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“I’ve been trying to chase happiness, but it keeps slipping through my fingers.”
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The Boy with All the Stilts

Alek Kaminski

5 Melody Way

Waughton

Humberfield

“Bang, you’re dead,” Alek Kaminski said softly. 

He held the rifle so steady in his hands; he could allow a tiny bit of movement from them but none at all from his feet. As he lay across a rooftop on a block of flats, his concentration was fixed on the apartments opposite. Dressed from head to toe in black combat attire, he held his finger perfectly close to the trigger.

A bedroom window on the other block was shut, but there was a figure clearly visible, illuminated by the bedroom light behind them. A man was getting dressed, not even bothering to pull his blinds down. Alek heard the laughter from some teenagers walking along the path behind the flats where he lay and crouched lower on the roof. There was no way they could have seen him from their viewpoint, but he wasn’t taking any chances and kept his eyes on the man in the room.

“You’ve been working out, haven’t you? Been hitting the gym a lot, I see? Won’t be long before that body of yours will be a bloody mess. I pull the trigger, and that buffed-up frame will be gone forever.”

Alek shuffled on his front; it was uncomfortable lying on the roof, and his stomach felt uneasy. He put his rifle to one side and gave his stomach a rub, it was stirring, and he knew trouble was brewing inside. He had to get the job done quickly before his stomach gave way. Groaning slowly, Alek picked up the rifle and looked through the sight back to the bedroom.

The man had gone.

“Ah, where did you go?” 

His bedroom light was still on, so Alek knew he would be back at some point.

“Carrick Simmons, you were one of the nicest kids at school. You were great at first, you wanted to get to know everyone and were kind, but then you joined the cool kids in that pack, the kids who bullied and laughed at everyone who was different. You just stood there and giggled; you watched as those piss-taking bastards took joy in picking on every kid who was different.”

Alek instantly corrected himself. “Not in a racist, homophobic way, just nerds, I guess. I thought we could be friends, but that didn’t happen, and then you became just like them, evil inside. You laughed at my stammer, you laughed at my clothes, you laughed at where I lived.”

He gave a quiet cough.

“You made things worse for me. I was always conscious of my stutter, but things never got better for me, going on first dates knowing I couldn’t get my words out and never ever getting a second date. Have you any idea what that feels like? No, of course not, because nothing went wrong for you since we left school 15 years ago; you were handsome, smart, talented, and everything right just fell into your hands.”

A plane flew overhead, and Alek watched its flight path, wondering if any of the passengers onboard led a life sadder than his own.

“University, travelling and seeing the world on holidays, festivals, parties, you had it all, and you never knew I even existed. Some people don’t change; they just get better at hiding the filth that they really are. Well, I’m taking all of you down who laughed at me, starting with you, Carrick.”

Alek frowned.

“No matter how hard you try to scrub yourself clean, I can see the dirt of being a bastard under your fingernails.”

He took another look around to see if anybody had spotted him lying down on a rooftop on a weekday evening.

“Do you remember what they called at me at school? Do you remember my turn at show and tell?”

Alek didn’t replace the rifle to his eye; he just focused hard into Carrick’s bedroom.

“My parents loved the arts. Every weekend we’d go to the theatre, cinema, a new exhibition at a gallery, one time we went to a circus and it was great, seeing all those cool performers, fire eating, trapeze artists who were all fantastic, but it was the stilt-walkers which interested me the most.”

It was starting to get cold, but the wind didn’t detract him from talking.

“I asked my parents for a set of stilts for children, and when I got them it was great. I practised outside all the time and was becoming quite good at balancing and walking.”

He leaned forward, thinking Carrick had just walked past another window.

“Then the show and tell morning came at school. I thought I’d bring my stilts in with me, to show everybody how good I was at stilt-walking.”

Shuffling off the rucksack on his back, Alek unzipped it and took out a bottle of water, sipping it slowly.

“I admit, I was nervous, walking onto the stage in front of everybody on stilts, but I never fell off, but like I said, I was very nervous, so nervous in fact that I couldn’t control my bowel movements. I messed myself on stage, Carrick, in front of the whole school; it was like a brown slug, moving slowly down my legs, leaving a trail of crap, and every one of you bastards was laughing at me.”

“Shit stain stilts, Rumpelshitskin; they were the names you made up for me. That was when you completely changed, and all these awful names stuck with me throughout my school years, and you were a part of the piss-taking, Carrick. Every day for years, I was the token laughing stock in class; you and the other beautiful people made sure it was hell for me.”

The bedroom light was still on, and Alek grew more concerned. Carrick walked back in. He was dressed in a fine suit which fit around him very well and was finishing up his hair in the mirror.

