
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Several car doors slammed shut in almost perfect unison, out in the street the flashing blue lights illuminated the row of houses. I sat perfectly still feeling the blood drying in the cracks of my hands, my back pressed against the wall. Everything was quiet for a moment. The black metal of the gun rested between the arches of my feet, cold and unrelenting I stared at it. I’d kicked off my shoes, the white leather on them speckled with crimson, laces blotted, but noticed only now the fine dusting that had reached up my ankle. I rubbed at it, black in the neon blue light and it crumbled away from my skin. Downstairs I heard the boom of the front door being levered off its hinges, followed by the shout’s from the police announcing their presence. Pounding feet in heavy shoes flooded up the staircase, opening doors before reaching the bedroom where I sat silently, torches shone into my face, white light encasing my tearstained features. I looked up but was blinded, the glowing orbs piercing my eyes. I slowly placed my hands atop my head, my heart beat drummed in my ears, a slow thud louder than all the noise. It was over now, nothing would be the same.  
 
      
 
    A whisper of autumn wind rippled the lace netting that hung across the square box window, the ivory curtain billowed into the room before falling flat once more. The walls were painted a sickly peach colour, a gaudy border plastered with flowers skirting the middle, peeling and ripped in places. I stared at my hands again, the faint yellow outline of bruising edged down my wrist from under the shiny polyester sleeve of my suit jacket, I tugged at the material feeling it hitch uncomfortably across my shoulders.  
 
    “It won’t be long now love.” My husband, the optimist. I glanced upwards at him noting the empty look that glazed his eyes as he stared at the royal blue carpet beneath his boots, he chewed his bottom lip the motion tugged the coarse auburn hairs on his chin up and down. Twelve years together and never in all that time, through so many highs and lows had he felt like a stranger until now. I sighed and returned my eyes to my hands. It seemed an eternity before the heavy wooden door was pushed open allowing in the rumble of sound from the corridor beyond, a man stood clutching a clipboard to his chest. 
 
    “Rebecca Taylor?” He queried checking the piece of paper which was clamped to the board. 
 
    “Yes.” Chris, my husband, answered for me. 
 
    “They’re ready to come back in now.” He smiled weakly and held the door open wider. 
 
    “Ok?” Chris asked as he stood from his seat looking at me nervously. My mouth felt dry, my legs suddenly heavy I merely nodded grasping his outstretched hand and rising to my feet.  
 
    “Court room two.” The clerk instructed pointing to his left. We moved along through the crowd of people who were streaming in various directions talking loudly on mobile phones or flicking through reams of paper as they walked, high heels clacking on the tiled floor. I stayed close to Chris, his six foot four towering form, broad shouldered with dish plate hands parted the crowd with ease. A large white sign was stuck to the wall with a black arrow stating ‘Court 2’, outside it a set of seats were screwed into the wall, I faltered in my step seeing a familiar heavily made up face glaring in my direction. 
 
    “There she is. The liar!” The woman stood sharply, her arms folding across her chest she was joined by two other women who mirrored the venom in her stare. Chris stepped across me pressing me to the opposite side of the corridor. 
 
    “They shouldn’t be able to come near her.” He hissed at the clerk. 
 
    “It’s fine let’s just go in please.” I mumbled. 
 
    “Yeah, you should stare at the floor slut!” The woman barked making me look up, a wave of anger flooding my body. I stared at her, platinum blonde hair bobbed at the neck, heavy blue eye shadow with curling false lashes, bucket loads of fake tan and bright red lipstick. “Something to say?” She almost laughed. 
 
    “Come on.” Chris wrapped his arm around my waist ushering me through the doors into the quiet of the court.  I shuffled quickly into a row of padded seats positioned under the upper balcony, out of sight of the family and friends, the judge was already in his chair scanning paperwork which had been placed before him.  
 
    “It will just be a few moments before the jury come in, can I get you anything?” The clerk asked in a whisper. Chris looked at me and I shook my head. 
 
    “No we’re good thanks.” He said his deep voice painfully loud amongst the silence. 
 
    I placed my hands up to my face resting my elbows upon my knees and closed my eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Becky!” Yvonne, my ward manager, jogged up the corridor towards me her black pumps squeaking against the grey tiles, she pushed her glasses up her nose and stopped in front of me her hand resting on her waist. “We need you back in A and E.” She said apologetically. 
 
    “I was due to finish an hour ago!” I moaned, my locker keys limp in my hand. 
 
    “I know Hun, I’m sorry but we have a bus load of rugby lads who’ve come in from a crash and we’re swarmed.” She placed her hands on my shoulders. “Please!” She begged. 
 
    “You know I won’t say no.” I scolded lightly.  
 
    “I love you.” She grabbed my face and kissed my head forcefully. “Can you take bay one to three please?” She turned heel and disappeared back towards a ward labelled minors.  
 
    I followed behind her reaching up and retying my dark hair into a bun. The ward was manic, nurses battling drunk hulks of men who were singing and trying to waltz with them whilst dripping blood from various wounds, sneaking gulps of gas and air from one bed bound comrade who had a suspected broken leg.  
 
    “If you do not sit down and be quiet I will call in the police!” Yvonne roared her round face red and wobbling as she span in a circle. “This is a hospital not a bloody sports field.” There were a few catcalls and murmurs that faded away quickly under the glare of the nurses, but the men retreated hastily. I suppressed a smile and grabbed a chart for bed one scanning the notes, concussion, head wound in need of stitching, glass fragments in lower left arm needing removal and stitching, I swung into a narrow room lined with shelves, pulled across a metal tray on wheels and reached for the equipment I needed.  
 
    Pulling aside the blue diamond checked curtain I pushed the trolley ahead of me and entered the cubicle. 
 
    “I’m Nurse Taylor, is it Ben?” I asked smiling lightly. The man lying on the bed smiled back and nodded gingerly, a stained bandage wrapped around his head making his brown hair poke upwards in a giant tuft. 
 
    “Ok Ben well I’m here to stitch up and clean these cuts of yours.” I said gently unwinding the bandage from over his ears. 
 
    “I hope you have a steady hand.” He laughed, his voice eloquent clipped English. 
 
    “Yes luckily for you I do.” I replied reaching for the cotton wool swabs to clean the gash that stretched up into his hair line. 
 
    “You’re married?” He asked. I paused unsure of how best to respond. 
 
    “Yes I am.” I replied placing the used crimson dipped balls into a cardboard kidney dish.  
 
    “I noticed the ring.” He added.  
 
    “Oh.” I prised the edges of the cut together with one gloved hand and adjusted the needle with the other. “This may hurt a little but try to stay as still as possible.” I pressed the tip into the flesh glancing at his blue eyes to check he wasn’t about to leap off the bed, but apart from a small grimace he didn’t move. 
 
    “I’m not too bad with pain really, must be a perk of the sport you get used to being hurt.” He muttered. 
 
    I moved onto his arm, carefully removing sparkling flakes of glass from a series of cuts until I was happy it was all clear. 
 
    “Only one of these needs stitching the rest are superficial they will just need a dressing on and some TLC for a week or so.” I began pinching the skin together threading the needle carefully and neatly through both sides, he remained silent.  
 
    “I’ll just go and get a few dressings is there anything else that you need looking at? Any other pain?” I gripped the edge of the trolley, he was staring at me his eyes slightly narrowed, piercing blue behind thick lashes.  
 
    “No not that I’ve noticed.” He mumbled still staring. 
 
    “Ok well I will be right back.” I pushed the trolley out and swung around the corner. 
 
    “Everything ok?” Yvonne asked depositing a pair of gloves in a yellow topped bin and reaching for hand sanitiser.  
 
    “Yeah.” I shrugged reaching for the dressings and returning to the cubicle. 
 
    “Ok here we go.” I stopped. Ben was lying on the bed, he had removed his stained striped rugby shirt and was resting his arm across rippling stomach muscles gazing at me with a smug smile.  
 
    “They are bringing spare kit in, these are covered in glass and blood.” He pointed at the shirt which he had thrown onto a chair. 
 
    “Ok well let me just slap these on and then once you’ve seen the doctor I see no reason why you can’t go home.” I ripped open the dressing’s applying them hastily before turning to leave. 
 
    “Hey.” A strong hand gripped my forearm. 
 
    “You need to get off me!” I snapped pulling away in surprise. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you I just wanted to say thanks.” He had sat up releasing his grip. 
 
    “It’s my job, you don’t need to thank me.” I recoiled my heart drumming in my chest and slipped through the curtain. 
 
    “Yvonne?” She was talking lightly with another nurse. 
 
    “Oh Rebecca we have just about got this under control if you want to clock off.” She said faking a faint. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked even though I was praying that she was! 
 
    “Yes get home to that gorgeous hubby of yours.” She patted my arm playfully. I smiled grateful to be able to leave and pulled the bobble from my hair allowing it to fall back around my shoulders realising some of the pressure building behind my eyes.  
 
    A few minutes later, with my jacket on and rucksack flung over my shoulder I exited the building and headed towards the car park cutting across a flower border to save time passing dark narrow corridors between wings of the building I headed towards the far corner.  
 
    “Hey.” The voice made me jump, dropping my keys onto the floor. Ben stood there, his dirty shirt creased with the rivets of dried blood, trainers pulled hastily on so the laces hung loosely out of the sides. 
 
    “What are you doing out here?” I fumbled on the ground for my keys trying to keep him in my line of sight, every hair on the back of my arms and neck were on end something felt wrong. 
 
    “I came after you silly.” He laughed his breath rasping slightly. 
 
    “Is there something I can help you with? There are plenty of other nurses inside, I’m sure the doctor will clear you soon.” 
 
    “I don’t need to see another nurse, I want to see you.” He smiled. 
 
    “Well unfortunately I’m clocked off now and heading home so if you go back in….” He stepped forwards placing his palm against my mouth silencing me while forcing me back into the dark crevice between the buildings with his body. I struggled against him, he was shorter than Chris barely a few inches above my own height but his weight was unmoveable. 
 
    “Why are you being like this? I saw the way you looked at me in there, its ok.” He pressed his lips against my ear his breath hot and fast smelt of alcohol. I kicked out as hard as I could but he merely grunted and grasping hold of my hair twisted strands tightly around his fingers spinning me sideways before smacking my head into the brick wall, he roughly held me up as I slumped forwards barely conscious. 
 
    “See what you’ve done now? You’ve ruined your beautiful face.” Holding both of my wrists in one of his hands he shoved my arms above my head and began fumbling with the drawstring tie on my pants. I moved around trying desperately to pull away, tugging with as much strength as I could muster I managed to free one hand pressing myself away from the wall forcing him to stumble backwards slightly. A heavy blow to my ribs sent me crashing to my knees, I gasped drawing in shallow breaths as I was hoisted to my feet. His hand forced its way under my top tugging at the edge of my bra and pinching the skin hard. I felt his teeth graze the side of my neck, biting down, he shoved my hands higher grating my wrists against the bricks. I felt his weight against me, his heel kicking my leg aside, the air brushed against my skin. His breathing became faster, I struggled again but was met by another crunching blow into the wall. Minutes passed as I fell out of consciousness.   
 
    “Ben! What are you doing?” A man’s voice hissed from nearby, I looked up through rapidly swelling eyelids and saw the outline of someone under the orange glow of the street lights positioned around the edge of the car park. 
 
    “Fuck off mate.” Ben almost shouted.  
 
    The man hesitated then stepped forwards and grabbed him by the shoulder. 
 
    “This isn’t right, you need to get your head together and get back to the bus now. You know what would happen if you got arrested, you would lose everything.” The man said firmly. There was a pause where neither of them spoke, two silhouettes face to face outlined by the streetlights.  
 
    “You need to forget you saw this.” Ben threatened, I spluttered on blood that was pooling from my broken lips, glancing upwards I flinched as a kick ripped into my stomach, I heaved with the pain as Ben laughed storming away out of sight. The other man shuffled from side to side his head spinning in different directions as he looked around, my eyes were beginning to close again a heavy fog falling across my mind as everything went quiet. 
 
      
 
    A small door opened and a police woman stepped into a booth surrounded by glass followed by Ben Hewitt who stood solemnly his blue eyes wide, dressed impeccably in an iron grey suit. Beside me Chris tensed his teeth audibly grinding. To the left two rows of elevated pews overlooked the floor where solicitors stood stolidly, another door opened and in filed the men and women of the jury.  
 
    I held my breath, my heartbeat drumming in my ears. 
 
    “Has the jury reached a verdict on which you all agreed?” The judge asked in a booming voice. The spokeswoman stood up her face stern. 
 
    “No.” She said, a muffled string of expletives could be heard from above. 
 
    “Has the jury reached a verdict on which the majority did agree?” The judge wound his fingers tightly together and glanced in my direction. 
 
    “Yes.” The woman said with a sigh. 
 
    “On the charge of sexual assault how do you find the defendant?” He asked. 
 
    “Not guilty.” A cheer erupted from the balcony, the room seemed to spin around me. 
 
    “On the charge of actual bodily harm how do you find the defendant?”  
 
    “Not guilty.” A further cheer rang out and Ben smiled eagerly upwards. 
 
    “On the basis of the findings of the jury I find the defendant Mr Ben Hewitt not guilty of both charges, which means you are free to go.” The judge lowered his eyes to where I was sitting. “However, I must add that the attack on Mrs Taylor was very real and it is my own personal opinion that somebody who you may be acquainted with Mr Hewitt may know something about it.” He raised his eyes to the balcony which until now had contained whisperings of ‘liar’. “To those who are muttering, I repeat once more, this was a very real, very violent attack on a young woman who has endured enough suffering and most definitely does not require anymore. It is a huge shame, if not criminal that the forensic tests undertaken by the local police were somehow misplaced as I am sure with that evidence we would have been able to bring to justice the man responsible for this despicable act.” The judge glared at the police officers present.  
 
    “Come on.” Chris grabbed my hand and pulled me to my feet. “This is bullshit lets go home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m ready to come back to work. More than ready actually.” I smiled eagerly, the three faces before me stayed stern behind the desk. 
 
    “Mrs Taylor there is no doubt that you are a brilliant nurse, we just question whether given the severity of the….” He paused and looked to the suited woman on his right. 
 
    “Ordeal.” She suggested helpfully. 
 
    “Yes, ordeal, whether you are emotionally fit to come back to work in such a stressful environment.” He finished, placing his pen carefully against his paperwork. 
 
    “Not to mention one that holds such bad memories for you.” The woman added folding her glasses and clipping open a case. 
 
    “With all due respect those memories don’t fade regardless of where I am.” I snapped. I rubbed my temple with my fingers. 
 
    “Look the truth is I can’t sit at home any longer, it’s been nearly three months, there’s only so much daytime TV that I can stomach. I love my job it’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted to do, I’m good at it and I don’t deserve to have it taken from me for something that wasn’t my fault.” I finished lamely tears stinging my eyes. 
 
    “Mrs Taylor would you mind waiting outside while we discuss this a little more.” The third man, younger than the rest, smiled encouragingly and stood up to cross the room and open the door. I filed out and sat in the corridor on one of the shiny plastic seats, trying desperately to catch a snippet of the conversation from the room in front of me. Two nurses walked past deep in conversation, their pale blue scrubs rustling as they moved, catching sight of me they smiled sympathetically, I tried my best not to scowl at the blatant show of pity. The attack had made mainstream news and although I hadn’t been named, everyone local knew it was me and now after the verdict the whispering and stares had gotten even worse. I ran a hand through the loose bit of hair that had fallen into my face and sighed. 
 
    “Ok if you would like to come back in.” The young man had reappeared. 
 
    “That was quick.” I mumbled as I retook my seat opposite the board. 
 
    “So we have agreed that you should be allowed to come back to work.” The woman started, the tone of her voice implying she was less than happy about the decision. “However there are a few conditions.” 
 
    “Yes, anything.” I nodded eagerly. 
 
    “We insist you take until January off, then when you’re back you will initially work on the day time shifts and only three days a week.” She held up her hand as I opened my mouth to protest. “This is not a debate Mrs Taylor this is how it is or not at all.” She paused waiting to see if I remained silent before continuing. “Secondly you will attend counselling sessions which we will arrange, if you fail to attend these sessions we will suspend you pending another board meeting, which given how busy we are could take months to organise.” I stared at her blankly. 
 
    “You can’t force an adult to attend counselling!” I laughed. 
 
    “No, but those are the conditions for your return to this hospital, it is entirely up to you whether you agree to them or not.” She folded her hands on the table and returned my stare.  
 
    “How often?” I asked. 
 
    “Once a week for six months.” She replied, the two men shifted uncomfortably in their seats. 
 
    “Ok.” I relented. 
 
    “Good, well then I think we are done here. I’ll get my PA to email you the date and time of your first appointment.” She smiled tightly and stretched out her hand for me to shake.  
 
      
 
    “I felt about twelve!” I shouted from the kitchen over the noise of the football Chris was riveted to on the TV. 
 
    “Well at least you’ll be back in work.” He replied reaching for another beer. 
 
    “Yeah I know, but a counsellor?” I weaved between the sofa’s and plonked myself next to him a glass of red wine in one hand and a large bag of crisps in another. 
 
    “It might be ok Beck’s.” He threw an arm around me and took a swig of his drink. 
 
    “You know what they’re like, toffee nosed gits that think they know it all. It’ll be some old man who looks like Einstein staring at me trying to convince me the universe has a bigger plan and everything that happened was destined to be.” I stuffed a handful of crisps into my mouth and crunched loudly. 
 
    “When do you have to go?” Chris asked. 
 
    “Tomorrow, that woman works fast.” I replied sulkily. 
 
    “Want me to come?” He placed his beer on the table and reached for a cigarette packet offering me one first.  
 
    “No it’s ok, I think I need to do this alone.” I told him placing the narrow white stick between my lips and craning forwards into the flame of the lighter. Chris flicked the lid on the small silver box shut and placed it carefully back on the coffee table, pulling a glass ashtray closer.  
 
    “You sure? I don’t mind, you know that.” He added blowing smoke up towards the ceiling before focusing back on the game. 
 
    “Why do you still do that?” I smiled. 
 
    “What?” He flicked the ash into the tray and glanced at me. 
 
    “Blow your smoke up into the air away from me, when we met it made sense, I didn’t smoke but now I do so why do it?” I watched him redden slightly and cursed myself for saying it. Smoking had only been a vice I’d adopted since the attack. 
 
    “Habit I guess.” He forced a smile but kept his eyes trained straight ahead, the muscles in his jaw twitching as his teeth clenched.  
 
    “Hey, I’m sorry I didn’t mean to upset you I wasn’t thinking.” I placed my cigarette in the tray and kneeled forwards resting my legs either side of his. I’d found myself apologising a lot recently, if he saw me cry I said sorry, when he’d walked into the hospital and first saw me lying in the bed he cried, I apologised, it had become a habit. 
 
    “It’s ok, I just hate thinking about it all.” He leant forwards one arm wrapped around my waist, I’d of liked to believe it was affection but he was merely stopping me falling backwards off his lap as he leant to put his own cigarette out. He flumped back onto the couch and placed his hand on my knee.  
 
    “I know, I’m sorry.” There it was again, another apology. I raised my hand to his face and cupped his cheek stroking the crease next to his mouth with my thumb.  
 
    “I’m going to get some more beers, want anything?” He lifted me lightly to the side and stood up grabbing the car keys and his phone. 
 
    “The game hasn’t finished.” I frowned. 
 
    “It’s ok I won’t be long.” He smiled tightly and darted into the hall, a moment later the front door opened and closed and the car purred into life. I lay back on the couch trying to control my breathing, fighting the hot flood of tears that were raging to escape. Three months had passed and still he couldn’t bear to be close to me, my own husband couldn’t stomach my touch. I grabbed my phone and pressed the email button, scanning through in an attempt to distract my mind, one nearest the top caught my attention, a confirmation email from the secretary of Dr L Hill. I laughed bitterly and threw my phone to the floor, well this counsellor might be from some high end private practice in Chelsea, but he would need the powers of a God to fix this. 
 
      
 
    “Will you be ok by here?” Chris asked leaning forwards to stare up at the street of towering white terraced houses. We were in one of the richest parts of the city, surrounded by walled gardens and pristine super cars. 
 
    “I think I will narrowly escape kidnap.” I joked. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?” He asked reaching out of the window to gently tug at my hand. 
 
    “I’m sure. Get to work, one of us needs to make some money.” I laughed lightly and stepped away from the van watching as he waved and pulled back out into the reams of traffic. I began to walk down the street looking up at the shiny black doors, nearly every single one had a gold plate next to it listing names alongside buzzers. I checked the writing on the back of my hand, 114. Moving along the row I passed the entrance to one of the gated gardens and stopped to peer in, the grass was short and glistened with the winter frost which coated the wooden benches and clung to the leaves of unknown plants. Tugging the collar of my coat up against my chin I turned away, crossing the street to aim for one of the end buildings returning my attention once more to the numbers on the doors. There it was, 114 white and black matching all the others, I climbed the flight of stone steps and ran my finger over the plaque. Dr. L. Hill MD, PsyD, LGPC. I paused, my finger hovering over the buzzer for a moment before I let it fall.  
 
    “Doctor Hill’s office.” A voice called softly through the speaker. 
 
    “Oh hi, yeah I’ve got an appointment for 9.15.” I replied quietly looking around over my shoulder. 
 
    “Name please.” The voice chirped. 
 
    “Mrs Taylor.” I replied. 
 
    “Do come in Mrs Taylor first door on the left.” With that the lock clicked and a faint buzzing sound reached my ears, I pushed the wooden frame lightly and felt it swing inwards allowing me to step inside into a narrow hallway. Black and white tiles mirrored the buildings outer colouring flowing under my feet in a diamond pattern, in front of me a staircase of solid mahogany stretched upwards to a darkened landing, rich maroon carpet coated its treads. The door to my left opened quietly. 
 
    “Hello there Mrs Taylor my name is Christine I’m Doctor Hill’s personal secretary.” The girl couldn’t have been older than nineteen but she puffed her chest out importantly and smiled brightly. “If you would like to come through.” She gestured to the room behind her which was lined on two sides with shelves piled high with very old looking books, a desk sat in front of the shuttered window with a tall lamp on three long wooden legs at its side casting out a warm orange glow. “Can I take your coat or offer you any kind of refreshment Mrs Taylor?” The girl queried brightly. 
 
    “No thank you.” I smiled, the way she kept saying my name so formally was a little unnerving.  
 
    “Ok, well if you’d like to go through the doctor is expecting you.” She pointed to a narrow doorway in the back wall that I hadn’t noticed before.  
 
    “Sounds like something from Doctor Who.” I joked but she merely looked affronted and returned to her computer screen with an expression of quiet contempt. Pressing down the handle I entered the room softly shutting the door behind me. The first thing I noticed was the smell, not the manly, stuffy leather and pipe smoke scent I had been expecting but light and floral. Secondly, it was lit very sparsely with small globe lamps and a glowing coal fire in front of which sat a leather recliner and a small tub chair, modern art brightened the walls in contrast with the dark shutters on the two oblong windows which were painted deep red to match the carpet. A large bookshelf took up the length of one wall and I marvelled at the multi coloured leather bound spines. 
 
    “Hello Mrs Taylor.” The voice made me jump. “I’m sorry I didn’t mean to startle you.” To my right tucked away in a nook was a low coffee table and beside it two more tub chairs, from one of these chairs Doctor Hill had spoken. I gawped dumbfounded, a tall dark haired woman was rising to her feet smoothing down the front of a pair of black trousers and straightening the hem of a black and white striped shirt, she smiled confidently flashing perfect rows of white teeth between ruby red lips. She held out her hand for me to shake. 
 
    This certainly wasn’t what Einstein was supposed to look like. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    I sat awkwardly in the tub chair feeling as though somehow I was meant to be in the recliner, vintage images of women lying back in dismay while a doctor leant forwards taking notes skipped across my mind. 
 
    “Coffee, black no sugar.” Dr Hill smiled handing me a plain white mug. 
 
    “Thanks.” I sipped the dark liquid, she pressed a button on the side of the other leather chair and the extended bottom began to fold and retract inwards, she sat down crossing her legs and placed her own mug onto the red brick hearth.  
 
    “So, I’m guessing that as Miranda booked this in for you that it wasn’t your idea to be here today?” She questioned, her accent I noticed was mildly American. 
 
    “Miranda?” I questioned frowning slightly. 
 
    “Oh yes I’m sorry Miranda Roberts, she’s one of the governors at the hospital you work at, she recommended you come today.” She picked up her mug and sipped, something with a string and fancy label dangling over the side. 
 
    “Oh, sorry I didn’t remember her name.” I shook my head slightly. 
 
    “It’s Ok.” Dr Hill smiled politely. 
 
    “My memory just doesn’t seem to be too good, I’d blame it on concussion but it’s probably more to do with the amount of daytime TV and red wine I’ve consumed in the last few months.” I gave a small hollow laugh. Dr Hill smiled again, her eyes creasing at the corners. 
 
    “Yeah I had a car crash a few years back, broke both my legs so I know the monotony of being cooped up only too well.” She rubbed her left knee. “Purely metal pins holding me together now!” 
 
    “Oh my God, that must have been awful what happened?” I asked, she paused and smiled at me again. “I’m sorry, you don’t have to answer that. It’s none of my business.” I reddened. 
 
    “You apologise, a lot.” She laughed. “Is that something you do when you’re nervous or is it a general thing?”  
 
    “What makes you think I’m nervous?” I countered sipping the coffee. 
 
    “Well, you’re hands are sweating, you’ve rubbed them on your jeans several times, you’re looking around in small glances probably planning an escape route, you can’t hold eye contact with me.” I looked up and tried my hardest to seem nonchalant about meeting her emerald eyes, I lasted a few seconds then sheepishly grinned and looked away. 
 
    “Ok, you’re right I am nervous.” I agreed. 
 
    “Why?” She asked. 
 
    “Why?” I repeated watching as she gave a quick nod. “Well I don’t know you, I’ve never been to a counsellor before.” 
 
    “No it’s more than that.” She added delicately holding the string that trailed into the mug bobbing it up and down. I fell silent, watching her unsure what it was she wanted me to say. 
 
    “This isn’t a courtroom Mrs Taylor. I’m not here to make you recount what happened when you were attacked, I don’t need to hear step by step every detail unless that’s what you want to do. I’m here to listen, to whatever you want to say to me, if that’s the deepest darkest thoughts and feelings that you can’t vent anywhere else, fine. If it’s about the weather and what you’re doing for dinner, fine. It’s entirely up to you, there’s no pressure here, so relax.” She reached across and patted my knee twice.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” I smiled trying to take a deep breath. 
 
    “Stop apologising, you have nothing to apologise for.” Her stare pierced me and I nodded tears dotting my eyes. 
 
    “So then, what are you doing for dinner?” She smiled. 
 
      
 
    I walked to the local newsagent, grabbing a packet of cigarettes and a lighter before meandering through the park back towards home. A light dusting of snow had fallen during the hour I had been inside the tall white building, the benches empty and the small pond not quite frozen was bare of the usual array of ducks. I brushed the flakes aside and plonked myself onto the wooden slats of the nearest seat and lit a cigarette my fingers red with the cold. I’d ended up telling her everything, every single detail that I had recounted to the police, to the judge, to Chris. Only this time I had told her more, more than facts, I’d admitted that I still felt damaged, that my husband couldn’t bear to touch me. She had listened quietly, nodding at points, asking “Why?” from time to time and although when I finished she looked slightly angry not once did she look at me with pity which was refreshing.  
 
