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For everyone standing at the edges.

PROLOGUE

Diane willed the voices to stop. The ones that haunted her day and night and every agonizing second in between. She tried to blot out the words, scrub them out and rip them out of her mind completely. But no matter how much she pressed her palms onto her ears, she could still hear the taunts and insults increase and rotate and spin around her. 

“Maybe you should end it.” 

“For yourself, and for your child.”

“Put out all of your misery.” 

“Come over to where it’s finally quiet. In the darkness. Where it won’t hurt any longer,” 

“Wouldn’t it be nice to never worry, to never count the seconds until I return?” the voice eerily echoed through her mind.

“Make it stop! Please, God, make it stop.” Diane cried, rocking back and forth, silently begging herself to be stronger, to be more powerful than these invisible chains that bound her to insanity.  

She knew she needed to go out there and make sure everything is alright, do her chores before Dan got back from The Liquor Store. But damn it if she couldn’t pull herself up off the floor in the tiny closet her son used to call his own. Diane swore she could almost smell and feel him in there. 

“You can’t shut us out,” another voice in her head whispered. 

“There is only one way to end us. To end this.” 

“And that is to end you.”

“Come on, Di. Do it.”

“And you’ll finally be free.”

Free.

The word stuck to the inside of Diane’s brain like super glue to your fingers. She wanted to be free, yes, but she knew she didn’t deserve it. Not after what she’d done. 

Her whole body started shaking and goosebumps rose up on her arms. She looked down at her swollen belly and rubbed it, wondering what the hell was wrong with her? More importantly, what was wrong with her head? Tears pricked the back of her eyes as a burn quickly rose in her chest. 

A little more than a month later and she still couldn’t believe her son was never coming back. Little Jo’ was never coming home to her and would never get the chance to meet his baby brother. The worst thing was that Diane was alone. She had no one to pull her through but herself. That realisation hit her harder than it ever has before as her body felt like it was about to be sick. 

She tried to convince herself that she wasn’t crazy, that she was totally fine. It was just the loss, the pregnancy and the realisation that she would forever be alone with no one to help her. To stand by her. To be her friend. To pull her through like she needed to pull herself together. 

Diane realised it was quiet in her mind for the first time in hours, but fear gripped her soul knowing the peace won’t last forever. 

“Di? Diane Kimba?!” Dan, her husband, hollered from the living room, but Diane remained crippled and paralysed as she softly fell apart on the floor. Dan kept blaring her name as if he was a sick-in-the-head man. He was even using her maiden name. So, Diane finally pushed herself up. On wobbly feet, she sniffled as she wiped away her tears and slowly, reluctantly, put one foot in front of the other. 

“Breathe, Di, just breathe,” she whispered to herself. 

But the tremble in her hands as she walked a few steps forward revealed to her the truth – firstly, she was a prisoner and secondly, she was weak. And she would never truly be free or strong. Rounding the corner, the scene that unfolded made her wish she could turn right back around and continue to hide where she’d finally found peace, if only for a few seconds. Just then, a sharp, searing pain stroked her lower abdomen and she gasped then winced. 

“What’s wrong?” The first voice taunted, “Can’t take being a mother?” 

“You knew when you signed up for this what it would take.”  

“I thought all you ever dreamt of was to be a mother again.” 

“What a joke!” 

Diane shook her head, trying once again to will the voices to stop for just a moment. The taunting, haunting monologue that crippled her daily ceased for just a second as she blinked back the tears that filled her eyes. She tried to steady her nerves before ambling into the living room. 

When Dan saw Diane, he paused in front of her for a second. His low sigh of disproval hung around them like a fog. He then moved to the refrigerator across the room and grabbed two bottles of beer and opened one with his teeth.

Diane stole a glance at Dan as he drank heavily, just like he had since the night it all happened. He would never be the same. They, both, would never be the same. 

And hell, it would always be her damn fault. 

When he stopped gulping down the liquid, Dan begrudgingly took of his boots and leaned against the kitchen counter. He took a few sips of his beer then went to sit down across Diane at the small dining table. The bottles hung loosely at his sides as the duo sat together in a silence that stretched like a bad omen between them. A whimper escaped his lips a moment later. He sucked in a deep breath and brought the bottle to his lips once again and Diane could swear she’d never felt more cursed than she did right then. 

“I’m sorry,” Diane whispered, but that only caused Dan to hurl one bottle of beer at her. 

Diane ducked – cowered - and the bottle went past her head and shattered to pieces against the wall behind her. Dan stood up, rounded the table and took a few hate-filled steps towards her. 

“Sorry, Di?” he seethed. “You’re sorry? My boy is gone. Gone! He’s never coming back, and you’re sorry?”

“Danny, I-” Diane began on a sob, but Dan cut her off. 

“No!” he roared, coming toward Diane quickly and making her push back in her chair as he met her stare. Dan’s eyes were like ice. Desolate. Destroyed. Ravaged of any spark there ever could have been. 

“You did this! You did this, Diane!” he shouted angrily at his wife and grabbed her by the hem of her t-shirt with his free hand. “You were the one who left the damn gate unlatched that day, why? Because you ‘forgot’ to latch it? My son wouldn’t have met with an accident if you hadn’t left the damn gate open! You are responsible for this! You killed my son!”

