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  Abuse Victims




  It is a harsh reality in today’s society that domestic violence is so prevalent. Don’t take my word for it here are the worldwide statistics. www.domesticviolencestatistics.org




  Every nine seconds in the US a woman is assaulted or beaten.




  Around the world, at least one in every three women has been beaten, coerced into sex or otherwise abused during her lifetime. Most often, the abuser is a member of her own family.




  Domestic violence is the leading cause of injury to women—more than car accidents, muggings, and rapes combined.




  Based on reports from ten countries between 55% and 95% of women who had been physically abused by their partners had never contacted non-governmental organisations, shelters or police for help.




  Read one lady’s true account of the horrors that goes on behind closed doors in EVIL IN DISGUISE.




  EVIL IN DISGUISE




  New York Times bestselling author M A Comley







  This book is dedicated to my beautiful Mum, Jean, for her never-ending support.




  Special thanks to my wonderful editor Stefanie. Thanks also to Joseph my superb proof reader.




  And finally, my eternal thanks, go to Karri Klawiter for the wonderful cover as always, you’re a very talented lady.




  CHAPTER ONE




  If only real life were like that. Jenny Slater tucked herself into the corner of the worn-out sofa and watched a touching scene on TV of a family reuniting after several years apart. Over the years, she’d done her very best to ensure that her family had everything they wanted, within her means, and yet, they still couldn’t have cared less about her. Actually, that wasn’t quite true—they loved her. At least, she thought her sons and daughter did. She couldn’t say the same about their father. Bill always went out of his way to tell other people how much he worshipped the ground she walked on, but she saw very little evidence of his adoration when they were home, alone. If anything, the opposite was true.




  Her life—or rather, her marriage—was an utter sham. To every outsider, even their own children, Jenny and Bill had a wonderful, caring relationship. Once they were behind closed doors, in their own private cocoon, Bill turned into a monster. Jenny couldn’t remember the last time he’d dazzled her with a smile or praised her for cooking a decent meal. For years, she’d put up with the mental torture from her children’s father. But it never stopped there. Her clothes not only covered her modesty, they also hid the bruises from his beatings.




  The violence was becoming a daily occurrence, ever since his ill-health had prompted Bill to opt for early retirement six months ago. At least when he’d been employed, Jenny had appreciated the few hours of reprieve. For the last six months, she’d been at his beck and call twenty-four-seven, and she could do little to alter the situation. Jenny had no money to her name.




  She’d watched numerous daytime shows where the host had encouraged people to ring in with their problems. She’d never plucked up enough nerve to do that, but she admired the many women in situations similar to hers taking the positive step to reach out for help. She had even contemplated doing the same thing when her kids were younger. Maybe her life would have turned out differently if she’d had the courage.




  Trapped—that’s what she was, unable to go out unless Bill accompanied her. Jenny’s daily regime consisted of getting up at seven every morning to cook Bill his full English breakfast. Once she’d been forced to watch him eat it while she ate her allowance of one slice of toast, he sat at the kitchen table reading the newspaper, while keeping a close eye on her as she cleaned every cupboard and utensil in the kitchen. That took care of the morning. Lunchtime consisted of sandwiches and coffee. She made his two full rounds of sandwiches and a mere half a sandwich for herself, because according to him, she was too fat, despite only being just over eight stone.




  The afternoon consisted of vacuuming and dusting every room from top to bottom. At the end of her chores, Bill did the finger test. If he found one speck of dust, he took pleasure in punishing her. After her afternoon chores were completed, she stepped back into the kitchen to prepare a home-cooked meal from scratch, not a tinned tomato-based meal in sight. Their evening meal was served at seven on the dot. One second late, and she felt the wrath of his impatience.




  Replete, Bill retired to the lounge while Jenny washed the dishes and put everything away again. Finally, he allowed her to watch an hour’s TV before they retired to bed, where she had to endure his lovemaking. That was usually the easiest part of the day for her. After two minutes of pumping and grunting, it was all over. Then she would lie awake for hours, listening to his snoring.