    “You’re not damaged. You’re a human being who has survived an act carried out by someone who is most definitely damaged. Damaged implies that you don’t function in the way you were intended to, which you do, you are compassionate and strong where as he clearly isn’t, if anyone is damaged it’s him not you.” Her words ran through my mind and the more I thought about it the better I felt, she was right, humans weren’t supposed to go around hurting other humans. I pulled my phone from my pocket and opened the screen to Chris’s number, a few seconds later his deep voice sounded down the line. 
 
    “Hey are you ok?” He asked, I could hear the sound of hammers and drills in the background. 
 
    “Yeah I’m actually quite good.” I laughed. 
 
    “How was Einstein?” He had moved out of the building work, it was quieter now. 
 
    “She was a surprise.” I said. 
 
    “She? Well at least I don’t have to worry about some Liam Neeson type trying to analyse you.” I could hear the smile in his voice. 
 
    “What do you fancy for dinner? I feel like cooking.” There was a pause, we’d been living on take away for quite some time. “Chris?” 
 
    “I’m here sorry.” A voice interrupted high pitched and unmistakeably female. 
 
    “There you are, I wondered where you sneaked off to I’ve been trying to steal you all day.” It was hurriedly muffled, scrapings echoed down the phone as though he had pressed the mobile against the heavy fluorescent jacket I knew he would be wearing. 
 
    “Who was that?” My heart was beating fast. 
 
    “Oh, a new receptionist she’s got some paperwork I need to do, urgently.” Chris sounded panicked. “I’ve got to run Beck’s I’ll see you at home Ok?” The phone cut off with a beep, leaving me standing in disbelief.  
 
      
 
    “So what do you think? Do you think he’s fucking her?” I was back in Dr Hill’s office, the week had flown by with a heavy unspoken question dangling between me and Chris. It had unnerved me even more that the tension was so palatable but he hadn’t questioned what was wrong. 
 
    “I think that you are sure that he is, so if I had to answer I’d say yes.” Dr Hill finished crunching the ginger nut biscuit she had in her mouth and wiped the crumbs off her hands, I stared at her. 
 
    “Sorry did you want me to lie?” She asked. 
 
    “No but I didn’t think you’d be so blunt.” I was a little irritated. 
 
    “Maybe I’m just reading too much into it, misjudging him because my own head has been everywhere.” I reasoned. 
 
    “Mmhmm.” She nodded sipping her tea. Her dark hair was loose falling at the shoulder with a nineteen fifties wave. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I demanded.  
 
    “It mean’s bullshit.” She placed her cup onto the coffee table and leant towards me. “You’re instincts aren’t clouded because you were attacked, you’re not hyper emotional or irrational. You’ve been with this guy like a decade, if you think something is wrong, then chances are it is.” Her American accent was broader when she wasn’t guarding her words so much. 
 
    “Where are you from?” I asked suddenly. 
 
    “I’m from Virginia. A small town called Vienna.” She answered. 
 
    “Why are you here? In Britain I mean.” I added. 
 
    “Well, my father was British but he left when I was around three and came back here. I stayed in the states with my mom but when she died last year I decided to come across and try and find him.” She took a sip of tea and smiled at me again. 
 
    “Wow, I didn’t actually expect you to answer that.” I laughed. 
 
    “Why not?” She frowned creasing the perfect olive skin. 
 
    “Because isn’t it against some code of conduct to get into personal conversations with a patient.” I teased whilst blushing at my own tenacity. 
 
    “I’m a counsellor Rebecca, conversations are kind of what my job entails.” It was the first time she had called me by my given name instead of the formal Mrs Taylor and for some bizarre reason it sent a shiver right through my stomach.  
 
    “So what are you going to do?” She asked wiping her hands again and leaning back into the chair. 
 
    “I don’t know. What would you do?” I said. 
 
    “Ah, now that I can’t supply.” She smiled wagging a finger. “I can’t tell you what to do, you have to decide that for yourself, I can’t even tell you what I would do as that may influence a decision you may later regret then blame me.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t blame you!” I huffed. 
 
    “You’d be surprised at what people blame on their doctors.”  
 
    “Dr Hill…” I started. 
 
    “It’s Lana.” She seemed to falter slightly. “I know it’s not the most professional thing to do but I always hated being called ‘Dr Hill’ it’s too formal for me with some people, so just call me Lana.” 
 
    “Lana, it’s a nice name.” I tested the word out. 
 
    “Thanks. My dad’s choice I believe.” She smiled but the corners of her red lips seemed to turn down. On a side table in the shadows an alarm clock beeped. 
 
    “That’s time for today.” She smoothed her shirt down at the front rising to her feet. 
 
    “It seems to go by fast.” I observed reaching for my coat.  
 
    “You’d be surprised how slow some hours can go.” Lana laughed lightly as she reached for the door handle. “I’ll see you next week?” She queried. 
 
    “Yes. Same time.” I gave a quick smile and hoisted my bag up onto my shoulder before leaving the office and stepping out into the cold air. Somewhere in the distance the slow hum of festive music echoed, I leant against the wall at the bottom of the steps my breath creating clouds against the dark sky, I checked my watch it was just coming up to six I’d actually been in there slightly longer than usual. Across the road the gate to one of the ornate garden’s had been left unlocked, its metal bars glinting under the street lamp, through them the same wooden bench I had passed on the first morning I’d made my way to the office, stood enticingly, peacefully surrounded by the frost covered grass. I stepped across the cobbles quickly and without looking behind me carefully slipped through the gap wincing as the hinges creaked. Inside my shoes crunched on the frozen gravel path and I had to dust the slats of the bench with my gloves before I sat down to free it from the blanket of frost. It was so quiet, I closed my eyes feeling the cold sting my cheeks. So many thoughts were racing through my brain, it was crammed to bursting point, was this it? Was my marriage going to be over? The face of my husband smiling at me lingered behind my eyes, turning sour, curdling as I imagined him embracing someone else. This mystery woman. I reached into my bag for my phone, rummaging past the empty boxes of cigarettes and receipts but there was no sign of the small black rectangle I was feeling for. I swung the strap off my shoulder pulling back the flap and under the street light searched once again, patting down the pockets and checking my coat I mentally retraced my steps. Had I brought it with me? Yes because I’d checked the time before going in to my appointment. I glanced back at the tall white house that was semi hidden behind the bars and saw the receptionist prising open the door, her arms full of files. 
 
    “Hey.” I called skipping back across the road. 
 
    “Oh Mrs Taylor.” She commented wrestling with a falling handbag and looking a little confused. 
 
    “Do you need a hand?” I asked reaching the stone steps. 
 
    “If you could just close the door for me that would be great.” She smiled and scurried past. 
 
    “Actually I think I left my phone inside is it ok to just knock and see?” I pressed my toe against the door. 
 
    “Yes no problem, I’m sure that will be fine. Doctor Hill is still in her office.” The young girl clicked open the back door of a sporty convertible car and threw in the paperwork before darting into the driver’s seat and by the noise it made blasting on the heating. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hello?” I called nervously. A muted voice was rising and falling in anger. I edged inside the waiting room giving a small light tap on the door, it was definitely Lana speaking I could hear her clearer now. 
 
    “Just because we dated doesn’t mean I will give you confidential information Miranda.” She was much broader in her accent than I had ever heard, almost spitting out the words. 
 
    “Oh please, dated isn’t quite what I would call our relationship Lana.” A cool slightly familiar voice replied. I shuffled back a few steps heading for the exit. 
 
    “Rebecca’s file is completely off limits. It doesn’t matter what you say or do you’re not having it.” I paused in my retreat. 
 
    “Rebecca?” The other woman’s voice was mocking. “On first name terms already? Well you did always move fast.” She laughed a tinny high pitched giggle. 
 
    “Miranda, seriously you need to leave.” Lana was shouting now. “It shouldn’t be a problem for you, as I recall you do it pretty well.”  
 
    “Oh come on. Low blow!” A chair was pushed back it made a soft scrape through the carpet. 
 
    “You need to go.” Lana was quieter now, she sounded tired, beaten almost. 
 
    I fidgeted as the room fell quiet, standing in semi darkness I held my breath straining my ears. The soft muted noise of kissing reached me, barely audible over my heart which was drumming through my chest. I turned to leave too quickly, knocking a tall plant in its black ceramic pot and making it spin slightly so the leaves scraped the wall. I abandoned my hiding place and darted from the room down the steps and shot back into the private garden flattening myself behind a large bushy conifer. I covered my mouth stifling a laugh at how ridiculous this all was, I was hiding behind a tree! The street was silent but it was only seconds before two sets of high heels clicked hurriedly out of the building. I inched my head around a branch and peeked through, the woman from the meeting at work (that’s why she sounded familiar) and Lana were standing on the steps looking bemusedly up and down the row of houses. The woman, Miranda, held her hands against her hips making the hem of the grey suit jacket stand outwards, she was shorter than Lana and older her hair twisted up into a neat bun, square glasses covering her eyes. 
 
    “It must just have been my assistant.” Lana’s voice was quiet now but carried loudly enough on the empty street for me to hear. 
 
    “Well, no matter. Why don’t I stay?” Miranda had turned to face her and was using her body to press Lana back into the doorway. 
 
    “No I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Lana took hold of Miranda’s hands and gently held her away.  “I won’t give you the information that you want and regardless of that I don’t want this, I don’t want you to stay.”  
 
    “You’re turning me away?” Miranda was incredulous, she laughed and stepped haughtily away pressing the button on a set of keys making a sleek red Jaguar beep to life. She stopped at the driver’s side and hauled the door open glaring over the roof. “You’re an idiot Lana, you used to be something you know? You were so sassy and smart, you had the whole world in your hands. But now, you’re just a lonely little girl in a big empty house looking for a daddy that didn’t want her.” She laughed cruelly as Lana sucked in a breath and folded her arms across her chest. Miranda seemed to realise that this approach wasn’t getting her anywhere. “Look, I’ve just given you all the information you need to find what you’re looking for. All I was asking for was something in return.” She held her hands out to the sides and shook her head as though disappointed. Lana stepped furiously down the stairs almost taking them two at a time. 
 
    “In return?” She hissed lowering her voice. “Don’t forget the things I’ve done for you.” Miranda shrank away lowering her eyes. 
 
    “Do you think they ever would have left you alone if I hadn’t paid the bill you owed? Miranda Roberts, Governor, mother, wife, Cocaine addict.” Lana spat. 
 
    “I paid you back.” Miranda growled looking from side to side. 
 
    “But it wasn’t just money they wanted was it?” Lana stifled a sob and turned sharply away. 
 
    “Lana, I never thought anything would ever happen.” Miranda called after her, I watched as the tall silhouette paused outlined in the doorway. “I love you, you know that? I never expected him to ask for that. I never thought that would be what it took to make it stop.” Miranda sounded for the first time genuinely upset. “I had children and a career Lana what was I supposed to do? Choose you?” She let her hands fall at her sides. 
 
    “But it did happen. I did it for you. Then you left anyway.” Lana didn’t even turn around she stepped inside the house and let the door slam shut. I stood staring, I barely heard the car pull away an overwhelming feeling had taken over my senses. I stepped out from my hiding place and moved back up the flight of steps almost as if in a dream. Before I knew what I was doing my hand had reached forwards and pressed the circular buzzer.  
 
    “What?” The door flew open.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” I blurted out. Lana had tugged the tie loose from the collar of her shirt, her hair was pressed back behind one ear, the red lipstick had all but gone leaving only the hint that it had ever been there pressed into the creases of her mouth. 
 
    “Oh. Rebecca, what are you doing here?” She tried to straighten her shirt as she looked at me.  
 
    “I left my phone.” I mumbled staring into her widened eyes. 
 
    “It must be in the office come in.” She moved away from the door and disappeared into the waiting room, flicking on light switches as she went. 
 
    “Do you know where about you left it?” She asked as I entered the room, she was leaning against the desk one hand against her temple rubbing above her eyes. I stood motionless watching her top teeth bite into the quaking bottom lip, she was clearly trying not to cry. I dropped my bag and moved to where she stood and before I had the chance to even worry about what I was about to do I wrapped my arms around her shoulders pulling her close to me. 
 
    She tensed, her whole body went rigid her hands hung in the air away from me.  
 
    “Rebecca what are you doing?” She asked sounding slightly panicked. I stepped back. 
 
    “You looked upset I just thought maybe you needed a hug.” My face had gone bright red I could feel the heat spreading across my nose into my cheeks.  
 
    Lana stood watching me for a moment, her face unreadable. “I think it probably dropped out of my coat over there.” I pointed at the tub chair and moved rapidly towards it shoving my hands into the folds of the material, sure enough there was my phone. I held it up and smiled making my way quickly back to the door. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t mean to impose, I’ll be off now.” I turned away and darted from the room out into the night walking quickly down the street shaking my head wondering what on earth had just come over me. The feeling that I needed to hold her, to wrap my arms around her to tell her she wasn’t on her own, how could I feel like that about my therapist? I stopped when I reached the main road and pulled my phone angrily from my pocket, four missed calls from Chris flashed across the screen. I pressed my forefinger to the glass and lifted it to my ear. 
 
    “Hey babe where have you been?” He answered almost immediately. 
 
    “At the doctors.” My voice was hollow. 
 
    “Ok, do you want me to come get you?” He asked warily. 
 
    “Who is she Chris?” I asked calmly, too calmly. Silence. “Chris?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m here.” He stuttered over the words. 
 
    “Are you sleeping with her?” I added. 
 
    “Where are you?” He sounded frightened. 
 
    “On Regent Street.” No denial from him at least. 
 
    “I’ll come get you.” I could hear him reaching for his keys. 
 
    “Chris?” He paused. “We need to talk about this, I can’t deal with it being this way.” I sighed. 
 
    “I know, just stay there. I’m on my way.” The line went dead.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    The pub was an old favourite of ours, we’d come here on our first date, The Pig and Whistle. I gazed around, same old red velvet topped stools, oak tables, soggy beer mats and packs of peanuts on a sheet of card pinned to the wall. Chris stood at the bar, his hands nervously twitching the keys for his van back and forth as he waited for our drinks. The place was empty apart from two old guys lazily throwing darts at the board in the far corner.  
 
    “Orange and Vodka.” Chris placed the drink down in front of me and sat down heavily, taking a sip of his half of lager.  
 
    “Thanks.” I muttered poking the straw against the two bobbing ice cubes. 
 
    “So how was your session?” He asked forcing his eyes to mine whilst wiping froth from his lip. 
 
    “I don’t want to do this.” I replied wearily as we locked eyes, his mouth twitched at the corners nervously.  
 
    “I know I think it’s just been so stressful.” He shook his head. “I think your just seeing something that isn’t there.”  
 
    “Chris, don’t.” Anger swelled inside me. “Don’t try to make me think this is in my head, that’s twisted!” He looked at me his mouth opening and closing as he debated what to say next. “After everything that has happened don’t lie to me, please.” I added. 
 
    “Becks it was never meant to be like this.” He hurriedly pushed his drink aside and cupped my hands in his. “It just happened.” 
 
    “Who is she? The girl from work?” I asked, gently pulling my hands away. He nodded and sniffed back a sob. “Have you slept with her?” The barman jumped visibly as Chris let out a set of sobs that shook his whole body. I sighed and leant back on the stool. 
 
    “Everything ok?” The barman asked looking between us. 
 
    “Yes, my husband is upset because I’ve just found out he’s been sleeping with somebody else. He’ll be ok in a moment.” I smiled sweetly as the barman scurried away. Chris raised his head rubbing tears away from his cheeks along with a smear of mucus from his nose.  
 
    “I’m sorry Becks, I didn’t know how to deal with what you were going through, she was just there, I was upset and she just was there.” He finished lamely. I stared at my drink in silence while he gathered himself. 
 
    “It must have been so awful for you.” I prodded the ice cube with my finger tip. “What’s she like?” I asked, he frowned and shook his head. 
 
    “Why does that matter?” He replied. 
 
    “Because I want to know.” I snapped. “How old is she? What does she look like?”  
 
    “She’s got red hair, not really pretty, not like you are.” It was all I could do not to laugh, I pulled the stool back to move but Chris grabbed my hand. “She was nothing, I’ll tell you whatever you want to know just please don’t go.”  
 
    “How old is she?” I repeated watching his face twist. “Chris?” He raised his hands to his face. 
 
    “She’s nineteen.” He whispered through sobs. 
 
    “You are fucking kidding me?” I shouted, slamming my hands against the table. “That’s a kid Chris, a kid, you’ve thrown away our marriage for a fumble with a girl barely out of school.” 
 
    “Sorry love but you need to keep it down or leave.” The barman said somewhat nervously. 
 
    “I’m going.” I stood up knocking the drinks on the table as I rose to my feet. Chris shadowed me out of the door. 
 
    “Beck’s, Rebecca, please you have to listen to me.” He begged tugging at my arm. 
 
    “I don’t have to listen to anything.” I shrugged him off. 
 
    “You can’t just give up on us like this.” He yelled.  
 
    “Give up? It’s not me who’s sleeping with someone else is it! You did this! Not me. I’ll be back home tomorrow, I want you gone by then. I don’t know what’s worse, that you tried to make me think it was me or that you’re sleeping with a teenager, both things make me sick.” I turned away and walked, I didn’t know where I was going, everything had changed now but oddly I only felt numb as the anger ebbed away. Behind me Chris slumped to the floor, his head in his hands his sobs echoing down the street.  
 
      
 
    A week passed quicker than I imagined possible, Chris had taken his overnight bag and gone to his parent’s house in Gloucester, several messages on the phone from his sister informed me he really wanted to see me and had explained the whole situation to them and was so sorry. Like that made it better! Didn’t they understand there was no coming back from this? I sealed the last cardboard box with a roll of brown tape and picked up my phone scrolling through until I found ‘sis’ the title I’d affectionately saved Chris’s older sister Tilly under. Pressing the green button I winced as the ringing began. 
 
    “Hello?” Oh great it was his nine year old niece Maisy. 
 
    “Hey Maze. It’s Becks.” I began, choking down the lump in my throat. 
 
    “Aunty Becky where have you been? Why is Uncle Chris so sad, he’s always crying and mummy says it’s because he misses you, so when can you come back off holiday?” She chirped excitedly, luckily Tilly saved the day by snatching the phone and silencing Maisy’s protests. 
 
    “Rebecca? Is that you?” She asked quickly. 
 
    “Yeah Hi Tilly.” I sagged against the bed. 
 
    “Oh thank God! I was beginning to think you’d never call.” She laughed maniacally. “Chris is in the bathroom do you want me to get him?”  
 
    “No!” I heard my own voice and it sounded too sharp. “No, sorry Tilly I don’t need to speak to Chris.” I tried again more softly. 
 
    “Well of course you do, he’s your husband.” Tilly sounded like she was trying to smile. 
 
    “Not for long.” Again too sharp. “I’m sorry, I just wanted to let you know the rest of his things are boxed up here and ready to grab. Sooner the better really.” I tried to sound gentle and not too abrupt. 
 
    “He made a mistake Rebecca.” Her voice was pleading. 
 
    “Yeah with an nineteen year old girl, several times and then lied about it and tried to make me think it was in my head.” I snapped. 
 
    “You can get past this, she’s not keeping the baby now, there won’t be any ties to her at all you can both just move forwards like this never happened.” 
 
    My blood seemed to turn to a cold sludge in my veins, Chris and I had tried for a baby for several years, tests had shown that I was the problem something I’d never got over feeling guilty for, but it had pained us both deeply. My head felt as though it was full of cotton wool and the room seemed to spin as a rush of nausea cascaded over me. The silence must have given away how I was feeling. 
 
    “Oh shit! You didn’t know that did you?” Tilly was practically crying. “Oh Rebecca I’m so sorry.”  
 
    “Pick up his stuff tomorrow or it’s going in the street.” It was all I could manage the phone felt heavy in my clammy fingers.  
 
    “Becky I’m so sorry I just thought you knew and that’s why you were so adamant it’s over, I mean the thought of somebody else having that child, I can understand that, but it’s not happening Rebecca he told her he chooses you.” Tilly was frantic. 
 
    “If you love your brother at all, you should tell him to do everything in his power to keep that child.” My voice broke and I had to hold the phone away from my ear to steady my breath. “He’s wanted to be a father for a really long time, he has no chance at saving our marriage but maybe he can save the chance of that.” I pressed the red button hard and let the handset fall onto the floor. I pushed myself up, ignoring the phone that was now ringing beside me Tilly must have done an instant redial, grabbing my duffle coat and scarf I pressed my feet into my shoes and stumbled out of the house.  
 
      
 
    “I need to see Dr Hill.” I shouted at the door, I pressed the buzzer holding my finger down on it heavily, sweat was running down my back, my heart felt as though it was about to explode. 
 
    “Rebecca?” The door swung inwards and I stumbled inside. 
 
    “I think I’m dying!” I gasped, the black and white tiles swam under my feet. 
 
    “Help me take her into the office please.” I felt hands under my arms and stumbled along as best I could. “There on the recliner.” Lana’s voice commanded and I was lifted into the seat which was hastily pushed back so that I was almost flat. 
 
    “Thank you.” The door closed and instantly Lana was at my side, her fingers unbuttoning my jacket loosening the neck of my t shirt as best she could pulling it away from my skin, I rolled onto my side but was pushed firmly back. 
 
    “You need to breathe slowly.” She commanded. I tried but my lungs were shrinking no air could get through. “Rebecca, look at me.” Two gentle hands cupped my face and big green eyes locked onto my own. “Stay with me OK?” She spoke softly and the room seemed to come into focus slightly. “Breathe slowly through your nose and out through your mouth, like this.” She took my hand and placed it against her collar bone, making exaggerated in and out breaths. Slowly my heart seemed to stop racing, the numbness in my hands began to fade and I burst into tears, to my surprise Lana quietly crossed the room, clicked a small barrel lock across the door came back sitting me up by wrapping her arms around me and holding me tight. I let my hands close around her back and shrank into the embrace, trying but failing miserably to stop the flood of tears. Through my sobs I explained what had happened. 
 
    “I knew he didn’t want me anymore, he barely touched me before that happened but afterwards, it was like I disgusted him. She’s nineteen! Can you believe that?” I stated for the tenth time. Lana prised me from her shoulder where a wet patch marked the cream silk of her shirt, she handed me a box of tissues and sat back a little. “And as if that wasn’t bad enough, she’s pregnant.” I clapped my hands together. If Lana was surprised she did a good job at hiding it, she merely sat, silently watching me. 
 
    “Say something.” I muttered. 
 
    “I’m not surprised you’re having anxiety attacks. This kind of stress added to what you are already dealing with is an enormous amount of pressure.” She crossed her legs carefully holding her ankle. 
 
    “Say something real.” A sob escaped my throat and she seemed to inhale sharply. 
 
    “He’s a fucking idiot to have ever done anything that would lose you. You’re amazing and beautiful and funny when you don’t even mean to be and he’s an asshole for not realising that and treating you like a queen.” Her eyes blazed. I couldn’t do anything but stare at her, she shook her head slightly and brushed a strand of dark hair out of her face. 
 
    “But I’m not supposed to say anything like that.” She added with a conspiratorial look and quick smile. 
 
    “Do you mean it?” I asked quietly. “Those things you just said, do you mean them?” She looked up at me and nodded lightly. 
 
    “I do. He’s an idiot.” She seemed to blush slightly, patting down the front of her shirt and fiddling with a button. “I’m sorry Rebecca but I really have got to get back to work if you’re feeling better. You are more than welcome to stay as long as you need to in the lounge there’s coffee and tea and sofas.” Lana smiled and rose to her feet stepping away from me.  
 
    “Of course, I’m sorry. I feel ok now.” I stood shakily and headed for the door grabbing at my coat and bag.  
 
    “Is there anyone you want to call? Can someone pick you up?” She asked clicking open the lock on the door. 
 
    “No honestly.” I waved a hand. “I’m ok. The air will do me some good.” 
 
    “Ok well I will see you at your next appointment?” Lana asked. 
 
    “Yeah I’ll see you then.” I bustled out the door barely registering that I was lurching through a snow storm as I headed up the street. Embarrassment finally caught up with me as I turned the corner spreading warmth through my face, out of all the people I could have gone to in such a mess why did I have to choose her?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    I watched from the upper window as Tilly loaded the last of the boxes into the boot of her people carrier, Maisy caught my eye and waved frantically from the back seat, a pink teddy bear dangled from her hand bumping against the glass. I waved back swallowing down tears. Chris, who was sat in the passenger seat staring at the front door picked up on the movement behind him and turned to speak to his niece. I moved out of sight feeling exposed in the now empty bedroom with its window bare of curtains. 
 
    “Becky?” I heard Tilly call up the stairs. 
 
    “Yeah?” I answered moving within sight. 
 
    “Is that all of it?” She asked, her chin wobbled with emotion and she pushed back her red hair behind her ear. 
 
    “That’s everything I think.” I told her as I sat heavily on the top step of the stairs, she leant on the bannister.  
 
    “I can’t believe that’s it.” She whispered. 
 
    “If I find anything else I’ll let you know.” I shrugged. 
 
    “No I don’t mean this, these are just things I mean I can’t believe you and Chris are over.” I sighed as she fixed me in her watery gaze. “Is there no way you can work it out?” She whined. 
 
    “Tilly, look around the house is empty, the divorce is going through. There really is no way back.” I rubbed my eyes, tired of it all and wanting her to leave. 
 
    “You could put it all back.” She gave a hopeful laugh. “Are you still seeing a counsellor Becky you look so pale and tired?” The concern on her face was real. 
 
    “I am, but I haven’t been for a few weeks, with selling the house so fast and everything else, it’s all just been a little bit crazy.” I muttered. 
 
    “Chris loves you so much Becks.” Tilly said quickly. 
 
    “Thanks for picking up all of his stuff, I hope he gets sorted soon.” It was the most I could say. She nodded and badly stifled a sob as she pulled the front door closed behind her.  
 
      
 
    The tube was mayhem, the shops even worse. I wandered aimlessly around, avoiding bumping into people as they rushed past, bags crammed into their hands. Different versions of the same Christmas songs drifted out of doors and window displays glittered invitingly. Strolling into a shop I avoided the men’s sections of gifts, seeing aftershaves and boxer shorts only reminded me that I didn’t need to buy them anymore and instead headed for the confectionary, lollipops shaped as Santa and marshmallow snowmen smiled from the shelves. I grabbed a few and threw them into my half empty basket along with a bottle of white wine and huge bag of pretzels.  
 
    “Do you have the new version?” I heard her accent before I saw her. Lana was leaning slightly over the perfume counter gazing up at a row of pink bottles, the assistant shook his head and muttered something about trying a different store she thanked him and turned away. 
 
    “Hi.” I blurted as she moved past the aisle where I stood. 
 
    “Hey.” Lana looked slightly taken aback but recovered well. “How are you?” She asked glancing to the side. 
 
    “I’m good.” I lied trying to smooth back my hair. 
 
    “Good, that’s good.” She shifted her feet slightly. 
 
