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PART ONE


ESCAPE




CHAPTER ONE






Keep moving.  Don’t stop.  I didn’t plan this for all those months to fail.  I can’t go back, not now.  To be the victim again.  My hell.  And if I tried to explain my actions.  What then?  Questions, blame, guilt.  My battered heart races at the thought.  Or is it the running?  Getting away.  From him.


My old friend the moon is at his brightest.  He helps me read the map, trace the line I’ve plotted.  I dare not switch on my torch too often or I might draw someone’s attention.  I growl.  Is that as far as I’ve got?  I’ve been going for hours.  I thought I’d do better than this.  


Mind you, it’s a wiggly path I’ve set myself.  Keeping to the countryside, avoiding houses and people.  A girl, alone, miles from everywhere?  More questions.  Some of the footpaths aren’t easy to follow, the landowners less than attentive to the stiles and the weeds.  At one point I found my course barred by strips of barbed wire.  Those wire cutters I stole from the school came to the rescue.


Focusing ahead of me, I notice the first whispers of dawn stealing over the horizon.  I have to reach the plantation before daybreak.  I estimate that’s two miles off.  The ground is treacherous, ploughed into furrows that have dried to become ankle twisting clumps.  But the air is clear and I draw in deep breaths of it, imagining I can taste the sea on my tongue.  That’s my ultimate goal, a big, wide expanse of water that moves with the turn of the earth, a tide to clear the heart.  Endless possibilities.


“Fuck!” I scream when a bramble finds its way through my thick trousers and into my shin.  


I have to physically wrench myself clear.  I stamp down on the offending plant.  Repeatedly.  


“Bastard!” I shout.


My shameless expletives are rousing.  With renewed determination I skirt round the edge of a large field, disturbing a crow that squawks in alarm and flaps off to find another perch.  I smile, happy in my new guise as night wanderer.  


Now I can see it.  A large mass of trees at the top of a steep incline.  Close enough to spur me on.  To my surprise I’m able to quicken my pace.  The landscape around me is opening out and I’m likely visible in the growing light to anyone who happens along the road to the south.  


Anxiety grips me, like the way it does when I’m alone with him.  I feel my throat tighten, making me rasp.  Shit, I mustn’t collapse out here in the open.  Aren’t teenagers supposed to feel indestructible?  That certainly doesn’t apply to me.  The world is out to get me, even when displaying the best intentions, I know that much already.


However, I am, if nothing else, a survivor.  And desperate.  I make that last stretch and over the fence just as the first rays of the October sunshine appear, and then collapse with exhaustion onto the carpet of fallen pine needles, that poke into my soft skin.  I pull off my heavy backpack and shove it under my cheek, my head spinning as I escape into an aching slumber.






I dream.  I’m on stage, dancing to the sound of a beautiful aria in a Puccini opera.  I draw down great breaths, deliver the moves, my limbs moving gracefully.  I am the leading lady, aglow under the theatre lights, confidence shining.  


I know my audience is enraptured.  They wish only good things for me.  I am the one they have come to see.  My parents are among them, full of pride and admiration.  ‘My pretty pixie’, mum has always called me.  In this performance, I realise my potential.  This is destiny, this is who I am.


Except.  There is one face that reminds me that I am stupid.  I see his face emerge out of the darkness, the hooked nose, the self satisfied smirk, those cold blue eyes fixed on me.  He owns me, decides what I eat and wear, limits my language and issues instructions.  His opinions are my opinions.  And he doesn’t like what I’m doing.   


“Stop at once,” he commands.  “You cannot dance for anyone but me.”


I see his rapacious hand reaching to grab me, the probing fingers clenched like a claw.  I try and evade him, twist and turn, running down tight passageways only to find him waiting for me, always there, hungry and impatient.  


“I’ll tell,” I warn him.  


“You have no voice.”


“I’ll write it down, use all that clever language you hate.”


“Who is going to believe you, a useless, unwanted wretch?  And you know what your so called friends will call you.  Do you want to be labelled a whore for the rest of your miserable life?”


I feel his touch.  My skin crawls.  I fight.  My efforts are in vain.  He is right over me now, pressing down with his weight.  I clench my fists and pummel his rigid collar bone.  His wiry smile mocks me.  






As I awake I am throwing punches up into an empty space.  I wriggle and squirm, jab my elbows against the ground and push with my feet to get away.  From what?  There is no one else here.  I drop my head back and gurgle, closing my eyes as reality floods over me.


Fatigue had sent my imagination into overdrive.  That all of it had been a dream, leaves me glad and yet despondent.  Ah, to be performing, so expressive and free, my parents there to see.  Except, I’d never been on the stage like that, my parents were dead, and he……well at least he’s not here.  


That’s why I’m lying on the forest floor, a dampness seeping through my clothes.  And way too much in the open!  I immediately grab my pack and whirl around, seeking somewhere I can disappear into.  I head deeper, where the trees grow closer and the undergrowth is thicker.  The bracken welcomes me with a generous, soaking sweep.  Wetter but happier, I pitch up on a big fallen trunk, and propped against a large branch, I stretch out and try to relax.        


