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Prologue
He’s watching her. He knows where she’s going, what she’s doing, but still he watches. She’s
inside now – out of his sight – but she’ll be coming out soon. It’s been thirty minutes, but he
doesn’t mind the wait. He leans his shoulder against the wall of a shadowed doorway, a spot
he has stood in many times before, and thinks about who she is and what she’s become.
Finally the glass doors of the apartment block swing open and she strides out, her head
high, blonde hair gleaming in the overhead lights of the entrance. Even from here he can tell
she is wearing deep red lipstick and dark eye make-up, and the skirt of her short dress swings
around bare, tanned legs. He can’t see the expression in her eyes, but he knows they will be
burning bright with the thrill of the night ahead.
And he hates her for it.
He watches as people turn their heads to stare at this captivating woman who walks with
such confidence in her strappy stilettos. They are probably wondering why someone so
beautiful is on her own on the streets of Manchester.
She only has to cover a short distance to her destination, and he doesn’t need to follow
her, but he does anyway. He wonders if she can feel his eyes burning into her back, despising
her for who she is, for the pain she has caused.
He hopes she can, because then she might be scared. And he needs that. He wants to see
her fear – taste it. But not yet.
Soon.

Chapter 1
We all lie. To ourselves and to each other. We make excuses by referring to our untruths as
fibs or white lies, trivialising them as harmless. Or we claim they are necessary to shelter
others from hurt. However we try to justify them, whatever their shape or form, they are still
lies.
Deception is a bigger word. Deceivers manipulate facts to create a false reality, like
sleight-of-hand magic. There is nothing spontaneous about deception. It is carefully planned
and skilfully orchestrated.
I lie to those closest to me every day, and each untruth plays its part in a greater
deception. I am ashamed. I knew when I started on this journey that the path I had chosen
was the wrong one, but the first lie slipped out easily and I convinced myself that I had no
choice. I didn’t realise then that a lie which I believed would harm no one would come with
such a hefty price. I thought it was the only way to protect my family and hold it together.
And as the deception increases in complexity, the pit I am digging grows deeper. I convince
myself that it’s nearly over, that soon I won’t have to lie any more. Or at least not so often.
But that’s another lie – this time to myself.
Each morning as I wake up the first emotion to hit me is guilt, closely followed by shame.
Today is worse than most. It’s a special date for me, but I can’t share its significance with
anyone else. I have to bear the pain alone. My eyes fill with tears, and I allow myself a few
moments to remember before I force myself from the safety of my bed. My chest feels tight,
the urge to pull my knees up close and stay buried beneath the covers grows stronger, but my
duplicitous nature urges me to paint a smile on my face and get on with the day.
I walk over to the window, pull back the curtains and look out over the golf course that
lies at the back of our house. It’s another beautiful morning, and on a day such as this the
fairways will soon be full of men and women dragging their trolleys behind them, hitting a
small white ball a hundred metres or so, only to trudge after it and hit it again. I don’t get
golf, but it’s wonderful to see the beautifully cut grass, the artfully constructed ponds and the
clumps of trees, which will be getting their autumn leaves before long.
We are lucky to have this house. It’s a wreck, but when my husband inherited it from his
uncle we could hardly refuse, and it allows us to be mortgage free. We will renovate it over
time but it’s taking longer than either of us expected, as no doubt these things always do.

