared, so I didn’t say anything further. I didn’t want to be accused of sticking my oar in again. 
 
    Holly didn’t come down to dinner and Moira didn’t stay long. Vicky didn’t make an appearance either. Knowing Vicky, she’d probably already gone to the pub again. I stayed sitting next to Susan, but we ate in silence which felt more pronounced when we kept hearing the laughter from the other table. 
 
      
 
    Neither Vicky, Moira nor Holly came down to the talk that evening. It was a shame because I enjoyed tonight’s subject, delivered by Tanya and I felt they both would have benefitted from being there. 
 
    It was about transforming our lives and we looked at the three pillars to bring about an amazing life. The three areas she looked at were boundaries, confidence and having a purpose. That meant no more people pleasing, ceasing all negative self-talk and having a positive outlook and meaning for our lives. 
 
    I looked over at Susan. There was something different about her. Her usual confident air had disappeared. I noticed as she gripped hold of a pen, her knuckles had gone white. I continued to watch her and noticed she was shaking. 
 
    “It’s hard, having to constantly check my body for signs of illness. I don’t go out anywhere because I’m afraid of catching something.  I’m always putting myself down and seeking reassurance. I find it difficult to love myself with the past I’ve had,” she said, interrupting Tanya again. Her face looked ashen. 
 
    “Have you had therapy for it?” Mary asked. 
 
    “That won’t help. It can’t change the past and what happened to me. I wouldn’t put a dog through what I had to experience, losing a child.” Her voice went up an octave as she spoke. The room went deathly silent.  
 
    Tanya coughed. We all sat and looked at each other with open mouths. It was obvious from the body language this was a new revelation. 
 
    “Maybe Mary’s right. You should keep an open mind about seeking counselling. Anything that heals the wounds of the past is worth trying.” Susan didn’t look convinced. She looked over at me. 
 
    “There’s no point asking you, you’re bound to say it works.” 
 
    “I’ve found it beneficial. That was one reason I re-trained as a counsellor,” I said. 
 
    “Why what did you do before?” 
 
    “I was studying to be an accountant.” 
 
    “You’d have made more money if you’d have stuck at that.” 
 
    “Yes, quite, but it’s not always about money.” Susan’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    After the session finished, I went up to my room. I was in no mood for conversation. I was tired of all the drama. A forceful knock sounded at my door. I opened it. It was Vicky.  
 
    “I wanted to apologise for my outburst when you challenged me about Norman. Sometimes, I struggle to cope with life.” Her chin almost touched her chest as she spoke. 
 
    “Here, you’d better come in and sit down. Do you want to talk about it?” I got a waft of alcohol as she passed me. Her voice lowered to a whisper. 
 
    Her eyes darted about, a hand went over her mouth. With her red cheeks and drooping eyes, it didn’t take much imagination to realise Vicky had had more than a couple of drinks. 
 
    My skin tingled. The air was filled with silence. Vicky’s voice became monotone. It looked like she had ceased fighting. There was a sort of resignation towards her fate. 
 
    “Obviously, anything you say to me is confidential. That goes without saying. I’m sure you would benefit from a one-on-one session with Olivia.” 
 
    Vicky sat there unusually quiet. I watched her blink slowly. 
 
    “Have you ever had your back up against the wall and done things you really didn’t want to do?” I thought for a moment. 
 
    “Yes, I have.” 
 
    “It’s not nice, is it? You know, not good for the soul.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say, Vicky?” 
 
    “I don’t know, really, but I’m sick of it, of having no peace. Life hardened me, you know. The shutters came down on my life to protect myself. It has taken me a long time to trust anyone and let them in.” She bit on her lip. “I’ve learnt the hard way to know when to keep quiet. I wouldn’t ever talk out of school. I know things I will take to the grave.” Vicky’s head flopped down lower and she gazed at the floor. 
 
    Listening to her now made me mellow towards her after her recent argument with the others. I remembered what Tanya said to me. Vicky had dealt with life the only way she knew, by toughening up. Whatever she had been through, if this was her way of dealing with it, then that was okay. Maybe she did stay quiet about her past, but I could see now, that was her way of coping and maybe drinking helped her forget. It didn’t work for me, but then Vicky wasn’t an alcoholic. 
 
    “I better go,” she said.  
 
    “Well, I know you’ve had a drink, so a good nights’ sleep won’t do you any harm.” I put an arm around her shoulder and led her to the door. 
 
    That night, I had another hard time trying to sleep. I thought about what everyone had been through and how it had moulded them. I knew nothing about these women, really. There was Jennifer, too. Either I was going mad, or she was. Had I misheard or misunderstood her or was it more of her lies? Had I imagined what she’d previously said? I shook my head as I lay there.  
 
    I fought it, utterly wired, thinking about the revelations of the day. I tossed and turned. Where was that welcome free fall into unconsciousness I so yearned? It must have come at some point because I became oblivious to my surroundings until I heard a crashing sound that made me jump and sit up in bed. I listened again. There were several thuds. I pricked my ears up and cocked my head to one side. My tiredness rendered any logical thoughts impossible. I rubbed my eyes while I considered whether to investigate. Then I heard whispering. It sounded like it was outside my door. Then came more clattering noises. I wiped beads of perspiration off my forehead. My hands were clammy. There was a suggestion of movement in the hallway. Was it Norman back again or had Vicky continued drinking and got sozzled? I couldn’t make out a man’s voice this time. I tiptoed towards the outer door, and slowly opened it, without making a sound. There was no one about. 
 
    I concentrated hard, listened for any sounds but heard nothing, not even the creaking floorboards. Nothing coming from Vicky’s room and all quiet on the floor below. I went downstairs to make myself a drink. Looking at the time, I was surprised to see it was already 2.30 in the morning. I had slept longer than I thought. When I returned upstairs, Vicky’s light was still on. I was in two minds whether to knock and check she was alright, but I decided against it. She could sort out her own problems.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20  
 
      
 
      
 
    Waking up the next morning, the back of my hairline was soaked.  The duvet cover showed the aftermath of a fitful night’s sleep. It was on the floor. There was a burning sensation in my throat. I needed a drink. I got out of bed and stumbled towards the bathroom. With each step, my stomach tightened, aching. My throat clenched, and I swallowed. Nausea clawed at the back of my throat. As I passed the mirror, I noticed a white paste on my lips. I gasped at the sight. My eyes were sunken with dark rings underneath. Good job Jack wasn’t here, witnessing such a scary vision. My body felt bereft of any fluids. Moving to the sink, I poured the cold water out of the tap and pressed the cool glass rim against my dry, cracked lips. Water traced its way inside my mouth and trickled down my throat. The inside of my mouth was so parched, the liquid only seemed to wet my lips.  
 
    I felt an ache at the base of my spine that grew up inside my skull, throbbing away. I coughed. Shooting pains travelled through my body, stabbing me every now and then. There was a ringing in my ears. My skin felt red hot. This wasn’t good. I felt rough. It wasn’t as though I’d had a fun night out drinking. I didn’t want to be ill. Reaching for my handbag, I pulled out a packet of painkillers and took two. Hopefully, I could ward off any virus before it had a chance to infiltrate my body. For now, I would settle for relief from my aching stomach. 
 
    I could do nothing to prevent the warm feeling rising through my chest into my mouth. Then I got a sickly taste at the back of my throat. I rushed towards the toilet, almost buckling over. A gush of cloudy, cream coloured liquid flew out. I put my hand there to slow the process down with little effect. The putrid-smelling vomit sprayed further than the toilet pan and beyond. I gagged as a wave of liquid left my mouth and splashed around the receptacle. I shivered. 
 
    Not being able to control my bodily functions, I knelt on the floor waiting. Another rush of liquid came. Chunks of partially digested food spewed out of my mouth as I coughed and choked, unable to hold it in. The pungent stench attacked my nostrils. I stayed there, my stomach lurching. It contracted violently. Perspiration dripped from my forehead. Fixing myself more water, I allowed the cool liquid to rinse away any food particles inside my mouth and throat. 
 
    A few moments later another torrent of liquid forced its way up through my body and came gushing out. I clung to the toilet pan as if it was a life raft. I heaved, and a mouthful of bile surged through my trembling lips. My stomach felt like it was in a vice. I squeezed it in, holding my breath. The air smelled rancid. Another waterfall of vomit cascaded down. A cold sweat glistened on my arms. I took another sip of water and waited until the sickness storm was over. 
 
    Splashing my face with cool water, I looked at my reflection again. I almost scared myself to death with the gaunt white face looking back at me. My watery eyes looked hollow. I’d get signed up for a part in a horror movie looking like this. I doubled over as the pain in my stomach returned. 
 
    “Oh dear,” I said out loud and clambered back into bed and checked the time. I could manage another fifteen minutes before I had to get up. I sank back onto the pillow. Lying there, I waited for the next wave of pain. I didn’t know if I would make it down today. Each time it lulled, it brought with it false hope that the end was in sight. Nausea kept making me gag. I’d have felt safer with a bucket by my bed.  
 
    The sickness brought back horrible memories. Waking up was like this every day when I drank to excess. Thank goodness it wasn’t like that now. I curled up into a foetal position as a wave of pain washed over me. I writhed and whimpered, feeling sorry for myself. I checked the time again. Was the fifteen minutes up already? Maybe I could stay here for another five minutes. I raised my heavy eyelids and checked again. Oh no, where did that time go? I was already running late. I left it until the last minute possible to get up and ready. I couldn’t stomach any breakfast, but I wanted to see how Holly was after missing her last night. 
 
    I pinched my cheeks to bring some colour back to my pale deathly pallor. It might have been all the rage in Victorian times, but this look did nothing to enhance my features. I was thankful to Coco Chanel for making tanning popular. It was only a shame I’d not brought any fake tan with me. It would have improved my appearance right now. Makeup would have made me look half decent, but I had neither the time nor energy to bother with it. 
 
    My shoulders were hunched as I slouched into the dining room. With each step, my stomach lurched and gurgled.  
 
    “Sophie are you okay?” Mary asked as I sat down. I scanned the room looking for Holly and Vicky. They hadn’t come down yet. My throat was dry with dehydration, so I poured myself a glass of water. The smell of food upset my nostrils, and I put a hand to my mouth before retching.  
 
    “No, I feel dreadful.” 
 
    “Well, what are you doing here, then? You should be back in bed.” I rubbed the perspiration that had appeared on my arms. I let out a huge sigh.  
 
    “You’re probably right. I was hoping to see Holly and Vicky and see how they were this morning.” There was still no sign of them. Perhaps Holly had the same bug as me and Vicky was probably hung over. 
 
    “You look terrible, Sophie, you shouldn’t be here.” Thanks for your words of encouragement, Jennifer. 
 
     I decided to be brave and try a cup of tea. It stayed down. Watching the others eating only added to my misery.  
 
    Vicky walked in, looking as bad as I did. She wasn’t herself this morning. She seemed on edge and was unusually quiet. I noticed as she kept glancing over at Moira then looking down. I wondered if they’d had words or if she was ill. Nothing would surprise me with this place. She picked up her cup, and I noticed her hand shook. Spilling coffee on the table, she put her hand to her mouth.  
 
    “Oh dear,” Her hands flapped all over. Jennifer came to her aid and dabbed the area of the spillage with her napkin. Vicky squirmed in her chair.  
 
    “Is everything alright, Vicky?” Mary asked. She put down her knife and fork and watched Vicky in earnest. 
 
    “I…err…em… yes, yes, of course.” Her chin quivered. For a moment, I thought she would burst out crying. Her gaze bounced around, yet she avoided eye contact with any of us. 
 
    “I…I… I’m just going back to my room.” She stood up and knocked over the chair. Both Mary and Jennifer sprang up and came to her aid. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Vicky?” Jennifer asked, putting an arm around her back. Vicky shrugged her off. 
 
    “Nothing, no, no, I’m fine. I’m just not feeling one-hundred percent.” She raised the palm of her hands up in defence then rushed out. Jennifer and Mary sat back down. Their gaze followed Vicky out of the room. Mary leant forward. 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” she whispered. Jennifer hunched her shoulders and the corners of her mouth drooped. 
 
    “Search me.” My mind wandered off into another realm and wasn’t aware of the conversation carrying on between Mary and Jennifer. It was Mary sniffling that made me come to. 
 
    “I still miss him,” she said. “I was angry with him for a long time. You know, he wasn’t always the perfect husband. He drank too much…” Oh no, she was talking about Norman again. I drifted back into my own world. Was Vicky feeling like me or was it the drink? Maybe Norman turned up again last night. I hadn’t heard him but that didn’t mean he wasn’t there. There had definitely been a shift in her mood and behaviour 
 
    I shook my head, coming back into the room. Norman was still the topic of conversation. 
 
    “When did you find out he had another woman?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, I always suspected. There were little signs you know.” Jennifer gave me the evils. “Sometimes he wouldn’t come out with me when we went to a function. He could never come up with a good excuse why not. Another time, at the last minute he decided he was too busy to come on holiday. I was so angry I went on my own. I couldn’t enjoy myself though. If I’m honest, I was always too scared to challenge him about my hunch. I didn’t want to rock the boat.” 
 
    “So, how did it come out?” 
 
    “He walked in the lounge one evening when I was sat watching Coronation Street and he said he was leaving me. At first, I thought he was kidding, so I ignored him. I mean, he had threatened to go before on numerous occasions. He picked up the remote and turned off the TV. I wasn’t best pleased, I can tell you. Then I noticed the suitcase and realised he was serious. My mouth dropped. I couldn’t believe it. I asked him why, of course, and he told me he hadn’t been happy for years.” Mary had a tear in her eye. Jennifer gazed out of the window. It was her turn to go off into a daydream. 
 
    “I mean, I know none of us can be completely happy, but you don’t just throw away all those years together on a whim. I wanted to know why he had decided to do it now, but he just shrugged. I accused him of seeing someone, but he denied it. I’m sure he was because he moved in with his floozy within a month. I never found out what happened to Lewis.” 
 
    “Lewis?” I looked at her blankly.  
 
    “Yes, you know, Nigel Haver’s character who went out with Audrey.” I looked blank. “Lewis off Coronation Street. I missed what happened thanks to Norman.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t watch it.” 
 
    “The point is my life feels hopeless now. I don’t cope well on my own. I don’t think I’ll ever get over it.” 
 
    “Ah, there’s Tanya. I’m just going to have a word with her.” I walked over to the table where Tanya sat sipping herbal tea. Today she was dressed all in black with a scoop neckline top and a handmade choker around her neck. She reminded me of Morticia from the Addams family. 
 
    “Tanya, I think I’ll have to give this morning’s walk a miss. I’ve been as sick as a dog and I still feel rough.” 
 
    “You look peaky. Have you taken anything for it?” 
 
    “I’ve had two painkillers for my stomach ache. 
 
     “I’ve got some anti-sickness tablets if you need them.” 
 
    “Thanks, Tanya. I think most of it is out now.” 
 
    “Okay, well make sure you drink plenty of water and keep hydrated. Hopefully, we’ll see you this afternoon. 
 
    “Yes, I hope so,” I said. I turned and left. 
 
    On the way to my room, I stopped off on the first floor to check on Holly. I knocked on her door and waited. No reply. 
 
    “Holly are you in there?” Silence. 
 
    “Holly, if you need anything, give me a shout.” There was no response and I couldn’t hear any movement coming from her room. If she was ill like I was, she was probably sleeping it off. I made my way to the attic room, got undressed and back into bed. I drifted off to sleep in no time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up feeling lousy. My eyelids flickered open and I was immediately amazed at how bright it was. My dishevelled curls sprawled across the pillow. For a brief period, I didn’t know where I was. Then I remembered it wasn’t dawn. Heat poured out of my body. I checked the time.  I’d been asleep for almost two hours. Shivering, I reached out for the glass of water on the bedside table. The cool liquid felt like nectar as it went down.  
 
    I rubbed my eyes and yawned. My stomach felt bruised but stable now. I felt like I had been through the ringer. I stretched out my arms then sprang into life. My legs wobbled at first as my feet touched solid ground. A splash of cold crisp water revived me. Already I was feeling better than I did this morning.  
 
    It would be nice to have a wander around the empty house. I calculated the others would be out on their walk for some time yet. I walked over to the window and looked out. The rain was beating against the pane and I felt fortunate about missing the walk. The grass looked a shade brighter in the damp weather. There was no one about. 
 
    I held onto the worn bannister as I climbed down the stairs and walked into the library.  I jumped when I saw the dark shadow standing in the corner. 
 
    “Oh, I wasn’t expecting to see anyone here. I thought everyone had gone on the walk.” 
 
    “No, I couldn’t go with my bad back. It’s been playing me up something wicked. I can’t even sit down, I can’t get comfy,” Susan said. 
 
    “Listen, Susan, I’m glad I’ve caught you on your own. I’ve been meaning to have a word with you.” Her stance looked confrontational with her legs apart and her arms folded. 
 
    “Oh?” I hadn’t been looking forward to this but felt I had to do it. She lowered her head as if she was studying me. 
 
    “I wanted to apologise for my behaviour towards you. I know we got off on the wrong foot. We haven’t always seen eye to eye, but I shouldn’t have spoken to you the way I did, I’m sorry.” 
 
    Susan looked at me, her eyes narrowed. She tilted her head. I could see she was processing what I had said. To be honest, it didn’t matter to me if she accepted my apology, I had to do it for my own peace of mind. 
 
    “I can’t say I always like the way you behave, and I don’t think we will ever be friends but I’m sorry too if it’s any consolation.” I nodded. That would suffice. 
 