  She carried out most of her thinking when he was asleep. Generally, her thoughts consisted of imagining what her life would have been like if she’d found someone who loved her for who she was, not whom they thought she should be. She also spent most of her waking moments praying that Bill would die. She couldn’t see herself ever being free while he still had a breath in his evil body.




  After drifting off to sleep at around four in the morning, she dreamt of faraway beautiful places with a faceless man who treated her like a princess. He loved and admired her for her genuine thoughtfulness and willingness to put others first. Then the alarm clock woke her at six forty-five, as usual, initiating the monotonous daily routine again.




  All too often, Jenny had days when she could have willingly pulled the duvet over her head and gone back to sleep. However, she feared the backlash that kind of disobedience would invoke. Her only respite from her despicable regime was on Fridays, when they drove to the supermarket in town. He left her alone to buy the weekly shopping while he went to place his bets with his bookie. It had crossed her mind several times to just take flight, to leave the miserable git and start afresh, but with no money tucked away, putting that plan into action was inconceivable. She also didn’t want to face the awkward questions from her children, who were oblivious to what their parents’ marriage was truly like.




  Jenny raced around the supermarket, gathering all the items on her long list then headed to the supermarket coffee shop. She chose a table in the centre, away from the window to avoid Bill spotting her, and took out her notebook and pen to write to her good friend Helen Kendal. Writing to her pen pal was the one guilty pleasure she had afforded herself every week for the past ten years.




  She had used Helen as a sounding board for years, and Helen had been a saint, a great source of comfort in Jenny’s darkest days. Jenny made sure she always got to the post the second it came through the letterbox in the morning. If she’d received a letter from Helen, she tucked it away in her underwear and read it when she nipped to the loo. Bill would go spare if he knew she had a pen pal, let alone if he ever found out that Jenny had been writing to someone in another country, divulging her innermost thoughts and secrets about their sham of a marriage.




  In the back of her purse, she kept her stamps for overseas, bought with the money she’d obtained from the refund she’d received after returning a faulty can opener. She’d stashed the money away and told her husband that the store had given her a credit note, which she’d put towards their weekly shopping bill. The fool had believed her, too. She licked the stamp and left the table to post the letter before making her way outside to await her husband’s return.




  Her deviousness regarding the stamps made her feel inadequate because she couldn’t come up with a feasible plan that would essentially turn her life around for good. Desperate to get away from Bill, she saw no way out—other than to kill him. She shook her head. She could never contemplate doing such a deplorable act. It would drive a permanent wedge between her and the kids. The only way out of her dilemma was to go overseas to visit Helen. Her friend had extended the invitation a few years back, and Jenny was eager to see her friend in the flesh, but without the funds, Jenny knew she had little chance of ever meeting Helen in real life. Stashing away money for stamps was one thing. Getting enough money for a flight to the States was a different matter entirely.




  A car horn snapped her out of her daydream. “Come on, get those bags loaded, woman,” Bill shouted out of the driver’s window, leaving her to lug the heavy bags into the boot of the car.




  Jenny trudged to the rear of the car and lifted the bags one by one. The heaviest bag caused a twinge to attack her spine. She yelped; still, Bill remained in the car as she placed the rest of the bags in the boot. Tears welled up in her eyes, tears of frustration mixed with self-pity. She closed the boot of the car gently and returned the trolley to its rightful place. Then she gingerly lowered herself into the passenger seat beside her fuming husband.




  “What took you so long?”




  Instead of whining or telling him she might have torn a muscle in her back, she shrugged and buckled up her seatbelt. What’s the point?




  Bill drove home in a hurry, eager for his lunch. At the other end of their journey, he parked outside the garage then disappeared inside the house. As she ferried the groceries to the house alone, Jenny battled through the pain. She dragged some of the heavier bags into the kitchen, his eyes scrutinising her every move from his seat at the kitchen table. The temptation to swipe the smug grin off his face was more overwhelming than usual for some reason. She suspected her frustration was due to the pain.




  Jenny began putting the items away, still under his scrutiny.




  “Any chance of having lunch and a cuppa soon? I’m ravenous.”