    “I’m sorry about turning up at your office like that, I was just having a moment of madness, everything was going crazy in my brain and I just ended up there.” I laughed nervously. 
 
    “Oh its ok don’t even worry about it. Are you feeling better?” Lana looked at the basket full of junk food and alcohol. “Eating ok?” She grinned. 
 
    “Yeah snowmen and wine and divorce, it’s a new diet craze.” I tried to joke but it just ended in a sob. 
 
    “How about you leave that and we go and get a coffee somewhere?” Lana placed a gloved hand on my shoulder, I looked up and saw worry in her face I nodded dropping the basket and let her guide me out into the street. 
 
    “Where shall we go?” Lana looked up and down. 
 
    “Starbucks?” I offered. 
 
    “No, it’s too public.” Lana shook her head her dark hair swung around her shoulders.  
 
    “Too public for what?” I reached into my pocket and retrieved my cigarettes. 
 
    “You’re still a patient Rebecca, it might not be the best idea for me to be seen socially with you.” Lana pointed across the street to a small tucked away café that had roller blinds halfway up its one square window. “How about there?” 
 
    “Anywhere warm is good for me.” I nodded and stepped out to cross the street. 
 
      
 
    Two lattes later and I was still talking, my fingers picking away at a slice of chocolate cake. 
 
    “Then she actually asked if there was any way it could be fixed! As she is loading boxes out of my empty house, she asks if I could reconsider!” I flicked a drop of chocolate icing off the edge of my plate. “Can you believe that?” 
 
    “People find it hard to believe when things are changing for good.” Lana cupped her mug in her hands. “It makes them say and do things that they know are irrational but in the moment they can’t help it.”  
 
    “Well I guess I should have expected a diplomatic answer from you.” I smiled and picked up my own mug. 
 
    “Not always, you’d be surprised the things I have let slip out of my mouth.” She looked at me quickly. “I called a man who was coming to me for counselling after his wife left him a fucking idiot once.” I choked on my coffee as Lana laughed. “I know!” She held her hands up. “But in my defence he had been bawling his eyes out for an hour then told me he only cheated three times because she was pregnant and wouldn’t sleep with him.” My grin slipped from my face. 
 
    “Oh Rebecca I’m sorry, that was really insensitive of me.” Lana reached across and took my hand. 
 
    “No don’t be silly, I’m just being oversensitive with everything at the moment.” I let my hand lie in hers. 
 
    “Have you heard any more about the whole situation?” She asked quietly. 
 
    “Nope. But I did search for her on Facebook.” I admitted. 
 
    “And?” Lana moved her hand back across the table. 
 
    “She’s beautiful.” I reached for my phone and scrolled across the screen tapping until I got to what I was looking for, I handed it over. 
 
    “Wow.” She muttered. 
 
    “Thanks.” I laughed a little. 
 
    “No, I mean sure, she is pretty but she looks so young.” Lana tilted her head a little. “She looks like a kid.” 
 
    “She is a fucking kid.” I accepted the phone back and clicked the case shut. “I mean what did he do, take her for a happy meal? It’s not as if she can drink!”  
 
    “You really love him huh?” She looked at me carefully. 
 
    “I did and I think I always will care for him, but I don’t think I’ve been in love with him for a long time. It just became comfortable, it was so normal, everyday mixed into the next and it just stayed that way. Even before what happened, things weren’t great.” I ended limply. 
 
    “I get that.” Lana nodded she emptied her cup and replaced it carefully on the table. “Well I think I should probably go.” She pushed her seat back a little. 
 
    “I really appreciate this you know. It had been a shockingly bad day.” I fastened the buttons of my coat. 
 
    “It was nice.” Lana smiled as she flicked her hair from under the collar of her woollen jacket, her lips parting creasing at the corners right up to her eyes. “Just keep it a secret.” She winked and headed for the door.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    The entire walk to Lana’s office from the tube station was spent going around my brain, trying to think of ways to start the conversation I wanted to have. Two days had gone by since my coffee with her and I hadn’t been able to shake that smile from my brain, the only thing to do was to find a way out of these sessions, that way we could be friends without it affecting her career. Friends, I reminded myself, were few and far between at the moment, anyone from work that had been classed as a friend had silently slipped away from me since the attack. The ones that remained uncomfortably trying to socialise with me had given up after they heard of the divorce. I think the thought of my life spiralling downwards into a lonely depression was something none of them wanted to be around. But in all my years of friendship with women, I’d never got that butterfly feeling the same way I did when I looked at Lana. I shook my head trying to dislodge the nervous edge that was creeping into my mind and took a deep breath as I rounded the corner to the street I needed to be on.  
 
    “Well imagine seeing you here?” His voice was softer but there was no mistaking it, my feet faltered and I ground to a halt. Ben Hewitt leant on the passenger side door of a shining silver jeep, the rest of the car I noticed was empty. He dragged on a cigarette, watching me with an amused expression as he blew the smoke out into the air. I looked to the black door a few feet away wishing it would open. “No words?” He grinned. “You had plenty to say to the police Rebecca.” He flicked the butt away and stepped across the kerb.  
 
    “Stay away from me.” I stumbled a few feet to my right trying to circle around towards the stone steps.  
 
    “Why are you acting like this?” He laughed and held his hands out. “I just wanted to talk to you, there’s no law against that is there? Oh, that’s right, I’m not guilty free to go where I want.” He smiled widely.  
 
    “You need to stay away from me, you are mad if you really believe that you deserved that verdict, you know what happened.” I tried to steady my words but they wavered none the less.  
 
    “I’m mad? But yet you’re the one at the psychiatrist? How ironic.” He curved his bottom lip into a mocking pout.  
 
    “Mrs Taylor?” Lana’s voice called out strongly behind me, I heard her heels drumming down the steps and in a moment she was beside me. 
 
    “Hello beautiful.” Ben regained his composure and gave what he thought was his best winning smile as he looked at Lana’s long legs flowing from under the black pencil skirt.  
 
    “Do I know you?” Lana placed her hands on her hips and locked him in a stare, those green eyes usually so soft and understanding had hardened to flint. 
 
    “Not yet.” Ben flicked open the cigarette packet in his hand and lit another. 
 
    “No I didn’t think I did, so maybe you should bear that in mind when taking into consideration the manner in which you speak to me.” Her words were a growl. 
 
    “This is him.” I managed to stutter quietly. Lana’s head barely moved but her chest seemed to fall and rise rapidly. She stepped forwards, her face a foot from Ben’s I watched as his smug smile faltered and he shuffled backwards towards the car turning his eyes to the floor. 
 
    “You disgust me.” She hissed. “If I see you anywhere near my client again, I will personally make sure there is an injunction placed against you for harassment. Do you understand?” He tried to laugh but failed miserably. Lana stared at him. “Go on. Get into your shiny car that daddy bought and get out of here little boy.” He glared from her to me, colour flushing his cheeks. 
 
    “I was going anyway, I have much better things to do with my time than be around a lying slut.” He slunk around the bonnet and wrenched open the door, the passenger window slid soundlessly open. “You’re not that pretty anyway.” He barked at Lana before revving the car out of the street. 
 
    “Are you ok?” Lana was at my side her hands on either side of my shoulders, I hadn’t even realised but I was shaking like a leaf in the breeze. “That son of a bitch.” She glared down the now empty road. “Rebecca? Are you ok?” I snapped back into reality as she shook me gently. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine.” I nodded. 
 
    “Come on get inside.” Lana placed one hand on the small of my back and guided me into the building. “Christine cancel my meeting this afternoon please.” She said as we snaked through the reception into the warmth of her office. I placed myself in the tub chair in front of the fire, zoning out as I watched the flames jumping back and forth, the faint sound of a spoon stirring against a cup in the background. 
 
    “Here.” Lana sat opposite me and handed me a black cup. 
 
    “Thanks.” I murmured taking a sip. “Woah what’s in that?” I asked through a cough. 
 
    “Whiskey.” Lana smiled and took a drink out of her own cup.  
 
    “I’m not complaining.” I told her as I took another gulp. 
 
    “So that’s him huh?” She asked leaning back in her seat. 
 
    “Yep.” I nodded. 
 
    “The court put no protection in place for you?” Lana asked astounded. 
 
    “No. He wasn’t found guilty so he had no punishment or boundaries put on him. Probably no different from the rest of his entire life.” I downed more coffee. “From what I can gather he’s been spoiled since he was born.” Lana was frowning at me her lips pursed as though she was waiting to speak. “I googled him after it happened.” I admitted. 
 
    “It’s not an unusual thing to do. Most people want to know more about someone who hurt them. It’s natural.” Lana explained, she tugged the band from her wrist and twisted her hair into a messy bun. “I am supposed to stay completely impartial of course but I wish I’d of hit him with my car.” I laughed a little too loudly at that, almost curling in on myself as the gurgle in my throat turned to tears. Lana moved to kneel in front of me her hands resting on my knees. “What is wrong with me?” I whined. 
 
    “You are ok, you are strong and funny. You are more than ok, you can move on from this Rebecca, he will never be able to because it’s who he is. It doesn’t define you, it defines him.” Her words were quiet but firm, I gazed into the pool of green swimming around her pupils, dancing with light from the fire. She seemed to notice my eyes flicking to her mouth and stood up returning to her seat. 
 
    “I can’t believe he knew I would be here, how would he know that?” I frowned. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Lana’s brow creased too. “That’s a good point, how would he know you would be here.” Suddenly Lana raised a hand to her mouth, her eyes widening. 
 
    “What?” I asked leaning forwards. 
 
    “That little bitch!” She muttered. “It makes sense now. That’s why she was so adamant I took you as a client, she thought she could keep you in her pocket.” Lana had got to her feet and was pacing back and forth in front of the fire. 
 
    “Who? Lana you have lost me!” I stood up to grabbing her arm. 
 
    “Miranda!” Lana hissed. “There’s so much you don’t know Rebecca I don’t even know where or how to start.” She slumped back into the chair.  
 
    “From the beginning maybe.” I tried to force a smile. 
 
    “Not here. I don’t want anyone turning up.” She reached for her coat. “Come on I’ll drive you home.” 
 
      
 
    The car was as I expected it would be, sporty and black and ultramodern. I ran a hand over the stitching of the leather seat and continued watching the road. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked, the cluster of houses had thinned out into larger individual properties. 
 
    “We are here, it’s a pub I used to go to, it’s quieter and serves good food too.” Lana swung the car into a narrow gravelled drive and edged around an ornate flower arrangement to turn into a small car park that stood in front of a quaint black and white building. 
 
    “My head is spinning.” I told her. 
 
    “That is exactly why we are going to order a huge amount of food, but unfortunately they don’t sell snowmen!” Lana smiled. “Come on.”  
 
      
 
    “Wow, I had no idea how much I needed that.” I placed my fork back down against the empty plate and leaned back into the chair.  
 
    “I know right.” Lana agreed pushing her own plate further onto the table.  
 
    “Everything ok for you ladies?” The bartender reached over and stacked the empty plates across his forearm. 
 
    “Beautiful thank you.” Lana purred, he seemed to giggle inwardly. “Hey are the seats by the fireplace empty?” She touched his arm and he nodded eagerly. “Thanks.” The poor man looked dejected as she rose to her feet and held a hand out to me. I took it hurriedly and followed behind as we wound through the tables into a smaller empty room away from the bar.  
 
    “Here we go, my favourite spot.” She signalled towards the fireplace where two high backed chairs were arranged either end of a low wooden table. 
 
    “So, what is going on?” I asked unable to hold my questions any longer. 
 
    “Well, you said you’d googled Ben, did you see anything about his father or family?” Lana began. 
 
    “Yeah his dad owns a load of businesses and houses, they have a lot of money. He seemed to be from one of those families that people just know who they are instantly.” I said. 
 
    “The friends Miranda keeps, all of them have contacts in the police force, judges lawyer’s everywhere. She likes to think she mixes with important people but they usually just aren’t very nice people, if this family is anything like that and the son had been found guilty, then it would have meant he would be named. A family like that can’t have the name associated with anything untoward, if the police started digging they would find enough stuff to put the whole lot of them behind bars for a long time and if people came forward too…” She let the sentence dangle in the air. 
 
    “What you mean I’m not the only one?” I stuttered. 
 
    “I doubt it very much.” She shook her head.  
 
    “What has Miranda got to do with it?” I asked. 
 
    “She was the one who was adamant that you come to me for your sessions, you could have been referred within the hospital or to any number of people but she hounded me to take you. Then she has been overly interested in what you’re saying, whether you are happy to let it go or trying to get your own revenge. Then Ben shows up. It’s obvious, his family must be paying her to keep tabs on you.” Lana finished.  
 
    “I’m so confused.” I rubbed my head.  
 
    “It’s a strange world we live in and most of us have no idea what is actually going on under the surface. I know it sounds crazy but it’s the only explanation to how he knew where you were and why she is so interested in you.” Lana reached over and held her hand towards me. “I wouldn’t tell her anything you know that right?” I took her hand. 
 
    “I know.” I told her.  
 
    “They are dangerous people Rebecca.” She grimaced.  
 
    “You sound like you know quite a bit about it all.” I watched her carefully.  
 
    “I do.” She nodded but didn’t go on.  
 
    “What is Miranda to you?” I asked quietly, Lana looked up at me. 
 
    “She’s nothing anymore.” She shook her head. “But she was everything once.”  
 
    “What happened?” I queried. 
 
    “It’s a very long story.” Lana sipped at her small glass of wine.  
 
    “I have plenty of time.” I told her.  
 
    “Maybe some other time.” Lana looked at me her eyes pleading for understanding, I nodded.  
 
    “Ok.” I sighed. 
 
    “Right, let’s get you back home.” She stood up. “Rebecca I meant what I said, these are serious people please don’t repeat anything I have told you tonight. 
 
    “I won’t, I promise you can trust me.” I told her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    I strode up the steps to the office, my cheeks red from the cold I pressed my finger to the buzzer. 
 
    “Dr Hill’s office.” Christine chimed through the intercom.  
 
    “Mrs Taylor.” I replied as the door buzzed open.  
 
    “Hey.” Lana met me at the door, “I was just going to change my shirt” I glanced at her, coffee had spilled down the front of the red fabric and she was moving towards the staircase that led upstairs. 
 
    “Do you live here?” I said in shock. 
 
    “Yeah.” She gave a small laugh. “I have an apartment upstairs.” She started moving up the stairs. “I won’t be a minute.” She walked away leaving me standing at the bottom unsure what to do. I watched her unlock the door by pressing numbers into a keypad on the wall and step out of view.  
 
     “I was hoping to catch you.” I jumped back off the bottom step my hand still on the smooth polished rail. Miranda stood in the door way, a set of keys still dangling from the golden lock, a tight smile pulled across the beige lipstick coating her mouth.  
 
    “I was just leaving.” I spluttered stupidly. She gazed at my hand which still lay palm down, lingering against the wood.  
 
    “The exit is this way.” She smiled again but her eyes had hardened. I pushed past her carefully trying to avoid any contact between the two of us, squeezing myself against the door frame as she refused to give an inch. 
 
    “Mrs Taylor.” The voice was sing song and sickly sweet. 
 
    “Yes?” I reached the bottom of the outer steps, my feet slipping slightly on the freshly fallen flakes of snow. 
 
    “We need to talk I think.” Miranda was making her way, step by step towards me. I shoved my hands deep into my pockets and stared at the floor. 
 
    “How’s it going? The sessions with the doctor?” She was a foot away from me, fiddling with a packet of cigarettes that she’d retrieved from an expensive looking leather purse.  
 
    “It’s ok.” I shrugged and accepted the box from her outstretched hand placing a cigarette between my lips and reaching for the lighter she offered. 
 
    “She’s beautiful isn’t she?” The question was said so simply I almost missed the hidden bitterness. 
 
    “Yes she is very pretty.” I nodded and blew smoke out into the air. “I don’t see what that has to do with my sessions though.”  
 
    “Exactly. It has nothing to do with what you are here for.” She glared at me. “Maybe you should bear that in mind. The reason you’re here, the job Lana is supposed to be doing, it’s a position she’s worked hard to get to, I’d hate to see her lose everything by crossing the patient, doctor line.” My mouth must have dropped open slightly Miranda held up a heavily ringed hand and gave a shallow laugh. “Please, don’t try and think of something to say. I’ve known that girl since she was sixteen years old, living in a small back of nowhere town, taking care of a mother who couldn’t stand her. I’ve seen her go through more women than she knew what to do with, everywhere she goes she breaks hearts, she has a way that makes people feel special, makes them love her, then she moves on. She needs to be needed and once that feeling has gone, well.” She flicked her cigarette into the gutter, it sizzled in the blackened slush. “She has no interest and I can spot a love struck puppy a mile off.”  
 
    I stood dumbfounded, staring at the floor.  
 
    “I’ve tried to back you out of the next four months of sessions, but the rest of the board still think it’s necessary. I’ll tell Lana to make sure her reports say you attended but of course I think its best that you don’t.” She replaced the lighter and cigarettes in her bag and pulled the zip closed.  
 
    “But I want to attend.” I muttered. 
 
    “What you want, doesn’t mean anything to me.” She was closer now, I could smell red wine on her breath mixed with the tobacco. “Stay away from her Mrs Taylor. I won’t say it again. You aren’t the first to be pulled in, the amount of girls I have turned a blind eye to for her, I should have known really that you would be no different. Don’t you think it’s a little bit pathetic, I mean, are you even gay? Weren’t you married?” She turned sharply and marched back up the steps closing the door with a push of her hand leaving me standing alone on the pavement my heart thundering in my chest.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The usual Christmas films rolled around the TV channels in a seemingly unending loop, a small tree stood in the corner of my new ground floor apartment, the money from the house had been divided of course and my half had been enough to buy a small place in a nice enough street. My parents had insisted on assisting me with the move and the plastic cone shaped attempt at a tree was my mum’s idea of compromise, I had said no decorations and wanting to be alone, she had said plastic tree and a kitten.  
 
    So my new little black and white roommate had arrived along with the tree and over excited mother. I had to admit though he was good for a laugh. I watched as he braced himself in front of the dangling shiny bauble his tiny tail wriggling in the air, eyes wide and ears flat as he pounced, had a moment of suspension and once again crashed into the gifts under the tree with a high pitched meow. I curled my feet underneath me on the two seater sofa quickly as he raced across the room with a hiss and skip.  
 
    “You are crazy cat!” I told him as he peeked around the arm of the chair, claws anchoring him in! The small square screen of my phone lit up followed quickly by a loud beep and grating vibration sending the kitten flying across the room once again, I smiled and reached for the handset. One new message. Doctor Hill. My heart seemed to slow so that every beat thudded in my throat, three weeks had passed since I had last seen Lana. I pressed down lightly and opened the message.  
 
      
 
    “Mrs Taylor you have missed three appointments in succession I am obligated to report this in your file if there is no valid reason as to why you haven’t attended. Please respond as a matter of urgency on the number below.” 
 
      
 
    A separate number was enclosed. I held down the text and copied the number pasting it into a new message I began to type. 
 
      
 
    “Doctor Hill I’m very sorry, I was under the impression you would have been informed by our mutual acquaintance as to why I haven’t attended as it was at her request that I stayed away.” 
 
      
 
    The phone rang almost instantly making me jump, slopping red wine down myself in the process. 
 
    “Hello?” I answered. 
 
    “Rebecca what are you talking about?” Lana’s voice sounded agitated. 
 
    “I thought you knew. Miranda stopped me at your office.” I began. 
 
    “No?” It was a question more than a response. 
 
    “Yeah, she basically told me that you, get close, with a lot of people.” I said tactfully “She seemed to think I have some kind of, relationship, with you and said she would tell you that I wasn’t coming to appointments anymore because she didn’t want it to affect your job.” I finished, my face had turned a bright shade of red.  
 
    “The little bitch!” Lana exclaimed, her accent strong in her annoyance. “Where are you?” The question surprised me. 
 
    “Erm I’m at home.” I said glancing around at the coffee table cluttered with take away cartons and empty bottles.  
 
    “Which is where dopey?” She laughed a little. 
 
    “34 Rose lane apartments.” I said carefully “Why?”  
 
    “Well I was hoping I could come around?” 
 
    “Here?” I sat bolt upright. 
 
    “Maybe not then.” The voice on the other end of the phone sounded deflated.  
 
    “No of course you’re welcome, just maybe give me an hour or three.” I laughed nervously, more loudly than I had intended. 
 
    “Sure.” There was a light sigh of relief. “See you about nine?”  
 
    “Sure.” I repeated before pressing down on the screen of my phone and ending the call.  
 
    “Shit!” I leapt to my feet, the kitten shot across the room avoiding my heavy steps as I rushed from place to place grabbing at bits of long forgotten rubbish and fluffing folded cushions. Lana was going to be coming to my apartment, within the next few hours and it looked like a dump, where was the fairy Godmothers when you needed them? 
 
      
 
    A light tap on the door sent my stomach twirling into knots, I pushed back my hair from my face it stuck to my skin still damp from the shower and straightened the black t shirt I had thrown on. It had taken the best part of an hour to choose what to wear, too much and it would be obvious I had dressed up especially, too little and I’d look like I didn’t care. Skinny jeans and a classic black v neck t shirt had won out. I took a deep breath holding the wiggling kitten in one hand to foil his escape and opened the door. 
 
    “Hey.” Lana smiled. “Oh my God who is this?” She instantly stepped through into the narrow hallway pushing the door closed behind her, dumping her shoulder bag which was rammed with papers to the floor she grabbed the kitten. 
 
    “Oh my parents got him for me as company.” I laughed walking backwards towards the living room, Lana followed still tickling the black and white fur ball.  
 
    “What’s his name?” She asked laughing as he swiped at her fingers with little velvet paws. 
 
    “Um, I haven’t really given him one yet.” I admitted. “I’ve just been calling him kitten!”  
 
    “That’s original.” She looked up at me and smiled again making my heart skip a beat. “Well Ok Kit, you win.” She gave a short laugh and placed him on the floor where he immediately decided to make a run for the tree again.  
 
    “Kit, I can live with that.” I told her nodding.  
 
    “Wine?” Lana backed out of the room and rustled through her bag returning with a dark glass bottle.  
 
    “Oh shit, I don’t have glasses.” I blushed. 
 
    “Cups are fine.” She smiled again as I stumbled across the room to the kitchen.  
 
    I placed the two black coffee mugs onto the top of a glass table and sat back on the couch as she poured out the dark red liquid. She’d kicked off her shoes I noticed and the thick grey coat was slung over the armchair opposite. Handing me one cup she took the other and sank back in her seat. 
 
    “Oh it’s been a long day.” She sighed sipping at her wine. “This time of year seems to bring out the worst in people.” She smiled sadly. 
 
    “Don’t you take time off for Christmas?” I asked. 
 
    “I do, but not much.” She nodded gazing at the fairy lights dotting the tree. 
 
    “You don’t go home for Christmas then?” I placed my cup down and reached for a cigarette. “Do you mind?” 
 
    “No not at all, in fact can I steal one?” Lana reached for the packet. 
 
    “Of course.” I leant forward flicking the lighter to life and hearing the sizzle as she inhaled and the white paper caught fire. For a moment I was mesmerised, her lips parting to blow out the smoke softly, what was even wrong with me? 
 
    “If you mean America, no I don’t go back. There’s no need to really, my Mom isn’t around anymore and the family I do have there don’t really approve of my lifestyle.” She flicked the ash into the tray a little clumsily, she didn’t look like a regular smoker. “This year though I will be with family.” She bit her lip nervously. “I found my dad.”  
 
    “That’s amazing!” I exclaimed. 
 
    “It is, but it’s also kind of scary. They want me to go to this big family thing on Christmas Eve, I mean I’ve already met him, my dad, but he wants me to go to his house and meet his wife and son. Apparently it’s quite a big place in Chelsea they have a huge get together with lots of friends and all the cousins, Aunts, Uncles even the dogs.” She took another long pull on her cigarette.  
 
    “What was he like?” I asked stubbing my own cigarette out. 
 
    “Like me.” She said quickly. “Dark hair, green eyes. Apart from that I don’t really know, he didn’t stay long or say too much, he had business to attend to.” She rolled her eyes a little and I noticed the charcoal liner smudged at the corners. 
 
    “Wow.” I commented. 
 
    “Yep!” She agreed pouring out more wine. “Thirty years and he had to rush off!” 
 
    “What do you mean your family don’t approve of your lifestyle?” I asked even though I knew what the answer would be. 
 
    “Well the fact I’m a psychiatrist.” She kept her face deadly serious before bursting out laughing. “That I’m gay. They can’t stand it, small town and all that.”  
 
    I nodded trying not to laugh with a mouthful of wine.  
 
    “What about you?” She smiled. 
 
    “What about me?” I placed my glass back down and turned to face her. 
 
    “When did you know you liked women as well as men?” The question was so straight forward it threw me off and I stammered for the words. “Oh shit, really you hadn’t worked it out yet?” Lana grimaced. “Sorry, I just assumed!” 
 
    “No it’s not that it’s just, I never really liked girls, before I mean it wasn’t something that I’d thought about very much until recently.” I shrivelled inwardly, could I be any more obvious? Lana narrowed her eyes for a second but smiled kindly. 
 
     “Anyway what did Miranda say to you?” She changed the subject quickly.  
 
    I recounted the conversation as best as I could remember. 
 
    “She’s such a bitch.” Lana was flushed with anger. “I mean who the fuck does she think she is?”  
 
    I’d drank quite a bit by now and the room had gained a fuzzy glow. 
 
    “My boss.” I laughed. 
 
    “Apart from that.” Lana didn’t halt in her barrage. “She’s unbelievable. She has known me for a long time that’s true enough, she was a friend of my mom’s. She started taking me out for dinner and buying me expensive gifts when I was sixteen, I bet she didn’t mention that?” I sat up a little straighter. “By the time I was eighteen she was sleeping with me, I had a key to her apartment she was a rep for a pharmaceutical company then and would be in the states at least twice a month. She bought me clothes, a car, my mom hated it they had a huge argument which I obviously hated her for and she threw me out. She said I was being bought.”  
 
    “Oh my God that’s awful!” I felt suddenly sober. 
 
    “I swear she still thinks she owns a part of me. You know, I’d never been with anyone before her and somehow she seems to think that makes her special.” Lana rubbed at her arms as though trying to prise the memories off her skin. “Maybe ordinarily it would have.” I muttered. “If it hadn’t have been so seedy I mean. Usually the first person you have that connection with means something doesn’t it?”  
 
    “Not for me.” She picked up her glass and took a gulp. “For me it was just the start of a huge lie, being hidden from people, having to sit at the same table as her husband and children acting like I was nothing more than just a dumb kid from one of her less fortunate friends. Then sneaking into her room when there was nobody around, as soon as she whistled I had to go running because it was the only time I would get to see her. I was just stupid!” Lana shook her head with irritation.  
 
    “Hey come on, you were young and she took advantage! Look at you, look at all you have achieved, you’re amazing.” I leant forward and placed my hand on her knee.  My breath seemed to lodge in my chest as she placed her drink down and covered my hand with her own.  
 
    “I’m glad you think that way but that’s not how I see myself at all.” She shook her head.  
 
    “Well you should start looking in the mirror more often.” I laughed. 
 
    “Where did you come from?” She muttered looking up at me. I frowned nervously not sure how to reply.  
 