Diane closed her eyes and counted to ten in her head. Why was all this happening to her? The dread the voice will begin again set in. Fear rose in her chest. Anxiety at an all-time high. 

“He’s right, you know.” The voice taunted, reading her thoughts and knowing exactly which button to press. 

“So just take the jab, Di. Take the hate.”

“You deserve so much more, always will, and you know it.”

“Stop it, please. Not now... not now.” Diane’s voice suddenly left her lips in a low hushed whisper as she looked down in her lap and attempted to block the voices out. 

Dan grabbed Diane by the jaw forcibly, squeezed it tightly. 

“Look at me when I’m talking to you, dammit!” he said with clenched teeth. 

“He was my son too, Danny. Don’t you, for one second, think I wouldn’t take his place if I could,” Diane spoke with a shaky voice. 

He backed away from her and squared his shoulders. “Well, I wish you would. Maybe then I’d find some salvation, some deliverance, from all of this, from everything you’ve ruined,” he spat, looking at her with utter disgust. “Maybe you should get rid of the one you’re carrying too because what’s the point if you’re only going to kill him too. I really don’t want to see your face in this house anymore, Di. You make me sick!”

Turning, Dan walked out of the kitchen and down the hall. Still trembling, Diane stood up and watched him, her heart breaking because she wished she knew what to do, what to say to fix this. When he reached the door to his late three-year-old son’s room, Dan paused. Looking to the right, his eyes fell on the room that used to hold his son’s life in its hands. Dan’s shoulders quaked. His body shivered. He then screamed seconds before he ran into the room and immediately began to destroy it. Glass shattered as his tears fell and his heart-wrenching roars filled the house.  

Diane shut her eyes as her whole body continued to shake and tears started streaming down her face. But she didn’t move. She stood paralysed in grief. She could hear the sound of fabric ripping, glass shattering and feet stomping. And all she could do, all she would manage, was to try and breathe. To try and survive as she stood still, frozen in time, wondering how in the hell they were ever going to get through this.

“See what you’ve done?” the second voice began again. “Just go, Di.”

“Go where no one can see the mess you’ve become.”

“You call what you’re doing mourning? You never even had what it took to be a wife. A mother. You’re just a pathetic excuse of a human being.”

“By the way, you make me sick too,” the voice said then burst into a sickening fit of laughter. 

The laugh sounded evil. Corrupt. Almost immoral.

Helpless and feeling defeated, Diane looked around the small living room, with stained carpet, wallpaper pealing, and a few holes in the drywall, and wondered if the place will ever feel like a home again. Between the demons that fill her head, the emptiness that crowds the four walls, and the loneliness and load she’s forced to carry alone, the house would never be a happy home – not ever. Not like it once was.

The walls closed in on her. The thoughts got louder. The piercing in her belly intensified and the voices’ taunting laughter melded together with the thunder of objects being thrown up against walls until she felt like she couldn’t take it anymore.

“Stop it!” Diane yelled as loud as she could, covering her ears. “Stop it, stop it! Please, just stop it!”

She cried softly in the space around her, pleading with the voice as she fell against the wall behind her and slumped to the floor. 

“Told you.” 

“Pitiful.” 

“What a waste of life.”

Diane had hoped her situation didn’t get worse, for her unborn child’s sake, but it had. The searing pain in her belly returned and a second later, she felt her skirt and thighs grow wet. Her water had broken. Groaning and trying to control her breathing, she stood up then grabbed Dan’s car keys from a bowl near the exit and left. 

She didn’t know where she was headed as she drove. The only family she had was a distant aunt who lived three hours away, but she knew that she wasn’t going to welcome her. Also, Diane had avoided both her and her husband’s friends after their son passed. She wouldn’t blame them if they never wanted to talk to her again. But she didn’t allow herself to linger on why as the heaviness of her choices weighed on her. 

She took a left turn, heading towards the Western Franc Park. 

The crickets in the tall grass and the hooting owl in a towering pine fell silent as her car pulled into park, stopping in front of the restrooms. She got out of the driver’s seat and looked around – thinking of the times she used to play with Little Jo’ in the lush green grass. After a few seconds, she started walking. The full moon gave her enough light to see where she was going.

Groaning in pain, she paused and put her hand over her swollen belly. The contractions were coming swiftly now, not even a minute in between. She needed to find shelter quickly, some hidden place to give birth. She tumbled through the darkness to the ladies’ room but the door wouldn’t budge. Uttering a strangled sob, she turned away, searching.

Why had she driven so far? Why hadn’t she checked into some cheap, low-rate motel? 

Now it was too late. 

With a sense of urgency gnawing at her, Diane drove aimlessly until the glow of neon lights signalled her arrival at the familiar alley beside the bar that had become Dan’s second home. She got off the car and glanced at the only lit building - there was some movement inside. She couldn’t risk being seen so she went further back into the alley and laid down on her back. 

She kept breathing through her nose as she pressed her lips together to keep from screaming loud enough to alert the whole neighbourhood of what she was doing. With each contraction, Diane’s body clenched in agony until, finally, the child emerged in a rush of slick warmth. She gasped in relief.  

Panting in the dark shadows of the alley and her face covered in tears and beads of sweat, Diane looked up to the star-studded sky muttered a prayer of thanks to the heavens. Her baby laid pale and perfect in the moonlight on a dark blanket of earth. It was too dark to see if it was a boy or a girl, but then, what did that matter? 

