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PROLOGUE
They were just one of those families who blended into the background. 
Plain. Ordinary. Entirely unremarkable. 
A couple with two kids. The mum and dad almost forty. Her pretty and him handsome. Their eldest child a grumpy teenage boy, while the youngest was a scampish girl who tried her best to act a lot older than her eight years on this earth. They lived in a modest home, drove a modest car and did exactly what everybody else their age did. The parents went to work while their offspring went to school. There was nothing at all to suggest that they were extraordinary or worthy of all the attention they got when the truth came out about them in the town. In fact, until that time, the most interesting thing about them had been that they had moved into the town in the first place. 
Just like the family themselves on the day they had arrived, this place was not anything special. Just a quiet place in the north of England with some beautiful scenery but not much in the way of landmarks to keep the residents occupied. A few supermarkets, several small hotels and some very old pubs were the highlights around here. But it was the surroundings that kept the village dwellers happy. The rolling hills, the sheep in the lush, green fields and the fact this place was only around a seven-minute drive to the Scottish border and the scenic treats beyond meant this was one of the more desirable parts of the country to live in for those seeking the quiet life. 
As far as everyone in this town had known at the time, the arrival of the new family had come about because they had been seeking that quiet life. Why else would such a family move here? If they weren’t here for the views, the country walks and to exist in a safe haven of extremely low levels of crime, then what exactly were they here for? 
It turned out that the answer was one that would shock everybody in the town. 
What was just as shocking was how the residents came to find out. That happened on one particular night in winter when a frost covered the ground, and the only light came from the streetlamps dotted about the picturesque place. 
All was quiet until suddenly, it wasn’t. 
The police cars arrived first, their blue lights flashing and their tyres squealing as they raced off the roads in the surrounding hills and sped through the still streets. They were quickly followed by a black van, one with tinted windows so nobody could see the driver or the occupants in the vehicle until they got out and showed themselves to be wearing balaclavas that covered their faces. 
Curtains were being opened, and anxious faces were peering out of the windows of many of the properties in the town as eager residents tried to figure out what was going on in their quiet corner of the world. Some even ventured outside their respective homes to try and get a better look. 
But they soon went scampering back inside when the gunshots started. 
Of all the places in the world to host a firefight, this town had erupted as weapons were discharged, and lives were instantly put at risk. And what was the cause of it all? The family who had recently moved to the area seemed to hold the key to answering that question. After all, it was their home around which the gunfire was centred. 
And it was their home that would hold the dead bodies.  
By the time peace had been restored in this tranquil location, the residents of the town had many questions. But while they waited for answers on those, they all knew one thing for sure. 
They wished that family had never come here. 
That’s because while they had seemed so normal, the truth was that they were nothing but trouble. 
Appearances had been deceptive. 
That’s why you can never really trust what you see. 
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SOPHIE
It’s not easy being the wife to a distracted husband and the mother to two challenging children. I might make it look easy from the outside but trust me, things are not as simple as I like to make out that they are. Each new day provides me with both a chance to succeed and a chance to fail when it comes to family life. Some days I win, and some days I lose, but today I am determined to be victorious. That’s why I have suggested the four of us get out of the house and go for lunch at the country pub we’ve been to several times in the past. 
The food menu is big enough for my kids to find something they want to eat, the drinks menu is big enough for my partner to quench his considerable thirst, and the restaurant area is big enough for me not to have to worry about the fact that we haven’t phoned ahead and reserved a table. It helps that it’s a Saturday because if it was a Sunday, we would have no chance of getting in, not amongst all the diners out for a roast dinner and the day drinkers out trying to forget that a new working week is almost due to start again. 
Saturdays are always much quieter at the country pub. I guess most people choose to spend that particular day somewhere with a little more energy, like the bars and restaurants in the city. But that’s perfect for us today because I know there’s a good chance there will be a vacant table when we walk in. 
All I have to do now is persuade my family to come with me.  
My first challenge is Stuart, my husband and the man who is currently in the back garden untangling the wires that belong to our lawnmower. It’s a dry day, so he’s told me he’s going to get some jobs done in the garden, but I’m going to give him a better way to spend his Saturday afternoon. 
Some wives might relish the sight of their husband helping out around the house, and some might possibly even pester them into doing the work in the first place, but not me. I just want my partner to enjoy his weekends, and I know he'll enjoy this one a lot more if he’s in the pub with a beer in his hand, compared to him being in the garden, tending to our patchy lawn.  
‘Me. You. The kids. A big meal each and a couple of cold drinks. What do you say?’
Stuart stops what he is doing and turns to look at me as I make my way across the grass towards him. 
‘Huh?’
‘I thought we could go for lunch at The Chestnut. What do you think?’
‘I was just about to cut the grass.’
‘It can wait. It’s going to be dry tomorrow. I’ll help you then.’
‘You’ll help me in the garden?’
Stuart is right to be sceptical because I’ve never been much of a gardener, and I’m sure that he doesn’t expect me to start now, just a few months short of my fortieth birthday. But people change, so I’m sure I can give it a go. If not, I’ll pay someone to come out and do it for us. We both work hard and earn good money, so the way I see it, the weekends are for us to enjoy, and surely it’s better to pay somebody who actually likes working outdoors rather than forcing ourselves to do something we both dislike. 
‘Come on, you know how good the food is there. And we haven’t been for ages. I can’t actually remember the last time we went as a family.’
‘It was the day after my dad’s seventieth.’
‘That’s right. You were hungover, but I managed to coax you out of bed with the offer of a Chestnut Cheeseburger. It cured you, if I remember rightly.’
‘I don’t think there’s anything that a burger can’t cure.’
I smile at my husband and wish he was right. He’s only joking, but it certainly would be good if all of life’s problems could be solved by something as simple as a tasty meal. While the burger that day had made my partner feel a little better after he had overindulged at his father’s party the night before, it wouldn’t have done him much good just three weeks later when his dad was rushed to hospital after suffering a stroke. My father-in-law sadly passed away shortly after that, and I spent the next several months trying to console Stuart and taking the reins as much as I could with our children while he grieved. Enough time has passed now for him to be feeling a lot better about things, but there was no doubt it was a very difficult time. But that was just one of many, and I’m sure there will be more hurdles to overcome, though as long as we are still standing after them, then that is all that matters. 
‘So, how about it then? I’m offering you the chance to leave the chores behind and go and grab a burger and a beer. Am I the best wife in the world or what?’
Stuart looks keen, and I can tell that his mind is already away from this garden and focused on a table in the cosy pub. But he has one more point to raise before we go back into the house and grab the car keys. 
‘I’m up for it. But what about the kids?’
‘Leave them to me,’ I say as I walk away, allowing him the chance to return the lawnmower to the shed while I go inside to seek out our offspring. They won’t be too hard to find because they’ll be where they always are at this time on a Saturday, which is in their bedrooms and occupied with their respective hobbies. 
The first bedroom I approach is the one with the open door. It belongs to my daughter, Matilda, although I’ve been calling her Tilly ever since she was little, and I have no plans to stop now she is eight. She likes the name as well, although only because it was much easier to learn how to spell it when it came time for her to write it down at school. 
‘Hey, Tilly Tantrum, I’ve got a surprise for you.’
That’s another thing I do with her name. I add a second name to it, one that also begins with T. Tilly Tantrum came about when she was being naughty one time, and I’ve also called her Tilly Teardrop when she cries and Tilly Tickle when she gets the giggles. 
My little girl looks up at me as I enter her room, before quickly returning her attention to the dolls that she is sitting around her small table with. It’s obvious that there is a tea party underway here, and while I’m usually invited, this one must be for Tilly and her friends only. But that’s okay, I wouldn’t want to cramp her style. 
‘Wait a minute,’ Tilly tells me because she’s always been authoritative like that ever since she could speak. 
I stand and watch her pour a cup of imaginary tea from the teapot I got for her at a car boot sale last year, before she uses a spoon to stir the invisible liquid in the cup. Then she helps ‘pour it’ into the mouth of Sally, the doll with the pink dress and the one my daughter has cherished the longest out of her collection.
‘Is Sally having a good time?’ I ask Tilly, expecting the answer to be a positive one, although I never quite know for sure with my daughter’s imagination. 
‘Yes. She is very happy because it’s been a busy day for her, and she needs a rest.’
‘What has she been doing?’
‘Lots of things. A woman’s work is never done.’
I burst out laughing at my daughter’s use of the popular phrase, although I don’t have to ask her where she might have got it from. I’ve said it a lot around this house over the years, so she has clearly picked it up from me. And I say it so much because it is true. 
This is just one of those many moments I have had as a parent in which my child has said something that has caught me by surprise and made me laugh. It happens a lot with Tilly now, and it used to happen a lot with my son, Josh, though not quite as much in his case now that he is thirteen and mainly communicates through a series of grunts rather than actual words these days. He’s the person I will be going to see next, but before I go and brave his bedroom, I have to get Tilly on board for lunch. 
‘Guess where we’re going today?’ I say, hoping to create some suspense in my daughter’s curious mind. 
‘The zoo!’
‘No, not quite.’
‘Oh.’
I seem to have lost Tilly’s interest already, which is never a good sign. 
‘We’re going to The Chestnut. You like it there, don’t you? It’s the place that does the big bowl of ice cream for dessert.’
Tilly frowns for a moment before nodding her head, although I’m not convinced that she does remember it. I suspect she is just pretending she does because I’ve used the words ‘ice cream’, and she doesn’t want to risk missing out. 
‘We’re going to go soon, so how about you start getting ready?’ I suggest, and Tilly quickly gets out of her small seat but not before taking one last sip of her own imaginary tea and bidding her friends around the table goodbye.   
I’m smiling at my daughter’s games all the way across the upstairs landing before I reach the closed door in front of me. It’s the one with the loud music coming from behind it and the skull and crossbones sticker on the front of it warning any visitors that they might be safer to stay away. But I’m brave enough to go inside because I know what danger is lurking in here. It’s only my teenage son, full of hormones and grumpy words and most likely engrossed in some video game he is playing online. 
I open the door and get a glimpse of a carpet full of dirty socks, dirty cups and one very dirty schoolbag that needs replacing. I must remember to buy him a new one, but for now, my only objective is to try and coax the thirteen-year-old in front of the TV screen to open his curtains, get dressed properly and come and join his family for a pleasant meal in the outside world. But the first thing I have to do is turn his music down, and predictably, that is not something Josh appreciates. 
‘What are you doing? Get out!’ he tells me in a huff while keeping his eyes on his video game flashing across the screen. It only feels like yesterday when I was sitting on the carpet in this room, playing with him and his action figurines while we were surrounded by teddy bears and cute little dungaree outfits hanging in his wardrobe. Now my little boy is almost as tall as me, and instead of toys, teddies and tiny outfits, this room is more of a biohazard than a place where a mother had some of her finest memories with her son. 
I spot a plate with some bread crusts on it and pick it up, not wanting to leave it in here another day and risk mould starting to sprout on it. Josh has promised us several times that he will keep his room tidy, but it’s already become clear that there is more chance of one of us running for Prime Minister than there is of him ever sticking to a schedule of hoovering and dusting in his part of the house. 
‘We’re going for lunch. All four of us. Downstairs in ten minutes.’
Sometimes it’s just better to be direct with my son, like he is himself with us, and while there’s no guarantee it will work, it’s often the best tactic I have. 
‘I’m not hungry,’ he replies, still bashing the controls on the console in his hands. 
‘And I’m not asking. We’re having an afternoon out as a family, and you’re coming. Ten minutes. Okay?’
Josh proceeds to moan and groan at me about why he can’t come out of his room and join us, and his argument consists of all sorts of things from him being close to winning something in his game to how he is old enough to be left in the house on his own now. But I’m not having any of it, and I make it clear that he is coming with us whether he likes it or not. 
With that, my family has been told. 
We’re going out for lunch, and it’s going to be fun. 
Or at least it should have been. 
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STUART
What kind of wife would happily let her man forgo his chores at home and go to the pub for a beer instead? My wife. Sophie. The woman I married fifteen years ago, and the woman I have had two children with. She’s the one who also knows exactly how to deal with our offspring, having a way with words with them that I don’t always possess. 
She’s managed to coax Josh out of his bedroom to accompany us to the pub today, not an easy task, I might add, but she has done it. If I had entered his room and tried to persuade him to stop playing his video games in favour of socialising, then I fear the whole thing would have just turned into a massive argument. That’s because we’re too similar, me and my boy. We’re both stubborn, we’re both happy doing our own thing, and I’ll admit we are both a little selfish too. That explains why we often argue, not that there isn’t a strong bond and plenty of love in our relationship as well, but Sophie is more patient than me, not to mention more diplomatic, so she keeps her cool for longer and, therefore, usually stands a better chance of getting our eldest to do what we want him to. 
The same goes for our youngest, Tilly. She can be just as much hard work as her brother, and while I love her to bits, I have occasionally lost my temper with her when she has failed to follow one of my instructions. But Sophie always keeps her composure and finds the right combination of words and mannerisms to get our daughter back on our side. 
I suspect a lot of it has to do with how she enters into the ‘negotiations’. She is firm but fair and confident that she will be able to get what she wants, whereas I often enter discussions with my kids as if I’m already anticipating World War III and must prepare accordingly, arming myself with plenty of cross words and exasperated hand gestures just in case. 
I wish I was as good at being a parent as my wife, on a personal level. As it is, I mostly console myself by knowing that I am providing for them via a big chunk of my salary as a Quantity Surveyor, and I am always here for them, ready to lend a helping hand if need be, though I suspect they would go to their mother if they had a problem, long before they asked me for advice. 
They surely wouldn’t be so desperate as to think that their useless dad could sort something out for them. 
As we put on our coats in the hallway, I see Tilly is carrying one of her dolls, and Josh is slouching his shoulders and keeping his head bowed because he’s grumpy about having to hang out with his family for the next couple of hours. I also find myself glancing at Sophie as she ushers them both out of the door, and when I see her, I can’t help but smile. She looks so in control. So efficient. So focused. Right now, my head is a mess of jumbled thoughts as I worry about all sorts of things I need to do, both at home and in my professional workspace at the office, once Monday rolls around again. 
Cut the grass in the back garden. Tidy the garage. Send that email to my colleague. Finish that survey by Friday so it can be on my client’s desk on time. 
But Sophie never seems to have cluttered thinking like that. Sure, she has her own busy work life in customer service, and there are always plenty of chores to be done around the home with her name on them, but even then, she is so clear in her thinking and has no problem prioritising her family over everything else. That’s why it’s no surprise that she is the one who came up with the idea for us all to go out for lunch today. If it had been left to me and the kids, then we would have been stuck at home all day, busy in our own little worlds rather than taking a step back and seeing the bigger picture. 
‘Do you want to drive there, then I’ll drive back?’ Sophie asks me as she picks up the car keys from the bottom step of the stairs. ‘You can have a couple of drinks then.’
There she goes again. Thinking of others. Making a plan. Crystal clear focus. 
‘Thanks. That sounds good,’ I say as I take the keys from her and follow the kids out on the driveway. 
It doesn’t take long for us all to get our seatbelts on, and then we’re on our way, cruising through our suburban streets before we make it out onto the country lane that will lead us to our destination. Tilly chats away to her doll as we drive, Sophie tells me she is returning a text message to her friend from her netball team, and Josh has his headphones in, staring out of the window while his music drowns out the sounds of his family around him. Meanwhile, I occupy myself by growing increasingly frustrated at the driver of the car in front of us, who has chosen to stick rigidly to a 40mph speed despite this clearly being a 50mph road. But I won’t get too frustrated and let Sophie know that I’m annoyed because she’s already told me enough times not to let other drivers’ poor habits get to me, and I have promised her I will try and take that on board. 
The Chestnut comes into view up ahead, the only building around here amidst the farmers’ fields to the right of the road and the woods to the left of it. Putting a pub in such a remote place like this could have been considered to be a risky move, but it’s done no harm to the owners of this establishment because the car park is busy as I turn into it, and I do well to find a parking space at all. We also do well to get ourselves a table, and while the staff are clearly under some pressure as they scurry around to serve all the customers here, they do find the time to furnish us with menus and take our drinks order. 
It’s funny how that first sip of a cold pint of beer can take the edge off things, and as I sit back in my seat and try to relax, I can almost forget that I’m about to drop a bombshell on my beloved family any day now. They don’t deserve what is coming, and I’m sure they will all hate me in their own ways for the foreseeable future, before things hopefully get better, but I have made up my mind that it is going to happen, and there’s nothing that can stop me now. 
I am going to tell my wife that I am leaving her, and then when she finds out the reason, I imagine I am going to have to say a very quick goodbye to the kids before I get thrown out of our house. 
I’ve been seeing another woman, one I met through work and one who I have become extremely close to over these six months as we worked together. She’s a client of my employers, and I was the QS who got assigned to her company’s particular project. It could have been anybody else in my team who got asked to work for her, but it ended up being me. 
Chance. Fate. Destiny. Call it what you will. All I know is that I was happily married until I walked into that meeting room on a rainy Tuesday morning six months ago, and by the time I left it, I had a woman other than my wife on my mind. 
Her name is Rachel, not that it will matter much to the three people sitting around this table. They won’t care about details like that, nor will they be interested in her hair colour, or height, or her fashion sense, or where she grew up or what she wanted to be as a child before she settled for her current job as an adult. All those things and more are what have made me fall in love with her, but my family won’t want to know any of them. 
They will most likely only have one question. 
How could I do this to them? 
I’m afraid the answer to that question is not a simple one. I’m not a cruel and heartless man, or at least I don’t believe I am. Nor have I ever taken for granted how lucky I am to have a brilliant wife and two healthy children. If anything, this has taken me by surprise almost as much as it is going to take my family by surprise once they find out about it. 
I wasn’t planning on falling in love with somebody else. It just happened. I woke up one day and realised I had a problem. I was in bed with Sophie, yet I was thinking about Rachel. That became more of a habit until it reached the point a few weeks ago when I realised that I would be happier if I chose her over my wife. 
Rachel has been patient so far and understands how difficult this is going to be for me, but while I could drag this out for another few weeks or even months, I know it isn’t fair to anybody. I have to come clean. I have to tell Sophie what has been going on behind her back. And then I just have to hope that our divorce won’t be so messy and hate-filled as to see me lose too much access to my kids. 
I already know that Sophie will have the upper hand in our divorce proceedings when they begin. That’s because I’ll be listed as the reason for the breakdown of our marriage, and as the guilty party in all of this, it would be too much for me to expect a lawyer to find a way to let me keep our house and full-time care of Josh and Tilly. But that’s okay because I’m not going to fight for that. I will happily let Sophie stay in our home with our children, and while I want to see the kids as much as possible, I anticipate I will have to make do with weekends at best. 
Only seeing my children at set times rather than whenever I want to breaks my heart, but something has to give if I am to be with Rachel, and it wouldn’t be fair to try and strip Sophie of her offspring as well as her husband. Hopefully, things will be amicable between us once the dust has settled on my bombshell, of course, but that remains to be seen. I’ve never really seen Sophie be vengeful or vindictive, but then again, I’ve never given her any reason to be. 
Until now. 
I’m going to tell her this weekend, although not this afternoon because I want to enjoy this family meal together. That’s because it will probably be one of the last ones I ever get. But I’m going to do it imminently. Tonight, perhaps. If not, then tomorrow. But I feel sick just thinking about it, which is why I take a couple of thirsty gulps from my pint and find myself scanning the room for the barman to come and take my next order. 
Josh doesn’t notice how fast I am drinking because he is too busy looking at something on his phone, the one we told him he shouldn’t be using at the table. Tilly hasn’t noticed either because she is currently trying to figure out how to position her dolly on the table so that she can participate in this meal with the living beings around her. But Sophie has noticed, and I see her give me a slight smile as I put my glass down and catch her eye. 
‘Someone’s thirsty today,’ she says to me, not exactly shocked. ‘The beer’s good?’
‘Yeah, it is,’ I reply before wiping my mouth. ‘Very good.’
Of course it is. It’s great. Just like my son and my daughter and my darling wife and this pub we find ourselves in on this Saturday afternoon. Everything is great. 
But I’m going to ruin it all. 
Or at least that was the plan. 
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JOSH
This is boring. Why can’t my mum and dad just let me do my own things on the weekend? I’m old enough to be in the house by myself now, so why do they insist on us having these stupid family meals? 
It’s not as if they’re that fun anyway. 
Mum is chattering away like she always does, but it’s not very interesting, while Dad is being quiet like he often is. Actually, he’s being even quieter than usual, so I don’t know what’s wrong with him. Probably something to do with work. Whatever it is, not even a couple of beers have livened him up, and that is very unlike him. As for my little sister, she is playing another one of her silly games with her dolls. She’s spent most of this meal pretending to feed ‘Sally’ with her fork and tipping her glass so she can ‘drink’ some of her water. Very immature, but that’s Tilly. 
All I can think about is getting back to my room and getting back online to play with my friends. There’s a new video game out, and it’s brilliant, and I can’t believe my mates are all still playing that now while I’m stuck here. I know they’re playing it because they have been texting me to tell me how good it is and asking when I’m going to be back online with them. But the answer is that I don’t know because this meal is dragging on. 
I finished my cheeseburger twenty minutes ago and told my parents that I didn’t want dessert or another drink, hoping that they would get the hint that I was ready to get moving and go back home. But annoyingly, Mum decided to have a look at the dessert menu, and once she did, I knew she would order something. It turns out she went for the Sticky Toffee Pudding. Dad said no to dessert as well, although he’s gone for a third pint, while Tilly asked for ice cream and is now getting it all around her mouth as she eats. At least she hasn’t tried feeding any of that to her doll. But there’s still time, I suppose. 
I let out another deep sigh that is only intended to let my parents know that I’m still bored and still annoyed at them for forcing me to come here, but they ignore it like they usually do. I wish I had some other way of showing my displeasure, but I’m not going to start an argument with them here because then I’ll risk being grounded, and I don’t want that. I was grounded only a few weeks ago and had to spend most of that time doing chores around the house while my mates played football at the park after school and went into town on the weekend. That was rubbish, so I won’t let that happen again. I guess I’ll just go back to texting on my phone. 
‘Josh, what have we told you?’ Dad says to me as soon as I have taken my mobile out of my pocket again. He’s suddenly found his voice but only to tell me off for texting at the table. Typical. 
‘I need to send a message,’ I try, but I know they won’t care about that. They only care about me following their rules. No phones at the table. No loud music in my room. No staying up all night playing games. No fun. No independence. No nothing until I turn eighteen and can get out of here. 
‘Come on, we’re nearly finished,’ Dad says as he picks up his glass of beer again. ‘You can text all you want to when we’re on the way home.’
‘If we ever go home,’ I groan, unable to resist making a dig at my family and how slow this meal has gone so far. 
‘Don’t be melodramatic,’ Mum chips in before cutting off another slice of her cake with her fork. 
‘I’m not. I’m just bored, and you’re taking ages,’ I grumble, but as always, me voicing my thoughts doesn’t get me anywhere. 
‘What’s the rush? I thought we could go for a walk in the woods after this,’ Mum suggests. 
‘No way! I need to go home!’
‘You’re thirteen. You don’t need to do anything,’ Dad says without looking up from his drink. ‘Enjoy yourself while you’re young, buddy. Life won’t always be this easy, trust me.’
I ignore him and focus on Mum because she’s the one who suggested the walk in the woods, and she’s the one I need to talk out of it. 
‘Can’t you just drop me off at home first?’
‘No, this is a family day out. I told you that,’ Mum says, finally finishing her cake and now turning her attention to Tilly and her ice cream that is being consumed at an agonisingly slow pace. 
‘You just said it was a lunch! Not a walk!’
‘Calm down!’
Mum doesn’t often get stern with me, but she has done now, thanks to me raising my voice in this busy pub. A few people from the other tables look over at us, and I know my parents are a little embarrassed. But I’m not. I could really make a scene here if I wanted to. Really give them something to be embarrassed about. Make it so they have no choice but to leave this table and go back to the car. 
It’s so tempting. Just annoy them like they have annoyed me. But no. That would help me in the short term, but it would be worse for me in the long term. 
Damn it. 
This sucks. 
I say nothing else until my family are finally ready to leave this pub, and as Dad pays the bill, I lead Mum and Tilly out to the car park, listening to the pair of them chattering away as they go. They’re talking about the walk we’re about to go on, the one I have no interest in, and I’m regretting not bringing my headphones so I could at least put them in and drown them out with some music for the rest of this ‘family day out.’
I know the woods we are going into because I’ve been in them many times before. I often played here as a child, and there is a rope swing in here somewhere, or at least there used to be. It’s been a few years since I was here, and I hadn’t expected to ever come back. My days of playing games in the woods are over. Nowadays, the only games I’m interested in are online. It was fun to come here when I was young though. I have to admit that Mum and Dad are good parents, even though they annoy the hell out of me most of the time. I do have fond memories of this place, but I’m also looking to the future too, and I feel like my parents need to do the same. I’m not a kid anymore. Tilly is, so bring her here by all means and play some games with her, but surely it’s time to let me do my own thing. 
‘Do you think the rope swing is still here?’ Dad asks as he joins us in entering the woods via the small path that cuts into it from the car park. 
‘Probably not,’ I mutter as I kick at a pile of leaves.
‘Let’s have a look,’ Dad says, and he marches on ahead of us, a spring in his step either from the big meal he’s had, the beers he’s consumed or perhaps he’s just stopped thinking about whatever seemed to be on his mind earlier. 
I amble along the path behind Dad while Tilly runs around behind me as Mum tells her to watch out for nettles. It wouldn’t be the first time my little sister fell afoul of those plants if she ended up getting stung today, but maybe it wouldn’t be a bad thing because her tears might be the reason that we’re allowed to finally go home. 
‘Here it is!’ Dad cries, and I look up to see what he is talking about. It’s the rope swing, tatty and swinging lightly in the breeze but still hanging from the same branch that it was the last time I saw it. 
Dad tugs on it gently as I approach it before he holds it out towards me. 
‘Fancy a go on it?’ he asks. 
‘Nah, I’m alright.’
‘Go on. You used to love this swing.’
‘Yeah, when I was nine.’
‘Don’t be such a spoilsport. Have a go.’
I’m not really that interested, but then Mum and Tilly join us, and I decide to get on it before my sister can take my place instead. 
Holding the rope as I sit down on the thin piece of wood tied to the bottom, I lift my legs off the ground and start to swing slowly. But Dad decides that I’m not giving it my best because he opts to give me a push, and as I swing further, I am transported back to my youth. But it’s not quite as fun as it was then, and I’m not doing a very good job of pretending like it is. My parents seem to be enjoying it more than me, and Mum has taken her phone out to get a photo of me. But she’s too late because a second later, I hear a large crack, and the next thing I know, I’m lying on the floor. 
Mum asks me if I’m okay while Dad just laughs at me, and as I get back to my feet, I look down at the crumbled rope and the broken branch it used to descend from. 
‘I guess you weigh a little bit more than you did the last time you were on it,’ Dad says with a chuckle. 
‘That’s not fair! I wanted to have a go!’ Tilly moans. ‘Can you fix it?’
‘I’m afraid not,’ Dad tells my sister, and she glares at me as if it’s my fault for spoiling her fun. But I didn’t even want to go on the stupid rope swing. Now it’s ruined for everybody who ever comes through here in the future. 
‘Stupid Josh,’ Tilly says, shaking her head at me, but I just smile at her to wind her up even more. 
‘Don’t worry. We can play something else,’ Mum suggests, looking around at the trees that surround us. 
‘Can we play Hide and Seek?’ Tilly cries, excited even though that doesn’t sound anywhere near as fun as the rope swing would have been. 
‘Hmmm, how about something else? I don’t want you wandering off in these woods,’ Mum replies, but Tilly won’t take no for an answer, and Dad suggests it shouldn’t be a problem as long as none of us go far. But screw that. If I have to be here playing stupid games with my stupid family, then I’m going to do what I want. That’s why, as the game of Hide and Seek begins, I have decided that I’m going to find a brilliant place to hide, one so good that the rest of my family won’t be able to find me for ages. Then they’ll regret forcing me to come here. 
Tilly decides that she wants to be the one to count while the rest of us hide, so as we scatter out and she begins calling out numbers, I start to run. 
‘Remember, not too far!’ Mum shouts after me as I leave them behind. 
But I don’t look back. 
I just keep going, deeper and deeper into this quiet, isolated place. 
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Tilly never tired of playing games. Whether it was a fictitious tea party with her dolls or a game of hide and seek with her family, she always threw herself wholeheartedly into the game, taking it seriously and wanting to do the best for both herself and the other participants. That’s why she won’t cheat as she closes her eyes and starts counting to ten. 
She doesn’t speed up and shave a few seconds off the count, trying to gain an unfair advantage over her family members, who are currently spreading out and seeking a place to hide in these woods. Nor does she open one of her eyes and try to sneak a peek at where they could be going to hide. 
She plays by the rules. She keeps it fair. It feels more fun that way. 
Anybody could cheat or lie but then it doesn’t feel good afterwards. The only way to get the true satisfaction that comes from playing a game is to play it the right way. 
Tilly keeps counting, her whole world dark with her eyes closed, and while she could initially hear the sounds of her family members’ feet scurrying in the undergrowth, all has gone quiet now. She could feel incredibly lonely like this, but she knows that feeling can be useful as it will only motivate her more to try and locate them all even quicker once she begins her hunt. 
If she had to guess, then she would say that she would find her mum first. She thinks that because her mum has always been rubbish at this particular game. It’s never taken Tilly long to find her in the past. When she was a little younger, Tilly used to think it was because her mum was just plain bad at hiding. There were many times when they had played this game at home and Tilly would find her mother hiding behind a curtain with half her body exposed, or crouching by the side of the sofa with her head poking over the top. Tilly would always celebrate wildly when she found her, thinking she had managed to outsmart her much older relative, whilst also feeling amused at how rubbish her mum was at all this. 
But as she has got a little older, Tilly has started to suspect that her mum isn’t perhaps trying as hard to hide as she could do. If Tilly had to guess, she would say that was because her mother doesn’t want the game to go on for too long, and hiding in a very obvious place makes it come to an end much quicker. Tilly isn’t sure why her mum wouldn’t want to make it more fun by making the game more difficult and longer-lasting, but adults are strange, aren’t they? Tilly is still young, but one thing she has learnt about people who are older than her is that they don’t seem to have the same sense of adventure and imagination as she does. 
Like her brother, for instance. He is five years older than her, and while he is still a kid, far younger than their parents, he has shown that playing games is not something he is very interested in anymore, unless it’s a video game, of course. Tilly recalls playing all sorts of things with her brother when they were younger, but he doesn’t seem bothered these days. He’s even come into her bedroom a few times recently and teased her about her dolls, telling her that they aren’t real people, meaning they can’t talk or listen or drink any of the tea she gives to them at her tea parties. Their mum has told him not to be mean, and their dad has told him to let his sister use her imagination, but Tilly just feels sorry for him. 
Why has he stopped using his imagination so young? 
And will she be the same way when she is his age?
Tilly gets to ten and quickly opens her eyes before shouting out to the other players in the game. 
‘Ready or not, here I come!’
Looking around at the trees that surround her on all sides, she wonders if she will spot one of her family members immediately, getting her off to a good start in this edition of the game. But she doesn’t, and that tells her they have at least made some attempt at hiding today. But she knows she’ll still find them. She’ll just have to work a little bit harder. 
‘Where are you?’ Tilly calls out as she starts walking, heading towards the trees to her left because she definitely remembers hearing somebody moving away in that direction when she first closed her eyes and started counting. The woods are quiet apart from the sounds of a few birds in the trees, but Tilly doesn’t feel scared. She thinks that it’s nice out here, and she likes nature. She hopes she might see an animal like a fox. That would be cool. Or maybe somebody will be out here walking their dog, and they will let her pet it. 
She wished her parents would let her get a dog, but they said it would be too cruel because they were out of the house all day during the week, and there would be nobody at home to look after it. Tilly had offered to stay off school to care for it, but her parents still said no, although they told her that it was a nice try. Tilly wasn’t sure what they meant by that though because she had been serious. She would look after that dog so much, even more than she looked after her dolls. But they still said no, although she was holding out hope that they might surprise her on her birthday with a little puppy. 
She’d told them both that she would love them forever if they did that, and surely that is what they want, so she will wait and see. 
Tilly suddenly jumped at the sound of a large twig snapping underneath her feet because the noise was very loud in this quiet place. Then she stopped and listened to see if she could hear anybody moving nearby, wondering if somebody wouldn’t be able to stay as still as they should do and accidentally give away their position without her even having to spot them first. But she couldn’t hear anybody else here, and it seemed like her family were playing the game well so far. 
She started walking again and peeped behind several trees as she went, but nobody was hiding behind those ones, although there were many more to look behind as she kept going. There was also a large bush up ahead, and Tilly thought about how that would make the perfect hiding place for somebody, so she increased her speed as she got closer to it. But there was nobody behind that either, and that was the first time that she started to feel a little worried that she might not be as good at this game as she thought she was. 