    “Are you definitely not coming to your sessions anymore?” She asked, her eyes locked on mine.  
 
    “I don’t know if I should.” I told her, the smell of her perfume was stronger as she moved closer and slid up the couch towards me.  
 
    “No I think you definitely shouldn’t.” She held me locked in her stare. “I’m not imagining this am I?” She whispered leaning in to press her lips against my neck. I shivered and shook my head, tilting my chin to allow her more space. “I don’t know why I feel this connection with you, it’s wrong but you don’t feel like someone I’ve met through work.” She pulled back running a hand through her loose dark hair.  
 
    “I don’t feel like I’ve ever been your patient.” I told her. “Seriously, I don’t see you like that, like a doctor. Your just, you.” I reached for her hand and placed it against my cheek. “I meant what I said before, I don’t think I’ve ever felt like this, I can’t stop thinking about you.”  
 
    She took a shuddering breath and moved back towards me, within seconds her legs where on either side of my hips, her arms straight either side of my head hands resting against the cushions. Her perfume enveloped me, sweet and rich, I suddenly remembered the need to breathe and inhaled sharply. “Are you ok?” She asked brushing her fingertips through my fringe her eyes full of concern, my hands clumsily rested on her waist. I simply nodded. “You don’t have to do anything you know?” She caressed my cheek down my jawline.  
 
    “I want to.” I whispered. “I just…” My words faltered as her mouth pressed into mine, soft and full trapping my bottom lip between her own. 
 
    “It’s ok.” She whispered pulling back. “There’s nothing to it, just do whatever feels right.” 
 
    “How do you know what I was going to say?” I smiled. 
 
    She didn’t reply but kissed me again, this time running her hands across my face, trailing down the neckline of my shirt hooking her fingers under the fabric, I placed my own hands in her hair letting it slide between my fingers. The kiss deepened, I felt her tongue flick at my lips tracing their shape, a soft moan escaped her and instinctively I pulled her closer my heart racing against my ribs as she lifted her hands to her chest unbuttoning the pin stripe shirt before shrugging it off to the floor. I dropped my hand from her neck letting it graze her spine as it fell to the bottom of her back, she arched towards me breaking out of the kiss, laughing lightly. She wrapped her arms around my neck and looked at me hard, her red lipstick immaculately still in place, I tried hard not to look down at the tops of her breasts pressed against my own spilling out of the white lace bra. 
 
    “I really want you.” She said solidly. 
 
    My pulse rocketed through my veins. “I want you too.” I told her. 
 
    “Are you sure? Because I don’t want to be something you regret.” She rubbed her thumb against the back of my neck. “It’s ok if this is too much. We don’t have to do anything else, I mean you haven’t been in this situation before I don’t want you to feel like you have to do something, it might not feel right it might not be your thing.” She brushed her nose against my forehead placing a gentle kiss under my hair line. “I know sometimes you think you want something but then…” She paused and looked down at me. “It’s so different from being with a guy that you can realise it just isn’t for you and that’s ok.”  
 
    “You sound like you know what you’re talking about.” I raised my hand and twirled my fingers through her hair.  
 
    “Not me personally. I love being with a woman, I’ve always known that to me, that is my normal, it was always men that felt weird.” She tilted her head as I spread my fingers through her hair. “But I have been with girls who thought they were attracted to women but then when it actually came down to it….” She closed her eyes losing track of her thoughts as I walked my fingertips down her spine.  
 
    “Every nerve in my body is on fire Lana, I have never felt this way with anyone in my entire life. There’s a lot of things I’m not sure of right now but this isn’t one of them.” I watched as her chest heaved with relief.  
 
    “On fire? Really?” She opened her eyes and grinned wolfishly making me blush. 
 
    “Yes really. I can’t cope! I don’t know what to do with myself.” I laughed.  
 
    “Well luckily, I know exactly what to do with you.” She stood up pulling me with her, I swayed slightly the backs of my legs hitting the couch. Lana pulled at the hem of my shirt lifting it up and over my head in one fluid movement, before I had a moment to feel embarrassed she was kissing me again, pressing me back into the comfort of the chair although she stayed standing. Slowly she undid the top button of the black pipe leg trousers she was wearing, her eyes scanning my face for any sign of hesitation and slid them to the floor revealing a pair of plain white briefs with thin side straps that accentuated her long olive legs. She slid back over me, her skin against mine felt hot to touch. I reached up towards her pulling her in, kissing her slowly. I raised my hands to the small of her back and gingerly attempted to undo the clasp of her bra, which obligingly opened with ease. She raised an eyebrow as she slipped her arms from the straps and dropped it to the floor. 
 
    “Are you sure you haven’t done this before?” She asked. 
 
    “No.” I murmured leaning her back slightly with my hands at her hips so I could see her body. “You’re so beautiful.” I told her laying my lips against her neck and kissing the hollow of her throat. I pressed my palms against her stomach sliding them upwards until I cupped her breasts feeling her nipples harden under my touch. Suddenly she stood up. 
 
    “Where’s your bed?” She asked holding her hand out to me.  
 
    I led her down the hallway and turned into my bedroom, fumbling through the darkness until I reached the bedside lamp and flicked it on, slumping heavily onto the mattress. Lana walked around to the other side her narrow back towards me, she slipped out of her underwear and under the duvet. I stood back up and with a little shimmying removed the tight denim jeans I was wearing thankful for the foresight to put on a matching underwear set, I slid beneath the duvet, my legs brushing hers as I turned on my side.  
 
    “Hi.” She smiled. 
 
    “Are you nervous?” I asked with mock incredulity. 
 
    “I am actually.” She laughed reaching up a hand to brush my hair from my eyes. 
 
    “Why would you be nervous?” I shook my head a little not understanding. 
 
    “I don’t want to fuck it up.” She shrugged a little. “This is the first time. I really have a feeling about you I don’t want you to regret this and wake up tomorrow thinking ‘what have I done!’” She stroked a hand down the curve of my breast making me shiver.  
 
    “That will not happen.” I promised her looking deep into those shining emerald eyes. She paused for a minute. 
 
    “Come here.” She said in less than a whisper, pulling me across the few inches of empty bed so that my body was almost touching hers. Reaching around she undid the clip of my bra sliding it from my body, her eyes trained onto mine ignoring the heat that flooded my cheeks. Softly her hands began to trail over my back, my hips, my stomach, making every muscle twitch, I lay my forehead against her shoulder closing my eyes against her skin, she tilted my head a little to her lips and kissed me while her hands caressed my breasts. I was lost in her touch, I barely noticed when she moved one hand down my body, the other wrapped in my hair holding my mouth close to hers. It was only when she broke the kiss I felt her fingers brush the edge of my underwear, just one soft fingertip slipping against me, dipping and circling in a way I had never known. Her breathing had become shallow, her brow slightly creased, she held me with her eyes locked onto my own. 
 
    “Is this ok?” She asked. I simply nodded and pressed myself closer to her touch. She released her hand from my hair and lowered it to my thigh lifting my leg a little so that my knee bent and I rolled onto my back. “You feel so good.” She moaned against my skin as her fingers traced circles in the wetness. 
 
    “I want you so much.” I told her. She lifted her head and pressed her mouth against mine, everything felt so different from what I had known, every touch more precise every kiss velvety soft.  
 
    “Are you sure?” She muttered, I could already feel her fingers slipping into me. There were no words that I could form so I pushed myself closer feeling her sink deeper her palm rocking against me, her breath hitched in her throat. Sweat coated both our bodies despite the coolness of the room, suddenly I realised that this wasn’t the conventional mutual pleasure I was used to, I didn’t have to worry about pleasing Chris during sex because that was exactly what he was doing and if it worked for me in the process, great. But with Lana, what was I supposed to be doing? She must have felt my hesitation because she slowed slightly in her movements. I released one hand from her body and nervously slid it across her stomach. 
 
    “Oh no you don’t.” She laughed grabbing my wrist and placing it carefully above my head.  
 
    “It’s not fair though.” I argued, she slowed even more. 
 
    “What’s not fair?” The movements of her hand became painfully slow but more forceful making me groan and press my head back against the pillow, she was smiling from ear to ear now.  
 
    “You know, this, you doing all the work and not getting anything for yourself.” I stuttered. 
 
    “You really haven’t done this before have you?” She commented. “There will be plenty of time for you to repay the favour.” She nipped at my collarbone playfully. “And when you do you will realise what it is that I’m getting for myself, do you have any idea how amazing you feel?” Her slow circular movements were driving me crazy every spin sending waves through my body. “How beautiful you are? Or what touching you is doing to me?” She slipped my leg between hers, pressing against me as she moved lightly in time with her hands. She arched and rolled her hips, I placed my hand at the base of her spine pulling her in, feeling every tiny movement she made. Instantly my body reacted my stomach convulsing as roll after roll of new sensations cascaded through me, Lana’s hand stilled and every muscle seemed to be rippling against her touch. My head pressed into her shoulder once more as I span my breathing fast and heavy against her, it was some time before I could even find the words to speak. 
 
    “I’ve never felt like that.” I told her quietly as I lay in her arms. She kissed the top of my head and although I couldn’t see her face I could feel the smile tugging at her mouth. “Are you grinning?” I asked with a laugh. 
 
    “I am.” She replied. I flipped up onto my stomach, hands under my chin looking at her. “So sue me.” She added, her accent pronounced. 
 
    “I wonder why?” I slapped playfully at the hand that was resting against her stomach. 
 
    “Seriously though, with your husband you never had that?” She asked lacing her fingers into mine. I shook my head. “Was there nobody else before him?”  
 
    “No.” I smiled softly.  
 
    “Weren’t you a good girl?” Lana grinned as I blushed, I had always felt naïve where it came to this subject, all of my friends had been with so many different men and then there was me, the odd one out. Lana seemed to sense my embarrassment, she leant forwards and cupped my face with her hand. “Hey, I’m kidding. It’s actually really attractive to know that there hasn’t been a list of people.” She rubbed her thumb over my lip. We stayed quiet for a few minutes.  
 
    “He’s not my husband you know, we got divorced.” I said quietly. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” Lana said evenly. 
 
    “Really?” I smiled again. 
 
    “No, but it’s what you’re supposed to say isn’t it?” She looked sheepish. “Are you sad about it?” 
 
    “No, I’m sad it went the way it did, but I’m not sad that I’m not married anymore.” I replied. She nodded knowingly.  
 
    “I know it sounds really bad, but I’m kind of happy that you’re not married anymore”  
 
    “I never thought I would say it, but me too.” I grinned. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m not sure what time we fell asleep, but Lana’s mobile started blaring with a shrill ring what seemed like only moments after I had closed my eyes. She shuffled slightly next to me her eyes still tightly shut.  
 
    “Lana.” I nudged her gently, untangling myself from between her arms. “Your phone is screaming.” I told her as she moaned and shoved her head further into the pillow. 
 
    “It’s ok its Sunday it will just be my assistant.” She mumbled. 
 
    “It’s Friday.” I informed her. 
 
    “What?” She sounded a little more awake. 
 
    “It’s a Friday.” I repeated. 
 
    “Fuck!” She leapt upwards out of the duvet and disappeared around the doorframe hurrying into the living room to retrieve the phone from her coat pocket. I couldn’t help but smile as I propped up my pillow and rubbed a hand through my hair.  
 
    “Yes, I know I am aware. As I said I was sick and I slept in by mistake.” She reappeared struggling to pull on her bra one handed whilst hopping into the underwear she had discarded at the side of the bed. “I will be there. I said I will Miranda so I will!” She pressed the phone and ended the call tossing it onto the bed while wrestling her shirt into place. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked, Miranda’s name had turned me cold. 
 
    “I was supposed to be at court to give evidence on behalf of a client. A psychological profile for a case.” She added. “I am due to be called to the stand at eleven thirty, it’s eleven now!” She ran back off into the living room and I heard her pulling on her trousers. I tried not to let disappointment colour my face but when she came back in coat on smoothing back her hair hastily it must have been blindingly obvious. 
 
    “Oh baby.” She said deflating slightly. “I’m so sorry to have to run on you like this.”  
 
    “You just called me baby.” I smiled despite myself. Lana paused and pursed her lips. 
 
    “I did huh?” She stuck her tongue into her cheek and sighed. “I guess that means I will have to come back later then.”  
 
    I threw the pillow across the room at her laughing as she snatched it out of the air. “You better had.” I warned her. 
 
    “Of course I will.” She leant across the bed and kissed me softly. “You couldn’t stop me.” She added as she grabbed her bag from the floor and headed for the door. “I’ll call you ok.” She shouted before the door slammed shut. Throwing the duvet around my shoulders I hopped out into the cold and snatched at the curtains wincing as the bright winter light lanced through into the room, I watched Lana, a few cars down throw her bag into the back seat of the expensive black convertible before jumping into the driver’s seat. The car purred to life and glided out of view, I made a mental note to steal the keys at some point because I had to drive that car! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lana smiled to herself as she strolled down the court house steps, avoiding the gaze of anyone who may want to stop and talk. The day had seemed to drag by, clock watching proving a painful past time. She reached into her briefcase to retrieve her phone and flicked a finger across to open the screen. Tapping on the small envelope she began to type. 
 
      
 
    Hey just leaving the court, fancy dinner? xx  
 
      
 
    The message disappeared to be replaced by a large green tick. She carried on walking, her hand twitching waiting for the reply which came almost instantly.  
 
      
 
    Fancy dinner as in posh ‘fancy’ or fancy dinner as in do I want to eat? Xx  
 
      
 
    Lana laughed to herself and began typing again.  
 
      
 
    Very cute! I’ll bring you something then? Chinese food? Your place? Xx   
 
      
 
    Sounds good see you in a bit xx 
 
      
 
    Smiling even more broadly she threw her phone back into her bag and headed for the car park.  
 
    “Lana!” Miranda called from behind her. Lana slowed but didn’t stop. 
 
    “I have a meeting to get to.” She called over her shoulder. 
 
    “I think we both know that’s a lie.” Miranda called loudly.  
 
    “What do you want?” Lana span around her face flushed with anger. 
 
    “That’s no way to greet a friend.” Miranda scolded lightly as she moved alongside her. 
 
    “You are a lot of things but friend definitely isn’t one of them.” Lana hissed. 
 
    “Is Mrs Taylor a friend doctor?” The older woman’s voice was cool and mocking. 
 
    “What she is, is my business and nothing to do with you especially since you stopped her coming to her sessions, you did me a favour actually.” Lana turned and began to move away once more. 
 
    “That’s not exactly true though is it? You see I am still her employer more or less Doctor Hill so I’m afraid her welfare is my business.” Miranda smiled, her peppered hair pulled into a small knot at the base of her head. 
 
    “I sent you the report. She is fine to go back to work, she doesn’t need to come to anymore sessions. My paperwork shows that and is dated to a week ago.” Lana stated. 
 
    “I don’t think I received that document I’m afraid, so as of now she is still a patient.” The frog like smile pulled even tighter. 
 
    Lana stepped forward. “You just happened to ‘loose’ that document I guess?” 
 
    “Be careful Lana.” The smile faded and Miranda tutted slowly. “What am I going to do with you? You have to stop breaking hearts honey.” She placed a finger under the lapel of Lana’s jacket and stroked it briefly. “You always did like the broken toys didn’t you?” Her voice was low.  
 
    “Fuck you.” Lana replied pulling away from the touch. 
 
    “I’m hoping.” She grinned and pushed the square glasses back up her nose. “Call me tonight and I’m sure I can rethink where I put that paperwork, after all that would mean Mrs Taylor is no longer a patient of yours, in fact I might even have something to show she attended a different Doctor all together and therefore hasn’t been a patient at your practice for a very long time. Now wouldn’t that be handy?” She switched her briefcase to the opposite hand and walked away. “I’ll expect your call about seven.” She shouted back to where Lana stood glaring down the street.  
 
      
 
    “Hey.” I grabbed at my phone my hand still wet from the shower. 
 
    “Hi, are you ok you sound out of breath?” Lana asked from the other end. 
 
    “Yeah I’m good I was just in the shower.” I laughed and wrapped the towel tighter to my body shielding off the cold. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, I completely forgot but I have to go to this thing tonight.” I felt my heart sink. 
 
    “Oh it’s ok, of course, don’t worry at all.” Too eager, it was obvious I was devastated.  
 
    “No its not, I really wanted to see you.” Lana sounded genuinely upset at least. “It’s a family thing, I have to go to my dad’s party. It’s his sixtieth and he really wanted me there, I’ve never met any of them so it’s kind of a big deal that I really can’t blow off.” Her accent made me smile. 
 
    “Well how about this, you go and then, I don’t care what time it is but come back and crash here?” I was being hopeful.  
 
    “That’s sweet, but it’s closer to my place and is probably going to be a real late thing. What if I come round tomorrow? I have the day off so I could come at lunch time and stay as long as you will have me?” It sounded good to me so I agreed hurriedly before saying goodbye and ending the call. Still I couldn’t shake that nagging feeling that something wasn’t quite right. 
 
      
 
    Lana lay her forehead against the leather bound steering wheel, tears spilling down her cheeks. It had been a long time since she had let herself actually care for someone, or imagined a life where she wasn’t alone. How typical it had to happen like this! She clenched and unclenched her hands a mixture of anger and sadness causing her to shake. The question was did she trust Miranda enough to stick to her word? As if on cue her phone lit up with a beep. 
 
      
 
    I completely forgot about the event tonight, I’m not that heartless, so we can rearrange for later in the evening. Say eleven-ish? That should give you plenty of time to meet the sperm donor’s family and get to my place. I believe it’s close by how lucky! 
 
      
 
    Lana punched the panel of the door and screamed in anger causing a few people nearby to turn and stare. The clock on the dashboard flashed six thirty. She slammed the car into gear and sped forwards towards home. 
 
    “Doctor Hill your dry cleaning is upstairs.” Christine chirped as Lana stomped up the staircase. 
 
    “Thank you.” She muttered as she punched in a security code and heard the lock click.  
 
    Inside was a huge open space, the internal walls had been knocked down leaving only pillars in their wake. A shining glass panel in a rainbow of colours separated the bedroom area from the rest of the apartment, a large curving sofa pressed itself against the far wall, the tall arched windows allowed the night sky to flood in providing a backdrop of stars. Lana threw her car keys onto the marble topped breakfast bar and flicked on a light. Her pinstripe trouser suit was hooked in its bag over the only door in the place, the one to the bathroom. Kicking off her shoes she strode past it and pulled back the shower curtain to twist the taps of the vintage white bath pulling on an ivory handled lever so that the water rerouted and sprung from a square shower head above. She took a deep breath as the steam rose up. Tonight was going to be a night she wouldn’t forget. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    The party was in full swing by the time Lana pulled up outside, the house was a hulking building its walls red brick interrupted at regular intervals with rectangular windows. She pulled the car up alongside another convertible and switched off the engine, gazing wide eyed at the people who were laughing and clinking glasses inside the various rooms. Her palms stuck to the steering wheel, a fine film of moisture coating their surface, she wiped them briskly and stepped out into the cold night air. 
 
    “Lana! I’ve been keeping watch for you!” A tall man opened the door, his dark hair white at the temples pulled back into a neat ponytail that dangled to the nape of his neck, he wore a white shirt that contrasted too brightly with the maroon suit he was wearing.  
 
    “Hi.” Lana knocked the beads of gravel from the bottoms of her shoes and accepted the hesitant hug he gave. 
 
    “I’m so glad you came.” He was sincere with his smile as he guided her inside. 
 
    “Your house is impressive.” Lana commented accepting a champagne flute from a passing butler. Her father nodded. 
 
    “It’s just a house but Janine likes her ‘things’.” He gave a short laugh. 
 
    “I can see that.” Lana looked around taking in the multitude of pictures clinging to the walls, vases filled with ornate dried flowers in every nook not to mention the array of ornaments crammed on various surfaces. 
 
    “Ah speak of the devil.” Her father stepped to one side and wrapped an arm around the waist of a woman who was darting past following a worried looking waitress. “My love, this is Lana.” He spread a hand out towards her proudly. The woman barely disguised the small squeak that came from between her bright pink lips.  
 
    “Lana, your daughter Lana?” She flicked her eyes to her husband who seemed to wilt a little. 
 
    “Biologically anyway.” Lana murmured holding out a hand for the woman to shake. 
 
    “So very nice to meet you. Aren’t you pretty?” Janine said it in a way that there was no mistaking the bitterness. 
 
    “That’s very sweet, you look beautiful tonight.” Lana smiled warmly, but the heavy blue eyeshadow circling Janine’s eyes only narrowed. 
 
    “Thank you.” She cooed. “I didn’t really have much time to get ready.” She fluffed her bleach blonde hair “With trying to organise all of this, I barely had time to throw on a dress.” She laughed a high pitched forced gurgle.  
 
    “Well your home is certainly one of a kind.” Lana sipped her champagne. 
 
    “Thank you.” Her father smiled clearly aware of the tension. 
 
    “Have you met your brother yet?” Janine’s face seemed to genuinely brighten as she fixed her eyes on someone in the distance. 
 
    “No, I didn’t realise he was here.” Lana glared at her father who was shuffling nervously. 
 
    “I didn’t have a chance to talk to you properly.” He rubbed his hands together as his wife slipped away.  
 
    “I’m sure you could have mentioned it.” Lana said quietly. 
 
    “I didn’t want to upset you.” He looked close to tears. “How could I tell you that I had another child living like this with me when I hadn’t been there for you? There is a lot to explain, a lot you don’t know.” He added quickly. 
 
    “Lana.” Janine was back. “This is your baby brother.” She said with pride. 
 
    Lana turned with a forced smile, heart hammering in her chest.  
 
    “You!” She exclaimed recoiling almost as much as the man in front of her did simultaneously.  
 
    “This is a joke right?” Ben looked from his mother to his father. 
 
    “You know each other?” Her father frowned. 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far.” Ben rubbed at the back of his brown hair and stared at the floor. 
 
    “Oh my God Ben you haven’t?!” Janine gawped in horror. 
 
    “No, Christ mum no!” Ben was flustered. 
 
    “You know him though?” Janine turned to Lana, people were looking on interestedly.  
 
    “Yeah, I know him. The woman he attacked was one of my patients, and he decided to terrorise her by waiting outside my office a few weeks ago!” Lana stepped forwards menacingly but Janine appeared in front of her. 
 
    “My boy didn’t attack anyone.” Janine spat, the room seemed to grow quiet.   
 
    “Mum just leave it ok?” Ben looked around at the people staring. 
 
    “I think we both know that he did.” Lana hissed back as she locked on to Ben’s blue eyes. “You are a real piece of shit.”  
 
    The slap rang out before the force of it registered. Lana curved away bouncing into her father’s chest, the champagne glass rolled from her grip smashing across the floor an audible gasp went up from the onlookers. 
 
    “Get out of my house!” Janine screamed. Lana turned and flew back towards her before being halted by a strong grip on her arm. 
 
    “Don’t do it.” A familiar voice came quietly. Miranda. “It’s not worth your career.” 
 
    Lana glared from one face to another, what was Miranda even doing here? 
 
    “Come on.” The older woman tugged at her arm pulling her towards the door and out into the winter air. 
 
    Lana stomped towards her car, shoes slipping on the uneven surface. 
 
    “Lana!” Miranda called from a foot or so behind. 
 
    “What are you even doing here?” Lana span around. 
 
    “It’s a charity mixer, I am always at these kind of things because of the hospital.” Miranda was fishing in her bag for her car keys.  
 
    “You couldn’t have told me that? You knew who he was, you found him so you knew when you sent Rebecca to me that he was my brother?” Lana stifled a sob, a thin sliver of blood was trickling from her cheekbone where Janine’s diamond ring had dug in.  
 
    “No I didn’t know that you had a brother or that it was him.” Miranda shook her head. “It would have been a conflict of interests I never would have sent her to you.” 
 
    “Why did you huh?” Lana barked.  
 
    “Why did I what? Darling you’re making no sense.” Miranda stepped forwards and reached for her hand. 
 
    “Why did you send her to me? Out of all the clinics why me?” Lana pulled back. 
 
    “I wanted a reason to see you.” Miranda smiled as though the answer was obvious. “I didn’t think you would end up sleeping with her.” The smile slipped. “But I guess I should have considered it, this is you we’re talking about.” She gave a short laugh. 
 
    “Fuck you Miranda. I know exactly why you wanted her to come to me because you’re in his pocket.” Lana pointed back to where her father was silhouetted in the doorway, she reached into the silk clutch bag and grabbed her own car keys moving away. 
 
    “Aren’t you forgetting something?” Miranda called. 
 
    “No!” Lana shouted back. 
 
    “I think you are.” Miranda said in a sing song voice. Lana turned slowly to see her standing lighting a cigarette smiling. “My place in ten?” She grinned wider. “Unless you want to just jump in the car? The back seats are bigger in this one than the old one.” She laughed.  
 
    “Keep those memories, because that’s all they are, memories.” Lana turned and unlocked her car throwing open the driver’s door.  
 
    “There’s picture’s Lana.” Miranda shouted. “There are pictures of the two of you and you just let the whole world know that she is you’re patient, don’t you realise you will never be able to be public with this?”  
 
    “Pictures of what? What exactly? Us having coffee?” Lana spat. 
 
    “I don’t think it looks like that.” Miranda came closer her phone in her hand, her painted nails clicking as she scrolled across the screen. She turned it around to show a photograph of Lana with her arm wrapped around a crying Rebecca, her face pressed close, lips parted at her cheek. The next picture showed the two of them standing outside the coffee shop fingers entwined smiling at each other. 
 
    “Nothing was going on! It was completely innocent.” Lana shouted incredulously. “What did you do, follow me?” 
 
    “I just happened to be nearby and saw the two of you.” Miranda shrugged. “It’s enough Lana, you know it is, even without being romantically involved its unprofessional at best. There would be enough doubt to investigate and then what else would they find? Plus as I said you just told everyone in there that she’s been treated by you.” She smiled sweetly. “She’s not the first to fall for it and she won’t be the last.”  
 
    “What do you want?” Lana broke into stifled tears, brushing the flow away from her cheek hurriedly and trying to look stern.  
 
    “I want you silly.” Miranda stepped forwards and looped an arm around Lana’s narrow waist. “You know you have always been mine. It’s me and you. It’s always been me and you, you know that.”  
 
    “There are so many others, pick one of them.” Lana pulled the arm away and stepped into the car. 
 
    “Do you think she will still want you when she knows who you are?” Miranda slammed her hand atop the frame of the door halting its closing. “Then on top of that you will have no job, no career! You don’t know this girl, why risk it all for her?” Lana placed her forehead against her hands on the wheel once more. “Look, come home with me.” Miranda’s voice was soft, pleading almost. “I miss you.”  
 
    “It’s not your home Miranda. It’s your hideaway. Your home is where your husband and kids are waiting. You know what the sad thing is, I did think of it as home with you, I thought that we were real. But we never were, your real life is this.” She waved a hand towards the ongoing party behind them. “It was never us. Please, if you ever cared for me at all, if you still remember what I did for you, just leave me alone.” Lana pulled the door shut leaving the older woman standing finally silent outside the glass.  
 
    “Holy shit!” Lana exclaimed and wrenched the door back open making Miranda jump back a step. “Were these the guys you owed the money to?” She shouted. 
 
    Miranda’s eyes widened and she stuttered. “Of course not!”  
 