She had hoped it was a boy though. 

The breeze moved down over the soil and in the alley. No longer in the protected warmth of its mother’s womb, the new-born baby felt the stinging cold of the world. A soft cry came, then a plaintive wail. The sound carried across the buildings, but no lights went on. 

“Pathetic,” the first voice spat. 

“You call that being a good mother?” the second one taunted. 

“Dan would divorce you so quickly for the shameless disgrace of a parent you’ve become.”

“God, what did he ever see in you anyway?”

“I don’t want to do this, I swear I don’t...” Diane sobbed, eyes frantically scanning the ground for something sharp. Her fingers closed around a broken beer bottle, its edge jagged and stained. She hesitated only a moment before slicing through the umbilical cord. Her hands were slick with blood, but she worked quickly, her breath shallow and shaking. Once done, she peeled off her sweater and wrapped it tightly around the baby. It was thin, not nearly warm enough, but it was all she had — and it was proof that her child deserved a better life, a better mother. He deserved a life Diane would never be able to give him. 

“I’m sorry,” she sobbed uncontrollably. “I’m so sorry.”

Still crying incessantly, she slowly scooped the baby up, planted a small kiss on his face and put him in the nearby trashcan to shelter him from the cold, sharp breeze. Trembling and crying, she walked over to her car, hoping her child would be found by a good person and end up in a good, stable family. She hoped her child would be loved all his life. 

Shivering violently, she rolled up her car window, knowing she’d never be free of guilt and regret. Her hand shook as she turned the key she had left in the ignition. She just wanted to get away from the place. She wanted to cover her head and forget everything that had happened, everything she’d done wrong.

Tears rolled down Diane’s face as a newfound hatred for herself boiled up inside. A hatred that triumphed all the time before when she had replayed the past few moments in her mind. She felt nothing but disgust for herself. Holding in her breath until her lungs hurt, new tears pricked the back of her eyes as she glanced back again at the trashcan where she’d just left her baby in. 

“You’re a horrible person, Di.”

“People like you don’t deserve to be happy, they don’t deserve to live.”

“You deserve to be six feet under.”

“You deserve to die.”

The voices were right, and she knew it. She could feel her heart plummet to her stomach before bile rose in her throat. She was indeed a horrible person and the only way she’d ever atone for her sins and mistakes was to just... die. 

Turning the steering wheel, she pressed down too hard on the accelerator. She felt a rush of adrenaline as the car skidded to one side. She corrected quickly as the wheels shot pebbles like bullets into the dark space. Slowly turning left, she stared ahead through tear-blurred, swollen eyes at the main road. She’d go north and find a cheap motel. 

Then she’d decide how to kill herself.
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A torrent of blood trickled from Anaya’s nostrils and splattered onto the white ceramic sink. While leaning over, she groped for the faucet with one hand and opened it to wash the blood down the drain. 

This wasn’t something unusual under normal circumstances, except this was the third time she’d had a nosebleed in one week. Maybe she really should get herself checked, although she already suspected what the problem could be. She was afraid of going to a hospital and getting her suspicion verified. Call her irresponsible and cowardly. 

“Hey, you okay in there?” Matty, her workmate, asked from the other side of the bathroom door. 

“It won’t stop,” Anaya replied in a slightly panicked voice. 

Right then, Matty pushed open the door and rushed to Anaya’s side. She hung a supportive hand over Anaya’s shoulder and patted it gently. She was no nurse; there was really nothing else she could do except hope and wait for her bleeding to stop. 

“Why is there so much of it today?”

“I don’t know.”

“Maybe you should get yourself checked out at the hospital, don’t you think? This is getting way out of hand,” Matty spoke, looking at the blood being washed away by water. 

“Hey, girls!” Charlie, her boss and manager, whose real name was Charles, pounded on the bathroom door with a fist. The girls stilled then briefly exchanged a panicked expression. “What the hell are you doing in there?”

“We’ll be out in a minute!” Matty shouted back. “Anaya got a nosebleed again; I’m helping her clean up.”

“You better hurry up because my customers won’t be serving themselves!”

They heard footsteps receding. 

“You can go, Matty, I’ll be fine,” Anaya told her and pinched the bridge of her nose and started breathing through her mouth. She’d figured out that it worked sometimes when she did that. 

“You sure?”

“Yes, go.”

Matty pat Anaya’s shoulder gently and left. 

Anaya stayed in the bathroom for some time waiting for the bleeding to stop. When it finally did, she cleaned herself up and mumbled a prayer of thanks to God. 

She stepped out of the bathroom and was immediately welcomed by the sound of thumping bass. The lights in the bar were low, the atmosphere was lively, and the pungent smell of alcohol, sweat and cigarettes hung in the air like a cloud. People, mostly men, were everywhere. Some were dancing, drinking, flirting with girls and some were arguing way too loudly about football. 

A brawl was imminent. 

Anaya took a deep breath and walked over to Matty at the counter, gave her a reassuring nod and took a tray with bottles of beer and one cold drink. Matty told her which table the order was for and she went over to a group of men and began serving them. 

