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Chapter 1 

	 

	She knows without a doubt that she is leaving. 

	 

	This morning she can see it clearly, as clearly as the daylight streaming through the curtain onto him where he lies snoring next to her, alcoholic stink contaminating the room. 

	 

	During the night the fears seem to have dropped down to the bottom of the list where they belong. Money, place to stay, what to say to the family. This morning they seem unimportant, for she knows that she is leaving him. 

	 

	But by next week you will know that she didn’t leave. 

	Can you believe it? She still doesn’t leave. 

	 

	By the time she had gone about her work that day and come home, life had turned the list upside down once again and the fact that he had beaten her up again the night before went to the bottom of the list, and she swept aside the most important reason why she should leave the man. 

	 

	Again, it was another morning. 

	 

	She gasped for air as she surfaced from the underwater of sleep. A bang on the front door had awoken her. Confused, she glanced at the bedside clock. 30 Minutes after midnight. 

	 

	Jeanie clutched her belly, holding the slightly sagging folds between her fingers. A habit of many years gone, and many to come. She swung her legs off the bed and sat quietly for a moment, trying to focus her mind. 

	 

	Still grasping her tummy, she stood up, trying with all her will to connect her mind through her hand to awaken her ovaries as they lay dead inside her, trying mentally to force them to release just one egg – to connect with the sperm still warm and eager inside her from their lovemaking just ten minutes before. 

	 

	‘Please let it happen – just this once,’ she prayed as she reached for her dressing gown. After seven long, hopeful years of marriage, still a futile wish. For her, who held and loved other women’s babies each day, the desire for a baby of her own might always be only a wish. 

	 

	The next loud knock, impatient, panicky and fast, woke him up. ‘Shall I tell them you’re out on a call? Then Smith can take this one,’ Gregory murmured, trying to be nice. How she disliked him when he was being nice. She breathed disgust onto the back of his head as he turned the other way. 

	 

	‘Ok, hold on, don’t break the door down!’ she called to the door banger as she put on her slippers, trying to pat into place a thick mop of virgin African hair, as she ran down the passage to the front door. 

	 

	The boy who stood there looked more tired than she felt, his chest heaving from running. 

	 

	‘Nurse Dean?’ his voice squeaked in constricted adolescence. 

	‘Yes. Come inside,’ she said breathlessly, as a gust of wind blew rain into her face. 

	 

	As she struggled to close the door against the wind his words rushed out over a slight lisp. ‘My sister is going to have a baby any minute. Will you please come quickly?’ 

	 

	She turned to him, water dripping from his tattered overalls onto her immaculate beige carpet. 

	 

	‘What’s her name, where does she live?’ praying quietly that it was not on the outskirts of Elsies River. 

	 

	‘On the other side of the railway line’. That was about 5 kilometres away. 

	 

	‘How did you get here? Why could you not have phoned? 

	You have my telephone number at home, haven’t you?’ 

	 

	She knew instantly by his confused look that this was one of those. He wet his lips and looked down. No answer. 

	 

	‘Well – what is her name?’ 

	 

	‘Mary.’ 

	 

	‘Then why could you not use the telephone?’ A senseless question. She already knew the answer. 

	 

	‘We don’t have a phone. Nobody has a phone where we live.’ This godforgotten Cape Town township, she cursed, staring at him impatiently, as if it was his fault that there was just one public telephone in the whole area. It was, after all, Cape Town in the mid-seventies. Probably vandalised, anyway. 

	 

	Then she remembered: ‘I don’t, definitely not, have any patients on my list from your side of the railway line.’ 

	 

	Again, the eyes dropped. Silence. Definitely one of those unbooked cases again! Oh Lord. Her heart sank. This sounded like trouble. The woman could have all sorts of complications: kidney trouble, weak heart, diabetes. And to get a doctor out at night into the slums of Elsies River was impossible. 

	 

	She could tell him to go away. Nobody would know. And, anyway, nobody would take notice of a sad-looking character like this one complaining that the nurse would not come when the woman’s name was not on any clinic list. 

	 

	She met his eyes again and the sadness of her people, for her people, pricked at the back of her eyes as she caught his look of helplessness. Her impatience turned to guilt, for her privileged position gave her no rights that everybody else does not have, no matter how illiterate or poor they might be. It was not until much later that she was to realise exactly how poor. 