I reassure myself.  “You’re doing okay,” I say in a whisper.  “You were just so tired and the thinking got lazy.  Out of sight, now girl.  Stick to the plan.”


Yes, the plan.  Hole up during the daylight hours, recuperate ready for continuous travel at night.  I glance into my bag.  I’ve brought food and water to keep me going, and my MP 3 player for company.  I know none of this will last more than a few days.  Just long enough for me to reach my destination and then re-evaluate.  


I check my watch.  Nearly nine o’clock.  I’ve slept for two hours.  I think of home, or what I was made to consider home.  They won’t have even noticed I’ve gone yet.  My uncle would have headed to work and my aunt never emerges much before lunch.  Then she will sit out in the conservatory, have a fag and the first drink of many.


I’m banking on this.  She will wonder where I might be, if she even remembers I’m off school this week and haven’t appeared to raid the fridge.  A slight worry, nothing more.  She leaves everything to him.  When he’s back, he’ll check my whereabouts, expect me to cook dinner and have done his ironing.  And if the mood took him later, come to my room, he has the key, and have his way with his little slut again.  


Not this time.  Just for once I’ll have gotten the upper hand.  He will be fuming.  He’ll blame my aunt, breathe noisily through that ugly nose, blame her again, and then he’ll contact the police.  I smile at the image of him, so rarely flustered, unable to control the situation.  Then I rub my ribcage as I remember the time when I defied him before, staying over at Carlos’s and denying him his usual gratification.  Imagine if he’d known it was a male friend I’d been out with.  The beating would have been harder.


So no one was going to be searching for me until at least tomorrow, if not beyond.  I reckon I’ll secure a permanent hideout before my face starts appearing on news bulletins.  I even harbour the hope that he might want to avoid the inquest over why I have run away in case he ended up exposed for what he is.  I tell myself not indulge such a fantasy.  He has ‘decency’ in society, a working man who took in a girl with nowhere else to go.  And he won’t want to be without the thrill of his easy gratification.  I must stay focused.


I’m going to have to sit tight until nearly five o’clock before it is safe to emerge.  Just me and the……pigeons.  They sit, puffed up balls of fluff and fat, and make that relentless, unmelodious noise.  I think I expected there to be woodland birds, like hawfinches or crossbills.  When I can’t take any more, I shove my earpiece in and switch on the MP 3.  Dire Straits, my dad’s favourite.  He used to play them over and over, until he got sick and then the music stopped.   


I match the rhythm, tapping hand against thigh and watch the birds, presuming they’ll act as sentinels and warn me if anyone ventures into this place.  I want to sing along, or better still, have a dance.  I suppress the urge.


My belly makes a very loud roaring sound and I realise I haven’t eaten since hoofing in a load of cheese and crisps while I waited for the house to go quiet last night.  I unwrap a sandwich and after a bite and a swig of water, I raise my bottle in a salute to myself, and the control I have taken over my life.


“Here’s to the future,” I say.  “I’m on my way, putting the past behind me.”                 






I drift out of another snooze, maybe instinctively, at five.  I gather my few things and begin to slide from my hiding place.  Time to heighten my senses of sound and vision.  Bowie’s song fills my head, bringing with it a positive uplift of energy.  I often think of music to match the moment, except he was retreating behind the safety of the blinds into the sanctuary of his blue room.  I was out in the elements, running the gauntlet of the unknown.


Emerging from the trees, I’m greeted by a beautiful sunset.  The deep orange running through to red speaks to me of endings and goodbyes.   Appropriately, I head towards it, glancing back briefly to where the sky looks a good deal darker.  I feel my pulse rising and my body wakes up to the challenge.  My routine is well suited to the changes in temperature, on the move as it falls and stationary when everything is warmer.  


Within an hour I near a village.  Here I will have to be especially careful.  I’d pondered this bit on the map several times already.  There was no easy alternative without a sapping diversion and a route that would take me through too much land where I would be overlooked.  


The night is my ally but it could quickly become my enemy.  I am invisible, as is any potential person I might encounter.  If I get discovered sneaking around I’d create a lasting impression that was sure to come back and haunt me.


I can see the yellow glow of room lights in several dwellings at the bottom of the field.  I’m going to have to sneak along the bottom of their gardens.  As I get closer, I think of one of those videos you see of some rare animal recorded on a phone as it tries to escape prying eyes.  Or a rabbit facing the hunter’s shotgun.  The endgame.


To my relief I find a thick hedge standing between me and the houses.  Better still, it runs right round to a stream where the land climbs again, back into open country.  I hear a child cry through an open window, and freeze.  A mother’s voice offers sympathy.  I wish my mum was here to comfort me.  She was good at that, hitting the right note and level. 


The water near where I’m crouched is stagnant and stinks, full of the run off from an uncaring world.  A cue to move on.  I use a plank to cross and curse when my foot slips into the sludge.  That’s gonna be uncomfortable for some while.


