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  Brick or Beat


Oliver was home alone on Halloween. His parents were at a town hall party and his sister was out trick-or-treating and doing goodness only knew what else with her friends. Probably stealing alcohol from somewhere and using the spookiest day of the year as an excuse to get drunk and act the fool. 
Horror was something Oliver never felt comfortable with. He didn’t like scary films and despite trying in previous years to enjoy Halloween, he never got into it. He wasn’t one for dressing up and going trick-or-treating or taking part in any other activities related to the big day. 
The eleven-year-old boy was always nervous when he was at home by himself. He was especially worked up tonight because he knew the streets would be full of people causing chaos and acting like hooligans. Most people didn’t do anything untoward of course, but there was no telling who was decent and who was going to act up.
Preferring to be left alone, Oliver had put up a sign outside telling trick-or-treaters not to call at the house. As a further deterrent, he had made sure all the lights in the front-facing rooms were off. Still, the occasional group of people knocked, seeing the sign as an invitation more than anything, only to leave after realising no one was coming.
It was nearly ten o’clock. Oliver was in bed reading. His parents said they would be back before midnight. His sister had promised to be back before eleven, though she seldom stuck to her word.
Oliver heard a knock at the front door. He ignored it and carried on reading. There was another, louder knock; it was more of a thud, if anything. Oliver, feeling both annoyed and a bit nervous, paid no attention to the noise from downstairs. Soon enough, the sound of a third knock reached Oliver, much to his frustration. It was more forceful than the last.
‘Just go away!’ he mumbled to himself. 
Moments later, he heard one of the downstairs windows being smashed. He grabbed his phone and called his parents while listening attentively in case there were any more unwelcome sounds.
‘Come on, pick up!’ he said before leaving voicemails; he tried his sister’s phone too but it was switched off. 
Another window was smashed, but this time it was an upstairs one.
Oliver knew it was just some kids acting the fool or some older people who were drunk and thought they could get away with being vandals because it was Halloween.
He looked out of his bedroom window, which overlooked the back garden, but couldn’t spot anyone due to the dark.
The decision was made. Oliver took a deep breath and darted downstairs, quickly exiting the house by the back door in the kitchen. He was soon in the garden, safe from any intruders who might now be in the house. At the far end of the garden was a gate that gave access to a public path. It would no doubt be home to one or two miscreant trick-or-treaters, but Oliver didn’t care. As long as he was out of the house, he would be okay.
He kept trying to get in touch with his family but it was to no avail. He kept on trying, thinking he would be able to alert them to what was going on soon enough. As he did this, he decided to run to the public path where he would be out of sight and safe – hopefully.
He set off. Moments later, he was on the path and was immediately confronted by a towering, beefy boulder of a man who was partially obscured by shadows and had a repulsive smell about his person.
‘Go back,’ was all he said, his voice hoarse and gruff.
Oliver froze, not expecting anything like this to happen. Accepting he was under threat, he quickly thawed and obeyed the intimidating man. He started walking back to the garden and heard the menacing man keeping up behind him.
‘Keep going,’ the man said when Oliver stopped about halfway between the public path and his home.
‘Stop right there, kid,’ the man ordered a few seconds later. Oliver came to a halt and didn’t dare turn around. The man was soon standing in front of him and handed him a brick.
‘W-What are you g-giving me this f-for?’ Oliver asked.
‘Smash a few windows,’ the man replied nonchalantly before looking about, surveying the scene to make sure the coast was clear.
‘But that’s m-my home,’ Oliver said.
‘So? If you don’t throw that brick and smash that window, I’ll beat your sorry backside till it’s red raw. Understand?’
Oliver gulped and was starting to sweat. The man took out his phone and its camera light came on.
‘Go on then, do it.’
‘Who’s been smashing the windows?’ Oliver asked. ‘Are there burglars inside?’
‘You’re quite the plucky one, aren’t you? Let’s just say, it’s some friends of mine and they’re probably inside by now. Throw that brick otherwise I’ll get them to come out here – you wouldn’t like it if I did that.’
Oliver was well aware that the man was going to film him throwing the brick. He was standing a few metres from the kitchen door, the man a foot or so behind him.
‘Okay, I’ll do it,’ a frightened Oliver announced. A moment or so later, he turned around and, holding the brick with both hands, threw it with as much might as he could muster at one of the man’s kneecaps before making a hasty escape.
He was sprinting across the grass, running as fast as he could out of pure, unadulterated fear. Once he made it to the public path, he immediately bumped into someone.
‘Did you think it would be that easy?’ the person said; it was another tall, bulky man. Oliver saw that the man was holding a brick in his right hand.
‘You’re in for it now, you horrid, little boy!’ he said.