    “Do you know if Holly went on the walk, only I haven’t seen her today and I was concerned about her?” 
 
    “Oh, she’s gone home.” 
 
    “Gone home? Really?” 
 
    “Yes, Moira ran her to the station.” 
 
    “Moira ran her to the station?” 
 
    “See, there you go. You’re doing it again. The way you’re talking, it’s as though you don’t believe me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, it’s not you. I’m shocked, that’s all.” I frowned. “I can’t believe Moira took her and I’m surprised she said nothing.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve told you before, the world doesn’t just centre around you. Apparently, she and Moira made up last night.” I shook my head. 
 
    “I’m just stunned, I suppose. I never expected that.” 
 
    “There must be something in the air. We’re all making up.” 
 
    “So, have you been enjoying the course?” I asked Susan.  
 
    “Not as much as usual, if I’m honest. I’ve had a sore throat all week so it’s probably the early onset of a virus and things at home could be better.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes, it gets me down sometimes how often my husband has to work away. I get so lonely.” 
 
    “It’s not always easy on your own. I know that. Do you have friends you see?” 
 
    “Not really, my best friend moved away. I should try to get out more, but I can’t seem to motivate myself and I’m always so ill.” I nodded. I liked this new vulnerable side of Susan. 
 
    “I hope the answers come for you.” 
 
    “I hope so too.” 
 
    I moved over to the French doors to get a phone signal to send Holly a text asking how she was and hoping she got home okay. I didn’t get a reply. I heard chatter coming from the hall and realised the others were back from their walk.  
 
    I wasn’t going to chance any lunch. As it was only a fine drizzle, I felt fresh air might do me good, so I went out into the garden. I zipped my coat up to the neck, turning up the collar, and I put my hood up. Coming from Manchester, with all our rain, every coat I owned had a hood on it. It was like a shield against the pitter patter sound in my ears. Small pools of water had gathered on the path. The flowers glistened. 
 
    I looked up. Droplets of water fell from the grey sky. I wondered why Holly had gone without saying anything. I was still baffled by her actions. We’d got close over the last few days. I was disappointed she hadn’t come to say goodbye. 
 
    I looked back at the house with its uninviting grey walls and small windows with their cracked paintwork. I thought about what I had learned about myself. I loved to help other people, but then I didn’t want to help everyone. Susan, for instance, I hadn’t imagined helping her. Did I judge people too soon before I gave them a chance? Did I interfere too much in other people’s lives? Susan thought so, but I was only trying to help.  
 
    Perhaps that was how Jack saw me — meddlesome. If I was sticking my oar in, it would make him want to back off. I would probably do the same. I didn’t think I could change it though. I was too eager, too concerned about others — when it suited me. My mood took a nosedive as I considered my faults. I sighed and walked back indoors. 
 
    A yoga session had been arranged for after lunch. Maybe that would buck me up. Tanya had assured me it wasn’t a strenuous one, so I decided to chance it. My belly felt less like an angry rock by the minute. Only three of us turned up for it — me, Jennifer and Mary. I didn’t ask where the others were. None of the classes was compulsory. As the week went on the numbers attending slowly declined.  
 
    I dismissed the fact my stomach felt a little empty. I could manage some gentle exercise. I picked up my mat and went over to the left side of the room. There was plenty of space around me. 
 
    “We will start with a quiet period to help everyone focus,” Tanya said. I sat there and closed my eyes. 
 
    “Think of your mind as a chariot, being pulled by a team of powerful horses. One of them is your breath, one is desire. The chariot moves towards both of them. If breath prevails, then desires are controlled, the senses are held in check and the mind is stilled. If desire prevails, breath is in disarray and the mind is agitated and troubled. So, concentrate on your breathing.” Oh, dear, desire is winning and pulling harder than breath. Come on breath get a move on. 
 
    “If you can regulate your breathing, your heart will be at peace, and your spirit calmed. Now I want you to continue in that kneeling position and tuck your toes under and spread your hands forward. That’s it, Sophie.” Tanya walked around the room checking our poses. 
 
    “Now, when you exhale, draw your knees away from the floor, keeping them bent. Keep breathing Jennifer. Rotate your shoulders outwards and lengthen your neck.” She helped Jennifer by straightening her head. Then she went back to the front and got in the pose herself. 
 
    “Bend from the knees and lengthen your backs. Hold that pose ladies and keep breathing.” My mind cleared because I was too busy concentrating on getting the pose right. “This is known as the downward facing dog. Hold it for five. Well done.” 
 
    The class continued for forty-five minutes. My muscles yelled out after that stretching. I would feel it tomorrow.  
 
    “I hope you will continue to practice yoga when you leave here. By improving the quality of your breath work, not only will it increase your vitality but also it will improve your digestion, tone your nervous system and calm your mind.” 
 
    I wiped the perspiration from my brow with my towel. It hadn’t been physically exerting, but I felt like I had worked my body. As we walked out of the room, I spotted Moira. 
 
    “I believe you ran Holly to the station last night?” Moira’s cheeks glowed pink. She turned her head away from me and looked down. 
 
    “That’s right.” She must have been outside as the fresh air brought the blood rushing to her face. It was now bright crimson. 
 
    “What time did she leave? I can’t believe she didn’t say goodbye.” 
 
    “It was late last night, after nine. I’m sorry, I must go. I’ve got an urgent call I need to make.” She pushed past me and almost ran up the stairs, leaving me shaking my head and staring at the back of her as she disappeared. 
 
      
 
    I went back up to my room to shower and get changed. I was glad I’d attended the class. I felt better for it. I’d give Holly another ring later. 
 
    Brushing my hair and pinning it up, I checked my appearance. There was colour coming back into my cheeks. My skin was pale anyway, but this morning’s ghostly look had even scared me. 
 
    I walked into the dining room to see Vicky with an audience around her. She was shouting, and the others were trying to calm her down. As I got closer to the scene of the commotion, I could hear Vicky’s words. 
 
    “Someone’s stolen it. We need to call the police,” she shouted. Mary was trying to pacify her, but she kept repeating the same sentence. Moira stood at the back of the group. I asked her what happened. 
 
    “Vicky is accusing someone of stealing her Rolex watch,” she whispered. 
 
    “What? She brought an expensive Rolex watch to this place. Why did she do that?” 
 
    “She’s all show, isn’t she?” Moira’s voice was low. Her eyes averted mine. 
 
    “Where did she have it? I didn’t notice her wearing it.” 
 
    “She said it was on the dressing table in her room.” At that moment, Vicky stopped shouting and turned and stared at me. 
 
    “She must have taken it.” Vicky held her arm up straight and pointed at me. “She was the only one who didn’t come on the walk.” Everyone turned their heads in my direction. I had my hands on my hips and I shook my head. My mouth was wide open. 
 
    “What! You think I stole your watch? Are you joking? I cried. 
 
    “No, I’m not. You were here this morning. It must have been you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    I felt lousy enough as it was without this accusation. 
 
    “I was in bed asleep all morning. How could I have taken it?” My eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Likely story. I noticed from your first day here you were jealous of me.” 
 
    “What!” My hands were on my hips. 
 
    “Vicky! You can’t go around accusing people,” Jennifer said. “Have you checked everywhere?” 
 
    “I know where I left it. It’s definitely been taken.” 
 
    “Come on, let’s go up to your room and have a good look around.” Jennifer pulled on Vicky’s arm and coaxed her out the door. Mary accompanied them. They both glared over at me before they left. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Susan asked. 
 
    “Well, I can do without outbursts like that. Physically, I’m still feeling washed out, so I’m not impressed.” 
 
    “She’s such a drama queen. She does it every year.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Last year it was an expensive scarf she said had been taken. It turned out she hadn’t even brought it with her. I wouldn’t mind but she makes everyone feel guilty and then she never apologises. I wouldn’t worry. I’m sure if she has one, it will turn up.” 
 
    “So, you’ve not seen the watch?” 
 
    “No. She’s bragged about having one, but I’ve not seen her wearing it. She brags about everything. To be honest, she’s not someone I spend much time with.” 
 
    We sat down for our evening meal, but I couldn’t face any food. I thought I might try the soup, but even the idea of that revolted me now. I wanted to go straight back to bed but I thought that would make me look even more guilty.  
 
    The last time I’d been accused of stealing anything was when I drank a friend’s bottle of whisky. That time I had taken it, but this was different. My stomach felt tight. I felt alone, let down. I’d wrongly believed Vicky liked me. Her words had wounded me. I would never accuse someone like that without any proof.  
 
    I sat at the table. There was small talk going on between the others, but I couldn’t hear the words. I churned what Vicky said over and over. It stung with every breath. I played with my food, pushing it around the plate. Mary returned leaving Vicky and Jennifer upstairs. 
 
    “I can’t be doing with this drama,” she said. “Don’t worry, Sophie. It will all blow over. You’ll see.” I gave her a half-hearted smile. I sat with my thoughts wondering what to do. Moments later, Olivia walked in and sidled up to me. She bent down. Her lips were close to my ear. 
 
    “May I have a quiet word with you when you’ve finished your meal?” I put down the piece of bread I was about to butter.  
 
    “I’ll come now.” She held the palm of her hand up in my face. 
 
    “No, no, there’s no rush. You finish your meal.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m not hungry.” I picked up the napkin that had been on my knee and flung it onto the table. I followed in silence to the office. Sitting down in the chair opposite to her, I waited for the onslaught. She put her hands on her knees and leaned towards me. 
 
    “Obviously you’re aware of this delicate situation with Vicky.” Her voice was hushed. 
 
    “Yes, and I’m not too pleased about her accusations.” 
 
    “No, quite. It’s just that…” I waited. “I’m sure you can understand, if we were to call the police in, it would cause a great deal of upset.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure.” She watched my reactions. “The thing is, if we bring in the police, everyone will have to be interviewed and searched. It would become general knowledge. It might even make the local papers because there’s not an awful lot happens in these parts.” 
 
    “Go on.” Any hint of warmth I had towards Olivia was slowly subsiding. 
 
    “Vicky has agreed if we do a search of your room then she is happy for us to leave the police out of this.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, hang on a minute.” I sat upright in the chair. “What about everyone else’s rooms? Don’t you intend to search them as well?” She cocked her head to one side and smiled. 
 
    “Everyone else was out on the walk.” 
 
    “Bobo wasn’t, you weren’t, Susan wasn’t.” 
 
    “I hope you’re not accusing me,” she said in a raised voice. 
 
    “Why not? You had as much chance to take it as I did if not more. I was asleep in bed all afternoon.” 
 
    “Well, we do only have your word for that.” The temperature rose in my body in an instant. 
 
    “How dare you!” I pushed the chair back as it made a scraping noise along the wooden floor and I marched towards the door. 
 
    “Wait, wait. I’m sorry. I don’t for one minute think you took it. Surely you can see I am in a precarious position?” I stood holding the door handle. 
 
    “Not as precarious as my position, it would seem.” 
 
    “I have a business to run here and I need to keep everyone happy.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not keeping me happy.” She coughed and looked down. “I’m sorry but I won’t agree to my room being searched if nowhere else is being searched.” 
 
    “You do realise that makes you look guilty and if we call the police, they will search you and your room, anyway.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’ll be treated as fairly as anyone else in that case. It won’t be a witch hunt like this is turning out to be. I thought you were an intelligent woman, Olivia but I was wrong, you’re a half-wit.” 
 
    I opened the door wider and stormed out. I wasn’t listening to any more of this nonsense. I marched along the corridor just as Susan walked out of the dining room. I brushed past her and just as I was about to ascend the stairs turned to her and said, “And you can wipe that smirk off your face.” 
 
    My feet pounded on each stair as I climbed up and went to my room. I slammed the door shut behind me, threw myself on the bed and burst out crying. 
 
    I’d been there some time before I could compose myself. I wanted to phone Jack, but he’d say I was being stupid for even taking this whole debacle seriously. Instead, I called Joyce, my AA sponsor. She’d know what to do. I explained to her what happened.  
 
    “First of all, well done you for not picking up a drink,” she said.  
 
    “Drinking is the last thing on my mind right now.” 
 
    “Good. You should be proud of yourself for getting through this sober and you’ve done the right thing phoning me for support.” Already I felt a million times better listening to Joyce’s words. “You haven’t taken the watch, have you?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” I replied. 
 
    “Then, you’ve nothing to worry about. Don’t pick up resentments against others. They don’t know how to deal with situations like this. We’ll pray together that this will all be sorted out and the situation will be resolved. What have you learned so far from the experience?” 
 
    “That I can still fly off the handle quickly.” 
 
    “And is there anyone you have wronged and need to make amends to?” I thought for a moment. A knot tightened in my stomach. 
 
    “Well, I was probably rude to both Olivia and Susan.” 
 
    “You know how our programme tells us that when we are wrong we have to promptly admit it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So, you know what you need to do then.” 
 
    “What! The way Olivia accused me, you want me to apologise to her?” 
 
    “No, not me, dear. It’s what your twelve-step programme advises.” My body slumped.  
 
    “And Susan as well?” 
 
    “It’s for your peace of mind. It doesn’t matter how hurt you feel. Trust me you’ll feel better if you do it.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can.” I huffed and puffed.  
 
    “Oh, and don’t forget, it says promptly.” 
 
    “Okay, I get what you’re saying. I’ll do it straightaway.” She could no doubt hear the reluctance in my voice. 
 
    After I ended the call, I sat on the bed for a time. There was a knock on the door. I got up to answer it. It was Tanya. I beckoned her in. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked. I bowed my head. 
 
    “Well apart from being accused of doing something I haven’t, I suppose I’ve had worse things happen to me.” 
 
    “Listen, if it’s any consolation I’m sure it will all die down soon. Hopefully, Vicky will find her watch. Olivia’s spoken to me. She asked me to have a word with you. She feels she didn’t handle the situation well.” 
 
    “To be honest, half an hour ago I felt like swinging for Olivia but now I think I owe her an apology. I flew off the handle. I need to speak to her and try to smooth things over.” 
 
    “Violence is never a solution but some of the women that come here have issues they haven’t dealt with,” 
 
    “We all have a past, I understand that, but you can’t go around accusing people and jumping to conclusions.” 
 
    “No, true. If you want me to speak to Olivia and Vicky for you, I don’t mind.” 
 
    “It’s okay, I need to do it myself, but thanks.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re sure you’re alright, I’ll leave you to it.” 
 
    “I’ll speak to Vicky when she’s calmed down.” 
 
    She nodded and left. I walked over to the mirror and brushed my hair. I couldn’t always blame my long red locks for my fiery moods. I gave out a big sigh. I came out and locked the door behind me. Looking at Vicky’s door opposite, I shook my head. I stopped off at the floor below and went up to Susan’s room and knocked. I waited. There was no reply. Maybe she was still downstairs. 
 
    I went down to the ground floor and to Olivia’s office. There was no answer when I knocked. I wasn’t having much luck finding either of them. I looked in the lounge, but no sign. I walked into the dining room and I could hear raised voices. Muffled sounds were coming from the kitchen. 
 
    Slowly, I crept towards the door to the kitchen. As I got closer, I could make out the voices. There was no mistaking the broad Scottish twang of Bobo’s voice. She was shouting.  
 
    “I don’t like the way you look at her. Is there something going on between you two?” I heard Olivia’s reply. 
 
    “Darling, it’s nothing like that, I promise you.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you, Liv. You’ve been spending a lot of time with her.” I felt very uncomfortable eavesdropping. I had heard more than I should have. I didn’t know what this was about, but it sounded personal. I moved out of the dining room.   
 
    I must have had a puzzled look on my face when I bumped into Mary in the hall. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing. Have you seen Susan?” 
 
    “She was here a few minutes ago. She said she was going outside for a cigarette.” 
 
    “Tut, tut, smoking with her bad chest. That’ll never do.” Mary shrugged her shoulders and held the palms of her hands upwards. I shook my head and continued walking towards the exit. 
 
    I opened the door. Susan stood there. She jerked her arm behind her back when she saw me, hiding the cigarette from view. From her expression, she looked like a schoolgirl caught behind the bike sheds. I ignored her embarrassment. It didn’t matter to me that she hadn’t given up yet. 
 
    “Hello, Susan. I’m glad I’ve caught you. I wanted to apologise for my comments to you earlier. I was out of order and I’m sorry.” The dark night had hidden her face but as I moved towards her, a glint of light from the moon shone on her features. I could see her eyes looked red and puffed. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I’ve not been my usual self, feeling so ill. I’ll have to make an appointment to see my doctor when I get home.” She looked out into the distance, her face looked stern.   
 
    “Is there anything I can do?”   
 
    “No, thank you, everything’s fine,” she snapped. It clearly wasn’t. 
 
    “Okay, well I came to apologise.” She wasn’t interested in my words. Her eyes still looked out and I could tell she was somewhere else. I left her with her thoughts. Climbing upstairs, I wondered if I had misjudged Susan and been too harsh on her. Maybe her idyllic lifestyle wasn’t as wonderful as she tried to make out. Her bitterness could be down to her troubles at home.  
 
    Walking past the lounge I heard voices, but I wasn’t in the mood for company, so I went back to my room. An early night would do me good. I got undressed and ready for bed. Sleep didn’t come. I mulled over the day and all that had gone on. I wasn’t best pleased with life right now. It felt so unfair. Sometimes, when I got annoyed and upset, my childish side came out. I thought about how I could put it right but didn’t come up with a solution. 
 
    I thought too about Jack and what he might be up to. The signal in this darn place was so bad, the calls had been so sporadic. Even outside, I struggled to communicate. It wasn’t a bad thing, not being able to use technology and having to fend for myself but when it is such a big part of your life, it is so difficult. 
 