Tilly spun around then, looking in every direction, hoping to see something, anything that would get her started in this game. The top of a head. A shoe. An arm. Some part belonging to one of her family members that would cause her to rush towards them and declare that she had found them, making her the winner and them the loser. But she couldn’t see anything. No sign of her dad or her brother or even her mum, who must have got better at this game. 
That’s when she got a strange sense of something. It was excitement, almost. That’s because she felt that her family were trying harder to hide from her, and that must have meant they were taking her more seriously now like she was grown up. Because of that, she guessed she wasn’t a kid anymore. She was now a worthy opponent. They were really trying to hide well because they knew how good she had become at this game. 
Or maybe they had just gone and left her forever like she always feared they would. 
Tilly had endured many nightmares when she was younger about waking up to find her house empty and her family members gone. Their beds not slept in. Their clothes gone from the wardrobes. Her dad’s car no longer on the drive. The front door wide open and the sound of the wind whistling in, making Tilly feel cold and as if she’d never be warm again, with nobody around to hug her or hold her hand. 
No Mum. No Dad. No big brother. They annoyed her, but she loved them, and she didn’t want them to go away. 
Tilly was glad when she stopped having those nightmares. But now she suddenly felt like they were happening again, only this time it was in real life. 
She was not asleep. She was just in the woods, all by herself. 
So, where was her family?
And what if she was never able to find them again?
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SOPHIE
I’ve never been the biggest fan of Hide and Seek. I hated it as a kid, and I definitely hate it as a parent. A mother’s biggest fear is losing sight of her child, so what could be worse than a game where the whole point of it is to be out of sight? 
Annoyingly, both my children enjoyed this game growing up, and my daughter is still a fan of it now. That’s why we’re playing it, although, as usual, I’m not making much of an effort. I have found a good hiding place for once, so my daughter won’t spot me instantly like she often does, but I’ve made sure it’s a hiding place that allows me to see Tilly at all times. There was no way I was going to leave my little girl alone in these woods without keeping an eye on her, and I can see her now, wandering around between the trees, trying to spot one of us and occasionally calling out to let us know that she is getting closer. 
She looks so pretty, my little girl, with her long hair and her dress and that expression on her face that lets me know she is still far too innocent for this world. This is a time before she will learn about how people can lie or cheat or steal, hurt others, be vindictive or just plain bad. I’ve done my best to protect her from all of the ills of the world, and I will continue to do so for as long as I can, but I know it’s easier today than it will be when she gets older. 
There’s no doubt about it. There will be times in my little girl’s life when I can’t protect her from something bad, and that terrifies me. But today, I can watch over her, and that is why I am not taking my eyes off her as she keeps on looking for me in these woods. 
I already know that my husband and son have gone a little further to seek out their hiding places, prioritising the success of the game over staying closer to the person searching for them. But that’s okay. The boys can be as hard to find as they want to be. I’ll just stay near my daughter, and when she finds me, I can help her look for the others. I’d rather lose this game if it means I get to be back with Tilly as soon as possible. 
She’s getting closer to me now, and I’m thinking about edging out from behind this tree a little more so that she catches a glimpse of me and announces that my game is over, but just before I do, I notice something to my left. It’s just through the trees, in a clearing set aside from a small country lane. 
It’s a car, and while it looks unoccupied, whoever owns it must be around here somewhere too. 
It’s a nice vehicle, nothing too fancy but not cheap either, although Stuart always laughs at my knowledge of cars and says I have no idea what I’m talking about when it comes to things on four wheels. He is right. I haven’t got a clue. I don’t care about top speeds, miles to the gallon and horsepower, whatever the hell that is. I just want to know that when I get behind the wheel of a car, it is going to get me to where I need it to. Usually, that is only a few places. My office. The kids’ schools. The local supermarket. My parents’ house. And the doctor’s surgery, a place I have been to more times than I can count ever since I had my children and realised just how many possible things there are that could go wrong with them medically in this life. Other than that, I might have to drive to a friend’s place every now and again, but that’s it. So why do I need to be an expert on cars? My whole life is pretty much confined to a ten-mile radius around my home, so I don’t have any need for some high-performance vehicle. 
But my husband is different. Stuart has a few car magazines at home, and I’ll occasionally find him watching some TV show where a presenter speeds around an airfield at frightening speeds while talking as if anybody watching him is ever going to have the chance to do the same thing. But we’re not rich, and we’ll never be able to afford the kind of cars Stuart fantasises about, so I’m not sure why he accumulates so much knowledge about all the different types. 
Perhaps he just likes teasing himself. Maybe he could identify what this particular car is right here. He’d probably be able to tell me the make and model and whether or not it’s a ‘smooth ride’. I’ve heard him say that about cars before, though God knows what it means. I think he just likes saying it because it makes it sound like he has a clue. But he’s not with me now, so he can’t comment on this vehicle that is parked out here in the middle of nowhere. That means the only thing I can really infer from it is that it has a slightly unique number plate. 
It’s not a personalised one because I know enough to be able to spot one of them. It’s a standard one, the kind you get when you just buy a car and get whatever they give you. But thanks to the inclusion and order of the letters and numbers, it makes it quite easy to remember it. 
SS14 0FF. 
The double ‘S’ at the start instantly makes me think of my wedding cake. Stuart and I had those letters elegantly curled onto the top of our cake in icing, and I remember it felt a shame at the time to have to carve into them to get the customary photo of us cutting it. It was also a shame that I never actually got to eat any of that cake because it was cut up and divided for our many guests, and by the time I woke up the next day and tried to recall the full events of the previous evening after much champagne drinking, the cake had all gone. But a girl should never cry over missed calories, I suppose. 
I know that the ‘14’ part of the registration plate refers to the year the car was manufactured, so that makes it 2014, and I’ll never forget that year because that was when I gave birth to Tilly, the tiny little terror that I love so much. I know about cars putting their year of manufacture in the plates because that’s something Stuart told me one day, and he seemed greatly amused that he even had to teach me such a thing. But how was I supposed to know about it before? I always just thought license plates were random. But I guess there is method in the madness after all. 
The second half of the plate is made up of the number ‘0’ followed by ‘FF’, but it looks like it spells the word ‘OFF’. Overall, I see that it is quite an easy number plate to commit to memory, and I feel a little envious of the driver because I wish my plate was like this one. That would certainly make things much easier for me when I have to pay at those stupid machines in car parks, the ones where you have to enter your registration number before you can get your ticket. I always end up having to run back to my car to double-check the plate, which isn’t always ideal when I’m in a rush, and there’s a queue of people waiting to use the machine behind me. If this car in the woods was mine, then I would stand a much better chance of remembering the number. 
But it’s not. It’s somebody else’s. 
But whose?
I look around to see if I can spot anybody lurking nearby, somebody who presumably could be the owner. Perhaps it’s a dog walker who has driven out here to give their pet a chance to have a run around in nature. Or maybe it’s owned by a young couple who have come out to this remote place for a bit of privacy, far away from the eyes of prying parents or friends. That’s when I suddenly have the thought that there could be a couple on the backseat of the car right now, in the throes of passion, thinking they are unseen, too occupied with each other’s bodies to realise that somebody else is out there and is looking at them. But it looks like the seats in the back are unoccupied, as are the seats in the front. The windows aren’t steamed up either.
Whoever drove this car out here is not near it now. 
I give up on trying to spot the vehicle’s owner and turn my attention back to Tilly. That’s when I notice that she is going the wrong way and is going to miss me completely unless I give her a reason to turn back around and look in this direction. That’s why I deliberately make a sound, snapping off a small branch in front of me and causing my little girl to spin around before she spots me poking my head out from behind my tree. 
‘I got you!’ Tilly cries, and I hold my hands up in dismay as if I didn’t really want to be found. But, of course, I did, and now that I have, I am back with my daughter. 
All we have to do now is find the boys. 
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STUART
Not for the first time in these last six months, I’m using a little time away from my family to text my other woman. I’m currently hiding out of view of Tilly while she looks for me in these woods, but I’m sure it won’t be long until she finds me. I’m fairly well hidden, but I haven’t gone too far away from her. I also know that Sophie will have stayed even closer to our little girl, so that means my wife is lurking nearby too. With that in mind, I better send this message quickly. 
‘Hey. Sorry I haven’t replied all afternoon. We’ve been out for a meal, so I couldn’t message. I hope you’re okay. What are you up to? x’
I press send on my text to Rachel and hope that it will go some way to cheering her up after my lack of communication since her last message this morning. I had been meaning to reply to her when I was out in the garden, but then Sophie surprised me, and I’ve been busy with family duties ever since. 
I’ve always made sure to not get caught texting by my wife or kids, fearing my partner asking me who I was talking to and having to lie or worrying that one of my children might casually mention to their mother that their dad seems to be using his phone a lot more than usual. I have a few good friends, but I would struggle to pretend I was texting them, seeing as guys don’t really send a lot of wordy text messages to each other, preferring short and sweet snippets every now and again like:
‘Pub tonight?’
‘Yeah. 8?’
‘Cool. See you there.’
Or:
‘How are things with you, mate?’
‘All good. You?’
‘Not bad. Cheers.’
That’s about as deep and extensive as my usual text chats go. But things are different with Rachel. She messages me more, and as a woman, she demands more in terms of what I give her in the way of response. That has resulted in me sending a lot more messages than I am used to and, therefore, increased my paranoia that my wife will notice my new behaviour. So far, she hasn’t, but I can never let my guard down. She will find out about my other woman soon, but I want it to be in the best possible way. I will break her heart gently, if that is anything to feel proud about. 
I’m just about to put my phone back in my pocket and peep out from behind my tree to see if Tilly has nearly found me yet when I feel my device vibrate in my hand. There’s a new message on it. Rachel has already replied. I guess she isn’t as occupied as I am. There’s no partner and kids to catch her out. She’s not broken any rules other than falling for a married man. 
‘I’m okay. I was just wondering if you’ve thought any more about when you might tell your wife. You did say you might do it this weekend, but I understand if it’s difficult.’
Rachel’s latest message is both good and bad. Good in that she has shown that she fully understands my predicament and isn’t putting any pressure on me to get it over with quickly. But bad in that she has told me that she is only “okay”, not great, and that’s because she is all by herself, alone and missing me while I’m out here running around in the woods with the woman I should be leaving. 
‘I am going to do it this weekend. Maybe even tonight. I promise.’
There. I’ve done it. I’ve committed it to writing. I have told Rachel I will do the right thing by her very soon, and with that, it means this will be the last weekend that we have to keep our relationship secret. It will also be the last weekend that I have to sneak around and fire off secret text messages and constantly look over my shoulder to see if anybody is going to catch-
I look up suddenly after hearing the sound of a voice nearby. It’s a male one, and I worry that it might be Josh, before I hear more of it and realise that it is not the sound of my son talking. 
It belongs to somebody else. 
But who?
Creeping forward a little bit towards the sound of the speaking, I realise that it is coming from below me. There’s a bit of a dip in the woodland floor up ahead, and I’m on top of the verge while the mystery man is down below it. That means that while I can look down and watch him, he isn’t able to spot me up here, or at least he won’t as long as I stay back far enough. That’s exactly what I do as I peer over and look at the man down below. 
I can only see one side of his face, but from this angle, he looks to be in his early thirties and is wearing a grey jacket that is ruined by the sight of several patches of dirt on it. His black jeans are also covered in muck, and I’m not sure what he could have been doing out in these woods to warrant such dirt marks on his clothing. Maybe he’s been playing with his kids or a dog, but I can’t see anyone else around. 
It’s just him, talking into his phone. 
And he sounds agitated. 
‘I told you, we are dealing with it. Tell Shane that there’s nothing to worry about.’
The man runs his hands through his mop of dark hair as he paces around on the leaves of the forest floor before I see him shake his head at whatever he has just heard. 
‘It’s nearly done. How many times do I have to tell you, we are taking care of it! Now let us get back to it so we can get out of here. Or do you want us to get caught?’
The man ends the call there and puts his phone away before jamming a cigarette between his lips and lighting up. I keep watching him as he stands and sucks in his nicotine, while I wonder who it was that he could have been talking to in such a stressed-out manner. 
“Let us get back to it so we can get out of here.”
What could that mean? What is he doing, and why is he so keen to get out of these woods once it’s done? I have no idea, but I instinctively feel like something is wrong, and that’s why my thoughts quickly return to my family, who are out here with me somewhere. 
The man shakes his head as he draws on his cigarette before quickly marching away through the trees. I watch him and his dirty clothes disappear from view before I turn and get moving myself, leaving my hiding place and hoping to get found quickly by Tilly so we can wrap this game up and get home. 
I feel the buzz from my phone that tells me Rachel has replied to my last text, but I’ll look at that later. I’ve told her that my family will be informed of my wish to leave this weekend, and that should be enough to keep her satisfied for now. The next time I message her might be the time when all my secrets have been laid bare, and while that is a very scary thought, it’s also a freeing one too. Having spent the last half a year carrying a knot of anxiety in my stomach about my affair being discovered, that knot is soon about to be untied, and the truth can set me free. Wishful thinking or not, I am determined to make this weekend the last one that I lie to my family. 
But where are they? I can’t see them. Tilly must have found at least one of them by now. And then I hear my daughter’s voice before she suddenly comes into view about a hundred yards away to my right. She’s walking, and it’s a relief to see that Sophie is with her. I knew my wife would get found quickly, and now I’m just about to be discovered too.
‘There he is! Daddy, I can see you!’ Tilly cries, and I hold up my hands as if I’m shocked that she managed to get me. 
‘Oh no! Well done,’ I say, feigning disappointment as they reach me. ‘Are you sure you counted to ten? You didn’t cheat, did you?’
I’m only teasing my girl, but she adamantly denies any wrongdoing before focusing on the next task at hand. 
With two down and one to go, her attentions have now turned to her brother. 
Where is Josh?
He should be around here somewhere, and we told him not to go too far.
But when has he ever listened to his parents?
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JOSH
This will teach my parents not to involve me in any more of their stupid days out. I’ve told them time and time again that I’m not a kid anymore, but they haven’t listened, so why should I try and be a grown-up around them? If they insist on treating me like a child, then that’s exactly what I’ll be. That means I’ll do silly things that they wouldn’t approve of. 
Like climbing up a very tall tree so they won’t be able to find me. 
And I won’t come out of my hiding place even when they start to get desperate and beg me.
I’m currently sitting on the branch of a big oak tree, looking down at the floor far below me, and I predict that if I was to fall from this height, then I would almost certainly break a bone. But I’m not scared. I love climbing trees, and I’ve always been good at it. That’s how I was able to scale this tree so quickly. I’ve got plenty of practise. 
My mind wanders back to the treehouse my dad helped me build in the back garden when I was younger. I remember him balancing awkwardly on several branches as he tried to construct the house while I nimbly skipped from branch to branch without a care in the world. It wasn’t even that high, but Dad has never been good off the ground. That makes me smile because it means that even if he spots me up here, then he won’t be able to come and get me. 
I sit still on my branch and try to spot any of my family members making their way through the woods, but I can’t see any of them. That makes sense because I did run pretty far away from where Tilly was counting to ten.
Another rule of Mum and Dad’s that I have broken. 
Don’t go too far. 
Yeah, right. 
I wonder when they’ll start to get worried. When might they start to think that I’ve got lost or hurt myself out here or worse, been kidnapped by some creepy guy who lurks in these woods and waits for youngsters to wander off alone? I suspect they will just feel angry first. They’ll know that I defied them, and that will annoy them, so they’ll be busy preparing what they are going to say to me when they find me. There’ll be some shouting and cross words and plenty of threats, I imagine, like a video game ban. But who cares? Not me. I’m happy up in my tree, far away from my annoying parents and my stupid sister and the silly games they want me to take part in. 
And then I see movement. Through the trees. Down below and to my left. It’s a man. I guess it must be Dad then. But it’s not him. It’s someone else. Someone whose face I can’t quite see from my vantage point. But I can see what they are carrying in their hands. 
It’s a spade. 
I lean forward a little on the branch while being careful to keep my weight balanced appropriately, and as I do, I watch as the man uses the spade to dig. What is it? A hole? I wonder if he’s some kind of construction worker out here just doing a job. It’s a Saturday, but he could be working overtime, I suppose. But he doesn’t seem to have a uniform on. He’s just dressed normally. A t-shirt and jeans. They’re getting dirty as he works, but he’s not slowing down. Then a second man arrives, and that’s when he seems to go even faster.
The other man is wearing a jacket that has dirt on it too, but he just stands and smokes a cigarette while watching the first guy working. If they aren’t construction workers, then who are they, and why are they out here in the middle of nowhere digging a hole?
I hear one of them talking to the other, but I’m too far away to make out the words. I’d have to get closer if I want to know what they are saying, but that would mean coming down from this tree, and I don’t want to do that because I don’t want Mum and Dad to find me yet. But I am intrigued as to what these men might be doing, so I decide to climb up onto the next branch above me so that I might have a better chance at seeing them. 
As I move up another level, ascending the limbs of this tree as if it has been grown here all these years to act as a viewing platform and nothing more, I am able to see something else, and it’s something that confirms these men are not out here working in some professional capacity. 
I see the bottom half of a body on the ground, lying beside the hole. 
And the ankles are tied together. 
I almost fall off my branch when I realise it is a body. Whoever it is, they have been restrained, and now it looks like they are going to go into that hole once it is finished being dug. 
Now I might know who these men are.
They’re killers.
And it looks like they’re trying to hide the evidence. 
I try to stay calm as I look to get a view of the other half of the body beside the hole. I’m trying to see who the poor person is that these men have hurt. Is it a man or a woman? And what did they ever do to deserve this?
But I can’t see them. All I can see are those legs and those ankles tied together. And all I can hear is the sound of the spade as it hits the dirt before scooping out more of it and making the hole grow bigger by the minute. 
Carefully taking my phone from my pocket, I start recording a video, capturing the two men working in the woods. But the longer I watch them, the more I realise that I have to do something else. 
I have to stop this before it goes any further. I have to get the police to catch these men before they can put that body in the hole and get out of here. I have to make sure they are arrested before they can do this to anybody else. 
Now is the time to stop playing a prank on my parents and get down from this tree, so I start to descend, carefully clambering down the branches and trying to keep as quiet as I can so that the men by the hole won’t hear me and realise that they have been seen. They must have thought that they would be okay this far into the woods because nobody ever goes this deep. I only got here by leaving the main path and cutting through the denser treeline behind the much sparser one. 
But they were wrong. Somebody has seen them. That person is me, and that means I’m the only one who can stop them. 
I’m about halfway down the tree when I stop suddenly and feel my chest tighten. That’s because I’ve heard a sound, and I’m confident the men digging the hole must have heard it too. But I didn’t make the noise. Instead, it was my stupid sister who has broken the silence, and now she has put us all at risk. 
‘I’m going to find you, bro!’ Tilly shouts, her little voice cutting through these quiet woods and making my heart beat even faster in my chest. 
‘Josh, where are you?’ Dad cries, adding his deep, booming voice to the equation and ensuring that the two men by the hole have definitely heard my family approaching. 
I look back in their direction to see if they are responding, fearful of what they might be doing but also hopeful that the sounds might scare them away. Maybe they will just abandon their plan and make a run for it, leaving the body behind beside the hole and choosing to not risk being here when the police get called by whoever is about to discover them. But just like me thinking my parents will ever listen to whatever I want, that is wishful thinking. 
That’s because the two men are not abandoning the hole or the body. They aren’t running away and making this easy for us. Instead, they seem like they are prepared to face their threat head-on. I know that because the man with the spade is now holding it more like it is a weapon rather than a tool to disturb soil with. But it’s what the second man has that is concerning me the most now. 
He’s stopped smoking and has taken something out from beneath his jacket, and I’ve seen enough action movies and played enough video games to know exactly what it is. 
Now it’s in his hands, and it’s pointed in the direction of my unsuspecting family as they continue to walk nearer, completely oblivious to the danger they are inching ever closer to. 
It’s a gun. 
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Tilly is annoyed. Where is her stupid brother? 
She can’t let him win this game. She can’t give up and admit that he found a hiding place that was so good that she couldn’t find him. That is why she knows that she’ll just have to keep looking, even if her mum and dad seem like they just want Josh to come out and end the game. But Tilly doesn’t want him to do that. That’s not the point of Hide and Seek. He has to stay hidden until he is found. 
But where is he?
‘Josh!’ Tilly’s mum calls out, shouting even louder than her father just did, and Tilly can tell she is getting worried about him. But she knows her brother will be fine. He is just really good at hiding, and there are a lot of places to hide around here. There are even more trees in this part of the woods than there are back by the track, and that must be why she still hasn’t been able to see Josh yet. But she knows he’s here somewhere, and she’s not just looking around on the ground to try and spot him. She’s looking up too because she knows her brother likes to climb trees, and she thinks he might be above ground somewhere. 
She bets he thinks he’s so clever, looking down on his sister from some branch and laughing as she walks right past him. But Tilly is confident that she will spot him. And she wants him to know that too. 
‘I’m going to find you, bro!’ Tilly shouts as loud as she can, imagining her sibling hearing that and starting to worry.  But her parents are already worrying next to her as they try and find Josh too. They just want him to come out from his hiding place. But that’s no fun, Tilly thinks. She knows Josh won’t do that. He likes to play games as much as his sister does. 
‘There he is!’ her dad suddenly says, pointing ahead of them through the trees, and Tilly sees him too. Her brother, running towards them, not hiding, not playing the game. 
‘Why’s he come out?’ Tilly asks, irritated because she was so looking forward to getting him first. 
She’s now expecting her brother to laugh at her and say he beat her. But he doesn’t do that. He just keeps running towards them, and as he gets nearer, he starts to shout. 
‘We need to go! Run!’
Tilly doesn’t know what is going on. Is he playing a new game now? Something different, something they have never played before? Maybe. But he looks scared, and Tilly has never seen him like this, not even when he stubbed his toe in the kitchen after trying to kick a sponge ball and hitting the side of the cupboard instead. He did a lot of hopping around after that and said some naughty words, but he didn’t look like this. 
He didn’t look frightened. 
Tilly’s parents seem to realise that something is wrong too because they ask their son what the matter is. But he doesn’t answer them. He just repeats what he says. 
He just tells them all to run. 
But none of them move, and that makes Tilly feel a little better because if they were in danger, then they would be getting scared too, right? 
And then she hears something that almost makes her jump out of her skin. 
It’s a loud bang followed by what sounds like a tree exploding behind her. 
Turning around, Tilly looks to see what just happened and watches as several pieces of bark fly through the air as if something just smashed into the tree and knocked it all off. But what was it?
Josh falls over then, and his dad runs forward to help him get back up. Tilly hopes he isn’t hurt, and it’s a relief to see him get back on his feet, but then he says something scary. 
‘They’ve got a gun! We need to get out of here!’ Josh cries, and Tilly then wonders if that loud noise she heard a moment ago was from that gun. 
‘Is somebody trying to shoot us?’ Tilly asks her mum, rather innocently but with enough fear in her voice to demonstrate that she understands the severity of the situation if the answer turns out to be yes. 
But her mum has no answer for her. She just seems to be looking at her husband for what to do next, so Tilly does the same. She knows her dad can fix any problem. He’s fixed her bicycle before. He’s fixed the nightlight in her bedroom before. So he will fix this. 
Whatever this is. 
Tilly watches as her father runs back with Josh, and when he reaches them, he looks back to where they have just come from. But there’s nobody there. Maybe everything is okay. 
Another loud bang!
Tilly screams because that one was closer. Her mum grabs her while begging her husband to tell them what to do. But Josh has already told them, and it’s obvious now that he was right. 
They need to get out of here. 
They need to run. 
Tilly starts sprinting with her family, the four of them rushing over the brown leaves and the dead branches, trying to make it back to the proper path, the one that will make it easier for them to get out of these woods and away from whatever danger is behind them. But they’re not on that path yet, and that’s why it’s so hard to make good progress. 
Tilly trips before being hauled back to her feet, while her mum cries out after scraping her arm along the sharp end of a branch as she runs past it. Tilly can feel tears stinging her eyes now because while she is scared for herself, she is also scared for her family. She’s never seen them look so worried, so this must be bad. The same for Josh too. He isn’t being cheeky or naughty or starting any fights with his parents now. 
He just looks like his sister. 
A scared, frightened little kid. 
Tilly keeps running, telling herself that she won’t stop until her mum or dad say that it is okay too. But by concentrating so much on keeping herself moving, she has failed to notice that her family have taken a turn somewhere. Suddenly, Tilly realises that she has lost them, and while she wants to shout out to them, another loud bang makes her drop to the floor and hide. 
She can hear a voice behind her now, but it’s not one she recognises. 
It’s not her family. 
It’s them. 
Whoever they are running from. 
They are near now. 
And Tilly is all on her own. 
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SOPHIE
I have no idea why somebody is trying to kill my family and me, but that seems to be what is happening. We’re being shot at, meaning our family day out has turned into a nightmare as we all run for our lives through these woods that were so peaceful and quiet only a few moments ago. 
I don’t know who is behind us or why they want to hurt us. All I know is that I can’t let anything happen to my kids. I’ll do whatever it takes to protect them. I’ll die for them if I have to, just like I know Stuart would do the same. But I’m praying it won’t come to that. I want all four of us to make it out of here safe and well. But we can’t seem to find our way out. 
Everywhere looks the same. 
Trees, trees and more trees. 
Followed by the sound of another gunshot.
I see Josh stumble and reach out to grab him, but Stuart is already one step ahead of me, pulling our boy back to his feet so he can carry on. I’m glad he’s okay, for another few seconds at least, but what about Tilly? She was running right beside me, being so brave, not slowing us down with questions or her own little worries. 
I look down to where she should be, which is right beside me, as we race through the cluttered forest. 
And that’s when I see that she is not there. 
‘Tilly!’ I cry, stopping and turning to look back as my breath catches in my throat, and my chest feels like it is suddenly being squeezed in a vice. 
My little girl. Where is she? Have they got her? 
Is she already dead?
I can’t see her, which means I still don’t know if she is okay or not. 
Could she have tripped? Is she lying on the ground somewhere now? Is she hurt? 
My heart breaks as I imagine her falling and reaching out for me to pull her back up, only for her to see me run away without stopping for her. She has to know that I would have helped if only I had seen. But I didn’t. I lost sight of my daughter. And now I’m afraid that I’m never going to see her again. 
‘Tilly! Where are you?’ I scream, not even worried about being in danger myself because as far as I’m concerned, the worst thing that could have happened to me might have already happened. If these dangerous people, whoever they are, have hurt Tilly, then I have nothing left to lose. That’s why I’m not afraid of being a sitting target here as I scan the trees for my child. I might get shot if I stay still, but that has to be better than carrying on running and really leaving my girl behind. 
‘Sophie! What are you doing?’ Stuart cries, and he grabs my arm to get me moving again, but I just scream at him because he doesn’t seem to have realised how bad this is. 
Our child is missing. How can we carry on without her?
‘I’ll go back for her. But you need to keep running. Go with Josh,’ Stuart tells me, and he pushes me towards our son before urging our boy to make sure he gets me out of here. 
My eldest child nods as if he is supposed to be the one who looks after his mother rather than the other way around, before he grabs my hand, and we start off running. But I look back as I go and see Stuart returning to where we have just come from. He’s running right back into danger, towards the sound of where the gunshots came from rather than away from it, and I have no idea if he is going to be okay. That’s why I call out, just in case it is my last chance to ever let him know how I feel. 
‘I love you!’ I tell him, my voice cracking due to how much I’m straining it. ‘Please find her! Please!’
My love isn’t conditional on him getting our girl back to us safely. I’ll still always love Stuart no matter what happens next. But I will love him a million times more if he does save Tilly. He will know that too because just like me, he is a parent who is afraid for the safety of their child. I know that he will do everything in his power to make sure Tilly is safe from whoever is after us, and if he can’t do it, then he will die trying. 
Right now, I have to make sure our other child is okay, and as Josh and I reach the path, I realise that we aren’t far away from our car. It’s much easier to make progress now that we are back on more stable ground, and as we keep moving, I see my son looking back almost as much as I am. He’ll be worried about his sister and his dad, no doubt about it. That’s why I have to try and do my best to let him know that everything is going to be okay. 
‘They’ll be fine,’ I tell him as we keep running, and I console myself with the fact that I haven’t heard any more gunshots for a while. ‘He’ll find her, and they’ll meet us at the car.’
I hope that will be enough to make my son feel better, but it doesn’t seem to have had the desired effect because Josh suddenly stops and fixes me with a very troubled stare. 
‘They were burying somebody,’ he tells me. 
‘What?’
‘The people who are shooting at us. I saw them. They were digging a hole. And there was a body next to it.’
‘Oh my God. Who are they?’
‘I don’t know. There are two of them. One has a gun, the other had a spade. I saw them from where I was hiding. I tried to get back to you before they could hear you shouting, but I was too late.’
Josh suddenly looks like he is going to cry.
‘I shouldn’t have gone so far,’ he says. ‘This wouldn’t be happening if I had stayed close to you. We wouldn’t have been anywhere near them, and they wouldn’t have heard you all shouting. What if they die? What if we never see them again?’
Josh’s words are sobering, but I need him to stay strong because I’m barely holding myself together as it is. 
‘This isn’t your fault. Everything’s going to be okay,’ I tell him, not even convincing myself, never mind him. I am being honest when I tell him that he is not to blame for this because why would he be? He is just a kid who was playing in the woods. This is not on him. But I’m not being honest when I tell him that everything is going to be okay because I have no idea if that is true or not. 
All I can do is hope and pray that Stuart will save our daughter and that the four of us will go home safely today. 
That is the best-case scenario. 
The worst-case doesn’t even bear thinking about. 
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STUART
I can feel a tight, burning sensation in my chest. It’s almost as if my heart has been ripped open, and I’m severely wounded as I stagger through the trees and call out a name that means so much to me. But I haven’t been hit by any one of the bullets that have been fired in my direction over these last few crazy moments. No, I am simply feeling the residual pain of fearing that great harm has come to my daughter, who is out here in these woods somewhere but still out of my sight. 
‘Tilly! Tilly!’
My desperate cries go unanswered, and that only causes the pain in my chest to sting deeper. I don’t know what I’ll do if I lose my little girl. A few moments ago, I was trying to comprehend only being able to see her once a week after I left her mother. But now, I might have to face the reality of never seeing her again, and that is unbearable. 
No bullets have been fired for a while, which is lucky because I’m out in the open here and making absolutely no attempt to stay hidden as I stumble along through the thick undergrowth beneath my feet and scan all the trees for my daughter. Whoever was after us could easily kill me now if they still wanted to, and in some ways, I almost feel like that would be a little merciful. It’s either that or I carry on living with this terrible fear of not being able to save my youngest child. 
‘Daddy.’
I spin around when I hear the quiet voice and when I do, I spot Tilly crouching down behind a thick bush, her face etched with fear and her small shoulders shaking, but thankfully, she looks uninjured. 
‘Are you okay?’ I ask her as I rush towards her and put my hands on her, needing to quickly examine her myself to be fully certain that she has not come to any physical harm. But there is no blood or bruising. She is fine, and that pain in my chest starts to ease a little. 
‘Why is this happening?’ Tilly asks me as she continues to shake in my arms. ‘Why are they trying to hurt us?’
‘I don’t know, darling. But everything’s going to be okay.’
‘Where’s Mummy? And Josh?’
‘They are meeting us back at the car. We need to go now.’
I take Tilly’s hand and ask if she can be brave enough to follow me out of here, a request to which she nods her head, and her strength makes my eyes water. She’s being strong for me, so that tells me that I need to be strong for her. With that, we are on the move together, and I’m moving with more energy now, unshackled from the last several seconds of fear and now operating under the optimism that tells me everything might just be okay in the end. 
The problem now is finding the quickest route out of these woods. I’ve spent so much time crisscrossing various sections of this environment that all look so similar that I’m struggling to get my bearings. I was convinced I was going in the right direction a moment ago, but as I reach a clearing I’ve never seen before, I’m suddenly not so sure. And then, amazingly, my daughter comes to my rescue. 
‘I think it’s this way, Daddy,’ she says, pointing to a way through the trees that is just one of the many routes I have considered out of here. I think she might be right, my amazing little girl, and I put my trust in her suggestion because it’s the best we have got. The fact that I haven’t heard anybody behind us gives me hope that we are no longer being pursued, and while I still hope that one day I can see whoever tormented us brought to justice, right now I’ll just take getting home with my family and the four of us living to tell this tale. 
And then I hear it. The snap of a twig underfoot. It’s behind me and to my left.
And that’s when I just know that we are in danger again. 
I know it because that horrible, gnawing pain in my chest returns and not even gripping my daughter’s hand more tightly helps it go away. 
