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  “Yeah, let’s finish the bitch,” she said getting up.




  I stood up and faced them, bracing myself for what I thought would be the finale. Blood was dripping down my face, and the headache I was suffering from, had to be the worst I’d ever experienced. My vision was clouded and fuzzy, and I felt sick.




  The three of them were in front of me, waiting to finish the onslaught. I wasn’t going to make it. Nevertheless, I was going down fighting.




  I tried to hit at them only my fist didn’t connect to the target, and I punched the air. I roughly made out their shapes and shadows, but couldn’t focus on them properly, not that it mattered then. They shoved me against the wall and pinned up my arms. I struggled, but my movements made no difference. Monica’s shadow descended upon me. I only felt her first few punches.




  Reaching my pain barrier, my body became numb; too weak to register any more pain. I knew I was going to lose consciousness. I hoped it was sooner rather than later.




  Eventually, she stopped. They let go of my arms, and I collapsed to the ground, only the battering continued. The three of them kicked me; every strike hit its mark. I lay helpless, sensing what was happening to me. However, physically, I was unable to feel anything. There was a loud ringing in my ears, as one boot found its target (my head.) I could just about hear; every word shouted came out as a slow boom. Breathing became difficult and I started coughing out blood. I knew I wouldn’t be able to take much more. I thought I was going to die. Giving up, I laid on the ground unable to move, feeling nothing. I don’t know how long the beating went on for, for time lost its relevance. I sensed they’d stopped, although they were still standing over me shouting abuse.




  A year ago, I would never have dreamt, I would leave my dreary, tiresome, village and head for the bright lights of London for a visit, let alone reside there. As I lay still, drifting in and out of consciousness, the last month flashed before me. Could I have changed the situation? Would I want to? I reflected.




  I suppose it all started on my eighteenth birthday. Yes, let’s start from there. It’s as good a place as any. I decided the best way to celebrate, was to go down the local with my current boyfriend David and his mates, get pissed, stoned, and basically chill out. I didn’t have any friends at the college I attended so a party was out of the question; not like Mum would have let me have one anyway. Unfortunately, it turned out to be the wrong decision. Something was in the air that night, and nobody was in a great mood. The atmosphere felt strained. I didn’t try to force myself to have a good time; it was obvious it just wasn’t going to happen.




  By the time I reached home, I was depressed.




  Start as you mean to go on, I thought. I needed to sit down and think. I’ve got to do something with my life. There must be more meaning to this? Some reason why I was put on this earth? There must be more to life than this boring life I live, and it’s up to me to change things. That was the beginning. That’s when it all started.




  I’d been dating David for just over a year, nothing serious though. I can still remember the first time we met. I’d just come back from the village store when David first attempted to chat me up. I knew him from around the village; even so, we’d hardly spoken to one another. I refused to go out with him at first, and gave the excuse about my mother. In fact, I told him what life with a drunk was like. I assumed the truth would put him off, and he would leave me alone. Boy was I wrong. He took a bottle of sherry round to her and wormed his way into my life.




  I was using him, not in the least attracted to him. He possessed a car, his precious black Mazda. Money wasn’t a problem, and he came with a large circle of friends. Don’t get me wrong, I did enjoy my time with him and gained some happy memories.




  Even so, the only time I felt truly relaxed and free was when we enjoyed a smoke, just the lads and I.




  The first time I ever got stoned, I was alone. In the beginning, it made me feel relaxed and sleepy, only then I felt more depressed than I did before the joint. From then on I made sure I smoked in a group, with the lads.




  When we were together and high, we felt as though we didn’t have a care in the world. Nobody gave a shit about anything. Suddenly, nothing mattered.




  One bad side effect was paranoia. We’d get thirsty after a joint, so we’d nip into the local. Only all eyes would be on us, watching, or so we thought. We would try to act inconspicuous, but that just made it worse. We felt sure everyone knew that we were high, and that we’d been smoking cannabis. However, the paranoia would soon pass, and we would be sharing our little secret once more, one that only we knew. Oh, and the munchies. I would get such a craving for food, yet it wasn’t that I was hungry. My tongue would crave for texture, and my taste buds would come alive. Food would taste so strong, which often wasn’t such a good thing.




  I suffered an embarrassing side effect when I smoked dope. I became randy. I just couldn’t help myself. I would flirt appallingly with David’s friends, but David would just laugh it off. It was not as though I was attracted to any of them, most of the time I would be too stoned to care. Poor old David only got laid when I was high. He didn’t realize I wasn’t in love with him.