    I rolled over from one side to the other. I tried to put into practice the mindfulness techniques we had been shown to keep my mind centred in the here and now. It didn’t work. My focus was everywhere but in the moment. In fact, as far as keeping things in the day were concerned, I didn’t want to do that. I’d had such a bad day; there was no way I wanted to stay in it.  
 
    The only good thing was my previous sickness had disappeared. Hopefully, I had shaken off any hint of a virus. Physically, I was on the mend but mentally I was in a bad place. It was a good thing I hadn’t bumped into Vicky again tonight. I’d had as much as I could take for one day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    The cold breeze screamed in my ears. I watched as the leaves on the trees danced side to side. Tears streamed down my cheeks. I hadn’t expected that. What happened yesterday had affected me more than I realised. The shock of the accusations had whipped my antibodies into a frenzy so physically, I felt better, but mentally I was sinking.  
 
    I had to push myself this morning to get up and out for a run. I hated conflict, but I had to face up to what had happened. If the watch wasn’t found soon, the police would be called, and I would be a prime suspect. Olivia could only hold off bringing them in for so long. I understood that.  
 
    It hurt how Vicky accused me. It could easily be one of the others who took the watch. I wasn’t even certain she’d brought it with her. I hadn’t seen it. There was also that man I heard in Vicky’s room the other night. Had Norman come back, and could he be involved? I didn’t know what to make of it. I kept running. My breathing was loud. My lungs cried out for mercy, to slow down, but I didn’t listen.  
 
    The trees spun around me. I wasn’t going to falter. I kept going. If Vicky didn’t like me, it was her problem. I had to focus on the positives in this situation. I didn’t think anyone else thought I had taken the watch, other than maybe Olivia or Susan. The more I thought about it, the more I believed it could be Olivia.  
 
    If she was having money problems, then selling a Rolex watch would help with any debts, if she could get away with it. And what better way to keep the spotlight off yourself than to go along with the accusations directed at me. Mm, interesting. 
 
    My body warmed up, but my calf muscles pulled and twitched. Those legs of mine were being disobedient today. Some days running came easy, but today it felt a chore and my limbs fought against me, not wanting to move forward.  
 
    I glanced around, deciding which path to follow. I wasn’t stopping for anything today, even when it started to rain. I pulled up the hood of my kagool and shuddered. It was only a bit of water. What was wrong with me? I needed my brain to stop racing. In an instant, the scenery changed from one of calmness to disruption. The wind kicked up and the boughs of the trees swayed. Bitter gusts ripped at my flimsy outerwear. This wasn’t what I signed up for. I should turn back, but something compelled me to keep going. 
 
    I was being beckoned forward by some strange force. I sensed danger, but it was like I had no choice. I had to keep running. This morning my heart wanted to thrust out of my chest. It wanted to be free of its cage, to escape the world. I felt more awake than I’d ever been. My body urged me to run as fast as it could to the hills or the woods, to be anywhere but here. 
 
    It surprised me how my body could function despite the fear that enveloped me. I didn’t even know what it was I was afraid of. I wanted to run to safety, yet my instincts kept telling me it wasn’t this way. Adrenaline flooded into my body like an intravenous drip taking over. 
 
    Shadows loomed as the trees beckoned. Forward I ran, not looking back. There was a black hole in my head, working its way down to my soul, taking away my hopes and dreams. My lungs were burning as I raced on. My breathing was fast and shallow, my pulse jerked out. 
 
    It was my stomach churning that stopped me in my tracks. At first, I thought it was the bug I had the previous day returning. I soon realised something was badly wrong. There was a sickly odour in the air. A smell so vile, like rotten fruit only worse. I could only imagine it must be a dead deer or some other poor animal. I gagged and then I saw it. 
 
    I looked to my left and my eyes caught sight of something they would never erase. I couldn’t move a muscle, not even to scream. The horror of the situation I was in paralysed me. It was the hand I saw first, white and lifeless, clutching onto some leaves. I followed its path up to the arm and the rest of the body, half covered in foliage. 
 
    As my eyes trailed up towards the face, I’d hoped against hope it would be a random stranger, but I feared the worst. I didn’t want to recognise the features, but I did. Even in death, and with all that blood splattered over her body, there was no mistaking who it was. Her eyes had widened and looked wilder than a deer caught in a trap. There was nothing beautiful about her anymore. 
 
    Congealed blood intertwined with twigs and hair. She lay like a butchered animal in a pool of blood. I let out an almighty scream. I had never been any good at the sight of blood, but this was the most horrific sight I’d ever seen. Her neck looked almost severed. As much as I wanted to turn away, I couldn’t help but stare. 
 
    My hands shook as did the rest of my body. The smell was the most disturbing aroma I’d ever encountered. Nausea swept up through my body. My stomach lurched. I put a hand over my lips to stop the torrent building up inside my mouth. I tried to force down the bile mixed with saliva, but it came gushing to the surface and out into the open. My hands and face dripped with the pungent liquid. I grimaced and tried to wipe my face on my sleeve and my hands on my leggings. 
 
    I drew closer towards the body and knelt down. I picked up her hand and stroked it. The hand was pale and cold. The fingers had bent over, and they remained that way. There was no pliability in her hands. So, this was rigor mortis. Her sleeve fell back, and I saw scars on her arm. Every inch of me knew it was wrong to touch the body, but I wanted to check for myself what my eyes wouldn’t believe. That she really was dead. I stared at her for what seemed a long time. I wanted her to wake up and tell me it had all been a cruel joke, but no this was one nightmare I had to live through. 
 
    Then I saw it. It glistened in the corner of my eye as the rays of the sun coming through caught its shine. I put my hand over my mouth at the realisation of what I had seen. Six inches of stainless steel, its sharp cutting edge still visible among the blood stains. Cold and ruthless it lay there. The dark hardwood handle had sat in the palm of the murderer’s hand and done its job. It wasn’t hidden. Its position close to the body showed no kindness. I flinched as it glimmered, mocking me, instilling terror by its presence on the ground. 
 
    “No, no, no, no,” I shouted out, but no one heard my cries. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vicky, so stoic in life looked so fragile in death. In the short time I’d known her, she normally wore a ready smile and knowing eyes. In death, her face was pale, her lips taking on a blue tint. With my hands shaking, I took out my phone to ring the emergency services. No signal. Of all the times to let me down. This was all I needed. 
 
    I looked around at my surroundings. I would have to direct the police here later. All the trees looked the same. There was a small clearing ahead. I took a mental note, glanced back at Vicky’s body one last time and shuddered. 
 
    My jelly-like legs wobbled as I set off. I couldn’t run back to Glenloch Hall like this, so I hurried along, stopping every so often to try my phone again. No joy. Tears streamed down my face as my senses grasped onto the realisation of what I’d stumbled upon.  
 
    I reached the hall and went straight to the office to call for help. My words came out undecipherable. Olivia stared at me.  
 
    “She’s dead, she’s dead!” I screamed. Olivia took hold of my arms and shook me. 
 
    “Who’s dead, Sophie?” 
 
    “Oh my God, it was awful.” My hands were over my mouth. “Get the police, get the police.” Tanya walked into the room. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Calm down, darling. What’s happened?” Olivia said as she picked up the landline and dialled. “Here, you better speak to them.” She handed me the receiver. 
 
    “I… I… I… I’ve found a dead body,” I said to the woman on the other end. 
 
    “What?” I heard Tanya saying in the background. “Is it someone we know?” The responder wanted the full address which Olivia relayed back to me.  
 
    “Now, can you tell me what’s happened,” the calm voice came back down the line. It didn’t put me at ease. 
 
    “It’s Vicky, she’s dead!” I screamed into the phone. The emergency dispatcher deserved a medal for getting any information out of me, the state I was in. 
 
    “Police and ambulance are on their way. They will be with you shortly.” 
 
    “It’s too late for an ambulance. She’s dead.” 
 
    “Are you with the injured person now?” 
 
    “No, no, she’s in the woods. I had to come and get help.” 
 
    “Is anyone else with the injured person?” 
 
    “No, no, I was alone when I found her.” 
 
    “And how do you know she’s dead?” 
 
    “Her body was cold.” 
 
    “Can you wait for the ambulance to show them to the body?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course.” 
 
    “And the name of the person, do you know her full name?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, it’s Vicky Philipson.” I bawled. Olivia had closed the door away from the ears of the others gathering in the reception area.   
 
    “Will you be able to direct the police officers back to the scene?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I think so.” 
 
    “So, you are okay to stay in the vicinity?” 
 
    “Yes, I can do that.” 
 
    “Okay, so if you can wait for the police and ambulance to arrive and in the meantime don’t touch or move the body again.” She probably thought she’d got a right one with the state I was in. 
 
    “I… I… I already touched her hand. I wanted to make sure she was dead.” This seemed such a foolish act now on my part. The way her head lay and the amount of blood, it was obvious she must be dead. 
 
    “Fine, well, the vehicles have been dispatched while we are on the line so, they shouldn’t be too long.” She asked me a few more questions. My head was in a daze. Finally, I came off the phone.  
 
    “What should we say to Jennifer and Mary?” I asked. 
 
    “This news will devastate them,” Olivia said.  
 
    “Oh no, I can’t tell them.” The tears poured out again and Olivia handed me a tissue.  
 
    “Do you want a cup of tea? You’ve had a nasty shock,” Tanya asked. 
 
    “No, no, I’ve got to wait for the police and paramedics to arrive.” I paced up and down the room. “I think I’ll wait outside.” My mind was whirring around. I couldn’t think straight.  I brushed past the others gathered in the hall not stopping to answer questions. I walked up the gravel path trying to calm my breathing.  I took out my phone and tapped in Jack’s number, but still, there was no signal.  What would he do in this situation?  
 
    A thought came to me. There was a screen in Olivia’s office. I hadn’t seen any cameras displayed anywhere but there was a chance Olivia had CCTV. I ran back to the house and back to Olivia’s office. She had the phone in her hand but put it down when she saw me.  
 
    “Olivia, where are your CCTV cameras?” 
 
    “There’s only one, and it is set to watch the reception area. It should pick up anyone going in or out.” 
 
    “Can you check it for last night only it might give some indication of when Vicky left the building? It could help the police.” 
 
    “Yes, sure.” She pulled out the tape and pushed it into the box and it began to play. This could take hours, but fingers crossed it would show something useful. While we were waiting for Olivia to load up the machine, I asked if I could phone Jack and tell him about my gruesome discovery. 
 
    “Of course, be my guest.” My hands shook as I took his number off my phone and rang him. It went to answerphone. I left a message telling him what had happened. I would have to catch up with him later as right now I could hear vehicles approaching. The police had arrived. I rushed back outside. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jennifer asked.  
 
    “Sorry I’ve got to speak to the police. Ask Olivia,” I said, pushing past her. I walked up to the first vehicle. 
 
    “I’m the one who found the body,” I said to the short, ginger-haired woman walking towards me. “Detective Inspector Fraser,” she said offering her hand to me. Her handshake was solid like her build, “And you are?” 
 
    “Sophie Brown. I’m on a course here,” I said turning around to look back at Glenloch Hall. Three pairs of eyes followed mine as the DI was joined by two other male police officers.  
 
    “Can you take us to where you found the victim?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s this way.” The DI put up the collar of her fawn-coloured mac and I led the way. We trudged through the mud-sodden grass, amid pine trees and clumps of Scottish heather. The wet leaves on the ground made the path slippery. I lost my footing, bumping into the DI. I held onto her arm to steady myself. There were sniggers coming from behind.  
 
    “Mind how you go, lassie.” 
 
    We continued along. My stomach churned. I hoped I would remember where the body was again. My heart thumped fast. I knew we were getting closer. 
 
    The scene looked more macabre the second time around. I heaved when I saw Vicky’s body and the bloody mess mixed in with the undergrowth.  
 
    “Okay, let’s clear the area and get this site closed off,” the DI called out. She put a pair of blue plastic covers over her shoes and signalled me to move away from the body. I stood watching as more people arrived and put on white plastic overcoats. 
 
    “Any sign of the weapon?” I heard someone ask. 
 
    “Yes, over here. We need to section the area off and do a thorough search when the rest of the team get here.” The place was a hive of activity as someone brought out tape and was busy attaching it to trees close by. 
 
    “Can one of you accompany this young lassie back,” the DI shouted, pointing at me. Whilst it was interesting watching all the comings and goings, the scene was too gruesome for my eyes. I was glad to get out of there. A policeman walked alongside me, back to the cars parked in the driveway. From his youthful appearance, he looked fresh out of Police College.  
 
    “Have you known the deceased long?” he asked as we walked up to one of the squad cars.  
 
    “Vicky? No, not really. I only met her on Monday. I’ve been on a course here with her.” 
 
    “I’ll take down some details. Can you sit in the back of the car?” 
 
    “That’s fine.” I knew there would be a lot of red tape and procedures to go through.  
 
    “It must have come as something of a shock for you finding her?” 
 
    “You’re not kidding. I can’t believe it.” I still felt shaky. 
 
    “Do you feel able to answer some questions now?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m okay.” I tried to smile. 
 
    “I need you to run through the circumstances leading up to the discovery. What were you doing out there?” I thought it was obvious from my attire so either he was a rubbish copper, or the question was a formality. 
 
    “I was out running. I go for a run most mornings.” 
 
    “Do you always run to the same area?” 
 
    “Pretty much, now I’ve got my bearings.” 
 
    “Did you see or hear anything unusual whilst out on your run?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. 
 
    “How would you describe your relationship with Vicky?” I rubbed the back of my neck as a fluttering grew in my stomach. 
 
    “It was okay until yesterday.” 
 
    “Oh,” he eyed me carefully. “And what happened yesterday?” I took a deep breath and gulped. 
 
    “She accused me of stealing her watch.” I looked down. I imagined all sorts of things. Now they were bound to think it was me.  
 
    “I see.” His eyes narrowed. “And did you steal it?” He was staring into my soul, accusing me of I knew not what. 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    He continued asking questions. Some were a repeat of what I’d already told him. I didn’t want to show my impatience but this was getting tedious. I breathed deeply. He wrote copious notes.  
 
    There was one question he kept asking, “So, you say you touched the body?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. To check if she was dead.” 
 
    “To check if she was dead,” he repeated. His eyes were boring into mine. Why did I have to touch her? What an idiot.  
 
    “If you’d like to wait there a minute, Miss Brown.” No more Sophie now he thinks I’m guilty. His minute must have taken an hour. He was outside talking to colleagues; every so often they looked over at me. Finally, he walked back to the car with a scruffy looking colleague. 
 
    “We’ll need a statement. Are you okay to accompany us to the station?” he asked as they both clambered in the car. 
 
    “Yes,” I said as the ignition roared up. We drove off just as Jennifer and Mary appeared outside. My face stared out through the window as I sat in the back of the police car. Goodness knows what they thought. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Brown, would you like to follow me, please,” the young fresh-faced policeman said as he held a door open. I’d sat in the reception area for almost an hour, nervously flicking through magazines. It was far worse than waiting at the doctor’s or dentist’s surgery. I’d bitten the skin on my fingers until it bled. I felt the tension building in my upper back. 
 
    The young officer beckoned me forward and led me through to an interview room. 
 
    “Can I get you a drink, tea or coffee maybe?” 
 
    “Tea would be nice, ta.” 
 
    “Coming right up. You’re not from around these parts?” 
 
    “No, I live in Manchester. I’m up here on a course.” His accent was southern, but I was in no mood to engage in conversation and ask him where he was from. 
 
    “Okay,” he nodded and turning on the spot left me to look around the tiny room. The walls were painted a dull dark blue, not as dark as a police uniform but equally depressing. There were no windows in the room. Is that so I can’t escape? I presumed I was here voluntarily and free to go if I wanted, but no one had told me so. A musty smell permeated through me. I’d not had a chance to shower since my run so felt dirty and smelly. 
 
    The walls were bare apart from a blank whiteboard and the air conditioning machine. I wondered why they’d need that in such a cold part of the world. There were four plastic black chairs facing a small wooden desk which I now centred my focus on. Names were etched into the wood of criminals or whoever else had sat there before me. The tape machine looked menacing to the side of me. 
 
    The policeman brought in my drink. I’d hoped he would stay and talk now. I didn’t want to be alone, but he left. With only my cup of tea for company, I longed for Jack to be with me. The palms of my hands began to sweat as did my forehead. I scratched my head. Had they forgotten about me? 
 
    Eventually, the door opened and in burst two plain-clothed officers both of whom looked younger than me. They introduced themselves. DS Colin Hargreaves had ginger hair, freckles on his face with milky skin with a high patch of colour on his cheeks. DC Zola McAndrews was pretty with a turned-up nose and dark brown hair tied back in a bun. 
 
    As much as I should have felt at ease, I didn’t. I kept telling myself I was only the witness who found the body. They wouldn’t suspect me of any wrongdoing, so why did I feel so guilty? My hands couldn’t keep still. One minute they were over my mouth, the next, I sat on them. I sighed, picking at the skin on my thumb. 
 
    “So, before we take your statement, we’d like to run through some questions. They’re standard procedure,” DS Hargreaves said. I nodded. “And if we can take your fingerprints to eliminate you from our inquiries.” I expected to get my hands covered in blue ink, but it was all computerised now. 
 
    “If you can describe the circumstances leading up to you finding the body.” I let out a big puff of air. This wasn’t the first time I’d recounted the story of my grim discovery and it probably wouldn’t be the last. “These are all routine questions, you understand.” 
 
