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      It’s never a good sign when the lights are green but the traffic isn’t moving. It usually indicates that something has gone wrong.

      Poor road planning causing congestion, perhaps.

      A careless driver not obeying the rules of the road and delaying everybody for their own selfish gain, maybe.

      Or an accident, which nobody wants, but is always a risk on roads as busy as these.

      None of the frustrated people in their vehicles quite knew what was going on as they beeped their horns and strained their necks to try to get a view of what was up ahead. But they couldn’t see what was causing the delay, although that didn’t stop them from expressing their anger at being held up. As the air grew heavier with the sound of the horns, the blood pressure levels of all those in the area only increased, too.

      Nobody needed this. Everybody had places to go and people to see. It was Sunday afternoon. Traditionally a time for relaxing before the working week began again. There were events to go to. Birthday parties. Christenings. Maybe even a wedding. Less informally than that, there were roast dinners being cooked for all the family to enjoy, or a football match just about to kick off that several friends were hoping to get together to see. Everyone had somewhere they needed to get to. But they weren’t getting very far now.

      So just what is the hold-up?

      The gridlock aside, it was actually a pleasant day in this part of the country. The sky was a clear blue, the kind that makes those lucky enough to be beneath it feel as though everything might just be okay in the end. The bright sunshine was warming the residents of a town that wasn’t known for its pleasant climate, and that was probably why there was the smell of smoke in the air, a sure sign that numerous barbeques were being started up in back gardens not far from here.

      Or is it smoke from a car crash up ahead?

      Maybe, but nobody could say for certain, because it was still unclear what was going on.

      A couple of people were just about to get out of their cars when they heard the sirens. The horns might have been loud, but they were no match for the high-pitched sound coming from the approaching emergency vehicle. Turning their attention from the road ahead to the road behind, the motorists tried to see what was coming.

      It was an ambulance.

      And it’s in a hurry.

      The problem was that there was no way for it to get through. This wasn’t a motorway or a dual carriageway. It was just a sleepy suburban street, or at least it was when things were normal. But it was currently transformed into what was essentially a very noisy car park. The strangeness of the situation was made more apparent by the fact that several residents were peering out of the windows of their homes to try to see what all the fuss was about.

      But the narrow passageway that this street was, compounded further by the fact that there were so many parked cars already on each side of the road before the other vehicles had got here, meant that there was no way for the ambulance to get through. It was going to have to go around. But there was no time for that, which became clear when two paramedics abandoned the ambulance and took off on foot, their hands grasping their medi-bags while their boots scurried across the tarmac, past all the cars that were ahead of them.

      ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘Is everything okay?’

      ‘How long are we going to be here for?’

      The questions came thick and fast for the paramedics as they passed the moody motorists, but the emergency workers didn’t stop to answer any of them. Not only was there no time to do so, but it was clear that not all the people asking the questions were doing so out of genuine concern for the safety of others. Most of them just wanted the road cleared so they could get on with their day. But some things were more important than that. It became apparent that this was a very serious situation when another ambulance arrived seconds later, followed promptly by a police car.

      As everybody in and around their cars realised that their Sunday afternoon plans were most likely going to have to be shelved, thanks to them being caught up in what was a rapidly developing situation, one of the motorists decided to venture a little farther forward to try to see what all the fuss was about.

      He was a bald man of about fifty, with a sizeable gut and a watch on his wrist that suggested he made quite a decent living at his job. But having money couldn’t help him get this road cleared any faster, so he walked on down the street in the direction the paramedics had just gone in, to see what he could learn.

      But when he saw what had happened, he quickly regretted not just staying in his car.

      The first thing he saw was the shocked man with his hands on his head, standing beside his open car door, his face almost as white as the one wispy cloud moving across the otherwise perfect sky. The second thing he saw was the distressed woman, who was down on her hands and knees and shaking before erupting violently at the heavens above, unleashing a guttural cry of pain that was so loud it made the sirens seem quiet in comparison.

      Then he saw the paramedics crouching on the road just ahead of the woman, and it was evident that they were working desperately to save somebody’s life. But who? He couldn’t quite see from here. There was just an arm stretched out across the tarmac, the fingers at the end of it curled up slightly.

      But not moving.

      The man knew he should have just gone back to his car then. There was surely nothing good to be gained from trying to get a glimpse of the victim. But he foolishly tried to anyway, and when he did, he knew he would never quite be the same again. That was because he saw who it was lying in the road, being tended to by the emergency workers.

      It was a little boy. No older than seven. And his mother seemed to know what the paramedics hadn’t quite realised yet.

      He was already gone, just like the red balloon that was floating up and up into the sky, high above what was now considered an active crime scene.
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          30 MINUTES BEFORE THE ACCIDENT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ANNI

      

      

      

      The kid’s party is about as generic as all the other ones I’ve been to over the last few years.

      Paper plates with a slice of creamy cake on? Check.

      A creepy clown with face paint that looks like it was applied rather amateurishly? Check.

      Balloons everywhere, bouncing, bobbling and occasionally bursting whenever someone steps on one? Check.

      And a boatload of sugar-riddled youngsters screeching as they run around with boundless levels of energy that make every other adult in the place feel even older than they are? Double check.

      I can’t say I’m having fun as I stand in this chaotic room full of seven-year-olds on a Sunday afternoon, watching them all going wild while their parents make banal chit-chat about some teacher who gave one of the children a warning the other day for their behaviour. But today isn’t about me. Come to think of it, as a parent, there aren’t many days that are about me anymore. No, though it’s another boy’s birthday, for me today is all about Tobi, my son and the light of my life.

      I can see him across the room now, nibbling on his piece of cake while nervously eying up the middle-aged man in the face paint, the bright yellow costume and the large red slippers nearby. Seriously, where did they find this clown? His performance so far here today can’t have come recommended; it’s no wonder Tobi seems unsure about him. The animal balloon he has just produced looks suspect, as does the fact he keeps burping, rubbing his eyes and generally looking like a guy who was out all night last night before suddenly remembering he had somewhere to be today.

      Then again, this clown is probably the only adult in this room who doesn’t have a child of his own to look after. There have been no wild Saturday nights out for the other grown-ups at this party, at least not for a long time. Since becoming a mum, my weekends now consist of washing clothes, playing with toys and attending events like this.

      But I wouldn’t change it for the world.

      I love being a mother. It gives me real purpose. Knowing there is a little life in the world that depends on you makes everything else seem silly. All the other things I used to stress about – like what to wear, which makeup was the best for my skin and whether I would make it back home in time for the start of my favourite TV show – all just became irrelevant when Tobi came along.

      I’m forty now, but I was just thirty-two and feeling very much in my prime when I found out I was expecting. I can’t say it was a shock. I had actually been trying to conceive, or rather, my husband and I had been trying. It takes two to tango, of course, and starting a family had just felt like the natural thing for Joel and me to try to do after we got hitched, had the honeymoon and hurried into home-owning.

      I had been in a relationship with Joel for three years before we tied the knot, falling hopelessly in love with him not long after we met at a work event. I had been uselessly fumbling around with one of the signs that my employers expected me to put up at the large conference event that was being held in a posh hotel in London. But I hadn’t been doing a very good job of getting the sign to stand up as it was supposed to, meaning there would have been very little chance for all the prospective clients at the conference to actually see what it said. That had been when Joel had appeared and given me some assistance, relieving me of my burden by figuring out how to get the sign up as it was supposed to be, before telling me that he had developed quite a knack for that kind of thing, having attended a lot of events just like that one.

      It turned out that Joel worked for a rival firm, and his stall had been set up opposite mine, although neither of us were in the mood to let a little business rivalry get in the way of flirting and eventually swapping numbers to go for a drink. One thing led to another, and before we knew it, we were on a hospital ward listening to a midwife guide us through every painful step of welcoming our little baby into the world.

      I knew I was screwed the second I saw my boy. His blue eyes. His tuft of black hair. And his gorgeous little smile. There was no way I was ever going to be able to do anything but love this little human being until the day that I died, once I saw him. We decided on calling him Tobi because Joel really wanted our baby to be named after his dad, Tony, which I refused before suggesting a name that sounded slightly close to it. The slightly more modern name seemed to fit our little bundle of joy, and as he grew, my love for him only did the same.

      I enjoyed all the stages, from breastfeeding and nappy changing, to potty training and actually being able to sleep for more than three hours at a time. It felt like Tobi was five before we knew it. It was around that time when I began entertaining the idea of giving him a little brother or sister to play with.

      And then Joel dropped his bombshell. He had met someone else. Someone at work. Another damsel in distress, perhaps. But it didn’t matter how they met and how they ended up together. All that mattered was that he was choosing to leave me and be with her.

      Divorce. That might possibly be the worst word to hear just as you’re holding one baby and entertaining the idea of having another one. But that was what Joel wanted, and it didn’t seem like I had much choice. Not only had he made his mind up, but I couldn’t see a way of forgiving him for what he had done. He had betrayed both me and our son at a time when it seemed like we had the perfect family. So we both did what was necessary.

      He engaged with the lawyers.

      And I made sure I got custody.

      There has been many a time over these last two years when I felt like I regretted ever meeting Joel. But then I only have to look at Tobi to realise that it was all worth it. The pain. The heartache. Even the expensive legal proceedings. If I had to go through it all again just to end up with my son, then I would. That’s why I don’t mind giving up my Sunday afternoons to come to parties like this.

      This particular event has been organised for Anthony, one of the boys in Tobi’s class, and by all accounts, one of my son’s best friends, although that should be taken with a pinch of salt because Tobi has been known to have a new best friend every week. But there was never any danger of me not letting my boy be here today. I can see that he has enjoyed himself as he has played with the other children, gorged himself on sugary snacks and even opened up enough to accept a high five from the creepy clown, who looks mightily relieved when the party ends and he can get the hell out of here.

      ‘Thank you so much for coming,’ Anthony’s mum tells me as I usher Tobi towards the open front door, following the stream of parents and children already making their way out.

      ‘It was a pleasure. Thanks for inviting us,’ I reply with a warm smile, because it’s important to be friendly with the other mums, as they tend to be the only people I have time to see these days outside of work.

      ‘What do you say, Tobi?’ I ask my son before he can leave without showing his manners.

      ‘Thank you!’ he cries through a mouthful of sponge cake. Both Anthony and his mum look pleased with the way the party has gone. But I don’t think the clean-up operation will be quite as fun.

      I’m grateful for that not to be my problem, and as I step outside into the bright sunshine, I’m feeling warmed by both the weather and another good day with my son.

      ‘Did you enjoy that, then?’ I ask Tobi as he skips alongside me down the pavement with a red balloon in his hand.

      ‘Yeah!’ Tobi replies excitedly before almost losing his grip on his precious balloon and causing me to offer to hold it for him for the rest of the way home. But he declines my offer, telling me that he can look after it himself, although that remains to be seen as we cross the road and carry on down the next street.

      I had considered driving to the party today, but then I had opened the bedroom curtains and seen the blue sky and figured that we should make the most of being blessed with a little sunlight. The hardest days with Tobi are when the rain is pouring and the parks are a no-go area, because then I have to find something to entertain him with in the house all day. That’s why I decided not to miss the chance to kill half an hour by getting him some fresh air before we arrive back home, and he demands to know what I have planned for him next.

      In all honesty, I’m not quite sure what I’m going to keep him occupied with for the rest of the day. It’s not easy now it’s just me and him. It’s times like this when it would be helpful to have another pair of hands around to provide another option for him and a break for me. If Joel were still a part of this family unit, then he might take Tobi for a kickabout in the park while I could go back, get on with some cleaning and then figure out what to make us all for dinner. As it is, I’m going to have to try to do those things while my son tugs on the sleeve of my sweater and demands that I pay him more attention.

      Do I miss Joel? No, I just miss having adult company, although I know that’s not a good enough reason to ever ask him to come back. I know he wouldn’t come back anyway. Why would he? He’s shacked up with his new woman, who is younger than me, prettier than me and, as yet, has not had her body ravaged by childbirth. Though I’m glad about that last part, because I don’t want Joel to be a dad again. It would mean Tobi having a half-brother or sister, and that would require all sorts of conversations in which I try to explain it to him. It was hard enough explaining to him that he would only see his dad every other weekend after we split, and I’m still not convinced he completely understands the arrangement we have. As if to prove it, Tobi asks me a question that tells me that he misses Joel a lot more than I do.

      ‘Can we go and see Dad?’

      ‘No, you’ll see him next weekend.’

      ‘But I want to see him now and tell him about the party!’

      ‘You can tell him next week.’

      ‘Can I phone him?’

      ‘No, he’s probably busy.’

      ‘Please, can we try?’

      ‘No. Now concentrate on that balloon. You almost lost it again then.’

      Tobi isn’t happy with what I’ve said, but I have no choice. I have to be firm, not only because it’s what the counsellor advised, but it’s also because Joel created this mess and so doesn’t deserve to have his son visiting him or calling him all the time. Of course, it isn’t fair to Tobi to be denied access to one parent, but life isn’t fair, and I just try to give my son the best of everything that I can while refusing to back down on this one thing.

      But now Tobi is grumpy with me, and that’s annoying because I’m not the bad guy here.

      I guess this is going to be a long walk home.

      Oh well, at least the sun is shining, and things can’t ever be that bad when it is, right?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          20 MINUTES BEFORE THE ACCIDENT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CARL

      

      

      

      The sun is shining, and I bloody love it. What’s not to like when the weather is like this? The men are smiling more, the women are wearing less, and the pub beer gardens have never been so busy.

      That’s where I am right now, as if there were anywhere else to be on a day as glorious as this. I’m at the fourth picnic bench on the right, to be exact, nestled at the bottom of this pub garden with a cold pint of frothy lager in front of me and the sunlight beaming down on my increasingly tanned skin. In conditions like these, I’d be perfectly happy just being by myself, but I do have company today, and it’s in the form of the gorgeous woman sitting beside me at this table with her bare legs rubbing against my jeans and her hands grasping mine whenever I’m not reaching for my glass.

      ‘I wish we could do this all the time,’ Jo says as she picks up her own glass, this one filled with a sweet wine that could almost convince the pair of us that we’re in a vineyard in the South of France instead of just this generic town in England.

      ‘Me too, but it’s forecast rain for the next week,’ I reply, even though I know that’s not quite what she means.

      She gives me a look then, to show her disdain for my poor quip – she means something else, the problem that sits like an elephant between us – but I can’t help but find her expression makes her look even more attractive. The way she purses her lips together and narrows her eyes does something to me, something that no other woman ever has.

      Not even my wife.

      That’s my problem. The one that not even the hot weather and the cold beer can solve for me. It’s the problem that says I have to devastate either one of two women. Either Jo, my mistress and the one making me feel all these pleasant feelings as she continues to look ravishing in her summer dress beside me. Or Susan, my loyal and pleasant wife, who has never done anything to hurt me during the seven years we have been married, and who definitely does not deserve to learn that her partner has been cheating on her for the past year of that union.

      I know what you’re thinking: I’m just another guy who couldn’t keep it in his trousers. Another idiot who has used and abused the trust of women for my own selfish gain. But it’s not like that. Not quite. Like all the best cheats and liars would say, it’s not as simple as that.

      I was genuinely happy when I married Susan. I thought she was the one for me; otherwise I wouldn’t have promised to be with her forever, would I? I hadn’t been pressured into it by her or family members or friends. I’d come to the grown-up decision to pop the question myself after due thought and careful consideration of all the consequences. I had been thirty-three at the time, and having dated Susan for a couple of years, I felt like it was time to take the logical next step.

      So we got married.

      Then I presumed the idea was to just live happily ever after.

      That was kind of how it was for the majority of the first six years we were husband and wife. I mean, I wasn’t waking up every morning bursting with joy or excitement or anything like that, but which married man was? I accepted that things would feel like a bit of a routine sometimes, a case of going through the motions. Looking around at all my mates, it seemed like they were in the same boat, so I couldn’t really complain if I felt a little bored at times or if perhaps there might have been something more to life that I was somehow missing out on.

      And then I met Jo.

      She came into my life just two days shy of my sixth wedding anniversary, but she wasn’t quite the present I’d had in mind. I’d just been expecting to mark the occasion with a weekend away with Susan, in which we were planning on having some much-needed alone time together, without the distraction of our regular lives at home. But then I got chatting to Jo after she had come to some difficulty at the petrol pump next to mine, as I was filling my car up one evening after work. She told me she’d just bought a second-hand car, but had rather foolishly not checked whether it was petrol or diesel, and therefore had no idea which pump to use to top up her tank. I had been a little amused by her dilemma, silently thinking to myself that this would just be another one of those ‘typical woman’ stories I could joke about with my mates down the pub the next time I saw them. But I’m not going to claim that I only offered my assistance because I thought it was a funny story, or because I was being a gentleman to a damsel in distress.

      I also helped because she was drop-dead gorgeous.

      After helping her ascertain that her car was very much one that ran on petrol, I offered to help fill it up for her because it was no trouble at all. She accepted my offer while also taking a rather obvious glance at my left hand as I reached for the pump. I figured she was checking for the presence of a wedding ring, which she would have seen, but that didn’t seem to stop her from asking me how she could say thank you for me coming to her aid.

      I told her not to worry about it, that I was happy to help, but she hadn’t taken that and asked if I would like to get a drink sometime. I said no almost immediately, as if I were on autopilot, just answering in the manner that the vicar who made me deliver my wedding vows would have expected. I actually regretted the speed of my response a second later when I saw the disappointment on Jo’s face, but I tried to console myself with the knowledge that I’d done the right thing. A married man should not accept the offer of a drink with a beautiful woman who is not his wife. It wasn’t as if that had been the first time I had been tempted by someone else, or even been propositioned. A colleague at work had practically thrown herself at me a few years ago at a Christmas do, but I hadn’t even come close to straying that time, or any time since.

      But there was something about the woman at the petrol station. Maybe it was the way her eyes dazzled under the bright lights of the station’s forecourt, or how she piqued my interest by telling me that while she didn’t know anything about cars, she did know a lot about Chelsea, who just so happened to be my team. I assumed she had figured that out by seeing the club’s badge on a sticker in my car’s back window, but five minutes of chit-chat about last weekend’s result and who we might get in the upcoming transfer window convinced me that she genuinely knew her stuff when it came to football. Not like Susan. She didn’t have a clue, although in her defence, I had known that from the first day I met her, and it hadn’t put me off. So again, it’s not her fault.

      None of it is.

      It’s not her fault that I ended up swapping numbers with Jo that night at the petrol station. It’s not her fault that I met her for a drink a week later and found myself having a great time. And it’s not her fault that I subsequently started an affair, one that has been going on ever since, until now, as I sit her in this beer garden and ponder my predicament.

      It’s all my fault. I started this.

      So why haven’t I finished it?

      That’s my problem. I can’t end this affair, even though I know it would be the right thing to do. I can’t end it because I am in love.

      With Jo. My mistress.

      And that’s why I am going to leave my wife.

      ‘When are you going to do it?’ Jo asks me then, as if reading my mind, although it’s not unusual for her to ask me this question. It’s one she has been seeking the answer to for quite some time now. She’s been asking it ever since I told her that I was going to leave Susan and start a life with her. That I was prepared to go through a divorce and all the messy consequences that came with it, just to be with her, the woman I should have always ended up with.

      ‘Soon,’ I reply, which has become my most recent response to that question. I used to say things like ‘You know I want to, but it’s a very delicate situation, and I have to get the timing right,’ or ‘Not long now. I just have to wait for the perfect moment to tell her.’ But like all those other answers, Jo isn’t impressed by it. Her impatience has grown at a rate that has matched how my love has grown for her over this last year.

      ‘I know it’s hard, but you just have to do it. It’s never going to be easy. You’ll break her heart, and she doesn’t deserve it, but you don’t deserve to spend the rest of your life with a woman who doesn’t make you happy, do you?’

      Jo makes a good point. She always does. She’s very sensible, very level-headed. Not to mention she’s gorgeous, but I already mentioned that. But I can’t help highlighting her beauty because it is what drew me to her. It’s also what is causing every other male in this beer garden to keep glancing towards our table as they sip their pints and pretend to be interested in what their own partners are saying to them.

      I never wanted to end up like them. Just another guy who settled for someone rather than who truly found the woman of his dreams. And now I’m with Jo, I don’t have to. I’m the one the other men are jealous of. The one with the woman who turns heads. The one whom they would mutter about under their breath as being a ‘lucky sod’ as they made their way back home with their own partners for a night that would definitely not be ending in marital relations. Jo is perfect. I knew it as soon as our ‘first date’ had ended. She was the woman I should have married. Not Susan. I love my wife, but it is a different kind of love. It is a compliant, obedient kind. But with Jo, my love is like the kind you only see in films. The kind that makes the main character skip down the street and do all sorts of stupid things just to show the world how happy he is.

      I’ve known for much of this past year that I have to correct my mistake. I have to leave Susan and be with Jo properly. That’s the only way I will ever truly be happy. But for me to be happy, I have to break another woman’s heart, which is what is causing the delay.

      I’m not a monster. I’m just a fool.

      A fool who needs another drink to try to make this problem easier.

      ‘Another round?’ I suggest to Jo as I drain my beer and go to get up. I’m not expecting her to say no, because she never has before. But this time, she just shakes her head.

      ‘I can’t keep doing this. Meeting you secretly for a couple of stolen hours while you pretend to your wife that you’re with someone else. What excuse did you give her today? A friend needs help in his garden?’

      ‘I told her I had to pop to the office to print off some reports for Monday morning,’ I confess, although the details of the lie don’t really matter. That’s not her point. Her point is that that I’ve been lying to Susan for ages, whilst stringing Jo along without any real end date to this deception in mind.

      ‘Tell her today, or I can’t do this anymore. I’m serious.’

      ‘Hang on a minute. Let’s just talk about this.’

      ‘No, I’m done with talking about it. All we have done is talk for the last year.’

      ‘That’s not all we’ve done.’

      My cheeky joke, combined with an even cheekier wink, doesn’t go down well. Jo shakes her head.

      ‘Will you do it today?’

      ‘I can’t.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘I don’t know. I just can’t.’

      ‘Then I’m leaving.’

      Jo gets up then, and I genuinely fear she is going to walk away out of this beer garden and out of my life. I’m sure the other men in here would enjoy watching her go, but I sure wouldn’t. I’d do anything to keep her. She is the sole reason I’ve been getting out of bed with a smile on my face for these past twelve months.

      ‘Okay, I’ll do it,’ I tell her. ‘I’ll go home and let Susan know that I’m leaving.’

      ‘You promise?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      I don’t sound convincing, but I do mean it. I’ll bite the bullet. I’ll tell my wife I want a divorce. Then I’ll be free to be with Jo forever.

      ‘Are you going to do it now?’ she asks me, clearly keen to seize the moment.

      ‘Can I have one more drink?’ I ask as if I’m suddenly a little boy trying to get something from his mother.

      ‘Dutch courage?’

      ‘Yeah.’ I nod grimly. ‘Dutch courage.’
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          10 MINUTES BEFORE THE ACCIDENT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        JO

      

      

      

      Today is finally going to be the day. The day when Carl tells his wife that he is leaving her for me. And the day I get to start seeing him a lot more than just for a few stolen hours once or twice a week.

      I know it’s not right to have an affair. And I certainly know it’s not right that a poor woman has to have her heart broken. But love isn’t so simple as to follow all the rules and stick within the guidelines. It’s messy and crazy and unpredictable. It certainly caught me by surprise when I fell for the man at the petrol station.

      I hadn’t been looking for a guy that day. I’d just been looking for the right pump with which to fill up my car. I’m not one of those women who needs a man’s help for every task; I’m really not. It was just that one thing on that one day at the petrol station.

      Who was to know it was going to lead to this?

      I look across the picnic table at Carl as he speedily sups his next pint, the one he said he needed for Dutch courage before he goes home and tells his wife everything. He does look nervous, even with another drink inside him, and I can sympathise with that because my second drink has done little to calm my own nerves. I suppose I could feel sorrier for him. But then again, this has been going on long enough. It’s already been a year. If I weren’t pushing him to do it today, then when would it actually happen? Another year from now? The thought of that is unbearable, because I want our relationship to progress far quicker than that. But it can’t at present, because it’s currently stuck in the mud, mud being another word to describe a marriage that has been doomed for some time.

      ‘I’m peckish. How about a packet of crisps?’ Carl asks me as he drains his glass and gets up from his side of the table.

      ‘I thought we were going now?’

      ‘I’m starving. And I’ve been drinking on an empty stomach, which is never a good idea. I’ll just get some crisps, and then we’ll go. Okay?’

      I roll my eyes but offer no further protest. As I watch Carl heading back across the beer garden in the direction of the pub’s back door, I know I can’t get too annoyed at him. Not only does he have a very difficult task to accomplish in the next hour with his wife, but it’s just hard to stay truly mad at someone you love so much.

      Carl might have his flaws, the main one being how skilled he is at keeping a secret from the woman he shares a house with, but there is plenty of good in him, too. He’s polite; he has demonstrated his gentlemanly traits to me several times. Any doubts I had about his offer of help at the petrol station and his acceptance of a drink being just a way for him to get me into bed – and then out of it just as quickly – were dispelled as he continued to be well-mannered with me. He holds doors open, for not only me but other people. A small act, but one that has certainly seemed like it has been going out of fashion lately.

      He is also generous, not only paying for everything when we go out together but happily donating any loose change or small notes to anyone he passes on the street who looks like they might need a little something to keep them going. A homeless person. A busker. Whoever. Carl likes to help out if he can.

      Sometimes I think he puts other people’s needs ahead of his own a little too much, which might explain why he is finding it so difficult to end his pre-existing relationship, even though it would be better for him to be with the woman he truly wants to be with. It’s because he’s too worried about how his wife will react, and that is stalling him. But there comes a point when putting others ahead of oneself becomes less of a positive and more of a negative. That is what I have been telling him for some time.

      And then there is the more obvious stuff, like his rugged good looks, the appearance that first got me interested in him, even though I had spotted the silver band on his left hand. I’m not one to resist the lure of a tall, dark, handsome man, especially one who dresses well, drives a nice car and comes to my assistance when I need it.

      It might make me a bitch for stealing another woman’s man, but I’ve just followed my heart; Carl has told me he is doing the same. He regrets meeting his wife before he met me. That’s why he is determined to course-correct and be with me, the woman whom, he has told me on more than one occasion, he was destined to be with.

      What woman doesn’t like to hear a man say that to her?

      I glance up at the pub door again, but it hasn’t opened yet. I wonder what could be keeping him. Perhaps the bar is busy. It is a lovely afternoon, and that tends to draw out the day-drinkers from their homes. Those who usually have a tipple on their sofas suddenly decide to venture to the pub, and that always seems to catch the venues by surprise, as if they still haven’t figured out that sun equals fun. To be fair to them, the weather has been so changeable recently that they could be forgiven for thinking this Sunday would have been another washout, just like the last few. But I’m glad it’s not, because it has been nice to sit outside with Carl instead of feeling like we were hiding away in a dark corner somewhere, like many of our previous ‘days out’ together have felt like.

      As one tends to do when they’re engaging in extramarital affairs, Carl has always been conscious not to risk being seen by anybody who might know him while he was with me. That ruled out the pair of us going to any of the pubs, parks or restaurants nearest to his house, the fear that a friend or neighbour might spot him being too strong to ignore. This pub is a little farther out from where he lives, then, although still not a million miles away. It’s on the same route that Carl travels along to get to his office, and we’ve been here a few times over this past year, when we haven’t just been at my place rolling around in bed and making up for lost time. But there were only so many times I was willing to welcome him under my bedsheets before I started to feel a little used. That was why I insisted we start having other kinds of dates.

      Like this one. A simple drink on a sunny Sunday. Just like any normal couple would do. And how I hope we will spend every Sunday for the rest of this summer once Carl has done what he needs to do.

      I’ve grown impatient waiting for him to return with his bag of crisps, so I finish my glass of wine and get up, picking up my handbag and heading for the pub door to, hopefully, meet him halfway. I notice a guy at the nearest picnic table to the pub eyeing me up as I approach, and I wonder if he’s had enough drinks to take his chances and initiate a conversation with me. I hope not, and thankfully, he ends up doing nothing but staring at my cleavage as I pass him.

      Entering the pub, it takes a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the change in light. Going from glaring sunshine to a gloomy room has me squinting for a moment until I adjust and spot Carl over by the bar, in between two sets of middle-aged men with pints of ale in their hands and a volume to their voices that suggests they are in for the afternoon.

      I notice one of them turn his head to see who just entered the pub, and when he does, he gives his mate beside him a nudge as if to say ‘check her out.’ But Carl doesn’t turn his head to look in my direction, so he still has no idea that I’m inside. That’s why I end up catching him downing a measure of whiskey as I approach.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I ask him mere seconds after he has placed the empty glass on the bar and wiped his lips.

      He looks shocked when he sees me, quickly followed by sheepish. It occurs to me that it’s probably the same look he would have given his wife if she had ever caught him in bed with me.

      ‘I thought you were still outside,’ he tells me, looking increasingly fidgety.

      ‘Yeah, I can see that. I thought you were just getting a packet of crisps?’

      ‘I am.’

      ‘Then what’s with the whiskey?’

      ‘I just fancied it.’

      ‘You’re supposed to be driving home!’

      ‘I’ll be fine!’

      ‘You’ve had too much now!’

      Carl rather wisely realises that standing at a busy bar is not the best place to have a conversation about potentially being over the drink-drive limit, so he ushers me away to a quieter corner.

      ‘I’m sorry. I’m just nervous about what I have to do. You understand that, right?’

      ‘Of course. But I don’t think getting drunk is going to help!’

      ‘I’m not drunk! Don’t be silly.’

      Carl seems to have convinced himself, but he isn’t fooling me. I can see the haziness to his eyes that he only gets after one too many. That’s even before I notice how fidgety he is again.

      ‘You can’t drive home now. You’ll have to get a taxi,’ I tell him, hating that I have to act more like his mother than his mistress, but somebody has to be the sensible one around here.

      ‘I can’t leave the car here. I told Susan I was going to the office. She’ll know I’ve been lying if I come back in a taxi!’

      ‘She’ll know you’ve been lying anyway when you tell her about me, won’t she?’

      Carl suddenly looks like he had overlooked that rather obvious fact. It makes me fear that he is going to let me down once again.

      ‘You are still going to tell her today, right? Please don’t say you are going to put this off again. You promised me you would do it today.’

      ‘I am going to do it. But I can’t leave my car here. I need it for work tomorrow.’

      ‘You can come and get it in the morning. Come on, let’s go.’

      I shepherd Carl towards the front door before we can argue anymore, or before he gets any ideas about ordering another round. The sunlight causes us both to squint as we step out onto the hot tarmac of the pub car park, where Carl looks longingly at his white Mercedes parked only a few feet away. I take out my phone and try to order him an Uber. But as tends to happen on a weekend day, particularly one when the weather is nice, it seems all the taxis in the area are already busy with other fares.

      The delay gives Carl a chance to plead his case to get behind the wheel one more time, while I keep trying to find a driver who can come and get him. But I just ignore him, because he is definitely over the limit, and while I am desperate for him to get home and see his wife, I want him to do it safely. As for me, while Carl won’t be able to drop me off at my flat on his way home, I can just get my own taxi. It’s no real hardship, even if it’s annoying to have to spend the extra money on this instead of the takeaway I was thinking about for tonight.

      ‘Come on, there must be somebody in the area,’ I moan at my phone’s screen.

      ‘This is silly. We’ve got a perfectly good mode of transport right here. Let’s just get going.’

      Carl takes out his car keys then and makes a move towards his vehicle, but I try to snatch them out of his hands before he can get near enough to slot them into the ignition. Unfortunately for me, he manages to keep them just out of my reach.

      ‘Don’t be an idiot, Carl! Do you want to lose your licence?’

      ‘I’m not going to. When do you ever see a police car around here? And I’m fine, honestly. I’ve driven back home before after a couple of beers.’

      ‘But that’s not all it is, is it? You had more than that!’

      ‘Now you’re starting to sound like my wife.’

      ‘I’m not messing about here!’ I say, annoyed that he would say something like that, even if he only meant it as a joke.

      ‘Look, I’m driving, so I can go and tell Susan that I’m leaving. Now, do you want a lift home or not?’

      I can see that Carl is really not going to wait for a taxi. He is going to get behind that wheel, whiskey-fuelled and all. Unless …

      ‘Give me the keys,’ I tell him, holding out my hand.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’ll drive. I’ve had less than you.’

      Less still might mean over the limit because I had two large glasses of wine, and I’m pretty sure that’s more than enough to pique the interest of any police officer who might breathalyse me. But I do know one thing. I stand a much better chance of getting this car back to Carl’s house without incident than he does.

      ‘You reckon you can drive this thing?’ Carl asks me, looking smugly unsure. ‘It’s a little bigger than your motor.’

      ‘Just give me the keys and get in the passenger seat,’ I tell him before he shrugs and does what I say.

      Maybe that compliance boded well for our future relationship, but as I got in behind the wheel and started the engine of his car, I had no real idea what the future had in store.

      Not for me.

      Not for him.

      And certainly not for that poor mother and child.
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          5 MINUTES BEFORE THE ACCIDENT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ANNI

      

      

      

      I’m surprised by how few people there are out on the streets as I continue to walk home with Tobi. A day like today, I’d have expected there to be a lot more pedestrians joining me on these pavements. But it’s quiet out here, although I can hear the sounds of laughter coming from a few back gardens, so I guess everyone is just choosing to enjoy the sun by kicking back in the privacy of their own home.

      I’m the only one mad enough to be trying to get a little boy across town, by foot, in this heat.

      ‘Stop it!’ I tell Tobi as he whacks me with his balloon again, not in a nasty way but a playful one. But there’s a time and a place for games, and the side of a road isn’t one of them.

      ‘Why are we walking?’ he asks me with frustration in his voice.

      ‘I told you why. Because it’s a nice day.’

      ‘But it’s taking ages.’

      ‘We’re not far now.’

      That’s only a little lie. We’re about halfway home, so there is still some way to go. We’d be getting there a lot quicker if my son would concentrate more on walking and less on dragging his feet and trying to bounce his balloon off my arm.

      ‘I’ll take that balloon off you in a minute,’ I warn him, hoping that will have the desired effect and he’ll stop messing about. It works for all of one minute before he lets out another groan and forlornly stares at a passing car, no doubt wishing he were in it.

      It’s clear I’m going to need a distraction to make the rest of this walk a little more bearable for the both of us. That’s why I take out my phone to find a song I can play for the pair of us. But no sooner have I reached for my mobile than I hear it start to ring. I let out a sigh when I check the caller ID.

      It’s Joel. What does he want?

      ‘Who is it?’ Tobi asks, thankfully not yet aware that it’s his father, because if he was, then he’d probably try to snatch the phone from my hands.

      ‘Just someone from work,’ I tell him tactfully before answering the call and hoping I’ll be able to keep the true identity of the caller a secret.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Hey, Anni. Thanks for answering.’

      ‘What do you want?’

      ‘I need to speak to you about next weekend.’

      ‘What about it?’

      ‘Well, I know it’s my weekend with Tobi, but I’ve just found out I might have to fly to Madrid on Friday for a work event. The problem is, it’s going to run into the Saturday, and I’ve tried telling my boss that I can’t make it, but he’s saying I should be there if I want that promotion. You know, the one I’ve been going for this year.’

      I know the one. He’s mentioned it once or twice when one of us has been passing Tobi back to the other. Something about a management role. More money. More responsibility.

      As if my ex-husband is somebody who has ever done well with responsibility.

      ‘What do you want me to do about it?’ I ask him, my impatience with him only heightened today by the hot sun bearing down on me. Maybe walking home was a bad idea.

      ‘I don’t think I’m going to be able to get out of the trip. But that means I’ll lose one of my days with Tobi. So I was wondering if I could have him a couple of nights during the week to make up for it?’

      ‘No, you can’t. That’s not what the deal is.’

      ‘I know that, but I was hoping you might be able to do me a favour.’