  I remember a couple of the other lads almost got lucky once. It’s still embarrasses me to think about that night.




  It happened on a summer’s evening. We were driving around aimlessly after having indulged in a few drinks and a couple of strong joints. I was gone, totally out of it. David parked near the local reservoir, and as it was a warm evening, I came by the ridiculous notion that it would be cool to go skinny-dipping. I was on top form that evening and the guys seemed to hang on to every word I said. Thinking about it, I vaguely remember being funny. David was so stoned; I don’t think he realized what was going on.




  I can’t even remember walking into the lake. Nevertheless, there I was, stark naked, kissing David’s best friend, but not conscious of what was happening. His hands were everywhere, touching and caressing in such a way it didn’t occur to me to be wrong. It felt exciting, thrilling, a real turn on. I didn’t realize everyone else was watching. Someone else touched me, their stroke slightly different from the others. I could feel hands all over my body. I remember feeling aroused by it all. It was erotic.




  I don’t recall why, perhaps it was the dope wearing off, or the coldness of the water; suddenly I came to my senses and stopped everything, there and then. I ran out of the water, and just in time as the others were stripped, stark naked, and were just about to jump in. God knows what would have happened that night if I hadn’t come out of my daze. I’m not a slag, and I’ve never slept around. David was my first. It was just that one night. After that incident, I was careful how much I smoked and made sure I knew what I was doing. Luckily, the guys allowed me to forget. No one ever spoke of that evening.




  I needed to smoke. It was my way of leaving everything behind and going into my own world. Just for a short while, I didn’t have to think about anything, not even myself. It was as if I was in another place, nothing around me except peace and calmness. Only then the effect would wear off and reality would come crashing down on me like a ton of bricks, causing an urgent need for another release.




  It wasn’t difficult to get my hands on the drugs. I had my own supplier, and if he was out of stock, then David would have some. I think most of the juveniles in the village dabbled with drugs. We needed it. We were bored.




  I had a laugh with David and his friends. Sadly, up until then, they were the best moments of my life.




  I woke up the morning after my disastrous birthday, with what I’m sure, was the worst hangover in the history of hangovers. I didn’t want to go to college; I couldn’t even get out of bed. I wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol, or something to do with my depression. I’d known hangovers before, just not like that one. People told me I drank too much, but it’s like the smoke, it gave me a release. I’m sure I would have cracked up without them. Mum understood about me not going to college, not that she cared anyway.




  My mum worked part time cleaning other peoples’ houses, which made me laugh, as she didn't give a damn about the state of ours. She also did work from home, sewing bits of materials together. Piecework, I think she called it. It gave her extra cash for her habit. She was an alcoholic, a bottle of sherry a day kind of gal. Perhaps that’s why I started drinking. It was there. It was free.




  We lived in a small-detached house in a village called Blexham, population of four hundred. Now are you beginning to understand?




  My dad lived some distance away. He was seeing a nice lady called Karen. She had two girls who I didn’t try to be friendly with. I couldn’t be bothered. There wasn’t any jealousy. I was pleased that my dad was happy. He was a good man, just didn’t give a shit about me. Sometimes I fantasized about living with my father. Regardless, I never brought up the subject. I don’t think I could have taken the rejection.




  I stayed in bed most of the day feeling sorry for myself. I couldn’t face going back to college. Being a loner had started to bother me. For some reason, I needed a friend. I needed someone to talk to, but why now? It never bothered me before. In a strange kind of way, people respected me. If the students asked for my help, say for homework, or to fight someone, I would foolishly agree just to get them off my back. I’m surprised they didn’t boot me out; mind you, I was a good student. I never wanted friends, and I guess I pushed people away when they got too close. I wanted to be alone. I liked being a recluse, or I did up until then.




  I was studying Business and Finance, which included Sales and Administration. I enjoyed it, I liked learning; loved using my brain. Holding no plans for the future, I took every day as it came and took whatever was thrown at me. There was no harm in learning as much as I could as I went through life.




  A local bus from the village would take me the fifteen miles to college. Many a time I missed the bus, not on purpose you understand.




  It was the day after my disastrous eighteenth, that I made the biggest decision of my life. Little did I know it would change me forever.




  How was I going to tell my parents? I imagined their reaction. Even though I was legally an adult, they didn’t treat me like one, and I knew they would hit the roof. Summer was almost here. Eight weeks of sun, and fun, with no one looking over my shoulder. It was a way of getting away from it all. I was desperate for some action.