    The intensity with which they both watched me as I spoke made me blush. I hadn’t done anything and yet I felt they were about to charge me with some heinous crime. Did touching the body mean I had hampered their work? It felt like I had “guilty” stamped on my forehead. That used to happen at school. I always wanted to own up to things I hadn’t done, to take away the anxiety I felt for being accused. I’m not owning up to anything today. 
 
    “And can you tell us anything about your relationship with the deceased?” Relationship! I’d hardly call it a relationship. 
 
    “Well, I’ve only known her since Monday, so I’ve not had time to get to know her well.” 
 
    “And how would you describe Ms Philipson? In the short time you’ve known her, how did she come across to you?” DS Hargreaves emphasised short time. Was he having a dig at me? I gave him one of the looks I give Jack when I’m not happy with him. 
 
    “She was friendly, outgoing.” 
 
    “And did you get on well with her?” My stomach churned as I thought about the watch incident. 
 
    “Yes, she could be full on and liked to be the centre of attention. I didn’t have a problem with that.” 
 
    “Do you know anyone who might have a grievance against her?” The intensity of the staring towards me continued. They weren’t letting up, allowing me to feel more comfortable. I thought good interviewers were supposed to put people at ease. I was anything but that. 
 
    “She was very bossy and liked to push her two friends around, Mary and Jennifer. Oh, and I believe she had an affair with Mary’s ex-husband Norman. She told me he turned up at the centre the other night.” 
 
    “Would you like to tell us more. I sank back in the chair and gave them details that hopefully would put them on the right track to finding who was responsible for Vicky’s murder. Then they could leave me alone. When I finished recounting the information I had, DC McAndrews spoke. She doodled with the pen in her hand, drawing circles on the plain white piece of paper in front of her. 
 
    “If you can tell us about the last time you saw the victim alive, please, Miss Brown. How did she seem?” 
 
    “Please, call me Sophie.” My confidence rose as I felt surer now they didn’t think I’d done anything wrong. I crossed my arms. “She seemed agitated yesterday, not her usual self.” 
 
    “Can you expand on that, Sophie?” She said my name very pronounced. I knew I had to tell them about the watch incident. If I didn’t, I would look guilty when it came out. The confidence of the previous minute was soon wiped off my face. I scraped my hand through my hair and looked at them both. They were studying me. I’d never make a poker player. I couldn’t hide the anxiety that had returned as I cleared my throat. 
 
    “Would you like a glass of water?” 
 
    “Er… yes please.” 
 
    “Carry on.” I watched as DC McAndrews poured me a glass from the bottle on the table. My hands were clammy. I wiped them on my leggings and took a large glug from the glass.  
 
    “You seem rather nervous, Miss Brown?” It hadn’t gone unnoticed how DS Hargreaves had reverted to the more formal address. I kept blinking. 
 
    “I had a rather unpleasant incident with her yesterday afternoon.” 
 
    “Go on.” I had an empty feeling in the pit of my stomach. I looked up at the clock wishing this was over. Closing my eyes, I took in a calming breath and told them about the lead up to the accusation and what happened.  
 
    “And how did that make you feel?” I took a quick bite out of the loose skin around my thumbnail. 
 
    “It wasn’t very nice. I hadn’t done anything wrong. I wouldn’t consider murdering her if that’s what you think.” My cheeks glowed. I crossed my arms then uncrossed them. I knew they’d study my body language, and I didn’t want to come across as negative. The jitteriness wouldn’t stop. 
 
    “Do you know anyone who would want her dead?” A lump gathered in my throat. I wiped the perspiration from my brow. 
 
    “I don’t know why anyone would do that to her, no.” I got a flashback of her mutilated body lying there and the pent-up emotions were released. I began to cry. DC McAndrews passed me a box of tissues. 
 
    “If you want to take a moment to compose yourself, Sophie.” She smiled. The questioning continued.  
 
    “Can you tell us more about the route you took whilst out running. Did you always go the same way?” DS Hargreaves asked. He had an annoying habit of flicking his pen in the palm of his hand. He didn’t seem to notice my distaste with what he was doing or if he did, he ignored it. Maybe that was a police tactic to rile me. If so, it worked. 
 
    “I ran most days. Er… but not every day. I wasn’t always sure of my directions. I didn’t run yesterday. I wasn’t feeling too well in the morning. I had a sickness bug. I generally went through the woods though.” 
 
    “Did you always run at the same time of day?” 
 
    “More or less.” 
 
    “And were you always on your own?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So, when you were out jogging and found the body, did you notice anyone else about or notice anything unusual?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. 
 
    “You veered off the path, stopped and turned to your left. Then you saw the deceased’s body?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. I don’t know what made me look over. There was an eeriness in the air that didn’t feel right. You know, no movement, no noise.” I bit my lip. 
 
    “It was convenient that you chose the right time and place to stop and look and thereby find the body, don’t you think?” 
 
    “That was the way it was.” I shrugged my shoulders. The smile had disappeared off DC McAndrews’ face. 
 
    Another hour passed going over everything I knew about Vicky and events leading up to the discovery, some of which I’d already gone over several times. If they were trying to trip me up, they didn’t succeed until their final questions. 
 
    “You still seem very nervous, if I may say so.” DS Hargreaves said. My patience was wearing thin. My eyes narrowed as I answered him. 
 
    “I think you would be if you’d found a dead body.” 
 
    “Quite, and talking of which, you say your boyfriend is a private investigator?” 
 
    “That’s right, yes.” 
 
    “I’m surprised that he didn’t tell you never to touch a body or interfere with a crime scene.” 
 
    “I… erm… well… mmm, I know it sounds foolish, but I needed to know for certain she was dead.” 
 
    “I see.” They gave each other a knowing look. 
 
    “Hopefully, you’ll get prints or DNA or something off the knife.” 
 
    “The knife?” 
 
    “Yes, I saw it on the ground next to the body.” 
 
    They exchanged surreptitious glances, and DS Hargreaves raised his eyebrows.  
 
    “You didn’t touch that as well, did you?” 
 
    “No, of course not, I’m not an idiot.” DS Hargreaves and I both glared at each other. If this was a staring contest, he’d win hands down though. My leg began to twitch. 
 
    “And did you phone the police immediately after you found the body?” Perspiration gathered on my forehead. 
 
    “Er… no. I couldn’t get a signal. I tried a few times but there was nothing.” I shook my head. “So, I came back to Glenloch Hall and phoned from there.” 
 
    Finally, we completed the paperwork, and I signed the statement I had made.  
 
    “You say you should be travelling back to Manchester today as the course has ended, is that correct?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right.” I looked down. I couldn’t wait to get home and get away from this place. 
 
    “It would be helpful for us if you wouldn’t mind staying in the area a few more days while we pursue all lines of inquiry. We may need to speak to you again.” 
 
    “Oh, okay then.” My shoulders slumped. This nightmare wouldn’t be over any time soon.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    I walked out of the police station and called Jack’s number. His phone went straight to answerphone again. I kicked the wall.  
 
    “Where are you, Jack? Please phone me when you get the chance. It’s urgent.” He’s probably out with his new fling. I felt close to tears and alone. I liked Scotland but now I’d been asked to stay here, I wanted to be back in the comfort of my own home even more. I wasn’t going to stay another night in Glenloch Hall. I set off walking then glanced over the road. In front of me was a small guest house with a vacancy notice displayed in the front window. Maybe my luck was about to change. 
 
    There was no time for checking reviews on TripAdvisor. If this place had a room, I was taking it. There were unswept leaves outside the front porch, but the façade looked clean enough. I crossed the road and went up to the bright royal-blue front door. Ringing the bell, I glanced along the street. There was a Chinese takeaway two doors down and an Indian restaurant on the next block. That was enough to put this top of my list for location.  
 
    A portly woman in her late fifties, wearing an olive-green jumper, and black trousers answered.  
 
    “Yes, can I help?” She ran her fingers through her grey curly hair. 
 
    “Do you have any rooms available?” 
 
    “Come in a sec out of the cold, and let me have a look, dearie. Do you ken how long it would be for?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, a few days, I think.” She scrolled a finger over her opened diary.  
 
    “Och, ye dinna ken?” I hoped I understood her and nodded. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Aye, you’re in luck. I have a double room available. Is it for yourself?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Och, I’d have to charge you the double rate, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” It would still be cheaper than staying up at the manor house.  
 
    “Come through, let me show you the room. You can see what you think. Do you no’ have any luggage, dearie?” 
 
    “I need to pick my things up. I wanted to check availability first.” 
 
    The room was on the front. I glanced out the window. The main road didn’t look too busy. I could live with the occasional vehicle going past in the night. The whole interior had the fragrance of lavender mixed with bleach. The bedroom was decorated in browns and beiges. It looked and smelt clean enough. 
 
    “I’ll take it,” I said, my eyes still scanning the room. I nodded. “Very nice.”  
 
    “Good, good, I’m glad you like it. My name’s Jean.” She held out a hand to shake mine. “Let me know if you need anything, or if you have any questions. Let’s go back downstairs. We’ll complete the paperwork and I’ll take a deposit if that’s okay.” 
 
    “That’s fine, Jean.” Once all the formalities were dealt with, she handed me the key. 
 
    “Give me a shout if there’s anything you need, dearie.” 
 
    She organised a taxi to take me over to Glenloch Hall to collect my suitcase. I wasn’t looking forward to seeing everyone. I didn’t know what to expect. The area would probably still be buzzing with police activity. While I waited for the taxi to arrive, I tried Holly’s number again. No reply. I sent a text and wondered if maybe she’d lost her phone. I also gave Dad and Steph a ring, but neither of them was available to talk to. I felt like Billy No Mates as I climbed into the taxi. 
 
    The driver pulled up outside the front door of the hall. 
 
    “Och, what’s been going on here, then?” He said as he looked over at the police cars. I wasn’t in any mood for chatting, so kept my mouth shut. I paid him and slammed the door behind me. Looking up at the building, I let out a heavy sigh. 
 
    I expected people to be milling around but the reception area was deserted. Maybe Olivia was taking a late lunch. I heard voices coming from the stairs and looked up. It was Jennifer and Mary. They both ran up to me and we exchanged hugs. I burst out crying.  
 
    “What a terrible thing for you to go through, Sophie?” Jennifer said. 
 
    “I know, it has been horrendous. I think the police suspect me of killing Vicky.” 
 
    “No, surely not.” 
 
    “Well, it felt like it with all the questions they asked. So, what’s been going on here then?” 
 
    “As you can expect the place has been swarming with police. Vicky would have loved the attention and all the eye candy with these young coppers. Oh, I’m sorry. I still can’t believe she’s gone,” Jennifer said, taking out a tissue. She blew her nose. Her eyes were red and watery. 
 
    “Here, you’d better take one.”  She passed us both a tissue. “I spoke to Vicky’s mam, but to be honest she’s in cloud cuckoo land. I think the police will have to speak to her.” 
 
    “They’ll need to anyway, I expect.” 
 
    “Where’s everyone else?” 
 
    “Moira and Susan have gone home. We’re staying here for a few more days,” Jennifer said. 
 
    “Gone home? Oh… The police have asked me to stay close by in case they need to speak to me again. So, I’ve booked a bed-and-breakfast place near the centre. See, I told you they think I’m guilty.” 
 
    “I’m sure they don’t. I think they asked you because you’re not local. Moira doesn’t live that far away, and Susan’s was probably just being awkward not agreeing to stay longer. She’d need to get back to that precious husband of hers she never sees.” I frowned. “Don’t worry. It’ll just be standard procedure because you found the body.” 
 
    “I wish I could believe that. I’m not so sure. Have you both been interviewed then?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid I may have put my foot in it,” Mary said. 
 
    “Why? What’s happened?”  
 
    “Well, the police asked me if you had a temper, you know if you were ever aggressive.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I… I erm told them about the fight you had with Susan.” 
 
    “Oh dear, that’s me hung, drawn and quartered then.” 
 
    “I’m sure when they get the forensic evidence, they’ll be able to rule you out.” 
 
    “I hope so, trouble is I moved Vicky’s arm when I found her.” 
 
    “What!” they both said in unison. I looked down, feeling dejected. 
 
    “I held Vicky’s hand. I needed to convince myself she was dead.” I hoped I wasn’t going to regret that action. The more I thought about it, the angrier I got with myself.  
 
    “Oh, you poor thing. I hope it gets sorted, pet.” Mary smiled. After all I’ve been through today, and she’s smiling, and she snitched on me to the police. If she hadn’t looked so smug, I may have stayed quiet, but I couldn’t stop myself blurting out what I knew. I pursed my lips. 
 
    “You know, Vicky was seeing Norman, and he came here to speak to her.” 
 
    “Are you joking?” Mary’s eyes were as wide as saucers. 
 
    “No, she confided in me the other day. I think I saw him here when I arrived. Is he medium build with silver-grey hair?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Right, well, it’ll have been him I saw them. I imagine the police have taken him in for questioning if they’ve found him.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it. I convinced myself those rumours couldn’t be true.” Mary put her hand over her mouth and shook her head then turned to Jennifer. 
 
    “Did you know about this?” Her eyes looked cold and her question came out as an accusation. 
 
    “Yes, but she made me promise not to say anything.” 
 
    “How could you, Jennifer? Some friend you’ve turned out to be.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I was torn.” 
 
    “I hate you!” she screeched and stormed out.  
 
    I looked at Jennifer and said, “She’ll calm down. It’s been a terrible time for everyone. And she had to know about Norman. It would have been worse coming from the police.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “So, I take it everyone has been interviewed?” 
 
    “As far as I know they have.” 
 
    “Listen, do you know if anyone’s spoken to Holly, only I can’t get hold of her?” 
 
    “No, but if you ask Olivia she’ll have her mum’s landline. She’ll want to know what’s happened.” 
 
    “Of course, I’ll speak to Olivia later. I’ll sort out my things and have a shower. I must pong.” Jennifer was in no mood to laugh. 
 
    I showered, changed and packed. Knowing Olivia, she’d charge me a late check-out fee. I’d overstayed my welcome and felt ready to move out. I manoeuvred my case through the door then locked it. As I turned around, I glanced across at Vicky’s door and felt a pang in my chest. Other than Vicky’s last outburst, I’d got on well with her and for all I moaned about her behaviour, I genuinely liked her. I didn’t know much about her background, but I knew she’d pulled herself up from a rough upbringing. She didn’t deserve to die the way she had. 
 
    It was with a heavy heart I descended the stairs. There was no one in the reception area again. I waited. Ten minutes past and it was still deserted. I thought I could hear sounds coming from Olivia’s office. I knocked on the door and went in. Oh, dear! I should have waited. 
 
    Olivia and Tanya were embracing. It wasn’t the gentle peck given by friends. It was slow and intimate. Olivia’s hand touched Tanya’s ear. She cupped her hand around her neck and stroked her cheek. Tanya’s hand ran down Olivia’s spine, pulling her in closer. They whispered something to each other and seemed oblivious to my presence. I coughed. 
 
    They looked up. Their eyes were like rabbits caught in headlights.  
 
    “Sorry to interrupt, I want to check out.” I smiled. Olivia patted her red silk top and smoothed her hands down her black leather skirt. 
 
    “Oh, you’re back.” She coughed as well. Her cheeks had turned a bright shade of pink. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “The police have asked me to stay in town for a few days as they may need to speak to me again. I’ve checked into a bed-and-breakfast near the police station. I wasn’t sure if you’d be staying open.” 
 
    “Oh, you didn’t need to do that. You could have stayed here.” 
 
    “To be honest, after what’s happened, I didn’t fancy it.” 
 
    “I understand. Here let me get your bill.” She put an arm around my back and escorted me back to reception. “I’d normally ask you to complete a survey for us but under the circumstances, we’ll leave it this time.” She sorted out the paperwork and as she handed me my receipt, she held on to my hand, moving from foot to foot. 
 
    “Listen, I must apologise for what you walked in on. I’m sorry for any embarrassment.” 
 
    “It’s not a problem.” I waved a hand out. “I could tell you guys liked each other. It hadn’t gone unnoticed the way Tanya gazed into your eyes.” 
 
    “Oh dear, I hadn’t realised we’d made it that obvious. I try to keep my private life to myself. Bobo’s left, you know.” 
 
    “What? She’s not working here anymore?” 
 
    “That’s correct. We were in a relationship, but she was insanely jealous, and she found out about Tanya. Our friendship has been growing over time. It seems we weren’t good at keeping it secret.” 
 
    “So that’s what the rows were about?” 
 
    “Most of them.” I nodded. 
 
    “I think you’re more suited to Tanya if you don’t mind me saying.” She held her gaze on me then said, “Vicky knew about us and she tried to get money out of me to keep quiet. I’d already given her some money. I didn’t want everyone to know I’m a lesbian. I thought it would be bad for business.” 
 
    “Oh, Olivia. I never knew. You shouldn’t think like that. I’m sure in this day and age no one would give two hoots about your sexual preferences.” 
 
    “Oh, you’d be surprised. Some parts of Scotland still live in the Dark Ages.” 
 
    “Surely not.” She nodded. 
 
    “There are lots of people up here with old-fashioned ideas. It’s not like London or Manchester.” 
 
    “So, I take it the police are aware of everything that happened with Vicky.” 
 
    “Yes, I had to tell them. Oh, and they’ve taken the CCTV tapes away. Let’s hope they find something useful on them. I didn’t spot anything before they took them though.” 
 
    “If it puts me in the clear, I’ll be more than happy.” 
 
    “What? They don’t suspect you, do they?” 
 
    “I think they do. It felt like it from their line of questioning.” 
 
    “That’s preposterous.” 
 