      ‘No, I can’t. And it’s not just about me or you. It’s about him. He needs routine, and this is not routine.’

      I’m careful not to use my son’s name as he walks alongside me because if he knows that he is the topic of discussion, then he’ll quickly figure out who it is that I’m talking to.

      ‘Come on, Anni. Try to be fair.’

      ‘I am being fair. I think I’ve been more than fair with everything since you did what you did.’

      ‘It’s just one little change to the routine. Just for one week. It won’t do any harm.’

      ‘Until the next time you ask me. And the next time. No, I won’t do it. I’m sorry.’

      Tobi must sense that I’m annoyed, because he glances up at me, although I’m not sure if it’s out of concern for his mum, or because he’s realised there might be something interesting going on that he can ask me about.

      ‘Anni, you’re being unreasonable.’

      ‘No, I’m not. You can have him next weekend as planned, or you’ll have to wait for your turn again.’

      No sooner have the words slipped out of my mouth than I regret being so obvious, because now Tobi has figured out what I’m talking about.

      ‘Is that Dad? Can I speak to him?’ he cries, jumping up and down and letting go of my hand so he can try to get the phone from me.

      ‘No, it’s not,’ I try, but it’s already too late. Not only do I have Tobi wanting to talk, but Joel hears his son in the background and asks to be put on.

      I try palming him off, but he tells me that if I’m not willing to make a concession on the visiting rights, then I could at least be kind enough to let him say a quick hello to his boy. I might be soft, but I give in, handing the phone to Tobi.

      Tobi beams widely as he takes the phone. He presses it against his ear as if the harder he can push it against his head, the closer he will be to the man at the other end of the line.

      ‘Dad! Guess where I’ve been? Anthony’s birthday party! It was wicked!’

      As annoyed as I am at Joel, I can’t help but smile at Tobi’s enthusiasm. I suppose that I can’t ever be too pessimistic about how things worked out between his father and me if our son is happy most of the time.

      I listen to Tobi telling his dad about what games he played at the party, as well as what sugary treats he was able to consume, before I decide that it’s time to wrap their little chat up.

      ‘Say goodbye now,’ I tell my son. He moans before asking Joel when he will see him next.

      I’m not quite sure what answer Tobi gets, but he doesn’t seem too glum as he hands the phone back to me, so I’m guessing Joel hasn’t been completely honest with him.

      ‘Let me know what you decide to do about Madrid,’ I tell him, keeping the ball very much in his court, because it should be him who decides to be the bad guy here, not me.

      ‘I’ll have another word with my boss,’ Joel tells me. ‘See if there’s any way I can get out of it. If not, then I guess we’ll just have to let Tobi down.’

      It might not have sounded like much, but I know exactly what Joel is doing. He chose those words very carefully. We’ll just have to let Tobi down. Not I. We. As if it’s my fault as well that he cheated on me, ruined our marriage and now is stuck between having to choose work over his visiting days.

      ‘Just do whatever you want,’ I tell him, choosing my own words very carefully. ‘You always do, and whatever you decide, I’ll be here to pick up the pieces.’

      ‘Anni, don’t be like that.’

      ‘No, I’m sick of it. You’re being so unfair. While I might be used to it, he isn’t.’

      He being Tobi, the innocent little boy who definitely didn’t deserve to have his childhood thrown into turmoil by one of his parents turning out to be a waste of space.

      Tobi lets go of my hand then and starts to run ahead with his balloon. I’d usually react quicker to such a thing, telling him to come back, stop messing around, and hold my hand again. But it must have been the distraction of still being on the phone with Joel that caused my delayed response. By the time Tobi had let go of the balloon and started chasing it down the street, he was already out of my reach.

      ‘Tobi! Get back here!’ I cry as I watch him running towards the street corner.

      ‘What’s he doing now?’ Joel asks, although he doesn’t sound particularly worried, because he’s not the one who is looking after him at present. I am, which means I should end this phone call and concentrate on the task at hand.

      ‘I have to go,’ I say before I disconnect and start jogging after the boy who is still chasing his balloon.

      ‘Tobi! Just leave it!’ I say, hoping he will realise that the wind is only going to take his balloon farther away from him now that it’s free, and he’ll never be able to catch it.

      But Tobi doesn’t give up, because he’s never given up at anything. Not learning to walk, or learning to write his name, or trying to convince me to forgive his dad and let him move back in. He’s a stubborn, persistent little soul; Joel has always said that will serve him well when he becomes an adult and goes off into the big, wide world to make something of himself. But while that might be true when he’s older, Tobi is not in any way ready for the big wide world yet – which is why I’m so afraid of him running around that street corner before I can catch up.

      But his head start means he’s already gone out of sight. I’m running as fast as I can now to catch up, paranoid, as every parent is, that losing sight of their child for one second might mean never getting to see them again.

      I reached the street corner not long after Tobi has rounded it, but I didn’t hear any kind of impact or squealing of brakes or anything that might have indicated a road accident. There was no car horn or panicked cries, nothing to prepare me for what I saw when I came around the corner.

      Tobi. Face down on the tarmac.

      Right in front of a white Mercedes.

      And the driver standing beside the vehicle, staring at my little boy but too shocked to offer assistance to him.
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          SIX MONTHS AFTER THE ACCIDENT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        JO

      

      

      

      What do I know about prison life? Before I had ever set foot behind bars, all my knowledge of life behind those four secure walls had come from watching either news reports, crime documentaries or old episodes of the late ’90s UK drama Bad Girls. I know those ‘experiences’ were hardly a completely honest and accurate depiction of life on the inside, but they had been as close as I had ever wished to come to understanding life as an inmate.

      I mean, nobody wants to go to prison, do they? That awful, dangerous environment where hundreds of criminals are locked up in one place, watched over by strict wardens, where the only brief ray of hope that shines on each cell comes in the form of a quick phone call back home or a short visit during very limited hours.

      Prison is most people’s idea of hell, and I was no different.

      That’s why it’s so devastating for me to find myself inside one now.

      I know why I’m here, and judging by the looks on the faces of the other people inside this prison, they know why I am here, too. It’s because of that little boy. The one who died after being hit by a car on Shaw Road. The one who had apparently been chasing after his lost balloon, having let go of his mother’s hand to go in pursuit of it, only to meet an oncoming car head-on. The boy who had been killed instantly, rendering the help of the arriving paramedics useless, and providing no comfort to the weeping mother, who stood over her lost son and screamed at the blue sky above.

      That’s why I’m here.

      Because of him.

      Because of Tobi.

      I try not to think about him too much, but that’s like saying I try not to breathe in oxygen too much. It’s impossible. I have to do it. I can’t go more than a few seconds without doing it.

      Tobi is in my thoughts. He’s in my dreams. And he’s most certainly in my nightmares.

      His innocent little face. His eyes widening in horror when he sees the car right in front of him. And those same eyes closing upon impact, never to open again, never to look into his mother’s eyes and see all the wonderful things this world had to offer him.

      I wish I could close my eyes and never open them again. That way I wouldn’t have to see all the looks on the faces of the people inside this prison. Some stare blankly. Others look more judgemental. And some seem downright rude. But not a single one of them seems to offer anything that even remotely resembles compassion.

      Why would they? They know that anybody who passes through a place like this is either a criminal or connected to somebody who committed a crime. A friend or family member. A lawyer. A weird stalker who has fallen in love with a villain. Whoever they are, if they are inside these four walls – unless they are an employee – they are usually not welcome.

      The wish to close my eyes is not just so I don’t have to see the other faces in here. It’s also so I wouldn’t have to see all the other grim sights in this place. Like the heavy iron gates that can only be locked and unlocked by those with the correct keys. Like the drab grey uniforms belonging to those who carry the keys, the prison wardens look almost as miserable as those whom they are here to look after. And the horrid, pale blue colour that covers the walls, a colour that gave me a headache the first time I saw it. The same colour that I am staring at now as I move along this corridor, sandwiched between two wardens, whose keys are jangling with each of their movements.

      This place is horrible. Truly, truly horrible. But then, it’s not supposed to be a holiday camp, is it? It’s designed to be off-putting, the kind of place nobody would want to end up in. Because that way, it might actually dissuade a few people from breaking the law. But it’s not quite as simple as that. Some bad paintwork, some grim uniforms worn by equally grim men and woman, and some iron gates that look like they have been in place for over a hundred years – all of that is not quite enough to stop some people finding themselves making a home here.

      That’s because crime will always occur. Rules will always be broken.

      And people will always have to be punished.

      If only a documentary or a TV show could stop people from doing something they shouldn’t do, then there would be no further need for places like this. People would take one look at the kind of life that could await them if they overstepped the mark and decide that it wasn’t worth it, forgoing a life of crime for one in which they never had to give up their freedom and spend over half a day inside a room that was not much bigger than most people’s bathrooms at home. But those things are not enough to make people stay on the right side of the law. That’s because being human isn’t as simple as that. It’s complicated. People make bad decisions, they push or bend the rules, and almost everyone who ever gets caught believed at one point that they might have been able to get away with it.

      Some people steal money. Some people get violent, taking out their anger on anybody they perceive to have done them wrong. And some people get behind the wheel of a car when they have had too much to drink, and get distracted and fail to stop in time to save the innocent pedestrian standing right in front of their vehicle.

      I’m a drunk driver. I’m a killer.

      I am a criminal.

      I know all those things. I certainly don’t need to be in a place like this to remind myself of them. There’s not a day gone by since the accident when I haven’t wished that I didn’t get behind the wheel of Carl’s car on that sunny Sunday six months ago. There’s not a day gone by when I haven’t wished that I just insisted that we wait for that taxi. And there hasn’t been a day when I haven’t wished that I’d just drank water in that pub beer garden instead of those two big glasses of wine, giving me another crime in addition to driving a car I wasn’t insured on.

      What a mess. What an idiot.

      And what a waste of a perfect little boy’s life.

      I pause as the prison warden in front of me stops in front of the iron gate and fumbles for the correct key to open this one. Watching as he fishes his way through the ridiculous number of keys on his belt, it seems impossible that he’ll ever be able to find the right one. But of course he does, because he does this every day, or least five days a week, because unlike all the criminals here, he gets to enjoy two days a week outside this hellhole, sleeping in a comfortable bed, going for a drink with his friends and, best of all, getting to walk down the street under a clear sky and not feel like the weight of the world is on his shoulders.

      As the gate is unlocked, I’m ushered through it, and we continue toward the visiting room. We’re in another corridor, this one with that same blue paint that makes me nauseous. Maybe it’s just the horrid colour, or maybe it’s because it’s the kind of colour that might be used in a children’s hospital.

      Little boys and girls. So innocent. So pure. So vulnerable.

      Tobi was just like them.

      But not anymore.

      My feet seem to get heavier with every step, and I’m not sure if my sudden lethargy is a result of not having eaten anything today, or just the mental torture of spending another one of my days in here. But that’s nothing new. I’ve barely eaten since the accident, surviving on the bare minimum of calories, because anything more makes me want to throw up. And as for the mental torture – well, I’m pretty sure that’s going to follow me around for the rest of my life, even long after I am released.

      Another gate. Another key. Another corridor. But we’re almost there now, although I’m not exactly thrilled about that. But I’m sure the wardens are. This will be just another one of the many tasks they have to tick off their list before they get to go home and see their loved ones.

      That’s all I am to them. A job. An item on their to-do list. Something to be endured. But I’m so much more than that, or at least, I hope I am. I’m still a human being, one with hopes and dreams, ambitions and insecurities, positive traits and negative ones. Am I really that different to them? As far as I can tell, the only difference between me and the people watching over me now is that they have managed to navigate their life so far without breaking the law. But that doesn’t mean they will make it all the way to death without doing so. The shoe could end up on the other foot. They could be the ones controlled by the keys instead of holding them.

      But I hope not. I wouldn’t wish this shame and anguish on anyone. Not even my worst enemy, not that I have any enemies.

      There’s nobody I hate in this life.

      Or at least there’s nobody I hate more than myself.

      At last we get to where we are going. As I take my seat in one of the chairs inside this visiting room, I place my wrists down on the edge of the table and take a deep breath. The two wardens walk over to discuss something with the other wardens. For the time being, every single possible entrance and exit route in this room is sealed shut and well guarded. But it won’t be long until one of these doors opens again. When it does, I’ll get to see the one person who is my ray of sunlight in an otherwise very dark world.

      It’ll be the man I love.

      The man I was in the car with on the day I hit Tobi.

      And the man who told me to run from the scene of the crime because he was going to say that he was behind the wheel instead of me.
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      It’s funny, but you almost get used to the loss of your freedom. Losing the basic right to get out of bed when you want, go where you like and eat whatever you fancy is terrible when it first happens. But over time, there’s a little comfort to be found in not having to make as many decisions throughout the day.

      I don’t really have to think for myself now that I’m a prisoner. I’ve got plenty of people who will tell me what to do, what to say and even what to think. Most of them are the guards, but some of them are my fellow inmates, each one of them having plenty of input into my time behind bars. Some of it is welcome, like the tips I received about where to sit at lunch, which shower to avoid and which part of the prison I should never venture into after a certain time of day.

      Some of it is not so welcome, like being told to give up the one appetising thing on my plate if I know what’s good for me, or learning that my cellmate might seem friendly, but is capable of snapping and breaking my neck with his bare hands if I so much as look at him the wrong way. But in general, being in prison is a little like running on autopilot. The routine can feel stifling, and I’m sure it is designed to feel exactly like that, but it can also make things a little easier.

      I’d do anything to be on the outside again, don’t get me wrong. But I almost cringe when I think back to how much time I spent trying to decide on such insignificant things. Like which shirt to wear to the office. Where to go for lunch on a Friday, when a few colleagues fancied getting away from their desks for a while. Or which part of the garden to tackle first, the weeds at the back or the overgrown grass in the middle?

      All of it was nonsense, yet it weighed me down every day. At least in here, I don’t have to think about any of that.

      I’m free.

      Well, kind of.

      ‘Move,’ the warden behind me says as the door in front of us is unlocked. I do as I’m told, because I’m not even allowed to decide when and where I move my feet these days, but I’m already used to it. Half a year is a long time, not enough to do a few things, but certainly long enough to figure out what I have to do to have an easier life on the inside.

      As I pass through the door and enter the visitors room, I feel a familiar surge of excitement. This is easily my favourite part of the prison, and it’s not difficult to see why. It’s because it’s the only part where I get to see somebody I care about, and more importantly, somebody who cares about me. Every part of this godforsaken place is filled with people who either hate me, disrespect me or – perhaps worse – don’t even acknowledge my existence. But not in here. In here, I have love.

      That’s because in here, I have Jo.

      I can see her now, sitting at the table at the back of the room, amongst all the other tables occupied by the other visitors. Several of my fellow inmates make their way to their respective loved ones, but I keep my eyes squarely on Jo as I walk towards her, having learnt that it’s best to maximise how much I stare at her when she is here, because it gives me a better chance of visualising her face long after she has gone.

      ‘Hi,’ I say softly as I take my seat opposite her, maintaining eye contact and doing my best to make it appear like I am doing fine in here under the circumstances. Whether I am or not is not really relevant. I just need Jo not to worry. But that’s easier said than done. She already looks on the verge of tears, and we haven’t even got past the full greetings yet.

      ‘Hey, come on. I’m fine. Look at me. You don’t need to worry,’ I say, hoping to cut off the waterworks before they can really get going. The last thing we need now is a repeat of the first time Jo came to visit me in here. She just broke down in tears as soon as I walked in, and it took her the majority of the visit to get her emotions back under control. I’d been afraid that the whole thing was too much for her, and that she was going to tell the nearest warden that there had been a mistake and she was actually the one who should be in prison instead of me, but it hadn’t come to that, thankfully. Our secret stayed safe, and it has stayed that way for the last six months, all throughout the questioning, the court appearance and the sentencing.

      As of right now, Jo and I are the only two people in the world who know who was really behind the wheel when that little boy died.

      And that’s the way it has to stay.

      Jo takes out a tissue and dries her eyes with it before dabbing at her runny nose, the skin of which is already red, which suggests she might have a cold to contend with on top of her general unhappiness. I’m not surprised if she has, because it’s mid-winter now, and the weather is freezing. My cell is certainly cold, not that I’ve ever felt the urge to get into bed with my cellmate whenever he has told me that he’d be happy to help warm me up. It’s not that he’s homosexual. In fact, he’s already told me he has a female partner on the outside. It’s because he’s lonely, and he’ll do anything for a little company in here. Most people would. But these visits with Jo are as close as I want to get to another human being for the duration of my sentence.

      ‘How are things?’ I ask, feeling awkward, but aware that I have to try to make normal conversation; otherwise these visits will never get any easier.

      ‘Okay,’ Jo replies, stifling another sob, but I can tell it’s the opposite based on how sad she looks. Not that she’d ever really be honest, because she’s too considerate for that. There’s no way she’d ever sit here and moan about the state of her life in the outside world while I’m languishing in here paying for a crime that she committed.

      ‘Any luck with the job hunt yet?’

      ‘Not yet.’

      ‘That’s crazy. You’d think they’d be crying out for staff with experience like yours.’

      ‘It doesn’t seem that way.’

      ‘Well, don’t give up. Something will come up; it always does.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      Jo seems less certain about that than I do. Maybe it’s just because she doesn’t actually care. In the grand scheme of things, a career seems less important than a crime.

      ‘Are you okay?’ she asks me. ‘Have you been eating? You’re looking a little thin.’

      ‘I’m fine. The food’s crap, but I knew it would be. But I’m getting enough. I’ve just been exercising a little. I could have done with losing a few pounds. You said that to me yourself once or twice, remember?’

      I smile at Jo, but it’s a weak one, the best I can muster under the circumstances, and Jo doesn’t respond to it. She just wipes her nose again and looks around at this grim place.

      ‘This isn’t fair,’ she says as the other couples around us continue to chatter away, and the wardens stand by the walls, watching but not eavesdropping – which is handy based on what Jo says next. ‘I should be sitting on that side of the table. I should be the one eating crap food. I’m the one who hit Tobi.’

      ‘Don’t be stupid,’ I say, keeping my voice low and nervously glancing at the nearest warden. ‘We made a decision, and now we have to stick with it. And like I said at the time, I’d rather it be me in here than you.’

      ‘You made a decision.’

      ‘That’s what I said.’

      ‘No, you said we.’

      ‘You know what I mean.’

      ‘I shouldn’t have gone along with it. I should have stayed in the car.’

      ‘You should never have been driving. You only did it to help me. That’s why you didn’t deserve to be punished for what happened. I did. It was my car, and I was over the limit.’

      ‘But I was the one who hit him.’

      It breaks my heart to see how torn up Jo still is over the accident. Six months is a long time in perhaps every other way – except when it comes to dealing with the knowledge that somebody is no longer alive because of you.

      ‘Things will get better. I know it doesn’t seem like it now, but they will. I promise you.’

      ‘They won’t get better for Tobi’s mum, will they?’

      ‘Don’t do this, Jo. Don’t keep torturing yourself.’

      ‘How can I not? I see his little face every time I close my eyes. I keep going over and over it in my head every minute of the day. If only I’d been going a little slower. If only I had hit the brakes sooner. If only I hadn’t had that extra glass of wine, then I wouldn’t have been over the limit, and I wouldn’t have been persuaded to run.’

      ‘It wasn’t just the wine. It was the fact you were driving a car that you weren’t insured on. Come on, we’ve been through this, and I told you I was willing to take the fall for it because I love you. But in exchange for that, you have to stay strong. You told me you could do that for me.’

      ‘I know, but I didn’t think it would be this hard.’

      ‘Well, it is hard!’

      My frustration gets the better of me, and my raised voice attracts the attention of a warden, who glances my way. I hold up my hand by way of an apology and to hopefully let him know that it won’t happen again.

      ‘Look, Jo. I know what happened was terrible, but it wasn’t your fault. He just ran into the road. If another car had come along at that same time, then they would have hit him. It was just the wrong place, the wrong time.’

      ‘That other driver might have been sober. And not speeding. And driving their own car.’

      ‘I don’t care about that other driver. I only care about you. Can’t you see that? I’ve lost my job, my marriage, my freedom, everything. All for you. But that’s okay, because I know that I want you. I just need to know that you still want me.’

      That seems to snap Jo out of her pity party. Her posture stiffens before she answers, ‘Of course I do. Why say that?’

      ‘I’m just checking. I was getting worried there for a second.’

      I’m being a little overdramatic, but it’s a tactic that seems to be working; it’s calmed Jo down and made her see a little sense.

      ‘I’m sorry. I just feel so bad about what we’ve done.’

      ‘Me too. But it’s done now, and we can’t undo it. If we did, then we’d both be in prison, and what good would that do? At least this way you can be on the outside, trying to build a life for us so it’s ready for when I get out.’

      When I get out.

      Just four years, five months and sixteen days to go.

      Hopefully, it’ll be less with good behaviour. Good behaviour. The term seems laughable when applied to me, an adulterous drunkard who fooled the police into arresting the wrong person at the scene of a crime.

      ‘Yeah,’ Jo says, sniffing deeply before putting her tissue away; I’m glad to see she won’t be needing it anymore. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Stop saying that.’

      ‘Sorry.’

      I can’t help but laugh at Jo’s feeble attempts at not apologising. It even raises a smile from her when she sees me crack up.

      ‘There, that’s better,’ I say, my spirits lifting slightly now I have gotten to see that beautiful smile. ‘This is all you need to do when you come and visit me, remember? Just show me that smile and I’ll be fine. It’s all I need to keep going.’

      Jo forces herself to keep smiling, looking great on the outside even if she is very much broken on the inside. I’m broken too, easily beyond repair at this point, but I’m sure I can carry myself through the rest of my miserable life in some patched-up form.

      The rest of my life. The future. After prison.

      There is some hope on the horizon.

      At least for Jo and me, anyway.

      But what about Tobi’s mum? What does she have to look forward to?

      Does she have anything?

      Or did we take it from her that day when we decided to drive back from the pub?
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      Grief. Denial. Regret.

      Does any of it ever end?

      Apparently it does, because yesterday was the end of my ‘compassionate leave’ period, and I’m expected back at my workplace today. Brenda called me yesterday. She’s the one with the job title that makes her responsible for an employee like me. She made out like she was ringing to check how I was doing, but I know it was just a tick-box exercise, to see if I was really okay to come back and do my job. She’s not a heartless witch, far from it, but she’s a busy woman, and she has a lot on her plate, so I’m sure the last thing she needed to hear was that I was still an emotional wreck and couldn’t face coming back to do the thing I get paid to do.

      Maybe I’m too soft, or perhaps I’m just downright stupid, but I told her what she wanted to hear.

      I told her that I was okay, and that I would be back to work as expected.

      I’m an idiot. A fool. And a potential liability. But Brenda didn’t know or seem to worry about it. She just told me that she was looking forward to seeing me and that she was always around if I ever needed a word with her. Then she went back to her busy life, having crossed off one more thing on that day’s to-do list, while I was left alone and in silence, with nothing but the empty, aching void in both my heart and my home.

      I’d spent the first half an hour after that call thinking about Brenda and all that she had. But it wasn’t her better job or bigger salary that I was envious of. It was what she possessed in her personal life, where it really mattered.

      A fifty-nine-year-old woman, Brenda had two children, a son and a daughter, both of whom were in their thirties and both of whom had given her grandchildren. I knew all this because she not only talked about them a lot, but her office was full of photos of them. A large family like that meant that there were always plenty of gatherings to go to, be they birthday parties, anniversaries, or just a weekly gathering when the adults would get together and catch up while the kids would play by their feet. Of course, Christmas would always be fun in a family like that, what with all the presents to unwrap and the sounds of children’s laughter filling the air in between the carving of the turkey, the pulling of the crackers and the popping of the champagne corks.

      Yes, there was no doubt about it. Brenda was a very lucky woman.

      She was certainly more fortunate than her poor employee who was due back at work today.

      I know I mustn’t cry. Not today. Not again. If I did, then the tears would not stop; I could hardly turn up for my first day back with bloodshot eyes, could I? Not only would I look terrible, but I would garner so much sympathy, as well as pity, from my colleagues, and I don’t want those things. I just want to blend seamlessly into the background.

      Do my job. Earn a living. Get it over with.

      But it wasn’t just today that I wanted to get through as quickly as possible. These days, it felt like life in general was something to just endure, hoping it passed quickly and without further ado. I’ve lost all motivation, hope and ambition. I’m not suicidal, but only because I’m too much of a coward to properly think about it, plan it and execute it. But I am a lost soul now, with nothing to live for. Unlike Brenda, who still has plenty of people to get out of bed for in the mornings, I no longer have anybody.

      Tobi was the person I did everything for.

      And now he is gone.

      It’s been half a year since I let go of his hand on that sunny day. Half a year since I chased him around that corner while worrying that he was going to get too far ahead of me. And half a year since my world came crashing down when I saw him lying in the middle of the road with that car at a standstill beside him.

      Of course I blame the driver. He failed to stop in time. He must have been speeding to have caused so much damage to my little boy upon impact. And I was to later find out that he had been over the drink-drive limit, too. But I also blame myself. How can I not? I allowed myself to get distracted with that damn phone call from Joel, in which time Tobi slipped away from me to chase that damn balloon. Despite my best efforts, I was never able to catch up with him again.

      Blaming the driver is easy. But blaming myself is even easier.

      Tobi was my responsibility. It was my job to look after him. And I failed him.

      So now he is gone.

      The two people to blame for the accident are currently being punished, although only one of those punishments has a definite end date. Mine has no end, but Carl, the driver of the car that struck Tobi, is currently in prison, where he will remain for another four and a half years. Is that enough time considering what his actions behind the wheel that day have taken from me? Of course not, but then no amount of time is. At least it’s something, something to take him off the roads, away from his own life and force him to spend a very long time thinking about the consequences of his actions.

      It’s galling to think that he could be out early with good behaviour, as one of the lawyers involved in the final sentencing nervously told me one day in court, but there’s not much I or anybody else can do about that. It was just the way the justice system works in this country.

      Whatever happens in the future life of Carl Benson, convicted child killer, one thing will never change: I will always hate him for what he did to Tobi. He gave my boy no chance that day. Okay, so my son shouldn’t have been running out into the middle of the road, unaccompanied by an adult and not looking where he was going. But that’s sometimes what kids do. But Carl failed him. Him and his heavy right foot on the accelerator pedal, going too fast, not giving himself a chance to stop in time, while the alcohol in his system would have only added to his feelings that everything would be okay and that there was no need to worry about anything.

      I’d seen Carl a few seconds after I ran around that corner. He was standing beside his car with his hands on his head, looking like he was going to be sick, just staring at the result of the accident. I hadn’t screamed at him at first, because I’d been focused on my son, but when I had done, Carl had quickly taken out his phone and called 999. The arriving paramedics had failed to resuscitate Tobi. As a line of frustrated drivers had snaked around the bend and back down the street, blaring their horns and wanting to get on the move again, they had declared my little boy dead at precisely 16:21.

      I saw Carl talking to the officers in uniform, and I also saw his wrists being wrapped in handcuffs and his head being pushed down as he was put into the back of a police car. But everything else about the rest of that day is a blur. I don’t remember speaking to any officers myself, nor do I recall the conversation with the counsellor who had quickly been assigned to me to help me begin processing my shock and grief.

      The last thing I remember with any kind of clarity is the body bag being zipped up.

      Everything after that is hazy. It’s pretty much been that way ever since.

      How am I supposed to do this? How can I go back to work and do my job with all of this going on in my head? It’s impossible, surely? I need more time. More compassionate leave. More of a chance to get back to being some semblance of a normal human being again. But I also know that yet another day inside my house staring at these four walls while surrounded by memories of Tobi is not good for me. At least going out to work will get me away from this place for a while, this place that used to be so warm and welcoming, but has now become my own prison of sorts. A prison very different to Carl’s, but one just as mentally suffocating all the same.

      I wearily put on my shoes and coat and pick up my handbag, feeling like I’m operating at about 20 percent of my capacity, but hoping I can at least bump that up to 40 percent while I make my commute. Unlocking the front door, I struggle to remember the last time I actually stepped outside into the fresh air. Was it last Tuesday, when I had to pop to the shops to get some milk, forcing myself to go to the supermarket instead of ordering online again? Or was it the day before that, when I went out into the back garden to pick up Tobi’s football, which was lying in the middle of the grass, so I could throw it into the bushes and remove it from my view? I can’t remember, exactly. All I know is that it’s been a while since I went outside.

      But I’m out now.

      And it seems as if somebody has been waiting for their opportunity.

      ‘Mrs Beckford! Please can I have a word? I just wanted your opinion on the proposed tougher sentencing laws for those convicted of drink driving. Is it enough? Or should more be done to protect pedestrians and other road users?’

      I spin around before I’ve even had a chance to lock my door behind me, and when I do, I see a weasel-faced man whom I recognise. He’s a guy who first reared his ugly head in the aftermath of the accident, and he’s been popping up ever since then, like a bloodsucking leech feeding on a rotting corpse. He always has questions, questions that revolve around my son, road accidents, and what I think about it all.

      ‘What would you say to your son’s killer if you could speak to him now?’

      ‘What do you remember about that day when the accident occurred?’

      ‘How are you coping? Would you like to give me your story?’

      Those are just some of the questions that Alex Allen, TV reporter for the town’s news media, has fired at me at various intervals over these past six months. He was an ever-present figure at the police station and around the courts early on, and he’s been appearing outside my home on occasion ever since, seemingly not willing to give up until I give his employer an exclusive interview, in which I talk about the awful experience I have been through and the pain I am suffering, and provide a few juicy quotes about what I really think about anybody who gets behind the wheel after drinking too much.

      I get it. He’s just doing his job. And this town isn’t exactly rife with major crime stories, so Tobi’s death is still easily the most shocking thing that has happened here for a very long time. But that doesn’t make what he is doing right. That’s why I don’t give him the time of day, hurrying past him, my head bowed, my eyes on the ground and my instructions loud and firm, making it clear what I want and what I think of him.

      ‘Fuck off and leave me alone, you horrible little man!’
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      I check my watch for the sixth time since I took my place at this bus stop. The bus was due along here five minutes ago. But there’s still no sign of it yet. I’m clearly not the only one who is annoyed about that fact.

      ‘Public transport, eh? What a joke. Maybe one day we’ll get somebody in power who can get it all to run on time. But I won’t hold my breath.’

      I glance at the grumpy man in the cheap raincoat. He shakes his head when he sees that he has successfully captured my attention, then goes on with his rant.

      ‘Would you believe that I’ve been coming to this bus stop for almost ten years, and I can count on one hand the number of times the bus has gotten here when it was supposed to?’

      He shakes his head again before checking his own watch and further demonstrating that this is just another disastrous day of using public transport in a long line of disastrous days. But all I can think about is how he’s managed to have the patience to keep coming back here for over a decade. This is my first morning at this particular bus stop, and I already feel like I’ve had enough. Then again, like most people who catch the bus to work, I don’t have much choice.

      I sold my car five months ago, precisely one month after I had hit that little boy with Carl’s car. Funny thing about being involved in a fatal road traffic accident. It tends to make a person not want to get behind the wheel again too quickly. Or, in my case, never again.

      I realised I had a problem with driving when I finally plucked up the courage to take my car into town, and I had a major panic attack just after slotting the key into the ignition. I did well just to get the door open again before I was able to eventually get my breathing back under control. Even then, it took me half an hour before I went back and removed the key from the ignition, and that was all I needed to know to realise that me and driving just did not mix anymore.

      Listing my vehicle on one of the many websites that offer a quick car sale seemed like the only thing I could do, and it was a huge relief when I found an interested buyer who could pay in cash and take my vehicle off my hands with a minimum of fuss. Watching it being driven away by a stranger was a weird experience, but also a freeing one; I haven’t missed my car since. Of course, it helped that I hadn’t really needed to drive anywhere around that time. I’d quit my job not long after the accident, finding myself unable to function enough to work through all the guilt, pain and shock.

      Having worked as a teacher at one of the local secondary schools for the better part of a decade, I told my employer that I was feeling a little ‘burnt out’ and ‘needed a break from teaching’. They accepted it, or at least they did once they saw how much of a wreck I was, and realised there was no way I could get up in front of a class full of teenagers anymore. Of course, my terrible appearance and overall state had nothing to do with my job and everything to do with the fact that I had recently run over a little boy, but they didn’t know that. They just accepted my request, told me they would give me a great reference should I ever want to return to education in the future, and then just wished me all the best.

      I haven’t worked since, although I can’t say it’s been much of a holiday. I’ve been living on my dwindling savings whilst waking up regularly from several nightmares featuring Tobi and his mother, Anni. I saw her in the local newspaper not long after the accident, as she made her way into court to see Carl sentenced. Half a year is a long time to go without earning an income anywhere, what with a mortgage, utility bills and food expenses to pay. That’s why I’ve had to cut short my ‘sabbatical’ and re-enter the working world, albeit in a different capacity to how I left it. Despite what I had hoped, it hadn’t actually been easy to find myself another teaching job at one of the other schools in the area. Having so many years of experience as an English teacher, in an industry that the media said was always crying out for extra help, had made me believe that I could just walk into another job when I felt the time was right. But it hadn’t been that way. After several stressful weeks of failed applications, I had started to fear that I was going to run out of money and make my miserable life even worse.

      One of the reasons my job search had proved so difficult had been because I had been limiting my search to only those schools in the immediate vicinity to my flat. Not having a car meant I knew I wouldn’t be able to travel far, so I had been hoping for something nearby, ideally within walking distance, so I wouldn’t have to subject myself to waiting for a train or a bus. But every school nearby had been at full capacity in terms of teachers, and it had become alarmingly apparent that selling my car had not been the most sensible thing to do. Then again, how was I supposed to drive it anywhere if I couldn’t go more than ten seconds behind the wheel without being reduced to a jibbering wreck?

      Despite widening my search, my task still proved torturous. Even though I had a couple of interviews, I failed to land any full-time jobs. It seemed there was a little uncertainty on the part of the headmasters who were interviewing me about my prior need for a break from teaching. While they didn’t say it in so many words, it was obvious they were worried about hiring somebody who had a history of quitting when things got a bit too much.

      So that’s why I had no choice but to accept the offer of the substitute teacher role at a primary school on the outskirts of town. It’s ad-hoc, part-time, and crap money, and I’ll be teaching kids much younger than I am used to – but it’s the best I could get, and like the saying goes, beggars can’t be choosers. While I’m not quite at the stage where I have to resort to begging on the street to make some money, I’m not actually as far away from that grim fate as I would like. I’m down to the last few hundred pounds in my bank account, and with further expenses due at the end of the month, I have to make some cash quickly. The money from the sale of my crap car did not last as long as I had hoped. With no one else with me to provide funds, life has been pretty bleak.

      But it’s not forever. Carl will get out of prison one day, and when he does, we can make a decent life together. Although I have a feeling he will have a harder task of finding a job when he’s out than I have done.

      I’ve been getting public transport to visit him ever since he was sentenced, fortunate that the prison is on one of the bus routes in my area. Thank God for that, too, because not being able to see the man I love would probably have been the final straw; I’d have gone over the edge. But I do get to see him, albeit in very restricted circumstances. While it’s not easy for either of us, it’s better than nothing.

      How many men would go to prison for the woman they love? Not many, I’m sure. But that’s what Carl has done for me. He told me to flee the scene of the accident before anybody saw me, sparing me the police, the lawyers and the several years in prison, all because he knew that he would be able to handle it a lot better than I would.

      I know everyone in this town hates him for what they think he did to Tobi, but I know the truth. He is a brilliant man, one who has his flaws, but one whose bravery cannot be overstated. He knew that taking the blame for me would result in his wife leaving him, his boss firing him and his freedom being taken from him, yet he still went ahead and did it. That’s real love. Could I have made it harder for him to make those sacrifices, though? If I had just refused to run from the scene and stayed there until witnesses arrived, then he wouldn’t have been able to do all of this for me, and I would be the one behind bars now, instead. That would have been the right thing to do. At least that way, everybody would know who really killed that poor boy.