    “Oh my God it is isn’t it.” Lana put a hand to her mouth.  
 
    “No I swear it wasn’t, they don’t know anything about it!” Miranda was frantic.  
 
    “I’ve known you long enough to know when you’re lying.” Lana placed her face into her hands. 
 
    “He doesn’t know anything about it, I didn’t know who he was or that Simon was supplying for him, I just bought the drugs.” Miranda knelt at the side of the car.  
 
    “So basically I slept with a drug dealer and paid them just under three thousand pounds to clear a debt that was owed by you to my father?” Lana broke into tears again. “Do you know how sick that is?” She screamed. “Get out of the way.” Lana banged the door shut and started the car screeching away down the drive. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Something wasn’t right I could tell, Lana had been less than vague about what had happened the night of the party and I hadn’t seen her for nearly a week. I glanced at the calendar, my appointment at her office was today, in less than half an hour and I still hadn’t heard back off her as to whether I should actually go or not. That one night was all I had to cling onto, the way she had looked at me, touched me, it had to mean something. I shuddered physically at the thought of her regretting it, I’d replayed a hundred times the hypothetical conversation we would have with her telling me it was only a onetime thing, it couldn’t happen again. I span lightly on the rotating chair in my office the paperwork lying on the desk had been completed at least an hour ago leaving me with nothing to do but think.  
 
    “Hey Beck’s.” Yvonne pushed open the door a coffee mug in her hand and a folder in the other.  
 
    “Hi.” I smiled grateful of the company. Yvonne looked up at the clock. 
 
    “Don’t you have an appointment today?” She asked carefully placing the cup down. 
 
    “Yeah, I should probably leave in a minute.” I rubbed at my stomach trying to dislodge the sickly feeling nestling in the pit, I’d already vomited twice.  
 
    “You ok?” Yvonne dunked a biscuit into her coffee and caught it quickly with her mouth before it dropped. 
 
    “I feel a bit out of sorts.” I admitted a wave of heat making my back prickle. “I best get going anyway.” I said a hasty goodbye grabbed my coat and bag and headed for the doors. 
 
      
 
    “Dr Hill’s office?” Christine’s voice was soft through the intercom. 
 
    “Rebecca Taylor.” I managed. 
 
    “Push the door Ms Taylor.” She chirped. 
 
    My stomach was in knots and I worried that I might be sick again, anticipation was flooding my hands and feet with pins and needles as I stepped through the door into Lana’s office. She sat in front of the fire, a tight smile on her face. 
 
    “Ms Taylor, it’s nice to see you.” She stood up and shifted her eyes to the door meaningfully, which I closed quickly. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m supposed to say.” I admitted once the door clicked shut. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” Her disposition changed immediately and she stepped towards me taking my hands.  
 
    “I was afraid you were regretting what happened.” I smiled weakly. 
 
    “No, not at all.” She sighed raising her hand to cup my cheek.  
 
    “What happened to your face?” I asked suddenly noticing a small cut and purple bruise that was unsuccessfully hidden by makeup. 
 
    “Oh, my dad’s wife really took a liking to me.” She laughed again and guided me around to the chairs in front of the fire. 
 
    “What? She hit you? Why?” I stuttered. Lana seemed to falter. 
 
    “Too much alcohol. I said a few things to my father that she didn’t approve of, it’s nothing really.” She placed her hands on my knees. “How are you?”  
 
    “I’m ok, I feel a little sick today though.” I added. 
 
    “You do? Lovesick?” Lana pulled a pouting sad face that made me laugh. 
 
    “I know it’s crazy, but I missed you.” I admitted. “Is that a really typical girly thing to say?” 
 
    “Yes, but that’s ok and not crazy at all, I haven’t stopped thinking about you either. I just had so much to do and didn’t really want you to see me with a black eye.” She gestured towards her face. 
 
    “Do you still want to see me? I mean out of here? I didn’t know whether I should come to the appointment or not.” I asked unable to hold in my fears any longer. Lana smiled so that her eyes creased at the corners, she lifted her hand and ran it to my lips, leaning forward to kiss me gently so that I melted at her touch.  
 
    “Does that answer your question?” She grinned and kissed me again as I nodded. “But no definitely don’t come to an appointment again!” She smiled but her voice was serious. “Shall I come to your place later?” She whispered. I ran my tongue over her bottom lip. “We can continue this, conversation.” She smiled against my cheek. 
 
    “Well, I think I have another fifty two minutes of your time right now.” I could feel the nervous energy running up my spine. Lana’s green eyes flicked between the door to the office and my rapidly flushing face.  
 
    “Rebecca, I don’t know quite what you are insinuating?” She cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    Swallowing the racing heart beat that had jumped into my throat, I took a deep breath and rose to my feet shrugging off my coat. I stood there for a moment, acutely aware that I had no idea what I was doing, I moved forwards bending down so that my arms rested on the sides of the chair and my face was only centimetres away from Lana. 
 
    “You always look so scared when you’re around me.” Lana frowned a little. 
 
    “You are so beautiful.” It was all I could manage as an explanation, Lana’s frown deepened. She slipped out of the chair into the space between us so that she was kneeling in front of me pulling me with her, she took my hands in hers and wrapped my arms around her neck. 
 
    “So are you.” She rubbed her head against mine tilting her face to kiss me. I could feel myself slipping backwards, my legs wobbling under the rush of adrenaline that was pumping through my veins, a narrow hand slipped behind my head and held me as I lowered to the floor. Lana held herself up on her forearms letting her weight press into me, the kiss deepened, her hands running through the strands of hair that had fallen loose around my face. I let my hands rest on the small of her back stroking under the edging of the chiffon blouse that was clinging to her skin. 
 
    Lana sat up suddenly, her legs either side of my waist she pressed herself up and reached her hands towards me pulling me to my feet and leading me towards her desk on the other side of the room.  
 
    “I have a funny feeling I know where this is going.” I smiled sheepishly as she turned me so that my back was against the edge of the wood but there was no smile on her lips, her eyes were dark in the dim light, her hands reached for the buttons on my jeans and popped them open with ease. She paused for a moment. 
 
    “Close your eyes.” She whispered kissing me briefly. 
 
    “Are you serious?” I asked. 
 
    “Do you trust me?” Lana looked at me her eyes searching my own. 
 
    “Yes.” I replied. She stayed looking at me until I closed my eyes with a very nervous laugh. She took my hands and pressed them onto the edge of the desk, then slid my jeans to the floor. I felt her move down my body, heard her kneel into the carpet her hands brushing up my thighs, her fingers hooked into the sides of my underwear pulling gently so they moved slowly down. With every inch they lowered she placed a kiss, her breath against my skin jolted me at every touch, I bit into my lip trying to steady myself and supress the urge to moan.  
 
    “You have to stay quiet Rebecca.” Lana told me before running her tongue along the crease of my groin making me almost collapse, I could feel her smiling against my thigh. Her hands stroked my hips as her tongue traced a spiralling pattern until it was pressed directly between my legs, flicking and swirling against me sending hot waves through every part of my body. I released my hand from the desk and pulled my fingers through her ebony hair feeling her push into me with more pressure and speed.  
 
    “I don’t think I can do this here.” I told her biting down on my lip, overly aware of the waiting room right outside the door. Lana stopped suddenly, leaving me aching painfully, she stayed still for a moment then stood up in one fluid movement. 
 
    “Your right, I’m sorry I shouldn’t have done that here when you have to be so quiet.” She was almost touching my lips. “It would be cruel to try and make you experience something for the first time and not be able to fully enjoy it.” There was a tone to her voice I couldn’t quite place but before I had a chance to ask her I felt her fingers slide into me, I almost cried out at the sensation but Lana pressed her lips to mine hard muffling the sound. Holding me there she moved her hand slowly, I sagged against the desk so that she had to lean over to kiss me, I rushed to kiss her back feeling the pressure build inside me, but she refused to be hurried and slowly continued the deep rocking motion until I began to shudder against her. Lights were popping behind my closed eyes, my legs shaking as I struggled to stay standing. 
 
    “I think your hour is just about up.” She told me with a blatant grin. I opened my eyes and glanced at the clock. 
 
    “I have ten minutes left.” I focused on her face letting it swim in my vision, the room seemed to lurch and I slid sideways. 
 
    “Jesus Rebecca.” Lana had managed to catch hold of me and lower me to the floor. 
 
    “I’m ok.” I mumbled but my mouth felt as though it was filled with cotton wool. 
 
    “You are not ok.” Lana wobbled in and out of view bending and swaying as my eyes lost focus. 
 
    I felt my jeans being pulled back up and fastened carefully. “You need a doctor.”  
 
    The room slowly stopped spinning and although I felt weak, the ground became firmer and Lana was perfectly solid again. 
 
    “Seriously I’m ok, I think I just need to eat. I don’t feel too great today.” I told her taking her hand and inching up to reach the seat. 
 
    “Rebecca you need to see a doctor.” Lana was genuinely worried, concern creasing her features. As though on command I doubled up as a pain ripped through my stomach. “That’s it. Get up.” She hoisted me to my feet.  
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked breathlessly. 
 
    “Hospital.” Came the reply. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The frustration at being on the other side of sitting in a hospital bed when you’re a nurse cannot be described, hearing all the talk and knowing what it means, knowing that there is nothing seriously wrong with you but having to sit and wait regardless. I drummed my fingers against the paper covering of the bed. Lana was staring at me intently. 
 
    “What?” I asked her. 
 
    “Huh?” Was the reply. 
 
    “You have been staring at me for about twenty minutes, in silence.” I laughed. 
 
    “Sorry.” Lana mumbled and swapped her legs to cross over one and other. I picked at the plaster and cotton wool covering the pin prick where blood had been drawn from my arm. 
 
    “Rebecca.” Yvonne bustled in throwing back the curtain. 
 
    “Hey.” I pushed myself upright a little more, noticing how Yvonne gawped at the gorgeous woman who was on the edge of her seat in the corner. 
 
    “Ok honey.” Yvonne shook herself and scanned the notes attached to the clipboard. “Everything looks ok, you’re anaemic so you’ll need some iron tablets but that’s to be expected. Your blood sugars were low are you eating enough?” I narrowed my eyes. 
 
    “No not really, but I’ll make sure I do.” Yvonne opened her mouth to continue but I interrupted cutting her short. “Why would you expect me to be anaemic?”  
 
    “Well when you’re four months Rebecca it’s a given. I know we’re not midwives but you know how it goes.” Yvonne gave a shrug and continued to scan the notes as the world blurred around me, at some point she must have realised I still wasn’t speaking and she faltered midsentence. “Oh my God, you didn’t know?”  
 
    I shook my head and turned to look at Lana who was staring at me wide eyed. 
 
    “I didn’t know.” I told her panic flooding over me. 
 
    “It’s ok.” She murmured. 
 
    “Chris will be supportive I’m sure.” Yvonne chimed in trying to ease the situation. 
 
    “Four months?” I asked quietly, the nurse nodded her reddened face. 
 
    “Jesus!” Lana exclaimed and dropped her head into her hands.  
 
    “Can you give me a minute?” I hopped off the bed and practically pushed Yvonne out of the cubicle sliding shut the curtain. “Lana I’m sorry.” I began to sob reaching for her hands. 
 
    “You don’t understand.” She sounded as though she was crying too. 
 
    “I do, I’m shocked myself. All the years of trying and that one night, I didn’t think it would even be possible, they said I couldn’t.” I dropped my hands lamely, reality seeping in. 
 
    “It’s amazing.” Lana looked up at me her eyes spilling over with tears. “You deserve something good to come out of something so bad.”  
 
    “But you don’t want to be involved right?” I gulped back a sob. 
 
    “It’s not that.” Lana seemed to crumble again. 
 
    “Yeah it is, it’s ok, we barely know each other, this has only just begun I don’t expect you to commit to a baby.” I could feel the flood of tears building inside me. She stayed silent staring at the floor.  
 
    “Rebecca?” Yvonne called gently from the other side of the curtain, she had obviously been standing there the whole time. I stood up and inched my face out into the open, the nylon fabric brushing at my chin.  
 
    “Yes?” I sniffed. 
 
    “You can go now.” Yvonne shifted nervously, not quite meeting my eye. “You need to leave an address so that we can get a letter posted out to you for an appointment.” She handed me a clipboard with a form attached to it, a biro dangling from a piece of string wound around the top, I scribbled down the details and shoved it back towards her.  
 
    “I should go.” Lana was on her feet, fussing with the buttons of her coat. 
 
    “Ok.” I nodded, pressing my teeth into my lip to stop the tears. She slid past me in the narrow space and vanished through the curtain, I listened as her heels clipping the tiles became fainter. The world seemed to pulse in and out of focus, I pressed my hands through my hair whimpering at the remaining residue of Lana’s perfume that clung to my skin.  
 
    “Becky?” Yvonne was back, she nudged the curtain aside and bundled in hurriedly.  
 
    “Can my life get any fucking worse?” I hissed through stifled sobs. 
 
    “Oh honey.” Tears dotted her eyes. “Sit down a minute.” She hopped up onto the bed and patted the space beside her. “So are you going to tell Chris?” 
 
    “It’s not his baby.” I said disbelief in my voice, all the years and now I was actually pregnant. 
 
    “Oh. Are you sure?” Yvonne was gawping at me.  
 
    “I’m positive, we hadn’t slept together for months before the attack in fact the last time was my birthday in June!” I admitted.  
 
    “And there was nobody else?” Yvonne asked quietly. 
 
    “No!” I raised my voice.  
 
    “Ok! You know what this means then?” She glanced at me. 
 
    “What?” I sniffed. 
 
    “Once this baby is born, there’s genetic proof that it was him.” Yvonne’s words took a moment to sink in.  
 
    “Oh my God!” I exclaimed. 
 
    “He denied even being there so he can’t try to play the consensual card!” Yvonne smiled.  
 
    “Son of a bitch!” I shouted. “He won’t be able to call me a liar anymore! They will have to send him to jail!”  
 
    “Look, Becky we all know how those records went missing. The test results would have proven it was him.” I stared at Yvonne as she lowered her voice. “His dad came in here and dropped a few hints about money, obviously he was told to leave but the report we filed about the incident vanished as well, it was given to the medical board but got ‘misplaced’ before it ever left the building. I don’t know for certain but my brother in law is a police man and he said they paid off the police too.” I couldn’t even speak, my whole body was ringing with anger. “If they find out about this baby, I’m not sure what they would do.” Yvonne looked at me hard. “Do not tell the hospital, just leave on grounds of stress, go to your GP get them to confirm the pregnancy, I won’t be putting it on anything here.”  
 
    I nodded. “You need to make sure your friend keeps quiet too.” She emphasised the word friend. 
 
      
 
    Out in the car park Lana kicked her car into life spinning out into the lanes of traffic, tears rolling down her face cutting black tracks of mascara across her cheeks. Horns blared as she darted between oncoming vehicles heading for the quieter winding lanes. The houses began to thin out. A shrill ringing sounded from her bag making her jump, she flicked the indicator and flung the car to a stop nudging the kerb with a small bump. Lana shoved a hand into the folds of leather and grasped the handset which was wedged between some paperwork and a box of cigarettes which she gratefully pulled out as well. 
 
    “Yes?” She pressed down on the button without even looking and slid a cigarette between her lips balancing the phone against her shoulder while she lit it. 
 
    “Your car was at A and E?” Miranda stated more than asked. 
 
    “No.” Lana lied and lowered the window to blow the smoke into the air.  
 
    “Lana. There aren’t many people with a car like yours and I know your number plate.” There was almost a laugh. 
 
    “What do you want?” Lana raised her voice. 
 
    “Are you ok?” Miranda asked quietly. 
 
    “Do you actually give a shit?” She barked back. 
 
    “You know I do.” The voice was lower again. In the background laughter and clinking glasses echoed faintly.  
 
    “Why are you calling me?” Lana looked at the screen of the phone holding it away from her ear. The date read nineteenth of December. “It’s your husbands birthday go back to the party.”  
 
    “Wait don’t put the phone down!” Miranda said quickly. “I need to see you. There’s things you need to know.” Lana paused she knew the older woman well enough to tell when she was being serious. 
 
    “About what?” Lana sighed. 
 
    “Your father. Your family.” The voice was lowered again. “Come to the apartment at eight.” The phone beeped and cut off.  
 
    “Fuck!” Lana screamed banging her hand against the wheel. She smoothed back her hair, pulling the mirror down she wiped away the long black lines of eyeliner and pressed a red lipstick from the centre console to her mouth. She stared into the glass imagining Rebecca and what she would be doing now. It was too much, she swallowed a sob and turned the car back out onto the road her mind racing, why did people with money always think they could do anything they wanted? Like normal rules of being a decent human being didn’t apply to them because they’re rich. Well, let them try and pay their way out of this, she changed direction.  
 
      
 
    “Hey Ben, a car just pulled up at the back of the house.” A tall blond haired man was bent over the snooker table aiming a cue at one of the ball’s, Ben lounged against the table watching with a bored expression.  
 
    “It’s probably a cleaner or something.” He mumbled. 
 
    “No it’s a Porsche and the woman is hot!” Ben stood up straighter and moved quickly into the hallway to press against the wide ledge that edged a huge arched window. He swallowed lightly as Lana pressed the lock on her car making the lights flash off the garage walls. 
 
    “Where’s my dad?” Ben asked moving away from the window, his friend shrugged. 
 
    “He left a while ago.”  
 
    “Did he say anything about when he would be back?” He stuttered. 
 
    “Nope! He said he was going to see your mum then they were going to the theatre.” Ben looked at the huge gilded clock on the wall it read four fifty five, that meant hours before anyone else was home.  
 
    “One of you get hold of him! We can’t let her in.” Ben took off running down the thickly carpeted corridor, cue still in hand. 
 
    “What are you talking about? The doors in this place are never locked.” The friend laughed and sipped the beer in his hand.  
 
    “No your right they aren’t.” Lana had appeared from the other set of stairs and was standing half in shadow.  
 
    “You need to leave right now.” Ben stormed back the way he had come.  
 
    “No I need to speak to you right now.” She flew at him her hand gripping at his throat as she pushed him backwards into the room. 
 
    “Woah darling!” The blond haired man stumbled out of the way as she threw Ben into a chair. 
 
    “Get the fuck out!” Lana shouted, nobody moved. “I’m not kidding! Seriously get out!” Slowly the group of men wandered out into the corridor closing the door behind them. Lana’s breath was coming short and fast. 
 
    “Who the hell….” Ben began. 
 
    “You raping piece of shit.” Lana strode up and back handed him hard across the face. “How can we even share the same blood huh?” She screamed in his face. Ben raised his hand from his cheek and looked at the slither of blood that coated it. 
 
    “You cut my face.” He stammered. 
 
    “You are so lucky that’s all I cut!” Lana was pacing backwards and forwards. “How could you? How could you do that to another person? Didn’t you think about the affect it would have on her life?” She stopped and stared at him as he wiped his hand across his jeans. 
 
    “I don’t know what you think you know but I never touched her.” Ben smiled slimily. “She may have wanted me to, in fact this whole thing seems more like something she may have fantasised about.”  
 
    “You really are a piece of work!” Lana growled.  
 
    “Why do you care so much anyway?” Ben folded a handkerchief from his pocket and held it to the small cut below his eye.  
 
    “Because I just found half my family and realised my brother, the only sibling I have, is a rapist.” Lana flushed a little with the lie. “Kind of messes with your mind a little.” She added. 
 
    “Hmmm.” He wiped at the cut, examined the cloth and reapplied it. “So it’s not because you’re sleeping with her?” Now he fixed her in his stare, his blue eyes dancing with amusement. “Naughty sister, fiddling with a patient.” She raised her hand to hit him again but this time he stood and gripped her wrist in one hand and throat in the other. Lana struggled to catch her breath as he squeezed harder around her windpipe her spare hand grasping and clawing at his arm.  
 
    “Do you love her?” He asked with incredulity. “After all the things Miranda has told me about you, I thought that you were more fun than that.” He tutted and let her go so that she sagged into the armchair coughing. Ben stepped around the room to a small table where a crystal decanter was positioned he poured out a glass of coppery liquid and took a sip. 
 
    “She felt good you know?” He smiled again as Lana looked up eye’s blazing. “Especially when she struggled. Feisty.” He laughed and took another drink.  
 
    “You really think you got away with it don’t you?” She rasped.  
 
    “I have. There’s no If or when, that’s the good thing about our family, we can do what we want.” He smiled a thin droplet of blood fell to the floor. “If you weren’t such a bitch you could have enjoyed the perks too.”  
 
    “Try denying DNA proof asshole.” Lana pushed herself to her feet. 
 
    “There is none, dad paid off the sergeant at the station. All records went up in smoke, literally!” Ben laughed again but stepped back around the snooker table as Lana moved forwards. 
 
    “I’m not talking about pieces of paper dip shit.” She smiled broadly. “I’m talking about a baby!” The glass slipped from Ben’s hand and bounced across the floor.  
 
    “There is no baby, she couldn’t even get pregnant with her husband never mind one quick fumble with me and anyway I wasn’t stupid enough to….” He seemed to falter on the words.  
 
    “Oh really now you get embarrassed?” Lana stepped towards him again, her throat throbbing red with his finger marks.  
 
    “I’m not embarrassed.” He sounded so infantile, brat like almost. 
 
    “Oh yeah? Because you sound it. What you’re a big enough man to rape someone but you can’t talk about the details?” Lana laughed. 
 
    “I can give you details. What do you want to know that you haven’t already found out for yourself?” Lana flew across the table picking up a snooker ball in her hand and slamming it into Ben’s shocked face, he screamed and threw his hands around his head as they tumbled to the floor. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” A voice boomed out, Lana felt a pair of hands grab her roughly around the waist and hoist her to her feet, Ben rolled around on the floor moaning.  
 
    “I’ll kill you!” She screamed pressing to get back at him. 
 
    “Lana!” It was her father who had grabbed her. “You need to calm down!” He struggled with her backwards out of the room where his wife was rushing towards him. 
 
    “Where’s my baby?” She howled and darted through the door. 
 
    “You knew!” Lana freed herself from his grip, he stood back and held his hands up, his suit torn at the arm. 
 
    “Let’s go into my office and talk.” He gestured to a door on his left. 
 
    “There is nothing to say. You knew what he did to her and you covered it up!” Lana broke into sobs. 
 
    “He’s my son.” Her father said moving forwards. 
 
    “Don’t touch me!” She screamed. “Your son is going to be in jail for a long time.” She wiped at her face and edged towards the stairs. 
 
    “Let it go Lana, there’s no evidence nothing is going to change that. We only just found each other, don’t let one girl affect that.” He held his hands out to her. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Lana stared at him, he shoved his hands back by his sides and opened his mouth to speak again but she cut him off. “You know what, I don’t want to know.” She paused listening to the wailing coming from the snooker room. “She’s pregnant.” Her father’s face seemed to spasm. 
 
    “Impossible. The files said she couldn’t conceive.” He scoffed. 
 
    “I assure you, she is pregnant.” Lana smiled. “When the baby is born a DNA test will show your son is the father and then what? A lot of questions will be asked and we both know all these lies and cover ups will come undone and all that will be left exposed is a spoilt little rapist and his sneaky fucking father.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lana rolled the edge of the key between her fingers, it felt so familiar even though it hadn’t been used for years. She shivered and glanced at her watch, twenty past eight, either Miranda was already inside or she wasn’t coming, either way it was too cold to sit outside any longer. Lana slipped the key into the lock and opened the door, a long sloping staircase met her directly inside with a black solid door at the top. She closed the outer door and spun the other key from the loop into her hand, staring upwards. A memory came back to her, falling against the black door, tears mixed with the blood that was dripping from her mouth, crying out Miranda’s name as she had banged against the wood. The last time she had been here. She took a deep breath and climbed the stairs not pausing to give herself the chance to back away she fitted the other key into the lock and cranked open the door.  
 
    “Miranda?” She called stepping onto the ash grey wooden floor. She paused listening as she closed the door but there was only silence. Lana threw the keys onto a sideboard and stepped into the living room her hand snaking up the wall with familiarity to press on the light switch. A soft golden glow sprung from the two round fittings on the ceiling, everything was just the same, black couch with the thick grey throw, the same glass topped coffee table with the chip in the corner from where Miranda had slammed a cup down during an argument, everything was identical apart from one new photo frame containing a grainy picture. Lana moved across the room and picked it up, she smiled despite herself as she remembered the moment it had been taken. On the porch swing of her mother’s house, Miranda was lying fully stretched out across it her hand dangling over the edge resting on the shoulder of a much younger Lana who was leaning her head back to look up at the other woman adoringly. Each had a glass of dark red wine in their hand, Lana a cigarette in her other, there was no mistaking the look passing between them. Lana sighed and replaced the picture, how could her mother not have known for so long? A key sounded in the lock. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’m late.” Miranda banged the door closed behind her and bustled into the room. “It was a bit of a struggle to get away.”  
 
    “I’m sure you thought of an adequate lie.” Lana dropped onto the couch. “What is it you need to speak to me about?” She asked. 
 
    Miranda seemed to freeze for a moment, her mouth moved a little but nothing came out.  
 
    “What?” Lana spat. 
 
    “Nothing. It’s just seeing you here.” Miranda sat herself down in the only armchair opposite.  
 
    “Does it remind you of what a self-centred bitch you are?” Lana said sweetly. 
 
    “Something along those lines.” Miranda sighed and reached for a bag she had carried in with her pulling out a bottle of wine. “Drink?” She stood and moved out of sight, Lana closed her eyes and exhaled deeply listening to the cupboard doors open and close and the jangle of the corkscrew being taken off the rack. Miranda returned and poured the liquid into two large glasses. 
 
    “I’m driving.” Lana stated.  
 
    “One will be fine.” Miranda pushed the glass towards her.  
 
    “New picture I see.” Lana sipped the wine and twirled the stem of the glass in between her hands. 
 
    “Yes, I found it in an old book, I think I’d used it as a page mark. It’s one of my favourites I must admit.” She smiled as she looked over at the frame. 
 
    “I think I was about eighteen there.” Lana said pointedly.  
 
    “I think you loved me there.” Miranda countered quickly.  
 
    “I did love you. I’ve never denied that, I never denied you, it was you who did the hiding.” Lana placed the glass on the table and crossed her arms. 
 
    “I’m married, I have kids what was I supposed to do? Tell them all that the girl who spent summer holidays in our cabin was sleeping with their mother and wife?” She snapped.  
 
    “Yes that’s exactly what you should have done. You could have left him, you could have chosen me! It makes it worse because it’s not even as if you are in love with him, you hate him and let’s be honest your kids were in boarding school so much of the time seeing them at weekends wouldn’t have been so different from what you did anyway.” Lana settled herself, embarrassed by how much it still hurt.  
 
    “Ellie thinks of you as a big sister Lana, how could I tell her?” Miranda sighed.  
 
    “But it wasn’t weird enough to you having a daughter eight years younger than me, to stop you sleeping with me! You found an answer to that dilemma well enough.” Lana barked.  
 
    “She was a ten year old child Lana! It would have broken her heart.” Miranda said desperately.  
 
    “Yeah and you were a thirty year old woman, playing me from when I was sixteen making sure I wouldn’t ever look in any other direction but yours, I’m pretty sure it’s called grooming now.” Lana took a swig of her wine. 
 