When I reach the top of the rise I’m breathless again.  From the settlement I’ve just left, church bells break the silence.  Evensong?  Practice?  Either way, I don’t care.  My abuser is one of those regular Sunday offenders, checking in with his version of a god who will presumably absolve him of all his sins, so long as he hides the rape behind a suit and suave manner.  My faith was drowned by unanswered tears long ago. 


Hurrying on, I’m met by a rising wind that pushes against me.  When I peer up into the sky, I see the stars disappear behind a towering black cloud and an earthly rumble roams around the landscape.  A storm?  The weather forecast said nothing about that.  And so much for the old adage about a red sky at night.  


I consider this seriously while I trudge.  I know my compass.  The bad weather is coming from the east along with the breeze.  That makes better sense.  It also means I’m about to have a rendezvous with a deluge.  I must make sure I find shelter before then.  I’m a strong girl but still human and have no wish to be caught out in the open by that.  It’s not like I can take a bath and then change into fresh clothes from the wardrobe.  Everything I now own, I’m carrying.  


I go through a little wooden gate just as the whole world lights up around me.  The thunder that follows is angry, threatening.  Another flash.  I see a huge tree, an ancient character, hunched and gnarled by the years.  It towers over a dried out pond, exposed roots clinging to great clumps of grassy soil.  I crawl beneath them, a fugitive in need of a friend, and while the night hides my fear, I feel truly lonely.






Daylight comes with some relief.  I can see properly now that the water isn’t going to engulf me after all.  At the height of the storm, a river had begun to form just beyond my toes.  I’d shut my eyes and every time I peeked again, the risk of an incident grew stronger.  I wondered what might happen if I let myself be taken by the current.  How far would I be carried?  Any kind of serious injury would ruin my escape.  But maybe I’d wash out to sea, and I could swim off with the dolphins.  A crazy thought.  Get back to reality.  


So much rain had pounded against my makeshift roof, it was a wonder I was feeling nothing more than a vague dampness in my clothes.  I am desperate to stretch, unhinge myself from this unnatural position, like a book aching to be opened following a century’s neglect, and my spine cracks fittingly.  


I cannot dwell on my aching limbs for long.  I must assess my position after this lengthy, unscheduled stop.  Clinging to the exposed roots, I ease along beside what has now dwindled to a stream, up to drier ground and lay my map across the lush grass.  I jab my finger accusingly at the point I’ve reached and emit a disappointed grunt.  


I’m a good six hours behind schedule.  Worst than that, judging by the worn path, this is a well used thoroughfare and no place to be if you want to remain unseen.  Given these facts, I need to move on now, make some seriously good progress to somewhere more secluded.  My best option is a disused quarry two miles south.  I take a deep breath.  The longer I leave it, the more chance there will be of meeting someone. 


I gaze aloft at my saviour, a multitude of gnarled limbs reaching out in an elderly embrace.  I think of Treebeard from Tolkien’s Middle Earth.  Unfortunately, no such venerable creature exists here to carry me to safety.  I blow my friend a kiss, so glad the storm had spared us, and set off on my wary way. 


The countryside is open, broken only by random gorse bushes, and I don’t like it.  For the moment I have only bored looking sheep as company, and their droppings that endeavouring to avoid proves very difficult when you are worrying about encountering people.


The sound of a car is ominous.  There is a road ahead, I know that much.  I crouch low and wait.  The engine revs as it comes up the hill.  I see a flash of red briefly fill a gap in the hedge and the danger passes.  


The next hour works out well for me.  My way clear and the only signs of civilisation are the planes high in the sky and a dumped, rusting refrigerator.  The sun warms my face and I actually start to enjoy the walk.  Sharp rocks break through the mossy earth, thrown into dramatic contrast by the strong light.   


And then, rather suddenly, there is a drop and the ground falls away to a mixture of boulders and resilient plants growing up through the cracks.  I disappear down into this jumbled landscape and feel immediately removed from the world above.  It’s like an alien planet set from Star Trek, with boulders made of foam, painted to appear natural.  When I graze my knuckles on one, I’m brought back to down to earth.


After some careful analysis, I decide the place is perfect for me to rest up, eat and reassess my journey.  I even feel confident enough to go to the toilet.  Then I settle in my own little alcove from where I can see pretty much all of the quarry.  


“Nice one, Rebecca,” I tell myself.  “You’re getting good at this.”






The world soon undermines my optimism again.  I’m well camouflaged within the recess to the casual human observer.  The senses of an animal are lot sharper.  A black dog trots into view, roaming around, its nose sniffing for anything of interest.  


“Stay up there,” I hiss.  


No such luck.  The damned thing drops down to the quarry and continues to proceed in my direction.  I raise myself ready for flight and pull on the pack, even though I know I can’t realistically expect to make any kind of successful getaway.  And I’m too late.  What I had seen as a neat hiding place has now become a trap.


