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For Judy Logan, Crow Girl – a brilliant artist and a true friend






I see you everywhere,

in the stars, in the river,

to me you’re everything that exists

Night and Day, Virginia Woolf, 1919
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Bonfire Night, Friday 5 November


ME

Cambridge is a city that loves to celebrate, but I’m not in the mood tonight. The evening breeze feels icy. It’s the coldest November on record, and I’ve been preoccupied all day, with you controlling my thoughts. All I want to do is lose myself in the crowd, as students spill out of pubs and cafés, looking for fun. They’re winding towards King’s College, to watch the lavish firework party it throws each year. I follow them through narrow Elizabethan streets, tangled together like string. I learned the art of invisibility years ago. It’s no surprise when a group of girls push past, wearing headbands that glow in the dark, oblivious to my existence. Laughter and half-heard conversations jangle in my ears, until everything changes.

I see you walking directly ahead, with your back turned. I’d recognize that stance anywhere. You keep your head up, like a queen. Your arrogance is beautiful and ugly at the same time. My feelings towards you are getting harder to ignore. You move so purposefully, but I bet you’re hating every minute. You get claustrophobic in crowds, and my pleasure drops away. Something inside me hurts. I’m divided between wanting to protect you and a stronger urge – to watch you fall apart.

Few people recognize the pain you carry. It doesn’t show in your movements, or the fake confidence in your voice. You feel worthless sometimes. It comes from neglect, and being misunderstood, yet I feel little sympathy. You’ve cheated me out of something that should have been mine.

Fate has been generous for once. I close the gap, barging through the crowd until you’re within touching distance. It’s time to drop my mask and make you understand that only one of us can continue, or we’ll be torn apart. You’d have to be stupid not to see the problem as I do, and you’re not. You’re the smartest woman I know. It shouldn’t come down to a binary choice: my life, or yours, with just one of us left behind. But fairness tells me there’s no other way. The sacrifice has to be yours, not mine.

I reach out to touch your shoulder, then someone jostles me from behind. My hand jerks too hard, shunting you off the pavement. You land badly, your head hitting the tarmac. Panic makes me lean closer. Your eyes are closed when I whisper my taunt in your ear, just three words, short and sweet. Then I escape into the sea of bodies.

When I glance back, people are taking care of you already, trying to bring you round. I don’t know if you’re dead or alive. Excitement fires my blood, giving me a sudden rush of energy, but whatever happens, I can’t risk being caught. It’s better to be safe than sorry.

I battle through a solid wall of people, heading in the opposite direction. It’s exhausting, this life I’ve chosen, always swimming against the tide. They’re moving faster now, craving the stink of gunpowder, and the sky is lit up by man-made comets. You can’t die like this, before you’ve faced the truth. I’d rather kill myself than let that happen.

I wish someone had been honest with me as a child. No one ever explained that love can hurt, as well as heal. A heart can be intact or broken. I found out the hard way, with no one to comfort me. Sometimes you need patience: the person you love, or hate, has secrets that keep you apart. Every time we draw close, it renews the conversation between us, even when no words are spoken. But tonight was a mistake; I should have kept my distance.

I stop on the corner of Pembroke Street, pressing my back to the wall as people stream past. The display has started already. Fireworks sear the sky, writing gaudy letters on the clouds. The city looks more beautiful than ever, illuminated by artificial flares, but it no longer interests me. I’ve lost sight of you. Too many bodies block my view, surging forward, relentless as the sea. I catch one more glimpse of you, then retreat into the dark.
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Saturday 6 November


YOU

There’s silence as night-time closes in on me. My cheek rests against cold tarmac, smelling of petrol and decay. The sky is bright with colour when I come round. Someone tells me to lie still, the ambulance is coming. My body drifts out of control when I’m stretchered away, my vision blurred. Suddenly the pain feels like a grenade exploding inside my skull. The blackness helps this time, cradling me in its lap, soothing away confusion. A woman grasps my hand, her voice a slow whisper. She sounds like my mother, before she turned cruel; her voice tells me not to be afraid, but that’s impossible. Fear has already crept into my life and taken hold of me.

I wake to the electronic bleep of my heartbeat, with the smell of bleach in my airways. The effort of thinking exhausts me. The woman that brought me here has vanished. A man I can’t quite place is sitting a few feet away; fierce overhead light has turned his skin ashen. He’s staring into my eyes like he can read the contents of my soul. His gaze is so intense it could burn through steel. I want to ask his name, but no words come, then sleep claims me again, the urge too powerful to fight.

The next time my eyes open, there’s no one here. My vision’s still hazy, but I can make out objects in this tiny hospital room. There’s a mirror over the sink in the corner. My handbag lies on the bedside table, its strap broken. Someone has clipped a heart monitor to my finger, and the machine’s regular bleep reminds me that I’m alive, like the pain when I turn my head on the pillow. It’s a knife blow between my eyes, sharp enough to take my breath away. I keep trying to remember what happened. How much of my memory has gone this time? It was flawed already. Now it feels like a blank canvas.

A doctor appears at the end of my bed. He’s too busy checking his clipboard to make eye contact. He’s a decade younger than me, late twenties, with messy brown hair in need of a cut.

‘Morning, Eloise.’ His voice is deliberately upbeat. ‘Feeling better today?’

Fine, I want to say, now let me go home, but no words emerge.

He asks for my full name and family details, giving me an easy start. My voice sounds like a lock being forced open, rusty and dry. I’m Dr Eloise Shaw, thirty-nine, married with one son. The day of the week is harder to recall, and the date. The doctor holds up four fingers and asks me to count them. He looks concerned when he peers into my eyes with a light pen, checking for damage.

‘We’ll do another MRI scan today. You’ve got a fracture in your cranial bone, here, from your fall.’ He taps his forehead, just below his hairline. ‘It will mend without surgery, if you take it easy. If you overdo it, there might be complications. Your husband knows about your accident. He should be here soon.’

My family feels like the distant past, too far off to recall, yet I need to convince the doctor that nothing’s wrong, so I can go home. My son needs me.

‘Discharge me, please, I’m fine now.’ My voice still sounds unfamiliar.

‘Trauma to this part of your skull can change your behaviour for a while, Eloise. It’s near your amygdala. Do you know much about how the brain works?’