    “You know it wasn’t like that.” Miranda whispered turning her head away. “I fell in love with you.” Her voice cracked. “You were so beautiful, the first day I saw you when your mother invited me to the house, you came across the porch in those denim cut offs with a bottle of red wine and that ebony hair and you just took my breath away.” Lana snorted but Miranda continued. “It’s true! I had no idea how old you were, you were drinking, smoking, your mother didn’t say a word I guessed you must be at least twenty one.”  
 
    “Enough reminiscing you remember things selectively Miranda, you always have. What do you need to talk to me about?” Lana said in a bored tone, she smoothed back a piece of hair. 
 
    “I think you should stay away from your father.” Miranda began. 
 
    “No shit!” Lana laughed harshly. 
 
    “What happened to your throat?” Miranda asked suddenly. She placed her glass down and moved to the side of Lana where she began inspecting the bruising around her neck, Lana pulled back at the contact but Miranda merely followed her movement and continued turning her head from side to side. 
 
    “I had a bit of a run in with Ben.” She muttered finally pulling away. 
 
    “Jesus Lana, stay away from them! They are bad news. He always has been.” Miranda huffed and moved back across to her chair picking up her wine glass on the way. 
 
    “Always has been?” Lara queried. “You knew who he was all this time?” 
 
    “I knew him but I didn’t know he was your father until recently. He is a terrible human being Lana, I mean he is ruthless, he stops at nothing to get what he wants, money is no object he can buy people’s time and services.” She took a swig from the glass. 
 
    “I am well aware of that now.” Lana nodded. 
 
    “No I don’t think you are.” Miranda shook her head. “Mrs Taylor wasn’t the first person to be hushed up by them, it doesn’t just apply to Ben either your father has had plenty of his own tracks to cover. One girl was seventeen, she went to the police stating that he and two of his friends had drugged and raped her, it had lasted two days, she described the inside of his house, the layout the décor, everything. No charges were ever brought.”  
 
    “Why hasn’t it been stopped surely he can’t silence everyone?” Lana shouted, anger bubbling into tears. “And if you knew this about him why did you tell me who he was?”  
 
    “His father, your grandfather, sent him to America. He hoped a new place, new people, might make a change. He came back as soon as he died.” Miranda topped up her glass. “He took over the firm.”  
 
    “The firm?” Lana queried. 
 
    “Yes, money laundering, protection, drugs, it’s how he’s made so much money.” Miranda nodded. 
 
    “You are kidding right?” Lana almost laughed but Miranda’s face remained fixed. 
 
    “Well. They aren’t going to be able to cover this one up for too much longer.” Lana fought back the sickening wave of emotion as Rebecca’s face formed in her mind once more. “She’s pregnant.”  
 
    “Sorry? Mrs Taylor?” Miranda spluttered. 
 
    “Yep.” Lana nodded trying to look impassive. 
 
    “It must be her husband’s surely?”  
 
    “No. It’s Ben’s. So when it’s born there will be proof that he lied, that he did it.” Lana drained her wine glass. 
 
    “Lana you didn’t tell him did you?” Miranda edged forwards in her seat. “Oh God please tell me you didn’t tell Ben that she’s pregnant?”  
 
    “You should have seen the look on his smug face.” Lana grinned. 
 
    “You have no idea what you’ve done do you?” Miranda was murmuring, her hand raised to her mouth, eyes focused into the distance. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Lana frowned. 
 
    “Haven’t you listened to anything I have said to you?” She moaned placing her head in her hands. “There is no way they will risk anything bringing them into the spotlight. There is no way he will let this go.”  
 
    “There is nothing he can do.” Lana stammered but even as she said it a heavy leaden feeling seemed to creep over her bones. 
 
    “Yes there is.” Miranda sighed deeply. “There is no way on earth that baby will ever be born.”  
 
    A key jangled in the door making both women jump. 
 
    “I didn’t think anyone else had keys to this place?” Lana questioned in a whisper. 
 
    “They don’t!” Miranda hissed back. 
 
    A tall suited man stumbled into the room, his tie slightly awry and loosened at the top, he swayed a little and looked from one face to the other his cheeks reddened from the cold. 
 
    “My darling wife!” He exclaimed throwing up his hands. “It would seem I’m either too late or just in time.” He ogled Lana a mixture of desire and hatred in his eyes. 
 
    “Frank what are you doing here?” Miranda stepped forwards as Lana stood and pulled on her coat. 
 
    “What a charming little place.” He pushed the door closed behind him barring the way. “Funny how I’m not supposed to know it exists.” He pushed a finger to his lips. 
 
    “You’re drunk.” Miranda tried to prize him from the door but he pushed her away roughly. 
 
    “You, all this time it was you!” He pointed a wavering arm towards Lana. “I thought it was a man, very clever, never suspected a woman.” He laughed more to himself than anyone else.  
 
    “I really need to go.” Lana stated looking at Miranda. 
 
    “Frank move out of the way.” She pulled at him again. 
 
    “One moment.” He fixed Lana in his stare. “Answer me honestly if you would be so kind, are you sleeping with my wife?”  
 
    “No.” Lana held his gaze, her emerald eyes almost sympathetic. 
 
    “Frank….” Miranda began. 
 
    “I’m not addressing you am I!?” He bellowed, spit flying from his quivering upper lip. “Were you sleeping with her?” He added turning back to Lana. 
 
    “Yes.” She answered solidly. 
 
    “How long?” He seemed a little thrown off by the rapid reply. 
 
    “For the best part of seventeen years.” Lana reached into her pocket and pulled out a cigarette. “May I?” She flicked her eyes to Miranda who was shrinking into the wall.  
 
    “Can I have one of those?” Frank stumbled further into the room. 
 
    “Sure.” Lana held out the one she had just lit and reached for another. 
 
    “Why did you stop? Was she paying you?” He asked before taking a long pull, there was no malice in the question only confusion. 
 
    “No I didn’t pay her!” Miranda barked.  
 
    “It stopped naturally.” Lana tapped the ash into the empty wine glass. “As with most things it just came to an end.” 
 
    “Did you love her?” This time he looked at Miranda. There was a pause before she looked up, not at her husband but at the beautiful woman beside him. 
 
    “Yes.” She sobbed. “I still do.”  
 
    “What about you?” He flung his head around to where Lana stood. 
 
    “I did love her, she broke my heart, it mended and I stopped loving her a long time ago.” She held his gaze until he seemed satisfied and turned away. “I really have to go.” She stood up and headed to the hall, Miranda shadowing her the whole way. 
 
    “Well if it’s not you, then forgive me, but who do you keep rushing here to meet?” Frank turned around towards them. “I know you come here a few times each week, the neighbours told me. Apparently there’s always a girl shortly before or after you arrive.”  
 
    Lana laughed. “I think that’s a question you need to speak to your wife about Frank, because I have no idea.”  
 
    “It’s nobody. They don’t mean anything.” Miranda followed Lana down to the door. 
 
    “Tell your husband not me, I stopped caring a long time ago.” Lana huffed and reached for the handle. 
 
    “I am sorry you know.” She choked as the door clicked open. 
 
    “That’s the first time you have ever said that.” Lana smiled sarcastically. “Go back in to your husband, I think you’re going to have a difficult night.” 
 
    “Lana remember what I said about Rebecca, he won’t stop, no matter what it takes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Christmas day finally descended, I lied heartily to my parents, telling them I had gone to stay with friends in Manchester for the festive season unable to bear their pitying looks and stuffy cocktail parties filled with the bridge club regulars. I pressed the red button on the TV remote and let the picture zap to black, out in the street I could hear a few kids testing out new bikes, the older one shouting commands as the younger ones scrabbled out of the way of the makeshift ramps. My cat sat watching, his long tail twitching over the edge of the sill, ears focused triangularly forward, head moving every so often from side to side. I called him with a rustle of my fingers on the fabric of the sofa but he merely twitched his tail faster and blanked me. Resting my hand across my stomach I stroked the curving line for the tenth time that hour, still wondering how I hadn’t noticed it sooner, in all fairness I had put on weight from binge eating takeaways, but maybe I just hadn’t believed it possible so it never entered my head. I reached out for my laptop and prised the lid open illuminating the screen, the page I had last been looking at popped back up and there she was, Lana, smiling slightly, arms crossed, hair immaculately pinned behind one ear. The title read ‘There’s a new girl in town and it’s the shrink everyone wants to see.’ I ignored the written interview, I’d already read it a hundred times and instead focused entirely on that beautiful face.  It was too much, I pulled my phone from my pocket and began to type furiously not giving myself a chance to think about what I was saying. I’m in love with you, I don’t expect anything in return. I just wanted you to know that. I sent it and placed the phone back down heavily my heart drumming in my chest, I closed my eyes breathing deeply and without meaning to fell to sleep.  
 
    It was dark when I woke up, the street lamps cast an orange glow through the window turning my living room sepia. Instantly I felt for my phone pressing down a button to light up the screen, my heart sank, no new messages. It was like a lead ball had been dropped into the pit of my stomach, Lana was probably at a lavish family dinner or some extra fancy work event mingling with power couples maybe Miranda was there. I cringed at the thought. Sitting up I reached for the cigarette packet shaking it slightly to confirm what I already knew, it was empty. Sighing I pushed myself up and grabbed my coat heading for the door.  
 
    The streets were empty again, I walked past the many illuminated windows, smiling at the scenes inside, people whose voices were raised in laughter, words slightly slurred after plenty of mulled wine. There was only one pub I knew would be open, I was banking on the cigarette machine still being semi full, I rubbed a hand over my stomach feeling the bump through my coat, guilt creeping in, I’d told myself it was only allowed over Christmas then I had to stop completely. 
 
    “Hey.” A voice called out from a car that was creeping along behind me. I slowed but didn’t stop, glancing over my shoulder. “Can you help me at all?” He called again.  
 
    “What’s the problem?” I shouted back, stopping but remaining on the pavement. 
 
    “I’m trying to get to my daughters house, I’ve got a boot full of presents for the kids.” He smiled and gestured with his thumb to the back of the car. “But I’m not familiar with these parts and can’t seem to find her address.”  
 
    “Where are you looking for?” I replied, taking a step closer. 
 
    The man ruffled a piece of paper in his lap, lifting the peak of the flat cap he was wearing to rub at his forehead. “Rose Lane.” He squinted into the dark again and ran a hand over his neatly clipped goatee beard. “Yes Rose Lane.” 
 
    “Oh that’s where I live!” I exclaimed. “Is it the apartments or the house’s your looking for? They’re separated by a park.”  
 
    “The apartment’s I think.” His smile seemed to twitch across his lips, I noticed a small trickle of sweat against his neck despite the cold. I gave him instructions pointing back the way I had come. 
 
    “You’re that nurse aren’t you?” He asked softly. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” The comment knocked me off guard and I took a step back. 
 
    “Oh I’m sorry I just saw it in the paper, my daughter told me that you lived by her. Terrible thing, hope they nailed the bastard that did it?” He placed the car into gear and I heard the hand brake click off. “Thanks for your help love and you take care getting home. Do you need a lift at all?”  
 
    “No the walk will do me good thanks.” I smiled but couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t quite right. I watched the fancy BMW pull away into the night rounding the corner and out of sight, even though I had given him directions, he had driven off the wrong way! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lana tipped the wine bottle vertical, only a few crimson drops drizzled into the glass. She threw it onto the cushions beside her and lolled her head back against the chair. 
 
    “How you got here without crashing or being arrested I don’t know.” Miranda walked into the room carrying a glass of water.  “Drink this.” She placed it in front of Lana. 
 
    “I don’t want water!” She slurred. “I know you have whiskey somewhere and probably a few bags of the good stuff!” She smiled in what was clearly meant to be a seductive way but it came out as more of a lopsided grimace.  
 
    “Lana, firstly, you are already drunk enough. Two, I don’t do any of that anymore you know this!” Miranda huffed and sat down beside her.  
 
    “I’m not drunk enough!” Lana shouted. “I can still feel…. Things!” She patted over her heart with a wobbling hand. “I don’t want to feel anything I just want to forget.” She finished limply. Miranda placed one arm around her narrow shoulders and pulled her into a ball, curled up and lying with her head across her lap. She stroked her hair back from her eyes, brushed the tears from the long curling lashes with her thumb and placed a kiss on the top of her head. Lana hiccupped but didn’t protest. 
 
    “Why couldn’t you have been like this all the time?” She murmured. “I really would have done anything for you, I loved you so much.” Miranda’s breath caught in her chest, she ran her hand along the curve of Lana’s body, this body she knew so well. 
 
    “I don’t know.” She admitted. “I think I loved you too much. I couldn’t be with you, I knew I couldn’t leave my family, but I couldn’t be without you either, I had to harden myself in some way or I wouldn’t have been able to survive it.” Lana pushed herself into a sitting position, bleary emerald eyes scanning Miranda’s face to see if what she was hearing was the truth. 
 
    “Did you know what they wanted as payment? Simon and his friends when they gave you the cocaine, did you know when you took it that they would want more than money in return?” Lana frowned a little, bracing herself for the answer. “I mean you knew how he felt about me, he was constantly trying his luck, he’d offered me ‘deals’ before, so I can’t believe that he didn’t offer the same deal to you, maybe you thought you could convince me? That it wasn’t a problem?” 
 
    Miranda seemed to falter, there was a pause where she searched the room with her eyes deciding what to say.  
 
    “Oh my God you did know!” Lana moved back a little. “I always thought you did but I never really believed you would do that to me.”  
 
    “Listen to me you have to understand, I thought I would be able to get extra money and just tell him you wouldn’t agree, that’s why I never even mentioned it to you because I had no intention of it ever happening.” Miranda stuttered.  
 
    “But you sent me to pay him anyway! You knew that the only way to clear that debt, to save yourself was to send me instead!” Lana was staring blankly at the floor, suddenly sobered. “You knew what was going to happen and you sent me anyway.” Miranda was crying softly, her head in her hands. The bedroom door in the corridor creaked open, both women looked up as Frank wandered in, his podgy white belly swaying over the edge of a sagging pair of boxer shorts, he scratched at his hair.  
 
    “Hello again Miss Hill.” He said dryly.  
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t realise you weren’t alone.” Lana quickly wiped at her face.  
 
    “No, it’s quite alright. We dropped the kids off at my mothers and came to the secret ‘love nest’” He made quotation marks with his fingers in the air. “Unfortunately I had quite a bit to drink at dinner, so I fell asleep.” He cocked his head and looked Lana up and down, in her haste to escape the four walls of the house after receiving Rebecca’s text, she had thrown on a tight pair of pale blue jeans and a chunky knit sweater, her hair loose around her face, jumped into the car and headed to the only place she could think of. Still she looked beautiful even with no effort.  
 
    “My wife was only too happy to let me sleep.” He smiled at Miranda who was now standing, looking a little unsure what to say or do. “But now that you’re here.” Frank stepped forwards and ran a finger down the side of Lana’s cheek. “Maybe she will feel like some fun.”  
 
    “Frank! How dare you!” Miranda burst into life, hissing in his face. He raised his hands in mock defence laughing lightly. 
 
    “Can’t blame a man for trying, I mean, look at her.” He gestured to where Lana was still standing statuesque, her eyes blazing. “Always have been a beautiful little thing haven’t you?” 
 
    “Don’t ever, fucking touch her again!” Miranda screamed.  
 
    “Jesus! You’d swear I’d just assaulted the girl. No need for the dramatics!” He had poured a drink and flopped heavily into the armchair, Lana slightly behind him, Miranda seething in front.  
 
     “It’s Ok Frank.” Lana dropped the coat that was dangling from her hand and keeping her eyes on Miranda she leant forward and slid both hands around his neck and down his chest, Frank stiffened more than a little surprised. “We can do whatever you want.” Lana moved around the front of the chair, a hard glint in her eye as she lifted the sweater clean over her head to reveal a black lace bra and firm narrow waist. Frank almost dropped his drink in his hurry to lean forward, he hesitated with his hands hovering in the air inches from Lana’s skin, his eyes scanning her hungrily. Lana took hold of his hands and leaning forwards ran them up and over her breasts.  
 
    “I can see why you like this one so much.” Frank stuttered. 
 
    Lana turned her back to him, lowering herself against his body and rubbing a little back and forth.  
 
    “Stop it!” Miranda whispered tears dotting her eyes. 
 
    “What? Is it ok so long as you don’t have to watch?” Lana reached around and gripped one of Frank’s hands cupping it over her belly button.  
 
    “Lana.” The tone was menacing, almost warning. “I get it ok, you’ve proven your point, now stop.”  
 
    “What bothers you more, that it’s your husband or that it’s me? Just out of interest.” Lana smiled, Frank seemed to acknowledge this question and looked up at his wife. 
 
    “You know the answer to that, can we just stop this?” Miranda was scanning from face to face.  
 
    “Answer her.” Frank had removed his hands to the sides of the chair. 
 
    “Oh Frank I think we are going to have to go a lot further than this to get an answer from her.” Lana said teasingly, she began to unbutton the jeans with one hand sliding Frank’s hand inside the opening with the other. 
 
    “You! I can’t bear him touching you!” Miranda barked, she grabbed Lana by the arms and hauled her to her feet. “I can’t watch that. I can’t bear it!” She cried, Lana was already throwing her jumper and coat back on.  
 
    “Aren’t you staying?” Frank asked dazedly.  
 
    “No Frank.” Lana buttoned up the jeans and fastened her coat. “She’s all yours.” Just as she turned to leave Miranda’s phone began to ring, she paused knowing the different ring tones that meant this was an emergency call from the hospital. Miranda gripped the handset off the coffee table and snapped it open. 
 
    “Yes.” She stated. There was silence.  
 
    “When?” Miranda’s voice had weakened, she glanced at Lana her eye’s full of sadness. A chill crept across Lana’s body and she placed a hand atop the chair to steady her feet. 
 
    “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” Miranda dropped the phone to the couch and stared at Lana. 
 
    “What?” Lana asked quietly. “It’s Rebecca isn’t it?”  
 
    Miranda nodded shakily.  
 
    “Is she dead?” Lana asked firmly.  
 
    “Not yet.” Miranda muttered reaching for her car keys. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Lana shouted. 
 
    “She was hit by a car. It seems she was walking back to her home when a car struck her, the police said that it looks as though it went from stationary to about fifty in a matter of seconds. They didn’t stop.” Miranda looked at her meaningfully. “I told you, there’s no way they will let that baby be born, no matter what it takes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    I picked at the white tape holding the drip in place against the crook of my elbow, the doctors words washed over me in a blur.  
 
    “When can I go home?” I interrupted him. 
 
    “Well a few more days, we just need to keep an eye on you for a bit longer.” He was young and nervous I noted. 
 
    “Look, I’m a nurse. I know the signs I can get myself back here and taken care of if need be but I really feel well enough to go home.” I smiled encouragingly hoping to sway him. 
 
    “You really have been in the wars though.” He flicked open his notes scanning them as his face reddened. “I’ll be back in a moment.” He gave a quick nod and exited through the curtain. 
 
    I lay back against the starched sheet, the chequered hospital gown ruffling as I moved, I closed my eyes for a second when I heard the curtain swish a little. 
 
    “So can I go?” I sat up, only it wasn’t the doctor standing at the end of the bed, it was Lana.  
 
    “Hi. They wouldn’t let me see you until you moved from ICU.” She didn’t smile, her eyes were wide, hands gripping the metal frame.  
 
    “It’s ok.” I replied sitting a little straighter. 
 
    “I’m so sorry Rebecca.” Lana moved closer, her hand hovering as though she wanted to reach out to me but wasn’t quite sure.  
 
    “They said I probably wouldn’t have carried full term anyway, there was a lot of inflammation or something. The baby would have more than likely been very premature.” I shrugged but the weight of reality settled again across my whole body. 
 
    “How are you feeling though? Are you in any pain?” Lana’s eyes scanned the outline of my body under the blankets. 
 
    “I’m not too bad actually. They’re giving me enough drugs.” I tapped at the tube in my arm. 
 
    “That’s a better black eye than the one I had.” She smiled and moved closer. 
 
    “Oh yeah, it’s a belter. You think that’s good you should see the right hand side of my body. I look like I’ve been dipped in some weird tie dye purple and black paint!” I laughed.  
 
    “Do you remember anything?” Lana asked quietly. 
 
    “A little.” I nodded. “Just the colour of the car, some rough details of the man who was driving. I had spoken to him first, a few minutes before it happened. They have the surveillance camera footage from a woman’s house, she has cameras on the front door and they picked me up talking to him.” 
 
    “Are you sure it was the same one that hit you?” Lana was angry her eyes blazing. 
 
    “Yep, I remembered the number plate because it ended in Yo!” I smiled. “Anyway, apart from that when he hit me I saw his face through the windscreen, just for a split second, but he looked like he was crying.”  
 
    “Ok Miss Taylor.” The curtain pulled back and now the young doctor was accompanied by an older woman. 
 
    “Can I go?” I asked eagerly. 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” The woman shook her head, her short bobbed hair bouncing around her chin. “It says here you live alone, there is no way I am discharging you to an empty house five days after being hit by a car and losing a baby.”  
 
    “What if there was someone with her?” Lana asked quickly. 
 
    “Well then I would consider it, as long as it was a quiet stress free environment.” The doctor glanced between us. 
 
    “Come to my place.” Lana stated. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I stuttered. 
 
    “As long as you want to. You’re welcome to stay with me.” Lana stood up and reached out to shake the doctor’s hand. “Doctor Lana Hill, I have an office below my apartment so I am always close by, it’s not far from here and extremely quiet.” 
 
    The doctor looked me over in silence for a moment before nodding. “Yes I would be happy with that.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I was talking to Lana but the doctor accepted it. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” She said. “You need to be back here in two days for those stitches out and to be checked over to see how the swelling is getting on.”  
 
    “I know, I will be.” I smiled broadly. The doctor nodded and left, I could hear her giving instructions to the nurses on the desk. 
 
    “Was that ok? I mean offering you a place to stay, I hope you don’t feel as though you had to accept.” Lana flushed with embarrassment and looked at her feet. 
 
    “Are you kidding? I’m beyond thankful. I was literally just considering phoning my mother.” I rolled my eyes.  
 
    “That bad huh?” Lana laughed lightly. 
 
    “Yes. I’ve had hourly updates on the cat, I could only imagine the fuss she would have created over me, or if she had known, I didn’t tell her I was pregnant.” I brushed my hand across the line of stitches behind my ear wincing at the pull of a strand of hair that had stuck into the dried blood. 
 
    “Here.” Lana moved forwards leaning towards me her hands gently teasing the hair loose and tucking it away carefully to the other side, she hesitated with her fingers against my cheek. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” She choked the words out through tears, crumpling inwardly so that she almost doubled over.  
 
    “It’s ok.” I pressed myself up ignoring the pain and put my lips atop her forehead. “It’s not your fault.” I murmured into the warmth of her skin, her ebony hair was tied up into a bun but the scent of her shampoo still spread out around me.  
 
    “I left you! I just left!” She sniffed and rubbed at her nose. “Oh my God listen to me! You’re in a hospital bed and I’m whining.” We both smiled. 
 
    “What else could you do? It’s not the easiest thing to be faced with after only just….” I paused unsure what to call the last few weeks between us. 
 
    “Come on.” She straightened up and briskly wiped at her face. “Let’s get you out of here.” 
 
    “Yes please.” I nodded and pulled the sheets from around my legs. 
 
    “Oh, you’re still attached.” Lana reached for my arm stopping me just before I pulled out the drip. 
 
    “Shit. Hold on.” I carefully peeled away the cotton pad smiling as Lana winced and averted her eyes, I slid the drip from under my skin.  
 
    “I don’t know how you can do things like that.” She shook her head. 
 
    “You get used to it.” I told her. I dropped my feet to the floor and reached behind my neck to pull at the ribbon of the gown, it fell to the floor with a gentle whoosh. 
 
    “Jesus Rebecca.” Lana gasped.  
 
    “It’s not that bad.” I laughed lightly as she stepped around the bed to stand in front of me her eyes tear filled and scanning every inch of my body. 
 
    “How are you even alive?” Her lips quivered as she spoke. 
 
    “It’s honestly not as bad as it looks, it’s mostly bruising.” I reached out for her and pulled myself into a standing position pressing my body against hers. Lana hesitated then gently pressed her hands against my naked back, running one carefully up my spine into my hair to hold the base of my head.  
 
    “Nothing is going to hurt you again.” She whispered. 
 
    “That’s delightfully sweet, but impossible to guess at and frankly unrealistic even for you Lana.” A voice made me jump but Lana held me firmly against her stopping me from turning around. 
 
    “Get out.” She hissed. I turned my head to see Miranda standing just inside the curtain. 
 
    “I need to talk to Mrs Taylor.” She smiled tightly. 
 
    “It’s Ok.” I told Lana easing myself away and reaching for the hospital issue bag that held a plain white t shirt and green nurse’s pants, what I had come in with was in tatters. I pulled the clothes on and folded my arms across my chest conscious of the thin material and lack of underwear. Lana must have read my mind because she shrugged off her black woollen coat and held it out for me to put on.  
 
    “Go on then.” I said resting against the bed frame. 
 
    “I’m sorry but this is a matter of privacy, so I need to speak to you alone.” Miranda darted her eyes towards Lana who was nervously shuffling. 
 
    “My office if you would be so kind Mrs Taylor.” Miranda turned to leave. “You can wheel her up there can’t you Dr Hill? I believe you know where it is.” 
 
    “Have I mentioned that I despise that woman?” I huffed and watched through the slim gap in the curtains as she trotted away. 
 
      
 
    “If you turn right here.” I pointed my arm out of the wheelchair but Lana had already turned.  
 
    “She wasn’t lying when she said I know where it is.” Lana said coldly from behind me. We stopped outside a pine door set into the whitewashed wall. 
 
    “Do I want to know why you know it so well?” I turned my head as far as I could trying to gauge her reaction. 
 
    “No you don’t. I’ll wait here.” Lana sat down on one of the seats opposite as I stepped out of the wheelchair with a groan and pushed the handle of the door not waiting to be invited inside. Miranda looked up from behind her desk, she had taken off the grey suit jacket and I noticed how the shirt she was wearing gaped at the buttons as the material strained across her chest.  
 
    “Shut the door.” She smiled and crossed her hands atop the table. I smiled weakly at Lana and pushed it shut. “Sit down Mrs Taylor.” I took the seat opposite. 
 
    “I’m divorced so it’s not Mrs Taylor anymore.” I said firmly.  
 
    “So what shall I call you?” Miranda placed the small square glasses onto the bridge of her nose. 
 
    “Rebecca is fine.” I looked around the room, noting the framed certificates on the walls and the small chaise lounge that faced the solitary long window.  
 
    “It’s not much but it’s a small piece of serenity when you’ve been here as long as I have.” Miranda smiled. “Lana used to come here all the time to surprise me.” She gave a light laugh and turned her head to stare at the chair pointedly. “I can see her there now as though it was minutes ago, you never forget a sight like that though do you Rebecca?”  
 
    “What do you want?” I asked feeling my face redden with anger. “I will be back to work as soon as I’m allowed.” 
 
    “This isn’t about work.” Her face had become stony. “I’m guessing Lana hasn’t told you has she?” I frowned but remained silent. “I’ll take that as a no and since she hasn’t been to the police I’m also hazarding a guess that she has no intention of telling you either.” 
 