“Going on a date, are you? Dressed up with your chiselled chin, tanned, muscled arms and a six-pack stomach. Well, you won’t be getting far, Carrick. Your night is about to end right now with a simple pull of this trigger.”

Alek had Carrick firmly in his rifle’s sight but hesitated.

“Nope, you don’t get away with it that easy. I could easily blow you away right now, but there’s no satisfaction in that. I want to get right up close to you, introduce myself to you and then witness the horror on your face as I end your life with my gun.”

He knew Carrick always had a knack of getting his own way at school, and probably nothing had changed, but he was determined to stop it tonight. Carrick’s light was still on, and he quickly made his way down the roof and immediately started to climb up to Carrick’s bedroom, it was a long climb but Alek’s confidence in getting his kill drove him on.

Having a moment of pure simplicity was great, just having to kill Carrick seemed so easy now; the rifle training he undertook and the ease it took to obtain a rifle in the first place was finally coming into effect. He was still thinking about the look on Carrick’s face when he eventually ended his life.

Alek found the climb up to his flat long but easy; there were still no witnesses to his ascent up Carrick’s wall, and dressing in black obviously helped.

Carrick’s window was ajar.

“Ignorant,” Alek murmured.

He moved it open more so he could slink into the bedroom. Perfect silence lay around the room and the home, and Alek pulled out the rifle. He needed to show how brilliant he had become in the months of gun training he had taken.

Alek turned towards the open bedroom door; he was terrifyingly casual in the way he carried the gun. He couldn’t hear Carrick and took a gulp for confidence as he looked forward to finding him. He opened his mouth, still whispering.

“Okay, so here we go, you bullying idiot. Your piss-taking days are finally over.”

He didn’t get an attack of nerves or conscience.

As he walked forward, he noticed a red dot had appeared on the wall to his left.

It looked like a laser pen dot, which cat owners use to tease their pets.

“What the hell?” Alek was still whispering.

Alek turned around and headed back to the window he had just entered to see what was going on. The dot followed him as he looked out of Carrick’s bedroom window; it darted from left to right like a dying fly before finally settling on his chest.

A quick moment of terror and realisation hit Alek’s face.

“No, wait, no, wait!”

A bullet struck him; no sound, just the horrific impact of being shot.

Alek stumbled backwards. He tried to reach out to grab the window frame for support, held on briefly and then plummeted out of the open window. There was a greenhouse settled many apartments below Carrick’s flat. He fell silently towards it, unable to change anything with his descent.

Alek smashed into the greenhouse and shards of glass easily sliced through his skin. The top of the greenhouse fell onto him as he landed, puncturing through many parts of his body. Shattered glass panes were covered in blood as Alek’s body finally came to a still.

On the flat opposite Carrick’s was another figure dressed entirely in black. The figure had rocked up on the roof moments after Alek had left to tackle Carrick personally. Watching how Alek had fallen from the window, the person in black looked to see if there was any movement below, it was hard to see all the way down towards the shattered greenhouse, but it seemed the job was done.

Removing glasses from their head, the figure stared at the shattered mess and put the glasses aside, squinting heavily. Neighbours’ lights around the greenhouse illuminated the night.

Shaun Kunder sighed heavily, and then a smile crept onto his face.

“Well, well, well, Carrick Simmons. How the mighty have fallen, literally.”

His voice was loud and clear, taking confidence in every word.

“Not saying much now, are you? Not bullying people with glasses now, eh?”

He spoke slowly, enunciating his words to the window.

“What did you call me at school? Blunder Kunder, because I wore glasses, couldn’t see where I was going and constantly bumped into people; you were always laughing at me, making my life hell.”

There was a rush of excitement in his voice.

“I’m glad I was the one to finally set you straight and put you right where you belong. Isn’t karma a bitch?”

Shaun thought hard, his nostrils flared harder, he wanted to reminisce over the good times of being at school, but there weren’t any; Carrick made sure of that. He’d already plucked up the necessary courage to end the life of the perpetrator of his school bullying, and he was sure his work was complete.

Taking one last look at the bedroom with the light still on, Shaun knew it was time to make his exit as people were now coming out of their flats to investigate the sound of glass breaking. He hurried over to the edge of the flats, carefully and slowly making his descent.

His night of obscurity was finished.

***

Carrick Simmons sat in the back of a taxi. He smiled, satisfied as his friends were already waiting for him at the new bar in town. He sent another message on his phone to tell them that he was on his way. It was a lovely night, and everything was going to plan.

“Ah bugger,” Carrick groaned.