I force a smile. ‘I hope so, I’m a psychologist.’

‘So, you know about the symptoms frontal lobe inflammation can cause?’

My words are slow to arrive. ‘Impulsivity, disinhibition, recklessness.’

‘Exactly. People lose their sense of danger – it can make you paranoid too. We need you here, to monitor your injury. Do you have any questions?’

‘A woman brought me in last night; there was a man too. Do you know who they were?’

He’s flicking through his notes, already impatient to leave. ‘Me, probably, and another doctor. You were semi-conscious. It’s great your mind’s clearer now.’

‘I definitely saw them, they were older than you.’

‘Your memory could be playing tricks, from your injury.’

I want to explain that it’s already damaged, that parts of my childhood are lost for ever, but I need him to release me. The doctor’s still talking when my thoughts come back into focus.

‘This shouldn’t affect your past memories long-term, but full recall takes time. It’s lucky there was no haemorrhage last night. We need that second MRI scan to be sure.’

He doesn’t need to spell out how the brain works; I understand how broken thought patterns can land you in jail. The anger I feel takes me by surprise. I’ve learned to suppress it over the years, but it feels closer to the surface. Why now, when the man’s only trying to help me?

‘I feel okay, apart from the brain fog.’

‘People with concussion often say that. It causes problems if it’s ignored.’ He studies me again. ‘Where do you work?’

‘Cambridge University.’ My voice still sounds flat and out of key. ‘The psychology department. I run a treatment programme, to stop stalkers reoffending.’

‘That sounds challenging.’

I’m running out of strength to reply. The truth is, psychology is the easiest part of my job. My social media has mushroomed recently, and now it’s out of control. I do a weekly video, advising victims on how to cope with stalking. One of them went viral a few months ago, making me the go-to expert on the subject in the UK, even though I prefer anonymity. The round of interviews on daytime TV and news programmes has been punishing since my book, Toxic Love, was published this year. Everyone wants a guaranteed cure for a syndrome that terrifies us all. The idea of being pursued or threatened, sometimes by a complete stranger, is the stuff of nightmares. Avoiding the limelight was never an option.

When I look up again, the doctor is hovering by the door.

‘It’s great that you’re calmer, Eloise. You talked about monsters chasing you in the dark last night.’ He nods at the grey square of sky outside the window. ‘Snow’s coming, you’re better off in bed.’

‘Can I call my husband?’

‘He should be on his way. Rest till he gets here, please. You’ll be with us forty-eight hours at least. It could be weeks before you’re safe to drive or spend time alone. Relax now and get some sleep.’

I can’t switch off after the doctor leaves. The fear I’ve been denying keeps invading my thoughts, about the threat to my safety, even though my secure life at home keeps me protected. It began three months ago, after we got back from our cycling holiday in France. Letters containing just three words – ‘me or you’ – arrived at my office. Then came silent phone calls, first at work, then at home. I ignored the truth at first. I couldn’t accept that the problem I’ve studied for years had come home to roost, but my husband and son saw me changing, and the slow erosion of my confidence. It’s put us all under pressure. Jamie is permanently on edge, and Rafe watches me like a hawk, as though I’ve brought it on myself. I reported it to the police, of course. But they just issued a case number and told me to take more care over my personal safety. They can’t act on psychological threats, only physical ones, because they’re so short-staffed.

Last night changes everything. I remember that cold punch between my shoulder blades. Knowledge is what I need most of all, to help me fight back, yet I can’t prove a thing, and never saw my attacker’s face. Isolation presses in on me, increasing my fear. No one can fix this, except me. But who was it that sent me sprawling to the ground? Did they watch me being stretchered to the ambulance too?

I worry about the effect it’s having on Jamie as my mind drifts. My son is a typical seventeen-year-old with a passion for music and a rebellious streak. We’ve always been a close family until he vanished for a whole week recently, not even answering his phone. Rafe and I called his friends and visited all his usual haunts, with no luck. I was too stressed to think straight, until he finally reappeared, tired and monosyllabic, unwilling to apologize for putting us through hell. Even now, he won’t explain where he stayed all those nights.

Jamie’s changed since my brother and sister came back into my life two years ago. It’s like he can’t forgive me for concealing the existence of his aunt and uncle, but I dealt with our enforced separation by trying to forget them. Since my siblings reappeared, my son has questioned me constantly, as though understanding our family history could anchor him deeper in the present, like a tree with long roots. It’s out of character. He never showed any interest in my childhood until Leo and Carla arrived, but he’s unlikely to stop until he gets the answers he wants. Jamie’s strong-willed, like me.

I’m dozing, only half awake when a nurse arrives, holding a box with an Interflora label. She leaves it in the corner, then steals away. Time passes, maybe an hour or so, before the feel of a cool hand on my arm jolts me awake. My eyes open and the panic subsides. Lisa Shelby has been my closest friend and ally at the university since she arrived five years ago. We work in different departments, but instinct told me immediately that we’d become close when we met at a welcome event for new staff. I suddenly remember that I was on my way to meet her last night, to watch the fireworks, then go for a drink.

It’s a surprise that she’s my first visitor. I thought Rafe would be here by now. It’s his comfort I’m craving, but Lisa is a good substitute. We’re around the same age, but she always looks more glamorous, an art historian with a passion for bright, eccentric clothes. She’s wearing a jade-green blouse that suits her olive skin, curly brown hair swept back from her face.

‘Thank God you’re all right, Elly. I panicked when you didn’t show up last night, until Rafe phoned me. He said you’d fallen in the street, the poor guy sounded anxious.’ Her gaze settles on my bandaged forehead. ‘How’s the bump?’

‘On the mend, don’t worry.’

She looks amused. ‘I’d be screaming and wailing in your shoes, milking the drama. I bet you haven’t even shed a tear.’

I smile, ignoring the pain. ‘I’m okay, that’s what counts.’

‘Did you slip on some ice?’

‘I just tripped on a kerb, it was nothing.’

I know it was a deliberate attack but announcing it would only make me feel more vulnerable, despite my trust in Lisa. No one has heard about my stalker, except Rafe and Jamie. That needs to change. I should follow the advice I give to victims of stalking more closely, yet it feels like the wrong time to go public. It would make my situation much too real and give my stalker the satisfaction of being centre stage, on social media. Exposure carries the risk of even greater vulnerability, and right now I’m still too exhausted to make sense of it all.