  I knew what David was going to say when I told him that I planned to spend my summer in London with my aunt. I didn’t give a shit what he thought. I’d already made up my mind that I was going, and nothing anyone could say would make a difference.




  I hadn’t seen my aunt or cousin for almost five years, although I received cards and presents for Christmas, and birthdays, and I’d spoken to her a couple of times on the phone. She was forever inviting me down to stay; only I made one excuse after another why I couldn’t make it.




  The first time I met my cousin Sandy, we clicked. We liked the same kind of music, had the same tastes, and I could open up to her, tell her things I normally wouldn’t talk about. We could relate with one another. It was a shame we didn’t stay in touch, but I couldn’t be bothered to write, and I never received any communication from her. Nevertheless, when we did get together; there was no separating us.




  Sandy was sixteen then, but she acted older. She was a petite girl with shiny blonde hair and the most amazing blue eyes. We had loads in common, yet in spite of everything, we were nothing alike. I always fantasized about going to the capital; Sandy had made it sound wonderful. I just never took the first step.




  Living in the village was getting to me. Even with the small release I acquired when I was with David, it wasn’t enough anymore. We had a quaint little pub called the Swan, a post office, and a local store.




  There wasn’t much to do after my chores were finished. I‘d watch TV, but enjoyed reading more. Pretending to be one of the characters in the stories, I’d enter my own dream world, full of action, love, and mysteries. I was totally out of touch with reality. In my books, I could be anyone, the villain, or the good guy, and I always had friends and was popular. The problem was I didn’t have much time to read. If I wasn’t down the store buying Mum fags and drink, I’d be in the house cleaning, or doing something that she screamed at me to do. I remember the first and only time I said no to her. I got such a hiding and ended up going to school sporting a black eye. Nobody asked how I got it. Nobody cared. Mum made it plain to me that day, that I was an ungrateful cow, and that I didn’t appreciate the sacrifices she’d made. Like what, I thought. I cooked. I cleaned. Okay, granted, she paid the rent and bills and put food in the cupboard, but hey, I was her servant and the food and lodgings were my payment.




  That afternoon, I sat down and wrote a letter to Caroline, my aunt; telling her how much I would love to spend the summer with them, and that I was sorry I hadn’t written earlier, it was just that I was too busy with my studies. How I missed Sandy, (which was true) and that basically I needed a break. I was satisfied with the finished piece and positive she’d let me stay. So certain that I’d be spending my summer in London, I got a Saturday job. I wanted to take some extra money with me. I knew that once my parents agreed, Dad would sort me out with cash. I just wanted extra as an emergency fund.




  Oh God, my wardrobe. Well, that required a total revamp. Were my clothes still in fashion? I doubted it. What was everyone wearing nowadays? I rarely paid attention to my appearance. I was dating; I had a boyfriend and had nothing to prove to anyone. I knew I was pretty, (God, I hate that word) I was told that more than once. It made me feel like a little girl, which I was not. My long, almost red hair, made me stand out in a crowd. The length was near level with my bum, straight and glossy. I loved my hair. I had a great body, if I do say so myself. Not too skinny and with curves in all the right places, big breasts and a stunning face. I’m not vain, or a big head. I was lucky; I never had to flaunt my assets. I suppose I could have had any man I chose; only men didn’t interest me at that time. I couldn’t be bothered with falling in love and having to take care of someone else. Jesus, I couldn’t even take care of myself. I wasn’t interested in beauty treatments or manicures. I was fortunate to have a natural beauty, and until that summer, I’d kept the beauty inside, hidden, under old baggy jumpers and jeans. Not anymore!




  I started working in the village store cleaning and stocking the shelves, which I surprisingly enjoyed. Mum allowed me to have the position on the understanding that I kept up with the housework. She warned me that if I slacked then I would forfeit the job. She treated it as though it was a reward that she’d given me. I didn’t mind. It gave me something to do and a chance to get away from her and the house.




  I was a hard worker, always keeping my head down. I got on with my job, not socializing with anybody. It amused me to listen to the gossip of the old biddies. Didn’t they have anything better to do, than to spread peoples’ private affairs all over the village? George the owner was just as bad. After one customer departed, he would pass on the gossip to another. I wondered if anybody knew about what had happened three years ago. Was I the local gossip then?




  I made sure I visited the post office every day. It was essential to get hold of the letter before Mum saw it. It would seem strange to her, me getting mail, and of course the postmark being from London would cause suspicion. Everything had to be perfect before I told her my plans.