I don’t go unnoticed for long.  My canine nemesis is either determined to explore all corners or has picked my scent.  When it’s about twenty feet off, the barking starts.  I love animals but I’m already full of dread and they can sense as much.  I draw back, forcing my ribcage against the rock behind me.  And sure enough, the dog keeps on advancing.


It’s the charge of an aggressor starting a battle.  I hold my palms before me in surrender, screw up my face and turn to one side, anticipating an attack.  The animal stops short, head low, cautious, nostrils flaring, lips withdrawn, teeth exposed.  Despite my trembling, I manage to lock into direct eye contact. 


“Be gone,” I say.  “Leave me alone.”


It’s reply is an earthy growl.  I try and keep my breathing calm.  I gesture downwards with my hands.


“Take it easy.  I’m no threat.  What are you doing out here?”


My heart sinks when I get the answer immediately.  From somewhere in the distance I hear the owner calling.


“Valentino!   Valentino!”


I somehow think I must maintain the staring competition to have any chance of avoiding a bite.  Yet I need to see who it is I’m about to be discovered by. 


“Is that you?” I ask.  “Valentino, right?  Your master wants you to go to him.” 


Maybe there is a reaction?  Some doubt?  I nod as if I’m capable of communicating my thoughts.  And Valentino quits his aggression and looks away, up to where he’s wanted.  I follow his gaze and see a man standing at the edge of the quarry, still some distance off, hands on hips.


“Valentino, stop messing around!  Get here now!”


The voice is coarse, forceful and it makes Valentino whimper.  With a sorrowful expression he turns and hurries off, tail drooping.  


I assume I’ve not been spotted.  Even so, I don’t dare relax, until the coast is clear.  When I finally move, I collapse onto the ground.  My lungs hurt, like I’ve been holding my breath forever.  But I refuse to cry.  Where is that going to get me?


I haul myself to my original spot and lay down, spread out my hands and lay my head on them.  I wonder why I have to be in this predicament, frightened and alone.  I have dirt beneath my fingernails.  My lovely, long hair is matted.  I remember how mum used to wash it, patient and tender, giving me a little smile as she tapped my nose.  She was taken away from me by someone who was selfish and stupid.  It still makes no sense.


When I recover enough, I start to contemplate my ongoing plans.  Before this incident, I had been wondering whether travelling during the daytime might be more beneficial, even safer, than groping along in the dark.  Not so sure now.  


I spend the next hour consulting the map, turning it one way and then the other, chewing my tongue, trying to drop into places and imagine what I would find.  I know I’m failing to cover enough miles.  I need to make up several hours somewhere or I could see my aspirations crumbling.  I flop back, full of in frustration, and fiddle with the hem of my jumper.  


And then it comes to me.  This evening I’ll reach the outskirts of a town.  I was aiming to miss it, be well north of here, before that storm.  What if I jump on a bus that will take me quite close to the coast?  They aren’t that busy at the end of the day.  I have the money.  It seems to give me the best chance while I’m still anonymous.  In another twenty four hours I might make the local papers.         






I huddle into my hoodie, shove my knees up under my chin and cling on to my ankles.  I want to look as uninteresting as possible.  It’s dark inside the wooden shelter and I’m alone with a smell similar to the inside of a wheelie bin.  The whole time I focus on the bit of the road I can see through the missing side panel, waiting for the telltale lights of the bus. 


Every car and person that passes is a monster out to get me and I won’t engage with any of them.  If I make myself known I’ll get caught.  I try not to think about him, the chance he might be driving around looking for me.  Surely even I can’t be that unlucky.  


And here it comes, the number seventy two, chugging towards my stop.  I’m pleased it’s a double-decker and happier still to see so few people on board.  When the doors open I hesitate and then step on.  The driver is large, his fat, tattooed arms stretched out on top of the wheel.  His bored eyes look right through me.  This is okay, tonight.  


I mumble my destination and he tells me how much.  I shove a note under the plastic barrier.


“I ain’t got no change,” he tells me.


I shake my head.  I don’t care about the money.  He punches a few buttons.  When I dip forward, my hair slips into view.  His lips purse as he notices.  Men always seem to notice my blonde hair.  I grab the ticket that he slaps down and go straight upstairs, head bent.


I scour the seats and pick a windowless one near the back.  There’s chewing gum on the fabric and polystyrene cup is rolling around the floor in a pool of brown liquid.  In no position to be fussy, I sit quickly, keeping the pack on my back.


After a while I get the courage to peep out from under my hood.  There’s no one on the top with me.  I cross my fingers and hope it stays that way.  Through the grimy glass the street lights take on an ill shade of green.  I judge we are in the town now and the thought of people makes me shudder.


The bus stops on what must be the main street.  There’s a sudden burst of noise down below.  It sounds like a group of guys getting on, full off the bravado that being together brings.  Fortunately, they jump off again quite soon without any threat to me.