I let the curtains drop back and head for the bathroom, squealing as a splinter goes into
my foot from the floorboards that are waiting to be sanded back to their Victorian glory. The
children aren’t allowed out of their bedrooms without rubber-soled slippers, but I always
forget. And it’s my fault the floor is like this. In frustration at the lack of progress I ripped up
the dirty old carpet two weeks ago, earning myself a rebuke from my husband, who has a
plan that apparently I should have adhered to. He is a man who likes lists with items that can
be ticked off in order as each one is completed.
The shower gives me time to take some deep breaths, and I stare into the mirror to
reassure myself that no hint of my true feelings is showing. I see an unexceptional face: top
lip slightly too long, a straight nose, and dark brown hair that waves to just below my chin.
My oval-shaped navy-blue eyes are normally considered my best feature, but today they are
puffy and I wish I could sink back into my bed with a couple of cold teabags on them for half
an hour. But I can’t, so I run a flannel under the tap and push it firmly against the offending
skin in the hope that I will be able to work miracles with some make-up.
Finally I walk downstairs, picking my way past two bin liners stuffed with stripped-off
wallpaper – another of my failed attempts to be helpful. I hear a giggle and look towards the
open door to the kitchen, through which I glimpse the comforting scene of my children eating
breakfast at a rickety Formica table under the watchful eye of my husband. He comes into the
hall as he always does to make sure I have everything I need for the day ahead. I notice he is
limping today, but I don’t comment. I know he hates it.
I reach up an arm to wrap around his neck. ‘You’re so bloody tall,’ I say, pulling his face
down towards mine and resting my lips briefly on his. It’s true – he is. And his wide
shoulders look as if they are made to be leaned on. If only I could.
‘Morning, short stuff.’ He smiles and kisses me back.
I straighten the jacket of the smart new suit I bought for days like today when I have an
important meeting and strike a pose. ‘Do I look okay?’
‘You look gorgeous – ready to conquer the world.’
Dominic always does his best to make me feel good. He hasn’t worked for eighteen
months, since the event we euphemistically call his ‘accident’, and is perfectly content to be a
stay-at-home dad, caring for the children and gradually restoring the house. He says he has no
desire to return to teaching, but I suspect he underestimated the time needed to care for two
small children.

I used to be the polar opposite of my unambitious husband. When I was eighteen I wanted
to fly, to jump every hurdle in my path, to be everything I possibly could be. But that lust for
life brought me nothing but turmoil, and I learned to value stability and a life free from
uncertainty. Sometimes, though, I strive to free a tiny portion of myself from the confines of
a life constrained by the codes of others.
I step towards the kitchen to say goodbye to my children, and speak to Dom over my
shoulder. ‘You were up early this morning. Couldn’t you sleep?’
‘I was too hot. I think my next job has to be sorting our bedroom windows so we can at
least open them and get some air in the room. It was stifling. Sorry I woke you, but I knew I
wouldn’t get back to sleep so I went for a walk – you know it helps in the morning.’ He’s
following me, so I stop at the door and turn.
‘I heard the car go. How’s your leg feeling?’
‘Not too bad, although I probably walked too far. I decided to drive to the park for a
change of scenery. It was just before six when I got there and there was no one else around. It
was perfect.’
‘Sounds lovely.’ I walk into the kitchen. ‘Now, where are those gorgeous children of
ours?’
Most of the time I find it easy to play the part of the perfect wife in a perfect family, but
occasionally it feels hard to know which is the charade and which is my reality – this life,
with the children I love dearly, or the secret life in which I play the starring role.
I hurry over to the table. It’s time I was on my way, but I can’t resist kissing Holly over
and over on her cheek until she pushes me away with a giggle. I spin towards Bailey and lift
his chubby little hand to lick the honey off his fingers before he smears the sticky goo all
over my clothes.
‘I’ll see you kids tonight. Have a wonderful day,’ I shout as I head for the front door.
I turn back briefly in the doorway, give Dominic a final cheery wave and walk towards
my brand new raspberry-red car, groping in my handbag for the keys.
I’m about to reach for the handle when I stop dead. Just in time I’ve seen what’s on the
window, only inches from where I was about to put my hand. I want to turn and run, but I
know I should stand still and wait until the source of my fear flies away. It doesn’t look as if
it’s going anywhere, though, and I stare transfixed at the yellow and black stripes, the slender
body pinched in just below the fine wings. I know where its stinger is, and I’m told that only

