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   INTRODUCTION
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m tired; barely keep my eyes open. 
 
    
 
   Not that I go to them often but, sleep-overs round my friends’ houses often end up with very little sleep - one of the reasons my mum and dad don’t normally let me go to them. They say, it makes me sluggish the following day and more likely to make a mistake in whatever needs to be done. They can’t be angry this time. They suggested I went to Donna’s for the night.
 
    
 
   “Can I come up yet?” I called up the stairs.
 
    
 
   I’m tired; barely keep my eyes open.
 
    
 
   All I want to do is crawl up the stairs and climb into my bed. Mum and dad won’t let me sleep the whole day away but, as it’s my birthday, I’m hoping they’ll at least permit me a couple of hours.
 
    
 
   Minimum - so tired.
 
    
 
   It was a good night, though. Donna’s mum bought us a take-away pizza and let us crash in the main room, in front of Dirty Dancing; a large bowl of popcorn between the two of us and an endless supply of fizzy drinks.
 
    
 
   What are they doing up there?
 
    
 
   “Mum? Dad? Can I come up yet? What are you doing?” I called out, half expecting to get moaned at for using a tone of voice they’d class as ‘whinging’. I just want a reaction. Are they even up there? Of course they are, as soon as I walked through the front door they both vanished upstairs telling me not to come up.
 
    
 
   What are they doing?
 
    
 
   “Mum? Dad?”
 
    
 
   No answer.
 
    
 
   “I’m coming up!”
 
    
 
   I walked to the bottom of the stairs and made stamping noises on the bottom step, with my feet - a poor impression of actually going up the stairs. I thought the noise might be able to stir some sort of reaction from them.
 
    
 
   Nothing.
 
    
 
   This is stupid.
 
    
 
   I’ve given them fair warning. I started to walk up the stairs - slowly - expecting one of them to appear on the landing, yelling for me to go back downstairs but no one came. No one shouted. No one tried to stop me.
 
    
 
   At the top of the stairs now - all the bedroom doors are closed. Even the bathroom door has been shut. That’s weird. The doors are never closed. Dad prefers them to be open. An open door policy, in this house.
 
    
 
   “Mum? Dad?”
 
    
 
   Stuff them. I’m too tired for this. I turned to my right and walked towards the door to my bedroom. I’m not sure what they’re playing at but, I don’t care. I’m too tired to play silly buggers with them.
 
    
 
   I need my bed!
 
    
 
   I pulled open the door - - -
 
    
 
   “SURPRISE!”
 
    
 
   SHIT! 
 
    
 
   Mum and dad are stood in my bedroom - freshly ‘popped’ party-poppers in their hands and beaming smiles on their faces.
 
    
 
   “Happy Birthday, Jessica!” they both shouted in unison.
 
    
 
   What did your mum and dad get you for your birthday? My school friends will ask on Monday. 
 
    
 
   I can now reply, a heart attack.
 
    
 
   A camera flashes in my face causing me to jump again and shut my eyes from the unexpected brightness of the flash...
 
    
 
   “Well?” mum’s voice.
 
    
 
   I opened my eyes.
 
    
 
   This time, when I looked at my parents, I realised everything had changed. The whole room. The walls, smelling of fresh paint, are a light pink colour. My old single bed, replaced with a large double-bed with pink sheets and matching duvet and pillow cases.
 
    
 
   A classy pink.
 
    
 
   As opposed to a Barbie Pink.
 
    
 
   Everything looks nice.
 
    
 
   My old posters of my favourite hollywood crushes have even been replaced with large, framed pictures of the same actors - Depp, Pitt and Clooney.
 
    
 
   Fairy lights across the top of the curtain pole and new curtains to match the rest of the room.
 
    
 
   “Well?” mum repeated. “What do you think?”
 
    
 
   I can’t speak. My heart is still pounding from the fright they gave me but I’m sure mum can tell I love it going by the smile on my face.
 
    
 
   Mum turned to my dad, “I think she likes it.”
 
    
 
   I closed my eyes. Maybe I’m seeing things. The camera flash caused some sort of weird hallucination. Keep the eyes closed for a couple of seconds and allow the possible hallucinations time to dissolve and normality to return.
 
    
 
   Okay.
 
    
 
   That’ll do.
 
    
 
   I opened my eyes.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   Dingy.
 
    
 
   Dark.
 
    
 
   The air is stagnant with the smell of stale urine and dust.
 
    
 
   My stale urine.
 
    
 
   The springs of the broken mattress digging into my bare back and the piss-stained bed linen stinging my naked flesh.
 
    
 
   “Mum? Dad?” I called out.
 
    
 
   They don’t answer me.
 
    
 
   They wouldn’t.
 
    
 
   They aren’t here.
 
    
 
   No one is.
 
    
 
   I’m alone.
 
    
 
   I scream. 
 
    
 
   At first; just a scream.
 
    
 
   Then a scream for them....
 
    
 
   “MUM! DAD! PLEASE!”
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   1.
 
    
 
    
 
   “I love it!” I said as I went over to hug and kiss them both.
 
    
 
   I wasn’t tired anymore. Certainly not as tired as they both looked. They must have worked through the night to get this done for me.
 
    
 
   “Happy Birthday,” said dad as he put his big, strong arms around me and kissed me on the cheek. “I hope you like the colour scheme, your mother chose it.”
 
    
 
   “I do, I love it. Thank you!”
 
    
 
   Actually, I felt as though I was a little old for pink walls and pink bedding but, I didn’t care. The effort they both went to was amazing.
 
    
 
   “And the fairy lights?” mum pointed out the lights on the curtain pole, just in case I had missed them in all of the excitement.
 
    
 
   “Your idea too?” I asked.
 
    
 
   Dad grinned at me and, I have to say,  looked a little sheepish.
 
    
 
   “Your idea?” I questioned him.
 
    
 
   Mum laughed, “He was very adamant about the fairy lights.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, well, that can be our little family secret now, yeah?” said dad.
 
    
 
   “We’ll leave you to freshen up and get used to your new room,” said mum as she walked towards the bedroom door, followed by dad. 
 
    
 
   Dad walked through, without so much as a glance backwards - muttering something about the fairy lights and why did mum have to say it was his idea.
 
    
 
   Mum turned to me, “Do you really like it?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, mum, it’s great - thank you.”
 
    
 
   Mum smiled. A smile of relief? A smile of happiness because I’m happy?
 
    
 
   I can’t tell.
 
    
 
   She turned, again, and left the room - closing the door behind her, leaving me alone.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Alone.
 
    
 
   Always alone.
 
    
 
   I wish someone would make themselves known to me.
 
    
 
   I’m not sure where I am. 
 
    
 
   I’m not sure who I can hear walking around upstairs.
 
    
 
   Loud footsteps.
 
    
 
   Wooden floors?
 
    
 
   Muttered voices. 
 
    
 
   Some laughter.
 
    
 
   Laughter?
 
    
 
   I’m not sure how long I’ve been here but I know my voice is already strained from all of the screaming.
 
    
 
   Pointless screaming.
 
    
 
   I scream.
 
    
 
   He plays music and drowns me out.
 
    
 
   He?
 
    
 
   Maybe a she?
 
    
 
   Maybe both?
 
    
 
   Two voices - at least.
 
    
 
   Could be more. I can’t make them out. They’re just mutterings at the moment.
 
    
 
   I looked around the room. It’s hard to see the corners of the room due to the level of light. Hard to see what room I’m in. I’m on a bed but - this can’t be a bedroom.
 
    
 
   A cellar?
 
    
 
   Stairs in the corner of the room and no windows, that I can see.
 
    
 
   It has to be a cellar.
 
    
 
   “Hello? Please? Anyone?” my voice is croaky. Give it a rest. Leave it be. Try and get someone’s attention tomorrow....
 
    
 
   If I’m still here.
 
    
 
   Someone might come for me before then.
 
    
 
   They have to.
 
    
 
   Hopefully, at least, tell me why I’m here. Tell me what they want.
 
    
 
   They have to.
 
    
 
   There must be a reason why I’m here.
 
    
 
   Who would want me, anyway?
 
    
 
   There’s nothing special about me.
 
    
 
   I’m a no-one.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   “Don’t be so stupid,” said mum, “of course you’re not a no-one. And he doesn’t think so, either.”
 
    
 
   “But why would he ask me out?”
 
    
 
   “He’s obviously a smart lad,” said mum - she always had a way of reassuring me. 
 
    
 
   A way of making things seem better. 
 
    
 
   We were in my bedroom, my mum was sat on my bed and I was standing by the closet looking for something to wear for my first ever date, having been asked out by Darren.
 
    
 
   “This one?” I pulled a dress from the cupboard and held it against my body. Mum shook her head and I flung the dress on the floor.
 
    
 
   “That’s it, I don’t have anything to wear.”
 
    
 
   Mum stood up and walked over to the cupboard, with me, “Don’t be stupid - you have plenty of nice things.”
 
    
 
   Within seconds she pulled out a little black dress and passed it to me.
 
    
 
   “You think?”
 
    
 
   “Yes... now stop worrying. You’ll be fine. Just go out - be yourself and have a nice evening. What time is he picking you up?”
 
    
 
   “In a couple of hours,” I said as I nervously glanced towards the clock on the wall. “Oh God.”
 
    
 
   “It will be fine and if it’s not, for any reason, we’ll come and get you...”
 
    
 
   “What if he doesn’t like me?”
 
    
 
   “He asked you out. He will like you. And if he doesn’t, your father will have a quiet word with him.”
 
    
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh at the thought of dad having a word with someone. He’s such a mild-mannered quiet man, I couldn’t ever imagine him getting angry. Even when I was failing at school, he didn’t get angry. Instead, he just took me out for a burger to talk about what was going wrong. The conversation lasted less than ten minutes before we changed the subject.
 
    
 
   If anyone would have a quiet word with Darren - it would be mum.
 
    
 
   “Is it normal to feel so nervous?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “I still get butterflies when I see your father. If you’re getting that feeling - you’re on the right track...”
 
    
 
   I sat down on the bed. Obviously, I have a lot to learn...
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Butterflies....
 
    
 
   I have them in my stomach now. 
 
    
 
   I don’t think they’re the same butterflies mum was talking about. Whatever these butterflies are, though... they’re all I feel.
 
    
 
   I don’t feel scared.
 
    
 
   I don’t feel nervous.
 
    
 
   I feel nothing.
 
    
 
   Except these butterflies.
 
    
 
   And my wrists.
 
    
 
   I feel them.
 
    
 
   Bruised.
 
    
 
   The handcuffs, keeping me secure on the bed have bruised my thin wrists. If anything it’s the pain, from my wrists, which keeps bringing me back to this room - stopping my happier memories from taking me to a better place.
 
    
 
   Go back to your happy place....
 
    
 
   Footsteps across the floorboards above my head again, headed in the direction of the cellar stairs. I can’t see the top of the stairs, as they disappear around the corner but the footsteps definitely stopped there.
 
    
 
   Someone coming?
 
    
 
   I listened as the footsteps stopped at what could only be the top of the stairs. A clicking noise as, what I presume to be, a door handle was twisted. As the door opened, light flooded in illuminating the stairwell.
 
    
 
   My heart skipped a beat as a shadow was cast down the stairs.
 
    
 
   “Hello?”
 
    
 
   They didn’t answer.
 
    
 
   I feel adrenaline.
 
    
 
   “What do you want?”
 
    
 
   Again, there was no answer.
 
    
 
   “Please, let me out.... please.”
 
    
 
   The door closed, plunging the room back into darkness.
 
    
 
   Now I feel panic.
 
    
 
   Fear.
 
    
 
   I wish the butterflies would come back.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   2.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I hid around the corner as my mum let Darren into the house. Dad was in the room, behind me, reading from his book - his feet up on the coffee table, as per usual.
 
    
 
   “Remember, you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. If he tries to pressurize you into anything...”
 
    
 
   “Ssh,” I urged him. I knew where the conversation was going and didn’t need it. I didn’t plan to do anything with Darren.... well, not like that anyway. I hardly know him. And, even if I did plan to do something with him - I didn’t need him hearing my little pep talk from my father!
 
    
 
   So embarrassing.
 
    
 
   “Jessica!”
 
    
 
   My mum called me from the other room.
 
    
 
   The butterflies feel as though they’re going to break through my tummy and fly off into the lounge. This is it.
 
    
 
   “Coming,” I answered, my feet seemingly unwilling to move.
 
    
 
   “This will be the part when you go and greet your date,” dad said helpfully without even looking up from his book. A shame he didn’t look up, as he missed the look I gave him.
 
    
 
   Come on, Jess, stop being so stupid. It’s not like you don’t know him at all - he’s in your class. Straight away you have something in common... even if he appears to enjoy that class and you hate it.
 
    
 
   Oh God.
 
    
 
   We’ve got nothing in common.
 
    
 
   Already.
 
    
 
   This is going to be a disaster.
 
    
 
   No, don’t think like that. It’s going to be fine. 
 
    
 
   He asked me out.
 
    
 
   He asked me out.
 
    
 
   And, they say, opposites attract.
 
    
 
   As casually as I could, I left the lounge and walked into the hallway - where mum and Darren were both standing; watching me make my grand entrance.
 
   Oh God.
 
    
 
   Don’t trip up.
 
    
 
   Act cool.
 
    
 
   “Hi,” said Darren - as he held out a small bouquet of flowers.
 
    
 
   Mum, stood slightly behind him out of his eye-line, gave me a thumbs up.
 
    
 
   Oh God.
 
    
 
   How embarrassing.
 
    
 
   I shot her a look before smiling at Darren. “Thank you,” I said as I took the flowers.
 
    
 
   Before I even had a chance to admire them, mum reached over and took them from me, “I’ll go and put those in water for you. You kids have fun now!”
 
    
 
   With that, she walked through to the lounge, leaving Darren and I stood in the hallway - both unsure of what to do next.
 
    
 
   “Our daughter’s growing up,” mum said from the other room - obviously thinking she was out of ear shot.
 
    
 
   Oh God.
 
    
 
   So embarrassing.
 
    
 
   I felt my cheeks flush as Darren simply smiled.
 
    
 
   “So, are you ready?”
 
    
 
   “Sure,” I said as I grabbed my coat and opened the front door.
 
    
 
   “I think the restaurant prefers it if you wear shoes,” said Darren.
 
    
 
   Oh God.
 
    
 
   So embarrassing.
 
    
 
   He laughed again as I stepped back into the house and slipped my black heels on.
 
    
 
   I wonder what he’d say if I asked to start the date again.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Who ever it was - they must have heard me; even with my croaky voice.
 
    
 
   Everything else in this house is so quiet, they’d have to be deaf not to hear me.
 
    
 
   Maybe they are...?
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   I doubt it, somehow.
 
    
 
   They heard me, alright. They know I’m awake now. I’m sure they’ll be back in a minute - explain how it’s been a mistake and let me out. Let me go home.
 
    
 
   Again - somehow I doubt it.
 
    
 
   They’d at least tell me what they wanted.
 
    
 
   And who they are.
 
    
 
   I think that’s getting to me more than being cuffed to this dirty bed in nothing more than my underwear - not knowing who they are.
 
    
 
   ... And what they did to me when I was unconscious.
 
    
 
   Another wave of panic washes through me as I think of all the things they could have done - after all, why else would I be in just my knickers?
 
    
 
   Don’t think about it.
 
    
 
   I’m sure if they had done anything... I’m sure I’d know.
 
    
 
   I’m sure I’d feel something had anything ha.....
 
    
 
   Don’t think about it.
 
    
 
   Another wave of panic rushes through my body - what if they are waiting for me to be awake before doing anything? What if they like the idea of me screaming and squirming underneath them. I feel my eyes fill with tears.
 
    
 
   Why is this happening to me?
 
    
 
   What have I done to deserve this? I’ve never hurt anyone. I’ve never.... stop being the victim and stay calm...
 
    
 
   Everything happens for a reason.
 
    
 
   Keep calm.
 
    
 
   Everything will be okay.
 
    
 
   Whatever they want - just give it to them. If they want to... well, don’t struggle.
 
    
 
   Being a handful and shouting at them or screaming for them to stop whatever they’re wanting to do - it won’t make the situation any better. If anything it will make it worse.
 
    
 
   And besides, they might like the screaming.
 
    
 
   Don’t give them the satisfaction of knowing you’re afraid.
 
    
 
   But I am.
 
    
 
   I am afraid.
 
    
 
   The more I think about the situation. The more I think about what’s happening and wondering where I am.... and who is walking around upstairs.... the more scared I become.
 
    
 
   I am scared.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   I am scared.
 
    
 
   I don’t know why - Darren’s been nothing but polite to me the whole evening. Even as we left the house and walked to his car, he quickened his pace in order to open the car door before I got to it. 
 
    
 
   He even did the same at the restaurant, when we arrived - even though I quickened my pace to see if I could beat him to the door. Just to see what he’d do. He had simply quickened his own pace, in response.
 
    
 
   As we sat down he offered to take my coat, before he pulled the chair from under the table for me.
 
    
 
   A proper gentleman, just how I had always imaged my dates to be.
 
    
 
   So - why am I so scared?
 
    
 
   “Any idea what you’re going to eat yet?” he asked, without looking up from behind his own menu.
 
    
 
   I had no idea. 
 
    
 
   Everything was foreign. 
 
    
 
   “Still looking,” I said shyly, safely hidden behind my own overly-large and complicated menu.
 
    
 
   “No rush.”
 
    
 
   There was an awkward pause.
 
    
 
   “Do you have any idea what any of this actually is?” he asked.
 
    
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh. I had no idea. In turn, he laughed too - sounding thankful that it wasn’t just him who was slightly ill-educated for an establishment such as this.
 
    
 
   “I only want steak and chips,” he said, “can you even see anything that sounds as though it could be steak and chips?”
 
    
 
   I confessed that I couldn’t. Not to say ‘steak and chips’ wasn’t on the menu.
 
    
 
   “We could ask,” I suggested.
 
    
 
   “Sounds like a plan,” he said before waving one of the nicely dressed waiters over.
 
    
 
   “Can I take your orders, sir?” 
 
    
 
   I hid behind my menu, a little embarrassed at the whole situation.
 
    
 
   “To be honest, I’m not sure... we’re struggling with the menu. Is there, perhaps, an English version?” 
 
    
 
   I knew he was joking around but the expression on the waiter’s face suggested he wasn’t so sure of Darren’s motives.
 
    
 
   “I’m terribly sorry, sir, but that’s the only menu we have.... the lunch time menu finished a couple of hours ago....”
 
    
 
   “No, no... we don’t speak whatever language this is... I just want a steak.... do you do steak?”
 
    
 
   “Bistecca,” replied the waiter.
 
    
 
   “Bless you,” said Darren, with a playful smile on his face. I couldn’t help but offer a snort of laughter. “Now, steak.... do you sell steak?”
 
    
 
   “The menu, sir, is Italian. The Italian word for steak is... bistecca.”
 
    
 
   The waiter leaned over and pointed to the steak section of the menu.
 
    
 
   “Then I’ll have steak and chips, please. Thank you,” said Darren.
 
    
 
   “Very good, sir. And for you, madam?”
 
    
 
   “Same.”
 
    
 
   “And how would you like your steak cooked?”
 
    
 
   “This is all very complicated,” Darren said to me, ignoring the fact the waiter was still standing next to us.... “Do you think he’ll understand ‘burnt, just like my mum makes it?”
 
    
 
   Again, another little snort of laughter.
 
    
 
   I wish I could stop snorting.
 
    
 
   So embarrassing.
 
    
 
   “I’ll have mine medium please,” I said to the impatient-looking waiter.
 
    
 
   “Same for me, old bean,” Darren burst out - clearly enjoying the winding up of the waiter.
 
    
 
   The waiter simply smiled, about turned and walked towards the kitchens. I’m sure there was an audible sigh of relief.
 
    
 
   “If he spits on our dinner, I can but only apologise,” Darren whispered.
 
    
 
   Another snort.
 
    
 
   Cringe.
 
    
 
   “Your mum looks familiar,” Darren mentioned - a statement which completely took me by surprise. “I’m sure I’ve seen her before.”
 
    
 
   “Not sure,” I said - a little unsure of how I was supposed to answer.
 
    
 
   “Where does she work?”
 
    
 
   “She’s a nurse at the hospital - works on the wards, generally.”
 
    
 
   “Ah, then I’ve probably seen her there. My brother was involved in a motorbike accident and was there for about a week...”
 
    
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry - is he okay?”
 
    
 
   “No. He died.”
 
    
 
   Silence.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that, I don’t know what to say.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t say anything, I’m joking - he’s fine - got out last Tuesday,” replied Darren with a glint in his eye and a little ‘naughty-boy’ smile on his face.
 
    
 
   “You asshole! I really believed you!”
 
    
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh. It was bad taste but, there was something about the way in which he delivered it which just made it that little bit funny.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, I couldn’t resist....”
 
    
 
   “You’re a dick!”
 
    
 
   Darren laughed again, “I feel that’s a tad harsh!” He changed the subject, “Do you think dinner will be long? I’m starving!”
 
    
 
   I looked over my shoulder towards the kitchen.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
   I’m hungry.
 
    
 
   They know I’m awake.
 
    
 
   They must know I’d be hungry too.
 
    
 
   I wonder, do they plan on feeding me? Maybe they want me to starve. Part of their sick plan? I wish I had eaten dinner last night, with mum and dad. After our chat, I was so nervous, I couldn’t eat a thing. If only I could turn back time. I would have eaten everything on the plate.
 
    
 
   But then, would I? If they want me to die - even a slow death of starvation - I’d sooner just get it done. I don’t want to be in pain. If I had turned the clock back and eaten anything... I’d just be lying here longer whilst my body still digested it.
 
    
 
   I wonder how long I have been here.
 
    
 
   It’s to dark to see if there’s a clock in here and I’m not wearing my watch.
 
    
 
   Why would they not even permit me to keep my watch on?
 
    
 
   Was I even wearing it when they took me?
 
    
 
   ‘They.’
 
    
 
   Still presuming it’s a ‘they’. It could just be one person - one person walking around upstairs. One person talking to themselves.
 
    
 
   One person....
 
    
 
   Who?
 
    
 
   “Hello?” I called out again, even though I felt sure they wouldn’t answer.
 
    
 
   Quiet.
 
    
 
   Listening.
 
    
 
   Nothing.
 
    
 
   No answer.
 
    
 
   No movement.
 
    
 
   I fidget, as much as the restraints permit me, uneasily on the bed.
 
    
 
   Whoever it is, I wish they’d made the room a little more comfortable. The springs are digging into my back and my arms are starting to tingle from where they’ve been in the same position for God knows how long.
 
    
 
   Please come and let me out.
 
    
 
   Please.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   “Please?”
 
    
 
   I couldn’t stop smiling, as I stood outside my own front door - the moonlight illuminating our romantic scene.
 
    
 
   “No, my mum and dad might be watching...”
 
    
 
   “Please? Come on.... I just want to give you a goodnight kiss on the cheek,” Darren repeated, his arms still around my waist from where we’d been hugging only moments earlier. 
 
    
 
   He scared me when he leaned in closer to me, during the hug. I thought he was going to try and kiss me.
 
    
 
   I’m not ready for that yet.
 
    
 
   I like him.
 
    
 
   But, I’m not ready.
 
    
 
   “Friends kiss on the cheek,” he insisted, “I promise there’s nothing else to it. It’s a polite way of ending the evening.”
 
    
 
   I laughed again, “Okay but no funny business,” I told him.
 
    
 
   “Promise.”
 
    
 
   There was a pause where neither one of us moved.
 
    
 
   “Well,” he said, “this is awkward now.”
 
    
 
   We both laughed.
 
    
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “You’ve built it up now. It was to be a simple kiss on the cheek but now you’ve turned it into something....”
 
    
 
   “I have not!”
 
    
 
   We both laughed again.
 
    
 
   “You have, you have definitely built it up. Maybe we should just skip it completely now...”
 
    
 
   My heart sank. 
 
    
 
   Now I’ve got it in my mind - a kiss on the cheek would be acceptable.
 
    
 
   As he said, a kiss on the cheek is something friends do. It doesn’t matter if mum and dad see that.
 
    
 
   “Nope, you’ve definitely built it up too much!”
 
    
 
   “You’re building it up now!” I protested. “Instead of even starting all this you could have just - - - “
 
    
 
   He kissed me on the lips, silencing my argument.
 
    
 
   A slow, soft, tender kiss on my lips. His lips felt moist and good. He leant away from me - a broad smile across his face and a cheeky look in his eyes.
 
    
 
   “You lied to me,” I said when I finally snapped back to reality.
 
    
 
   “No, I was going to kiss you on the cheek but you did build it up. I couldn’t have possibly done a kiss on your cheek to live up to what you would have been expecting...”
 
    
 
   “You’re so full of shit,” I laughed again.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, okay... I’ll give you that. Can I see you again?”
 
    
 
   Definitely.
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure, after that dirty little trick,” I teased.
 
    
 
   “Tomorrow?”
 
    
 
   “Sure, in class,” I laughed as I opened the front door. “Thank you for a lovely evening.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t wait for his answer. He just stood there, a smile seemingly stuck on his face.
 
    
 
   I closed the front door.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   3.
 
    
 
    
 
   “How did it go then?”
 
    
 
   Breakfast time with mum and dad. 
 
    
 
   Mum, inquisitive. 
 
    
 
   Dad, reading the back of the cornflakes packet.
 
    
 
   “It was nice,” I said - not really wanting to get into it with them.
 
    
 
   “And the butterflies?”
 
    
 
   I shot mum a look, to silence her but she didn’t take the hint.
 
    
 
   “Did you kiss?”
 
    
 
   “Mum!”
 
    
 
   “Your mum’s just interested,” dad muttered from behind his cardboard box.
 
    
 
   I felt my cheeks redden. 
 
    
 
   If this is what I can expect after every date, I don’t think I want another one.
 
    
 
   Mum continued, “Was he nice at least?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, mum.”
 
    
 
   There was silence as we went back to eating our flakes. 
 
    
 
   Dad looked up from the cornflakes, “Apparently they do the same cornflakes but with bits of marshmallows in.... I wouldn’t mind giving those a try.”
 
    
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh. Mum didn’t. 
 
    
 
   She was too pre-occupied with thoughts of my previous night, “So, are you seeing him again?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, mum, I expect so...”
 
    
 
   “Well, he seemed nice.”
 
    
 
   Silence filled the room again.
 
    
 
   “So...”
 
    
 
   Oh God.
 
    
 
   Please leave it, mum. So embarrassing.
 
    
 
   She didn’t read my mind and continued, “will we get to meet him properly soon?”
 
    
 
   “Jesus, mum....”
 
    
 
   “Watch your language,” said dad, with a stern voice like I haven’t heard before.
 
    
 
   “.... well, can’t we talk about something else? Please? We went on one date!”
 
    
 
   “But it went well?” said dad. More, I’m sure, to wind me up than out of general interest.
 
    
 
   “I’m going to be late...” I stood up and walked my bowl over to the sink.
 
    
 
   “I’ll give you a lift, if you want....” offered mum.
 
    
 
   She never offered to give me a lift to college before - well, not since the first day at least - and, part of me thought she did that just to ensure I went, not because she was worried about whether I could find the place by myself.
 
    
 
   “I’m okay, thank you.”
 
    
 
   More likely, she wanted to quiz me a little more in the car - away from dad. Perhaps hoping I’d open up a little more without him listening in on our girly chat.
 
    
 
   Definitely not.
 
    
 
   My lips are sealed.
 
    
 
   Lips.
 
    
 
   I can still feel his lips against mine.
 
    
 
   Soft.
 
    
 
   Delicate.
 
    
 
   A grin spread across my face so I turned away from mum and dad to avoid further, unnecessary questions. I rarely smile in the mornings so a smile now would definitely raise questions.
 
    
 
   Embarrassing.
 
    
 
   “Did you at least have enough breakfast?” asked mum.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   The door creaked open allowing light to, once again, spill into the room.
 
    
 
   “Hello?” I called out.
 
    
 
   Silence.
 
    
 
   “Please, don’t go.... please.”
 
    
 
   More silence before, finally, footsteps start to come down the stairs.
 
    
 
   I see the shoes first. Trainers. Nothing unusual about them. Average. Not clean and yet not especially dirty either.
 
    
 
   Black trousers.
 
    
 
   Male.
 
    
 
   A shirt.
 
    
 
   Tucked in.
 
    
 
   Just like my dad wears his.
 
    
 
   Whoever it is, they’re holding a tray of food in front of them.
 
    
 
   A hood?
 
    
 
   What the hell?
 
    
 
   He’s wearing a hood.
 
    
 
   I can’t see their face.
 
    
 
   But that’s a good thing, I think. It means they won’t be afraid to let me go - because I haven’t seen their face. They stop at the foot of the bed...
 
    
 
   “Please, what do you want with me?”
 
    
 
   They don’t answer.
 
    
 
   I didn’t expect an answer.
 
    
 
   Just, deep down, hoped for one.
 
    
 
   He stood at the foot of the bed for what seemed like an eternity before he moved to the side of the bed where he put the tray on a small table.
 
    
 
   “I want to go home. Please.”
 
    
 
   Again, he just stood there, looking at me. The hood, covering his face, stopped me from even seeing his eyes.
 
    
 
   But would I have wanted to see the eyes? They say the eyes are the windows to the soul. Someone like this - would they have a soul?
 
    
 
   “Please can I go home?”
 
    
 
   The hooded figure shook his head before he sat down on the bed next to me.
 
    
 
   I tried to move away from him but the restraints stopped me from getting very far. He waited for me to stop fidgeting and squirming against the cuffs before he reached over and took hold of the spoon, on the tray he brought down the stairs with him.
 
    
 
   “Please, I just want to go home....”
 
    
 
   He spooned some of the food, which I couldn’t see, onto the spoon and moved it towards my mouth.
 
    
 
   Poisoned?
 
    
 
   I turned away from the spoon - even though my stomach was growling for me to accept it whatever it held.
 
    
 
   “No!” I said.
 
    
 
   The man pulled the spoon away a bit and I turned back to him. A little slower, he moved it towards me - once more offering it to my mouth. Again, I turned away.
 
    
 
   He didn’t offer the spoon again. He just tipped the contents back into the bowl. One more look at me before he stood up and walked towards the stairs, leaving the bowl behind.
 
    
 
   “Wait. Don’t go.” I begged.
 
    
 
   He stopped but didn’t turn to look at me.
 
    
 
   “Please. I want to go home. Let me go. Please. I won’t tell anyone.”
 
    
 
   There was no reaction. He didn’t move.
 
    
 
   “Please...” I said one more time.
 
    
 
   No reaction.
 
    
 
   A few minutes of silence before the hooded figure walked up the stairs - the door closing behind him.
 
    
 
   Again, I’m alone.
 
    
 
   None the wiser as to who he is.
 
    
 
   Or where I am.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   “Where are we going?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “It’s a surprise,” said Darren. “Nearly there.”
 
    
 
   “Can I take the blind-fold off?”
 
    
 
   “No!”
 
    
 
   I felt the car take a left turn.
 
    
 
   When we first set out, from my house, I tried to be clever and keep track of where we were headed but - I have to say - within a few turns I was really lost and that was over an hour ago.
 
    
 
   “How much longer? I’m starting to feel car-sick.” 
 
    
 
   Something to do with the blind-fold and motion of the car along the bumpy roads.
 
    
 
   “Five minutes. Max.”
 
    
 
   A right turn.
 
    
 
   Where the hell are we going?
 
    
 
   Darren and I had been dating for a couple of months now and, every time he took me out, he managed to pull another Ace from his sleeve; something else to impress me and raise the standards.
 
    
 
   I should have known - after the posh restaurant, during the first date. There’s no cheap take-aways or penny-pinching nights in with Darren.
 
    
 
   Living with his mum - I’m guessing all the money, he got from his evening job in the supermarket, went on showing me a good time.
 
    
 
   I’m guessing.
 
    
 
   Don’t know for sure.
 
    
 
   But it certainly feels like it.
 
    
 
   And he’s stupid - even if we did stay in and have cheaper dates, I’d still love him. Not that I’m complaining!
 
    
 
   The car makes another turn right and starts to slow down until it finally comes to a halt.
 
    
 
   “Are we there?” I asked, unsure whether it was just another traffic jam.
 
    
 
   “You tell me...”
 
    
 
   There’s a slight pause before I reached up and slowly took my blind-fold off - half expecting him to stop me and start driving again. He didn’t.
 
    
 
   A car park - in the middle of nowhere.
 
    
 
   It wasn’t exactly what I was expecting.
 
    
 
   “Okay then....” I said, waiting for some sort of clue as to why we were in the middle of nowhere. “And what are we doing here?”
 
    
 
   He smiled, “I bring all my victims here. Come, let’s get the shovel from the boot...”
 
    
 
   He gave me a wink and climbed from the car, closing the door behind him.
 
    
 
   Seconds passed whilst my brain processed what he had said. 
 
    
 
   Obviously a joke?
 
    
 
   I’m sure if he was a psycho - he would have murdered me long before now. I unclicked my seat-belt, letting it zip back behind the chair, and climbed from the car. 
 
    
 
   Leave the door open.
 
    
 
   Just in case I have to jump back in and lock him out.
 
    
 
   I walked over to the boot, which was now open, and peered in to see what he was so seemingly happy about.
 
    
 
   “Ta da!” he said, as I looked in.
 
    
 
   A hamper and a blanket.
 
    
 
   He continued, “I know the best spot....”
 
    
 
   “A picnic?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah! Something different!”
 
    
 
   He leaned into the car and pulled the hamper out.
 
    
 
   “If you want to carry this,” he went on, “I’ll take the blanket...”
 
    
 
   Foolishly I held my hand out, ready to take the hamper from him.
 
    
 
   “I was joking - just grab the blanket,” he laughed as he shifted the weight of the hamper between both of his hands.
 
    
 
   Thank God, I thought - the hamper looked really heavy!
 
    
 
   I leaned into the boot and pulled the blanket out, before closing the car up.
 
    
 
   As I walked around to close the front door up he started off, in the direction of the forest, singing with each step he took, “Hey Ho! Hey Ho! It’s off for a picnic we go.... with a....”
 