    “I know, but I’m sure they treat everyone as guilty until they prove otherwise. Oh, by the way, have you heard from Holly?” 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    “I can’t get hold of her. She’s not answering her calls or replying to text messages. I’m hoping she’s lost her phone, but I think she needs to be informed what’s happened, plus I’d like to know how she is. Do you have her mother’s landline number?” 
 
    “I do,” she tilted her head to one side. “I shouldn’t give it to you, really. You know, data protection and all that but given the circumstances, I’ll make an exception, darling.” She went over to her computer and clicked the mouse. She wrote the number on a piece of paper and handed it to me.  
 
    “I’ve put her address on as well.” 
 
    “You haven’t got Susan and Moira’s numbers while you’re there, have you? Only I didn’t get to say goodbye to them and I wanted to apologise to Susan.” She stared at me for a moment, then wrote those down as well. 
 
    “Thanks, Olivia. I’m sorry for you how things have turned out. I hope it doesn’t affect your business.” I went to shake her hand. 
 
    “I hope so too and please stay in touch.” She grasped my hand with both hers as Tanya opened the office door. She was wearing a black mohair jumper and green tartan trousers.  
 
    “Will do, and bye, Tanya.” She came over and hugged me.  
 
    “In the words of Henry David Thoreau — Go confidently in the direction of your dreams and live the life you’ve always imagined. Bye, Sophie. Take care.” 
 
    I put my key in the little trinket on the table and wheeled my case to the exit. Pulling open the large oak door, I dropped my case on the floor and put both hands over my mouth. My eyes widened as I stared at the figure in front of me. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    I took Jack in my arms, jumping up and down. I had never been so happy to see him. My whole body lit up as if Christmas lights were being switched on and dancing around playfully inside me. My heart fluttered. I didn’t want to let go of him. I breathed in the reassuring woody aroma of his aftershave. He looked down at me. His eyes glistened in the light. There was a softness about him I hadn’t noticed before. He held my chin between his finger and thumb. 
 
    “How’s my girl?” The floodgates opened, and the tears came. 
 
    “Oh, Jack. It’s been horrendous, but I’m so pleased to see you. I can’t tell you what a relief it is that you’re here, such a nice surprise.” He drew me closer, kissing my forehead and then my lips. I felt a warmth towards him at a level I’d not experienced before. It filled my whole being with hope and passion. 
 
    “I got your message, so I had to come and rescue my damsel in distress.” He pulled back and smiled. I put my head on his shoulder and we held the embrace for some time, not saying a word. I hadn’t realised how much I craved him, how much I longed for his touch. My eyes stung, full of salty tears. Our lips met again in a long passionate kiss. The rest of the world dissipated in that instant.  
 
    “I’ve got so much to tell you, Jack.” He took my hand and grabbed my case from me and we walked out towards his car. I climbed into the passenger seat, grinning.  
 
    “It’s been driving me mad, not being able to get hold of you. What made you drive up all this way?” He put a hand over mine and turned to me. 
 
    “I’ve been worried about you. That last message you left, you sounded so distressed.” I sighed. 
 
    “I’ve been through the ringer, Jack. I’ll be glad to get away from this place. Don’t get me wrong, the course was good. I got on with most of the women, even if they were nearly all crazy.” 
 
    “You’d be in good company then,” He laughed, and I playfully clipped his ear. I directed him to the guest house while I outlined everything that had happened. 
 
    We arrived at the hotel and sorted it out with Jean for Jack to stay with me for a supplement. 
 
    “How long are you able to stay, Jack?” 
 
    “As long as it takes. We’re partners in this, Sophie. I’ve asked your next-door neighbour to keep an eye on Max.” I squeezed his hand and winked at him. We closed the door to the bedroom, and he pulled me in close. 
 
    “Come here,” he said. “I’ve missed you.” He guzzled at my neck. I wanted to tell him I’d missed him too, but he planted a hungry kiss on my lips. It felt so good, Jack’s body pressing against me. His breathing was hot and rapid. My head swam with desire. His hand ran through my hair as our kissing became more urgent. We crashed onto the bed, pulling at each other’s clothes. 
 
    His lips were demanding, parting mine. His tongue drove into my mouth sending shivers down my spine. His fingers felt like feathers searching and caressing my body. I breathed in the fragrance of his aftershave again, wanting him more than ever before. Our lovemaking started out slow and sensual, building into a crescendo as our bodies became one. Drained of energy, he wrapped me in his arms and smiled. He took my hand in his and gently kissed it. 
 
    “You realise you’re not safe to go away on your own, don’t you?” 
 
    “It would appear that way.” I nodded. “Does that mean you will escort me from now on?” We both smiled. 
 
    “I need to be there to look after you, so yes.” We hugged and lay there enjoying the feel of flesh against flesh. I dozed off for a short time. I felt a warm glow when I came to and realised where I was and who I was with. 
 
    “Shall we go out for an Indian? We ought to have a proper chat and you can fill me in on the details of what’s happened,” Jack said. I nodded. He couldn’t help himself from wanting to play detective and solve everything. 
 
    “I’ll need to shower and get changed, then I have a few calls to make.” 
 
    Jack was ready long before me, so he left me on my own and went for a short walk to explore the local area. I got hold of Dad and told him what happened. 
 
    “You be careful, love. There’s never a dull moment with our Sophie, is there?” 
 
    “No, Dad.” 
 
    “And are you feeling well in yourself?”  
 
    “Jack’s here now, Dad. I’ll be fine.” We ended the call with me promising to go and see him as soon as I got back. He had a full social calendar for a man of his age, but hopefully, he could find time to see his youngest daughter. I smiled, reflecting on our conversation. He always asked me if I was feeling well in myself. It was our code. What he really wanted to know was if I’d been drinking but that was his way of asking. Bless him. I hadn’t touched alcohol for several years now and had no intentions of going back to that misery. 
 
    Neither Steph nor my good friend, Angela were available, so I sent them both a text telling them about my escapades in Scotland. I also rang Holly’s mum but got no joy there either. Almost immediately, I got a text back from Steph: 
 
    Can’t talk now, out with the girls, will phone you tomorrow. Take care x 
 
    Steph was another one who worried about me if I didn’t check in regularly. I still felt pangs of guilt thinking about what I put my friends and family through. There were many times in the past I went missing when I was out getting tanked up. Thank goodness it wasn’t like that now. 
 
    Jack arrived back just as I finished putting on my mascara. I looked up at him and smiled. 
 
    “Had a good look around?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a nice place if you can understand the locals.” I laughed. 
 
    “I shouldn’t be long. I’m almost ready.” 
 
    “It’s okay, take your time. No rush, apart from the fact I could eat a scabby horse. I only had a butty on the way up at the motorway services.” He had a newspaper rolled up under his arm. He sat down to read it, crossing his legs and leaning forward. 
 
    “There’s not a lot goes on around here from the look of the local paper.” He laughed. “A cat got stuck up a tree last week. Look, it’s made the front page.” He tapped the paper, to show me the picture. 
 
    “What’s happened with Vicky will be big news then.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He nodded. 
 
    “I wonder how the police are getting on with their inquiries?” I looked out the window. I could see the roof of the police station from where I sat. 
 
    “The first twenty-four hours are crucial in a murder investigation. From what you say, whoever did it left the murder weapon at the scene. Let’s hope forensics come up with something conclusive for the sake of Vicky’s friends and relatives. Does she have a big family?” 
 
    “I’m only aware of her mother, who Vicky didn’t get on with, anyway. She had a tough upbringing. Oh, and I almost forgot, she has a brother.” 
 
    My phone pinged alerting me to a text message. It was from Angela, saying she hoped I was okay and would speak tomorrow. I sighed. Mobile phones were great and kept me in touch with people, but sometimes it would be nice to hear a voice and connect at a deeper level.  
 
    I’d had a tough day. It hadn’t been pleasant spending all that time at the police station. It messed with my emotions. I hoped the police didn’t suspect me, but I didn’t know for certain. I had to do all I could to prove my innocence. Jack noticed my low mood. He didn’t miss a trick. 
 
    “Why don’t you give Joyce a ring?” I always turned to her in times of trouble.  
 
    “It’s okay, I know you’re chomping at the bit to get something to eat. I’ll text her and speak later.” 
 
    “I don’t mind waiting.” I knew he didn’t, but I also knew if I phoned Joyce, we’d be on the phone for at least an hour. She was great and helped me a lot, but she liked to talk, and it was hard to get away from her. 
 
    “No, honestly, you know what Joyce is like. I’ll message her, and we’ll go out.” My fingers and thumbs clicked away. I kept her up-to-date with what went on in my life. She told me she lived a dull life compared to me. I smiled. Sometimes, I envied her that dull life. 
 
    Jack helped me on with my jacket and opened the door ready to walk out when my phone sounded. Jack and I looked at each other. I thought it was Joyce but when I looked at the screen, I didn’t recognise the number. I answered it. 
 
    “Hello,” 
 
    “Oh, hello there, erm is that Sophie?” 
 
    “Yes, it is. Who wants to know?” I asked in a friendly tone. 
 
    “This is Meg, Holly’s sister. You left a message for Ma.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right. Is Holly there?” 
 
    “No, we haven’t seen her. She hasn’t come home yet. We expected her sometime today.” 
 
    “But she left the course on Wednesday evening and I haven’t been able to get her on her mobile.” 
 
    “Really? No, I can’t get hold of her either. I sent her a message asking what time she’d be home, but she hasn’t replied. Maybe she’s stopped off at one of her friends.” 
 
    “Is that something she’d normally do?” 
 
    “No, but it’s the only explanation I can think of.” 
 
    “You could be right. She was upset when she left. That’s why I was ringing. I wanted to see how she was. Also, there have been developments here I think she’d want to know about.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’s okay but I’ll phone around her friends and see where she is.” 
 
    “Could you tell her I’ve been asking after her and pass on my number if she’s lost her phone?” 
 
    “Certainly.” We ended the call. I looked over at Jack. “That’s strange,” I said. “Holly’s missing.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    We strolled down the street arm in arm to the Purple Elephant. The wonderful aroma of turmeric mixed with the sweet smell of cinnamon and the smokiness of cumin perked up my senses. My mouth salivated as we walked through the door. I delighted in the concoction of herbs and spices that wafted in front of my nose as we took a seat at the back of the restaurant. 
 
    The style of the place was surprisingly modern, not like the curry houses I normally frequented. The floor was wooden parquet, and the walls had been whitewashed. Pictures of tigers and Indian scenes adorned the walls along with intricate wooden carvings. The tables were covered in white tablecloths and all bore the same purple candle holder in the shape of an elephant. It was the lighting that made the place look special. Downlights from the edge of the ceiling gave off a purple tint and illuminated each of the pictures. We were impressed by the décor and nodded as we were shown to our seats. If the food was as good as the surroundings, we were in for a treat. 
 
    From my position, I could see the entrance. I watched as a couple came through the door laughing and joking. There were plenty of empty tables to choose from as it was only early. In Manchester, Indian restaurants only got busy after the pubs shut. This could be similar. The waiter came and handed out the menus and took our drinks order. 
 
    “Sparkling water for me, please,” I said, smiling. 
 
    “Make that two,” Jack said. 
 
    I perused the menu but knew already what to order. The same as I always had, the British favourite, chicken tikka masala. Jack went for a vindaloo — rather him than me. I didn’t enjoy it when my eyes watered and sweat poured out of my skin when I ate. 
 
    I soaked in the twanging music even though it wasn’t to my liking. My thoughts had drifted off when Jack brought me back into the room. 
 
    “Earth calling Sophie, anyone there?” He waved a hand in front of my face. 
 
    “Sorry, Jack, did you say something?” I put my elbows on the table and leaned in, thinking how handsome he looked in his navy-blue polo shirt. He feigned a hurt expression.  
 
    “Are you okay, love?” He held out a hand to take mine. Our eyes locked together as he kissed my hand. I tried to smile. “You’re worried, aren’t you?” he said. I nodded. He knew me well. I couldn’t hide anything from Jack. My facial expressions always gave me away. 
 
    “I don’t want to go to prison, Jack.” 
 
    “What are you like?” he laughed, but then noticed my mouth hadn’t curled up at the edges. “You’re serious, aren’t you? Listen, you don’t have to worry. I’m sure the police don’t suspect you.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure.”  
 
    The drinks and a plate of poppadoms arrived, together with a selection of chutneys. I cracked one of the wafers into pieces and nibbled at it.  
 
    “Come on, let’s look at this logically. If you killed Vicky, what was your motive?” Jack piled onion relish and mango chutney onto his plate. 
 
    “She wrongly accused me of stealing her watch.” 
 
    “And do you normally go around bumping off people who accuse you of things you haven’t done?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” I laughed so loud the family of four sat on the next table turned to look at me. 
 
    “Let’s think this through. Who had a motive to kill Vicky?” 
 
    “She wasn’t very nice to her friends Jennifer and Mary. She bossed them around all the time.” 
 
    “Yes, but is that something to get so hung up about?” 
 
    “And Vicky slept with Mary’s ex-husband.” 
 
    “Ah, now you’re talking. Jealousy is often a motive. Good. That puts Mary in the frame. Go on.” Jack stiffened in his seat. I knew he loved solving crimes, a proper little Hercule Poirot. He didn’t normally get involved in murders in his role as a private investigator. He dealt with cheating spouses, frauds, that sort of thing, but he enjoyed nothing more than a good mystery. At least I knew he wouldn’t suspect me. 
 
    “In that case, Norman should be a suspect. He’s been here this week looking for Vicky and I even heard them arguing one night.” 
 
    “Did you tell the police about that?” 
 
    “Yes, and I think I saw Norman lurking in the grounds a few days ago.” 
 
    “I think we can put him on top of the list as our number one suspect then. Anyone else?” 
 
    “We don’t know where Holly is, but I can’t see it being her anywhere. She left the other day.” 
 
    “No, you’re right there.” The fragrant aromas of our meals hit my sense of smell before the food arrived. The garlic mixed with ginger sent my taste buds soaring into heaven. My eyes feasted on the creamy appetising delights as the waiter laid everything down on our table. I filled up my plate with pilau rice and naan bread and heaped the chicken curry on top. Jack licked his lips as he dived into his selection. 
 
    “Want to try some of mine?” he asked. 
 
    “No, it’ll be too hot for me, but here help yourself to my tikka. I can’t eat all this.” I shovelled chicken onto his plate as he held it up for me. I closed my eyes with bliss as the first mouthful went down. 
 
    “Mm, that’s so good,” I said. Jack gulped down his water after trying his dish. I shook my head, smiling.  
 
    “Where were we? Who else is in the frame?” I thought for a moment as I chewed a piece of chicken. 
 
    “Bobo has a nasty temper. I’ve seen her kick off a few times. There have been unpleasant things going on with Vicky. She tried to get money out of Olivia. Although I doubt if Olivia is our murderer, Bobo is the only one out of all of them who I could see losing it to that degree. Plus, she’s not in a good place emotionally.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yeah, she found out her partner, Olivia was seeing Tanya.” 
 
    “Oh nasty. She’s got to be up there as a contender.” 
 
    “Yeah, she can flip her lid.” 
 
    “So, you think she could be that violent?” 
 
    “Yes, you’ve not seen her when she smashes things. She goes wild and it’s possible that the murder weapon came from her kitchen.” 
 
    “I’d say it was very likely. I mean, where else are you likely to pick up a knife around those parts.” I nodded. 
 
    “It’s a shame there are no security cameras other than the one in the hall.” 
 
    “Well, the police should be going through the tapes. Hopefully, they’ll find something. So, what about Susan?” 
 
    “As much as she doesn’t like me, I can’t think of a reason for her to do that to Vicky. Going home early raises a few suspicions, but she’s just bloody-minded and doesn’t like to conform. I don’t think she had any gripes with Vicky.” 
 
    “Then there’s Moira. What did you make of her?” 
 
    “Again, the fact she scarpered quickly is the only thing putting doubts in my mind. She could be moody and sensitive, but I saw no evidence of her having anything against Vicky.” 
 
    “We’ve not mentioned Tanya.” 
 
    “No, but Tanya’s a beautiful woman inside and out. I wouldn’t put my money on Tanya doing anything wrong.” 
 
    “Is there anyone else?” 
 
    “No, that’s everyone, unless it was an outsider which is a possibility.” 
 
    “It’s a good job it’s not down to us to solve it. Hopefully, the police have the resources to find out who did it.” 
 
    “Yes, but if we could give them a helping hand.” 
 
    “Sophie, you know we shouldn’t interfere.” 
 
    “Maybe we need to chat to the women left up at the hall.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Sophie. What are you like?” 
 
    “I want to clear my name, Jack.” 
 
    “Of course, you do, love.” Jack gave me a cynical smile as the waiter cleared our empty plates away. 
 
    We ordered coffee and I took a sip out of mine when my phone rang. I looked at Jack before I answered it. 
 
    “Sophie, it’s Meg again, Holly’s sister.” 
 
    “Hi, Meg. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I wanted to let you know…” 
 
    “Has Holly surfaced?” I jumped in. 
 
    “No, that’s what I wanted to tell you. I’ve rung round all Holly’s friends, anyone who knows her well, and no one has seen her.” 
 
    “How very strange, and you still can’t get hold of her via her phone.” 
 
    “No, it’s dead when I try.” 
 
    “So, what do you intend to do?” 
 
    “We’re trying to get hold of her ex and her son to see if they’ve heard anything. We thought we’d give it until tomorrow, in case she shows up. If we’ve not heard from her by then we’ll go to the police.” 
 
    “Yes, I think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “If by any chance you hear from her, will you contact me?” 
 
