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      “Take my hand, little one, you’re safe now.”

      The child blinked but did not move. Fran squatted down on her haunches to enter the girl’s eyeline. It hurt her sore muscles, but she ignored the pain. She was more concerned with the child who was alone on the village green at 5:00 a.m.

      Fran retracted her hand. Perhaps that was the wrong track.

      “What’s your name, sweetheart?”

      In a darling yellow dress, complete with bows and a Peter Pan collar, the girl looked like a living doll. She was around six or seven years old, with straw-golden hair around her shoulders. Above shiny black Mary Jane shoes were a pair of frilly white socks. The kind of clothes her mother used to wear as a child in the sixties. They struck Fran as old-fashioned but cute.

      “Father is coming. He’ll find me here.” Her voice had such conviction to it. Such absolute sincerity.

      “We can find your daddy together if you like. What’s your name?” Fran was beginning to feel conflicted. Had she lingered here alone with a child for too long? Would it seem strange? She straightened and glanced around the empty park, hoping to see a mother or father over near the see-saw or the swings. She didn’t want to call the police right away, because she didn’t want to scare the girl. But as time went on it was looking like the safest option.

      “Esther.” She spoke clearly and didn’t seem shy at all, just reticent. It hadn’t occurred to Fran the first time she spoke, but she heard it now. The American accent; a rarity in Leacroft.

      “Where does your daddy live? We can look for him now.” She eyeballed the stoic child desperately. What was one supposed to do in a crisis like this? Take the girl home before calling the police or wait out here in the predawn chill? Wander around together searching for the parents? When Fran set out for her early morning jog, this hadn’t been part of the plan.

      “Arizona,” said the child.

      Fran pulled her phone out from the pocket of her running tights. Her reflection showed dimly in the dark screen. She turned towards the rows of houses running parallel with the village green, wondering which the girl wandered from. Just as she was about to give up and call the police, she heard the rustling of feet coming from behind. Fran saw a woman sprinting across the park, slip-sliding on the dewy grass. Fran reached out for her, ready to steady her as she approached.

      “Whoa,” Fran said, as though to a frightened animal, “take it easy here, the ground’s wet.”

      “Esther? Esther, is that you?”

      The woman fell to her knees and pulled the child into a bear hug. She had the same American accent as the girl. Even in the dark Fran noticed how young the mother was. Barely twenty-five, perhaps even younger. Her hair was brown, thick and wavy. She wore a long dress covered by a cardigan, sensible boots, no obvious jewellery. The clothing seemed good quality, natural cotton which suggested it might have been handmade. It certainly wasn’t from a chain store.

      “Are you Esther’s mum? I’m Fran. I found her about five minutes ago. I was just passing by on my jog and saw her standing here alone.” Fran wasn’t sure if the woman was listening, but she continued with her explanation regardless. “I was just about to call the police, actually. She said she was waiting for her father, but that he lives in Arizona.”

      The woman stood and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. For the first time, Fran saw her red-rimmed eyes and patchy skin. There were grass stains on her dress where her knees had hit the ground.

      “Thank you,” she said. She gazed down at her daughter, taking the child’s hand in her own. “Her daddy isn’t in Arizona, but we just moved here, and she’s confused. I got up early, put the trash in the can... umm, wheelie bin?”

      “That’s right,” Fran said, encouraging her attempt at learning British vernacular.

      “She just zipped past me in a blur. I lost her on the street. We live on the east side of the village near the brook. Thank God you were here.”

      “Are you okay, hon?” Fran asked. “What’s your name?”

      “Mary,” she said. “Mary Whitaker. We moved here last week. We’re just settling in, you know. I’m so sorry for this. She’s usually so good, I don’t…”

      Fran placed a tentative hand on Mary’s shoulder. “Kids do this kind of thing all the time. So, I’m told, anyway.”

      Her eyes widened. “You don’t have kids? I’m so…” Mary glanced guiltily away. Fran was sure she was about to say, “I’m so sorry”.

      Even though Fran knew to take that with the desired intention, she still removed her hand from Mary’s shoulder and inwardly winced. It was nothing new, and, in her mid-forties, Fran thought she would’ve become numb to it. However, she hadn’t, and she never would. It still hurt.

      “You’d better get Esther home.” Fran smiled and put her hands on her hips.

      “My goodness, yes,” Mary said. Her eyes moved towards the rising sun. “Elijah will wake up soon.”

      “Is that your husband?” Fran asked.

      The woman nodded. “Best not to worry him about this.” She gave Fran a tentative smile.

      Fran watched them walk the entire length of the green. Mary’s shoulders were slightly slumped. Esther walked straight, her blond hair swinging from side to side. A chilly March breeze cooled the nape of Fran’s neck. She couldn’t quite put her finger on what troubled her. Was it the age of the mother? The strange self-possession of that child? Or was it the fact that Mary seemed afraid to tell her husband about what had happened to their daughter?
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      Shower water rinsed away the sweat. After Mary collected Esther and took her home, Fran had run hard for another forty minutes, lapping the village three times before she stopped. Without the interruption in the middle of her run, she would’ve beaten her personal best.

      Never one to linger, Fran turned off the water and wrapped a towel around her body. She ran her fingers through her short hair and went back to the bedroom to dry. Adrian snored peacefully; face flattened against the bed linen. After almost ten years of marriage, she still found his belly-flop, spread-eagled style of sleeping adorable, and his grey hair sexy. Ye Olde Silver Fox was her funny nickname for him, which was apt considering their age difference. She walked over to the bed and mussed his hair.

