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For a limited time, you can download FREE copies of Amber, Under, Rotten Bodies, The Den, A Cure for Everything, and Thread.
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  ONE

Before


Dad tucks me into bed because he thinks I’m still a baby. But I’ll be nine in two months. Old enough to walk to school on my own. Old enough to make my own breakfast. To stay up until midnight on weekends to watch movies. This is the fourth night he’s put me to bed this week. I don’t mind, but I miss Mum. We read  Roald Dahl together. A page each out loud.
“Is Mum okay?” I ask.
“Mum’s fine, Millie,” he replies, clearing his throat, and then smiles. “She’s just a little under the weather. I’m sure she’ll put you to bed tomorrow.”
“Have you called the doctor?”
“She doesn’t need the doctor.”
“Are you sure?”
He kisses me on the forehead and strokes my hair. “Of course, I’m sure, sweetie. Now stop worrying and try to get some sleep. You’ve got swimming in the morning. You don’t want to be late again.”
“All right, Dad.”
“And then homework straight after, yes?”
“Okay.”
“When’s it due?”
I think for a second. “Not ‘til Friday.”
Dad yawns. He looks worn out. Dark patches under his eyes. “What’s the homework?”
“We have to write about Adam and Eve.”
“Oh, right. And what are you going to write?”
I shrug. “I don’t know yet. And I’m not even sure I believe the story. I mean, God makes Eve from Adam’s rib, and then because she eats one little apple, God gets mad.”
Dad chuckles. “You don’t have to believe all the stories in the Bible. Some of them are there to teach you about life.”
“What does it teach me? You’re not meant to steal?”
“Partly, I suppose. But it’s mainly about temptation. And fighting certain ones.”
I don’t respond because I’m not convinced.
“Look, Millie. Just do your best. And don’t worry if some of the Bible doesn’t make sense to you. That doesn’t change the fact that God loves you.” He kisses me again. “And so do I.”
“Okay, Daddy.”
He switches off the bedroom light. “Good night, Millie. Sweet dreams.”
“Good night, Dad,” I say as he leaves, closing the door behind him.
The room is pitch black. After a few minutes, my eyes get used to it, and I can make out my wardrobe and doll house. I haven’t played with dolls since last year. Mum said I should give it to charity, but I’d prefer to hold on to it a little longer.
I close my eyes, but I’m not tired. I keep thinking about school on Monday. If Daniel pushes me again, I’m going to push him back—even if I get into trouble. He’s a bully, and everyone knows it.
I need to get to sleep, so I try not to think about anything. It’s impossible. Even thinking about thinking is thinking, and it’s making my brain hurt.
I toss and turn, flip my pillow to the cold side, and toss and turn some more.
Now I have to pee!
I shouldn’t have drunk all that Fanta before bed. If Mum wasn’t sick, she would have stopped me. Made me have water. I love Dad, but sometimes he can be a real pushover.
Better that than super-strict like Sarah’s father.
I fight it for a couple more minutes, then give up and get out of bed. One quick pee, then straight to sleep.
I tiptoe out of my room. The flat is dark, and Mum and Dad’s bedroom door is closed. They must have gone to bed early. I creep over to the bathroom. Just before I reach the doorway, I slip on something wet on the hallway tiles. I catch myself before I fall and carry on walking. Sitting on the toilet, I think about school again. Why are boys so mean? He picked on Sofie, and Miss did nothing. He gets away with everything, and it’s not fair!
I finish peeing, wash my hands, and leave. Better say good night to Moss. I forgot to do it before bed. I switch the kitchen light on, and the brightness blinds me. Squinting, I walk over to his pillow, but he’s not there. Just a cushion covered in white hair. Where the heck has that dog got to? He can’t be in Dad’s room. He’d never allow it. As I walk out of the kitchen, something catches my eye. There’s liquid on the hallway floor. It’s too dark to be water. Wine, maybe. The trail goes all the way to the living room. How come Dad hasn’t cleaned it? He shouts at me when I spill something. I follow the mess into the dark living room. Reaching for the light switch, Mum shouts, “Leave it off!”
I jump with fright and almost scream out loud.
In the darkness, I see the outline of her sitting on the sofa. “You scared me.”
“I’m sorry, Millie,” she says. Her voice sounds weird. Rough and deep, like Grandad’s.
“Why are you sitting in the dark?”
She doesn’t answer.
“Mum. What’s wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong,” she replies.
“Then why can’t I put the light on?”
“It burns Mummy’s eyes, darling.”
“Are you okay?” I ask with a confused frown. “Shall I call Dad?”
“No. Don’t wake him. I’m fine.”
“Have you seen Moss? He’s not in his bed.”
“The dog? No, darling. Perhaps he’s sleeping with Dad.”
“I thought Moss wasn’t allowed in the bedrooms.” I take a step towards her.
“Stay back!” Mum yells, her loud voice frightening me.
“What’s wrong? Why can’t I sit with you?”
“I’m sick, Millie. You could catch it.”
“But Dad said you can’t catch it. He said it’s just—”
“Do you listen to everything that cunt says?”
My ears prick up. Did she really use that word? “Mum, you swore. You said the ‘C’ word.”
“I’m sorry, Mil. It slipped out. Don’t tell your father, okay?”
“I won’t.”
“Now off to bed. You have school tomorrow.”
“School? It’s Sunday tomorrow. There’s no school.”
“Oh, I’m sorry little miss perfect. Mum fucked up again. She’s always fucking up.”
My stomach flips with nerves. “What’s wrong, Mum? Why are you speaking like that?”
She doesn’t respond. Just pants.
For the first time, I notice something on the carpet. A small lump. “Moss, is that you?”
“It’s not your dog, Millie!” Mum snaps. “Now get the fuck to bed before Mummy really gets mad!”
I take a step towards the lump. Liquid soaks through my sock again.
“Get to bed, Millie!” Mum shouts, standing up from the sofa.
I kneel and touch damp fur. “It is Moss! What’s wrong with him? He’s not moving! He’s sticky too!” I start to cry. “He’s not breathing, Mum!”
“That’s because he’s dead, Millie.”
I stand, sobbing, and creep away from her. “Did you do this?”
“I couldn’t help it, darling.”
As I back into the wall, my shoulder hits the light switch.
I scream out loud when I see the blood dripping from Mum’s lips and chin. Hand over my mouth, I’m nearly sick at the sight of Moss. His insides are hanging out like red snakes. His white fur now dark red. “You killed him! How could you?”
“Mummy had to, Millie. I had no choice.”
“Why?”
“Sometimes Mummy gets so hungry, she can’t help herself.”
Her blackened eyes are fix on mine, and she smirks, her teeth soaked with Moss’s blood. “Mummy’s still hungry, darling—so fucking hungry.”
Tears streaming, snot dripping, I move away as Mum steps towards me.
“Come here, Millie.” She holds her thin arms out wide. “Why don’t you give your mummy a hug.” She laughs. “I’ll let you stay up as long as you want.”
“Stay away!” I weep as I back into something.
A big hand wraps around my chest. It belongs to Dad. He yanks me out of the way.
“What’s wrong with Mum?” I ask, my words shaky.
Dad holds up the large kitchen knife. Points it at her. “That’s not your mother, Millie.” He takes a small step towards her. “Not anymore.”