    “Certainly, and I’m going over to Glenloch Hall in the morning, so I’ll check if anyone there knows anything.” 
 
    “It’s not like Holly to do something like this.” 
 
    “No.” Holly wasn’t in a good place when she left. I hoped she was okay. “Let me know if you hear anything,” I said. 
 
    “I will.” I came off the phone, frowning. 
 
    “What was that about?” Jack asked. 
 
    “I’m concerned, Jack. It was Holly’s sister, Meg. Holly’s still missing.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even though we’d eaten plenty the previous night, we both plumped for a hearty Scottish breakfast. As much as I enjoyed the food at Glenloch Hall, it was good to tuck into bacon and sausage. 
 
    “Anyone would think you hadn’t eaten all week, the speed you’re shovelling that down.” Jack laughed. 
 
    “I love a good breakfast and this one is spot on,” I said munching into my hash brown. 
 
    “So, what are the plans for today?” 
 
    “If we go over to the centre later and speak to everyone. I’d be interested in Mary’s thoughts around Norman. You know, find out if he was ever violent. We can ask if anyone has heard from Holly or has any ideas where she could have gone.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll need to tread carefully with Mary, because you’ve told me how strong her feelings are for him.” I took a sip of my tea when my phone rang. I looked across at Jack and shrugged. It wasn’t a number I recognised. I took the brief call, nodding and giving affirmative replies. 
 
    “Who was that?” Jack asked. Goose pimples rose on my arms. 
 
    “It was the police. They want to see me.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. Do you want me to come with you?” 
 
    “No, it’s only across the road. I might as well go now and get it over with, whatever they want.” 
 
    “If you’re sure you don’t want me there, I’ll wait here until you get back.” I rubbed the back of my neck and bit my lip. 
 
    “I’m not happy about this, but if they’ve got more questions they want to ask me, I’d better do it sooner rather than later. At least I’ve had a good breakfast if they keep me there all day.” I finished the last of my drink and got my coat.  
 
    A quick peck on the cheek from Jack and I was outside waiting to cross the main road. I glanced over at the Police Scotland building and sighed. I wasn’t looking forward to another grilling.  I walked into the station wishing I didn’t have to do this. 
 
    I was in no mood to flick through the police magazine or any other magazine for that matter. I held onto my stomach as my breakfast churned up. I was ushered into an interview room by a friendly copper. 
 
    DS Colin Hargreaves arrived along with another colleague, DC Dave McKinley. 
 
    “Good morning, Sophie. How are we this morning?” He sounded more upbeat than he looked. From the dark circles under his eyes, I suspected he’d been on shift all night. 
 
    “Okay, thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t look so worried. We don’t bite.” That was easy for him to say, sat on the other side of the table.  
 
    “Can I get you a drink?” 
 
    “No, I’ve just had one, thanks.” 
 
    “Okay, well this shouldn’t take long.” I took a deep sigh as I watched him open the pink-covered file he brought in with him. He got to the page he was looking for and smoothed it down with the ball of his hand. “Right, here we are.” He sat back in his chair and looked me in the eye. 
 
    “Were you aware that Vicky was a self-harmer?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t know that.” I sat upright and gave a pronounced blink. 
 
    “So, you weren’t aware she had a history of cutting herself?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head, staring at him. 
 
    “Well, we have the initial findings back. Nothing is conclusive yet but it would appear that Vicky’s injuries were self-inflicted.” 
 
    “What!” I gasped. 
 
    “There are still investigations going on. We don’t have all the forensic evidence back yet, but we have enough information to say this is no longer a murder inquiry.” 
 
    “I… I… I don’t understand. I don’t know what to say.” My mouth was wide open. 
 
    “There are certain factors which allowed us to arrive at this conclusion. There was no evidence of a struggle where you found Vicky’s body.” I nodded. Both police officers watched me. “Also, there were no defence wounds found on her hands.” 
 
    “I did notice a scar on her arm when I touched her hand.” 
 
    “Yes, there were several scars on both arms, but they were historic, not recent.” I thought back to the times I had seen Vicky, not once had I seen her bare arms. They were always covered by the outfits she wore. Even when we did yoga, she wore a long-sleeved T-shirt. Now I understood why. DS Hargreaves picked through the paperwork. 
 
    “The initial forensic findings are that there were hesitation marks around the neck. That is common in self-inflicted stab wounds. Also, there was no damage to her clothing which one would expect if there had been an attacker. Another indication was the proximity of the weapon used. If she had been attacked, it wouldn’t have been as likely for us to find the knife so close by. Furthermore, there were no footprints, other than yours, or hints of anyone else present at the scene. We also have in our possession some scribbled notes taken from her room at Glenloch Hall that she wrote and threw away. They would indicate she wasn’t in a good place emotionally. There were also several empty vodka bottles.” I raised my eyebrows.  
 
    “Finally, we have been able to get hold of her medical history which confirms she had a history of self-harming.” I was stunned into silence. I sat there for a few moments taking in what had been said. 
 
    “I… I… I don’t know what to say. I can’t believe it.” I shook my head. 
 
    “You weren’t aware of her low mood or any of her past, then?” 
 
    “I hadn’t known her long, and I knew nothing of the self-harm, no, and from what I saw, her moods could be up and down. I’m just in shock at the moment.” 
 
    “That’s understandable, Miss Brown. This means now you are free to return home. We won’t need to interview you any further.” 
 
    “That’s something, I suppose.” 
 
    “Oh, and there’s one other thing.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You said she accused you of taking her watch?” 
 
    “That’s correct, yes.” 
 
    “If it’s any consolation, we found a fake Rolex watch amongst her belongings.” 
 
    “A fake one, eh?” The detective nodded. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “No, it’s no consolation.” I got up and was shown out of the station. I walked into the open air and felt numb. My emotions had been all over the place these last few days but now a grey cloud descended over me. What had Vicky done that for? I was baffled. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand, Jack. Why didn’t she seek help?” 
 
    “We’ll probably never find out, love. You know yourself what it’s like when you’re in a dark place. Your whole sense of reality changes. When I was at my lowest and considered killing myself, I didn’t think straight. I never asked for help. In the depths of despair, you can’t see the options available to you. Plus, from what the police told you, she’d been drinking heavily. We know only too well how alcohol affects your mental state.” 
 
    “There were people at the centre who could have helped her.” 
 
    “I know, love, but it sounds like Vicky’s issues were more deep-rooted. If she had a history of self-harm, she’d no doubt worn a mask to the world for years.” 
 
    “It’s so sad, though. She had friends who loved her.” 
 
    “From what you’ve told me about her, I don’t think she loved herself.” 
 
    “No, I think you’re right.” Jack held my hand to comfort me. We sat in silence for some time. “After what’s happened, I wonder now, if I could have done any more to help her.” 
 
    “You’re bound to think like that. We planned to go over to Glenloch Hall anyway. I’m sure you did more than most but maybe you can offer support to her friends if it will help.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s a good idea. Are you ready to go now?” 
 
    “Yes, come on, get your coat.” 
 
    When we arrived at the house, the others had been told the news. Everyone was walking around in shock. I went up to Jennifer and put my arms around her. 
 
    “I don’t understand, I don’t understand.” She kept repeating. 
 
    “Did you know she cut herself?” 
 
    “She did confide in me once and said she used to do it when she was young. That was why she always wore long sleeves, even in summer. She was ashamed to show her arms. I didn’t think she still had any tendencies though. I’m not aware of her harming herself in the time I’ve known her.” 
 
    “She may have tried to hide it from you.” 
 
    “There was one time a couple of years ago where she ended up in hospital. She told me she had an accident with a knife in the kitchen. I suppose now, looking back, that could have been her cutting herself. Why didn’t she tell anyone, Sophie?” Her tears burst forward like water from a dam. I hugged her.  
 
    “Who knew what went on in Vicky’s mind.” 
 
    “Why? why? why?” She sounded like a distressed child, raw from the inside. 
 
    “She must have been in a lot of emotional pain to do something like that.” 
 
    “But it was such a brutal way to die,” Jennifer said, shaking her head. 
 
    “I know. It’s devastating news for everyone, but more so for you, because you were close. How’s Mary taken it?” 
 
    “Not well, she’s up in her room. I think she needs time alone to process it.” Olivia appeared at the door. 
 
    “Would anyone like a cup of tea or coffee?” 
 
    Jennifer regained her composure, and we sat down and had a drink. Mary and Tanya joined us. We talked about moments we’d had with Vicky. Jennifer and Mary shared some of their encounters. 
 
    “Vicky’s not someone I’ll ever forget,” Tanya said. “I loved her bright outfits.” 
 
    “Oh, she could dress to shock when she wanted,” said Olivia. 
 
    “Yes, remember the first time she came here and those hot pants she wore?” Mary said. 
 
    “Yes, and Olivia’s face was a picture,” Jennifer added. “What about that aqua-blue romper suit?” Jennifer laughed. We sat together reminiscing about how Vicky touched our lives and although I’d only known her for a brief period, she had made an impact on me. 
 
    “Do you know who’ll be arranging the funeral?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t think her mother will be in any fit state. She has a brother, but he works away on the oil rigs. I’ve offered to help,” Jennifer said. I nodded. 
 
    “Has anyone informed Susan and Moira?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve let Susan know but I can’t get hold of Moira. I’ll try her again later.” Olivia said. 
 
    “Do you know Holly hasn’t been seen since she left here?” I said. 
 
    “Really?” There were raised eyebrows and open mouths from the others. 
 
    “Her sister is waiting to speak to her ex-husband and son to see if they’ve seen her but none of her friends has.”  
 
    “How very strange. I do hope she’s okay,” Olivia said. Something nagged away at me I needed to investigate. I stayed with the others a while longer, then we said our goodbyes arranging to keep in touch and meet up for the funeral.  
 
    I turned to Jack, who’d been sitting as quiet as a mouse, waiting for me.  
 
    “Can you run me to the station please, Jack? There’s something I want to check out.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. You’re not thinking of going home on your own, are you?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that.” I laughed. “I want to check their timetables.” He looked across at me and raised his eyebrows. I had a hunch, but I wanted to check it out first. We arrived at the station. 
 
    “If you wait for me here, I’ll run in. I won’t be long. I need to ask a question.” Jack gave me a strange look and waited outside in the car. I wasn’t long. I got back in the car and sat there numb trying to process what I’d been told. 
 
    “Well?” Jack asked, drumming his fingers on the dashboard.  
 
    “I don’t know what to make of that.” 
 
    “What’s that, love?” 
 
    “The other day, Moira said she ran Holly to the station after nine pm.” 
 
    “Yes, and…?” 
 
    “Holly lives in Dunfermline. There are no trains to Dunfermline after seven o’clock at night. How did Holly get home?” 
 
    “I think we need to pay Moira a visit,” he said. 
 
    “I think you’re right. Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
    We drove along the coastline. Jagged fingers of barnacled rock arched away into the distance. Sandbanks and fishing boats weaved along the shore. I looked over at a dull rock beach that led up to a barren cliff face. Dark wooden groynes stretched out to meet the oncoming waves. The foamy crests swished and swayed, tempting the seagulls with the fish lying under the surface. The ocean was dulled by the blanket of grey cloud above. I looked at the time. 
 
    “Another twenty minutes and we should be there,” I said. 
 
    “What do you make of Holly not being in touch with any of her friends or family?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but if I’d have been Meg, I’d have informed the police before now, I mean it’s not like Holly. No one has heard from her since she left Glenloch Hall. Meg sent me a text to say she finally got hold of Holly’s ex-husband and son and they haven’t heard anything. I don’t like it, Jack. Something doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    “There could be a logical explanation for what has happened.” Jack glanced over at me as we meandered around another bend in the road. I watched the last of the boats bobbing up along the water’s edge as the journey took us inland. 
 
    “Well, I can’t think of one.”  I tapped my foot, wishing I was driving. Not that I could get us there any quicker, but it would give me something to do. The more I thought about what had happened, the more things didn’t add up. I glanced at my watch, then at the time on the dial. It wasn’t moving forward fast enough.  
 
    We approached the fishing village. The harbour was packed with boats of all shapes and sizes. I spotted a fisherman bringing in his haul as we drove past. 
 
    “That’ll be for the Arbroath smokies,” I said licking my lips. 
 
    “What’s that, love?” 
 
    “You know, the smoked haddock that Arbroath is famous for.” 
 
    Just then, the satnav interrupted us. We were getting close to Moira’s address. It told us to turn left. My heart pounded. I wiped the perspiration from my brow and turned down the heating dial. We counted down the numbers of the properties on Moira’s street. 
 
    “Twenty-four, twenty-six,” I said out loud. There it was — number twenty-eight, a tiny semi-detached bungalow. There was a dry-stone wall at the front of the house with shrubs peeping over it. It hid a small gravel path leading to the front door. The walls of the property had been whitewashed, and the windows were framed with grey paint. It looked clean, like a fisherman’s cottage. Jack pulled up outside the house and switched the engine off.  
 
    Without taking his eyes off the property he asked me, “Do you know what you will say to her?” 
 
    “Not really, I thought I’d just play it by ear.” 
 
    “You need to be prepared for the possibility of her being confrontational.” 
 
    “I know, that’s why my stomach’s churning.” I gave a nervous laugh. 
 
    “Do you want me to come in with you?” I nodded. 
 
    “Yes please.” What a relief Jack was there. I didn’t know what had happened to Holly, but as far as we knew, Moira was the last person to see her before she disappeared. I didn’t like this one bit. I looked up the road. There was no one about. We were near the sea, and the wind blew up a gale as we got out of the car. I zipped my jacket up to just under my chin and shuddered. Seagulls mocked us from above with their winged flight, swooping down and crying out. 
 
    A security lamp came on as we walked up the path even though it was daytime. The frame of the glass panelled front door was smaller than Jack. He leaned in and rang the bell. We waited, turning full circle to check out the surroundings. The only sound was of the brazen gulls squawking. Nobody came to the door, so Jack rapped hard against the glass. As we waited, I wondered what we should do next if she wasn’t there.  
 
    “Come on, there’s no one in,” Jack said as he beckoned me back down the path. We were about to climb back in Jack’s car when the next-door neighbour appeared and stood in her doorway with arms folded. 
 
    She called out, “Are you looking for Moira?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. I’m a friend of hers,” I said. 
 
    “She went out in her car about forty minutes ago,” she said looking at her watch. “She’s probably only nipped into town.” 
 
    “Oh, okay, thanks.”  
 
    “Do you want me to tell her who called?” 
 
    “No, it’s okay thanks. We’ll come back later.” I looked at Jack as we both climbed into the vehicle. 
 
    “What do you want to do now?” Jack asked, key poised, ready to turn the ignition on.  
 
    “We’ve come all this way, there’s no point going back yet. I vote we stick around and try again later.” Jack nodded. 
 
    “Trip into town and I’ll buy you a coffee?” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I said as we drove off with the nosey neighbour still watching us. I wanted to ask the short dumpy lady if Moira lived alone but thought better of it. If I was a friend of Moira’s as I claimed, then I should know that. 
 
    The town centre wasn’t far away. We found a parking spot on the main road that was free for two hours.  
 
    “This will do for now, Jack. We can decide what to do next after we’ve had a drink and a look around. It’s not as though we could do anything else, is it?” I knew Jack would have plenty to do if he were back home, but he couldn’t get much done up here in Scotland. 
 
    The small coffee shop stood next to the grey stone buildings. Half a dozen customers all looked up as the door swung open and we huddled in out of the blustery wind. The sky was overcast and typical for me, I hadn’t brought a brolly. Unlike the exterior, the inside of the café was warm and cheery. We’d have found the people even more friendly if we could have understood them.  
 
    The young waitress came over to our table to take our order. She stood poised, pen and paper in hand. 
 
    “Do you have skinny latte?” I asked. 
 
    “Ah dinna ken.” She shook her head and walked off. 
 
    “What is she doing? Do you know what she said?” I asked Jack. 
 
    “I think she’s going to check.” Jack stretched his neck around and looked over by the counter. The young girl dressed in black came back to our table. 
 
    “We canna do skinny, just standard,” she said. 
 
    “One of those then, please.” I nodded and smiled at her. 
 
    “Make that two,” Jack said. The other customers knew each other and were having a conversation across the room. A large lady with curly sandy hair shouted over at the mother and child sat at the table next to us. 
 
    “That’s a bonnie bairn you’ve got there, Isla. How old will she be, noo?” 
 
    “Aye,” the woman said putting a dummy in the child’s mouth as the baby wailed. “Gracie’s six months.” The child was sat in her stroller but continued to cry so the mother picked her up and bounced her up and down. “There, there, Gracie. Do do do.” The mother made gurgling noises at the child. Another female customer with rosy cheeks, wearing a dark-blue full-length mac came up and bent towards the baby. She patted the child’s head. 
 
    “She’s up to high doh,” she said. 
 
    “Aye, she is that, Mrs McGregor. I think she’s ready fae her feed.” 
 
    I didn’t have a clue what they said. It was like listening to a foreign language. For all I knew, they could be talking about us. Our drinks arrived, and we focused our attention back on Moira. Jack raised his eyebrows.  
 
    “I think you ought to consider Moira’s reaction when you put the question to her about Holly’s train and tell her that Holly is missing,” Jack said. 
 
    “I imagine she’ll deny all knowledge and blame Holly. It’s not as though she would have waited around to make sure she got on the train. I would be interested to know if Holly told her which train she intended getting. Maybe Holly never had any plans to go home and had somewhere else in mind to go to. Moira might hold a clue to where she’s gone. Who knows?” I shrugged. Jack was gazing out of the window. 
 