      Adrian’s tongue clapped against the roof of his mouth as he came to, smacking his lips for moisture. He rolled over, rubbed his eyes and blinked at her. She smiled at first, but then she remembered the events of the morning and a shiver wormed its way down her spine. She thought about Esther, and those soft, yellow eyelashes batting against the delicate skin beneath her eyes.

      “You’ll never guess what happened on my run.”

      “Was that badger poking around our bins again?” He pulled himself up to lean against the headboard, a rotund, reddish belly emerged from beneath the duvet.

      “I found a little girl.”

      He rubbed his eyes. “What?”

      “A kid. On the village green. Just standing there, right next to the swings, no parents in sight. It about gave me a heart attack.”

      Adrian gestured for Fran to sit next to him on the mattress. He placed one hand over hers. “Is she all right?”

      “Yes. She’s… she’s completely fine. Her mum showed up a few minutes later, but…” Fran sighed heavily. “Ady, those few minutes made my heart race. I didn’t know what to do! Forty-six years old and come undone by a girl standing in the park.”

      He rubbed her back, catching water droplets with the palm of his hand. “It was five in the morning, Franny. You’ve a right to be rattled by finding a missing child.”

      “I know,” she said. “But there was no harm done, thank God. The girl was reunited with her mother in less than ten minutes, no one was hurt or anything, but…”

      “What?” He leaned closer.

      “It’s hard to explain now that I’m away from them. I just got this feeling.” She turned away from her husband so as to avoid the eye-roll. As a man of logic and reasoning she knew he barely tolerated her instincts. “First of all, they were both American.”

      “Okay.”

      “Don’t you think it’s odd?”

      “I suppose it is a little. But, perhaps they moved here for a job.”

      “Why would anyone move from Arizona to Leacroft for a job? What could there possibly be here worth moving to? All of those kinds of jobs are in London and we’re at the wrong end of the country for that.”

      “Yes,” Adrian said. “I see your point. What else was strange.”

      “The way they were both dressed. You know those pictures of my mum as a toddler? In those cute old-fashioned dresses? Well, the child was wearing something similar to that. And the mother, who, by the way, was extremely young to have a child that age, was in this long dress that I’m sure she’d made herself. It was all a bit Little House on the Prairie.”

      Adrian laughed at that. “Maybe they’re homespun people. Not everyone wears polyester from Primark.”

      Fran lifted her hands. “I know, I know. But there was something off about them.”

      “Did the girl seem afraid?”

      “No, she said she was waiting for her father.”

      “On the village green?” Adrian frowned. “Does he work nights or something?”

      Fran tugged at her bottom lip. That gave her an idea to do a little research on the Whitakers. A new family in the village would certainly be fodder for the gossip machines. Adrian had a point, if the father worked nights, Esther could have slipped out to try and find him. But then she remembered something, and as she did her back straightened.

      “What is it?” Adrian asked.

      “The woman, Mary. She said, ‘Elijah will wake up soon’. If Elijah is the child’s father, then he must have been at home.”

      “Mary and Elijah,” Adrian mused. “Very biblical. That might explain the homemade clothes. Maybe they’re religious. Did they seem Amish?”

      “Possibly.” Fran stood. “Mary sounded like she didn’t want Elijah to know about the child running away. Wouldn’t she want to tell her husband something like that?”

      “I’d tell you,” Adrian said, giving her hand a little squeeze. “But not everyone has the kind of relationship we have.”

      “No, they don’t. Maybe she’s scared of him and that’s why Mary didn’t want him to know. But why would the child think to meet her father in the park?”

      “You’re spiralling, Fran.”

      “I don’t care.”

      His thumb smoothed gently over her skin, like a finger caressing a baby’s cheek. “Careful, Franny.”

      Her gaze met his, saw the warning, dismissed it.
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      Leacroft Village Hall had been built at the peak of the steepest hill in the village, which meant that come Wednesday afternoons at 2:00 p.m., the parking was terrible. Fran huffed her way up, pausing halfway for a sip from her water bottle. She factored this climb as part of her daily fitness challenge, but a challenge it certainly was, especially after the morning 5K.

      “If you back out, Noreen, I can pull in.”

      The closer Fran came to the hall, the louder their voices were.

      “Yoo-hoo! Afternoon, Fran. I brought cookies!”

      Fran lifted her hand and waved as she tentatively made her way through the carpark, avoiding the many reasonably priced cars trying to fit into compact spaces. Car doors and laughter became the soundtrack. Fran held the door open for a group of the choir members, almost all of them grey-haired.

      Their choir was mainly for retirees, and for that reason, Fran was the youngest. She hadn’t worked for a few years now, choosing to retire early from journalism once the world changed and she no longer felt needed. Occasionally she still penned articles for the local paper, but she didn’t have much enthusiasm for it. There was rarely an opportunity for research, everything had to be immediate. Headlines needed to be dramatic, screaming for attention, desperate for clicks. She hated online articles. Ads for belly fat removal popped up part way through her words, interrupting the flow.