    “You’ve lost me.” I sighed wincing as my ribs crackled with the expansion. 
 
    “Lana knows the Hewitt family, quite intimately.” She stated bluntly. “In fact her brother is Ben, well he’s her half-brother, different mum.” The room seemed to lurch around me. “He admitted to her that he had attacked and raped you and I’m afraid in her anger she revealed to him that you were pregnant and as such were holding the only piece of evidence that would see him placed in jail for a very long time.” 
 
    “My baby.” I muttered.  
 
    “Yes and believe me when I say this, I am truly sorry for your loss.” Miranda leaned back in her seat and her eyes flickered to a photo frame on the desk facing her. “I have kids now but I wasn’t always so lucky, I know how it feels to lose a baby.”  I stared at her blankly, if Lana knew what Ben had done why hadn’t she reported it? Why hadn’t she told me? 
 
    “How long ago did she find out?” I mumbled.  
 
    “I think she has known all along, in fact I even wondered if that’s why she ‘befriended’ you.” She made quotation marks in the air. “I thought perhaps she wanted to keep you close to make sure that you didn’t try to continue searching for some justice, I mean her father is into all kinds of illegal dealings who knows what you may have disturbed accidentally if you carried on looking.” Miranda shook her head. “I told her to tell you, especially after that text message you sent saying you loved her, I said then she needed to tell you so that you knew what you were dealing with.” My heart beat slowed and drummed against my chest.  
 
    “She told you about that?” I swallowed hard. 
 
    “She was at our apartment when it came through, I saw it by accident more than anything.” Miranda said apologetically. “Anyway I warned her what type of man her father is, I told her not to mention the fact that you were pregnant but it was too late.” 
 
    “Was it him? Was it him that hit me?” I could feel my breathing speeding up. 
 
    “Yes. I mean we can’t prove it, he’s very good at covering up and by now there will be nothing to link him to it. I don’t understand why Lana didn’t go to the police that night, they might have been able to find the car or something if they had got there quick enough. I guess blood is thicker than water.” She looked at me with an expression of forced sadness. 
 
    “But why would she ask me to go and stay there?” I was frowning again. 
 
    “Well I would guess that if you are with her then she can control what you say.” Miranda frowned herself as though deep in thought. “I warned you Rebecca, Lana is not what she seems. You really needed to stay away from her, she obviously doesn’t care about you otherwise she would of given evidence to get Ben arrested, his dad, well her dad, would have been found guilty of Christ knows how many cover ups and, well, you would still have your baby.” Miranda finished and reached down to open a drawer in the desk, she pulled out an envelope that was thick with money and pushed it towards me.  
 
    “That’s just something I feel you deserve.” She smiled. “Take it and go away somewhere, somewhere hot, rest up.” I stared at her in disbelief, she stood straightening the hem of the undersized shirt and pushed the envelope into a fold of my bag. I rose to my feet.  
 
    “How do I know any of this is even true?” I stuttered as she ushered me towards the door. 
 
    “Ask her.” The handle clicked down and the door swung inwards. Lana’s smile fell from her face as she looked at me. 
 
    “Is it true?” My voice sounded as though it was about to break. “Is he your brother?” 
 
    “Rebecca I wanted to tell you.” She moved towards me.  
 
    “DON’T!” I screamed. 
 
    “Why the fuck have you done this?” Lana gripped Miranda by the front of her shirt pressing her against the wall.  
 
    “She had a right to know.” Miranda shouted back. I moved past them ignoring the pain that rocketed up my spine in my haste. 
 
    “Rebecca!” Lana was beside me tears spilling down her face.  
 
    “Why didn’t you go to the police?” I asked numbly.  
 
    “It all happened so fast I didn’t get the chance.” Lana was stuttering reaching for my hands. 
 
    “Bullshit!” I pressed the arrow on the lift and stepped inside as the doors barely opened. “Don’t follow me, seriously, I can’t even look at you.” I spat through the closing gap, the metal slid shut and the lift began to move. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The lights from the DJ booth span across the room, flickering pinks and blues over the sea of bodies. I sat on a tall stool, elbows propped against the sticky wood of the bar. I had been coming here every night for over two weeks, Lana had started to come by the apartment after work so it was easier to just not be there and not have to listen to her pleas.  
 
    “Can I get you another honey?” A woman stumbled against me, her hair cropped short on one side, long the other tossed over her ear she smiled sleepily.  
 
    “I’m ok thanks.” I smiled back and wrapped my hands around the glass of whiskey and coke. 
 
    “I haven’t seen you in here before.” She continued pressing closer into the gap to lean her back against the bar. 
 
    “No I haven’t been coming here long. I used to be married.” I added. 
 
    “Ah ok.” She stood up a little and looked at me. “To a guy I’m guessing?” I nodded. “You look like you need to kick back a bit.”  
 
    “Yeah, that obvious hey?” I laughed and downed my drink, she held out her hand, each finger adorned with different rings. 
 
    “Come with me.” She grinned, I smiled nervously. 
 
    “Where to?” I asked cocking an eyebrow.  
 
    “Only the bathroom, I promise it’s just over there.” She pointed across the room to where a neon sign was flashing. We looked at each other for a moment, her smile widening. “What have you got to lose?” She cooed.  
 
    “Ok.” I took her hand and hopped down onto the floor. She moved through people carefully guiding me, her hand tucked behind her back I stayed close as we wound through the crowd. A cool breeze was trickling in from an open door, people crowded just outside it blowing smoke up into the night.  
 
    “Here we go.” She pushed open a heavy door and stepped into a white tiled bathroom with five or six stalls, a girl was rearranging her make up in the mirror she smiled at us briefly before tucking away the lipstick and heading out. The music blared inwards as the door swung open, fading out as it shut, under the strip lights the woman whose hand I still held looked older, dark thick make up coated around her eyes clinging to the lines. 
 
    “Come on.” She tugged at my hand leading me into one of the stalls. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” I told her hesitating a little. 
 
    “It’s not what you think, I promise.” She grinned and motioned with her head pulling me under her arm and clicking the lock across the door behind us. “Here.” She pulled a small white bag out of the pocket of her jeans and held it up to the light. 
 
    “Is that cocaine?” I gawped at her. 
 
    “No it’s sugar.” She laughed pressing past me to push the toilet lid down to kneel on, she tapped the bottom of the bag depositing the contents onto the tiles behind the cistern.  
 
    “I can’t do drugs, I’m a nurse!” I whispered. 
 
    “Well it doesn’t look like you’re in uniform right now.” She grinned and rolled up a five pound note, lowering her head and sniffing in hard. “Is life so good that you can turn down free drugs?” She coughed a little and leant back against the partition wall wiping her nose. The words rolled around my brain, the events of the last few weeks flashing through my mind with one resounding picture lodged into the front of my brain, Lana. 
 
    “Yeah, why not.” My heart was drumming up into my ears.  
 
    “Have you done any before?” She asked pushing the powder into lines. 
 
    “No.” I moved closer watching as she halved the line she had been making and nodded her head. 
 
    “Ok well you’re not going to want more than this to start with.” She stepped back and handed me the note pressing her hands around my waist. “Just run it above and breathe in really deep as you do.” I did as instructed and felt the powder rush upwards, the strong taste of chemicals burning the back of my throat.  
 
    “Feels good.” She twisted me around, my eyes were watering I dabbed at them trying to avoid smudging what little make up I still had on. “I’m Gem by the way.” She held her hand out with a laugh for me to shake.  
 
    “Rebecca.” I smiled back.  
 
    “Well Rebecca, do you want to go and dance?” She kept hold of my hand swinging it lightly.  
 
    I watched her feeling my pulse quicken, her blue eyes narrowed and she bit her bottom lip, her grip tightened on my hand raising it upwards to rest against her shoulder, she turned her head and kissed my palm gently.  
 
    “I’m not sure I want to leave this room.” I told her. 
 
    “This isn’t a room, it’s a toilet cubicle.” Gem laughed. A wave of adrenaline surged through every vein of my body, I leant forward and kissed her hard, wrapping my hands around her head and tangling my fingers into her hair. Her breath hitched in her throat and a moan escaped from between her lips as she kissed me back. “I own a bar just down the road.” She murmured pulling back. “It’s much better than this, we can carry on our conversation more comfortably there.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    We followed red carpeted steps down to a set of blacked out doors, above them a sign glowed in white reading ‘The Diamond Lounge’. I skipped down the last few stairs and followed Gem inside down a narrow corridor where music was pumping through the walls, every few feet hung a huge glass fronted picture of a different girl, illuminated in white light posing seductively.  
 
    “Is this a strip club?” I asked as we moved further along. 
 
    “It’s a performance space.” Gem shouted over her shoulder as we passed through another set of doors, the music grew louder. I looked around the room we had entered, it was round with a low circular ceiling, the walls were painted red and black adorned with old fashioned nineteen twenties style lamps. Circular tables curved outwards in arching lines hugging the edges of two glossy black platforms that were lifted six feet into the air and joined by a clear plastic walkway, atop these platforms two women were dancing, sliding back and forth a small pair of diamond encrusted briefs their only item of clothing. “This way.” Gem signalled to a door set back into the wall, a gold sign across the wood read ‘private’. She unlocked it and held it open for me to step inside. “My office.” Gem flicked on the light to show a small room with two leather reclining chairs, a desk and a tall floor lamp.  
 
    “You own this place?” I asked as I took a seat. 
 
    “Yes.” She reached for two glasses and poured out a measure of whiskey into each. “You look like you’ve had a rough time.” Gem handed me the glass and sipped from her own. 
 
    “I got hit by a car, but I got the all clear.” I told her, she nodded but stayed quiet. “I want to do something to feel alive.” I looked at the pictures on the walls, the women posed in different ways. 
 
    “They look so beautiful.” I pointed upwards. 
 
    “You are ten times prettier than any of them.” Gem scoffed as she got up and sat in the opposite chair. 
 
    “Yeah right!” I laughed. 
 
    “Seriously, I’d give you a job.” She said evenly. 
 
    “What if I took my clothes off and looked horrendous.” I teased. 
 
    “I don’t think that is a possibility somehow.” She smiled at me. “But I’m willing to take a look for you.” 
 
    “I bet you are.” I laughed tilting my head back. 
 
    “Give it a go.” She was actually serious. 
 
    “I look like a giant bruise right now.” I waved a hand up and down my body. 
 
    “Well stay a while, when you feel up to it give it a go.” Gem said. “I’ll provide the place to stay and everything you could need or want.” She pulled out the small half empty bag and waved it in the air. “You said you want to feel alive, out there, on that stage, you can be anything or anybody that you want to be.” I eyed her carefully before nodding. She place her hands around my face and leant in to kiss me hovering over my lips. “What do you think?” she grinned. 
 
    “Let’s see how tonight goes first!” I told her pushing myself forwards to meet her mouth, I closed my eyes tightly and tried to block out Lana’s smile that was flashing through my mind, Gem’s lips felt different, harder less full.  
 
    “Are you ok?” She pulled away. 
 
    “Yeah I’m fine.” I lied pulling her back in before she had a chance to see the tears welling in my eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    I pressed down the button on my phone, powering it on for the first time in weeks. The screen flashed to life. 
 
    “Hey Beck’s your on in ten.” A voice called from behind a curtain. 
 
    “Ok.” I called back placing the handset onto the dressing table and reached for a can of hairspray, the phone vibrated, then again and again after that, I froze as it kept on buzzing, one message after another until it fell silent. I picked it up, twenty seven messages. Taking a deep breath I pressed a finger to the screen. Five from mum, twenty two from Lana. Skipping past the ones from my panicking mother who was by now threatening to phone the police even though I had called her landline reassuring her I was fine several times, I tapped on Lana’s name. 
 
      
 
    You have to answer the phone Rebecca, this is not what it seems. Please. Xxx 
 
      
 
    Rebecca please msg me back, I went to your place, there’s nobody there. I’m worried. I couldn’t go to the police, I have no evidence other than my word against his! I wanted to tell you but thought you would tie me in with him, I’m nothing like him, I don’t even know him. Miranda was lying. Please answer me!! 
 
      
 
    It’s been days. I have been to every hospital anywhere remotely near here, I have even rang the police station! Seriously if you don’t want to speak to me that’s fine just please tell me you’re ok!  
 
      
 
    My phone began to ring as I scrolled upwards, Lana’s name flashed across the screen, my finger hovered over the button to answer before flicking to the left and lifting the handset up to my ear.  
 
    “Hello.” I said as firmly as I could. 
 
    “Jesus Rebecca where the fuck are you? Do you realise how worried I have been about you!?” Lana was sobbing.  
 
    “I’m fine.” I told her. 
 
    “Where are you?” She asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter where I am, I’m ok that’s all that matters isn’t it? That’s all you wanted to know.” I tried to sound cold.  
 
    “No that’s not all I wanted to know.” Lana sighed. “Rebecca, please just tell me where you are and I’ll come and get you we can talk.”  
 
    “No, I don’t need you to come and get me!” I barked. 
 
    “Beck’s your on in two minutes.” The security guard stuck his head through the curtain signalling me to come out of the dressing room.  
 
    “You’re on? What does that mean?” Lana said quickly. “Rebecca what have you done?”  
 
    “I have to go.” I pressed the phone down hastily a rush of embarrassment colouring my face, I reached out and grabbed the small mirror from beside my makeup eyeing the white powder resting against the surface.  
 
    “Becks!” The man shouted again. 
 
    “OK!” I yelled back leaning down and sniffing hard, I rubbed the tip of my nose feeling the trickle of chemicals at the back of my throat.  
 
    “Hey what’s happening?” Gem pushed through the curtain and strode into the narrow room.  
 
    “Nothing I was just….” I stuttered as she picked up the mirror and wiped the surface against the denim of her shorts. 
 
    “You were just getting ready huh?” She smiled and leant forwards to kiss me. The screen of my phone lit up, the handset juddering against the wood, Lana’s name appeared. 
 
    “You put your phone back on?” Gem straightened up and ran her hand over the back of my hair. 
 
    “Yeah.” I sat back in my seat feeling my heart race into my throat. 
 
    “Beck’s!” The man called again more urgently as a tall blonde woman glistening sweat jogged into the room and reached for a towel. 
 
    “She’s coming!” Gem growled. “Babe you need to go on.”  
 
    “Yeah.” I stood up pushing the chair back straightening out my hair so that it was sleek around my face, with the platform heels on I towered above Gem I tried to smile and headed out onto the stage. The heat from the crowd rose up to meet me, the pink and blue lights swept across my face as the music began to play. It was another girls only night, I looked out over the half empty tables and saw the familiar faces of the women who came in every Tuesday Wednesday and Friday, the older couple caught my eye and smiled gently, I noticed their hands linked atop the table and smiled back unsure whether I was impressed at the relationship they shared or a little weirded out, date night, let’s go to the strip club? I dipped my hips low sliding onto my knees rolling my head and getting lost in the beat of the music.  
 
      
 
    “Hello?” Gem answered the phone. 
 
    “Rebecca?” Lana queried. 
 
    “She’s a little busy at the moment can I take a message?” Gem pushed around a lipstick making it spin across the wood. 
 
    “Yeah I’m supposed to be meeting her but I can’t remember the name of the place she said to grab her from?” Lana asked. 
 
    “The diamond lounge?” Gem asked. 
 
    “Oh yeah that was it, thanks.” The phone went dead.  
 
      
 
    I pulled at my jeans, they stuck to my skin with the heat and I had to wiggle to get them on.  
 
    “Hey Beck’s are you coming for some food?” Gem asked, she had her arm slung around the blonde girl’s shoulder and was letting her fingers run up and down her collar bone. 
 
    “I think I’m going to call it a night.” I said pulling a jumper over my head and pushing my arms through. 
 
    “Are you sure we can’t tempt you?” Gem asked suggestively pulling in the giggling blonde and sliding her hand under the edge of her top, she was new.  
 
    I shook my head and turned away.  
 
    “Your loss.” Gem laughed and headed out. I pulled my hair back into a bun tying it tightly, my face in the mirror looked drawn, pale, with heavy black liner coating my eyelids and a pink gloss clinging to my lips I rubbed at it, this person in the mirror, I didn’t recognise anymore. 
 
    I got to my feet and headed out into the night, flicking off the lights in the dressing room as I went. The streets were buzzing with people, crowding around doorways and shivering in lines, I lit a cigarette and tugged the collar of my coat higher to sit just below my ears. 
 
    “Rebecca?” I froze, recognising the voice, for a moment I debated walking away but I turned slowly around and there she was, standing nervously with her hands tucked deep into her pockets her breath frosting on the air, as statuesque and beautiful as ever.  
 
    “How did you know where I was?” I asked. 
 
    “Your friend answered your phone.” She nudged the toe of her shoe into a crack in the paving slabs.  
 
    “Oh.” I said, taking another pull of the cigarette and blowing it up into the sky.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” Lana stepped forwards and reached out for my hand. “This isn’t you.”  
 
    “You don’t know me, you don’t know if this is me.” I hissed recoiling from her touch. 
 
    She looked wounded. “You’re different. Your eyes are huge, are you taking something?” Lana grabbed hold of my arm and with her other hand cupped my face.  
 
    “I’m fine.” I lied pulling out of her grip. 
 
    “Get in the car.” She took hold of me again but this time pushed me forwards opening the door and shoving me inside. 
 
    “Jesus!” I exclaimed as she slammed the door shut. 
 
    Lana slid into the driver’s seat and started the engine, spinning away from the crowds and onto the main road, we sat in silence as the faces of people cueing outside bars melted past in blurs of noise and colour. 
 
    “Please tell me that you were just bartending there?” Lana kept her gaze fixed on the darkened road ahead. 
 
    “No.” I raised my head and blew out smoke. The window next to me buzzed open a little as Lana pressed a button.  
 
    “What do you mean no?” She glanced at me quickly her hands tightening against the wheel.  
 
    “I mean no I wasn’t serving drinks.” I was enjoying watching her agitation. “I was, performing.” I said carefully. 
 
    “What the fuck Rebecca!” She shouted tears dotting her eyes, she swung the car into a layby with a screech and slammed the brakes on turning to face me.  
 
    “It’s just a job.” I tried to remain looking aloof but my heart was thundering. 
 
    “No it’s not, nothing like that is ever just a job. That woman, the one who answered the phone she was the one that came out before you wasn’t she? The one with the blonde dangling off her arm?” I nodded. “What is she the manager or something? Is that what you’re into now?” 
 
    “Something like that.” I flicked the burnt down cigarette out into the night, silence fell between us. 
 
    “Were you fucking her?” Lana winced as she asked the question and my enjoyment at her pain instantly evaporated.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter what was going on.” I began but Lana interrupted.  
 
    “Did you fuck her Rebecca it’s a simple question?” Her voice raised.  
 
    “No, I never did anything to her.” I blushed and looked out of the fogged up window.  
 
    “But she did to you right?” Lana leant forwards and put her head in her hands, I stayed silent. After a few minutes she looked up, tears streaking her face. “Can I have a cigarette?” She asked. I pulled two from the pack, lit one and passed it to her, then lit the other for myself. 
 
    “So are you gay in general now?” there was a hardness to her voice.  
 
    “I was just in a club and met her.” I muttered. 
 
    “Was it like with us?” Lana asked quietly. 
 
    “No.” I answered. “It wasn’t anything, it didn’t mean anything.” Lana snorted back a laugh.  
 
    “Sex always means something Rebecca, it might not mean love but it always means something.” She shook her head.  
 
    “No it didn’t I swear.” I was leaning forwards now willing her to believe me I reached for her hand. “It wasn’t like that, it was just a few times, a few quick fumbles, I’ve never even been in a bed with her.” I frowned, realising how meaningless it had actually been.  
 
    “What are you taking?” Lana asked staring at me.  
 
    “Nothing.” I looked away. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me.” She said quickly. “Is it cocaine?”  
 
    I nodded ashamedly. “How much are you doing?” She asked unperturbed.  
 
    “A few lines.” I mumbled. 
 
    “So what is it, some drugs, a quick fumble and get on stage?” She spat. I tried to pull the door handle but it wouldn’t budge. 
 
    “Let me out I don’t have to listen to this shit.” I yelled. 
 
    “Yes you do, you need to hear it out loud so it gets into your brain what you are actually doing. So what is it once, twice a week?” She grabbed my arm and twisted me around to face her. 
 
    “Every night.” I was shouting but tears were at my eyes. “Every night I do it, is that what you wanted to know? I get up on the stage and I let people look at me because that’s all I am isn’t it, a piece of meat. It doesn’t matter what they think of me or who’s looking, because if they want me they can have me, isn’t that how it goes?” I was crying now.  
 
    “Rebecca.” Lana leant across and pulled me into her. “You didn’t do anything else in there did you?” 
 
    “Get off me! You don’t even really care!” I sobbed. 
 
     “I love you.” She told me. “I love you and I can’t bear watching you hurt like this, I know I’m a huge part to blame but I want to try and fix that.” I struggled but Lana held me tightly against her. I breathed in a shuddering breath as I tried to control my tears, the skin on her neck was soft against my cheek I turned my head and brushed my lips against it. 
 
    “I never did anything else, it was just dancing I didn’t even take my underwear off.” I whispered, I felt Lana breathe a sigh of relief. “When did you find out?” I asked her. “About him being your brother?” 
 
    “Not until that party, that’s why his mother hit me because I called him out for what he is. I’d of smacked him stupid if I could have got at him.” Lana said. “I didn’t know how to tell you how could I even begin to explain, I didn’t really know what was going on and then you were pregnant and I was worried you wouldn’t want me around, I thought once the baby was born I could tell you, that you’d see I was serious and I could be with you to stand against them, because there would be proof.” She was stammering, her words tumbling over one and other. I lifted my face and pressed my hand to her cheek seeing the honesty in her eyes.  
 
    “It’s ok.” I whispered. 
 
    “No it’s not! Miranda lied to you. I did go to speak to her but only to find out what she knew about my father and why she hadn’t already told me.” Lana stared into my eyes. 
 
    “I believe you.” I said evenly, I was focused on her lips and she seemed to notice the change in me, I ran my thumb over the dimple in her chin. “I missed you so much.” 
 
    “I missed you too.” She narrowed her eyes at me as I lowered my fingertips to the collar of her coat and pulled at the zip.  
 
    “Rebecca, what are you doing?” She muttered. 
 
    “I had to run, I couldn’t be in that flat staring at the walls. I couldn’t see you.” I whispered. 
 
    “I know, I understand why you didn’t want to see me.” Lana reached for my hand. 
 
    “You don’t understand.” I shook my head a little. “I fell in love with you.” Lana’s eyes widened. “Then I thought it had all been a lie. Nothing has ever hurt like that not even….” I stopped and gazed at the dashboard. We fell silent.  
 
    “So now you know.” I turned back to her and smiled.  
 
    “You know I’m in love with you too right?” Lana asked reaching for my face.  
 
    “Look at me, how can you be.” I rubbed at my nose sniffling away tears, she leant in to me and gently kissed the side of my mouth, tilting my head to pepper my lips with several more soft shallow touches. I sighed and reached for her, pulling down the rest of the zipper and opening up her coat pressing forwards in my seat, I unclipped her seat belt. 
 
    “Rebecca what are you doing?” She breathed out as I kissed under her jawbone. 
 
    “What I’ve wanted to do from the first moment I saw you.” I replied, I let my hand drop to the button of her trousers and popped it open with ease, she reached for me but I pinned her arm to her side. 
 
    “Ten minutes ago you hated me.” Lana said struggling a little to free herself from my grip. 
 
    “I’ve never hated you.” I told her as I slipped my hand under the material brushing the edge of her underwear before dipping inside them letting my fingers wander across her skin, I watched her closely as her mouth opened and a soft sigh slid from between her lips. I pressed my fingers into her my own pulse rocketing as I felt her arch into my touch.  
 
    “You feel amazing.” I whispered. 
 
    “You really haven’t done this before?” Lana asked, her lips only millimetres from mine. I shook my head.  
 
    “I don’t really know what I’m doing, tell me what you want.” I locked onto her eyes. 
 
    “You don’t need me to tell you anything.” She gave a quick grin pressing her head against the rest as I moved my fingers deeper. “Wait.” Lana slid up the seat suddenly, the movement made my hand slide from beneath her, rising back up and out of her underwear. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t want to do this here.” Lana sounded shaky her breathing elevated. “I mean in a car in the middle of a layby, a gap between us.” She waved a hand over the centre console. I nodded and shuffled back into my own seat. “Rebecca, it’s not that I don’t want you.” She grabbed my hand. “It’s because I want this so much I don’t want to do it halfway.”  
 
    “So what do you want to do?” I reached for a cigarette.  
 
    “My place?” She spoke softly, nervously almost. I nodded it was all I could do, in the light of only the orange street lamp, her shirt open to show the curve of her breasts, red full lips parted with her eyes glinting and full of desire, her hair loose and tumbled over her shoulder, she really was breath taking.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lana walked ahead of me, glancing over her shoulder to smile as she unlocked the door to the building. I stepped inside behind her, the place felt different in the dark, quiet, no Christine bustling around, no patients waiting for their turn to see the doctor. I pushed the heavy door closed with a click and followed Lana up the staircase, she reached a hand behind her without looking at me and I took it, distantly wondering how many other women had ascended these stairs holding her hand. She reached the top and punched in four digits on the keypad which beeped under her touch, the lock shifted and the door opened.  
 
    “The kitchens on the right grab a bottle of whatever you prefer to drink, I just want to get changed out of these clothes.” She told me as she shut the door and veered off to the left, I watched her walk through the open space reaching to flick on lamps as she passed them before partially vanishing behind the thick multi coloured glass partition at the end of the room. Her shape became distorted behind the squares of marbled glass.  
 
    “This place is incredible.” I shouted across to her. 
 
    “I’m glad you like it.” Lana called back. 
 
    “It’s beautiful. I love how open it is.” I smiled as I found the wine glasses and poured out two large measures of red wine.  
 
    “You do huh?” I turned at the sound of Lana’s voice, my mouth dropping open at the sight of her.  
 
    “Yeah it’s stunning.” I gulped. She was leaning on the kitchen unit with her elbows, her face propped against her hands, lips curved up in amusement. I let my eyes trail her body, a black lace bodice clung to her figure it slid over her rib cage and cupped her breasts so that they almost spilled over the edging her soft skin was speckled with goose bumps. Silk stockings rose up the long slender legs cutting off mid – thigh held in place by suspenders trimmed with tiny black bows. Lana turned and walked away from me, her hips swaying.  
 
    “Come on, this way.” She called over her shoulder crooking a finger at me. I drained the glass in one and followed.   
 
    Behind the glass wall Lana’s bed was nestled, it was tinted with the colours coming through from the light behind covering it in glows of orange and red. Lana slid onto the end of the bed pushing herself up until only her feet dangled off the edge, she rolled onto her side and patted the space beside her which I took hurriedly. 
 
    “Are you ok?” She ran a hand over my hair as I lay beside her. I nodded silently, my heart hammering in my chest. “I’ve never seen you so quiet.” She added. 
 
    “I’m sorry, you’re just so beautiful.” I stuttered.  
 