‘I got you some stuff.’ Lisa pulls items from her bag: a chocolate bar, a carton of pomegranate juice and a glossy interior design magazine. ‘I thought you’d enjoy seeing how millionaires decorate their houses in Malibu. I checked out the pictures while you were asleep. It’s pure kitsch, leopard-skin wallpaper and white leather sofas everywhere.’

‘It’s sweet of you to come, Lisa. You didn’t need to bring anything.’

‘You’d do the same for me.’ Her face turns solemn. ‘You’re quiet, sweetheart. Are you okay?’

‘Tired, that’s all. It hurts to open my eyes.’

‘Want me to bugger off and come back tomorrow?’

‘No. Stay for a bit, please.’

She squeezes my hand. ‘Don’t scare me again, Elly. Only you listen to me bang on about my tragic love life. Feel free to doze, if it gets boring.’

Lisa describes her date for this evening. She’s been single a long time and has decided it’s time to get back in the saddle. Tonight’s guy is someone she met online. She’s got high hopes, but he’ll need to tick a lot of boxes. Lisa wants someone sane, solvent and ready for kids, before her biological clock stops ticking. She’s funny, as always. Her monologue is full of anecdotes about boyfriends that come and go in rapid succession, thanks to her short attention span. None of them meets the invisible standard that’s lodged in her mind.

‘He just has to be interesting and kind, with decent bedroom skills. Then I’ll know he’s a keeper.’ She suppresses a laugh. ‘Is this making your headache worse?’

I smile back at her. ‘You’ll find someone. Don’t rush it, that’s all.’

‘Good advice, but sadly I’ve only got one gear.’ She glances at her watch. ‘I’d better go and beautify myself. It takes forever these days.’

Lisa leaves the room, fizzing with energy. I know from going on a spa break with her recently that she struggles to slow down. I loved the whole experience – taking life easy, swimming, having saunas and eating gorgeous food – while she never fully relaxed. We’re chalk and cheese, but it still touches me that she rushed here the moment she knew I was ill.

I only remember the flowers the nurse delivered after she’s gone. Lisa dumped them on my bed, then forgot to open them, so I reach for the box. It’s lighter than I expected, like it contains only air. I bet it’s from Rafe, or my sister, Carla, who prides herself on marking every occasion with an appropriate gift.

It takes effort to pull myself upright. I’m curious to see who sent the flowers, but when I prise the box open, something’s wrong. The blooms inside are shrouded in tissue paper and are releasing a sour, musty smell. When I pull back the wrapping, I see the flowers have been sprayed black, a dozen roses carefully dried, the petals still intact. Leaves crumble under my hand to a dry powder. The note reads ‘me or you’, in a child’s shaky handwriting, matching the others I’ve received.

The gift is so ugly and funereal that nausea chokes me, forcing me to breathe deeper, to steady myself. It feels like the successful life I’ve created is disintegrating. I want to hide under the covers and dream myself safe, but my heart’s beating too hard for rest.

My stalker has proved that my life would be easy to snuff out, like the flowers. When my eyes blink shut I remember their voice, whispering ‘me or you’, then the night’s cold silence, smothering me in the dark.
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ME

I’ve been twitchy all morning. You’ve been the focus of my life for years while I’ve learned how you tick, but my feelings change like the breeze. Some days I want you dead, others alive. I want to see you suffer, like me, yet it triggers my guilt. I prefer to help people, normally, and enjoy their company, but you’re different. The power you carry isn’t showy or overplayed, just a fact of life. You’re not even aware of it, which makes it harder to ignore.

The price of watching you is loneliness, even though my days are often spent among people. I feel isolated in the middle of a crowd, or with friends, because I’m so preoccupied. I’m growing tired of sending gifts, and that breathless pause when you pick up the phone, fearful and curious at the same time. It’s not the conversation I’ve dreamed about, even though I loved making you afraid at the start. The endgame must be honest. I will tell you the truth about my feelings, but anger is difficult to describe. We’re taught to suppress it from the day we’re born.

You’re the wound I can’t heal. I should be able to recover, given my skills and experience, yet it remains there, always. Pain dominates my life. I control your destiny, but you’ve overpowered my thoughts. Even now, when I should be out enjoying myself, I’m thinking of ways to hurt you even more deeply than putting you in hospital. You’re a psychologist, after all. The best way to destroy your life is to twist your thoughts out of shape, breaking your beliefs one by one, until your mind no longer functions.

I want to send you reeling into the dark alone. But that will take careful planning, with so much at stake. You have to understand that no one can outrun their past.
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YOU

It’s midday when a nurse appears to check on me. She’s middle-aged, with a kind face, her movements slow and deliberate when she hands me a glass of water. I watch her flick through the chart at the end of my bed.

‘How’s the walking, Eloise? Let’s see you in action, shall we?’

I seem to have aged decades overnight. My body feels weighty, like it’s dragging a heavy burden, when I cross the room to the en suite loo at my fastest pace. I need to do well, to increase my chance of going home soon.

My reflection in the wall mirror feels like glimpsing a stranger on a train. My head’s wrapped in a bandage, covering most of my short blonde hair. My Danish mother gave me sharp cheekbones, blue eyes set too deep in their sockets, and nothing else. I spent so little time in her company, I never found out if she was strong or weak. Her treatment taught me resilience, even though my memory of those days is patchy. The crisis that happened in my childhood is missing, and my mind is unwilling to return to so much betrayal, even though the facts speak for themselves. I can’t recall the few weeks between my father being rushed to intensive care and my mother banishing me permanently from our London home. I don’t dwell on it, normally, but my stamina has taken a battering since last night.

The nurse perches on the side of my bed. She explains that patients with skull fractures often experience severe headaches for weeks. I should hit the button beside my bed if the pain suddenly worsens, my vision changes or I feel nauseous. She takes my wrist to check my pulse.

‘Your husband’s a sweetheart, isn’t he? Handsome too. He was here last night for ages. I can always tell the devoted ones. They sit there, holding your hand, not moving a muscle.’