  “Can I put the shopping away first?” she snapped back, not bothering to look at him. She swallowed hard, regretting her foolish retort.




  His chair tipped over when he stood up. Then he stormed across the room and slammed her up against the built-in cooker. The handle dug into the exact spot where she thought she’d pulled a muscle. She didn’t get the chance to cry out in pain because his hand clutched her firmly around the throat. She wiggled her legs as he hoisted her off the ground. While his eyes burned into hers, she noted the anger emanating from his slate-grey eyes, undisguised hatred evident in their depths.




  Jenny tried to pull his hand away from her throat. “Please…” Before she could stop it, the pitiful plea tumbled out of her mouth. She hated pleading with him. When she pleaded, her punishment was more severe than it would have been if the words had remained unspoken.




  “Plead with me, would you, bitch? If you did as you were told, you wouldn’t need to plead for help. What can’t you comprehend about that notion?” His other hand gripped her waist, and she felt herself being lifted away from the oven, only to be slammed hard against it once more.




  She fought hard to force back the tears threatening to flow. She couldn’t, wouldn’t, give him the satisfaction of seeing her cry. But the pain was immeasurable, intensifying by the second.




  Without warning, he withdrew his hand from her neck, and she collapsed into a heap to the floor. Quickly, she jumped to her feet, sensing that if she didn’t move swiftly, his foot would connect with her pain-filled body. She moved away from him, filled the kettle, and took a plate from the cupboard nearest to her head. Something glinted in her peripheral vision, drawing her eye. The kitchen knives teased her from the block where they resided. Somehow, she resisted the temptation to sink one into his gut. There was every chance he would beat her to it and stab her first.




  There has to be more to life than this. She rued the day he’d retired. Every moment since that day had consisted of her walking on eggshells, fearing anything she said would be used against her. She feared for her state of mind constantly when lack of sleep drove her to do stupid things like talk back to him.




  “I want cheese and tomato. Be quick about it, too. You’ve still got all this crap to put away and carry out your other chores. You’re slacking today, and I ain’t happy about it, you hear me?”




  There has to be more to life than this…




  CHAPTER TWO




  With Christmas only one week away, Jenny had to find the nerve to ask her husband for some money to buy their children and grandchildren Christmas presents. She hated having to beg him for anything, let alone money.




  After hours of considering how best to broach the subject, she eventually plucked up the courage over their mid-morning cuppa. Sitting opposite Bill, her eyes focused on her mug, she cleared her throat. “I was wondering…”




  “Yes? Spit it out, woman.” The aggression resonating in his voice didn’t bode well.




  She fidgeted in her seat and then tried again. “In case it has slipped your mind, next Tuesday is Christmas day.”




  “And? Your point is?”




  Refusing to look up, she could still feel his eyes burning into her. “Everyone will be coming for dinner as usual, and there are gifts to buy.”




  His hand banged the table, hard, and Jenny almost catapulted out of her chair in fright. “And you expect me to contribute. Is that it?”




  Her head sank lower. “Well…‌I don’t have any money.”




  “That makes two of us then. What do you propose doing about that?”




  Regretting ever starting the conversation, Jenny sat back in her chair and dared to look at him. His ruddy cheeks matched the anger she’d detected in his voice. She quickly averted his gaze, returning it to the mug on the table. “I can probably make things for the grandchildren, but not for Dawn, Michael, and Paul. I was wondering if you could give me some money to buy their gifts.” Her voice trailed off, and she waited for the backlash she knew was heading her way.




  “Hah! You think I have money? You take all my money. The food bill alone each week is higher than someone aiming to feed a family of six.”




  What is the point? There’s no point arguing with the man. He outrageously demands that all his meals are prepared from scratch, but he has no idea about the cost of doing that day in and day out.




  “Speak up, woman. What have you got to say for yourself?”