female wasps can sting, but I don’t know how to tell the difference and I don’t care. They are
all enemies to me.
For a second I think the wasp is about to leave as it lifts itself from the glass and buzzes
around for a few moments. But it settles back down. I feel as if it’s playing with me, waiting
for me to swat at it so it has an excuse to attack.
I hear Dominic shout from the open door, ‘Hang on, Anna.’ I can’t look at him, but he’ll
be glancing over his shoulder to check the children are still eating breakfast. I hear the
irregular beat of his footsteps hurrying towards me and feel his fingers on my arm. He
reaches out a hand holding a handkerchief. He pauses, and then he lunges and I give a little
yelp of fear.
‘Got it,’ he says with a note of satisfaction. He turns and smiles. ‘You’re good to go,
darling.’
I can breathe again, but somehow the sight of the wasp feels like an omen. I still haven’t
moved.
Dominic opens the car door for me. ‘Do you need to come back in the house for a few
minutes? Are you going to be okay?’
For a moment my mind turns blank, but then I shake myself. At least Dominic never
laughs at me; he has even researched the problem. ‘Spheksophobia – that’s what fear of
wasps is called,’ he’d told me when he first saw the level of my panic.
I was stung three times as a child, and have hated and feared wasps ever since. But that
doesn’t account for the paralysing terror I feel now. I can never explain it to Dominic. The
trauma of the moment I became truly spheksophobic was far worse than he could ever
imagine.
Sadly not everything can be solved by Dominic with a handkerchief and a bit of love and
attention. Some things demand so much more, and the thought of the secret mountain I need
to climb sneaks up on me. I feel my throat tighten. More lies, more deceit.
There are times I can’t wait for it to be over, and at other times I never want it to end.

Chapter 2

I sometimes ask myself which is the real me: the family person – mummy to two adorable
small children and wife to a strong, dependable husband; the professional person – Anna
Franklyn, head teacher, a woman with drive, ambition and genuine concern for the wellbeing of those in her care; or the other me – the one no one knows, the one whose pulse races
with guilt-ridden excitement.
When I’m at school it’s easy to shed my heavy cloak of remorse and slip on a public face,
and during the half-hour journey each morning I transform myself into this better version of
myself. I originally joined the small Church of England primary school two years ago as
deputy head, but after the acrimonious dismissal of the head teacher just months after I
arrived, I was promoted until they could replace him. They never did, so I was delighted and
a little astonished when they offered me the permanent position.
As I drive, I glance out of the window at the people hurrying to work. A brief spell of
weather too hot for early September has brought out the bright clothes that had been
abandoned during a wet and miserable August. Girls in colourful short dresses and men in
shirtsleeves walk with their heads up towards the sun, rather than stooping to shield
themselves from the rain.
I force my shoulders to relax, the tension of the morning slowly seeping from my body.
One wasp is not going to ruin my day, and I look at the other drivers, the pedestrians and bus
passengers, and wonder what scares them. Everyone’s afraid of something.
I can see there is heavy traffic up ahead, which is irritating but not the end of the world. I
lean forward and switch on the radio. Above the chirpy voice of the presenter I can just make
out the sound of a pneumatic drill so I turn the radio up a little, relax back into my seat and
feel the sun warm me through the window as a 90s Take That song plays. I have a
momentary flashback to my teenage self in Cindy Williams’ bedroom, both of us trying to
copy Jason Orange’s dance moves. Life was simple then.
The music fades and the presenter’s voice cuts through the final notes. ‘Now it’s the
moment you’ve all been waiting for – the highlight of your week! It’s time for “The One That
Got Away!”’