      She said her hellos, dropped her bag on a plastic chair and drank a little more water. Ripples of laughter and scrapes of heels on wood echoed around the room. But once the chattering stopped, the business started, and they dived straight into warm-ups. Leacroft choir were hardly the Military Wives, but they had a lot of fun and had even performed for the locals once or twice. Right now, they were working their way through The Greatest Showman soundtrack, admittedly, not her favourite. Fran settled into her singing, and watched as some of the others dug deep, like Alisha, bending her knees and leaning back to hit the power notes. Or Ivy swaying to the music. Fran let herself go, and by the time they were finished, she was sweating.

      At the end, Fran followed Emily, the local gossip, to the edge of the room, hoping to catch her in a chatty mood. It wasn’t hard. Emily was notorious around the village, and her husband, Clive, ran the Red Lion. If she was going to get information about the Whitakers, Emily was the person to speak to.

      “Do you know about the new family in Leacroft?” Fran asked, resting casually against the back of a chair.

      “Oh, yes, I do,” she replied. “American, they are.” Emily’s blue eyes glistened. She was in her seventies, thin shouldered and short.

      “I heard they were from Arizona,” Fran said, leading her gently in.

      “That’s right. The Whitakers. He just got a job with Gary, you know, the guy who does the dry-stone walls.”

      “Oh, yes. Sall’s husband.”

      “That’s him.” She scratched the side of her nose and leaned in, which was a clear sign that she was about to talk about something she shouldn’t be talking about. “They’re very religious. Gary told Sall, who told Clive, that he’s a Mormon or something like that. You know… those that build their own houses and that.”

      “Amish?”

      “Yes. Well, he assumed the man’s Amish. Otherwise why would he work so hard? And why would he wear those shirts and have a beard like that?”

      “Maybe he’s a hipster?” Fran suggested.

      “Oh, you mean those men with the hair buns?” She made a face as though she’d eaten something distasteful. “Oh, no. He’s not one of those.”

      “But he is Amish? From Arizona? Seems like the wrong part of the country, though. Don’t they live in Pennsylvania?”

      “Maybe Gary got it wrong. Why are you asking?”

      “Oh, no reason. Just wanted to get the lowdown on the newcomers.”

      “Have you met the wife yet?” Emily’s eyes shone again. “Skinny little thing. Barely looks twenty, and she has a child. Something odd happened there. Do you think she was one of those child brides?”

      “No, surely not,” Fran said. “Not in the US.”

      Emily expelled air in a pfft sound. “You never know. They marry much younger there. Clive’s got family in Idaho. No, Iowa. No. Oh, doesn’t matter. Anyway, their nephew got married at eighteen, can you believe it? In this day and age? Even Clive and I waited until we were twenty-five and that was over forty years ago.”

      “Mmhmm.”

      “So, did you meet them? The Whitakers.”

      “I, um, saw the mum and daughter in the park this morning.”

      “Oh, the child is adorable, like a little doll. Looks nothing like the parents, though, with that gorgeous blonde hair. Isn’t that odd? A blonde-haired, blue-eyed child with two brunette parents.”

      “It happens though,” Fran reminded her.

      “Yes, I suppose it does.” Emily paused, placing a hand on Fran’s arm. “Anyway, how are you doing? I haven’t asked in a while.”

      Fran found that she stopped breathing for a few heartbeats. She hadn’t been expecting it to be brought up again. “I’m great, Emily, honestly. I’m completely fine.”

      “If you ever want a reading, you know where I am.”

      Fran gently extracted her arm from the woman’s hand and left.
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      Fran jogged through the village green at 5:00 a.m. as always. Leacroft was still in the burgeoning first light, with a dotting of streetlights illuminating the roads, house fronts, and parked cars. There was birdsong breaking the silence. Only the foxes moved the reeds of grass in the hedgerows and the woods on the perimeter. She headed into the centre of the green, stopped, and turned towards the swings, still slightly out of breath. For a moment she stood there staring at the chains, the worn plastic seat, the metal frame with its peeling red paint, her chest rising and falling. Rising and falling. Then she let out a laugh, internally berating herself for the ridiculousness. The girl was not here, she was at home, safe with her parents.

      Her thighs ached for the rest of the jog. In fact, she cut it short, heading back to the house. Her husband’s house. That was always how she thought of it. He owned it, and she lived in it. Not one brick belonged to her. She’d never contributed to the payment of the house, though neither had he. The modest size of their detached property hid the fact that Adrian had been born wealthy. He’d inherited the house from his parents a decade ago, when his mother and father died of heart disease and cancer within five years of each other.

      He’d never intentionally kept his wealth a secret, but at the same time it rarely came up, and Adrian cared little for flashy cars, mansions or diamonds, and to tell the truth, neither had Fran. Still, it meant they had a sizeable amount in the bank to live on. He was older than her by ten years and retired from his lecturer job at Derby University five years ago. After which, he’d gently encouraged her to do the same. It’d been his idea, in fact. Since then, Adrian had settled easily into the gentle potter of retirement, but Fran was still finding it an adjustment.

      Once inside, she peeled away her sweaty clothes, tossed them into the washing machine, had a brief shower, fried some bacon, put the coffee on, and then relaxed in the garden. This was her time to unwind, to allow her body and mind to release tension. At least, that was the idea. Instead she was thinking about what Emily, that perpetual busy-body and pushy bat, had said to her at choir practice. If you ever want a reading… Who did she think she was? Fran sipped her coffee, enjoying the bitterness. However, it failed to distract her, so she took out her phone and decided to allow herself fifteen minutes of scrolling through memes on Facebook. To her surprise, she had a new friend request.