  Jenny heard his chair scrape and saw him approach her out the corner of her eye. Clenching her fists and squeezing her eyes firmly shut, she waited for the onslaught to begin. Fists connected with her body, not her face—he was always careful not to touch that. She grunted as each hit knocked the breath out of her lungs. She’d learned long ago to take her punishment without fighting back or curling into a ball to defend herself. The pounding would stop when his own fists hurt, and not until then. It was hard, but Jenny knew that the only way she would survive the continual onslaughts he dished out was if her body shut down. She’d carried out research at the library when he was at work, attempting to figure out how other victims of physical abuse had managed to combat the pain and humiliation of an abusive relationship. She was acting on the advice she had soaked up over the years.




  He collapsed into the chair next to her, exhausted. Jenny’s body pulsed with pain all over. She could feel the bumps and bruises erupting on her skin. However, she was determined not to show him how much he’d hurt her. How long she could keep taking the beatings, which were becoming more frequent, the Lord only knew. Not for the first time, she wished she could summon up a curse that would strike him down. Either that, or she sensed a night-time visit downstairs to retrieve a kitchen knife in her not-too-distant future. No woman should have to contend with this shit.




  Sighing, she rose from the table and went back to tidying and cleaning the already spotless cupboards, wincing every now and again as she stretched over and hit one of her new bruises on a tin or saucepan. I have to get out of this situation, fast, before he ends up killing me. I have no life to call my own. If something doesn’t change for the better soon, I might as well take a bottle of pills and be done with it.




  She pushed the maudlin thought to the back of her mind and concentrated on her cleaning chores whilst contemplating what she could make her three grandchildren for Christmas. Her kids would have to do without this year. She would rehearse the excuse over and over before the big day arrived, envisioning the disappointment on their grown-up faces. The thought of letting her own kids down at this very special time of year destroyed her more than anything Bill could dish out with his fists. The tears threatened to spill at the idea of her children going without because of their father’s selfishness.




  •     •     •




  For the next week, in between her regular chores, Jenny searched high and low for the crafting supplies she’d used to entertain her children with when they were young. After dusting off the attic grime, her days extended by a couple of hours at either end. By the time Christmas Eve came around, she was literally dead on her feet. Jenny put the finishing touches to her grandchildren’s presents. Luckily, she didn’t think the children would notice her shoddy attempts. Sally was only aged three, and two-year-old Freddie and six-month-old Megan would be too engrossed in playing with the presents their own parents would give them. Still, her heart swelled with pride at what she’d accomplished in just over a week. The presents had turned out better than she’d anticipated.




  After attaching the final bow to Megan’s gift, she sat back on her heels and nodded. Her cheeks ached from all the smiling she’d done that evening, long after her useless husband had gone to bed. She made a pact to make it up to her kids and grandchildren one day for not having the money to spend on proper gifts for them all. When that would be, she wasn’t entirely sure, but she intended to fulfil it in the near future.




  The first chimes of the doorbell rang at eleven the following morning, and the house quickly filled with joyous laughter and the sound of all her family, every last one of them having fun. She wondered bitterly why every day couldn’t be as joyful as this. When the kids were growing up, she’d had the freedom to amuse them and herself during the day while Bill was at work. Jenny used to sing and laugh during her monotonous housekeeping routine. She used to postpone putting them to bed, knowing that once their bedroom doors closed, her own life would take a turn for the worse. Bill would sit on the sofa beside her, prodding and poking different parts of her body, parts where nobody but she and her husband could see, until they went to bed. Behind closed doors, he would order her nightly to perform sexual acts that he’d seen in the porn movies he’d forced her to watch with him. Thankfully, once retirement struck and ill-health set in, Bill had grown out of the porn filth. Lately, he just wanted straight sex, which suited Jenny. All she had to do was lie there and think of England. Their recent sex sessions had become less gruelling for her to tolerate because of Bill’s latest bout of bad breathing. If she’d loved him, she would have insisted he visit the doctor to investigate the cause, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. It was his health. She saw no need to concern herself over such trivial matters.




  Dawn followed her into the kitchen once the grandchildren had opened all their presents. “Everything all right, Mum? You look exhausted.”