The outside grows dark again and we speed up on the open road.  I roll my hand into a fist and pump it against my chin.  Every turn of the wheels is taking me further away from him, closer to some kind of freedom.  Yet I still feel more vulnerable on here.  I don’t have full control and I hate that.  I have to try and stay calm.  Concentrate.  Think of the benefits.  It’s warm and dry, and I’m moving quicker.    


I finally get comfortable, pull out my map and assess when I should get off to avoid the next town.  It’s a good twenty miles.  I decide to have a snack, give myself some energy for the next bit.  No other passengers embark.  I feel like my scheme has worked. 


The food is so welcome, a slice of normality and comfort is such an alien situation.  This brief spell of calmness gets me thinking.  Have I actually outsmarted that bastard?  Or am I a stupid girl, destined to end up back under his discipline?  If I’d been stronger it would never have started.  I tap my head to dismiss such negative thoughts.  They’ll get me nowhere right now.   


Catching a glimpse of the glow of houses ahead, I make my move, pressing the bell and then hanging at the bottom of the stairs until the last moment.  The doors open with a swoosh and I dash out.  The driver might be wondering where a young girl is going from this remote spot.  Then again, I’m not sure he’s capable of that much thought.  I throw him a quick grin as he pulls away and then wish I hadn’t.  I have to remember to forget my manners.


I turn and see a break in the fence only a few yards farther on and I’m through it before there’s any sign of another vehicle.  The moon has appeared, shining brightly now.  The sweet night belongs to me.  I know where I’m going, I’m a warrior ready for action.  






The sight of the sea is like a miracle, peeking between a slight break in the horizon.  It’s some distance off yet, but shines like a beacon, driving me on.  I join the course of a long abandoned railway, the cut shielding me from view and providing level footing.  The whirring breeze, my vigorous breathing and the steady crunch of my footsteps on the dry ground create a rhythm I tune into.  Though I’m ahead of the game now, my strides get longer.


I’m not sure when the sound I long for becomes real.  The rush of water across shingle, inwards with a roar, retreating with a hiss.  And I can taste the salt on the air.  Heart racing, eyes overflowing, I run down onto a beach and the whole world opens before me.  Arms outstretched, I kneel before the immensity of the horizon.


Deep within, my grief wells up and I let it go in a howl that holds all that I have lost and everything I yearn for.  I imagine a volley of horns, ultimately triumphant.  If I was in a movie, this could be the climactic scene.  In truth, there is still a long way to go.  Yet I’ve made a start.


It has been some journey since I carefully clicked the door shut and headed out, pack full of snacks and head full of hopes.  By rights I should feel tired.  I’ve never been more awake.  I run my fingers through the pebbles, grabbing handfuls and throwing them up to make a delightful splash. 


My status as a refugee comes back to me.  I stand and take in my surroundings in more detail.  There’s enough moonlight to reveal a very isolated coast, just as I predicted.  It belongs to me tonight.  I have time and freedom.


This is my element.  I’ve adored the sea all my life.  I presume I got this from my father.  The story he loved to read me was Treasure Island.  He used to make me laugh with his funny pirate accent.  I often thought he would have preferred a son but he loved me completely.  


“I’ll be with you, always,” he had said.  


I think this was once he knew he was dying.  I sigh.  There were too many moments when his words didn’t seem to be true.  Right now the thought of him makes me happy.  The sound of his voice, singing to Fleetwood Mac.  Yes, of course he is here.  Part of him is inside me.  It was him that taught me to swim, off the little boat we hired on holiday.  How I adored the sense of release I found in the water.  To swim.  Swim.


Without hesitation I’m standing, peeling away the grubby clothes, dropping the vestiges of the person my uncle had made me become.  I paddle in, defying the cold as it creeps higher.  Down and down until I’m under, savouring the rushing sensation across my skin.  Emerging again for air, I lay back and let my tension drift off on the tide, dissolving the mark of his fingerprints.  


I like to think of this as my rebirth.  Naked, pure again.  Now, I will begin to get things right.  I sing the words of Nightswimming.  I’m delicate and beautiful and for once, carefree.  I could drop beneath the waves and disappear.  Except I’ve left my things on the shore.   


“You need to cover your tracks if you’re going to do that,” I tell myself.


I haul out, the stones hard on my knees as I retrieve the towel I have packed.  I’m shaking by the time I’m dressed again.  I pull over my hood and head north along the coastline until I see a dark, thick shape stretching into the sea.  Beneath this jetty I seek my resting place, wrapped warmly in my blanket, as deep as I can get, wedged away from prying eyes as the dawn breaks on another day.








CHAPTER TWO






The shelter is welcome.  The weather so poor beyond my little haven.  I’ve heard no sign of anyone on the beach.  The rain has most likely put people off so I’ve been spared a possible repeat of the dog incident or the chance of being discovered by a curious child.


I share my secret world with creatures who are more readily at home here.  By the torch I see the limpets and barnacles apparently lifeless, solid, yet I know they’re alive to the movement of the tide.  I’m sure there’s a host of microscopic things in the mud and slime that I’m blissfully unaware of, exploring the exposed bits of my body.  I focus on what I can deal with and brush away any of the tiny crabs that venture above my boots.  