      But I didn’t stay. I ran. I kept quiet. I avoided going to court to see Carl sentenced, aware that being there might make me so emotional that I would just blurt out the truth and land both of us in trouble. My absence from any of the proceedings also made sure nobody knew I had any connection to Carl until the investigation was over. And I have been visiting him ever since it concluded, while counting down the days until he is allowed back outside, to be with me again.

      With all that in mind, how can I stand here now and grumble about my bus being late? Unlike the man in the raincoat next to me, I have far greater things to worry about than where the Number 518 is. But, of course, I should worry, because I don’t want to be late for my first day in my new job. If I lose this one, then I really will be screwed.

      So where is that damn bus?

      ‘Ahhh, at last!’ the man beside me cries, throwing up his hands to the grey skies above as a very old and very slow bus turns the corner and chugs its way towards us.

      The appearance of the bus is not quite the miracle the man seems to be making out it is, but I’m just as relieved to see it as he is. As we board it and I pay the driver my fare, I realise I still have some semblance of hope of making it to the school in time for my induction.

      The bus journey itself is a fairly grim one, the route the old vehicle takes offering very little in the way of picturesque scenery, but then I’m not doing this for the views. As I disembark at the stop just around the corner from the school, I realise I am going to make it on time.

      After entering the school, I give my name at the reception and then wait patiently for the headmistress to appear. I follow her through the numerous corridors as she points things out to me amongst the various classrooms, and through the sea of uniformed children, who are all as noisy as one would expect them to be.

      By the time we make it into the staffroom, I’m ready for a cup of tea and a short breather before I am assigned my first class. But there’s not much time for that, because I have to be introduced to my fellow teachers. As each colleague turns their head and offers their greeting in the form of a handshake or a simple wave, I realise something is wrong. Very, very wrong.

      That’s because I know one of the teachers here.

      I recognise her from the photo in the newspaper.

      It’s the mother of the child I hit six months ago.

      Anni is here.
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      A new job. A new beginning. A fresh start. I find myself feeling slightly envious of my new colleague, Jo, as I watch her being introduced to the other teachers here by Brenda, our boss, who has used the five minutes before the craziness of class time starts to welcome in the new teacher.

      ‘Now, I’ve told Jo that she can come to any of you if she feels like she needs a little help whilst she settles in here,’ Brenda says as Jo smiles awkwardly at all the people she has been forced to meet. She looks nervous, a little shy, although that’s to be expected on the first day of a new job. However, I hope she finds a little confidence soon, because if not, then the kids in her first lesson are going to eat her alive.

      I watch as she shakes hands with Tim, our enigmatic Year 5 teacher, who no doubt already has his sights set on trying to seduce Jo because he’s worked his way through half the teachers here in his time at this school. But not me. I’ve never fallen victim to his Lothario ways, although that hasn’t stopped him flirting with me over the years. And now he’s flirting with Jo, having already spotted the same thing I have: that she isn’t wearing a ring on her left hand. That means she’s fair game to Tim, while to me, it means she’s divorced, or perhaps there’s an interesting reason why she hasn’t settled down with her own man at her age.

      Jo looks to be around forty, and she is very pretty, another thing Tim has not failed to pick up on. He starts asking her several questions, all of which make him seem like he is just being friendly and welcoming, but he’s only fooling his subject not anyone else in the room. But there isn’t time for Tim to run through his full repertoire of charming lines because Brenda still has a couple of teachers to introduce Jo to before 9 am, including me.

      I’ve been sitting on the sofa in this staffroom, nursing a hot cup of tea and receiving several sympathetic comments from my old friends here ever since I showed up for my first day back. I’ve appreciated the care and attention, and while I wouldn’t say it’s nice to be back at work, it has been good to see some familiar faces. It reminds me that while I have lost something extremely precious, I still have numerous friends who only want what’s best for me. Even Brenda has been overly kind to me since I arrived, being a lot more tactful than she was in our last exchange before I told her I was coming back, and now it’s Brenda who is in front of me. It seems that it’s my turn to welcome in the new starter.

      ‘Jo, this is Anni. She teaches Year 4, and she’s been with us for … how long has it been now, Anni?’

      ‘Erm, six years, I think,’ I say, but it hardly matters. I’m sure Jo doesn’t care to know the exact timeline. The poor woman is still looking nervous and fidgety; she clearly just wants to get all of this awkwardness over with so she can get on with doing the job she is here to do.

      ‘Wow, that long, is it? Time really flies, doesn’t it?’ Brenda says. ‘Well, Jo, meet Anni. Anni, meet Jo.’

      I offer my hand to the new starter, but Jo just stares at it as if she doesn’t understand the concept of a handshake. But she does eventually put her hand in mine, although it’s a very limp and loose handshake, which further reveals how uncertain she is about her new workplace.

      ‘Right, well, I think that’s everyone,’ Brenda says, clapping her hands together and raising her voice so everyone around the room can hear. She’s never had a problem with doing that; Tim has often joked that our headmistress could always work as a type of human alarm should she ever need to find another career path outside of education, such is the shrillness of her voice. ‘Have a great first day, Jo. Remember, if you need anything, ask one of these guys before you ask me. I’m sure they’ll be able to help you, and if not, I want to know why not.’

      Brenda winks, but her joke is hardly award-winning, and she doesn’t get much in the way of laughter before she turns and scurries out of the room back to the sanctuary of her quiet office. Every one left in the room goes back to what they were doing five minutes ago, which is either making tea, flicking through a newspaper or chit-chatting about last night’s television options. But I notice that Jo is less sure about what to do with herself. As she walks away from where I am at the sofas, she still seems very on edge.

      If my circumstances were more normal, then I would be the kind of person to offer her a cup of tea and strike up a conversation with her about her background and what she did before she ended up here. But my circumstances aren’t normal. I’ve got my own problems, and they are far bigger than trying to ease another person’s anxiety on a first day in a new place. I’ve still got to figure out how to get myself through several hours of classes with dozens of scampish youngsters, all without breaking down and crying like a crazy person.

      I take another sip of my tea, and the warm liquid soothes me ever so slightly. As I do, I notice that Jo is no longer looking lost by herself in this busy staffroom, because Tim has already made contact with her again. Now Brenda is out of the way, he has a little more time to run some of his lines on her. I wonder if he is giving her the one about how he likes to walk rescue dogs in his spare time – a very noble thing to do, of course, but in his case, a hobby he has cherry-picked because he knows it will make most women’s hearts melt.

      I shouldn’t stare, but I find myself intrigued to see if Tim will have any luck with our nervous new starter, so I keep watching their exchange. But it seems like Tim is doing most of the talking. Jo is still looking on edge, her arms crossed across her chest, making her look less open; the nibbling of her bottom lip makes her look less sexy than subservient.

      But that’s not all she is doing.

      She keeps looking across the room at me.

      I’ve noticed her glancing in my direction a few times now, and while I presumed the first couple of times were nothing more than her looking around the room and getting her bearings, it’s happening often enough to make me think that something else might be going on here. And there it is again: Another look my way while Tim prattles on to her.

      I offer a small smile this time, because I’m aware that I’m also staring at her. She is probably wondering why I’m doing that just as much as I’m wondering about her. But she doesn’t return the smile. She just averts her eyes quickly before they flit their way back to me a few seconds later.

      Oh no. I think I know what it is. I bet she recognises me from the newspaper articles. Those damn photos of me outside court before and after Carl was sentenced. I bet she knows I’m the poor woman who lost her son, and while she knows she shouldn’t stare, she simply can’t help it. She’d be sympathetic to my plight, obviously; what woman wouldn’t be? But there’s also a morbid curiosity that people have when they are around someone who has been through such a tragedy. Life is generally plain and boring, so it’s hardly surprising that meeting somebody who you saw in the news, especially someone who was in it for all the wrong reasons, is going to catch your attention. Like a driver slowing down and straining their necks to see the severity of a car accident in the opposing carriageway, Jo is finding it impossible not to look at me, the walking car crash of a human being that I am, a mother who lost her only child. I believe they call those people who slow down for accidents on the motorway ‘rubberneckers’. Well, that’s what Jo is, but I really wish she’d stop staring. I know Tim isn’t the most interesting man in the world, but maybe he’ll say something that can get her to stop looking over at me.

      In the end, it’s the sound of the school bell that snaps her out of her trance. As every other teacher rises off the sofas around me, I find myself still watching Jo as she makes her way towards the door, filing out of the room with her new colleagues, and no doubt hoping she finds her way to her first class okay.

      But I’ve not moved yet. I’m still sitting on the sofa, and while I’m not worrying about Jo and her penchant for staring anymore, I am worried about something else. My class. Seeing the kids again. A room full of eight-to-nine-year-olds. How will they behave for me? What will they say? Will any of them bring up Tobi and the accident, showing the complete lack of tact that so many children have? I don’t know, but as the bell sounds again, I know I only have one minute to make it to the classroom to find out.

      My legs are heavy, and my breathing feels just as weighty as I get to my feet and put my half-drunk cup of tea amongst all the other dirty cups in the sink before heading for the door. I’m the last one to leave the staffroom, and as I step out into the busy corridor, I almost feel like the walls are starting to shrink in from the sides, getting closer to me, suffocating me slowly but surely.

      Oh God, is this what a panic attack feels like? In one appointment I had with a grief counsellor, months ago, I was warned about these. She said somebody who had been through a trauma like I had was at risk of suffering ‘medical episodes’ that could leave me struggling to function for certain periods of time.

      But I’m pretty sure it’s not that. I can still breathe okay, and I am still upright. I’m not sweating either. And now I’ve double-checked: The walls around me are definitely not closing in. It was just a mad moment, but I seem to be okay now, and that’s a relief because it means I still have half a chance of making it to my first class of the day without ending up as a quivering wreck in Brenda’s office – something I am sure the headmistress has been afraid of ever since I said I was coming back.

      Reaching my familiar classroom at the end of the corridor, the one where I have held so many lessons for so many different children over the years, I take a deep breath and tell myself I can do this. The last thing I want to do is show any signs of weakness or vulnerability in front of the class. I know the names of every pupil, because I received the list from Brenda at the start of the school year, but I don’t know them personally, because I haven’t taught any of them since this new year began. Other teachers have been covering me, substitute teachers much like Jo is now, which means that none of these kids have any kind of emotional connection to me. That could either be a good thing or a bad thing. The mystery of not really knowing me could make them quiet and attentive when I walk in, as they have to figure out if I am the kind of teacher who is strict, or the kind they can get away with mischief with. But them not knowing me could also make them bolder and more willing to push the behavioural boundaries. That’s the last thing I need when I’m just trying to make it to the end of the day without breaking down.

      There’s only one way to find out.

      I walk into the classroom quickly and confidently, with my head held high and my voice clear as I announce myself and welcome everybody to a new day of learning. Once I’ve done that, I see several small faces staring back at me as I reach my desk at the front, the rows of desks before my own all neat and orderly and all occupied by a little person in a uniform, little people who needed the help of their mums and dads to get ready to be here on time this morning. And that’s all it takes. The thought that I will never be able to get Tobi ready for school again, drop him at the gates and then count down the hours until I see him at the end of the day, where he will tell me what he learnt and what homework he needs my help with this time.

      I can’t help it. I’m crying. And all the kids in here have noticed it.

      But as I wipe my eyes with my hands and apologise, I notice one of the children get out from behind their desk and nervously make their way towards me with a folded piece of paper in their hand.

      They hold it out to me when they reach me, and as I take it, I realise what it is. It’s a card, but not one like a person could buy in a shop. No, this is a makeshift card, handmade. It’s creased and flimsy, and instead of a highly stylised image printed on the front of it, there is a hand-drawn series of flowers, animals and shapes of people.

      Opening the card, I see at least thirty names written inside, and realise that everybody in this class has signed it. It’s an expression of compassion. A goodwill gesture. A way to let me know that these wonderful, caring kids are sorry for what I have been through.

      I guess Brenda asked them to make it. But that’s not the point. The point is that they have done something kind for me.

      And that’s all it takes to get me crying again.

      But at least this time, they are tears of joy.
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      Three hours. That’s how long I lasted in the classroom before I locked myself in one of the cubicles in the staff toilet and started blubbering into a crumpled-up piece of tissue paper. It’s been a rotten morning, and not just because it’s yet another day of dealing with the guilt that hangs over me from the accident. My first day as a substitute teacher has been a disaster, starting from the first moment I got here, entered the staffroom and was introduced to the mother of the child I killed.

      How could this be? What are the odds? Why, of all the people in the world, did I have to end up in the same place as her?

      I had felt like turning and running out of that staffroom as soon as I had seen her, feeling like escaping was my only option in that moment. But I hadn’t moved a muscle, probably due to the state of shock I was in, and as Brenda had ‘introduced’ me to Anni, both my mind and body had been gripped with an intense and illogical fear that she would somehow know exactly who I was and what I had done in my past.

      But, of course, she didn’t know that. She just smiled politely and held out her hand for me to shake, treating me as if I was just yet another in the long line of teachers to pass through this school. It was obviously a good thing that she had no reason to suspect that I have any kind of connection to her son’s tragedy, but I almost caused suspicion when it had taken me so long to accept her handshake. Thankfully, I pulled myself together and fumbled my way through the awkward introduction before Brenda started talking again, and I was able to put some distance between myself and the woman who would hate me if she only knew what I had done.

      I’d been hit on shortly after that by some guy called Tim, who clearly hadn’t felt like wasting any time, as he had flirted with me and made it clear that he was the most eligible bachelor around these parts, but I wasn’t really listening to him. I’d been too busy staring at Anni from across the staffroom, finding myself unable or perhaps unwilling to take my eyes off her, morbidly curious about just how she was coping since I had last seen her.

      The last time I had laid eyes on Anni had been as I had stood across the street from the courts, as she’d gone in to discover what sentence Carl was being handed. I had made sure to stay well out of view, but I’d been drawn there because I knew Anni would be present, and I just had to see her. See her I did, but it was not a pleasant experience. I’d hoped I’d never see her in the flesh again.

      What rotten luck. I’ve ended up working in the same place as her. Is this some kind of cosmic karma, where the fates have conspired to torment me by making it impossible for me to stay in this job? Who knows, but there is surely no way I can stay. I can’t see Anni every day, even if we barely speak and don’t become friendly. Just being around her is enough to make me feel sick. But what am I supposed to do? I desperately need this job and the money I’ll earn. I’ve not got any other way of earning an income; I dread to think what will happen if I don’t get paid at the end of this month.

      But it might not even come down to being my choice, in the end. That’s because, after my experiences with the kids in my classrooms this morning, I might get sacked before I can resign.

      I get it. I know substitute teachers don’t command much respect, at least not from the pupils anyway. Why would they? All the kids know that sub teachers are only going to be teaching them for a short time. They’re transient. Just passing through. Plugging a hole in the school’s stern. Unlike full-time, permanent teachers, whom pupils have to at least try to behave for, otherwise they’ll only endure a miserable year, substitute teachers don’t hold that much power. That’s why the pupils misbehave a lot more in their presence, and that’s exactly what has happened to me today.

      I tried my best. I really did. I walked into the classroom full of seven-year-olds and attempted to make myself appear confident, friendly, but also authoritative as I did so. I knew how important it was to try to command respect from the first second they saw me, because like almost everywhere else in life, first impressions count for a lot within school walls. The last thing I had wanted was to look unsure or nervous – or worst of all, soft – because children can smell weakness a mile off and always try to exploit it. But it was most likely the shock of having just seen Anni in the staffroom that caused my poor performance in the classroom, because no sooner had I started speaking than I made my first mistake.

      I stumbled over a couple of words in my introduction, then nervously dropped my pen before I had a chance to write my name on the whiteboard. I heard a few giggles from around the room as I retrieved the pen from the floor, but it hadn’t helped that it had rolled underneath one of the pupils’ desks, and I had to apologise for bending down and sticking my head near to them as I had scrambled around to pick it up. Things only got worse when I banged my head on the underside of the desk as I stood back up, an act that caused riotous laughter to erupt and single-handedly turned me into the butt of a joke.

      I’d tried to laugh it off and restore order quickly, but trying to get a bunch of seven-year-olds to stop laughing as a collective group is nigh on impossible for even the best teacher in the world, never mind one whom they have no affinity or respect for. That’s why I had been left with no choice but to raise my voice for the first time, something I had always tried not to do in my earlier career with older kids, because once you start shouting, it’s very hard for it not to become something that becomes a habit.

      My raised voice had the desired effect of getting everybody to be quiet, but I knew I was already floundering by then, and the kids knew it, too. Several of them whispered behind my back as I wrote on the whiteboard, and despite me trying to play it cool and make out like I was their friend, none of them were buying it. They fidgeted in their seats, they doodled in their notebooks, and they did everything but pay attention to what I was trying to teach them.

      While it hadn’t been going well, I’d at least been grateful for the fact that Brenda hadn’t appeared to check on my early progress, because if she had, then she would have surely seen that I had already lost the classroom. I’d put that first hour down to being out of practice after six months out of the game, and figured that I’d recover for my second class, where I was covering the English teacher in Year 10 who was on long-term sick. But that second lesson went just as badly as the first, if not worse, because the kids were older and even more disrespectful. It hadn’t taken me long to raise my voice again, but that still didn’t work, so I pleaded with them to be quiet before trying to be their friend and asking them fun things that were off-topic for the lesson but designed to hopefully ingratiate me with them. But doing so only made every kid in the room aware that I had already committed the cardinal sin of a teacher.

      I had backtracked and failed to land on any one particular method of teaching.

      Instead of being simply stern or furiously friendly or decently disciplined, I had been a combination of all three. That was never a good thing. A pupil needed to know exactly what their teacher was like, but by bouncing from one tactic to another, I’d only succeeded in making them realise that I was completely useless and out of my depth. Once that happens, it’s impossible to get the kids on side ever again.

      The third and final class of the morning went by in a miserable, uninspired blur of me just reading from a textbook while the children around the room made it clear they weren’t listening by chatting, getting in and out of their seats and even playing music at one point. I had assumed primary school kids wouldn’t have mobile phones at their age, but it turns out I’d been wrong about that.

      Needless to say, I was ready for lunchtime, but not because I was hungry. It was so I could get to the bathroom and allow my emotions to pour out of me, safely out of view of any of the damn kids who had seen me do everything but cry at that point.

      I’m still in the bathroom now, weeping away with tissues in hand, my bum on the closed lid of the toilet seat and the cubicle door locked in front of me. I plan on staying here for most of the hour we get for lunch. I’m hoping that my tear-stained eyes won’t still be red when I emerge, but if they are, then I don’t even feel like it would be the worst thing in the world. The way I’m feeling right now, I want somebody to ask me if I’m okay, because apart from Carl when I visit him in prison, I don’t have anybody in my life who cares enough to ask such a question.

      I’ve never felt so alone despite being in a building full of other people, and that fact is almost as upsetting as the memory of what I did the last time I got behind the wheel of a car.

      I think about Anni as I tear off another piece of toilet roll, and I wonder how much time she has spent crying recently. The fact that she is back at work is surely a good thing; there is one brief moment where I almost kid myself into thinking that I haven’t totally ruined that woman’s life. But her being back at work doesn’t mean she isn’t as miserable as I am, or even more so. She just has to earn a living, like I do. Despite what’s happened to her, bank managers, bailiffs and bill processors only care if payments can be made on time.

      I take a deep breath after another few minutes of self-indulgent wallowing, then quietly instruct myself to get my act together and get out of here. I need to go into the staffroom. I need to eat my lunch so I have the energy to get through the afternoon. And I need to try to talk to some of my colleagues, if only to give myself a brief reprieve from this internal prison I’ve locked myself in.

      But then I think of Anni again, potentially sitting there when I walk in, her own lunch in front of her and her own conversations underway, trying to defeat her inner demons as best she can. I wonder how her morning went. I hope her pupils weren’t as bad as mine were. She doesn’t deserve any more hassle in her life.

      It’s no good. I start crying again. Even louder this time.

      That’s why I fail to hear the bathroom door opening on the other side of the cubicle.

      It’s also why I fail to get my emotions under control before somebody can hear me and ask me what is going on.
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      ‘Hello. Is everything okay in there?’

      That isn’t a question I thought I’d have to ask when I entered the bathroom on my way to finding my own cubicle to go for a little cry. But it’s the one I’ve been forced into after learning that somebody seems to have already beaten me to it.

      I don’t know who it is who is so upset on the other side of this door, but it seems they are suffering just as much as I am, and while I’m still a long way from being healed, perhaps I can take my mind off my problems by trying to solve somebody else’s for a moment.

      ‘It’s Anni. I hope you don’t mind, but I heard you crying when I came in.’

      I’m hoping whoever it is will respond so I can try to discern exactly who it is, but I’m still getting nothing but silence from the cubicle. But then I hear a sound. It’s the sound of the toilet roll holder being spun around before the tearing of tissue paper hints that whoever it is in here has just reached for more reinforcements to dry her tears.

      ‘If you want me to leave, then just knock on the other side of this door and I’ll go,’ I offer, aware that most people who end up blubbering in the toilets at work would probably prefer if nobody knew about it.

      I wait for the sound, but it doesn’t come. Instead, I hear the toilet flush before the cubicle door is unlocked and opened.

      ‘Jo?’ I say, remembering the new starter whom I was introduced to this morning.

      She looks at me with bloodshot eyes before dabbing at her runny nose with a crumpled tissue, and it seems unbelievable to even think it, but, in this moment, it actually looks like somebody is more heartbroken than I am.

      ‘Oh my. Whatever is the matter?’ I ask, putting my hand on the poor woman’s arm to offer some support. I would have given her a hug if I knew her better, but it feels a little awkward considering we’ve only met the once and not even a word passed between us then.

      ‘I’m okay,’ Jo replies, convincing no one, before she blows her nose and turns her back to me to get rid of yet another snotty tissue.

      ‘Did something happen in one of your lessons? Has one of the pupils said something to you? You know, you can report it to Brenda, and she’ll act on it if need be.’

      ‘I’m fine, seriously.’

      ‘I’m sorry, love, but you don’t look it. Why don’t you tell me what’s wrong? It can’t be worse than sitting in here crying by yourself, can it?’

      Jo turns back to me then and looks into my eyes. For a moment it feels as though she is going to unleash whatever burden she is carrying. But she doesn’t do that in the end, simply shaking her head and taking a deep breath before apologising for me having to find her like this.

      She exits the cubicle and rushes over to the row of sinks, where she begins washing her hands and examining her pale, blotchy face in the mirror. It’s clear that she looks a mess, but I’m hardly going to confirm it, opting to try to get to the bottom of this a little further with a fresh tactic.

      ‘You might not believe me, but I actually came in here to have a little cry myself,’ I say honestly, and that gets Jo’s attention. She turns the tap off and looks at me through the mirror, more interested in my reflection now than her own. But her expression is a strange one while she says nothing, making me feel like I need to fill the awkward silence myself.

      ‘Don’t feel bad about getting upset. You aren’t the first and you won’t be the last to let their emotions get the better of them here. We’re all just as screwed up as each other in this place.’

      I laugh, but only a little so that Jo knows I’m only half-joking. She doesn’t react, but at least she is still here and hasn’t scurried out of this bathroom without telling me what’s wrong.

      ‘I was rather looking forward to a good cry, if I’m honest,’ I carry on. ‘It’s been a hell of a morning. It’s my first day back in six months, and it’s not been easy. But it’s lunchtime now, so it’s not all bad, is it?’

      Jo smiles slightly before shaking her head.

      ‘There’s still half an hour left of lunch,’ I say after consulting my watch. ‘How about we get out of here and go for a coffee at the café just around the corner? There is one close by. I bet you didn’t know that, did you? Here’s another surprise. It serves the best buns in the whole town.’

      Despite my inner turmoil, it does feel good to be trying to cheer somebody else up. It’s certainly a hell of a lot easier than trying to cheer myself up. I’m a work in progress, surely never to be restored to my former glory. But while I’m a lost cause, other people don’t have to be.

      ‘What do you say?’ I ask after Jo has failed to respond to my invitation.

      ‘I can’t. I’m sorry,’ she eventually replies, and now it looks like she is actually going to leave the bathroom because she turns for the door.

      ‘Please?’ I say, surprising myself with how desperate I actually sound in that moment.

      My plea stops Jo in her tracks. She’s either too polite to leave after that or is just curious enough to stick around and find out why I am so needy. I figure I might as well tell her.

      ‘The last thing I want to do for the next half an hour is go and sit in that staffroom with all the other teachers. That’s because I’ll get all sorts of questions, as well as a whole heap of sympathy and pity. But I won’t get that with you, because we’ve only just met, and you don’t know me. Likewise, if you go in there, you’ll have to field questions of your own, like why are your eyes so red? How is your first day going? Which kid is your least favourite so far?’

      That last one gets another small smile from Jo.

      ‘And that’s even before Tim starts hitting on you again. You’re a good-looking woman, and I know what he’s like. He won’t give up until he’s got you to agree to go for a drink with him. Even then, he’ll try to charm you into skipping that and just going straight to his place after work.’

      ‘Wow, he’s that bad, is he?’

      ‘Oh yeah.’

      Jo seems to be warming to me a little, at least in my admittedly biased opinion. But it looks like she might still need a little convincing to come to that café with me, so I give her an offer she can’t refuse.

      ‘I’m buying,’ I say, with a big smile. ‘Any bun you want. Hell, have two. I might!’

      Jo laughs then. It seems that I’ve succeeded in doing the impossible. No, I’m not talking about making this upset woman happy. I’m talking about having gone the last two minutes without thinking about Tobi and what I’ve lost.

      Maybe there is some hope for me after all. Maybe a coffee and a couple of buns can work miracles for unhappy souls.

      It seems like I’m about to find out.

      That’s because Jo has just agreed to come with me.
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      Was it my confused emotional state that got me to agree to go for a coffee with Anni? Was it her sense of humour, which is actually pretty good? Or, subconsciously, am I trying to learn just how much my actions have affected her life? I don’t know. All three, probably. All I do know is that I’m currently sitting at a table in the café while Anni places our order with the waitress behind the counter.

      Should I stay here and wait for her to return, or should I make a run for the door? I could be gone before she even has a chance to turn around. Sure, it would be very confusing for her, and it would make things awkward between us when we crossed paths again, but at least I would be out of this extremely difficult situation.

      At least I wouldn’t have to share coffee and buns with the mother of the child I killed.

      But it’s too late to escape now. Anni has made payment and is now on her way over to join me.

      ‘Just you wait for these buns,’ she tells me as she takes her seat opposite me. ‘I swear they are to die for. I ordered us a choc chip each and a banana one to share.’

      ‘Thank you. How much do I owe you?’

      I make a point of reaching for my purse – one that has very little money in it – but I have to at least try to be polite.

      ‘I told you, don’t worry about it. You can get the next ones.’

      Anni gives me a wink, no doubt still trying to cheer me up, and to remove any doubts I might have about this job being the wrong one for me, and how I need to hand my notice in at the first opportunity.

      ‘Why are you being so nice to me?’ I want to know because it’s the obvious question, even if Anni has no idea who I really am. If she did, then being nice would be the last thing she would ever dream of doing.

      ‘It would be pretty heartless of me not to try to cheer you up after I caught you crying, wouldn’t it?’

      She’s only teasing, but the reminder of the shame I felt about being discovered like that in the bathroom must show on my face, because she suddenly apologises.

      ‘I’m sorry. I won’t ever mention it again if you don’t want me to.’

      She makes a check on the waitress and looks pleased to see that our buns have been removed from the display counter and are being placed on a plate beside our hot drinks. But I also notice Anni look around the rest of the café, as if she is checking to see who else is in here.

      ‘Is everything okay?’ I ask her.

      ‘Yeah, fine. Just making sure I’ve not been followed again.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘There’s this guy who sometimes tries to talk to me here.’

      ‘Like an admirer?’

      ‘Not exactly.’

      ‘Then who?’

      ‘I don’t want to talk about it. He’s not here, so it won’t be a problem.’

      I’m prevented from asking any more questions then by the arrival of our food and drinks, and as I pick up my chocolate chip bun, I wonder if the taste of it will be enough to make me forget who I am, who I am with and the circumstances that led to this coffee shop conversation.

      It turns out that the bun is very, very good. But it’s still not good enough to do all of that.

      Now Anni is asking about my morning again, so I’d better give her something.

      ‘I’m used to teaching at secondary schools,’ I say after we have both taken a couple more bites from our buns and I have confirmed that they are indeed delicious. ‘Older kids, you know? I guess I wasn’t quite prepared for what it would be like teaching pupils so young.’

      ‘Who would have thought they could be worse than teenagers, hey?’

      I nod my head as I keep eating. Before I know it, the first bun has already gone.

      ‘Now try the banana one,’ she tells me, sliding it across the table towards me. ‘I’ll have half if you can’t manage it all, but I have a feeling that you won’t have a problem once you try it.’

      I tell Anni that I’m up for that challenge, so I tuck into the banana bun. Once I have, I see that she is right again.

      ‘Here. It’s lovely, but I want you to have half.’

      Anni seems happy enough with that, and she finishes what I started before screwing up the empty bun wrappers and clearing the table of the calorific evidence, so it’s just us and our coffees.

      ‘So the kids were a bit of a handful this morning,’ Anni says as she warms her hands on her cup. ‘Are you sure that’s all it was?’

      ‘What else would it be?’ I ask, feeling a little paranoia creeping into my exhausted mind.

      ‘Oh, I don’t know. It could be anything. Boyfriend trouble, perhaps?’

      I see what Anni is doing. She’s slyly trying to learn more about me by pretending like we’re still on topic, when she’s actually steering us into more personal subjects.

      ‘No, it’s nothing like that,’ I tell her, trying to shut that down straight away. But it doesn’t work as well as I’d have hoped.

      ‘Do you have a boyfriend?’ she asks me mischievously.

      ‘Yeah. I do.’

      ‘What’s his name?’

      ‘Erm …’

      ‘It’s okay. You don’t have to talk about him if you don’t want to. I’m just being nosey.’

      That’s a relief, because I was only seconds away there from having to make up a whole narrative about my boyfriend, pretending he was called something like John or Steve rather than telling the truth and saying he’s called Carl, which would remind her of the man who killed her son. But even so, she’d just think it was a coincidence. Lots of Carls in the world, right?

      Unfortunately, there’s not that many in this town.

      ‘So do you enjoy teaching?’ Anni asks me, picking up on the fact that I wasn’t keen on getting too personal with her yet and moving us back onto more professional ground. ‘When it’s going well, of course.’

      ‘Yeah. I do. I really enjoy it. I’d missed it.’

      ‘Had you taken a break from it?’

      I realise then that I’ve just hinted at my six-month self-imposed sabbatical, but it’s too late to cover it up completely.

      ‘Erm, yeah, kind of. I had taken some time for myself and then decided to try another school. A new challenge, that kind of thing.’

      That will do. It’s certainly better than saying I took half a year off because I was struggling to sleep after seeing a child’s frightened eyes seconds before I drove into him.

      ‘Cool. Did you travel?’

      ‘Erm, no, not quite. I didn’t go anywhere, actually.’

      ‘No place like home, hey.’

      ‘Yeah, something like that.’

      I watch as Anni fiddles with her coffee cup. While she is still being unbelievably pleasant with me, some of her mannerisms are giving her away, and it’s obvious she is still battling with a lot on the inside.

      I realise then that I should probably ask her a few questions, because that’s what conversational etiquette dictates. She has asked about me, so I should send some questions her way, otherwise I’ll risk seeming a little self-absorbed.

      ‘What about you? Do you enjoy teaching?’

      Anni thinks about her answer to that for a moment, and I’m wondering if there is going to be some deep and thoughtful answer when it comes.

      ‘Nah, are you kidding? You’ve seen the kids at this school? I’m just here for the pay cheque.’

      It takes me a moment to figure out that Anni is joking, but it’s not because I still barely know her and am not used to her sense of humour. It’s because I’m finding it hard to believe that she can even crack jokes after what she has been through. But it is becoming clear that she is using humour to hide her real feelings, a safety blanket to distract from her pain inside. Not that I’m unhappy about that; it’s certainly better than her getting all sombre and serious.

      There is a shift in her demeanour a moment later when she admits that she had always wanted to be a teacher and used to take great pride in making children’s lives better in some small way. She tells me about some of the assemblies she has been involved in, in which the pupils were encouraged to bring in drawings they had done at home, as a way of getting them in touch with their creative side outside of art lessons. She also tells me how she would write little motivational messages in her pupils’ textbooks when she was marking their work, always trying to keep things light and positive for them, because she understood how stressful school could be for kids that age. But then she asks me why I haven’t enquired about something that was fairly obvious back in that bathroom.

      ‘Don’t you want to know why I was on my way into the bathroom to have a good cry myself?’ Anni asks me rather tentatively, no doubt wondering why I have exercised so much restraint.

      The problem is that I already know the answer to that, so what am I supposed to say? Maybe being polite can get me out of this tough spot.

      ‘It’s okay; you don’t have to tell me. It’s none of my business.’

      ‘You’re not at all curious?’

      ‘No. You said yourself, I’m the only one at the school who doesn’t know you. So you’ll get no questions from me if you don’t want them.’

      Anni seems to like that response, and she leaves it there, just taking another sip of her coffee before asking me how mine is.

      ‘Lovely,’ I reply, but that word also describes how it feels to have avoided Anni talking about Tobi.

      We spend the rest of our lunch break chatting about minor things, like what books we are into, what good movies we have seen recently and whether or not that new television series about that celebrity couple living in LA is going to be worth watching or not. I’m just glad to be making it through this encounter with my secret still safe, but the more we talk, the more I realise that Anni and I have a lot more in common than the fact that I killed her son and ended up bumping into her today by sheer bad luck. We like the same authors, we have the same taste in films, and we both unanimously agree that the new TV series about that celebrity couple will be an absolute abomination, but we’ll still have to tune in anyway to see how bad it really is.

      That’s why, as we finish our coffees and get up from the table to make our way back to the school for this afternoon’s lessons, Anni says something to me that would have filled me with dread only half an hour ago but now actually sounds quite nice.

      ‘We should do this again. Not every day, obviously, because my waistline can’t take that many buns. But it’s been lovely to chat with you. I have to say, you’re a lot more interesting than most of the other teachers in that staffroom.’

      I smile as we leave the café and step back out onto the chilly street, but while I may appear like everything is okay on the outside, I’m still very much a mess on the inside. This might have been a pleasant thirty minutes, but I know this can’t happen again.

      I can’t be friends with Anni. I can’t get any closer to her. I can’t risk her finding out who I really am.

      What a problem. It’s a real dilemma.

      But I suppose it could be worse.

      I suppose I could be in prison, like my poor boyfriend is.
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      I know every detail on the wall of my cell beside my bed. I certainly should do. I’ve spent more than enough time studying it ever since this became my permanent home.

      I have noted how the outline of one of the bricks is evidence that whoever built this wall was slightly off with their dimensions, because it doesn’t quite line up with the other bricks around it. I have spotted the parts where flecks of plaster have chipped off, possibly just due to age, or maybe from previous prisoners scratching their fingers against the wall to cause a little damage to the place that held them. And I have read and reread the one scribbled message, written with a pencil that must have been smuggled in, the one in which someone wrote they were sorry for what they had done, before signing off with the date – 11.05.91.

      That’s a long time ago. I guess that person got out eventually.

      Or they died in here.

      One or the other.

      I could keep staring at this wall all night. I already have done on many occasions, but I’m going to try my best to sleep this evening. Not for health reasons or anything like that. Just because if I do manage to achieve sleep, it will be a brief moment of peace before I wake up and remember where I am.

      Unless I have the nightmares again, of course. The nightmares in which I am wandering the corridors of this prison for all of eternity, never to be released, consigned to spending forever within these walls. Never seeing the outside world. Never watching a sunset or a sunrise. Never getting on a plane to a hot country or sipping a cold beer after a good day’s work. Never being intimate with Jo again. Never having anything to ever look forward to but yet another day in this hellhole …

      On second thoughts, maybe sleep isn’t such a good idea.