    “Yeh, it’s a strange one.” 
 
    “I hope Holly turns up safe.” Jack nodded. We didn’t have a strategy. I hadn’t considered what I’d do if Moira turned on me, that’s if I even got to speak to her. 
 
    “So, what do you want to do next?” Jack asked draining the last of his coffee. I shrugged my shoulders. I hadn’t thought it through.  
 
    “Any suggestions?” Jack pulled a face and moved the cups to the edge of the table. He looked outside again. 
 
    “The weather’s not looking too clever. I think we’re in for a spot of rain.” He checked his watch. It was only twenty minutes since we parked up. I scrunched up my face. 
 
    “We could have a look around the shops,” I said. Jack gave me a wide-eyed look. He detested shopping. 
 
    “Do you want to split up? I need to go the bank and I don’t fancy looking around women’s clothes shops. Shall we meet back here in an hour, then maybe find somewhere for lunch? That will give Moira more time to get home. What do you think?” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” We synchronised watches.  
 
    “Okay then meet you back here at… I make it twenty past now, so, an hour from now.” 
 
    “Twenty past it is.” I kissed Jack on the lips and he held the coffee shop door open for me. He was going across the road to the bank, so I tapped his arm. 
 
    “See you later, love.” Jack stood at the edge of the kerb. I was about to walk off when Jack shouted to me. 
 
    “Oh, Sophie. You’ve got your set of keys for my car, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. 
 
    “I was just thinking, if you get back before me and it’s raining, you could always wait in the vehicle.” 
 
    “Good idea.” I gave Jack the thumbs-up sign and set off up towards the High Street and the shopping mall. 
 
    I didn’t see anything to buy because I wasn’t in the mood for shopping with everything on my mind. I’d worn heels and my feet throbbed. I looked at the time. I wasn’t due to meet Jack yet. I sighed. I’d had enough of looking around, so I might as well wait for him in the car. I made my way back. 
 
    Arriving on the road where we parked, I was just in time. The threatening grey clouds had dealt their worst, and the rain came down. I quickened up my pace towards Jack’s vehicle. Two cars down from Jack’s I did a double take. The Ford parked up was the same colour, make and model as Moira’s. I couldn’t recall her registration number though and in reality, it was unlikely to be hers. That would be too much of a coincidence. Still, it had me intrigued. 
 
    I jumped into Jack’s car. The rain pelted down now. He wouldn’t be pleased, getting caught in it. I checked the time. There was still ten minutes to wait until our rendezvous time. I thought of texting him to say I was back at the car, but he had probably found a bookshop or something to amuse himself with. I didn’t want to interfere. No, I could sit and wait here. 
 
    The rain came down in bucket loads, making visibility less clear. I watched as droplets meandered down the windscreen. I was so busy staring at the racing tracks of water, I almost missed the figure walking towards the silver Ford Fiesta. The woman had her hood up. She wore a light-blue and navy anorak. I recognised it straight away. My heart let out a thud and tried to break out of my chest. I slinked down in the seat and peered over the top of the dashboard. 
 
    It was Moira. Adrenaline kicked in as my hands fumbled for the ignition. Where was Jack? I needed to follow her. Come on, Jack. Hurry up. I looked around to see if he was in the vicinity but there was no sign of him. Moira got into the silver Ford and pulled out. Oh no. What should I do? If I followed her straight home, I’d come back for Jack. If she wasn’t going home, I didn’t want to lose her.  
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut and opened them again as if that would make my decision clearer. I knew what I needed to do. There would have to be plenty of grovelling later. I didn’t have time to phone Jack to tell him I was on the move. I had to tail Moira to get to the truth. 
 
    “Sorry, Jack,” I said out loud as I adjusted the driver’s seat, put the car into first gear and drove off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 31  
 
      
 
      
 
    I would have some explaining to do when I saw Jack. I drove along the road at a steady pace. After a few minutes, I called him to tell him what happened. 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jack. It was instinct. I didn’t know what to do, but I couldn’t lose her. I believe Moira was put in my path for a reason.” 
 
    “What about me! You’ve left me stranded,” he shouted down the phone 
 
    “I’ll make it up to you. I’m sorry, love. Listen, I’ve got to go, Jack. I don’t want her to get away, and I don’t want to get caught talking on my mobile while I’m driving.” I was glad to end the call and the ear bashing. Jack sounded irate. It would take a lot of making up to win him over. I hoped he understood why I had to do this. I was sure he’d have done the same in my position.  
 
    I kept my eye on Moira’s vehicle but stayed a few cars behind. I needed to be close enough not to lose her but not too close, she’d spot me. It was handy she didn’t know Jack’s car. Wherever she was going, she wasn’t going home. She drove past her road and out through the town. I wondered where she was heading. Hopefully, I’d soon find out. I could do without this sort of excitement. I should have left it to Jack. Since we’d been together, I’d been out with him a few times tailing straying partners.  
 
    This bit was harder than the actual surveillance work. I found that part boring, sitting for hours on end watching properties in the hope of something exciting happening. He’d been trying to teach me the ropes of his business for some time. I’d not done this on my own before though. I hadn’t banked on tracking someone this early in my training. My pulse raced. I ought to stick to counselling. 
 
    Moira’s car was some way in front of mine, but I hadn’t lost sight of her. There were traffic lights ahead. I gulped and hoped I wouldn’t get stuck there. I was in luck. She took a right, and I followed suit. The shortage of houses around the area indicated we’d reached the edge of town. A car pulled out in front of me and I sounded my horn. 
 
    “Idiot!” I could have gone into the back of him. If I wasn’t careful, I’d lose Moira. The weather conditions didn’t help. I shimmied in my seat, hoping to get a better view of the cars ahead. What a moron this guy in front was. I thought people like him only came out on Sundays. He drove so slowly. I edged to his right, hoping to overtake. A big wagon came careering down from the opposite direction blasting his horn. I slotted back in place as we snaked up a hill. 
 
    Dodging another vehicle, I made my move and overtook the snail in front of me. I couldn’t see Moira’s car now. My heart beat fast as I accelerated and prayed there were no speed cameras about. My hands gripped the wheel. We were on the open road. There was a silver vehicle some distance ahead. I put my foot down and hoped it was Moira. The rain eased off, but the road surface still glistened. 
 
    Ahead of me, trees lined up on either side. An occasional oncoming vehicle passed by. This wasn’t a busy road. As I drew closer to the car ahead, I could make out that the tail lights were the same shape as Moira’s vehicle. I crossed my fingers. Please be Moira. 
 
    We approached what looked like an industrial estate on the left. If it was Moira, maybe she worked up here. I watched as the car in front indicated. Taking my foot off the accelerator, I drew back then slowly followed it around the corner. Noting the name of the road, I followed with caution. The car in front had taken another left turn up ahead. I eased forward and turned not knowing what to expect. There were two warehouses up ahead. The end one was dilapidated. That was where the vehicle had parked up.  
 
    I spotted a figure getting out and my stomach churned. I recognised Moira’s jacket. Where was she going? The road was a cul-de-sac so the only way back out would be to pass me. I didn’t want to get too close. I pulled up to a stop just in time as she looked around. Some railings blocked her view. I didn’t think she’d seen me. Although I could make out her shape, I needed to get closer to see what she was doing. I had a hunch to look in Jack’s glove compartment. He hadn’t let me down. I pulled out a pair of binoculars. My gaze was unwavering as I watched her take a load carrier out of the boot of her car and set it up. What was she up to? She looked over her shoulder before striding towards the rundown warehouse.  
 
    Taking the binoculars with me, I hurried out of the car. I passed the unmanned security shed. Outside the building were two enormous skips filled high with bricks. There were bricks strewn along the outside of the building next to an idle JCB. I looked up at the daunting warehouse surrounded by metal security fencing. Some windows had been smashed. Some were open, with curtains wafting in the breeze. There was no one about.  
 
    I tried to phone Jack as I rushed along. I didn’t want to lose Moira, but I had to inform him what I was doing. The phone rang as I listened. He picked up then the line went dead. Either he was still mad with me or there was a problem with the signal. I didn’t have time to guess. I rushed up towards the outer periphery of the derelict building. The fencing looked secure. I couldn’t see any way through. I went up to Moira’s vehicle and followed her tracks. 
 
    There were no sounds and I couldn’t see anyone as I moved in closer. Graffiti splashed the walls of the neglected building. Some invasive vegetation sprang out of the brickwork and clung defiantly to the slats. I headed towards some weary double doors painted racing green and nudged one open. To my surprise, it moved. I grabbed hold of it to stop the creaking sound and entered.  
 
    The corrugated walls were rusted like the metal beams that stretched up and high above me. They held the place together. Obsolete pieces of factory machinery were dotted about the huge place. Light shone through the cracked windows. I slowed my pace to stop my footsteps from echoing along the concrete floor. Water dripped from somewhere creating a hollow pinking noise that was impossible to ignore. I smelt the dampness as I pressed forward. 
 
    A thick layer of dust had settled on every surface. I looked up. More light shone through gaps in the roof. Puddles of stagnant water added to the gloomy features of this dank dark building. I heard a fluttering noise then saw a pigeon nesting up by a window. I shuddered. Reaching the end of the long factory floor, I came to a wooden door. My breathing quickened as I pushed against the cracked paintwork. 
 
    I froze as I heard the door hinges whine. The door moved with the weariness of an old man. As it flung wide, a stench flooded out, one I recognised only too well. It was the smell of rotting flesh. I didn’t want to advance any further, but something compelled me to go on. Finding Moira now was more important than ever. I held my breath and gagged.  
 
    The room ahead looked much the same as the one I had just left. Rusty equipment and beams stood alongside decaying racks of shelving. I moved towards one of the many aisles of metal units and advanced forward, skimming my finger along the dusty surface. I heard a continuous creaking sound that made me stop dead. 
 
    The door at the far side opened. I spotted the trolley first. A bulky black bin liner sat on its ledge. My eyes followed the arms manoeuvring it through the door. Moira. I slunk down out of view, dipping my head. I watched her wheel the cart across the floor. The smell was hideous. I didn’t need two guesses to know what or who was in the sack. I feared the worst. 
 
    A rat scurried from near my right foot into a hole in the wall. I jumped, startled by its movement. A haze of dust permeated the area. My own body chose my next move as I tripped over a piece of metal lying on the floor. I stumbled into the metal shelf. I could no longer stay hidden so moved into full view of Moira. 
 
    She cast a look at me, so cold it could have frozen water. 
 
    “Oh, it’s you,” she snarled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wiping my clammy hands down the leg of my jeans, I walked towards her. My gait was stiff, my knees locked. I stared at her, frowning, not wanting to give away how scared I felt. 
 
    “What are you doing, Moira?” She laughed and spoke in a mocking tone. 
 
    “What does it look like?” 
 
    “I don’t know, you tell me.” 
 
    “I’m disposing of some rubbish.” 
 
    “Rubbish? It doesn’t look like rubbish.” My eyes focused on the black bin liner. I stood a few feet away from her. Cursing under her breath, she released her grasp on the handle of the trolley and let it drop. Standing with her hands on her hips, she grimaced. 
 
    “What do you think it is then, Sophie?” 
 
    “Do you know Vicky killed herself?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t know that.” Her calm exterior looked more flustered. Her eyes darted around the building. 
 
    “What’s in the bin liner, Moira?” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve worked it out.” she spat the words out. 
 
    “It’s not… Please don’t tell me that’s Holly’s body in there?” My hand went over my mouth. I had caught Moira off guard. She looked like she was going to cry. She paused for too long. I guessed I was right. “You did, didn’t you? You killed Holly!” I shouted, cupping one hand with the other over my open mouth as reality struck me. Moira came towards me. I took two steps back. 
 
    “It wasn’t like that. It was an accident.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She started it. She came to my room in a vicious mood after talking to you.” 
 
    “Go on.” I gulped. 
 
    “She pushed me. She said some nasty things. It was self-defence, and I only pushed her back. She lost her footing and caught her head on the side of the dressing table as she went down. By the time she reached the floor she was already dead.” My eyes narrowed, and I shook my head. 
 
    “Why didn’t you get any help, call an ambulance?” 
 
    “It was too late. She couldn’t be saved. I could see that, and no one would believe me. Everyone had seen us arguing earlier. I knew I would get the blame.” 
 
    “So… so… what did you do?” 
 
    “I took her key out of her pocket and packed her things away. I left her in my room until later that evening when everyone was in bed. I got Vicky to help me move her body and put her in the boot of my car. I made up the story about taking her to the station although I went out in my car while I thought about what to do. Then I left her in my boot until I could come up with a plan to get rid of her body.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. How did you get Vicky to help you?” 
 
    “Vicky and I go back a long way. We were in the same children’s home.” 
 
    “Yeah, I wondered about that, but why would Vicky agree to help you?” 
 
    “Vicky always tried to escape the clutches of her past. She never wanted anyone to know the horror of our situation. We were regularly raped and abused. We saw and experienced things we should never have done from a tender age. That evil place stole our innocence.” 
 
    “Did you never tell anyone?” 
 
    “No. We were threatened with violence if we ever breathed a word. It was our secret. That sort of thing scars you for life, you know. I’ve never been able to have a physical relationship with a man, to experience the tender loving touch of a partner. Men revolt me. Those men that worked at that home didn’t just rob me of my virginity, they stole any hope of a happy future.” Moira’s eyes were filled with tears now. She wiped her face. 
 
    “And what about Vicky?” 
 
    “We were always running away from the home, but they kept bringing us back. Finally, we did get away, and we parted company. I think we both thought that staying friends would remind us too much of what we endured. Vicky went the opposite way. She became a prostitute and sold herself. She did that for many years, I believe.”  
 
    “I moved here to Arbroath and Vicky went to Newcastle. I found her on Facebook a few years ago. I believed it was time to heal the wounds of the past. We met up and Vicky made me promise never to tell a soul about her life and what we went through as children. When I asked her for help to get rid of Holly’s body, I threatened to break that promise if she didn’t do as I asked. She had no choice, but to help me.” 
 
    “So, poor Vicky couldn’t live with the guilt.” 
 
    “Vicky has always had issues. You can’t blame me for her death.” My skin tightened, and I flinched. 
 
    “And what about Holly? Why did you hate her so much?” 
 
    “She was so smug all the time. She thought life was cheap and it could be extinguished just like that.” She clicked her fingers and gave a hollow laugh. “Killing a child is evil. Sophie.” 
 
    “She had an abortion. She couldn’t cope. You can’t go around killing women because they’ve aborted a child.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill her.” Her cheeks puffed out and she stamped her foot. 
 
    “Okay, okay. So, what are you doing now?” 
 
    “I planned on moving it somewhere more remote where it wouldn’t be found, but then you turned up.” There was an awkward silence for a few moments. 
 
    “Moira, you have to give yourself up. You can’t continue now. I’m sure the authorities will take everything into consideration when you tell them what you’ve told me.” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “No, I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Moira! You’ve got to! Can’t you see?”  
 
    “No, Sophie. You shouldn’t have disturbed me. You shouldn’t be here.” I could see her looking around thinking, planning. Her eyes stared back at me. She didn’t blink. I saw a cold fury burning inside her I’d never noticed before. It whipped up with dangerous intensity. A long piece of metal piping lay on the floor. We both spotted it. It was closer to Moira. She bent down to pick it up, and I moved forward rapidly. I jumped on her back. She swung around. I grabbed her hair. She screamed out and landed a blow on the side of my body.  
 
    “You won’t get away with this,” I cried as I tried to dodge the attack. She stalked around with fervour, moving closer with every swipe of the rod. She swung at me again. 
 
    “Aargh!” I cried and grabbed hold of her jacket trying to wrestle her to the ground. She swung wildly with the weapon. I ducked and dived around, in defensive mode. She blocked off the escape route to my right. To my left were stairs leading downwards. As I edged closer towards them, arms raised to ward off the blows, I noticed the wooden staircase was badly decayed. I had no choice but to back towards it as Moira descended on me with the metal rod. 
 
    I kicked out and landed a blow on her thigh. Her face contorted, and she took an almighty swing at me, hitting the side of my face. Blood spurted out, and I staggered backwards, ever closer to the edge of the stairwell. I tried to grapple the piping off her, but she kicked me in the shins and I went down onto my back. Quickly, I rose from a lying position, rolled over, and crawled along on my hands and knees. She was too fast for me though and a forceful foot winded me as she kicked me back down.  
 
    I clung to the edge of the opening still trying to avoid the blows as they rained down on me. 
 
    “Moira, stop this. You won’t get away with it. Jack is on his way. I’ve told him where I am,” I shouted. 
 
    One final kick and she stamped on my fingers and pushed me over the edge.  
 
    “Aargh!” I tried to grasp the sides as I descended, but it was to no avail. Down I fell into a darkened pit. I landed on concrete. The pain in my ankle was excruciating. I cried out. Then the darkness came. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes. I was trapped. There was no way out. I couldn’t move, the pain in my ankle was so intense. The room was in darkness apart from the small amount of light that shone from above. I looked up and viewed the broken staircase then I reached in my pocket for my phone. The screen was cracked. I let out a despondent sigh. Checking my apps, the torchlight worked. I turned it on and scanned around the room, probing with my light. There was nothing around to help me escape and no way out other than from above.  
 
    I tried to call Jack but as I suspected, there was no signal. Somehow, I had to find a way to get out of there. I listened but there were no sounds from above. 
 
    “Moira are you there?” I shouted. It was pointless. Moira wouldn’t help me, anyway, even if she was there. If I didn’t find a way to get out of here, I would be left to die. 
 