“Pardon me?” The taxi driver turned around and then looked to the road again. “Something wrong?” he asked.

“Not you,” Carrick replied. “I’ve left my bedroom light on.”

“Do you want to go back?”

He shook his head quickly and looked straight back to his phone.

“No, it’s fine. It can stay on, no big deal.”


	

Blackhoard

Gemma Hopper

15 Daisy Court

Hawkston

Humberfield 

The wind wasn’t helping Gemma. The rain was bad enough, but the wind was turning her umbrella inside out constantly; hard water on her face caused her to keep her eyes shut as she weaved her way through weary-eyed travellers on the pavement trying to get home from work as well.

She knew having a car would have really helped in this rain-soaked situation, but she was already on her eighth driving test and was advised not to carry on by her nervous and elderly instructor. Everybody in her family could drive, her mum and dad were speed freaks; they loved watching racing programmes like Top Gear and Formula 1. 

Gemma didn’t need to drive when she lived in London, she had moved there for work straight after university, and with the tubes and buses for transport, it never was a problem. Only when she moved back to Humberfield after being made redundant did it become an issue not having a car, especially on a day like today.

Her job wasn’t the best, and a step down with pay, she was probably overqualified for the position, but it was a job and it would have to do until she could get back into her chosen field. She missed London so much, her friends, bars, shops, galleries, music gigs. The list could go on and did whenever she felt down about having to move back to her home town.

Hawkston, in Humberfield, was a small estate, so people tended to know each other’s business, which Gemma completely forgot about after living years away in London. Heads weren’t down on the walk to work now, people looked you in the eye, and some even said ‘good morning’. She wasn’t home yet, just walking on a high street.

It did take some getting used to for her, but hard rain on the face was a pain wherever she moved to. The rain was becoming unbearable; she had to get out of the wet and focused on the nearest pub to duck into.

Many people had the same idea and were running in front of her to get out of the rain. For some reason, she swung a look at the chalkboard situated at the front of the pub. It was a witty and funny message to encourage customers inside. Gemma walked in and shook her hair. A drunken man staggered past her, and she nervously ducked into an alcove as the guy ambled past.

“It’s not normally like this; the rain is bringing all sorts in.”

Gemma looked up to see a waitress looking down with a smile. “Can I get you a drink?”

Gemma stepped out gingerly. “Oh yes, absolutely. I mean, sorry, yes please.”

The woman took out a pen and notepad. “So what can I get you?”

“I just want to find the freedom to be me and not have to worry about the burden of modern-day life.”

The waitress put the pen back in her pocket. “I don’t think we have that on the menu.” She peered at Gemma over her glasses.

Gemma giggled nervously like a schoolgirl and looked fully at the waitress. “Sorry, it’s been a long hard day.”

The waitress continued. “Well, if you still want a drink or something to eat, give me a shout.”

Gemma quickly spotted a recently vacated table and made a beeline for it. The waitress followed her, taking out her pen and pad again. She looked at the menu, checking out the vegetarian options. The table adjacent to her had a large group of men sitting there. Their loud laughter unsettled her, which the waitress picked up on.

“Long hard days usually means a large glass of something at the end.”

Gemma instantly perked up. “Yes please. Could I have a large Pinot Grigio, please?”

“No, problem. Would you like anything to eat?”

“Um, yeah, probably. I’ll just have a look.”

Her phone beeped, and she looked at the screen intensely, leaving the menu. The waitress left her to it.

Looking around at the bar, people having a good time, Gemma tried hard to forget about her problems, the rain was still heavy, and the transport wasn’t so great in Humberfield as it was in London, so some time out for herself until the rain stopped seemed like a good idea. Her laptop was now on the table, and she tried hard to keep herself entertained with work until her drink arrived.

She stiffened slightly at the raucous laughter from the lads’ table opposite her. Trying hard to ignore them, Gemma focused on her screen. None of the guys was looking over at her, but Gemma had her ‘What-the-hell?’ glance stored, ready to use if any trouble started.

With her head buried in her laptop screen, she didn’t notice one of the loud guys approach her table; she never had time to sort out her glance.

“Hi, excuse me.”

Gemma took one look at the man looking directly at her. His eyes were hopeful, and she knew what was coming next, a cheesy chat-up line and some rubbish to make her more uncomfortable than she already was.

She nervously raised her eyebrows. “Yes?”

“Is anybody sitting here?”

Gemma looked at the chair and back up to the man. “Yes, sorry, my friend is meeting me soon. She should be here in a minute.”

The guy instantly backed away. “No worries.”