  Smile stitched into place, she turned to face her beautiful, red-haired daughter. “Of course. I think I might have overdone things this past week. Darling, I want to apologise for the poor presents for the children…”




  Dawn embraced her and squeezed tightly, forcing out a groan as two bruises collided and a rib Jenny suspected was broken inched out of place. “Don’t be daft, Mum. Everyone is strapped for cash nowadays. The kids loved them. Why did you wince then?”




  Jenny quickly moved over to check how the turkey roast was coming along. “You caught me out. You can’t be squeezing me roughly at my time of life, love. I’m not as young as I used to be, you know.”




  “Nonsense, fifty-seven can’t be classed as old. You’ll probably outlive all of us.”




  Jenny snorted. She opened the oven and basted the turkey. “I doubt that will be the case, love. How’s Simon’s new job?”




  Dawn pulled out a chair and sat at the table. “Good, thanks. The bosses are very pleased with him and have even hinted that they’re thinking of putting his name forward for promotion.”




  “That’s remarkable, Dawn. He must be thrilled to be considered part of the valued workforce after only being there a month. You must both be pleased about that.”




  “We are. He finally seems settled at this place. I can’t tell you how much we’ve struggled over the years. We should have held off having Megan until we were more financially secure, but I guess mistakes happen. I wouldn’t be without her now, of course, but there are times when our money—or should I say Simon’s wages—don’t cover all our outgoings.”




  Jenny sat down heavily in the chair opposite her daughter. “Why on earth didn’t you tell me, tell us?”




  “Because we’re old enough to stand on our own two feet, Mum. You and Dad should be out there making the most of his retirement.”




  “We would if his retirement package had been any good, love. It turned out to be far less than we’d anticipated.”




  “Why? Poor management? I mean, on the company’s part, not his.”




  “Yes, it was all in the news a few years back. Do you remember? Well, your father just took it for granted that his pension fund wouldn’t be one of those affected. It came as a huge shock when we found out it was. His monthly retirement was cut in half.”




  “Mum, that’s terrible. I had no idea things were that tough for the pair of you. You should be out there enjoying your retirement, not scrimping and saving. My heart bleeds for you both.”




  “We get by, love. This is between you and me, all right? If it gets back to your father—”




  “If what gets back to me?” Bill asked, appearing right on cue in the doorway.




  Flustered, Jenny went back to the stove and lit the gas beneath the potatoes. She left her daughter to answer Bill’s question.




  “Sticky beak. We were talking about you, not to you.” Dawn reached out, grabbed her father’s hand, and lovingly kissed the back of it.




  When Jenny turned to face Bill, his eyes were ablaze with hatred. Dawn wasn’t looking up at her father, so she didn’t notice the venomous, threatening stare aimed at Jenny. Just once, I wish one of my kids would turn around and see the disgusting looks he gives me. My punishment will be totting up in his head right now. God help me later on this evening, once the kids have gone home.




  “Dawn was telling me that Simon should be up for a promotion soon. Isn’t that great, dear?” Jenny said, keen on diverting his attention.




  Bill placed his hands on his daughter’s shoulders and squeezed gently. “That’s wonderful news. We should celebrate. Break open a bottle of bubbly, eh?”




  Dawn shot her mother a look as if doubting their recent conversation about money being tight, and Jenny realised that Bill had overheard everything. This was his way of keeping her on her toes, leaping at the opportunity to undermine her, without anyone catching on. She’d lived with this underhanded treatment for years. As far as their kids were concerned, she and Bill enjoyed a happy and successful marriage. No wonder I feel trapped most of the time.




  Bill left the kitchen and returned moments later with a bottle of champagne he’d retrieved from its hiding place under the stairs. Opening it, he said with a smile, “Come on, dear, get the glasses out.”




  Jenny set aside the potatoes she was putting into the roasting tin and reached up for the glasses.




  Dawn came over to help her. “I’ll do it, Mum. You carry on with the dinner. Dad, you could see Mum was busy. You should’ve asked me to help you instead.”




  “I’m sorry, love. Call it excitement. You’re right of course,” he replied, smiling the smile of the devil.




  Jenny could hear the underlying menace in his tone and knew that she would suffer later for making him look a fool in front of his daughter.




  “What time’s dinner, Mum?”