	 

	‘How old is she and how many babies has she had?” 

	 

	‘Kanalla nurse,’ (please nurse) ‘Can’t we first go and then I’ll answer your questions?’ he said respectfully, sensibly. 

	 

	What was the use, though. Better get it over with quickly she thought, her irritation subsiding. ‘Wait here while I get ready.’ No sense in questioning him any further, though it would have helped to know when the pains had started and how many minutes between contractions. But then what would he know, anyway. He was just a lad. 

	 

	There was no time to pause and be afraid to go in the car with an unknown young man. Or to even think that she might be letting herself in for trouble driving into a shantytown with no decent street lighting and hardly any roads. Or that she might have the car door ripped open at any street corner. 

	 

	The district midwife’s nightmare. 

	 

	‘Please lock your door when you get in,’ she said as they walked to the car. He got into the front passenger seat sheepishly and sat leaning forward almost against the instrument panel, trying to sit lightly so no dirt from his overalls stayed behind. 

	 

	No response to the turn of the key. She tried again. No response. 

	 

	Suddenly the boy next to her became a man. A man who knew what to do and how to do it. ‘Nothing serious, nurse, sounds like the battery terminal’s lose. I’ll tighten it for you.’ And before she knew what was happening, he was out in front of the car signing for her to open the bonnet. 

	 

	‘Where are your spanners?’ his voice drifted an octave higher on the wind. She reached over and lifted the back seat of the state-supplied Anglia and handed him the little brown paper packet which she called her tools, while pulling the lever down to open the bonnet. 

	‘Ok, start it now,’ from behind the lid. The engine sprang into life and purred. 

	 

	He got back into the car with a different body, the small achievement pulling his back straight. He gave her a confident smile. 

	 

	Jeanie turned to the business of driving with self-reproach. What one sees is what one wants to see. A hardworking, capable young man was briefly finding himself out of his depth. A man who could be trusted and was eager to help, unlike the pathetic somebody I’m stuck with in matrimony, she thought as she crunched the gears embarrassingly. 

	 

	By this time the rain was really pelting down and it took some careful driving not to skid in the muddy streets. But perhaps now she could get some idea of what she was heading for. ‘How old is Mary?’ ‘Sixteen.’ Quietly. 

	 

	‘First time?’ 

	 

	‘Yes.’ It sounded like the night was going to be a long one. She drove along in silence for a few minutes. He sat hunched up in the seat next to her, hands pinched between his legs, frowning into the night. 

	 

	Somewhere, deep inside her, the feeling started up again, the unstoppable wave of jealousy and frustration, breaking out of the barren depths of her infertile womb. Again, unconsciously, she put her left hand over her abdomen, wondering why life is so unfair. Why deny me the same right readily given to a young girl, who probably did not even want the baby?        

	Then years of discipline and experience came to her rescue as she glanced at the young man next to her. She swung her mind back to her job, knowing that it would, as always, help her to forget. 

	 

	‘When did it start?’ she asked after a while, trying to hide the pain from her voice. 

	 

	‘Dunno,’ he murmured to the windscreen. ‘I came home from my friend’s place, and she was screaming. They told me to fetch you.’ ‘And you ran all the way to my house?’ ‘Ya,’ as if that were not important. 

	 

	‘You are cold,’ she realised, seeing him shiver. ‘Would you like to reach over onto the back seat and cover yourself with the blanket?’ ‘It’s alright. Don’t worry ‘bout me, nurse. Sorry to worry you.’ ‘Is your sister married?’ She knew the answer. 

	 

	‘No.’ Obviously she would get no more out of him. 

	 

	‘Please lock your door,’ she said after a while when she saw he had not done so. He locked the door without question. Both of them knew that they had to stop at the red traffic light ahead and there was no knowing what dangers lurked there. She dropped her speed, hoping the light would change to amber before she got to the crossroad and when it did, she put her foot down and charged across without stopping. 

	 

	‘Turn here,’ he said while peering intently through the windscreen, eyes screwed up to see through the pelting rain. ‘Turn right, then park up by the bridge at the end of this street,’ he said, about 500 metres along. 