She smiled warmly at them, as if she didn’t just lose gallons of blood a few minutes back. Smiling was part of her job, but also a part of who she was as a person. Anaya smiled even when she didn’t feel like it. 

As she walked away from the men, a phone suddenly rang – an incongruously joyful and upbeat song by Alan Walker. It took a second to remember that it was hers because her brain had been offline for a while. She quickly threw the tray she was holding back on the counter and dug it from her apron then put the damned thing on silent. How could she have forgotten to silence it? Charlie would’ve skinned her alive had he heard it ring.

She scanned around for the man then crouched behind the counter. 

“What time are you getting out of that hellhole?” Rumi, her friend, asked in her usual cheery voice as soon as she picked up the call. 

“Geez, Rumi. Not even a ‘hello, how are you doing, Anaya? I missed you so much’?” she replied in a whisper because she had no desire for being skinned alive. 

“Hah! Don’t flatter yourself. You know I don’t respect you that much. I don’t even like you, Anaya.” Her voice turned to a whisper too as she said, “And why are we whispering? Do you think that old man Charlie will fire you if you talk loudly? Over my dead body!” 

Anaya rolled her eyes because she could almost see her friend stomping her foot as she said the last four words.  

She then glanced at Matty, her workmate, as she mimed something she couldn’t understand. 

“Listen, we’ll talk later, okay, I have to go. Oh, and I get off at around midnight.” 

“Wait, why did your ‘getting off’ sound so sensual in my head? What exactly will you be doing at midnight, my dear Anaya?”

“Oh my God, Rumi!”

Anaya hung up as Rumi giggled on the other end of the line. 

Shaking her head, she put the phone back in the pocket of her apron and scrambled to her feet. After a few minutes of serving customers, she heard Charlie shout in the storeroom, so she went to peek to see who the unfortunate victim of his wrath was. Matty just stood there, her body tensing and flinching with every word Charlie spewed out. Her head was bowed down and she was nibbling at her lip, on the verge of tears.

“Calm down, Uncle Charlie. Let the girl live,” she said, walking up to them, then dismissed Matty who quickly scurried away. She then gave Charlie a pensive look. “This is how you always end up understaffed, you know.”

“She always serves these damned people the wrong damn orders, and guess who bears the brunt! God knows where you found her!” he roared in his raspy baritone voice. 

Anaya narrowed her eyes at him, and Charlie took a deep breath to calm himself. Anaya didn’t like being shouted at, especially when she’d done nothing wrong, and he knew that. After he was a lot calmer, he began sorting the cases of beer and packing them accordingly. 

“Uncle Charlie, if you haven’t noticed, that girl was beyond terrified.”

“Well, it’s always nice to have a healthy dose of fear in my employees,” he said, smirking the smirk of all smirks. He then stopped what he was doing and turned to look at her. “It just doesn’t work on you because you’ve been here for so long, you’re starting to think you own this place. And, goddammit, stop calling me Charlie!”

“Whatever, Uncle Charlie. I should go out there now.”

Anaya made a face and walked back into the bar. All the men there were now glued to the big telly which had a football match going on. So that’s why the bar was at its full capacity today. ‘Great! This is going to be a good night,’ she thought as she wiped the counter clean. 

She wasn’t going to be touched inappropriately by drunk men since most of them won’t drink too much so as to be able to watch the match. They won’t call her any debasing or derogatory names too. Well, unless the football team they were supporting lost. And if there were going to be any squabbles, it was going to be after the football match. Either way, it wasn’t going to be a bad night entirely. 

Fortunately, the match ended in a draw and there weren’t any stupid fights about whose team was best and whatnot. In fact, most of them left immediately after the match on the telly was over. The bar had only four customers, and three of them were women playing cards at the table at the far end corner of the bar. One man sat on the stool by the counter. He looked very handsome and quite rich – Anaya could tell by his expensive-looking suit and good-smelling cologne. He was just... well-groomed. Unlike the men that frequented the place. 

“You look like you could use a friend,” she said to the man who looked up at her for the first time. She’d seen him around a few times, but she didn’t know his name. Or who he was really. 

“No, but I could use something stronger than normal beer. Give me whisky, double malt.” 

“Okay, if you think that whisky is going to solve all your problems, then whisky it is.”

The man narrowed his eyes at her as she placed a glass on the counter then put a few ice cubes in it and poured the substance. She slowly pushed the drink towards him and stared as he took a sip, watching him carefully as if to discern who he was psychically. He put down the glass and stared back at her. 

“Do you have a habit of staring at your customers, Anaya?”

She blinked. Twice. Then frowned. Because, if she didn’t know his name, how did he know hers? 

“Listen, I know I’m a bit of a well-known personality in Old Franc, but how do you know my name, sir?”

“I’ve heard almost every man in here blare out your name all night as though you’re a thing they own. Honestly, it wasn’t hard to miss.”

Anaya nodded in understanding and gave him The Smile – one that was warm and welcoming and enchanting. She then placed her elbows on the counter, getting a little closer to the man who now reeked of the pungent smell of whisky. 

“Okay, so, are you going to tell me what’s bothering you or what?”

Before he could answer, Charlie stormed out from the storeroom with a panicked expression on his face. Anaya jumped and looked at him quizzically. Something was wrong. Very, very wrong. 