Turning around, I see a man with a gun, and the weapon is pointed right at me. It’s the same man I saw earlier, the one who was talking on the phone before he ended his call abruptly and lit up a cigarette. His clothes are dirty, as I already observed, but unlike before, I can see something new. 
His face. 
And that seems to be why he is willing to pull the trigger. 
I instinctively step in front of Tilly, shielding her from what is about to come and somehow hoping that this man only has one bullet left in his gun because then he can kill me but not her. With my daughter suitably covered up by my body, I close my eyes and wait for the inevitable end. 
But it doesn’t come. 
It’s only when I open my eyes that I see why. 
Another man has stepped out; one with dirty clothes like the gunman, but one whose face is not etched in as much ruthlessness as his partner. The second man has a spade, but he quickly throws that to the ground before pushing the gun away from our direction, sparing me a very untimely end. 
Or at least for now, anyway. 
‘No,’ the second man says, letting his partner know that he is not to harm us. 
‘We can’t have any witnesses,’ the first man tells him, and he looks ready to fire again, but the second man expertly disarms him before saying that they are not going to kill a kid if they don’t have to. Then he turns to me, and that’s when I realise I’m somehow going to have to find my voice if I’m going to get myself and my daughter out of here. 
‘What did you see?’ the second man asks me, looking far calmer than I must do right now. 
‘What? Nothing? I don’t know what’s happening, but you just started shooting at us.’
‘You don’t know what we were doing out here?’
‘No!’
It seems that our fates hinge entirely on him believing me, but he takes an awfully long time to make his mind up. When he does, I can relax again but only for a moment. 
Stepping towards me, the man who looks like he is about to spare our lives has something else to say to me. 
‘You’re obviously a family man,’ he says, looking down at my daughter, who is cowering behind my protective body. ‘I appreciate that, which is why I am going to give you a chance to see your little girl grow up. You must say nothing about what has happened out here today. Do you understand me? Nothing. If you do, then make no mistake about it, I will happily kill your loved ones before I get around to killing you. You got it?’
I nod my head enthusiastically, and it’s funny how such a horrible threat can actually sound quite gracious in the right circumstances. He has intimated that he’ll kill my family, but he is giving me the option to not let that happen. All I have to do is stay quiet and never speak about these men again. If that’s the deal, then I can easily stick to that. 
‘Are you crazy? They’ve seen our faces! He’ll go straight to the police!’ the first man cries, and it’s even more obvious now that I’d already be dead if it hadn’t been for the intervention of the second man. 
‘You’re not going to go to the police, are you?’ the second man asks me, staring into my eyes and almost straight into my soul. 
‘No,’ I reply, shaking my head again, and for the first time in a long time, I am telling the truth. I’m not lying to my wife about why I was home late or lying to my mistress about exactly when I am going to leave my family and be with her. Nor am I lying to my children when I say goodnight to them and allow them to fall asleep with the belief that their dad will always be in the house for them whenever they need me. 
I’m telling the truth now, and it feels good. It feels even better when the man in front of me tells me that I am free to walk away with my daughter. But just before I do, he has one more word of advice. 
‘You’ve been given a second chance here today,’ he says as he looks at me and then Tilly. ‘Don’t waste it. For your sake. And for hers.’
Then he nods, and I take that as my cue to leave, a cue I waste no time in acting on. 
His partner is still protesting, talking about how they can’t trust us and that they’ll have to make another plan, but I don’t care about any of that. I’m just happy to get Tilly out of here, and in a few moments, once I make it back to the car, I’ll be able to get Sophie and Josh out of here too. 
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JOSH
Mum had the car keys, so we have been able to get inside our vehicle and close the doors, providing us with a sort of barrier between us and whoever those men are in the woods. But I’m hoping we will never see them again, and we’re praying that the next people to come along this dirt track are members of our family. If it’s Dad and Tilly, then we’ll know they are okay, and we can get out of here and go to the police. But if it’s one of those two men, either the one with the gun or the one with the spade, then we will be in serious trouble. 
We’ll also know that Dad and Tilly most likely didn’t make it. 
‘It’s going to be okay,’ Mum says again, the second time she has made such a statement since we got in the car. But the look of fear on her face as she stares through the windscreen is all I need to see to know that she isn’t so sure. I also notice that her hands are trembling as they grip the steering wheel, and while the keys are in the ignition and the engine is running, she’ll only drive if all four of us are in the vehicle. 
She won’t leave them behind. Nor will I. 
We’ll all get out of here. 
Or none of us will. 
I have no idea how I could help Mum if Dad has gone. It would make me the man of the house, but I’m not ready for that. For all my protesting and bluster, I realise that I am still very much a kid, and I need both my parents around to look after me. 
Come on, Dad. Come out of these woods with my little sister, and let’s all go home. That’s all I want now. I just want to go home. 
‘There they are!’ I cry when I see them both approaching, the tall man and the little girl, both running, both looking afraid, but both alive and well and rushing back to the car. 
I open my door and get out to check on them, but Dad just tells me to get back inside before he pushes my sister towards me. I help Tilly onto the back seat while Dad gets into the passenger seat beside Mum, and then we’re on the move. 
I had no idea Mum could drive like this, but she’s doing a great impression of a Formula 1 driver as she speeds down this dirt track, and Tilly and I are bouncing around on the back seat as we move over the bumps far faster than we should be taking them on at. Neither Mum nor Dad speak until we are back on the main road, and it’s only there that Mum lowers her speed to a more legal level. That seems to be the signal that this nightmare is finally over. 
Or at least that’s what I stupidly thought. 
‘We’ll go straight to the police. They might be able to catch them before they get too far,’ Mum says, and that sounds like the perfect plan to me. But to our amazement, Dad objects. 
‘No, let’s just go home. We can talk about what we do next there.’
‘Are you crazy? We could have been killed! We have to stop them!’ Mum cries, and I notice we are picking up speed again, not that she seems to have noticed because her eyes are flitting between the road and my father, rather than the speedometer. 
‘Yeah. They need to be punished!’ I add, backing up Mum because Dad must be in shock. How else would he be able to justify not going to the police about this?
‘We can’t tell the police,’ Dad says, his voice low and surprisingly calm despite the crazy content of his statement. ‘They’ll hurt us if we do.’
‘What?’ Mum and I ask the same question at the same time. 
‘They only let us go because I promised not to say anything.’
‘Why would you do that?’ Mum says, incredulous and still speeding. 
‘I was protecting our daughter!’
‘But we’re still not safe! They could find us. We’ll never be safe unless they’re behind bars!’
‘We will. We just have to stay quiet and act like nothing happened.’
‘How can we do that?’ I cry, unable to imagine any world in which we all pretend we didn’t get shot at on a family day out in the woods. 
‘We have no choice!’ Dad snarls, and the look on his face when he turns to me in the backseat tells me not to protest anymore. 
We drive on in silence for a few moments, and Mum gradually reduces her speed before Dad speaks again. 
‘We don’t even know what they were doing out there. It could have all been a big misunderstanding.’
‘A misunderstanding?’ Mum scoffs. ‘So that excuses them from trying to kill us?’
‘No, of course not. But it does make it easier to stay quiet about all of this. We don’t know why they were in the woods, and I think we’re better off not knowing.’
I could stay quiet here. Not say anything. Allow the awful atmosphere in this car to become better. But I don’t. That’s because I know something my dad probably doesn’t.
‘I saw them,’ I say, and my dad turns to look at me again while my mother’s eyes are locked on me via the rear-view mirror. 
‘What?’
‘I was hiding up a tree, and I saw them. They were digging a hole.’
‘Why?’
‘There was a body.’
That’s Mum’s cue to jump in.
‘See? They’re killers! We have to go to the police right now!’ Mum says, and her right foot is heavy on the accelerator once again. 
‘No, we can’t!’ Dad is still making the same argument even after what I’ve said, and I’m worried that he will try and grab the steering wheel if Mum insists on driving to the police station. Thankfully, it doesn’t come to that, but they continue to argue as we make it back into town. 
I know that the police station is only five minutes away from here because I went there once on a school trip last year. My classmates and I had to sit through a very long and boring talk about what the police officers in our area do to keep us safe, but it hadn’t been anywhere near as exciting as I thought it might have been. I’d been hoping for tales of car chases and drug raids, but nothing like that has ever happened in this town. The best we got was a story about how an old man had been caught driving too fast through the town centre one day and how there could have been an accident if only the police hadn’t been able to get him to pull over to the roadside in time. It was hardly gripping stuff. But now, something has happened in this town. There’s been murder and gunfire, and the criminals are still on the loose. If ever there was a time to go to the police, then it is now. 
But we’re not going there. We drive straight past the turning for the police station, and we only turn off the main road to go onto our street. Mum is taking us home, having been convinced by Dad that it is the right thing to do at the moment. They are going to have a talk once we are inside, and my sister and I are out of the way, and until then, they say nothing more. 
It’s only as I’m getting out of the car that I realise that Tilly has said nothing all the way home. Nor has she cried or made any kind of sound that would suggest she is upset about what just happened. 
She just goes into the house and straight to her bedroom. 
Is she okay?
I don’t know. 
I’m sure she’ll tell her dolls if she’s not. 
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Tilly is lying on her bed, the same place she has been ever since she got home over an hour ago. She doesn’t want to come out of her bedroom, not because she is scared that those men in the woods might be back to harm her but because she can hear her parents arguing downstairs. They’ve been fighting ever since they got back, and the dispute is showing no signs of stopping yet. 
Tilly can’t hear everything that is being said, but she is picking up parts of sentences. She’s heard her mum say things like ‘How could you live with yourself if they came back and hurt our kids?’ or ‘Can you sleep at night knowing those men are still out there? Because I can’t!’ 
In turn, she has heard her dad say things like ‘I gave them my word. And they gave me theirs’ and ‘Everything will be fine. We just need to keep quiet about this.’
It was almost funny for Tilly to hear her father say that they needed to stay quiet, considering that he was shouting at the time he had said it. He has such a loud voice, deep and booming, and Tilly has had plenty of experience with it when she has been told off for doing something that she shouldn’t. Josh has also been on the wrong end of their father’s temper a few times over the years, but today, the shouting is not directed at them. It’s at their mum, but it sounds like she is giving as good as she is getting. 
The noise continues downstairs, but Tilly has done her best to drown it out by wrapping her pillow around her head so that it covers her ears. She doesn’t need to hear anymore. She just wants it to stop and for everything to go back to normal. 
The day had been going okay before they went into the woods. The ice cream was good. Why hadn’t they just gone home afterwards? But Tilly knows the answer to that. It was because her mum wanted to go for a walk in the woods, and Tilly was happy to go too. The game of Hide and Seek that had seen the family separate for a while had been Tilly’s fault, and she can’t help but blame herself for the fact that they all nearly died. 
It had been very scary when that man had pointed that gun at her and her daddy, and she still doesn’t really understand why he let them go. But he did, and that should be a good thing, right? So why are her parents fighting? Aren’t they happy that nobody got hurt?
The pillow is doing a good job of muffling the sounds from down below, but it can’t do anything about the thoughts racing through Tilly’s mind as she reflects on the traumatic day. Sometimes, whenever she gets worried about something like she is now, she finds that talking to her dolls can help. And other times, when things are really bad, she turns to Sally, her favourite doll and the best listener in the whole wide world. 
Today is definitely a job for Sally. 
Reaching across the bed for her beloved companion, Tilly picks up Sally and places her next to her head so the duo can look directly into each other’s eyes. Sally looks sad, or at least Tilly thinks she does, but Tilly is also aware that Sally often just feels however her owner does. Letting out a deep breath, Tilly prepares to get her problems off her chest by sharing them with the best person in the world to ever keep a secret. 
‘Today was really scary,’ she begins, nodding her head to reinforce to Sally just how serious she is being. ‘I thought I might die. And I thought Daddy might die too. That’s because a man pointed a gun at us. But he didn’t shoot us, so it’s okay. But he was still a bad man. They both were.’
Tilly can see herself reflected in the eyes of Sally, but the doll doesn’t break eye contact or blink or cry. Tilly is envious of her for that last one because she thinks it must be nice to not be able to cry. 
There are tears already forming in Tilly’s eyes now, and she quickly wipes them away before carrying on with her story. 
‘It was scary seeing the men standing in front of us. But it was also scary when I saw them before that. I saw them when I was hiding, just after I’d lost my family and thought they had left me behind in the woods.’
Tilly can still recall that feeling of fear that had surged through her when she had become separated from her loved ones during the chaos when they had fled the gunshots. It had been a big relief to see her father come back for her, but there had been a moment when she had thought they were safe while she had been left to die. It was during that moment, as she was crouching down behind a bush and trying to stay out of view of the bad men, that she saw something else. 
‘I saw another man,’ Tilly tells Sally, and the doll looks very interested in this tale, although that might just be Tilly’s imagination again. ‘Yes, a third man. But he wasn’t like the other two. He was on the floor, and he was tied up. He was lying next to a big hole. It was really big.’
Tilly has dug a few holes of her own in her time, mostly on the beach with a bucket and spade while on holiday, but the hole she saw in the woods was far bigger than anything she had ever made. That told her that an adult must have made it. But she didn’t know why. All she knew was that the man next to the hole had not been dead. 
He was alive. 
Tilly knew that because he had looked right at her as she had hidden behind that bush. He hadn’t been able to say anything because his mouth had been gagged, but he had seen her, and he had tried to communicate. But all he had been able to do was wiggle his eyebrows.
Tilly had wanted to speak to him herself. She had wanted to ask him if he was okay and what he had done to end up tied up on the floor. But she had been too afraid to make a sound in case the people with the gun had found her, so she had stayed silent and not helped the man on the floor. 
She had only left her hiding place once she had seen her dad, but she hadn’t had the chance to tell him about the guy who was tied up because they had been threatened then and only narrowly escaped. Tilly knew she could have said something in the car journey home, and she wishes she had, but she had stayed quiet on the backseat whilst her parents had argued in the front. Now they were home, and Tilly felt bad because too much time had passed for her to help that man in the woods. 
Was he still there now? Did he escape too? Or was he in that hole?
Tilly had no idea, but her imagination was in overdrive, trying to come up with an answer. But there was no way of knowing, or at least there wasn’t unless she went back to those woods and looked for that man again. There was no way she was going to do that though. It would be too dangerous. She would much rather stay in her bedroom with Sally and the other dolls and plan the next tea party they were going to have together. But that didn’t mean that she didn’t feel guilty. 
All she could hope was that the man in the woods was okay. 
He had looked so afraid. 
Who was he?
Tilly didn’t know. 
She also didn’t know when her parents were ever going to stop arguing downstairs. 
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SOPHIE
You try sleeping after almost losing your entire family earlier in the day. It’s not easy. The only thing that is easy is imagining all the horrible things that could have gone wrong. The blood. The bodies. The heartache that lasts an eternity. Those are the things on my mind now. And that’s why I know I am not going to be sleeping tonight. 
To be fair, I haven’t really tried. I haven’t got into bed like a normal person who was hoping to sleep would do. I haven’t put on my eye mask to block out the sunlight when dawn arrives in several hours’ time, nor have I stuffed my ear plugs in to drown out any noises that might wake me. I haven’t even changed out of the clothes I have been wearing all day. I’m just sitting on the sofa, a cold cup of tea in one hand and my phone in the other, and I’m busying scouring the internet to see if there have been any reports of gunshots in the woods earlier today. 
I’m wondering if, and hoping that, somebody else heard the commotion in the woods and has reported it to the police or at least the town’s media. That way, somebody out there might be doing something about it. But there is nothing online. No mention of anything untoward happening around these parts today. It’s as if it never happened. But it did, didn’t it? I was there. I heard the gunshots. I ran for my life with my family alongside me. And I distinctively recall that feeling of dread when I realised that we had lost Tilly for a few moments. 
I can’t act as if none of it happened. But according to the internet and the news channels, when I checked them earlier on the TV, it didn’t happen. But it did, and it seems like it’s up to me to report it. 
So why haven’t I?
The man standing in front of the window is why. 
Stuart. My husband. The brave man who ran back towards danger earlier today to find our daughter. And the one who has convinced me not to go to the police about this. 
We spent the rest of the afternoon and most of the early part of the evening arguing about what to do next, while the kids were in their rooms upstairs, hopefully sheltered from all the noise but probably not.  I made my stance perfectly clear, arguing that the police could catch those people who threatened us if we just told them everything we knew. But Stuart has stuck to his argument, the one in which he makes it clear that he has to keep his word to those criminals by not saying anything, even if showing any sense of loyalty to the people who tried to kill him and his loved ones is anything but complete madness. 
I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know how to get through to him and make him see sense. All I knew was that we couldn’t keep arguing like we were, not just for our sakes but for our children’s too. That’s why I eventually stopped fighting with him around nine o’clock this evening, and there has been an unofficial ceasefire between us ever since. Nothing has been decided for sure, or at least it hasn’t in my mind anyway, but for now, I am choosing silence and letting Stuart think he has gotten his own way over shouting loudly and making distressing accusations. 
I’m ashamed to say that I have accused my husband of not wanting what is best for our family by refusing to go to the police and ensure our safety from any future reprisals. But he, in turn, has accused me of the same thing, saying that staying quiet is the only way we can keep us all safe. It’s not exactly the kind of thing a married couple should be saying to each other. We should both be on the same side. We’re the same team, after all, and we should have the same goal: Keep our children safe. 
It just seems like we have very different tactics when it comes to how best to do that. 
‘What are you doing?’ I ask Stuart, not for the first time since I noticed him standing by the window, looking out onto our street. But just like before, he doesn’t answer me. I know why as well. It’s because the answer would go against his argument that we are safe if we stay quiet because if we are safe, then why is he feeling the need to keep a lookout for anybody coming for us?
It’s a little reassuring to see him keeping watch over his family, but it should be unnecessary. Parents are meant to love and protect their offspring, but they shouldn’t be required to stand by a window all night and make sure nobody is coming to hurt them. Not in this day and age. We should have the peace of mind that tells us that they are safe in their beds and nobody is coming, and that was something we had only yesterday. The most we had to do then to ensure our safety was lock the front door at night and check to see if all the windows were closed. But now it seems like Stuart has become some sort of sentry, patrolling the borders of our once safe haven, forever on the lookout for incoming enemies. 
But, of course, he won’t admit that is what he is doing, and he’d prefer it if I just went to bed, so he could stay down here by himself and not have me keep asking him to explain his actions. But I’m not going to do that. That would be making it easy on him, and worst of all, it would be as good as me saying that I’m agreeing to his plan and dropping my desire to speak to the police. 
‘This is ridiculous,’ I say after several more moments of anxiety. ‘If you genuinely believed they wouldn’t come to hurt us, then you wouldn’t be standing by the window, peeping out of the curtains. What are you planning to do? Stand there forever just in case they come back to finish us off? You do realise we have to leave the house at some point, right? We have to go to work, and the kids have to go to school. So if you’re worried about those men, then how are you going to keep us safe when we’re not at home?’
Stuart doesn’t turn around to look at me during any part of my spiel. He probably knows that doing so would make it even harder for him to stick to his flawed plan. All he does is take another sip from the glass of whiskey in his hand before letting out a tired sigh. And that’s how it’s going to be all night now. I can see it. He won’t back down. He’s too stubborn to do that. He’ll stand there until dawn and won’t turn around to talk to me, even if I stay here and keep making things uncomfortable for him. That’s the point when I decide that I have to go upstairs and get into bed. 
Me staying here will not end well for either of us. 
I get off the sofa and walk out of the room without saying another word, and as I creep up the stairs, I’m praying that Josh and Tilly are asleep. It’s surely wildly optimistic of me to believe that they could close their eyes and rest after being so close to death earlier, but I’m saying a silent prayer to myself that my children are at peace now. But then I see the flashing lights coming from under my son’s door, and I know he is still awake playing video games. At least he isn’t crying into his pillow or having a panic attack. That’s why I’ll happily leave him to stay up late and play his games tonight. Whatever helps take his mind off today. For once, I wish I had a hobby like my son’s to help take my mind off my own woes. 
Looking across at Tilly’s door, I see nothing but darkness underneath it, and that gives me hope that she is sleeping. But I’ll only know for sure if I poke my head into her room and check, so I do just that, opening her door as quietly as I can and peering in. She’s on the bed, surrounded by her dolls and with her back to me. But she is still, and I detect the soft sounds of her breathing, so I’m satisfied that she is at rest. Of course, she could be pretending like she has done many times in the past, hoping to fool me so I would leave her bedroom before she would get up and start playing with her toys again. But I think she is being honest tonight. She’s asleep, and that means my little girl is safe. 
For now. 
My bedroom is cold and lonely as I undress in it before climbing under the duvet and turning off the bedside light. I’ve always hated sleeping alone ever since I became involved in a serious relationship. I used to love having the bed to myself in my singleton days, but now I have a partner, I feel like I can’t settle unless he is laying his head down beside me. 
It’s like something is missing if I’m sleeping alone. 
Or like something is broken. 
The only times it ever happens is when Stuart is away on business, which is rare, or if he has been out late with his friends at the pub and opted to sleep on the sofa downstairs rather than come crashing into the bedroom in the early hours of the morning and wake me up. But neither of those reasons are why I am on my own tonight. Stuart is in the house, and he is sober, or at least mostly. 
He’s just choosing not to be with me. 
He’s choosing to stand by a window in case anybody comes to shoot us while we sleep. 
This is crazy. I can’t do this. I can’t let those men get away with trying to kill us. I can’t let them get away with potentially giving my children nightmares, either. Thanks to them, my son saw a body today, and my daughter saw a gun. There’s no way I can let that go. 
They have to be punished. 
They have to be found. 
And I might just have an idea about how to do that. 
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STUART
I have never really noticed how quiet our street is before. Then again, I’ve never spent any period of time staring out of my living room window in the middle of the night to get a true sense of it. But it is extremely quiet out there. There’s no loud music coming from any of the houses. There are no comings and goings at any of the doors either, where my neighbours might be having friends over for a drink, or family members might be dropping by for a visit. Nor are there any cars driving down the street, their engines whirring by, potentially disturbing sleep as their headlights flash across curtains and briefly illuminate whatever might be behind them. 
Everything is so still. 
So calm. 
So why can’t I go to bed and relax?
I know why, and, of course, my wife knows why. I’m worried about those men finding us. The ones who pointed a gun at my daughter and me. The ones who said we could go as long as I kept quiet. 
I’m planning on keeping my word, but how do I know that they will keep theirs? How do I know that they didn’t follow us home? 
I kept checking the mirrors in the car to make sure that they weren’t behind us, but they might be experts at tracking somebody and kept their distance without being seen. How do I know that they haven’t figured out where we live by now, so they can keep tabs on us, ensuring that if we do go to the police, then they can swoop in and wipe us out before we say anything too incriminating? 
But I don’t know any of those things. Not for sure. I just have to do battle with these paranoid thoughts, and I imagine I’ll be fighting them for a while. Perhaps it would have been better if they had just shot me when they had the chance. At least then, I wouldn’t be so stressed. It would have put me out of my misery, whereas now I feel like I’m living in a kind of hell, one in which I can never close my eyes in case I open them again to find those men in my home with their gun pointed at my loved ones’ heads again. 
This is stupid. I can’t stand here all night expecting to see a strange car coming down the street or a shadowy figure approaching our door. If I genuinely believe that I made a solid deal with those men in the woods, then I need to act like it, and that means I need to go to bed and be with my wife. Staying down here like a nervous spy is only making Sophie’s argument stronger in that we should go to the police. 
If there’s nothing to worry about, then why am I worried? 
I finish my whiskey and put my glass down on the windowsill, leaving it there rather than bothering to make the five-second journey into the kitchen to put it in the dishwasher. Sophie hates how untidy I can be, but right now, she has other reasons to hate me, and I’m more bothered about solving them than I am about solving my tendency to be a little lazy with the housework. 
It’s time for bed. A good night’s sleep will make things better. Everything is still too raw today for all four of us in this house, but tomorrow is a new day, and things will seem easier then, once we have a little bit more distance from things. 
Just go upstairs. Get in bed. Give Sophie a kiss if she is still awake. And then rest. 
My wife went up over an hour ago. 
It’s time I stopped messing around down here and joined her. 
The flash of a car headlight at the end of the street completely ruins that plan, however, and as I lean in closer to the glass in front of me, I try to get a better view of the approaching vehicle. A quick check on my watch tells me that it is one o’clock in the morning. Not an impossible time for somebody to be driving down our street but not a likely one either. I’ve only seen three cars driving by in all the time I’ve stood by this window tonight, so it’s not exactly a popular route for traffic. But it’s the arrival of this fourth car in the early hours of the morning that has my heart thumping in my chest now. 
I keep watching the vehicle as it gets nearer, praying that it will slow down before turning onto one of the driveways that belong to the other houses on my street. But it doesn’t do that. It just keeps on coming, edging closer and closer to where I stand, before it comes to a stop under the street lamp just outside my house. 
And that’s when I realise who the car belongs to. 
It’s not the men in the woods, but that doesn’t mean I can relax. Far from it. 
The markings on the side of the vehicle, along with the uniforms of the men getting out from inside it, means that this night has gone disastrously, just as I feared. 
The police are here. 
But why?
I foolishly remain standing by the window in the vain hope that the officers are here to speak to one of my neighbours and not me, but how many other people on this street have had a serious brush with crime in the last twenty-four hours? Of course, they must be coming to speak to me, and sure enough, they make their way down my driveway towards my front door, their gaits swift and confident, not tired like I might have imagined they would be, considering the time of day it is. That makes me think that these two police officers must be used to working the night shift. 
The unsociable hours. Keeping the town safe while the residents sleep. 
Operating in the darkness so that everybody has the chance to wake up and see the light in just a few hours’ time. 
But they shouldn’t be here. Not unless somebody has told them about what happened in the woods, and who would tell them? Not the two men because that would be madness on their part. And I know I didn’t tell them because I am keeping to my end of the bargain. So, if it wasn’t us, then who? 
And that’s when I hear footsteps coming down the stairs, as if whoever is descending already knows that we are about to have a visitor. 
Rushing away from the window before the police officers can spot me, I make it into the hallway, where I find Sophie approaching the front door, her dressing gown tied at the waist and her hair a little scraggly, suggesting to me that she has been lying on her pillow for a while before she got back up out of bed. 
‘What the hell is going on?’ I ask her, my voice stressed but low because the kids might be sleeping, but also because I don’t want the men on the other side of our front door to hear me. ‘Why are the police here? What have you done?’
At first, I fear that Sophie isn’t going to answer me because she keeps on walking to the door. But then she stops and turns to look at me, and when she does, she looks afraid. 
That’s when I know for sure that she has betrayed me. 
She has gone against my wishes. She has done the complete opposite of what I said it was best for our family to do. She has contacted the police to tell them about what happened today. And now she has done that, it means my deal with those men in the woods is null and void. 
But maybe it’s not too late. 
‘Don’t open that door,’ I beg my wife. ‘It’s not too late. You don’t have to speak to them. You don’t have to do this.’
‘Yes, I do,’ Sophie says, and she looks up the stairs as she speaks, her way of letting me know that she is doing this for our children, more so than us. ‘It’s the only way we can keep them safe.’
‘No, it’s not,’ I say. ‘You have no idea what you’re doing. Open that door and things will never be the same again. You hear me? You’re making a big mistake.’
Sophie takes a moment to process what I have just told her. 
And then she opens the door anyway, not even giving the police officers the chance to knock. 



15
JOSH
I made sure to mute my television before I started playing my video games so that Mum and Dad wouldn’t know that I was still awake when they came up to bed. But that means I have been able to hear anything that is happening around the house, and that’s how I know that we have visitors downstairs. 
I don’t know who they are or what they might be saying to my parents. I just know that I heard the front door close before the sound of several voices floated up the stairs. I don’t recognise the voices of some of the people, which is why I have crept out of my room to try and learn more. But no sooner have I made it to the top of the stairs than I see the police uniforms down below, and I wish I had just stayed where I was. 
Better yet, I wish I had just gone to sleep when I had the chance. 
‘Josh! You’re awake?’ Dad says, surprised when he sees me loitering up above him. 
‘This is our son,’ Mum adds for our visitors’ benefit, and they nod their heads as they stare up at me. 
It’s a very unsettling feeling to be eyeballed by a couple of policemen, and I want them to stop looking at me. But then, Mum asks me if I can come downstairs, and I have the feeling that it’s going to be a while yet before the men in uniform turn their attentions elsewhere. 
‘What about Tilly?’ I ask, somehow hoping that by mentioning my sister, it might get me out of whatever this is. I assume it’s to do with what happened in the woods, so shouldn’t all four of us be involved? 
I’m not so cruel as to want my sister to be questioned by the police. It’s just that I don’t want to be questioned either. Therefore, I wonder if I can play on my parents’ sense of fairness in terms of them treating their children equally. If they aren’t going to make Tilly come downstairs, then maybe I can get out of this too. 
‘I’ll get your sister,’ Mum says then, completely ruining any chance I might have had to avoid what is surely going to be a very uncomfortable night now. 
As I walk down the stairs, taking each step very slowly, I feel very different to how I felt back when we were in the car on the way home. Then, I had been keen to speak to the police and tell them what I had seen. But I guess I was full of adrenaline. Now that things have calmed down a bit and it’s late at night, I feel exhausted. 
I’m also wondering what happened to cause the police officers to be here because the last I heard, Dad did not want to involve them. Yet here they are, which must mean that Mum got her own way. She usually does when it comes to things like what colour to paint a certain room in the house or which furniture to buy for the back garden. But this is obviously much bigger than that, and I wonder how she managed to change Dad’s mind this time. 
But then I see the look on his face, and I realise that she might not have done so. That’s because he looks furious, even angrier than the time he found out that I had been buying add-ons for one of my games online and using his bank card to fund it. In fairness, I had no idea how much I was really spending at the time because all I had to do was press a button on my console, and it processed another payment. I was surprised when I found out I’d spent over £500, although not quite as surprised as Dad. It took him a full day before he could bring himself to talk to me again after that. 
But it’s not me that he is angry at this time. It’s clearly Mum because he is glaring at her as I reach the bottom of the stairs, and she goes up to get Tilly. What happened? Did Mum call the police behind Dad’s back? And what is going to happen now? 
I guess we’re just about to find out. 
One of the police officers, a man who identifies himself as PC Wilcox, suggests that we take a seat in the living room. I do as he says because he’s a policeman, so we have to follow his orders, right? Well, Dad doesn’t. He just stays standing in the hallway looking very annoyed, while I take a seat on one of the sofas, and the two officers take a seat on the opposing one. 
There’s an awkward silence while I wait for the rest of my family to join me, one that is eventually broken when the second police officer asks me what school year I’m in. His name is PC Harvest, which makes me think of him as a farmer because we learnt all about how farmers harvest their crops at certain times of the year. But he’s not a farmer, is he? He’s somebody with handcuffs and somebody who can punish people if they lie about anything serious, so I better tell the truth at all times now, starting with the easy question he has just asked me. 
‘I’m in year nine,’ I reply before he tells me that he has two children at primary school, which doesn’t really have anything to do with much, but it has at least filled the silence before Mum walks in with Tilly trotting behind her. My sister’s eyes are looking a little red, which makes me think she is tired. She was probably sleeping a moment ago until Mum woke her up. 
Unless she was crying. I guess that is possible after what happened to her today. 
She looks very glum until she sees the two policemen sitting in our living room, at which point she suddenly looks very nervous. Mum sits down next to me and has Tilly sit on the other side of her, meaning that the sofa is filled now, and there is no room for Dad when he comes in. 
If he comes in. 
He’s still out in the hallway, but surely he can’t stay out there the whole time. Can he?
‘Stuart,’ Mum says, her voice stern, and that’s when Dad appears, sloping into the room, although he looks like he wishes he was anywhere else in the world than here. I was right earlier. Mum definitely called the police against Dad’s wishes. That makes me think that they are going to have a massive argument when the policemen have left. I guess I’ll just have to turn up the volume on my game and drown them out. One thing is for sure, I doubt any of us will be getting much sleep tonight. 
‘You said this related to something that happened in Brackwell Woods yesterday afternoon?’ PC Wilcox says, and I watch as PC Harvest takes out a notebook and pen. 
‘That’s right,’ Mum replies, but I almost go to correct them until I realise that we are technically in a new day now, even though it still feels like the same one because it hasn’t really ended yet. ‘We went for a walk in the woods after having lunch at The Chestnut.’
‘Okay, and you said on the phone that you were attacked?’
‘Yes, we all were.’
Mum gestures to the rest of us as if the policemen needed a better idea of who she meant when she said “all of us”.
‘Okay, so what happened?’ PC Wilcox asks, and PC Harvest’s pen is poised above his paper, ready to write down anything and everything that is said. 
Tell the truth if they ask me anything, I remind myself. Don’t play games here. This is too serious for that. 
Mum recounts the tale of how we were playing a game of Hide and Seek before we were shot at and chased by two men, narrowly escaping with our lives. The two officers both raise their eyebrows at this tale before PC Harvest asks Mum why she thinks we were suddenly pursued. 