	She parked, locked up and followed him. They crossed over the rickety, narrow, wooden bridge to the other side of the railway line into darkness. 

	 

	No streetlights at all now, for they were entering proper shantytown. Mud and dirt everywhere. It reminded Jeanie about overhearing a little white boy asking his dad in the first-class carriage on the train the other day why do they like to live like that, in the dark, everything is grey, no lights - as if some people ask to be placed in darkness. 

	 

	But there were no more houses when they reached the end of the street. Was he lost? 

	 

	‘Stop here,’ he mumbled, ‘the house is over there,’ pointing. Through the darkness her eye caught a lump of rubble about ten metres ahead. He kept his eyes down, in embarrassment. 

	 

	The large, galvanized sheet lying diagonally suspended over a corrugated zinc wall used to be a vertical shack before the wind rent it down around their lives. 

	 

	He continued to walk through mud and rubble. The shrieking wind attacked their ears, carrying a scream of pain on its back. 

	 

	Jeanie had to be very careful where she put her feet, for there was water everywhere. The entrance to what her companion had optimistically called ‘the house’ was miraculously pushed aside by him without falling down. 

	        

	He simply bent down and lifted a bit of the corrugated iron sheeting, politely waiting for her to crouch in ahead of him. She ducked and crouched forward as if entering a two-person tent. 

	 

	They had obviously been hard at work these past twentyfour hours to secure what was left of their home. The rear zinc iron walls were still standing, although the one on the right was leaning over threateningly. On this side of the curtain suspended across the room stood a lone table in the middle of the section which served as a kitchen/sitting room. 

	 

	A weather-beaten, overweight middle-aged woman struggled to lift her body from the low, drab settee. But her face was kind, and it creased into a smile without front teeth. 

	 

	‘Thank you for coming, nurse. I’ve got the water boiling and managed to get some old newspapers from the shop before they closed.’ 

	 

	On the other side of the curtain with its red and orange floral pattern Jeanie saw the young girl, her face contorted, as a steely contraction attacked her. She was screaming into her left palm, while trying to apply pressure to her bulging belly to lessen the pain with the other hand. She was half-lying on some blankets on the floor, supported by pillows against the wall. 

	 

	Opposite her and against the other less sturdy wall was a small bed on which lay a very old woman, her sad eyes staring up at the nurse. No introductions or niceties here. Poverty and pain are a couple which, when travelling together like treacherous twins, leave space for only emptiness and raw emotion. 

	 

	‘Ouma can’t get up, she’s had a stroke,’ the woman said apologetically. 

	 

	‘Good evening, Ouma,’ Jeanie greeted the old lady as is the custom, with the respect she would give to her own grandmother. 

	 

	‘Would you be able to work on the floor? Sorry, nurse. Sorry for the trouble,’ the mother said, shyly, with downcast eyes. 

	 

	Jeanie’s concern was for the young girl. She reached out her hand and the girl grasped it, her nails digging into the nurse’s palm as another contraction folded her body and arched her back like a tightly pulled bow about to eject its arrow into the cruel night. 

	 

	‘Hello, Mary. I’m Jeanie Dean,’ she said when the girl opened her eyes as the contraction receded. ‘Everything will be all right. Do you think you could move down a bit and open your legs while I feel what the baby is up to?’  

	 

	It took Mary a minute to drag her mind away from her pain. Shaking her head, she blinked her eyes, partly to get rid of the tears filling her lower lids and also to give herself a brief moment to drift away with the receding pain. 

	 

	Then she slowly let go of the nurse’s hand and hooked in 

	her elbows to shift herself down.        

	The nurse opened her bag and put on her surgical gloves, timing the next contraction. None for at least thirty seconds. Not too serious, she thought. 

	 

	And as she gently separated Mary’s legs and sat on her haunches to insert her fingers into the vagina to feel how dilated the cervix was, a subtle change occurred. 

	 

	The nurse was no longer the privileged, educated professional surrounded by a myth of knowledge and importance. Now she was merely a woman, faced with another woman in pain. And neither of them need be pregnant nor give birth for the two of them to be women together. 

	 

	The seriousness of birth hung over their heads and the acrid smell of birth fluid rising into Jeanie’s nostrils from the nearness of the girl brought them closer together. Both of them knew the magnitude of the task at hand, that their joint strength was required to get through it. 