“Anaya, uh, my daughter-” he began, fumbling over his words, “she- she’s been admitted at the hospital. She fell and hit her head. Sue called, and I have to go. Can you please lock up? I have to go.”

“It’s okay, Uncle Charlie. You can go. I’ll lock up, there’s only twenty minutes before closing time anyway so you don’t have to worry ab-”

“Thank you,” he interjected and ran off into the night before she could say anything else to comfort him. Charlie and his wife, Susan or Sue, who owned a small restaurant in the other side of the town, were like parents to her. They were about the only people who helped her after her grandmother died. Hell, they even gave her a job, letting her work in the bar without any experience three years ago. 

Praying that all goes well for Charlie and his family, Anaya’s nimble fingers untied her apron and hung it on the rack. She smiled and winked at the man whose name she still didn’t know and went over to the ladies seated at the corner of the bar to inform them about closure time. They settled their bill and decided to leave.

When Anaya walked back to the counter, the man stood up and was about to leave as well when she stopped him. 

“You’re leaving?” she asked in a slightly pained, disappointed voice. She’d hoped she could speak to him, and maybe help with whatever seemed to be weighing him down. 

“Why do you sound so hurt by that?” 

“I- I’m not hurt. I just thought that we could talk before you left.”

“Yeah? About what?” the man prodded with amusement lingering on his beautifully sculpted face. 

“About whatever it is that causes the stress lines on your forehead. I should have you know that being a bartender is exactly like being a therapist. So, who knows? I might just be able to help you.”

“You can’t solve my problem.”

“Try me.”

The man sighed, closed his eyes for a fleeting moment before opening them again. Anaya just looked at him, waiting. He sat back down. 

“How about you pour me some of that whisky again, huh? You can pour one for yourself too, on me.”

“Oh, no, thank you. But I don’t drink.”

He gave her The Look. She knew it all too well. One that went from shocked to confused because why would someone who works in a bar not drink? At least he didn’t say anything about it. But she could feel him watching her silently as she fixed him another glass of whisky and gave it to him. 

“Today is my twenty-eighth birthday.” 

“Oh, happy birthday then,” she spoke with a wide grin plastered on her face and did a little majestic bow. He chuckled quietly. “Wait, that still doesn’t explain why you look so... sad.”

“My mother doesn’t celebrate my birthdays,” he began and took a sip of his drink. 

“Huh?”

“She mourns them. Because to her, I’m not God’s gift but the devil’s curse. She calls me a living walking sin.” As he spoke with his voice cracking, Anaya took a seat on the stool next to him and listened intently. The whole time he spoke, he had on a smile that looked like an empty pocket. “I don’t know why, but I called her today for the first time in four years to remind her that it’s my birthday. And her reply was, ‘Well, Nicolas, I think you’re confusing me for someone who actually cares.’. I mean, I’ve known a long time ago that my parents never loved me as much as they claimed they did but the words she spewed today cemented it.”

“But why? Why does your own mother hate you so much?”

“Because I love men.”

“So what? I love men too!” Anaya shrieked. “Men are amazing... creatures.”

Nicolas chuckled again even though he didn’t want to. “That’s different, and you know it.”

“Exactly. Everyone is different. So you should embrace your uniqueness wholeheartedly and never feel bad or apologise for who or what you are. My grandmother used to say, ‘Annie, my dear, you are a slave to whoever you seek approval from.’ I’d like to believe she knew what she was talking about. That woman had a wise, all-knowing air about her.”

“Even if those people are your own parents and are supposed to love you unconditionally?”

“It hurts, I know. But, yes.”

“Yeah, but it’s quite difficult to stop the habit of seeking validation when you grew up with disapproval,” he mumbled, inaudible. 

“Pardon?”

“No, it’s nothing,” he dismissed her, indirectly asking her not to prod. “You said you grandmother had a wise, all-knowing air about her, past tense. Does that mean she’s no longer with us?”

“Yeah,” she choked on the word, because she didn’t like discussing her grandmother. 

“I’m sorry,” Nicolas mumbled sadly. 

“I am too.”

A sudden wave of sadness passed. Nicolas scratched the back of his head and took another sip of his whisky. Then another. And another. Until the whole thing was over. He eyed the bottle before Anaya snatched it. 

“Oh, no, forget it. You’re not getting another glass of this.”

She stood up and rounded the counter to put away the bottle of whisky, and went back to the bar lounge to pack up the tables and chairs, before Nicolas decided to join in and help her. 

“Your facial expression didn’t change when I said that I’m gay,” he said as a matter of fact. 

“What?”

“People always have this shift of expressions on their faces when I tell them that I’m gay. Yours didn’t change; you were just... listening. You didn’t judge me with your eyes. You didn’t look shocked, pitiful or disappointed.”

Smiling, Anaya paused what she was doing and turned to look at him before speaking. “Sir, I’m a Christian. Most probably not the best one out there. But I believe in God. And I know I have no right to judge you or to condemn any of the decisions you make in life. That’s not my place. Your life was given to you by God to do as you wished. At the end of the day when all is said and done, you’re answerable only to Him. Not to man. You’ll stand or fall before God alone when the day comes.”

“I wish more believers thought like you do,” he spoke in a very low monotone he was barely audible. When Anaya gave a questioning look, he explained, “My parents are Christians too, pastors even, but they don’t hold the same... spiritual premise.” 