It’s damp.  My hair goes lank and my breath steams from my nose.  The water slops too near at one point and I’m forced to vacate for a while, huddled against the rain beneath my blanket.  


After a long wait, the night seems to fall suddenly.  I rub my sore shoulders before I strap on my pack and ready myself for the final leg of my journey.  North, clinging to the shore, I can’t go off course.  The main problem is the thick cloud.  Even after I’ve allowed my eyes to adjust, it’s so incredibly dark.


Progress is slow.  A millennia of erosion and intervention has fashioned irregular contours, a bay and inlets, lonely headlands and steep cliffs that are only discernible once up close.  The ongoing effort finally knocks me off my feet.  I slump onto a grassy dune and gulp down the last of my supplies.  


Gathering strength, I consider my expectations.  My entire focus has been the escape, my flight across the country, the art of remaining unseen.  I frown.  Perhaps my success was a surprise.  I had fought restlessly against scenarios where my uncle reclaimed me.  There were several bad dreams where I had fallen tragically on my journey, to be remembered by the tearful while they sang those maudlin hymns to my cold body in the coffin.  


The plan now was to stay put, stay alive, wait for next summer, or longer if necessary, and being considered most likely dead, then slowly emerge to start a new life.  This time next year, all interest in me will have long faded.  


I stride on with renewed purpose, over the next ridge and across a long sweep of open ground.  I reach a substantial wire fence, and a quick climb reveals a mass of sharp barbs.  Dropping back down I decide I need to check this is exactly where I was aiming to be.  


I take the risk, flick on my torch and plot my position using the map.  I am practically certain this is it, the place I have pinned my hopes on becoming my sanctuary.  I draw a deep breath and shut my eyes, allowing myself the hope that I can stop running.


Scanning either side of me, I catch sight of a flash of yellow.  A closer inspection reveals a sign, somewhat battered but with the blood red lettering still very definite, and diagrams to emphasise the words.


NO UNAUTHORISED ENTRY


DANGER ASBESTOS


RISK OF ELECTROCUTION


UNSAFE BUILDINGS


FALLING HAZARDS


CCTV AND ALARM INSTALLED 


TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED 


I smile.  This is exactly what I want.  Somewhere that will frighten everybody else off.  I find my wire cutters and begin to open up my way inside.       






I lay low and wait for the daylight.  I need to observe, suss out the site.  I’m sat in the depths of a rogue rhododendron that hides me and the holes I’ve made in two fences of the perimeter.  If my future is going to unravel here, I need to be sure the place is completely abandoned. 


The sun rises and revealed before me is a crumbling edifice of blackened brick and shattered glass.  Rusty metal ladders and broken gangways seem to be holding up the two chimneys, though the precarious lean of one hints at imminent collapse.  All around the ground is broken by overgrown, defiant thistles and sick coloured grass.  


I guess at its peak, great energy was generated here, along with noise and steam, attended on by busy men wearing hard hats and fluorescent jackets.  Trucks, dust, activity.  Today, silence.  A victim of changing times.  From provider of critical power to forgotten monstrosity in just a few years.  


I see no sign of the supposed closed circuit surveillance.  I don’t think a soul cares about what happens here now.  I recall reading on a website that this operation has been shut down for nearly two decades and there appears to be no money or willpower to do anything other than ignore it.  Perfect for me.  


I begin a cautious tour of the outside.  The area is bigger than I expected, cut off from the world beyond on three sides by lots of wire and a central main gate that is so large and loaded with padlocks it makes me laugh.  Who, except the desperate, would ever want to break in?  Yes, I am that person.  


The other direction faces the open sea, washing over forbidding rocks and the remains of a long, concrete jetty topped with decaying gates.  A crane is half submerged by the aching tide, like the skeleton of a fearful dinosaur.


I gather my courage to venture inside the main building.  The idea of living here had seemed less threatening when I was sitting on my bed making plans.  My head is full of ghosts and all the terrifying hazards the sign has warned me of.  My boots crunch ominously beneath me as I approach.  I try and work out the best point of entry.    


The main problem is the piles of debris and not knowing how well any of them might take to being stepped upon.  My first attempt leads to a minor rockfall as the whole thing slides away.  I also have to dodge numerous pools of standing water, some of which are more like slime, dubious and probably corrosive.  With great care, I edge my way between a limp hose and some jagged metal.  Now I have to turn on the torch.  


It becomes obvious very quickly that moving around behind these damp walls is going to impossible without light.  Beyond the windows and the odd shaft of sunshine through a collapsed part of the roof, it is pitch black, hiding a death trap of machinery, levers, pipes, hooks and cables.  


Taking great care, I pick my way over crumbled concrete, between moss streaked pillars, to where the ceiling is far above me.  Chains stretch up to where I can’t quite see, and warped metal panels hang ominously down.  The wind howls through this cavernous space, sounding to me like a ghostly choir moaning from beyond the grave.   