  Jenny turned to see her son Paul standing at the kitchen doorway, rubbing his tummy.




  Paul was their only child who had so far remained single, due to the demands of his job as a bar owner. He’d had numerous opportunities to meet someone special, but he’d always insisted that he was married to his career. His social life revolved around his working life, and at twenty-eight, he’d always stated that he intended to live life to the fullest before he followed his brother and sister down the ‘happy family’ route.




  She laughed. “Always thinking about food. You never change, love. I’m just putting the potatoes in now. Should be ready in about an hour, maybe an hour and a quarter. Will that do you, young man?”




  He pulled a face. “Guess it’s going to have to. I knew I should’ve eaten some breakfast. No chance of munching on something to stave off my hunger pangs, is there?”




  Jenny held up a raw carrot. “Will this do you?”




  He took the carrot from her hand then hugged her. “Geez, Mum, you sure know how to spoil your kids.”




  Jenny laughed, and it felt wonderful to be so relaxed for a change. She spent most of her life teetering on the edge of a precipice, too scared to move an inch without her husband’s permission. Aware that she would suffer later for the smiles and laughter she shared with her family over the coming hours, she felt the happiness would be worth the beating she would receive that evening. A strange thought occurred to her: could anyone get used to being thrashed every day? She apparently had over the past year. The question was how her body was going to withstand the beatings over time. She wondered if her skin would harden enough so that the bruises no longer showed. Is that even possible?




  She pushed the thought aside and concentrated on sharing some much-needed happiness with her children and grandchildren. Once or twice, she glanced in her husband’s direction and asked herself where the hell things had gone wrong between them. Seeing how happy and contented he appeared to be while surrounded by his loved ones was like a sucker punch to her stomach. Does he really despise me that much?




  Everyone pitched in serving up the Christmas lunch. Bill even helped, if only to show his kids what a terrific and supportive husband he was. Dawn and Jenny insisted they should clear the table and wash the dishes while the menfolk amused the children in the lounge. The children’s laughter filtered into the kitchen, and Jenny struggled to ditch the constant smile on her face. Laughter was such a great healer. A lot of things could be temporarily forgotten about if only people indulged in sharing a laugh or a smile.




  Around three o’clock, Dawn hooked her arm through her mother’s and marched her through to the lounge. It wasn’t long before Jenny fell asleep on the sofa, in spite of the kid’s screaming and enjoying themselves as they rolled around on the floor with their fathers and uncles. Through exhaustion, Jenny struggled to keep her eyes open, but she eventually succumbed.




  Almost an hour later, Dawn patted Jenny on the back of the hand. “Mum, do you want a nice mug of tea?”




  Jenny stretched and stifled the wince when her bruised limbs stiffened and cried out in pain. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”




  “Mum, you obviously needed it. You look exhausted.”




  “Thanks, Dawn,” she said, taking the mug from her daughter. “I do think I’ve been overdoing it lately. I just wanted Christmas to be a success for you all. I know how hard you all work, too, during the year. I wanted this to be a lazy special time you could enjoy with your families.”




  “We’ve had a lovely time. Haven’t we, guys?” Dawn prompted her brothers.




  One by one, each of her children planted a kiss on Jenny’s cheek and hugged her.




  “Thanks, Mum. You’re the best. Hey, what say we have a game of snakes and ladders, like we used to when we were kids?” Michael announced.




  Everyone groaned as Bill stood up to get the game out of the sideboard. “Here we are. The box is a little battered now. It must be about thirty years old, so I guess that’s understandable.”




  More laughter filled the room as Megan tipped the board up several times during the game. Life was good when it was bursting with crazy antics and laughter. Jenny craved for such happiness to surround her every day of her life, yet in reality, she understood that would never happen as long as she remained married to Bill. The trouble was: she had neither the courage nor the money to walk away from her loveless marriage. She also feared her kids would disown her if she ever contemplated going down that route.