      It was rare for Fran to meet anyone new these days. She had her choir friends, ex-journo friends, a couple of close university friends who lived spread out over the country, and people she saw regularly in the village. She did not expect a new request, and when she flicked through to the notifications, she was even more surprised. Mary Whitaker.

      Fran tapped Mary’s icon and scrolled through her profile page. Now that they were friends, she could see everything. Emily was right about them being religious. Mary shared prayers on her profile page. There was a heavily filtered picture of someone’s hands with the prayer text over the top. In another, a child’s face filled the background image, and in a third it was a lit candle. Fran still attended church for festivals or when she was feeling low, but she’d always found these kinds of images somewhat cloying. Still, the prayers were sweet, usually focusing on love and light and the healing power of God.

      There were few photographs, but everything Fran found appeared to be recent. There were no baby pictures of Esther. No giggling toddler in a onesie. No family holiday pictures on the beach. There were a couple of pictures of Esther holding a ragdoll, wearing that same yellow dress with the bows. Mary’s profile picture was dimly lit, her pretty face set into earnest seriousness. She was certainly different to Fran as a young woman. Living on beans on toast, vodka and cigarettes in a student flat. Every night a house party, every morning a desperate attempt to finish her articles for the afternoon lectures. Free, yes, wild, sometimes, but never serious. Not even during the exam period.

      “Any milk knocking around?” Adrian shuffled down the stone steps to the outdoor table, barefoot, bare chested with his grey hair ruffled.

      “There should be a bottle in the fridge.”

      “It’s empty.”

      Fran angled her chin over her shoulder. “Who put an empty bottle of milk back in the fridge?”

      Adrian shrugged his shoulders. “I suppose I’m going to the shops then.”

      “I suppose you are.”

      Before he ambled back to the house, Fran waved her hand. “Come here a minute. Do you think this is odd?”

      “What?”

      “Mary Whitaker has sent me a friend request.”

      “What’s odd about that?”

      “Well, her profile for a start. Hardly any photos, no holidays, just prayers.”

      Adrian leaned back and yawned. “That’s nothing new for private people. She probably started it up after they moved. Look, it shows you when she joined. Oh, two days ago.”

      “Now that’s strange,” Fran said.

      “She probably joined to request to be your friend. She wants to connect with you. After all, you found her daughter in the park. Maybe she wants to say thank you. Want anything else from the shops?”

      “Wine.” Fran thought for a minute. “Not that nasty Chardonnay you bought last time. And chocolate. The good stuff.”

      “Yes, dear.”

      “Oh, and we need toilet roll.”

      His voice began to fade as he disappeared into the house. “Shall I write a list?”

      Fran raised her voice. “Dishwasher tablets.”

      Her mind was split between household needs and the young woman’s profile on the screen. She was so caught in her thoughts that the next notification startled her with its suddenness. A round bubble of Mary’s face popped up on the screen. She’d sent Fran a private message. Fran tapped on the tiny icon to bring up her inbox.

      Can we meet? I want to say thank you for what you did.
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      There was one coffee shop in Leacroft and Fran knew the owner. She raised her hand in greeting as she walked in, setting off the bell above the door. There were small potted rosemary plants on each table, giving the place a pleasantly herby aroma, mingled with the usual coffee and bakery scents. After a quick scan, Fran saw Mary and Esther sitting by the window. Mary smiled, and Fran noted that it wasn’t a relaxed smile, more of a fleeting, anxious one. The young woman fiddled with her hair, tucking and untucking it behind her ear. In contrast, Esther sat perfectly still with her hands resting on her lap, as though posing for a school photograph.

      Esther’s hair had been plaited into pigtails. She was wearing a pale blue sundress today, again, handmade. Mary was in long sleeves, but the material was light, perhaps linen. Her hair was pulled back into a bun at the nape of her neck, two long tendrils framing her face.

      “Sorry I’m a bit late.” Fran rested her bag on the table as she reached inside for her purse. “What did you order?”

      “Oh,” Mary said, her eyes wide. “I waited for you. I wasn’t sure what to get.”

      “Well, everything is good here. Tell you what, get whatever you want. It’s my treat.”

      “No, I couldn’t,” she said. “Not after what you did for me and Esther. Here.” She slid a fiver across the table. “Could you please order me whatever you’re having? Thank you so much.”

      Fran pocketed the fiver and ordered two cappuccinos and two Bakewell slices for her and Mary, and a hot chocolate with marshmallows for Esther. She decided not to tell Mary that her five-pound note didn’t cover even half, she simply placed the tray down and handed out the goods.

      “How are you settling into Leacroft?” Fran asked.

      “Good. The people here are so friendly.” Again, that anxious smile slipped across her face. A storm cloud blown across the sky.

      “What about you, Esther? Do you like your new school?” It dawned on Fran as she was speaking, that it was school time now, and yet Esther was here.

      Sure enough, Mary answered, “We homeschool Esther.”

      “Wow, that’s great!” Fran heard her own phoney enthusiasm and hated it.

      “It’s more unusual here, I think,” Mary said. “It was something of a tradition in my family.”

      “I see. I bet that keeps you busy.”

      Mary sipped her coffee as she nodded her head. “It sure does.” Mary turned to Esther, who was staring intently at her hot chocolate. “It’s okay, honey, you can drink it.”

      “But, Mommy…”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Father…”

      “Drink the hot chocolate, Essie.”