    “Rebecca.” Lana lowered her eyes and shook her head slightly. “You don’t realise how beautiful you are.” She placed her fingertip under my chin “I am in awe of you every time I see you, your beauty your strength.” She kissed me pressing gently so that I lay on my back. I felt her leg sweep over me, her thighs bare against the denim of my jeans, then her hands were lifting off my shirt, she tossed it to the floor sitting over me her fingertips resting on the outline of the remaining bruises that coated my torso. Tears clouded her eyes as she stroked the yellowing blotches.  
 
    “It would have been almost six months now.” I don’t know why I said it, I don’t know where it suddenly came from, in this moment of heat and passion with Lana straddling me I’d become overwhelmed with sadness. Lana began to move but I sat up and grabbed her waist.  
 
    “Don’t!” I whispered.  
 
    “Rebecca it’s ok, this was just a silly thing.” She looked down at the bodice.  
 
    “No it’s not its beautiful. You are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen, you look like you should be in a film or something.” I laughed sniffing back a tear. 
 
    “We should talk a little. You can talk to me about anything you know that?” She placed her lips atop my head and pulled her arms tightly around my neck. 
 
    “I know.” I told her. “I don’t know where that came from, I haven’t really been upset or anything I just didn’t think about it.”  
 
    “I would have stayed with you, you know.” Lana leant back and looked into my eyes. I nodded biting my lip. “And one day you will be an awesome mom.” She held my face in her hands as tears tumbled down my cheeks.  
 
    “Well I don’t think I will be going near a man again.” I brushed the tears away and smiled up at her. 
 
    “They’re not all like him.” Lana wiped away a stray tear from my chin. 
 
    “No I just meant, I don’t think I will be going near anyone else again, anyone but you anyway.” I let the words hang in the air whilst reading Lana’s expression.  
 
    “I’m glad to hear that.” She smiled broadly.  
 
    “Yeah?” I queried. 
 
    “Yes! Are you kidding me?” Lana laughed and rolled onto her side pulling me with her so that we were chest to chest.  
 
    “Lana?” I linked my fingers between hers. 
 
    “Mmhmmm.” She replied closing her eyes and nestling her face closer to mine. 
 
    “Do you trust me?” Her eyes flickered open and she observed me for a moment. 
 
    “Of course.” She nodded. I took her hands one at a time and placed them behind her head, she watched me a smile playing across her lips. “Oh ok.” She laughed as I slid off the bed and hopped out of my jeans.  
 
    “You can’t move your hands.” I told her as I moved back between her legs. “You have to keep them right there! No touching!” She bit her bottom lip but remained silent.  
 
    I ran my hands up and over her legs, the feel of the silk making me shiver I unclipped the stockings and hitched my thumbs into the sides of her underwear pulling them slowly down, for every inch of skin I uncovered I placed a kiss. Lana twitched at the touch. I tugged the scant piece of material down and off throwing them to the side. I slid back up the bed resting on my elbows I kissed the tops of her breasts lifting my head to meet her mouth as I let my weight press against her, Lana moved one hand free from behind her head and wrapped her fingers in my hair pressing the kiss harder and faster.  
 
    “Hey!” I wagged my finger at her and reached up to replace her hand firmly under her head. 
 
    I held both of her wrists with one of mine, moving to the side slightly so that my free hand trailed down her stomach, with no barrier between us any longer my fingers quickly made their way through the short course hair and dipped inside her. Lana moaned quietly against my mouth pressing herself lower so I slid deeper, she rocked her hips slowly, guiding my movements, every inch of me was on fire. Lana seemed to melt inwardly her body curved up towards me both hands now free reached for me. 
 
    “Fuck Rebecca do you have any idea what you are doing to me?” Her words were hurried as she unclipped my bra and ran the straps off my arms bending her head to take my nipple between her teeth, I cried out at the pressure pushing her back with my hand on her chest which was rapidly rising and falling.  
 
    “I want to do this.” I told her as I moved down her legs my mouth hovering above her groin. 
 
    “I’m not going to stop you.” She laughed making me smile. I dipped my head and let my tongue explore the soft folds of her body, reacting to each tiny movement she made, she pressed her fingers around my face moving a strand of hair and leading me to where she wanted, my tongue flicked over her and she arched up into me, her fingers flexing, I looked up and met her eyes she nodded quickly brushing my cheek with her fingertip. My hands fanned out over her stomach as the twitching in her muscles grew stronger and faster until she cried out. I moved to the side of her inching up the bed so that my head rested on her stomach I gently ran my fingertip across her hipbone. 
 
    “Oh my God Rebecca.” Lana giggled pulling me closer. 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s a good reaction?” I asked innocently. 
 
    “Yes!” She smiled breathlessly. “Come here.” She tugged up her legs and moved the duvet back so that we could both clamber under, wrapping me in her arms and enveloping me in warmth. “Where have you been all these years?” She whispered. “You are so totally unexpected, you blindsided me Rebecca, I never want to let you go.” 
 
    “I could stay here forever.” I told her sleepily. 
 
    “That sounds like an amazing plan.” She replied as my eyes began to close. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wake up sleeping beauty.” Lana nudged me lightly and I felt the bed dip as she lay back beside me, a coffee cup clinked. I opened my eyes and reached my arm across to sling over her waist.  
 
    “Careful.” Lana scolded with a laugh catching hold of my wrist just before it landed on the tray that was over her knee. I sat up, carefully pulling the duvet with me to cover my chest. 
 
    “You made breakfast?” I smiled at the plate of toast and cups of coffee. 
 
    “I wouldn’t exactly call it that but yeah.” Lana picked up her coffee and took a sip, she had thrown on a checked night shirt that was rolled up at the sleeves, her ebony hair pulled up into a messy bun.  
 
    “You look beautiful.” I told her. 
 
    “It’s a night shirt Rebecca.” She laughed. 
 
    “I don’t care what it is, you look gorgeous.” I stroked my hand over the back of her neck. 
 
    “Come on drink your coffee while it’s hot.” She smiled and passed me the cup. A vibration made me jump, I looked over to where I had kicked off my jeans and saw a faint glow coming from the pocket. “I’ll grab it.” Lana passed me the tray quickly and padded across the floor. 
 
    “No honestly it won’t be important.” I said hurriedly as she reached down and pulled the phone from my pocket, pausing before turning the screen towards me.  
 
    “Gem?” She asked with her eyebrow crooked, the phone stopped vibrating as Lana moved back to the bed. 
 
    “Yeah, she owns that club.” I said carefully. 
 
    “Oh.” Lana nodded but her face flushed red. The phone started vibrating again. Before I could stop her she pressed down on the green button and answered the call. 
 
    “Becks?” Gem asked, I could hear her voice in the quietness of the apartment. 
 
    “No sorry honey it’s not.” Lana suddenly sounded much more American, I supressed a grin. 
 
    “Well can I speak to her please?” Gem sounded taken aback. 
 
    “No, sorry.” Lana picked at her finger nail distractedly.  
 
    “I’m sorry?” Gem laughed. 
 
    “What for?” Lana didn’t miss a beat. 
 
    “Look can you put Beck’s on the phone, I need to know when she’s coming in to work.” Gem sounded nervy. 
 
    “Oh she’s not coming back.” Lana said. 
 
    “What?” Gem’s voice was raised now. “You tell that little bitch that she has had a fortunes worth of drugs and free accommodation off me, she needs to get her arse back in and earn some money to cover her costs.”  
 
    “Isn’t that kind of like pimping?” Lana asked innocently, there was a pause on the line. 
 
    “I don’t know or care who you are just give her the message.” The phone went dead.  
 
    “Ooh she sounds mad.” Lana tossed the phone to the end of the bed playfully but her eyes were flashing with anger. 
 
    “Lana she really was nothing you know.” I placed the tray onto the floor and moved to lie against her. 
 
    “I just hate the thought of someone else having touched you.” She lifted her arm allowing me to crawl into the space and wrapped it tight against me. “And I hate the fact that she gave you drugs to keep you there even more.” She clenched her teeth. 
 
    “Well that’s gone now.” I snuggled in closer. 
 
    “I know baby.” She kissed my head. 
 
    “I love it when you say that.” I smiled. “It sounds so cheesy when anyone else says it, but that accent just pulls it off every time.”  
 
    “It does huh?” She placed another kiss on my head but I noticed her voice seemed different, distracted almost. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I sat up pulling the sheet with me and turned to face her. 
 
    “Nothing is wrong.” Lana tried to smile but her eyes were still blazing. 
 
    “I won’t be going near that place again.” I told her leaning forwards to hold her hand. 
 
    “I know.” She ran her fingertip over my wrist. “It’s just the drugs Rebecca, they aren’t so easy to leave behind and I know they have a habit of ruining things. I can’t be with someone who takes them as a regular thing.” She shook her head and stared at the bed sheets. “But I love you.” She added more to herself than to me. 
 
    “I’m not going to touch them I swear. It was a short term thing that I have never done before, I don’t need them now.” I watched as she looked up at me nervously, her emerald eyes shining with tears. 
 
    “I want to believe that.” She sighed. 
 
    “Well trust me because it’s the truth.” I pulled myself closer to her and wrapped my arms and legs around her body holding on tightly.  
 
    “Ok spider monkey.” She laughed tilting me back so that I fell flat onto the bed. 
 
    “So what shall we do?” I asked bouncing up. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Lana sipped her coffee. 
 
    “Today, what shall we do!? We need a proper first date!” I shimmied down the bed dropping off the end.  
 
    “Well, it’s February and it’s freezing so a picnic is out of the question.” Lana pouted thoughtfully. “We could go bowling but we’re not twelve and neither of us want to play with balls.” I burst out laughing. “The cinema is too quiet and I don’t know if I could be trusted in a dark but public place with you right now. What to do?” She tapped her fingers around her mug. “I’ve got it!” I looked at her expectantly. “We can just stay in bed!” She shouted happily. 
 
    A bang made me turn around, Lana stopped laughing and looked nervously at the door. 
 
    “Will that be Christine?” I asked, there were muffled voices rising and falling from downstairs. 
 
    “She’s already in, she was only working half day because I don’t have any clients until tomorrow, but that sounds like a man.” Lana got up as she spoke, throwing back the duvet and moving across the apartment to where a white phone was latched into the bricks. She picked it up and pressed a button looking back at me. 
 
    I reached for my clothes throwing them on as Lana pulled her own jeans from the sofa and wiggled into them hastily, the chequered night shirt sticking out at angles from the waist. Below us the sound of a table toppling to the floor rattled around the hall.  
 
    “There’s no answer on the intercom I’m just going to check everything is ok.” She said reaching for the latch of the door as I shoved my feet into my shoes and made to follow her.  
 
    Looking back it seemed as though time stood almost completely still in that moment, every millimetre her hand moved was painfully slow, the sway of her hair and click of the lock taking minutes instead of the split seconds of reality. The door swung inwards, Lana’s arm outstretched holding the frame, then the ear splitting shot. The echoing, pop of a gun being fired, Lana’s body folded in the middle as she fell like a ragdoll backwards to the floor. I stared in disbelief as Ben stood in the doorway, his hands trembling around the butt of a small black gun, he looked stunned.  
 
    “What the hell did you do?” An older man barrelled past him into the room, dropping to his knees and clutching Lana’s shoulders. 
 
    “She just came at me!” Ben cried. He lowered the gun and stepped inside closing the door and resting his head against it. The world lurched around me and I stumbled towards them, this couldn’t be real. 
 
    “Sit down!” The older man barked, Ben span to face me holding out the gun once more. “You’re not going anywhere until we sort this out.” He was leaning his head down and listening to Lana’s chest. I sat on the arm of the leather sofa gawping silently. 
 
    “Is she dead?” Ben asked glancing down at the thin delta’s of blood that were spreading through the cracks in the wooden floor. 
 
    “No.” The older man sat back on his haunches. 
 
    “You’re her dad.” I croaked. 
 
    “Yes, I am.” He replied. 
 
    “The famous Jack Hewitt.” Ben gave a short laugh. “You didn’t know who you were taking on did you?” He glared at me. 
 
    “Shut up!” Jack rose to his feet, the back of his hand slamming hard across his son’s face with a ringing smack. 
 
    “You hit me!” Ben whined looking back at his father. 
 
    “I said shut up!” Jack roared running his hands across his gel laden hair. “I am so sick of cleaning up after you! This is too far Ben, too far!” He was pacing the room.  
 
    “You’d think you actually care!” Ben said petulantly.  
 
    “We need to phone an ambulance.” I tried to stand up but a heavy hand pressed me back down. 
 
    “No.” Jack leant into my face his eyes the same ocean green as Lana’s but with none of the shine. 
 
    “We phone an ambulance and they phone the police!” Ben waved the gun in the air. “That’s not how we do things.” 
 
    “I’ll take her to the hospital myself.” Jack turned and bent down, tucking Lana’s arms across her chest and preparing to lift her up. 
 
    “What?” Ben was dumbstruck. “We need to get rid of her, if she wakes up and tells them what happened… she can even tell them about her!” He pointed at me. 
 
    “This is one for you to face on your own.” Jack stood up facing his son. “I am so tired of you, you have been spoilt Ben, it’s as much my fault as your mother’s, but it has done you no favours. All these years, all the awful things you have done, I covered them up and allowed you to carry on no matter who you hurt. I made excuse after excuse for you. You have no respect, no ethics, no morals, nothing! You have been truly ruined.” Jack shook his head. “I’m sorry son. By not giving you any kind of consequences you think that there’s nothing you can’t do. It needs to stop.” Jack turned back to Lana who was unmoving on the floor. Ben’s face was wobbling, reddening at the cheeks, his eyes creasing in the corners, he clutched the gun tighter and fired three shots. I stifled a scream turning my head away as they thudded into his father’s back. Jack toppled forwards his face crunching into the floor.  
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” I screamed. 
 
    “Shut up! Shut up!” Ben tapped the gun against his head, drops of spit flying from his lips. “This is your fault.” He said quietly, looking up at me. “Yes, your fault. Everything was fine until that night.” He moved towards me, I stood up and scampered back across the room until the kitchen counter was between us.  
 
    “You’re the rapist how is that my fault?” I cried.  
 
    “You knew what you were doing.” He waved the gun at me. “You were flashing that smile and tossing your hair all over me, with the sweet little touches.”  
 
    “You are delusional! I was stitching up wounds!” I flinched as he broke into a laugh. 
 
    “Then Miranda comes to the house, saying that you’re now living here with her.” He snarled. “What was she going to do, trap me into saying something again? Get proof this time!?” 
 
    “He hit me with the car didn’t he?” I looked over to where Jack was flat against the floor, his arms outstretched. 
 
    “He was crying when he came back!” Ben scoffed. “Crying, like that thing would have even meant something.” He pointed briefly at my stomach.  
 
    “Was it worth it? All of this, was it worth it?” I shook my head “You killed an unborn child, as much as it disgusts me your unborn child.”  
 
    “So you say.” He huffed but looked slightly less sure of himself.  
 
    “You are sick, you really have something wrong with you.” I told him. 
 
    “But there’s still something you like about me though isn’t there? Is that why you went with her? Does she look like me?” He glanced over his shoulder to where Lana lay. “I mean did she look like me…. When she was alive? I couldn’t see it myself.”  
 
    “She’s not dead.” I whispered. 
 
    “Looks it to me.” Ben sniffed turning back towards me. I reached my hand to the shelf next to my thigh feeling for one of the heavy glass bottles I knew lay in the wine rack. 
 
    “She’s a fighter, she will be ok.” I found the neck of a bottle and pulled it carefully free.  
 
    “No she’s definitely dead.” Ben smiled.  
 
    “Oh yeah, so why is she moving?” I looked past him as he span around, I made my move, darting forwards and swinging the bottle so that it collided with the back of his head shattering and spraying the contents across the wall. Ben wobbled for a second, his eyes rolling then crashed to the floor. The gun clattered from his hand.  
 
    “Lana.” I ran across the room, avoiding Jack’s body and the pool of blood that was spreading outwards. “Lana.” I sobbed holding her face in my hands, still she didn’t move. I scrabbled to my feet and half ran half fell towards the bed gripping my phone and punching in triple nine. 
 
    “Which service do you require?” The voice of a woman said immediately. 
 
    “Police, ambulance.” I shouted moving back to where Lana lay. 
 
    “Ok can you tell me what’s happened and the address please?” The operator asked calmly. “114 Park Hall Gardens. He shot them both, Ben Hewitt he shot his dad and his sister, I think they might be….” I clutched at my stomach as nausea washed over me. 
 
    “You little bitch!” The blow to my ribs knocked me to the floor, the phone flew from my hand. Ben stumbled on his feet but grabbed the back of my hair throwing me across the floor. I heard his footsteps pounding behind me then was wrenched to my feet. “You don’t have any clue what I can do to you, I can ruin your whole life!” He shouted into my ear. 
 
    “You already have!” I sobbed a mixture of anger and sorrow ripping through my words. 
 
    “You think you know pain?” He hissed. “You haven’t seen anything yet.” He pulled his fingers through my hair scraping my scalp and slammed me across the floor again. Something cold slid under my fingers, I spat out blood from my split mouth and looked to see the gun laying beneath my arm. Ben’s eyes widened as I slid around onto my back with the piece of metal nestled against my palm, he ran towards me his shoes slipping on the blood. 
 
    “Stop! Or I will shoot you!” I screamed. He skidded to a halt panting as he glared at me. 
 
    “Shoot me! It doesn’t matter now, one of us isn’t getting out of here alive.” He almost laughed. “I just killed two people, you’re the only witness. If you live I’m going to be in jail for the best part of the next thirty years.” I pressed down the trigger as he moved closer.  
 
    “Stay away from me!” I cried but he kept edging nearer. 
 
    “You don’t have it in you to shoot me. You’re weak, the same as you were the night in the car park you didn’t fight me you let me do what I wanted. You couldn’t even fight to protect your own baby!” He leered. “Maybe we should finish what we started?” He jumped towards me hands outstretched aiming for the gun. I fired.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    “Police!” The light swept across my face as I squinted upwards.  
 
    “Lie down, face first.” Another voice bellowed. “Keep your hands atop your head.” I did as instructed and felt the weight of a knee pressed into my back as my hands were lowered and cuffed at the base of my spine. 
 
    “Do you have any weapons on you?” The officer asked. I shook my head to indicate I didn’t and felt hands patting me down. 
 
    “Get her to her feet.” I was lifted by my arms and held upright. Two paramedics were kneeling beside Lana, a mask had been placed over her face, a thick white dressing stained with red lying atop her bare ribs.  
 
    “Is she alive?” I whispered through my broken lips.  
 
    “Yes she is, but barely.” The officer facing me nodded.  
 
    “Can you tell me what happened here?” Another man spoke, he was in plain clothes with an earpiece dangling loose against his chest. I nodded and began to speak. 
 
    “I think it’s best we do this at the station, get it all on tape.” He held up his hand to silence me and looked at the other officers. 
 
      
 
    “We will have to keep you cuffed while we transfer you to the station.” The female officer told me. I nodded watching as the black bag was lifted into the back of the van, the sound of metal wheels clicking down the stone steps made me turn and look over my shoulder. 
 
    “Lana.” I cried. The officer placed her hand on my shoulder and eased me back towards the car.  
 
    “She’s ok.” She said quietly as I lowered myself into the back seat. “For what it’s worth, we heard the emergency call, it’s all recorded.” She looked at me meaningfully. 
 
    “Is he dead?” I asked, the words stuck in my throat and came out as a croak. 
 
    “No.” The officer looked over her shoulder quickly before speaking again. “But he deserves to be.” She whispered, then shut the door with a soft thud.  
 
      
 
    “Time is five fifteen p.m, interview of Ms Rebecca Taylor regarding a shooting, three injured one fatality, at 114 Park hall Gardens London on the twenty eighth of Febuary 2016. Ms Taylor has a solicitor present” The inspector looked over at me. “Can you begin by stating your name please?” 
 
    “Rebecca Taylor.” I mumbled. 
 
    “Thank you. Ok Ms Taylor, can you tell me what happened today please, from the very beginning.” The officer leant forwards slightly, his elbows resting on the edge of the grey desk. I took a deep breath and began. 
 
      
 
    Lana opened her eyes, the light cast a strange white illumination across the room making everything look surreal, the blue walls, metal edging of the bed, boxes’ of machines beeping brightly at her side.  
 
    “Thank God you’re awake.” A familiar voice from beside her head, she tried to turn but found she could only look so far.  
 
    “Rebecca?” Lana asked her voice hoarse, she lifted a hand and felt the plastic tubing running across her face, tucked in gently against her nose. Suddenly the image of Ben, gun in hand flashed into her mind. She shuffled trying to sit up. 
 
    “No Lana, you have to rest.” It was Miranda, pressing a hand to her shoulder firmly. 
 
    “Where is she?” Lana looked up tears welling in her eyes.  
 
    “She is fine. She’s at the police station being interviewed.” Miranda soothed. 
 
    “Promise me she’s ok?” Lana began to sink back into the pillow. 
 
    “Yes darling she is fine.” Miranda’s face swam in front of her and she fell back into sleep.  
 
      
 
    I stepped out of the station into the night, my legs cramped from so long sitting down, nearly eighteen hours had passed. 
 
    “So we will be in touch with you remember, don’t go too far.” The female officer had escorted me out.  
 
    “Do you know which hospital they took her to?” I asked looking at the busy main road. She eyed me carefully.  
 
    “Do you have anyone who can come and get you?” She asked. 
 
    “No, I just need to be with Lana.” I suppressed a sob. 
 
    “Come on.” She signalled me around the side of the building. “I’m finished for the night, I’ll drop you off on my way home.” She pressed the button on her keys and a small red fiat flashed amongst the parked cars. I didn’t argue, I just hopped into the passenger seat. 
 
    “Do you have a cigarette?” I asked noticing the lighter in the centre console. We were zipping through down the main highway.  
 
    “Yeah, glove box, help yourself.” She pointed across my knee and flicked a switch to lower my window a little. 
 
    I reached for the box and tapped a cigarette loose pressing it between my lips and lighting the end, the flame glowed against the glass.  
 
    “Thank you.” I blew the smoke into the air.  
 
    “She is really beautiful.” The police officer tapped her fingers around the wheel, her dark skin shining smooth under the passing lights. 
 
    “Lana?” I asked even though I knew who she meant. 
 
    “Yeah.” She nodded keeping her eyes trained ahead. “I mean even with all that stuff going on, the masks and paramedics and stuff, you could still see that she is really something special.” I smiled and nodded again. 
 
    “She is.” The words lodged in my throat.  
 
    “He came out of surgery too.” She glanced at me. “Hewitt.” She added. 
 
    “He’s ok?” I asked tightly. 
 
    “Unfortunately yes.” She ground her teeth. “But you don’t have to worry, he’s too high risk to get bail, he’ll be remanded until trial and won’t be coming out for a seriously long time.”  
 
    We swung into the hospital car park, creaking to a stop beside the doors to accident and emergency, I thanked the officer again and darted inside. 
 
    “Rebecca?” Yvonne queried as I shot through the nurses entrance and wound through the corridor. I stopped and faced her. 
 
    “It is you!” She exclaimed with a smile. 
 
    “I’m looking for Lana Hill.” I said quickly. “The woman who was here with me that day.”  
 
    Yvonne looked at me biting her lip “I can’t give you any info Rebecca, you know that.” She reached for my arm. 
 
    “I just need to see her, please.” I begged. Yvonne pulled me to one side, looking around. 
 
    “She’s in room two, recovery ward.” She whispered. 
 
    “That’s the private wing.” I frowned. 
 
    “I know some woman from the board asked for it.” Yvonne shrugged. 
 
    I turned on my heel and stormed down the corridor, hearing Yvonne calling my name but refusing to turn around.  
 
      
 
    The corridors began to change, the blues replaced by muted greens and beiges, potted plants dotting the walls. I turned into the recovery ward, walking quickly past the nurses station hoping to go unnoticed, the door to room two was closed, a silver number pinned to its surface. I pushed down the handle and slid inside.  
 
    “Rebecca.” Lana sighed smiling as she looked at me, she stretched her arms forwards rustling the gown. I took two strides and fell into her embrace, sobbing as her hands smoothed my hair back from my cheeks. 
 
    “She really doesn’t need this upset.” Miranda stood in the doorway, a polythene cup of coffee steaming in her hand. 
 
    “You!” I pulled myself clear of the bed and almost vaulted at the woman.  
 
    “Control yourself Mrs Taylor.” Miranda recovered her composure and smiled into my face.  
 
    “Rebecca she’s not worth it.” Lana’s voice was weak, I turned and looked at her.  
 
    “The police can deal with her.” I said moving back and inching onto the bed. 
 
    “Why would the police be having anything to do with me?” Miranda placed her cup down and stood hands on hips glaring down at me. 
 
    “Perverting the course of justice, covering up rape, attempted murder, buying drugs, illegal money lending…. Oh I’m sure there’s a list they have.” I snarled. Miranda’s face flushed crimson.  
 
    “I haven’t got a clue what you’re implying.” She said loftily.  
 
    “I don’t really care anymore.” I shrugged. “Tell them, not me.” I tilted my head back to where two uniformed officers were speaking to a nurse who was pointing in our direction, their radios crackled as they came closer. 
 
    “Is it all over now?” Lana asked tiredly, behind us Miranda’s protests were fading into the distance. 
 
    “Yes.” I smiled. “He’s going to get what he should have from the start, a very long time in jail.” I held her hand as she drifted back to sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The giggling woke me, not the noise of pans crashing or the hiss of the kettle boiling, but the laughter. I smiled into the pillow, turning over knowing that she wouldn’t be there but reaching out my hand anyway, I smoothed down the sheets that were still crumpled from the weight of her body.  
 
    A red foil balloon bumped gently next to the bed, I groaned as the number forty shone across its face. I pulled the sheets up over my head hiding it from view. Beneath the warmth of the cover, I breathed in deeply, the sweet sticky residue of Lana’s perfume and the smell of her body clung to the fabric. The memory of her soft kisses feathering my body brought a shiver to my skin covering it in goose bumps. All these years and she could still drive me crazy!  
 
    “Happy birthday!” The sing song chant carried ahead of them, echoing from the kitchen. I lowered the sheet and smiled as a dark haired little girl skipped into the room, her pyjamas stained with pink frosting she looked behind her eagerly. Lana stepped into view her long legs streaming from beneath her t shirt, she too was covered in blobs of crystalized pink sugar.  
 
    “Happy birthday.” She grinned lowering the cake to the bedside table. The little girl clapped her hands as I sat up and blew out the candles sending small wisps of smoke up into the air. 
 
    “What did you wish for mummy?” The little girl crawled onto the bed and wrapped her arms around my neck. I kissed her forehead and held her close, smiling at Lana who was cutting into the cake.  
 
    “I didn’t make a wish.” I told her, her tiny face crumpled into a frown, her green eyes so like Lana’s, full of confusion. “I don’t need to wish for anything because I already have everything I want.” I told her rubbing my face against hers. She giggled and hopped back down. 
 
    “Mom.” She tugged at Lana. “Can I really have cake for breakfast?” She looked up.  
 
    “Just for today.” Lana smoothed her dark hair down and handed her a plate with a smile.  
 
    “I love you.” I told her. She looked over at me before leaning across and placing a kiss against my lips with a dimpled smile playing over her mouth. 
 
    “I love you too.” 
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