“Well, we humans are very judgemental creatures. We’ll pick certain scriptures over others in The Bible and hurl them at people who we believe live sinful lives. And yet fail to see the faults in ourselves. It has nothing to do with God or Christianity,” she explained, feeling proud of herself for being so... knowledgeable. She almost patted herself on the back. “Also, why would God reject you for living the life He’d supposedly blessed you with? Trust me, a God of love is not that cruel.”

Nicolas smiled, genuinely this time. And Anaya knew she’d succeeded in making him feel better. That made her feel better too. 

“We need more people like you in this world,” he said.

“Too bad, God kind of stopped making them after me,” she joked, making Nicolas chuckle. Again. He stood in front of her and put his hands in his pockets after he was done packing up his fair share of furniture. 

“Turns out, you were right.”

“Oh, I’m always right. But what are we talking about?” 

Nicolas laughed again. “I really did need a friend today, and it was nice talking to you, Anaya. But it’s quite late, and I think we should part ways now.”

“Yeah, I’m going to lock up and head home now. Oh, and by the way...” Anaya took off her gold-plated wristwatch, then took his hand and clasped it over his wrist. “Happy birthday, sir. I know it’s not much, but that’s all I can afford to give you now. a) Always remember that it doesn’t matter who you love, as long as you love. That’s what important – loving. And b), please don’t ever forget that you were beautifully created, so you should be wholly accepted.”

Nicolas stared at the watch on his wrist for the longest time then looked at her and at the watch again. His eyes glistened with tears. 

“You know this is the first meaningful birthday gift I’d got in eleven years. My parents kind of stopped caring about my entire existence ever since I came out when I was seventeen,” he explained, his voice quaking as he spoke. “Thank you, I’ll treasure it forever.”

She gave him a brief regal nod and led him out of the bar. 

“Have yourself a great night,” Anaya said and just as she was about to close the doors, Nicolas stopped her. 

“Listen, will you be okay going on your own? Do you have transport? Or do you live nearby?” 

“I’ll be fine.” She smiled gratefully, “My car is parked at the back and don’t worry about my safety, my partner is always with me.”

“Your partner?”

“God.”

“Oh...” he grinned. “I’ll be on my way then. Goodnight, Anaya.”

She nodded again and closed the doors, watching Nicolas as he walked away looking down at the watch on his wrist. He tripped and she couldn’t help but giggle. He was acting as if she’d given him some kind of 24-carat diamond. 

After locking the doors, Anaya looked around the bar and switched off the lights before heading out through the back door and locking it. Darkness reigned outside. No stars glittered overhead because dark heavy clouds had moved in. A dank cold settled around her, but she hummed as she walked to her old, rusty Ranger Sedan while playing with a bunch of keys. 

She dug another pair of keys in her back pocket and was about to open the car door when she heard the incessant crying of a baby. She opened the door and tried to ignore it, but it was like it was calling out to her. Calling for help. She paused, then looked around. The plaintive wail sounded like it was coming from the alley just beside the bar. 

Moving as stealthily and slowly as her legs would allow toward the source of the sound, Anaya felt a cold heating up at the back of her neck and prickling her skin. The closer she got, the clearer the cry sounded. Finally, she reached the trashcan and gasped at what she saw. She covered her mouth with a trembling hand and moved back in three quick steps. 

“Oh my God!” she whispered in disbelief. “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God.”

She looked around again. There was no one in sight. The baby had stopped crying and so, it was so silent it was like the whole town had died. She exhaled loudly and took slow, tentative steps towards the trashcan again. There was indeed a baby lying in there, her eyes weren’t deceiving her, and she wasn’t going crazy. 

But who, in their right mind, left a baby alone in a trashcan, in this cold?

“Oh, good God, what do I do? What do I do?” she asked no one in particular, biting her thumbnail nervously – a habit her grandmother always reprimanded her for. 

Looking around again and not seeing any person around, Anaya swallowed fearfully. And then slowly reached out to the baby with shaky hands. She scooped up the baby in her arms and got a clearer look at him. It was a boy! And he felt so tiny and fragile in her arms. The little baby boy smiled, then let out a beautiful, squeaky cackle. It was the most beautiful sound she’d ever heard. 

And then suddenly, the moon inside her continued its orbit. 
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The strong metallic scent of blood was what woke him. It hung in the air like fog, wafting into his nostrils every time he breathed in. He sat up, rubbed his eyes and looked around his room. There was blood everywhere, too much of it on the curtains, table, on his pile of books and on the floor. The harsh redness of it clung to everything it touched, it was as if the room itself were crying out in pain. 

Even the bed he was on was drenched in blood – the sheets, blankets and pillows. He looked down at himself - clots of the red stuff was splattered all over his vest, sweatpants and socks. 

His whole body shook, and his breath caught in his throat. He began choking and coughing, pounding in his chest as he fell forward on the floor, tears stinging his eyes. He wheezed and coughed so hard he felt like he was going to vomit all his internal organs. Trying to control his breathing, he closed his eyes, held his breath and counted backwards from ten. Counting always helped him distinguish between dream and reality or calmed him down. 

Except this time, it didn’t. 

When he let out the breath he was holding and opened his eyes, he was greeted by bloody drips and footprints smeared all over the silvery marble floor. They started by the door, crossed the room and stopped at the foot of his bed then went back outside. 