	 

	More than four fingers dilated. And another contraction coming. 

	 

	‘Mary,’ the nurse almost whispered, so as not to let her become hysterical, ‘try to breathe in deeply as the pain gets worse. I know you feel like bearing down but please, let’s get baby to slip down as far as it will go before you push to get it out. Ok?’ A nod. 

	 

	No antenatal training here. No good lessons about breathing or relaxation. No idea about the dangerous situation she might be in. Just the quiet knowledge that she was being looked after. Relief that someone had come to help. 

	Like a woman who had carefully planned this for months ahead and who had been through all of this before, Mary took a deep breath, put her hands on the floor beside her and breathed out slowly as yet another contraction turned her belly into a hard ball. Her mother took a cloth and wiped her forehead. 

	 

	Prima gravida. First pregnancy. And first birth, which means that the whole female physiology was being tested for the first time. And there was no knowing how things might turn out. Nurse Dean knew that all her training and experience were being tested in this delivery. She watched the girl carefully. 

	 

	As another contraction hit Mary, the girl gasped and gave a loud scream. 

	 

	‘Try to relax, Mary,’ as the girl put her legs down and tried to roll over onto her side, not knowing how to get rid of the pain. The casual conversations Mary might have had with her friends about birth had not prepared her for the severity of labour. The shock on her face showed that the pain, scorching viciously deep inside her like a red-hot iron, had not been expected. 

	 

	Mary’s mother was kneeling on the other side, gently rubbing the girl’s back. Then Mary whipped around, pulling her knees hard up against a taut abdomen, closing her mouth to suppress another scream. 

	 

	Gently, the nurse pushed the girl onto her back, almost pleading with her. ‘I know this will be very hard for you, Mary,’ she said, ‘but could you try to breathe in deeply when you feel the pain coming? That will give me a chance to see whether the baby is ready to be born. When 

	–‘ 

	 

	Before she could finish, Mary’s face turned red as she held her breath, the veins in her neck and on her temples and forehead standing out with pressure. A long, muffled groan escaped through her clenched teeth as she pushed down with all her might. 

	 

	‘Please open your legs,’ the nurse said, realising that it would be very difficult to stop her now, wanting to see whether the baby’s head had shifted down far enough through the pelvic cavity for it to be born. 

	 

	It was all over within ten minutes. First came the crown of the little black head, then the upturned, wrinkled, pink face. But for a slight tear, Mary gave birth, quickly and cleanly, to a little girl. 

	 

	Seeing the world upside down for the first time, the baby screamed. And the women laughed their relief as Mary shyly smiled a quiet ‘thank you’ up to the nurse. 

	 

	With a concentration close to reverence Jeanie tied the umbilical cord tightly with surgical gut in two places close to each other, not far from the baby’s tummy. Then she carefully cut between the ties, separating mother and baby physically, praying that their emotional and spiritual cord would remain strong. 

	 

	‘What do you want to do with the afterbirth?’ she asked, looking down and speaking directly to the eldest of the four female generations in the room. 

	The old lady’s eyes lit up with the gratitude of illness and age for being consulted. She smiled lopsidedly over her pillow which was wet with dribbled saliva, nodded her head then quickly shook it in cerebral confusion, trying to project wisdom from her half world. 

	 

	Jeanie thought she knew what the old lady was trying to say. As did this family, Jeanie came from mixed Malaysian ancestry, where the placenta is believed to be the twin of the baby, and has its own spirit, which has to be respected. 

	 

	But she also knew about the commercial use of "placenta extract" found in some cosmetics, such as facial cream sold in France. At that time placentas were still being collected in hospitals without the knowledge or permission of mothers, bought and shipped to France to be used by pharmaceutical firms. The people suspected that this was being done, but never had any proof. 

	 

	‘We will bury the afterbirth, nurse,’ said the mother from her knees, cleaning up the floor around the now sleeping Mary. 

	 

	And that is how it was done that day. 

	 

	How then could Nurse Dean refuse the offer of a cup of coffee out of a caffeine-stained, cracked mug? The eagerness of the offer, warmth of feeling and strong blackness of the coffee wiped out any thought of health risks or attitude. 