The news is reassuring. Rafe and I have been married eighteen years. It’s a long time since we gazed at each other with unblinking devotion, even though there’s no one I trust more. It shows how confused I was, to mistake him for a stranger, but it’s good to know I was his first priority.

‘There was a woman here too. Do you know her name?’

‘We don’t keep a register, I’m afraid. I thought he was alone with you the whole time.’

My mind empties when an orderly trundles me down to the X-ray suite for a scan. I’m dreading it because confined spaces make me panic, but there’s no escaping when the MRI machine closes around my head and shoulders, like I’ve been shoved headlong into a white plastic coffin. The air smells sterile, my skin freezing as the mechanism clunks and whirs. The fear in my chest makes me want to claw my way out, but I force myself to lie still and focus on certainties. I’ve seen plenty of brain images before now, but never my own. Colleagues of mine are working with neurosurgeons, to pinpoint where individual emotions lie in the brain’s dense network of neurons and capillaries. It still strikes me as miraculous that dreams come alive inside such a drab grey organ, with the texture of clay.

I’m half-asleep as the orderly wheels me back to my room, still drifting when my husband and son finally arrive. The band of pain around my skull loosens as Jamie marches into the room. He’s already six feet tall, the same height as his dad, with sleek brown hair falling to his shoulders. Jamie looks grown up from a distance, but his movements are twitchy, like he fears his own strength. He’s dressed in a hooded top and jeans, deliberately anonymous. I sense his anger when he kisses my cheek. It’s trapped in his clothes, along with the smells of tobacco and cannabis. I remember his bravery as a kid, hurling himself into the swimming pool from the top board, but there’s a note of anxiety in his voice today.

‘He put you here, didn’t he? Your stalker tracked you down. We have to stop him, Mum.’

I hesitate for a moment too long. ‘It’s okay, I tripped, that’s all.’

‘You’re just saying that to shut me up. It’ll be one of those freaks from prison, or some psycho online. They’ll have seen those films you keep posting.’

His dark eyes search my face for the truth. I’ve had the same thought myself, but each of the stalkers from my programme is tracked closely once they leave prison, by the National Anti-Stalking Centre and the probation service. It helps us to judge their progress over time. Stalkers occasionally shift from obsessing over their victim to pursuing their therapist, but transference is rare. It would be wrong to stop posting advice. I know that many victims of stalkers are desperate and trapped inside their homes. Helping them is the most important thing I’ve ever done in my work.

I want to reassure Jamie that it’s unlikely to be a convicted stalker pursuing me, but he’s paying the worst price for my situation. The late-night phone calls and anonymous letters have put him on edge. I’m almost certain he ran away to escape the stress, even though he’s too macho to admit it. There are still nights when I hear him go downstairs at two or three in the morning, the sound of his guitar rising from the living room, like he’s playing himself a lullaby. He sets off for sixth form college pale with tiredness. And when he gets home, he questions me about my past, as if understanding it could unlock the present. I get the feeling that anything I say will make things worse, and my headache sharpens. He’s the only person in this world that I love unconditionally, yet the barrier between us seems to widen every day.

Rafe stands by the door with his arms folded, watching the conversation, like an umpire at a boxing match. He qualified as an architect the year we got married, after I graduated. He was eight years older than me, confident and far more certain about what he wanted from life. I was driven too, but for different reasons. Falling pregnant with Jamie was the best thing that happened to me. It delayed my plan to become a psychologist for five years, until he was settled at school, yet our lives seemed perfect. I never expected to find a man I could trust or create a family of my own with. Those goals seemed too distant, a vanishing point forever out of reach.

I can tell something’s wrong from Rafe’s body language. His salt-and-pepper hair is shaved close to his skull, making him look austere. The reality is different. He’s one of the gentlest men I know. I can read all his expressions and nuances after so many years together. His face is gaunt today, his skin pale. That could be from the shock of seeing me lying here, helpless. The last time I needed hospital care was to give birth to our son. I’d like to comfort them both, but my head’s pounding from the effort of speaking coherently while my thoughts are so muddled.

‘Get your mum some coffee, can you?’ Rafe asks, handing Jamie a banknote. ‘There’s a café downstairs.’

Rafe sits down at last, on the chair he used last night, once Jamie leaves.

‘Sorry I didn’t come sooner. Jamie stayed out all night and never answered my calls, he’s been driving me round the bend.’

‘But one of the nurses saw you here yesterday.’

He shakes his head. ‘It felt wrong to leave, that’s the thing. Jamie’s volatile right now. I didn’t want him coming back to an empty house.’

The news makes my stomach churn. Rafe has worried more about Jamie since he came back, even though he may only have been proving he’s an adult, free to do as he likes. But who was the man holding my hand last night, if not Rafe? A stranger watched me sleep while I was too weak to move, and a woman hovered in the background, complicit. I still can’t picture their faces. The man’s gaze studied me with the force of a laser. That’s all I remember. Panic’s building inside my chest, but Rafe looks so uptight, I can’t add fuel to the fire.

‘You did the right thing, staying at home,’ I say, keeping my voice level.

‘Jamie bit my head off when I challenged him about skipping lessons. He needs you to straighten him out.’ Rafe smiles at last, like he’s been thrown a lifeline. ‘I do too. How long will you be here?’

‘Two more nights, probably. They’re monitoring me for concussion, which is a pain in the arse.’

‘Be patient, El. It’s a skull fracture. You need to recover.’

‘I know the risks, don’t worry.’

‘Want me to call your brother and sister?’

‘I’ll tell them once I’m out.’

He looks surprised. ‘They should know today, surely? Or can’t you face any more visitors?’

‘Lisa was here earlier. I just want peace and quiet for now.’

Rafe shifts his gaze to the winter sky outside the window. The truth is, Carla tires me and Leo’s condition keeps him at home. I’m still adjusting to my biological family drifting back together, after a string of unexpected emails. It fell apart when I was young, but both my siblings have moved to Cambridge now, and my sister has transferred our mother to a nursing home nearby. I’d come to terms with never seeing any of them again, but the thrill I got the first time we reunited felt overwhelming. I can tolerate Carla’s habit of ringing me every day, and Leo’s mood swings, for the simple joy of having the two of them back in my life.