      “I can get her a different drink if you like. I’m so sorry, I should’ve asked,” Fran said, her eyes darting between mother and daughter, an uncomfortable creeping sensation spreading over her skin. “Is she lactose intolerant?”

      Mary frowned. “Lactose?”

      “It’s a digestive issue.”

      “Oh. No. Nothing like that. She’s not used to things that fancy,” Mary explained. “We keep things simple in our house and save up for treats. But today is a treat, Esther. We’re meeting Mrs. Cole to say thank you for the other day.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Cole.” Deep blue eyes the shade of a summer sky latched onto Fran’s. The girl did not smile or fidget or act coquettishly as many other girls her age would. She brought the mug to her lips and sipped her hot chocolate as though to prove that she was grateful.

      “There’s no need to say thank you,” Fran said. “Though I am curious as to how you found me on Facebook.”

      Mary straightened Esther’s right pigtail and let out a small laugh. “I took Esther for a walk around the park this morning and we bumped into this lady called Emily. She was so nice. We chatted for a long time. Esther here, little tattle tale, blurted out about her wandering off the other morning so we talked about that. I asked her if she knew someone called Fran and she pretty much gave me your full name and address. I felt like turning up to your home would be intrusive, so I looked you up on Facebook. Had to make an account and everything but I guess it’ll help me get to know people here.”

      Fran found that some of the tension left her body. That did seem reasonable. And now that she saw Mary and her daughter interacting together, she had to admit they were a sweet mother-daughter team. She’d have to admit to Adrian that he’d been right all along. She had been obsessing over the child for no reason.

      “I guess the cat’s out of the bag now. What did your husband say when you told him about Esther wandering off? I bet he was still out for the count that morning, wasn’t he?”

      “Out for the count?”

      “Sorry, asleep.”

      Mary’s anxious facial tics came back, the fleeting smile, followed by a slight grimace. “He was awake when we got back. He was worried, obviously, but glad that nothing bad happened.”

      Fran bit into her Bakewell slice trying not to notice the change in Mary’s body language. Failing to keep her thoughts from spiralling out of control. Here was this young mother in front of her, displaying hints of what Fran believed could be a controlling relationship. Adrian would tell her that none of this was her business, and he’d be right.

      “So, what are your plans for the rest of the day?” Fran asked, trying to manoeuvre the conversation to a lighter topic.

      “We’re learning math later. Then some reading and Bible study.” Mary’s eyes flicked anxiously towards Fran.

      “Sounds lovely. You know my husband was a lecturer before he retired. He taught English and some philosophy. He’s always looking for things to do and would certainly lend a hand if you needed one.” Adrian wouldn’t appreciate Fran volunteering his services, but Fran couldn’t help herself.

      “That’s kind of you, Mrs. Cole. I’d have to check with my husband first. But I’m so grateful.” She smiled.

      “Well, just let me know,” Fran said.

      “How did you two meet?” Mary asked.

      “I took a course at the university,” Fran said. “It was an adult learning course for English literature. I had a journalism degree and had been working as a journalist for a women’s magazine, but I wanted to do a masters.”

      Mary’s eyes were bright and engaged, but Fran couldn’t help wondering if she was feigning interest. Her love story with Adrian wasn’t a particularly interesting one.

      “He was one of the lecturers there and he asked me out,” she said. “We’d actually met during my undergraduate degree, but I hadn’t realised it. I just remembered this attractive lecturer with hazel eyes.” She hadn’t intended to talk this much, but now she had an audience, she kept going. “When I went back to university, Adrian was teaching a module about Chekhov, which I hated. But I liked him very much. He asked if I wanted to go for a meal and a movie one night. He cooked me a lamb tagine and we watched an Ingmar Bergman film on his TV. I never did finish that masters but at least I got a husband out of it, I suppose.” Fran found herself grinning at the memory of that first date. She’d assumed a meal and a movie would mean a restaurant and the cinema. In reality, he’d taken her back to his house and they’d curled up on the sofa together, bowls of steaming hot food on their laps. She still recalled the scent of cinnamon and dates drifting up from her tagine.

      “That’s so lovely. How long have you been married?”

      She was sure that the young woman could not possibly be so interested. It was sweet of her to pretend. Fran decided then and there that they would be friends.

      “Nine and a half years.”

      “You got married so late.” Mary bit her lower lip. “Sorry, that was rude.”

      Fran sipped her coffee. “It’s fine. It’s true, I did. Adrian was married before, but they’d separated by the time I met him. And I’d had a few long term relationships while I lived in London, but nothing stuck until I met Adrian.”

      “Doesn’t he have children either?” Mary seemed genuinely perplexed by the idea that Fran had no children to look after.

      “No.” Fran glanced out of the café window. Then she plastered on a smile and changed the subject.
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      Life went on, Fran supposed. It wasn’t as though she could meddle in another woman’s affairs. Neither could she spy on the Whitakers in some shady attempt to uncover what went on behind closed doors. And, indeed, she should not be passing judgement on how these people lived their lives. If she dug deep into herself, could she be sure that she wasn’t doing just that? They were deeply religious people who had chosen a more traditional path, and there was nothing wrong with that at all. Both the girl and the mother seemed healthy enough. Perhaps it was time to let her worries go.