    
 
   “Those aren’t the lyrics,” I shouted out after him, hoping my distant voice would remind him that it would be a good idea to actually wait for me.
 
    
 
   “If you go down to the woods today, you’re in for a big surprise....”
 
    
 
   “And I think you’re better off stopping that song right there,” I said, as I caught up to him. I knew what his mind was like. He had the ability to turn anything from ‘innocent’ to ‘filthy’ and, with the grin on his face, I figured it was only a matter of time before he turned that into a rude song.
 
    
 
   He laughed, “You read my mind.”
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   The hooded man simply stood in front of my bed....
 
    
 
   What am I talking about?
 
    
 
   It’s not my bed.
 
    
 
   Nothing here is mine.
 
    
 
   I don’t belong here.
 
    
 
   Whatever. He was standing in front of the bed. One second he was looking directly at me, the next he was staring at the untouched bowl of ‘whatever’ to my side.
 
    
 
   What did he expect?
 
    
 
   Was I supposed to eat it when he was out of the room? Even if I could have reached the spoon, without the cuffs on - I still wouldn’t have touched it.
 
    
 
   God only knows what is in the bowl.
 
    
 
   Or what’s mixed in with the bowl’s contents.
 
    
 
   I’d rather starve.
 
    
 
   And I am starving.
 
    
 
   He looked back at me.
 
    
 
   “Please, let me go.”
 
    
 
   He shook his head.
 
    
 
   “Please.”
 
    
 
   Another shake.
 
    
 
   “At least tell me what you want.”
 
    
 
   He pointed to me.
 
    
 
   What was that supposed to mean?
 
    
 
   He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a small notepad. From his other back pocket, he pulled out a pen...
 
    
 
   “Who are you?” I asked as he scribbled something down on the pad.
 
    
 
   He didn’t answer.
 
    
 
   Again, I didn’t expect him to.
 
    
 
   He walked closer to me and showed me what he wrote.
 
    
 
   ‘Eat’
 
    
 
   “Eat? I don’t want to eat!”
 
    
 
   Correction - I don’t want to eat here.
 
    
 
   He pointed to the pad again and, again, I shook my head.
 
    
 
   He hung his head low. Almost as if he were disappointed in me.
 
    
 
   “Please. I just want to go home.”
 
    
 
   He didn’t look up. He just picked the bowl of food up and held it there for a moment.
 
    
 
   What was he doing?
 
    
 
   With no words and no sounds he threw the bowl across the room - where it shattered upon contact with the bricks, spilling the contents down the already-dirty wall.
 
    
 
   I couldn’t help but let out a scream.
 
    
 
   He looked at the mess and then back to me. 
 
    
 
   My eyes filled with tears.
 
    
 
   I’ve angered him.
 
    
 
   I didn’t want to anger him.
 
    
 
   I never wanted to anger him.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whimpered.
 
    
 
   Don’t be afraid to apologise. 
 
    
 
   Don’t be afraid to show your fear.
 
    
 
   He may go easier on me.
 
    
 
   He turned around and left the room via the stairs.
 
    
 
   The door, out of sight, slammed shut.
 
    
 
   My whimpering turned to tears as I looked back over to the spilt food, thankful that was all he did.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” laughed Darren as he folded up a corner of the blanket we were laid on. “I promise I didn’t mean it.”
 
    
 
   I took his edge of the blanket and patted down my front - where he had spilt the champagne. 
 
    
 
   “Why do I not believe you?”
 
    
 
   “Okay, I did mean it - I hoped you’d let me lick you clean....”
 
    
 
   I made a noise which was a cross between a ‘tut’ and a little laugh, “You’re so disgusting.”
 
    
 
   “You love it,” he smiled.
 
    
 
   Yeah, I do. My little cheeky chap.
 
    
 
   It was his idea - a romantic way to drink our champagne. We both have a glass in our hands and then interlock arms - ready to pour our glasses into each other’s mouths. I successfully poured him a nice refreshing drink from my glass where as he simply poured his glass down my top. 
 
    
 
   “Either that or I thought it might have encouraged you to take your top off.”
 
    
 
   I fired him an ‘as if’ look.
 
    
 
   I’m not that sort of girl.
 
    
 
   He did a comedy ‘drat’ gesture - with a click of his fingers and laughed.
 
    
 
   “Did you want to try it again?” he suggested.
 
    
 
   “You know, I think I’m okay. But thank you....”
 
    
 
   “Okay, well.... fear not - I have plenty more fun activities up my sleeve.”
 
    
 
   I dreaded to think.
 
    
 
   He reached over to the far side of the blanket where the hamper rested on the grass and fished around inside of the box.
 
    
 
   “Ta da!” he exclaimed as he pulled out a small box of strawberries. “Annnnnd......” he continued.... he pulled out a can of squirty whipped cream.
 
    
 
   Already I can see this ending in disaster.
 
    
 
   I smiled.
 
    
 
   Using his mouth, he bit the lid off the top of the strawberries box and ‘spat’ it into the blanket, “Okay, this one is much easier....”
 
    
 
   “Maybe I should look after the cream....”
 
    
 
   He paused and looked at the cream. And then at me. And then at the cream. And back to me..... “No, no... I think I’ll look after it.” He smiled. I’ve seen that smile before and couldn’t help but join him with a grin.
 
    
 
   His smile means ‘trouble’.
 
    
 
   With a capital ‘T’.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   4.
 
    
 
    
 
   “What on Earth happened to your clothes?” asked mum as I walked into the kitchen, with Darren - who simply looked sheepish.
 
    
 
   It wasn’t exactly a state a mother would wish to see their daughter in - coming in from an afternoon out, hair all over the place and clothes covered in white stains.
 
    
 
   “Ask him.”
 
    
 
   Mum cast a glance in Darren’s direction, “Hello, Darren.”
 
    
 
   “Hello, Jessica’s mum....” he said in his typical ‘creep-to-the-parents’ voice. “Honestly, mum, you’re not going to believe what happened....” he continued...
 
    
 
   Mum folded her arms.
 
    
 
   She was used to Darren now.
 
    
 
   More to the point, she was used to his quirky sense of humour.
 
    
 
   “Try me.”
 
    
 
   “Well....” he went on, “I had a romantic picnic planned.... you know.... because that’s the sort of person I am.... romantic and sweet.... I had champagne....”
 
    
 
   “.... for my under-age daughter....”
 
    
 
   Darren’s eyes went wide, like a deer caught in the headlight. 
 
    
 
   He quickly regained his composure and shook off mum’s comment. 
 
    
 
   Probably a wise move.
 
    
 
   “And I had strawberries and sandwiches....”
 
    
 
   There were no sandwiches. He’s building it up. Probably trying to buy more time to think of a stupid answer to give to mum.
 
    
 
   “.... and packets of crisps.... a few chocolate bars....”
 
    
 
   “Any fruit?” asked mum, with a raised eyebrow and obviously winding him up.
 
    
 
   “Mum, I wouldn’t lie to you - I was just about to say fruit.... Wasn’t I, Jess?”
 
    
 
   I cast him a look. A look to say, “Don’t get me involved in this.”
 
    
 
   “Anyway, there was also a can of whipped cream in the hamper. And I’m not sure if it was 
 
   the sunlight or the fact it must have been shaken up on the drive over.... but.... and you’ll 
 
    
 
   have to forgive me, but it was really funny, when Jess opened the hamper.... it exploded 
 
    
 
   everywhere.... with a massive bang.... An explosion so powerful it blew her hair 
 
    
 
   backwards.... picture it, like a bunny rabbit on a motorcycle... picture the rabbits ears....” he 
 
    
 
   did a gesture behind his own head, with his hands clapping together....”Bunny on a 
 
    
 
   motorbike.... Her hair was exactly the same.... and the cream... the cream went 
 
    
 
   everywhere... I was just lucky I was stood behind her otherwise I would have got covered 
 
    
 
   too...”
 
    
 
   He stopped.
 
    
 
   Was his crazy story done or was he simply taking a moment to breathe?
 
    
 
   Mum didn’t say anything. She just stared at him.
 
    
 
   “BANG” he said with a hand show to demonstrate the ‘explosion’.
 
    
 
   “Go upstairs and get changed - pop your clothes right into the machine, see if we can clean them before they stain.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks, mum,” I said as I turned and left the room.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, thanks mum,” said Darren as he turned to follow.
 
    
 
   “You can wait here for her,” said mum. Not a hint of a joke in her voice. Both mum and dad 
 
    
 
   had old fashion values. They’re fine for me to have a boyfriend but they both would have 
 
    
 
   me to be married before anything ‘grown-up’ happened.
 
    
 
   Too late.
 
    
 
   Darren, rightly so, froze to the spot.
 
    
 
   “So how have you been?” he asked in a ‘normal’ tone of voice. Probably for the best, 
 
    
 
   sometimes mum enjoys his quirky side.... other times, it’s very clear it bugs her like crazy.
 
    
 
   When I got to my bedroom, I closed the door to get away from their ‘polite small talk’. 
 
    
 
   So embarrassing.
 
    
 
   I looked at myself in the full-length mirror which hung from the wall.
 
    
 
   What a state.
 
    
 
   Sometimes Darren can be the most romantic person I know. Other times - he can be the most childish. As I remember him pinning me on the blanket, squirting the whipped cream all over me.... today was definitely one of his more childish moments.
 
    
 
   Funny though.
 
    
 
   Funnier had it not been my favourite top.
 
    
 
   I’ll have to catch him on one of his more romantic days. The original idea of feeding each other strawberries and cream.... the original idea sounded quite.... nice.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   The hooded man scooped some potato onto the fork and waved it in front of my mouth.
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   I turned away again.
 
    
 
   I don’t want him feeding me.
 
    
 
   I don’t trust him.
 
    
 
   I don’t know him.
 
    
 
   “No,” I said.
 
    
 
   The man sat back and dropped the fork back onto the plate, on top of the food - chicken and potatoes. 
 
    
 
   Chicken and potatoes.
 
    
 
   They do smell good.
 
    
 
   It looks good too.... like mum and dad used to make.
 
    
 
   No.... like they DO make.
 
    
 
   They still make it.
 
    
 
   And one day I’ll be eating it again.
 
    
 
   But this does smell good.
 
    
 
   And I am hungry.
 
    
 
   Put it out of your mind.
 
    
 
   The food could be laced with anything. 
 
    
 
   The man sighed and stood up before fishing around in his pocket. A couple of seconds later and he pulled out a small, silver key.
 
    
 
   He pointed to my left hand and then my right.
 
    
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
    
 
   Was he going to let me out?
 
    
 
   Was my ordeal over?
 
    
 
   Again, he pointed to my left hand and then to my right before holding the key up.
 
    
 
   One hand maybe?
 
    
 
   He pointed to the plate of food.
 
    
 
   One hand to feed myself?
 
    
 
   It would be a lot easier if he just spoke.
 
    
 
   I waved my right hand and he walked around the bed to get to the cuffs on my right side. Seconds later and my hand was free.
 
    
 
   Bliss.
 
    
 
   My wrist throbs as the blood rushes back to my hand.
 
    
 
   Bliss.
 
    
 
   The man leant across me and grabbed the fork from the plate. As he stood to his full height, he pressed the fork into my free hand and pointed to the food.
 
    
 
   Without saying anything else, he put the handcuff key back into his back pocket and left the room.
 
    
 
   I peered over to the food. It does smell good.
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   Don’t eat it.
 
    
 
   Resist.
 
    
 
   One bite.
 
    
 
   I reached over and stabbed a potato onto the end of the fork.
 
    
 
   One bite won’t hurt.
 
    
 
   One bite....
 
    
 
   .... tasted so good in my mouth as soon as it hit my tongue.
 
    
 
   I chewed, slowly to start off with.
 
    
 
   Doesn’t taste funny.
 
    
 
   My chews get faster and I swallow the bit of potato down.
 
    
 
   Certainly doesn’t taste poisoned.
 
    
 
   Another fork full is shovelled into my mouth as my stomach grumbles a sound of appreciation as the first piece works it’s way down.
 
   I don’t know why I’m so worried about it being poisoned anyway. 
 
    
 
   If this is my time to die, I’d sooner get it over and done with. 
 
    
 
   Save dragging it out.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   “Are you sure?” asked Darren. A look of sincerity in his eyes which I hadn’t seen before.
 
    
 
   I nodded, bracing myself as I looked deep into his eyes.
 
    
 
   A few seconds, which felt more like minutes, of clumsy fumbling before he pushed deep into me - his eyes shut in the ecstasy he felt.
 
    
 
   I bit my lip, to save myself from screaming out from the pain.
 
    
 
   Pain?
 
    
 
   A little pain.
 
    
 
   I was warned the first time could hurt.
 
    
 
   He started to slowly thrust in and out - building into a steady rhythm, clearly savouring the sensation himself - and with each thrust, I felt a little more comfortable and a bit more pleasure, compared to the initial sting.
 
    
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh at his facial contortions so I too closed my eyes to just enable myself to go with the sensations down below.
 
    
 
   It started to feel nice.
 
    
 
   Not as nice as I thought it would, though.
 
    
 
   Just.
 
    
 
   Nice.
 
    
 
   Ish.
 
    
 
   His hands roamed over my naked body as he continued to thrust in and out of me. Clumsy hands. His right hand settled on my bum, squeezing gently, whilst his left hand found it’s way to my breast where he squeezed a tad harder than strictly necessary.
 
    
 
   A few more minutes, could have been seconds, and he let out a loud moan.
 
    
 
   I opened my eyes to see he was staring right at me.
 
    
 
   If anything, a little off-putting.
 
    
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked, when he stopped trembling.
 
    
 
   I nodded.
 
    
 
   Was that it?
 
    
 
   I thought it would.... well, I thought it would last longer.
 
    
 
   I winced as he pulled out of me.
 
    
 
   Gross.
 
    
 
   I felt him trickle out and down, between my cheeks.
 
    
 
   Really gross.
 
    
 
   Darren flopped down next to me, “That was incredible. Wasn’t that incredible?”
 
    
 
   I looked at him.
 
    
 
   Don’t upset him.
 
    
 
   I’m sure it will get better.
 
    
 
   “It was nice. Thank you.”
 
    
 
   Thank you?
 
    
 
   Why was I thanking him?
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry I wasn’t better prepared,” he said. “I’ll get some for next time.”
 
    
 
   I smiled, “Okay.”
 
    
 
   I couldn’t blame him for getting carried away. It wasn’t just him. We both wanted it. We both got carried away after a heavy kissing session. Perhaps if we had been anywhere other than his bed.... perhaps if his parents had been home.... maybe things wouldn’t have gone this far?
 
    
 
   “Next time will be better,” he smiled.
 
    
 
   He leaned in, close to me, and kissed me on the cheek before reaching over to the television control on the bedside cabinet.
 
    
 
   He’s not.
 
    
 
   A flick of his finger and the television booted up.
 
    
 
   He is.
 
    
 
   I closed my eyes.
 
    
 
   I could feel where he’s been.
 
    
 
   “Did you want to choose the channel?”
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   He handed me the controller for the television.
 
    
 
   I guess I’m here for the long haul.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” I said.
 
    
 
   Thank you?
 
    
 
   Why was I thanking him?
 
    
 
   I should be swearing at him.
 
    
 
   I wish he’d just talk to me.
 
    
 
   Let me know who he is.
 
    
 
   Let me know what he wants.
 
    
 
   Why I’m here....
 
    
 
   Instead - the silent treatment.
 
    
 
   Always silence.
 
    
 
   Unbearable silence.
 
    
 
   Maybe he brought a television down, from upstairs after he had taken my empty dinner plate away, because he was fed up with the silence too.... just unable to break it himself. Unable to giveaway who he was.
 
    
 
   If he hates silence - maybe I can get him to talk.
 
    
 
   “Did you want to watch television with me?” I asked.
 
    
 
   He shook his head, slowly, after a slight hesitation.
 
    
 
   Hesitation.
 
    
 
   “Please?”
 
    
 
   I raised my free hand in an attempt to pass him the controller.
 
    
 
   “You can choose the channel,” I offered.
 
    
 
   Whoever he was - he obviously wanted me.
 
    
 
   He obviously wanted me to like him - offering me good food.... a television.....
 
    
 
   I hope, at some point, he offers me a bath.
 
    
 
   He shook his head, again.
 
    
 
   I dropped the remote control to my side, still in reach if I needed it.
 
    
 
   “Then just sit with me?”
 
    
 
   He shook his head again and turned towards the stairs.
 
    
 
   “Wait,” I pleaded.
 
    
 
   He turned to me.
 
    
 
   “Please - what do you want with me? I at least deserve to know that much....”
 
    
 
   He walked over to me and reached his hand out before placing it on my stomach.
 
    
 
   Did he know?
 
    
 
   He took his hand away and walked to the stairs. A final look back at me, before he disappeared up the stairs.
 
    
 
   I know who he is.
 
    
 
   I know him.
 
    
 
   It can’t be...
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   5.
 
    
 
    
 
   “You seem distant,” said Darren, over the dinner table. “Where are you at?”
 
    
 
   “I’m here,” I reassured him, putting my hands on top of his own hands, across the table.
 
    
 
   “Something is on your mind, I can tell.... I’m finally tuned into these sorts of things...”
 
    
 
   “Nothing, I’m fine....”
 
    
 
   “And now you’re lying.”
 
    
 
   “I promise....”
 
    
 
   “Still lying....”
 
    
 
   “.... Everything is fine.”
 
    
 
   “Scampi and chips?” said a waitress as she walked over to our table, balancing our two meals in her hands.
 
    
 
   “Yes, please,” said Darren.
 
    
 
   The waitress placed the scampi plate in front of Darren and turned to me, “And yours must be the gammon...”
 
    
 
   “Yes, thank you,” I said as the plate was placed in front of me.
 
    
 
   “Can I get either of you any sauces?”
 
    
 
   I shook my head.
 
    
 
   “No, I’m good,” said Darren.
 
    
 
   “Well, enjoy your food!”
 
    
 
   The waitress, job done, walked away.
 
    
 
   I picked up my knife and fork and looked down to the gammon, “It looks good....” I flashed Darren a smile.
 
    
 
   He was just staring at me.
 
    
 
   Not saying a word.
 
    
 
   Not eating.
 
    
 
   Not even holding his knife and fork.
 
    
 
   “No good?” I asked.
 
    
 
    
 
   “See, when a woman says she is fine....”
 
    
 
   “I’m fine!”
 
    
 
   “Like that... it means - everything is far from fine.”
 
    
 
   I laughed, “I mean it - I’m fine...”
 
    
 
   “It means men should cower in fear, somewhere out of sight... somewhere the women can’t find them or get to them...”
 
    
 
   “I’m pregnant!”
 
    
 
   Silence.
 
    
 
   I didn’t mean to tell him like this. I didn’t mean to just blurt it out. In actual fact, I didn’t have  a plan as to how to break the news to him. Whatever method I would have chosen though - I did expect some sort of reaction.
 
    
 
   More silence.
 
    
 
   He just stared at me. 
 
    
 
   Blankly.
 
    
 
   Was he happy.
 
    
 
   Disappointed?
 
    
 
   Ashamed?
 
    
 
   Scared?
 
    
 
   Nothing.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry - I didn’t know how to tell you.”
 
    
 
   “Is it mine?!”
 
    
 
   Okay.
 
    
 
   Didn’t expect that.
 
    
 
   “Of course it’s yours!”
 
    
 
   Offended.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry - I don’t know why I asked that....”
 
    
 
   A serious look on his face. More serious than I’ve ever seen before. Normally he’s always smiling. Always happy around me, at least. Just not at this particular moment.
 
   “I’ve only slept with you.... you were my first...”
 
    
 
   “And you were my first,” Darren insisted. “We only did it once with protection.”
 
    
 
   No answer to that.
 
    
 
   I took a mouthful of my gammon, not wanting it to get cold. He still didn’t touch his food.
 
    
 
   “Well, now what?”
 
    
 
   I didn’t answer. Instead, signalling to him that my mouth was full and that I couldn’t answer.
 
    
 
   “Do your mum and dad know?”
 
    
 
   I shook my head.
 
    
 
   I thought it was only fair I let Darren know before telling mum and dad. That and the fact I thought he might have been good enough to be there, with me, when I did break the news to them.
 
    
 
   I’m not holding my breath anymore.
 
    
 
   “And you’re sure?”
 
    
 
   I had finished my mouthful but continued to pretend to eat - to save having to speak. I nodded.
 
    
 
   Fake a swallow.
 
    
 
   “Do we keep it?”
 
    
 
   Ever since finding out I was pregnant, I had been asking this question to myself every minute of the waking day. Do we keep it? Do I keep it?
 
    
 
   Eighteen in a couple of months.
 
    
 
   Am I ready for a child of my own?
 
    
 
   Would mum and dad let me have one? They’re pretty firm believers of marriage before sex. At least, they are when it comes to me - their precious daughter. I don’t know if they feel the same with other couples.
 
    
 
   I’m also sure Darren wouldn’t be ready for fatherhood yet, even if we decided to go ahead with the pregnancy.
 
    
 
   God.
 
    
 
   Pregnancy.
 
    
 
   When it was just me who knew, it didn’t seem real. Now I’ve told someone. Now it feels very real. What have I done. 
 
    
 
   Stupid.
 
    
 
   “Well,” Darren repeated, “do we keep it?”
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure. What do you think?”
 
    
 
   Silence.
 
    
 
   I would have rather we skipped the unnecessary silences.
 
    
 
   “I’m thinking I wish I never asked what was wrong.”
 
    
 
   I thought Darren and I were serious but, speaking with him now.... we aren’t a serious couple. He obviously didn’t want it to get serious.
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   Don’t think that.
 
    
 
   It’s not fair.
 
    
 
   He’s only just turned eighteen. This is a massive step for him too.
 
    
 
   “I think I’d make a great dad,” he said, eventually - a smile on his face.
 
    
 
   Damn. Part of me was hoping he’d tell me to get rid of it so we could continue getting to know each other at a sensible pace. Mind you, could we really have carried on as a couple after going through an abortion? I’m not sure.
 
    
 
   He noticed I wasn’t smiling, “You don’t think so?”
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   If he did want the baby.... if that’s what he meant when he put his hand on my stomach.... I’m definitely here for the long haul.
 
    
 
   And, if that is the case, does he expect me to stay cuffed to this bed for the full pregnancy? Will he, at some point, reveal his face? Maybe, after he’s convinced me to keep our baby - maybe then he’ll reveal his face?
 
    
 
   Does he honestly think this is the best way to make me keep his baby? Keeping me prisoner until I finally give birth? He’s insane.
 
    
 
   I can’t help but think back to his jokey comment when he first took me to what became our regular picnic spot.... it was where he took all the bodies.
 
    
 
   Am I the first girl he’s cuffed to a bed?
 
    
 
   Does he really expect this can result in a Happy Ever After?
 
    
 
   Next time he comes down here - I’ll talk to him. Make him see this isn’t the way for us to start a family together.
 
    
 
   Footsteps above my head. He’s upstairs again, this is it. He’s coming.
 
    
 
   I wonder, now I know it’s him.... I wonder whether he’ll let me go?
 
    
 
   He must know mum and dad will be looking for me when I don’t go home. Probably, they’re already looking for me. Trying to find where I am. Or did he not think that far ahead? He just thought, after another seven months, give or take, I’d just go home with my new born baby tucked under my arm.
 
    
 
   He must know it’s not going to be that simple.
 
    
 
   Babies need to be prepared for. Clothes, nappies, cots..... health care, even.... 
 
    
 
   He must know.
 
    
 
   He can’t keep me here.
 
    
 
   He has to let me go.
 
    
 
   Sooner rather than later.
 
    
 
   The footsteps have stopped moving around. All is silent again. What’s he doing up there, anyway?
 
    
 
   I don’t think he’s coming down yet, after all.
 
    
 
   Silence again.
 
    
 
   The silence is doing my head in. I reached over for the controller to the television and switched it on; the sounds of day time television are better than the sounds of silence.
 
    
 
   The first channel the television fires onto; The News. Another dead soldier overseas, in a country where we don’t belong. More misery. Everywhere is misery.
 
    
 
   Why would you want to bring a baby into a world this crappy?
 
    
 
   Wait.
 
    
 
   The silence gets on my nerves. Probably gets on his nerves too - I still think the television is here as merely a ‘silence-breaking’ tool.
 
    
 
   I wonder how he’ll get on with noise.
 
    
 
   Using the remote control, still in my hand, I increased the volume to it’s maximum output.
 
    
 
   Loud.
 
    
 
   Louder...
 
    
 
   Hopefully this will work. Get him to come down here, so I can talk to him...
 
    
 
   The television shuts off, with no warning.
 
    
 
   Silence again.
 
    
 
   What happened? I try the remote but nothing happens.
 
    
 
   Suddenly the door opened, at the top of the stairs, and the power cable for the television flew down the stairs - landing with a bang on the concrete floor below.
 
    
 
   The door slammed shut.
 
    
 
   I guess the noise did get to him too.
 
    
 
   Didn’t hear him walk to the door though, across the floorboards above. Is he sat by the door? Sat there, keeping guard?
 
    
 
   Call out.
 
    
 
   Nothing to lose.
 
    
 
   “Darren....”
 
    
 
   No reaction.
 
    
 
   “Darren.... Please.... I know it’s you.... Please.... can we talk?”
 
    
 
   Silence.
 
    
 
   “Darren...”
 
    
 
   Silence.
 
    
 
   “Please...”
 
    
 
   Again - nothing. No reaction.
 
    
 
   “Please.... We can fix this... I just want to talk.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   “You wanted to talk to me?” asked mum, as she walked into my bedroom. “What’s up? I’m just about to serve up dinner.”
 
    
 
   Sat on my bed, my heart was beating harder than it’s ever beat before. I feel sick. Not sure why. Nerves or pregnancy. I’m new to the latter. These past couple of days - nerves are starting to become commonplace.
 
    
 
   “So?” said mum.
 
    
 
   My mouth was dry. Why was this so hard? 
 
    
 
   Come on, pull yourself together. 
 
    
 
   It’ll be fine. Just tell her - it’s not like it happened on a one night stand. 
 
    
 
   It happened with a boyfriend. 
 
    
 
   A proper boyfriend. 
 
    
 
   Someone I cared about. 
 
    
 
   It wasn’t planned. 
 
    
 
   It just happened.
 
    
 
   And it can be dealt with.
 
    
 
   Tell her.
 
    
 
   “I’m pregnant!”
 
    
 
   Okay, I meant to break it to her gently. At least she knows now... I sit back and wait for the reaction. What reaction, though.
 
    
 
   A smile!
 
    
 
   A smile?
 
    
 
   “That’s wonderful!”
 
    
 
   Okay, I have to say - wasn’t expecting that.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   6.
 
    
 
    
 
   Sat at the dinner table.
 
    
 
   I didn’t have to tell dad - mum couldn’t tell him fast enough. I didn’t mind. Saved me having to break the news to him. More importantly, it saved me having to pluck up the courage to tell him.
 
    
 
   Even though I knew they’d both be okay with it and we’d all pull together to deal with the situation - it’s still scary having to tell them. After all, to them, I’m still their baby daughter.
 
    
 
   “And you’re one hundred percent sure?” said dad whilst pushing his food around the plate.
 
    
 
   “All the tests have been positive....”
 
    
 
   “All?”
 
    
 
   Nine of them.
 
    
 
   Could have been ten.
 
    
 
   “What does the boy think?” continued dad.
 
    
 
   “Darren?”
 
    
 
   He always called Darren ‘the boy’. I was never sure if it was his way of being funny or simply because he couldn’t get used to his name. Dad had always been rubbish with names.
 
    
 
   Half the reason, I think, why he sometimes calls mum ‘the old ball and chain’; albeit in a jokey manner.
 
    
 
   “Yes, the boy.... what does he think? Hopefully he’s willing to do the right thing... it would be a shame for me to have to teach him a lesson.”
 
    
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh. The thought of dad getting physical with anyone was funny - let alone someone who was the same height, and build, and about twenty-ish years younger than him. Dad noticed my laugh and I quickly turned back to the topic at hand.
 
    
 
   “Once it sunk in - he’s quite looking forward to being a dad.... he keeps talking about the football games in the park, the lazy weekends on the sofa playing computer games...” I said.
 
    
 
   Mum interrupted, “He needs to think about the sleepless nights, the baby sick, dirty nappies and the heartbreak they cause you as they grow older....” she stopped herself.
 
    
 
   “Heartbreak?” I asked. A little hurt.
 
    
 
   “Of course, some of them can cause you heartbreak.... not that you ever have. You’re perfect,” she smiled and I gave her a ‘sarcastic’ smile right back.
 
    
 
   “Aw, thanks mum.... but....”
 
    
 
   “Have you thought about names?” said dad.
 
    
 
   “Names? Isn’t that getting a little ahead of ourselves?”
 
    
 
   Why would I be thinking about names when I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to keep the baby.
 
    
 
   “Best start thinking these things through.... If I had a son, I always knew what I’d call him....”
 
    
 
   “Now isn’t the time, dear,” said mum in one of the most patronising tones I had ever heard her use.
 
    
 
   Dad took the hint and went quiet.
 
    
 
   “I don’t even know if I want to keep it,” I said.
 
    
 
   They both stopped in their tracks and looked at me.
 
    
 
   I thought I had better go on and explain, “Mum, you’re right... to think about the sleepless nights and the dirty nappies and....”
 
    
 
   “Well, we’d obviously help with that,” said mum.
 
    
 
   “But I’m not sure if I am ready for any of it. I want to get out and about, see the world... experience new things... I don’t want to waste my life....”
 
    
 
   “Waste your life?”
 
    
 
   “You know what I mean.... have kids, sure, but not yet. One day, maybe.”
 
    
 
   There was a long silence as both mum and dad pushed the food around their plates. Both of them looked as though they were in deep thought.
 
    
 
   Finally dad spoke, “And what does Darren think of this?”
 
    
 
   “He doesn’t really know....” I said. Darren did know. He knew very well what he wanted.
 
    
 
   “Well he must have some sort of opinion on the subject,” dad snapped. The first time I had ever seen him snap.
 
    
 
   For a split second I just looked at him, not sure how to respond.
 
    
 
   “Fine,” I said, “he doesn’t want me to get rid of the baby. He wants me to keep it.”
 
    
 
   Dad turned back into the ‘jokey’ dad more or less straight away, as soon as he heard that, and turned to mum, “See, I always told you the lad looked switched on....”
 
    
 
   “It’s not him who needs to go through with nine months of carrying the baby though, is it? It’s not him who needs to push the baby out of his vagina....”
 
    
 
   Dad’s mouth fell open.
 
    
 
   The first time he had ever heard me say ‘vagina’.
 
    
 
   I continued, “I don’t feel as though I’m ready for this and, at the end of the day, I’m sorry but - it’s my decision....”
 
    
 
   “Well, yes, of course, you’re right, it is your decision....” said mum. “And there’s still time to make the decision too so no need to rush into anything hasty, either way. Why don’t you sleep on it for a bit....”
 
    
 
   Mum was right.
 
    
 
   There was no immediate panic to make the decision. I had time yet. Time to choose whether I should kill it or not.
 
    
 
   Kill it.
 
    
 
   There’s nothing to kill yet. It’s not as though it has feelings or anything, yet. It’s just a thing.... just a thing growing inside of me.
 
    
 
   Keep thinking of it as such. 
 
    
 
   A thing.
 
    
 
   There’s time left to decide to terminate the thing.
 
    
 
   Actually, the more I think about it.... the more I want it out of me.
 
    
 
   I looked back to mum and dad - both of whom were avoiding eye contact with me; back to eating their dinner.
 
    
 
   Uncomfortable.
 
    
 
   I thought, after the initial ‘I’m pregnant’ news.... I thought everything else would be easy to talk about. I thought, foolishly I guess, they’d support my decisions. Jesus, a bit of me even thought they’d want me to get an abortion but they both seem dead against the idea.
 
    
 
   Too uncomfortable.
 
    
 
   I stood up, “Excuse me a minute.”
 
    
 
   I left the room. A couple of minutes time out, in the bathroom, to regain my composure. Hopefully, when I return - everything will be back to normal.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   I can’t hold it anymore and can’t help but cry as the urine starts to leak out; soaking my knickers more and seeping into the already stained mattress.
 
    
 
   It’s warm.
 
    
 
   I try and shift my body to get away from the wet patch but the restraints stop me.
 
    
 
   “FUCK YOU, DARREN!” I scream at the top of my voice as my embarrassment turned to anger. “FUCK YOU!”
 
    
 
   He can’t keep me here. 
 
    
 
   He hasn’t thought it through. 
 
    
 
   He has to let me go. 
 
    
 
   I have to go. 
 
    
 
   I can’t stay here for another day - let alone months.
 
    
 
   “DARREN,” I screamed again.
 
    
 
   Pointless, I know, but my anger and frustration were getting the better of me. If I have to, I’ll scream the place down until I lose my voice completely. If he doesn’t want someone to hear me - he’ll have to come down and face me. 
 
    
 
   “DARREN!!”
 
    
 
   The door, at the top of the stairs, swung open wildly and crashed against the wall.
 
    
 
   Well, that didn’t take long.
 
    
 
   The hooded figure came down, into the room. When he got to the bottom of the stairs, he  simply raised his finger to his lips in a ‘be quiet’ gesture.
 
    
 
   “Fuck you,” I hissed again.
 
    
 
   He didn’t react. Just stood there. Almost as though he was willing me to carry on shouting at him.
 
    
 
   “I know it’s you, Darren. You can’t keep me here,” I said, slightly calmer having quickly realised there was no point in getting angry. Getting angry obviously wasn’t going to get me released any quicker.
 
    
 
   He didn’t respond.
 
    
 
   “You can’t keep me here, mum and dad will be looking for me....”
 
    
 
   He shook his head.
 
    
 
   “They will, you know they will..... just let me go now and I won’t say anything.”
 
    
 
   Again, he shook his head slowly.
 
    
 
   I need to get the hood off him. With the hood off, he can’t deny his identity and will have to talk to me. I doubt asking nicely will get the desired effect. Especially now I’ve sworn at him.
 
    
 
   I need him to get angry.
 