Cautiously, Booker edged his way towards the living room, stepping gingerly around the blood-soaked footprints that marked his path. The sight of the kitchen stopped him in his tracks, blood formed an oblong swamp on the floor from where the open kitchen began. 

And right in the middle of it lay his mother’s body, still and unmoving. 

Lifeless. 

Booker suddenly felt sick. Bile rose in his throat, the smell of the metallic liquid filling his nostrils and making him gag. His breathing became shallow, and his knees wobbled. But he remained frozen in place. And his vision became blurry. Blank spots danced in front of him as he suddenly felt dizzy. 

He rubbed his eyes, and, like a lens twisting into focus, he could see her much clearly now. 

Gritting his teeth, he forced his feet to go ahead. 

His mother’s legs were closer to the kitchen counter and her head was facing the direction of his bedroom. Her eyes were wide and bulging, like a trapped animal’s. Staring right ahead, but empty. The blood that adorned her eyelashes gave her an otherworldly, ghostly appearance, as if she were not quite of this world. Her cheeks were sunken, her skin pale and translucent, and her jaw was set in a rigid, fixed position. Her mouth was open, the expression on her face frozen in a silent scream of pain. 

“Christian!” His mother’s voice popped up in his head. He’d heard it, weak but clear, right before he woke up from the half-sleep he’d fallen into. He was covered in cold sweat, and his heart was racing as he slowly sat up from his bed and looked around his room suspiciously. Everything was fine. No blood. 

A sudden headache gripped him, and he winced. It wasn’t the usual sharp stabbing from behind his eyes, but a heavy pain pressing on his head. He rubbed his temple to try and ward off the headache as the images from the dream kept re-playing in his head. 

He just sat there listening, alert, and addled. He grabbed a pen from his nightstand and started twiddling it between his fingers. Another one of his calming mechanisms. 

After some time, he got off the bed and decided to go to the bathroom to take a leak and wash his face. Probably find something to eat too, if at all there was anything, because he was sure he wasn’t going to be able to sleep again.

Just as he got out of the bathroom and into the living room, he came face to face with his uncle, Kipp, who came in staggering and singing to himself, inebriated as always. A large bottle of beer hung loosely in his hand. 

He stumbled on his own feet and fell face flat on the floor. Groaning and mumbling a string of curse words, Kipp tried to pull himself up. He slipped and slumped to the floor again before Booker decided to go and lend him a helping hand. He helped him up, but Kipp pushed him away from him the moment he stood upright. Well, semi-upright. The man could never stand to his full height because he was always drunk and therefore slouched. 

“Little boy with no parents,” Kipp slurred and chuckled to himself. 

Booker paused, gritted his teeth and turned to face him. He knew Kipp was just looking for a fight, like he did every time he came home drunk, which was every day. And he wasn’t going to give it to him. 

“Goodnight, uncle,” he forced out the words and turned to leave, only to be stopped by a heavy hand on his shoulder. Booker faced him again and sneered, “What?”

He looked at Booker, his eyes full of hatred and drunken rage. “Do you ever think maybe your mother wanted to die? Better than slaving away to raise a wretch like you. You’re just a waste of space, boy! A useless piece of shit!” He couldn’t remain balanced on his two feet as he spat. 

Booker blinked and balled his hands into fists. Hurtful words cannot be tolerated for so long. They build up a heap of anger, hatred and pain. They pile up and the heart begins to crack more and more. 

Kipp went on, “Eating my food, shitting in my toilets, sleeping under my roof. You can go to hell, the both of you. I’ll just tell people you ran away. Good riddance!” He suddenly bent over and threw up on the floor and on one sofa. Some of the pungent-smelling vomit was on the wall and even on Booker’s feet. 

Booker stood frozen, his heart pounding. He could feel it pelting hard in his chest cavity. Every breath he took threatened hyperventilation and blood whooshed through his ears. He couldn’t think of a reply coherent enough to voice out. So instead, he watched with his jaws clenched as his uncle disappeared into his room, leaving behind a pungent stench of vomit, sweat and alcohol. He gripped the pen he was holding in his right hand until it snapped. 

See, Booker was born with his father’s rage. 

Booker’s father - Kipp’s older brother - had only one eye and his mother never told anyone what had happened, but after losing his eye, it is said he was a totally different man. Some people in Old Franc said he was no man at all. But Booker’s mother loved him so much that when his rage spread across the whole house, she would lock him in their room and let him calm down. He would smash vases, flip tables, break windows, stomp his feet and scream like there were ten voices inside him.  

And most times? Most times he would just bury his fists in his mother’s ribs and beat her until she was black and blue and unable to move. 

“Your father isn’t a bad person,” his mother always said. “At least not intentionally.”

His father just had a different definition of what love is and his mother accepted it. But then he killed her - stabbed her thirteen times when she threatened to take her children and finally leave him. 

So yes, sometimes Booker saw pieces of his father in himself every time he got angry enough to do things he didn’t mean to. But unlike the man who bore him, he learned to keep his anger in control. He’d taught himself how to tame it, because God forbid he becomes like his father and some woman meets the same fate as his mother. 