  At seven o’clock, Jenny’s children decided to depart before the grandchildren became tired and grumpy. Jenny waved the children off and closed the front door. Bill confronted her as she turned, his arms folded across his chest, his aging face distorted by a sneer. She tried to brush past him, but she rebounded off his arms as he blocked her path in the narrow hallway. Resigned to what was about to take place, she leaned against the wall. She let her arms dangle by her side, aware that if she struggled or even dreamed about fighting back, her punishment would be doubled, or even tripled.




  Her mind wandered as the first punch connected. All she could think about was the way her whole family had spent a wonderful, loving day together. It had certainly been one of the best Christmases they’d spent together. Maybe that was because of the impact the grandchildren had on her life. The sounds of Bill grunting as more punches rained down on her sounded distant. Finally, it was all over. Spent, he returned to the lounge to take up residence in his armchair for the night.




  Tears dribbled slowly down Jenny’s cheeks. Scared to move, fearing that he might return if she did, Jenny slid down the wall, wrapped her arms around her knees, and sobbed quietly. Her whole torso throbbed with pain. She gagged, forcing back the wonderful dinner she had prepared and eaten with her family. If only the kids could see this side of their father, life would be so much clearer, easier to move on. She couldn’t imagine dispelling the images of a happy family life for her own selfish reasons. Was it selfish for her to crave a happy existence, or any kind of existence beyond being her husband’s punchbag?




  Her puzzled thoughts were interrupted when, above the noise of the TV, she heard Bill groaning. Jenny struggled to her feet and walked into the lounge to find him pulling at the tie around his neck, panic evident in his eyes and written in every wrinkle on his face. His other hand reached out to her. “Help me. I think I’m having a heart attack.”




  She felt frozen to the spot, her mind in overdrive. Should I help him? Would it be better to let him die? I could be free.




  His anxiety rose when she refused to move. “Please, Jenny, I’m begging you to help me…” he spluttered breathlessly.




  He’s begging me to save him. Still, she remained glued to the spot, unsure what to do. If he died, she would have her freedom back. But then another thought struck her, if he died, how would she exist? His punishment was all she knew. She took two steps forward, saw the spark of hope light up his eyes, and stopped in her tracks. Then she backed up a few paces and witnessed that hope disappear into the ether.




  She continued to feel torn as his life teetered on the brink. The control swamping her made her smile, and shock registered on his face when he realized Jenny was about to deny him help in his hour of need.




  “Jenny, forgive me. I’m sorry…‌please, help me…‌I promise to alter my ways.”




  She shook her head and stared at his outstretched arm. “You’ll never change, Bill. You get a thrill out of thrashing the living daylights out of me every day. I’ve put up with your crap for long enough. Why should I send for help? Why? If you were to recover, you’d only pick up from where you left off, probably punishing me more than ever. I won’t do it. I can’t do it. I’m tired, tired to the bone.” She lifted her blouse.




  He closed his eyes and turned his head away. “Don’t. I’m sorry.”




  “Don’t? What? It disgusts you to see the battering my body has taken over the years?”




  “Jenny, drop your blouse. I don’t want to see it. I’ve said I’m sorry…‌I need help…‌my chest hurts.” The outstretched arm clutched his other as the colour drained from his face. A gurgling noise erupted from his mouth, along with dribbling saliva.




  “My God. I’ve put up with some shit from you over the years, and to think once I loved you. How despicable that I could ever conceive of feeling anything except disgust for a man like you.” Her voice shook. She had no idea where she found the strength to confront her abuser. Maybe the years of abuse had finally taken their toll and summoned up the strength to combat his evilness.




  Some would call her failure to act retribution, though she hadn’t laid a single hand on him. She was a spectator to a higher power sucking the life out of him. For the past thirty years, Jenny had prayed to that higher power every night, asking it to rid her of his terrorising ways and sickening behaviour.




  Her prayers had finally been answered. She sat down on the sofa and continued to watch and listen as he begged her forgiveness. He pleaded for her help as he fought for breath, until finally, he couldn’t beg anymore and slumped over the arm of his chair.




  Jenny sprang into action and called 999 for an ambulance. “Please, help me. I think my husband is having a heart attack.”