  
  TWO

Now


I smell bacon when I wake. Another restless sleep. Another aching neck and lumbar. Tom’s side of the bed is empty, and the clock on the bedside table reads 7:47 a.m. He’s up early. 
I cough hard to clear my throat, slip on my dressing gown and slippers, and leave the bedroom.
“Something smells good,” I say as I step into the kitchen, my tone chirpy even though I feel like crap.
“Oh, you’re up, Millie,” Tom says, dressed in his blue work trousers and polo shirt. I thought he was off today. “I was going to bring you breakfast in bed.”
“That’s a shame. Are you going into the garage today?”
“Yeah, Rich is off sick. But the overtime is good.”
“But you still need a day off.”
“It’s fine,” he replies as Poppy and Riley enter the kitchen, both dressed for school. White t-shirts and shorts. I’m guessing more sports day training.
“Well, look who’s decided to join us,” Tom says, grinning. He checks his watch. “You both better eat up, or you’ll miss your bus.”
In unison, they mumble something and sit at the table. Riley is two years younger than Poppy, but he’s almost as tall. He’s going to be lanky like his dad. I kiss them both before sitting opposite them.
“What do you guys want for breakfast?” Tom asks. “I’ve got bacon. Eggs. Toast.”
“Cornflakes for me,” Poppy mutters, checking something
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