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    This book is dedicated to my favourite Youtuber and Podcast storyteller, Mr Ballen.

Thank you for being there, especially when I was in the hospital earlier this year and struggled to sleep in such a strange environment.
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Prologue: The Fated
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It was early in the evening at Ceres Hospital in the North of Greerburg, a beautiful town with lovely Cape Dutch and modern-gothic architecture. Greerburg sat right next to the Schurweberg series of mountains that dropped off into the sea. Rainstorms that had been persisting for days resulted in floods in the area. 

The hospital was already under pressure since early that morning because of a few minor-to-serious car accidents. Stalled vehicles on the road had caused a few people to nearly be swept away by strong currents. A bridge collapsed, luckily not killing anyone, but several motorists and a few pedestrians were seriously injured. Four of them were still in the intensive care unit later when things went from bad to worse. 

That afternoon, there was an accident at an ethylene plant. An explosion killed thirty employees and injured another hundred and seven. They were rushed to the nearest hospital, which happened to be Ceres. The hospital staff, under tremendous pressure, arranged for extra volunteers to be called in, some from nearby hospitals. Most of the patients couldn’t be moved due to the seriousness of their injuries. Those that could safely be moved to different hospitals were taken away by ambulance. 

In the maternity ward, things were not looking much better. Besides the expected number of women who had gone into labour or were already booked for caesarean sections, two emergency cases had also been brought in less than an hour before. 

In one of the hospital beds a forty-three-year-old woman was lying on her back with her huge belly in the air. She was in obvious pain, while her husband, a detective in his mid-forties, paced up and down, every now and then looking at the door. They had been waiting for Cheryl’s doctor for what felt like way too long. Every time Cheryl Roth had another contraction, her husband, Dennis Roth, would rush over to hold her hand, looking down at her helplessly, while Cheryl rode out the wave of pain, waiting for the contraction to subside. She was a brave woman and knew that every indication of pain, made the waiting worse for Dennis. She tried her best not to let her own worry show, but it was difficult when it felt like her womb was being wrung out like a dishcloth every time another contraction hit. 

She had never done this before, so she had no idea if what she was experiencing was normal. One passing thought, like a butterfly flitting across her already tired mind, was that, if this was normal, why in God’s name would women voluntarily do this again and again? 

In the hospital bed next to Cheryl’s, a young girl of seventeen was also having contractions. When she did, she groaned helplessly. There was no comforting presence in the form of the baby’s father beside her. When she moved her arms, gripped her stomach as a contraction hit, the police cuffs she was tied to the bed with, clang and rattled. 

A baby-faced young patrol officer stood watch beside her bed. His name was Nathan Horne and Dennis knew him. They weren’t friends. They hadn’t seen each other in years. They worked for two different police stations, but they had met at a few police functions and once or twice met while Dennis had worked on a case that fell in Nathan’s jurisdiction. 

Nathan had told Dennis that the young girl’s name was Brigit Kelsey. She and her boyfriend, nineteen-year-old Shawn Reisling, had been on a crime spree for the last few weeks, starting in Prince Alfred Hamlet of all places where they were both Highschool dropouts. They had been travelling across Wolsley and Tullbach, Fritsburg, Northwood and Clifford Heights, first committing petty crimes while they stayed in cheap rooms for rent when they had the money or sleeping in Shawn’s old beat-up Opal when they didn’t. Then they had progressed to more serious crimes, had held up several smaller stores, petrol station shops and takeaway places at gun point. They had finally ended up shooting and killing a mall guard when they had tried to rob a jewellery store. 

The mall guard had gotten two shots off before being shot and instantly killed by Brigit. The guard’s first shot had hit Shawn in the head. The second shot had hit Brigit in the shoulder. Her wound wasn’t that serious and had already been cauterized. Shawn, on the other hand, was rushed to the ICU and already overburdened doctors were trying to save his life. Brigit had gone into labour soon after watching Shawn being rushed away to another part of the hospital. Now as she lay there, alone and afraid, she had no idea where he was, if he was still alive or already dead. She felt deep remorse for killing the guard. It had been an accident. She had shot him after she had seen part of Shawn’s face disappearing in a sheet of bone fragments and blood. 

Brigit had shot the mall guard purely by accident and the moment she’d seen him going down, all those dreams that she and Shawn had dreamt while trying to gather enough money to go down to the coast, had suddenly flown away like a bird being released after years of captivity. The dream had been beautiful. The dream had been the reason why they had ended up holding up petrol stations and liquor stores in the first place. 

As she lay there, feeling like she was walking in the valley of the shadow of death, she had glimpses of nights spent in Shawn’s arms, lying with her head on his chest, feeling the baby move inside her. She remembered often thinking that they were like Lenny and George, from Steinbeck’s classic novel. The two men in the Steinbeck story weren’t lovers of course, just friends, but there were similarities in the way that the two friends dreamt of building a better life, of finding a place where they could be at peace. A farm was all that Lenny and George had wanted. All that Shawn and Brigit had wanted was a little house by the sea, where they could raise their baby and not have to answer to anyone, ever again. Their dream had turned out to be just as doomed as the unlikely friends in the classic novel’s dream had been. 