	 

	There were no recriminations between mother and daughter. That might happen later. The future seemed far away, the future with its problems of rearing a child in their situation. But the future did not exist in those ten minutes while Jeanie sat on the little bed, next to the old lady, watching the mother fussing about cleaning. 

	 

	‘No, don’t move, nurse, you’ve done enough. Thank God you came.’ 

	 

	Thank God, too, that I’d had no time to check blood pressure before, or test urine or look for oedema, for I probably would have been shocked, the nurse thought, nodding quietly at the woman as she checked Mary’s blood pressure. 

	 

	‘You will need to get her to a doctor to get the blood pressure down a bit,’ she warned them, but knew that without money or transport, this might never happen. 

	 

	Jeanie lifted her bag and was about to leave when she 

	hesitantly said, ‘Mrs. Wallace?’ 

	 

	The woman looked up at her expectantly, eager to please. 

	‘Yes, nurse?’ 

	 

	Jeanie could not meet the woman’s eyes. Mary had gone to sleep and so, it seemed, had the grandmother, whose eyes were closed too. 

	 

	Looking down at her hands, Jeanie bent forward and said quietly so that only the mother could hear, ‘Has Mary, …er, have you, thought of putting the baby up for adoption?’ ending with a quick intake of breath, holding it anxiously as she now looked up and met the woman’s kindly eyes.        

	‘Adoption?’ The shock on the woman’s face at the mere thought of such a suggestion banished all the nurse’s hopes. ‘No way, nurse.’ Emphatically. And after a brief pause, not knowing she was shattering Jeanie’s hopes, she continued, ‘She’s made her bed. She’s got to sleep on it,’ with finality. 

	 

	Jeanie merely sighed and, after a hurried ‘Good luck, we’ll send someone around later today,’ she left. 

	 

	‘I’ll walk you back to the car, nurse,’ he said from the dark somewhere outside the entrance, and she jumped. She turned and he reached for her bag, walking away from the house with her. 

	 

	Jeanie could not believe that the young man had been standing under the overhang outside the front entrance all that time, waiting for her to come out. Her respect for him increased. 

	 

	She nodded and smiled, suddenly now less tired and satisfied, as she fell in step with him. He saw her safely over the bridge to her car. Before he left her, he reminded her to keep the doors locked. 

	 

	The rain had let up and had turned into a slight drizzle and she could see clearly through the rear window. The Cape Town south easterly wind had disappeared as dramatically as it had started. The morning was going to be one of the unexpected soft ones, which only temperamental, Mediterranean Cape Town could promise. 

	 

	She drove over the big railway bridge, where suddenly the streets were well lit, with deserted pavements. A police car crawled past from the other side, the driver staring suspiciously at her. 

	 

	Of course. It was South Africa in the seventies, and she was passing through the white side of town. The police would make sure of their people’s security. 

	 

	The houses were discreetly lit over well-kept lawns, blue waters of the occasional swimming pool peeping through upright fences under security lights. Like the owners behind their walls, the houses stood white, stiff, upright and conservative. She heard fear in the bark of a big dog from behind the fence of the house at the next street corner. 

	 

	And as she negotiated the turns, she felt the pride which Capetonians feel when their heads are above the mess of Apartheid, and they gain strength from the mountains all around them. 

	 

	She felt peaceful and fulfilled. 

	 

	By this time, she was back on the deserted streets of her section of town. 

	 

	She did not notice that two cars were behind her, then joined by a third. They made no effort to overtake her, even though she was driving along very slowly. 

	 

	Jeanie was to arrive home thirty-six hours later. 

	        

	 


Chapter 2 

	 

	It was well after sunset when Jeanie drove into her driveway at home the next evening. 

	 

	When she had left, Gregory had been asleep. Now – what will she find? She felt afraid of the argument which inevitably lay ahead. His temper flared up so easily. 

	 

	Suspicious as he was, it would be almost impossible to explain where she had been without being in touch. That is, if he gave her a chance to explain, for she knew that he did not usually allow her any say when he had made up his mind that she needed to be ‘taught a lesson’. 

	 

	She carefully parked her car next to her husband’s green Volvo. Before getting out of the car, her eyes closed in a brief prayer. 

	 

	She felt soiled and exhausted. 