‘Because they had feared they had been caught,’ she replies, and that’s when she gives me a nudge as if I’m supposed to take over from here. But I don’t want to. I’d rather just let her do all the talking. But now the policemen are looking at me. Even worse, Dad is looking at me, and just before I open my mouth, I see him shake his head slightly. 
Does he not want me to talk? Is that what he means? 
But what else am I supposed to do? 
‘Tell them what you saw,’ Mum encourages me, behaving so differently to Dad, who looks like he would gladly put Sellotape over my mouth if he could. 
I don’t want to disappoint either of them, which is very unlike me, but I also don’t want this to last any longer than it has to. Surely it will be better if I just get this over with by telling them about the body and the hole and then leaving the rest of this to my parents to sort out. 
‘I think they had killed someone,’ I say, and Dad rubs a hand over his tired face before cutting in.
‘This has gone far enough. The truth is that we don’t really know what was going on in those woods today. There was a little bit of a commotion, yes, but there was no harm done. As you can see, my family are safe and well, and I’d rather not subject them to any uncomfortable conversations, if you don’t mind.’
Does he really think that will work? That the policemen will just ignore what I said about the men killing somebody and walk out of here without asking any more questions. If he does, then he must be mad because PC Harvest’s pen is scribbling away across the front page of his notebook, while PC Wilcox is looking very serious indeed.
‘Stuart, we have to do this,’ Mum says. ‘Those men are dangerous, and I’ll never forgive myself if they hurt another family like they almost hurt ours.’
Mum makes sense, but Dad is still not happy, and he only gets more unhappy when she tells the policemen about how he and Tilly were held at gunpoint during the chaos. That’s when the police officers have questions for Dad, their main one being if he would be able to describe the two men he saw today. 
The answer to that question would be yes. He did see them because how could he not have if they were right in front of him with a gun? He also told us that they spoke, and I know they weren’t wearing any kind of a disguise when I saw them, so Dad must be able to describe their appearance, right?
‘No, I didn’t really get a good look at them,’ he says quietly, causing Mum to almost jump off the sofa beside me in surprise.
‘What? Yes, you did!’ she cries. ‘Tell the truth!’
Amazingly, it’s my dad who has to be reminded to do that rather than me, and I’m just as shocked as Mum. Dad is lying to two policemen. Is he mad? What if they find out, and what if they arrest him? But he doesn’t seem to be worried about that. He still seems more bothered about keeping his word to those two men who almost killed us. 
An argument is underway between both of my parents, but PC Wilcox and PC Harvest have seen and heard enough. 
They want us to accompany them to the police station. 
They want us to tell them everything. 
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Tilly has never been to a police station before. She’d only ever seen glimpses of them on TV, or at least what constituted a police station. She wasn’t to know that what she saw on television was a set, and while it might have looked real, it wasn’t. But this was real now. Tilly was right in the middle of a living, breathing police station, filled with police officers in smart uniforms and detectives in sharp suits, and she gawked at them all as they passed her in this corridor. 
She didn’t know where any of them were going. To arrest somebody? To Court for the start of a big trial? Or maybe just to the shop to get a drink because a lot of the people here seemed to be carrying a coffee cup. 
The police officer in front of Tilly did not have a coffee, but she had just offered her parents one, and they had both accepted it, although her dad had asked if they might have had anything stronger than that. She hadn’t really understood what he had meant, and maybe the police officer and her mum hadn’t either because neither of them had said yes or laughed or done much at all. 
Tilly rubbed her eyes as she entered another brightly lit corridor and wished for her warm bed. She missed Sally and the other dolls, and she had wanted to bring all of them with her here because she had felt like she needed the support. But she hadn’t been able to. Her mum had told her that there wasn’t time to get any of them, and that had made Tilly sad as they had got into their car and followed the police car to the station. 
The car journey had been a bad one because Tilly’s parents had argued the whole way there. Tilly tried to drown most of it out by forcing herself to daydream about what all the people were doing in the houses that they were passing by. She had created that game for herself a few years earlier when she had been on her way to her first day at school and was riddled with nerves and doubts. That had been the first time when she had found herself creating little stories in her mind about the residents in the homes. Like how she imagined there was a family of leprechauns living at Number Eight or a whole host of fairies at Number Fifteen. She had made herself feel better at the time, so she had adopted the same game during future car journeys whenever she was being driven somewhere that she didn’t want to go. Other than school, there weren’t many undesirable locations for Tilly to be taken, but she had experienced a new one tonight. 
A police station. 
But not even daydreaming had made her feel better as they had got closer. 
She didn’t think that was the fault of her tried and tested game, though. No, she felt like the main reason it hadn’t worked had been because her parents had been shouting too loudly at each other. Try as she did, she hadn’t been able to help but overhear what they were saying. 
And it wasn’t pretty. 
Her dad had told her mum that she had made a big mistake. Her mum had responded by saying that he didn’t know what was best for their family. It had been at that point that the car had swerved slightly as Tilly’s dad had hit the dashboard in front of him, so angry and so loud that it had made her mother wobble at the wheel. 
In all the years she had been alive, she had never seen her parents like that. She didn’t think that Josh had either because she had looked across at him on the backseat beside her, and he had looked just as sad as she felt. At least they weren’t in the car anymore. But where they were wasn’t much better. 
Tilly was in a small room now and was being spoken to by a friendly woman with big glasses on. The woman told Tilly that she was called Claire, and that made the little girl instantly think of one of her dolls who had the same name. Claire was the doll in the green dress, and while she wasn’t the favourite like Sally, Tilly did still love Claire a lot. But she didn’t say that to the woman as she kept talking. She just imagined being at home with Sally and Claire and the rest of her friends because they didn’t want to ask her questions. Questions like: 
What happened today in the woods? 
Did you see the men who made you feel bad?
And if so, could you describe them for us?
Tilly tried to answer as best she could, describing some of the things that happened, like how she had managed to find her mummy and daddy during the game of Hide and Seek, but Josh had come out of his hiding place before he was supposed to. Then there had been a lot of loud noises followed by running, before Tilly told how she got lost for a little while before her daddy came back and found her. But that was as much as she said. 
She didn’t say how she had seen the ‘body’ in the woods and that the person was actually still alive. She didn’t mention how she had got a good look at the two men and could describe them if she really had to. And she didn’t mention anything else that might have been able to help the police find those men. 
She chose to do that because she knew about the promise that had been made to those men about how they weren’t going to say anything. 
She said she saw nothing. 
Just like she knew her daddy would be saying too.
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SOPHIE
I can’t say I was thrilled about the prospect of returning to the woods after what happened the last time I was here. But the police have requested my presence to help with their investigation, so I will happily do all that I can to be of some assistance to them. Stuart is here too, at least in body more than mind, as well as Josh, who says he knows the location where the hole was being dug, while Tilly is currently with my parents and a support officer that was assigned to us by the police. 
I would much rather be with my little girl at this time, rather than apart from her, but I’m glad that she didn’t have to come here with us. 
I hope she never has to come here again. 
There are several police officers here as well as numerous sniffer dogs, and all of them are traipsing across the woodland floor, scouring the area for any evidence that would back up the claims I made at the police station. After a very long night explaining to various officers and detectives what my family experienced out here, we set out at sunrise to return to the scene of the crime. 
I’m absolutely exhausted and felt like I almost fell asleep in the car on the way over here, but I’ve got a second wind now I’m back in this place. Maybe it’s another surge of adrenaline based on the memory of what happened in this place, or perhaps it’s the excitement that we could find more evidence that will ensure those two dangerous men will be locked up for a very long time. Whatever it is, I’m feeling much more awake now, although I’m not sure that my husband could say the same. 
Glancing across at him as he walks several yards to my right, I see how pale and weary his face is. I guess all the arguing he has done has really taken it out of him. 
Or maybe it was all the downright lies he has told the police since they started asking him questions.
I can’t believe he has told them that he didn’t get a good look at the men’s faces. That’s not true at all. He saw them as clear as day. They were right in his face. He told me as much after the event, but now he is playing dumb, and in doing so, he is not giving the police anything that might help them draw up a list of suspects.
Of course, I know exactly why he has chosen to behave that way. It’s because he is hoping that the police won’t be able to track those men down, and in doing so, he will feel like he has held up his end of the bargain with them. But his tactical lie might not be enough because while I haven’t seen the men’s faces, I did see something that could help track them down. 
The parked car I saw when I was playing Hide and Seek. 
The number plate was memorable enough for me to recall it and pass it on to the police, and while there is no way of knowing for certain if that vehicle is owned by the men we are looking for, there’s a good chance it is because there weren’t any other people in this section of the woods at that time. The police have assured me that they will explore that lead and question whoever they find the vehicle to be registered to, but in the meantime, they are looking for hard evidence, and that will come in the form of things that can really corroborate my story. 
Namely, bullet holes in trees and a makeshift grave with a body in it. 
So far, we haven’t found anything, but we’re getting close to the area where all hell broke loose yesterday, so I’m expecting that to change very quickly. But until it does, the mood is a quiet one here. The police aren’t saying much, and I wonder if they are possibly still thinking that this might be a complete waste of their time. Stuart is not doing anything to help change those thoughts because he is just sucking on his cigarette, the one I guess he must have managed to get off a police officer because he had assured me that he had given up weeks ago. 
I’d been begging him to quit for ages and had tried guilt-tripping him into imagining a future where he passed away early from some awful disease related to his unhealthy habit and had to miss out on wonderful things like seeing his son start a family of his own or walking his daughter down the aisle on her wedding day. I admit that I probably came on a little strong, but I’d been worried about him from a purely selfish reason too. I didn’t want to lose him before his time, and that’s why I was relieved when he told me he would stop putting nicotine in his body. But he’s puffing away again now like he never stopped, and I’m sure he’ll just blame it on what I have done if I question him on it. That’s why I won’t say anything. Instead, I’ll check in with my son to make sure he is doing okay. 
‘How are we going over there?’ I ask Josh as he walks beside me, and he looks up at me quickly, as if I’ve just stirred him from a daydream. 
‘I’m tired,’ he replies before leaving it at that. 
‘I know, and I promise we can go home soon and get some sleep. We just need to do this now, okay? It’s important if we’re going to catch them as quickly as possible.’
‘Yeah...’
Josh’s voice trails off, and I worry that he might suddenly be starting to take his father’s side more than mine. 
I know my daughter has already done that. 
I can’t believe Tilly also told the police that she didn’t get a good look at the men. I know she did, just like her dad did, but apparently, she said very little when spoken to by the police. I bet that’s because she feels guilty about doing something that Stuart doesn’t want her to but in doing so, she is not doing what I want her to. But she has always been more of a daddy’s girl, so it makes sense that she might side with him. Josh, on the other hand, is a mummy’s boy, so I’m hoping he will be able to stay strong and carry on helping the police as much as he can. 
And it seems like he is going to do just that. 
‘Over there,’ he suddenly says, pointing ahead of us through the trees. ‘That’s where I saw them digging the hole.’
The police officers nearest to us set off quickly, their sniffer dogs just ahead of them, searching for a scent. 
The scent of a dead body. 
I follow quickly behind them, and while Josh is less enthusiastic, he stays close. It’s only Stuart that drops off the pace, and I wonder if he is hoping that the police won’t find anything once they reach the site that his son has just pointed out. But he’s wrong. They do find something. 
They find evidence that the ground has been disturbed in this area. 
As this particular part of the woods becomes a place of interest, I wait impatiently as forensic experts move in, beginning the dig for what lies beneath, prepared for the worst because their line of work demands that they be. 
There’s more news while we wait. A police officer points out that he has found a bullet hole on a tree not far from here, before another officer discovers a second hole. My story is starting to be corroborated by hard facts, but the icing on the cake will be the body inside this makeshift grave.
Except there’s nothing there. No body. 
I’m confused. Josh looks shocked. And Stuart looks relieved. 
‘Was it definitely here?’ I ask my son, although I know he wouldn’t have lied. Not like his father has. 
‘Yeah,’ he nods his head. ‘I was up in that tree over there, and I saw them right here.’
He points to a tall tree in the distance, and while I would usually scold him for being stupid enough to climb to such a height, there are more important things to discuss now. 
What does this mean if there is no body?
Will the bullet holes be enough to convince the police that something bad happened here today?
And what if the car registration leads down a dead end? 
Will those men get away with what they have done?
Have I just risked my family’s safety for nothing?
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STUART
I did try and give up smoking a few months ago, and not just because Sophie tried making me feel bad by insinuating that I wouldn’t be around to watch our children grow up if I refused to quit. I know it’s an unhealthy habit, and it would be best for me to stop. But then I’ve had my whole life turned upside down by one walk in the woods, and now that everything has changed, I need something to make me feel better. 
Drawing on my latest cigarette, I’m already dreading going back into my house because to do so will mean having to face the problem that is already threatening to overwhelm me. Josh and Tilly are in bed, but my wife is still awake, and she is currently with a police officer, who is going over our story, again and again, to try and find something more he can latch onto for his employer’s investigation. The fact that there was no body in the woods has meant that they can’t call this a murder investigation, and while there are bullet holes in the trees, they still need more before they know for sure that this is an attempted murder investigation. At the moment, there is still enough for doubts or at least not enough for suspects to be identified, arrested and questioned. But is that enough to satisfy those two men, or will they find out that my family have contacted the police and decide to punish us anyway, even if they are going to be getting away with what they did?
I don’t know. All I do know is thinking about all of this is making my head hurt. 
Unless that’s just the nicotine. 
It has been a while since I smoked this much. 
My cigarette burns down, and I toss it to the floor before pressing my shoe against it. The sight of it being extinguished makes me crave another already, whilst also making me think that all my future plans have been extinguished just as easily. 
Like how I was supposed to be leaving Sophie this weekend to go and be with Rachel. 
If everything had gone to plan, then I would have already confessed to my affair by now and broken my wife’s heart, which would have been horrible at the time but the best thing for the both of us in the long term. As it is, there is no way I can do that now. Not with all of this going on. My family has been through a traumatic time, and we’re right in the midst of a massive police investigation, one that might be the biggest to ever occur in this town once it’s all said and done. Therefore, I can’t just try and walk away from all of that by saying I need to go and be with my other woman, nor do I want to. I want to be around for my children and make sure that there are no long-lasting negative effects from what they have just been through. 
I also need to be around in case those men come back and try to hurt them. 
Stupid Sophie. Why did she have to call the police? I told her she was making a big mistake, but even now, I don’t think she fully understands the potential ramifications of it. Not contacting the police wasn’t just a plan to keep my family safe, it was also a way for us to avoid another terrible fate. 
Witness protection. 
I know it might seem melodramatic to think that my family could be whisked away to start a new life in a new part of the country under new identities, but it is a possible outcome depending on how this all plays out. We have no idea who those two men really are, so who is to say that they’re not connected to some criminal enterprise, one that would happily try and shut us up if we ever tried to give evidence against some of their members in a court of law? The truth is that we don’t really know what we have gotten ourselves into, and with that in mind, I think the best thing for us to have done was to have not gotten in any deeper. But Sophie seems to think that the best way through this mess is to cut right to the heart of it, and that is why she is determined to see those men punished, whatever the consequences. 
But she’s being so naïve. This isn’t some crime drama on TV where there are a few twists and turns before the bad guys get their comeuppance, and the good guys live happily ever after. This is the real world, where things can go terribly wrong at any moment and where the consequences of actions are things that have to be lived with forever. Sophie won’t just get to pick up the remote control and turn the television off if things get too much for her now. She will have to live with whatever happens, and I fear that neither her nor any of us are prepared for that. 
The way I see it, the best thing that could happen is the police don’t get much further with their investigation, and those two men never even find out that we reported them. But is that realistic? Sophie has given them the licence plate number of a car she saw, so where will that lead? And even if it goes down a dead-end, who is to say that those men haven’t been keeping tabs on us and seen all the police officers coming and going from our house? 
It would serve Sophie right if something bad happened now and prove me right at the same time. But, of course, I don’t want that because I want my family to be safe. 
I also want to speak to Rachel because I know that hearing her voice will cheer me up. 
Looking over my shoulder to make sure that nobody has come out of the house in the last few seconds, I see that I am still alone before I make my way down to the bottom of the garden and make my phone call. 
It only takes two rings before Rachel picks up.
‘What’s going on? Why haven’t you been replying to my messages?’ she wants to know immediately. 
‘I’m sorry. It’s a long story. Something’s happened.’
‘Have you told her yet?’
‘No, I’ve not been able to.’
‘You said you were going to do it this weekend. Well, the weekend’s almost over now. I knew it was too good to be true. I knew you would never actually leave her.’
‘I am going to leave her!’ I cry before nervously looking back towards the house because I raised my voice a lot more than I should have done then. 
‘Then what’s the delay?’
‘I told you. Something has happened. I can’t really go into it. But I’m going to have to be here for a few more days yet. I’m sorry.’
‘What is it?’
I think about telling a lie like how one of the kids is ill, but I don’t like to tempt fate with things like that, so I decide to come up with a better one. 
‘It’s something at work. I’ve been busy all weekend getting things ready for my boss. He’s really put me under pressure at the last minute, and I’ve not been able to think about anything else.’
I hold my breath as I wait to see if Rachel is going to accept that as a reasonable explanation. But she does, although I don’t feel proud of myself. Now I’ve lied to my mistress as well as my wife. But that’s nothing compared to having lied to the police. And it’s nothing compared to the fact that my daughter has lied to them for me as well. 
I decide to go inside and visit my little girl once I have ended my conversation with Rachel and assured her that I still plan to be with her and will update her on my situation in the coming days. Then I walk past Sophie and the detective in the living room and head upstairs, ignoring the sounds of the video games from behind Josh’s door before quietly entering Tilly’s bedroom. 
She’s awake. Playing with her dolls. As usual. 
But what isn’t usual is what she has done for me. 
I spoke to her not long after we had got home from the woods yesterday and a few hours before I knew that the police would be arriving at our house. It was then when I asked her if she could do me a favour. 
Could she tell the police that she didn’t really see the men if they asked her about them? 
She told me that she could, and she has done just that. 
I love my girl, while I hate what I have made her do. But it might just be the thing that keeps us safe. Even if the police find those men, then only Tilly and I can identify them. As long as we don’t do that, then we should be safe. No violence. No trial. No witness protection. And no need for me to not follow through on my plan to be with Rachel as soon as possible. 
‘Try and get some sleep,’ I say to my little girl before giving her a kiss on the head. 
Then I leave her room and take a deep breath as I close her door. 
But I already feel like I need another cigarette. That’s because I don’t know what is going to happen next. 
And until I do, I can’t be confident that we are actually safe. 
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JOSH
I decided to leave my bedroom to go downstairs and get a drink, but I regretted it as soon as I reached the kitchen because my parents were in there, and they were with a couple of police officers. I thought we might have been left alone by now because this day has been long enough, and haven’t we told them everything we can at this point? 
Not quite, I suppose, because I have still been holding something back. But right now, it seems the police are actually telling us something. 
‘We found the car that you saw parked in the woods,’ the first officer says, looking at Mum more than anybody else. 
‘And?’ she replies, full of hope. 
‘It was burnt out. Whoever had been driving it had torched it. We could make out the license plate number, but that was about it.’
‘But you must have been able to find out who it was registered to, right?’
The officers share a look, and as they do, I get the feeling that they have more bad news for us. 
‘We have some idea, yes,’ the second officer tells us. ‘But at this stage, it’s too early to draw any conclusions or know if the owner was even using the vehicle at the time. It might have been stolen or could have been in the woods for entirely innocent purposes.’
‘You’ve just found out that somebody set fire to it, so I don’t think it was being used for innocent purposes, was it?’ Mum says, and I almost laugh because she has a point. But I just manage to stop myself, and I’m glad I do because I don’t think Dad, or the two policemen, would have appreciated it. 
‘Well, like I say, we can’t draw too many conclusions yet, but-’
‘Who was it registered to?’ Mum demands. ‘You can tell us that, can’t you?’
Once again, the officers share a look, and I don’t feel like laughing now because it’s obvious that they know something. So, why are they reluctant to tell us what it is?
‘Either you tell us or you get out of my house right now!’ Mum says, surprising everyone in the room with her blunt ultimatum. Not everyone’s mum could talk like that to a couple of coppers, I think, and that makes me feel quite proud of her. I’ve definitely seen her in a different light over these last few days. She seems less annoying now and more assertive. Dad, on the other hand, seems to be going the other way, and he still hasn’t said anything since I entered the room, leaving whatever this is to his wife to sort out. 
‘It’s best if we stay here for a little while,’ the first officer replies, but that wasn’t the answer Mum was looking for. 
‘Okay, then tell us who the car belongs to,’ she presses him, not changing her stance. But the policemen don’t answer her, and I’m almost about to back Mum up and ask that they leave our home until I realise what they just said. 
“It’s best if we stay here for a little while.”
What does that mean?
‘Why do you have to stay here?’ I ask them both, and my parents look surprised at me joining in the conversation. ‘Why is it best if you do? Are we in danger?’
‘I wouldn’t say that.’
‘Then what would you say? Because you’re not saying much of anything at the moment!’
‘Josh!’ Dad cries, intervening before I can lose my temper anymore. But it’s late, and I’m tired, so it was easily done. And the question needed asking, didn’t it?
‘Answer my son,’ Mum orders the officers. ‘Are we in danger?’
‘Look, I think we should all calm down. How about a cup of tea?’ the second officer replies, but that’s not good enough and not only because he hasn’t answered us. It’s because he is now looking very much out of his depth, and that only makes us more concerned. That’s when Dad finally chirps up with something productive. 
‘Who does the car belong to?’ he asks. ‘You have five seconds to tell us, or I will report you both for distressing my family.’
That’s a strong threat, but it seems to do the trick because both policemen definitely don’t want that. 
‘Okay, we’ll tell you, but you mustn’t read too much into it because at this stage, we still don’t know all the facts, and like I said before, somebody else may have been using the car, or it might have been for innocent purposes.’
‘Who?’ Dad snarls. 
‘It’s registered to a Mr Shane Halliwell,’ the first officer tells us.
‘Who’s that?’ Mum asks, but surprisingly, it’s Dad who answers her. 
‘I’ve heard of him,’ he says, and the colour seems to have suddenly drained from his face. ‘He’s a drug dealer, isn’t he?’
‘Well, he has been known to participate in organised criminal activity in the past, yes,’ the second officer replies. 
‘Organised crime? What does that mean?’ Mum cries. 
‘It means he’s dangerous,’ Dad replies. ‘Very dangerous, right?’
‘Like I said, we don’t-’
‘So, who were those guys in the woods today? Associates of his?’ Dad asks the policemen. ‘Because if they were, then this is worse than we thought. The Halliwell Gang aren’t just drug dealers, are they? They have links to all sorts of crime in this part of the UK.’
‘Oh my God,’ Mum says, horrified by what she is hearing. She’s not the only one either. By the sounds of it, we were even luckier to get out of that forest than I thought at the time because it seems like we came face to face with men even more dangerous than we realised. 
Now that I think of it, the Halliwell name is vaguely familiar. Maybe I’ve heard it on the news, or perhaps somebody was talking about them at school once. But Dad has definitely heard of them, and that must be why he is now pouring himself a glass of whiskey. 
‘We all just need to stay calm because we don’t know anything more at this stage,’ the first officer says.
‘What do you mean we don’t know anything more?’ Mum cries. ‘We know my family were almost killed yesterday. We know they were digging a hole to put a body into. And now we know the car that was at the scene was found burned out and belongs to a dangerous gang. You have to arrest them!’
‘But we don’t have enough evidence. And even if we know who the car is registered to, we don’t know who those men were because from what you’ve told us, none of you got a good enough look at their faces.’
It seems like we’re at a dead-end here. Unless I do what I should have done earlier. Admit the truth. Admit that I have something else that could help the police. 
‘I have a video,’ I say, breaking the silence with a shaky voice. 
‘Excuse me?’ the first officer asks. 
‘I took a video. When I was up in the tree. You can see the two men on it.’
Everybody looks stunned, my parents included. 
‘Why didn’t you tell us this earlier?’ Mum wants to know, but I just shrug sheepishly. 
‘Can we see that video now, please?’ the second officer asks, but it’s less of a question and more of an order, so I take my phone from my pocket and find the relevant piece of evidence. Then I press Play and hand it over to them, so they can see exactly what I saw. 
The two men in the woods. The hole and the body and the gun. 
And most importantly, their faces. 
‘This has to be enough, doesn’t it?’ Mum asks as she sees some of the video for herself. ‘You can find these men now and arrest them, right?’
For the first time since I entered the room, the policemen actually look like they might be able to help us, and one of them steps away to make a call on their radio while the other one returns their gaze to the video still playing on my phone. 
‘Yes,’ he says as he keeps watching it. ‘This is just what we need.’
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Tilly had hoped she was growing out of having nightmares. She used to get terrible ones when she was younger, ones that would see her waking up screaming and drenched in sweat and ones that could only be remedied by her parents turning on her bedroom light and letting her know that everything was okay. 
It got so bad at one point that they took her to see somebody. A friendly woman in a small office who asked Tilly all sorts of questions. Questions like: what was she eating before bedtime? What kind of games was she playing with her dolls? And could she think of anything else that could be causing the nightmares? 
But none of the answers that Tilly and her parents had given had done much to solve the mystery of the terrible recurring nightmares, and it had been at that point that the woman had asked Tilly’s parents if she could speak to their daughter alone for a few moments.
Tilly had been nervous as she had watched her mum and dad leaving the room, before she had been asked a few more questions. And these questions were much harder. 
Has something happened that makes you feel bad? 
Are you being bullied at school? 
Are you being hurt at home?
But Tilly had just shaken her head to answer all of those, leaving the woman asking the questions with very little to work with. That was why Tilly had gone home and still had the nightmares when she slept, making the whole thing seem like a big waste of time. 
And then they had got better. It had been just after her seventh birthday when things had improved. She realised she was waking up in the morning feeling well-rested instead of being sweaty, tired and scared of something that had happened in the night. She felt relieved by that, and her parents were too. They were able to sleep better now that they no longer had to jump out of their own beds and rush into their daughter’s room to stop her screaming. And as Tilly turned eight, it seemed it was a habit that had well and truly died out, perhaps only to ever be referenced again when her dad one day stood up and made his ‘Father of the Bride’ speech on her wedding day many years later, as he would reflect rather humorously on her childhood before complimenting her on the woman she had turned out to be. 
But now the nightmares were back, and Tilly was still very much a child, eight years old and a long way away from being that grown-up and brave woman who would one day walk down the aisle. Of course, she didn’t know that she was sleeping at the time the latest one started. That’s the problem with dreams and nightmares. The person having them feels like they are very real, as real as anything they have ever known, right up until the moment they wake up, open their eyes and figure out what just happened. For Tilly, the little girl in the bed with her head on her pillow and her favourite doll tucked under the duvet beside her, she had no idea that what she was seeing in her mind was not really happening right in front of her. 
It started in the woods, not far from where she had watched her brother break the rope swing. But her sibling wasn’t with her now, nor were her parents. She was alone, standing on the crunchy leaves beneath her feet and looking around at all the tall trees while listening to the wind brushing past their branches. 
She felt a little nervous but not afraid. Not yet. Not until she heard the voice. 
‘Help me.’
Tilly’s body froze in fear as she heard the frightening words again before summoning up the courage to go towards the sound to see who was making it. When she did, she wished she hadn’t. 
It was him. The man she had seen before. The man tied up beside the hole. But unlike the first time she had seen him, his mouth gag had come loose, and that was how he was able to make more noise this time. 
His eyes widened when he saw Tilly, before he begged her again. 
‘Help me. Help me.’
Tilly wanted to. She knew it was the right thing to do. But she couldn’t move. That’s because she sensed that helping this man would get her in trouble. 
In trouble with whoever had put him here. 
Playing it safe for now, Tilly kept a good distance away from the man on the ground before asking him for his name. She wanted to know more about him, starting with what he was called. From there, she hoped to find out more important pieces of information, like why somebody had done this to him, and what would happen if she helped him get away. 
But the man didn’t answer her question. He just kept saying the same thing over and over again. 
‘Help me. Help me. Help me.’
It got so persistent and so heartfelt that Tilly felt tears forming in her eyes, and despite feeling like she was taking a big risk, she saw no other option. 
She had to do as he wished. 
She had to help him.
Stepping towards him, Tilly decided that she would untie his legs first. That way, he would be able to get up, but his hands would still be bound, meaning it would be harder for him to try and hurt her if that was what he suddenly decided to do. 
‘Thank you,’ the man said once he realised she was coming to his aid, but Tilly didn’t look at him as she worked, untangling the rope around his ankles and pulling it away until both his feet were free to move. 
The man manoeuvred onto his knees immediately before standing up, and when he reached his full height, Tilly saw that he was much taller than her father was. 
‘Now my hands,’ he said, holding his tied wrists out towards her and expecting that she would just do to them what she had done to his other restraints. 
But Tilly didn’t move. She stayed still because she had heard the snapping of a twig behind her, and she knew that somebody else was here now. 
Somebody who might not appreciate what she had just done. 
Tilly saw that the man in front of her was also afraid when he heard it, and he started to beg the unseen person for mercy. 
‘No, wait. Don’t do it.’
But it was too late.
The gunshot was deafening, and the man’s blood was bright red as it spurted out of his chest before he fell backwards and disappeared into the hole. 
Tilly knew that she was in grave danger, but she couldn’t bring herself to turn around. That’s because she knew what would be waiting for her when she did. 
Her body twitched slightly, and while it felt like a strange thing to happen in the context of her dream, if only Tilly had known that it was her body beginning to wake up in the real world, then she might not have been so worried about things. But she didn’t know that because this dream still felt real. And that’s why she screamed when she saw the man with the gun step in front of her with his weapon raised to her face. 
And it’s why she screamed as he pulled the trigger, blowing her brains out and sentencing her to a state of permanent darkness. 
It should have been a relief to wake up and realise that it wasn’t real, but it took Tilly several seconds more than it usually did to figure it all out and calm down. Both her parents were beside her on the bed, doing their best to control her wails and whimpers, and she even saw a policeman standing in the doorway of her bedroom, looking in at her as if he had never seen a little girl wake up from a bad dream before. But she eventually calmed down and realised that everything was okay. 
She hadn’t been shot. She wasn’t dead. And that incident in the woods was not real life.
At least it wasn’t for her anyway... 
But what about that man in the woods? The one she had really seen. The one who had been tied up. The one she hadn’t helped. 
Had he been shot?   
Was his nightmare real? 
And was Tilly a bad person for not saving him? 
She didn’t want to know the answer to that last question. 
To her, the answer might have been even scarier than another nightmare. 
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SOPHIE
It’s Monday morning, but we’re not following our usual routine. This time of the week is normally characterised by alarm clocks, burnt toast, a quick sprint to the car before the school run and a late arrival at work where my boss will simply roll her eyes at me before giving me more targets to hit. But this Monday is different. 
No work. No school. Not even the need for an alarm clock. That’s because I didn’t sleep a wink all night, and I know my husband endured the same. That’s why we were both awake in enough time to go into the children’s bedrooms and let them know that they were relieved of their school duties today. 
I’d expected, or at least hoped, that my kids would have been happy to hear that they didn’t have to put on their uniforms and go to their respective classes on this drizzly first day of the week. But I was wrong. It seemed that both of them would have preferred teachers, textbooks and tests to staying here with us and waiting to find out what the police were going to say next. But stay they must because based on what I learned in the early hours of the morning, I’m not going to let my children out of my sight until I know for certain that they are safe, and right now, I don’t believe that they are. 
And neither does the police officer currently standing outside our front door. 
Being told that the men who targeted us were most likely members of a dangerous gang known for numerous acts of violence, amongst other nefarious things, was a sobering moment. Of course, I knew that those men were dangerous because they had indiscriminately fired bullets in our direction as we had fled them, but back then, it was a vague danger. Now, it is a more specific one. 
I’ve been using my phone to read as many articles as I can that appear online and reference The Halliwell Gang ever since I heard the name. 
But I almost wish I hadn’t. 
My research has led me down a path of nothing but anxiety and dread. That’s because The Halliwells are bad news, and now it seems that my family are going to be forever associated with them. 
The head of the family is Shane Halliwell, and the most recent news article I found that referenced him told me that he is a forty-five-year-old man who behaves like a fifteen-year-old scoundrel. That most recent article featured him being reported for causing a noise disturbance on a street in a neighbouring town to ours. Apparently, he had been playing loud music in the early hours of the morning, and when one of the neighbours had complained, they received nothing but a load of verbal abuse in return, before they were physically threatened. Shane was arrested but later released without charge, and worryingly, that seems to be a common theme throughout the articles. 