I study Rafe again, noticing how sombre he looks. He’s dressed in a black turtleneck sweater and well-cut grey trousers, his raincoat abandoned on the chair, a rime of stubble on his jaw. It’s like he’s playing the part of a successful architect for the world to admire. He’s changed from the charismatic livewire I placed on a pedestal in my twenties, always ready to travel to far-flung countries at the drop of a hat. This man seems to need a more sophisticated type of love.

‘Jamie’s right,’ he says, quietly. ‘The police should know what happened to you.’

‘I got caught in a crowd, leaving work. Someone shoved me off the pavement. I didn’t see their face, so I can’t prove a thing.’

‘What else do you remember?’

I hesitate for a moment. ‘Someone said “me or you”, before I blacked out.’

‘That’s what his bloody notes say, isn’t it?’ Rafe’s voice is suddenly hot with anger. ‘I’m calling the police.’

Suddenly I’m tired of going round in circles, and none of it making a difference. ‘Fine, put it on record, but don’t expect a result. Tell them dead flowers were delivered here too: a box full, with the same message.’

‘Are you serious?’

I point at the package dumped in the corner. Rafe prefers more unusual bouquets, full of thistles and sea poppies, but he’s empty-handed today, apart from my overnight bag, containing a fresh set of clothes. I can see how rattled he is when he peers inside the box. It forces me to stay calm again, for his sake.

‘Jesus, that’s a sick thing to do,’ he mutters.

‘The police won’t care about a stupid prank. Remember what happened after we reported it last time? No one rang back.’

‘It’s their job to keep the community safe, El. I’ll speak to them when I get home. Call me when you get the all-clear,’ Rafe says. ‘I’ll pick you up, okay?’

‘I can get a taxi home, if you’re working.’

‘Let me look after you, for once.’ His voice is softer than before when he leans over to kiss my cheek. ‘Jamie’s okay, trust me on that. If they want you here for observation, don’t argue. You should rest until you’re fully well.’

‘I can do that at home. The university’s given us a reading week, for the first time ever, so I’m not teaching. We’re meant to do admin and research.’

My energy is plummeting. I can hardly keep my eyes open while Rafe keeps insisting that I’ll need more than a week off to recover properly. Minutes pass before he finally falls silent, then sits by me, his hand gentle on my shoulder. I’m not strong enough yet for lectures on personal safety, even though he’s just being protective. It still feels like a pneumatic drill is pounding my skull, so I close my eyes, and when I open them again there’s a takeaway coffee cup on the bedside table.

Rafe and Jamie must have left ages ago. The drink is stone cold, and the room is empty. Loneliness washes over me, until sleep steals in once more.
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ME

Hospitals are easy to enter unseen, if you wait until 10 p.m., when the shifts change. Staff are so busy handing over duties that they don’t notice me hanging around. I can’t risk being spotted, because I’ve been here too many times already. It’s lucky that the security signs on every corridor are meaningless. I just have to pick the right fire escape, then cut through rooms that patients never get to see. I pass the laundry, where huge tumble dryers spin in unison, churning out towels and bed linen, day and night. Then I pause outside the boiler room to catch my breath, keeping my head down to avoid a CCTV camera.

I hurry up the back stairs, emerging on the right ward. It’s riskier now. I know it’s unwise to visit the same place often and expect to stay invisible. The NHS have done me a favour when I reach your ward. The hospital is so understaffed there isn’t a single nurse in sight. I’m free to loiter outside your room and peer through the glass panel.

You look restless in sleep. Much more delicate than in the films you post online, lecturing all those sad victims on staying safe, even though your perfect life is fraying at the seams. You don’t know it yet, but it’s already slipping away. I can’t risk going inside again, in case you wake up and see my face.

When I look at the thick white bandage concealing your hair, it wounds me to my core. I never intended to hurt you so badly at this stage, yet I can’t deny the relief it brought. You’ve ruled my thoughts for so long, it felt good to reduce you to nothing for a few short hours. Now you know how I feel every day. It makes us equals; you can never look down on me again.

I linger, knowing I’m in danger, as a doctor strides down the corridor. He’s bound to ask what I’m doing here, so I offer him my best smile. It’s a perfect defence. No one ever sees a happy person as a threat. The medic returns my smile then hurries on, focused on his duties ahead.

When I peer back inside the room your eyes are opening at last, so I mutter goodbye under my breath, then turn away. I retrace my steps, fast, like I’m late for an important meeting. My sadness has lifted. It was worth taking another risk to see you lying in that bed again, pale and broken, like an abandoned rag doll.
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Sunday 7 November


YOU

It’s 2 a.m. when I wake again. The room is dark, and the clock ticking on the wall sounds thunderous now the hospital’s quiet. Something about this place makes me desperate to leave, even though I’m lucky to have my own room. Leaving home as a child left me afraid of the dark. I missed my brother and sister so much, I cried out for them sometimes, in my dreams. I thought that phobia had gone, but my hands fumble for the bedside light. It’s a relief when every corner of the room is illuminated. No monsters are hiding there, or under my bed. The past has loosened its grip for now, but its effect remains, like the pain throbbing behind my eyes.

Someone has left a local newspaper by my bed, which cheers me up. Rafe prefers print, while I always browse online. He scours the Cambridge Gazette each week for news about local building plans. He’s always been ambitious, setting out to create a successful architecture practice. There are six partners now, all working on different projects, and it’s still expanding. He’s taken on a personal assistant, and an intern too, in the past year.

My phone is charging on the bedside table. No personal messages have arrived, but thousands of people have reacted to the film I posted recently on social media. I advised victims of severe stalking on ways to build a strong security network around them, like a forcefield, and how to maintain it every day. Most of the replies are positive, with people sharing their own ways of handling the threat. A few haters have left toxic messages too. I ignore them, until one catches my eye. It’s written in strident capitals, like someone’s shouting in my face.


FUCKING MANHATER. GET A LIFE, YOU STUPID BITCH.



I receive dozens of similar messages every day and blocking them doesn’t work. Anonymous trolls just set up new temporary accounts, to vent their rage at anyone they see as a do-gooder trying to help the vulnerable. Most are missing the point. Stalking behaviour isn’t a gender battle: one in ten stalkers is female, capable of making their victims’ lives hell through threats, blackmail and online abuse. I’ve learned to live with online aggression by believing that it’s not a serious threat. Sticking my head above the parapet makes me a target for a few angry followers, but violent stalkers are normally people from your intimate circle.