Gemma watched him walk away to another table further down the eating area. There were two women at the other table, and she watched as the man interrupted their conversation. She wondered what he was saying to them and wished she was sitting closer. He said some words to them and pointed to a spare chair at their table.

The two women smiled, and the man took the chair and smiled as he brought it back to his own table to give to a friend who had just turned up. Gemma sighed heavily. She wasn’t to know that the guy wanted a chair for his friend. She was sitting alone and didn’t want any unnecessary attention; she worked bloody hard, day in and day out, and just wanted a little time for herself.

The waitress came back with her wine. “Here you go. Do you want to start a tab?”

“I’m sitting on my own.”

“Doesn’t matter these days, people come here at 8am with their laptops to get away from working at home, and they don’t leave until closing time.”

“Really?” Her voice was becoming more softly spoken by the minute.

“You’d be surprised,” the waitress answered.

It was only when Gemma looked up at her when she placed the glass down that she saw her overwhelming beauty. She was captivating and gorgeous. The waitress looked around her mid to late twenties, the same as herself but without the forlorn look stuck on her face and the tired brown eyes. Her figure was slim, and Gemma guessed it was toned under her tabard.

Gemma paid for the wine with a card swipe and still held her eyes towards the server. “What’s your name?”

The question completely threw the waitress off guard. “Excuse me?”

“I might order some food and stay for a while. I would like to know who’s serving me?”

The waitress turned around and looked at Gemma. “Sophie, my name is Sophie.”

“Pleased to meet you, Sophie.” 

“You said you might order some food?”

Gemma looked away from staring at Sophie and picked up the menu. “The chalkboard outside said you had some specials on today; that joke on it was hilarious, by the way.”

Sophie smiled. “Not many people get the joke.”

“Subtle but funny.”

Trying to be subtle herself, Sophie kept looking at the menu, hoping Gemma would soon order.

“What would you recommend?” Gemma asked.

“I would go for the buttermilk chicken.”

“I’m a vegetarian.”

Sophie stroked her hair and thought for a moment. “Okay, well, we have a Sri Lankan vegetarian lasagne, Italian style salad mix, veggie sausage and cheesy mash, cheesy as in the dairy product and not because it’s a fan of ABBA.”

Gemma wiped her runny nose on a serviette. “Vegetable lasagne, please, with salad, no chips.”

“Okay, anything else?”

“Have you worked here for long?” asked Gemma.

“Not long, a few months. Would you like another drink with it?”

Gemma pointed to her full glass. “Fine for the moment, thanks.”

“Your food might be a while, I’ll warn you now as we’re extremely busy. Best get another wine in.”

“I like your sales patter, good job.”

Sophie furrowed her eyebrows. “It’s not finished.”

Gemma nodded. “Yes, I will have another glass of wine, thanks.”

Sophie made a note. “Right, that’s all done for you.”

“Thank you, can I ask you a quick question?”

Sophie checked her watch ever so quickly. “Yep.”

“Are you afraid that another woman may steal someone you love away?”

Sophie instantly backed away and held her hands up. “Right, this is getting creepy now. What’s with all the questions?”

“Sorry, I know that sounds totally rude, and I apologise.”

Sophie’s enthusiasm for the order had completely waned. “I’m just going to sort your order out and leave you alone.” 

“No, please don’t leave. I’m just going through a tough time at the moment.”

Both women hesitated; Gemma broke the silence first. “I lost my job in London and decided to move back here, couldn’t afford the rent so moved back in with my parents, found another job and stayed at home to save for a flat of my own.”

“Is this going anywhere? I’ve got other people to serve.”

“My dad is having an affair.”

Sophie stood unmoved. “Well, that’s sad, but what’s that got to do with me?”

“Have you ever been cheated on? Or cheated on somebody?”

Sophie looked hard at her, trying to take it in. “Listen, I’m going to go now and get your order.”

“You never answered my question.”

“Why should I? It’s nothing to do with me what your dad does.”

“I didn’t say that.” Gemma rubbed her eyes after raising her eyebrows. “I never said it was, I just asked.

“Are you insinuating I’m having an affair with your dad?”

“No, it’s just this is all new to me.”

Sophie’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She picked it out and ignored it.

“Aren’t you going to answer that?”

“It’s not your dad, by the way.”

Gemma wanted to thrash her arms wildly as Sophie walked away. If only she had the guts to do it.

***

Gemma was sure that Sophie wasn’t going to be bringing her order. She was pretty harsh on her and thought it would definitely affect her getting her food in a decent amount of time. Plus, she wondered if Sophie had asked one of the kitchen staff to tamper with her lasagne; phlegm and mayo didn’t sound that appealing. A feeling of uneasiness crept up on her the more she thought about it. 