      In the days that followed their meeting, Fran jogged every morning, sang The Greatest Show in the garden, potted plants, and managed her online bereavement group. She also chatted to Clive in the Red Lion, perhaps mentioning Elijah Whitaker once or twice to gage his reaction. She refreshed Mary Whitaker’s Facebook page every now and then and took long walks around the village hoping she might bump into her. Fran’s mind never truly drifted from the thought of Esther standing alone in the park, but she tried hard to keep those thoughts from her husband, knowing exactly what he’d say about it.

      Fran found out that Elijah worked part time as a delivery driver for their local supermarket as well as his labouring job for Sall’s husband. It sounded as though he was a hard worker trying to make ends meet for his family. He’d be out of the house for extended hours, Fran thought. At least then he couldn’t control Mary all day. Each morning, as Fran took her coffee into the garden to catch some morning sun, she considered sending Mary a message. Something bright and breezy about showing her around the area, taking her shopping in town, going for a walk in the Peaks. But she didn’t.

      “They homeschool the girl.” It was Wednesday afternoon and Emily had sidled over to Fran once choir practice ended. “Did you know that?”

      “I did actually,” Fran said, enjoying the surprise register on the woman’s face.

      Then Emily leaned closer and grabbed Fran’s forearm. “You never told me about what happened on the green. About you finding the child that morning.”

      “I know. I wasn’t sure if they wanted it to be common knowledge.”

      Emily extracted her arm and leaned back on her heels. “Very sneaky of you. I didn’t know you had it in you.” She reached over a chair to retrieve her handbag. “Still, it must be hard for a young mum like her. Do you know how old she is?”

      “I don’t, no.”

      “She’s young to have a daughter that age. What’s the child, about sixish?”

      “Seven,” Fran said.

      “Who are we talking about?” Noreen, a rail thin woman with a large, aquiline nose poked herself into the conversation.

      “The Whitakers. You know, the young family from America.”

      “Oh yes,” Noreen said. “I’ve seen him out and about. He’s older than her, I’ve heard. In his forties.”

      “Oh,” Emily said. “She’s in her twenties, unless she has some secret formula for eternal youth!”

      “I would tell her to send it my way, but I think it’s too late for me!”

      “And me!”

      Noreen and Emily hooted like two tickled owls. Fran left them to it, giving them a wave as she turned away. On her way out, Fran heard Emily tell Noreen about the incident on the green. About how the child ran away before sunrise, but that she wasn’t surprised given how young the mother was. How she probably couldn’t cope with such a wayward daughter. Emily made a point of bringing up the religious aspect: they make their own clothes and look like those Amish people. You know, like Witness. It made Fran wince to hear them gossiping with abandon. Yes, most gossip was harmless, but there were thin-skinned people who shouldn’t be the centre of thoughtless scrutiny. Mary and Esther came across as particularly innocent and more vulnerable than most. They were the kind of people who needed protection and kindness, not suspicion and speculation. Back in her car, Fran took a moment to collect herself. It’d been a while since this sort of swelling emotion had risen up, threatening to overflow. Perhaps she needed to spend time on the bereavement forum again, and not just as an administrator, but as someone in need of help.

      “Oh dear,” she said out loud as she brushed away a few tears. She was thinking about Chloe again.

      Once she managed to compose herself, Fran took her phone from her bag, opened Facebook, found Mary’s page and sent her a message. Adrian wouldn’t approve of this, but Fran was sure that both of those girls needed someone. Needed her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 7


          

        

      

    

    
      As Fran drove to the east side of Leacroft, near to the brook, she tried to forget Adrian’s worried expression and careful words. “They aren’t family, Franny.” It meant, don’t get attached. Don’t presume that you can help them. Don’t allow yourself to be hurt by them, because they might reject you and your help. Nevertheless, Fran drove to the Whitaker’s small semi-detached house and parked on the kerb outside. It was pleasant enough. The front garden had been recently pruned and weeded; she could tell by the few leftover leaves scattered across the gravel. There were curtains up. The porch was tidy. There was no car outside, so she assumed that Elijah was at work.

      She made her way down the drive and knocked.

      “Hey,” Mary said, opening the door almost immediately as though she’d been waiting on the other side. “We’re all ready. Come on, Esther.” Mary stepped into the porch and gestured for her daughter to follow.

      “Father says I shouldn’t go.”

      One small black shoe grazed the porch tiles. Esther stood half inside the house, half out, bottom lip protruding and her eyebrows bunched together. “He’s telling me not to go.”

      “Is she okay?” Fran asked quietly.

      “She’s fine. She’s in a mood this morning.” Mary flashed her an anxious smile.

      When Fran had reached out to Mary, she’d suggested that a trip to Chatsworth House might help them with homeschooling. After all, it was full of art and history. She’d offered to drive them both there and back, and, she hadn’t said, but she was planning to pay the entrance fee, too.

      “Are there demons in this house?”

      “Our house? No, honey. Our house is our shelter. It keeps us safe.”

      “Catswort House.” The girl frowned, her chin low down towards her chest.

      “Chatsworth.” Mary bent her knees so that they were at eye-level. “Houses are bricks and mortar. They don’t have souls. They don’t have demons.”

      This seemed to soothe the girl, which meant Mary and Fran could coax her out and into the car. She still pouted in the backseat for a while but ended up distracted by watching the other cars passing by. Every now and then Fran watched her in the rear-view mirror.

      “I’m sorry about Esther,” Mary said. “She takes her studies so seriously. Sometimes it’s hard to explain what things mean and she gets all muddled up.”

      “You don’t need to apologise,” Fran said.