      Rolling over on my bed, I immediately see the opposing wall. It’s not exactly spacious in here. My ex-wife used to tease me because I’d occasionally book us hotel rooms that were a little undersized whenever we went on holiday. My reasoning was, why spend money on a bigger room when we were just going to spend all day out of it exploring anyway? But she never seemed to see it like that, and eventually, I started booking bigger, more expensive rooms, even though I still insisted we could have managed perfectly in those smaller ones. But now I see that, like most other things, she was right. Space is important. A person needs it to breathe, to relax, to feel mentally and physically free. I’m only really starting to see the significance of that now that I’m confined to a twelve-by-eight-foot room, in which it feels like the walls are constantly closing in on me.

      I swear this place is shrinking by the day.

      Or maybe I’m the one doing the shrinking.

      I’m still losing weight. I know Jo is going to comment on it when she sees me next. I do wish I could eat more and keep more down afterward, but it’s not as easy as that in here. Not only are the meals poor, but my appetite is not what it is. Even if I do manage to force down some cheap cereal at breakfast or a slim sandwich at lunch, I often find myself throwing up in the toilet not long after. It’s as if my body is just rejecting the sustenance, possibly due to the bland taste, but perhaps as some kind of bodily protest about what its owner did to end up in a situation like this. Either way, my trousers are getting looser around my waist, and my T-shirt is looking baggier by the day.

      My weight loss and lack of sleep don’t bode well for the rest of my sentence, considering it’s only been six months. There’s a long way to go yet. No wonder Jo keeps telling me she is worried about me.

      I’m worried about me.

      How am I going to get through this? Every day is a nightmare, whether I’m awake or asleep. I know I chose this for myself when I told Jo to run, and pretended to the police that I was the one to blame for the accident, but I didn’t really think it through. Just because I knew it would be easier for me in prison than for Jo, that still doesn’t mean it is easy. Not by any stretch of the imagination.

      But I’m not going to confess to one of the prison wardens and tell them there has been a mistake. Nor am I going to confide in any of my fellow inmates, because the chances of anybody around here keeping a secret are slim to none. ‘Trust nobody’ was the only piece of advice that I was given on my first day behind bars, and I’ve adhered to that rule, keeping myself to myself as best I can and only divulging the bare minimum whenever anybody has asked me about my personal life or what I’m in here for.

      I was told by my lawyer that I should do my best to keep my crime a secret from the other prisoners. He told me that shortly before I was sentenced, which was the last time he knew he would get to speak to me. He told me the reason to keep my crime a secret was that child killers did not have a history of faring well in prison. Okay, so I wasn’t quite as bad as somebody who actively went out of their way to murder a youngster, but I’d still managed to kill one, or at least that’s what everybody on the outside thought. Therefore, in the prison world, I was just as bad as anybody else who had brought harm to a minor.

      I’d tried to deny it at first, telling my lawyer that people would see that I was different to the others. It had been an accident. I hadn’t intentionally sought out a kid to hurt, nor had I preyed on any youngster and inflicted physical or emotional pain as a way of getting some kind of cheap thrill. I’d just been in the wrong place at the right time. I was just a regular guy who liked a beer and had unfortunately combined that with driving on one fateful day when a child in my area had decided to run out into the middle of the road.

      My lawyer heard all of that and told me he understood, but then said that it didn’t make a blind bit of difference. Nobody in prison cared about bad-luck stories. They only cared about one thing.

      What did you do to end up in here?

      That’s why I’ve lied on the few occasions when I’ve been asked about my past by fellow inmates. I’ve told them that I just got done for dangerous driving and left it at that. They don’t need to know I hit a child. They certainly don’t need to know that the child died. And they definitely don’t need to know that it was actually my mistress who was at the wheel, and I just took the blame for it, because if they knew that, then they could exploit that information, using it to blackmail me or her.

      So far, I’ve managed to keep my past a secret from the other prisoners. I know that the wardens are aware of my crime, but they have not said anything to anybody yet, and I’m hoping it stays that way. As long as I behave in here, then I have no reason to make life difficult for them and risk them landing me in any more trouble than I’m already in.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      The question from my cellmate snaps me out of my dim daydream. I look down from my top bunk to see him peering up at me from below.

      His name is Moses, but that’s where the similarities to the biblical character end. A shaven-headed man of thirty-five, with tattoos covering his arms and a big scar that runs halfway across his bald scalp, he’s not somebody I ever thought I’d be forced to be friendly with. If I’d ever encountered somebody like him on the outside world, it would have been when I’d have found myself in some dodgy pub after some late-night drinking with work colleagues, and I would have made sure to make my exit before any trouble could kick off. But there’s no escape in here; I’m stuck living with a man like Moses every day of my sentence, or at least until one of us gets released. But considering that Moses is in here for murdering his ex-girlfriend’s new man in cold blood with an ice pick, I think he’ll be here a little longer than I am.

      ‘Trying to sleep,’ comes my blunt response. I’ve learnt that it pays to keep things short and simple in here whenever anybody asks a question. The less I say, the less I can risk potentially saying the wrong thing and pissing somebody off. And I definitely don’t want to piss off a guy like Moses. There might not be any ice picks in here, but I’d guess that he’d still be pretty dangerous with just his bare hands for weapons.

      ‘I thought you might be,’ Moses replies. ‘I’m going to start calling you Sleeping Beauty. You sure do spend enough time lying on your bed.’

      ‘What else is there to do in here?’

      ‘Oh, not much. Well, other than trying to stay alive, of course.’

      I’m not really sure where Moses is going with this, and I suspect it would be best if I didn’t press him on the subject, so I roll back over again and return my gaze to the familiar wall by my bunk.

      It doesn’t take me long to start running through one of my favourite fantasies, the one that involves me digging my way through this wall so that I can escape this prison and make it back out into the free world. It’s a lovely little dream I have, but it’s just that. A dream. Nothing more substantial behind it – even if I were to dig my way through this wall, I’d only end up in the next cell, anyway. That’s hardly likely to get me out of here anytime fast.

      But still, it’s nice to dream.

      Or at least it is until Moses speaks again.

      ‘I’ve been told to pass on some information to you,’ he says, and his voice sounds a lot closer this time. Rolling over again, I see that he is now standing right beside my bed, his head level with my mattress on the top of this bunk bed and his scarred scalp very much visible to me as I keep my own head on my pillow for the time being.

      ‘What are you talking about?’ I ask him nervously.

      ‘I’ve got a message for you. I can’t say who it’s from, only what they want me to tell you.’

      This doesn’t sound good.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘I’ve been told to tell you that we all know what you did on the outside. You know, what happened with that little boy.’

      I keep playing dumb, but even Moses is not stupid enough to buy that. He goes on now that he has my undivided attention.

      ‘You know crimes against little kids are not looked on kindly in here, mate,’ he tells me, with a sorry shake of the head. ‘And now somebody knows what you did, I’d watch your back if I were you. Less sleeping. Or at least sleep with one eye open, if you know what I mean.’

      Moses leaves it at that and returns to his bed, but I can’t have the conversation end there. I need to know how somebody found out about what I did. I need to know who knows it. And most importantly, I need to know what they are planning on doing now that they have that information. But Moses, who is usually a font of knowledge, has gone inexplicably quiet and refuses to give me anything more.

      That’s why I find it impossible to sleep that night.

      I can’t close my eyes now I know that somebody in here wants to harm me.

      I can’t close my eyes if it means I might never get the chance to open them again.
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      I feel sick when I think back to the times when I would almost lament the fact that, having spent a day in the presence of so many children at work, I had to go home and spend my evenings around another child in the form of Tobi. As much as I loved my boy, I’d be lying if I said there were never any days when I felt like I needed a break from dealing with all the dramas that only seem to occur in the worlds of those under the age of ten. Dramas like temper tantrums when something doesn’t go their way, or their seemingly constant need to make a mess in a room that was tidy only ten seconds ago. Some nights, I just longed for the kind of peace and quiet that could only come from being in a house with no children in it.

      Of course, now that I have that peace and quiet, I wish I could go back to how it used to be.

      I take no pleasure in how tidy my home is these days without Tobi in it, nor is there any solace to be found in the silence that fills the house and almost makes me want to scream just to break it for a brief moment. I’d give anything to have my boy back here, running in and out of all these vacant rooms, his excited chatter almost deafening me before I hear the loud crash of his toy chest being overturned, and enter his bedroom to find every square inch of the carpet is now covered in things I spent the previous night picking up.

      I’m home from my first day back at work in half a year, and surprisingly, I found myself dreading the end of the day. While in the past, I had always rushed to get out of the school gates as soon as it was possible for me to leave, I lingered tonight, loitering in the staffroom for an extra cup of tea before doing some of my marking in the classroom instead of taking it home like I always used to do. It was obvious to me that I was simply avoiding going back to an empty house.

      But I couldn’t put it off forever; that’s why I reluctantly left once the cleaners had swept through the classrooms and the security guard had told me that it was time for him to lock up. I made the short drive home, keeping my car well under the speed limit, because I didn’t care if it took me all night to reach my destination. And I even spent ten minutes sitting in my vehicle on the driveway, fiddling around with a few items in the glove compartment as if I could convince myself that there was something that needed doing that was more important than going inside and remembering Tobi would never be coming home again.

      Now I’m in my kitchen, but instead of hastily preparing my son’s dinner while he rushes around at my feet and demands to know when his meal will be ready because he’s ‘staaarrrrvvvinnnng’, I am making a basic meal for one. Some plain pasta, to be washed down with a glass of water and a couple of sleeping pills. Such is the extent of my culinary requirements these days.

      The shower that follows the dreary dinner is just as quick and just as depressing. I barely have the energy to cover myself in soapy suds and wash my skin, nor do I feel like applying some shampoo and giving my hair a good scrub, a task I used to enjoy, because I took great pride in my appearance. Now I’ll just get by in life with my hair looking like a slightly better version of Hagrid’s from Harry Potter.

      It’s only seven thirty once I’m dried off and in my pyjamas, but I can already feel my bed calling me. I’m hoping to slip into a deep sleep that the pills will have induced, allowing me some respite before my alarm goes off and I have to face another day without my boy. But just before I can pull back the duvet and crawl beneath it, I see the wash basket in the corner, full to the brim and overflowing with my worn clothes from the past fortnight. Damn it. I had been meaning to use the washing machine tonight. That’s because my wardrobe was looking extremely bare when I was rummaging around in it this morning, and I knew I was getting close to running out of suitable clothes to wear at work.

      Wearily forcing myself into completing one more task before bed, I pick up the heavy basket and carry it downstairs into the kitchen before putting on a wash load and selecting the shortest possible spin cycle. I’ll have to wait thirty minutes for it to finish so I can hang the clothes up to dry overnight, but so be it. I doubt I’d have fallen asleep so early anyway, even with the pills in my system.

      I’ve been thinking about increasing the dosage recently, worrying that my body has adapted, and the pills are no longer providing me with the benefits that they once did. But I know that going above the recommended dosage on the packet is not advised, so I’d better not pop any more pills this evening. I’ll just potter around the kitchen until the washing machine has finished.

      Deciding that I might as well do a little cleaning as the machine rumbles away next to me, I reach into the cupboard under the sink and take out some disinfectant spray and a cloth. I can’t remember the last time I scrubbed this kitchen, but it’s been a while. That becomes apparent when I start using the cloth and see just how much grime there is on these surfaces.

      It’s funny, but even with Tobi around, I always found the time to keep this house looking its best. Yet here I am now, with all the time in the world, and the place has never looked worse.

      Wiping down hobs, draining boards and countertops is dull work at the best of times, so I allow my mind to wander to the new friend I made today. Meeting Jo, as well as receiving that sympathy card from some of the kids, was the highlight of my first day back. I know a new friend can’t replace what I have lost, but it’s never a bad thing when somebody new comes into a person’s life; it creates more opportunity for fun things in the future. I could certainly do with having things to look forward to down the line.

      I wonder what Jo is up to now. She didn’t give much away about her personal life when I tried to tease out some information, so I’m still pretty much in the dark about what her life looks like outside of work. But she did say she has a boyfriend, so I would guess she is snuggled up with him on the sofa, the pair of them watching a movie together or just catching up on the day’s news. Or maybe they’re a little more adventurous than that and have gone out for dinner and drinks. Or perhaps they skipped all that foreplay and just went straight to the bedroom.

      My silly musings about what my new friend might be up to this evening leads to me absentmindedly dropping the bottle of disinfectant spray. As it hits the floor by my feet, the lid breaks off, and the contents spill out in every direction.

      ‘Damn it!’ I cry.

      Grabbing some kitchen roll and dropping to my hands and knees, I start scrubbing the floor, but it’s a messy job. The contents of the bottle really have splashed everywhere. That’s how I come to be running my hand underneath the fridge and discovering there is a piece of paper underneath it.

      Taking it out, I notice the left edge of it is all sticky and wet from where the disinfectant got on it. But that’s not all I notice. This is one of Tobi’s drawings, the kind he used to make for me, and one of those I would stick on the fridge to display proudly. It must have fallen off at some point, and been lying under the fridge ever since.

      I know it’s old, because the quality of the drawings belies a time when Tobi was not quite as skilful with a colouring crayon as he was before he died. The stick figures he has drawn are reminiscent of the ones he would create when he was a little younger, so I would guess this drawing was done when he was around the age of five.

      Now I’m crying again, and a couple of my tears drip onto the paper in front of me, blending in with the disinfectant and risking turning this whole piece of artwork into nothing more than a wet mess.

      I’ve done my best to purge the majority of the house of anything that could render me a sobbing mess, trying to ensure that all Tobi’s things were consigned to his bedroom upstairs, not out in the open where I could see them and get upset. But it seems I missed this one drawing. Now that I’ve discovered it, I feel like I’m back at square one again.

      I can’t do this alone. I need to talk to somebody.

      I need to talk to the only person who understands what I am going through.

      Finding my phone where I left it upstairs on my bedside table, I call Joel and pray that he will pick up. I’m unsure whether he will, because he has made it clear over these last six months that he blames me for the accident that took our son’s life. He wanted to know how I could let Tobi get away from me and run into the road to be hit by that car. He has told me on more than one occasion that he would never have let go of Tobi’s hand in the careless way that I did.

      But to my surprise, he does answer my call, although he’s hardly welcoming with his greeting.

      ‘What do you want?’

      ‘I just found one of Tobi’s drawings under the fridge.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘I got upset. I wanted to talk.’

      ‘I told you to stop calling me.’

      ‘Don’t be like this, Joel. I’m hurting, too. We have to support each other.’

      ‘No, we don’t. Not now he’s gone. We have no reason to be in each other’s lives anymore.’

      ‘Joel, please.’

      But that’s it. He’s hung up.

      I drop my phone back on the bedside table before falling onto the mattress and weeping into my pillow. The only other sound in the house is coming from the washing machine as its spin cycle continues downstairs.

      I’ve never felt so alone.

      I could really use a friend right now.

      Even a new one like Jo.
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      That was a hell of a first day. I’m glad it’s over. I’m also glad that it’s another day closer to when I can visit Carl again, because I’m missing him terribly and want to hear how he is getting on inside. I also want to share my recent news with him, although I will obviously omit the part about meeting Tobi’s mother and going for a coffee with her.

      I don’t think he would consider that to have been a very good idea.

      I know it was foolish, but Anni caught me in a moment of weakness, crying in the toilets. That led to us ending up in that café and discovering that we were actually pretty similar, in terms of our interests, anyway. But maybe we are similar in another way, too, because we’ve both lost somebody we love – although hers is in a much more permanent way.

      But as much as I am looking forward to seeing Carl again, I am also a little anxious. I hate to keep a secret from him. But that’s what I’ll have to do if I carry on working at this primary school. I’ll have to keep the secret of how I am going to work every day with the woman he stood across from in court just before he was sentenced.

      There is another option, of course. I could just send this email that is staring at me from my phone screen. It’s the email I typed when I was on the bus on my way home, the one I have spent the last several hours trying to pluck up the courage to send.

      It’s a resignation notice, to Brenda. I have stated that while I am grateful for the opportunity she gave me, I am unable to return to my role as substitute teacher and wish to leave with immediate effect. Brenda will be surprised, and I’m sure she will have plenty of questions, but I don’t owe her any more of an explanation than that. This is a free country; people can leave jobs for whatever reasons they want. I’m lucky to be able to exercise that freedom – because after what I’ve done, I could have easily lost all my freedoms for the next several years.

      So why haven’t I pressed send yet? One push of a button, and I’ll never have to see Anni again. It seems like the obvious thing to do, right? The safest option to ensure that my secret stays safe. Stay away from Tobi’s mum, and in the process, reduce the chances she will ever discover what really happened on that fateful summer’s day. Not seeing her would also mean I wouldn’t have to get a daily reminder of the pain I caused to another person, because it’s clear that the pain still runs deep for that poor mother, despite how much she tried to cover it up.

      Just press send and find another job. Another school will want you.

      Something else will come up soon.

      Won’t it?

      It’s my fear surrounding the answer to that question that is causing me to delay doing what I know is right. The fear that I won’t be able to find another teaching job. The fear that I will run out of money once this month is up. And the fear that while I won’t be living in a prison cell like my boyfriend, I’ll be living somewhere possibly just as grim. That I’ll be homeless on the streets of this town as winter draws near.

      I need this job. I need the money. I need to try to get on with my life. How can I do that if I just quit?

      The sight of the email on my screen, just one flick of a finger away from being sent, sends me into a bit of a panic. I delete it quickly before I can send it by accident. I breathe a little easier once it’s gone, throwing my phone onto the sofa and telling myself that I won’t be so foolish as to do something like that again.

      I’m not quitting this job. I can go there, get through it and earn some money. The kids will be a handful for a while, but they’ll get used to me and settle down. And Anni will be around, but I don’t have to always find myself in deep conversations with her. Most days, I suspect our interactions will be nothing more than a brief ‘good morning’ or ‘good afternoon’ when we pass each other in the staffroom or in the corridors.

      I can make this work. It doesn’t have to be the disaster my paranoia is warning me it could be. And it doesn’t have to be forever, either. I can just do it until I have got my finances sorted out. I’ll quit as soon as my bank balance is looking a little healthier and I’ve bought myself some time. Accrued some savings. Kept the wolf from the door. That’s the sensible thing to do here. The grown-up decision.

      A child would run from a problem.

      But an adult knows it’s not as simple as that.

      For now, I’ll focus on seeing Carl again. I do hope he is okay and has put on a little weight since I last saw him. He assures me he is eating, but I’m not convinced. He looks so gaunt. I wonder if it’s just his body’s way of manifesting all the guilt he’s carrying. But I try to take solace in the fact the prison wardens who watch over him surely won’t allow one of their prisoners to just waste away before their eyes. Food intake must be monitored, so Carl will always have to eat enough to sustain himself, no matter how horrible he is feeling. He might start looking skeletal, but as long as he survives in there, that’s the main thing. There’ll be plenty of time for fattening him back up once he’s back on the outside with me. Besides, there are far worse things to worry about, like violence from other inmates.

      I’ve always been afraid of Carl running afoul of one of the other inmates and coming to harm. There are sure to be plenty of nefarious characters with him on that wing. They can’t all be regular guys who just made one mistake in their life. There must be some proper awful characters in there with him. Wife beaters, drug addicts, and maniacs with mental problems, who can’t control their violent impulses. That’s the kind of thing that is really worth worrying about. But as long as Carl stays safe from those people, then I guess everything will be okay.

      He’ll eventually get out.

      We’ll be together once again.

      And he’ll never have to know how I once had to work with the woman who believes he killed her son.
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      It’s visiting day, a time of the week when I usually get a brief moment of happiness to keep me going and remind me that it’s worth it to still be alive. But I’m not feeling happy this week. In fact, I’m feeling sick; I wish it were just a regular day where all I had to do was go to the canteen for food and then return to my bed in my cell.

      That’s because I really don’t want to see Jo today.

      Or rather, I really don’t want her to see me.

      Trudging down the corridor that leads into the visiting room, I possess none of the ‘pep in my step’ that I usually do. I feel like I’m walking through mud. That feeling only gets worse as I reach the room and make eye contact with Jo. I see her face fall immediately, and her look only grows worse the nearer I get to her. By the time I sit down opposite her, she appears mortified.

      ‘Oh my God, what happened to you?’ she wants to know, and she gets out of her seat to reach across the table to try to comfort me. But that’s against the rules. One of the wardens is quickly on hand to remind her that touching is forbidden, and that this visit will be over unless she stays in her seat for the rest of it.

      Jo reluctantly sits back down, but she is still staring at my face, the one that is covered in cuts and bruises, the after-effects of the beating I took at the hands of a vengeful inmate who had targeted me based on the crime I committed.

      It seemed that warning from my cellmate was apt. There really are people in here who know about Tobi, and because of that, they have taken it upon themselves to see that I suffer. But I don’t want Jo to know about any of that, which is why I’ll do my best to downplay the severity of my injuries, as well as the reason why I got them in the first place.

      ‘I’m fine. Seriously. It looks a lot worse than it is,’ I try telling her.

      ‘What the hell happened? Who did that to you?’

      ‘I just got into a little disagreement with another prisoner while we were in the lunch queue. Silly little thing. He bumped into me. I told him to watch where he was going. I should have kept my mouth shut. He got angry, and we had a bit of a scuffle. That’s it.’

      ‘A bit of a scuffle? Have you looked in the mirror? It looks like you got beaten up!’

      ‘It’s not that bad, honest. I feel fine.’

      I actually feel terrible, as if every bone in my face is aching, while my hands are still sore from where I put them up to try to defend myself from the blows that were raining down on me. But Jo doesn’t need to know that. She doesn’t need to know that I was actually cornered just after breakfast yesterday morning by three other prisoners, who called me all sorts of horrible things before they told me they owed it to ‘that kid I killed’ to dish out a little punishment of their own.

      Until that moment, I had never known what it was like to have to try to defend myself from an assault by multiple attackers. The three men dragged me to the ground and started punching and kicking me, and I realised I was in serious trouble. I was lucky that the attack was interrupted by a passing warden. Otherwise, there’s no saying when it might have stopped.

      When I was unconscious?

      Or when I was dead?

      I dread to think. But it did stop, and considering the severity of the attack, I actually feel lucky because I came out of it without any broken bones. But it’s clear that Jo doesn’t consider what happened to me to be anything resembling a bit of good fortune.

      ‘How can this happen? I thought the wardens were supposed to be watching over you all?’

      ‘They are. They stopped the fight straight away.’

      ‘Not quickly enough! How many times did he hit you?’

      ‘I don’t know. Not that many. Like I said, it looks a lot worse than it is. But it’s all just superficial. I feel fine on the inside, and these cuts will heal. Give it a week, and I’ll be looking good as new.’

      That might be true if I hadn’t already been warned that this attack was just the beginning, but I can’t tell Jo about that either, can I?

      ‘What if this happens again?’

      ‘It won’t.’

      ‘How can you know that?’

      ‘Because it was my fault. I shouldn’t have said anything to that guy, and I’ve learnt my lesson now.’

      ‘But people can’t just go around punching anybody they have a disagreement with.’

      ‘This is prison. It’s not quite as civil as the outside world.’

      ‘But it should be. You’re here to serve a sentence, not get beat up every day!’

      ‘Nobody’s getting beaten up every day. You’re overreacting.’

      I try to put myself in Jo’s shoes, imagining what I would be like if I had come to visit her in prison and seen her in such a bad state. Of course, I would have been incredulous too, so I can’t really blame her for getting so worked up. But I’m not in her shoes. I’m in mine, and that’s why I need to keep assuring her that everything is okay.

      ‘Could something like this affect your good behaviour record?’ she wants to know next. ‘Could it stop you getting released earlier?’

      ‘No, definitely not. They don’t count things like this. I didn’t throw any punches, so it hasn’t gone against me.’

      That might be true, but I’ve left out the part about the only reason I wasn’t throwing any punches was because I was completely outnumbered and didn’t stand a chance of fighting back.

      ‘Well, you make sure the wardens know that you’re on your best behaviour,’ Jo tells me sternly. ‘I don’t want some idiot in here to start adding time to your sentence when you’re not doing anything wrong.’

      ‘It’ll be fine. I promise.’

      God, I hate lying. Unfortunately, the older I get, the more I seem to learn that I’m actually very good at it.

      ‘Never mind about me,’ I say, changing the subject before Jo can ask me anything else. ‘Tell me about your new job. How’s it been going?’

      ‘It’s okay. Not much to report.’

      ‘Really? So it’s going well?’

      ‘Yeah, fine.’

      I might be a good liar, but I’m also pretty good at being able to tell when somebody is lying to me. I’m definitely getting the sense that all is not right.

      ‘So how are the kids? I know you were worried about them being a lot younger than the ones you usually teach.’

      ‘Oh yeah, they’re okay. It took a bit of getting used to, but it’s actually easier controlling them compared to a bunch of teenagers.’

      ‘I can see how that might be so. What about the other teachers? Are you getting on with them?’

      ‘Yeah, no problems there.’

      ‘Any new friends?’

      ‘Not really. They’re all mostly older than me.’

      ‘Oh, right.’

      I still get the feeling that Jo isn’t being entirely honest with me, but at the end of the day, it’s hardly a big deal if she isn’t. We’re only talking about her new job. While it might not be as good as she is making it out to be, the main thing is that she is back working again and now won’t have to worry about money while I’m in here.

      The rest of the visit goes smoothly, besides the regular intervals where I have to keep assuring her that I am okay and that I won’t be coming to any more harm. Leaving Jo was always hard at the best of times, long before I ended up in here, but it’s horrible now. The visit comes to a close, and I’m led away from the table by a warden from my wing.

      His name is Dave, and he’s a fairly decent guy, at least as far as ‘screws’ go. Yep, I’ve only been here a while, but I’m already using the prison lingo that I once thought I would only ever have to hear on television. Unlike most of the other employees at this prison, Dave is fairly chatty, or at least he always has been with me. I assume it’s because he’s figured out that as far as criminals go, I’m at the lower end of the scale when it comes to how dangerous I could be. I don’t suppose he is as chatty with the gun runners, drug smugglers and violent crazies who also populate this wing.

      I know from our previous chats that Dave has worked at this prison for fifteen years, which sounded like a very depressing amount of time, but he says he doesn’t mind the job that much. He even joked once that being in a place like this surrounded by all manner of society’s dregs was preferable to being at home with his wife, his kids and the in-laws who frequently called around for a visit. I had to laugh at that, even if he was only half-joking.

      Likewise, I have told Dave a little about myself, including how the accident I was a part of really was just one stupid mistake, and that I feel full of remorse. He’s actually asked me about Tobi a fair bit over these last few months, which comes from a sort of morbid curiosity, I guess. He’s probably wondering how I can drag myself out of bed every day and look myself in the mirror after what I’ve done. But if he’s ever been judging me, then he’s only ever done it nonverbally.

      Dave and I are at the head of the line of inmates being led back to their cells now, but before I get deposited back to that tiny room where I’m sure Moses will be waiting for me to give me some other ominous warning, I decide to try to get myself some insurance going forward.

      ‘Has there been any word yet from your bosses about getting me some extra protection?’ I ask Dave as he unlocks a door in front of me.

      ‘Nothing yet.’

      ‘Please, can you ask again? It’s only a matter of time until they come for me again.’

      I’m doing my best to not look like too much of a nervous wreck in front of another man, but I am afraid that the initial attack was only the beginning. That’s why I’ve spoken to several wardens since it happened, and told them that they need to look after me. I don’t want to be moved because I know this is the nearest prison to Jo, so I’m hoping something else can be done to keep me safe. But for now, all Dave can promise me is that he’ll speak to his superiors again, so that will have to do.

      Returning to my cell, I manage to avoid making eye contact with Moses as I climb up onto the top bunk and lay my head down on my pillow. I’m pleased that he doesn’t bother saying anything to me, although I’m sure it won’t be long until he has something that he wants to get off his chest. But for now, all is quiet in this cell, and that is all I can ask for.

      Another day in paradise.
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      I’ve wanted to be a news reporter for as long as I can remember. The fact that I used to write mini news articles for my parents when I was a small boy was a big giveaway. The articles themselves hardly contained any groundbreaking news. Just simple, innocent stuff with attention-grabbing headlines like ‘Who Left The Toilet Seat Up Again?’ or a match report based on a game of football in the back garden with my dad. But those early jaunts into the world of journalism set me up for pursuing that particular career path, and after getting the required qualifications, I became a fully fledged television reporter at my town’s one and only news media outlet. Unfortunately, it wasn’t quite the break into hard-hitting journalism that I had been hoping it would be.

      That’s the problem with local news.

      There just isn’t very much of it.

      That wouldn’t have been too big a problem in the grand scheme of things, because my original intention had been to gain some experience regionally before progressing to the national TV channels, heading down to London to work on some really juicy news stories and perhaps, one day, even working my way up to becoming the anchor of one of the more prestigious bulletins like the ten o’clock news on a mainstream channel with millions of viewers.

      It didn’t quite work out that way. I ended up meeting a local girl and got married. Once she fell pregnant and told me that she wanted to raise our child here, in this quiet town, I knew I was never going to make it to the big city. And so here I am, now a senior TV reporter, but still seemingly resigned to reporting on nonsense stories like how the residents of Montrose Close are campaigning to have double yellow lines painted on their street to stop the town’s shoppers parking there during the weekdays.

      Yep, real hard-hitting stuff.

      So imagine my surprise then when this town actually produced a news story worth reporting on. That happened on a summer’s day six months ago, when a poor little boy was run over by a motorist who was found to be over the drink-drive limit. Of course I wish it had never happened, and that the child had lived. He was only a couple of years older than my own son, after all. But once it had happened, it became clear that there was actually a story that was worth gracing the front pages of the newspaper and be the lead story on the daily television bulletins.

      The first few months after the accident were a source of ample opportunity: Having covered the deadly incident itself, I had followed the story from there, including the confession of the driver, the hearing in court and the subsequent sentencing. But even with the culprit behind bars, there was still a lot of life left in the story. I knew that getting an exclusive interview with the mother of the victim would be a great scoop for my employer. My editor knew it, too, which was why he insisted that I had to get it by whatever means I could.

      Ideally, Tobi’s mum, Anni, would have been receptive to my approaches and given me what I wanted: Her side of the story, as well as perhaps a fear-inducing quote in which she suspected incidents like this could happen again in future unless the town’s councillors did something about the problem on our local roads. That could have been a great complement to all the reports I had been working on in which I listed all the traffic incidents in the area over the past few years. I was attempting to show that things were getting more dangerous in this town instead of safer.

      But the problem has been that Anni has never spoken to me. Or at least she hasn’t been polite when she has. All I have ever got from her has been abuse, which might be understandable considering what she has lost, but I’m only trying to do my job. I’m also only trying to pay my mortgage and keep my wife and son warm and well fed. That’s why I have to keep trying. I have to keep looking for more to this story, because who is to say that anything as remotely interesting as this will ever happen in this town again?

      But it has become clear over these past few months that Anni is not ready to speak to me. So, like all good reporters, I have to deploy other tactics. It was no longer enough to just hope I could get her to talk to me by approaching her outside her home or the primary school where she works. I was hoping she would give me something, but I realise I needed to give her something first.

      But what could I have to offer to a woman like Anni?

      Well, I think I’ve finally figured it out.

      Carl Benson was the man who hit Tobi, and by my calculations, he has just under four and a half years until his release date, although I’m sure he could get out earlier if he behaves himself. But rather than just being a cautionary tale, I have realised that Carl could actually be my way to get Anni to open up to me.

      Who would be most interesting to a grief-stricken mother who has lost her child?

      The person who killed that child, of course.

      Ideally, I would have just spoken to Carl himself, interviewing him in prison and getting his side of the story before reporting to Anni for her reaction to it. But having spoken to the prison bosses, it’s clear that they weren’t willing to let me inside to speak to one of their inmates. Apparently, they have a rule about the prisoners not speaking to members of the media, in case some of the criminals find a way of glorifying the crimes that landed them in there.

      I can see why they might see it that way, but it obviously wasn’t much help for me. But I had a plan B, or, more specifically, I had an inside man.

      His name is Dave, and he is one of the prison wardens on Carl’s wing. I met Dave at a ‘Law & Order’ Open Day in the town in which several police officers, judges and prison employees made themselves available to give a talk to the town’s residents about how they were helping keep the community safe. It could have just been another very boring day in my rather boring career, until I heard Dave get up and speak to warn everyone in the room that crime definitely didn’t pay, and he saw that first-hand, because he was responsible for looking after many people who had broken the law and had seen how badly they were doing now – including Carl, the killer in that infamous car incident last summer.

      That piqued my interest enough to approach Dave at the end of the open day. After suggesting we go for a drink together, which I paid for and later processed as ‘journalistic expenses’, I was able to confirm that Dave had direct access to Carl every day. All I had to do then was figure out how I could get Dave to drip-feed me information about the prisoner.

      After getting a couple more beers into him, Dave let on that while he enjoyed his job, he was not paid well for his work, and money was tight. It made sense then for me to make him an attractive offer, one which I knew I would have to get my editor to agree to at a later date. I was sure, though, my editor would go for it if I could get all of this to pay off with juicy news stories.

      I offered Dave money if he could be my inside man at the prison and, in particular, give me information about Carl.

      It took Dave a while to agree to the idea, but the prospect of some easy cash on top of his warden’s wage proved to be too tempting for him. He agreed that he would speak with Carl as much as he could during his shifts and see what information he could glean.

      Things were slow at first, but Dave has slowly started to come good for me. Having befriended Carl in prison, he has become quite the font of knowledge. Dave is the reason I now know that Carl was recently attacked in prison.

      I also know that Carl is afraid the attacks aren’t over yet.

      Armed with that information, I returned to Anni’s workplace to pass on to her what I know, hoping that by giving her something she might be interested in, she will be willing to give me something in return. I had hoped to speak with her at lunchtime, because following her semi-regularly for the past few months (there really is very little else happening in this town), I had gotten some idea of her usual routine. For instance, I knew that she often liked to visit the café around the corner from the school, where she would buy a coffee and a chocolate chip bun and take a seat at one of the tables for her midday break. I’d even approached her a few times, only to be told to get lost.

      But I’d gone to the school today with renewed optimism, thanks to the information Dave had fed me. I was sure Anni would be curious when I told her the man who killed her son was in trouble in prison. But alas, I hadn’t been able to speak to her, because she hadn’t been alone on her lunch break. She had been with another woman, presumably one of the other teachers at the school, and I had decided not to approach while there was a third party in the way. I had no idea who the other woman was, but I didn’t need her leaping to Anni’s defence and getting in the way of me speaking with Tobi’s mum, so I decided to leave it.

      But I didn’t leave the school, mainly thanks to it being a very slow Friday afternoon. That’s why, as the school bell sounds to signal the end of another week of learning for the kids inside, I am going to have another crack at getting Anni to talk to me.

      I really hope she will give me something this time.

      Something I can use in my next news story.

      Something like an exclusive interview would be good.

      Or anything that will make me feel like being a reporter in this town is not the death sentence it sometimes feels like it is.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ANNI

      

      

      

      It feels good to make it to the end of the working week. Having started out on Monday morning feeling entirely unsure as to whether or not I’d even be able to readjust to the working world, I am pleased to say that I have made it through to Friday afternoon and realised that I am going to be able to hold down my job despite still battling such grief. The pupils have been kind and considerate with me, the other teachers equally so, and while it is only one week, it’s a start. But it seems like it might not be over quite yet, because Brenda has just walked into the staffroom and told us all that we are to go to the pub across the road for the monthly ‘after-hours’ debrief.

      I hadn’t realised there were going to be work drinks this week, but now that I do know about it, I’m not sure if I can go. It’s one thing to leave the house to go and earn a living, but I don’t know if I’m quite up for actual socialising in a pub setting yet. Perhaps it will be best if I just turn down the invitation and make my way home, leaving my colleagues to have a fun evening without me around to potentially dampen the mood.