  Finally, the letter arrived with permission to come over. It was from Sandy. She wrote about how excited she was, and all the things we were going to get up to, and how Caroline was looking forward to seeing me. In fact, because it had been so long since we’d seen each other, she sent a train ticket for me. I knew Mum wouldn’t say no.




  Telling David was the easiest thing I had ever done. He didn’t want me to go, couldn’t bear to be away from me for that long, plus, he told me he didn’t trust me one inch. I was going, and what David said wasn’t going to make any difference, so we broke up. I was angry at the time; I said a few things that I shouldn’t have said. Poor guy, the home truths certainly came out that night. Did I feel bad? Like hell, I did. I was fed up with David telling me what to do, and he was getting way too serious. I had no intention of taking our relationship to another level. Besides, I wanted to be single before I left. Perhaps Sandy had someone lined up for me. I was determined to have a good time.




  The hardest part was going to be telling my parents. My father came every Thursday to pay maintenance. I was eighteen, so it had legally stopped. Only they had an arrangement that while I was still in college he would continue to give Mum money for my keep, most of which she spent on booze. Maybe that was his way of dealing with the responsibility of fatherhood, pay them off and that would shut them up.




  I never asked him for anything, so there was no way he was going to refuse this. It was Wednesday, and the ticket was for Saturday, so that gave me two full days to get everything prepared. I’d been shopping, and though I wasn’t too keen on the latest fashion, too flamboyant, too colourful, I wanted to look my best.




  I was nervous about telling my parents. Luckily, it was easier than I’d thought it would be. I told them of my plans, showed them the letter, and then waited for their reactions. I knew that by getting them in the same room and telling them together, I’d achieve better results. Dad wouldn’t say no. He’d do anything to make himself look good. And if he agreed, Mum wasn’t going to argue.




  “Well the tickets paid for so we can’t say no, can we?” Mum looked hurt, as if I’d betrayed her.




  Dad put his hands on his hips. “So how long have you been planning this young lady?” He asked.




  “Look, I didn’t plan this. I’m not a child anymore, so stop treating me like one. I’ve been stuck here too long. I need some space.”




  They’d agreed, so why was I trying to ruin everything with my big mouth. I needed to think of something warm to say.




  “I love you both,” I lied, “but I need a break. I’ll be okay, don’t worry, Aunt Caroline will look after me.” I hugged them and that seemed to do the trick.




  I had a gut feeling something special was going to happen on this break. I’d been dreaming most of my life about escaping, getting out of the village. However, I’d been sheltered most of my life and never got any further than Layton. The time had finally come. Now I was ready to spread my wings, be responsible for my life. I was in command. From now on, things would be different. I felt it in my bones.




  Saturday soon came. I was packed and ready to leave. I couldn’t wait to turn my back on everything and everyone. I felt it was a new start for me; I was leaving my past behind and starting afresh.




  Dad picked me up from the house that morning. I hugged Mum tightly. God, she stank of booze, and for just a few seconds I worried about her being alone. Who would clean the house? Who would make the meals? Who would buy her liquor? Who would be there to pry the half-smoked cigarette from her fingers as she slept? However, the sense of dread soon passed, and I was once again grateful to be leaving. I think I unconsciously decided then that I was never going back.




  Dad had loads of advice for me, and I pretended to be interested, keen to hear everything he had to say. Before we said our farewells, he gave me a bundle of money. I guessed I was holding in my hand at least a thousand pounds, but I wasn’t shocked. I expected it. It reminded me of the time when he forgot my birthday then turned up three days later, his apology, a brand new bike, which Mum said I didn’t deserve. I was a kid then, so of course I forgave him, and so it went on. He could always pay himself out of situations.




  “This should be more than enough, but if you need any more just ask. Remember, honey, I’m only a phone call away, and I’ll always be here for you.”




  Yeah sure, I thought.




  “Thanks, Dad, you’re the best.”




  I hugged him and then jumped on the train as fast as I could. God, what a hypocrite! I knew he would be waiting, so as the train started pulling out, I leaned out of the window and waved. That satisfied him. I waited until he was out of sight then threw myself down on to the seat, relief poured over me. I was finally on my own, away from them both.