It was still raining heavily. Gemma thought she should have tried to get home straight away; stopping off at this pub didn’t seem like a good idea now. She tapped away at her laptop as the pub became more busy. After a while of observing rain-drenched drunks and hopeful couples on a first date, Sophie arrived with her food. There was an awkward silence as she placed the lasagne and wine on the table.

“Enjoy,” Sophie said dryly.

“So are we going to talk about the elephant in the room?” Gemma asked.

“I’m not sleeping with the elephant in the room if that’s what you mean.”

“That’s nice, never thought I’d get a bestiality gag with my order.”

“Do you want a head count of people I’ve slept with recently?”

“There’s no need for that.”

“There’s also no need to be accused of having an affair with a complete stranger’s dad.” The fun in Sophie’s voice from earlier had completely vanished, it was more defiant, and her eyes didn’t leave Gemma’s at all.

Gemma took a deep breath. “Look, I’m sorry, it’s just that I had a great job in London, lost it and my flat and had to move back in with my parents.”

“Again, nothing to do with me.”

Gemma looked like she was going to cry. “I found my dad’s suitcases tucked away in the spare room, they were packed, so it was obvious he was going away, probably with his new mistress.”

“Have you spoken to your mum about it?”

Gemma was surprised by the new concern from Sophie. “No, not yet, don’t want to worry her about it.”

“Have you mentioned it to your friends, other family or people at work?”

“Not yet. Both Mum and Dad were only children, and it’s just me as well, no brothers or sisters.”

“Any friends you could talk to?”

“Yeah, but always speak to my family first.”

“I guess blood can be thicker than water sometimes.”

Gemma took a slow sip of her wine. “Both can be easily spilt, though.”

Sophie looked around and knew she had spent far too much time on her table. “Well, I really hope you sort things out and talk to somebody; it’s obviously bothering you.”

Gemma just shrugged. “It is what it is, as people say.”

Sophie knew that Gemma was complete in her conversation. She held out her hand for a shake. “No hard feelings.”

After shaking Sophie’s hand, she watched the server walk to another table.

“No feelings for you at all, you cheating tramp,” Gemma whispered.

Taking out her phone, she went to her photo gallery and picked out some pictures.

Gemma was suspicious of her dad for a while. He had cancelled lunch dates with her and her mum, dressing up to the nines just to apparently see old workmates, he never wore the aftershave she bought him over numerous Christmas years, yet now he was splashing it all over himself like it was going out of fashion.

She’d followed him on one occasion and watched at a restaurant as he joined Sophie. Gemma stood from a distance, taking pictures as they sat together, held hands and hugged each other. The meal ended with a tender kiss on the cheek which was enough for her to see. She rubbed her face to take care of her tears and followed Sophie on foot, making sure she wasn’t spotted.

Sophie didn’t live far away from the restaurant, and Gemma was happy to spy on her day-to-day routines, especially where she worked. It was no coincidence she ended up in this pub. Gemma knew exactly what she was doing; it wasn’t the chalkboard that bought her in, it was Sophie.

Time moved on, the lasagne still sat on the plate, she was supposed to eat it at least 40 minutes ago, but Gemma’s eyes were focused on following Sophie around the pub. Serving and smiling, Sophie looked to have not a care in the world. Another member of staff came to take the empty glasses from the table next to Gemma; she then moved on to her table with a handful of pint glasses but still had arm space to carry some cheap crockery.

“Everything alright with the food?” she asked.

“I didn’t check.”

Her fingers itched as she passed the uneaten food to the girl and ordered another wine. The girl judged Gemma’s demeanour and hastily left. Rain was still pelting it down; it hadn’t stopped at all. Sophie didn’t bother Gemma again, but they did share some uneasy glances as she walked past with customers’ food and drink. The night continued on, as did the rain. Quite a few empty wine glasses were building up on her table and the pub was starting to empty now; people were either heading home or to another drinking hole.

Sophie was getting ready to leave, she had her coat on, and she was getting big hugs from her colleagues. Gemma strained to see why and then blinked hard with horrified eyes. Sophie was pulling a suitcase behind her.

“Well, well, well,” Gemma hissed.

There wasn’t any wine left on her table, and she really needed another drink, but Sophie was heading out of the door and she had no time to order another one. Gemma went to stand up and instantly wobbled.

Oh for god’s sake, I’m so drunk, she told herself.

She held on to the table. Sophie could wait for a moment as she really needed another drink.

There’s no way she’d rock up to my home with a suitcase in hand to take dad away, surely? Gemma thought.