      But then I think about what my Friday night will look like if I do choose to go home, and it hardly fills me with joy. An empty house, a basic home-cooked meal and early to bed. And that’s just the best-case scenario. The worst is that I end up finding something else of Tobi’s that sets me off crying again. That doesn’t bear thinking about.

      Maybe I will go to the pub. Just for one. It’ll kill a little time and be a brief distraction, if nothing else.

      ‘Are you coming?’ Tim asks me as he puts on his suit jacket and smooths out some of the creases in it. If he were talking to any other female here, then I would say that his enquiry was made with an ulterior motive, one in which he was wondering if he might be able to get lucky this evening once the drinks started flowing. But he isn’t like that with me. Tim might be a player, but there are some women players tend to stay away from, and divorced mums who have lost their child tend to fall into that category. They want a woman they can have a good time with, not a woman who is likely to spend the whole night sobbing on their shoulder.

      ‘Yeah, I’ll meet you guys there. I just need to get something from my car,’ I tell him. He smiles at me before going on to check if some of his more desirable colleagues are coming, too.

      I tell Brenda what I just told Tim before leaving the staffroom and carrying this weekend’s batch of marking all the way to the car park, where I plan on depositing the pile of textbooks in my boot and applying a little makeup in the mirror. I’m not trying to impress anybody. It will just be nice to ‘glam myself up’ a little bit for what will be my first social engagement in half a year.

      I’ve just made it to my vehicle and fished out the car keys from my handbag, which is not an easy task whilst trying to balance thirty kids’ finished homework in my arms at the same time, when I see him.

      Alex. The damn reporter. He’s back again.

      ‘I’ve told you I’m not interested in talking to you,’ I tell him before he can even get a word out himself. ‘And I’ve also told you not to come to my workplace. If this happens again, I will speak to the police. I’ll get a restraining order put against you if I have to.’

      ‘Hey, there’s no need for that. I just need to talk to you for two minutes.’

      ‘We have nothing to talk about!’

      ‘I don’t think that’s quite true. I have something to tell you that you might be interested to hear.’

      I study the man in the cheap suit in front of me. Not for the first time, I think that he looks more like a used-car salesman than he does a noble journalist. He’s certainly as dogged and determined as a guy who makes a living trying to sell things to people that may not necessarily be in their best interests. But I’m sure he thinks he’s above that type of thing, because he has a fancy degree from some local college. He probably thinks that it is his duty to get the news for the people in this town, as if he is just a messenger doing important work, not the leech he actually is, feeding off the misfortune of local residents who have suffered something terrible.

      But I know exactly what he is. And I want him gone. Now.

      ‘That’s it. I’m calling the police,’ I say as I put the textbooks down on the roof of my car and reach into my handbag for my phone. As expected, he begs me not to, but why should I listen to his wishes when he doesn’t listen to mine?

      But then, for the first time since he popped up in my life, he actually says something interesting.

      ‘I’m just here to tell you that Carl was attacked in prison.’

      I stop the search for my phone and stare at the reporter in front of me, noting that even in these chilly temperatures, there are sweat patches under his shirt’s armpits that hint at how desperate he really is to do his job.

      ‘What?’

      ‘He was attacked. He got beaten up by three other inmates. And from what I can gather, it was because of what he did to Tobi.’

      It’s a weird thing to hear that a man who took everything from you has just come to some harm. On one hand, it’s good news. I mean, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want Carl to suffer for what he did. But on the other, I’m not a heartless woman who is going to get real joy from someone else’s pain. I do, though, have questions.

      ‘Why would they attack him?’

      ‘Because he hurt a child. That’s a crime that gets a special kind of attention on the inside.’

      ‘What did they do to him?’

      ‘It sounded like they ganged up on him and beat him up. He managed to avoid any serious injuries, though. Just cuts and bruises.’

      I can’t decide whether that second part is a good or bad thing. But of course it’s good. I don’t want the guy to die.

      Do I?

      ‘How do you know about this?’

      ‘I find things out. It’s my job to do so.’

      I’m sceptical about that, because even though he is a reporter, I wouldn’t have thought he would have any way of knowing what was going on inside a prison. But maybe attacks on the inside have to be reported. But why is he reporting it directly to me instead of just letting me read about it in the newspaper?

      ‘Why are you telling me this?’

      ‘Because you have a right to know after what that man did to you.’

      I’m trying to see if he is being genuine, or if this is just a way of him trying to get into my good graces. But I can’t tell. My brain is still scrambled with the thought of Carl being beaten up. I can still remember what that man looked like when I saw him in court for his sentencing. He looked pale and very anxious, not that it was much consolation to me at the time. But hearing that he is now covered in cuts and bruises changes the image I have carried of him in my mind for the last six months.

      Now that I really think about it, I am actually a little glad that he has suffered. It won’t make up for my pain, but it is something, I suppose.

      ‘I hope you appreciate me coming to give you this news,’ Alex goes on. ‘And I was hoping it might change your mind about talking with me, for a piece in the paper?’

      I knew it. He’s not here to break the news to me gently. He is working another angle, still hungry for my story and willing to do anything to get it.

      But now that the shock of hearing what happened to Carl has worn off, I’m ready to remind Alex exactly where he can go. ‘Get lost! I don’t need you to come and tell me anything. I just need you to leave me alone!’

      I get the boot of my car open and throw in the textbooks. Then I abandon my plan of applying some lipstick, deciding instead to go back inside the school, because I know Alex can’t follow me in there.

      I lock the car and scurry towards the entrance to the school. Alex calls after me, but I ignore him and make it back inside, where he can’t bother me anymore.

      Returning to the staffroom, I can feel my heart racing. I’m not sure if it is because of rushing away from my car or the adrenaline from what I have just heard. Whatever it is, I’m glad to see that there is nobody else around to ask me what is going on. It seems that all the other teachers have already left for the pub.

      I take the opportunity for a quiet moment before joining them, slumping down onto one of the sofas, taking a deep breath and allowing my heart rate to settle again. But no sooner have I managed that than I get another shock.

      ‘Anni? Is everything okay?’

      I look up sharply. It turns out that I wasn’t alone in here after all. Jo is here; I must have missed her when I walked in because she was behind the door.

      ‘You made me jump,’ I say, putting a hand to my chest and getting confirmation that my heart is still thumping away, although much faster than it should be.

      ‘I’m sorry. I thought you had gone to the pub with everybody.’

      ‘I’m on my way to join them now. I just came back inside because …’

      I don’t finish my sentence because I don’t need to tell Jo about the reporter. As far as I know, she still doesn’t know about what I’ve been through, and I’m happy enough to keep it that way for now.

      ‘Are you coming to the pub, too?’ I ask her when I notice she has her coat on.

      ‘Oh, no. Not tonight.’

      ‘You should come. Even if it’s just for one. Brenda always gets the first round.’

      ‘Maybe next time.’

      Jo makes a move for the door, but I realise that I don’t want her to leave. If I can get her to the pub, then it might mean there is at least one person there I can have a normal conversation with. All the other teachers will be walking on eggshells, trying their best not to say anything that might upset me and ruin the night for all involved. But Jo won’t be. She’ll just chat to me like a normal person would.

      ‘You have to come,’ I say, getting up from the sofa with urgency, as if I’ve just remembered something. ‘Brenda always notices who is there, and she doesn’t like it when people don’t make the effort. You’re new, so it might be best to stay in her good books.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘I know it’s silly, but trust me. I almost didn’t go to my first drinks event until someone told me that it would be better if I did. Brenda takes this very seriously.’

      ‘Oh, I see.’

      ‘Come for one?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘It’s mandatory, so I guess you have no choice. Come on. Let’s get a move on. We can still make the first round if we’re quick.’

      I don’t give Jo any more chance to protest, linking my arm in hers and marching her towards the door alongside me, like we are two best friends out looking for mischief rather than just two colleagues who only met five days ago. But while she might not want to come with me, I want her to be there. One, it’ll be good to have her company at the pub. But two, it will also be good to have her with me in case Alex is still loitering outside. He won’t approach me when I’m with somebody else. The last thing he wants is a witness who can verify how much he has been bothering me.

      I’m pleased to say that there is no sign of the reporter as we exit the school and cross the car park in the direction of the pub. But just to stay safe, I keep Jo close by.

      I’m sure she doesn’t mind my overly friendly behaviour.

      In fact, I hope she is flattered by it.

      We really might end up being good friends. Why wouldn’t she want that?
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      I’d almost done it. I’d almost made it to the end of the week without getting any closer to Anni. It has been five days since we went to the café for those delicious buns, and in that time, I have managed to keep my interactions with her to a minimum. Which was just the way I wanted it. I’d also made sure to deliberately hang back at the school tonight once I heard that several of the teachers were going for drinks. I’d waited until everybody had left the school, planning on slipping away to go home entirely unnoticed.

      But I got unlucky. Anni inexplicably stayed back late, too, and that’s how I ended up crossing paths with her in the staffroom. Before I knew it, she had got me to come to the pub with her despite my protests. She even linked arms with me as we made our way there.

      The mother of the child I killed just linked arms with me.

      I felt sick the whole time, and I’ve been struggling to get over that feeling since we reached our destination and got our first drinks. Anni was right: Brenda got the first round, so at least I didn’t have to spend money I can’t afford to. But now we are sitting with all the other teachers, many of whom seem to be showing a whole other side to their personalities now they are outside the boundaries of the school. I am still very much in an awkward situation. That’s because Anni is sitting on my left, and for as long as I am around her, I won’t be able to breathe easily.

      I try not to imagine what Carl would say if he knew what I was doing now while he is in prison serving time on my behalf. He’d surely think I’d gone mad. Have me sectioned. Want me examined for mental problems. And could I blame him?

      There must be something wrong with me.

      Why else would I allow myself to play with fire this much?

      ‘So how good does it feel to have finished your first week at the madhouse?’ Anni asks me before she takes a sip from her drink.

      ‘Yeah, it feels good. I’m exhausted.’

      I’ve already decided that my tactic will be to keep hinting at how tired I am so I can get away just as soon as I have finished my own drink.

      ‘Don’t worry. It gets easier,’ chips in Cassandra, a Year 2 teacher with wild, frizzy hair that explains why I overheard one of the pupils referring to her as a Yeti. ‘Or maybe it’s just that the drinks every Friday night get stronger.’

      She laughs at her own joke, but a few other teachers snigger, too. It gets me wondering how common this Friday night tradition actually is. I was led to believe that it just happened once a month, but given the pub’s proximity to the school, it leads me to believe Anni told me a fib when she said I had to come.

      But why? Why did she want me here? Why is she being so friendly with me?

      It only takes the next half an hour for the answer to that last question to become more apparent. Anni is well liked by her colleagues, but she isn’t particularly close with any of them. There seems to be a distance between them, although I’m wondering if it’s one that was only created since the accident that took her son’s life. It’s obvious that everyone is a little nervous around her, clearly afraid of saying the wrong thing, so it seems that their answer to that problem is not to spend too long talking to her. They can’t upset her if they don’t say anything to her, can they?

      But Anni is obviously aware of that change in their behaviour, because she looks awkward, too. She doesn’t seem as chatty as she did when we went for lunch the other day, and I suspect that she wanted me here because she knew that I’d be the only one here to talk to her freely. But I haven’t been doing that. If anything, I’ve been acting even more awkwardly than everybody else. And then things get even more awkward when Cassandra asks me about my boyfriend.

      ‘I want to know more about your fella, Jo. This mystery man of yours, who works away so much. Do you have a photo of him?’

      I’m already regretting mentioning my boyfriend to Cassandra earlier in the week, when she asked me if I was in a relationship. But she cornered me in the staffroom, and I didn’t want to seem weird, so I just fobbed her off with my well-rehearsed line about how my man is away a lot and left it at that. But that clearly wasn’t enough for her. Now she is back for more gossip.

      Damn these teachers. Do they not have anything interesting going on in their own lives?

      Then again, it would be hard for any of them to top what is going on in mine.

      ‘Erm, no,’ I reply, but it’s a rubbish answer. What girlfriend wouldn’t have a photo of their boyfriend on their phone?

      ‘Come on. Don’t be shy. We all want to see him,’ Cassandra goes on, warming into her role as the chief conversationalist. I would have thought that would have been Brenda, on account of her being the boss and all, but she’s sitting at the end of the table, focusing on her wine glass.

      ‘Erm, I’m not sure I have any good photos of him,’ I try, doing my best to stall because there can be no way I go into my handbag for my phone and start flicking through images of Carl. If I do, then Anni will see, and that will be the quickest way of turning this awkward social gathering into an even bigger nightmare than it already is.

      But Cassandra isn’t letting me get away with being coy that easily, and she actually takes it upon herself to reach out for my handbag herself, no doubt emboldened by her first drink and working under the illusion that we are already a lot closer than we actually are. But I react instinctively, actually putting my hand out to stop hers, which catches Cassandra by surprise, as well as a few others around the table.

      ‘Sorry. I wasn’t actually going to go in your handbag,’ Cassandra tells me, appearing a little shocked that I would react so defensively. ‘I was only joking.’

      I feel the eyes of all the teachers at the table on me and know I need to downplay what just happened so they don’t think I’m weird.

      ‘Ha, yeah, I know. I was joking too,’ I say, but I’m not sure it really works. Cassandra still looks irritated that I practically slapped her hand away.

      ‘Leave her alone,’ Anni says then, suddenly coming to my rescue. ‘She isn’t pestering you for photos of your man, is she?’

      ‘Nobody wants to see pictures of my man,’ Cassandra quips back. ‘Even I don’t want to see them!’

      That gets a laugh from everybody around the table, or at least, everyone except me. I’m just relieved that we seem to have moved on, and it was all thanks to Anni that we did.

      I glance at her as the other teachers begin talking about something else, and I see her give me a wink, as if she was happy to do me a favour. I smile to let her know that I appreciate it, but that only covers up how bad I am feeling on the inside.

      God, why is she being so nice to me? Is she really that desperate for a friend?

      I get another wave of paranoia then that says she knows who I am and is toying with me, like an animal playing with its food before the decisive moment comes. But surely she couldn’t be that good an actress? She must just be a nice person. That makes all of this even worse.

      ‘I need to get going,’ I say, taking one more sip of my drink for show, but still leaving over half of it as I stand up to make my way out from around the table.

      ‘Where are you going? It’s only early!’ cries Tim, who is already on his second drink and, having loosened his tie, looks set for a late one.

      ‘I have an early start in the morning,’ I lie before squeezing my way past the legs of a few of my colleagues, although I have made sure to go the opposite way to where Anni sits so I can avoid her easier.

      ‘Thanks for the drink, Brenda,’ I manage to call out before I’m rushing towards the exit, excited to get out of this situation, even if I’m going to leave everybody behind me at the table thinking that I’m strange.

      But I don’t care about that. As I step out of the pub and feel the cold air hit my face, it’s a relief to be free again. No more teachers. No more awkward conversation. No more having to skirt around the subject of my boyfriend. And no more Anni.

      It’s the weekend, so I get a two-day reprieve. I feel like I need every second of it.

      Now all I need to do is get the bus and I will be out of here.

      ‘Jo? Is everything okay?’

      I recognise the voice behind me as belonging to Anni.

      Oh no. She has followed me out here. Why would she do that?

      ‘I’m fine. I just need to get going. You go back in and have a good night,’ I try, giving her a wave and setting off in the direction of the bus stop, although in my haste, I quickly realise I’m going the wrong way.

      ‘Do you want a lift home?’

      ‘What? No, I’m fine. Thank you.’

      ‘I don’t mind. I’m leaving myself anyway. One drink is more than enough with those guys. Come on, my car is just over here. Hop in.’

      Anni flashes me her car keys, then sets off across the road towards the school car park. I’m once again torn being doing what is right and running away as fast as I can, or doing what is wrong and being polite so as not to give her any reason to suspect that I am withholding something from her.

      I wouldn’t have got in the car, honestly I wouldn’t, if only I hadn’t seen my bus drive past me in that moment. I had just missed the latest one, and at this time on a Friday, I’d have to wait another half an hour for the next one.

      That was why I ended up going with Anni. I just wanted to get home in the quickest manner possible, lock my front door and close the curtains.

      But I didn’t end up getting home for quite a while.

      In fact, I ended up staying out the whole night, although I wasn’t to know that would happen as I followed Anni to her car on that fateful Friday.
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      The first thing I see when I wake up is the sunlight streaming in through the open window beside my bed. It’s so bright and so disconcerting that I quickly close my eyes again before putting my hands over my face for good measure. Why did I go to bed without closing my curtains? I never do that. I like it dark when I sleep, like most normal people do. But for some reason, I have broken from tradition. And my pounding headache and dry throat quickly help me figure out why.

      Oh no. I overdid it last night. I had too much to drink. That explains why I just crashed out in my bed without closing the curtains.

      Wait, this is my bed, right?

      I quickly open my eyes again and check my surroundings. It’s a relief when I see the rest of my bedroom. I am home, so it’s not a total disaster. I might not actually be able to remember getting home, but at least I’m here. Now all I need to do is try to go back to sleep so I don’t have to put up with this awful headache …

      The sound of a creaking floorboard out in the hallway jerks me awake even more, and I hold my breath as I listen to the sounds of somebody else moving around in my house. Who the hell is it? I should be alone here. I’ve been alone here ever since Tobi died. But there it is again. Another creak of a floorboard.

      Somebody else in my house.

      And I need to find out who it is.

      My first thought is that it could be Joel, and I actually call out to him as I scramble out of bed and throw on my dressing gown. Normally, he never just lets himself in, but he did used to have a spare key to this place so he could drop Tobi back after his visits without any awkward doorstep conversations, and now that I think about it, I don’t ever recall asking for it back from him. But it has to be him now, and he’d better have a good reason for why he has come into my house on a Saturday morning without warning.

      But he still isn’t answering, and my anxiety levels are only ramping up as I reach my bedroom door and fling it open. But I get a shock when I do because it’s not my ex-husband whom I see lurking in the hallway.

      It’s Jo.

      ‘Sorry, I was trying not to wake you,’ she tells me. I notice she is dressed in the clothes she wore to school yesterday. ‘I was just leaving.’

      That all seems fair enough, but my brain is still having a hard time keeping up with all of this, and I have questions.

      ‘What happened last night?’ I ask as I run a hand down my weary face.

      ‘Erm … we had a bit of a late one.’

      I frown as I try to recall, but then it starts to come back to me. We were in my car. I was taking Jo home. But then I insisted we go for food. We were in an Indian restaurant. There were lots of poppadoms and naan breads. And glasses of wine. We went somewhere else after that. The pub on the high street. We stayed until closing time. Then we came back here for a nightcap. I guess that explains why I fell into bed without closing my curtains. It explains why Jo is here, too.

      I must have invited her to stay the night.

      ‘My head is banging,’ I say as I lean against the frame of my bedroom doorway and rub one of my bleary eyes. ‘What time did we get in?’

      ‘It was late.’

      I notice then that Jo doesn’t look quite as bad as I do, although that might only be because she woke up before I did, and has had a little more time to get herself together.

      ‘Do you want a coffee or anything?’ I offer, using my frazzled brain to try to work out what I have in the house to offer to my guest. ‘I might have some bread somewhere. I could make toast?’

      ‘No, I’m fine, thank you. I really need to get going. I’ve got stuff to do.’

      ‘Of course. No problem.’

      I’m actually relieved that Jo needs to go, because it means I won’t have to spend the next hour playing the good host. I’m certainly not up to doing that in my state.

      ‘I’ll show you out,’ I say as I leave the sanctuary of the doorframe and stumble down the hallway, where I pass Jo before going down the stairs.

      I hear her footsteps on the staircase behind me as we descend, but she isn’t very chatty, and I guess she is feeling as bad as I am, which is why it’s a relief to us both when we reach the front door, and I unlock it.

      ‘I’ll see you on Monday,’ I say with a weary smile, hoping that more memories of Friday night will have returned to me by then.

      ‘Yeah, see you then,’ Jo replies with a quick nod before rushing past me and leaving my house.

      ‘Wait. How are you getting home? Do you want me to call you a taxi or anything?’ I suddenly ask when I realise Jo might have no idea where she is now.

      ‘No, it’s fine. I’ll walk. I need the fresh air.’

      With that, she gives me a half-hearted wave and then disappears down the street, as if she can’t get away quick enough.

      Maybe she is feeling sick and just wants to get home to where she can be ill in her own surroundings. I don’t blame her. There’s nothing worse than having a heavy night and then not being in your own bed when you wake up. No wonder she needs the fresh air. I need some of it myself.

      I take a few breaths of the morning air before retreating into my home and going to fix myself a very strong coffee. A couple of headache tablets accompany my drink, and as the morning progresses, I start to feel a little better in myself. But I’m still far from feeling great.

      I shouldn’t have drunk so much last night. I shouldn’t have thought that alcohol was the answer to helping me get over what has happened. I’ve already learnt that lesson, so I’m not sure why I felt like I had to do it again. But maybe I shouldn’t be so hard on myself, because there is no handbook on how to cope with the loss of a child. Everybody processes grief differently, and nobody is the expert on it despite what they might proclaim.

      But perhaps this is a sign that I do need to seek some outside help. Like going back to that counsellor, whom I have only seen once before. I still have her office address on a piece of paper in a drawer somewhere. I could give her a call. Arrange an appointment for next week. Explain how I have been struggling, and that my latest attempts at trying have done nothing but left me with a very sore head and a few gaps in my memory. The counsellor might have some advice, or at least she might be able to prescribe me something stronger than the pills I have in my kitchen cupboards. It has to be worth a try, doesn’t it? I can’t carry on like this.

      I feel my stomach churn then as I suddenly worry about what I might have said to Jo last night while I was under the influence. Did I talk about Tobi? Did I tell her what happened and how it has devastated my life? And was I so bad that I broke down in front of her, sobbing and admitting that my life is a mess?

      I really hope not. But I have no idea, because I can’t remember. I wonder if Jo can remember much herself. Maybe it’s best if she doesn’t. Maybe we can just see each other on Monday, and everything will be fine. Just a girl’s night out that went a little bit too far.

      But no harm done.

      We can still be friends.

      Can’t we?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        JO

      

      

      

      I’d been hoping that my long walk home would give me time to convince myself that last night was not a terrible idea. But by the time I reach my front door and take out my key, I haven’t been able to achieve it. Of course it was a bad idea. When is getting drunk with the mother of the child you killed ever a good one?

      And I stayed over at her house. Oh God, this is so bad.

      I feel like I’m going to be sick.

      And it has nothing to do with the alcohol.

      It’s a good hour before I feel like my stomach has settled enough for me to have a piece of toast and a cup of tea. Sitting alone at my kitchen table with nothing but the crumbs on the plate in front of me and an anxiety-ridden thought process that refuses to let me relax, I think about how I managed to get myself into an even bigger mess than I was in before.

      Getting into Anni’s car in the school car park was my first mistake. I knew it as soon as I put my seatbelt on and she started to reverse out of the parking space. That was because I realised that while Anni was offering to take me home, I could not afford to let her know where I lived. With the car in motion, Anni asked me which part of town she should be heading towards, but in my panic about her knowing my location, I ended up giving her false directions. Those directions took us through the centre of town, and it was there when Anni caught sight of the new Indian restaurant on the high street, the one she told me she had been wanting to try but hadn’t had anybody to go with.

      Then she invited me to have a curry with her.

      Another chance to just say no. Another opportunity to get out of the situation. All I had to do was say I wasn’t hungry, ask her to drop me off on a street corner, and then I would have been free. But I didn’t do that. I allowed Anni to talk me into going to that restaurant, partly because, just like her, I had been wanting to try it myself and had nobody I could go with.

      We were just two lonely souls looking for company.

      And that’s how we ended up staying out all night.

      I remember feeling extremely anxious about not drinking too much in Anni’s presence because I was afraid that my veneer would crack and she would figure me out. That was why I made sure to keep the conversation focused mainly on her throughout the night, although that was not without its problems, too. Emboldened by the wine and the company, Anni eventually lowered her guard and opened up to me for the first time about what it was she had been through so tragically in her past.

      The first time Tobi’s name was mentioned was when we were finishing up our curries. Anni brought his name up out of nowhere, telling me that she was a mother, a fact which I guess she would have expected me to be surprised about. I had to feign that surprise whilst also avoiding the natural course of the conversation that would have dictated that I ask Anni about her child then, but it didn’t matter because once Anni mentioned him, she didn’t stop talking about him.

      Can you imagine what it was like for me to have to sit there and listen to several stories about the boy I accidentally killed? His personality. His hobbies. His enthusiasm for life. And the impact he had on those around him. I had to listen to it all – and there was a lot to listen to, the information pouring out of the inebriated Anni like water pouring out of a tap. She told me about how her life had changed so much this year before getting onto the one day I never wanted to talk about with anybody ever again: The day of the accident.

      It was as if everything else in the restaurant had just frozen in time as Anni began to tell me about the events of that summer’s day in painstaking detail. How they had been at a birthday party. How they had been walking home. How Anni had been taking a call from her ex-husband. And how Tobi had slipped away from her just for one moment, but it was to be the last moment she would ever see him alive …

      Anni wasn’t the only one with tears in her eyes as she recalled seeing Tobi lying in the middle of the road after the life had already left him. I was crying too, but I knew I could get away with it; I just looked like I was getting emotional about the story my new friend was telling me. Anni had no idea I was actually crying because I could recall the incident just as vividly as she could.

      That draining conversation was an emotional roller coaster, and I was only able to get through it because I didn’t have to say anything. My only requirement was to sit there and listen to everything that Anni was telling me. The emotional burden she was getting off her chest seemed like it had been a long time coming. I wondered how many people she had ever really spoken to about the accident before in such a manner. I had to assume it wasn’t many. I guess she chose to open up to me because I was the one person who hadn’t known her before it happened, so I had no preconceived notions of her, no knowledge about the woman she had been before she lost everything.

      Since she’d poured her heart out to me at the meal, there was no way I could have gotten away with just leaving after that, not when she asked me if I wanted one more drink with her at the bar nearby. It would take a very heartless person to walk away from somebody who had just confessed to feeling broken; that was why I had to be around her a little longer. But it was at that point, when I had lowered my defences myself and was shaken by Anni’s sorrowful story, I picked up the pace in my own drinking, if only to block out the true horror of what I had just heard.

      And that’s how I ended up spending the night at her place. I was simply in too bad a way to make it home by myself; it was just easier to fall into the back of the taxi with Anni and head back to her house.

      But I awoke early this morning, my guilty conscience pulling me out of sleep as it always did at the earliest opportunity. Once I figured out where I was, I attempted to get out of there as quickly as possible. I really wish Anni hadn’t woken up. That way I could have just slipped out without having to see her. But she heard me making my escape, which forced me to endure another couple of painful minutes before I was finally able to get out of her company for the first time in over twelve hours.

      But I got away, and my secret is still safe. Now there is only one thing I need to do.

      I need to send that resignation email to Brenda.

      I’m definitely doing it now. There is no doubt in my mind. I cannot see Anni on Monday. I cannot see her ever again. This is the end of our ‘friendship’. No more working together. No more meals and drinks together. And definitely no more deep conversations about her son, either.

      I’m bailing. Quitting while I’m ahead – if I even am. It certainly doesn’t feel that way. But just before I can start typing out the email on my phone, I get interrupted by an incoming call.

      I don’t recognise the number, but I answer it anyway. When I do, I hear the serious-sounding voice of a woman at the other end of the line.

      ‘Hello. Is that Jo Foster?’

      ‘Yes. Who’s this?’

      ‘My name is Karen Dawson. I’m calling from the hospital ward at Brigham Prison.’

      My body turns cold in that instant. It’s the prison where Carl is being held.

      ‘What’s happened? What’s wrong?’ I want to know urgently.

      ‘I’m just calling because your number has been listed as Carl’s emergency contact, and I’m required to let you know that Carl was admitted into the hospital earlier this morning.’

      ‘Why? What happened?’

      ‘It’s not clear yet, but—’

      ‘Is he okay? Can I see him?’

      The other end of the line goes quiet then. I have to wait for the answers to my questions.

      That can’t be a good sign, can it?
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      What does it feel like to have to beg for your life? It’s not pleasant. But it’s not much better when your prayers get answered, because even then, you still have to deal with the injuries sustained when it seemed like all hope was lost.

      The hospital bed I am lying in is not providing any comfort for my broken bones, nor is the medication doing much in the way of easing my pain. But at least I am off that prison wing, the one that is home to the men who would almost certainly have killed me had it not been for the interruption of the wardens, who were able to pull them off me while I was still clinging to life.

      As I was promised by both my cellmate and the people who carried out the first attack, there was more to come. The second attack was much worse. I was cornered again, and I was beaten viciously, but it was the addition of the iron bedpost, in amongst all the punching and kicking, that made this one so much worse.

      Apparently, one of the other prisoners had managed to remove the bedpost from his cell, and that had been how he had been able to break my arm, as well as cracking one of my ribs, in the assault. But I suppose I should be thankful. It could have been a lot worse.

      He could have had a knife.

      I sincerely doubt I would have lived to tell the tale had my attackers possessed an instrument capable of cutting me deeper than the bedpost achieved. As it was, I was just badly beaten before being urgently transferred to this prison hospital, where I have been told I will stay until I have recovered. But I’m not worried about the short-term future. I know I’ll make it through the next few days. What I am worried about is the long term, because if I get sent back to the same wing, I won’t get lucky a third time.

      The next attack will be the last one.

      That’s why I have already told the staff in this hospital that they either have to allow me to stay here, or they have to transfer me to a different prison, one where a convicted child killer won’t be a massive target. That might mean having to go onto a wing with paedophiles and other sex offenders, but even that would be better than being taken back to my current wing, where my enemies are lying in wait.

      This is so screwed up. I know moving prisons will make it harder for Jo to see me. But what can I do? It’s either that or she’ll most likely never see me again.

      The appearance of the nurse at my bedside again makes me think that it must be time for my dose of painkillers. But it’s not. She’s here to tell me that I have a visitor.

      Jo is here.

      Oh God, what is she going to say when she sees me like this?

      I don’t need a mirror to get an idea of how bad I look. I get that reflection perfectly when I see Jo’s face as she approaches my hospital bed. She’s already crying, and as she looks my battered body up and down – from my right arm in a sling to my heavily bandaged torso – she continues to weep as her heart breaks for seeing me in such a state.

      ‘It’s not that bad,’ I try, but my poor attempt at a joke doesn’t go down well. Even if it had, I am in too much pain to have a follow-up comment. It hurts just to speak, which is a shame, because it’s going to give Jo the opportunity to do most of the talking, and I’m worried about what she might have to say.

      As predicted, it’s not good.

      ‘I spoke to somebody at the prison. They told me why you were attacked. And they told me why. It’s because of the crime you’re inside for.’

      There goes any hope I had of making out like this was just some general disagreement between me and a fellow inmate. Jo already knows it has everything to do with my inmates’ total disdain for any crimes against children. That’s what leads her to her next point.

      ‘This has gone too far. We have to tell the truth. We tell them that I was the one who hit Tobi, not you. Then you won’t be in any more danger.’

      It’s crazy, but I can see that Jo actually thinks that is the best thing to do. But of course it isn’t, because she’s overlooked one very important point.

      ‘And what do you think the police would say if we did that? Do you think they’d just let me go free? Or would they be interested in punishing me for perverting the course of justice and wasting police time? I have a feeling they would be, which would mean that we would both end up in prison. What good would that do us?’

      I hate having to be so harsh with the woman I love, but this isn’t the time for treading lightly. I can see how worked up Jo is, so I can’t risk not making her understand how terrible an idea it would be for us to come clean. If we both end up behind bars, then not only would she be in danger too, but we wouldn’t be able to see each other while we served out our sentences, meaning there would be no way for one of us to provide support to the other through this difficult time.

      But even with that having been clearly stated, Jo still doesn’t seem happy about carrying on as we have been. That must be why she tells me the most shocking thing I have heard in a long time.

      ‘I’ve met Anni,’ she says, her voice low and her eyes down at the floor.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Tobi’s mum. I’ve met her.’

      ‘What do you mean you’ve met her?’

      ‘I work with her. She’s one of the other teachers at my new school.’

      It’s a good job I’m not in a fit state to get out of this bed because if I were, then I would have jumped out of it right there and then. As it is, I have to process this disturbing statement from my partner from my current position, flat on my back and full of pain.

      ‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’

      Jo shakes her head.

      ‘You’re telling me you’ve been working with her?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Why? Are you stupid? Why wouldn’t you just quit?’

      ‘Because I’ve got no money!’

      Our raised voices attract the attention of the warden outside the room, and I worry that he is going to station himself closer to my bed now, so that we can’t talk as openly as we have so far. But he doesn’t move; the suspicions I had about him when I first saw him are clearly correct. He’s not as strict as the wardens inside the prison, and that is to my benefit.

      ‘Find another job. I don’t care where. Just get away from that woman.’

      ‘I was going to.’

      ‘You should have quit on day one!’

      ‘I know! But it’s not as simple as that. You don’t know how hard it’s been for me out there. Not working for so long, then not being able to find a good job. I’m struggling!’

      ‘So am I! Take a look. Do you think life has been rosy for me in here?’

      ‘No, of course not. I’m just trying to explain why I haven’t quit yet.’

      ‘There’s nothing to explain! Do I need to remind you that you being around Anni increases the risk that she finds out what we have done? We can’t allow that to happen!’

      ‘I know!’

      ‘Then stay away from her!’

      I think that should be the end of the matter, because there’s surely no argument Jo can make from here. But she surprises me again by coming up with something else.

      ‘I’m going to speak to Anni. Tell her what happened to you. I’ll say I heard about it in the news, and that you’re going to get killed unless she tells your attackers to leave you alone. She doesn’t have to know that I know you. I can make it seem like I’m just trying to be helpful.’

      ‘Are you hearing yourself right now? That’s a terrible idea!’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because she’ll see right through it. Why would you come to my defence unless you know me? She’ll know we’re connected then, and then she might start asking questions, wondering where you were that day.’

      ‘But I won’t tell her!’

      ‘How do you know how you’ll react under pressure? You’re better off just avoiding the whole situation completely. You can only do that by staying as far away from her as possible.’

      I can hardly believe that I’m having to spell this out for Jo. But I haven’t gone through all of this just to see it blow up in our faces now.

      ‘Please, Jo. I’m begging you. Stay away from her. Promise me that you will.’

      ‘I’m just so scared. What if they attack you again?’

      ‘They won’t. I’m getting extra protection now.’

      I decide not to mention the possible prison transfer quite yet, in case it really sends Jo over the edge.

      ‘But maybe if Anni said something, then you wouldn’t need it.’

      ‘Forget about it. It’s not worth the risk. Now, are you going to promise me that you’ll never see her again?’

      Jo nods her head firmly. I believe her. She’s not as mad as I thought. Thank God for that.

      The rest of our visit is spent in a much calmer manner, with her holding my hand (the good one, not the one attached to my broken limb), and the pair of us trying to cheer ourselves up by talking about the future and all the things we are going to do together when I eventually get out of custody. By the time Jo leaves, she has assured me she will be handing in her notice at that school, thereby removing herself from Anni’s proximity.

      That’s all I needed to hear.

      As long as those two women stay apart, there is no way our secret can come out.

      If only it had been as simple as that.
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      After a weekend of recovering from my exploits with Jo on Friday night, Monday morning has come around again, and I am preparing to leave the house to start another week of work. But I’m not feeling down about it. I’m glad to be getting out of the house, although I am a little anxious about seeing Jo in the staffroom, because I still can’t quite remember everything I said to her during our night together.

      I have spent the weekend wishing I had gotten her phone number, because I could have sent her a text message to ease my anxiety, in which I would have told her that I had fun, and apologised if things got a little heavy between us. After all, I’m not sure most people’s idea of a fun Friday out is listening to a grieving mother blab on about her lost son for hours. But maybe it wasn’t as bad as that – or maybe it was, but Jo just didn’t mind. The problem is that I’m not going to truly know until I see her today.

      Putting on my coat and picking up my handbag, I head for the front door, ready to face the world once more. But no sooner have I opened the door and stepped outside than I see a familiar face, and it’s obvious I’m not the only one who is ready to start work.