And I’m anxious, half expecting a jump, something frightening emerging from the gloom.  A person maybe, or an animal?  I stand still.  All I can hear is a slow dripping and my own troubled lungs.  I must persevere.  I want this.  It has to succeed.


I push on to a brighter part.  The weeds have grown tall.  There is a wall with lines of square holes and some indecipherable graffiti.  Around the next corner I find a small room, painted white, containing a jumbled mass of drums and large tyres, nuts and bolts scattered over the floor and a toolbox, rusted open.


This leads on to a more enclosed spaces, with shelves.  Industrial size fuse panels, labelled carefully, sit redundantly along each side.  Human rubbish is strewn about everywhere.  Plastic cartons, cardboard boxes, the remains of bags, tumble out of broken cupboards.  People had been here, but not for a long time.  And everywhere I go, the smell of decay is impossible to ignore.


An abrupt, swift movement between some boxes ahead makes me freeze.  Scurrying furtively into sight is a huge rat, black and streaked with dirt.  A stand off.  I know I’m terrified.  The twitching nose doesn’t give away how it is feeling, but I guess I’m the intruder here.  The tension in my shoulders makes my pack seem all the heavier.  Finally, it turns about and disappears and I shudder with relief. 


Outside and in again, I come to another array of equipment I can only guess the purpose of.  Dials and wheels, switches and vents, pulleys and lifts, all illuminated through the steam of my breath.  Important notices, still screwed on tightly, and random numbers that obviously meant much to someone many years ago.  


Then I hear the twitter of birds.  They’ve sought shelter like me, hopping around the beams above and covering the floor with their droppings.  I won’t be alone!  However, I’m yet to feel at home.  It’s just too hazardous.  I hope I might be wrong.


I reach a corridor.  To the left a door says ‘Slide To Open’, right is more simple, wooden, bolted and remarkably intact.  I decide the former is likely to lead to an accident and select the latter.  I find large sacks, overfilled and now burst, dumped around a hole where a ladder leads down into a pool of water.


I retrace my steps until I reach an alternative exit and feel immense relief gulping outside air again, which tastes faintly metallic but is at least an improvement.  I stretch, relax and pull a few cobwebs from my hair.  I need a moment to collect my thoughts.  Hiding away amongst this ruin is going to be a miserable existence.  Suffering a flutter of panic, I wonder about any possible alternative.  There is certainly no way back.  


Suddenly aimless, I wander over some rough ground, marked by vague bits of machinery, to where a small lake has formed, between the sea and a large bank of earth, surrounded by evil looking barbed wire.  A beautiful white swan is gliding across the still surface, in remarkable contrast to all the grime.  I linger awhile, mesmerised by its poise and the perfect reflection.  A bittersweet moment.


I turn back to consider again this strange building.  I had expected something a little less forbidding when I had found it on the map and done my research.  The photographs I viewed were older and the decline since is marked.  The broken windows now look like the sharp fangs of a dragon, ready to devour me.


My eye is drawn to a patch of greenery on the far side.  On closer examination I can trace some steps disappearing under the foliage.  Placing one tentative foot at a time, I descend, forcing aside the jungle, an explorer seeking treasure.  And what I discover is revelation.  More flaking paint and rusty metal, yes, but the air is dry.  A series of shafts are set into the floor.  Most are open, each with a ladder leading below.  To what? 


Only one way to find out.  I stick the strap of the torch between my teeth and climb down, clinging carefully to the railing.  There is a space that seems to be connected through hatches, some piles of earth and the evidence of animals.  And nothing else.  No spikes or slime, bad smells or damp.  I sit and sigh.  Yes, I can make this a home.  Exhausted, I sit, lay my head back against the concrete wall, and fall asleep.






I awake, stiff but revived.  A dirt flecked exile, a fitting resident, I take stock of my adopted abode.  There are four lidded chambers of equal size, set in a line, that I imagine were once used for storage.  Each is big enough to allow me to stand and just as wide.  Ventilated too, by a thin shaft that leads to the surface.  The air smells of concrete, is dry and warmer.  As a hideaway this is perfect.  If anyone ever came down any of the ladders I would be able to escape up one of the others.  It’s a simplistic and flawed strategy, I realise, but represents my best bet for now.  I feel safe and sheltered and that is essential.


Above the hatches is an area hidden from the world by a mixture of weeds and a buddleia that resembles a triffid, enough to put off an unlikely visitor.  I figure this can be my living room whilst my underground sanctum can act as the bedroom, allowing me to have light and heat, cook, sleep and relax, invisible to the world.  