  2





  I opened a book but couldn’t concentrate on the words. Sitting back, I contemplated the things I would do on my vacation, things I never had a chance to experience before. I wanted to go ice-skating. I loved watching the competitions on television; they were so graceful, and made it look easy. I’d never been to a cinema; of course I’d seen movies on TV. Only I’d never been to a theatre, museums, shopping centres, or nightclubs. Jesus, I’d missed so much while growing up, and it wasn’t just that we lived in the middle of nowhere. Mum wouldn’t let me go on any school trips, or go out with friends (if I’d had any that was.) Deprived of fun and love; the little time I spent with my father, I stayed inside the house, feeling abandoned, while he played with his girlfriend’s daughters. All his attention spent on them. It upset me at first, but then I became used to the weekends at Dad’s. I used them as a holiday; a break from Mum and the dishes. I was lazy. Those days, they allowed me to be lazy. Yet all the same, I knew the time would come when I would have to go back; back to my chores and intoxicated mother.




  I stared out of the window and watched the landscape whiz by. I was accustomed to the slowness of the village, the laid-back life. Would I be able to cope with the hustle of a busy city? I was feeling nervous, and I suppose a little scared. Maybe I wasn’t as tough as I thought I was. I had no reason to put on a front. As Caroline didn’t know me very well, I could start afresh and be a new person, and I suppose that’s what scared me.




  The journey took about three hours, and I’d nearly finished the novel I was reading by the time I’d arrived. As soon as I stepped off the train onto a noisy, crowded platform, Caroline greeted me with a big, genuine, warm hug, and nearly suffocated me with the scent of expensive perfume. I could relax. Everything was going to be all right. Caroline couldn’t believe how I’d grown, and how pretty I was (there’s that word again.) Sandy was the same friendly, talkative person I remembered.




  Situated in the centre of town, their house was not far from the station. I was relieved as it meant I didn’t have far to walk to get to the city centre and less chance of getting lost. They lived in a big detached house, with three bedrooms, two bathrooms, and an amazing conservatory. The dining area was huge, at least three sizes bigger than mine. A designer kitchen made up the first half of the room. The other half was the dinning section, which contained a matching oak dinner table, and too my surprise a TV. It occurred to me then that Caroline was well off. I didn’t know this. In fact, I realized I didn’t know anything about either of them. Nonetheless, they had invited me as a guest in their house.




  Caroline was a divorcee, Sandy was her only child. Securing a large settlement through her divorce, she could live in the style she wanted.




  Did she realize how lucky she was, or did she take things for granted like most people? As I sat in the kitchen drinking tea, they bombarded me with questions. I tried to answer as best as I could, even though I didn’t want to talk about home. After eating a quick snack, and telling them how tired I was, I asked if it was okay if I went to bed. Sandy showed me to the room I was going to use.




  Painted in pastel pink, the room was small, yet cozy. Sandy explained to me that it was their guestroom, but it was mine for the summer, and I could do what I liked with it. Thanking her, I said goodnight and shut the door.




  Taking a good look around the room, I saw a brown oak wardrobe to the far left, and a single bed covered with a flowered duvet, placed centrally. Next to the bed was a bedside table, on which stood a small, pink lamp. To the right of the room was an old-fashioned dressing table with a vase of fresh, sweet-smelling flowers placed on top. I went over to them; their fragrance brought back memories of home, summer, and the country. Not a nice reminder. I shook the memory away and laid on the bed smiling. I was content for the first time in my life, and I felt lucky. I started humming. I wanted to laugh aloud, to jump up and down on the bed like a little girl, but I managed to restrain myself. Eventually, I unpacked my clothes and climbed under the warm, snug, duvet.




  The first week passed too fast. I spent most of my days with Sandy and her friends in town, and my evenings, watching TV, as I wasn’t into the nightlife. Sandy invited me out most evenings; she couldn’t understand why I didn’t want to hang out with her and her friends. It wasn’t that there was anything wrong with them; they were okay, in small doses. I just preferred to vegetate indoors rather than socialize, although I did manage to find sometime alone to do my own sightseeing. Thinking about it, I never did get to go ice-skating. Sandy didn’t like it and I couldn’t go on my own, could I?




  Caroline was great, she stayed out of my way and left me to do my own thing. Even though she lived like a snob, she didn’t act like one. She was easy to talk to and get along with, treating me more like a lodger than a relative, but that was cool, that’s how I wanted it, and I think she knew that.




  Over the week that passed, I felt Sandy had changed. Changed into a condescending snob, but maybe she was always like that. I started to dislike the girl, and so spent less time with her, and more time by myself, which was fine with her. She possessed her own friends, and the novelty of having her cousin staying was wearing off. Even so, one sunny Saturday morning, Sandy begged me to go to the centre with her, and although I tried to make excuses, she wouldn’t take no for an answer.
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