He’s been arrested on suspicion of assault, public indecency, handling stolen goods, possession of drugs with intent to supply, and most alarmingly of all, attempted murder. But other than a four-year prison sentence for theft back in his twenties, he seems to have largely managed to keep his freedom, despite his long list of alleged offences. He must have a very good lawyer. Or at least a better one than some of his other family members and friends have had. That’s because there are numerous other people connected to him, and most likely part of his ‘gang’, who have done plenty of time at ‘Her Majesty’s Pleasure’.
Like his sons, Liam and Archie, who have both been behind bars before for importing illegal goods. Or his cousins, Mickey and Craig, who have each done serious time for assault with a deadly weapon. And then there’s his wife, Tanya, a woman who looks like a character from a bad TV soap opera, what with her platinum blonde hair, bad boob job and terrible tattoos, and a woman who is herself no stranger to standing in front of a judge and jury and defending herself against accusations of crime. One news article that featured a photo of her outside court told of how she had been suspended from driving and banned from her grandson’s school after she had been caught speeding at 50mph in the 20mph ‘safety zone’ and had narrowly avoided hitting a schoolgirl, before getting out of her vehicle to give the girl’s mother a load of abuse. 
What a lovely family. 
And then there are others associated with the Halliwells, not blood relatives but close friends and allies and people who seem to be just as capable of breaking the law and doing their best to get away with it. There are numerous articles that reference seemingly unlinked crimes back to the Halliwell Gang, and it is clear that their reach is vast. 
What was it that my husband said? “They have links to all sorts of crime in this part of the UK.” Well, the stories on the internet certainly back that up. 
The Halliwells are trouble. 
And now my family is in trouble by association. 
The more I read, the worse it got, up until the point where I had to put my phone down before I threw it against the wall. Why them? Why this gang? Of all the people who had to be in that part of the woods with us at that particular time, why did it have to be them? Why couldn’t it just have been a friendly dog walker or a couple or another family of four just like us, out to enjoy a little bit of time together before the youngsters grew up and moved out of home, ensuring such precious memories might never be made again?
No, we had to be there at the exact moment when some of the most unsavoury characters to ever live in this part of the country were doing some of their unsavoury business. And now we are potentially facing seeing them in court and testifying against them, or at least trying to, until whatever magician of a lawyer they have working for them starts trying to poke holes in our story. 
But at least we have evidence. Real, hard evidence. It comes in the form of the video that Josh took on his phone; a video that I hadn’t even known existed until he suddenly showed it to the police in our kitchen several hours ago. But the main thing is that he has shown it, and now it is out in the open, the police have something tangible to work with. 
The officers who saw the video didn’t tell me if they recognised the men in it, but they seemed to act very quickly once the video was in their possession. Josh wasn’t happy about having to surrender his phone to the authorities, but I made sure he did, and once they had it, they left quickly but not before ensuring there were other police officers who could stay with us. That prompted me to ask if we were in danger of an attack from the Halliwell Gang, but I didn’t get much in the way of an answer to that question. All I got was an order. 
We will be in touch shortly. 
Until then, stay inside. 
Stay with your family. 
That’s exactly what I intend to do, and I’ll do it for as long as I need to. I’ll do it until those dangerous men are behind bars and that gang has two less people they can count on to cause havoc in this world. 
It turns out that I might not have to wait as long as I thought. 
The arrival of a stern-looking woman in a suit that looks a little too big for her skinny frame sees me and Stuart summoned into the living room by a police officer, before we are introduced to Detective Taylor. And the detective has news for us. 
‘We were able to identify the two men in your son’s video, and we have made arrests,’ she says. ‘They are now in custody and will be questioned shortly. I just wanted to update you.’
I am happy about this and thank the detective for the good news. But Stuart isn’t so pleased. He seems to have thought about something I had neglected. 
‘So what happens now? You want us to help you prosecute two members of a very dangerous gang? How are we supposed to do that without that gang wanting revenge on us?’
And that’s when I realise that my husband was right to be wary about talking to the police. I’ve been so naïve. I thought they could just arrest the men, play the video in court and that would be the end of it. But it won’t be that simple. Of course not. 
It will be complicated. 
And now Detective Taylor is explaining to us just how complicated it will be. 
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STUART
I told you so. 
Those words have been on the tip of my tongue all week, and I’ve been itching to say them to my wife, but I haven’t done so yet. That’s because saying such a thing would only give me a very brief moment of satisfaction before the inevitable argument started, and that won’t do any of us any good. But it doesn’t mean that I’m not still massively tempted. After all, a brief moment of satisfaction, however fleeting, is very appealing considering the future my family is facing now. 
As I feared, reporting what happened to the police has eventually led to them apprehending the suspects, and now they are being prepared for trial. Despite doing my best to not give the police anything, the video my son provided them was damning, clearly showing the faces of the two men, the fact they were digging a hole for a body and the gun they brandished. The bullet holes in the trees, the car registration, along with my family’s story means those two men are now going to need their defence lawyers to work miracles for them in court. 
Court. 
Nothing can really happen until we go there. That’s where we will give our testimonies, and that’s where any punishments will be handed down. But I don’t want to go there because I can’t think of anything worse than having to provide evidence against dangerous gang members for all the world to see. Okay, so the detective in charge of the case has already hinted that we will be able to give our evidence in a discreet manner, our faces shielded and our voices disguised so that the accused won’t really know who is doing it. But while that sounds good in theory, it’s a load of nonsense in reality. That’s because there is no way the suspects won’t know who is doing the talking. Just because we’re behind a curtain or blurred out on a video link with some robot saying our words, it doesn’t mean they are stupid. They will know it is the family of four who they shot at in the woods. 
So they will know exactly who is to blame when they receive their inevitable sentences. 
The Halliwell Gang will be out for blood if we testify against them. I don’t know much about the criminal underworld, but one thing I have picked up from all the various TV shows and films I have watched over the years is that the people involved in illicit activity only hate one thing more than the police. 
A grass, otherwise known as a rat, otherwise known as anybody who reveals the details of somebody else’s wrongdoing, effectively ensuring that person is screwed in the eyes of the law. 
But that’s what my family will become if we give evidence in court, and the means and methods of how we are doing it won’t matter. The gang members in the dock and the gang members in the public gallery won’t give a damn if the authorities have tried their best to obscure our identities. They’ll still know who it is, and they’ll only have one thing on their minds then. 
Revenge. 
This is why I have been so desperate to tell my wife I told you so. Because I did tell her. I warned her not to do this. I warned her not to open the door when the police came. I warned her that things would never be the same again. But she went ahead and did it anyway, and that is now why she is having to sit our kids down and explain to them exactly what they are going to have to do once a date for the trial is set. 
‘Court?’ Tilly says after Sophie has just told her where this is heading. ‘With the people in the funny wigs?’
My daughter’s sweet question is about the only thing that could have got a slight smile onto my face at a time like this, and Sophie can’t help but smile too. But it quickly fades from both of our faces once the moment has passed, and we have to resume the serious conversation. 
‘Well, yes, kind of,’ Sophie replies. ‘But it won’t quite be like what you have seen on television.’
I’m sure that whatever knowledge my daughter seems to have accumulated about the British justice system is very limited and is probably confined to the couple of times she has come downstairs late at night and found her parents watching a legal drama on the TV. But she is an observant little girl, and the wigs she is referring to are part of the traditional dress that is worn in certain courts of law in the UK. I have no idea if the particular court that we will be going to will feature such a thing, but it’s good to know that my daughter won’t be surprised if it does. 
That’s about the only thing that it’s good to know right now. 
‘So we have to speak in front of those men?’ Josh asks, and that’s a much more vital question to ask regarding what is going to happen in the future. 
‘Yes, but they won’t be able to see you,’ Sophie assures both him and our daughter. 
‘How?’ Tilly asks.
‘You’ll be behind a screen or a curtain. Or possibly, you won’t even be in the court at all and can do it all through a camera.’
Tilly seems quite intrigued by that, but Josh looks unsure, and I think I know what my son is thinking before he even says it. He’s thinking the same thing as me. 
They’ll still know it’s us. 
‘Will they want to hurt us for doing this to them?’ Josh asks, and Tilly doesn’t look quite so excited now, even after Sophie has done her best to dispel those fears. 
‘No, of course not. We will be perfectly safe. Those men will be going to prison, and then everything will go back to normal.’
If only it was that easy. But both my kids look at me then to back up their mother’s claim, and while I know I should take my wife’s side and affirm what she just said, I also feel like I wouldn’t be the best parent I could be if I didn’t tell that my children that there are risks. 
‘Mum’s right. The men won’t be able to see you in court,’ I say, and Sophie seems to relax a little. But she won’t be relaxed in a minute when I finish what I’m saying. ‘But based on what will be being discussed, it will be easy for them to figure out who is giving evidence. So, if you don’t want to do this, then you don’t have to. The police and the lawyers can’t force you.’
‘Stuart-’
Sophie tries to interrupt, but I’m not letting her. 
‘No, I think it’s important that they both know that they don’t have to do this. They do have the option of not testifying, and frankly, I think it might be for the best if they didn’t. They’re too young to have to go through something like this. God knows what effect it might have on them in the future.’
I’ve already raised these points with my wife before, but I’m purposely doing it again now in front of our children in the hopes that they will latch on to the fact that they don’t have to go through what could be a very nerve-wracking experience if they don’t want to. But all it does is lead to Sophie arguing with me while our children look on in despair, and after she has told them to go to their rooms, we have another almighty row. It’s so bad that even the policeman, who has been outside our home this week, comes inside to check if everything is okay. That calms Sophie down a little, but it only makes me even more mad because the fact he is here proves how much danger we are in now.
Today has been just another disaster in what is becoming a long line of them, and we haven’t even got to court yet. But we’ve come this far, so it seems like there is no going back now. 
We’re doing this, whether it’s all four of us or just my wife.
And then we’ll all have to deal with the consequences, whatever they may be. 
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JOSH
The court case has started, and now it’s my turn to give evidence. Dad was right. I didn’t have to do this if I didn’t want to. But Mum was also right when she told me that giving less evidence would only increase the chances that the suspects got away with their crimes. 
So I’ve decided to do this. I’m going to testify as a witness. 
And I’m going to do it from what I’m told is a very safe space. 
I follow a man into a small, brightly lit room and see a camera facing a single chair. I know that is where I’m supposed to sit, but I hesitate for a moment, not because I’m having second thoughts about this but because I just need those extra few seconds to remind myself to be brave. It will be quick, I’ve been assured of that. All I need to do is answer some very easy questions. 
Basically, the lawyers in the courtroom across town from here will be asking me what happened that day, and I just need to tell the truth. My age means that the defence lawyers can’t put me under too much pressure, and I am allowed to request a break at any time if I feel like it is getting too much. But I’m going to be okay. The sooner I start, the sooner this will be over with and the sooner things can go back to normal. 
‘Take a seat when you’re ready,’ the man tells me, and I do just that, sitting down on the plastic chair and thinking about how it’s not too dissimilar to the ones I sit on in assemblies at school. I don’t know why but I’d imagined sitting on something a little more comfortable, like a leather chair with big armrests or something. But maybe the police can’t afford a chair like that, or maybe it doesn’t matter. All that matters is that I look into the camera in front of me and answer the questions. 
It’s daunting to have a camera trained on me, and as another man fiddles around behind it, I try to delude myself into believing that I’m in the Drama Suite at my school and preparing for another lesson there. The drama teacher at my school, Mr Thorpe, is very enthusiastic and has all sorts of hi-tech equipment for his pupils to use as they learn to act, and the rumours are that he spent some of his own money on kitting out the suite to his standards. I don’t know if that is true, but I have spent a little time in front of a camera during some of those lessons, albeit reciting some lines from a Shakespeare play, so I do have a little experience when it comes to being recorded. But who am I kidding? This is very different to that. Instead of teachers and classmates, I will be talking to lawyers and jury members, as well as a judge and a couple of criminals on the stand. 
It’s going to help that I’m not actually going to be able to see any of them. 
And it’s certainly going to help that they can’t see me. 
I have been told that the image of me on screen will be pixelated to shield my identity, and my voice will also be altered so that there are no distinguishing traits available to those in court. That is all done to supposedly keep me safe from the people I am helping put behind bars, although Dad still seems very nervous about it all, and I admit to being a little worried myself that this might not work. But Mum says we can put our faith in the justice system, and it’s their job to make sure we are okay, so that made me feel a little bit better. 
Then I see the red light go on on the side of the camera. 
And that’s when the nerves really kick in. 
As I was told what would happen beforehand, I hear a voice start speaking to me. It’s a member of the Crown Prosecuting Service, and they are running me through how this will work, not just for my benefit but for the benefit of the members of the jury. The internet research I did before this told me that there are usually twelve members on the jury in a British trial, and they are the people who are going to hear all the evidence before making a decision as to whether or not the suspects are guilty. Of course, I know that they are, the rest of my family knows and the police are convinced too, but none of that matters if we can’t collectively convince the jury members of their guilt. That remains to be seen, but I know that I can play a big part in this by speaking clearly, confidently and concisely when the time comes. 
Just like Mr Thorpe taught me to speak in our drama lessons. 
And then it begins. I’m asked to recall that day, so I do, trying my best to keep looking at the camera even though I know those watching me can’t see my eyes. But it helps me feel more assured if I make eye contact with the device trained on me. It’s either that or look down at the carpet in front of me, and doing that just makes me feel more awkward and shy, and that’s not going to help me get through this. 
After I have told them what I saw, I confirm that I was the person who took the video recording that was shown to everybody in court. I also confirm that I genuinely thought I was going to die after I was chased and that there is no doubt those men were shooting at us to kill us, not just wound us. I am thanked for my contribution before I must face a few questions from the Defence, and this was the part that I was most afraid of because I’ve been warned that it is their job to try and pick holes in my story. It doesn’t matter that I’ve told the truth or if the defence lawyers know that to be the case. They are paid to help the defendants get a ‘Not Guilty’ verdict, so they will do anything they can to discredit me. 
But I stand up to the line of questioning well. 
I don’t get nervous when I get asked if it’s possible that I misinterpreted what I saw in the forest. I don’t get defensive when it’s suggested that I have an overactive imagination and could have exaggerated some parts of my story. And I actually feel like I do well when I respond by saying that the video I took proves I didn’t imagine or exaggerate anything either. 
All in all, I feel like it went well, and it’s a relief when I’m told that my participation in the trial is over, and the red light on the camera goes off. Then all I have to do is get up from my chair, walk out of the room and go and join the rest of my family while we wait to see how this plays out. But as I go, I see one of my family members coming towards me, and when I do, I feel just as worried for her as I did for myself. 
It’s Tilly, and she is about to do what I just did. 
She’s about to face the camera.
But there is no Drama Suite at her school, so she has no experience of this, plus she is so much younger than I am. 
Will she be able to do it?
Will she be as brave as her big brother?
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Tilly had never had any desire to be in front of the camera. Unlike some other girls her age, she wasn’t an aspiring actress, dreaming of the glitz and glamour of Hollywood and enamoured by the celebrities who existed in that world. She never craved the limelight and even hated it when all eyes were on her during her birthday parties as her family and friends from school gathered around to watch her blow out the candles on her birthday cake. It was safe to say that there was not a single part of Tilly that wanted to be the centre of attention.
She was happy enough at home in her room with her dolls because she never felt shy or awkward with them. They wouldn’t judge her or question her or laugh and ridicule. They certainly wouldn’t have to remind her that she was under oath and obligated to tell the truth at all times. 
Why did the voice from the other side of the camera have to say that? Now she was even more stressed than she was before. That’s because she knew she had already lied once, when she had told the police she didn’t see the men’s faces, and she had been planning on just doing the same thing today. But this seemed more serious now, and Tilly looked nervously around the room she was in for some support, the same room her brother had sat in before her. 
She hadn’t even got the chance to speak to him about what it had been like in here before she had been called to speak herself. All she had done was pass her sibling in the corridor outside, and when she had, she noticed that he looked quite pale. 
Had it really been that bad? Josh had told her, “You can do it”, as he had passed her, but even with those words of encouragement, she hadn’t been so sure. But there was also a part of her that didn’t want to be unable to do something that her brother had already done. 
If Josh could do this, then so could she. 
Sibling rivalry could often be a big problem in families, but in some cases, it was a benefit if it spurred the two parties on to do their best. And it was certainly spurring Tilly on to do her best now. 
She spoke softly when required to speak and had to be encouraged to talk louder at one point, but the main thing was that she was doing it. She was giving evidence, and thanks to her tender age, she wasn’t subjected to too many uncomfortable questions. Anything that was deemed inappropriate to ask an eight-year-old was quickly objected to, and Tilly heard the judge remind those asking the questions to show some compassion when dealing with somebody so young. After all, high-stakes court cases weren’t usually the kind of thing that a primary school kid could find themselves in the middle of. 
Tilly knew that all her friends would have been running around on the playground at school right now, playing Tag or Hopscotch or whatever else they felt like doing to amuse themselves. The clock on the wall behind the camera told Tilly that it was 12:55, so she knew that her classmates would have already had lunch and would be burning off some energy before going inside for their next lesson. 
Tilly felt her stomach rumbling as she thought of lunchtime at school and the usual array of treats her mother would put in her lunchbox for her. A couple of ham sandwiches, a packet of crisps, an apple and a little box of raisins that she sometimes traded for a chocolate bar if she could find anybody stupid enough to make such a swap. Lunch was always nice, and Tilly missed it because she hadn’t had anything to eat yet today. She had told her mum that she felt sick this morning, but she knew it was the butterflies, really. The butterflies always came when she was anxious about something, and despite her grandmother once telling her that they were there to help her, she didn’t feel that was the case. If they were helping her, then why could she never eat when they appeared? 
But Tilly’s hunger was returning now, which told her that her nerves were easing, and she realised that was only happening because she was making it through this difficult assignment, and now it was coming to a close. But just before it did, Tilly was asked one more time if she saw the faces of the men in the woods. Her first instinct was to stick to her story and proceed with the lie she had already told, but then she remembered the warning she had been given at the start about telling the truth. So what should she do? In the end, she didn’t have to do anything. That was because the man in the room with her indicated that she was showing signs of distress, and it was suggested that the examination be brought to a close promptly. 
That was what happened, and while Tilly had actually looked distressed because she was trying to figure out whether or not to lie again, everybody else just thought she was that way because of the overwhelming nature of what she was involved in. Therefore, to spare any more emotional discomfort, she was told that she had done a great job, before being invited to leave the room. 
And that was it. It was over. She never had to do this again, and with a bit of luck, she would never have to think about what happened again either. She was free to re-join her family, and they could go home where they would be told the outcome of the trial later and then be given the next steps. 
Tilly saw that her mum was happy as they drove home. She also saw that Josh was back to his usual self again, moaning about something while texting on his new phone and digging his feet into the back of the seat in front of him because he was careless and didn’t always think things through. But it was what she noticed about her father that meant she couldn’t relax quite yet. It was his hands on the steering wheel as he drove their car home. They weren’t calm and steady like they always were whenever she had sat in the back and watched him drive. 
They were the opposite of that. 
They were shaking. 
‘Are you okay, Daddy?’ Tilly had asked him before they reached their house. 
But he hadn’t answered her with any words that time. Instead, he had just looked at her through the rear-view mirror. And when he had, she had seen something terrible. 
Her daddy looked very sad. 
No, that wasn’t it. It was something else. A look she had seen before. She had seen it when she had been forced to spend a couple of nights in hospital at the age of five after suffering an allergic reaction to something.  
He was afraid. 
But of what?
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SOPHIE
I’m so proud of my children. They were brave, did all that was asked of them by the authorities and because of that, they have contributed to the successful outcome of the trial. 
The two men who tried to kill us in that forest were found guilty of attempted murder and have each been sentenced. Mickey Halliwell, the man with the spade, was given ten years for his part in the terrifying events, while the man with the gun, Craig Halliwell, got fifteen. Unfortunately, neither man was convicted on a murder charge relating to the body by the hole because that body has still not been recovered, and without it, it’s impossible to prove what really happened there. 
The Halliwell lawyers did the best they could for their clients and might even regard the final outcome as some sort of a success, although I doubt the Halliwell family themselves see it that way. With two of the gang going behind bars for a long period of time, they have lost a couple of cogs in their illegal machine. But isn’t that the whole point of the justice system? To take criminals off the street and reduce the likelihood of them, or anybody they are associated with, offending again? 
Ideally, I’d have liked to have seen them locked away forever, but I knew that wasn’t realistic. All I can hope is that they learn from what they did and leave prison as law-abiding men. 
But maybe that’s not realistic either. 
I wasn’t in court to see the verdicts, nor did I choose to watch on the video link that was offered to me. I just got informed by the prosecution of the facts, before watching some of the coverage that was broadcast after the trial on TV. The journalists who discussed the verdict on the steps of the court were unexpectedly lapping up such a juicy story happening within their region, but it wasn’t so much the facts about the guilty men that I was listening out for. It was more to make sure that none of the reports referenced who had actually helped convict those men. 
But they hadn’t, and that was a relief, as well as how it was supposed to be. My family has not been mentioned in this case. Our names have been kept secret. And therefore, there should be no way the Halliwell Gang know it was us who helped deliver a devastating blow to them. 
I know that is what Stuart has been worried about all this time, the threat of them coming for revenge. But I told him many times to put his trust in the police, assuring him that they would protect us, and I’m glad to see they did what they promised. All of the giving evidence via a camera from a secretive location and having our names expunged from the discussions in court has been worth it. We’ve helped deliver justice but kept ourselves safe in the process, and now that it is done, we can move on. 
Stuart and I have already gone back to our jobs, the kids are back in school, and life has resumed to its usual routine. I know that none of us will ever forget what we witnessed in the woods, but time will make us less likely to think about it as much. To help matters, I’ve suggested to Stuart that we do something amazing as a family in the next school half-term. Take the kids away somewhere special. A holiday that all four of us can enjoy. A change of scene. A reward for everything we have been through, although rewards have certainly been plentiful around our home in recent times. 
After almost losing my family, I’ve found myself wanting to spoil them now that the worst is behind us. That has consisted of me buying Josh whatever video games he wants and even promising him that he can have the latest games console that is due to be released in the next few months and will be sure to make him the envy of all his friends. As for Tilly, her doll collection has grown exponentially as I give her cart-blanche with my debit card on a particular website that sells all kinds of dolls from all over the world. I know that Sally is still her favourite, but she has now been spending a lot of time playing with Harriet and Hermione, two dolls who were sold as a package, sisters with matching hairstyles, dresses and the same bright blue eyes when their heads are tipped back and their eyelids open. They look a little creepy to me, but Tilly loves them and has been giving me the biggest hugs lately, so I know she must be happy, and that’s all that matters. 
And then there’s Stuart. 
I wish I could say that my attempts to spoil my husband and brighten his mood have all worked because the attempts have certainly been plentiful. I’ve bought him crates of beer and given him free rein over the television whenever a big football match is on, leaving him to relax and enjoy the games as much as possible, instead of complaining about the sport and fighting him for ownership of the remote control. I’ve suggested we turn the small, spare bedroom into a kind of ‘man cave’ for him, something I know he has always wanted, but something I was always dead against because I felt we needed to keep that room free for any guests who might stay with us. And I’ve encouraged him to plan a few weekends away with his friends, some of whom are currently childless and therefore, a lot more flexible than he is, telling him that he deserves a break and that I’ll be fine looking after the kids on my own for a couple of days, so he can go away and drink himself silly with the guys.
Overall, I’ve tried to be the perfect wife because while I still stand by what I did in terms of contacting the police against Stuart’s wishes, I do realise that I didn’t go about it in the best way. I should have talked it out with him more and at least told him about the decision I had come to, rather than have him be surprised when the two police officers just turned up on our doorstep that night. I also should have seen things a little more from his point of view because while we both had the same ultimate goal in mind, we were coming at it from different angles. 
Each of us was trying to protect our family, and that should have been all that mattered. It was just that we were choosing to do that protecting in different ways. I felt like getting those men locked up as quickly as possible was the best way of doing it, while Stuart thought leaving a gang alone and not potentially awakening a beast was the better way. With the same objective, we could have found a middle ground, rather than me just bulldozing ahead with giving the police whatever they wanted and not worrying as much about what might happen if we did testify against that dangerous family. 
But I didn’t do it stupidly. I did heed my husband’s words of warning, and that was why I made sure the police kept our identities secret. The men we sent to prison only know what we look like, but they don’t have our names to pass on to the other members of the gang, and seeing as how they won’t be seeing anybody in the outside world for a very long time, there is little chance of them ever crossing paths with us again. It’s all over now, and I’m sure there will come a time eventually when my desire to spoil my family will be over too, and I’ll go back to a more fair and balanced way of doing things. But not yet. I’ll keep on doing what I’m doing for now, and that’s why I have decided that tonight, I’m going to take my family out to the cinema, followed by a lovely meal at our favourite Indian restaurant. 
Picking up my iPad with the intention of searching for the film times tonight, I see my Facebook feed appear on my screen. It was the last thing I was looking at before I put my iPad down, but just before I can navigate off it, the feed refreshes, and I see the latest posts from my friends on the popular social media platform. 
When I do, I see something that makes my breath catch in my throat. 
It’s the video. The one Josh took in the woods. The one of the two men by the hole. And the one showing the gun that was brandished before it was fired at us a few moments later. 
This is the same video that was shown in court and helped convict those men. But why is it on the internet now? How is it possible? Surely the police wouldn’t have released this to the media and certainly not now, with the trial concluded and the public’s attention having moved on. 
And then I see who uploaded the video. It’s Charlie Graham, one of Josh’s friends. He added me as a ‘Friend’ on here last year, and I didn’t decline as technically, a friend of my son’s is a friend of mine, even if it was a little weird that a young boy wanted to add his mate’s mum. But the fact that it is Charlie who has posted this video makes me fearful that he might have got it from my son. 
Did Josh share this with his friend? If so, what does it mean that it’s now online for people to see?
What if the gang see this? Will it help them figure out who recorded it? And if they can figure that out, surely they could figure out who gave the evidence in court.
Oh, God. 
This can’t be good. 
This video needs to be removed from the internet. 
Now. 
Before it’s too late. 
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STUART
I needed this after everything that has happened. 
No kids. No noise. No police officers and lawyers and gang members. 
Just some quiet time with the woman I love.
I keep running my hands through Rachel’s hair as she rests her head on my chest, and we both stare up at the ceiling in her bedroom. I know I’ll have to leave soon and get back home to help Sophie with the kids, but for now, I’m enjoying this. 
This is what my life should be like all the time, I thought to myself a moment ago. This is what my life would be like by now if it hadn’t been for what my family had seen. 
‘It’s nice being with you again,’ Rachel says as we both keep staring up and contemplating life. ‘It feels like it’s been a long time.’
I know what she means. She isn’t just referring to the length of time it has been since we were actually together physically but the time since I was mentally present with her as well. I’ve seen her a few times since the craziness in the woods and the subsequent court case, but when I did, I was so distracted, so stressed, and most of all, so frustrated that the plans I had been making to leave my wife and be with her had been delayed by such a random and unforeseen event. But now that it is behind us, I can go back to the original plan. 
Leave Sophie and be with Rachel. 
‘Thanks for being so patient with me,’ I say as I keep running my fingers through her luscious locks. For a brief moment, I flashback to a time when I did this with Sophie. It would have been in the early days of our romance, long before marriage and kids and listening to police officers telling us what to do. A simpler time, no doubt, but still a time that feels so distant that it’s almost as if it happened to somebody else. 
I wonder if there will ever come a time when it feels that way with Rachel. Maybe not. Maybe we can find a way to just keep things like this. 
Simple. Passionate. Perfect. 
‘Things have calmed down a bit now at home, so I’ll tell Sophie the first chance I get,’ I promise, feeling the flutter of butterflies in my stomach as I speak. Or maybe it’s the knot of anxiety tightening when I imagine all the different ways that my wife could react to the news that I want to leave her. 
‘Okay,’ Rachel replies before letting out a soft sigh. 
‘I mean it. You know that, right?’
‘Yeah. I just want it to be over.’
‘Me too. It’s just very delicate.’
‘Your kids won’t hate you. Sophie probably will. But Josh and Tilly won’t. At least not forever. You’ll still be their dad, and kids are resilient. Much more resilient than adults, anyway.’
I know Rachel is trying to cheer me up, but the prospect of my children hating me is the main reason I’m finding it so difficult to walk away from my family. But she is probably right. They will be angry and take their mother’s side in the early stages, but they won’t hate me forever. I know that because I have a friend who did something similar to what I’m planning. He left his wife of six years, and their two children, to be with someone he met in his local pub, and while things were tough for him for a while, he sees his kids on a regular basis now and tells me that they seem to have largely forgiven him for what happened as long as he is happy. 
That’s what I will hold on to. The thought of being happy. Like I am right now. I’m always so happy when I’m with Rachel. Life seems to slow down and become more manageable with her, as opposed to my wife, where life seems to speed up and often threaten to come off the rails at any time. 
But this is bliss. And most importantly, this is my future. 
And then my phone rings. 
Rachel lifts her head off my chest to allow me to reach over and grab my phone from her bedside table, and when I do, I see that it’s my wife who is trying to contact me. As far as she knows, I am still at work, but I actually left the office an hour early to come here. If I have to guess, I’d say Sophie wants a specific time when I’m going to be back so she can plan dinner and have some support around the house. But before I can answer and confirm that, I have to check with Rachel if it’s okay for me to take this call. I don’t want to upset her by forcing her to listen to me playing happy families while she lies beside me, feeling used and alone. 
‘It’s okay,’ she says after I tell her who it is. ‘I’m going to get in the shower. Feel free to join me unless you have to rush off.’
That’s a tantalising invitation, and as I watch her saunter away from the bed wearing nothing but a cheeky smile, I really hope my wife doesn’t need me home within the next half an hour. But then I answer her call, and suddenly, it seems like even me being home in the next two minutes won’t be quick enough for her. 
‘Stuart, where are you? You need to come right away. The police are here!’
‘Wait, what?’ 
I sit up in the bed, and the white sheet that was previously covering my naked torso falls away from me, making me feel a little chilly, although the words from my wife are sure to make me start sweating if this is as bad as it already sounds. 
‘You have to come right now. They say we’re in danger. Are you still at the office?’
‘Erm, yeah, I was just about to leave.’
The sound of the shower going on in Rachel’s bathroom reminds me that leaving was the last thing on my mind five seconds ago, but this seems really bad. 
‘What do you mean we’re in danger? What’s happened?’
‘That video Josh took of the two men? Well, he shared it with a friend, and now it’s all over the internet. It’s gone viral!’
‘He did what?’
I’m shocked by both my son’s stupidity as well as the speed at which something can become viewed once it is online. 
‘Can’t the police take it off?’ I cry, assuming they must have some I.T. experts in their ranks who know how to delete a certain thing from the internet. 
‘No, they can’t. It’s too late. People have shared it. You need to come home, right now!’
‘Wait. Does everyone know who took the video?’
The fear of the Halliwell Gang learning that my son was behind the camera is overwhelming because if they know that, then there is nothing to stop them coming for him and, indeed, the rest of us. 
‘That’s what the police are here to talk about with us, so hurry up and come home!’
This is bad, so I waste no time in leaping out of bed and throwing on my clothes as quickly as I can before I rush for the door. But I can’t just leave. I need to say goodbye to Rachel, the woman who I love and the woman who is probably still expecting me to join her in the shower at any moment. But that will take time, and from what Sophie said, we don’t have much of that. So, I just leave, like a bad houseguest departing without thanking their host. 
Rachel won’t be happy with me when she finds out that I’m gone, but I can always apologise to her later. Right now, I need to be at home with my family. 
But most of all, I need the police to tell me that this isn’t as bad as it sounds. 
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JOSH
Why did I do it? Why did I have to be so stupid? And what is going to happen now?
I only sent that video to one friend. Charlie, my best friend. I told him not to show it to anybody else, and he promised me that he wouldn’t. But now it’s all over the internet, proving that my best friend lied to me. But that’s the least of my worries because now the police are here again, and this time, they are telling us that we are in danger. 
The officer by the window looks outside when he sees headlights approaching, before saying something to one of his colleagues, who rushes out of the room towards the front door. I hear him open it before I hear Dad’s voice asking what is going on. Then he walks into the room, and Tilly rushes straight towards him, wrapping her arms around his waist and squeezing him tightly as if she feared she might never see him. 
‘Okay, everybody’s here,’ Detective Taylor says, and she puts her phone down before addressing us as a family. ‘The release of that video means your anonymity, and therefore, your safety, is potentially compromised.’ 
Dad quickly asks if there is some way that the police could delete it from the internet, but Mum already asked that before he came back, and the answer wasn’t a positive one. I already knew they couldn’t do such a thing anyway. The internet is huge, and once something is out there, it’s impossible to remove all traces of it. 
‘Deleting it is not an option now,’ Detective Taylor says. ‘What we have to do is try and ensure that the origins of it can’t be traced back to your son. But that might not be possible.’
‘Why not?’ Dad splutters, clearly stressed, and that only makes me feel even worse about the mess I’ve made. 