    
 
   I need him to come close to me - even if it’s to hit me.
 
    
 
   I need him close.
 
    
 
   Get him angry.
 
    
 
   An idea flashed through my mind. If I’m being aggressive, he won’t have a choice but to subdue me....
 
    
 
   He started to turn around, to leave the room....
 
    
 
   Don’t let him go.
 
    
 
   Do it.
 
    
 
   “FUCK YOU!” I yelled, as I threw the remote controller at his head. Direct hit - right in the back of his head. He grabbed at where the controller hit and spun around on the spot. “FUCK YOU!” I yelled again. “You fucking come near me, I’ll scratch your fucking eyes out, you cunt...” The language coming from my own mouth shocked me, God only knows what he was thinking.
 
    
 
   I carried on spitting various swear words at him - a string of obscenities which made no sense; certainly no meaning behind them other than to be foul-mouthed.
 
    
 
   For a split second longer, he stood there - watching me. I started to stick my middle finger up at him - to go with the randomly spat swear words.
 
    
 
   The final straw.
 
    
 
   He shook his head again and walked towards me... this is it.... have to get this right.... I tried to grab him with my cuffed hand. I knew I couldn’t reach him.... I know I couldn’t get to him to pull the hood off but I could worry him a little.
 
    
 
   Just as planned, he flinched - giving me enough time to lean over with my free hand and rip the hood from his head....
 
    
 
   He stumbled back as I dropped the hood to the floor.
 
    
 
   Silence.
 
    
 
    
 
   End of Part One
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   PART TWO
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   1.
 
    
 
    
 
   I stood in front of the mirror.
 
    
 
   This is it.
 
    
 
   Clothes look good.
 
    
 
   This is it.
 
    
 
   Hair looks good.
 
    
 
   This is it.
 
    
 
   I look good.
 
    
 
   Fuck.
 
    
 
   Who would have thought it.
 
    
 
   I look good.
 
    
 
   This is it.
 
    
 
   Dear God, please let this be it.
 
    
 
   Please.
 
    
 
   This has to be it.
 
    
 
   I’m fed up being alone. Alone whilst all of my friends are paired up with girlfriends. Just me, sat at home by myself - only with computer games and porn for company. This has to be it.
 
    
 
   Jessica is definitely the girl for me.
 
    
 
   I just need to trick her into believing it. Fool her into thinking I’m better than I actually am. A better person.... Is it wrong to trick her?
 
    
 
   No. 
 
    
 
   Survival of the fittest.
 
    
 
   Does that saying really work in these situations?
 
    
 
   “DARREN?” called my mum, from the other room.
 
    
 
   I didn’t answer straight away - too busy mentally preparing myself for the date to register the need to answer her back.
 
    
 
   “DARREN?!”
 
    
 
   Best answer her. Otherwise she’ll come in and I can’t be bothered with the confrontation.
 
    
 
   “WHAT?!”
 
    
 
   “ARE YOU EATING DINNER?!”
 
    
 
   “I”M GOING OUT!”
 
    
 
   “WHAT?”
 
    
 
   “I’M GOING OUT!”
 
    
 
   “WHAT?”
 
    
 
   For fucks sake.
 
    
 
   “I SAID.....”
 
    
 
   “IF YOU WANT TO TALK TO ME, COME INTO THE SAME ROOM!”
 
    
 
   Jesus Christ. She always does this.
 
    
 
   Ignore her. She’ll go. Or she’ll demand an answer and come and get one for herself. Ooh, mental note to myself - don’t bring Jessica home to meet the parents for as long as possible. Scare her off before she even gets to know me. Before I trick her into loving me. Making her think I’m something I’m not.
 
    
 
   Make her think I’m cool enough.
 
    
 
   Good start tonight - our first date - booked the best restaurant. There’s no chance she won’t be impressed. Least I hope there’s no chance she won’t be impressed - the amount of money this is going to cost.
 
    
 
   Okay, another look in the mirror.... there’s no chance she won’t like me. Good food, nice restaurant and me on my best behaviour.....
 
    
 
   “DARREN?!!?!? ARE YOU EATING DINNER?!”
 
    
 
   “FUCK OFF!”
 
    
 
   “WHAT?!”
 
    
 
   Glad I’m ready.
 
    
 
   I’ll be early but - can get out of this mad-house. Get some peace and quiet. And, hopefully, have a nice evening with Jessica.
 
    
 
   One more time, looking in the mirror and admiring my reflection.... I can do this.
 
    
 
   This is it.
 
    
 
   This is the one.
 
    
 
   No question about it.
 
    
 
   This is the one.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   “Can I see you again?”
 
    
 
   End of the date. Gutted. Hopefully the start of something special, though.
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure, after that dirty little trick,” she said, hopefully teasing me after the sneaky kiss on the lips, which I stole from her.
 
    
 
   “Tomorrow?”
 
    
 
   Am I being too keen? 
 
    
 
   Coming on too strong?
 
    
 
   Careful.
 
    
 
   It’s been a good evening. I don’t want to scare her off.
 
    
 
   “Sure, in class,” she laughed as she opened the front door. “Thank you for a lovely evening.”
 
    
 
   Cow.
 
    
 
   She didn’t wait for my answer. I just stood there, a stupid smile stuck on my face. I think it was the same stupid smile which had been stuck on my face all evening. Can’t help it. It’s what she does to me. It’s how she makes me feel.
 
    
 
   She closed the front door.
 
    
 
   She’s joking.
 
    
 
   In a minute, she’ll open the door again. Probably laugh at me.
 
    
 
   I won’t mind. She can laugh at me as much as she wants.
 
    
 
   Yep, any minute.
 
    
 
   Any minute she’ll open the door.
 
    
 
   Any.
 
    
 
   Minute.
 
    
 
   A couple of minutes pass.
 
    
 
   She isn’t coming back out.
 
    
 
   Don’t show your disappointment. Don’t show you’re desperate for her to come back out. Just give a cheeky little wave and walk away. See her tomorrow, in class - and see what happens.
 
    
 
   After all, tomorrow’s another day.
 
    
 
   Another chance to woo her.
 
    
 
   Or, hopefully, continue wooing her.
 
    
 
   I did a cheeky little wave, to her front door, just in case she was watching me from one of the windows, and turned away - before walking towards my car.
 
    
 
   As I walked towards the car I became very self-conscious.
 
    
 
   Clench the cheeks.
 
    
 
   She might be hanging out of a window, checking me out.
 
    
 
   Revenge, some might say, for me checking her out when I held the door open for her, at the restaurant. A sneaky little look at her bum.
 
    
 
   Very nice it was too.
 
    
 
   Holding the door open for women; the sneaky ‘bum look’ is the real reason behind that. It’s nothing to do with being a ‘gentleman’.
 
    
 
   But - we’ll keep that to ourselves.
 
    
 
   Don’t ruin it for the ladies.
 
    
 
   I reached the car and opened the door. A final look to the house, a final grin - and I climbed into the car. Door pulled shut. Foot on clutch. Key turned in ignition. First gear selected. Indictor flicked. Biting point found. Handbrake off. Rolled off to a steady speed.
 
    
 
   Good night, sweet Princess.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   2.
 
    
 
    
 
   “You seem distant,” I said, over the dinner table. “Where are you at?”
 
    
 
   “I’m here,” she tried to reassure me, putting her hands on top of my own nervous hands, across the table.
 
    
 
   Hide the nerves.
 
    
 
   “Something is on your mind, I can tell.... I’m finally tuned into these sorts of things...”
 
    
 
   “Nothing, I’m fine....”
 
    
 
   “And now you’re lying.”
 
    
 
   “I promise....”
 
    
 
   “Still lying....”
 
    
 
   “.... Everything is fine.”
 
    
 
   “Scampi and chips?” said a waitress as she walked over to our table, balancing our two meals in her hands.
 
    
 
   “Yes, please,” I said.
 
    
 
   Good timing to the waitress; I won’t be leaving her with a tip.
 
    
 
   The waitress placed the scampi plate in front of me and turned to Jessica, “And yours must be the gammon...”
 
    
 
   “Yes, thank you,” she said as the plate was placed in front of her.
 
    
 
   I wish I chose that. It looks nicer than my own meal.
 
    
 
   Damn.
 
    
 
   “Can I get either of you any sauces?”
 
    
 
   “No, I’m good,” I said.
 
    
 
   Please just fuck off.
 
    
 
   “Well, enjoy your food!”
 
    
 
   The waitress, job done, walked away.
 
    
 
   Jessica wasted no time in getting stuck in, “It looks good....” 
 
    
 
   She flashed me a smile.
 
    
 
   God, I love her smile.
 
    
 
   God, I love her....
 
    
 
   I love her.
 
    
 
   Scary.
 
    
 
   Is it a good thing to fall for someone so quickly?
 
    
 
   “No good?” she asked.
 
    
 
   Whoops. I was staring. 
 
    
 
   Go back to the previous conversation.
 
    
 
   “See, when a woman says she is fine....”
 
    
 
   “I’m fine!”
 
    
 
   “Like that... it means - everything is far from fine.”
 
    
 
   She laughed, “I mean it - I’m fine...”
 
    
 
   “It means men should cower in fear, somewhere out of sight... somewhere the women can’t find them or get to them...”
 
    
 
   “I’m pregnant!”
 
    
 
   Silence.
 
    
 
   Erm...
 
    
 
   More silence.
 
    
 
   I’m staring again. I know I am.
 
    
 
   Staring.
 
    
 
   Blankly.
 
    
 
   Is this a good thing?
 
    
 
   Bad thing?
 
    
 
   Say something.
 
    
 
   Say anything.
 
    
 
   Erm.
 
    
 
   Reassure her.
 
    
 
   Everything will be okay.
 
    
 
   Come on, say something.
 
    
 
   Speak.
 
    
 
   Nothing.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry - I didn’t know how to tell you.”
 
    
 
   “Is it mine?!”
 
    
 
   I shouldn’t have said that.
 
    
 
   Why did I say that?
 
    
 
   Stupid brain...
 
    
 
   “Of course it’s yours!”
 
    
 
   Offended.
 
    
 
   Well done, me.
 
    
 
   Apologise.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry - I don’t know why I asked that....”
 
    
 
   “I’ve only slept with you.... you were my first...” she said.
 
    
 
   “And you were my first,” I insisted. “We only did it once with protection.”
 
    
 
   No answer to that.
 
    
 
   “Well, now what?” I asked as she started to eat her meal.
 
    
 
   No answer. She signalled to me her mouth was full.
 
    
 
   Convenient.
 
    
 
   “Do your mum and dad know?”
 
    
 
   She shook her head.
 
    
 
   “And you’re sure?”
 
    
 
   Still with the chewing.
 
    
 
   Hurry up, woman.
 
    
 
   “Do we keep it?”
 
    
 
   I’m not sure how I want her to answer that.
 
    
 
   Shouldn’t have asked. Should have just suggested what I thought was a good idea.
 
    
 
   What is a good idea? 
 
    
 
   I’ve never thought about this before.
 
    
 
   Never been on my mind.
 
    
 
   “Well,” I repeated, “do we keep it?”
 
    
 
   Damn it. Think before you speak!
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure. What do you think?”
 
    
 
   Silence.
 
    
 
   I would have rather we skipped the unnecessary silences.
 
    
 
   I smiled nervously, “I’m thinking I wish I never asked what was wrong.”
 
    
 
   I liked where we were going, as a couple, but - I’m not sure about this...
 
    
 
   I’ve only just turned eighteen. This is a massive step for me.
 
    
 
   But at least it means she is mine.
 
    
 
   With a baby - we’d be a proper family.
 
    
 
   Together.
 
    
 
   I like that.
 
    
 
   It’s what I always wanted.
 
    
 
   Me and her - together.
 
    
 
   Admittedly, now we have a child in the equation too but.... it could be nice.
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   It will be nice.
 
    
 
   “I think I’d make a great dad,” I said, eventually - a smile on my face.
 
    
 
   Wait a minute...
 
    
 
   She isn’t smiling.
 
    
 
   “You don’t think so?” I asked - scared of the answer.
 
    
 
   She didn’t say anything and yet the silence said everything.
 
    
 
   Gutted.
 
    
 
   I think.
 
    
 
   There was no doubting it was a massive step but, even so.... it would be great. And bring us closer together. Who wouldn’t want that.
 
    
 
   Unless...
 
    
 
   Maybe she is doubting us. 
 
    
 
   Doubting us as a couple.
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   Sat in my bedroom alone. My brain is still buzzing from the earlier conversation.
 
    
 
   Me - a dad.
 
    
 
   Me?
 
    
 
   A fucking dad!
 
    
 
   I can’t believe it. 
 
    
 
   Truly great news. 
 
    
 
   The best news I’ve had for a long time.
 
    
 
   How I didn’t blurt it out to my mum and dad as soon as I got through the front door, I don’t know. I don’t know how they’d react but - on the off chance they are happy - I don’t want to get their hopes up just for them to be dashed if she chooses an abortion.
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   I can’t let her.
 
    
 
   I can’t let her get rid of my baby.
 
    
 
   Our baby.
 
    
 
   We’re in this together.
 
    
 
   We’re a couple, after all.
 
    
 
   Our baby.
 
    
 
   I like that.
 
    
 
   I like the way it rolls off the tongue.
 
    
 
   “Hi, this is my partner Jessica and my son.... pleased to meet you.”
 
    
 
   I smiled.
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   Stop.
 
    
 
   Don’t get ahead of yourself. 
 
    
 
   She isn’t even sure she wants to keep it. Don’t get your hopes up...
 
    
 
   A text.
 
    
 
   Text her.
 
    
 
   I leaned over to the bedside cabinet and grabbed my mobile phone, where I threw it when I got in from our date...
 
    
 
   A text message.
 
    
 
   We can make this work. The two of us. I’ll stand by you no matter what you choose but we can make this work.
 
    
 
   Send?
 
    
 
   Sent!
 
    
 
   Now, just wait.
 
    
 
   Hopefully she’ll see me as thoughtful. She’ll see I’m not going to try and force her to make a decision. She’ll see I’ll support her no matter what. She’ll see, ultimately, I’ll stand by her and we can make it work - with a baby. Hopefully, enough of a jog to make her want to keep it. After all, she’s a woman.... I thought all women, deep down, want a baby on some level.... their maternal instincts kicking in?
 
    
 
   What do I know?
 
    
 
   I don’t know women at all. Don’t even pretend otherwise.
 
    
 
   Anger.
 
    
 
   Where did that come from?
 
    
 
   I can’t let her do this. I can’t let her get rid of it. It’s my baby.
 
    
 
   My baby.
 
    
 
   How dare she even think about getting rid of it. I won’t let her....
 
    
 
   STOP IT!
 
    
 
   Don’t think like that. She won’t. I’m sure she would haven’t have told me about it if she was just going to bin it....
 
    
 
   Bin it...
 
    
 
   It....
 
    
 
   Him...
 
    
 
   Murder.
 
    
 
   I’m sure she won’t murder him. I’m sure she doesn’t want to murder him. I’m sure she just wanted to hint at murdering him to see how I would react. She just wants to be sure I really want him...
 
    
 
   Yes, that’s it.
 
    
 
   A test.
 
    
 
   A test to see if I really want a baby. A test to see if I would stand by her through this.
 
    
 
   Well, of course I will.
 
    
 
   A couple. That’s what we are. Couples do everything together and this is just the natural progression of being a couple. Although, I have to confess, I didn’t think it would be this fast.
 
    
 
   But, it’s nice.
 
    
 
   I’m happy.
 
    
 
   I laid back down on the bed. My head on the pillow. Eyes shut.
 
    
 
   I’m happy.
 
    
 
   I can’t wait to see her again.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s been two days.
 
    
 
   Two days and no word.
 
    
 
   I had started to worry.
 
    
 
   Panic.
 
    
 
   Started to think she had done something stupid.
 
    
 
   Without telling me.
 
    
 
   Started to think I shouldn’t have given her space. I didn’t want to give her space, I just thought it was the best thing I could do - especially after she didn’t come back to my text message the other night.
 
    
 
   I thought she would have come back to me sooner.
 
    
 
   Still - she’s come back now.... that’s the main thing.
 
    
 
   Today’s a new day.
 
    
 
   A new day and a text message waiting for me on the mobile phone.
 
    
 
   She needs to talk to me.
 
    
 
   When I read the text, my heart skipped a beat and I felt a surge of adrenaline. I wonder, will this be a good talk or a bad one? She’s had a couple of nights to think things through.
 
    
 
   I wonder if she’s told her parents.
 
    
 
   I replied I was free later tonight and offered her out for a meal. Best ask mum if I can borrow some money. Dating is nice but, Goddamn, it’s expensive.
 
    
 
   My phone buzzed through another text message.
 
    
 
   I guess I don’t need to borrow any money.
 
    
 
   No meal.
 
    
 
   She just wants to meet up - round her house.
 
    
 
   Oh shit, I wonder if it will just be the two of us or whether it’s a chat with her mum and dad too.... Maybe she’s told them. Maybe they want to talk to me – see if I’m serious.
 
    
 
   Not that it will be a problem.
 
    
 
   I am serious.
 
    
 
   I want her.
 
    
 
   I want this baby.
 
    
 
   I quickly text back that I’ll be with her by seven and put the phone down on the bed, to my side. I feel nervous. Should I have a chat with my own mum and dad first? No. Not yet. See what she says first.
 
    
 
   Take it from there.
 
    
 
   I couldn’t help but smile.
 
    
 
   Today is the first day of the rest of my life. Today - today is going to be a good day.
 
    
 
   I can feel it.
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   I’m early.
 
    
 
   Hang back or just go in?
 
    
 
   Can’t believe how nervous I am; even my palms are sweaty.
 
    
 
   Just go in - get this over and done with. See what she has decided....
 
    
 
   I wonder, should I have brought flowers? Champagne just in case she says we’re having the baby? No.... Stop getting ahead of yourself. Could still be a ‘no’.
 
    
 
   Just go in.
 
    
 
   Get this over with.
 
    
 
   I opened the car door and climbed out, slamming the door closed behind me. No need to lock it, not in this area.
 
    
 
   My heart is beating faster than before as I walked towards the front door. Just in case she was watching me from the window, I casually wiped my hands down the front of my jeans - get rid of some of this excess sweat.
 
    
 
   Jesus.
 
    
 
   Tonight is a life-changer.
 
    
 
   I think I’m entitled to be nervous.
 
    
 
   I got to the front door and paused.
 
    
 
   Breathe in.
 
    
 
   Calm.
 
    
 
   You’ve got this.
 
    
 
   It’s all good.
 
    
 
   I reached forward, with my shakey right hand, and knocked on the door; hard enough to be heard but not hard enough to hurt my knuckles.
 
    
 
   Wait.
 
    
 
   Footsteps from the other side.
 
    
 
   Calm.
 
    
 
   You’ve got this.
 
    
 
   It’s all good.
 
    
 
   The front door opened revealing her dad stood there.
 
    
 
   “Ah, you were summoned as well then,” he said as he stepped to one side to let me in.
 
    
 
   He must know.
 
    
 
   Does he?
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said - too scared to give anything away on the off-chance he doesn’t yet know. Tonight could be the night she tells them; pregnant and keeping it.
 
    
 
   I smiled.
 
    
 
   A good day.
 
    
 
   My mind can’t help but wonder to thoughts of being a dad again. Since finding out I’m to be a dad, I’ve often drifted into a fantasy world, despite my best efforts to think of other things and keep my mind from it until I know what she wants to do - after all, can’t force her to keep it if she doesn’t want it.
 
    
 
   Can I?
 
    
 
   I’m going to be the best dad. Do all the things fathers should do. Do all the things my own father didn’t do with me when I was growing up. Show him how it’s supposed to be done. Show him how to be a real dad.
 
    
 
   “Take a seat,” her father said, as he crossed the lounge to where her mum was nervously sitting. She gave me a little wave ‘hello’ and I waved back.
 
    
 
   Why is everyone treading on egg-shells?
 
    
 
   They must know.
 
    
 
   She has made a decision and wants to tell us all together.
 
    
 
   They definitely know. They’ve changed to how they normally are. Not as bubbly. Even her dad - normally relaxed or keeping busy doing other things whilst half-listening to conversations.... even he seems to be tense.
 
    
 
   “Jessica coming down?” I said.
 
    
 
   “She’s just in the bathroom, be right out I’m sure....” said her mum.
 
    
 
   I sat down in one of the lounge’s many spare seats. Honestly, never seen so many places to sit in a lounge.
 
    
 
   Silence.
 
    
 
   Well, this is weird. I wonder, am I supposed to say something? Perhaps apologise for knocking up their daughter?
 
    
 
   “So.....” I started.
 
    
 
   “Hi, Darren....” said Jessica, as she walked into the room.
 
    
 
   Phew.
 
    
 
   Hopefully it will be a little less awkward now.
 
    
 
   I stood up, and kissed her on the cheek, “Shall we go upstairs?”
 
    
 
   “Please, take a seat....”
 
    
 
   Fuck me, what is this - a job interview?
 
    
 
   I sat down.
 
    
 
   Good dog.
 
    
 
   I slid over in my seat so Jessica could sit with me but she passed right past me and stood by the fireplace - her back to everyone in the room.
 
    
 
   I looked over to her parents and they were both looking at Jessica - waiting for a reaction.
 
    
 
   What the fuck is this?
 
    
 
   I feel like I’ve entered the Twilight Zone.
 
    
 
   “Jess -” she didn’t answer me.
 
    
 
   “I’ve been thinking about the baby...” she said, when she finally turned around.
 
    
 
   Our baby.
 
    
 
   “I’ve been giving it a lot of thought.”
 
    
 
   Fuck me, less of the melodrama...
 
    
 
   “Weighing up the good and bad of the situation....”
 
    
 
   “We can make this work,” I whispered - giving her a wink of encouragement.
 
    
 
   Her dad shot me a look.
 
    
 
   “I don’t feel ready for a baby. I want to live my life....”
 
    
 
   I feel myself sink back in the chair. A crushing blow. It feels as though my heart has exploded in my chest. A little piece of me - dead.
 
    
 
   Great - now I’m being melodramatic...
 
   Her mother is crying, quietly.
 
    
 
   Her dad stood up and walked over to her - I can’t tell from his facial expression whether he is happy or sad, “You don’t need to do this. You still have time to think about it....”
 
    
 
   “I’ve thought about it dad, I’m sorry.”
 
    
 
   I feel like I’m not even here.
 
    
 
   Just a nobody sat on the outside looking in.
 
    
 
   She turned to me, “I’m sorry,” she said.
 
    
 
   Oh, I am here.
 
    
 
   I couldn’t think of anything to say. I don’t accept her apology. I don’t. She wants to kill my baby. She wants to kill my son.
 
    
 
   Or daughter?
 
    
 
   I’d want a son.
 
    
 
   Not that it matters.
 
    
 
   She’s killing it.
 
    
 
   She’s killing me.
 
    
 
   Definitely killing us.
 
    
 
   “I think we need to take a break,” she said.
 
    
 
   Another crushing blow.
 
    
 
   “No,” I said, “I don’t agree....”
 
    
 
   I’m not letting her kill my child and our relationship. I won’t allow it. I won’t.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry but this can wait,” her dad said, “you’re upsetting your mother - we need to finish talking about the pregnancy....”
 
    
 
   I shot her dad a look but he glared at me until I backed down.
 
    
 
   Fuck him.
 
    
 
   I’m losing everything.
 
    
 
   He’s losing nothing. This isn’t his child. It’s my child. It’s my child and my girlfriend and I’m on the verge of losing everything. I don’t want to lose everything. I don’t want to lose any of it. Ignore him.
 
    
 
   “Jessica, please.... can we just go somewhere and talk?” I begged.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, I can’t do this...” she said as she ran from the room, tears starting to roll down her cheeks.
 
    
 
   I went to go after her but her dad blocked my path, “I think you’d best go. She’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
 
    
 
   There was no sense arguing with him. Not yet. He has a look in his eye. Back down.
 
    
 
   Maybe she’ll talk on the phone.
 
    
 
   Whatever.
 
    
 
   Tonight is not the end of us.
 
    
 
   I won’t allow it....
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   On the drive home, my mind races faster than the engine of my little car. Who the fuck does she think she is? And her father - who the fuck does he think he is? 
 
    
 
   It’s not his baby. 
 
    
 
   It’s my baby.
 
    
 
   It’s our baby.
 
    
 
   What we do or don’t decide, with our child, is none of his fucking business.
 
    
 
   Fuck him.
 
    
 
   To Hell and back.
 
    
 
   Calm down.
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   YES.
 
    
 
   He was on your side, sort of.
 
    
 
   It didn’t sound like he wanted Jessica to abort the baby either. It sounded as though both her mum and dad wanted her to keep it. Her dad just wasn’t fussed about her keeping me.
 
    
 
   Well, touch.
 
    
 
   We’re a package.
 
    
 
   We aren’t over.
 
   We aren’t finished.
 
    
 
   I’m not going anywhere.
 
    
 
   I need to talk to her.
 
    
 
   Properly.
 
    
 
   Just the two of us. Fix us and then fix the baby situation. If I can talk to her, just her and me... I’m sure I can make her see it’s a good idea to go ahead with it.
 
    
 
   Ahead with it and ahead with us.
 
    
 
   I’m sure I can.
 
    
 
   If it was just me and her....
 
    
 
   Just the two of us.
 
    
 
   Well....
 
    
 
   The three of us.
 
    
 
   I pulled my car over, to the side of the road, and reached for my mobile phone - which had previously been sliding around on the passenger seat.
 
    
 
   No messages.
 
    
 
   Not that I expected any.
 
    
 
   I didn’t grab it for that reason; I selected contacts from the phone’s menu system and scrolled through to Jessica’s name. The green button to call...
 
    
 
   Ringing.
 
    
 
   Come on, Jess, pick it up.
 
    
 
   Ringing.
 
    
 
   Come on...
 
    
 
   Ringing.
 
    
 
   Jess....
 
    
 
   Dead.
 
    
 
   SHIT!
 
    
 
   A dull sounding woman offered to take my message.
 
    
 
   “Jess, please.... don’t do this. Please. Just call me. Let’s talk - just the two of us... please. You owe me that much. Surely.” I paused for a moment whilst I thought of something to say which would ensure she’d call me. Shit. Can’t think of anything.... “You can call me anytime.... Please.”
 
    
 
   Red button to hang up.
 
    
 
   Green button to call...
 
    
 
   Ringing.
 
    
 
   Ringing.
 
    
 
   Ringing.
 
    
 
   Ringing.
 
    
 
   The very same dull woman - offering to take my message.
 
    
 
   Red button.
 
    
 
   Green button.
 
    
 
   Redial.
 
    
 
   Ringing.
 
    
 
   Ringing.
 
    
 
   Voice-mail.
 
    
 
   Quicker this time. She hung up on me? Accident? On purpose?
 
    
 
   Green button.
 
    
 
   Straight to voice-mail.
 
    
 
   Screening my calls. Ignoring me. Hating me?
 
    
 
   I should turn the car around. I should drive back to her house and climb to her bedroom window. Make her let me in... and then lock the bedroom door to keep her mum and dad out; lock them out so we don’t get disturbed.
 
    
 
   I threw my mobile phone to the passenger seat and embraced the steering wheel, ready to spin the car around. No. Don’t. That won’t solve anything. Just go home and keeping calling her mobile.
 
    
 
   She can’t ignore me for......
 
    
 
   A text message.
 
    
 
   A text message?
 
   A text message!
 
    
 
   I picked my phone up again and loaded the new message.
 
    
 
   Jessica!
 
    
 
   My heart skipped a beat. She needs to see me. She wants me to go back. I couldn’t help but smile. She’s obviously had time to think.
 
    
 
   She’s had time to think and time to calm down.
 
    
 
   Maybe, even, time to change her mind about the abortion?
 
    
 
   I threw the mobile phone back onto the passenger seat and performed a u-turn.
 
    
 
   This is it.
 
    
 
   This is the one.
 
    
 
   She is the one.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   Stood at the front door again, waiting for Jessica to answer my excited knocking.
 
    
 
   Okay, don’t get ahead of yourself.
 
    
 
   Don’t get ahead of yourself.
 
    
 
   Don’t get ahead of yourself.
 
    
 
   Don’t get ahead of yourself.
 
    
 
   Don’t...
 
    
 
   Don’t blow this. Don’t come all this way and blow it.
 
    
 
   The door opened.
 
    
 
   Oh, fuck.
 
    
 
   “Come in,” said her dad.
 
    
 
   I sheepishly thanked him and stepped into the house. He smiled and closed the door...
 
    
 
    
 
   End of part two
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   My free hand clenches the hood tightly as more tears roll down my cheeks. 
 
                 
 
   I’m not crying though. 
 
    
 
   Well, not properly. 
 
    
 
   I’m angry. 
 
    
 
   I’m frustrated. 
 
    
 
   I’m scared. 
 
    
 
   I’m confused.
 
    
 
   I’m...
 
    
 
   I’m...
 
    
 
   What am I?
 
    
 
   I don’t know.
 
    
 
   I don’t know what I am.
 
    
 
   There’s so many emotions flowing through my body, I can’t hardly make any of them out properly...
 
    
 
   How could he do this to me?
 
    
 
   How?
 
    
 
   I thought - I thought he loved me.
 
    
 
   I felt as though he was part of me.
 
    
 
   I felt as though I was part of him.
 
    
 
   He doesn’t care about me.
 
    
 
   I know that now.
 
    
 
   Did he ever care?
 
    
 
   Did he ever want me?
 
    
 
   Did he ever want me or was it just the baby he wanted?
 
    
 
   I feel betrayed.
 
    
 
   I love him and he does this to me.
 
    
 
   No... I loved him.
 
   Now, now I hate him.
 
    
 
   Hate.
 
    
 
   How could he do this to me?
 
    
 
   As soon as I pulled the mask from his face, he ran from the room -  after standing there for a couple of minutes. I’m not sure how long ago that was but it seems like hours.
 
    
 
   I screamed again - hoping to get his attention. Hoping to get him to come downstairs and talk to me. Talk to me and make me understand...
 
    
 
   I don’t understand.
 
    
 
   I’ll never understand...
 
    
 
   I heard footsteps from above. My scream disturbed him. Another scream. No words in particular - just noise. A scream as loud as I can.
 
    
 
   The footsteps walked across the floorboards above my head; he’s coming back.
 
    
 
   Another scream.
 
    
 
   Get him down here.
 
    
 
   The door, at the top of the stairs, opened.
 
    
 
   “Ssh...” he said.
 
    
 
   “Please... I want to talk.... please....”
 
    
 
   There was a pause as he decided what to do.
 
    
 
   “Please.... daddy.... I just want to talk, dad.”
 
    
 
   His footsteps, slowly, started to come down the stairs.
 
    
 
    
 
   TO BE CONTINUED
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   As I sit in the hospital corridor, I feel numb. It’s as though my brain has completely shut down all capabilities of allowing emotions to flow through my body. Given the circumstances, it’s probably for the best.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, Mr Jenkins,” said the doctor as he looked down at me. 
 
    
 
   I smiled at him, to show I acknowledged him at least. A fake smile to show I understood what he said. I didn’t smile because of the news he gave me. I’d never smile at that. Part of me feels I’ll never smile, properly, again.
 
    
 
   “Fiona?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “Sleeping... you can go and see her now,” said the doctor.
 
    
 
   At least Fiona is okay. She lost a lot of blood but, she’s okay. Just a couple more minutes, alone, and then I’ll go and sit with her until she wakes up. I want to be the one to tell her. I don’t want them saying anything.
 
    
 
   “In a minute, I said.”
 
    
 
   The doctor nodded.
 
    
 
   “I want to break it to her,” I said.
 
    
 
   Again, the doctor nodded - probably thankful he doesn’t have to break the news twice. No one ever thinks about how they feel - the professionals who have to give the bad news. They just think about themselves. It must be horrible.
 
    
 
   It was certainly horrible to hear it.
 
    
 
   “Again, I’m very sorry - if there’s anything we can do - please let us know...”
 
    
 
   “Can I see him?” I asked. I’m not sure why. 
 
    
 
   The doctor didn’t respond straight away but when he did it was with a nod and a ‘of course’. He left me alone, as he went to get things ready.
 
    
 
   Alone.
 
    
 
   The corridor is filled with people going back and forth - visitors, doctors, nurses, patients.... yet I feel alone. At least I’m feeling something, I thought.
 
    
 
   If this had to happen - I wish it could have happened at the start. To come this far, with Fiona.... to come this far.... attend the classes..... read the books.... prepare the nursery.... to come this far..... So close. My left eye wells up.
 
    
 
   We should be a family now.
 
    
 
   Instead, we’re still a couple.
 
   A tear rolls, slowly, down my cheek.
 
    
 
   My brain must be allowing emotions to pass through once more. Good. Get it out of my system now before I have to break the news to Fiona. I need to be strong for her. 
 
    
 
   Another tear.
 
    
 
   Come on, pull yourself together. Be strong. 
 
    
 
   Be strong.
 
    
 
   I wiped both eyes and pressed my fingers into the corners of them to dry up my tear ducts. Okay, I can do this. Be strong. Mourn later.
 
    
 
   I stood up and walked a little way down the corridor, towards her private room. When I got to the door, I stopped for a minute before raising my hand to the handle.
 
    
 
   Take a deep breath.
 
    
 
   I pushed the door open.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   Haven’t slept all night, just laid awake all night next to Fiona - thinking. I can’t believe Jessica is pregnant. And I can’t believe she’s contemplating getting rid of it. 
 
    
 
   Clearly, she doesn’t know what she is doing. 
 
    
 
   She hasn’t seen the bigger picture.
 
    
 
   This is the best thing that’s ever happened to her.
 
    
 
   The best.
 
    
 
   Why does she not see that?
 
    
 
   Maybe she will by morning. Hopefully, by morning, she’ll see everything clearer. She’ll see she’s been blessed.
 
    
 
   I turned to Fiona.
 
    
 
   Sleeping peacefully.
 
    
 
   I’m glad.
 
    
 
   I’m glad this news hasn’t awakened her memories, like they awakened mine. I guess all the years of therapy did help, after all. Years of therapy and copious amounts of medication, at least.
 