  “Okay, madam, try to keep calm. I’m sending an ambulance now. Your address, is it fourteen Cleveland Road?”




  “Yes, that’s right.” Jenny presumed that her address had registered on the woman’s computer screen. “Please, help. I was seeing my children off at the door then I went to the toilet. When I came back, he was holding his arm and gasping for breath. I tried to help him, but he passed out.”




  “Does he have a pulse? Put two fingers on his wrist or on his neck. I’ll stay on the line.”




  Slowly, Jenny approached her husband, fearing he might wake up. She placed her fingers on his neck as she’d been instructed, and her heart sank when a faint beat tickled her fingertips. Returning to the phone, she said, “Yes, I can feel a faint pulse. Please hurry.”




  “That’s great. Can you pull his collar away from his neck? Sit him upright maybe?”




  “Yes, okay. I’ll be right back.” Tentatively, she walked across the room and tried to push Bill upright. It was like moving a stubborn workhorse. She employed a little extra effort, and his torso inched into a sitting position. Next, she loosened his collar then returned to the phone.




  In the distance, ambulance sirens approached. “I’ve done that. I think the ambulance is close.”




  “Yes, they’ve just pulled into your road. I’m going to hang up now so you can let them in. Good luck, Mrs. Slater.”




  “Thank you for your assistance.” Jenny hurriedly placed the phone back in its holder and ran through the house to open the front door. Mrs. Matthews was in the bay window next door, frowning.




  The neighbour left her perch in the window and opened her front door. “What on earth is going on?”




  “It’s Bill. I think he’s having a heart attack,” Jenny told her elderly neighbour.




  “I’m so sorry, Jenny. Is there anything I can do?”




  “No, Marj. There’s very little anyone can do. I hope the paramedics can save him. Lord knows I’ve tried my best.”




  Her neighbour’s hand clutched at her chest. “My God, he’s not dead, is he?”




  “No. But his pulse is very weak.” Jenny forced her jaw to quiver, and she wiped her eyes, pretending they were tearing up, despite her neighbour’s poor eyesight and inability to see things unless they were a few inches in front of her face.




  The ambulance drew to a halt in front of Jenny’s terraced house. She showed the two paramedics into the lounge.




  “How long since your husband passed out?” one of the men asked.




  Jenny shrugged. “Time seemed to standstill. I’m not sure exactly. Five, maybe ten minutes.”




  The other paramedic rushed out to the ambulance and returned carrying a stretcher, which he prepared as his colleague continued to check Bill’s vital signs. “We’d better hurry with this one, Jim.”




  Within seconds, both men were guiding the stretcher through the house and into the back of the ambulance. Jenny numbly followed them in a daze.




  “If you want to accompany your husband, Mrs. Slater, we need to set off immediately.”




  “Yes, please. I’ll just grab my bag.” Jenny ran back into the house, picked up her handbag, and closed the front door behind her.




  “Good luck, Jenny. I’ll be praying that Bill makes it,” Marj shouted over the dividing hedge.




  Jenny climbed into the back of the ambulance and sat in the chair near her husband’s feet, giving the paramedic room to work on Bill during the journey to the hospital. Her eyes remained fixed on her husband’s face, which grew paler with each mile. Finally, the siren’s wailing ceased, then the driver applied the handbrake and opened the back door to the ambulance. They rushed the stretcher with Bill strapped to it through the entrance and into the accident and emergency room. One of the emergency nurses told Jenny to take a seat until the doctor had assessed the state of play with her husband.




  For the next ten minutes or so, Jenny alternated between sitting in the waiting room and pacing the marbled floor, wondering if she should ring the kids or leave it until she had something concrete to share with them. Jenny looked around the area. Decorations hung from the ceiling, and the small fake Christmas tree standing in the corner was decked in tinsel and baubles, with dozens of wrapped presents beneath it. This was supposed to be a happy day. Christmas day was the happiest day of the year for many families. If Bill died at Christmas, the family would revisit his death every year, spoiling their future Christmases together. She would never be rid of his memory. Why didn’t I call the ambulance sooner? That’s simple enough to answer—because I wanted him to die.
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