My mind flicks through the facts about stalking, to identify why I’ve been singled out. I’ve done this countless times already, trying to control the fear by rationalizing it. The most common trigger is rejection after a breakup. It can tip a healthy mind into psychosis if the trauma’s deep enough. Predatory stalkers are the most dangerous, often planning a sexual attack, which terrifies me most of all. My stalker’s acting like I’ve stolen something valuable from them that can’t be replaced, yet no one in my family or friendship group seems a likely contender for such a bitter campaign.

When I check my voice messages again, one has just arrived from my sister Carla, sounding irritable. She’s asking me to call back soon, because we haven’t spoken for several days, which throws her into a panic. I know she wants us to become close, but trust is a process that can’t be rushed. Fortunately, my brother Leo is less demanding. There’s a reminder from work about prison visits over the next month, but I don’t reply. I can’t think about counselling stalkers while I’m recovering from my own injuries.

I skim through the paper, comforted by the trivia it contains, plus local campaigns for cleaner air and a congestion charge. There’s even a story about stray sheep from Lammas Field bringing rush-hour traffic to a halt by wandering onto a main road and refusing to budge. One of Cambridge’s biggest appeals is that it’s a thriving city which still feels like a market town, moving at a sedate pace.

A picture on page five stops me in my tracks. It shows a man in his mid-thirties gazing back at me. His clean-shaven face appears bland and trustworthy; he could be any pleasant acquaintance or neighbour. I know from dozens of meetings with him in Greenhill Prison that the reality is darker. Joe Sinclair was released recently after serving time for stalking his ex-girlfriend, Georgia Reed. He love-bombed her at first, sending gifts and messages, lulling her into a false sense of security. Then his coercive and controlling behaviour increased. By the end of their relationship, he only allowed her to leave home to shop for food or go to work. He wrestled her into submission through mind games alone, never resorting to physical violence. I spent months counselling him on my treatment programme, until his thinking seemed to evolve. It often takes dozens of therapeutic conversations before a stalker’s viewpoint shifts back to normality, and they accept responsibility for terrifying their victim. Sinclair was judged fit for release by a panel of experts, including me. Our decision was confirmed by the parole board.

Reading the story makes my eyes hurt, like they’re full of sand, until shock takes over. Sinclair broke into his ex’s flat in Huntingdon, holding her captive until morning. He left her with such severe injuries that she was hospitalized, just twenty-four hours before me. Pity turns to anger in my head. I screw the paper up, then hurl it at the wall. The gesture releases something that’s been trapped inside me for too long. I’ve spent years denying my feelings, acting like nothing can hurt me. It’s a relief to let out some tension. I hate being the victim of someone else’s obsession and hate the way it impacts on other victims too.

I keep picturing Georgia Reed, lying in hospital, with far worse injuries than mine. Sinclair seemed like a cast-iron success story, describing his plans to put his life back on track so convincingly. It sounded like his impulses were fully under control. It seems too much of a coincidence that Georgia was attacked so soon before my stalker put me here. It makes me wonder if he drove twenty miles the next day and came hunting for me too, shoving me to the ground, but the facts don’t add up. I started counselling him months before my own stalking began. Sinclair can’t have made the silent phone calls I’ve been getting from his prison cell. He couldn’t have sent me the letters or unwanted gifts either.

It will be my duty to assess him again, now he’s back in jail, to discover what went wrong in the period leading up to the attack. Review meetings often provide clues about preventive measures we should take next time. It’s vital research, to see how the programme failed, but I hate the idea of sitting opposite him after he’s committed such a monstrous crime. It’s a new feeling for me; I’ve rarely struggled with professional distance, until now.

I turn out the light and panic smothers me again. I can’t get Georgia Reed’s suffering out of my head; I’ve got too many black marks on my conscience to cope with any more. I focus on the glass panel in the doorway, where a dim light shines. The quiet feels like a lead weight on my chest.

Anyone could walk back into my room while I’m helpless. I try to calm myself, using the techniques I taught patients for years to help control anxiety. Slowing my breathing eases my racing thoughts. The sense of danger makes me determined to face the problem at last. I’ll fight to defend myself, whatever it takes.

Heels click on the lino outside, accompanied by the sound of a trolley being pushed past my door, its wheels grinding in slow revolutions. Hospital staff keep busy all night long, the corridor rarely empty. You’re safe, I tell myself, even though it’s a lie. No amount of professional knowledge can shield me here. The man that sat by my bed could be waiting in the corridor, and there’s no one to protect me. I battle to stay awake, but am soon conquered by sleep again.
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YOU

It’s almost ten when I wake up, feeling stronger. A nurse has left a breakfast tray by my bedside, and the curtains are open. The winter sky is pallid blue, with jet trails from planes flying to Stansted slowly dispersing. It hits me again that another woman is lying in intensive care, following the release of an offender from my treatment programme. The coincidence of us being assaulted on consecutive nights still feels unnatural, but I won’t find out the exact details until I leave.

My gaze lands on the dead flowers by the bin. You reap what you sow. My mother’s words creep into my head, uninvited. I think she quoted that parable before sending me away to live with my aunt and uncle, but I can’t be certain, my memory hazy. Even now, her actions don’t make sense. I love Jamie more than anything, my maternal instinct at the core of everything I do, yet she banished me at the age of ten, and never made contact again. Maybe I did something she couldn’t accept, overstepping an invisible boundary. Now it’s happened again. I’ve put myself in danger, trying to fix a problem that ruins people’s lives, and it’s too late to complain about repercussions.

When I fumble for my phone, my social media is still jammed with questions from followers seeking ways to de-escalate their stalking and reclaim their lives. Answering them all would be like trying to climb Everest alone, never reaching the summit. But I can’t ignore a message from a young woman whose profile picture makes her look like a rabbit caught in headlights, her eyes stretched open a little too wide.


A bloke at work has been hassling me for weeks. He hangs round my desk, leaves me poems and stupid gifts. I’m worried that something I’ve done has given him the wrong idea. Everyone knows I’m not interested, but he won’t listen. He’s been at the firm for years, so I’m worried that complaining could threaten my job security. The other day he followed me home. How do I stop this? Help me, please. I can’t take much more.