“No way, no fucking way.” It was more than a whisper this time.

Gemma stumbled up to the table opposite her. Most of the loud lads were still drinking heavily and had no intention of leaving soon. She sidled up to them and quickly slipped a hand to grab a full pint of beer on the table.

“Hey!” A young man shook his head in disbelief as his pint went easily down her throat.

The whole table of lads watched in bemusement as Gemma downed the whole pint in seconds. She slammed the pint glass down on the table and wiped her mouth.

“Cheers, boys.”

As she walked out of the main pub door, the crowded table cheered at her confidence or cheek.

The wind and rain hit Gemma hard as she left, and she made sure her laptop was tucked away safely from the wet. The water hitting her face didn’t help. She spun her head to look around the roads, trying to catch sight of Sophie. She took another look at the funny chalkboard before she left. Gemma saw Sophie on the other side of the road. She wasn’t too hard to spot dragging a suitcase behind her. She blew out a lucky sigh and headed straight after her.

Where are you going? Not back to my house, surely, to be with my dad. Why would you do that?

An image of Sophie and her dad together quickened her steps towards her. Gemma hurried her steps, trying hard in the rain and in heels.

Don’t you dare come to my house.

The streets were still busy, and the many wines she had at her table were beginning to affect her. Sophie quickened her steps, and Gemma had to do the same. She had tried to be incredulous in the past, but it was obvious her dad was having an affair with Sophie, and no matter how drunk she felt, she really had to see where she was going with her suitcase.

You’re going to take my dad away.

Gemma made up the steps she needed to catch up with Sophie, she was way out of breath and it showed. They both passed a bar where a gaggle of drunken girls on a hen night left slightly before them. The bride was in a wedding dress with L plates on the front and back, and her friends staggered next to her holding condom balloons and t-shirts with the bride’s name on them. Gemma felt in good company as they were all completely drunk, but it was a Friday so nobody cared about the next day. They shrieked loudly as they, too, were feeling the annoying rain. The whole group waited at a pelican crossing to head off to another bar with better cocktails and hotter bar staff.

I won’t let you break up my family.

Sophie shuffled up among the hen girls waiting to cross, and Gemma joined the group too. The traffic lights turned red for the vehicles. Some boy racers were out speeding away through the town; it didn’t matter what time of the day it was, the louder and faster the car was all they cared about.

One car sped right across the zebra crossing just as the hen girls were about to walk.

The girls screamed at the car as it failed to stop, swearing and waving their fists at the car. Another car sped through the crossing, and a few girls just made it across to the other side and also screamed in anger. The girls yelled louder.

Gemma was tired, drunk and had enough.

She had followed Sophie from the pub and wasn’t sure what she was going to do next. Her eyes stirred as she heard another car racing towards the crossing. Sophie and the other girls expected that the car wouldn’t stop and they were right. A third car flew over the crossing without a thought of stopping.

“Get a life!” they shouted.

Sophie waited with the other girls until the road was clear and made her way across the road. Gemma stumbled behind them. Sophie and the rest of the hen group were unaware of her. More pedestrians joined them as they reached yet another crossing.

The boy racers had long sped away, and the traffic from the other direction seemed to be moving at a steady pace. The bride pressed the button on the control panel at the side and waited for the traffic lights to change.

A delivery van was speeding up next, hoping to beat the light change. Either it was very late for its next drop-off or just a useless driver, but it didn’t seem like stopping. Gemma lifted her head above the others to see what the traffic was like and saw the oncoming vehicle. She squinted as the rain was getting in her eyes. Gemma wiped her face clean and then shoved Sophie into the path of the van.

Sophie’s horrifying scream was cut short as she hit the front of the van and her head went through the windscreen; the delivery driver braked hard. Her body was sent flying against the iron railings, and it came to rest with a sickening thud on the side of the road.

Screams carried on from the hen night girls. The driver staggered from his van, his seatbelt had worked, but that wasn’t his concern.

The driver knelt beside her bloody body and held it close. “I didn’t see her. She just stepped out in front of me!”

The screams continued as Gemma stepped backwards and away from the shocked crowd. Nobody had seen that she had pushed Sophie to her death, and that worked well for her. Her eyes were still fixed on the crying hen night crowd, and she was still focused on them as she made her way to a quieter side street. She breathed heavily and hard, and it wasn’t returning to its normal state as she waited until she could take in what was happening.

The sound of sirens could be heard in the distance.