	 

	They had released her only about half an hour before. They had kept her locked up and alone in the little room for hours and hours on end, except when they came in two, once even three of them, to question her. 

	 

	Gregory would want some answers. She knew her husband well. His endless suspicions about her, his inability to even consider her political commitment. 

	 

	She knew it would be hard to explain to him that she had not wanted to make him worry about her and that not coming home had not been her fault. But at best of times, it was almost impossible to communicate with him. She knew that he would not give her time to explain before he exploded. 

	 

	‘Please God, let him be sober,’ she prayed, eyes still closed, weariness now flooding her. She shivered from fear and exhaustion. The emasculation of interrogation lingered in her psyche, making her feel weak. Her dry tongue was furred with a bitter taste of hatred and lack of sleep. 

	 

	Half expecting Gregory to come storming out of the house, she slowly came to life. Not to disturb him, she closed the car door very quietly and walked stealthily to the front door. 

	 

	The shadow which her slender body cast against the side wall of the impressive detached house looked disjointed. Her thick hair looked exaggerated and extended, an early moon throwing ghastly shapes of her flattish nose and soft, round lips across the curve of the wall. 

	 

	‘The windows of the world are covered with rain…’ Isaac Hayes sang through the open window. The words of the song increased her melancholy and fear. The stereo was loud. His favourite song, at his favourite volume, when drunk. 

	 

	She clumsily struggled to unlock the front door with her right hand, while holding her nurse’s cloak and black bag in the other. 

	 

	She went straight to the stereo in the far corner of the sitting room, cutting off the sound and ‘…where is the sunshine we once knew?’ trailed into silence. Like the words, the sunshine had disappeared from their lives. 

	 

	The Gregory she had married was no longer around. During the early days of their marriage Jeanie had thought that there was no more exciting, intelligent and nice man alive, but the attraction had disappeared all too quickly. 

	 

	Jeanie rushed into the bathroom and locked the door, believing her husband to be asleep. First things first. 

	 

	Not wanting to wake Gregory up, she ran just enough water into the bath to wash herself down quickly, without removing her uniform. 

	 

	As she came out of the bathroom he appeared from the passage. He looked a mess. His usually immaculate trousers were creased. He tried to close the zip while looking at her with his head slightly tilted to the right, like a kitten intrigued by a moving object. 

	 

	With contradiction, Jeanie felt a fleeting endearment, as he raised his right arm to wipe the sleep from his eyes, like an infant, scratching at his ribs with his left hand before waking up completely, at the same time trying to lick the dryness of sleep and the dehydration of alcohol from his parched lips. 

	 

	But all endearments flew from her head with his ‘Where the fuck have you been!’ as soon as his consciousness arrived. 

	 

	Determined to keep the conversation factual for as long as possible, she said ‘Hello Greg. Like a cup of coffee?’ He looked at her for a moment, his upper lip pulled across even teeth. ‘Don’t waste time, Jeanie, I asked you a question,’ he said through thin lips. 

	 

	‘Greg, do you mind sitting down to have a chat?’ she asked, knowing that the time of truth had arrived. 

	 

	‘Better be good,’ he said. But instead of sitting down, he disappeared into the kitchen and came back with a can of beer in his hand. 

	 

	To talk sense to someone who was still half drunk from the last bout of drinking, and starting to drink again, would take quite a bit of self-control. 

	 

	She sat down on an armchair in the lounge, her back to the front door. Her heart started to beat rapidly. She hoped that Gregory was not past the point of reason, as he became when he had drunk too much. 

	 

	He opened the can of beer and took a long swig before he sat down on the easy chair opposite her. 

	 

	‘So?’ 

	 

	She wanted to tell him about the police, but the fear was rising up in her like a hot flush. To have time to think, she started to explain. 

	 

	‘When I left from the house I was at – at about half past two on Tuesday night – er – Wednesday morning, when I got to the corner of 15th Avenue and Halt Road, a car drove in front of me while another pulled next to me. They forced me to stop. I did, and…’ All true so far, except that she was given no chance to continue, with truth or without. 

	 

	‘You with your eternal lies!’ he almost shouted. 

	 

	‘I’m not telling lies,’ her frightened little-girl voice had arrived. 

	 

	‘Can’t you make up a better story? You expect me to believe that? Were you raped or something? And if you were, how come you’re sitting there looking so smug? 