    
 
   Whatever the reason - I’m glad she isn’t stuck in the past, like me.
 
    
 
   It’s a horrible place to be.
 
    
 
   She stirred and opened her eyes, slowly. She looks sleepy yet beautiful, when she sees me looking at her, and smiles. I smiled back.
 
    
 
   “Morning,” I said.
 
    
 
   “What time is it?”
 
    
 
   I glanced over to the small clock, on the bedside cabinet - “A little after three.”
 
    
 
   “It’s early! I don’t have to be awake for another two hours! Why are you up?”
 
    
 
   “Haven’t slept yet, was just thinking....”
 
    
 
   “Oh?”
 
    
 
   “Jessica....”
 
    
 
   She didn’t say anything.
 
    
 
   I continued, “Do you think she’ll ever forgive us?”
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   “Please.... daddy.... I just want to talk, dad.”
 
    
 
   I hate it when she looks at me with those eyes - they pierce my soul right through to it’s core.
 
    
 
   “Please.... what are you doing?”
 
    
 
   I don’t say anything. 
 
    
 
   I didn’t actually plan on her knowing it was me. 
 
    
 
   I didn’t think she’d ever find out. 
 
    
 
   Not with the hood. 
 
    
 
   I don’t know what to say.
 
    
 
   “Why won’t you talk to me?”
 
    
 
   Nothing to say.
 
    
 
   “FUCKING TALK TO ME!” she screamed.
 
    
 
   “Language....” I said. An auto-pilot reaction to her swearing. I hate it when she swears.
 
    
 
   “Fuck you!”
 
    
 
   “I said watch your language. Your mother and I didn’t raise you to.....”
 
    
 
   “Fuck you!”
 
    
 
   Starting to sound like a broken record. It annoys me when people repeat themselves. It annoys me even more when it involves swearing. Men can swear, if the timing is right. Women.... women shouldn’t swear.
 
    
 
   “Fuck you! Fuck you! Fuck you!”
 
    
 
   I slowly walked over to her. Her puppy-dog eyes are no longer piercing my soul. I raised a finger to my mouth, “If you don’t hush.... daddy’ll have to gag you....”
 
    
 
   “Fuck you!”
 
    
 
   I slapped her hard in the face and she fell silent straight away - her eyes now filled with the pain I’ve just caused her. I strange sensation surged through my body. What was that? Was that ‘pleasure’?
 
    
 
   I hit her again.
 
    
 
   Well, I’ll be damned. It is pleasurable.
 
    
 
   I raised my hand, ready to hit her again but stopped short of actually connecting to her face. She didn’t need another hit. Not now she was no longer swearing. I leaned in close to her ear, “Swearing is a sign of low intelligence...”
 
    
 
   I looked at her face - she looked like she wanted to say something so I stood up to my full height and took a step back. Give her a chance to speak.
 
    
 
   “Why are you doing this to me?”
 
    
 
   She really does want to talk.
 
    
 
   “Please....”
 
    
 
   Okay.
 
    
 
   I sat on the edge of the bed. Another strange sensation surged through my body. Awkwardness. 
 
    
 
   This is a weird situation.
 
    
 
   “I can’t let you get rid of the baby.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t want it....”
 
    
 
   “I’ll take it.”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “I want your baby...”
 
    
 
   She didn’t respond; not even her face gave away what she was thinking - she just laid on the bed with a stunned look upon her face.
 
    
 
   “Darren wouldn’t allow it,” she said, finally. “He wants it. He wants it for us...”
 
    
 
   “Don’t worry about Darren.”
 
    
 
   “Where is he? Please, I want to see him?”
 
    
 
   I shook my head. She’s cuffed to an old bed, in the basement of one of the properties I am fixing up... did she really expect me to say ‘okay’ and run along to fetch Darren for her? I shook my head again. The second shake wasn’t so much to answer her request to see him. No, the second shake was because I couldn’t believe how stupid she was being.
 
    
 
   No daughter of mine.
 
    
 
   “You can’t keep me here - people will wonder where I am....”
 
    
 
   No, they won’t. I’ve made sure of that. A cover story to silence people.
 
    
 
   “Darren will want to see me....”
 
    
 
   I shake my head again. Even if I hadn’t had a quiet word with him, the last time they spoke together - she was horrible.
 
    
 
   “You can’t keep me here - not for the full pregnancy... I can’t stay on this bed, you have to let me move at some point.”
 
    
 
   I smiled.
 
    
 
   “It’s not good for the baby!” she cried.
 
    
 
   The first sensible thing she’s said since finding out she’s pregnant. Of course it’s not good for the baby!
 
    
 
   “Unnecessary stress you are causing,” she continued.
 
    
 
   “Not completely unnecessary,” I corrected her.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “You were going to kill it. If I didn’t put you here... if I didn’t.... you would have killed it. At least, if it dies now - not that I’ll let it - but IF it did... at least it died with me trying to save it from it’s own mother.”
 
    
 
   She started to cry, “Please, you can’t keep me here!”
 
    
 
   “When you’ve calmed down a little, and can see what I’m doing - I’ll let you out, free to roam around to your heart’s content and, whatever you need - you just have to ask for it.”
 
    
 
   “I need to go home.”
 
    
 
   I smiled.
 
    
 
   She really is stupid.
 
    
 
   “This is your new home and, in time, your new home will include the rest of the house too, not just this room. You’ll like it up there - it’s a new build... middle of the country. There’s a nice sized garage, living room, kitchen, dining room, study upstairs, couple of bedrooms and a good sized bathroom too... I know how you love your baths too and - the bath in this place? Amazing...”
 
    
 
   She didn’t say anything and, again, we just stood there in silence.
 
    
 
   “I want mum,” she finally said.
 
    
 
   Now that... that I can help her with.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   I held Fiona close to my chest as she continued to weep. The thoughts of Jessica killing her own baby being too much for her - after our own child was still-born all those years ago? The thought of another dead baby? Or, perhaps, she’s crying because she knows what a big mistake Jess is making and doesn’t want her to regret it in years to come.
 
    
 
   Fiona aborted her first child. 
 
    
 
   A conception, before we met, between her and her ex-partner; aborted because they were too young and it was an accidental pregnancy that neither of them were ready for.
 
    
 
   Years later, when her second was still-born... she blamed herself, believing she was being punished for terminating the first child. 
 
    
 
   I hold her closer.
 
    
 
   Perhaps she’s worried Jessica will have the same experience should she get pregnant again, years later? Her next child will also be born lifeless.
 
    
 
   It’s times like these I wish I had more compassion in me. I feel bad for Fiona crying but, I don’t know what to say. Nothing I can say will make it better for her. It’s times like these I always rely on the calming influence of a hug.
 
    
 
   A kiss on her forehead - further proof I’m here for her.
 
    
 
   Her sniffles calmed a little and she pulled away from me, “We can’t let her do this.”
 
    
 
   I felt the same but short of tying her to the bed - what choice did we have? It was, after all, her choice. And the boy has made his intentions clear of standing by her side, should she have chosen to keep it so it’s not as though she was worried about being alone.
 
    
 
   I pulled her in close to me again and squeezed her tightly.
 
    
 
   “It’s not for me to....”
 
    
 
   “Please...”
 
    
 
   I don’t say anything; just give her another squeeze and kiss her on the forehead. 
 
    
 
   “Okay, I’ll sort it.”
 
    
 
   “Promise me.”
 
    
 
   “I promise,” I confirmed - feeling my heart sink a little. A promise I’m not sure I can keep.
 
    
 
   Unless....
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   Nervously, I opened the door to the cellar. Fiona didn’t move at first.
 
    
 
   “She’s asking for you,” I told her.
 
    
 
   “I can’t do this.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, you can. It’s fine. Everything will be fine.”
 
    
 
   “You promised me you would sort it.”
 
    
 
   “And I am.... Go on.... she’s asking for you. She needs you.”
 
    
 
   Fiona looked at me. Can’t see what she is thinking, rather annoyingly. I need her to be on side for this. Especially after her initial reaction. I need her to be okay with what I’ve done. With what we’ve done. She can’t cave in. Or everything will be ruined. I nodded her towards the stairs again.
 
    
 
   Slowly, she stepped forward.
 
    
 
   “I’ll give you a couple of minutes alone and then I’ll be down,” I said. “Be strong.”
 
    
 
   She gave me a final look before walking down the cellar stairs. I heard Jessica call out for her, from downstairs.
 
    
 
   I closed the door.
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   I walked down the stairs - nervous as to what to expect. Bryan stood at the bottom of them, patiently waiting for me.
 
    
 
   “Come on, quickly, there isn’t much time...” he said.
 
    
 
   “Much time for what?” I asked. “What are we doing here? Where is this place?”
 
    
 
   “Come on...” he waved his hand again.
 
    
 
   I felt as though my heart stopped when I got to the bottom and saw what he had done. 
 
    
 
   Jessica.
 
    
 
   My daughter.
 
    
 
   Is she dead?
 
    
 
   “It’s okay,” he said - obviously sensing my unease. “She can’t hear us.”
 
    
 
   “What have you done?”
 
    
 
   “I’ve sorted it, like I promised I would....”
 
    
 
   Jessica was lying on the bed - cuffed to the headboard. 
 
    
 
   “What have you done?”
 
    
 
   I rushed over to Jessica’s side.
 
    
 
   “Jessica?” I called.
 
    
 
   She didn’t answer. She didn’t even stir. She looked dead. Is she? I felt for a pulse. No. Not dead. I turned back to Bryan who hadn’t moved from the bottom of the stairs.
 
    
 
   “What have you fucking done?” I asked - unclear as to whether I was going to cry or just continue to get angry with him.
 
    
 
   “I had no choice. She wanted to kill it. She wanted to kill the baby. I did what I had to do.”
 
    
 
   “What have you done to her?” I turned back to her and stroked her face - a silly attempt to try and get her to stir but, again, there was no reaction. “We have to let her out.”
 
    
 
   “We can’t. You know, as soon as we do - she’ll terminate the baby.”
 
    
 
   “This isn’t right!”
 
    
 
   “Our baby.... we can raise it for her. We can raise the baby as our own - hear it call you mummy..... She doesn’t want it. You heard her. She doesn’t want it - she’ll let us take it.”
 
    
 
   “Not like this - this is wrong. We can’t keep her down here....”
 
    
 
   “We can.”
 
    
 
   “Whose house is this even?”
 
    
 
   “Ours.”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “Don’t worry about that now. Can’t you see how  this can work out for us?”
 
    
 
   “You’ve lost the plot!”
 
    
 
   “We can keep her here - make her have the baby... our baby....”
 
    
 
   “Stop saying that!” I feel a tear coming on. I’d love a baby. Ever since the death of.... ever since I didn’t have a baby - I’ve never stopped wanting one. Even after we adopted Jessica, back when she was a toddler, I always wanted my own baby. But not like this. We couldn’t.
 
    
 
   “Think about it - she wakes up - doesn’t even know it’s us who have her.... we keep her here and then she gives birth.... after she gives birth we can do a rescue - pretend we found her. We’ll take her home again, with the baby. We’ll raise it for her. As though it was our own baby.”
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   It’s wrong.
 
    
 
   But.
 
    
 
   I wonder.
 
    
 
   Would it work?
 
    
 
   Could it work?
 
    
 
   He continued, “She never needs to know we took her - she’ll never know.”
 
    
 
   I don’t say anything. My mind is thinking a million and one different things. I know this is wrong but.... no, there is no but. It’s wrong. Don’t let him get away with this. Stop him. This is your daughter.... technically. Technically she’s your daughter.... or more to the point - technically she’s not your daughter... She is someone else’s. An unwanted child.
 
    
 
   I feel confused.
 
    
 
   “I can’t stay down here,” I said. He went to say something but I didn’t wait around for the answer - just ran up the stairs, into the strange house’s kitchen where I began to weep. I wish she never got pregnant. Nothing would have changed.
 
    
 
   This wouldn’t have happened.
 
   I felt a hand fall on my shoulder and span around to see Bryan. Was this Bryan, though? I’d never seen this side of him. My darling husband. When our baby.... when we.... he never showed any emotions. He never showed how he felt. Part of me felt as though he didn’t care that we lost.... It made me feel worse. Made me feel as though I should grieve for two.
 
    
 
   He must have felt something.
 
    
 
   Something must have happened to him.
 
    
 
   Something.
 
    
 
   Why else would he have resorted to this?
 
    
 
   Has something happened to me?
 
    
 
   Am I a bad person?
 
    
 
   The yearning to be a real mother so strong - part of me feels as though we could get away with this...
 
    
 
   “I thought you’d be happy...” he said.
 
    
 
   “You kidnapped her - how am I supposed to feel?”
 
    
 
   “She never needs to know it’s us.... never. You don’t ever have to come back here... Just leave it to me....”
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   My heart is beating as hard as it did the first time I came down these stairs and I feel sick.
 
    
 
   What am I supposed to say?
 
    
 
   What will she say?
 
    
 
   So much for never coming back here. 
 
    
 
   A lie?
 
    
 
   Why did he let her get the hood off him? Now I don’t know what’s going to happen.
 
    
 
   Will she ever forgive us?
 
    
 
   “Mummy?”
 
    
 
   A scared voice.
 
    
 
   Her scared voice.
 
    
 
   Jessica.
 
    
 
   “Baby?” I answered.
 
    
 
   As I got to the bottom step, she saw me and burst into tears. Happy tears? Frightened tears? What must be going through her head?
 
    
 
   “Mummy, please let me out....”
 
    
 
   I rushed over to her side. I don’t care if she’s not my real daughter - all these years I’ve raised her as such and I can’t sweep that under the carpet. I can’t turn those feelings off. Not now. Not ever.
 
    
 
   I can’t un-love someone.
 
    
 
   Maybe Bryan?
 
    
 
   This is his fault.
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   That’s not fair. I agreed to it.
 
    
 
   But would I have agreed had he not already done it? It’s not as though I was given much choice in the situation.
 
    
 
   “What’s happening, mummy? Why’s he doing this to me? Please let me out...”
 
    
 
   I can’t stand it when she cries. I sat down on the bed, next to her and stroked her hair.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, honey, I’m sorry.... I’ll sort it out. I’ll sort everything out.”
 
    
 
   “I want to go home,” she whimpered.
 
    
 
   “Soon, I promise. I’ll sort it.”
 
    
 
   “Why’s he doing this to me, mummy?”
 
    
 
   She’s blaming him. Him. Not me. Not asking why we are doing this. A blessing.
 
    
 
   I can fix this.
 
    
 
   Can I?
 
    
 
   We could leave. Jessica and I. Leave and start again - just the two of us. Forget this whole horrible business. Forget it.
 
    
 
   “I just want to get out of here and get this thing out of me... please....”
 
    
 
   I freeze.
 
    
 
   If I let her out - she’ll still get rid of the baby.
 
    
 
   The baby.
 
    
 
   It could be my baby.
 
    
 
   An image pops up in my mind - my baby. My dead baby.
 
    
 
   Dead.
 
    
 
   I can’t let her kill this one.
 
    
 
   I can’t.
 
    
 
   Bryan was right? I wasn’t sure, at first. He was right? 
 
    
 
   It’s her or the baby.
 
    
 
   But now she knows it’s us who have her? What next?
 
    
 
   “Mum? Mummy?”
 
    
 
   Bryan’s right.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered as I stood up.
 
    
 
   “Mummy?”
 
    
 
   I turned and left the cellar, running up the stairs - ignoring her cries and pleas. At the top, I slammed the door shut on her. On her voice. On her tears.
 
    
 
   Out of sight.
 
    
 
   Out of mind.
 
    
 
   I leaned back on the door, with my eyes shut. No chance of her escaping with me leaning here, I thought. Never mind the fact she’s cuffed. No escape.
 
    
 
   I jumped at the sight of Bryan, standing in front of me, when I finally opened my eyes.
 
    
 
   “How did it go?” he asked.
 
    
 
   I didn’t know what to say. Only one thing was going through my mind.
 
    
 
   I asked him, “How is this going to end?”
 
    
 
   He smiled at me. A smile I hadn’t seen before. What was that?
 
    
 
   “I’ve had an idea...” he said.
 
    
 
   I’m not sure why but I felt my heart sink a little. Something about the way he was looking at me..... Not sure what....
 
    
 
   Just something...
 
    
 
   Something is very wrong.
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   Since taking her - he doesn’t come home anymore. He insists on staying at the house.
 
    
 
   The other house.
 
    
 
   With her.
 
    
 
   In case she needs something, perhaps? Or in case someone stops by the house? I doubt it will be the latter. No one would go to the house. Not there. The middle of nowhere.
 
    
 
   He asked me to stay. 
 
    
 
   Stay with him.
 
    
 
   Stay at the house.
 
    
 
   Stay.
 
    
 
   With her.
 
    
 
   More chance of me knowing what to do, if there is a problem with her health. Or the baby’s health although, at this stage of the pregnancy - I’m not sure there’s anything I could do...
 
    
 
   She’s not even three months gone yet.
 
    
 
   What if there is a problem? What if the baby doesn’t come.
 
    
 
   Then what?
 
    
 
   I turned on my side, bored with staring at the ceiling. Since taking her - I haven’t slept a wink. My brain racing with so many different thoughts. Something happening to the baby before it’s due, something happening to Jessica, people asking after her, people finding out what we’ve done.... even found myself wondering if I left the gas oven on.
 
    
 
   I’m tired. I just want this over with now. Whatever conclusion is due to this tale - I want it now.
 
    
 
   I wonder, do I go to work tomorrow? Carry on with my life as normal or do I phone in sick - vanish for a while whilst we figure out what to do. What to do?! What did he have to fucking do this. Everything was going well. Everything. 
 
    
 
   Therapy was working.
 
    
 
   I was starting to come off the medication. Those fucking pills. So many years I’ve been on them and now I feel as though I need them again, need them back in my life.
 
    
 
   And Jessica....
 
    
 
   Everything was going well with her too. A nice boyfriend. Doing well with her classes. Head screwed on. I fear there’s to be no Happy Ever After with this.
 
    
 
   My mobile phone illuminates the room - a text message. I’m almost scared to look; I know it’s going to be from him. Every night, since taking her - the same.
 
    
 
   I hold the phone up to read the message; a short message informing me she is sleeping soundly. I doubt it will be a sound sleep. I doubt that very much.
 
    
 
   Broken dreams.
 
    
 
   Damaged dreams.
 
    
 
   Something we have in common.
 
    
 
   I’ll definitely talk to him tomorrow. No more putting it off. Definitely chat with him - discuss the future and what’s going to happen with the baby. And Jessica. 
 
    
 
   I quickly type out a text message, on the mobile phone - ready to send. If I tell him now I need to talk to him I can’t change my mind tomorrow. He won’t let me. He’ll demand to know what’s on my mind.
 
    
 
   I wonder, is that a good idea?
 
    
 
   I don’t want to get him angry.
 
    
 
   Ever since this has all kicked off - his moods have been getting worse. It’s as though he is suddenly a man possessed. Possessed by what - I don’t want to know.
 
    
 
   I hit send.
 
    
 
   Too late now.
 
    
 
   Time to stop over-thinking things. This won’t work if I don’t know everything.
 
    
 
   I need to know.
 
    
 
   My phone buzzed in my hand - a reply already; asking what’s wrong.
 
    
 
   I can’t go into this via text message. It’s not that simple. I reiterated we just need to talk it through tomorrow and hit send again. 
 
    
 
   Again, the reply comes through almost straight away. He must be sat on his mobile phone. A simple reply - ‘okay’.
 
    
 
   I put my phone back on the bedside cabinet and laid back down. Back to staring at the ceiling.
 
    
 
   Everything’s so complicated now.
 
    
 
   I hate this.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   I sat in the lounge waiting for Bryan to come home. I refused to go round to the other house. I’m not comfortable there. Not with her downstairs.
 
    
 
   The lounge.... the last time I saw her in this house - this was the room. The next time I saw her - in that house.
 
    
 
   Keys in the door.
 
    
 
   He’s here.
 
    
 
   I called out to him when I heard him step into the house, and close the front door, “I’m in the lounge.”
 
    
 
   A couple of seconds - as he crossed the hallway into where I was sat.
 
    
 
   He looks grumpy.
 
    
 
   Great.
 
    
 
   “What’s all this about?” he asked.
 
    
 
   He didn’t sit down - not even when I gestured for him to take a seat.
 
    
 
   “You know I’m not happy about leaving her alone,” he continued, “what’s this all about?”
 
    
 
   “Please, take a seat...”
 
    
 
   Begrudgingly he sat down, on one of the chairs opposite me.
 
    
 
   “Explain....” he barked.
 
    
 
   I don’t like this new Bryan. I want the old one back.
 
    
 
   “What are we doing?”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “What are we doing?”
 
    
 
   “What do you think we’re doing? We’re protecting an innocent baby!”
 
    
 
   “This isn’t us!”
 
    
 
   “It is now - it’s done already.”
 
    
 
   “It’s not too late - we can undo it!”
 
    
 
   “Don’t be so stupid, it can’t be undone now. All we can do, now, is see this through to the end.”
 
   “You said she’d never know it was us!”
 
    
 
   “Accidents happen! I didn’t mean for her to see it was me, did I? I didn’t plan that to happen....”
 
    
 
   Part of me thinks he may have done. Part of me thinks he wanted her to know it was him who took her. He’s made it pretty clear he wants this child for himself.
 
    
 
   But then - so do I.
 
    
 
   But at what cost?
 
    
 
   He continued, “She won’t just forgive us if we let her go, you know - she’ll tell someone. We’ll end up in prison. Our faces in the newspapers and on the television. We’ll be painted as monsters. I am not a monster. People won’t understand... do you want that?”
 
    
 
   I can’t help but to cry.
 
    
 
   “Of course I don’t.”
 
    
 
   “Well, that’s what will happen. And she’ll still abort the baby. The baby, a permanent reminder of what we did to her to bring that child into the world. She’ll definitely kill it if she was to get free... do you want that?!”
 
    
 
   “No!” I said, between tears.
 
    
 
   I wish she never got pregnant.
 
    
 
   Nothing would have changed.
 
    
 
   “So what are we going to do?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “She ran off - with the boy. We haven’t heard from her. Tomorrow, I’ll report her missing to the police. I’m sure the boy’s parents have already logged a report with the police too.”
 
    
 
   “And when we suddenly have a baby?”
 
    
 
   “We’ll sell up before then - I’ll sell the properties... we’ll move away. Start a new life - with just the three of us.”
 
    
 
   “Give up our friends? Our lives? Our jobs?”
 
    
 
   “There’ll be other friends. Other jobs. We can start a new life. New friends. New jobs. You, me and the baby. Our baby... The baby we lost; this is our chance to fix that.”
 
    
 
   I don’t say anything, just wipe yet another tear from my eye.
 
    
 
   “We won’t get away with it...”
 
    
 
   “We have to. You want the baby as much as I do. I know you do,” he said. “And before you do anything stupid - think about him.... the boy....”
 
    
 
   “You said you sorted that....”
 
    
 
   “And I did but - if people find out what we did with Jessica - those same people will start asking questions...”
 
    
 
   “They can’t.”
 
    
 
   “Yet they will... trust me.”
 
    
 
   “We need to see this through to the end now,” he continued. “We have no choice.”
 
    
 
   He’s right.
 
    
 
   We have no choice.
 
    
 
   Not now he forced the situation.
 
    
 
   Whatever comes from this.
 
    
 
   It’s his fault.
 
    
 
   And I’ll blame him until the day I die.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   5.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I sat on the stairs, halfway down from the top, looking at Jessica sleeping; thankful she didn’t wake up when I was with Fiona.
 
    
 
   Ah, Fiona.
 
    
 
   I thought she could cope with this but, now.... I’m not so sure. It seems as though she is starting to lose the plot. Maybe I should slip her some more of the pills? Pretty sure she had previously stopped them completely. Maybe this was the wrong time to come off them?
 
    
 
   I didn’t ask for all of this.
 
    
 
   Jess wasn’t supposed to see my face. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. But it did. It did happen and now we have to deal with it accordingly. There’s no other way. Nothing we can do but... at least the baby will be okay. Our baby now.
 
    
 
   No reason to feel guilty. It’s not as though Jessica wanted it anyway. If she did, we wouldn’t have ended up in this predicament. We would have continued living the way we are now - although, I guess, we’d be grandparents.
 
    
 
   We could have lived with that.
 
    
 
   There’d still be a small baby to care for. It would just be me, Fiona and the baby - whilst Jessica and the boy were at college or university, in a few more years. That would have worked.
 
    
 
   If only she had wanted to keep it.
 
    
 
   This is her fault.
 
    
 
   If I have to deal with Fiona.... that will be Jessica’s fault too. 
 
    
 
   “Whatever is needed. I’ll do it.”
 
    
 
   “Mummy?”
 
    
 
   She’s stirring. I got back just in the nick of time.
 
    
 
   “She’s not here,” I said, straight to the point.
 
    
 
   As soon as she heard my voice - Jessica was wide awake. Eyes wide. With fear? I hope not.
 
    
 
   “Sleep well?” I asked, hoping to kill the awkward silence. Hoping for a civil conversation, for a change. It’s felt forced recently.
 
    
 
   Be nice to fix that.
 
    
 
   Nice to go back to how it used to be.... with the time we have left.
 
    
 
   “Pardon?” she said.
 
    
 
   “I said - did you sleep well?”
 
    
 
   “I kept waking up... struggled to sleep....”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. “Anything I can do...”
 
    
 
   “The bed is uncomfortable and smells. I need a wash.”
 
    
 
   I smiled, grateful for a sensible conversation, “I’ll see what I can do...”
 
    
 
   I’ll have to ensure all the doors and windows are locked upstairs before I let her out. I should have already checked everything. I knew I couldn’t keep her tied to the bed forever. It was always the plan to give her a little more room for movement. A little space to herself so she could feel comfortable here. Comfortable in her new home.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” she said.
 
    
 
   A smile.
 
    
 
   The first smile I’ve seen for a long time. I smiled back.
 
    
 
   “I’ll get it sorted,” I confirmed, as I turned and left the room - closing the door behind me.
 
    
 
   Progress?
 
    
 
   Maybe there’s still time for her to come round and want this child too? Maybe we could share it? One great big happy family?
 
    
 
   Early days. Don’t get ahead of yourself. One pleasant conversation doesn’t necessarily mean anything has changed. It could just be her being nice because she wants something.
 
    
 
   Not the first time I’ve seen that.
 
    
 
   Although, it’s getting close to it potentially being the last time I’ll see it.
 
    
 
    
 
   END OF PART THREE
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   Warm water.
 
    
 
   Bubbles.
 
    
 
   Already I feel cleaner. More so if I were able to fully relax but I can’t - not fully. 
 
    
 
   Not with him outside. 
 
    
 
   What does he expect me to do? Run? To where? I don’t even know where I am. And where would I go? They’re the only family I know. Where ever I go - they’d find me. I know they would.
 
    
 
   “How are you doing in there?” he called through the door.
 
    
 
   At least he let me close the door.
 
    
 
   That’s something, at least.
 
    
 
   “Fine, thank you,” I asked.
 
    
 
   Keep it polite and friendly again. Try and remind him that I’m his daughter. His daughter... how could he do this to his own daughter? Who is this man? 
 
    
 
   Never mind.
 
    
 
   Forget about it.
 
    
 
   Try and keep things civil.
 
    
 
   Keep things civil and he might not put me back in that room.
 
    
 
   That bed.
 
    
 
   Stinking. Uncomfortable. Musty.
 
    
 
   That fucking bed.
 
    
 
   “Are you hungry?” he asked. “You need to keep your strength up.”
 
    
 
   “A sandwich might be nice?” I answered. I was hungry. Also, it will be nice to know he isn’t sat right outside - even if it’s only for a few minutes. Not that I’m going to try anything.
 
    
 
   “Okay, when you get out we’ll find you something to eat....”
 
    
 
   Shit.
 
    
 
   We fall back into an uncomfortable silence as my brain struggles to find something neutral to talk about. Something to help us move away from the situation we are both in...
 
    
 
   “How come you are so keen for me to keep the baby?” I asked.
 
    
 
   Stupid.
 
    
 
   Hardly steering the conversation towards a neutral setting.
 
    
 
   Well done.
 
    
 
   Silence.
 
    
 
   Did he get up and go downstairs, to get the sandwich, and I just didn’t hear? I don’t repeat my question - if he is there, maybe it’s for the best he didn’t hear.... or did hear and just chose not to answer.
 
    
 
   I splashed around a little to try and get a reaction from him.
 
    
 
   Nothing.
 
    
 
   No reaction.
 
    
 
   He isn’t there.
 
    
 
   “Dad?”
 
    
 
   Again, nothing. He can’t be there.
 
    
 
   Can he?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   Fiona is weeping. 
 
    
 
   I’ve never seen her so upset - not that it’s not understandable. I have no words for her.
 
    
 
   Nothing.
 
    
 
   Normally, I find words quite easily - when I need to. But not now. Nothing’s coming out. I simply squeeze her hand harder and let her weep. Let her get it out of her system.
 
    
 
   I feel bad for her and yet, at the same time, I feel jealous. I wish I could get it out of my system too. I wish it would hit me as hard. I just feel numb. A weird sensation, ever since the Doctor told me our baby was dead.
 
    
 
   “Did you want to see?” I asked. “It might help...”
 
    
 
   She tried to regain her composure enough to answer me, “Help with what?”
 
    
 
   Closure, I guess.
 
    
 
   I can’t answer her with that. Too harsh.
 
    
 
   I can’t answer her with anything.
 
    
 
   I bowed my head to where her hand rested on the hospital bed and gave it a little peck. 
 
    
 
   Her crying filled the room.
 
    
 
   Squeeze the hand.
 
    
 
   There’s nothing more I can do.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   “Daddy?” Jessica called from the bathroom.
 
    
 
   I didn’t respond.
 
    
 
   Asking why I am so desperate not to lose this baby; she doesn’t know about our loss. 
 
    
 
   She doesn’t know about our grief.... her eventual adoption. 
 
    
 
   She doesn’t need to know. 
 
    
 
   It’ll only complicate things. I don’t need any more complications in the next few months. And neither does she. It’ll be bad for everyone - including the baby.
 
    
 
   Jessica’s splashing around in the bathroom brings me back to reality; dragging my thoughts from the past I struggle to let go of.
 
    
 
   “Dad?”
 
    
 
   A pause.
 
    
 
   “I’m here. Come on, time to get out - let’s get something to eat...”
 
    
 
   I didn’t wait for an answer, just stood up and walked down the stairs - towards the kitchen - to prepare her sandwich. She seems to be making a bit more of an effort now. I’m sure it won’t be long before she joins me in the kitchen.
 
    
 
   Unless we should eat in the dining room?
 
    
 
   Would that be better?
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   Kitchen.
 
    
 
   Get her closer again but not that close. It will only be harder when the time comes. The more I think about the baby.... the more I want it. The more I realise the time has come. There is no turning back now.
 
    
 
   I took some bread from the side and pulled out two slices. Butter, from the fridge. Ham? Can’t remember if she even likes ham.
 
    
 
   Sure she will.
 
    
 
   “Can I see him?”
 
    
 
   Jessica’s voice made me jump, as she walked into the room - still damp from the bath - wearing a dressing gown I brought from home for her.
 
    
 
   I turned to face her.
 
    
 
   “Who?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “Darren. Maybe I need to hear him out. See if he really will support me with this baby....”
 
    
 
   I smiled at her.
 
    
 
   Pretending.
 
    
 
   Pretending to be happy for her sudden change of heart.
 
    
 
   I wonder, is she saying what she thinks I want to hear? Foolish girl if she tries to pull the wool over my eyes. I’ll see through her. Straight away.
 
    
 
   “You want the baby now?!” I tested her.
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure,” she said.
 
    
 
   Good.
 
    
 
   If she said a definite ‘yes’ she’d be lying.
 
    
 
   She’s confused. 
 
    
 
   That’s natural. 
 
    
 
   More realistic to what she should be feeling.
 
    
 
   Feelings.
 
    
 
   Like I know what I’m talking about.
 
    
 
   “If you’re looking out for me.... and mum.... and if he will stand with me...”
 
    
 
   “Yes?”
 
    
 
   “Well, maybe everything will be okay?”
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   I don’t think so.
 
    
 
   I smiled at her again.
 
    
 
   Keep her calm.
 
    
 
   “So - can I see Darren?”
 
    
 
   “I’ll see if I can track him down,” I lied.
 
    
 
   I quickly threw her sandwich together and put it on a plate before passing it over to her.
 
    
 
   “There, eat up....”
 
    
 
   She took the sandwich and inspected it closely before taking a bite.
 
    
 
   I feel vaguely insulted. As if I’d poison her.
 
    
 
   Not with the baby, anyway.
 
    
 
   Actually, maybe I should start to have a think about.... when the time comes. Rather be prepared and not need the information compared to the other way round - needing the methods and gameplan and not having it.
 
    
 
   Perhaps poisoning is the way to go. Especially as she’ll be so trusting by that stage - I’m sure she won’t always inspect things I prepare for her.
 
    
 
   Maybe get Fiona to prepare it.
 
    
 
   I smiled at her, “Nice?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, thank you.”
 
    
 
   We stood in the kitchen, for a while, in silence. Her eating her sandwich and me stood there - watching her. Can’t decide as to whether I regret where we’ve come or whether I’m excited by it.
 
    
 
   “Do you think Darren will still want to talk to me? Has he even come by the house since we last spoke?” she asked.
 
    
 
   Not entirely sure how to field this question. At least she’s asking me and not Fi. Whenever Fiona tells a lie she always blushes. Whereas me... I’m getting quite good at it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   2.
 
    
 
    
 
   Here he comes. Just as I knew he would. Walking nervously up the driveway after receiving the text I sent from Jessica’s phone.
 
    
 
   Can’t let Fiona or Jessica see him; I grabbed my coat from the bannister and disappeared out of the front door to meet him. Jessica’s in her bedroom, no doubt crying after the lounge incident. No chance of her seeing me - or Darren....
 
    
 
   But Fiona...
 
    
 
   Fiona is just sat there, in the lounge. She hasn’t moved since Jessica told her she was aborting. She could snap out of it at any moment now....
 