***

The bus ride home wasn’t long, but it felt like an eternity to Gemma. She constantly looked out of the window to see if any police cars were following. Some did pass the bus at speed but not to dramatically swerve in front of the bus and arrest her. She still thought of horrible things happening if she was stopped by the police, imagining what it would be like to spend the rest of her life in prison.

The bus was heading for her stop, and Gemma stood up and pressed the stop bell, swaying and holding on to the handrail. She got off and ran to her parents’ house, not even noticing that the rain had stopped, frantically digging into her bag to pull out her house keys as she reached the front door.

Her mouth dropped when she walked through. There were suitcases lined up along the hallway along with her dad. She frowned and moved a little closer to him.

“Where have you been? I thought you were coming straight home after work.”

She instantly dismissed her father’s question. “Where’s Mum?” Her eyes darted around her dad, her voice filled with trepidation.

“Upstairs.”

“Mum knows about this?”

“She helped me pack.”

Gemma was just plain furious now; her emotions were all over the place. “Mum is packing to help you leave?”

“It was her idea.”

There was a very awkward silence until Gemma broke it. “Where is my mum?”

“I told you, upstairs.”

Her dad carried on moving the cases. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

Gemma puzzled over that for a moment and shouted upstairs. “Mum!” 

There was no answer. “What have you done with her?”

“Nothing. What is wrong with you?”

“Wrong with me? What’s wrong with you?” Gemma folded her arms against her chest. “I know what you’ve done. I saw you with that girl in that restaurant, hugging and kissing her.”

Her dad’s face fell completely. He rubbed the back of his neck and sat on the foot of the stairs. “You weren’t meant to see that.”

“But I did, I saw everything. How could you do that to Mum? You disgust me.”

“I was going to tell you sooner; you shouldn’t have found out like this.”

“So, you’re just packing up and running away with your tramp and getting Mum to pack for you? You’re a pissing coward, Dad.”

“Okay, I’ll let the swearing at me slide as you’re upset, but you’ve got it wrong.”

“Upset? I’m more than upset, you cheating bastard.”

Her dad’s eyes shot up. “Wait, I think you’ve got things mixed up.”

Gemma shouted for her mum again.

“I think she’s in the shower. Look, Gemma, please listen to me; there’s something I need to tell you. That girl you saw me with, please sit with me.”

He tapped on the bottom of the stair for her to come join him. Gemma hesitated before slowly joining her dad.

“I just want to say that your mum and I love you so much; we always have and always will. You have grown up to be a remarkably talented and kind person, and I am so glad and blessed to be your dad.”

“Blessed?”

“Is that too much?”

“Little bit.”

“Okay.”

He peered down to the ground and reached for her hand. “Your mum and I were meaning to tell you sooner, but we never found the right time.”

He clutched Gemma’s hand softly. “Your mum and I struggled when she first gave birth, the baby wasn’t planned, and we didn’t know how to cope. We both thought we could handle it, but that wasn’t the case; it was a traumatic experience for her and…”

He offered a nervous smile, but Gemma wasn’t having any of it and snatched her hand free. “Giving birth is a hard experience, a painful one.” She shoved out a breath. “Mum did it, not you.”

“It just wasn’t working out. We tried so hard to bond with our baby but just couldn’t do it.”

“What do you mean?”

“We didn’t know how to cope, and there was only one path to take. We gave her up for adoption.”

Gemma tried to speak, but the words were stuck in her mouth, giving her dad more time.

“Three years after we gave her away, your mum fell pregnant again, and we were in a better place, a happier place. That baby we had was you. We didn’t tell you about her; there was no need. We believed she had a new life, and so did we.”

The neighbour’s dog started barking frantically, knocking her dad off his stride. “She found us, tracked us down recently and wanted to meet her birth parents.”

His frown deepened. “I let her down. We should have been there for her, given her more time, made us a family, so I met up with her in that restaurant. I wanted to see her and explain why your mum and me gave her way; we needed to set things straight between us.”

Gemma instantly rose from the stairs and put her hands over her mouth, backing away fearfully. “No, no, no, no, no!”

Her dad stood up and tried to calm Gemma down.

“Look, I know it’s a shock, but we planned to all go away together. It was a surprise, it was your mum’s idea to go on holiday somewhere different, so we can all get to know everybody. She packed the cases, and we were hoping to tell you before she arrived; she’s coming straight from work and her bag is packed as well, so get your bags packed and welcome your sister back to our family. She’s now called—”

Gemma was now crying uncontrollably.

“Sophie,” her dad said. “Her name is Sophie.”

By the time her mum had finally made her way down the stairs, Gemma had already fainted into the packed suitcases, knocking them all over like dominoes.