Her situation is a classic example. It follows the rule of four: fixated, obsessive, unwanted and repeated behaviour from her stalker. I share contact details for the National Stalking Helpline, and Paladin, the Stalking Advocacy service, then remind her that she’s the innocent party. She needs to be brave and confide in her boss and colleagues, so everyone knows the truth. It’s isolation that puts victims in danger, and shame that they may have brought it on themselves. I scan more messages and see familiar scenarios, from male or female ex-partners who refuse to let go, to obsessives who focus on total strangers.

I’ve been a reluctant guru since my boss asked me to post some talks online, to raise the profile of my research. Stalking is such a common problem worldwide that each video brings thousands more followers. Victims clamour for advice, like I could cast a magic spell to make their problem vanish. They confide intimate details about stalkers who have made their lives miserable for years. It seems ironic, now that my own defences have been stripped away. I’m failing to follow my own advice, about making sure everyone around you knows the truth. I’ve always hated being the centre of attention. If I tell all my colleagues, friends and family that I’m being stalked, the problem could take over my life.

I push myself upright, then swing my legs out of bed, my feet hitting cold lino. It’s best to keep my head up and walk, even when the destination’s uncertain. My pain reduces to a dull throbbing behind my eyes when I enter the bathroom. I stand by the mirror, then unwind my bandage to assess the damage. There’s a cut high on my forehead, held together by butterfly tape, almost hidden under my hairline. Flakes of dried blood land in the sink when I brush my teeth. The pain comes back suddenly, rocking me on my feet, but I’m determined to take a shower, unsupervised. I keep my hand flat against the tiled wall as water courses down my body, hot and comforting.

The muscle weakness has returned when I finally climb back into bed. My mind’s blank as I stare out of the window again. This is the calm after the storm, but I can’t help remembering Georgia Reed. I need to understand the connection between our attacks, if one exists, but my brain won’t co-operate. My thoughts are still jumbled as I watch swallows winging south over the city in a skein. It looks like a wreath of smoke, forever changing shape.

When I check my phone again, my daydream ends. There’s a voice message I haven’t listened to before, sent on Friday by Jamie’s college tutor. The man sounds grave when he explains that Jamie has missed so many lessons, he’s jeopardizing his course. He must submit last term’s assignments soon, or he’ll be excluded. The tutor asks me to ring him back on Monday. I try to call Rafe, then Jamie, about it, but neither of them pick up.

I can’t just lie here while Jamie drifts deeper into trouble. He could be with Billy, his closest friend for years, but I don’t have his mobile number. When I call his parents’ house next, I get only his mother’s chilly voice message. Jennifer Rawle and her husband Mike are acquaintances rather than friends, their lifestyles too different from ours for an easy fit. Jennifer and Mike are tech entrepreneurs, running a huge training business, often travelling to exotic countries. They live in an immaculate house just outside Cambridge, but their son seems lost. Billy is taking a gap year before going to art school and seems to spend his days driving around in his dad’s BMW, visiting friends. I’ve always liked him, but he’s directionless right now, and Jamie could be following his lead.

I’m on autopilot when I get out of bed, determined to see Jamie. My skin feels tender when I put on the clothes Rafe brought me from home – black trousers and a grey merino wool jumper, from an expensive shop in town. He bought them for my birthday, but I’d have preferred something vibrant. My thoughts jitter back to the past, when I used to wear every colour of the rainbow: turquoise, orange, aquamarine. It’s years since I chose such bold colours, but I bought a crimson dress recently, which hangs at the back of my wardrobe, unworn. Rafe dislikes anything too vivid, so I abandoned it for him, my life turning monochrome. It seems a small price to pay for a rock-solid marriage. Suddenly I want his arms around me, more than anything I can imagine. It’s another good reason to go home immediately.

The nurse on the desk at the end of the ward looks furious when I discharge myself. She keeps her voice low when she explains that a doctor must sign my form when I’m well enough to go home. I’ve got concussion. She repeats the doctor’s warning: there’s a chance I’ll have a seizure, or a haemorrhage. I hear her concern, but it doesn’t frighten me. I understand the risk yet can’t stop myself from taking it.

‘We need to monitor you here,’ she insists, refusing to listen when I explain that my son’s welfare matters more. She places her hand on my arm when I turn away, like she plans to restrain me, then thinks better of it. Her voice follows me down the corridor, telling someone on the phone that a patient with a head injury has discharged herself without authorization.

I make it to the corner, then lean against the wall. My sight’s still blurred, a row of gurneys seeming to hover in mid-air. I wait for the lift, then hurry out of the front entrance, into the freezing air. It’s lucky that a taxi is waiting by the rank because I still feel weak. I give the driver my home address on the outskirts of town. We’ve lived there ever since Jamie was born, in one of the first houses Rafe ever designed. His Audi is in the driveway, so he must be at home, but Jamie’s ancient Ford Fiesta is missing. If he’s not here, where the hell is he?

I see my home now with fresh eyes. It’s a jagged glass citadel sprouting up from the ground, perfect for a family with nothing to hide. The place has been featured in several architecture magazines for its clever use of materials. I loved watching it evolve while I was pregnant with Jamie, feeling him stir when steel joists slotted into place. Rafe created a space that’s sheltered us for years, great for entertaining, with a square garden at the back full of fruit trees we planted together. The project put us in debt for a long time, yet we’ve never regretted it. It was the perfect place to raise a child. Jamie had an idyllic childhood here, in a house that’s always filled with light, but now it feels like he’s losing his way. I let myself in, calling Rafe’s name, but there’s no answer.

I stop in the kitchen to gather my strength, still wrapped in my coat. Rafe designed every detail for usability and warmth as well as space, using oak and polished concrete. It was fitted eighteen years ago, in the days when we had a huge mortgage, but it’s still my favourite room. I’d like to rest for a minute, but Jamie’s in trouble, so I stumble to my feet again immediately. Rafe will be outside in his garden studio, where he often works at the weekend if there’s a deadline. He spends countless Sundays hunched over his drawing board or doing admin for clients.