    
 
   “I’m here to see Jessica,” said Darren as I walked towards him, “I don’t want any trouble....”
 
    
 
   I put my finger to my lips - a gesture to hopefully quieten him....
 
    
 
   “She text me.... wants to talk...”
 
    
 
   A gesture which he obviously didn’t understand.
 
    
 
   “I sent the text,” I hissed.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   I put my arm around him and spun him around so he was facing his car again.
 
    
 
   “Walk with me,” I said. 
 
    
 
   A quick look over my shoulder. 
 
    
 
   No one is watching. 
 
    
 
   Good.
 
    
 
   I walked him towards his car.
 
    
 
   “Where are we going?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “A drive,” I told him. “Give me your keys, I’ll drive....”
 
    
 
   “Are you insured?”
 
    
 
   I fired him a look.
 
    
 
   No answer needed. He handed me his car keys and made his way to the passenger seat.
 
    
 
   Good boy.
 
    
 
   I climbed into the driver’s seat and slid the key into the ignition.
 
    
 
   “Seat-belt,” I told Darren the wanna-be responsible father who doesn’t even like to wear his seat-belt. Great start, kid.
 
    
 
   He put his seat-belt on.
 
    
 
   “Look,” he said, as I pressed my foot down on the accelerator, “I love your daughter.... and I didn’t mean for her to get pregnant...”
 
    
 
   “But she did...”
 
    
 
   “Well.... yes....” he said.
 
    
 
   A pause.
 
    
 
   I obviously took the wind out of his sails. Definitely not a real man.
 
    
 
   “I want this baby. I want her to keep it as much as you do,” he eventually said.
 
    
 
   Inspiring.
 
    
 
   Took a long time for him to think of that. I was expecting something more, to be frank.
 
    
 
   “You need to give her some space,” I said.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “You need to give her some space...”
 
    
 
   “But....”
 
    
 
   “Space.”
 
    
 
   “We need to talk this through. I think I can convince her it’s a good idea...”
 
    
 
   “No, you can’t.”
 
    
 
   “Then I need to be there, for her, when she has the abortion.”
 
    
 
   “No, you don’t. Give her some space.... I’ll talk to her. You’re just going to make things worse - trust me.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t think I will.”
 
    
 
   “Trust me?”
 
    
 
   “Make things worse. I don’t think I’ll make things worse....”
 
    
 
   “Or trust me...”
 
    
 
   “I trust you.”
 
   Ha!
 
    
 
   Hook, line....
 
    
 
   “Then let me deal with this. Give her some space. I’ll talk to her. I’ll make her see sense.”
 
    
 
   “I just think...”
 
    
 
   “I’m her fucking father. I think I know how her mind works. You keep showing up - you keep texting - you will scare her away...”
 
    
 
   He doesn’t say anything. Starting to learn?
 
    
 
   I pulled into a car-park, just off the main road, and killed the ignition.
 
    
 
   “Can you do this for me?”
 
    
 
   He looked at me blankly.
 
    
 
   “Can you give her some space? Let me talk to her - we both want the same thing.”
 
    
 
   There was a slight delay. I’m guessing it was caused by my words sinking in.
 
    
 
   “Well, when can I talk to her?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know....”
 
    
 
   “Can you at least tell her I love her?”
 
    
 
   “Sure.”
 
    
 
   No. The further he is from her - the better... wait... what’s that?
 
    
 
   Darren turned away from me and looked out of the car window. His shoulders moving up and down, giving him away.
 
    
 
   Crying.
 
    
 
   Definitely not a real man.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. Sorry for being pathetic, I guess. “I love her.”
 
    
 
   He doesn’t know what love is.
 
    
 
   Puppy love.
 
    
 
   Pathetic.
 
    
 
   Play nice.
 
    
 
   “I don’t want to lose her.”
 
    
 
   Too late.
 
    
 
   “I’ll talk to her,” I lied. Well, a half lie. I will talk to her but not for his benefit. I need him to vanish. Leave her be. She doesn’t need him in her life. She doesn’t need him confusing things with his mixed-signals of what he perceives to be ‘love’. She needs him to be gone. Gone for good. She needs to concentrate on her baby. Our baby.
 
    
 
   “Really?” he asked.
 
    
 
   I nodded, “Of course. I promise, everything will be okay. Everything will be fixed. This.... This is just a blip.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.”
 
    
 
   “Not a problem. You just need to trust me and give her some space.”
 
    
 
   He nodded.
 
    
 
   Sucker.
 
    
 
   “I’ll drive to the bottom of my road and walk home...”
 
    
 
   “Do they know you are with me?”
 
    
 
   I shook my head as I fired up the engine and, again, he nodded.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   Darren’s gone. Hopefully for good.
 
    
 
   “Where have you been?” asked Fiona as I walked through the front door.
 
    
 
   “I went for a walk to clear my head.”
 
    
 
   I’m getting good at lying. Should get a medal.
 
    
 
   “Where is she?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “Upstairs.”
 
    
 
   I turned towards the stairs and Fiona grabbed my arm, “What are you going to do?”
 
    
 
   “Just talk.”
 
    
 
   With a reluctance she let go of my arm. What was she expecting me to say, I wonder?
 
    
 
   “I’ll be back down soon...”
 
    
 
   “Should I come with you?”
 
    
 
   I shook my head, “No, she’ll think we’re ganging up on her. I’ll be fine...”
 
    
 
   I walked up the stairs and stopped outside of Jessica’s bedroom door. Why do I feel nervous? Ignore it.
 
    
 
   A split second before I knocked gently on Jessica’s door. 
 
    
 
   I shouldn’t have to knock - I own the house.
 
    
 
   There is no ‘come in’. 
 
    
 
   Ignoring the lack of invite, I opened the door and stepped in, closing the door behind me so we wouldn’t be disturbed by Fiona walking in on us.
 
    
 
   “How are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    
 
   Her red raw eyes gave away how she felt; upset.
 
    
 
   “I just want to be alone,” she whispered, as she turned away from me.
 
    
 
   “I just wanted to make sure you were okay,” I said. “I can’t imagine what you must be going through....”
 
    
 
   I don’t know how a murderer would feel just before they killed someone.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, I just don’t want it.... I wish I could turn back the clock.”
 
    
 
   “Life isn’t that simple, I’m afraid.”
 
    
 
   I sat on the bed next to where she was laying and rested my hand on her leg.
 
    
 
   “Is mum okay?”
 
    
 
   I didn’t say anything. No point in lying by saying ‘yes’ and no point in upsetting Jessica more by telling her the truth.
 
    
 
   “I know you’re scared but - this could be the start of something amazing for you. The love you feel for your own child....”
 
    
 
   “I’m not saying I don’t want children,” she interrupted.
 
    
 
   “See.... the start of something amazing...” I smiled. She won’t kill this baby. Already she’s coming round to the idea.
 
    
 
   “I just don’t want them now,” she said. “I’m too young.... I’m not ready.”
 
    
 
   “You’re never ready. Never truly ready.”
 
    
 
   “It’s not the right time...”
 
    
 
   Maybe she is serious about getting rid of it.
 
    
 
   “There’s no rush to get it terminated,” I told her. Maybe time will make her see sense.
 
    
 
   “There’s no point putting it off - I won’t change my mind,” she said.
 
   God only knows where she got this stubborness from. Certainly not me.
 
    
 
   “I just don’t want you doing something you’re going to regret. Your mother and I think...”
 
    
 
   “I won’t regret it. My only regret is getting pregnant. I’ve ruined everything...”
 
    
 
   She turned her back on me again, as she turned onto her side. A clear sign that this conversation is over. I wait a few more minutes to see if she’s going to say something else but she’s done - nothing else.
 
    
 
   I stood up and walked to the door - a final look back to Jessica before leaving.
 
    
 
   Stubborn.
 
    
 
   Stupid.
 
    
 
   I turned away from the door and noticed Fiona stood in the doorway of our own bedroom. A look of anticipation on her face. And hope.
 
    
 
   “Well?” she asked.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   I held Fiona close to my chest as she continued to weep. The thoughts of Jessica killing her own baby being too much for her - after our own child was still-born all those years ago? The thought of another dead baby? Or, perhaps, she’s crying because she knows what a big mistake Jess is making and doesn’t want her to regret it in years to come.
 
    
 
   Fiona aborted her first child. 
 
    
 
   A conception, before she met, between her and her ex-partner; aborted because they were too young and it was an accidental pregnancy that neither of them were ready for.
 
    
 
   Years later, when her second was still-born... she blamed herself, believing she was being punished for terminating the first child. 
 
    
 
   I hold her closer.
 
    
 
   Perhaps she’s worried Jessica will have the same experience should she get pregnant again, years later? Her next child will also be born lifeless.
 
    
 
   It’s times like these I wish I had more compassion in me. I feel bad for Fiona crying but, I don’t know what to say. Nothing I can say will make it better for her. It’s times like these I always rely on the calming influence of a hug.
 
    
 
   A kiss on her forehead - further proof I’m here for her.
 
    
 
   Her sniffles calmed a little and she pulled away from me, “We can’t let her do this.”
 
    
 
   I felt the same but short of tying her to the bed - what choice did we have? It was, after all, her choice. And the boy has made his intentions clear of standing by her side, should she have chosen to keep it so it’s not as though she was worried about being alone.
 
    
 
   I pulled her in close to me again and squeezed her tightly.
 
    
 
   “It’s not for me to....”
 
    
 
   “Please...”
 
    
 
   I don’t say anything; just give her another squeeze and kiss her on the forehead. 
 
    
 
   “Okay, I’ll sort it.”
 
    
 
   “Promise me.”
 
    
 
   “I promise,” I confirmed - feeling my heart sink a little. A promise I’m not sure I can keep.
 
    
 
   Unless....
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   3.
 
    
 
    
 
   The middle of nowhere.
 
    
 
   The perfect location.
 
    
 
   The question is - do I make the house look looked in or do I make the house look as though it’s abandoned? Either has it’s pitfalls. If it looks lived in - strangers may come by and knock on the door for a number of reasons.... broken down and want to borrow the phone, trying to sell something.... trying to convince the occupants that God really does exist? And if the house looks as though it’s abandoned - we risk being discovered by squatters.
 
    
 
   I can’t risk people coming by.
 
    
 
   I can’t risk Jessica signalling them - looking at the worst case scenario. If she gets the attention of anyone it would be over. Over before it’s started.
 
    
 
   The fact that the house is in the middle of nowhere, though, is definitely a plus.
 
    
 
   Maybe have the house looking as though it’s lived in but try and hide the entrance to the driveway? Make it harder for people to even notice the house, behind all the trees, if they did happen to come down the quiet country-lane.
 
    
 
   Mind you, I’ve been sat here for over an hour now and I haven’t seen any cars.
 
    
 
   Really is the middle of nowhere.
 
    
 
   This is the house.
 
    
 
   I can feel it.
 
    
 
   The beginning of the next chapter in our lives.
 
    
 
   A pang of excitement washes through me.
 
    
 
   Having bought this property at a reasonable price, the idea was to restore it to it’s former glory and sell it at a profit. Good location for those who prefer the countryside and a good sized building with a nice chunk of land with it. Could have been a hell of a profit made.
 
    
 
   But some things are more important than money.
 
    
 
   Like this.
 
    
 
   This is more important.
 
    
 
   A new life.
 
    
 
   Besides, just means I can take my time restoring the building before selling it on in ten or eleven months time. A look at our finances - it’ll be tight but we can manage. And it will be worth it. So worth it.
 
    
 
   I can just imagine holding the newborn now. I thought it was normally the women who got broody but - now I know it’s on the cards - I want this. Badly.
 
    
 
   I climbed out of the car and fished for the house-keys, in my pocket, before letting myself in. A musty smell hits me. Nothing some air freshener won’t fix. Perhaps leave some plug-in ones in the house too - in all the different rooms to help the smell. It’s just where it’s been so empty for so long.
 
    
 
   Even without spraying, or plugging, anything - the smell will soon disappear when the property becomes move lived-in.
 
    
 
   As I have a quick look around the downstairs of the house, I had almost forgotten how much character this place had. I wonder, would Fiona want to sell our current place and move in here? Be nice to escape the town for a change. The noisy hustle and bustle of everyday life.
 
    
 
   I stopped by the kitchen entrance and turned to another door, under the stairs - the cellar.
 
    
 
   The perfect place.
 
    
 
   I could probably sound proof down there - on the off chance we do get visitors all the way out here. It shouldn’t matter so much by the time she is living upstairs. I’ll only let her move up here when I’m comfortable she is happy with the situation.
 
    
 
   I twisted the tatty handle and pushed the door open.
 
    
 
   It creaked.
 
    
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh.
 
    
 
   I feel as though I’m part of a bad horror movie.
 
    
 
   Does that make me the bad guy?
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   She’s the bad person.
 
    
 
   She’s the murderer.
 
    
 
   I’m the good guy. 
 
    
 
   I’m trying to save the child.
 
    
 
   I’m the good guy.
 
    
 
   I’ll oil the door later.
 
    
 
   I walked down the stairs, leaving the door open to help illuminate my path. If memory serves me correctly, the light-switch is on the wall at the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    
 
   Ha! Memory has served me correctly.
 
    
 
   Flick the switch and the room lights up.
 
    
 
   Perfect.
 
    
 
   A good size.
 
    
 
   I can fit a bed in here, easily. The previous owner even left a bed here too - a tatty bed which looks as though it needs replacing before it collapses permanently but, even so, it’s free and it’ll serve a purpose for now.
 
    
 
   I’ll fetch that down here next. Bring some bedding from home. And then her. Bring her too. Everything else can wait. I’ll get her out of the house before Fiona comes back from her night shift at the hospital. Mind you, did she even go? She may have pulled a sicky - call in - too upset to help the needy, due to the news Jessica dropped on her. I wouldn’t blame her if she did phone in but.... it would certainly be an inconvenience.
 
    
 
   This whole plan - be easier to get her on side if I’ve already done it.
 
    
 
   Harder for her to say ‘no’ and try and convince me it’s not a good idea.
 
    
 
   If she wants the baby - it’s the only way.
 
    
 
   Jessica’s mind is made up. I can see that now.
 
    
 
   Stubborn.
 
    
 
   Well, I won’t let her kill the child.
 
    
 
   And Fiona won’t stop me.
 
    
 
   What if she isn’t happy with what I’ve done? What if she....
 
    
 
   I want this baby.
 
    
 
   She won’t stop me.
 
    
 
   No one will.
 
    
 
   Not her, not Jessica, not Darren.
 
    
 
   No one.
 
    
 
   It’s going to be a long night. 
 
    
 
   I flick the switch, plunging the room back into near darkness - thank God for the light from the hallway. Need to save electricity now. Watch the pennies.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   “Please, no.....” I begged him as he put the final restraint on my ankle.
 
    
 
   He looked at me - no words of comfort from his mouth. Just a black look in his eyes and a scary, expressionless face. 
 
    
 
   “I thought I could stay upstairs, with you....” I continued, trying to fight back my tears. Trying but failing. I hate it down here. I honestly thought, since allowing me upstairs to have a bath.... I honestly thought we were done with the cellar.
 
    
 
   Done with the restraints.
 
    
 
   I was wrong.
 
    
 
   He stood up, once he had me secured. I didn’t bother fighting him. There’s no point. He will only get mad with me and it will mean I’m down here longer.
 
    
 
   “I wouldn’t have tried to run,” I said. “I promise.”
 
    
 
   The truth.
 
    
 
   “I’ll check on you in the morning,” he said as he turned back towards the stairs - and exit.
 
    
 
   “Good night,” I said. A vague attempt to remind him I am, after all, his daughter.
 
    
 
   He stopped at the bottom of the stairs but didn’t look back at me.
 
    
 
   “Good night,” he offered.
 
    
 
   A quick hand movement and the light-switch was flicked off, turning the light off. Part of me wishes he had left it on. It’s creepy, down here, with the light on but it’s far worse with the light off.
 
    
 
   “Maybe you’ll let me back out tomorrow, to have another wash?” I asked.
 
    
 
   He disappeared up the stairs, closing the door behind him.
 
    
 
   I’m alone.
 
    
 
   Again.
 
    
 
   Sort of.
 
    
 
   If he does let me out, again, maybe I should just try and run. Run away from both of them - cut them out of my life. Report them to the police for what they’ve done to me.
 
    
 
   The more I think about Darren, the more I miss him.
 
    
 
   Perhaps he was serious about wanting to be with me. Serious about wanting to raise the child with me. Our child.
 
    
 
   Our baby.
 
    
 
   I looked down to my belly. Tried to sense the life within.
 
    
 
   I can sense it.
 
    
 
   I can sense it and a coldness washes through my body, sending a shiver down my spine.
 
    
 
   “How can I love you when you’ve caused all of this to happen?” I asked it.
 
    
 
   It didn’t answer.
 
    
 
   It didn’t have to. I can’t love it. Whatever it is inside of me. I can’t love it. Not after this. Even if I got out of this and went to live my life - with the baby - every time I’d look at it.... every time I’d see this scenario again and again and again.
 
    
 
   I can’t love it.
 
    
 
   I won’t love it.
 
    
 
   If I have to give birth to it - I’ll hate it.
 
    
 
   I stop myself.
 
    
 
   Maybe....
 
    
 
   What if....
 
    
 
   I might not need to give birth to it.
 
    
 
   Not if I have a miscarriage.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   4.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Another day of not going to work.
 
    
 
   We need the money but, I can’t face it. I can’t face the other nurses asking how I am. Not just the nurses - sometimes the patients too. Asking how I am and asking how my family life is whilst I’m re-dressing their wounds or checking everything is okay with them. Nosey. Nosey people. Normally it wouldn’t bother me, what with them asking how I am but - not now - if anyone asked how things were, I’d probably break down in tears. I’d probably tell them everything. Tell everyone what I’ve done....
 
    
 
   What we’ve done.
 
    
 
   It wasn’t just me.
 
    
 
   It wasn’t even my idea.
 
    
 
   And Darren.
 
    
 
   That was an accident.
 
    
 
   I think.
 
    
 
   Don’t think about it. There’s nothing you can do about it anyway. It’s done now. And if I could turn the clock back - I’d turn it right back to the point of Jessica not even meeting Darren. They’d be no Darren and no baby and none of this would have come to pass. Everything would be back to normal.
 
    
 
   How it should be.
 
    
 
   But could things ever go back - even if, in a make believe world, you could turn the clock back. All this time.... Bryan’s obviously had a darkness within him. If it wasn’t this, would something else have triggered him off?
 
    
 
   Maybe I shouldn’t leave him alone with Jessica and the baby. What if she tried something stupid? How far, given this darkness.... how far would he go with her? When he showed me what he had done, by taking her - he suggested we both move into the house. Maybe that’s not a bad idea. Maybe we should all live there.
 
    
 
   I can keep an eye on Jessica throughout the pregnancy.
 
    
 
   I can keep an eye on him.
 
    
 
   Yes. 
 
    
 
   That’s what needs to be done; move in and keep an eye on the whole situation before it gets out of hand. Well, further out of hand. 
 
    
 
   Slowly I climbed out of the marital bed. Hard to be enthusiastic about it. Would much rather stay in bed and pull the duvet over my head. Stay here, forever.
 
   Blissful ignorance.
 
    
 
   On the plus-side - getting dressed in the morning is a lot simpler since everything kicked off. I just wear what I wore yesterday. I don’t need to look at what I’m wearing, try and keep in with fashion, look nice for Bryan.... Since everything kicked off - I just seem to exist.
 
    
 
   I picked my top off the floor and slid it over my head.
 
    
 
   Already wearing underwear. 
 
    
 
   They’ll do one more day.
 
    
 
   One more.
 
    
 
   Trousers. Blue jeans that I wore yesterday. Again, they’ll do another day. A few squirts of perfume. They’ll do.
 
    
 
   It’ll all do.
 
    
 
   Brush my teeth and head off to the house. See him. See her. My daughter.
 
    
 
   My daughter.
 
    
 
   Jesus.
 
    
 
   My daughter.
 
    
 
   Reminded myself what we’re doing.
 
    
 
   Stop it.
 
    
 
   Stop doing this to yourself. 
 
    
 
   It’s done now.
 
    
 
   No turning back.
 
    
 
   Even if I did help her get away from him. There’s no turning back. She’ll report him. Probably me too. And if Jessica doesn’t turn me in - he will.
 
    
 
   Especially after Darren.
 
    
 
   Accident.
 
    
 
   Damn this wandering mind.
 
    
 
   I reach over to the bedside table and turn the radio on.
 
    
 
   Music.
 
    
 
   Music to my ears.
 
    
 
   Increase the volume.
 
    
 
   Some chart song that I don’t recognise. Music moving on again. Not necessarily my kind of tune but at least it drowns out my thoughts.
 
    
 
   Poisonous thoughts.
 
    
 
   I sat on the edge of the bed.
 
    
 
   Just a couple of minutes.
 
    
 
    A couple. 
 
    
 
   Help quieten my thoughts long enough to get to the car where I can listen to the radio again - full volume for the whole journey.... until I get to the house.
 
    
 
   I have a headache. 
 
    
 
   Not quite sure as to whether it’s the loudness of the radio or the screaming thoughts. How much more of this do I have to endure?
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   The radio blared out tunes - some old and some new to me - the whole way here. An hour’s worth of driving, you’d have thought I would have had enough of the radio now but - no - I’m reluctant to turn it off. Reluctant to see if my thoughts come back into my head. 
 
    
 
   Reluctant to turn the car’s engine off and venture into the house.
 
    
 
   Part of me wishes I could just drive off.
 
    
 
   Keep driving.
 
    
 
   Don’t come back.
 
    
 
   But I can’t.
 
    
 
   He’ll find me.
 
    
 
   And I can’t leave her.... Jessica.
 
    
 
   Can’t do it.
 
    
 
   Or the baby.
 
    
 
   I need to see this through now.  No choice. He made sure of that.
 
    
 
   I turned the engine off and opened the car door.
 
    
 
   “I wasn’t expecting you today,” he said.
 
   I jumped at the sound of his voice. So lost in my own mind that I didn’t see, or hear, him approach.
 
    
 
   “Nice to see you too,” he laughed.
 
    
 
   “You startled me,” I said.
 
    
 
   “So, I see. No work today?”
 
    
 
   I shook my head. He’d want me to carry on as though everything was normal but I can’t face it. Carry on - pretend everything is fine. It’s not fine and I can’t pretend otherwise.
 
    
 
   “Well it’s good to see you!” he said as he threw his arms around me. I wasn’t expecting that but hugged him back. For the briefest of moments, in his arms, everything felt normal again.
 
    
 
   The briefest of moments.
 
    
 
   “Did you want to see Jess?” he asked.
 
    
 
   Nothing has changed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   5.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I wasn’t sure what to think when I walked into the house and saw Jessica standing in the kitchen, a slice of toast in her hand, wearing a small white t’shirt. My first thought was panic; she had escaped. And then I thought, if she had escaped, she wouldn’t be stood around semi-dressed, eating toast. She’d be running. Running from us as fast as her legs could carry her.
 
    
 
   My second thought was that of the baby.
 
    
 
   Exactly how far gone is she? Already I can see a little bump. 
 
    
 
   A baby.
 
    
 
   “Hi mum,” she said when she spotted me, “dad thought he heard your car pull up.”
 
    
 
   What have I walked into? How has everything changed in such a small space of time? 
 
    
 
   “Is Darren with you?”
 
    
 
   I froze.
 
    
 
   “Just your mum,” said Bryan, as he stepped into the house behind me and locked the front door.
 
    
 
   “Oh, right.”
 
    
 
   I spun around and shot Bryan a glance - a glance he answered with a wink.
 
    
 
   “Didn’t he have classes today?” Bryan asked me.
 
    
 
   Play along.
 
    
 
   Keep the peace.
 
    
 
   “I believe so - yes.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe he’ll come over later?” asked Jessica through a mouthful of toast.
 
    
 
   “Maybe,” I answered.
 
    
 
   Play along.
 
    
 
   Keep the peace.
 
    
 
   I feel as though I’ve entered The Twilight Zone - not sure what to really say. What have they already been talking about? What has Bryan said to make her so calm? It’s hard to strike up conversation on the off-chance I say the wrong thing and ruin everything which has so far been achieved.
 
    
 
   I wish I had gone to work.
 
    
 
   All I can do is avoid all conversations about health, babies and living situations.
 
    
 
   “Toast?” said Jessica. She didn’t wait for me to answer, just slid some more bread into the toaster and pushed it down. “Bread is nice and soft,” she finished.
 
    
 
   “Okay,” I said.
 
    
 
   This is too weird.
 
    
 
   The daughter, we kidnapped, is making me toast.
 
    
 
   She turned to me, whilst the bread browned in the toaster, “Do you think I’d have a girl or a boy?”
 
    
 
   I was flustered. 
 
    
 
   No answer.
 
    
 
   Yesterday, she was sure she didn’t want it and now - a complete turn-around. 
 
    
 
   Has he drugged her? I hope not. It could hurt the baby.
 
    
 
   I turned to Bryan.
 
    
 
   “I said she was going to have a boy,” he said.
 
    
 
   I smiled at him. Not a genuine one. More of a ‘what the hell is going on’ kind of smile.
 
    
 
   “We talked today,” offered Jessica....
 
    
 
   Good, someone with an explanation.
 
    
 
   “I thought about it most of the night,” she continued, “with all this support around me - I’ll be silly to have a termination...”
 
    
 
   “Okay,” I said - not really a lot I could say.
 
    
 
   Bryan was just stood in the doorway, grinning.
 
    
 
   “I can have the baby - you and dad can help me raise it and hopefully Darren will be around too...”
 
    
 
   My heart sinks.
 
    
 
   Bryan’s grin was fixed to his face.
 
    
 
   How does he do it? How does he pretend to be so happy about it? She’s saying this now but - when Darren doesn’t come and she realises she is yet another single mother - how will she feel then?
 
    
 
   “And dad said we could have this house - Darren and I....”
 
    
 
   “Did he?” I turned to look at him. He’s still smiling. Smiling like an excited child, early on a Christmas morning.
 
    
 
   I wish I could share his enthusiasm.
 
    
 
   “Did you bring my clothes?” asked Jessica.
 
    
 
   “Clothes?”
 
    
 
   “I hadn’t called her yet,” said Bryan - the grin finally fading from his face as though it too had got bored of being there.
 
    
 
   “Oh, right,” replied Jessica.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” I lied, “I just popped over here whilst on my way to work - just to make sure you were okay.”
 
    
 
   That gave me a get out clause. Make out I had just popped in and had to go again. Get away from this madness so I could have a conversation with Bryan, over the telephone, about what the hell has been going on.
 
    
 
   “Oh. You aren’t staying?”
 
    
 
   I shook my head.
 
    
 
   “Well, you can come back later,” she said - perking up again. “And bring me some clean clothes, I hardly have anything here and I can’t very well walk around in this shirt all the time.... shit...”
 
    
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “My clothes aren’t going to fit for too much longer,” she said... “I need some clothes - what are we going to do?”
 
    
 
   “Your mother can pick some new bits up,” said Bryan.
 
    
 
   I smiled, “Of course I can.”
 
    
 
   Jessica smiled again.
 
    
 
   I need to get out of this house.
 
    
 
   It’s too weird.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Mum looks tired.
 
    
 
   I feel sorry for her.
 
   “Right, I best get going or I’ll be late,” she said with a smile on her face. A smile. She doesn’t mean it, though; putting on a brave face.
 
    
 
   Like me.
 
    
 
   “Your toast?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t realise the time,” she said.
 
    
 
   She gave me a kiss on the cheek and turned to the door.
 
    
 
   “I’ll see you later,” I called after her as she walked towards the front door, closely followed by him.
 
    
 
   I feel sorry for her.
 
    
 
   I don’t feel sorry for him.
 
    
 
   The front door closed and, a few seconds later, dad came back into the kitchen.
 
    
 
   “Nice surprise,” he said. “She wants me to call her later, when her shift is over, to remind her to bring some clothes over for you this evening.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks,” I took the newly browned toast from the toaster and put it on a plate. “Did you want this?”
 
    
 
   “Sure, thanks.”
 
    
 
   I wish I had some rat poison.
 
    
 
   He took a big bite, not taking his eyes off me. 
 
    
 
   Kind of creepy.
 
    
 
   I smiled at him.
 
    
 
   “This is nice,” he said.
 
    
 
   Did he mean the toast?
 
    
 
   “I mean - this...” he gestured towards me and him.
 
    
 
   “And the toast?” I asked. Nice. Keep it light. Have a laugh.
 
    
 
   He smiled.
 
    
 
   “You do understand why I had to do this?” he asked after swallowing another mouthful of toast.
 
    
 
   “Do what?”
 
    
 
   I knew what he meant; do I understand why he kidnapped me and cuffed me to a dirty, stinking mattress.
 
    
 
   “You know,” he continued.
 
    
 
   Yes, I do know. I want you to say it.
 
    
 
   I looked at him blankly.
 
    
 
   “This...”
 
    
 
   “Ate the toast?”
 
    
 
   Trying to be awkward now. Make him think I’ve forgotten about what he’s done.
 
    
 
   “Never mind,” he said.
 
    
 
   Another bite of toast. Do I offer him more, I wonder? No. Put him out of his misery. He obviously wants to talk about it.
 
    
 
   Talk about what he did. What he’s done. What he’s doing.
 
    
 
   “I understand why you did it,” I said.
 
    
 
   “Really?”
 
    
 
   He put the toast to one side. Great, he really does want to talk about it.
 
    
 
   “You didn’t want me to make a mistake I’d live to regret.”
 
    
 
   He nodded.
 
    
 
   He doesn’t want me to live my own life; make my own decisions.
 
    
 
   Fuck him.
 
    
 
   “We do love you,” he said.
 
    
 
   A coldness rushed down my spine as he walked towards me and put his arms around me.
 
    
 
   Don’t ruin it now, hug him back. I put my arms around him too.
 
    
 
   “I love you too,” I lied.
 
    
 
   A shame as, once upon a time, it wasn’t a lie. He finally let go, allowing me to take a step back. Keep smiling at him.
 
    
 
   They might not want me to have an abortion but they can’t stop me from having a miscarriage. But I can’t just do it. I can’t just hurt myself - and kill the baby. I need to be sure both mum and dad really do love me first... If they really do love me, they will help me through the miscarriage; just put it down to bad luck. If any part of them isn’t happy with me... I can’t say what they’d do.
 
    
 
   But, with no baby - they have no reason to keep me here. 
 
    
 
   They’ll have to let me go.
 
    
 
   And as soon as they do I’ll get away from them once and for all; turn my back and start my life again. Start my life again with no money and nowhere to go...
 
    
 
   I’m in trouble.
 
    
 
   I can’t think about that now. I can’t. First things first - concentrate on getting rid of the baby first. Lose the baby, leave this house... then think about what I should do next.
 
    
 
   “So what do you want to do today?” he asked.
 
    
 
   Lose the baby, leave this house, choose a new future and decide what to do with my day - trapped in a house with a man I hate. Nothing’s ever easy.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   6.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Where do you see yourself in five years?”
 
    
 
   I looked up to Darren, from where I was snuggled into his chest, “What?”
 
    
 
   “Five years? Where do you see yourself?”
 
    
 
   A random question which shattered our blissful silence. I liked how I could cuddle into Darren... or even just spend some time with him - and not feel as though we had to fill the air with mindless chatter. Comfortable silences. We were good at comfortable silences. But, from time to time, he had a habit of reminding me how quirky he was with his random questions. I didn’t mind the randomness, though. When they did happen - they just served to mix things up a bit; keep me on my toes.
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure,” I replied.
 
    
 
   I snuggled back into his chest and closed my eyes.
 
    
 
   “Come on, play along,” he said.
 
    
 
   “Well, I don’t know what you want me to answer.”
 
    
 
   “You just say where you’d be in five years - your dreams...”
 
    
 
   “My dreams?”
 
    
 
   “You know - your job, education, where you’re living....”
 
    
 
   “Well, I guess I’d have my own flat in five years. I guess.”
 
    
 
   “A flat?” He laughed. “I love the ambition.”
 
    
 
   “A great, big house.”
 
    
 
   “That’s better!”
 
    
 
   “A great, big house in the country. A mansion, in fact!”
 
    
 
   “How many bedrooms?”
 
    
 
   “Eight.”
 
    
 
   “Eight?”
 
    
 
   “Nine?”
 
    
 
   “Nine?!”
 
    
 
   “Okay, ten! Ten bedrooms!”
 
    
 
   “That’s a big house!”
 
    
 
   “Well, I did say it was a mansion.”
 
    
 
   “That you did.”
 
    
 
   “And I’ll have my own company but, in five years, it’s already got to the level where I have a team of people working with me.”
 
    
 
   “A team?”
 
    
 
   “Yep!”
 
    
 
   “And they work from the house?”
 
    
 
   “Oh no, they work from the office in town. I don’t want to have to spend time with them. I want peace and quiet and house parties.... they have to stay in the office.”
 
    
 
   “A nice office?”
 
    
 
   “Nope. I won’t be going in there so I’ll save money by getting a small, crappy office.”
 
    
 
   “Hardly seems fair.”
 
    
 
   “Life isn’t fair.”
 
    
 
   “So if they are doing the work - what are you doing?”
 
    
 
   “Executive decisions once a month.”
 
    
 
   “And that’s it?”
 
    
 
   “The rest of the time is spent shopping. But, I get the shops to close first.”
 
    
 
   “And where am I in all of this?”
 
    
 
   I smiled at him.
 
    
 
   “Well?” he pushed.
 
    
 
   I hadn’t really thought about a future, like that. Scary. I was busy enjoying our time together and taking one day at a time.
 
    
 
   “Not a fan of the silence,” he kissed my forehead.
 
    
 
   I could see a future with him, though. He’s nice, gentle, sweet, caring.... funny.... definitely funny. Annoying sometimes but, I guess, everyone can be like that from time to time.
 
    
 
   “You’re in the house with me.”
 
    
 
   “I get to stay in the mansion?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. You can stay in the cellar.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, thanks!”
 
    
 
   “And on special occasions, I’ll let you out.” I laughed.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   I cringed as I thought back to the conversation I had with Darren on that rainy, Sunday afternoon. It was supposed to be him staying in the cellar - not me!
 