‘The original post, the one Josh’s friend, Charlie Graham, made, has now been removed, but it’s possible that members of the gang might be able to find out that he posted it and track him down. If they do, they could force him to reveal where he got it from.’
‘They can’t do that, can they?’ Dad gasps. ‘I mean, threaten a child?’
‘Josh has given us Charlie’s address, and we have officers on the way to his house now,’ the detective replies. ‘When they get there, they will speak to Charlie and find out if anybody has contacted him and made any demands. If they have, then we can try and find them. If not, we can look after Charlie and his family so that no harm might come to them.’
‘This sounds like it’s out of control,’ Dad cries before he looks at Mum and throws up his hands. ‘This is exactly what I was afraid of. I told you we shouldn’t have broken our word to that gang. Now it’s not just us in danger. It’s Charlie’s family too!’
Mum doesn’t appreciate being blamed in front of so many other people and starts to argue back, but I’m just relieved Dad hasn’t taken out his bad mood on me yet. After all, this is my fault. I sent Charlie that video. That means I’m the one to blame if anything happens to him or us. But it won’t, will it?
‘Everything will be okay, right?’ I ask the detective nervously, afraid that it won’t be and that I’ll have to live with something terrible on my conscience forever, like the murder of my best friend or, worse, the murder of a family member. 
‘I’m sure it will be,’ Detective Taylor replies. ‘But we have to respond to this development quickly, and I wouldn’t be doing my job properly if I didn’t brief you and your family on all the risks and permutations now this has happened.’
‘What permutations?’ Dad asks, his argument with Mum seemingly over for the time being. 
‘Well, we would need to prepare you for what might have to happen if your identities are exposed and the gang seek retribution.’
‘And what would happen?’
‘We would try and protect you as best we could. But it would be very difficult for you to stay here under those circumstances.’
And that’s when Dad really loses it, grabbing one of Mum’s ornaments from the mantelpiece and throwing it against the wall, causing it to smash and Tilly to jump in fear. 
‘Stuart!’ Mum cries, dismayed at his violent outburst, especially in front of the police. But Dad doesn’t seem to care. I’ve never seen him this angry. His face is bright red, and it looks as if he is going to burst a blood vessel. 
‘You’re talking about witness protection, aren’t you?’ Dad cries, and the detective doesn’t deny it. 
‘What’s that?’ Tilly asks, looking at her mother for an answer. But Mum doesn’t say anything, which means it must be bad. I’ll admit that I don’t really know what it is either, but I have some idea based on how Dad is reacting. I think it’s something where we have to be looked after by the police for a while, like they are looking after us now, only maybe we have to go somewhere else for more safety. Like the police station, perhaps. No wonder Dad is angry. I wouldn’t want to have to go to the police station for a long time either. But maybe it won’t be so bad. He might not have to go to work for a while, and I wouldn’t complain about a few days off school. But then I realise it’s much bigger than that because Dad answers Tilly’s question for everybody. 
‘It means we’d have to leave all our family and friends and go somewhere where nobody knows us,’ he says, nodding his head at Mum though I’m not sure why. ‘It means you have to leave school, and we have to leave our jobs, and we have to start again as if none of this ever happened to us.’
What? That can’t be it, can it?
I’m just about to seek clarification when Tilly starts crying, clearly upset by how loud Dad is shouting, as well as by some of the things he is saying. Mum begs him to calm down before a police officer I haven’t seen before suggests he goes into another room for a moment to calm down. But before that can happen, the Detective receives a phone call, and when she answers it, her face drops. Then she hangs up and delivers the news that will change my family’s lives forever. 
‘The gang found Charlie,’ she says solemnly. 
‘What?’ I cry. ‘Is he okay? Did they hurt him?’
‘He’s fine. The police are with him and his family now. But the gang spoke to him before they could get there, and it’s not good news, I’m afraid. He told them where he got this video from.’
A disturbing hush falls over the room before Mum breaks it with a question. 
‘What does that mean?’ she asks, even though we already seem to know the answer. The detective goes ahead and confirms it anyway.  
‘It means we have to get you out of here right away. It means you need to go straight into protection before it’s too late.’
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Tilly had only heard the term ‘Witness Protection’ once in her life, but that was all it took for her to hate it and wish she had never known such a thing even existed. That was because ever since the words had been spoken by her father, she had been forced to leave home with her family and, in the process, leave behind all her dolls, Sally included. 
She had kicked up an almighty fuss about it, screaming at her parents and the police when they told her that there was no time, and she had to go without being allowed to go upstairs and gather her prized possessions. And she had resorted to begging as she had been bundled out of the front door towards a waiting vehicle, but her pleas had fallen on deaf ears before the engine was started, and she was whisked away with her family members beside her. 
They had been told that they were being taken to somewhere they would be safe while the police investigated the incident at Charlie Graham’s house and looked to apprehend any members of the Halliwell Gang who were known to have participated in it. But right now, Tilly didn’t care about Charlie or the gang or whatever the police told her. She just wanted to be with Sally and Harriet and Hermione and the rest of the dolls, combing their hair, smoothing out the creases in their dresses and making sure they had enough ‘tea’ in their little cups. 
She knew that they wouldn’t be okay without her because Tilly had always looked after them. Without her around, who would care for them? Without her, they would just end up like some of those dolls she would sometimes see in the charity boxes at the supermarket, the ones her mother said had been put there by parents after their children had grown up and no longer wished to play with them. 
Tilly had been dismayed when she had learnt that other people could be so heartless as to throw away their dolls after no longer wanting them. She had vowed that she would never do that, planning on keeping them forever because that was what love was. It was forever. But now, Tilly had been forced to break her promise to her dolls, abandoning them after she had assured both them and herself that she never would, and that was the reason for the tears in the back of the car as it sped through the dark streets of their town towards the safe house. 
Her mum and dad were asking a lot of questions of the people in the front of the car, but they weren’t getting very long answers. Her brother was in a bad mood because he had seen his new phone taken off him again and like her, he had also been forced to leave behind his most treasured possession, in his case, his games console. 
Tilly and Josh were told to be quiet by their parents whenever they spoke, as if their objections and questions were insignificant compared to their elders who said they had been forced to leave their entire house behind that they had worked so hard for. The insinuation was that their problems were far greater and more important than their children worrying about particular items that could be bought and replaced. But Tilly didn’t think that was fair. 
Okay, so maybe dolls and video games weren’t quite the same as a whole house, but in her and Josh’s world, those things made up who they were. It was a part of their personality. Their hobbies. Their interests. Their identities. And now those things had been taken from them, what were they supposed to do? Just pretend like they didn’t matter? How silly. But even sillier than that was the fact that the people in the front of the car seemed to be pretending like none of the things mattered. Not Tilly’s parents’ house, not their car, their furniture, or anything else they might have worked so hard to have. All they seemed to be bothered about was what came next, but they were still being very secretive about that too. 
It took a long time, but the car eventually stopped, and when it did, Tilly and her family were told to get out. Her mum had another go at trying to find out where they were and what was happening, but Tilly, her brother and her father already seemed to know that was a waste of time because they just all did as they were told and exited the vehicle. From there, they were taken inside a small building, but Tilly saw the bright lights of a city in the distance and realised they were already quite far from home. Detective Taylor was already waiting for them inside, and there were plenty of other people there too, including one woman who asked the family if she could get them anything to drink.   
Tilly’s parents both said no before being told they would be here for a while, and then they asked for a coffee. Josh was pleased when he found out that he could have a can of cola, while Tilly had to make do with orange juice because there was no apple. Then they were taken to some seats and told that somebody would be with them shortly to discuss what might happen next. 
And that was it. The family were left to wait. In limbo. No idea whether the next news they got would be good or bad. 
Tilly’s mum tried to cheer her and her brother up while her dad said he needed to make a phone call, only to be told that he couldn’t. 
It ended up being a very long night. 
But things didn’t get much better for them once the sun came up. 
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SOPHIE
This is it. It’s happening. The thing my husband warned me about. The thing I thought wouldn’t happen because the police would sort this out for us. But they can’t, so now they are using the word. 
Protection. 
‘Your lives are under threat from the gang,’ we were told rather obviously at four o’clock this morning, not long after police watching our house had seen a car approaching with two figures wearing balaclavas inside. Apparently, they had almost stopped outside our house before realising the police were the only ones around and speeding away, and while they had been pursued, they had evaded capture. But it was confirmation that the gang wanted to visit us, and without the police watching our backs, they would almost certainly achieve that at some point. 
‘But can’t you just arrest them all?’ I had asked as my irritated mind whirred away in pursuit of a resolution while feeling the buzz of all the coffee I had drunk to stay alert during the night. ‘I mean, you know who is in the gang, so can’t you just round them all up?’
‘It’s not as simple as that,’ we had been told. ‘They haven’t committed a crime yet. And besides, the gang is far-reaching. Those men in the car who came to your house tonight could have been anybody. Friends of the gang or hired help. It’s not just the Halliwells themselves who operate in the gang. They have associates too. We’d never be able to know for sure who it might be that they might send.’
‘Then give their leader a warning,’ I had cried. ‘Shane, wasn’t it? Tell him that he is to leave us alone, or he’ll be held responsible for anything that happens. Surely that will work, won’t it?’
‘There are far too many moving parts here,’ came the grim reply. ‘We won’t be able to control them all, and our priority right now is ensuring the safety of you and your family. That is why we are recommending protection.’
I see Stuart hang his head in my peripheral vision while Josh just looks at me with worried eyes. It’s only Tilly who doesn’t respond, but she fell asleep half an hour ago, curled up beside me on this uncomfortable sofa in this undisclosed location, and at least that means she is still at some kind of peace. She doesn’t yet know that her whole life is about to change forever. 
But exactly how much will it change?
‘What does it involve?’ I asked, but I already feared the answer because I’d seen enough television to know the gist of it. New names. New identities. New address. Going somewhere nobody knows us, so the ones who want to hurt us can’t find us. 
Starting again. A whole new life. At my age. 
I got confirmation of all of the above before I was told that my family would be given time to deal with the shock of this because it’s a lot to wrap our heads around. 
‘That’s the understatement of the year,’ Stuart had grumbled. ‘But it’s not an option for us. You need to do something else. We’re not uprooting our lives and leaving everything behind because of some criminal gang that you guys can’t keep under control. 
‘Stuart...’
I had tried to interrupt him there, but he was already off on another one of his rants at that point. 
‘We’re the law-abiding citizens here, and they are the criminal thugs, yet we’re the ones who get punished? How is that fair? Why should we leave everything we have worked so hard for while they get to stay at home with their friends and family. It’s nonsense, and we’re not doing it! You’ll have to find some other way to keep us safe.’
‘There is no other way,’ came the blunt response. ‘This is what needs to happen, or I’m afraid your family’s safety cannot be guaranteed, and you will most likely be harmed at some point.’
And that was it. I couldn’t see how Stuart or I could argue with that. We had to do this, or our kids might die. As parents, it’s our duty to keep them safe. If this is how we do it, then so be it. I guess I’ll just have to try and not be sick while I think about how heart-wrenching it will be to just disappear and never be able to let my loved ones know where I went. 
My parents. My cousins. My best friends. Even my damn gym instructor. It’s funny that someone as seemingly insignificant as the woman who tells me which exercises to do in our classes popped into my mind, but she did because she will be just another in a long line of people who will always wonder what the hell happened to me. 
Where did I go? Why did I leave? And why didn’t I say goodbye? 
‘I understand that things are bad now,’ I say after giving it some thought. ‘But what about in the future? What if this all dies down and the gang move on? Could we come back then?’
I’m hopeful for a positive response to that question, but it doesn’t come. 
‘No, this would be a permanent solution. It would be the only way we know you would be safe in the long term. You have lives to lead. You have careers. Your children have school and, beyond that, their own careers to begin. You can’t spend that time looking over your shoulder, for your mental health as much as your physical health. But if you don’t go, you will never have that peace of mind and...’
‘And what?’
‘And I believe that if you do stay, the gang will eventually hurt you. Based on everything we know about them and how many people they have been known to have worked with, they won’t let this lie. Ever. Unless they can’t find you. And we can’t watch over you forever. There will be times when you and your family members are vulnerable, which is why we need to act first.’
‘So what happens now?’ I ask. ‘You take the four of us away and drop us off somewhere on the other side of the country, and then that’s it? We just fend for ourselves?’
‘No, of course not. You will have support while you build your new lives. It will be a gradual process and one we will help you with.’  
‘So it’s like a slow death with you rather than a quick death at the hands of the gang?’ Stuart says with a morbid chuckle. ‘Those are our options? Brilliant. I’m glad this is what our taxes get us these days. A police service who admit they can’t catch some criminals, so the innocent are the ones who have to pay.’
Stuart isn’t helping, even though I understand that it is late, he’s exhausted, and he’s trying to process this bad news just like I am. But before I can tell him that everything is going to be okay, our son speaks up. 
‘I don’t want to go to a new school,’ he says, more to me than anybody else. ‘I like it where I am. All my friends are there. And I’m on the football team. We have a big game next week. The semi-final. I can’t miss that.’
‘I’ll leave you all to discuss this a little more,’ come the words which are probably meant to be sympathetic, but they also come with a warning. ‘But we are looking to get you into protection as soon as possible, so we will continue making plans and inform you when we are ready.’
So that’s it, then. As the police officers leave the room and go and get on with their jobs before they get to go home and resume their normal lives with their families and friends, we have a vague and short amount of time to wrap our heads around the fact that our own lives will never be the same again. 
Stuart was right. This doesn’t seem fair. We haven’t done anything differently to these police officers. We pay our bills on time. We contribute to society. We have hopes and plans and dreams. But unlike theirs, ours are now dashed. Josh’s dreams of scoring in his school team’s semi-final are over. Tilly’s plans for many more tea parties with her favourite dolls are over. Stuart’s successful career and weekly trips to the pubs with his mates are over. And everything I hold dear is over as well. 
Everything. Not just some of it. All of it. 
If we go into protection, everything becomes new. If we don’t, we might die. 
What a lovely predicament to be in. It’s funny, but I don’t remember ever being taught about how to handle such a thing at school or in any self-help book or any class I took about how to be a better mum. Nobody ever mentioned this. No teacher. No guru. No advisor. And why would they? It has to be pretty rare. But just like somebody dealing with a deadly diagnosis from a rare medical condition, the unlikeliness of it is of little reassurance. 
It still feels bad for the person going through it. 
It still feels like the end has come far too soon.
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STUART
I’ve stepped out of the room where my family are held to go and get some fresh air, or at least that was my excuse anyway. In reality, my escape is all about trying to figure out what I am going to do next. I know what the police want me to do, and I know what my wife wants me to do as well. They all want me to go into protection and start a new life. 
But what do I want to do?
I know the answer to that question. I want to be with Rachel, which is what the plan has been all along. But I can’t do that now because if I choose to stay here and be with her, I’ll lose far more than my marriage. I’ll lose my children too. Forever. 
They’ll disappear into the system with Sophie, and I’ll never be able to find them again. No weekend visits. No getting to attend their graduations and wedding days and such. No being available for a phone call to offer some words of wisdom whenever they need me as they age. I’ll be cut completely adrift, and as much as I told Rachel I wished to be with her, never ever seeing my children again was not a part of that deal. 
So I have to do it, don’t I? I have to go into witness protection with my family if I want to see my children grow up. But that means never seeing Rachel again. The woman I really love. The woman who has replaced Sophie in my heart. And the woman who currently has no idea that I’m on the verge of assuming a new identity and disappearing into the night. 
I have to at least tell her what is happening, so she will understand that I had no choice and didn’t just stop contacting her based on a change of heart. I have to let her know that this is not what I want but that there is simply no other way. At least that way, she might be able to understand. I’m sure she will be devastated, just as much as I am, but she might understand. She’ll know that I had to break her heart but that it wasn’t because of anything she did wrong. At least that will mean she won’t be too badly damaged for her next relationship, when she eventually moves on and tries to find happiness with someone else. 
Her next relationship. 
The thought of Rachel lying in bed with anybody other than me is an awful one, and I feel frustrated that it even has to be a consideration. The two of us found each other later in life, too late, or at least for me anyway, because I’d already said my vows to somebody else. But now we have found each other, I can’t just walk away from that. 
How many people get the chance at real love? It’s precious, and it must be protected. I can’t leave. I can’t let her think that I didn’t care. And I can’t let her find someone else. 
So what if I don’t have to?
The new thought that pops up in my mind is an exhilarating one, but the excitement is only heightened because it is laced with danger. What if I go into protection with my family, ensuring their safety, which is paramount, but also keep in touch with Rachel so I can still see her? 
Is that possible? 
I know the police would say it’s not because it would not be the strongest form of witness protection if I was still in touch with somebody from my past. But what if they didn’t have to know?
What if I could keep it a secret from them? 
I could do it, couldn’t I? After all, I have kept Rachel a secret from my wife all this time. How hard could it be to do the same to somebody else? And it might not even be that difficult at all now that I think about it. That’s because the police won’t be watching us once we are in our new lives. They’ve said as much. They have ways of offering support while we integrate ourselves in our new surroundings and new identities, but that doesn’t mean 24/7 supervision like we are having at the moment. 
Things will go back to normal, or at least a new normal - one where I leave the house to go to work every day and meet a couple of guys I can share a pint with on occasion. And once the new routines are established, I can slip Rachel right back into my new routine, seeing her again and working towards the future we have been planning for so long. I’ll have to give it some time so that Sophie, or anyone else, for that matter, doesn’t suspect that my ‘new’ woman is actually an old one from my old life, but eventually, I could leave Sophie, as planned, and be with Rachel but still get access to Josh and Tilly. Nobody would have to know that I broke the rules of the witness protection scheme by keeping an old relationship going into my new existence. 
This can work. Everything can be okay. This isn’t the disaster I once feared it was. 
But I still have a couple of problems. One, I’ll need to persuade Rachel to move to wherever it is in the country that my family is going to be taken to shortly. I have absolutely no idea where that location might be, but I assume it will be a long way away because it wouldn’t be much of a protection service if they only moved us ten minutes up the road. It’s most likely going to be a whole new region, and that will mean Rachel will have to leave everybody she knows behind, too, moving to be nearer to me and my new life and essentially, starting afresh just like I am. 
That’s problem one. 
Problem two is how do I contact her to let her know what the new plan is?
The police have my phone; the device was taken so I wouldn’t tell somebody where we might be now and give the Halliwell Gang the chance to track us down before we have vanished for good. And the police are all around this undisclosed location, meaning it is impossible for me to sneak off and at least find a payphone to call Rachel on. 
But I have to contact her. My plan will only work if she knows what I am doing. 
And then I realise everything is going to be okay. That’s because I already have her personal phone number committed to memory, something that I did when the fear of losing her and never being able to find her again had got too much for me one evening. I have committed her phone number to memory, and because of that, it doesn’t matter if I can’t contact her immediately. I’ll just do it once we have been moved and the protection service has issued me with a new phone and number. I’ll tell Rachel who it is that is messaging her; I’ll explain what’s happened, and best of all, I’ll know where my family has been moved to by then, so I can give her the location, and then we can start making plans for her to join me. 
This will work. I can still be with Rachel in the end. This is just yet another obstacle for our love to have to overcome. Granted, it is a fairly big obstacle, but it’s not an insurmountable one. 
Witness protection means the end of most things we have become accustomed to but not everything. 
The Halliwells won’t be able to find me soon. 
But Rachel will. 
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JOSH
‘I hate you!’
I’ve said those words to my parents a few times in my life, but I’ve never actually meant them before. It’s usually just been something I’ve said to try and hurt them after they have told me to stop doing something or told me “no” after I demanded they buy me a certain toy. 
But this time is different. 
This time, I do mean it. 
Of course, I do. How could I not hate them after what they are asking of me? They want me to leave all my friends and move away and not only that, but I won’t be allowed to come back and visit them. I won’t even be allowed to message them or play games with them online. I’ll just lose them all as if they were never my mates and as if I’m not a part of their group. They’ll just carry on having fun, hanging out, while I’ll be all by myself, with nobody. 
No mates. A loser. Lonely. 
‘No, I’m not going!’ I cry, and this time, I’m so loud that I wake my sister up. But that’s okay because I need her to know what is happening as well, so she can fight back alongside me, and maybe the two of us together can change our parents’ minds. Then again, maybe not because, unlike me, Tilly’s friends are mainly dolls, not real people, so this whole change thing will probably be a lot easier for her than it will be for me. 
‘What’s happening?’ Tilly asks Mum as I pace around and feel like punching a wall. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d have done such a thing if I do end up putting my fist through something. I punched my bedroom wall once when I was younger. I also hit a cupboard at my grandma’s house when she told me I couldn’t have any more sweets. But I was much younger then. I’m supposed to be more grown-up now. 
So why do I still feel just as angry and helpless as I did when I was a little kid?
Mum starts trying to explain to Tilly what is going on, but I’m not just going to stand by and let her sell my little sister on this stupid idea. 
‘We’re not moving away! I like it here! All my friends are here! Why aren’t you listening to me?’
That’s it. I’m definitely going to punch the wall, and my fist is a tight ball of fury, ready to be unleashed as I turn and take a swing at the nearest wall.
But I don’t make contact. That’s because somebody has grabbed my arm at the last second and pulled me away from the wall. 
It’s Dad. I hadn’t even seen him come back into the room. But he’s here now, and surely he will talk some sense into Mum. After all, he has been just as unhappy about all of this as I have. Forget Tilly, he is my best shot at stopping all of this. 
Right?
‘This has to happen,’ he says, shocking me and even Mum in the process by suddenly agreeing to it. ‘The police are right. We are in danger. It’s the only way the four of us will be safe.’
‘No, please! Dad! What about your friends? And Mum, what about yours? And what about Grandma and Grandad, and Auntie Sarah and Uncle Tim? And Molly and George? They’re our family!’
I’m hoping that reminding both of them about the fact they will be losing everybody they care about, just like I am, will help them stop and think about this. 
‘We have no choice, Josh,’ Mum says as she shakes her head. ‘I really wish we did, but we don’t. And this isn’t just about us. It’s about all those people you just mentioned as well. They might be in danger themselves if we stay here. The gang could hurt them to hurt us. At least this way, us leaving will mean they will be safe because the gang won’t have a chance to see which people are in our lives. I mean, they’ve almost hurt Charlie already. He’s lucky he’s okay.’
Mum might be right. Maybe us leaving is the best way to keep others safe as well as us. But surely there has to be some other way?
‘I don’t want to start a new school. I don’t want to be the new kid,’ I moan, thinking about how weird and awkward it was on my first day at school but imagining it being a million times worse because at least back then, I knew a couple of people on day one. I’ve seen a few kids join my school all by themselves, in the past, and the sight of them sitting alone in the canteen was horrible. I don’t want that to be me. I don’t want to be the kid who has to make friends with the teachers because he doesn’t have anyone else. 
But this is happening. This is now my life. That’s because Mum and Dad are in agreement, which renders me and my sister powerless. 
We are going. 
The police are making their preparations to have us moved. 
I hear somebody say that a house has already been designated, and we could be on the way there as early as this evening, once it’s dark again. 
We still don’t know where we are going, and we won’t know until we get there. 
But one thing is for sure. 
When we arrive, we’ll have nobody but each other.
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Tilly stared out of the car window at the bright motorway lights that were passing her by. The car she was in was doing a stable sixty-five miles per hour in the slow lane, which might have seemed strange to Tilly’s parents because surely this car wouldn’t get stopped by the police, even if it was going over the speed limit a little bit. But it was under it, and it was untroubled by other vehicles and didn’t need to change lanes at any point because there was no other traffic out here at this time. It was the dead of night, and everyone was in bed. Everyone except Tilly, her family and Damian, the protection service employee who had been assigned to their case and who was the man now charged with delivering them to their new location. 
Tilly quite liked Damian, even though she had only met him a few hours ago and even though he hadn’t said a whole lot since he had come into her life. But he had a kind smile, and he was polite. But that wasn’t the main reason she liked Damian. Really, the main reason she liked him was because he had complimented her on her doll collection. 
Tilly and her family had not been allowed home to pack their belongings themselves before the move because the police deemed the risk of a potential attack from the gang to be too high. Even with a strong presence at their house, the police had said they wouldn’t be able to guarantee their safety as there was no saying how many of the gang members might come out if they learnt the family were back home. So, Tilly, her parents and her brother had been made to write down a list of things they wanted to take with them, although they were told it didn’t necessarily mean everything on the list would be brought. 
All Tilly had cared about was her dolls, which was why she had listed each of their names, as well as what colour hair they had and what colour dress they wore, just to be on the safe side. She had then handed that letter to a police officer, who had looked at it and frowned before he had handed it to Tilly’s mum, who had quickly made some alterations to it. But Tilly had made sure that the dolls stayed on that list, and she had waited impatiently for the police to come back from their house with everything she needed them to. 
But they hadn’t. 
Not all the dolls had made it, just like not all of Josh’s football trophies had, or all of Dad’s shirts or all of Mum’s handbags. Only the basics were there, and they included things that were not identifiable. Tilly was told that some of her dolls were quite rare, so they couldn’t come, just like Josh’s trophies with his name and school listed on them couldn’t come, and the flamboyant shirts Dad had worn on various stag do’s over the years couldn’t come, or Mum’s handbags that she had been photographed with before on her social media pages couldn’t come. Only the basic and bland seemed to be allowed to go, things that seemed generic, like anybody could own them. 
Anybody who wasn’t on the run from a gang. 
It made sense to the family, but that hadn’t stopped each of them complaining. And it certainly hadn’t stopped Tilly from being distraught at not being reunited with all of her precious dolls. There was some consolation in the fact that Sally had survived the cull and was now sitting on Tilly’s lap on the way to their new home. But Harriet and Hermione hadn’t made it because they were quite an unusual set, and not a lot of little girls had them, and Tilly had felt tears rolling down her cheeks as she had thought about them being left behind, never to sit with her and Sally again and put the world to rights over a cup of tea around the dinner table in her bedroom. 
Josh had grumbled a lot about the loss of his video game console, but the fact it was linked to the internet and had the details of all his friends online on it meant it was not allowed to come either. It was yet another way he was being cut off from his mates, and he hadn’t been happy about it, although he had stopped grumbling now and had his eyes closed, his head leaning against the car window as the motorway whizzed by on the other side of it. 
Tilly’s mum was sitting in between the two of them, staring straight ahead through the windscreen, not saying anything but occasionally reaching out to squeeze the hand of her daughter whenever she felt the need to. 
Tilly’s dad was in the front passenger seat beside Damian and had been peppering him with questions throughout much of the journey. Every road sign they passed on their route along the motorway tonight had prompted questions about whether or not this was where they were moving to. But Damian kept that information to himself, and the more they raced past a motorway exit without indicating to come off, the less Tilly’s father knew about where it was that they were likely to end up. 
But they all knew that this car had to stop at some point. Eventually, it would reach its destination, and when it did, the family would know where they were then. But it took a couple more hours of driving before that happened, and as signs for Scotland started to become visible, it seemed to suggest that the family’s new life would actually be starting in a new country altogether. 
‘I don’t believe it. We’re going to have to be Scottish,’ Tilly’s dad said as they passed a sign that said the Scottish border was now only 35 miles from here. 
‘What’s wrong with that?’ Tilly’s mum had asked. ‘There are some beautiful parts.’
‘Yeah, but we’re English, and you know what the Scots think of us, don’t you?’ Tilly’s dad had replied. ‘They hate us. They hate our football team. They hate what happened in the old wars. Have you ever seen Braveheart?’
‘We’re going to be fine,’ Tilly’s mum had assured him. But Tilly didn’t know what to think. She didn’t really know much about Scotland. They had never been there before. Is that why the police had picked this place for them? Maybe. All Tilly knew was that there was supposedly some monster in Scotland. What was it called? Loch Ness? That might be it. Tilly hoped they wouldn’t be anywhere near that, wherever they were going. But that remained to be seen. 
And then Damian started indicating. They were coming off the motorway, and surprisingly, they hadn’t made it to the Scottish border yet, which suggested they might be staying in England after all. 
The roads got smaller, the streetlights got dimmer, and the road signs grew few and far between as the car moved on, out in the countryside and seemingly, out in the middle of nowhere. 
They must have been close because Damian was slowing down as each road had a lesser speed limit. 50mph. 40mph. 30mph. And eventually, all the way down to 20mph as they moved into a town that looked very quiet indeed.
Was this it? Were they here? Their new home? 
As Damian brought the car to a standstill on a quiet street with rows of terraced houses, it certainly appeared that way. 
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SOPHIE
Berwick-upon-Tweed. That’s the name of where we live now. It’s the northernmost town in England, sitting only 2 ½ miles from the Scottish border. I know all this because Damian gave us these facts as we made our way into our new house. 
Our new house. 
Well, what can I say about it? It’s certainly much smaller than our last one. Unlike our previous home, which was detached with a big back garden, two bathrooms and a spare bedroom for guests to stay in, this one is cramped with limited free space, and I can see why the police didn’t insist that Stuart bring all his gardening gear with him. That’s because we don’t even have a garden anymore. There are just a couple of paving slabs at both the front and the rear of this property and a small line that we can hang some washing on. This looks more like the house a couple would buy when they are starting out in life together, not somewhere they move into with two children. 
Nobody downsizes at our age. 
But we have. 
And I’m really not sure how we are going to make it work. 
‘This is it? But it’s half the size of our old house!’ I cry as I look around at the ‘intimate’ living room before going into the kitchen and seeing how little space I would have to prepare meals in there. ‘We’re not going to fit all our stuff in. And the kids are still growing. This is just too small!’
I look to Stuart as he enters the kitchen behind me, but he says nothing, simply walking over to the window and peering out before grimly turning on one of the taps, probably to make sure it is working. It is, and at least that is something as I watch the water pour out. We can make a cup of tea and use the shower upstairs. How wonderful. Is that supposed to make up for being all the way up here in this unfamiliar town, in a house that is going to feel incredibly cramped, incredibly quickly?
‘It’s freezing in here,’ Josh mumbles before Damian offers to show me how to put the heating on. Then Tilly complains that it smells funny, and Damian says he will go to the supermarket for us tomorrow and get us some air fresheners, as well as whatever cleaning products we might need. The place looks fairly clean, to be fair, but because it’s so empty, that cleanliness isn’t soothing. It just feels so sterile here. 
It has no identity. 
Just like the people living in it now. 
I know I’ll feel much better once I have stamped my mark on this place. Hung a few photos on the wall. Changed the furniture to suit my tastes. Filled the empty cupboards with lots of tasty treats. But for now, it is barren, and I feel the same way. Listless. Flat. Devoid of emotion. It doesn’t help that it’s the middle of the night, and I’m exhausted, but I hardly expect to be feeling much better in the morning after I’ve got some sleep. That’s because I’ll wake up here, in this unfamiliar place, and I expect to be as miserable about it as the rest of my family are. 
But going to bed does seem to be the best thing that any of us can do at the moment, so after exploring the rooms upstairs, which doesn’t take very long at all, the four of us get into our new beds and try and get some rest. 
But I’m still awake when I see the sun coming up through the shockingly thin curtains that hang across my new bedroom window, and that poor attempt at keeping out the light, combined with my husband’s snoring beside me, means it is impossible for me to get any sleep. That’s why I go downstairs and pour myself a glass of water, desperate for Damian to come back with supplies from the supermarket. I made sure milk and teabags were on that list of his, as well as toiletries, kitchen utensils and some new towels for when we get around to using the shower. He’s certainly got a lot to get us, but it’s the least he and the people he works for can arrange. If they want us to make this work, then they are going to have to do everything in their power to help us settle in here as easily as possible. 
It doesn’t take long for the rest of my family to wake up and come downstairs to join me around the kitchen table, and by the time Damian arrives clutching several bags of shopping, the four of us are at least ready to talk about the next part of this plan. 
We have our new home. 
Now we just need our new identities. 
The folder that Damian hands to each of us contains the information that will tell us who we are now supposed to be. What a job he has. Not only does he have to fill our fridge with food, stock up our cupboards with cleaning products and offer to make us all a cup of tea, but he also has to give us new personas. As careers go, it’s certainly an interesting one that he has chosen. 
‘Jason?’ Josh says in disgust when he sees his new name. ‘That’s rubbish!’
‘Anni?’ Tilly says before frowning to show that she is not too excited about her chosen name either. Then I check it to make sure she has said it correctly and see that it is actually Anna. But close enough.
‘Liam,’ Stuart says with a shrug before looking at me. ‘What did you get?’
I open my folder and see the name I will now have to go by. 
‘Sally,’ I say. 
‘Like my doll!’ Tilly shouts, at least happy about something here. 
‘Yeah,’ I mutter as I read the name, again and again, feeling more unsure about it as I do. ‘Like your doll.’ 
Amazingly, I now have a few things in common with my daughter’s favourite toy. 
We share the same name. 
And we’re both fake. 
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STUART
Does it really matter what name they give us? It was always going to sound ridiculous to our ears to have to respond to another name after spending so long going by something else entirely. 