When I open the French doors, the buddleia and lilac trees that attract butterflies each summer are just leafless sticks. I brace myself for Rafe’s anger about me leaving hospital early, but his studio is empty, which is rare. I sink onto his chair, trying to blink my headache away. I must lie down soon, before I keel over. He’s rushed out in a hurry, leaving drawings scattered across his table, the screensaver on his computer showing a Paris skyline. I felt sure he’d be here, so we could plan how to support Jamie.

I’m about to return inside when something catches my eye. A silk scarf hangs from a hook on the wall, a beautiful strip of vermillion. When I gather it in my hands it releases a scent that’s vaguely familiar, and something shifts inside my chest. Rafe has never given me reason to fear other women, always dependable as a husband and a dad, but what if the rules are changing? I banish the thought fast because it’s ridiculous. We love each other, we always have. The paranoia must be from my injury. Rafe will have brought a colleague here, to work on a project. That happens all the time. I stumble outside, closing the door behind me.

Jamie’s still not answering his phone when I try his number again. I keep a tight hold of the handrail as I go upstairs, my head swimming. Our bedroom’s a mess. The duvet is piled on the floor and Rafe’s clothes lie abandoned on a chair, the light shining in our en suite. I don’t care about any of the clutter. I just need to recover, then find Jamie.

I pause by the bathroom door, where something glitters next to the sink. It’s a bracelet, made from twisted gold wires, that only a woman with slim wrists could wear. It feels weightless on the palm of my hand, very different from my own plain silver jewellery. Why would a woman leave something this expensive in our bathroom? There must be a safe explanation.

I’m still puzzling over it when the door slams and Rafe pounds upstairs, calling my name.

‘What’s happened, El? The hospital said you discharged yourself.’

‘I got a message from Jamie’s college. He’s close to being chucked out, so I came home, looking for him.’

‘You should have let me deal with it.’

The anger on his face only fades when he sees the bracelet in my hand. I’m willing to accept whatever he says, but he’s silent. The colour is draining from his face.

Knowledge settles in my gut, making me nauseous. ‘I found this by the sink, just now. Who does it belong to?’

‘One of Jamie’s friends, probably. They often use our bathroom.’ He won’t meet my eye.

‘No teenager could afford something this expensive. But you already know that, don’t you?’

Rafe’s communication skills are second to none. He’s famed for his ability to persuade any client to spend huge sums of money on building their dream home, but he doesn’t answer my question. The picture’s starting to make sense, and panic stifles me.

‘You brought someone here. Is that it?’

He takes ages to reply. ‘Once, that’s all. It was a mistake.’

‘Sex is a choice, not a mistake.’

‘Listen to me. It was nothing, I promise.’

‘You screwed her in our bed. Is that nothing too?’

My thoughts scatter. I remember learning the Greek myth of Ariadne at school. She laid a trail of golden thread so the man she loved could find his way home through a labyrinth. This story is uglier. A stranger has littered things around my house, expensive and obvious. How many more clues has she dropped that she plans to replace me?

‘Your car’s in the drive. Did you walk her home?’

‘No, I went out alone, just now, to clear my head.’

‘I need the truth, for fuck’s sake. Show me that much respect, at least.’

He drops his gaze. ‘We can get over this. It was just once, like I said.’

‘Liar. She’s been here before, laying a trail.’ Tears keep threatening to spill over. ‘You wanted me to ring for a ride home, so you could cover your tracks.’

‘Let’s focus on what matters. You should be in hospital.’

‘Shut up, Rafe. Just tell me what happened.’

‘Nothing serious. I’ve been loyal to you, all these years.’

‘Just sex then, like scratching an itch?’ I spit the words at him. ‘Does Jamie know you’ve got a mistress?’

‘Of course not. He’s been at Billy’s the last few nights, anyway. This is about you and me, no one else. Can’t you see?’

‘If you’re blaming me, that’s bollocks.’

‘It’s both of us,’ he snaps. ‘I’ve built my practice single-handed, while you chased your career. You prefer those stalkers’ company to mine. I was lonely, all right?’

‘That’s a pathetic excuse.’

My body aches when I wrench the bracelet apart, gold strands peppering the floor. I grab my holdall and stuff clothes inside with my tablet and phone charger. Instinct makes me chuck my passport in there as well, too furious to speak. Escape is the only thing on my mind. I need to get out fast, before this place collapses around my ears.

‘You can’t just leave me over one mistake.’ Rafe watches me in the bathroom, where I chuck my makeup bag into the holdall, his hands twitching at his sides. ‘Is that all our marriage is worth?’

‘Ask yourself that. You broke it, not me.’

When he stands in the doorway, blocking my exit, there’s disappointment in his eyes. Anger almost blinds me. It’s the look he gives Jamie when he skips college, like I’ve failed some vital test.

‘Let me go, Rafe.’

‘Listen to me, please.’

I barge past him, then stumble back downstairs. My strength’s returned, adrenaline-fuelled, heart pounding in my throat. Rafe touches my shoulder, but I shrug his hand away and grab my keys from the hall table. He’s pacing behind me when I leave, talking too loudly, giving lame excuses. I need him to shut up, more than anything. Rafe keeps saying that our marriage can recover, even though he’s lobbed a grenade at our beautiful glass house. Did he do it just for the fun of watching it shatter?

‘You can’t drive in this state. We can sort this out…’

Rafe looks different from the man I loved until today. He’s standing by my car, blocking my escape route again when, without any warning, instinct takes over. I want him to suffer, like me. I can’t stop myself when I draw back, then punch him hard in the face. There’s a burst of relief in my chest when he reels backwards. Shock washes over me, as if someone else has lashed out, but I feel no regret. One more denial would make me do it again. Rafe stares at me, while blood leaks from his nose. I must be sicker than I feel. Physical violence horrifies me normally, but now it seems justified. It must have been lurking inside me all this time.

I swing round suddenly, aware of someone’s gaze crawling across the back of my neck. But there’s only Rafe standing on the driveway, blotting his damaged nose with tissue. I bet the neighbours are peeking from their upstairs windows, loving this Sunday-morning drama in a genteel street where nothing bad ever happens. But that doesn’t matter. Rafe’s the one that cares about public opinion, not me.

My mind feels numb when I get into my car and drive away, leaving behind the possessions I’ve collected so carefully over the years, barricading them around me, believing I was safe.
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