    
 
   But...
 
    
 
   I do want him here.
 
    
 
   I want him in this house with me. 
 
    
 
   The more I think about him - the more I want him. And I’d feel safer, if he was here. Funny how I’m staying with my dad and yet I need my old boyfriend here just to feel safe. I should feel safe with my dad and, if I had to be threatened, I should feel threatened by the boyfriend. In an ideal world - no one would make me feel threatened or upset.
 
    
 
   This isn’t an ideal world.
 
    
 
   I looked over at dad, sat on the sofa - scribbling his way through a crossword. He looks calm. Relaxed. Content, even. Who is this man? I don’t recognise him anymore.
 
    
 
   I coughed and he glanced up before looking back down to his crossword.
 
    
 
   “Would Darren be able to move in too?” I asked eventually - killing the uncomfortable silence. I miss the comfortable silences and wonder whether I’ll ever experience them again.
 
    
 
   He didn’t answer me, straight away. Not until he finishes whatever word he was currently writing.
 
    
 
   “Dad?”
 
    
 
   He turned to me from his sofa and smiled, “We’ll see.”
 
    
 
   That means ‘no’. Whenever he says “we’ll see” it means ‘no’. I learnt this years ago when I asked for a puppy. He always said “we’ll see” and yet the puppy never came. Same with hair-straighteners. A nice pair I found for a stupid price. I asked for those too and got the same answer.
 
    
 
   I continued, “It would be nice to see if we could live together. Something for us to think about in the future. I mean, if we’re going to have a child together - it would be nice to see if we could at least live together too. I don’t want to start with a broken family.”
 
    
 
   “Hardly a broken family, you have your mother and I!”
 
    
 
   Exactly.
 
    
 
   “Just thought it would be nice.”
 
    
 
   “We’ll see....” 
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   He turned back to his crossword.
 
    
 
   This conversation is over, I guess.
 
    
 
   My heart sinks.
 
    
 
   He seems to be very short when discussing Darren. He used to refer to him as the ‘boy’ but I always felt it was said with a certain amount of endearment in his voice. I always thought he was happy with my choice in boyfriend.
 
    
 
   It’s different now.
 
    
 
   I feel he’d rather not talk about him at all.
 
    
 
   Time will tell. I’ll see what mum has to say when she comes back over, later on, with my clothes. Hopefully she’s got hold of Darren. Maybe Darren will even be with her. So many emotions going through my head but I think Darren is the one I need. He’s my ticket away from mum and dad.
 
    
 
   If I have the miscarriage though - would Darren be able to forgive me? Maybe, if the baby dies... maybe he won’t want me anymore.
 
    
 
   Damaged goods.
 
    
 
   With what I’m going through, aren’t I already damaged goods?
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   I won’t allow it.
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   I’m not damaged from this. I’m stronger than this.
 
    
 
   I stared at my dad. The piece of shit. I hate him. Hate. What he has put me through.... putting me through. This should never have happened.
 
    
 
   Hate.
 
    
 
   I stood up and he instantly looked up - his eyes are alert. Black, even.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “Just getting a drink. Did you want anything?”
 
    
 
   He looked to the table, to the side of the sofa - his mug of coffee was still half empty.
 
    
 
   Half-empty.
 
    
 
   What the fuck.
 
    
 
   I used to be an optimist.
 
    
 
   The glass used to be half-full.
 
    
 
   He’s taken that from me.
 
    
 
   Hate.
 
    
 
   “I’ve still got a drink, thank you.”
 
    
 
   I flashed him a smile and walked from the room - towards the kitchen.
 
    
 
   Hate.
 
    
 
   I can feel my mask slipping. Just stay in the kitchen for a couple of minutes. Stay here and calm down - don’t let him get to me again. I’m doing so well and pretending I’m coming around to the situation. I can’t ruin that now. I can’t go back to the cellar.
 
    
 
   I stood in the kitchen, with the tap water running straight into the sink and down the plug-hole. Make it sound as though I’m doing something; occasionally clang a few dishes together. Anything to stop him from coming into the room to see what I’m doing.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   My bedroom door swings open, revealing mum and dad standing there - both Darren and I jumped. So blissfully comfortable on my bed, cuddled up and chatting, we completely forgot mum and dad were even in the house. Thank God I have clothes on.
 
    
 
   “Do you two fancy joining us for some dinner - we were thinking pizza....”
 
    
 
   Not really, we were quite comfortable.
 
    
 
   “That would be great, I’m starving,” said Darren.
 
    
 
   So much for getting some quiet time together.
 
    
 
   “Up you get then, we leave in five,” and with that, the bedroom door was closed and we were alone again.
 
    
 
   “Why did you say that?”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “Pizza!”
 
    
 
   Darren looked at me as though I had completely lost the plot.
 
    
 
   “I’m hungry,” he complained.
 
    
 
   “We could have had some quiet time,” I said.
 
    
 
   “We’ve been having some quiet time....” he said - still completely lost.
 
    
 
   I thought men had one track minds. Why can’t he see what I’m talking about?
 
    
 
   “Not that sort of quiet time,” I whispered.
 
    
 
   There was a slight delay.
 
    
 
   “You mean....”
 
    
 
   And the penny drops.
 
    
 
   “We don’t have to go for pizza,” he said.
 
    
 
   “Well, it’s too late now - you said we’ll go with them.”
 
    
 
   “I could go downstairs and tell them I’ve suddenly gone past it?”
 
    
 
   “Past it?”
 
    
 
   “You know, so hungry you sort of go past being hungry....”
 
    
 
   “That makes no sense.”
 
    
 
   “You don’t get that?”
 
    
 
   “No. I’m normal.”
 
    
 
   “Loads of people get it, hang on...”
 
    
 
   He stood up and walked from the room. I couldn’t help but laugh, I’ve never heard of anything so stupid. He’ll never get away with it.
 
    
 
   I listened out - can’t hear anything. On the plus side, I can’t hear any laughter either so that’s a positive. It looks so obvious now. Funny how he couldn’t see that either; the boyfriend running down to the girlfriend’s mum and dad to say they’ve suddenly changed their mind about joining them for dinner.
 
    
 
   Mum and dad aren’t stupid.
 
    
 
   They’ll see straight through it. They’ll know he’s angling for some alone time with me and they’ll know exactly what he’s after. So obvious. I feel a little bit sorry for him - shouldn’t have let him go downstairs. 
 
    
 
   Should have gone for pizza.
 
    
 
   Darren suddenly burst through the bedroom door - a huge grin on his face.
 
    
 
   “Your mum and dad have gone for pizza,” he said. “Now, where were we?”
 
    
 
   He jumped back on the bed and snuggled into my neck - soft kisses.
 
    
 
   “Actually,” I said, “I quite fancy the idea of pizza now...”
 
    
 
   He stopped his kissing and sat bolt upright, “What?”
 
    
 
   I burst out laughing. 
 
    
 
   “You’re a dick,” he said, cuddling down once more.
 
    
 
   “Oh, what romantic pillow talk you have. I’m so lucky to have you!”
 
    
 
   I only just managed to finish my sentence before he kissed me passionately.
 
    
 
   A nice kiss.
 
    
 
   Gentle yet strong.
 
    
 
   He stopped and pulled away from me, “Are you sure about this?”
 
    
 
   A beat.
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said, “yes, I am.”
 
    
 
   He smiled and moved in for another kiss.
 
    
 
   Dad called out from the other room, “Jessica....”
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Jessica?”
 
    
 
   Dad’s voice broke my day-dream - pulling me right back to the here and now.
 
    
 
   A shame.
 
    
 
   I don’t like it here.
 
    
 
   Things were much better back then.
 
    
 
   A second passed, as I came back to realising where I was, before I answered him.
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I called out.
 
    
 
   “Everything okay?”
 
    
 
   I looked down to my hand, blood on my fingertip. How’d that get there? A knife in my other hand; I must have cut myself. Don’t remember doing that. Don’t even remember picking the knife out of the dirty plates in the sink.
 
    
 
   “Jess?” he called out again.
 
    
 
   “Yes. Everything’s fine. Was just about to do the washing up...” I lied.
 
    
 
   A lie too far? 
 
    
 
   He knows I hate washing up.
 
    
 
   I can hear movement from the other room.
 
    
 
   Getting comfortable on his sofa or getting up to come and see me?
 
    
 
   Please be getting comfortable.
 
    
 
   I’m not ready to see him again just yet. 
 
    
 
   I still need a bit of space.
 
    
 
   Please.
 
    
 
   “Did I hear you correctly?” he said - his voice coming from the hallway.
 
    
 
   Fuck.
 
    
 
   Don’t turn around. He might still go away.
 
    
 
   I can hear him getting closer.
 
    
 
   Fuck.
 
    
 
   “You’re washing up? It’s times like this I wish I had a camera!”
 
    
 
   He’s in the kitchen now.
 
    
 
   Fuck.
 
    
 
   I turned to him and instantly his eyes were drawn to the knife in my hand - and then the bloodied finger on my other hand.
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
    
 
   I didn’t say anything.
 
    
 
   “You’re bleeding, let me see.”
 
    
 
   Look at him, pretending to care. If he cared, I wouldn’t be here.
 
    
 
   I wouldn’t be in this shit-hole of a house.
 
    
 
   I’d be at home.
 
    
 
   Doing what regular girls of my age do.
 
    
 
   Not this.
 
    
 
   He doesn’t care.
 
    
 
   Has he ever cared?
 
    
 
   Well, I don’t care.
 
    
 
   I hate him.
 
    
 
   Hate.
 
    
 
   He walked over to me and went to take the knife away.
 
    
 
   “Fuck you,” I hissed as I plunged the knife straight into his stomach. A look of shock in his eyes and his mouth fell open. A strange gasp from his mouth.
 
    
 
   He stepped backwards, unsticking himself from the blade.
 
    
 
   Mistake.
 
    
 
   Should never take the knife out of a cut. Should always leave it in whilst you seek medical attention. Everyone knows that. Taking the knife out means the blood is able to flow more freely. 
 
    
 
   Good.
 
    
 
   “Fuck you,” I hissed again as I stepped forward and plunged the knife back into him; his chest this time.
 
    
 
   Again, he stepped back with another funny little gasp from his cuntish mouth.
 
    
 
   With the third pinning, he didn’t step back and, therefore, didn’t unstick himself from the blade. He simply dropped to his knees. A look of surprise and pain on his face. A hint of anguish?
 
    
 
   I dropped to my knees too.
 
    
 
   What had I done?
 
    
 
   What had I become?
 
    
 
   No, don’t blame yourself. This is his doing. He did this.
 
    
 
   He deserved this.
 
    
 
   I mirrored his body language by collapsing onto my side as well.
 
    
 
   His life seeping away from him - just as I felt my own life seep away from me.
 
    
 
   There’s no turning back now.
 
    
 
   There’s no getting better. There’s no getting over this.
 
    
 
   How can I get over this?
 
    
 
   So numb that I can’t even cry.
 
    
 
   I just lay there, in the kitchen, as his life pools across the floor towards me.
 
    
 
   He did this.
 
    
 
   He deserved this.
 
    
 
   Keep telling myself.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   7.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “You’ve cut yourself,” said Bryan - as he rushed over to Jessica who stood in the doorway of the lounge, blood coming from her hand.
 
    
 
   “What did you do?” I asked, getting up from my sofa to help out. After all, I knew Bryan wasn’t the best around blood. Whenever he saw it, he always went a funny colour - something which always made me laugh. Him, being the man of the house... sickened by a little blood.
 
    
 
   Good job he wasn’t a woman. I don’t think he could cope with the monthly.
 
    
 
   “I was trying to tidy the kitchen,” said Jessica.
 
    
 
   “You know you aren’t supposed to be in the kitchen by yourself,” whispered Bryan. There was no sense shouting, Jess was already visibly shaken.
 
    
 
   Jessica was always keen to help out in the kitchen and sometimes, I let her sit on the side to help mash or stir - nothing anything more than that, though. Although, I can’t wait for her to be at the age where she can make me a cup of tea or even a whole dinner - so I can put my feet up for a bit.
 
    
 
   Working at the hospital, cleaning the house, helping her with her homework, keeping an eye on her and keeping her entertained.... it’s tiring. It will be nice when I can sit back from time to time and let her help me out.
 
    
 
   Obviously, as Bryan took her to get a plaster, we aren’t at that stage yet.
 
    
 
   A nice thought, though.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   I stood in the hallway - the kitchen at the other end of the hall.
 
    
 
   Bodies on the floor of the kitchen.
 
    
 
   Blood.
 
    
 
   So much blood.
 
    
 
   I dropped the bag, filled with Jessica’s clothes, and rushed through to see what had happened.
 
    
 
   “Bryan? Jess?”
 
    
 
   No one answering me.
 
    
 
   It’s quickly obvious who the blood is coming from, when I spot the knife sticking out of Bryan’s chest. I bent down and felt his neck, feeling for a pulse but there’s nothing. Nothing.
 
    
 
   He’s gone.
 
    
 
   “Jessica?”
 
    
 
   I rushed over to her and knelt by her head. 
 
    
 
   Check the pulse.
 
    
 
   Beating.
 
    
 
   Strong.
 
    
 
   Alive.
 
    
 
   Thank God.
 
    
 
   She’s just unconscious.
 
    
 
   “Jessica?”
 
    
 
   I lifted her head from the floor and rested it in my lap. That has to be more comfortable for her.
 
    
 
   The congealed blood on the kitchen floor - I wonder how long she has been lying here. I wonder - what happened? Apart from the obvious.
 
    
 
   Everything seemed normal. 
 
    
 
   Well, as normal as it could be given the circumstances.
 
    
 
   Although I wasn’t happy about it, when Bryan explained his plan - everything seemed so clear in his scheme. Everything seemed to easy. Straight forward. How’s it all gone so wrong?
 
    
 
   “Mummy?”
 
    
 
   She’s stirring.
 
    
 
   “Ssh,” I stroke her hair as best I can in it’s current state; congealed blood sticking it together in lumps. Gross.
 
    
 
   She’s muttering. 
 
    
 
   In shock.
 
    
 
   Apologising for what she’s done.
 
    
 
   “It’s okay,” I told her, stroking her matted hair.
 
   “I killed him....”
 
    
 
   “Come on,” I whispered, “up you get...”
 
    
 
   I pulled her to her feet, supporting her the whole way.
 
    
 
   “Are we going home?”
 
    
 
   “We’re going to get you cleaned up,” I said.
 
    
 
   I led her back down the hallway, towards the stairs - opposite the front door.
 
    
 
   “I want to go home,” she said.
 
    
 
   “I’ve got clean clothes with me.... let’s get you cleaned up and into fresh clothes. It’ll help to make you feel better.”
 
    
 
   Like clean clothes and a hot bath can make her feel better for murdering someone. Hopefully she won’t put a fight up - she looks as though the fight has left her anyway.
 
    
 
   “Did I kill him?” she asked.
 
    
 
   Shock.
 
    
 
   “Don’t think about it,” I told her as we got to the top of the stairs.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry....”
 
    
 
   A few more steps and we were in the bathroom. A quick flick of the wrist to turn the taps on - a suitable mixture of hot and cold water, filling the white tub for her. Added bubbles for some much needed comfort.
 
    
 
   “What are we going to do?”
 
    
 
   “Take your clothes off...”
 
    
 
   She duly took her shirt off and slipped her underwear off, dropping them to the floor. Everything saturated in blood.
 
    
 
   His blood.
 
    
 
   Did he get what he deserved?
 
    
 
   Do I deserve the same?
 
    
 
   Will she turn on me like she turned on him?
 
    
 
   I threw the clothes out of the bathroom so she didn’t have to stare at them. So she didn’t have to see the blood anymore.
 
    
 
   “Come on,” I helped her into the bathroom and she sat down - allowing the water to slowly cover her traumatised body, as the tub continued to flood.
 
   He seemed to think everything was going okay with her. 
 
    
 
   Is she really as traumatised as she is making out or is she going to turn on me too? Stick a knife in me like she did with him?
 
    
 
   I can’t trust her.
 
    
 
   Can I?
 
    
 
   She’s my daughter, after all.
 
    
 
   Although technically...
 
    
 
   Well, she thinks she is my daughter. 
 
    
 
   But then, she thought Bryan was her dad and she still killed him.
 
    
 
   That’s different, though. 
 
    
 
   Isn’t it? 
 
    
 
   She believes this was his idea. 
 
    
 
   She believes it was him who was trapping her. 
 
    
 
   She knew I wasn’t happy. 
 
    
 
   Does she forgive me?
 
    
 
   “Can we go home now?” she asked.
 
    
 
   Home. 
 
    
 
   How can we go home?
 
    
 
   People will be asking where Bryan is.
 
    
 
   What do I tell them?
 
    
 
   And his body?
 
    
 
   What about his body?
 
    
 
   I can’t leave it there.
 
    
 
   Can I?
 
    
 
   “Mum?”
 
    
 
   I ignored her as I started to wash her back with a flannel. My mind isn’t really here - struggling to get my head around what’s happened, instead. Struggling to find a way out of it.
 
   Even when Bryan was okay and no one was hurt - I couldn’t see a way out of this. I really couldn’t and I had been trying hard. At least, not a way out of it where everyone is happy and everything is back to normal.
 
    
 
   Now it’s definite.
 
    
 
   There is no Happy Ever After.
 
    
 
   Not for us.
 
    
 
   Not for any of us.
 
    
 
   The baby.
 
    
 
   Everything could be okay for them. A new life. A new life in this shitty world.
 
    
 
   There’s no Happy Ever After for us but... for the baby.
 
    
 
   A Fresh Start.
 
    
 
   “Mum?”
 
    
 
   Snap back to reality.
 
    
 
   “Yes?”
 
    
 
   “Can we go home now? Please?”
 
    
 
   I don’t answer.
 
    
 
   I can’t answer - still not sure what to say to her. Still struggling to see a way out of this nightmare.
 
    
 
   “And then in the morning - perhaps we could go and see the doctor.”
 
    
 
   We’ll stay here tonight.
 
    
 
   I need to think.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EPILOGUE


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I’ve left her in the bath - cleaning herself now.
 
    
 
   She seems to be coming round.
 
    
 
   She seems to be okay with what she has done. 
 
    
 
   Seems to be.
 
    
 
   But as I sit at the bottom of the stairs, peering around to the body of my husband.... I realise - I’m not okay with it.
 
    
 
   I’m not okay.
 
    
 
   He ruined things for us all.
 
    
 
   He ruined everything.
 
    
 
   She...
 
    
 
   Jessica...
 
    
 
   She’s made it worse.
 
    
 
   She has made everything worse. 
 
    
 
   There was a chance of Bryan and I going to prison but now.... now he is dead. He is dead and we can all go to prison. He’s rotting in Hell, where he deserves to be....
 
    
 
   No...
 
    
 
   He doesn’t deserve to be in Hell.
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   I loved him once.
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   I love him.
 
    
 
   I still love him.
 
    
 
   My husband.
 
    
 
   Losing the baby, all those years ago - it obviously hit him harder than I thought. The thought of losing another child pushing him over the edge.
 
    
 
   My husband.
 
    
 
   My poor husband.
 
    
 
   I wish he hadn’t hidden his true feelings from me.
 
    
 
   Even so...
 
    
 
   He’s rotting in Hell.
 
    
 
   Her fault.
 
    
 
   He’s rotting in Hell and we’re going to prison. Me for my part in her abduction and her for killing her father. And they’ll probably even arrange an abortion for her, as that’s what she clearly wants.
 
    
 
   Well, I’m not having it.
 
    
 
   I know now.
 
    
 
   We have to see this through.
 
    
 
   We have to take it through to the natural conclusion.
 
    
 
   Jessica called out from the bathroom, “I’m ready to get out now...”
 
    
 
   “Okay, I’ll bring your stuff in,” I called up.
 
    
 
   I stood up and walked towards the bag, which I dropped by the kitchen door earlier. Opening it, I pulled out some underwear. Fresh, clean underwear. Glancing upwards and I catch a sight of Bryan’s body again.
 
    
 
   Still undecided with what to do with that.
 
    
 
   Ignore him for now.
 
    
 
   Deal with her.
 
    
 
   Just a pair of knickers for Jessica. 
 
    
 
   She doesn’t need anything else. 
 
    
 
   Not now.
 
    
 
   I walked over to the cellar door and pulled the handle. The door creaked open.
 
    
 
   Good.
 
    
 
   Part of me worried it would have been locked.
 
    
 
   I leave the door open.
 
    
 
   I have a feeling she’s going to struggle.
 
    
 
   I don’t want to hurt her but I don’t have a choice now.
 
    
 
   She has forced my hand.
 
    
 
   For me...
 
    
 
   For Jessica...
 
    
 
   It’s over.
 
    
 
   Our lives are nothing now. Our lives are finished - just as Bryan’s life is over.
 
    
 
   It has taken me far too long to realise this. My judgement clearly clouded with what it perceived to be the difference between right and wrong.
 
    
 
   This may be a strange way of achieving something so right but.... this is definitely the best thing to do now. It’s the only thing.
 
    
 
   The baby is the only one who is going to come away unscathed.
 
    
 
   I’ll make sure of that.
 
    
 
    
 
   TO BE CONTINUED...
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   9 MONTHS
 
   BOOK THREE
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   PART FIVE


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
    
 
    
 
   It was the same every time I brought Jessica to the park.
 
    
 
   To begin with, everything would be nice. She’d be happy and excited to be going and I’d be happy knowing she was having a nice time. It was always the same at the park too - she’d happily do laps of the playground; either playing on her own or making friends with people who were already there. I’d sit back, on the bench, absorbed in a good book - or, on some occasions, I might have even closed my eyes a little; a sneaky little nap.
 
    
 
   Happy times.
 
    
 
   And yet, it always ended the same way.
 
    
 
   When it was time to go she’d have a strop. She’d scream that she wasn’t ready to go home. She’d yell at me, at the top of her voice and the other parents would just watch us.
 
    
 
   Watch the power struggle between mother and daughter.
 
    
 
   Knowing they were watching - I’d always try and keep my voice down, both so they couldn’t hear me and also to try and stop Jessica getting louder. I had long since learnt that, the louder I shouted.... the louder she did too.
 
    
 
   I’d always win, though.
 
    
 
   I’d always get her out of the park. Out of the park and into the car for the peaceful journey home. Peaceful only because she’d be quietly sulking on the backseat; frown on her face and arms folded in a snotty little manner which only made me want to smack her - not that I ever did. I never felt the real need to hit her. A few stern words were often good enough to deal with any of her moods.
 
    
 
   Bryan, on the other hand, rarely bothered with the stern words. He’d simply inform Jessica, if she was being naughty, he’d have to tell me what she was doing and that was normally enough to placate her. He always took the soft option.
 
    
 
   Not sure how I came to take the role of ‘bad cop’ between us.
 
    
 
   Which made what he did to her all the more strange and out of character. No point thinking about that now - no point dwelling upon it.
 
    
 
   I’m more concerned about how she’s going to react when I try and get her back in the cellar. I don’t want to hurt her but - she’s crossed a line. She’s taken things to a new level and it’s up to me, now, to keep the control. It’s up to me to go back to being the ‘bad cop’ in the relationship.
 
    
 
   Technically - I need to be both the good parent and bad parent now? Not that it matters. I’m sure, given the circumstances... I’m sure she isn’t going to give me much scope to have to be good to her.
 
    
 
   I still can’t hit her, though. I must remember that.
 
    
 
   Can’t hit her.
 
    
 
   Mustn’t hit her. Even if she lashes out to me and, I’m sure she will try it. She lashed out to Bryan, in the end and I’m filling his shoes now. I’m the monster.
 
    
 
   I’m the bad guy of this little story.
 
    
 
   I don’t like that.
 
    
 
   I didn’t choose the role.
 
    
 
   She chose the role for me.
 
    
 
   She chose it.
 
    
 
   I just have to live it now.
 
    
 
   See it through to the bitter end.
 
    
 
   “Mum, I’m getting cold,” she called out from the bathroom.
 
    
 
   I opened the bathroom door and she was just stood there, not even a towel around her clean body. I handed her the clean knickers.
 
    
 
   “Did you find me a towel?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “Use that one,” I said, pointing to one which was already on the floor.
 
    
 
   “It’s dirty!”
 
    
 
   “Well, it’s the only one I have at the moment.”
 
    
 
   She picked the towel up and wrapped it around herself.
 
    
 
   “So what happens now?” she asked. She seems calm now. Almost as though she is okay with what she’s done. Okay with the fact she killed her dad. 
 
    
 
   I can’t trust her - not for one minute.
 
    
 
   He trusted her.
 
    
 
   He let his guard down.
 
    
 
   She killed him.
 
    
 
   I won’t trust her.
 
    
 
   I won’t let my guard down.
 
    
 
   He was soft. 
 
    
 
   I won’t be.
 
    
 
   Now she’s killed him - her life is over. She just doesn’t know it yet. Murderer’s don’t go on to have normal lives with normal jobs and normal relationships. She must be able to see this. She must know there’s no turning back - she must know there’s no ‘normal’ now.
 
    
 
   Regardless - she killed Bryan.
 
    
 
   Her dad.
 
    
 
   My husband.
 
    
 
   She’s just as bad as he was.
 
    
 
   And I’m just as bad as both of them.
 
    
 
   To me, she is dead now. As dead as my husband.
 
    
 
   The only one who matters now is the baby.
 
    
 
   “Any ideas at all?” she asked - obviously uneasy by my silence.
 
    
 
   Now we finish this, I thought, but I can’t just blurt it out. I can’t just laugh and tell her I’m going to see his plan through to the end now. I need to be subtle about it. The more I think about it, though, the more I see it’s the best thing to do; keep her here, make her have the baby, kill her, put them all in the cellar.... brick the cellar doorway up and wallpaper over the top - a hidden room... set fire to the house too? I’m not sure yet, need to have a proper think about how to handle the situation. 
 
    
 
   The neighbours, at home, I can tell them Bryan and I have separated though. We split due to things not working out between us - I don’t need to give them specifics. When they ask about Jessica.... well, I’ll just say she chose to stay with him.
 
    
 
   The baby will be harder to explain.
 
    
 
   I doubt they’d believe Jessica was happy to move away with her dad but didn’t want to take the baby.
 
    
 
   They don’t need to see the baby, I guess.
 
    
 
   I could keep it hidden.
 
    
 
   If the neighbours hear it crying - I could just tell them I have it for the weekend, or something, before I have to take it back to Jessica. They might believe that.
 
    
 
   Again, small details. I can work on them later.
 
    
 
   Maybe do as Bryan originally said - sell the house, move somewhere else, start again. The baby could be mine then. No one needs to know it’s not. No one, other than family, knew Jessica was adopted. In fact, not all the family think of her as being adopted, we see them too infrequently. Some of them just presumed it had been that long since we spoke, Bryan and I had a child and they missed out on hearing the news. Missed out or forgot.
 
    
 
   Move away definitely sounds like a good plan. Just need to get these long months out of the way so I can put this whole scenario to bed once and for all.
 
    
 
   I wonder, raising a new baby into the world and giving them the best life possible.... would that redeem my soul too?
 
    
 
   Jessica brought my mind crashing back to the present, “Do you think I’ll be in trouble too?”
 
    
 
   The fact she said ‘too’ suggests to me she already thinks I’m in trouble.
 
    
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked - trying to stay calm and ‘normal’ for her sake and, more importantly, the sake of what I am about to do.
 
    
 
   “I killed him.”
 
    
 
   A light-bulb went off in my head. I know how to get her into the cellar without having to fight her.
 
    
 
   “No, you didn’t,” I said.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “I did.”
 
    
 
   “What? I don’t understand.”
 
    
 
   “He brought me here to show me what he had done to you.... I tried to release you and a fight broke out.... a fight between Bryan and I.... one thing led to another.... and I killed him.”
 
    
 
   “You’d do that for me?”
 
    
 
   I smiled.
 
    
 
   “Of course, I would.” A lie. “You’re my daughter.” Another lie.
 
    
 
   “Should we call the police now?”
 
    
 
   “I need you to do something first, though,” I said - treading carefully.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “I need you to be strong and get back down in the cellar....”
 
    
 
   “What?!” she sounded alarmed. “I don’t want to go down there again!”
 
    
 
   “I know but you need to be strong. For me.”
 
    
 
   “We can just tell the police you let me out....”
 
    
 
   “I’m going to put you down in the cellar and leave you there. And, then, I’m going to stab myself too.... to make it look as though it was a proper struggle... he tried to kill me when he knew I was going to tell the police. We fought and I ended up managing to stab him. If I’m hurt too - it will take everything I have just to call for help. The police and ambulance will be here as quickly as they can and they’ll let you out and fix me up...”
 
    
 
   There’s no way the police would believe that story. Fine, they may buy it initially but by the time they look into it properly, and with the DNA evidence around the room.... they won’t believe it for long and we’ll both be rumbled. But hopefully Jessica won’t think like that. Hopefully she’ll....
 
    
 
   “You’re sure they’ll come? What if you stab yourself so deep you can’t get to the phone?”
 
    
 
   “I won’t. I am a nurse. I know what I’m doing.”
 
    
 
   I know what I’m doing alright....
 
    
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
    
 
   “It’s the quickest way we can both get out of this and start again. Just the two of us.”
 
    
 
   “And Darren.... I want Darren....”
 
    
 
   “And Darren.” Another lie. Definitely getting good at this.
 
    
 
   “I’m scared,” she said.
 
    
 
   “Me too.” Yet another lie. I feel numb. I just want to get this done. Finish it.
 
    
 
   “And you’re sure?”
 
    
 
   I nodded.
 
    
 
   “Okay.”
 
    
 
   Success. 
 
    
 
   Certainly easier than getting her out of the playgrounds all those years ago.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   2.
 
    
 
    
 
   The coldness of the restraints against my ankles and wrists still feel alien to me and cause me to panic. At least this time, I know the end is in sight. She’ll go and do what needs to be done upstairs and I’ll be down here - waiting for the help to arrive.
 
    
 
   I expect I’ll hear the sirens as they approach the house. Sirens; normally a haunting sound as they tend to mean trouble. Someone is hurt, someone is committing a crime.... I don’t tend to think of sirens meaning someone is getting rescued from whatever situation they have found themselves in. Getting the help they need to put everything right.
 
    
 
   Sirens should be a good sound. 
 
    
 
   Help is coming.
 
    
 
   I laughed to myself. A laughter born from relief.
 
    
 
   Help is coming.
 
    
 
   Help is coming.
 
    
 
   Help is coming.
 
    
 
   I hope they aren’t long. Although I feel comfort help is on the way - I don’t want to spend a moment longer in these bindings than I absolutely have to. And mum, she’ll be up there bleeding - taking the heat off me for what I did to dad.
 
    
 
   What I did.
 
    
 
   I still can’t blame her for what’s happened to me. It’s all down to him and he got what he deserved. I’m shocked I don’t feel anything other than relief he’s dead, though. No matter what he did to me - he was still my dad. Yet, I feel nothing other than the relief.
 
    
 
   And worry.
 
    
 
   Worry because I know mum is up stairs, in the kitchen, hurt. In need of urgent medical assistance. Stop worrying yourself.
 
    
 
   They’re coming.
 
    
 
   Help is coming.
 
    
 
   My mind drifts to what is to come; will this make the press? Will people read about what happened to me? Approach me in the streets to offer their support? I hope not, I don’t think I’d like that. I don’t think I’d feel comfortable with it. Strangers coming up and talking about what has happened and, no doubt, how they can relate to it.
 
    
 
   Is it possible to keep the media from a story such as this? So horrible and shocking, I doubt it. I expect they’ll lap it up.
 
    
 
   Films.
 
    
 
   Oh God.
 
    
 
   What if television stations and other media bods want to turn it into a film? My life on the big screen for all to see. My embarrassment. My shame.
 
    
 
   Part of me is dreading the coming of the help now.
 
    
 
   Big posters of a girl, pretending to be me tied to a bed, on billboards. Books... the same image plastered on book covers and...
 
    
 
   Stop being stupid.
 
    
 
   It won’t happen.
 
    
 
   Tired.
 
    
 
   Letting my imagination get carried away with itself. Everything will be fine. 
 
    
 
   “You’ll be okay,” I tell myself out-loud, breaking the silence of the room.
 
    
 
   The uncomfortable silence.
 
    
 
   At least soon I’ll be able to share comfortable silences with Darren again. Just the two of us. Perhaps we could just get out of the house - surely dad was worth some kind of insurance money. Surely mum and I are entitled to some sort of pay out.
 
    
 
   A lump sum won’t erase memories but will serve some purpose to build new ones.
 
    
 
   Would they pay out, though, if he was murdered?
 
    
 
   After what I’ve been through, it’s hard not to look at the negative implications of everything. Don’t think about it. Just think about being in Darren’s loving arms again. Will he still want to be with me? The last time we spoke - I was a bitch. Have I pushed him away?
 
   And if I haven’t - I still want an abortion. Get rid of this thing. This reminder to what my dad has put me through. This reminder to what I’ve done to my dad.
 
    
 
   Get rid.
 
    
 
   We’re young - Darren and I - lots of opportunities to start a family in the future.
 
    
 
   Lots of opportunities and, hopefully, nicer circumstances.
 
    
 
   As soon as I’m out, I’ll call him.
 
    
 
   Hopefully he’ll meet me at the hospital. They might let him stay the night with me. Help me feel more secure. Help me feel safer.
 
    
 
   Hopefully.
 
    
 
   They’ll be here soon.
 
    
 
   They’ll let me out of these restraints, ensure I’m okay and probably take me to the hospital to keep an eye on me for the night - make sure I really am okay.
 
    
 
   How long has it been now?
 
    
 
   It feels as though hours have passed. I expect it’s only minutes in truth.
 
    
 
   Panic.
 
    
 
   Did mum call for help?
 
    
 
   Is she okay? I can’t hear her upstairs. I would have thought she would have yelled to me that everything was okay and help was on their way.
 
    
 
   I’ve heard nothing.
 
    
 
   No scream of pain from stabbing herself. No thump from if she had fallen to the floor unconscious. No movement. 
 
    
 
   Movement.
 