  
  Have a Guess


I was the lucky one. I was the one who escaped before he revealed his true colours. His modus operandi was thus: meet a woman and woo and charm her relentlessly, always acting the perfect gentleman and presenting himself as his new flame’s knight in shining armour. He was Mr Perfect and if you stuck with him, you would be in line for your ‘happy ever after’. 
Except that wasn’t true. Derek was a master of emotional manipulation. After a few months of dating, I was convinced he was ‘the one’. He ticked all the boxes and was everything I was looking for in a man. It was as if all my desperate pleas to the dating gods had been answered. 
Everything was going swimmingly, and I was besotted with this wonderful man. We were going to try for a baby the following year – he knew how much I loved the idea of being a mother someday and was keen for us to start a family together.
But then Clara found me. She warned me that Derek wasn’t who he seemed to be and that he was putting on an act. He was prone to gaslighting women. He would come across as Mr Perfect at first to make women fall in love with him, then once they were enamoured of him his darker side would start to show. 
Clara knew of two other women who had dated Derek and had fallen victim to his ways. She told me everything about her own experience with the man. She had been besotted with Derek many years ago and was so blinded by her feelings that she didn’t notice the signs when they started appearing. As things progressed and it became clear that Derek wasn’t quite the man she thought he was, she kept making excuses for him. An outsider looking in would have recognised the signs and told her to leave, but Clara was too befuddled by her intense feelings to see sense.
When she finally stood back and realised what Derek had been doing – cutting her off from her friends and family, persuading her to do things she wasn’t comfortable with, making her feel less confident in herself, encouraging her to tell him everything she was doing – she vowed to never be in a relationship like that again; and to help others. 
I asked how she found me. It turned out she had seen me and Derek in a park a while back. I was on my lunch break and was in my work clothes, so it wasn’t hard for her to track me down. I’m glad she did because I managed to avoid experiencing Derek’s worst side.
When I told him I was ending the relationship, he was taken aback. He guessed right away that Clara had found me and labelled her a prolific liar with a vendetta against him. I thought he might lash out or something, but he kept his cool. I stood my ground and insisted that it was over. To my surprise, he eventually backed down. He thanked me for the memories and told me once again that Clara was full of lies, then he left. I never heard from him again. He probably realised I wasn’t the type to fall for his tricks.

      ***It was a few months after the split. I was at home when there was a knock on the door, which turned out to be the postman with a package for me. I wasn’t expecting anything and was surprised to find out the package was from Derek.
He had sent me an album of baby photos he had taken – he was a professional photographer and often took photos of babies for parents wanting a keepsake of their child’s early years.
There was nothing untoward about the album or its photos. What made me feel uneasy was the realisation that this was Derek’s darkest side starting to reveal itself to me. He had no reason to send me anything. If he wanted to contact me, he had my number, not that I would ever get back with him.
Casting all my doubts and suspicions aside, I had a closer look at the album. The photos were of a high standard, and the babies were adorable. Derek was certainly a gifted photographer; it was just a shame he was an awful man.
I was done with him and didn’t want to be involved with him in any capacity. He was a thing of the past. 
I was going to throw the album in the bin when I noticed a sticky note stuck on the back. It read:
	‘One of these photos is of a dead baby. Guess which one it is. Go on, have a guess.’
I dropped the album, feeling horrified by what I’d just read. It had to be some kind of sick, twisted joke. It just had to be. Derek was many things, but he wasn’t a murderer, nor was he the type to take a photo of a deceased baby and pass them off as a photo of a living baby.
There was no way one of the babies was actually dead. No way. This was Derek’s sickening way of getting back at me. Even if there wasn’t a dead baby photo, which I most certainly hoped there wasn’t, even just joking about such a thing was disgusting. It was repulsive … reprehensible.
I felt uneasy and on edge. The note had knocked me, and I didn’t know if I could get back on track. If one of the babies was indeed dead … had Derek killed it? I didn’t know whether I should go to the police or not. 
I decided to contact Clara. I phoned her, and when she picked up, she was hysterical. 
‘I shouldn’t have warned you … but I had to.’
‘Clara, what’s going on?’
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