      Mary let out a long, thin sigh. “You must think I’m a terrible mom. First, I let her run away. Now she’s walking around talking about evil houses. I’m getting it all wrong most of the time, I know I am.”

      “I don’t think anything of the sort,” Fran said, taking her eyes off the road to smile at Mary, who was sitting slumped over, defeated. “Being a mother is one of the hardest jobs in the world. No, it’s the hardest job in the world, and probably the loneliest. Be kind to yourself. You’re doing the best you can.” Fran tactfully glanced away as Mary brushed away a tear. “Does Elijah help out? Is he a hands-on dad? I heard he has two jobs. That must be tough for you and Esther.”

      “He works hard,” she said. “He’s a good dad.”

      Fran wanted to press but decided not to go too far. “Esther certainly talks about him a lot. It was funny how she was saying that he was telling her not to go, like he was here with us.”

      “Oh, she’s not talking about Elijah when she says Father,” Mary said. “She’s talking about God.”

      Fran lifted her eyebrows and opened her mouth at the same time. It took her a second or two to compose her expression so as not to be rude. “How… unusual.”

      “Crazy, you mean.” Mary turned back to look at her daughter, patting the girl’s knee with her palm. Then she faced forwards, leaning against the headrest. “Esther isn’t crazy, though. I swear I looked it all up and sometimes this happens with kids. It’s harmless. God is her imaginary friend right now, but she’ll grow out of it soon.”

      Mary’s rational words brought a huge sense of relief to Fran. “Ah, I understand.” She loosened her grip on the steering wheel.

      “I had an imaginary friend when I was little, too,” Mary said.

      “Was it God?” Fran refrained from laughing, sensing it would be a step too far for Mary.

      “No.” Mary gazed out of the window. She pressed a finger to the glass. Fran noticed that her voice sounded faraway. “It was a police officer. I called him Sheriff. He followed me around making sure I was safe. Whenever I felt scared, Sheriff was there to make it all right.”

      Something about Mary’s words made the air in the car colder. “What was your childhood like in Arizona?”

      Mary inhaled deeply through her nose and directed her eyes forward. Her voice lost that sense of remembrance. “I grew up with wholesome, God-fearing people.”

      Fran pulled into the carpark with an unsettled sensation creeping through her abdomen. She couldn’t put her finger on why Mary’s words made her uneasy. Was it because she thought she was lying?
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      Fran had been to Chatsworth House with her friends’ children before and always enjoyed watching them run carefree through the gardens. Hearing the laughter of children was her most treasured sound, but Esther was not laughing. It was a glorious day, with pink spring blossoms brightening the skyline. There were many treats for the eyes. A grand fountain spouted at the end of a long, perfectly manicured lawn. Wide gravel paths framed by marble statues. Cosy corners filled with roses, their floral aroma lingering in the air. Fran had been looking forward to watching Esther run down the garden paths, pigtails bouncing, patent leather shoes clattering along. The reality was that Esther walked by her mother’s side at all times, barely reacting to the beauty around them.

      Inside the stately home it was Mary who craned her neck up to the glisteningly bright chandeliers and radiant frescos. Esther scowled at the paintings and sculptures as though personally offended by them. Meanwhile Mary was in awe, reading every plaque aloud to herself. At one point she asked Fran if a king had lived there. She told Fran it was like being transported to another world. In the chapel she was pensive, her lips moved once or twice as though she whispered a prayer.

      Fran took them to the café for lunch and ordered tuna sandwiches all round. Esther was quiet as always, which allowed Fran and Mary to talk freely. It almost seemed as though Esther wasn’t listening at all; she was so silent. In a way, it lulled them into a false sense of security, allowing them to discuss whatever they wanted in front of her.

      “How did you and Elijah meet?” Fran asked.

      “We worshipped at the same church. He’s a little older than me, but everyone said how kind he was. When he asked me to couple, I agreed.”

      Fran noted the odd turn of phrase. Coupling. It almost sounded arranged. “How old were you when you met?”

      “Twenty,” she said.

      “So, you’re in your late twenties?” Fran said. “I have to say, you look quite a bit younger. It’s perplexed a few folks in Leacroft.”

      “People are talking about me?” Mary placed her sandwich down and frowned.

      “Harmless gossip. Don’t pay attention to it,” Fran said. “We don’t get many new families moving into the village and some of the locals have nothing better to do, that’s all.”

      “Okay, I won’t take it to heart then,” Mary said. But her expression remained downcast.

      “What made you move to Leacroft?”

      She took another bite of her sandwich and chewed slowly. “I don’t know if I can answer that question. It just happened.”

      Fran waited, sensing more to come.

      The sandwich was back on the plate before she continued. “We wanted to leave, for various reasons.” She tensed up, her hands roaming over her upper arms, squeezing the tight flesh through the fabric of her dress. Fran watched Mary’s fingernails dig deep. “Elijah has a cousin who lives in Derby and we lived with him for a while. We came to Leacroft for a day out about four weeks ago and saw the house for rent.” She shrugged, but her upper body remained rigid, her arms hugging herself. “I loved it. We used nearly all our savings getting here but I’m glad we did.” Finally, she released, and her chest lowered.

      As Mary’s arm dropped back onto the table, the sleeve of her dress caught the edge of her plate and pulled back. That was the moment Fran noticed the purple bloom of a bruise. Mary moved her arm underneath the table and took a sip of her lemonade. The two women made eye-contact, and it was in that moment Fran debated asking her outright. But Esther was with them and she didn’t want to frighten the child.