    
 
   Surely, from down here, I would have heard her dragging her body over to the telephone on the kitchen wall. Surely, she would have stabbed herself first to make sure she actually went through with it. Would have been hard to explain to the police after they burst in only to find she was still trying to summon the courage to go through with it; sticking the knife in her stomach.
 
    
 
   “MUM?” I called out.
 
    
 
   Maybe the floorboards are so thick I wouldn’t hear anything?
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   I know I would.
 
    
 
   I heard him walking around, before now, and he wasn’t exactly being heavy-footed.
 
    
 
   I listened out - no reply.
 
    
 
   “MUM?” 
 
    
 
   Listen.
 
    
 
   Nothing.
 
    
 
   “MUM - ARE YOU OKAY?!”
 
    
 
   Was he really dead?
 
    
 
   What if he was just unconscious - she went to check his body and get the knife and he suddenly sprung up and killed her? And, no.... now she is sat upstairs bleeding out. 
 
    
 
   No help is coming.
 
    
 
   She’s dead.
 
    
 
   He’s dying.
 
    
 
   And I’m trapped.
 
    
 
   Panic.
 
    
 
   “MUM!!” The loudest I have ever screamed before.
 
    
 
   No answer.
 
    
 
   I feel my eyes begin to well up.
 
    
 
   No, don’t be stupid. It’s not that bad. Everything is fine. Help is coming. Keep telling yourself so.
 
    
 
   Help is coming.
 
    
 
   Help is coming.
 
    
 
   Help is coming.
 
    
 
   She’s not answering because she can’t hear you - or because she can’t shout as loud with a knife-wound, even a small wound to the stomach would stop her from being able to strain to call back... and definitely stop her from coming down the stairs.
 
    
 
   It’s fine.
 
    
 
   As fine as it can be, at least.
 
    
 
   Help is coming.
 
    
 
   Help is coming.
 
    
 
   Help is coming.
 
    
 
   But...
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   No ‘but’.
 
    
 
   Help is coming.
 
    
 
   It’s just the darkness of the room. The darkness playing tricks on your mind. Everything is going to be fine. In nothing more than a couple of hours, you’ll be tucked up in a hospital bed surrounded by loved ones and people who want to ensure you are okay. 
 
    
 
   I go to call out for mum again but stop myself. If she is up there, hurt, the cries for help will just upset her because she won’t be able to get to me.
 
    
 
   Everything will be fine.
 
    
 
   I hope.
 
    
 
   My mind skips, again, to what will happen to mum. She didn’t kill dad. I did. It was me. I shouldn’t have let her take the blame for it. Will she go to jail? I need her. This isn’t her fault. It’s his fault.
 
    
 
   Everything is his fault. What happened to me. What happened to him. All his fault. I hope they treat mum as a hero, instead of a murderer. I couldn’t bear it if they took her away from me.
 
    
 
   Even though, deep down, I know she was part of this - on some level - I can’t lose both of my parents.
 
    
 
   I can’t.
 
    
 
   Stop worrying about it.
 
    
 
   Everything is going to be okay.
 
    
 
   It’s a good story. He took me. He went to get her on side. She freaked out. A fight broke out. He came off worse. They’ll believe it. 
 
    
 
   Soon.
 
    
 
   Everything will be over.
 
    
 
   Help is coming.
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   I wake with a start and jump, again, when I see mum stood above me - holding a tray out in front of her. Don’t remember falling asleep, must have drifted off.
 
    
 
   At first, in my confused state, the tray doesn’t even sink in.
 
    
 
   “What time is it? I asked.
 
    
 
   “Morning time,” she said. Her voice was cold and hostile. Bags under her eyes. Blood on her top.
 
    
 
   “Are the police coming?”
 
    
 
   She leant forward, with the tray, and rested it over me.
 
    
 
   Food?
 
    
 
   “What’s this?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “Breakfast. Eat up.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
    
 
   “Breakfast - the most important meal of the day.”
 
    
 
   “You said....”
 
    
 
   “I know what I said. Now eat up before it gets cold.”
 
    
 
   “I feel sick.”
 
    
 
   Not sure if that’s at the thought of what is happening or because of the pregnancy.
 
    
 
   “Eat!”
 
    
 
   “You were going to call for help... you said...”
 
    
 
   “They’d have never believed that story. You’ve ruined it. Ruined it for all of us.”
 
    
 
   “No, I haven’t....”
 
    
 
   “You killed my husband!”
 
    
 
   “My dad! You said....”
 
    
 
   “Forensics.... they’d prove I didn’t kill him. They’d show you as the killer. You’d go to prison... do you really want to go to prison?”
 
    
 
   “No but....”
 
    
 
   “You’d go to prison, no doubt I’d go down as well as they’d find evidence I had been here too.... he’s dead and we’d both rot in prison. Although, I’d be out sooner as I’m not a murderer like you....”
 
    
 
   Tears.
 
    
 
   I don’t understand.
 
    
 
   It’s too much for me to cope with.
 
    
 
   I turned my head to the left and vomit down the side of the mattress. The smell and taste of the sick make me heave again and I can’t help but throw up once more.
 
    
 
   “Well, that won’t be pleasant to lie in all day.”
 
    
 
   “Please...”
 
    
 
   “You ruined it. Everything would have been fine had you not killed him.... he had let you out of here. He trusted you. He loved you...”
 
    
 
   “No, he didn’t. He wouldn’t have put me here if he loved me.”
 
    
 
   “He put you here because he loves you. He didn’t want you to lose your child like we lost ours.”
 
    
 
   What? What child... I didn’t say anything. Just looked at mum. She looked annoyed at herself - like she had said too much.
 
    
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “Nothing.”
 
    
 
   “You -”
 
    
 
   She cut me off again, “He put you here so you didn’t make a decision you’d live to regret. He was doing you a favour. And you’ve ruined it. I can’t let you out now. I can’t trust you.... I can’t trust you won’t turn on me like you turned on him....”
 
    
 
   “I won’t...”
 
    
 
   “And no doubt you said that to him too. No, you’ll stay in this room... it’s over for both of us. There’s no turning back. I’m not going to prison. You’re not going to move on from this. You’ve ruined it for us. You’ve ruined your own life with your selfishness.”
 
    
 
   Can’t stop crying now. Please stop. Be strong. Keep telling yourself...
 
    
 
   Help is coming.
 
    
 
   Help is coming.
 
    
 
   No help is coming.
 
    
 
   No one is coming.
 
    
 
   No one.
 
    
 
   I’m alone.
 
    
 
   “Please let me out.... Please....”
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   She back away from the bed as she caught a whiff of the sick.
 
    
 
   “You said everything will be okay...”
 
    
 
   “And it will be. For the baby. It’s the only one who will come out of this at the other end unaffected. It’s the one who will get over this and go to live a normal, happy life. It’ll probably never even know of this. Probably never know you killed it’s father.”
 
    
 
   “What? He was my father...”
 
    
 
   “And you killed him...”
 
    
 
   “He’s not the baby’s father!”
 
    
 
   “That’s not what the baby will think. I’m it’s mother and Bryan was it’s dad.”
 
    
 
   “Well, what am I?”
 
    
 
   “You’re ruined.”
 
   “Please, don’t say that.”
 
    
 
   “There, there.... everything will be okay.”
 
    
 
   “Stop it.”
 
    
 
   “Everything will be fine.”
 
    
 
   “Stop it.”
 
    
 
   “Mummy make it better for you...”
 
    
 
   “STOP IT!”
 
    
 
   She turned away and walked towards the stairs, “I suggest you try and eat some of your breakfast. It’s going to be a long stay.”
 
    
 
   And with that she walked up the stairs, closing the cellar door behind her.
 
    
 
   With the exception of my sniffling, I’m in silence again.
 
    
 
   What have I done.
 
    
 
   I’ve killed one monster just to awaken another.
 
    
 
   I should have killed myself.
 
    
 
   There’s still time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   4.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The house is quiet.
 
    
 
   I used to like quietness as it gave me time to study for my classes. The slightest bit of noise would easily distract me from what I was trying to learn. Always happy to learn but never happy to waste an evening with a work-book.
 
    
 
   I don’t like this type of quiet, though. I don’t like it at all.
 
    
 
   I miss people talking.
 
    
 
   I miss hearing the television from the other room.
 
    
 
   I miss hearing the clitter clatter of pans and saucers from the kitchen where mum would be preparing our dinner.
 
    
 
   I even miss the sounds from outside whether it be people playing in the streets, cars going past or birds singing in a summer’s evening.
 
    
 
   I miss it all.
 
    
 
   Funny what you miss when it’s gone.
 
    
 
   Knowing how things have turned out - I even miss my dad.
 
    
 
   At least, with him, I had the opportunity to walk around the house and do as I pleased. Now, I’m stuck. Tied to a bed. A mattress covered with vomit and piss in a musty room with air already stale.
 
    
 
   I imagined Hell to be a fiery pit with tormented souls flying around - all groaning in their individual despair. I never thought Hell would look like a dark cellar with a mattress in it and yet - that’s exactly where I am.
 
    
 
   Hell.
 
    
 
   I’m surprised dad isn’t down here with me - strapped to another bed on the other side of the room - taunting me.
 
    
 
   I’ve been crying for the past hour now.
 
    
 
   All cried out.
 
    
 
   On one hand I feel better for not crying - my eyes and nose sore from the experience. On the other hand - at least crying gave me something to do. Now I’m just here - on the bed - with nothing to do. Nothing in here to take my mind from what’s happening.
 
    
 
   No point calling out to talk to mum. I doubt she’d come and, if she did... I doubt she’d say anything I’d want to hear. I believed her yesterday. The words she spoke. Her plan. Believed everything.
 
    
 
   Stupid.
 
    
 
   That must have been how dad felt as I stabbed him. How could he have been fooled into that... I guess that’s Karma - right back at me.
 
    
 
   I pulled on the cuff-restraints seeing if there was any give on them.
 
    
 
   None what-so-ever. Pulling against them will only hurt my wrists, no point.
 
    
 
   I wonder, how did mum think I’d eat my breakfast with both wrists cuffed? Lean over and eat it off the plate like a dog eating from a bowl? Does she hate me that much now?
 
    
 
   The more I think of her and this whole fucked up mess.... was she just pretending to be the caring one? Dad coming across as the one in charge to shake me up more, so I’d play along like a good girl and mum being the nice one - complete role reversal to how they treated me growing up.
 
    
 
   I wish I could shut my brain off.
 
    
 
   I’m fed up with thinking about everything now. It serves me no purpose other than to give me a headache. It’s not as though thinking about it suddenly frees me from my restraints or teleports me back to my old house or the arms of Darren.
 
    
 
   Darren.
 
    
 
   I guess he’s not coming now.
 
    
 
   Now?
 
    
 
   He was never coming. Did I really think anything else? Did I really believe they were going to bring him here? He would have gone to the police, for sure. I was stupid, again, to think he’d be invited to stay.
 
    
 
   Hindsight is a wonderful thing.
 
    
 
   As is sleep. 
 
    
 
   I feel tired. 
 
    
 
   Probably the stress I’m under. 
 
    
 
   Stress causing sleepiness and my stomach to ache and cramp. 
 
    
 
   I wonder if mum would bring me a hot water bottle.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
    
 
   I wake with a start. Mum’s stood at the foot of the bed.
 
    
 
   “How are you feeling? she asked again.
 
    
 
   The way her gaze is transfixed by my stomach, I presume she isn’t asking about my well-being because she’s concerned about me as such.
 
    
 
   “Well?”
 
    
 
   How am I supposed to answer? For weeks now I haven’t felt myself; stomach pains, headaches, dizziness and an emotional wreck. But, even if I wasn’t pregnant - I’d probably be experiencing all of this because of what’s happening.
 
    
 
   Having said that, if I wasn’t pregnant.... I wouldn’t be here.
 
    
 
   “We need to find out how far you’re gone,” she continued.
 
    
 
   In truth, I don’t know how far I’ve gone. Even if I did - I wouldn’t want her to know anyway. I don’t want to be helpful. She isn’t exactly helping me. When I didn’t answer, she leant forward and pressed her hand against my stomach. Is that a faint smile on her face?
 
    
 
   “Why are you doing this?” I asked, eventually.
 
    
 
   My sudden question must have taken mum by surprise. She looked startled before she composed herself and moved away from my tummy.
 
    
 
   “You know why,” she said as she stood up straight.
 
    
 
   “I don’t,” I said. “You should be supporting my decision.”
 
    
 
   “You don’t know what you’re doing,” she suddenly hissed. “Why would we stand back and support a decision which is so wrong?”
 
    
 
   “Because I’m your daughter,” I wept. 
 
    
 
   Again with the fucking tears.
 
    
 
   I pulled against the restraints, making them rattle against the bed - hoping the noise would remind her that what she was doing was unnatural. 
 
    
 
   “No, you’re not,” she spat.
 
    
 
   I froze.
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   “I’m sorry,” said Bryan. Does he mean it, though? A lack of empathy in his voice. His expression - eyes especially - seem dead. Has he just buried it? Like he buried everything else.
 
    
 
   “We could try....” I said.
 
    
 
   He shook his head, “You heard what the Doctor said.”
 
    
 
   “They could be wrong.”
 
    
 
   He shook his head again.
 
    
 
   “A second opinion?”
 
    
 
   “That was the second opinion.”
 
    
 
   There was silence.
 
    
 
   “We could try, though - give it another go - in time,” I pushed.
 
    
 
   Again, he shook his head, “No.”
 
    
 
   There was silence again.
 
    
 
   I shifted uneasily in the hospital bed.
 
    
 
   “Never?”
 
    
 
   He took hold of my hand and gave it a squeeze - as though that was going to fix everything. Who knew - when your World caves in, all you need is a hand squeeze. I pulled my hand away.
 
    
 
   For as long as I could remember - all I wanted was my own family. A husband whom I loved and kids. Two of them, preferably. Ideally a boy and a girl. And now... now I’m told I the chances of getting pregnant again are impossible.
 
    
 
   I remember the first time we got pregnant. We were so happy. Two become three. The Doctor warned of complications but - we thought that was at the start.... the first few months. We thought, after the first three months.... we thought everything was fine. Everything was okay. We thought there was nothing left to stop us from becoming a family.
 
    
 
   Complications, they said.
 
    
 
   The baby was starved of oxygen.
 
    
 
   Bryan picked up a leaflet, from where the Doctor put it, and looked at it - as though he was trying to find the right words to say to me. There are no ‘right words’. I’ve carried the baby for nine months - it doesn’t seem right to be leaving the hospital without it.
 
    
 
   It?
 
    
 
   Him.
 
    
 
   There aren’t enough leaflets in the world that can offer me the right words.
 
    
 
   He must have sensed what I was thinking, as he put the leaflet down and pushed it to one side.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   I’m fed up with Doctors’ offices now. 
 
    
 
   I’ve seen enough of them to last a life-time. And they all look the same. Same cheap furniture. Same clock hanging on the wall. Ticking. Ticking your life away as the various specialists try and help you get through this difficult stage in your life - most of the time pretending to lend a sympathetic ear whilst they just wait for the perfect time to hand over the prescription of brain numbing medications.
 
    
 
   “I want to increase the dosage,” said the Doctor.
 
    
 
   No surprise. It’s the second increase of this particular tablet. The previous pill, the size of a small mint, the dosage of that one increased a couple of times too before he tried me on this new tablet.
 
    
 
   The tablets themselves are a waste of time. They just make me feel irritable and sick. I don’t want to take them but Bryan insists - he says he has noticed a change in me but there’s been no change. No real change. Only what I pretend to show him.
 
    
 
   We’re drifting apart. 
 
    
 
   I can feel it.
 
    
 
   He must be able to feel it too.
 
    
 
   He walks around looking vacant, most of the time when he is home. Whereas before he used to be quite outgoing - he seems to have changed. Gone quiet. It’s as though he’s burying everything; our dead son.... and everything else which he experiences - no matter if it’s good or bad - it gets buried. He rarely shares anything with me now - probably fearful of accidentally letting something slip which brings everything else crashing out of his soul.
 
    
 
   I half expect him to snap, one day. The way we’re going - I’m not sure if I’ll be there if he does.
 
    
 
   I’ve changed. Walking around the house crying at the slightest little thing. Yesterday I cried because I couldn’t get a lid off a jar, in the kitchen. The slightest little thing. The loss making me a slave to my emotions.
 
    
 
   The tablets are supposed to help me but they don’t.
 
    
 
   It’s nearly been a year now.
 
    
 
   How much longer am I going to feel like this?
 
    
 
   The doctor leant across to the printer, which sat on his desk, next to his computer. He took hold of a freshly printed prescription and handed it to me.
 
    
 
   I pretend to show an interest by scanning what it says.
 
    
 
   Same tablet. 
 
    
 
   Higher dosage.
 
    
 
   I doubt I’ll even bother taking this to the pharmacy, “Thank you.”
 
    
 
   “I’d like you to make an appointment to see me in a couple of weeks,” he said.
 
    
 
   Same old, same old. 
 
    
 
   When they think you’re ‘stable’ they leave you be for a month. As soon as they change your dosage - it’s back to fortnightly visits.
 
    
 
   “Okay.”
 
    
 
   Such a good little patient.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” I repeated as I stood up.
 
    
 
   He stood up with me, like he normally did at the end of an appointment - he’d stand up, give me his best ‘sympathetic’ smile and open the door for me.
 
    
 
   I think this was just his way of making sure his patients left.
 
    
 
   I gave him a fake smile and left via the door he held open. 
 
    
 
   Another wasted appointment.
 
    
 
   “How’d it go?” Bryan asked as I met him in the waiting room. He always came. Showing his support or making sure I kept the appointment - I can’t decide.
 
    
 
   “Fine,” I lied.
 
    
 
   “Good talk?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, thanks.”
 
    
 
   Another lie.
 
    
 
   “Good,” he smiled and gave me a kiss on the cheek.
 
    
 
   Never before have I had a kiss which felt so empty.
 
    
 
   “I picked this up,” he said - holding up a leaflet.
 
    
 
   Another leaflet. Every time we went to the doctors he managed to find another leaflet he thought might be of interest to me. Another leaflet which might hold the cure for getting over what happened.
 
    
 
   It’s not just grieving for the baby which is causing me unrest. It’s the fact I can never have another child. He was my one shot and we failed to seize it. We failed to become parents. We failed to bring our son into the world. We failed. And, as though to make it more final - we can never have another chance of doing it.
 
    
 
   Never.
 
    
 
   So final.
 
    
 
   I went through the motions of taking the leaflet. Ready to feign interest, I looked down...
 
    
 
   Child adoption...
 
    
 
   “I know it’s not the same,” he whispered as we walked past the other patients - all waiting their turn to see their doctors.
 
    
 
   It’s not the same.
 
    
 
   I want my son.
 
    
 
   But...
 
    
 
   I can’t have my son.
 
    
 
   Is this the answer?
 
    
 
   Will they even let us adopt after what we’ve been through and the fact I’m on medication? Won’t hurt to look through the leaflet, I suppose.
 
    
 
   I smiled at him.
 
    
 
   This smile felt strange.
 
    
 
   This smile felt real.
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   Listening at the cellar door, I could still hear Jessica crying downstairs.
 
    
 
   She took that worse than I expected. I thought she may have at least taken some comfort in the fact she didn’t actually kill her real dad. Maybe that hasn’t sunk in yet.
 
    
 
   I turned away from the door and went back to the kitchen work-top where I was in the middle of preparing her a sandwich. For what it’s worth. She isn’t exactly eating much at the moment.
 
    
 
   Part of me thinks it may be worthwhile taking some supplies from the hospital - put her on a drip to ensure she gets the necessary fluids... even if the hospital find out it was me who took the equipment - it’s not as though I’m ever going back there.
 
    
 
   I’ll do that.
 
    
 
   Steal some supplies, if she doesn’t eat soon.
 
    
 
   She needs to keep her strength up. For the sake of my baby.
 
    
 
   I slice through the bread, using the same knife she sliced through my husband. There’s no point taking it downstairs yet - not until she has finished crying. After all, she’s hardly going to want to eat whilst in such a state. She’ll only choke on it.
 
    
 
   All this upset; I need to think of a way to make things easier. Easier for her and easier for me. I can’t be sure how far gone she is but I do know she isn’t ready to drop yet. I definitely need to find a way to make things easier or the baby will never survive.
 
    
 
   Could be tricky.
 
    
 
   Bryan tried to make things easier for her. That didn’t end very well. I looked to the side at his body; still laying in the same position. His eyes - cloudy in colour, mouth ajar and tongue poking out ever so slightly.
 
    
 
   Death isn’t the most flattering of looks.
 
    
 
   What’s happening to me? I can’t believe I don’t feel anything. Has this whole experience stolen the last bit of humanity I had?
 
    
 
   It doesn’t matter.
 
    
 
   Go with the flow.
 
    
 
   Get it done.
 
    
 
   See it through.
 
    
 
   I’m sure, when I have my baby cuddled into my arms, I’ll start to gain some humanity back again.
 
    
 
   Speaking of seeing it through - I can’t hear her crying anymore. Good. The constant tears and whimpering is starting to get on the last of my nerves.
 
    
 
   I put the knife down and moved the sandwiches onto a plate.
 
    
 
   When this baby comes along, I’m going to be the best mother ever.
 
    
 
   I can’t wait. I just wish I knew how much longer it was going to be.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   A crossword half completed. A tinge of sadness washes over me. Not enough to get teary-eyed over. Looking at the puzzle, Bryan hadn’t managed to finish - it does make you question your own mortality. What will I leave behind unfinished?
 
    
 
   What a morbid thought.
 
    
 
   I wonder if she’s eaten the sandwich yet. She didn’t look to be that interested in it when I went down to see her - just kept asking for me to let her out. Asking to be allowed to roam the house, at least. Telling me she’d behave and how killing him... how she had to do it for her own safety and the safety of the baby.
 
    
 
   What a load of rubbish.
 
    
 
   Bryan wouldn’t have done anything to hurt the baby.
 
    
 
   He loved the idea of the baby. Why would he have risked hurting it? Especially after going to all of this trouble to keep it. Even if he had completely lost control of his senses - he would never have risked the baby. For her to even pretend otherwise - just goes to show she can’t be trusted.
 
    
 
   Does she really think I’m that stupid?
 
    
 
   He always was the soft one.
 
    
 
   She can’t leave the room. That’s obvious now. She’s there for the rest of her life.
 
    
 
   I can’t leave her on the bed, though. 
 
    
 
   It’s not healthy and her muscles will start to waste.
 
    
 
   I picked up the puzzle and glanced at the missing words. The puzzle in the book seems far easier than the puzzle of what to do with Jessica for the remainder of her pregnancy. I wonder why Bryan was struggling so much with finishing it.
 
    
 
   I throw the book to one side.
 
    
 
   I’ll give her the freedom she craves so much but in one room only. That could work. The cellar door has a lock on it. I could unbind her and let her roam the room as much as she wants. That could definitely work.
 
    
 
   No natural light, though.
 
    
 
   Not exactly healthy living.
 
    
 
   And then I still have the question of what to do with Bryan.
 
    
 
   A light-bulb moment as another thought flashes into my mind.
 
    
 
   Bryan can have the cellar and Jessica can have one of the bedrooms. I can always pop to the D.I.Y store to buy a lock for the door. Locks for the window too - if they need them. Not sure whether Bryan would have considered her trying to climb from them.
 
    
 
   Yes. That sounds better.
 
    
 
   Still confined to one room with nothing she can hurt me with and no way out. Drill a hole in the door, perhaps - a little spy-hole so I can occasionally see what she is doing.
 
    
 
   The more I think about it, the fairer this sounds.
 
    
 
   She can have a comfier bed, free roam of the room and I could even put the little television in there - give her something to do.
 
    
 
   With Jessica out of the way, I can move Bryan too. Get him out of the way. Out of sight, out of mind. All I need to do is roll him towards the cellar stairs and give him a final push - gravity will do the rest.
 
    
 
   And then there’s Darren too. Darren can join him. Get them both out of the way before they potentially ruin anything. Get them both in the cellar and lock the door. I could always board it up too - board it up and wallpaper over it as though the room never existed.
 
    
 
   Definitely - the more I think about this - the better it sounds.
 
    
 
   I need to go to the store.
 
    
 
   And I need to fetch Darren.
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   “What are you doing here?” Bryan said, from the hallway.
 
    
 
   I walked through to see who he was talking to. Visitors were rare here - not because we were antisocial and didn’t like entertaining. It’s just, sometimes it’s nice to get home and close the door on the world. Get some peace and quiet before you have to start another full day of work.
 
    
 
   “I thought I made it clear?”
 
    
 
   Darren was stood in the doorway - Bryan stopping from letting him come in. My heart races. Does he know? Does he know what we’ve done? I knew we’d get caught.
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   Stop it.
 
    
 
   Stop panicking. If he suspected anything, he would have shown up with the police. He doesn’t know anything. He’s just come round uninvited. Nothing more to it than that.
 
    
 
   “I need to talk to her...” 
 
    
 
   “She doesn’t want to see you. And she won’t want to see you either if you keep harassing her. I told you...”
 
    
 
   They’ve already spoken?
 
    
 
   Darren pushed himself in.
 
    
 
   “Jessica!” he called up the stairs. “Please, I need to talk to you!”
 
    
 
   “She isn’t here,” Bryan hissed.
 
    
 
   “You’re lying!”
 
    
 
   Darren didn’t wait for Bryan to say anything else, instead he just ran up the stairs towards her bedroom - closely followed by Bryan and myself.
 
    
 
   “She’s not here!” shouted Bryan.
 
    
 
   Tonight was probably the worst night Darren could have visited. Tempers between myself and Bryan are already high - after he popped home to talk about what he’d done. What he’d done to my daughter.
 
    
 
   “Jess -” Darren opened the bedroom door. Empty. “Where is she?” he said as he turned to Bryan.
 
    
 
   “I’ve already said, she isn’t here.”
 
    
 
   “Then where?”
 
    
 
   “Take the hint, boy, she doesn’t want to see you....”
 
    
 
   “What have you said to her - what lies have you told her?”
 
    
 
   “I haven’t said anything - you heard her yourself, last week. She said she didn’t want to see you anymore....”
 
    
 
   “I can fix this.”
 
    
 
   Tempers are starting to rise between the two of them. Darren, clearly playing with fire. I feel like I should say something but what?
 
    
 
   “You’ve pushed her away! I told you to back off, I told you I’d talk to her.... but, no, the silent calls to the home - hoping I wouldn’t answer? I knew it was you! You’ve pushed her away and now you need to move on.”
 
    
 
   “No! Not all the time she’s carrying my baby!” yelled Darren.
 
    
 
   “She isn’t.”
 
    
 
   Instantly Darren calmed. That one simple sentence, muttered by Bryan, seemingly destroying Darren’s already fragile world.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “She went to the clinic at the start of the week. She had a termination. I’m sorry.” Bryan’s mannerisms changed too - as though he calmed down the moment he saw Darren back down.
 
    
 
   Darren started to cry, “You said you’d sort it. You said you’d make everything okay.”
 
    
 
   “She’s gone to stay with her cousin for a while, in the country. I’m sure you’ll understand how upset she is...”
 
    
 
   Bryan seems to be compassionate now. Considering all he has done this week... to try and help me get over the fact Jessica wanted an abortion.... right through to kidnapping his own daughter because he thought it was the right thing to do... is this compassion genuine, I wonder? Or just another lie. Another mask to his many faces.
 
    
 
   “You said you’d sort it!” Darren lunged for Bryan, as though he wanted to punch him in the face. Instinct made me react. Instinct pushed Darren back. Gravity pulled him down the stairs. A load crack from his neck, about five steps down and it was all Bryan and I could do to watch. I watched on in horror. Bryan watched on with gleeful satisfaction. What have I done?
 
    
 
   “Darren?” I called out to him as he laid at the bottom of the stairs, motionless.
 
    
 
   He didn’t speak.
 
    
 
   “Bryan?” I turned to him - panic written all over my face.
 
    
 
   Bryan pushed past me and rushed down the stairs to where Darren was. A quick feel on his neck, I presume, for a pulse.
 
    
 
   “He’s dead,” he said.
 
    
 
   Is that a smile on Bryan’s face?
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “He’s dead.”
 
    
 
   “No, he can’t be.”
 
    
 
   The angle in which Darren’s head pointed suggested his death was more than possible.
 
    
 
   “What have you done?”
 
    
 
   “I just pushed him - he was going to hit you.”
 
    
 
   “No, he wasn’t, what have you done?”
 
    
 
   He was going to punch Bryan. Bryan knew this. The look on his face, as Darren lunged, suggested he knew it. Why would he lie about it?
 
    
 
   “It was an accident.”
 
    
 
   “You pushed him down the stairs....”
 
    
 
   “We need to phone an ambulance.”
 
    
 
   “And how do you suggest we explain this?”
 
    
 
   Silence.
 
    
 
   “He came to see Jessica - she’s not in... a fight broke out and he fell down the stairs...” I whispered. Even I was unconvinced.
 
    
 
   “And if they look deeper into what happened? What if they want to talk to Jessica? What if they want to see her? Do I just point them to the other house?”
 
    
 
   “They won’t....”
 
    
 
   “You know for sure? I don’t!”
 
    
 
   I don’t either. I don’t know anything anymore.
 
    
 
   “You killed a boy,” said Bryan.
 
    
 
   My heart is in my mouth. Tears rolling down my cheek.
 
    
 
   “What should we do?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know... Honestly, I don’t know. If we tell someone - they might find out what we’ve done to Jessica.”
 
    
 
   “You did it! I didn’t do that to Jessica!”
 
    
 
   He knows I’m against what he did to Jessica. He knows my feelings; we should let her go.
 
    
 
   “They won’t believe you didn’t have anything to do with it after this!”
 
    
 
   He’s right.
 
    
 
   “Then what should we do?”
 
    
 
   “We’ll hide the body. I’ll take his car and dump it somewhere.....”
 
    
 
   “Where?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know! I don’t have the answer to everything! Jesus, woman, I’m a little shocked here - you killed someone!”
 
    
 
   “Stop saying that! It was an accident!”
 
    
 
   “Was it? I saw your face - I’m not so sure....”
 
    
 
   Can’t think - what expression did I have on my face when it happened? Was I subconsciously wanting to hurt him? Did my subconscious think it was a good idea to kill him - one loose end tied up which could unravel everything Bryan has already done. Am I now an accomplice?
 
    
 
   “We’ll move him to the garage for now - whilst I think of what we can do with him.”
 
    
 
   “What are we going to do?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure.... I’ve never had to deal with a body before now!”
 
    
 
   Shaking, I asked again, “What are we going to do?”
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   I stood, for a while, looking at the saws which lined the wall of the supermarket store. Saws of different shapes and sizes, next to axes - from small single handed axes right through to the large double handed axe; the sort you’d normally see being swung by a lumberjack. Or a fireman.
 
    
 
   Not sure which one to go for.
 
    
 
   Never been in this situation before, it’s all new to me.
 
    
 
   “Good afternoon!” said a voice from behind. I spun around to see a smiley staff member looking directly at me.
 
    
 
   “Good afternoon,” I said - hoping he’d just leave me alone.
 
    
 
   “Were you looking for anything in particular?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “No, thank you - I think I’m okay.”
 
    
 
   I can hardly ask him which of these tools would be the best for cutting up a body - to make it easier to move them from one location to another. At least with Bryan’s body, all I need to do is roll him to the top of the cellar stairs and push him. Darren, I need to get out of the garage, into the car, over to the other house, into the house, down the hallway, over to the cellar door before I can let the gravity pull his dead-weight down the stairs. That’s a lot of humping.
 
    
 
   He needs to be in easy to manage cuts of meat.
 
    
 
   “Well, if you need anything - just give me a shout.” 
 
    
 
   The worker flashed another smile before turning back to the shelf on the opposite side of the aisle - where he continued to face-up the stock.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” I said again.
 
    
 
   I turned and picked up a small axe.
 
    
 
   There’s no point going for the bigger one. I might be able to swing it once or twice but.... I don’t think I could manage swinging it right through to when the job is complete. I threw it in the trolley along with the other goods I’d already chosen; a strong padlock - the biggest they had on the shelf - a bolt action lock, which I could fasten to the outside of her bedroom door, rolls of wallpaper and some boards of wood.
 
    
 
   I wish Bryan was still alive. 
 
    
 
   He always was better at these kind of things.
 
    
 
   I pushed the trolley towards the check-out. 
 
    
 
   I think I have everything I need. 
 
    
 
   I can’t be one hundred percent positive, though. This isn’t the usual sort of situation I’ve found myself working through. Worst case scenario - I’ll have to do another shop trip later on.
 
    
 
   END OF PART FIVE
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   1.
 
    
 
    
 
   The television is on, in the corner of the room. More rubbish day-time television. You’d think she could have at least brought me a tape-deck with the occasional video, from the store, to help alleviate the boredom. But no, just the same four channels - day in and day out.
 
    
 
   I used to enjoy sitting around watching television all day, on the weekends. Now - now I hate it. Especially as a lot of it seems to be re-runs. Tedious re-runs of the same old shows.
 
    
 
   Shows which I used to enjoy.
 
    
 
   Now I’ve grown to hate them.
 
    
 
   I hate the silence of the house more, though. I hate not having friends over. I even hate not being able to pop downstairs to chat with mum and dad whenever I felt like it too.
 
    
 
   I hate them.
 
    
 
   Mum and dad?
 
    
 
   What a joke.
 
    
 
   Who are they anyway? These people. Who? And who are my real parents? Why was I not wanted, when I was younger? Given up.
 
    
 
   I can’t criticise my real parents too much.
 
    
 
   As soon as I get out of here - out of this fucking house... I’ll end up giving this baby up. Demon fucking child dwelling within me. The size of the bump - the only point of reference I have for how long I’ve actually been stuck here, in this house, now.
 
    
 
   When I first got here it was just a small pot-belly.
 
    
 
   Now it’s fucking huge.
 
    
 
   And I still hate it.
 
    
 
   I blame it.
 
    
 
   I forced myself off the bed and waddled over to the television - switching channels again. You’d think mum would have got me new batteries for the remote by now. All these weeks and it’s as much as she can do to say hello to me when she brings me my food. 
 