    I sat for some time waiting for the pain to subside. It didn’t. Despondency kicked in as I surveyed the shadowy gloom of the old warehouse cellar. I had to do something. I couldn’t wait in the hope of getting rescued. Only Moira knew I was here, and she wouldn’t be any help. Every time I moved, thunderbolts of pain shot through my body, radiating from my ankle. I crawled onto all-fours, taking shallow breaths. I cried out at the torture of every move. Using the wall to pull myself up, my eyes searched around. Was there anything I could do to engineer my escape from this pit? 
 
    The last stair in place was too high for me to reach. Even if I jumped up, it was too far. This was futile. I slid back down to the floor. There were no doors, no windows and no way out. A wave of nausea encompassed me.  I was so badly afflicted with my injury, I didn’t want to move again. I tried my phone again. It was down to forty percent battery life and still no signal. I sat on the damp concrete floor motionless apart from my eyes. My mind raced while every other muscle stayed rock solid still.  
 
    I resigned myself to the fact there was nothing in that room other than my heartbeat and a damp and rancid smell. Maybe if I’m patient, the pain in my leg will decrease. My thoughts sprang about all over the place. How long would it take for me to die? Who would turn up to my funeral? A lone tear dripped down my face and I wiped it away. This was a dumb thing to do, follow Moira. I didn’t know anything about her. I should have waited for Jack. 
 
    Time drifted by. The torture didn’t subside. I took my phone out again. There was a single bar showing. My heart fluttered, and my hands shook as I rang Jack’s number. One ring and it cut out. I tried again. 
 
    “Come on, come on,” I prayed. Nothing. I tried again. “Please, please, please answer,” I cried in a shaky voice but there was no ringtone. I tried Steph’s number. Still nothing. I looked at the battery life. It was now at twenty-seven percent. 
 
    “Calm down, girl and try again later,” I said in a whisper. My shallow breaths were interspersed with deep sighs. A sudden thought came to try the emergency services. My finger shook as it pressed down on the keys. It rang. My heart leapt about. 
 
    “You’ve got this, you’ve got this,” I whispered under my breath. 
 
    “Hello.” Nothing. I threw the phone down in disgust and pounded my fist on the ground. “No, no, no. Why are you doing this?” The sobs came now, then I rubbed my upper arms for comfort, rocking back and forth. I reached over to the phone. I had to preserve the battery life. It was down to twenty-two percent. At home, I never allowed it to go below twenty. I hated seeing it go in the red. 
 
    I sat clutching onto the hope someone might trace my call. The reality was no one would search for me. Jack might though. That got my hopes up. What would I do if I was in Jack’s position? I knew he was angry because I drove off without him. How long would he sulk for? I hoped it wasn’t all day or even all week like he sometimes did. Then I would be in a mess. 
 
    I listened for any sounds. All I could hear was water dripping somewhere. It couldn’t dampen my spirit any lower. That was already a soggy mess. I attempted to get up several times. On the last occasion, I toppled over, tormented with pain. I thought about all the books I had read where the hero got out of impossible situations. Why couldn’t I do that? Why couldn’t I be like Jack Reacher? Some hope. I was useless. I would die here.  
 
    Sick of listening to my own thoughts, I got my phone out again. The battery life was down to eight percent. How had that happened? I gave one last try at phoning Jack’s number but drew a blank. I sat praying for about ten minutes then tried Steph’s number again. The line was dead. This was worse than anything I could have imagined. Despair crept over me. 
 
    I’d give the emergency service one last attempt but not before I recited every prayer I knew. Wait a minute. Should I try Joyce? I’d call her first. Maybe I could get both calls in before the phone went dead. Then I had the foresight to move to another part of the cellar to see if that helped. I crawled along the floor, my phone in my back pocket. Leaning against the cold damp wall, it was now or never. I pressed on Joyce’s number and closed my eyes, mumbling the serenity prayer under my breath.  
 
    It wasn’t the ringtone I could make out, but a siren. I put the phone down for a moment and waited, listening. The noise was getting louder. It was getting closer. I could hear voices now and footsteps. I wanted to thrust my fist to the sky, but I needed to be sure. The sounds of footfalls increased. 
 
    All concept of time left me. I didn’t know how long I’d been there. My stomach told me it was too long. There were voices coming from above now. 
 
    “Help,” I cried. “I’m here.” Someone shone a torch down and I burst out crying, the relief I felt was massive. 
 
    “Hello, down there. Are you okay?” someone cried. 
 
    “I think I may have broken something.” 
 
    “Okay, keep still and don’t try to move. We’ll get you out as soon as we can.” 
 
    “Thank you, thank you.” The operation to bring me to the surface took longer than I expected. Eventually, I was towed to safety with the help of a harness. Police, ambulance and the fire service were all there, but I sighed heavily when I realised Jack wasn’t amongst the crews.  
 
    “Has anyone seen my boyfriend, Jack?” I asked as I was transferred into an ambulance. 
 
    “No, dear, but the police will be accompanying you to hospital. They’ll want to interview you when you’ve been patched up.” 
 
    “Of course.” Maybe Jack was waiting at the hospital for me.  
 
      
 
    I arrived there and had to wait in the reception area with a police officer. I could have done without that. Other people in the foyer stared at me as though I was an escaped convict. Where was Jack? There was no sign of him.  
 
    I was wheeled into x-ray and it was confirmed I had broken my fibula. Great, not for the first time I would have to wear a plaster cast. My phone was now well and truly dead, so I couldn’t phone anyone. This process had taken hours and the police still wanted to interview me. That was the last thing I wanted to do after my ordeal, but I had no choice. Finally, I hobbled to the end of the ward on crutches. I spotted the ginger hair of DS Hargreaves who met me as I was ready to leave.   
 
    “Ah Miss Brown, we meet again.” There was no smile. His face looked serious.  
 
    “Hello again.” I didn’t like the look of this.  
 
    “Are you happy to come with us back to the station, only we need to interview you under caution?” 
 
    “Under caution?” Before I said any more, he read me my Miranda rights. 
 
     “You do not have to say anything, but anything you do say may be noted in evidence.” 
 
    “I… I… I don’t understand. What’s going on?” I asked as I was helped into a police car. 
 
    “You’re being cautioned in relation to the murder of Holly McGregor.” 
 
    “What!” 
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    I should have realised I was in trouble when the emergency services turned up with no sign of Jack. There was only one other person who could have sent them — Moira. So, now she was trying to frame me for Holly’s death, was she? Surely, she couldn’t get away with it. 
 
    I limped through the police station to the interview room and sat drinking insipid tasting tea from a plastic cup. I had a sense of déjà vu as I sat answering their questions. Questions that kept coming, over and over, repeated from different angles. If they were trying to trick me into slipping up, they weren’t succeeding. I didn’t kill Holly. What motive did I have? 
 
    “Moira had a motive. She hated her.” 
 
    “We have a witness to say they heard you and Holly arguing.” 
 
    “Who? That’s rubbish! We never argued. I cared about Holly. I tried to help her.” My fists clenched, and my eyes narrowed. Were they goading me on purpose to test my reactions? If so, it was working. My ankle throbbed with pain. I looked up at the clock. I couldn’t believe another hour had passed, and they were still going over the same questions. 
 
    “For the umpteenth time, I followed Moira to that warehouse. Why would I come to Arbroath to dispose of a body? You’ve got the wrong person. It’s her you should be interviewing, not me.” 
 
    “Thank you, Miss Brown. You don’t need to tell us how to do our job.” 
 
    “You won’t make a success of your career if this is how you conduct yourself.” I shook my head and put my hands up in the air, “The world is full of idiots.” I glared at him. 
 
    “That may be so, Miss Brown, but I can’t quite get my head around the fact you drove to Arbroath to follow Moira Buchan. Either you like meddling in other people’s lives or there was some ulterior motive. Which one is it?” I frowned and sighed. This wasn’t going well.  
 
    “As I have already told you, I came to speak to Moira. I discovered there were no trains at the time Holly was supposed to have left.” 
 
    “And you say you left your boyfriend in town while you followed Ms Buchan. Why did you do that, Miss Brown?” 
 
    “I didn’t do it on purpose. We went to her house, and she wasn’t in. It was a stroke of luck to spot her and I didn’t want to miss the chance to talk to her. I had no idea she would lead me to Holly’s body. If you think about it, if it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t know Holly was dead.” As those words left my lips, it sparked off a deep sadness inside. I wiped a solitary tear off my face.  
 
    “So where is the body, Miss Brown?” I clenched my fist and stamped my foot. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said with gritted teeth. The tears flowed. I was so exasperated with my situation. 
 
    “Are you okay, Miss Brown? Do you need a moment’s break?” 
 
    “I’m fine. This is all very harrowing.” 
 
    “Quite.” The questions continued in the same vein. I repeated the conversations I had with Holly at the centre. A further thirty minutes passed, then a knock came on the door and the head of a police officer bobbed in. 
 
    “Gov, can I have a word please?” 
 
    “Yes.” DS Hargreaves got up to leave. The police officer sat opposite me spoke into the recording equipment. 
 
    “For the benefit of the tape, DC Colin Cameron has entered the room. The interview has been suspended. The time is now 16.24.” He stopped the tape and the other two men left the room. My stomach churned as I thought about Jack and what he might be doing right now. I had messed up big time by driving off and leaving him. If he’d got back to the car sooner, none of this would have happened. He’d be with me and I wouldn’t be a suspect in a murder inquiry. 
 
    I sat and waited. Finally, DS Hargreaves returned. 
 
    “Okay, Sophie. You’re free to go.” 
 
    “What!” I looked across at both police officers. The other detective looked as baffled as I was. 
 
    “That’s right. We don’t need to ask any more questions.” 
 
    “Why what’s happened?” 
 
    “We’ve got CCTV evidence to corroborate your story.” The relief was so strong. I couldn’t hold back the tears. As much as I hated the way he spoke to me throughout the interview, I wanted to hug the officer. Thankfully, I restrained myself. I was escorted back to the desk sergeant who had my things. 
 
    “Do you need a lift anywhere, Sophie?”  
 
    “No, it’s okay, I’ll walk to my hotel.” Whilst a ride in a patrol car would have been useful, given my condition, I wanted to get used to the crutches. Plus, I still had a lot of explaining to do to Jack. I needed the time to decide how best to tell him what happened. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell happened to you, Sophie?” Jack stood in the bedroom of the small hotel with his arms on his hips. Light from the street light outside cast a shadow on his face. He frowned as I recalled the events. He continued by reminding me of all the foolish and dangerous things I’d done in the past. I didn’t think it was a coincidence that most of them had been since I met him. 
 
    He was angry with me for putting myself in danger. I had no defence. I had to shoulder the onslaught of his harsh words. Finally, he quietened down. 
 
    “You won’t forget this holiday in a hurry, will you?”  
 
    “It’s been a tough week in more ways than one.”  
 
    “Come here.” He held out his arms and I limped towards him. We hugged. 
 
    Jack forgave me sooner rather than later. Maybe he felt sorry for me when he saw the state of me. I think he understood my behaviour because he was like me and would probably have dealt with it in the same way as I did. We had to get a taxi over to the industrial estate to pick up his car. I wouldn’t be driving for some time.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to go back up to Scotland after everything that had happened. I wanted to get back to a normal life as soon as possible. Jack ferried me around, so I got to see more of him than usual which was a bonus. I had to have time off work, which meant I could help Jack out with his paperwork. Those amends had to be made somehow.  
 
    He accompanied me back up north for the trial. I was one of the chief witnesses.  
 
    Moira was found guilty and was sentenced to seven years in prison. With an excellent legal team, the murder sentence was lessened to manslaughter. 
 
    The last thing Moira said to me was, “An eye for an eye. You reap what you sow. Holly had taken a life. It was only fitting I do the same.” Whatever happened in that room that night, only Moira and Holly knew, but I believed it wasn’t an impulsive act. Moira’s hatred of Holly was clear for all to see. 
 
    Sentencing her at the High Court, the judge said, “What you did was a wicked and horrible thing to do. To hide the body and discard it like a bag of waste was an evil act on your part. You brought unnecessary added anguish and heartache to her family. Nothing this court can do can bring her back or even begin to address the loss felt by her family and friends. No sentence imposed will fill the hole left.”  
 
    He then read out a letter prepared by Holly’s sister, Meg. Whatever sentence is issued, it can never be a substitute for our wonderful and beautiful sister and daughter Holly. A candle has been extinguished forever and our lives will never be the same. Our family members are heartbroken, and no punishment could ever match the grief we feel. 
 
    The judge then turned to Holly’s sister and frail mother, sat alongside Holly’s son, Adrian, and ex-husband, Gordon. They had all been in court for the whole of the hearing.  
 
    “I understand the loss and hurt you must be feeling. Under Scottish law, I cannot pass a life sentence for manslaughter. I am helpless. I know that nothing I can do can cure or heal the hurt and pain you are going through right now.” 
 
    I’d hoped that the prosecutors could have proved Moira’s act was premeditated, especially after what she did trying to frame me. The evidence was stacked against her. ANPR had picked up my car following her to the warehouse. She was also seen in the hallway, leaving Glenloch Hall the night before Vicky was found. She was picked up on CCTV taking Holly’s body out to her car, along with Vicky. Also, under cross-examination, she hadn’t been able to come up with a valid reason why she went to the station after the last train for Dunfermline had departed. Her concocted story was full of holes. 
 
    The events were pieced together, and she had left Holly’s body in the boot of her car until such a time she could dispose of it. When the police arrived on Friday morning because of Vicky’s body being found, Moira made a quick exit. The police never knew there was another dead body right under their noses. She had taken Holly to the disused warehouse as a temporary measure and was planning on moving her. She intended to bury her somewhere more remote, but then I turned up and followed her, putting a stop to that idea. 
 
    If I hadn’t been there, Holly’s body may never have been found. It didn’t take the police long to find what Moira did with the body. After kicking me into the cellar, she busily dug a hole and threw Holly’s body in. The police dogs soon sniffed out where she was. In the judge’s closing statement, I was praised for my efforts. I smiled and looked over at the police officers present.  
 
    The only thing I couldn’t understand was why Vicky killed herself straight after helping Moira. That didn’t come out at trial. In my eyes, Moira was responsible for her death as well.  
 
    Olivia made a discovery some months later. It gave damning evidence against Moira in the shape of Vicky’s journal. The police had missed it when they searched Glenloch Hall, but Olivia found it under her mattress.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday 
 
    Why has she come here again? Will I never be rid of my past? Seeing Moira just brings up so many awful memories. All year I try to block it out but then all that past hurt comes flooding back every time I look at her.  
 
    I don’t understand how she can be so candid and open about growing up in a children’s home. It was an awful start to life, even without people knowing what went on behind closed doors. Moira was one of the fortunate ones. She got out before things turned really ugly. It was different for me. Abuse was the only life I knew. I didn’t matter. I have never mattered. Working as a child prostitute was my way of life. It was all I knew, all I’ve grown up with. My mother ran a brothel, and that was how she brought me up. I saw, heard and experienced things no child should have to go through. When the authorities found out, I was removed and put in a children’s home. It was tough. If things had been bad before, then they got ten times worse. When I went in there, I was a plaything for the male employees and I could never tell a soul. 
 
    Is that why I’ve always cut myself? I don’t know. The scars on my arms are nothing compared to the scars in my heart. As I brush my fingers across them, the idea of anyone ever finding out about my past fills me with dread. 
 
    Tuesday 
 
    I don’t think this place is helping me. I’m sick of the constant arguments. Moira is gunning for Holly. She can’t forgive her for having that abortion. If only she knew. I’ve had three but then I didn’t want the child of a stranger. That’s what all the men have been in my life. Even Norman, he says he loves me, but I have no feelings towards him. I haven’t had any feelings towards any of them. I don’t think I’m capable of loving a man after everything that’s happened to me. I’m weary and I know I’m drinking heavily again. I want to cut myself but know that’s not the answer. I wish the pain in my head would go away. 
 
    Wednesday 
 
    I’m not a bad person so why doesn’t Moira leave me alone? I’m desperate to get a knife out and mutilate my body. What have I done to deserve this life? I try to get back on track, but every time I’m pushed back down into the gutter. That’s where I belong. I’m nothing. Worthless. Lower than a snake’s belly. I want this pain to go away. I went to the pub on my own. I hate being on my own more than anything in the world. It was the pits, only old blokes ogling me. And what if I did drink and drive on the way back. No one would care if I got killed. 
 
    Thursday 
 
    I’ve felt remorse before but never like this. Too much guilt and shame. I can’t go on. Life isn’t fair. Why did Moira have to involve me? I feel empty inside. There’s no way out of this. Everyone will hate me when they find out what I’ve done. Nothing can make this better. Life is too hard. I’m going to join Holly. It’s got to be a better place than this. 
 
      
 
    When this information was brought before the court, it substantially strengthened the case against Moira. In the interests of justice, this new compelling evidence meant there was a re-trial. Under the laws of double jeopardy, Moira’s sentence was doubled. 
 
      
 
    Was that justice? For those of us who cared, it was as good as we would get. 
 
      
 
    And as for the note that was pushed under my door on the first night, I never found out who sent it. In the end, there were more important things that mattered in my life. 
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    If you enjoyed this series, please leave a review.  
 
    I greatly appreciate your time and effort. 
 
    Just a few short words on Amazon and maybe Goodreads would go a long way towards helping me. 
 
    To improve my writing and to encourage me to write more, it is important that I get feedback from you, the readers.  
 
    Your opinion matters to me. 
 
     Please help stoke the fires of my creativity.  
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