I enjoy this weekly segment, so I tweak the volume higher as I draw closer to the
roadworks. ‘Today we’ve got Susie from Oldham on the phone, ready to tell us her tale of
thwarted love. This is the story you voted for last week, folks. So tell us, Susie. Who was he
– or she? Why was this person so perfect, and how did he or she get away from you?’
Susie from Oldham talks enthusiastically about a gorgeous man she’d met online and how
some ill-judged images sent by text had abruptly ended their budding relationship. It’s not the
best story I’ve heard and I don’t understand what possesses people to send photos of their
body parts via SMS, but it brightens my journey a little. Sometimes the stories in ‘The One
That Got Away’ are funny, sometimes sad, but it has become quite a talking point among my
friends and colleagues. There’s even a TOTGA Facebook group. The best bit, though, is the
phone-in at the end of the feature. Callers pitch a teaser to tell their own tale of woe, and the
one that gets the most votes is selected for the following week’s programme.
‘We’ve got three callers on the line ready to entice us,’ the presenter says, his voice rising
with excitement. ‘Are you ready, listeners? Remember, you can vote for your favourite
online or via text, and the winner will reveal the happy, sad or gory details of their story at
the same time next Monday.’
I’m getting closer to the pneumatic drill now, which is annoying as it’s becoming difficult
to hear the radio. The first pitch is embarrassing, as they sometimes are. Some girl is crying
because her boyfriend has gone back to his wife, and it’s making me a bit uncomfortable.
What if his wife’s listening? The presenter thankfully cuts her short and moves on to the next
caller.
‘My name’s Scott.’
My hands grip the steering wheel a little tighter. The name Scott always gives me a jolt –
especially today – but it’s an irrational reaction.
‘Okay, Scott, you’re on. Sixty seconds to tell us why we should listen to your story in
detail next Monday. And…go!’
‘My story is about a beautiful girl – I called her Spike.’ I hear myself gasp. Scott is
talking quickly and the drill is making it even harder to hear. There is something familiar
about his voice, but there has to be more than one Scott with a Welsh accent, surely? But
Spike…What a weird coincidence.
‘Spike wasn’t her real name, by the way,’ he says. ‘I’ll tell you her real name if I’m
chosen, but I loved her. She was everything to me. Sadly we did some stuff we shouldn’t
have, and everything went horribly wrong. It nearly killed us, one way or another. It was

fourteen years ago today – one year after we met – that we made the devastating decision that
changed our lives – well, mine anyway. If you’re listening, Spike, I know you won’t have
forgotten.’
I can’t believe what I’m hearing. My eyes sting and I lift a hand to brush away hot tears. I
want to reach out and switch the radio off – I don’t want to listen to any more. My hand
hovers over the button, but I can’t do it.
‘It was a terrible time, and Spike decided that – for me, at least – it was all over. Next
Monday is another important day – the day that I always think of as “the end”. And that’s
when I’ll tell our story.’
I swallow hard, my throat tight. It can’t be my Scott. I know that. But the dates! Surely
this is our story?
The man calling himself Scott seems to have ground to a halt, and the presenter chips in.
‘You like to keep us in suspense, don’t you, Scott? Tell me, when did you last see each
other?’
At that moment I pull level with the drill, and its clattering deafens me. The radio is on
full blast, but I can’t catch what he says, and by the time I am past the roadworks, the
moment has gone. Only the presenter can be heard, telling his listeners there is one more
pitch before they must make up their minds who to choose.
‘I think young Scott has got us all intrigued, though. Who is Spike? And what did the two
of them do that tore them apart? The mind boggles, folks. Don’t forget to vote, and if my
guess is right we’ll all be tuning in next Monday to find out what happened to end Scott and
Spike’s wonderful relationship, and discover what was so special about this day fourteen
years ago.’

The rest of the journey passes in a blur. My eyes have glazed over and I am barely
functioning. My hands are shaking, and I grasp the steering wheel as tightly as I can, forcing
myself to concentrate on the road, to cut the ridiculous thoughts out of my head. It’s not
Scott.
But the date, the accent and the names.
A Welsh boy called Scott had nicknamed me Spike many years ago, after I had my hair
cut painfully short to try to look cool – a word that was bandied about all the time back then.

I might manage to convince myself that there are many men called Scott, and that Spike
isn’t such an imaginative nickname, but I can’t ignore the dates. No one other than Scott
would know the significance of today. It’s a day I’ve been dreading, as I do every year.
I realise I have arrived at school without consciously knowing how I got here. I drive
through the entrance to the car park of the old red-brick building which looked so shabby
when I first arrived, and I take no pleasure in the colourful garden that an enthusiastic group
of children and staff have created. I see nothing, blind to all but the memories. My head is
swimming.
The radio is still playing, but I haven’t been listening. Until now.
‘Text us with the word “Scott” if you want to learn what happened to Scott and Spike
fourteen years ago in Nebraska.’
I hear myself gasp. That must have been what he was saying as I passed the drill. It all
happened in Nebraska.
I gulp back a sob.
Fourteen years ago today I was with Scott in Nebraska, and it was the worst day of my
life. No one knows that except Scott, but it can’t be him on the radio because Scott has been
dead for fourteen years. And I killed him.
To find out more, click here