    
 
   Three meals a day. She walks in and plonks the tray down, on a small table, by the door and expects me to say thank you to her. I have nothing to be thankful for. Given where we’ve ended up, I can’t even be thankful for the pair of them rescuing me from whatever orphanage they dragged me from.
 
    
 
   I’ll never be thankful.
 
    
 
   I threatened not to eat, once, and she said that was my choice. Starve myself. I’m sure the baby would die before I would - not that I’d care if I went first. This baby has cost me everything. Mum..... no.... Fiona.... She’s not my mum. Fiona threatened me with being put on an intravenous drip if I did stop eating, though. Given her background, I don’t want to call her bluff. If she did do that, it would mean being put back on the bed again.
 
    
 
   I might be trapped in the one room, at the moment, but it’s still better than being on the bed for the remainder of the pregnancy.
 
    
 
   Pregnancy.
 
    
 
   She caught me, once, when I had a clothes cupboard in the room. A cupboard filled with various clean clothes which helped me feel more human. She caught me with my legs apart, a coat-hanger in my hands. A look of nervous determination as the thoughts flashed through my mind to scrape this thing out of me.
 
    
 
   I knew it would hurt but I figured the short-term pain would be better than the long-term suffering I was to endure.
 
    
 
   She took the coat-hanger away from me.
 
    
 
   And the cupboard.
 
    
 
   Now I only get clean clothes every couple of days when she feels I look as though I need perking up.
 
    
 
   I’d probably be a little perkier if she’d do something about the smell from the cellar. Dad’s....
 
    
 
   Bryan’s rotting corpse stinking out the house.
 
    
 
   Occasionally I can hear her spraying some sort of air-freshener downstairs but that only fights the smell a little. Soon the rotting flesh over-powers the sickly-sweet scent she tries to mask it with. When the air-freshened scent is at it’s strongest, I’m often left wondering whether the flesh smell would be better.
 
    
 
   Probably not.
 
    
 
   The smell of his corpse also serves up bittersweet memories. On the one hand I’m fucking glad I killed him. But then, on the other hand, my memories betray me and I can’t help but think of the good times we’ve had together.
 
    
 
   I wonder whether he’s still lingering in the kitchen. 
 
    
 
   She must have moved him - on the off-chance someone came by the house unexpectedly. She couldn’t have just left him there. And, even if she doesn’t think anyone would swing by.... it can’t be pleasant having his body in the middle of the kitchen - especially when she’s trying to cook supper.
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   She must have moved him.
 
    
 
   Days and nights blend into one - nothing changes apart from the size of the bump. The ever-changing bump being the only clue I have that time is, indeed, passing.
 
    
 
   The bump....
 
    
 
   I wonder what will happen when the baby does come. I can’t picture us all living under one roof, back in the old home....
 
    
 
   Has anyone even noticed we aren’t there anymore? Has anyone even gone looking for dad - and me? Both of us have been expected in work or classes.... someone must have noticed we haven’t been around. Surely someone, somewhere, is concerned by our lack of presence. 
 
    
 
   Maybe they’re out looking for us.
 
    
 
   Me.
 
    
 
   Maybe they’re looking for me. Any day now they’re going to find me, in this house, and rescue me - take me away from the nightmare.
 
    
 
   And straight to prison for killing Bryan.
 
    
 
   I don’t care. A real prison would probably be better than this one anyway. At least they’d be the chance of making some friends there. At least they’d be company in the form of other prisoners and I wouldn’t be alone anymore. And they could take the baby - take this thing from me and get rid of it, send it to an orphanage.
 
    
 
   Would I even go to prison?
 
    
 
   Given the circumstances, maybe they’d let me off. Maybe they’d let me go. Maybe they’d even help me on my feet and send me off somewhere new to live with some money in my back pocket so I can start a new life. Become a new person.
 
    
 
   Stupid girl.
 
    
 
   I realise I’ve got my hopes up and come crashing back to reality with a bump. A real bump, at that.
 
    
 
   I don’t have that sort of luck.
 
    
 
   I’m not the sort of person who gets away with things or gets given things for nothing. If anything, I’ll be rescued from this hell-hole and sent to prison. Or, if I do get out - I’ll end up imprisoned in my own home - too scared to go out because of people coming up to me to say how sorry they are, for what happened.... their pity and questions forcing me to relive what I’ve been through.
 
    
 
   Or they’d come up to me to say how cute the baby is and ask it’s name, as I push it in it’s pram. Well, that wouldn’t happen. The only times I’d be pushing it in the pram are when I’m either going to the orphanage to hand it over.... or when I’m running towards a cliff - ready to let go of the handle at the last minute.
 
    
 
   My mind plays through the last scenario and I see the baby, in the pram, fly off the cliff. Standing at the cliff-edge, I watch as it crashes down the rock-face into the murky waters below.
 
    
 
   “Fuck you,” I mutter as I wave it to Hell.
 
    
 
   Jesus.... what’s happening to me. I’d never hurt a baby. Why is my mind even thinking like that. My mum and dad wanted me to keep the child.... they have gone about it in a fucked up way but I’m here thinking about pushing it off a cliff.... smashing it’s tiny little head into the rocks before watching it drown.... am I worse than my parents?
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   It’s their fault!
 
    
 
   Before all of this, I would never have had dark thoughts such as that.
 
    
 
   Never.
 
    
 
   It’s their fault!
 
    
 
   Slowly, they’re turning me into a monster.
 
    
 
   My real parents obviously felt as though they couldn’t raise me, for whatever reason  and I certainly don’t blame them considering I don’t want this child in me, but.... I can’t help but think they’d have done a better job raising me than Bryan and Fiona. Sure, I can’t grumble about my childhood - the things I was given, the love, the days out.... but this kind of ruins all of that.
 
    
 
   Where is Fiona now? My loving mother....
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   2.
 
    
 
    
 
   Bags and bags of various baby outfits already loaded into the car. I didn’t think this through, as I leave the shopping centre with large, soft-toys and various items of baby furniture - all stacked neatly on the shopping trolley.
 
    
 
   I have no idea how I’m going to fit it all in.
 
    
 
   If I were sensible, I would have done a little today and a little tomorrow. But, I don’t like leaving her on her own for very long - just in case anything happens. It looks as though she is ready to drop now, any day... and, even if she doesn’t.... I can’t risk leaving her alone in case she manages to get out of the room. Although, having said that, and especially in her condition - I’m sure she wouldn’t be able to.
 
    
 
   And if she did - so far from civilisation, out there in the country, I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t make it far anyway. Not in her condition.
 
    
 
   The thought of her wandering aimlessly through the woods freaks me out a little. I best get home soon.
 
    
 
   “Fiona?”
 
    
 
   Shit.
 
    
 
   I know that voice. Ignore it. Keep walking.
 
    
 
   “Hey, Fiona!”
 
    
 
   The voice is closer. Suddenly I feel a hand touch me. Can’t ignore it now.
 
    
 
   “It is you!”
 
    
 
   I turned around to see my neighbour, John.
 
    
 
   “Oh, hi! Sorry, I didn’t hear you,” I said. I lied.
 
    
 
   “Really? I was shouting pretty loudly.”
 
    
 
   “Just lost in my own little world,” not really a lie.
 
    
 
   “How have you been? We’ve been wondering about you guys....”
 
    
 
   He turned and noted the contents of the shopping trolley.
 
    
 
   “Jesus, someone’s expecting then?”
 
    
 
   Can’t think of a quick enough lie, “Yes, Jessica’s first...”
 
    
 
   “With Darren?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “Is he with you? There’s been leaflets up around the town about him - he seems to have vanished from the face of the planet too....”
 
    
 
   “Not with us, no.”
 
    
 
   Shit, have I blown it.
 
    
 
   “Strange...”
 
    
 
   “Disappointing... he took off when he found out Jessica was pregnant and we haven’t heard from him since.”
 
    
 
   John laughed, “You sure Bryan didn’t kill him?”
 
    
 
   Not Bryan.... me.
 
    
 
   John noticed I didn’t laugh and continued, “I’d be having serious words with any lad who got our daughter pregnant!”
 
    
 
   “He seemed like a nice lad, we were happy for them.”
 
    
 
   Not really a lie. We were happy for them. We just weren’t happy when Jessica took it upon herself to want an abortion.
 
    
 
   “So he isn’t with you then?”
 
    
 
   I shook my head, “We’ve been chatting to his parents about it all.... asked them to keep us posted. Look, listen.... I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell them Jessica’s pregnant.”
 
    
 
   “Oh?”
 
    
 
   “Given the circumstances, I just think it would upset them more. I’m sure when Darren decides to finally show his face, he’ll tell them but - at the moment - I think they need to concentrate on finding out where he’s hiding.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, for sure. I agree. Probably scared by the thought of suddenly going from being a teenager to a father.”
 
    
 
   “I know I would be.” Another lie. I would have loved it.
 
    
 
   “So where are you guys living at the moment?”
 
    
 
   What’s with all the fucking questions?
 
    
 
   “We moved out to the country - get away from it all for a while.”
 
    
 
   “Didn’t even notice your house go on the market.”
 
    
 
   “It’s not yet - we’re thinking about renting it out....”
 
    
 
   “And Bryan? How’s he? He still owes me that beer....”
 
    
 
   “Bryan’s Bryan....”
 
    
 
   Just not as lively anymore.
 
    
 
   “Still working hard then?”
 
    
 
   “You know it. Anyway, sorry, Jessica’s at home waiting for me....”
 
    
 
   “Oh, sure.... sorry.... it was nice catching up - you’ll have to pop round soon, or perhaps we can do a fly-by after the baby is born?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, we’d like that.” Another lie.
 
    
 
   Even when everything was okay, we didn’t enjoy talking to John. A nosey neighbour, always borrowing stuff which you’d then have to pester him to get back...
 
    
 
   I struggled to get the heavy trolley moving again...
 
    
 
   “Did you want a hand to the car?” he asked as I stumbled off.
 
    
 
   “I’ve got it, thank you.... see you around.”
 
    
 
   He nodded and walked away, in the opposite direction.
 
    
 
   Next time I come shopping - I’m going to the next town. That could have ruined everything. It still could. All it needs is him to have a chat with Darren’s parents and he’ll realise we were lying about talking to them. That, in itself, would be enough to raise questions.
 
    
 
   Fuck.
 
    
 
   As I walked out of the shopping centre, towards the car-park, I gave a final look behind me - just to make sure John wasn’t following.
 
    
 
   All clear.
 
    
 
   Thank fuck.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   Never been so grateful to be home. 
 
    
 
   Bumping into John shook me up. For the first time, in a long time, I felt normal when I was shopping for the baby. I felt as though nothing was wrong. Everything was perfect. For the briefest of times, I felt as though I were part of a happy family again. Even when I put the credit card through the till, for the last time, I was thinking how upset Bryan would be at the amount of money I had spent. The briefest of thoughts.
 
    
 
   John shattered my illusion and brought me crashing back down to reality.
 
    
 
   I opened the front door and stepped in, bringing in the first of the shopping.
 
    
 
   Bags down, I stopped and listened for any signs of movement from upstairs.
 
    
 
   Everything is okay.
 
    
 
   I can hear her walking around upstairs. I wonder if she wants to see the bits I’ve bought for the baby. Probably not. And, even if she says she is interested... probably a lie.
 
    
 
   All these weeks.... months.... I still can’t trust her.
 
    
 
   I wish I could.
 
    
 
   The constant smell of Bryan reminding me I can’t trust her.
 
    
 
   I turned around and walked back to the car, to fetch the rest of the shopping. I can’t believe how much I purchased! The next question is - what to do with it all?
 
    
 
   For now, I choose to leave it all in the lounge. In one corner of the room is piles of baby formula. I doubt very much that Jessica will want to breast-feed. In another corner of the room, piles of baby clothing. A crib in the other corner - I don’t know where to set it up; I guess it will have to go in my room. I couldn’t trust Jessica with the newborn.
 
    
 
   And then of course there’s the baby bouncer, teddy-bears and other bits and bobs.... other bits and bobs which were simply too adorable to leave behind.
 
    
 
   With the car finally unloaded and everything in the lounge, I crash on one of the sofas and survey the damage. The calm before the storm. We’re getting to the end of this story and the beginning of another.
 
    
 
   I’m happy, yet nervous.
 
    
 
   I still haven’t thought about how to end it. Do we stay in this house? I can’t put it on the market.... not with Bryan and Darren down in the cellar. Move away? Burn the house down to the ground to ensure no one can move in and live here? I can’t be sure the remains won’t be found, still. And with Darren in various bits and pieces downstairs - they’ll know it wasn’t the fire which killed him.
 
    
 
   Thinking like that... that makes things easier.
 
    
 
   Clearer.
 
    
 
   We’ll have to stay here.
 
    
 
   The old house - what I said to John... that would work. Rent the house out and live off the money. Would that be enough? It’ll have to be enough. I don’t have a choice. It would be easier if I could claim on Bryan’s life insurance but.... no.... no one can know he’s dead.
 
    
 
   Mild panic washes through me. 
 
    
 
   The thought of raising the baby and living here.... limited money. 
 
    
 
   It’s going to be hard. 
 
    
 
   Really hard. 
 
    
 
   But then, thoughts of the baby...
 
    
 
   Everything will be fine.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   3.
 
    
 
    
 
   Going to sleep is harder - the closer I get to the inevitable.
 
    
 
   I’m scared.
 
    
 
   Scared for the pain I’m going to go through, when I do give birth.
 
    
 
   Scared for what’s going to happen after I’ve given birth.
 
    
 
   I still can’t see a happy ending and it scares me. Double the worry. You’d think mum would go some way to try and make me feel better about the situation. If not for my benefit - for the benefit of the baby.
 
    
 
   As the days go on, I can feel the baby moving more frequently. I’ve heard people say it’s a wonderful feeling, to feel your baby inside of you... but, I disagree, I think it’s horrible. One of the worst feelings. I hate it.
 
    
 
   Not only does it feel weird.... it’s also a reminder of what’s to come.
 
    
 
   Part of me... part of me doesn’t want this baby to come out. At least, with it in me, I know I’m safe. I know she won’t do anything to hurt the baby.
 
    
 
   I wonder, can I just cross my legs?
 
    
 
   Doubtful.
 
    
 
   The baby is restless tonight. My stomach hurts and I feel.... funny. A strange feeling. I sat up and climbed from the bed, hopeful that stretching my legs will help. It doesn’t.
 
    
 
   So tired.
 
    
 
   I’d give anything to sleep, right now. 
 
    
 
   Anything.
 
    
 
   I feel like I haven’t slept for months.
 
    
 
   So tired.
 
    
 
   No idea what the time is, I turned the television on - hoping it will distract me from the discomfort I’m feeling. 
 
    
 
   Whatever shit is on the television; it’s not fucking helping.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   She’s having another restless night, in the room next door. She should stay in bed, she’ll need her strength over the next few weeks or so. It doesn’t bother me.... it’s only her who’ll suffer in the long run and, it’s not as though she disturbed me - I haven’t made it to bed, yet.
 
    
 
   I’m still awake - playing with the cot which took me half a day to build.
 
    
 
   Bastard thing.
 
    
 
   It looks good, though. Now it’s set up. It looks good and I feel proud of myself for putting it together. Normally, this is Bryan’s job. I’d just come along, after he’d put it together, to put the bedding into it.... and the toys. It has to have toys in there; brightly coloured cuddly bits and pieces.
 
    
 
   I think the baby will be happy here.
 
    
 
   When everything else is taken care of.
 
    
 
   “Mum!”
 
    
 
   Did she call out for me?
 
    
 
   Was that the television?
 
    
 
   I moved across the bedroom, to the wall which separated our rooms. My ear pressed against it....
 
    
 
   It was the television.
 
    
 
   I think.
 
    
 
   “Mum!!!”
 
    
 
   No, it wasn’t. Definitely Jessica!
 
    
 
   I ran out of the bedroom and down the hallway to Jessica’s room. Slid the lock’s bolt across and swung the door open. There she was - clutching her stomach, a puddle of water on the floor.
 
    
 
   This is it.
 
    
 
   Finally.
 
    
 
   I rushed over to her side and helped her back onto the bed.
 
    
 
   “It’s okay,” I reassured her, “I’m here.”
 
    
 
   For the first time, in as long as I can remember, she smiled at me.
 
    
 
   A genuine smile.
 
    
 
   I smiled back. It’s only now, now it’s finally happening, that I realise just how ill-prepared she is for what’s about to come. After all she’s been through, I honestly hope it’s an easy delivery.
 
    
 
   “Lay down,” I told her as I slid her underwear off.
 
    
 
   “I’m scared,” she said.
 
    
 
   I smiled at her again. I hope she can see it’s a real heart-felt smile, “It’s okay, I’m not going anywhere...”
 
    
 
   She smiled again - hopefully having taken a little comfort from my words.
 
    
 
   “Everything’s going to be okay,” I promised.
 
    
 
   And everything will be okay, I’m not about to lose another baby. I can’t lose another one. I can’t.
 
    
 
   I can’t and I won’t.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered.
 
    
 
   First things first - I need to show her how best to breathe through the pain.
 
    
 
   “I’m scared!” she said again, a little more panic in the sound of her voice.
 
    
 
   “Listen to me. It’s perfectly normal to feel nervous right now... but it’s fine. I promise. Women have been giving birth since the start of time - it’ll be fine...”
 
    
 
   She looked at me, horror in her eyes, “But it wasn’t for you and dad....”
 
    
 
   Ignore it. 
 
    
 
   Don’t dwell about what happened. 
 
    
 
   “It’ll be fine....” I hoped.
 
    
 
   I prayed she couldn’t see the uncertainty in my eyes.
 
    
 
   “How far apart are your contractions?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “Okay, your uterus will be tightening every so often now...  it’s a pain that comes from nowhere and lasts a few seconds.... maybe even a minute.... and then it disappears.... how often does this pain come and go?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know.... I don’t know...”
 
    
 
   Panic in her voice.
 
    
 
   “Try and remain calm... it’s all perfectly normal.... I promise.... try and think for me...”
 
    
 
   Another one hit her and her face contorted from the pain....
 
    
 
   “Ssh, ssh... it’s okay, breathe.... Just like I showed you....”
 
    
 
   I showed her again. This time did it with her.
 
    
 
   “Please make it stop,” she said.
 
    
 
   “I wish I could, honey, I wish I could....”
 
    
 
   Another contraction... they’re close...
 
    
 
   “It feels like I have a ribbon around my waist and it keeps getting tightened,” she said when the next contraction subsided.
 
    
 
   “It’s okay, you’re doing great.... it’s perfectly normal.”
 
    
 
   I wonder how long she’s been in discomfort for. Labour doesn’t come on this quickly and so intently, usually. She probably didn’t realise, just thought the pain at the beginning, was down to stress and normal pregnancy issues. She probably had no clue she was going into labour.
 
    
 
   I bet she regrets saying she didn’t want the baby now, kicking-starting this catastrophic turn of events. Everything would be fine now - she’d be on the way to hospital. Maybe, she’d already be there - a friendly midwife offering her the choice of medications to help ease the pain.
 
    
 
   It’s true I do feel sorry for her but, this is her fault.
 
    
 
   She chose this route.
 
    
 
   For her sake, and the sake of the baby, I just hope it’s quick.
 
    
 
   “I stood up....”
 
    
 
   Panic all over her face, “Where are you going? Please, don’t leave me.... I’m sorry.... I’m sorry.... Please....”
 
    
 
   Her sentence cut short by another contraction.
 
    
 
   “It’s okay, I’ll be right back,” I promised her.
 
    
 
   I walked from the room, a quick pace, to the bathroom. Warm water in the sink and two generous handfuls of soap, I washed my hands vigorously. In my mind, I’m not just cleaning them for what’s to come - I’m washing away the sinful things these hands have done. 
 
    
 
   Soiled hands will not touch this newborn baby.
 
    
 
   I’m not having it tainted as soon as it comes into the world.
 
    
 
   This baby will be pure and I want to ensure it remains that way.
 
    
 
   I emptied the water from the sink before filling it back up with more clean, warm water; ready to give the baby a clean. Once the sink was full, I twisted the tap - stopping the flow - before I walked back to Jessica who was continuing to breath in the way I recommended.
 
    
 
   I’m ready now.
 
    
 
   Having lost my child, I dropped everything to re-train as a nurse. I’m ready for this.
 
    
 
   I hope Jessica is.
 
    
 
   I moved to position myself between her legs so I could check how far her cervix had dilated. At a guess, I’d say seven centimetres. 
 
    
 
   The baby is close.
 
    
 
   I looked up to Jessica. Bless, she looks so tired already.
 
    
 
   With a reassuring smile I asked, “Are you ready to bring a baby into the world?”
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   Tired and sore. And...
 
    
 
   Empty?
 
    
 
   I feel strange.
 
    
 
   Unnatural.
 
    
 
   A piece of me is missing.
 
    
 
   Tearful.
 
    
 
   Happy?
 
    
 
   I’m not sure. My hormones are all over the place.
 
    
 
   At least it’s over and done with.
 
    
 
   Finished.
 
    
 
   I feel like a train has hit me.
 
    
 
   Messy.
 
    
 
   Mum took the baby straight into the other room, before I could really get a chance to see it. There was silence to start off with. I called out to her to ask what was happening but she didn’t reply. The house stayed silent. And then, the silence shattered by the cries of a newborn baby.
 
    
 
   My newborn baby.
 
    
 
   I did it.
 
    
 
   I’m a mum.
 
    
 
   The crying continued for about ten minutes before it stopped and silence filled  the house again. I’m guessing mum got the infant to sleep. 
 
    
 
   Guessing.
 
    
 
   Not guessing.
 
    
 
   She did get the baby to sleep.
 
    
 
   She wouldn’t hurt the child.
 
    
 
   My child.
 
    
 
   She wouldn’t have come all this way to hurt it or let anything happen to it.
 
    
 
   I know she wouldn’t.
 
    
 
   That much I am sure of.
 
    
 
   I shut my eyes for a only a minute.
 
    
 
   So tired.
 
    
 
   The bedroom door was pushed open, quietly, and there, in the doorway, was mum - holding onto the baby.
 
    
 
   My baby.
 
    
 
   Wrapped in a small blue blanket.
 
    
 
   “Ssh,” said mum, as she walked towards me. She was smiling - the first real, genuine, happy smile I’ve seen on her face for a very, very long time. I felt my eyes well up. “Well done,” she whispered. She sat on the bed next to me and showed me, for the first time, my little baby.
 
    
 
   I couldn’t help but to burst into tears.
 
    
 
   Tears of joy?
 
    
 
   Tears of sadness?
 
    
 
   “Congratulations,” she said, again in a quiet tone. “It’s a boy.”
 
    
 
   “He’s beautiful,” I said.
 
    
 
   She passed the infant into my arms, with guidance, “Support the head.”
 
    
 
   Lying on the bed, my knees still up, the tiny little boy in my tired arms.... I felt like the proudest, happiest mother on the planet - despite the circumstances.
 
    
 
   My boy.
 
    
 
   My adorable, little boy.
 
    
 
   I turned to mum, “Thank you.”
 
    
 
   She simply smiled in response.
 
    
 
   Everything felt okay. 
 
    
 
   Everything felt fine.
 
    
 
   Weirdly, despite what was downstairs, everything felt good.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” I told mum, “I’m sorry for everything.”
 
    
 
   “So am I,” she replied - tears in her eyes. “So am I....”
 
    
 
   I looked back to my little boy. I was so sure I didn’t want a child.... I was too young to be a mother.... too young to let go of my own childhood.... I never imagined it would feel like this.... holding my own little baby. If only I had known this all those months ago.... if only.... everything would be different.
 
    
 
   Darren would be there, by my side, a beaming smile on his face... the proud father he always wanted to be. Mum and dad would come into the room; the first visitors - mum carrying a bunch of flowers and dad with a massive teddy-bear under his arm. Me, lying on a hospital bed - fresh sheets and a reassuring smell of disinfectant in the air.
 
    
 
   Everything would be nice.
 
    
 
   Back to reality. Mum smiling at me and looking on, adoringly, at my baby - patiently waiting for her turn to hold him again. The bed sheets tainted with afterbirth and god knows what else.... a musty smell of death in lingering in the room.
 
    
 
   Everything’s different.
 
    
 
   “And I’m sorry to you,” I whispered to my son with a gentle kiss on his tiny little forehead. I looked to mum, “He’s so small....”
 
    
 
   “You’ll be surprised at how fast they grow.”
 
    
 
   “What’s going to happen to us, mum?” I asked nervously.
 
    
 
   She held her hands out towards my baby and I reluctantly let her have a hold of him. We’ve both lost a lot for this baby. It was only fair I let her have a hold too.
 
    
 
   “We’ll put this little one down in the cot and change your bedding,” she said - looking, the whole time, at my son. “And then, in the morning - when we’re all rested... we’ll talk.”
 
    
 
   “Everything’s going to be okay?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I think so...”
 
    
 
   She too kissed my son on the head. He simply replied with a funny little contented gurgle sort of noise.
 
    
 
   I’m not sure how everything will be okay.
 
    
 
   A lot has been said.
 
    
 
   Even more has been done.
 
    
 
   I’m not sure how we can put things right.
 
    
 
   To look at the situation and see a logical way where we all get away with it is hard but I feel better knowing mum wants the same. I feel better she thinks everything is going to be okay too.
 
    
 
   After all, she wouldn’t have said it if she didn’t think so.
 
    
 
   She would have given it to me straight.
 
    
 
   It’s amazing how, bringing a small life into the world.... it’s amazing how that can change everything. A tiny life can make people reassess their feelings and put aside their differences.
 
    
 
   I laughed at myself.
 
    
 
   Even in my head that sounded cheesy.
 
    
 
   “Let’s let him rest,” said mum, “and get you cleaned up....” 
 
    
 
   Mum stood up and walked out of the room, with my son.
 
    
 
   “Come and see what I’ve done,” she said.
 
    
 
   Carefully I stood up. 
 
    
 
   So sore.
 
    
 
   I followed mum into another bedroom, next to the one I was staying in. It’s been so long since I’ve seen outside of the room, I almost forgot what it looked like.
 
    
 
   She flicked a light switch, in the second room, illuminating it. There, against the wall, was a little cot.
 
    
 
   “Only got it put up earlier today,” she said, laying my son down into it. “Good timing,” she continued.
 
    
 
   We both stood over the crib, looking down at the newborn baby.
 
    
 
   “Have you thought of a name yet?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t want him. The last thing on my mind was a name for him. But now I’ve seen him.... now I’ve held him.... I’ll have to think of one.
 
    
 
   I turned towards the bed, “Is that for me?”
 
    
 
   “No, that’s my bed - yours is in the next room....”
 
    
 
   She meant the one I had been in for the last few months.
 
    
 
   “I thought I could spend the night with him?” I said.
 
    
 
   “You can but I think it’s best if you try and get a good night’s sleep tonight. I’ll look after him tonight, make sure there aren’t any problems..... then, tomorrow, we’ll sort something so you can have him with you... How’s that?”
 
    
 
   Reluctantly I nodded. 
 
    
 
   I wanted to be with my son but I was tired. So, so tired. One night will be okay. Besides, the night is nearly over now.... soon be morning time and I get to be with him again.
 
    
 
   “You can go through to the bathroom and clean yourself up, if you want.... I’ll change the sheets in your bedroom.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” I said. I’m tired but I’ll be grateful for the wash. “I’m going to have a quick bath...”
 
    
 
   “Shower.”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “You can’t take a bath for a few weeks - risk of infection.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, right.... okay....”
 
    
 
   Maybe mum should have given me books of pregnancy whilst I was in the bedroom. Certainly would have been more beneficial than the daytime television which I had for company.
 
    
 
   Mum didn’t even look up, as I walked from the room, just kept staring at my son. I wonder if she’ll get any sleep tonight....
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   “Thank you,” I said to mum as I walked into my bedroom.
 
    
 
   The first thing I noticed were the sheets were clean. Fresh. White. Comfortable looking. The second thing I noticed was that the restraints had been removed from the bed - tossed into the corner of the room.
 
    
 
   The restraints hadn’t been used for a long time now but, even so, it was nice to see she had taken them off the bed completely. It made the room look that little bit closer to normal.
 
    
 
   “If you need anything, I’ll be in the next room - just give me a shout,” said mum as she walked from the room, carrying the dirty bedding with her.
 
    
 
   Unlike previous times she left the room - this time she left the door wide open. No shutting of the door.... no familiar noise of the lock being slid across.... Just an open doorway.
 
    
 
   “Good night,” I offered.
 
    
 
   “Good night,” she replied from down the hallway.
 
    
 
   I carefully went over to the bed and sat down.
 
    
 
   “Everything’s good,” I reassured myself.
 
    
 
   If it wasn’t.... if there was a problem.... mum wouldn’t have left the door open. The fact she’s done that, and tossed the restraints to one side... everything is going to be okay.
 
    
 
   I felt a wave of relief rush through me, followed by a rush of excitement. The worry I feel for what has happened is still there but, it’s a little quieter now. Now I feel more optimistic to what the future will bring.
 
    
 
   Just need to find a way to keep the past in the past and live for the future.
 
    
 
   Live for my son.
 
    
 
   He never needs to know of any of this.
 
    
 
   I swing my feet onto the bed and lie back.
 
    
 
   The bed feels more comfortable than usual.
 
    
 
   As I lay here, a million thoughts crossing through my mind - I know sleep isn’t far away and, for the first time in as long as I can remember - I’m actually looking forward to what the morning will bring.
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   I opened my eyes. My sleep disturbed by a baby crying.
 
    
 
   A baby....
 
    
 
   My son.
 
    
 
   I’m a mother now.
 
    
 
   My baby is crying.
 
    
 
   I looked up and jumped when I saw mum standing in the doorway of the bedroom.
 
    
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” she said as she walked towards me, carrying a tray out in front of her. “I thought you’d be hungry.”
 
    
 
   For once, I do feel hungry. 
 
    
 
   Starving in fact.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” I said as she put the tray down, across my lap.
 
    
 
   Two pieces of toast and some marmalade.
 
    
 
   I wish it was a full english.
 
    
 
   “He’s crying....”
 
    
 
   “He’s okay,” said mum. “Just hungry... his milk is warming up as we speak...”
 
    
 
   “I’d like to feed him,” I said.
 
    
 
   I’ve given it a lot of thought, since last night and.... I want to be the best mum I could ever be. With the help, of course, of his grandmother. We don’t need anyone else, just the three of us.... we could be the best family ever. Even if it means staying in this house - away from people who might find out what I’d done to dad.
 
    
 
   I feel more guilty about that, this morning, too. All along he was just trying to stop me from making a massive mistake. I see that now. Clearly. Sure, the way in which he did it was seriously fucked up but - he did it - he made me have this baby and I’m grateful for that.
 
    
 
   And....
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   The blade of the knife pierced the side of her throat with ease. The same knife she killed Bryan with, she didn’t even see it coming. A look of shock in her dying eyes as blood gargles from her mouth and spills from her throat.... her hand dropped the piece of toast it had only just picked up and reaches up for the blade.
 
    
 
   I stood up and backed away from her as she pulled the knife from the side of her neck causing a spray of blood to spill across the floor, staining the floor. That’ll be a nightmare to get up.
 
    
 
   She dropped the knife on the floor as more blood pumps from her neck... she’s really going for it. I’ve never seen so much blood.
 
    
 
   Funny gargles from her throat nearly drown out the sound of the baby crying in the next room. I wonder, does he know what’s happening in here? I hope not.
 
    
 
   A few more seconds pass and she finally crashed to the floor in a twisted, bloody heap; the knife by the side of her fresh corpse. I know she’s dead. People don’t survive that, a blade slicing straight through the jugular. Even so, I take a few steps forward and kick the blade across the other side of the room.
 
    
 
   I need to take care of the baby first but, as the day goes on - she’ll join the Bryan and Darren downstairs, in the cellar.
 
    
 
   The baby....
 
    
 
   My son.
 
    
 
   I walked through to the main bedroom and leant forward into the crib, picking up the tiny little boy....
 
    
 
   Peter.
 
    
 
   The name Bryan and I had chosen, originally, for our own son.
 
    
 
   I’ll call him Peter.
 
    
 
   I held him closely, “It’s okay, mummy’s got you....” I whispered before humming the lullaby Mockingbird. It takes a bit of time but his crying softens a little....
 
    
 
   “Let’s go and get mummy’s little Angel some milk.”
 
    
 
   I carried him from the bedroom, down the stairs, down the hallway, past the cellar doorway and into the kitchen where the milk was sitting, having been prepared whilst I was getting the toast for Jessica.
 
    
 
   A quick squirt of the milk, onto my wrist, revealed it was cool enough to feed Peter who didn’t hesitate in drinking it....
 
    
 
   “Oh, hungry little fella aren’t you...” I said.
 
    
 
   As he continued to drink the milk, I surveyed the room... boards of wood, piled in the corner, next to rolls of wallpaper and wallpaper paste. It’s going to be a long afternoon whilst Peter naps.... get Jessica down the stairs and into the cellar, board the door up and wallpaper over the wood... make it as though the door never existed. Bury the secret in my little, country-side family home....
 
    
 
   Still, no need to think about that at the moment.... just enjoy the time I have with my son. They grow up all too quickly and I don’t want to miss a thing with him.
 
    
 
   Peter.
 
    
 
   Mummy’s little Angel.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~ END
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   LIKED WHAT YOU’VE READ?
 
    
 
   WHY NOT HEAD OVER TO FACEBOOK
 
   AND CHECK OUT MATT SHAW’S AUTHOR PAGE?
 
    
 
   THE ONLY PLACE TO READ SNIPPETS OF NEW WORK AND GET ALL THE LATEST NEWS ON FREE BOOKS AND DOWNLOADS FROM THE DARK WORLD OF MATT SHAW.
 
    
 
   LIKE THE PAGE TODAY AND GET A FREE BOOK, FROM MATT SHAW, EMAILED DIRECTLY TO YOU!
 
    
 
   TO GET YOUR FREE BOOK - LIKE THE PAGE AND THEN EMAIL MATT@MATTSHAWPUBLICATIONS.CO.UK
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