I suppose it could have been worse. Liam isn’t that bad, is it? Let’s be honest, Stuart was hardly the coolest name in the world. But the way I see it, it’s just another bit of admin in this new life of ours. Another box to tick. Another lie to tell. Another buffer between that gang and us. 
I bet Rachel will have a good giggle at my new name when I tell her about it. At least, I hope she will. But I doubt she will be laughing when I tell her where I live now and how I would like her to come and move to at least somewhere close to my new area. We’re pretty remote up here, right at the top of England, not a huge walk away from mingling with our Scottish neighbours. 
Will Rachel be willing to leave her life behind and come here for me? At least I had no choice but to move here. But she has a choice, and she might decide that she can’t do it. Why couldn’t they have moved us to a city or at least somewhere that has a little more going on? A bit more culture. A bit more life. Don’t get me wrong, this new town of ours has its plus points. It’s surrounded by beautiful countryside, and I bet the crime rate is a lot lower than the last place we lived. I certainly doubt there are many gangs with guns around here. But in terms of my family adjusting to this new environment, I’m not so sure it’s going to be that easy. 
I know Sophie hates our new house, or should I call her Sally now? I can’t blame her. Space is at a premium, and we’re constantly finding ourselves tripping over each other as we navigate our new home, squeezing past one another in the small kitchen or having to pause in a doorway upstairs while we allow the other to pass down the hallway because there’s simply not enough room for us to pass at the same time. 
Damian, our protective service ‘point guard,’ has kept to his word and has tried to ease our integration into this new world, getting us supplies and doing what he can to make this place feel more homely. But it hasn’t been anywhere near enough for Sophie, and she has already been out to the local supermarket to get some things that can help her put her stamp on this place. As for me, I made my own visit to the supermarket, although I had something more important than scented candles on my shopping list. 
I purchased a very cheap and very old-fashioned pay-as-you-go mobile from the kiosk that also sells cigarettes, spirits and newspapers. The lady behind the counter actually asked me why I was buying the phone because, in her words, “it wasn’t very good”, but I just told her it was going to be my son’s first phone and left it at that. In reality, it is going to be my secret phone that I plan to contact Rachel on. 
One of the golden rules of witness protection is that we make no contact with anybody we knew in our previous ‘life’. Reaching out to anybody who we used to know would not only put our new identities at risk of being exposed, but it would also put the person we were contacting at risk too. The rules state for us to never, ever take a chance like that and to focus on the future instead of trying to reach out to the past. Family members. Friends. Anybody. They are all banned. But that is not an option for me. I have to contact Rachel, and I have to let her know where I am. 
Then I have to cross my fingers and pray that she is willing to come to me. 
With my new phone safety procured, I have opted to only ever get it out and use it when I’m in my new workplace, which is a very bland office unit in a small industrial estate on the outskirts of my new town. Being unable to continue in my career as a Quantity Surveyor is just another one of the many things that I have been robbed of, but it would have been too much of a risk for the protection services to give me a new name and new address but the same form of employment. So now, rather than spending all day working with numbers and assisting in the progress of large construction projects, a job I enjoyed and was good at, I am now tasked with being an admin assistant in a small accounts team, a job I could do in my sleep and pretty much have been doing ever since my first day here. 
I’ve been here a week already in my new position after the fake CV and fake references that the protection service sorted for me got me an interview here, and it was one that I breezed through considering the real experience I have as opposed to the people who were looking to hire me. But after a very dull morning of scanning purchase orders and entering invoice numbers into the most basic Excel spreadsheet I’ve ever worked on, I have decided that today is the day. 
I am going to call Rachel. 
I have been charging my new phone up under my desk, but now the battery is full, so I take the phone and step outside my office, feeling the bitter cold winds that are blowing down from Scotland as I stand here on the edge of town, or what might as well be the edge of the world to me. Even with my family here, it doesn’t feel like home yet. But that might change if I can convince Rachel to come here too. 
Entering the number that I so carefully memorised, I hear the ringing down the line and hold my breath. Will Rachel even answer this call from an unknown number? What if she fails to pick up? What if this is my one and only chance to get through to her and it doesn’t work? 
The thought of having to turn around and go back into my grim workplace and try and get through an afternoon of tedious tasks without having been able to speak to Rachel is a terrible one. 
Please pick it up. Please give me this chance at happiness. 
I really don’t know what I will do without it.
I guess I’d have no choice if Rachel doesn’t answer. I would have to move on. Try and make another go of things with Sophie. Rekindle that passion we once had rather than seeking romance elsewhere. It might be possible. But it’s not the same. I want Rachel. 
So answer the goddamn phone.
‘Hello?’ 
The familiar voice at the other end of the line makes my heart skip a beat. It’s her. She answered. There is hope, after all. Forcing myself to forget that I am going against everything Damian demanded of me when we first went into witness protection, I quickly unload the truth onto Rachel. 
The gang. The court case. The threats. 
The new plan. New identities. New town. New beginnings. 
But I also stress that it is still the same old me. 
‘I know this is a lot to take in, but I just wanted to let you know that nothing has to change if you don’t want it to,’ I tell Rachel. ‘We can still be together. Okay, so it’s slightly more complicated now, but it’s still possible. Right? You could move up here. We could still see each other. And then, once enough time has passed so that nobody will get suspicious, I could leave Sophie just like I planned to, and then we can be together all the time. I’ll still get to see Josh and Tilly, but we’ll get our own place, just the two of us, and if we’ve played it right and been patient enough, the protection services and my wife will never suspect that we knew each other from before. So what do you say? Will you do it? Will you come to me? Will you give our love a chance?’
The wind howls around me then, and I miss most of Rachel’s response as she gives it. But I do pick up one sentence. 
‘You’re asking for too much,’ she says. 
Then the wind drops, and I can hear her perfectly again. Or at least I would if she was saying something. 
But she isn’t. Neither am I. 
I think it’s because we’ve both just realised how ridiculous this whole thing is. 
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JOSH
‘Jason? Jason? JASON?’
I snap out of my daydream when I realise that my teacher is actually talking to me and not any one of the other thirty pupils in this classroom. 
‘Here, Miss,’ I mumble, allowing her to continue with taking the register, confirming who is in attendance here today and who is missing. But I don’t get off that lightly. 
‘Why didn’t you answer me the first time?’ I get asked, my teacher clearly not impressed by having to shout my name three times before I gave a response. 
But what can I say to that? I can’t be honest and tell her that Jason is not actually my real name, which is why I forget to answer to it. I can’t tell her that my real name is Josh and that everybody in my old school knew that, just like they were all my friends, unlike in this new place where everybody is a stranger to me. All I can do is just mumble an apology and hope that this day is over quickly, so I can go back to my new bedroom, the one I hate almost as much as the classroom I’m sitting in right now, so I can at least be by myself without feeling embarrassed and awkward. 
I’m the new guy. The one everyone is unsure about. I see them all, these other pupils here, sneaking a glance at me in the corridors and in the canteen. Whispering about me as they talk with their friends; friends they have most likely had for many years, in most cases, some of them from the earliest days of primary school. Bonds they have formed that have not only lasted years but will continue for many years to come yet. Best mates. Future best men and bridesmaids. 
And what do I have here? 
The only person who talks to me is my teacher, and that is to tell me off. 
The first lesson begins once the register is complete, and as we all open our English textbooks, I find myself longing for my old English teacher. I never thought I would miss someone like him, but now I appreciate the familiarity of him. Of knowing his routines, his habits and his pet peeves. Just like everything else in this new life of mine, I have to learn about my new teacher one day at a time, and that is exhausting. 
But these lessons are actually the easy part of my day. That’s because the worst time for me now is lunchtime when all the pupils are excused from class to go and spend an hour hanging out with their friends. Playing football. Chatting. Laughing. But not for me. I spend the entire hour alone, awkwardly hanging around on the periphery of the playground, unsure where to go and who to talk to, so I end up doing nothing. 
I had been hoping that somebody would make it easy for me and strike up a conversation themselves or suggest I come and join one of the teams for the big football game that is going on between the Year Eights and the Year Nines. But that hasn’t happened. Everyone here has just carried on, seemingly oblivious to the fact that there is somebody amongst them who might need their help. And why would they stop to think about me when they have their own problems to worry about? 
Trying to score that goal. Trying to get their crush to give you a smile. Trying not to get bullied by the big, bruising Year Elevens who rule the roost on this playground and leave the younger pupils cowering in fear whenever they pass by. 
Kids my age have enough on their plate without having to be charitable to the new guy.
‘Oi, you!’ 
I freeze when I realise that one of the Year Eleven kids is talking to me. It’s a tall, stocky guy, sixteen years old and already looking like a man, while I’m still much younger and much smaller than him. He’s almost ready to leave this place behind and venture off into the world to do whatever he wants. Get a job. Go to college and maybe university. Travel. Or just sit at his parents’ house all day and play video games. Whatever. The world is his oyster once this school year ends, and he no longer has to be here. But for now, he is here, and that is how he has come to be standing right in front of me, with all his big mates behind him backing him up. 
‘Where are all your mates?’ the bully snarls, seemingly already fully aware that I don’t have any mates here. 
I shrug and hope that might be enough for him to lose interest in me and move on to targeting somebody else on this busy playground, but it doesn’t work out that way. Instead, he asks me what I have in my pockets. 
‘W-w-hyyy?’ I stammer, hating how nervous I have become because I used to be so confident back at my last school. If we were there, then there is no way this bully would be going after me now. That’s because people like him only prey on the weak and the vulnerable, something I have never been before in my school life. 
But clearly what I have become. 
‘Come here,’ the bully says, grabbing my arm and pulling me towards him before using his other hand to reach for my trouser pockets. 
His grip is frighteningly firm, and I know not to even bother trying to break free of it because it will only make him and his friends laugh at me even more when they see that I don’t possess the strength to escape. 
It doesn’t take long for the bully to take out the two things I have in my possession, which are my bus pass for my transport to and from this school and my new mobile phone, the cheap one Mum and Dad bought for me, even though having it is actually pointless in a place like this. That’s because I don’t know anybody here, and therefore, I have nobody to call or text on it. 
But I don’t want the bully to know that. 
‘Nice phone,’ he says sarcastically, and a couple of his mates snigger. ‘How much did your mummy and daddy pay for this? 50p?’
More sniggering. This guy is hardly a comedian, yet he can clearly say and do anything and get a good response from his friends. That must be nice for him to have that kind of support. I sure wish I had some support of my own at a time like this. 
Looking around, I try and spot one of the teachers in the hope that they might be able to see what is going on over here and come and bring a stop to it. But while I do spot a couple of them way over on the far side of the playground, huddled together to stay warm in this biting cold wind, they aren’t looking in my direction. That means the only way I will be able to get them to come to my aid will be if I call out to them myself, but there is no way I am going to do that. 
Begging for the help of a teacher will only lower my status in the eyes of this bully, and he’ll be sure to make me pay for it in the future. The best thing for me to do is just take whatever is coming and then hope that will be the end of it. He’ll get bored. Move on to some other kid. Leave me alone, just like everyone else here already does. 
But he’s not quite ready for that yet. Instead, he is still looking at my phone, and how I wish it was a more modern device because that would mean there would be an access code preventing him from snooping around on it. But there isn’t, which means he can access it easily, and then it doesn’t take him long to see exactly how many text messages I have on there. 
There’s one, and it’s not one I want him to see. 
It’s from Mum. 
“Good luck at school. Love you lots.”
She sent that to me on my first day here last week, clearly worried about how I would do in a new environment and sending me the encouragement to stay strong. But now the bully has read it, and he is showing it to all his mates. They are laughing at me, calling me a mummy’s boy before asking me if my mum is “fit” and whether or not I think she is faithful to my dad or if she sleeps with the window cleaner when he is out at work. 
These guys are really horrible. I know they are just trying to get a reaction out of me, and I should try not to give them what they want. But I can’t help it. I lose my temper and snatch my phone back. The bully doesn’t like that, and his demeanour changes. He tells me to give it back because he wants to save my mum’s number in his phone. But I say no, that’s not going to happen. 
I think I am being brave. 
I think I am standing up to him. 
Then the next thing I know, I am lying on the hard concrete of the playground with blood pouring from my bottom lip.
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Tilly hated her new school almost as much as her brother did. She wasn’t being bullied like he was, but she was finding it hard to settle in. All she wanted to do was be at home with Sally, her doll, not her mum, although it was cool that they both had the same name these days. 
It had been weird for Tilly to try and adjust to being known as Anna, but she had done her best to keep her real identity secret, just like she had promised her parents and Damian, the man who had helped set them up in their new lives. Tilly knew how important it was for her to stick to the rules in order to keep her family safe, so she was doing that. 
But there was one rule she had broken today. 
She had sneaked out of school at lunchtime, leaving the primary school playground that all pupils were expected to stay in, and while she was planning on going back in time for her next class, she knew her teachers would have been very angry at her if they noticed her missing in the first place. But she felt confident that they wouldn’t notice. That’s because there were a lot of kids playing on the playground that Tilly had just left, and she was just one in the crowd, a lonely figure who didn’t have a big group of friends to play in, so it had been easier for her to slip away, out through the gap in the fence that was covered by a bush and onto the streets of the world beyond school. 
Tilly’s plan was to go to the small shop she had seen on the high street not far from here. It was the one she had spotted when her mum had dropped her off at school every morning; the one they always passed and the one she sometimes saw other children leaving with bags of sweets in their hands. Tilly had sometimes asked her mum if they could stop and get sweets themselves, but she hadn’t allowed it so far. Tilly’s mum seemed to be concentrating more on driving the new car they had been given from the protection service, which was, in Dad’s words, “old and clunky, just like Grandma”.
There was no doubt that the car wasn’t as nice as their old one, and Tilly sometimes wondered if it was going to break down on the way to school. Maybe that was why her mum never stopped outside the sweet shop. She was probably worried she might not be able to get the car started again. 
But now, Tilly was moving around on foot, and that meant she was operating under her own steam. Therefore, she was free to go where she wished, and as she scurried along the main road, praying that none of the drivers in the passing cars were actually teachers from her school who would spot her in her uniform, she saw the shop come into view. 
Crossing the busy road after being careful to look both ways, Tilly entered the shop, and once inside, she feasted her eyes on the wide array of sweets that were on offer. Fizzy cola bottles. Lemon sherbets. Liquorice strings. And her favourite - Dolly mixtures. They were all right in front of her, colourful and bright and just waiting to be shoved into her mouth. But there was just one problem. In order for Tilly to have them, she was going to have to break her second rule of the day. 
She had no money. 
So she was going to have to steal. 
Tilly wasn’t stupid. She knew the difference between right and wrong, and that’s why she knew that she could get into a lot of trouble if she was caught taking some of these sweets without paying for them. But what else could she do? She didn’t have any cash because her parents hadn’t given her any when she had last asked them for some, but she really felt like she needed something to cheer her up after another day of being by herself at her new school. 
Would it really be that bad if she took just a couple of sweets? There were worse crimes in the world, Tilly knew that, like those men in the woods who had tied up that man and were going to put him in the hole. They were worse than her. This was just an innocent crime. A child who wanted some sweets. And besides, it would only be a problem if she got caught, which she wasn’t planning on doing. 
Looking over her shoulder at the shopkeeper behind the counter, Tilly saw that he was preoccupied with a couple of old ladies who seemed to be asking him why he wasn’t selling their favourite packets of digestive biscuits anymore. With him distracted, Tilly felt confident enough to pick up one of the paper bags that sat in a pile beside the sweets, before opening a couple of the lids and reaching in for a handful of the sugary snacks. 
Half-filling her bag, Tilly decided not to push her luck by putting too much in there, and after checking on the shopkeeper again and seeing that he still hadn’t looked in her direction, she decided to quit while she was ahead and get out of there. 
Stuffing the bag of sweets under her school jumper, Tilly turned and headed for the door, aware that she was now only a few steps away from being outside in the fresh air where she would be able to eat her treats on her walk back to school. But just before she reached the exit, she saw something that made her stop walking and forget all about the shopkeeper’s sweets she had secretly stashed in her possession. 
It was the image on the front cover of the newspaper on the shelf by the door. 
It was a photo of a man she had seen before. It was the man in the woods. The man who had been tied up, and the man who had still been alive. But now the newspaper said he was dead. 
His body had been found. 
The gang must have killed him after all. 
The bag of sweets fell to the floor then, attracting the attention of the shopkeeper, who called out to the little girl to make sure she was going to pay for them. 
But Tilly didn’t turn around and answer him. She just kept looking at the photo of the man on the front cover of the newspaper.
The man she hadn’t been able to help. 
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SOPHIE
I should have been at work today, sitting at my desk in my new job and making small talk with my new colleagues while pretending like I haven’t just left behind a life I used to love. But I didn’t go in, opting to feign a bad headache and a stomach bug, so I could stay in my new house and lie on the sofa all day watching our small television while trying to take my mind off things.
There’s no doubt that I have a lot to worry about. Josh and Tilly are struggling to settle at their new schools, and I know that because both of them have been a lot quieter than they usually are, and when I try to ask them about their new teachers and any possible new friends, they just ignore me before disappearing into their bedrooms. My heart is breaking for them because I know how hard starting again must be for them. But I really wish they would talk to me rather than just bottle up all of their problems as if that is the only way things can be dealt with. 
Then again, I guess they have got that from their father. 
Things with Stuart are just as bad as things with my kids. He is talking to me even less than they are, meaning I’m feeling the strain in our marriage more so than ever and fearing that if this goes on much longer, then there may be irreparable damage done to it. He gets up and leaves the house before I wake, and he comes home late when I’m getting ready for bed again, and while he pretends he’s just working long hours to make a good impression in his new job, I know what he is really doing. 
He is avoiding being here. In this new house. In this new life. 
He is avoiding being with me.
I use the remote control to flick through the few channels we have on this crappy TV that I picked up from a hardware store in town. It was cheap but only because it’s so small, but we couldn’t buy anything bigger because the alcove in the corner of the living room where the TV cables go wouldn’t allow for anything beyond a 20” screen. Needless to say, no one in my family was impressed that our television is just one of the many things in our lives that has been downsized lately. 
But at least it works, and because it does, it’s giving me some entertainment to pass a long and lonely afternoon while the rest of my family are out participating in the new lives the protection service set up for us, a new life that I should be working on too, only today I didn’t feel like it. 
I almost settle on watching an old episode of some terrible gameshow that really looks outdated when I decide to go up one more channel and when I do, I see a news bulletin underway. It’s a national one, which is a bit of a relief because from what I’ve seen of the local news updates since I’ve been here, nothing remotely interesting ever happens around these parts. At least this one will have some real newsworthy stories, so I keep watching to find out what has been happening in other parts of the country. 
And then I hear it. The reference to the group of people who are responsible for the mess my life has now become. 
The Halliwell Gang. 
Why has the news reporter just said those words? I don’t know, but I sit up quickly and increase the volume on the TV to try and get a better idea. When I do, I learn that a body has been found, sparking a murder investigation, and it’s one in which the prime suspects are two members of that notorious gang. 
They’re the two members my family helped put in prison, and the police suspect their involvement in this grim discovery based on what happened in the trial that led to their sentencing. 
The body in question is the same one that was in the woods that day my family were almost killed. 
It’s a shocking story to hear, but as I listen to it all from the safety of my new home under the watchful eye of the protective services, I feel even more justified in what we have done. That’s because those dangerous men didn’t just try and kill somebody. They actually did. This poor man is dead because of them, and it’s just another reason why they deserve to be rotting in a prison cell for a very long time. 
But who is this man? 
And what did the poor guy do to deserve meeting such a grim fate at the hands of the gang?
I listen on as I learn that his body was found at a landfill site only a twenty-minute drive away from the woods where we encountered the gang. But that’s not all I learn. I also learn exactly who the deceased is. 
His name is Graham Archer, although that doesn’t mean anything to me. What does mean something is what the news reporter tells me he is notorious for. 
He’s a convicted sex offender. Crimes against children. In other words, he is a very horrible man. 
So it seems the gang members might have actually done the world a favour. 
At least they’ve done someone a favour because it’s certainly not us. 
The reporter moves on to another story, so I turn the volume back down again and resume my horizontal position on the sofa. But while I try to nap, I struggle to fully rest, my mind going over the information I have just learnt and trying to put it into some context. I’ve spent all this time hating those gang members for what they did to my family that day in the woods and what they have forced us to do now to stay safe. But now I know they were likely there that day to hide the body of a man who had done wrong in his life, are they really as bad as I thought they were? 
I mean, what if that victim, Graham Archer, had abused a child in the gang’s family? If he had, I could certainly see why the gang members had wanted to hurt him. I know I would want to hurt anybody who abused my children too. But it still doesn’t justify any of what happened. The gang members had to pay for their crimes, just like Graham had to pay for his. It’s just a shame that we’re paying for them too, when we are the only ones who haven’t done anything wrong. 
I stay on the sofa until it’s time to collect Tilly from school, but when I do, she is accompanied by a stern teacher who tells me that my daughter snuck out of school at lunchtime and was caught trying to steal sweets from the local shop. I’m mortified and demand an apology to the teacher from Tilly before taking her back to the shop that she stole from and making her apologise again there. I’m grateful that the police haven’t been involved, but it’s still not good enough. Tilly knows better than this, so what on earth was she thinking? She won’t say. She won’t say anything at all. She just bursts into tears and won’t stop until I let her go to her bedroom and be by herself. 
Things don’t go much better with Josh when he gets home. He has a cut on his lip that he tells me he got during a football game at lunchtime, but when I try to get a closer look at it, he gets defensive and brushes my arm away before stomping up the stairs and telling me not to call him down for dinner later because he isn’t hungry. 
The atmosphere in the house with all of this going on is horrendous, and I’m hoping things might get a little bit better when Stuart gets home. I’m planning on forcing him to sit down with me, so we can discuss what is going on with our children before hopefully having a few words about what is going on between us as well. But just like everything else today, it doesn’t go to plan, and after we get into a shouting match not long after he has come through the door and grumbled something at me about being too tired to talk, he storms out of the house and won’t come back, despite me chasing him halfway down the street to try and change his mind. 
He might have gone for a takeaway. He might have gone to the local pub. Or he might have left me for good because while it might seem ridiculous to think of him never coming back, it might well be a possibility because everything else that could go wrong so far has. 
I feel like I’m losing my family. Something has to change, even if it’s something that means things will get worse before they get better. 
I know how important it is for us to be here in keeping my family safe, but what’s the point if there is no family unit left to save? 
Should I just call Damian and tell him we no longer wish to be in witness protection and will be moving back home for the benefit of all four of us. Sure, it would be a risk, but what have we got to lose at this point? 
No. That would be stupid. I can’t do that. I have to keep going. I have to keep us safe. 
Better that we are all here and miserable than at home in our old lives, happy for a short while before the gang come for us again. 
But as I closed the front door to our new home and made my way slowly up the stairs to my bedroom, passing the closed doors of my children’s rooms while thinking about Stuart out there in the night all by himself, I had no idea that what would happen next wasn’t just up to me. 
My other family members could dictate the future too. 
And because of that, disaster was now only just around the corner. 
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STUART
My home life is a mess. So much so that I’m trying to spend as little time there as possible. But there is somewhere in this new town of mine that I do plan on spending a lot more time in. It’s the hotel on the high street, the one with the white exterior walls and blue windowsills, making it look more like it belongs in Santorini than in the north of England. I was planning on coming down here tomorrow on my lunch break from work, but after another fight with Sophie, I needed to get out of the house, and now that I am, I might as well be productive. 
I’m approaching the hotel rather than heading to the pub opposite because I am going to make a reservation. I need a room for one night, although I won’t be booking it under the name the protection services have given me. Nor will I be booking it under my previous name, the one my parents gave me at birth. Instead, I will be using a third name, one I came up with myself at work this afternoon while I was daydreaming to pass the time. 
But the name itself isn’t important. What is important is that nobody in this town has any idea that I’m the one who made the booking. That way, it won’t get back to my wife or my children, and they won’t ask me some uncomfortable questions that I can’t answer truthfully. 
I enter the hotel and smile at the elderly woman behind the counter but not too much because I don’t want to be particularly memorable. Just polite enough to be friendly. Then I tell her that I require a room for Friday night, before she confirms that she has rooms available; something I already knew after checking on the website. She gives me the price, and I tell her that will be fine before asking if I can pay in cash. She has no problems with that, although the tax man might if she plans on not declaring any of it, and I hand over the required sum before giving her a few details to complete the reservation. 
And then that’s it. The room is booked for Friday, and I’m told that check-in will be available from 2pm, which will be just fine. 
After thanking the lady behind the desk, I make my way back outside before deciding that I will call in at the pub across the road before going back home. I’ve been out for about half an hour now, but another thirty minutes won’t hurt. And with a bit of luck, Sophie will be in bed when I get back, so neither of us will have to endure another argument.  
I do feel bad about avoiding her, but right now, it’s for the best. Neither one of us is happy with our lot in life at this present time, and no amount of talking about it is going to change things in the near future, so I don’t see the point in risking more fights. We’ll just get on with our lives in the best way we can, and for me, the best way involves making sure Rachel is going to come and see me. 
And now the hotel room is booked, I can call her and give her the good news. 
After breaking the first rule of witness protection by contacting somebody from my past, I have spent a lot of time trying to persuade Rachel to come and visit me in my new location. But I realised that trying to persuade her to move here right away was a huge ask, so that’s why I had the idea to try and ease her into it a little more gently. I suggested she come up for a night and stay in a hotel in the town. That way, it would not only give us the chance to be together again after what feels like forever, but it would also give her the chance to see a little bit of the area and decide whether or not she could see herself living here. 
I have already taken Friday afternoon off work, using half a day’s holiday from my new employer while keeping it a secret from Sophie, who will be at work herself that afternoon. The plan is for me to meet Rachel at this hotel and for us to ‘enjoy’ the room I have just booked, before I leave her to explore the town by herself on Friday evening. Then I’ll make some excuse and get out of the house on Saturday morning, saying that I’m going for a run or something, before returning to the hotel and bidding Rachel goodbye. But I hope it will only be a temporary goodbye, not a final one. I’m hoping that by then, after seeing me and listening to what I want our future to be in more detail, she will confirm that she will move up here so we can be together. Then all I’ll need to do is leave Sophie in due course, and that will be that. I’ll get the woman I love but still be able to see my children regularly too. 
It’s a win-win. Well, for everybody except Sophie, I suppose. But she’s as unhappy as I am, so maybe it is for the best for her as well. She could meet somebody new up here herself one day. Find a second lover, just like I have, and perhaps when she does, she will understand just why I had to seize my chance when it presented itself to me. 
Rachel sounds happy to hear my voice, which is another promising sign after the early awkwardness of our last few phone calls, and after I have told her about the hotel, she confirms she will be here on Friday. That’s all I need to hear to put a spring in my step, and as I enter the pub and order a local ale from the young guy behind the bar, I look around and think that maybe this place isn’t so bad after all. 
I can settle here, eventually. I just need the right components around me. 
Now that Rachel is coming, everything is going to be fine. 
Right?
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JOSH
I’ve never been so glad to make it to Friday lunchtime. Just one afternoon to get through, and then I don’t have to be inside these school gates for two whole days. That means no more having to pretend to be somebody that I’m not, no more hassle from some of the bigger kids here and best of all, no more having to try and avoid being punched in the face when one of those kids decides to try and show off to their friends by bullying me. 
This week hasn’t been a fun one, but I’ve managed to get through it without any more cuts and bruises, and that’s good because there’s no way Mum would keep believing me if I told her I was getting them all from football matches. She knows that I’ve played football all my life and never come home hurt before, so there’s only so much that she would believe now before she suspected that I was picking up my injuries in another way. If that happens, then I know she’ll come straight to the school and demand to speak to somebody about what she would see as me being bullied, and that’s the worst thing that could happen because then the bullies will think that I’m a cry baby. I can’t have them thinking that, so I need to keep Mum away from here, and hopefully, that is possible because the bullies seem to be leaving me alone now. 
I’m by myself as another lunchtime starts, but this is okay as long as I don’t get any hassle. My plan is to just eat my sandwich and then walk around on the outskirts of the playground until it’s time to go back inside again. I can do that. It’s fine. I don’t need friends here because I won’t live here forever. I’ll move away as soon as I can, once I’m old enough, and the protection services or my parents won’t be able to do anything about it. 
The next thing I know, my sandwich has gone flying out of my hand, and I’m face down on the concrete. I’ve been tripped up, and my knee really hurts now. 
But who tripped me?
The sniggering sound I hear from above me gives me my answer. 
It’s the Year Eleven pupil again. 
I guess he’s not got bored of me yet. 
I quickly get back to my feet, if only so I’m less vulnerable to whatever he might do next to attack me. But no further attack comes, although that has nothing to do with anything the bully or I do. Instead, the situation is defused by somebody else. It’s another pupil that I recognise as being in my class. He’s called James, and while I’ve never actually spoken to him before, he seems to be sticking up for me now. 
‘Leave him alone,’ James tells the bully. 
‘Or what?’
‘Or I’ll make sure you get detention.’
The bully snorts at that, but to my surprise, he doesn’t retaliate any further. He just laughs at the pair of us before walking away with his friends, as if what just happened was a completely insignificant moment in their lunch hour. But it wasn’t insignificant to me. If anything, it’s the biggest and most important thing that has happened to me in a long time. 
I seem to have an ally here. Someone who is nice to me. 
And somebody who could become my friend?
‘Thanks for that,’ I say to James as I dust some dirt off my trousers. 
‘No problem,’ James replies with a shrug so casual that it makes me long for the time when I used to be as confident as him. ‘Don’t worry about that guy. He’s not as tough as he looks.’
‘I don’t know, he looks pretty tough to me,’ I admit as I watch the bully walking away across the playground. 
‘Forget about him. And I think you need to forget about your sandwich too.’
James points to my lunch on the floor, or at least what is left of it anyway. It’s all over the concrete, the bread and the ham having fallen out of the foil wrapper and separated, making my sandwich look very inedible now. 
‘How about we get something from the shop?’ James suggests, surprising me with the idea. 
‘What?’
‘There’s a shop not far from here that does good sandwiches. They’re nicer than the ones my mum makes for me anyway. I’m going there now. Do you want to come?’
‘But we’re not allowed to leave school yet,’ I reply, before wishing I had said something that could have made me seem less uncool because now I’m worried that James is going to regret coming to my aid. But as he tends to do with everything, he just shrugs and keeps on rolling. 
‘I’ve done it loads of times, and we won’t get in trouble if we don’t get caught. Come on, follow me.’
James sets off towards the fence that runs around this playground, and I deliberate whether or not to follow him for all of two seconds before I realise that it’s a choice between going with him or staying here by myself for another lonely lunchtime. By the time I have caught him back up, we’re behind a row of tall trees, and here, I can see the escape route that my new friend has in mind. It’s a single fence panel that is easily lifted up, and as James manoeuvres it, he tells me to go under. I do as he says, and now I’m on the street outside the school, feeling a mixture of excitement and nerves to be away from the teachers and my fellow pupils at a time of day when I should still be around them. 
James joins me before dropping the small fence panel back into position, so it doesn’t look like it has been tampered with, and then he points ahead down the road. 
‘This way,’ he says, and we head into town, our uniforms making me feel like it’s only a matter of time until somebody reports us to the school for being truants. But as James tells me, most people are so busy worrying about their own lives to stop and worry about what somebody else is doing, and I suppose he is right.  
We spend the walk chatting about fun things like which football team we support, what video games we like and what we plan to do when we don’t have to go to school anymore. James tells me he wants to move to America because he has an uncle there who lives near the beach, and I agree that it does sound amazing. Then he asks me what it’s like being the new guy at school, and I say that it’s hard because I don’t know anybody. And that’s how James came to start asking me about my life before I got to this school. 
I grit my teeth because I know this is the part where I have to start lying again. I have to avoid the truth, the one about me being a popular boy at my old school who had lots of friends and lots of video games and who lived in a big house with a big back garden for kicking a football around in. I have to just play along with what Damian has decided for us, keeping my answers short and simple and doing my best to change the topic as soon as I can. 
Or do I?
What if I didn’t lie? What if I told James the truth?
What if I did something that made me happy for the first time in a long time instead of just doing what everybody else tells me to do?
‘Can you keep a secret?’ I ask him as we reach the high street, and I’m on the cusp of revealing all because now that I have a friend in this unfamiliar town, I feel emboldened and brave. 
James tells me that he can keep secrets and stops walking, clearly eager to hear what I have to say to him. But I don’t get any further than that because I see something up ahead that confuses me. 
I see a woman walking into a hotel, although that’s not the confusing part. 
The confusing part is why my dad has his arm around her. 
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Tilly was in the middle of another nightmare. 
