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About the Author, and Acknowledgements.

Finding my way in a new genre and book format, the novella, has been an interesting journey. This story holds a special weight, with some parts loosely based on true events.

Acknowledgements go to my friends who helped with editing and critiquing. You know who you are; I know you want to remain nameless, but this is my way to still make you shine.

For years, Emmeline has carried her past like a suit of armour. Now, exhausted and seeking refuge, she finds a safe space to finally speak the truth: about the love she escaped, and the violence she endured.

But when her confession awakens a sleeping demon, the safety she craved becomes a cage. With her peace shattered and the threat closing in, Emmeline must now choose between silence and the terrifying power of fighting back.
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Emmeline looks at her hands in the dishwater, soapy and wet. She sighs heavily, washing another plate and slotting it into the rack. She is nearing forty; her eyes are content but tired, blurring slightly as she reaches for the next dish. She is taller than most, her pale hair wispy, she’s no longer sure of its original colour, with shade upon shade of dye masking her natural hair. Masking a previous part of her life.

From the corner of her eye, she sees her husband on his laptop. He watches comedy shows, a smile creasing his eyes and highlighting the freckles that first drew her to him. He is tall and naturally muscular, his skin a beautiful, darker shade against her own paled tan.

The house is full of the quiet sounds of her family. Her eldest is in bed with Covid, clearing his throat every few minutes as he drinks hot chocolate and watches memes on his laptop. He has loose, wavy hair with blonde streaks she adds for him. Her youngest is online playing Roblox. He has beautiful sandy hair, but his constant agitation regarding his weight is a quiet weight on her heart too. She hides her worry, terrified of exacerbating his woes or creating a complex later in his life. But she isn’t surprised by his challenges.

She turns to the cooker, watching the timer count down toward his bedtime and her settling routine. Both boys are high-functioning, and sleep is a constant battle, a motion she knows well. It has plagued her since her teens. One doctor called it stress-induced insomnia. It isn't so bad now, but every now and then the ugliness charges back full steam, making her past nightmares flare. It panics her into spending the night watching movies or keeping her hands busy until the sun rises for another day.

Emmeline clinks another dish into the rack, a heavy sigh escaping her. “I fucking hate dishes,” she moans to herself.

“Get the kids to do them tomorrow,” her husband responds, his voice kind. “Don’t stress yourself.”

She knows he means well, but the comment was only meant for her own ears. Another dish clinks. She hates leaving things unfinished. Is it trauma echoing through uncleanliness? she wonders. She is always questioning the link between her anxiety and the need for a clean house.

She thinks of her life, of all the past mistakes. They are harder to recall now that she is healing. The good days outnumber the bad, but on the hard days, the memories still choke her. Thankfully, those days are becoming increasingly distant. She uses the repetition of her memories to harden herself, to build strength where, when they occurred, she had none. She finishes another dish, placing it firmly on the rack.

Chores, so many chores, she thinks. Her mind wanders back, drifting away from the soapy water and the hum of the laptop, back to the year she moved to the country at eleven years old.
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Culture shock.
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***

“Emmeline!” her mother calls. “Emmeline, come on now. I need to get to work and it’s your first day of school!”

I hurry down the hallway and into the kitchen. My mother hands me my lunchbox; I shove it into my bag and drop two slices of bread into the toaster. I rush back into the cold hallway to put on my shoes.

“Bunny ears... left over right,” I mutter. I’m slow to learn, but once I get a task, I can tick it off the insurmountable list of things I have to master. Life at this age is hard. I’m learning about my family, learning about this new country, meeting new people. And today, I have the biggest task of all: I have to remember how to get home.

I jump into the green Volvo we call ‘The Tank.’

“Remember to pay attention, Emmeline. You need to walk home today; I can’t collect you.” Mum looks worried.

“Yes, Mum, it’s okay! I can do it!”

Bryony looks over at me, her daughter—a person she is still learning about every day. I watch through the window as we drive down the hill, memorizing the road signs for the walk back. When we pull up outside the school, Mum pecks me on the cheek.

“You remember, right? We’re on the hill there.” She points behind her. “If you can’t remember the street, just remember to go up the hill.”

“Okay, Mum. I’ll be fine.” I smile and wave goodbye, but as I turn toward the school, the drive already begins to blur. I realize I know no one. My cousins aren't here to help; my Auntie isn't here to care for me.

Keep going, Emmeline, I urge myself.

The entrance has big, farm-style gates. There’s a small playground to the right and a concrete driveway leading past a big field. I notice almost the whole school has gathered in that field, huddled around two students. Curiosity and intrigue begin to swallow my panic, overriding my fight-or-flight response. I wander over and push toward the middle of the crowd.

A boy and a girl are facing each other. The boy looks at me and grins. He steps forward and kisses the girl, his hand gripping the back of her neck.

Shock hits me like a physical weight. I go bright red. What the hell are they doing? I think, completely bewildered. Why are they kissing like that? I’m transfixed. I can't look away, even though it feels gross. I can’t stop staring.

The crowd cheers as they pull apart. The boy speaks in a low voice, his eyes locked on mine. The couple turns to me in unison.

“Take a picture, it’ll last longer,” the girl smirks.

I’m frozen, unable to process the experience.

“Nah,” the boy says louder, playing to the crowd. “I bet she wishes it was her I was kissing.”

The crowd erupts in laughter. I don’t say a word; I’m too distracted by the strangeness of it all. I turn silently and head deeper into the school. That was the weirdest thing I have ever seen. I am still wearing that same confused expression when I walk into the school office.

“Are you alright, dear?” a voice asks.
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Emmeline is jolted back into the present. She is holding the towel, realizing her skin feels tight and parched from the repeated motion of drying. I guess I should invest in some hand cream if I’m going to keep doing this, she thinks. She tucks the towel through the oven handle and flicks the jug on. It’s the standard evening ritual: the tea-making.

“Do you want a cuppa, love?” Emmeline asks. No response.

She tries again, a little louder. “Darling, do you want a tea?”

William remains engrossed in his comedy show. Emmeline walks over and gently touches his shoulder with a smile. He slides his headphones up.

“Tea, my love?” She bends down and kisses his forehead.

“Hmm, yeah. Okay, why not.” He offers a quick smile before pulling the headphones back on. She rubs his back for a moment, lingering in the warmth of the connection.

“Mum, can I have another hot chocolate?” Zach, her youngest, asks.

“It’s nearly bedtime, love. How about a warm milk?”

He smiles in confirmation. Emmeline trudges back to the kitchen, sinking into autopilot as she prepares the drinks. As the milk warms and
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