I lay out my blanket and empty my backpack.  With delight, I find a rogue chocolate bar that I devour instantly.  In a biscuit tin that was a gift from my mother a few years ago, I have stored a large amount of cash, stolen from my aunt’s much bigger stash that she keeps under her bed.  She told me about her habit of concealing money from her domineering husband so she could fund her excessive drinking, showed me the evidence like she was sharing a secret.  When the addiction got really bad, the situation changed to him bringing her the booze as a means to keeping her out of sight.  Another kind of control, the arrangement seemed to suit them both for what I consider deeply unhealthy reasons.  Ultimately, I didn’t care.  I knew where to look and took what I need, an amount I calculate can last me around six months.    


I have no phone or cards or anything that might betray my whereabouts to anyone seeking a sign of me.  I believe there is nothing amongst my things that will betray my identity should any of this be discovered.  There are a few mementos of my parents, dad’s diving mask from the last job he did, and my mum’s wooden necklace, a delightful little horse that she’d had since she was a teenager.  Not much else.  This is going to be a tough few months.  


I’ve left ‘home’ a long way behind.  That neat, measured prison where there is order and orders.  And the darkness of night, when he comes and takes what he wants of me.  With a shudder, I pat the cold stone floor.  However much I struggle here, it has to be better than belonging to him.  


The pockets of my big coat are stuffed with useful items: tissues, tampons, soap, comb, torch, notebook and pencil, painkillers, plasters.  I let my head fall to one side while I contemplate the extensive wardrobe I have with me.  In addition to what I’m wearing, I have two dresses, another pair of trousers and some more tops, jumpers, underwear and socks.  Everything looks a bit grubby and smells faintly musty.  Time to pay a visit to the sea.                 






I pick a path down to the jetty I had spied earlier.  It joins the land at a concrete wharf, now fractured, the cracks wide enough to lose yourself down.  The water slops noisily around here and I judge this to be high tide.  A gate, flaky and brown with rust, proves easy to push aside and I head tentatively out along the pier.  The foundations of loading equipment and decaying, defunct lampposts mark the length at regular intervals.  


Reaching the end I stop, only broken railings between me and the dark sea.  I gaze across the small bay and marvel at the skill of the pilots that once brought their boats in here between the jagged rocks.  I wonder when that last happened.  I know a wrecked crane blocks the channel now, amid any number of other hazards.  This offers me protection but means there will be no pirates.  I’ve always had a romantic dream of stowing away on one of their ships, hearing the roar of Pacific beneath the bough.


As evening approaches, the wind stirs up ripples and I draw deep lungfuls of the salty air.  I’m brightened, casting my eyes around the wide horizon and imagining how the heavenly stars will shine when the moon is absent.  Here I will find peace, free to speak the truth to an ever attentive universe.  Reaching out or diving in, far beyond the groping hand of my uncle.


Exploration leads me to an easy drop onto a small gravel beach where I can rinse my dirty things.  I find this therapeutic, the gentle splash is soothing.  I can hear no other sounds.


My stomach spasms and I clutch my side as if I’m about to burst open.  I’m starving.  I have to leave my hidden ocean going friends, schools of fish and mysterious serpents, and find some food.  By the time I get back to my hideout, it’s dark enough to consider venturing beyond the cordon of the wire.  I hang my wet clothes on the branches, wondering how long they’ll take to dry.  From below, I retrieve some notes from my tin, swing on the empty pack and, clutching my torch, climb the ladder.


I slide the lid of the hatch into place, smile at how neatly it fits and then I’m off, through my break through the fences and up across the field.  A solitary streetlight marks the position of the road below.  Here I find a convenient stile.  The town glows in the distance and I steel myself.  I’m ready.  Go in, get supplies and get out again quickly.  Simple, right?  Probably not.  






Hood up, obscure face, plunge hands in pockets, stoop, walk quick.  I enter the outskirts.  I’ve already spent an hour getting here and waited another to be sure of quieter streets.  I concentrate on my feet, a sense of impending doom hanging over me.  


My fleeting glances ahead reveal a depressing scene.  Grey brick houses, rammed together in tight rows.  Front doors opening directly onto the pavement.  They make me nervous.  Someone could appear at any moment.  The cars are parked just as tightly.  I feel surrounded.


An alleyway offers an escape and I take it, only to be led into an uncanny copy of what I’ve just left.  I’m seeking a shop, one of those that opens late.  Footsteps ahead.  I must keep going, look like a resident, move with purpose.  I see only their legs. Jogging bottoms and smart trainers.  We pass without incident.


There’s a stretch of rough ground, then some imposing advertising hoardings, their posters peeling.  One urges me to eat British beef and so get stronger, the other tells me how cool I’ll be if I wear a particular brand of headphones.  


What looks promising further down the road turns to disappointment when I find nothing but whited out windows and boarded doors of businesses long gone.  I’m learning, absorbing, plotting.  This will have to be a fairly regular foray.  I want to determine the most discreet routes.  


In the gutter on the corner I spy a rotten apple, black and bruised, and contemplate collecting it.  My stomach mews.  I’m disturbed by another person and scuttle off.  I take the next left.  Between two wheelie bins, a couple is locked in an embrace, kissing noisily.  I step gingerly aside.


“All right, darling?” a male voice calls.  “Wanna join us?”