      ‘Mrs Beckford! Have you got a minute?’

      Oh no. Not again.

      ‘That’s it, I’m calling the police! I warned you!’

      I am deadly serious as I reach into my handbag for my phone, having reached the point where I have had enough of being harassed by this reporter. But as usual, Alex’s motormouth kicks into gear again, and he says something that slows me down.

      ‘Carl has been attacked again in prison, and this time, it is much worse. He’s in hospital now, and he’s in a very bad way. What do you think about that?’

      I suddenly notice that Alex is not alone like he usually is. There is a young woman a few feet behind him, holding a camera. It’s pointing right at me.

      ‘Turn that thing off!’ I instruct the both of them, but instead of waiting to see if they actually comply with my wishes, I just try to hurry past them to get to my car.

      ‘Apparently, he was beaten with an iron bedpost and suffered broken bones in the attack. Do you have anything to say about that?’

      I know I shouldn’t have responded to that. I know I should have just gotten in my car, locked the doors and phoned the police. But I didn’t do that. It must have been the spike of adrenaline I felt when I heard that the man who killed my son had suffered grievous injuries. Or perhaps some small part of me felt like playing up for the camera in that moment, as if my brain knew it had been quiet for long enough and now, finally, had a small moment to make its true feelings heard. Whatever it was, I ended up answering Alex’s question – but no sooner had I done so than I regretted it.

      ‘I hope he is in pain, because I am in pain too. And I hope his attackers do a better job next time.’

      Ouch. Not my best moment. I knew it as soon as the words left my mouth. I rush into my car and slam the door shut behind me before I can blurt out anything else. But it’s too late. The camera has been on me, and it surely recorded what I had said.

      I know it is bad when I see Alex and his colleague leaving. Usually, he would keep pestering me until I drove away, but he is leaving of his own accord now. That makes me think he has already got what he came here to get. A reaction. A sound bite. Something to give to his boss to schedule into the next news report.

      Damn it. What should I do? Ask for it not to be shown to anybody? Can I do that? Perhaps, but I daren’t get back out and try to engage with Alex again, because I’m still afraid of what else might come out of my mouth. My response was not premeditated or calculated. It was just pure emotion. I guess I do hate Carl more than I thought. So much for trying to process things like an adult. I just reacted like an angry child. But it sure did feel good to be honest about my emotions for a moment instead of pretending like I’m going to be fine.

      Alex and the camerawoman have already left my street by the time I reverse off my driveway and set off in the direction of the school. I wonder when I will see them again. If Carl ends up getting killed inside? It certainly seems like he is having a rough time of it in prison. But why should it be easy? He’s a criminal. He made his choices. Now he has to deal with the consequences.

      I notice that my hands are gripping the steering wheel tightly, and my heart is pounding, but despite all the craziness of the last few minutes, I realise that a big part of me is glad that Carl is in hospital. The thought of him lying in a bed with broken bones is certainly a nicer image for me to have of him than the one I had before, which was of him lying in a bed in his cell, joking with his cellmate about how cushy life was on the inside and how he expected to be out soon on good behaviour.

      Reaching the school grounds, I park in my usual place and head inside, savouring the current quietness that surrounds the school. Give it half an hour and this place will be overrun with children being dropped off by their parents. But for now, I have time to make my way around the premises peacefully, and as I reach the staffroom, I am looking forward to a cup of tea and eating the cereal bar I have in my handbag.

      Most of the other teachers are already present as I enter, barring a couple of traditional latecomers, like Tim, who has never been a morning person, particularly when the morning belongs to a Monday. But I also notice that Jo is not here yet, which isn’t a big deal because she still has plenty of time to make it before 9 am, but it does prevent me from touching base with her and making sure I didn’t say anything too embarrassing on Friday night.

      I take a seat on one of the sofas and nibble my breakfast bar while pretending to be engaged in the chatter from the other teachers around me. But I find myself nervously watching the doorway for Jo’s arrival, which makes it all the more troubling when the bell sounds for the start of the day and she still hasn’t appeared.

      I ask a couple of teachers if they have seen her as we all file out of the room on our way to our respective classes, but they shake their heads and shrug their shoulders before one of them jokes that she has probably quit because one week of working here is more than enough for any sane person. I manage a small smile, but I really hope they are wrong. I hope Jo hasn’t left already. I hope I will get to see her again. But I make it all the way to my class without encountering her in the corridors, and as I close the door and begin my first lesson, I can only hope that I will see her at lunchtime.

      If not, then I guess my colleague was right.

      One week here might have been enough for her.
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      I’ve kept my word to Carl. I haven’t gone back to work, and therefore, I haven’t seen Anni since Friday night. But I’ve not quite done everything that I was supposed to do. That’s because technically, I haven’t quit my job yet. I phoned in sick today, speaking with the school admin assistant and telling her to pass on a message to Brenda that I had a bit of a stomach bug and wouldn’t be able to take any lessons on this Monday. I know it’s not quite the resignation notice it should have been, but I’ll get around to it. For now, I’ve bought myself some time. I certainly need that, because I’m still trying to process what has happened to Carl.

      I’m shocked at the brutality he has suffered, as well as angry at the prison staff for not ensuring his safety. No sooner had I left my injured boyfriend’s side than I had demanded to speak to someone in management at the prison, to ask what measures would be taken to ensure it never happened again. Not only that, but I wanted to find out if it was possible for us to make a claim against the prison, because what would have happened if Carl had been killed?

      There might have been some form of compensation, but it would have been too late. Unfortunately, I didn’t get to vent my anger at anybody in power because it was the weekend. I’ll have to file my complaints sometime this week, while Carl’s broken bones continue to heal.

      I’ve spent most of the morning lying on the sofa at home, feeling sorry for both myself and my poor partner, whilst also trying my best not to think too much about the money I have lost by not going to work today. As a contractor, I don’t get paid for sick leave, so I’m not earning while I ‘recuperate’ at home, nor will I be earning once I finally pluck up the courage to leave my job completely. But I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t nice not to have to be around a load of rowdy children on a Monday morning. As I make it to midday, I’m feeling like I’m just about ready to send that resignation email that has been long overdue.

      The twelve o’clock local news bulletin begins running on the TV as I type out a sharp and concise message to Brenda, but I have reason to pause when I see the first item on the agenda.

      It’s Carl. More specifically, a news report about the attack.

      I drop my phone and grab the remote control, turning up the volume so I can hear the female reporter better as she tells the viewers that local man Carl Benson, convicted of causing death by dangerous driving earlier this year, is currently in hospital after an assault inside the prison where he was serving time. Of course, this isn’t news to me, but it’s still shocking to see the face of the man I love on-screen, particularly when the details of the news report are so grim.

      But it’s the next part of the report that is truly shocking, because the camera cuts away to somebody’s driveway, and while it takes me a moment to realise who it is on-screen, when I do, I put my hands over my mouth.

      It’s Anni.

      She looks angry.

      And then she speaks.

      ‘I hope he is in pain, because I am in pain, too. And I hope his attackers do a better job next time.’

      What? Did she really just say that?

      Did she really take joy in hearing about Carl’s injuries before adding that she hopes he suffers more in the future?

      The news broadcast has cut back to the studio, and the reporter is already moving on with the next story. But I’m not ready to move on yet. Not after what I just heard.

      How could Anni say those things? Is that how she really feels? I guess it must be, because we all know that the camera doesn’t lie. There she was, captured on film, giving her true feelings about the man I love. But while I know she has every right to hate him after what he did, she has no right to go on TV and essentially give credit to his attackers. If anything, she has just given them a green light to go ahead and hurt Carl again.

      She’s approved their actions. Validated their sense of justice.

      And potentially condemned Carl to death.

      I leap up off the sofa with my fists clenched and my teeth gritted, because I can’t have this. I won’t allow it. I know I’m not supposed to go anywhere near Anni anymore, but that was before she appeared on TV and took pleasure in his pain. I have to see her now, and I have to confront her about this very dangerous thing she has done.

      Grabbing my phone and deleting the resignation email once again, I hurry into the bedroom and throw on some more suitable clothing before I leave my flat and hurry to the bus stop. If the bus is on time, then I should be able to make it to the school before the end of the lunch hour. That will give me a chance to speak to Anni before she goes back to her classes.

      I’m sure everyone will be surprised to see me, considering that I’m supposed to be ill, but I’ll just say that I recovered quicker than I thought. But that doesn’t matter. I’m not going to the school to work. I’m going to demand answers from Anni. I want her to take back what she said. Apologise for it. And go back on camera and tell the prison wardens to protect Carl, because violence is not the answer.

      So what if it gives me away? I can’t just sit back and let her get away with this.

      It turns out that I’m in luck. A bus is due in two minutes. That means I should be at the school shortly.

      And that is not good news for Anni.
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      I thought about going to the café for one of those delicious buns at lunch today, but decided against it when I remembered what happened the last time I went outside. I had a camera stuck in my face, and I said a stupid thing. So best if I stay inside for now and lie low. But I am tempted to call the police and report Alex and that camerawoman for harassment, and I might just do that once I’ve eaten my sandwich and had five minutes to calm down after a busy morning teaching children things that they weren’t particularly interested in learning.

      The staffroom is a hive of activity, as it always is at this time of day, the morning weariness having been replaced by a more energetic vibe now the caffeine has well and truly kicked in and rumbling stomachs have been filled. I grab my sandwich from the fridge and take a seat at one of the small tables beside Cassandra before asking her if she has heard anything about Jo, who is still conspicuous by her absence.

      ‘I think she phoned in sick,’ Cassandra tells me with a knowing look that suggests she doesn’t exactly believe Jo is ill. ‘A Monday on only her second week, too. I bet Brenda isn’t impressed.’

      I bet she isn’t either, because our headmistress does not like it when her staff fail to report for duty. As she has said before, ‘This is a school. There are always going to be bugs going around. If I phoned in sick every time I had a cough or a sniffle, then I would never be here.’ It’s hardly the most compassionate of opinions, but she does kind of have a point. But perhaps Jo is suffering from something a little more serious than just a runny nose and a headache. I really wish I had her number so I could call her and find out.

      But then I suddenly see her entering the staffroom in a very determined manner. She approaches my table and speaks to me as if she has been here all morning and her absence warrants no further explanation.

      ‘Can I have a word with you? Somewhere more private?’

      She looks around at all the other teachers, most of whom are looking back in her direction, presumably wondering why she is here when she said she was ill. But Jo is lucky that Brenda is not in here at the moment; otherwise there would be questions to be answered. As it is, Jo is the one firing the questions, and I’m the one expected to give a response.

      ‘Is everything okay? I heard you were ill.’

      ‘I’m fine. Can we go and talk?’

      Jo is really serious about wanting to have a word with me elsewhere, so I leave my half-eaten sandwich in its wrapper on the table and get up out of the chair to follow her out.

      I shrug at Cassandra as I go, because her eyes are on me the whole time until I step out into the corridor. Jo beckons for me to follow her into an empty classroom, then closes the door behind us. We are definitely alone now.

      ‘I saw you on the news. Did you mean what you said?’

      ‘Wait, what?’

      I’m confused. What is Jo talking about? What does she mean, the news?

      ‘You should have thought about the consequences of your words,’ Jo goes on before I’ve had a chance to catch up with her. ‘That man has already been punished for what he did. Do you want him to get killed?’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘The man who hit Tobi!’

      That’s when I realise what she is talking about, but the realisation is of no comfort to me. Alex and that camerawoman confronting me on my doorstep. My sudden outburst that got captured on film. I guess it is out there now for all the world to see.

      ‘Oh my God, I was on the news?’ I say, mortified. I’m worried about how I sounded. Based on what Jo is saying, I sounded like I wanted Carl dead.

      ‘Why did you say it?’ Jo wants to know.

      ‘I was caught off guard! They were right outside my house! I was just trying to get to my car.’

      I presume Jo is just worried about what the consequences of my overreaction might be for me, but what she says next suggests she is thinking beyond that, and it isn’t something that had occurred to me until now.

      ‘What if the people who attacked him see it in prison? They’ll think you want them to try again.’

      ‘No, that’s not what I want to happen!’

      ‘Well, that’s not what you said!’

      ‘Oh my God, the kids here are going to see it, aren’t they? And the parents.’

      As if on cue, my worries about what my very public outburst could mean for me in my workplace come into sharp focus when the classroom door opens and Brenda walks in.

      I’m almost hoping she is here to question Jo about her miraculous recovery from whatever illness she apparently had this morning. But she isn’t here for her. She’s here for me.

      ‘Anni. My office. Now.’

      That doesn’t sound good, and I go to follow the headmistress as she leaves, but Jo still has something to say before I can make my own exit.

      ‘You need to speak to the media again and tell them you didn’t mean it. Otherwise, Carl could die, and that would be on you!’

      ‘I don’t want that to happen. I wish I hadn’t said anything.’

      ‘Do you mean that?’

      ‘Yes!’

      ‘Then you need to get them to not show it on the news!’

      I get that Jo is here as my friend, to try to protect me from carrying a guilty conscience that could come from Carl being attacked again. But right now, I have to think about myself. I need to make sure Brenda isn’t going to fire me.

      I tell Jo I’ll sort all of this out as soon as I can, before I leave the room and reach Brenda’s office. There, I find the headmistress pacing around beside her desk and looking every bit as stressed as I feel inside.

      ‘Close the door!’ she commands me. I do as I’m told, feeling like I’m no longer a teacher, but a naughty schoolkid about to be disciplined by a stern adult.

      ‘Brenda, I think I know what this is about and—’

      ‘You went on television and condoned violence. How do you think that makes us, as a school, look? What do you think the parents are going to have to say about that? They will wonder if that’s what we are teaching their children here!’

      ‘Of course it isn’t.’

      ‘Well, that’s not what it sounded like. What kind of an example is this to set for the pupils? They’ll think they can get away with all sorts now, because one of their teachers has said violence is acceptable!’

      ‘I didn’t say that. I was just in shock. They surprised me!’

      ‘You have to take it back. And you’ll have to speak to the children before they see it on the news tonight and start asking questions.’

      ‘Okay, I will.’

      ‘I’ll send an email out to all the parents and say that you’ve been under stress, you’ve had a hard time and didn’t mean it …’

      Her voice trails off as she sits down behind her desk and opens up her laptop. It looks like she is completely focused on business now, which I get, but there is a human element here. Namely, me, still standing in her office and being spoken about like I am some invalid who doesn’t know what she is doing half of the time. That’s why I feel the need to stick up for myself.

      ‘Do you have any idea what it’s like to have a reporter following you around at your home and at your workplace? Do you know what it’s like to have a camera shoved in your face just after you’ve been told that the man who killed your child was beaten up? And do you have any idea what it has been like for me these last six months sitting in an empty house trying not to think about my son too much, in case I start crying again and can never stop?’

      All of that gets Brenda’s attention. She removes her fingers from her keyboard, the expression on her face telling me that she has finally realised there is more to this than just one of her employees overreacting and setting a bad example outside of school.

      ‘Oh, Anni, I’m so sorry. I know you’ve been through a hell of a lot this year, and I can’t sympathise enough.’

      ‘Can’t you? It sounded like you were about to give me a warning.’

      ‘I wouldn’t call it a warning.’

      ‘What was it, then?’

      It feels strange to be shouting at a woman who has the power to fire me, but I’m so angry and upset and afraid. My worst nightmare, losing my son, has already happened, but another nightmare was to have myself appear on the news. It seems that has happened now too, so what have I got to lose by getting emotional with my boss?

      ‘Look, Anni, I think we just need to calm down.’

      ‘I’ll calm down when you stop treating me like damaged goods. I’m not just somebody you have to apologise for. I’m a real person who is hurting, and I would have hoped you could understand that.’

      I’m on the verge of tears. Brenda comes out from behind her desk to try to console me, grabbing a box of tissues on her way so she can furnish me with them when she reaches me.

      ‘Have a seat. Come on,’ she tells me as she ushers me into the spare chair beside her desk. I do as I’m told, feeling wearier by the second and grateful that I no longer have to defend myself with such earnest.

      I wipe my eyes as Brenda returns to her own seat, and we sit in awkward silence for a moment while I compose myself. Then the headmistress speaks again.

      ‘You’ve been through hell over these six months,’ she starts with. ‘And I’m amazed you’ve been able to come back and work so well after it all, because I’m not convinced that I could do the same in your position.’

      I keep wiping my eyes because the tears haven’t quite stopped yet.

      ‘But with that being said, I hope you appreciate that I have a responsibility to the pupils here, and I have to acknowledge that what you said is not the opinion of the school.’

      ‘Okay,’ I say before letting out a deep breath and feeling myself cooling down.

      ‘I am also obligated to tell you that you are entitled to more time off if you need it. We can make arrangements. You don’t have to rush back if you are still struggling.’

      ‘No, I’m okay,’ I insist rather unconvincingly. ‘I’d rather be here than at home.’

      ‘Okay, I understand. But if you are back at work, then you have to adhere to a certain set of behaviours. That means if there is any repeat of something like this, then I will be put in a very difficult situation, and I’m not sure how much I will be able to protect you.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I’m saying that if you do anything else that brings negative attention upon this school, then I may have to let you go. I’m sure it won’t be long until I have an army of angry parents at the gates demanding to know why one of the people who teaches their children condones violence in such a public way. You’ve put me and the school in a very awkward position here.’

      At least Brenda isn’t dancing around the point. She’s just come right out and said it. I have been warned. Not officially, but it’s a warning all the same.

      ‘I’ll contact the reporter I spoke to and see if he can stop the footage from playing on any future news bulletins,’ I tell Brenda, who agrees that would be a good idea, but not before adding that I should also enquire about speaking to them again to formally apologise for my last statement. That’s less appealing, but I don’t admit to that as I leave her office, my eyes still wet and my brain still scrambled – but at least I still have a job. Now I just need to convince Alex, my harasser and a man I have shown nothing but contempt to over these last few months, that he needs to do me a favour and remove that piece of footage from the bulletins.

      I have his number on a card in my purse from one of the times he visited me and thrust his contact details upon me. It’s lucky that I didn’t throw it away so I can call him now, although I also suspect it wouldn’t have taken him long to show his face again.

      Putting my phone to my ear, I duck inside one of the empty classrooms to avoid being overheard by any of the teachers or pupils wandering the corridor. When Alex picks up, I tell him who is calling and what I need him to do.

      But as I feared, he doesn’t like it.

      ‘I can’t do that,’ he tells me. ‘But what I can do is sit down with you in a much calmer setting where you can give me your honest assessment of what you’re going through, and we can put that on the news, too, so that everybody gets to hear your side of the story.’

      ‘Don’t you get it? I don’t want to be on the news!’

      ‘I appreciate that, but this is a story that the residents of this town have a right to hear about. And it’s my duty to report on it. That’s all I’m doing here.’

      ‘You have to help me! I could lose my job over this!’

      ‘I’m sorry. I can only help you if you talk to me.’

      I call Alex all sorts of horrible names then, ones that I am very glad there is no camera around to document. Then I end the call without getting what I wanted, angry and upset and feeling as though I can’t get anything to go my way. That’s why I return to Brenda’s office and ask her for the afternoon off, a request that she, perhaps unsurprisingly, has no problem granting me.

      I’m planning on going straight home, but stop in at the staffroom on the way to get a quick glass of water, because my throat is parched. I heard the school bell sound a minute ago, so most of the teachers should be back in their classrooms now, so I won’t have to see any of them.

      But there is somebody still in there.

      And, rather surprisingly, they seem even more upset than I am right now.
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      This day has just gone from bad to worse. That’s because no sooner had I confronted Anni about what she said on the news than I received a phone call from someone at the prison to tell me that Carl is going to be transferred when he is released from hospital, and he will be serving out the rest of his sentence elsewhere.

      While they explained to me that the reason for his transfer was to ensure his future safety, I was dismayed when they told me where it was that he was going to.

      Greenfields Prison.

      In other words, miles and miles away.

      I tried to explain to them that I didn’t want Carl to go so far because I could only visit him by catching the bus, and if he was moved to Greenfields, it would be almost impossible for me to get there. There had to be other prisons closer by, ones that gave me a chance of making it there without access to a car. But apparently not. It was Greenfields, and that was the end of the discussion.

      The call ended there, and while I was pleased that they weren’t just allowing Carl to be handed straight back over to his attackers again, I had a new problem: I had absolutely no idea how I was going to visit my man over the next four years. That’s why I’ve found myself sitting in the staffroom crying while all the other teachers have returned to their positions in the classrooms. I need to pull myself together. I need to make a plan. And I need to get out of here before Anni comes out of her meeting with Brenda …

      ‘Jo, what’s the matter?’

      Oh no. She’s here. Now what am I going to say?

      ‘I’m okay. I was just going.’

      I get to my feet and try to hurry past Anni, but she blocks my path because she knows something is very wrong.

      ‘You’re in a right state. Tell me what it is.’

      ‘I’m fine.’

      ‘No, you’re not. What is it?’

      I wish Anni weren’t so insistent, but because she is, it gives me the chance to get my problems off my chest. Or at least partially, anyway.

      ‘I’ve just got some bad news,’ I tell her.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘It’s about my boyfriend.’

      ‘The one who works away?’

      ‘He doesn’t work away. I lied.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘He’s in prison.’

      ‘Oh.’

      Anni wasn’t expecting that, nor was I expecting to actually be that honest. But it’s out there now.

      ‘What did he do?’ she wants to know now, and I guess that is the obvious question.

      ‘Nothing major. Just a tax issue. He’s not a bad guy. I promise!’

      ‘Okay, okay. How about you sit down and tell me what’s going on with him.’

      Anni ushers me towards one of the sofas, and we sit down as I process the lie I just told. A tax issue. I’ve made it sound like my boyfriend is just a terrible administrator, but that’s better than admitting to what he really is – or what he is pretending he is for my sake.

      ‘So how long has he been in prison for?’ Anni asks me, looking very much like she has forgotten all about her own problems for a minute. Perhaps this woman truly is a saint. But thinking of her that way really isn’t making me feel any better.

      ‘A few months.’

      ‘And when will he get out?’

      ‘Not for a few years yet.’

      ‘Oh, I’m sorry.’

      ‘It’s okay. I’ve gotten used to it. Or at least I thought I had. But I’ve just found out he’s being transferred to another prison, and it’s much farther away from where he currently is.’

      ‘Why are they moving him?’

      Good question.

      ‘Erm, something to do with overcrowding, I think.’

      ‘Well, how far is he going?’

      ‘It’s out of town. Over an hour away, and I won’t be able to get there on the bus!’

      The tears start up again now that I imagine spending these next few years with no way of seeing the man I love. This all feels so unfair, even after what we have done together. It seems like we are being punished again and again. It’s never-ending.

      Is this what hell is? Am I already there?

      ‘Can’t you get a train?’

      ‘No, it’s not on any transport routes. I could only get there by car, but I don’t have one!’

      ‘Could you get one? I mean, there might be some cheap second-hand cars around?’

      ‘No, I can’t.’

      ‘Have you looked?’

      ‘There’s no point.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Because I can’t drive.’

      Another lie. It just rolled right off the tongue. I could have said I had no money for a car, but I just went ahead and said I couldn’t even operate one. Why? I guess it was my subconscious instructing me to make Anni believe that there was no way I could ever have been driving when her son got hit. Whatever it was, I’ve managed to answer her question.

      ‘Oh, I see. That is a problem. Can’t you just explain it to the prison, and they might move somebody else instead of him?’

      ‘No, they’ve told me it’s happening, and there’s nothing I can do about it.’

      ‘That seems unfair.’

      ‘It is.’

      It’s only then that I wonder if Anni’s outburst on the news today was the driving force behind the prison officers deciding Carl had to move. Maybe, or maybe it was always going to happen, because it’s the sensible thing to do. But if it was her fault, then what would I do about it? I could argue with her, but what good would that do? I’m probably already lucky that she didn’t ask me why I was defending Carl earlier, presumably just assuming I was more worried about her fragility than somebody else’s. But I should leave now before I can say anything else. This has gone far enough.

      ‘What if I drove you?’ Anni asks me out of the blue.

      ‘What?’

      ‘To the new prison. What if I drove you there? I mean, I’d be willing to do that if you have no other way of getting there.’

      ‘Why would you do that?’

      ‘Because you’re my friend.’

      I can’t believe it. Anni really is a saint.

      I want to just reject her idea. Politely turn down the offer and tell her I’ll figure something out myself. But I can’t do that, because I have no other way of getting to that prison. While I could actually drive if I had access to a car, I can’t afford to buy one. Plus, I wouldn’t want to get behind the wheel of one even if I could. If I had my way, then I would happily never drive again. So it seems that this kindly invite is my only way of getting to see the man I love when he is transferred.

      ‘You’d really do that for me?’

      ‘Yes. It’ll give me something to do as well. I’m not exactly busy these days.’

      I feel sorry for Anni because the sad joke she just made is so true. I could say yes. Solve my problem in one quick go. And also give Anni some company, because she is clearly in desperate need of it. But I told Carl I was going to avoid seeing her ever again.

      So how would he react if he found out she was the person driving me to see him in prison?

      ‘It’s a really kind offer. Can I think about it?’

      ‘Of course.’

      That’s bought me a little time; now I can finally leave. That is until Brenda walks in and asks me what happened this morning. Oh, that’s right. I’m supposed to be ill.

      ‘I’m feeling much better now,’ I say, ‘so I thought I’d come in.’

      ‘Oh, I see. So you’re here to work?’

      Erm …

      ‘Yeah. I guess.’

      ‘Well, don’t sound too enthusiastic about it.’

      ‘No, I’m okay. I’m fine.’

      ‘Great, because there’s a class of seven-year-olds who need somebody to run them through their times tables again. Can you do it?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      Brenda seems happy enough for now. I guess I haven’t lost my job yet after all. Maybe I don’t have to resign; maybe I can get away with still seeing Anni without Carl knowing. It must be okay to play with fire if it’s to my advantage, right? Without Anni, I can’t get to the new prison, so I need her. I also still need the money from this job.

      I guess I’m staying, then. And despite telling Anni I needed time to think about her offer, I know there can only be one answer if I want to see Carl.

      ‘I’ll let you know when the next visiting times are,’ I tell her before I leave the staffroom. ‘And thanks for doing this for me. You really didn’t have to.’

      ‘I know,’ she replies, with a small smile. ‘But it’s nice to be nice.’

      It sure is, I think to myself as I make my way to the classroom. It’s definitely better than being a secret child killer who lies to everyone she meets.
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      Jo has requested that I pick her up from outside one of the shops on the high street in the town centre before I take her to her prison visit. I had rather been hoping to collect her from her home, because where she lives is still a mystery to me, but she said she had a little bit of shopping to do, so a town centre pickup would work better for her.

      I can see her now as I turn onto the high street and follow a very slow bus down the road, smelling the smoky fumes it is leaving in its wake before I eventually reach her and park by the pavement. As I do, I notice Jo has a small shopping bag with her, but it’s not quite the big shopping trip I thought she was embarking on when she told me to get her from here.

      ‘Good morning,’ she says as she climbs into the passenger seat and puts her bag down by her feet. ‘Thank you so much for this.’

      ‘No problem. Did you get everything you wanted in town?’

      ‘Meh. Not really. The shops around here are getting worse, aren’t they?’

      ‘Yeah, I’ve thought that myself. It’s better to go into the city if you want something these days.’

      I wait for Jo to get her seatbelt on before I ask her to tell me the prison’s address so I can type it into my satnav. The digital device tells me that it is a fifty-two-minute drive from here, which sounds about right based on what Jo told me previously. But it is a long way.

      I get us moving, hoping that we won’t encounter any heavy traffic en route that could add to our journey time. But like I said to Jo when I first offered to do this for her, it is giving me something to do. I would have spent this Saturday sitting at home feeling sorry for myself, so a decent drive and a good chat along the way is surely better than that. Besides, I’m a little curious, too, because I’ve never been friends with somebody who knew someone in prison, so these trips will give me a chance to ask a few questions about it all.

      I don’t ask the juicier questions right away, making do with remarks about the weather and the state of some of the disused buildings in this part of town. But I get right into it once we are out on the country lanes heading away from town.

      ‘I hope you don’t mind me asking, but what’s it like having a partner in prison?’

      Jo must have known I would have questions. She seems prepared, because she doesn’t take too long to launch into her answer.

      ‘Well, obviously it’s not ideal,’ she tells me. ‘It takes a lot of getting used to. But I guess it’s kind of like a variation on having a long-distance relationship.’

      ‘Quite a big variation.’

      ‘Yeah, I suppose. But we’re making it work.’

      ‘How do you deal with the judgements from other people?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I imagine some people might not take it so well, you having a partner in prison. You know, family members or friends, for example. What do they think about it?’

      I realise I am getting rather personal. It’s not my intention to make these car journeys awkward by any means. I am just genuinely interested in how Jo is handling this.

      ‘They’ve all been supportive,’ Jo replies a tad unconvincingly. ‘They understand that he’s not a bad man. He just made a mistake on his taxes, and life shouldn’t be ruined by one mistake.’

      I might not be the best person to have an opinion on that point after what I’ve been through, so I grit my teeth and refrain from responding, for the sake of keeping the atmosphere in this car friendly. I get what Jo is saying: From her point of view, her man just did something that has seen him punished, but shouldn’t see him banished from society forever. But other people’s crimes are much more serious; there are definitely cases where one mistake does deserve to ruin someone’s life.

      ‘He’s serving the sentence that the courts decided on, and when he gets out, he will be entitled to start again. And I intend to be there waiting for him when he does.’

      ‘Do you think it will be easy for him when he gets out? Like finding a job and that kind of thing?’

      ‘I’m sure he’ll be okay,’ Jo says, again rather unconvincingly.

      ‘Were you living together before he went inside?’

      ‘No, he had his own place. But we will live together when he’s out.’

      ‘How has he been coping in there?’

      ‘He’s been okay. It’s not been easy, but he’s managing. We both are.’

      ‘Is prison as dangerous as it sounds on the TV?’

      ‘Wow, somebody has a lot of questions, don’t they?’

      I realise then that I have been firing my queries at Jo non-stop for the last few minutes, and seem to have turned this journey into a full-on interview.

      ‘Sorry, I’m just intrigued. But we can talk about something else if you want to.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘I don’t know. Like why you’ve never learnt to drive.’

      ‘I just haven’t got around to it. Is it weird?’

      ‘I mean, a little bit. But I suppose there are people who don’t do it.’

      ‘I’ll get around to it one day. But for now, thanks again for doing this for me.’

      ‘No problem.’

      I decide to put the radio on then, for a little background noise, so it will fill any small breaks in the conversation between us. Also, it will lower the odds of me asking more prying questions about Jo’s life with her partner in prison. And reduce the chances of me arguing that people’s crimes, no matter how small they might seem, always impact on others, that it’s not always just the person serving the sentence who has to deal with the fallout.

      I consult the satnav again and see that we are thirty minutes away, but we are making good time. The weather is pleasant, so this drive is not as arduous as it could have been if rain was bouncing off the windscreen.

      ‘I’ve never been to a prison before,’ I accidentally say out loud, which wasn’t actually my intention; I’d meant to keep that thought internal. It was just a sudden realisation that I’ve never been around a place like that.

      ‘You’re not missing much,’ Jo tells me as she stares out the passenger window at the fields passing us by. ‘They’re grim places.’

      ‘So they should be.’

      Jo suddenly turns her head towards me, and I realise I might have offended her.

      ‘Sorry, I meant because prison is supposed to be a deterrent.’

      ‘Right.’

      Okay, so this is awkward. I thought I would be able to handle doing this favour for a friend, but I’m starting to realise that just thinking about prison is making me think of Carl, and despite my best intentions, I still hope he is struggling with life on the inside.

      I haven’t heard anything about him since I was told he was attacked in prison, so I assume he has recovered from his injuries and gone back to where he was serving his sentence before. I had half expected Alex to turn up on my doorstep again with further updates – not that I want them, but maybe he has finally got the message and learnt to stay away from me after the whole debacle with the camera being thrust in my face.

      ‘Prison isn’t a holiday camp, like some people in the media like to make out,’ Jo tells me. ‘It is difficult in there. But like I said, the punishment is the sentence. The inmates are still human beings despite breaking the law.’

      ‘Yeah, I suppose,’ I say. I guess somebody who dodges their taxes is human. I mean, who doesn’t want to save a little money if they can? But what about a person who intentionally drives when they know they shouldn’t, and then kills a little boy? I don’t think that’s particularly human. But again, I won’t say anything, because this is one debate that could end up in an argument. I don’t want that, because we’re far from town; it would be a very long drive back in silence the whole way.

      As it is, the rest of the journey goes well once we change the subject, moving on to a more pleasant topic.

      If only the pleasantries had lasted the rest of the day.
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      It’s a different prison, but the visiting process is the same. I am told to take a seat at a table where I will wait for the inmates to be brought in, so that’s what I do, my hands clasped together tightly in my lap and my eyes firmly on the door where Carl will enter.

      I’m glad to be in this room to see him, but I’m also glad to be out of that car with Anni, because there were a couple of moments on our drive that were in danger of becoming tense. While I greatly appreciate the fact that she has driven me here, it wasn’t much fun to have to answer so many questions about prison life, my boyfriend’s fake crime, and whether or not I’ve struggled with being judged since he went away. It was also evident to me that Anni didn’t necessarily agree that one mistake should not ruin a person’s life, although I can completely understand why she might not see it that way.

      We sit on different sides of the fence when it comes to that, but I was hardly going to push it and really get into a debate, because that could have caused an argument. I don’t want that because we are friends, and I need her to help me keep coming here. Now I am here, that awkward car journey feels like it was worth it. That’s because I can see Carl now, and as he walks in and approaches my table, he is looking a little better than the last time I saw him.

      The cuts and bruises on his face have faded, and while he is still moving a little gingerly thanks to the cracked rib, and he still has his broken arm in a sling, he actually smiles at me. That tells me he is in a much better mood than when he was in hospital.

      ‘Hello, gorgeous,’ he says to me as he takes his seat, and I beam at him.

      ‘I’ve missed you so much,’ I say, blurting out my honest thoughts. ‘How is this new place? Are you safer here?’

      ‘Yeah, much safer. I’ve had no trouble. The guys here aren’t animals, like the last place. My new cellmate is into knitting.’

      I can’t help but laugh at the thought of Carl sitting in his cell beside some criminal who has a ninety-year-old grandma’s hobby. It certainly sounds much nicer than where he was before. I’m relieved about that.

      ‘So how did you get here?’ Carl asks me as he shifts in his seat while wincing once again at the pain he is still feeling.

      ‘I got a friend to drop me off.’

      ‘A friend? Who?’

      ‘A woman I met at a support group I have been going to.’

      ‘What support group?’

      ‘It’s for women whose partners are in prison. It’s all about how to cope with them being away and how to stay strong. It’s pretty lame, but—’

      ‘That sounds really good! I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about it sooner.’

      ‘Well, I’ve not been going for long.’

      Yes, it’s another lie on top of all the other lies I have told recently. But I could hardly tell Carl that Anni brought me here, could I?

      ‘So who is this new friend?’

      ‘Erm, she’s called Amy.’

      ‘And she’s driven you out here? Wow, she must be nice.’

      ‘She is.’

      I try to quickly change the subject then, enquiring about how Carl has been getting on in his new surroundings, but it doesn’t take him long to get back to being the one asking the questions.

      ‘So you’re not seeing Anni anymore? You left your job?’

      ‘Yeah, that’s right.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘It’s okay. It was the right thing to do.’

      ‘Of course it was. Any luck with finding something new?’

      ‘Yeah, I’ve got a few interviews lined up next week, so I’m sure something will come out of that.’

      ‘Great. I told you everything would be okay.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      I feel so awful lying to him, but while he is in here, he has no way of finding out what I am really up to in the outside world. What he doesn’t know can’t hurt him. By the time he does get out of here, I will have made sure to cut ties with Anni, and I’ll have found myself another job. But that’s a long way off yet, so I’ll worry about it nearer the time. For now, it’s just good to see Carl looking healthier. I hope this was the last hiccup on the road to him eventually getting out of here and us having a life together.