	Enjoy it, did ya?’ 

	 

	She shut up. He was not going to listen to any of her problems. This is why she had stopped communicating anything but the most superficial part of her life to him ages ago. 

	 

	‘This is what angers me about you,’ he said through pursed lips, now waving his half-drunk can of beer around, white foam running over its sides. ‘Why do you have to make as if your life is so dramatic when we all know that you’ve been w’oring around again?’ 

	 

	‘What do you mean, that I’m being dramatic?’ Fear made her voice go squeaky, like a mouse waiting to be snatched. ‘You asked me where I was and I’m trying to tell you, so give me a chance.’ Jeanie could see all the signs: eyes staring fixedly, pulsation on temple, lips tightening up in temper. 

	 

	‘Shut up! I really hate your superiority. Who do you think you’re talking to?’ he shouted. 

	She just stared at him. No matter what she said, her answer would be the wrong one. 

	 

	He jumped up, threw his empty beer can against the wall, brown foam staining her hair along the way. She cowered forward, arms covering her head, knowing that he was going for her face. 

	 

	He grabbed her by the hair and pulled her upright, to face him. She was paralyzed. Why does fear have such a debilitating effect on me, she wondered wildly while he gave her a severe shake and a push, so her head jerked back, almost hitting the wall behind her. Then he slapped her hard across her right cheek. 

	 

	She screamed as the force of the blow threw her back into the chair. She stayed there, covering her face with her hands, expecting him to lose control completely. 

	 

	She waited for the rest of the attack, which did not come. Instead, she felt his heavy breath on the outside of her hands, and slowly opened her eyes. 

	 

	Gregory had somehow got hold of a broomstick, which he’d jammed across her legs and was holding down with arms wide spread, bending forward over it, until his Roman nose almost touched hers. 

	 

	Her neck pulled back stiffly, she stared at him, mesmerized by the dark brown eyes staring fixedly at her like an eagle spotting its prey. 

	 

	‘You’re fucking around. I know. If that’s the game you want to play, then fuck off and go and do it in the street, where you belong, you-‘, beer soaked spittle and fumes spitting into her face. 

	 

	For a moment they faced each other – like two dogs, motionless in mid-fight, tensely waiting for a move from the other. 

	 

	With a grunt through clenched teeth, Gregory gave the broomstick a push against Jeanie’s stomach and lifted it abruptly with disgust above his head. The broomstick went flying across the room. 

	 

	She ducked as he reached for the doorknob just past her head, thinking that he was going to strike her again. Instead, he opened the door, stormed out and banged it shut behind him. 

	 

	She sat there until she felt cramps in her calves. Motionless and quiet, defenceless and listless, she sat there, her mind in turmoil, her dry eyes staring at the opposite wall while the shadows of night crept into the room. Her pain was more than physical. She felt drained and mindless. She felt like the half-woman Gregory was always accusing her of being. 

	 

	All because she had been unable to bear him a child. 

	        

	 


Chapter 3 

	 

	Too tired to do anything else, Jeanie eventually dragged herself through the passage into the bedroom, dejected, not bothering to switch on any lights or lock the doors, not knowing what time it was. Her coat and bag were lying where they had landed hours before, in the middle of the floor, but she had not the energy to bend down to pick them up. 

	 

	Everything had gone quiet as she kicked off her shoes. She just about remembered to slip on a pair of clean knickers before she fell across the big bed. 

	 

	When she awoke after a light, brief sleep, the room was in complete darkness. The pains in her stomach failed to remind her that she had not eaten for more than a day. The stomach has its own way of reacting violently to violence, she thought, as she sat up on the bed and took her uniform off. She did not bother to take off anything else, and wearily moved around until she had covered herself with the sheet and bed cover. 

	 

	Sleep, however, would not come. She lay there in the dark, listening to every little noise the night made. Each car which passed set her nerves on edge. Her body was tense and stiff in anticipation of further harm. 

	 

	In shock she watched her hand go to the ashtray on the bedside cabinet beside her. In slow motion, she watched herself lift it and throw it into Gregory’s face as he stood in the doorway. And as he lunged towards her, she made a grab for the knife hidden under her pillow, holding it in a tight grip, straight into his descending chest. 
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