Now, at seventeen years old, Brigit faced the prospect of being a single mother. Or perhaps, she wouldn’t even get the chance to be that. If she went to prison, would her parents take the baby? Tears ran down the side of Brigit’s face thinking of her baby growing up on the farm that she herself had tried so hard to escape. After years of enduring her father’s secret, nightly visits to her bedroom, after realizing at some point when she was about fourteen years old that her mother knew about it and chose to ignore it, she had found her saviour in the form of Shawn Reisling, a man two years older, who had worked at a butchery and had taken a liking to Brigit. 

They had started seeing each other, at first just hooking up, but the relationship had deepened and finally Brigit had confessed everything to Shawn. In one tearful burst as he had held her and had tried to comfort her. He had rocked her from side to side as they had sat naked in bed, Bridgit crying her shameful, angry tears onto his chest. She had told him all about the dark shame that hung over her, that was part of her, right under her skin where it could never be washed away. She had told Shawn how she felt that noxious, poisonous feeling of wrongness, of nightly fear and shame, must hang over their farmhouse on the outskirts of Prince Alfred Hamlet like a broiling, lightning-filled cloud, visible to everyone, though they of course wouldn’t know what that dark cloud meant. 

That was the night that Shawn had decided he was going to take Brigit away with him, that they would leave the small town behind and never look back. Three months later they had found out that Brigit was pregnant. Instead of being angry or afraid, Shawn had taken it as another sign that they were meant to be together. He had played her a song, Sunny and Cher’s, I got you babe, and it may have been an oldie, but it had been their song. 

As these memories flitted across Brigit’s mind, she took some comfort in them. As she looked at the door, a very young doctor came strolling in. She knew he must be a doctor. The stethoscope and painfully clean appearance were a dead giveaway, but it was also the air of importance with which he walked. Brigit guessed, without having to be told, that he was a young resident doctor, only barely out of varsity. 

Standing between the beds of the two women in labour, he introduced himself as Doctor Trevor Quinn. He was a tall young man with a smooth, unlined face. His dark hair was slicked back, and he had clear blue eyes that were very piercing and direct. 

Dennis Roth was immediately weary of this obviously self-important young man. “Where is Doctor Sharma? That’s my wife’s doctor. We called her hours ago, when Cheryl first started having contractions this afternoon.” 

“I’m afraid every available doctor, regardless of their area of expertise is currently working in the ICU. I don’t know if you heard about the explosion at Thola Igesi? It’s an ethylene plant. There were over a hundred people seriously injured and most of them are still being treated here. So, it’s all hands on deck, and that means the two of you are stuck with me.” He smiled. Perhaps it was meant to be reassuring, but seeing the cold looks the people in the room gave him - even the young patrol officer- Trevor realised that he wasn’t filling these people with confidence in his abilities. 

Trevor shrugged. It didn’t matter. He knew he could handle this situation. He had been a top ten student at Stellenbosch University when he’d graduated, so he had no doubt that he could deliver these two babies safely and make sure the mothers were taken care of. 

Looking at the two scared faces of his patients, the older woman of the two seemed to be further along in her pregnancy. Cheryl, he reminded himself. Her name is Cheryl. He had found in the last two years of his residency that calling a patient by their first name was important. 

That meant that the younger woman, the girl tied to the bed with handcuffs, was perhaps in some sort of distress that had brought on premature labour. Turning to her, Trevor started his examination while a nurse wheeled a sonar machine into the room. 

“How far along are you?” Trevor asked the young woman. “Do you know?” 

Brigit looked uncertainly up at the doctor. “I think about eight months along. I’m not sure.” 

“And you’ve never been to a doctor to examine you?” 

The girl put her hands protectively over her stomach. The cuffs clanged as she moved and Trevor turned to the patrol officer, rather annoyed. “Please remove those.” 

“I can’t do that! She’s a murderer. She and her boyfriend killed a man while they were robbing a jewellery store. If she gets away, then it’s my ass on the line!” 

Trevor glanced at the young woman. She looked back at him guiltily, and Trevor saw that what the patrol officer said was the truth. The vows he had taken as a doctor meant that it didn’t matter to him who his patient was and what crimes she had committed. All that mattered was that she needed his help. 

“She’s not going anywhere. I’m going to examine her, and I would like to afford her some dignity while I do. So, please...” He gestured at the railings. 

Grumbling under his breath, Officer Horne unlocked the cuffs. Seeing that the young doctor was looking at him expectantly, he flushed. “Fine! I’ll be right outside, in the corridor.” 

When he was gone, Trevor nodded to the nurse, Darcy Green, who closed the curtains around the girl’s bed. Turning back to her, Trevor asked “What’s your name?” 
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