      Carl has relaxed considerably now that he believes Anni is no longer a fixture in my day-to-day life. Because of that, he is much chattier, running me through some of the slightly humorous aspects of being in prison, which I am surprised to learn there are a few of. It still doesn’t sound like the kind of place I would want to reside in for twenty-four hours a day, but this prison certainly sounds a lot better than the last one. If it takes a long car journey to get here, then so be it, because I’d rather Carl be safe.

      I don’t know what I would have done if I had lost him to an attack while he was serving out a sentence for me. The guilt of that, on top of the guilt of what I did to Tobi, would have surely been too much; I doubt I could have gone on living with it. But it hasn’t come to that. There is hope on the horizon now. That’s why, for the rest of this visit, I will try not to think too much about how Tobi’s mum is currently outside in the car park, waiting for me to come back out so she can take me home.
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      I’m keeping myself occupied while I wait for Jo to re-emerge from this prison by playing a game on my phone. But I’m not just staring at my screen to pass the time. It’s also so I don’t have to keep looking at the high wall in front of me, the one topped by rolls of barbed wire and guarded by a couple of prison wardens.

      I know that this isn’t the prison that holds my son’s killer, but it probably looks similar to the one where he is. That’s why being here is making me think of that man a lot as I sit in my vehicle in this busy car park. What must it be like to be trapped behind walls like this all day, every day, cut off from the outside world and forced to do nothing but count down the days until the doors open and you’re allowed to leave?

      This is clearly a very harsh, unforgiving place, and as grim as it is on the outside, I bet it’s even worse on the inside. I shudder at the thought of this being my home, and even though I know it never could be, because I wouldn’t ever dare commit a crime, there is still that residual fear that comes when one imagines making a mistake and being banished to a place like this.

      Despite all my heavy questioning, Jo seemed to have been able to compartmentalise what her life is like now her boyfriend is an inmate. She appears to be approaching the whole thing in a very grown-up and sensible manner, preferring not to dwell on the deeper questions that being in a relationship with a criminal could throw up, instead just treating this like she said it was, which is a type of long-distance relationship.

      The only long-distance relationships I’d ever thought about before today were the type where two people in love live in different parts of the country, or even in a different country entirely. You know, the romantic kind that you might see in a cute movie where the couple write letters to each other, surprise one another with spontaneous video calls, or turn up unexpectedly at the other one’s home, saying that the distance is too great and they just had to see them. I’d certainly never thought about such a relationship in terms of one of the people being in prison. That has a far less romantic feel to it, I suppose.

      But, as Jo seemed to be suggesting, it’s not as weird as it seems. It’s just another part of life, and at least what she has with her boyfriend seems to be a little healthier than some of the other relationships that could exist in a place like this. I’ve heard stories in the news about some women getting obsessed with notorious criminals, offering to be their girlfriend or even marry them despite never actually meeting them before. That is weird, especially when some of those criminals have been convicted of truly heinous crimes; you would think nobody could ever love them again after that. But love isn’t simple. It comes in many forms. Today, I am learning all about one of those forms as I sit here and glance up at the barbed wire again, wondering how my friend is getting along inside as she chats with the man she loves.

      I’m just about to look down at my phone again when I spot a bit of movement to my left in my peripheral vision. I glance out of the car window to see who it is. I’m expecting to see somebody else coming, to visit an inmate or perhaps another weary warden making their way in to start their shift. What I was not expecting to see was the reporter again.

      Alex is here.

      Is he still following me?

      This is the first time I have laid eyes on him since he managed to get video footage of me outside my home and plaster it all over the local news bulletins, so I don’t waste any time in taking my seatbelt off and opening my car door. I jump out, feeling ready to give him a piece of my mind. He sees me approaching him across the car park, and I expect him to just go straight into another one of his attempts to get that exclusive interview that he has been after for so long.

      But he doesn’t do that.

      If anything, he looks as surprised to see me as I am to see him.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ he asks me, with what I presume is a pretend puzzled expression. But he’s not fooling me.

      ‘I can’t believe it! You’ve followed me here? You’re a stalker! You should be locked up in this place with the rest of them!’

      ‘What are you talking about? I haven’t followed you here.’

      ‘Oh, come off it. I wasn’t born yesterday. You’ve been following me ever since Tobi died. Why would you stop now?’

      ‘I’m not here for you. Honestly.’

      ‘Then why are you here?’

      ‘Because this is Carl Benson’s new prison.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘He’s been transferred here. I thought you might have heard. This is where they’ve sent him after he was attacked.’

      ‘He’s here?’

      I look back to the tall walls and barbed wire. They suddenly have an even more menacing quality to them now that I am armed with the knowledge that they are housing the man who killed my boy.

      ‘Yeah. Isn’t that why you’re here?’

      ‘No. I’ve just dropped off a friend.’

      ‘What friend?’

      ‘None of your business!’

      ‘I think it might be, actually.’

      With that surprising statement, Alex tells me that he is here because he is hoping to speak to the woman he believes is Carl’s current partner.

      ‘What are you talking about? Carl is divorced,’ I remind him. ‘How can he be seeing anyone if he is in here?’

      I briefly think back to all of those criminals who end up gaining obsessive fans, and wonder if that is what has happened here. But surely not? Surely there isn’t some woman out there who idolises Carl after what he did to Tobi. Is there?

      ‘I am led to believe that he has been seeing somebody, and they are very close,’ Alex tells me. ‘I got that from my source at the previous prison.’

      ‘Who is this person?’ I demand to know, almost hating them as much as I hate Carl. How could they love somebody who killed a kid?

      ‘I’m not obligated to reveal that at this particular moment.’

      ‘Tell me!’

      ‘Only if you give me that interview.’

      ‘I told you I don’t want to do that.’

      ‘Then I won’t give you what you want.’

      ‘Fine, I’ll just wait here to see who you talk to when they come out.’

      ‘I’d prefer it if you didn’t do that.’

      ‘Well, I’d prefer it if you just told me who Carl was seeing, so we don’t have to waste our time with these silly games!’

      Alex pauses for a moment. I’m not sure why the sudden hesitancy. Then he explains it. ‘If I tell you what I know, you have to promise to give me that interview.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because it’s big.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      Alex reaches into the inside pocket of his coat jacket then and produces a photograph, although he doesn’t let me see the full image quite yet.

      ‘You have to promise me. Or I won’t show you this, though I have a feeling you are really going to want to know who it is.’

      Despite how much I detest this poor excuse of a man standing in front of me, I can see that he is being honest with me. Whatever he has, it is something I need to know.

      So what is it?

      ‘Fine,’ I say, because I know I can always backtrack later; I hardly have to worry about hurting some reporter’s feelings. ‘Show me what you’ve got there.’

      Alex takes a deep breath before doing just that, handing the photograph to me. When I see it, I realise that it is an image of myself walking near the school. But I’m not alone in the picture. Jo is walking beside me.

      ‘You followed me on my lunch break?’ I ask him, figuring that this image must have been captured when the two of us were going to the café recently.

      ‘Yes, but it’s not just you that I was interested in.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘It’s her,’ Alex says. ‘I was following her, too.’

      ‘What? Why?’

      ‘Because she is Carl’s partner,’ he tells me gravely. ‘She is the one in there with him right now.’
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      I’m feeling much better now that I know Carl is doing okay. I may have to wait another seven days until I can see him again, but this week will fly by a lot more smoothly now I won’t be carrying so much anxiety around with me. I thank the warden who has just opened the last door for me and allowed me to leave the prison and step out into the car park again.

      I spot Anni’s car exactly where it was when I left it an hour ago and make my way over to her, feeling bad that she has sat here and waited for me all this time. She really must have nothing going on in her personal life. That’s why I decide that I am going to offer to buy her lunch once we get back to town.

      It’s the least I can do in the circumstances.

      I spot Anni sitting behind the wheel of her vehicle as I get closer and give her a little wave. But she doesn’t return it, so I’m not sure if she hasn’t seen me yet. But she does seem to be looking in my direction, so I guess she is just daydreaming. Either that, or she is fixated on these horrible prison walls behind me.

      Reaching the car, I open the passenger door and slide into the seat next to my helpful friend before thanking her again.

      ‘How did it go in there?’ she asks me, still staring straight ahead through the windscreen.

      ‘It was good. Really nice to see him. He’s doing well.’

      ‘That’s nice to hear.’

      Anni starts the engine then, and we’re on the move, leaving the car park and returning to the country lanes that will eventually lead us both back to our homes, far away from this isolated prison.

      ‘I hope you weren’t too bored while you were waiting for me,’ I say as we zip through the countryside a little faster than the speed we travelled at when we came the other way.

      ‘Oh, no, I kept myself entertained.’

      ‘That’s good. I felt bad. Maybe next time I could buy you a couple of magazines to read.’

      ‘Yeah, maybe next time.’

      We’re definitely travelling faster now than on the way here, and I glance across at the speedometer behind Anni’s wheel. Sure enough, we are above the speed limit. Not by much, but I know Anni wasn’t going this fast earlier, so why the rush now?

      ‘Is everything okay?’ I ask her.

      ‘Yeah. Why wouldn’t it be?’

      ‘Just checking.’

      The dial on the speedometer creeps up even more. I’m wondering if Anni has just lost track of what the limit is on this road, so perhaps I’d better remind her.

      ‘Sorry. I think it’s only forty on here,’ I say, hoping I don’t sound too annoying. Drivers hate it when their passenger has an opinion on how they handle the roads.

      ‘I know,’ Anni says before inexplicably putting her foot down on the accelerator pedal again. We reach 50 mph in no time.

      I can see a bend in the road ahead and suspect that Anni will have to hit the brakes to ensure we safely navigate it, but she doesn’t. She maintains her speed, and as we reach the bend, I feel my seatbelt straining across my torso as we whizz around it.

      What is she doing? She definitely took that corner too fast.

      ‘Are you sure everything is okay?’

      ‘Fine.’

      ‘I think you should slow down a little bit.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because we’re going too fast.’

      ‘You think?’

      Anni suddenly looks away from the road, at me, and I feel like she is about to say something when I see the car in front of us hit the brakes due to a tractor coming out of the field ahead.

      ‘Watch out!’

      Anni turns back to the road and sees the stationary vehicle ahead of us, and when she does, she slams on the brakes, bringing us to a very sudden stop. The sound of squealing tyres rings in my ears.

      We’re okay. We’re safe. We weren’t that close to hitting the car in front of us in the end. But the feeling of being back inside a car that is forced to come to such an abrupt stop has suddenly transported me back to that sunny Sunday when Tobi ran out in front of Carl’s car. Suddenly, I feel like I can’t catch my breath.

      Anni hasn’t said anything to me yet, nor do I think she has noticed that I am becoming increasingly more distressed by the second. But it’s surely only a matter of time until she does, as I fumble for the door handle so I can get some fresh air.

      Climbing out, I stumble towards the roadside while trying my best to suck in as much oxygen as I can. But it’s not working. I can’t seem to calm down.

      I’m having a panic attack.

      ‘Jo?’

      I hear Anni’s voice behind me, but I don’t turn around to acknowledge her, choosing to keep my focus on trying to actually breathe – otherwise, I really will be in a mess. The last thing I want Anni to know is what brought this panic attack on, but the more I struggle to breathe, the more I realise I am going to need her help if I am to get through this.

      I sense her standing beside me, so I reach out towards her, hoping she will take my hand and give me some support. Thankfully, she does. It’s the only thing that stops me falling to the ground to continue my fight for air down there. But with her holding me, and the soothing effects of a cold wind on my face, I start to calm down a little bit and find it easier to get my breath back.

      It takes a few more minutes, but eventually I feel like I have regained control. Once I have, I can start trying to explain to Anni what the hell just happened.

      ‘I’m sorry. I think it was when you slammed on the brakes. I thought we were going to crash.’

      I wonder If Anni is going to apologise for going too fast, but she doesn’t, although her demeanour has definitely softened. She looks concerned, as if trying to figure out what is wrong with me, so I’d better give her something before she starts with the questions.

      ‘I was in an accident when I was younger,’ I tell her. ‘That’s why I don’t drive. I still get flashbacks to it every now and again.’

      I’m so used to lying at this point that I can almost believe it myself. But all I need is for Anni to believe it so she doesn’t ask me anything. I’m glad when she doesn’t. She just asks if I am okay to get back in the car so we can go home. I nod before reluctantly following her back to the vehicle.

      The tractor and the car ahead have moved on, so we’re free to get moving. Anni drives us on, sticking to the speed limit this time, which I am very grateful about. Neither of us say a word for most of the journey back to town. As we approach the familiar landmarks that let us know we are almost back where we belong, I am looking forward to getting out of this car once and for all and having some alone time back at my place. But I still don’t want Anni to know where I live, so I realise I’m going to have to come up with another excuse as to why she has to drop me somewhere else.

      That is, until Anni breaks the silence between us. ‘We’ll have lunch at my place.’

      I politely decline, saying I have a few other errands to run today. But then I realise that Anni wasn’t asking me to go back to hers. She was telling me.

      What is going on?

      As we park up outside her house and prepare to go inside, I have a feeling that I’m about to find out.
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      It’s a little difficult to concentrate on preparing food with the events of this morning swirling around in my head. But I’m trying my best as I put together an egg salad, because I needed a way of getting Jo back to my place so I can talk to her in private.

      I have lots of questions for her.

      And she’d better have some good answers for me.

      I finish up with the food prep and manage to get some semblance of a meal on each of our plates before I carry them into the dining room, where I find Jo sitting awkwardly at the table, a half-empty glass of water in front of her.

      ‘How are you feeling?’ I ask her as I put the plates down on the table. ‘Do you need any more water?’

      ‘No, I’m fine, thanks. I’m feeling much better now.’

      ‘Good.’

      I mean it as I sit down and pick up my knife and fork. It’s good because I want her at her best for what is about to come. But am I at my best? I certainly wasn’t earlier when I almost caused a traffic collision on that country road. What was I thinking, going so fast? It was so stupid of me. Then again, I was dealing with the shock of finding out that Jo had been lying to me and was not just my work colleague and friend, but also the partner of the man who is serving a prison sentence for killing my son. Is it any wonder I got so angry and lost control for a little while? I’m also aware that part of my reasoning for going so fast was intentional. I liked the fact that I was making Jo nervous; I wanted to take her out of her comfort zone. The news of who she really is had certainly taken me out of mine.

      But I’ve calmed myself down now. I’m ready to start finding out exactly why Jo felt the need to intricate herself in my life after what her boyfriend has done to me.

      I’ve had to be patient because of what happened with Jo in my car. Her panic attack came as a surprise. There had been a moment where I thought I might have to call for an ambulance to give her some aid. But while she had eventually gotten over it, it had been a very strong reaction to me driving a little bit too fast. I mean, we weren’t that close to hitting the car in front. So why did she react so strongly? Was she really involved in an accident when she was younger? Or is that just another lie?

      ‘How did you meet your boyfriend?’ I ask, starting slow to see how Jo reacts to more questions about her man.

      ‘On a night out. I thought I’d told you,’ she says quietly as she picks up her own cutlery and starts to nibble at her lunch.

      ‘No, you haven’t. You’ve not actually told me that much about him, if I’m honest. That’s why I’m interested. What was the name of the place where you met?’

      ‘Erm, gosh, I can’t remember now. I’d had a bit to drink that night.’

      She laughs then. I do the same, but neither one of us is being genuine.

      ‘So did it start off as a one-night stand?’

      ‘Yeah. Why?’

      ‘Just curious. And then what? You just started dating after that?’

      ‘Yeah, pretty much.’

      Jo is eating faster now. I wonder if that is due to her appetite or because she is getting very nervous as I continue to pry.

      ‘So what’s he like? I mean his personality? Is he chatty or quiet? Funny or serious? Does he have good fashion sense?’

      ‘Erm, he’s nice. Very polite. He makes me laugh. And his clothes are okay, I guess.’

      ‘Which football team does he support? Has he got many friends? Is he close to his family?’

      ‘Wow, that’s a lot of questions.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘Erm, I think he supports Crystal Palace, but he’s not massively into football. And yeah, he has friends and some family. He’s just a normal guy, really.’

      ‘A normal guy who broke the law and went to prison.’

      Jo’s demeanour changes then; she realises something is wrong. ‘What is this?’

      ‘I’m just happy I’m learning more about this wonderful man of yours.’

      ‘Why are you saying it like that? Have you got a problem with my boyfriend being in prison? Because if you have, then just say so, and I’ll leave. You don’t have to take me to see him again. I’ll find another way of getting there.’

      ‘Oh, I’m sure you will. You obviously love him. But my question is why?’

      ‘What do you mean, why?’

      ‘I mean, why would you love a man who killed a child because he was drunk at the wheel?’

      Jo’s fork falls out of her hand and hits her plate. The noise of it almost sounds deafening in this otherwise quiet room.

      ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘You heard me. I said why would you love a man who killed a child because he had been drink-driving? That is what your boyfriend did, right? And he didn’t just kill somebody else’s child. He killed mine, didn’t he?’

      Jo stares at me in horror, presumably wondering how the hell I could have untangled her web of lies. But I have, and now that I know what has been going on, she has five seconds before I start screaming at her.

      ‘How do you know?’

      ‘So it is true.’

      ‘I can explain.’

      ‘You better had do, because I’m waiting!’ I glare at my guest across the table, wondering what justification she could possibly have for what she has done.

      ‘Maybe it’s better if I just leave,’ Jo says weakly. She goes to get up from the table, but I rise quicker than her. I slam the door to the dining room shut so she knows she can’t get out of this situation that easily.

      ‘Tell me why you would make friends with me when you know how I feel about that man?’ I scream at her.

      ‘I didn’t mean to. I had no idea you worked at that school, and when I found out, I was going to quit.’

      ‘So why didn’t you?’

      ‘Because I needed the money!’

      ‘But you didn’t need to lie to me, did you? You didn’t have to give me some fake story about your boyfriend, telling me he worked away before saying he was a tax cheat!’

      ‘Of course I did. You would have hated me if I had told the truth.’

      ‘I deserved to know who it was I have been talking to over these last few weeks.’

      ‘You have known! I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, but I knew we couldn’t work together if I did.’

      ‘So instead you just played me for a fool and allowed me to drive you to go and see that man in prison. Do you have any idea how that makes me feel?’

      ‘I’m so sorry. You have every right to hate me. I’ll just leave. Quit my job. You never have to see me again.’

      Jo makes another move towards the door, but I block her way because I’m not finished with her yet. I have been needing answers ever since Alex showed me that photo at the prison. That was why I told him that I would give him his interview if he would do me the favour of leaving before Jo came out, so that I would have a chance to talk to her myself.

      I am grateful to the reporter for giving me this opportunity. Now that I have it, I’m not going to waste it.

      I want to know everything.
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      This isn’t happening. I must be imagining it all. It might be some weird side effect after the panic attack.

      ‘How did you find out?’ I ask again, because while she wouldn’t tell me the first time, I have to get the answer. That’s the only way I’ll know the true extent of what she has discovered. Is it just that I’m in a relationship with Carl? Or does she have reason to believe I was actually the one who killed her son, and the two of us have conspired to keep that a secret ever since?

      ‘Why should I tell you?’ Anni snarls at me. ‘Give me one good reason why I deserve to do you that favour.’

      ‘You’re right; I don’t deserve it. But please try to understand that I really didn’t want to hurt you. That’s why I kept it quiet.’

      ‘You didn’t want to hurt me? Really?’

      ‘No, of course not! You’ve been so kind to me ever since I met you, and it killed me having to lie to you. But try to see it from my point of view. I needed that job, and I needed to see my boyfriend. I’m nothing without those things. Not telling you the full story allowed me to still have them both.’

      ‘How about you try to see it from my point of view? I’ve made friends with my son’s murderer’s bit on the side!’

      ‘I’m not his bit on the side. I am his girlfriend. We are in a serious relationship!’

      ‘Oh please. Spare me the theatrics. I know that Carl was married when he went to prison, and while I’m sure his wife has had the good sense to divorce him now, you can’t seriously pretend to me like you have got close to him by only visiting him once a week. Unless you’re one of those weird stalker types who falls in love with a prisoner because you can’t get your own man in the outside world. Is that it?’

      ‘No, that’s not it at all!’

      ‘Then what is it?’

      ‘I was seeing Carl before he went to prison!’

      I’ve blurted out something I shouldn’t have in the heat of the moment, foolishly choosing to try to defend the strength of my relationship rather than just keep quiet and let Anni assume that I only started seeing Carl after he had hit Tobi.

      ‘Really?’

      ‘I just want to go now. Please, will you let me?’

      ‘No. Not until you answer all my questions. So you were having an affair with Carl? He was cheating on his wife with you? Is that it?’

      ‘I don’t want to talk about this anymore.’

      ‘I do! I want to hear everything about the man who killed my son. I thought I knew it all, but evidently not!’

      Anni is really shouting at me now, and I’m afraid her anger might spill over into violence if I’m not careful. But she has every right to be like this. I also have every right to try to leave. But trying to go will only increase the chances that she gets physical with me. And while I’d say we would be evenly matched in most circumstances, I doubt I would be able to compete with the fire currently raging inside my competition right now. That’s why I don’t try to reach the door again just yet. Instead, I just make sure the dining room table is between us in case things get even more heated.

      ‘Shall we sit down?’ I suggest. ‘Talk this through like adults?’

      ‘We can do whatever you like as long as you keep talking,’ Anni replies, and I nod my head submissively before easing myself back down into my seat. The half-eaten egg salad in front of me is a reminder of that innocent time five minutes ago when I was still blissfully unaware that Anni knew whom I had really been visiting inside that prison. But neither one of us will be finishing our meals now.

      ‘So you were seeing Carl before the accident?’ Anni states, to remind me where we were before our brief pause. ‘How long had it been going on for?’

      ‘A while. We were in love. It was a serious thing. It still is.’

      ‘So his wife had no idea?’

      ‘No. She still doesn’t, as far as I know. She just left him after he was arrested. But I think they’d been having problems for a while. He was just about to leave her when it happened.’

      ‘Really? Were you with him on the day he hit my son?’

      ‘No.’

      I really hope she believes me, and I hold my breath as I wait to discover if she does.

      ‘So when did you find out what he had done?’

      ‘He called me when he was in custody. Told me what had happened.’

      Phew, I think I’ve got away with it.

      ‘And how did he sound?’

      ‘Shaken up. Afraid.’

      ‘Remorseful?’

      ‘Yes, of course!’

      ‘Did he drink drive often?’

      ‘No, it was a one-off.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘As far as I know, yes.’

      This is excruciating, but I seem to be coming through it mostly unscathed. I mean, I’d still rather be anywhere else other than this dining room, but at least Anni still has no idea that I was the one driving that day. And she should never do, but then again, she should never have found out I knew Carl at all.

      ‘How is he coping in prison? I heard about the attack.’

      ‘Yeah, it’s not been easy.’

      ‘Which is how it should be.’

      ‘I suppose.’ I’m not going to argue with Anni there.

      ‘Does he ever talk about that day? About Tobi? Or me?’

      ‘Sometimes. Briefly.’

      ‘What does he say?’

      ‘Just how awful he feels about what happened.’

      ‘Are you telling me the truth?’

      ‘Yes, I am.’

      Anni has every right not to believe a word that comes out of my mouth now, but she doesn’t say so if that is the case. In fact, the more this conversation goes on, the more worn out she starts to look. It’s suddenly as if all the adrenaline and emotion of the day has faded, and she is just exhausted now. That’s why I seize my opportunity to bring an end to this before it gets any worse.

      ‘I meant what I said. I’ll hand my notice in at the school immediately. Get out of your life. Allow you to move on without me around.’

      ‘No, I don’t want that.’

      ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘That’s not what I want. At least not yet, anyway.’

      ‘Then what do you want?’

      ‘I want to see Carl.’

      That was the last thing I expected, but Anni seems serious.

      ‘You want to see him? As in, visit him in prison?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I want to see how sorry he is. And I think it’s what I need to help me start to move on.’

      I really wish Anni had asked me for something else. Anything other than this. Because if I grant her this wish, Carl will discover that I have still been seeing Anni. I know he’ll be furious. But what can I say? No? I’m afraid how Anni might react if I do, and at this moment, I am still effectively trapped in her house. I’d be better off just saying what she wants to hear so I can get out of here.

      ‘Okay, I can ask him.’

      ‘No, you tell him. I want to see him. It’s the least he can do for me.’

      ‘Fine.’

      That seems to bring our conversation to a close, and Anni tells me I am free to go. I don’t waste any time hanging around; I rush to the front door and get out of the house as quickly as I can. I hurry past the car on the driveway, the one I suffered a panic attack in earlier, before I make it to the road and start to put some real distance between myself and that shambles that today has been.

      I started the day thinking that I could continue to keep up my balancing act between seeing both Carl and Anni, with neither one having to know about the other. But now I am aware that very soon, I might not be getting to see either of them ever again. That might be good news in Anni’s case, but not so much with Carl. But I’ll just have to see how he reacts when I tell him Anni wants to see him.

      Maybe he’ll understand.

      I wish.
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      I never thought I’d be the kind of person to pick up a pair of knitting needles just for fun, but what can I say? Prison life is changing me. Thanks to my new cellmate, who is much more tolerable than my last one, I have taken up knitting as a hobby. It’s surprisingly therapeutic. I might be a long way off from producing any kind of work of quality, but it is helping me pass the time.

      Using the needle took a lot of getting used to, mainly because it is not a proper needle. It is actually made out of a cheap plastic that would snap easily if anybody tried to use it as a weapon. Although, from what I have gathered since I have been here, nobody is going to try such a thing.

      It’s a lot less dangerous here than the last place. I’m no longer having to watch my back or wait in dread for the next attack. I should be safe here and able to serve out the rest of my sentence without coming to any more harm. That’s important not just for my peace of mind, but for Jo’s as well. I could tell from her last visit that she was much more relaxed about things. But I’ll get another opportunity to gauge her feelings now, because it’s time for my weekly phone call to her.

      I’ve joined several of my fellow inmates in standing beside the row of telephones fixed to the wall. We all have enough credit on our phone cards to call a loved one and temporarily distract ourselves from the world we are trapped in. We earn money for our phone cards by doing menial tasks, and while it’s a pittance compared to what I used to make on the outside, in here, every penny is valuable currency that can be used for something as precious as speaking to a family member or friend. Now I’m calling Jo, looking forward to finding out what she has been up to.

      ‘Hi, babe,’ I say when I hear her voice at the other end of the line.

      ‘Hey.’

      Jo sounds quiet and distracted, but it could just be a poor connection, so I’m not too worried.

      ‘How’s it going? What’s new?’

      ‘It’s okay.’

      ‘How did those interviews go? Have you got a new job?’

      ‘Erm …’

      This doesn’t sound promising, but Jo has no need to be coy with me. I would still love her even if she didn’t have a job, although I really hope she does find one soon. She can’t survive on no income forever, and it would be a sad state of affairs if it turned out that I was earning more money in here than she was out there.

      ‘What is it? What’s happened?’

      Jo is still saying very little, and I feel like something bad is coming. My worst fear is that she will decide that she can’t handle life with me in prison, and opt to end our relationship, even after what I have done to protect her. That would be devastating; she is the only thing I have to look forward to once I get out of here. Without her, I don’t see much reason to crawl out of my uncomfortable prison bed every morning. But she wouldn’t do that, would she?

      ‘Jo, you’re worrying me here. What’s wrong? Is it us?’

      ‘No, of course not. I love you.’

      ‘Well, good, because I love you too. So what’s up?’

      ‘There’s something I have to tell you, and you’re not going to like it.’

      ‘What is it?’

      The line goes quiet again for a moment, and Jo is obviously psyching herself up before she tells me whatever is on her mind.

      ‘It’s about Anni.’

      ‘What about her?’

      ‘I might have still been seeing her.’

      ‘Excuse me?’

      I’m aware that my hand is gripping the phone very tightly now; I almost want to smash the receiver into the wall, such is my level of disgust. But I stay calm, because ruining the device we’re having this conversation on won’t do me much good.

      ‘I’m sorry. I really am.’

      ‘You told me you would stop seeing her!’

      ‘I know, and I tried. But it’s not been as easy as that.’

      I suddenly remember that all phone calls in prison are recorded and feel the need to remind Jo of that fact, too, just in case she ends up saying something incriminating. I never thought I’d have to worry about that, because I didn’t imagine we would spend any of these calls chatting about Anni – but here we are.

      ‘Why have you still been seeing her?’ I want to know. ‘I thought I made my feelings about that clear.’

      ‘You did, and I’m sorry, but then you moved prisons, and I had no way of coming to see you, so she offered to drive me. That’s the only way I made it to the last visit.’

      I can’t believe what I’m hearing here. This has to be a prank.

      ‘Wait a minute. Are you telling me that Anni drove you here when you came to visit me?’

      Jo doesn’t say anything, so I take that as a yes.

      ‘She was sitting right outside while you were in with me? Really? Do you have any idea how fucked up that is?’

      ‘Yes, of course I do. But it was the only way I could see you.’

      ‘What if she found out who you were visiting? What do you think she would say to that?’

      I shake my head at the idea of it, dumbfounded by Jo’s stupidity in roping in the mother of the child I killed to come to this prison and allow me to have visits. But amazingly, things are even worse than that.

      ‘She knows,’ Jo confesses a moment later.

      ‘What do you mean she knows?’

      ‘She knows I was visiting you.’

      ‘Are you kidding? How would she know that? You told her?’

      ‘No, I didn’t. She just found out!’

      ‘How?’

      ‘I don’t know! She just did!’

      That’s it. I really am going to smash this phone into the wall in a second.

      ‘I’m going to go now,’ I tell Jo before I say something I will really regret. ‘I can’t talk to you at the moment.’

      ‘No, wait! Please!’

      I stay on the line even though it’s going against my better judgement.

      ‘There’s something else,’ she admits. ‘She wants to meet with you.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘Anni. She wants to visit you, and she wants to talk to you.’

      ‘Why would she want to do that?’

      ‘I don’t know. Because she’s grieving. She thinks it will help her get over this.’

      ‘Do I really have to remind you why that would be a very bad idea?’

      ‘No, of course not. But don’t you think we owe it to her?’

      ‘Watch what you’re saying, Jo.’

      The thought of a warden listening to this conversation and hearing Jo say that she was the one at the wheel instead of me is a terrifying one. I will end this call before she has a chance to be that stupid.

      ‘Okay, I’m sorry. I just needed to tell you that Anni wants to see you.’

      ‘Well, she can’t. It won’t be good, for any of us.’

      ‘I’d already told her that she could.’

      ‘Why on earth would you do that?’

      ‘Because I was trapped in her home, and I was scared!’

      ‘What were you doing in her home? Did she hurt you?’

      ‘No, nothing like that. We were just having lunch, and I thought everything was okay, but then she said she knew I was seeing you.’

      ‘You were having lunch? Are you joking?’

      ‘Carl, please. Just do this one thing for her, and then that will be the end of it.’

      ‘You told me it was over last time!’

      ‘I know, but things have changed. Will you meet with her?’

      ‘This is a terrible idea.’

      ‘It doesn’t have to be. You don’t even have to say much. Just listen to her.’

      ‘Listen to her say horrible things to me, you mean?’

      ‘No, I don’t think she would do that. She just wants to process all of this and move on.’

      ‘So do I. That’s what I’ve spent these last six months trying to do.’

      ‘Then maybe this is the final thing to do, to get past it.’

      I shake my head. I can’t believe I’m about to agree to this. But I do. I tell Jo to let Anni know I will see her. And then I hang up the phone, loudly and defiantly, before stomping back to my cell. I have a very bad feeling about all of this, but I have agreed to it, because Jo is probably right. This will be the final thing that needs to be done before we can all move on. It’s going to be painful, but so is everything else in my life, and I’ve survived all of that so far.

      One more challenge.

      I can do it.

      Can’t I?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ANNI

      

      

      

      This is it. My first time inside a prison. A place I never thought I’d be, but I had to come in order to move on with my life.

      I know I have to try to do the impossible.

      I have to try to forgive Carl.

      It’s the only way to avoid spending the next several years being eaten up by anger and hatred. That wouldn’t be fair to me, to have to live like that, and I wouldn’t want Tobi to know that was all his mother had become. He would have wanted me to move on. Be happy. Smile more. He always said I had a pretty smile. He was a real charmer, that boy, and I miss him greatly. But forgiving Carl won’t mean I am forgetting my son. It will just mean that I am remembering what it is like to be a human being who knows the meaning of the words compassion and understanding.

      As I would have predicted, prison is not a nice environment. As I am led to the visitors room, I feel a chill run down my spine at the sight of all the security doors and the types of people they are helping to keep locked inside here. A place like this only exists to keep society safe, yet entering it means I am putting myself in danger. But I’ll try not to think too much about that, and focus on the man I am here to see and nobody else.

      I feel nervous as I take my seat and wait for Carl to appear, and I wonder if his nerves are jangling, too. I was surprised when Jo told me that Carl was willing to see me. It is a sign that he is feeling remorseful, because if he wasn’t, he could have just dismissed the idea. He could have carried on serving his sentence without having me pop up and potentially hurl abuse at him. But he is willing to lay himself bare, and so am I.

      As the doors open and I catch sight of a man I wish had never come into my life, I am a little shocked. He’s lost weight since I last saw him in court, and he’s also got his arm in a sling, evidence of the attack he suffered in the last prison. While he didn’t look like a man in the prime of his life as I witnessed him get sentenced, he does look even worse after half a year in custody. The toll is written all over him in the way he carries himself to this table.

      It’s no surprise that he struggles to make eye contact once he is sat opposite me. I imagine I would find it difficult to look at the parent of a child I took away as well. But I force myself to keep my eyes on him, steeling myself and trying to be as brave as I can. There will always be time for tears when I’m back home alone.

      ‘Do you have anything to say to me?’ I ask him to kick the conversation off.

      Carl briefly looks at me before flitting his eyes back to the floor to his left before mumbling an apology, one that is not too dissimilar to the one he delivered in court. But I just needed a starting point. Now we’re communicating, I can get him to talk about what I really want to know.

      ‘Tell me about that day,’ I say to him as he continues to look uncomfortable. ‘I want to know everything about it.’

      ‘You heard it in court.’

      ‘I know, but I want to hear it again.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because I deserve to hear it as much as I like.’

      I keep glaring at Carl until he starts to tell the story. But he rushes through it, briefly touching on how he had one too many pints to drink before driving home.

      ‘No, I want more detail,’ I tell him. ‘I want to know your exact thought process on that day. Like, why were you drinking?’

      ‘I don’t know. It was a Sunday. The weather was nice.’

      ‘Was it because you were stressed about your affair?’

      Carl makes eye contact with me, and I nod my head to let him know that Jo has been filling me in about the background to that fateful day.

      ‘It wasn’t just that,’ he admits.

      ‘But it was on your mind?’

      ‘Yeah, I guess.’

      ‘So what was your plan? Get tipsy, go home, tell your wife you had met someone else and then pack your bags and leave to start a new life with Jo? Happy ever after and all that?’

      ‘There wasn’t really a plan.’

      ‘No? So you just fancied getting drunk for the hell of it? What could go wrong?’

      ‘I didn’t mean it like that.’

      ‘Then what do you mean?’

      ‘Look, I wasn’t the only person drinking that day. The pub was busy. I bet at least one of those other people drove home as well.’

      ‘The only difference is they didn’t hit my son. You did.’

      ‘I know, but what I’m trying to say is that what I did wasn’t unprecedented. Yes, it was wrong, but ninety-nine times out of a hundred, that journey ends with me arriving safely on my driveway, with no harm done.’

      ‘So that makes it okay, does it?’

      Carl shakes his head and doesn’t say anything else. But I have something else to say.

      ‘I don’t agree with it, but you are right,’ I tell him, and he seems surprised by my admission. ‘The chances are that you weren’t the only person driving under the influence that day. And the fact remains that if I hadn’t stopped holding my son’s hand, then he couldn’t have run into the road.’