She could see the man in the woods again, only this time he wasn’t moving. He was dead, just like she knew he was in real life after seeing the headline in the newspaper, and because of that, it made her bad dream even scarier. But unlike all the other times she had suffered a nightmare like this, she woke up quickly, and the anxiety eased once she realised that she was okay. She hadn’t screamed or called out for her parents, nor had she felt the need to go into their bedroom and seek some reassurance that everything was okay. Instead, she just rolled over in her bed to where Sally lay and reached out to hold the hand of her best friend in all the world. 
‘Are you awake?’ Tilly asked her doll before deciding that Sally was as much of a bad sleeper as her, so she continued to talk to her. ‘It’s cold tonight, isn’t it? And dark. Darker than usual. There must be no moon.’
Tilly peered over at the curtains but saw no evidence of moonlight seeping through them. It seemed like it was the true middle of the night, sometime between 1am and 3am, when everything was so still and quiet and just more than a little spooky. 
Tilly knew that the best thing to do at a time like this would be to close her eyes and try to get back to sleep again, after which she would hopefully wake up when the sun had risen, and her bedroom would be looking a lot less gloomy. But she couldn’t rest, and the reason for that was one she felt like she had to share with Sally. 
‘I need to tell you something,’ Tilly whispered to her pale-faced doll beside her. ‘Can you keep a secret?’
Tilly made Sally’s head move in the form of a nod before feeling reassured enough to go on. 
‘I’ve done something I shouldn’t have,’ Tilly said softly. ‘Something that could get me in trouble.’
Sally’s eyes stared at Tilly before she continued. 
‘I’ve told somebody my real name. A new friend at school. They’re not my best friend because you’re still my best friend. But they were nice to me, so I told them the truth about us. I said we had seen some bad men in the woods and that we had sent them to prison, but we had to move away then. I did it because I needed another friend, not just you, and I didn’t know how to get one unless I was honest.’
Tilly feared that she had done the wrong thing but if she had, then Sally didn’t let her know it. That was the best thing about Sally. She never judged. She was never nasty or bad-tempered. That was why Tilly had always felt far more confident telling her things than she had done with her parents. And there was no doubt that, in this particular case, Tilly’s parents would not have been happy with the news she had just shared. 
That was why Tilly hoped they would never find out, and she had tried to achieve that by swearing her new friend to secrecy. Her new friend at school was called Rebecca, and Tilly hoped she would still be her friend for as long as she had to live in this new place. That was because she knew her brother was right when he had said something to her in the past. 
“You can’t just be friends with a doll forever. One day, you’ll have to make a real friend.”
It had made Tilly sad at the time he had said it, but only because she had known he was telling the truth. That was why she had made the effort now, in this new place, with Rebecca. She had done what her brother and, indeed, her parents had tried to get her to do in the past. 
Talk to somebody. Tell them things. Make a real connection. 
Now she had done that, she waited to see what was next. 
And it didn’t take long at all to find out. 
The sound of the banging on the front door downstairs made Tilly sit up in her bed, and as she saw the lights go on in the hallway, she crept towards her bedroom door to try and find out what was happening. Once there, she heard her parents talking to somebody before they came running back up the stairs, and despite trying her best, Tilly couldn’t make it back into her bed before they entered her room and caught her. But it didn’t matter that they had because she wasn’t in trouble for being out of bed in the middle of the night. 
But she might be in trouble for something else. 
‘Did you tell anybody about who we really are?’ her mum asked her as she began pulling open cupboard drawers and pulling clothes from within them. 
‘What’s happening, Mummy?’ Tilly replied, ignoring the question as she watched her mother start packing. 
‘We have to go now!’ came the cry from the hallway, and Tilly recognised it as coming from Damian. He was here, as were a couple of police officers who poked their heads into the bedroom before one of them walked over to the window and looked outside, peeking through the curtains at the dark night beyond. 
‘Come on!’ Tilly’s mum cried, and she held out her hand for her daughter to take. 
Tilly grabbed it but not before grabbing Sally too, and as she left her bedroom, she wondered if she would ever see it again. This felt just like the night they had to leave home the first time, their real home, not this new one that she had been slowly getting used to. But why did it feel like that?
Why was this happening again?
And then she got her answer. 
‘I want you to be honest with me, both of you,’ Tilly’s father said as he glared at both her and her brother, who was looking just as sleepy as she felt as he rubbed his eyes and tried to adjust to the bright lights in the living room. ‘Did you tell anybody about who we were and what we had done before we came here?’
Josh shook his head urgently, denying anything that might get him in trouble. And then Tilly felt the eyes of her parents on her, and despite wishing she could just shake her head too, she couldn’t. She just started to cry because she realised that telling Rebecca the truth was probably what had caused this commotion in the middle of the night. 
‘Oh Tilly, you silly little girl,’ her mum cried, but she couldn’t stay too angry at her because she hugged her daughter as the tears flowed, before Damian told them what would happen next. 
‘It seems that word got around town that there was a family in witness protection here. From there, it seems a few people have engaged in speculation online, including somebody who has correctly guessed that you are the family involved, and they have put your address in their social media post. Now we’re afraid the gang members may have seen it. If they have, they’ll know exactly where to come to find you now. That’s why we have to leave immediately.’
The whole family were in agreement that leaving now was the best thing to do, and that’s why they all headed for the door, a few bags in hand but not much else because there simply wasn’t time to grab it all. 
But before they could get outside, a police officer shouted at them to get back inside. Tilly heard somebody say that “they’re here!” before the squealing of tyres shattered the silence on the street. 
The family were bundled back into the house, and the front door was slammed shut behind them. 
A lock was turned. 
Everybody was told to stay quiet. 
And then the lights went out. 
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SOPHIE
When will this nightmare ever end? 
The day in the woods. The court case. The protection. The new life. It’s all been terrible, but at least I thought things would slowly get better. And now this. A horrible wake-up call in the dead of night. An army of police officers at our door, telling us we were in danger again. And now, several gunshots ringing out, turning this once quiet town into something out of a scary movie. 
‘Stay down!’ Damian tells us, and I have every intention of following his advice as I cower with the rest of my family on the floor in a corner of the kitchen, a location we were told to go to because it’s furthest from any of the doors, so I presume that means it is the safest place for us should anybody come through them. 
But will they? 
So far, the doors have remained shut, but that’s only because there are several police officers outside this house, stopping whatever gang members are trying to get in. But there is one problem, and it’s a big one. The police officers charged with guarding us don’t have the same weapons as the gang members trying to get past them, and the deafening sound of the bullets outside suggests the gang are gaining the upper hand. 
Damian is shouting into his phone, urging whoever is on the other end of it to send more assistance, but even he seems to recognise that time is running out for us. If the gang members make it through that door before backup arrives, then they will surely kill us before anybody can stop them. 
Looking around as if there might be something in here that I could stop them with, I see the usual things one would see in a kitchen. 
Pots. Pans. 
And a knife. 
Reaching up onto the counter for the sharp instrument, I grip the handle tightly before holding it out in front of me, ready to fight to my last breath should anybody come through that door with the intention of harming my children. I’ll die for them if I have to, and considering how I only have a knife while they have guns, I fully expect that it’s what is going to happen in a moment’s time. 
Damian sees me with the weapon, and part of me wants him to tell me to put it down because I won’t need it. But he doesn’t do that. Instead, he just gives me a look that seems to say that I might as well keep hold of it because it’s probably the best chance I have right now, and that only makes me feel worse. Then I see my children’s faces, and they have also spotted the weapon in my hands. But they react in a more predictable fashion. They start to cry, both of them, tears running down their cheeks as if they are upset at all the times that they have ever done anything to upset me because now they can see that I really did mean it on all the occasions that I said that I would do anything for them. 
And then there’s Stuart. He sees the knife too and looks at me with pain in his eyes. 
No, wait, that’s not it. It’s something else. Something I haven’t seen from him in a long time. 
Love. 
He’s looking at me like he used to. Like he did when we met. Like he did on our wedding day. Like he did before he started becoming more distant with me and making me feel like it was only a matter of time until he told me it wasn’t working. 
But why the sudden change? Why has he reverted back to how he used to be? Why now? 
Is it because he has seen how much I am willing to fight for our family? 
For our children? 
For us?
As we hear one of the doors to the house get kicked open and an unknown assailant declares that they are in, that’s when it happens. 
Stuart reaches out and grabs the knife from my hand, and then he gets up off the floor, running towards the kitchen door that leads back into the living room, towards where the house’s defences have just been breached. 
I beg for him to stop, to come back, to not go through that door because he has no idea what waits for him on the other side, but it surely can’t be good. But he doesn’t listen to me. All he does is take one last look back at me and our children cowering in this dark corner of this house that never felt like our home, and then he mouths something to us all. 
He says that he loves us. 
And then he rushes through the door, the knife out in front of him to meet any attacker he encounters head-on. 
I go to get up, desperate to grab him and bring him back before he can get hurt. But Damian stops me, putting an arm across my torso and holding me back in the corner with my children. 
And then I hear more gunshots - terrible, ear-piercing gunshots - and each one convinces me more and more that my husband is now dead. 
They seem to last forever, and there’s a lot more firing than there was only a few minutes ago, suggesting more guns have entered the battle. Is it the police backup units making all the noise? Or the gang? I have no idea as I hold my children’s heads down and hold them tightly in my arms. 
And then it all goes quiet.
A horrible silence envelops us once the gunfire has ceased, and the dust is allowed to settle in this bullet-hole-ridden place.
It’s only when I open my eyes that I notice the room is flashing blue, and I guess they are the lights from outside coming from the arrival of more police cars that Damian called to request. 
But they’re surely too late. 
My kids might be safe, and I might be too. The extra police officers might have nullified the threat from the gang and ended the danger that faces us. 
But that’s not enough. Not now. Not if I have lost my husband. 
What about Stuart? 
What fate met him when he ran through that door with the knife?
What happened to him after he went off to protect the rest of us?
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STUART
The last thing I remembered before I closed my eyes was being in terrible pain. It’s funny, but the first thing that happens as I open my eyes is that I feel in a similar sort of pain too. The only difference this time is that there seems to be a team of nurses who can do something about that pain, and as they hurriedly increase the dosage of the medication that is being funnelled into my veins by the IV drip I’m hooked up to, I start to feel better almost instantly. 
I’m still fussed over by more nurses before a doctor comes in to examine me, taking a look at me before examining a series of charts that are attached to the clipboard at the end of my bed. But he seems happy enough with how things are going before he advises one of the nurses to check on my wound and change my bandages before he calls around to see me again later. 
My wound? My bandages?
I lift the bedsheet up and look down at where I felt the pain before the morphine took over, and when I do, I see the left-hand side of my torso is heavily wrapped in rolls of white gauze, preventing me from seeing what grim injury is underneath. 
But I have some idea. I presume it is a bullet wound that came about after I ran towards the man who had come through our front door, the man with the balaclava over his face and the gun in his hand. That gun had been aimed right at me, and despite me having raised my knife above my head, I’d already known that I was severely outmatched. 
I don’t recall hearing the sound of the bullet leaving the chamber. I just remember the searing pain in my left side before I crumpled to the floor, losing my grip on my weapon and praying that this one bullet hadn’t done enough damage to cause me to bleed out only a few feet away from where my family were hiding. 
That’s all I remember. Until I woke up here, in this hospital bed, in this room full of sterilised equipment and beeping machines and all manner of people in uniforms who keep poking their heads in and asking if I’m okay. But the only thing I want to see right now is my family. 
Where are they? Did they make it out of that house alive? Or did the gang get to them like they got to me? 
Are they all dead now? If so, why did the paramedics have to save me? I’d rather have died too, than live in a world without them. And then the door opens, and I see them. 
Tilly first, her favourite doll in one hand and a homemade card in the other, rushing towards me while shouting ‘Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!’
She’s followed by Josh, my boy, who is carrying a stack of car magazines that he knows I will like, while he is smiling at me with just the smallest hint of tears in his eyes. 
And behind him comes Sophie, my beautiful wife and the woman who would have risked her own life to fight off the gang members with that knife if I hadn’t taken it from her and forced her to stay behind with our children where it was safer. 
She is holding a bunch of flowers and a box of chocolates, much like how I did on one of our first dates, and I can’t help but laugh at how things have changed since then. But as I accept the love and warm embraces from my family while doing my best not to burst my stitches, I feel something else other than love. 
I feel guilt. 
It’s the guilt of what I have been doing behind their backs. 
Rachel. My affair. And my plan to leave my family to be with her. 
How could I have ever thought that was the best thing for me? I’ve been a fool. Losing my family to a dangerous gang would have been one thing, but losing them to my own stupidity would have been another. But perhaps there is still time to salvage this. I could make up for the sins of my past. Tell Rachel that I have made a mistake and that my family needs me. Be a better father to Josh and Tilly. And be a far better husband to Sophie than I have been; the one she deserves and the one she should have been getting all this time. 
I spend the first hour of my family’s visit eating chocolates, re-reading Tilly’s card and talking about a couple of the articles in the car magazines with Josh. The second half sees my kids leave the room to go in search of some snacks from the nearest vending machine while Sophie fills me in on all that I have missed since I’ve been in the care of the medics. 
‘The police stopped the gang before they could get to us all,’ Sophie tells me, the look on her face as she speaks making it clear that she is still having a hard time wishing to remember the horror of that fateful night. ‘Those who weren’t killed were arrested. There were five of them in total who came to our house, and one of them was Shane Halliwell, the leader of the gang.’
‘What happened to him?’ I ask, unsure whether it would be a good or a bad thing if he had lived to fight another day.
‘He was badly injured, but he’s alive,’ Sophie tells me. ‘But he’ll be spending the rest of his life behind bars, as will any others who were either at the house that night or have been linked to plotting to hurt us. The good news is that the police think the threat from the gang is minimal now, although they admit they can never say it will be gone entirely because there might always be somebody out there with links to them who want to hurt us.’
I nod my head to show that I understand what my wife is telling me. We could go home if we want to, back to our old lives. But there will always be a nagging doubt at the back of our minds as to whether or not there could be future reprisals. 
‘What do you want to do?’ I ask her, willing to put the choice entirely in my wife’s hands. 
But as always, Sophie is fair with me, making it clear that this is a decision that we must come to together. 
‘I just want to be with you and the kids,’ I tell her truthfully before reaching out and taking her hand. ‘Whatever we have to do to be together and safe, let’s do it.’
Sophie has tears in her eyes as I squeeze her hand before I go on to say more. I start by apologising for my behaviour recently. The arguments. The storming out of the house. The lack of affection on my part. I say sorry for it all. Then I promise her that things will change. I’ll go back to being the man she fell in love with. The one who would make her laugh instead of cry, and the one who would come home with flowers rather than with the desire to pick a fight. 
My wife rests her head on my chest, and I kiss her hair before she says that everything is going to be okay now, and I agree with her. Then, once our tears have dried and we have separated, she leaves the room to go and check on the kids because they have been a while, and she has a feeling that they might have got lost. 
I smile at her as she leaves the room before picking up one of the magazines and flicking through it, settling on an article about a new supercar that is being manufactured in Germany that is expected to have a top speed of over 300mph. But before I can lose myself too much in the article, I hear the door to my room open again, and when I look up, I see my son entering with a can of cola in one hand and a big bag of crisps in the other. 
‘Hey, check this out. There’s a new car coming out that will go three hundred miles per hour. Do you think Mum will let me buy it?’ I ask as I turn the magazine around to let Josh get a look at the photo inside it. But he doesn’t look at the magazine. He doesn’t even look at me. He just puts the snacks down on a side table before taking a seat in the chair that his mother just vacated. Then he keeps his head bowed as he starts to speak. 
‘I saw you,’ he says quietly. ‘With that woman going into that hotel. Who was she?’
‘What?’
‘On Friday afternoon. The white hotel with the blue windowsills. It was you, wasn’t it?’
It certainly sounds like me. 
‘Just be honest, Dad. Are you having an affair?’
My mind races as I try to figure out how my son could possibly have found out about what I have been doing. The secret I worked so hard to keep hidden is now exposed. 
So what can I do about it? Keep lying? Or admit the truth?
My lack of response seems to tell Josh all he needs to know before he asks me another question. 
‘Are you going to leave Mum?’
That question is just as brutal as his first one, but at least it’s a lot easier for me to answer. 
‘No, I’m not,’ I assure him, forcing him to look at me so he can see how sincere I am being with him. ‘I’ve made a mistake, but it will stop, I promise. Okay?’
Josh nods his head, and it’s a relief that he believes me. But I still don’t know if he is going to keep this quiet from his mother, and he would be well within his rights to tell her. But he seems to read my mind and lets me know that he won’t tell Sophie as long as I promise not to hurt her. 
‘Deal,’ I say, and then we hug, each of us squeezing the other tightly, two males who would be embarrassed to show so much affection in public but who will willingly do it behind closed doors. 
Then we separate, and Josh picks up the car magazine, moving onto the more light-hearted topic that I was talking about when he first walked in here. But I don’t let him get away with it that easily. 
‘So, how about we discuss why you weren’t at school on that day you saw me?’ I suggest, and I see his face drop before I wink to let him know that he isn’t in trouble for whatever rules he might have broken either. After all, they can’t be worse than the rules I have broken in my past. 
Sophie and Tilly re-enter the room then, the two females of the family chattering away excitedly as they discuss something they just saw out in the corridor. I smile at the pair of them as Tilly shows her doll that she has brought back some sweets for her while Sophie gets to work on arranging the flowers she brought me, putting them in a vase that the nurse has provided. 
Feeling safe and secure in the comfort of my family unit, I lie back on my pillow and look out of the window. The sun is shining, and it gives me a reason to believe that everything is going to be okay in the end. 
Then I close my eyes and try and get some sleep. 
These are eyes that have seen a lot in their time. 
But for now, they are at rest.  



EPILOGUE
SOPHIE
It’s crazy how all of this began after something we saw. A whole family put in danger, and our lives uprooted based on being in the wrong place at the wrong time and seeing things that we could have easily missed. 
It’s been hard for me not to dwell on the randomness of life. How we were unlucky. How somebody else could have seen those things and had to deal with all of this mess instead of us. How we could have just gone home that day and carried on our lives as normal.
But no. We saw what we saw. 
And things could never be the same again. 
If only a person could go through life with their eyes closed, then they would surely be protected against anything that might be upsetting. But that’s not realistic. Every day we are exposed to things, and we never know what they might be until they occur right in front of us. 
Of course, many things we see in life are good. Like a sunset or a beautifully presented meal. Like the smiling face of a loved one or a presentable partner on a wedding day. And like all the photographs that hold so many wonderful memories that are meant to be cherished for a lifetime. 
But then there are the things we see that we wish we hadn’t, and they don’t all have to be as extreme as witnessing two men trying to hide a body in the woods. It could be something as simple as rainclouds on a day that was planned to be spent outdoors. It could be the sad face of a loved one when they frown or cry. Or it could be a single text message that was intended for somebody else but that was intercepted and read, shattering a person’s beliefs about the man they had once married. 
That’s what happened to me on the day I saw a text message on Stuart’s phone that was clearly not one he meant for me to see.
It was a while ago now, long before all the drama with the gang and the need for witness protection. It was during a simpler time when our lives weren’t in danger, and the only problems we had to deal with on a daily basis were the kind that everybody has to go through at some point or another. Stresses about the bills. The delegating of household chores. The monotony of routine. And the occasional thoughts about whether or not a marriage was missing the spark it had once held. 
That fear of my own marriage losing some of its lustre was what drove me to sneak a peek at my husband’s phone while he was otherwise occupied. I hadn’t expected to see much at all. I certainly hadn’t expected to find any evidence of him cheating on me. 
Yet that was exactly what I found. 
I saw the text message from somebody called Rachel, and at first, I presumed it must have been meant for somebody else. I mean, there was no way it was for my Stuart, right? Not with all the flirting and the mention of another dirty night in a hotel and the kisses at the end. But it was for him. I knew it, and that’s why I wished I could have unseen it. But it was too late for that, and despite putting the phone down where Stuart had left it and pretending like I hadn’t ever picked it up, I couldn’t unsee it. It was the confirmation that my husband had another woman and was betraying the love I thought we shared. 
But unlike what my family saw in the woods after that, I didn’t insist on acting on it. As far as the sordid text message went, I pretended like it hadn’t happened and carried on with my life as normal. Sure, I knew Stuart was up to no good behind my back for a long time, but I couldn’t bring myself to confront him about it. I just hoped it was a problem that would go away. Perhaps the affair would fizzle out. Maybe Stuart would come to his senses and end it. Hopefully, he would never leave me and ask for a divorce. 
But, of course, I never knew for sure what would happen, which meant that every day was a nervous one for me as I waited to see if that would be the day when he would confirm what I already knew. 
That he didn’t love me anymore. 
But he never did that, and then suddenly, my family was presented with the chance to start afresh. We’d witnessed a terrible crime. There was a dangerous gang who wanted to shut us up. The worst thing we could do was talk to the police, just like my husband advised. But I chose to do it anyway. I did it because I knew there was a chance that we might have to leave our old lives and start a new one elsewhere, and because of that, I knew there was a chance Stuart’s affair would end, and he would be forced to focus on me again. 
I wanted the police to keep our identities secret when we testified against the gang in court. That would have been the safest thing for us all. But as soon as they were unfortunately leaked and we were definitely in danger, I admit I didn’t see having to move somewhere new as the problem that Stuart saw it as. That’s because I wasn’t having to leave anything behind. Unlike him, the man who had another woman.
Moving to a new place was difficult in all sorts of ways. But there was one way I thought things could be better. I thought Stuart’s affair would have to end, and then he would fall back in love with me, and that would at least be one good thing that would have come out of the whole debacle. 
I’ll admit that things didn’t quite go as I had planned. Despite starting anew, Stuart and I still hadn’t got closer. I don’t know why that was. If I had to guess, I’d say it was because he was secretly resenting me for forcing him away from his mistress, the one he still has no idea that I knew anything about, even to this day. But despite all that, it seemed like we were heading for a separation eventually. 
Until that night the gang found us, and Stuart went into full protective mode, willing to risk his life to save his wife and kids. That, to me, was the moment that I knew he still loved me, and I think it was also the moment he remembered that he still loved me too. 
Things ever since then have been great between us. The four of us as a family opted to stay in witness protection, although we were moved to another area, and it was one that had a lot more opportunities for each of us. Bigger and better schools for Josh and Tilly, with more kids and more opportunities to make friends. There were better jobs for me and Stuart, too, meaning our professional lives aren’t currently as dour as they could have been. And our new house is much more to our tastes, a similar size to the place we once called home, and certainly big enough to accommodate all the things my loved ones need. 
But just like everything else, things have changed. Josh isn’t so obsessed with video games anymore, preferring to go out shopping now so he can buy hair products and new clothes for the girl in his class that he is hoping to impress. Tilly is no longer fixated on her dolls, and while Sally will always hold a special place in her heart, she has real friends now, ones she can sit around and have afternoon teas with and have real conversations with, which makes me smile to see. I have forgiven her for exposing us back in Berwick-upon-Tweed, aware that she was just doing what she felt she needed to do to find a friend there and realising that she would never have done it if she had been happy at the time. But she is happy now; both my children are, and that is all that matters. 
As for Stuart, he has changed as well, and it’s all been in a positive way. He takes me out on dinner dates like he did when we first met. He also opts to spend more time with me in front of the TV at home rather than finding something to do elsewhere to avoid being around me. And he has certainly rediscovered his appetite for me in the bedroom, something that might explain why I have been feeling so exhausted in the mornings lately. 
I know that he made his mistakes in the past, and I’m well aware that our marriage probably wouldn’t have survived if none of this had happened to change the courses of our lives forever, but the past can’t be altered. We’re focusing on the future, and right now, the future feels like a very exciting thing. 
And what about me? Well, I’m still the same, I suppose. I dote on my kids, I try to make my husband smile, and I work hard whilst making sure I find the occasional time to play hard too. But I will now be taking more care with where I look. 
I won’t be looking at my husband’s phone ever again, that’s for sure. Nor will I be suggesting spontaneous trips into the woods with my family for fear of what we might end up stumbling across. 
From now on, I will be more careful with where my eyes wander. 
I suggest you do the same. 
After all, you never know what you might see. 



THE END
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TIL DEATH DO US PART
What if your husband was your worst enemy?
Megan thinks that she has the perfect husband and the perfect life. Craig works all day so that she doesn't have to, leaving her free to relax in their beautiful and secluded country home. But when she starts to long for friends and purpose again, Megan applies for a job in London, much to her husband's disappointment. She thinks he is upset because she is unhappy. But she has no idea.
When Megan secretly attends an interview and meets a recruiter for a drink, Craig decides it is time to act. Locking her away in their home, Megan realises that her husband never had her best interests at heart. Worse, they didn't meet by accident. Craig has been planning it all from the start.
As Megan is kept shut away from the world with only somebody else's diary for company, she starts to uncover the lies, the secrets, and the fact that she isn't actually Craig's first wife after all...



THE PASSENGER
She takes the same train every day. But this is a journey she will never forget...
Amanda is a hardworking single mum, focused on her job and her daughter, Louise.  But it’s also time she did something for herself, and after saving for years, she is now close to quitting her dreary 9-5 and following her dream. 
But then, on her usual commute home from London to Brighton, she meets a charming stranger – a man who seems to know everything about her. Then he delivers an ultimatum. She needs to give him the code to her safe where she keeps her savings before they reach Brighton – or she will never see Louise again. 
Amanda is horrified, but while she knows the threat is real, she can’t give him the code. That’s because the safe contains something other than her money. It holds a secret. A secret so terrible it will destroy both her’s and her daughter’s life if it ever gets out...



THE WRONG WOMAN
What if you were the perfect person to get revenge?
Simone used to be the woman other women would use if they suspected their partner was cheating. She would investigate, find out the truth and if the men were guilty, exact revenge in one form or another. But after things went wrong with one particular couple, Simone was forced to go into hiding to evade the law.
Having assumed a new identity, Simone is now Mary, a mild-mannered woman who doesn't raise her voice or get angry, meaning nobody would ever suspect her of being capable of the things she used to do for a living. But when she finds out that her new boyfriend is having an affair, it awakens in her the person she used to be. Plotting revenge, Mary reverts back to the woman she once was before she went on the run and became domesticated. That means Simone is back, and it also means that her boyfriend and his mistress are in for the shock of their lives.
They messed with her. But they picked the wrong woman.



THE WOMAN AT THE DOOR
It was a perfect Saturday night. Until she knocked on the door...
Rebecca and Sam are happily married and enjoying a typical Saturday night until a knock at the door changes everything. There's a woman outside, and she has something to say. Something that will change the happy couple's relationship forever...
With their marriage thrown into turmoil, Rebecca no longer knows who to trust, while Sam is determined to find out who that woman was and why she came to their house. But the problem is that he doesn’t know who she is and why she has targeted them.
Desperate to save his marriage, Sam is willing to do anything to find the truth, even if it means breaking the law. But as time goes by and things only seem to get worse, it looks like he could lose Rebecca forever.



THE NEIGHBOURS
It seemed like the perfect house on the perfect street. Until they met the neighbours...
Happily married couple, Katie and Sean, have plenty to look forward to as they move into their new home and plan for the future. But then they meet two of their new neighbours, and everything on their quiet street suddenly doesn't seem as desirable as it did before.
Having been warned about the other neighbours and their adulterous and criminal ways, Katie and Sean realise that they are going to have to be on their guard if they want to make their time here a happy one.
But some of the other neighbours seem so nice, and that's why they choose to ignore the warning and get friendly with the rest of the people on the street. And that is why their marriage will never be the same again...



THE TUTOR
What if you invited danger into your home?
Amy is a loving wife and mother to her husband, Nick, and her two children, Michael and Bella. It’s that dedication to her family that causes her to seek help for her teenage son when it becomes apparent that he is going to fail his end of school exams.
Enlisting the help of a professional tutor, Amy is certain that she is doing the best thing for her son and, indeed, her family. But when she discovers that there is more to this tutor than meets the eye, it is already too late. 
With the rest of her family enamoured by the tutor, Amy is the only one who can see that there is something not quite right about her. But as the tutor becomes more involved in Amy’s family, it’s not just the present that is threatened. Secrets from the past are exposed too, and by the time everything is out in the open, Amy isn’t just worried about her son and his exams anymore. She is worried for the survival of her entire family. 



HE WAS A LIAR
What if you never really knew the man you loved?
Sarah is in a loving relationship with Paul, a seemingly perfect man who she is hoping to marry and start a family with one day, until his sudden death sends her into a world of pain. 
Trying to come to terms with her loss, Sarah finds comfort in going through some of Paul’s old things, including his laptop and his emails. But after finding something troubling, Sarah begins to learn things about Paul that she never knew before, and it turns out he wasn't as perfect as she thought. But as she unravels more about his secretive past, she ends up not only learning things that break her heart, but things that the police will be interested to know too.
Sarah can’t believe what she has discovered. But it’s only when she keeps digging that she realises it’s not just her late boyfriend’s secrets that are contained on the laptop. Other people’s secrets are too, and they aren’t dead, which means they will do anything to protect them.



RUN AWAY WITH ME
What if your partner was wanted by the police?
Laura is feeling content with her life. She is married, she has a good home, and she is due to give birth to her first child any day now. But her perfect world is shattered when her husband comes home flustered and afraid. He’s made a terrible mistake. He’s done a bad thing. And now the police are going to be looking for him.
There’s only one way out of this. He wants to run. But he won’t go without his wife...
Laura knows it is wrong. She knows they should stay and face the music. But she doesn’t want to lose her man. She can’t raise this baby alone. So she agrees to go with him. But life on the run is stressful and unpredictable, and as time goes by, Laura worries she has made a terrible mistake. They should never have ran. But it’s too late for that now. Her life is ruined. The only question is: how will it end? 



THE ROLE MODEL
She raised her. Now she must help her...
Heather is a single mum who has always done what’s best for her daughter, Chloe. From childhood up to the age of seventeen, Chloe has been no trouble. That is until one night when she calls her mother with some shocking news. There’s been an accident. And now there’s a dead body...
As always, Heather puts her daughter’s safety before all else, but this might be one time when she goes too far. Instead of calling the emergency services, Heather hides the body, saving her daughter from police interviews and public outcry.
But as she well knows, everything she does has an impact on her child’s behaviour, and as time goes on and the pair struggle to keep their sordid secret hidden, Heather begins to think that she hasn’t been such a good mum after all. In fact, she might have been the worst role model ever...



THE BROKEN VOWS
He broke his word to her. Now she wants revenge...
Alison is happily married to Graham, or at least she is until she finds out that he has been cheating on her. Graham has broken the vows he made on his wedding day. How could he do it? It takes Alison a while to figure it out, but at least she has time on her side. Only that is where she is wrong. 
A devastating diagnosis means the clock is ticking down on her life now, and if she wants revenge on her cheating partner, then she is going to have to act fast. Alison does just that, implementing a dangerous and deadly plan, and it’s one that will have far reaching consequences for several people, including her clueless husband.



WE USED TO LIVE HERE
How much do you know about your house?
When the Burgess family move into their ‘forever’ home, it seems like they are set for many happy years together at their new address. Steph and Grant, along with their two children, Charlie and Amelia, settle into their new surroundings quickly. But then they receive a visit from a couple who claim to have lived in their house before and wish to have a look around for old time’s sake. They seem pleasant and plausible, so Steph invites them in. And that’s when things start to change...
It's not long after the peculiar visit when the homeowners start to find evidence of the past all around their new home as they redecorate. But it’s the discovery of a hidden wall containing several troubling messages that really sends Steph into a spin, and after digging deeper into the history of the house a little more, she learns it is connected to a shocking crime from the past. A crime that still remains unsolved...
Every house has secrets. But some don’t stay buried forever...



THE 20 MINUTES SERIES
What readers are saying:
“If you like people watching, then you will love these books!”
“The psychological insight was fascinating, the stories were absorbing and the characters were 3D. I absolutely loved it.”
“The books in this series are an incredibly easy read, you become invested in the lives of the characters so easily, and I am eager to know more and more. Roll on the next book.”
THE 20 MINUTES SERIES (in order)
20 MINUTES ON THE TUBE
20 MINUTES LATER
20 MINUTES IN THE PARK
20 MINUTES ON HOLIDAY
20 MINUTES BY THE THAMES
20 MINUTES AT HALLOWEEN
20 MINUTES AROUND THE BONFIRE
20 MINUTES BEFORE CHRISTMAS 
20 MINUTES OF VALENTINE’S DAY
20 MINUTES TO CHANGE A LIFE 
20 MINUTES IN LAS VEGAS
20 MINUTES IN THE DESERT
20 MINUTES ON THE ROAD
20 MINUTES BEFORE THE WEDDING
20 MINUTES IN COURT
20 MINUTES BEHIND BARS
20 MINUTES TO MIDNIGHT
20 MINUTES BEFORE TAKE OFF
20 MINUTES IN THE AIR
20 MINUTES UNTIL IT’S OVER
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