      “Moving somewhere new has been harder than I expected,” Mary said, continuing the conversation before Fran had an opportunity to ask about the bruise. “I love it in Leacroft, but I don’t know how to meet people.”

      “Why don’t you come along to the community choir?” Fran suggested.

      Mary smiled shyly. “I’m not much of a singer.”

      “Neither am I.” Fran let out a short, sharp laugh. “To be honest, neither are most of the others. We meet to natter and share whatever we’ve baked that week. I think everyone would appreciate some young blood. To tell the truth, I’m the youngest there. Most people my age are still in full-time employment or have young children.” Fran’s gaze drifted to Esther. “I don’t think the others would mind Esther coming along, though. She’s so well-behaved.”

      Mary stroked Esther’s hair down to the end of her pigtail. “Yes, she is.”

      Fran felt a sudden swell of grief so powerful that it took the air right out of her lungs. To save herself from causing a scene, she excused herself from the table, hurried to the bathroom, and cried into the sleeve of her cardigan.
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      Esther took a tumble on the way back to the car. It wasn’t her fault; someone had let their dog off the lead and the excited golden retriever had bounded straight into her. Mary had offered to carry the takeaway coffees and pastries that Fran had bought for the drive home, so it was Fran who jumped into action, shooing away the dog, and lifting Esther onto her feet.

      “Did you hurt yourself, sweetheart?”

      Esther didn’t answer, but there was blood visible through her white tights, a red blotch that was continuing to spread across her knee. She was sitting up on the grass, her poorly leg bent. Fran crouched next to her to get a better look.

      “Is she okay?” Mary asked, her body halfway in the car, putting the takeaway cups into the cup holders.

      “There’s a cut on her knee. Shall I take her tights off and check it?”

      “Yeah. I’ll be there in a moment.”

      It was Esther who pulled the tights down from her body, in a wordless, businesslike manner that reminded Fran of her last trip to the doctor. She didn’t even wince as the material tugged at her broken skin, though Fran winced herself. Fran leaned towards the wound, smaller than she’d thought. A skinned knee, nothing to be concerned about.

      “Mary, there are some plasters in the glovebox. Can you grab some?”

      “Plasters?”

      “Band-Aids. I mean Band-Aids.”

      “Got it.”

      Fran took the dirty tights from the girl’s hand and used some water from her bottle to wash any dirt from the graze.

      “Oh, my goodness, I’m so sorry.” The dog owner hovered in the background, the excited puppy now back on its lead, its snout snuffling in the grass. “Is she okay?”

      Between gritted teeth, Fran answered. “She’s cut her knee thanks to your dog. Keep it on a lead!”

      “She’s usually fine, I don’t know what happened.” The dog walker backed away but remained fairly close.

      Fran rolled her eyes and brought her attention back to Esther. “They all say that. Irresponsible is what it is. Now, does that sting?”

      Esther shook her head.

      “You’re an extremely brave girl.” She took some tissue out of her bag—taken from the café toilet—and patted the area around the wound until it dried. It was the best she could do. The graze wasn’t too bad now that the tights were off. She could do with some antiseptic cream but that would have to wait until later. “Did you land on something?” Fran’s eyes caught the purplish bruise on Esther’s upper thigh. She’d seen the girl fall over herself and couldn’t remember Esther landing on any stones. She checked around the grass to see if she could feel anything.

      “No,” Esther said quietly.

      “How did you get that bruise?”

      “Can’t remember.”

      The colour was too dark for the bruise to be recent, she realised now. It was about the size of a two-pound coin, but oval in shape. Children get into all kinds of scrapes and that bruise could be from anything. Esther may have forgotten how she got it, and Fran would believe it. At least, she would’ve believed it of any other child except for Esther. Her friend Justine had a five-year-old who would throw himself at any and every surface while playing rocket ship or Captain America. Fran would think nothing of bruises all over him, so why did this bruise on Esther’s leg disturb her?

      “Oh, Esther.” Mary planted a big kiss on the top of the girl’s head. “Here let me put this on for you.”

      Fran stood up and backed away, remembering that Esther was not her child. She wasn’t the one planting the kisses or putting the plaster on the boo-boo. She balled the soiled tights into her fist and walked over to the bin. The dog walker was gone, one thing she was grateful for. In this mood, Fran would happily unload onto the nearest, unsuspecting person. The tights fell into the bin on top of a can of Diet Coke.

      She watched as Mary lifted Esther back onto her feet and fussed around the little pinafore dress she was wearing.

      “We need to put this straight into the machine when we get home.” Mary scratched at a grass stain.

      Fran walked back to the car. “I meant to ask you whether you made these clothes. They’re adorable.”

      “You think so? I started off mending tears and scrapes and I guess I got into the habit of sewing.”

      “And your own, too?”

      “That’s right.”

      Fran allowed her hand to brush the fabric of Mary’s sleeve. “You’re talented, you know. You could make and sell your own clothes.”

      Mary giggled. “I don’t think so.”

      “Why not?”

      Her laughter faded. “No. It wouldn’t be right.”

      “Because of your husband.”

      For the first time, Mary’s expression seemed sharp when she looked at Fran. She saw a warning in the young mother’s eyes. Don’t go there. “Come on Essie, time to go.” She helped her daughter into the car. The day was over.
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