	

A Night with Brian

Darren Perkins

11 Regan Place

Oxley

Humberfield

13.25 The Enigma Tavern

“The party has arrived, motherfuckers.”

“Will you stop it?” Darren looked disapprovingly at his friend Wayne. “Every bar we come to, you have to say that.”

Wayne put an arm around his concerned friend. “Mate, it’s our last night on your stag do. You turned down the booze cruise to Amsterdam for a weekend in Southend, so at least you can appreciate it when all we’re doing is announcing the Humberfield boys are here to cause some trouble.”

Wayne held his hand high, anticipating a ‘high five’ from Darren; it didn’t come. “What the hell is wrong with you?” 

Darren looked at his watch forlornly. “Lauren hasn’t messaged me in ages, not even a phone call.”

Wayne gave a smug smile. “It’s your stag do, and she’s been calling you all weekend; you had a let-off for five minutes and you’re panicking.”

Darren seemed to ignore him and study the new bar they had entered. It was quite a wide selection of friends, his two brothers, one older and younger, the younger one enjoying the weekend more than his siblings, plus old and new workmates and lifelong friends had come to Southend for Darren’s last days as an official single man.

The group had mixed fairly well since the start of the drinking weekend, awkward silences between them were eased out slowly with the trickle of cheap pale ale. It was the group’s last day of drinking before heading back to Humberfield on a late coach.

Darren really didn’t want to be here. The whole weekend stag do was organised by his friend Wayne. They had worked together for years in the same office but still went out for drinks even when Wayne moved up the administrative ladder and they didn’t see each other as often.

The quiet side of life is all Darren ever wanted, he never really liked a fuss or big events. Whereas Wayne was the complete opposite, he was the life and soul of any party, and he’d talked his way into becoming Darren’s best man over his brothers.

They didn’t mind. Despite years of living and growing up with Darren, none of them thought they could find anything interesting or funny to say about their own brother and were happy to pass the best man duties on to Wayne.

Plus, his fiancée, Lauren, was happy to get rid of him for a few days. She was having a joint hen party with another girl in Torquay for her own weekend away.

Wayne looked around the bar and waved his hands triumphantly. “Look at this watering hole, it was made for us. It’s like the ancient mighty Spartan army having one last drink in Rome before heading out to battle. Bring me my ale, young wench.”

Darren held up a questioning finger. “Actually, the Spartans were Greek, and wench is an old middle English term dating back to—”

“Look, no one cares, Sherlock. My only aim is to get you so drunk today that by the end of the night you’ll be shaking like a shitting dog.”

“I’m not really in the mood.”

“Was you in the mood when you put that shirt on this morning?”

Darren looked down at it. “Why?”

“I was just wondering if it came with a dimmer switch?”

“Lauren picked it out for me.”

“She’s not stupid. No woman would approach you wearing that shirt, fair play to the girl.”

A polite smile is all Wayne got from Darren as he undid his scarf.

“Okay, let’s get this day of drinking over with, shall we?”

“God, you’re miserable. This was planned all for you, and you’ve done nothing but whine like a stuck pig all weekend.”

“Look around, Wayne. Nobody really wants to be here; most of the guys from work backed out.”

Wayne stopped talking and leaned in. “What about the rest of the guys from work, why didn’t they come?”

“Had better things to do, apparently.”

“All of them?”

“Yep.”

“What about Jenkins?”

“His mum died,” Darren replied numbly.

“Again? I’m sure he used that excuse last year when he was on the sick.”

“Perfect, just perfect,” he sighed.

“Listen, we don’t need him or anybody else who couldn’t be bothered.”

“You do know that the more people who turned up would have meant the coach cost would have been cheaper.”

“Not a problem for my mate.”

“You’re lying.”

“Of course I am.” Wayne smiled.

There was levity in his voice, but Darren knew his friend had a point. Everyone knew he didn’t want to be here, and from the tired, drunk looks on his mate’s faces, neither did they.

It was time to step up.

“So what’s the plan for today then?”

Wayne knew Darren was faking it but went along with the façade anyway. “Well, we get drunk up here and then move to different bars all day until we get to the strip club later.”

Darren mimed tired horror at Wayne. “There’s a strip club?”

Wayne’s eyes widened in trepidation. “No stag night would be complete without one.”

There was a strained cheer from the group causing the other customers to acknowledge the sad stag party.

“What time is the coach leaving again?”

“Late enough,” Wayne replied to the stag.

“Time to go back to drink school, Daz.” Wayne turned back to the whole group. “Plus, I am an outstanding teacher.”

Darren smiled a little and headed to the bar before Wayne. “You still scare the hell out of me.”
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