      ‘Hey, it’s not your fault,’ Carl says, suddenly defending me now rather than himself.

      ‘It’s both of our faults,’ I tell him as I hold his gaze. ‘You understand that. We both made a mistake that day. I can’t blame you for the whole thing, as much as I might like to. The truth is neither one of us is perfect, and that’s why something bad happened to us both.’

      I wonder if Carl thought this was how our chat would go when he was on his way in here to meet me. Surely not. But it’s what I needed to say, because nothing good can come from the pair of us beating ourselves up about things for the rest of our days. Or blaming anything else, including plain bad luck. It was just a terrible moment in our lives, one we wish we could relive again and change, but can’t.

      ‘I hope you don’t suffer any more in here,’ I tell him after that. ‘Pay for your crime and get out and make something of what’s left of your life. You owe it to my son to do that. Just as I owe it to him to do something with mine as well.’

      Carl looks emotional now as he nods his head. I have tears in my eyes, too, but I’m doing well to keep my emotions in check for the time being.

      ‘I wanted to say thank you for driving Jo to the prison,’ Carl says then. ‘I know you weren’t aware of who she was visiting at the time, but even so, it was a friendly act. From what Jo has told me about you, you are a very kind person.’

      I shrug my shoulders. I don’t really have much to say to that, which allows Carl to go on.

      ‘You really helped her out. Her having sold her car meant that she never would have been able to make it here to see me without your help. I’m sure she has thanked you herself, but I just wanted to say thank you as well.’

      Carl offers a small smile and seems like he is looking forward to this conversation being over soon, even ending on a bright note. But something he has just said has troubled me.

      ‘What do you mean she sold her car?’

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘You just said Jo sold her car?’

      ‘Erm, yeah. That’s right.’

      ‘She told me she couldn’t drive.’

      Carl suddenly looks confused. Then he tries to disguise it by laughing it off. ‘Oh, erm, yeah. I might have got mixed up there.’

      ‘Well, which is it? She can’t drive, or she had a car and sold it?’

      Carl is growing increasingly flustered, and it says a lot when he glances towards the nearest warden as if he is hoping the prison employee will tell him the visit is over and remove him from this uncomfortable situation. But the warden doesn’t come to his aid because this visit isn’t over yet.

      And the more I watch Carl squirming, the more questions I have to ask him.

      ‘Why would she lie to me about such a thing?’ I want to know. ‘Why would she say she couldn’t drive?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Carl offers tamely.

      ‘Why didn’t she want me to know that she could drive?’

      ‘I have no idea!’

      ‘Yes, you do. You’re sweating! What is it? What aren’t you telling me?’

      ‘Nothing!’

      ‘What’s going on here? There’s something, isn’t there? You’re both keeping something from me? What is it?’

      ‘I can’t do this,’ Carl mutters, his face etched in discomfort. ‘This is too hard. I need to go.’

      He stands up then, and the nearest warden approaches to find out what is wrong. Carl tells him he wishes to be returned to his cell, but I’m not done with him and leap out of my own seat to make that clear.

      ‘What are you hiding? What is going on here? Is it something to do with Tobi? Was Jo with you that day? Was she with you when you hit him?’

      Carl looks horrified at that suggestion and denies it, but he looks like he just wants to run and hide now. You wouldn’t think a prisoner would be so keen to go back to their prison. That tells me that, for some reason, staying here with me and my questions is far worse for him than going back behind a locked door.

      But why would that be?

      What could possibly be so bad that he is so afraid of my questions?

      I don’t know, because I don’t get to ask him anything else before he is taken away, and I am asked by another warden to leave. But I think it all through as I make my way out of the prison. The lie about Jo being unable to drive. Carl’s panic once I discovered it. The fact that it turns out they knew each other before the accident, and the chance they might actually have been together that day. And the panic attack Jo had when I slammed on the brakes in my car.

      Something is not right here.

      There must be more to their story.

      And I’m going to have to try to figure it out myself, because one thing is very obvious.

      Carl and Jo are both liars.

      But just how deep do the lies go?
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      I’ve decided to retrace Carl’s footsteps on the day he hit Tobi, using the information that he gave in his statement in court surrounding his movements before the accident. My first port of call is the Queen’s Arms pub, where Carl admitted to drinking before he got behind the wheel and put this whole sorry story into motion.

      He told those of us in court that he had three or four drinks that day, and the landlord of the pub had also been spoken to and verified that claim. But no other witnesses who might have been present that day were sought out, simply because Carl pled guilty to the charges. That meant there wasn’t an actual trial, and therefore, the police hadn’t been required to go and do more digging into the backstory. At the time, I had been glad of that, because it spared me the pain of having to sit through a lengthy affair in court, one in which I would have been required to take the witness stand and face my own questions. But in hindsight, I am starting to wonder if the lack of any real investigation could have led to the police, and me, missing something big.

      The frosty pub beer garden is deserted as I make my way through it, not at all like I imagine it was when Carl sat here as a free man and supped his pints under that hot sun. The inside of the pub is also quiet as I walk in. Barring the lady behind the beer taps and a couple of old men sitting at a table in the corner, there is no one else here.

      I order myself a lemonade and ask the bartender if she happened to be working on a very specific date last summer, but she tells me she only started here a few weeks ago, so can’t help me. Things look even more bleak when she tells me that this pub has recently changed hands, and the landlord who would have been working when Carl was in here that day has sold up and moved on.

      I take my drink over to one of the empty tables and sit down, sipping the fizzy bubbles and trying to imagine Carl being in here that Sunday. I wonder if he was laughing with a couple of the locals and commenting on some football match on the TV. Maybe he put some money into the fruit machine and tried to win himself a jackpot before returning to the bar to buy himself another beer. I’m sure it was just a normal Sunday afternoon in the pub. Like Carl said, he probably didn’t do much differently than a lot of other men that day.

      But was he alone, or was Jo with him? It matters to me because I am really trying to understand what was going on with him before he hit Tobi. All this time, I believed he had just called in here for a few drinks, but what if he was with his mistress? What if they were arguing? And what if he had offered to drive her home, and she was sitting next to him when my son ran out in the road?

      Could Jo have distracted him? Could she have been at fault, too? And if she was there, then why would she lie to me and say she wasn’t? And there is still the very strange and fabricated story about her not being able to drive, something Carl revealed to be a lie, which makes me wonder why she had to tell it.

      For some reason I have not yet been able to explain, Jo did not want me to know that she could drive a car.

      I finish my drink, thank the lady who gave it to me, and step back outside into the chilly weather. But I’ve come out of the front entrance now, so I’m in the car park. As I look around, I try to visualise it with Carl’s white Mercedes parked here. I look around the exterior of the pub to see if there are any cameras facing this car park, but I can’t see any, so I can only imagine what he would have looked like as he left this place and took out his keys to get into the driver’s seat.

      Was he staggering a little? Was he chuckling to himself? Was he moving slowly, or was he walking fast, in a hurry – like a man who was just about to go above the speed limit and hit someone?

      I don’t know, but I set off walking down the main road in the direction Carl would have gone in his car that day. I’m not able to traverse the route as quickly as he would have been able to, as I’m only on foot, but seeing what he would have seen on the way is helping me visualise it all so much more.

      Every bend in the road. Every set of traffic lights. Every house, garden and shop he would have passed on the way.

      The corner shop.

      I stop walking as I spot the camera outside the shop across the street. It looks like one of those places where somebody can call in to get a newspaper or a packet of crisps. Not a proper supermarket, but a miniature version. But it’s the camera above the front door that interests me. It seems to be facing out onto this road. If that is the case, it would have captured Carl’s Mercedes as it had driven past on that summer’s day.

      I cross the street and enter the shop, passing a row of chocolate bars and wrapped sweets before I reach the counter and smile at the man standing behind it. He must be at least seventy, but he seems sprightly enough to be on his feet all day. As he welcomes me in, he seems to already be assuming that I’m going to ask him for one of the packets of cigarettes on the shelves behind him. But that’s not what I want at all.

      ‘Hi. I was wondering about that camera you have outside. How long has it been there?’

      ‘The camera? Oh, that’s been there for years. We need it because we’ve had so much trouble around here. Lots of shoplifters, that kind of thing. Why do you ask? Are you with the police?’

      ‘No, I’m not. But I was wondering if I could have a look at the footage from one particular day last summer, if you have it.’

      ‘Why?’

      I explain to the man about how I am the mother of the little boy who got hit by the car earlier this year, and he tells me that he remembers reading about that in the newspapers he sells before giving me his condolences. It’s nice of him to offer me his sympathies; I hope it also increases the odds of him helping me. I go on to explain that I was hoping to see if the camera had captured the car that hit my son as it drove past this shop that afternoon.

      ‘It’s possible,’ the shop owner admits. ‘But why do you want to see it?’

      ‘I’m just retracing the driver’s steps that day and trying to process it all. Part of the grief process, I suppose. It would really help me try to move on if you could help me.’

      I’m laying it on a little thick, but my sob story does the trick. The man says he is willing to go and have a look at the security footage.

      I follow him into a back room, one that is full of all sorts of the usual fare a place like this sells – like chocolate biscuits, tins of beans and a stack of car magazines that I presume the petrolheads in this town like to buy. But it’s the old computer in the corner that is of most interest to me. I stand behind the shop owner as he takes a seat at the monitor and logs on

      He warns me that I might need to be patient as he starts to trawl through the security footage to find the date and time in question. I just reply that he is to go as fast or slow as he likes, I’m not in any rush. I guess he mustn’t have too much to do himself, because he seems happy enough to sit and keep scrolling back through the digital archives. By the time he finds the date, he seems very pleased with himself.

      ‘Here we go,’ he says, pointing at the screen. ‘What time did you want to look at?’

      ‘It was just after four o’clock.’

      ‘Okay.’

      The shop owner taps a couple of keys, and the image on-screen jumps to a different part of the recording. Then it starts playing, and I lean in closer to the screen.

      There’s been no sign of Carl’s car after a couple of minutes, and the sound of a bell ringing by the front door sends the shopkeeper scurrying back out to deal with another customer. But he allows me to take a seat at his computer, and as the minutes tick by, I find myself becoming less and less confident of seeing the car.

      But then I spot it.

      It was quick; I have to go back and hit rewind. But once I have, pausing the image allows me to see it clearly.

      The white Mercedes. Carl’s car. Mere minutes before it hit my son.

      But it’s only when I zoom in that I discover the true horror of this situation. It explains why Jo lied to me about not being able to drive, and also why Carl got so jumpy when I unravelled that lie.

      It’s because he wasn’t the one at the wheel that day.

      She was.
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      I resigned from my role at the school as soon as I could. It turned out it was definitely for the best, because no sooner had I done so than Carl phoned me to tell me all about what happened when Anni went to see him. He told me that while the visit had started off as expected, with her making him apologise, it had then become more tense as she had forced him to recount that summer’s day in as much detail as he could manage.

      Carl told me that he had managed to get through it all without too much difficulty apart from the obvious awkwardness it presented him, and he had thought he had said all the right things. But then, he had apparently thanked Anni for driving me to visit him. That was when he had made a mistake. He had contradicted something I had told Anni.

      I’d told Anni that I couldn’t drive. He suggested that I could.

      And he panicked when he realised Anni was confused about it all.

      It was my fault. I should never have told Anni I couldn’t drive. Once I had, I should have told Carl so he would have known to play along and protect the lie. But I made a mess of it, and because of that, Carl tripped up. Now Anni suspects we are hiding even more things from her than we were before.

      Carl told me that he hadn’t liked the way Anni had been looking at him as he hurried away from the visiting room. He told me he felt as though she might look into the events of that fateful day, suspicious that there was more to it. It could have just been paranoia on his part, but after what we have done, it doesn’t take much for either of us to get paranoid these days. Now I’m just as worried about the whole thing as he is.

      The plan then was for me to make sure I never saw Anni again. That way she couldn’t ask any more questions and try to poke more holes in our story. I thought I had accomplished that by quitting my job. But I have just discovered to my dismay that there is a problem.

      I should have been paid today for the time I did work as a substitute teacher at Anni’s school. It wouldn’t have been much money, because I quit before I had worked a full month, but it would have been enough to help tide me over for the time being. But a check on my bank balance this morning told me that that the money had not gone into my account, and I only found out why when I phoned the school.

      The admin assistant in charge of salaries confessed that she had misplaced my file and couldn’t pay me because she didn’t have the necessary details. While that was annoying, I had assumed I could just provide my details over the phone, and the problem would be solved remotely. But that was not the case. Thanks to the ineptitude of the admin assistant, I am now required to go into the school to sign a couple of the forms I already signed as well as complete the payment document so I can receive the money they owe me.

      I tried to tell them that I couldn’t make it in and that I needed the money sooner, so there must be some other way. But there wasn’t; I was told I have to go in. That’s why I’m now standing outside the school, feeling very nervous, because I know who is inside, and I am terrified I might bump into her in one of the corridors.

      I’ve made sure to hold off on coming here until mid-morning, when I know Anni will be in the midst of her lessons and will be less likely to see me. But even so, I am still extremely nervous as I cross the car park and walk through the front door, peeping around every corner and creeping around like a burglar in an unattended house, just in case she catches me here and starts asking me why I lied to her about driving.

      Thankfully, I make it into the office without seeing her. After rushing through the signing of the paperwork as quickly as I can, I accept the numerous apologies from the incompetent admin assistant before leaving almost as quickly as I came.

      The school is quiet as I make my way back through all the corridors towards the exit. The pupils inside all of the classrooms seem to be on their best behaviour, which was not something they tended to do when I was working here. But I don’t care about any of that now, because I’ll never have to set foot in this place again. As I push open the door and step out into the car park, I believe I have made it.

      Anni didn’t see me. And she will never see me again.

      ‘Hello, Jo.’

      The voice behind me sends a chill down my spine. I know exactly whom it belongs to, and I don’t have to turn around to get confirmation.

      It’s her.

      Should I just run before she can say anything else? No, that will make me look guilty of something, so I grit my teeth and turn to face Anni, praying that she is only out here to ask me why I am back at the school, not to actually question me like she questioned Carl.

      ‘Sorry. I only came back because the stupid assistant messed up my salary payment. But I’m leaving now, and I promise I won’t be back again.’

      ‘No, I’m glad you came back. I’d been hoping I would run into you again.’

      ‘You had?’

      ‘Yes. I’ve been wanting to talk to you about something, and it’s been rather frustrating not knowing your home address.’

      ‘What is it?’

      I guess this is the part where she tells me that she knows I lied about not being able to drive.

      ‘It’s about who was driving Carl’s car just before it hit my son.’

      Oh no. Why would she say that?

      Unless …

      ‘Sorry. I’m not sure what you mean,’ I try feebly, feeling my legs getting weaker beneath me as I speak.

      ‘Oh, I think you do. You see, everyone thinks Carl was driving, and why wouldn’t they? He told the police he was, so it seemed like an open-and-shut case, right?’

      ‘He was driving.’

      ‘I think we both know that he wasn’t.’

      How does she know this?

      ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ I say again before I start to hurry away across the car park, hoping that I can fix this problem by just leaving it behind. But it’s not that simple, because Anni comes after me. While she doesn’t quite catch me up, she doesn’t have to do so to make me stop. She just has to say the one thing that stops me dead in my tracks.

      ‘I’ve seen CCTV footage from that day, and I know you were at the wheel instead of Carl.’

      I freeze. ‘What CCTV footage?’

      ‘You drove past a shop after you left the pub. It had a camera that overlooked the road, and I saw the Mercedes go past. I also saw Carl sitting in the passenger seat and you on the other side, with your hands on the steering wheel.’

      ‘You must be mistaken.’

      ‘No, you must be mistaken if you think you could have ever gotten away with this! Why did you lie? Why did Carl go to prison when you were the one who killed my son?’

      I’m lucky nobody else is in this car park to hear what Anni just said, but that doesn’t change the fact that she knows what has happened. My and Carl’s worst nightmare has come true. Now that it has, I could be joining him behind bars very shortly.

      ‘I don’t know,’ I say solemnly. ‘I’m so sorry.’

      Anni just shakes her head as she looks at me in disgust, but I suppose I should just be glad that she hasn’t got her phone out and called the police yet. But it’s surely only a matter of time.

      Isn’t it?

      ‘What are you going to do?’ I ask her, terrified of the answer. ‘Are you going to tell the police?’

      ‘I’m not sure yet,’ Anni replies, and that was probably the best answer I could have hoped for, in the circumstances. There might be a glimmer of hope after all, so I decide not to waste any of it and rush towards her to try to plead my case.

      ‘You have to understand, I was just trying to do the right thing. I wanted us to get a taxi when we left the pub, but Carl insisted on driving. I knew he’d had too much to drink though, so I took the keys off him. I had to do it; otherwise he would have driven! I know what ended up happening was terrible, but I was trying to do the right thing in the beginning!’

      ‘The right thing? You lied to the police! You perverted the course of justice!’

      ‘No, because Carl has gone to prison, so somebody has still paid for what happened to your son. I know it’s not right, but Carl offered to take the blame for me because he knew I wouldn’t survive in there! We shouldn’t have done that, but we did, and by then, it was too late to go back on it!’

      ‘You expect me to thank you for what you did?’

      ‘No, of course not. It was my fault. I hit him. But he came out of nowhere, and I couldn’t stop in time. I’m so sorry. I’m really, really sorry!’

      The tears are streaming down my face now as all of the emotions of the last six months come pouring out of me. But Anni remains stone-faced.

      ‘How much had you had to drink that day?’ she asks me as I try to stifle my sobs.

      ‘Not as much as Carl, that’s why I offered to drive.’

      ‘But you’d still had too much?’

      ‘I don’t know. Maybe.’

      ‘Yes or no?’

      I really don’t want to answer that, but the time for lying is well and truly over.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And you were going over the speed limit as well.’

      ‘Only a little bit.’

      ‘Enough to prevent you from slowing down in time.’

      ‘Yes.’

      Anni shakes her head at me as if I am some pathetic excuse for a human being. Maybe I am. To perhaps prove it, I return to begging for forgiveness, throwing myself at the mercy of a woman who owes me absolutely nothing.

      ‘Please don’t go to the police! I’m so sorry for what happened to your son, and I’ll do anything. But telling them the truth will only have me arrested and have Carl charged with a different crime. Why do we both have to be in prison? It was just a terrible mistake, but please don’t punish us both for it!’

      Anni listens to all of my desperation until I have burnt myself out and have no more words to offer. It’s at that point that I have resigned myself to being put in handcuffs and marched away once she calls the police.

      But that doesn’t happen. Instead, Anni takes pity on me and my pathetic excuse for an existence, because she tells me that she isn’t going to have me arrested. She just tells me that she wants to get on with her own life and never wants to have to think about either me or my boyfriend ever again. Then she tells me to get lost before turning and walking back into the school. As I watch her go, I thank whatever higher power might be watching over me, because it finally seems like all of this is over.

      Anni seems to have let this go. For that, she will always be a much better woman than I am.

      I don’t waste any time getting away from the school. As the weeks and months went by, I became more and more confident that I would never have to see her again.

      It was over. It was a mess, but it was done with.

      Anni is getting on with her life.

      And I’m trying to get on with mine.
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      Not much has changed in this town in the last year. A couple of shops have closed down, and somebody set fire to one of the park benches, which has left one less place to sit for anybody who fancies a stroll in nature. But apart from that, everything else is the same.

      The Queen’s Arms pub is still going strong, and I sometimes see people drinking in the beer garden whenever I drive past. The corner shop still has the camera above the front door and is run by the same friendly shopkeeper who allowed me to look at his footage once upon a time. And there will always be a bunch of flowers tied to the lamppost on Shaw Road, the scene where Tobi took his last breath, because I make sure to keep going back and leaving something to remember him by, as well as a reminder for other motorists to slow down, because children can run out from anywhere.

      I’m driving through my town now and feeling in a reflective mood as I stick to the speed limit and pay close attention to everything happening on the other side of my windscreen. Part of me can’t quite believe a year has passed since I last spoke to Jo and told her that I knew she was the one who had really killed my son. But time has gone by, and after another hot summer and the anniversary of Tobi’s death, it is winter again. The leaves have fallen from the trees, reminding everyone around here that there is a natural order to things that we can’t ever hope to control.

      But I have learnt over this past year that there are other natural things that I have no power over. One of them is forgiving Jo for what she did. I have honestly given it a good go and hoped I could move on, but I have failed in that regard. The more time that has passed, the more I have realised that stemming the tide of my anger is like trying to stem the onslaught of cold weather in November.

      It’s impossible.

      That’s why I have been keeping tabs on Jo since we last spoke. It wasn’t actually that hard to find her again, because while I didn’t know where she lived, nor where she worked after leaving the school, I did know of one place she went on a regular basis.

      The prison.

      All I had to do was go to where Carl was being held when it was visiting time, and sure enough, there she was, strolling across the car park as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

      It turned out that it hadn’t been as impossible for her to go and visit him as she had made out. I followed her to a train station that she had been using to get to the prison, and once I figured out her familiar route, I knew which train she would be getting off back in town. From there, it was easy to follow her home and find out where she lived.

      Yes, I know that following Jo isn’t healthy and the best way for me to move on, but I found myself trailing her on weekends and some weeknights, when I wasn’t required to be in the classroom teaching the next generation. At first, I told myself I was just doing it because I wanted to double-check that she was really remorseful for what she had done, although I’m not sure what I was expecting to see. Jo sitting on her doorstep crying, perhaps? But as time went on, I realised I was following her because I wanted to interact with her one more time. It was just taking me a little while to figure out what exactly I was going to do when we did cross paths again.

      But it was during one of those many reconnaissance missions when I noticed that Jo was doing something I had not expected, even from a woman like her. And that’s what brings me to this house now, the one on a leafy suburban street on the outskirts of town, quite a way from where I live.

      I park by the side of the road, in amongst all the other cars already outside the various homes, and I sit back in my seat to keep watch on one front door in particular. I know it will open soon, and when it does, I know whom I will see. It will be Jo, and she will be leaving to make her way home. Until then, I will wait patiently.

      I drum my fingers on the steering wheel and listen to the radio as I pass the time, but I won’t have too long to wait. I know because I’ve sat outside here several times over the last few months. These Sunday mornings always run like clockwork.

      Jo will leave by midday. I just know it.

      Sure enough, the front door opens at ten minutes to twelve, and I see the woman who killed my son step outside. But before she can be on her way, she turns back to the doorway and kisses the man who has just let her out.

      I recognise him, too. It’s my colleague Tim. But this isn’t a friendly kiss between two people who used to work together. This is a passionate one, full of lust and all that other goodness that comes when two people are still in that stage when they can’t keep their hands off each other.

      Only after the kiss is Jo on her way. She turns left onto the street, as I knew she would because this is the way to the bus stop, which is a five-minute walk from here. The front door closes behind her, and Tim presumably goes back to his bed, probably feeling rather satisfied with himself. What man wouldn’t after a night with an attractive lady? If only he knew that Jo was actually supposed to be in a relationship with a man in prison, then perhaps he wouldn’t be feeling quite so smug. But how was he to know unless Jo told him that? I have a feeling that she has never quite found the right time to tell him that she is already taken.

      Was I surprised to learn that Jo has been cheating on Carl while he’s locked up? Yes, I have to admit that I was. I mean, how could she do that to a man who willingly went to prison for her? But it seems her shame knows no limits; having clearly tired of waiting for Carl to be released, she has been engaging in a little extracurricular fun to keep herself occupied in the meantime.

      Poor Carl. I suppose I should feel sorry for him. But I don’t, which is why I won’t give him another thought as I turn my attention back to the woman walking ahead of me.

      I watch Jo getting farther away from me before I restart my engine and set off, trailing her slowly until she rounds the corner. Then I speed up a bit, because I don’t want her out of my sight for too long.

      I navigate the corner and quickly spot my target preparing to cross the street up ahead. As she leaves the pavement and steps into the road, I put my foot down hard on the accelerator pedal.

      I cover the ground between us easily in my speedy motor; it’s mere seconds until Jo is right in front of my vehicle with no way of escape. But just before I hit her, she has time to look up and see what is coming. When she does, she instinctively puts up her hands, as if they are capable of repelling an oncoming car.

      But that’s not all she does. With widening eyes, she stares right through the windscreen and sees who it is that is bearing down on her.

      When she does, she must understand that this is only right.

      I don’t stop after I have struck her, because why would I do that?

      She fled the scene when she killed Tobi. Now I will flee the scene after killing her.
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      The graveyard is coated with white frost as I make my way through it, passing the rows of headstones that stand as monuments to lives once lived. But there’s plenty of colour on display here too, in the form of the colourful bouquets of flowers that have been left beside the graves. The bold and bright petals in various shades of red, blue and yellow stand in sharp contrast to the grey of the headstones and the charcoal-coloured sky overhead and offer a bright tribute to show that the living have not yet forgotten the dead.

      I only stop when I reach the grave belonging to my little boy, and as I deposit my own offering of flowers, the tears sting in my eyes just as much as the icy wind bites at the skin on my exposed face. I stuff my hands into my coat pockets once I no longer need to use them, and then I just stand as still as everything else in this grim environment as I read the words inscribed on the headstone before me. They are words that I could cite verbatim because I’m the one who commissioned them, but I still reread them, my eyes flitting across each and every engraving on this piece of granite as if I’m looking for something new, something I might have missed. But while nothing is different there, something is different in terms of my mood as I stay here and mourn. I feel slightly better about things since my last visit to this site, and I know that is down to one simple reason.

      I’ve now rid the world of the woman who put my son in the ground.

      The hit-and-run killing of Jo Foster has shocked the town, and the police have appealed for information, although none has been forthcoming. It seems that I have gotten away with my ‘eye for an eye’ crime, and that is why I’m feeling better. But I should have learnt by now that life has a nasty habit of throwing up surprises, and so it proves again as I’m unexpectedly joined at the graveside by a man in a long overcoat, and it was a man I hadn’t expected to ever have to see again.

      ‘Hello, Anni,’ Alex says as he joins me at Tobi’s grave.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ I ask him, skipping over the pleasantries because I have been under the assumption that any dealings between the pair of us had come to an end the moment after I had completed my exclusive interview with him, the one in which I had gone into painstaking detail about what it felt like to have lost my son to a drunk driver.

      That interview had been watched by a large percentage of the residents in this town when it had aired, and Alex had been rewarded for his part in it by being nominated for an award that recognised both his journalistic skills and the fact he had helped raise awareness of a vital campaign to keep the roads in the area safer. But it turned out that he wasn’t here to discuss any of that. Not Tobi or the interview or the black-tie awards ceremony he had been invited to attend in the aftermath. He was here to discuss something else, and it’s a subject I hoped he would never offer an opinion on.

      ‘I think that you had something to do with what happened to Jo,’ Alex tells me without taking his eyes from the headstone. ‘You certainly had the motive.’

      Hearing such a statement from an investigative reporter is almost enough to send me into a blind panic, but I keep my composure and say the only sensible thing I can.

      ‘What are you talking about? I didn’t kill her!’

      Alex had to know that I would deny it, but he remains composed himself before speaking again.

      ‘My suspicions led me to do a little digging. I ended up having a conversation with a certain shopkeeper, one whom I believe you have already been to visit yourself. Quite why that shopkeeper keeps his CCTV footage for so long is beyond me, but I wasn’t the first person to ask to see it, and I guess that means I’m not the first person to know that Jo was at the wheel on the day Tobi died, and not Carl.’

      It’s obvious now that Alex is not the kind of person who is going to fall for me playing dumb any longer, and that’s why I change tack quickly after learning of the information he has gathered, switching from surprise and denial to trying to gather some information of my own.

      ‘What are you going to do?’

      ‘So you did kill her?’

      ‘I didn’t say that.’

      ‘But it would make sense, right? Sort of poetic justice. The woman who ran over your son ends up being run over herself.’

      ‘Alex, please, you have to listen to me. It’s not what you think.’

      ‘No, I don’t have to listen to you. I think you’ve already told me everything that I needed to hear.’

      It’s only then that Alex looks at me, and when he does, I see that there is a warmness to his expression, not too dissimilar to how he appeared when I sat across from him during our interview when the cameras were on us.

      ‘Don’t worry, whether you did or didn’t kill her, your secret is safe with me.’

      I can’t believe it. Did he really just say that? He, the reporter who tormented me for months in pursuit of a juicy story, is now the same man who is not going to pursue his interest in me possibly being the one who killed Jo?

      He could go to the police and tell them what he knows before voicing his suspicion about me and having them check my car bonnet for damage. That could also lead to him taking this story to his employer, and if he did that, then he is almost certainly sitting on the news scoop of the year. I wonder what awards he might get nominated for then.

      But no, he isn’t doing that because he is still looking at me like I am his friend and not just somebody who could help him increase the ratings figures for his employer’s channel.

      ‘Whatever happened, I hope you find some peace now,’ he tells me before turning and walking away, leaving me alone again at the graveside.

      I stay there for another ten minutes as I process what just happened, wondering why Alex would be so kind to me. I guess he isn’t so bad after all. There is a heart under that journalistic swagger, just like there is a heart under the front I put on to the world, and it’s a heart that is still healing after all that I have been through. He is showing mercy to me, aware that I have already been through enough, and for that I will be eternally grateful.

      I eventually make my way to the graveyard gates, and as I pass through them and leave the rows of headstones behind for another week at least, I feel like it is time to move on. An accident started all of this, but everything that happened after was intentional.

      The lies. The surprises. The murder.

      Who is in the right, and who is in the wrong now?

      I don’t know, and I don’t care to dwell on that, just like Alex doesn’t care to either.

      I just want to go home and get on with my life.

      And I know I will do just that because all of this is finally over.
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        She takes the same train every day. But this is a journey she’ll never forget.

      

      

      

      
        
        Amanda is a hardworking single mum, completely focused on her job and her daughter, Louise.  She’s been saving for years and now, finally, she can afford to give up work and chase her dream.

        But then, on her commute home from London to Brighton, she meets a charming stranger - who seems to know everything about her.

        He delivers an ultimatum . She needs to give him the code for the safe where she keeps her savings before the train reaches Brighton - or she’ll never see Louise again.

        Convinced that the threat is real, Amanda is stunned, horrified. She knows she should give him the code, but she can’t. Because she also knows there is a terrible secret in that safe which will destroy her life and Louise’s too…
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        Please enjoy this preview of The Passenger.

      

      

      PROLOGUE

      The sound of the body going underneath the train was heard by all of those inside the station that night.

      A sickening combination of shattering bone and squealing brakes was not what most people were expecting to experience as they made their way along the platforms at the end of another long day.

      Most people heard only the sound of the screams from fellow travellers as the desperate driver brought the train to a stop as quickly as possible, but there were a few who had been unlucky enough to see the incident itself. Those unfortunate souls would be going home with several distressing pictures flashing through their minds.

      They would see the image of the man as he fell from the safety of the platform and down onto the hard track below. They would have the memory of the blood as it sprayed up the front of the train and across the windscreen in front of the startled driver. And it would be impossible to forget the looks of horror on the faces of their fellow witnesses who had all seen such a gruesome sight.

      But there was one more thing that the eyewitnesses would recall about this terrible event.

      They would recall the woman who had pushed that man in front of the train.

      She had blonde hair and wore dark sunglasses. She displayed a calm expression while everyone around her wore one of shock. And she had hurried away while everybody else had stayed still.

      There were many unforgettable things about that evening in the train station, and many questions for the witnesses, police, and paramedics to try to answer afterwards. Questions like:

      Why did this happen?

      Who was the unlucky man on the tracks?

      And most important of all: Who was the woman who pushed him?

      

      CHAPTER 1

      
        
        THREE HOURS EARLIER

      

      

      There aren’t many better spots to people-watch than at a London train station in rush hour. You get all kinds of people in a place like this. Young, old. Rich, poor. Happy, sad. Mainly sad. All of them buzzing about like little bees, desperate to get to their next destination as quickly as possible, and none of them caring about who they have to shoulder-barge out of the way to get there.

      I could spend hours standing here and watching them all rush by, one, because I have the patience after spending so much time in prison, and two, because I find it fascinating. Everyone has their own story to tell, their own tales of love, regret and bad luck. But I don’t have that much time to give to such a passive pursuit now. That’s because there is one person in this crowd whom I have my eye on in particular: the brunette woman currently standing several yards to my left on this crowded platform.

      There are dozens of people in between us, but I am making sure to keep my eyes on her more than anybody else. Unlike all these strangers whose life is still a mystery, this particular woman holds no secrets for me. I have been watching her for a while now, and I know everything about her, but importantly, she knows nothing about me.

      Yet.

      Her name is Amanda Abbott, and she is thirty-seven years old. She is from Brighton and lives in a two-bedroom flat near the town’s train station with her seventeen-year-old daughter, Louise. Every weekday, Amanda catches the 07:40 train and makes the sixty-minute commute from the coast into London, where she works a nine-to-five office job as a purchasing administrator. Then she boards the 17:35 service back home again. If her weekday routine seems dreary, her weekend one is even worse. She spends most of it cooped up in her flat, leaving only for food shopping or a short walk along the windy seafront. Her love life is non-existent, and her social life seems just as scarce. From what I have gathered, this is not down to any lack of looks or social skills, but rather a dogged determination to use almost every spare minute she has outside of her employment to focus on her number one goal in life.

      Amanda wants to be an author.

      I haven’t read any of Amanda’s work yet, and I’m not planning on doing so. I don’t need to know what she dreams up in her imagination every day. I only need to know what her reality is, and after the last few weeks, I have a pretty good idea of that. She’s just an average woman, working an average job, dreaming of bigger and better things. I doubt she is any different from any of the other people standing between us on this platform right now. A commuter preparing for another commute.

      How ordinary.

      But there is one thing that makes Amanda stand out from this crowd. It’s the thing that has kept me awake at night with excitement and anticipation of this day right here. It’s the fact that unlike most sensible people in society, Amanda doesn’t keep her money in a bank.

      It’s easy in my position at one of the busiest train stations in Central London to get pushed off course by a stream of rude passengers or be deafened by all the chatter, the public address system, and screeching of brakes as the locomotives go up and down the tracks. If I had to do this every day, then I’d probably kill myself, and I’m only slightly exaggerating. I’d definitely rather be back in prison, that’s for sure. At least there I had some free will. Not like these people. They think they are free, but they are wrong. None of them want to be here, yet here they are, because they have to be. Go to work. Go home. Do it all again tomorrow. And they think they have a better life than an inmate. At least I had free accommodation and food. I dread to think how much these guys are paying for the cost of living around these parts.

      Amanda is just like them. I can see that on her face as I maintain a visual on her while waiting for the 17:35 service to arrive. She looks bored. A little lost.

      Sad.

      She doesn’t want to be here. She’d much rather be doing something else. But this is her life. Every decision she has made has led her to this moment right now. It’s those decisions that have also led to a man like me being so interested in her. But there is still time for her to make one more decision. It will be a big one, and the outcome of it will have a significant impact on both her and her daughter. It’s a decision she would never have expected to have to make. But she will make it.

      She has no choice.

      I notice Amanda turn her head in my direction, so I quickly avert my gaze from her pretty face and look down at the empty tracks in front of me. Soon a train will fill this space, but until then it’s just a cavernous gap that only takes one push to send a person tumbling down into it. Sometimes the trains around here get delayed because there’s a person on the tracks. But that doesn’t mean somebody is playing around on them. It means they either jumped or they were pushed. A scary thought. Not one I’d like to entertain for long. But a thought that reminds me how fragile life is. The edge of this platform is literally a precipice between life and death.

      I know which side I’d rather be on.

      Looking up from the tracks again and back to my left, I see that Amanda is no longer looking in my direction. She doesn’t know it yet, but it won’t be long now until I’m the only thing she is looking at.

      By the time we reach the end of this line, I will no longer be just a stranger in the crowd to her. She will know me almost as well as I know her. She will also have made that decision. I just hope she does the right thing. For my sake. For her daughter’s. And for herself.

      But there’s only one way to find out.

      We need to get on board.

      Now, where is the train?
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