“He didn’t mean that,” his little sister, Dani, assured him, disrupting him from his thoughts. He didn’t realise she’d been standing there, listening to the whole violent exchange. 

“I know he didn’t,” Booker replied noncommittally after swallowing the lump in his throat. He walked to get a bucket that was behind the door. “But then he shouldn’t have said it. We shouldn’t say the things we don’t mean. Go get me a cloth.”

The thirteen-year-old girl didn’t move - she folded her arms, bounced her leg dramatically and just stared at her big brother.

“Please,” Booker tried again. 

“Good.” She smiled. “You can’t teach me manners and not p-p-p-practice them yourself.”

She harrumphed and went to get the cloth while Booker filled the bucket with water. Dani came back with a piece of a worn-out cloth a moment later and handed it to her big brother who was on his knees, ready to clean up the vomit that was splattered on the floor, on the sofa and on the wall. 

“Why aren’t you asleep?”

“I was-” she retched because of the rancid smell and immediately blocked her nose. 

“Get out of here before you throw up too,” he ordered, and Dani obeyed. 

Blocking his nose with one hand, Booker began cleaning with the other. This was happening way frequently now, he thought internally, and it needed to stop. The man can’t just come in every day and hurl his stomach contents on the floor. God knows where he even gets the money to buy the alcohol when they had no money to buy food at home. 

Deciding to clean up and get it done quickly, Booker started using both hands to wipe off the regurgitated vomitus. Vomit rose in his throat, but he fought it back, leaving a putrid taste coating his mouth. 

After he was done, he poured the dirty water into the toilet and flushed it. He then sprayed the last bit of his deodorant in the living room so that it didn’t smell like they had had human excrement for lunch. 

Booker knocked on the door to his sister’s room and got in without permission – a habit his sister always complained about. He looked around for nothing in particular, as always, then covered Dani with an extra blanket from the wardrobe and left. 

Dani, who was pretending to be asleep, stirred on the bed and silently watched him leave. 

Unable to sleep, Booker just laid on his bed, staring up at the non-working fan on the ceiling above him, wondering if a rope tied to one of its blades would be strong for him to end it all. Every night, he pondered on whether the rope would hold him or if it would snap and cause him to fall. 

But he’d always believed he was cursed with bad luck so he was somewhat certain he’d fall. 

And what a terrible way to die! 

The falling, not the hanging. 

Who would mourn for him if he died? He would often wonder. Certainly not his uncle. He thought of his little sister, Dani, and sighed sadly. She was only thirteen. What would happen to her if he killed himself? He knew he could not leave her. Even though he often found himself stumbling beneath the weight of his own shattered dreams and the overwhelming burden of a world that seemed determined to crush his spirit, it remained his responsibility to protect and to provide for her. With this resolve, he’d vowed to endure many more days in this wretched world – to exist just for Dani’s sake. 

So, like the broken ceiling fan, Booker hung on despite being dead for so long.

He knew what was wrong with him. 

It was depression. What he didn’t know was how he ended up being depressed. Was it life? Loss? Was it because of the countless rejections, betrayals, negligence or failures? As far as he could remember, it was everything.

He pondered on it a lot – was life really worth living? Was it worth making an effort to survive? The only answer he could give himself was that it wasn’t. And the idea of ending his life always hovered in his head. It was a mental illness he could never escape. Sometimes he’d look or do random things and then imagine his death. Sometimes he felt like jumping from high places or emptying a bottle of pills or drowning himself or hanging himself or poisoning himself then going to sleep. 

But he couldn’t just leave yet. 

He closed his eyes, but sleep would not come. His uncle’s words replayed in his head in a continuous loop. The thoughts and memories of his late mother unending. The nights were not kind to him. They never were. At empty and imponderable times like that, he could almost feel pain coursing through his veins, working in his blood like fever, surging and ebbing.

He felt as if he would go mad, if he didn’t find release from this nightmarish existence.

Suddenly, Booker sat up and looked around his room and at the writings on the wall, and on the post-its. His room was full of them. It was one of his many coping mechanisms – he scribbled words wherever he could whenever he was feeling overwhelmed. His wall was the unfortunate recipient of his unending thoughts. 

He pulled his boots from under the bed and put them on before grabbing a lighter and his stash of weed hidden under the mattress. He was certain it was chilly outside, so he also put on a hoodie. Careful not to make any noise that could wake Dani, he slowly pulled open his bedroom door, which creaked a little, giving him a pause. 

At the eve of his departure, he heard a door swinging open, so he turned and saw Dani hugging her own pair of shoes. 

“What are you doing?” he asked, raising a brow. 

“Coming with you,” she replied quickly as though she was expecting the question. 

“I’m just going on a run... by myself.”

“I know that, but I w-want to go with you.”

“No, Dani,” Booker refused. “You have school tomorrow. Just go to sleep. I’ll be back before dawn, I promise.”

“No,” Dani’s voice cracked. “I’ve seen that f-face before. Those teary, red eyes. This... you. And I know w-w-what you’re going to do. And I know you won’t do it with me b-b-b-beside you. So I’m coming with.”

Booker hated that he’d made her little sister worry about him so much. He didn’t know she kept a watch on him, and was observing him. He knew Dani was a lot of things and he should’ve known that stupid wasn’t one of those things. 

“No, you’re not.” Booker said more firmly, his voice full of authority. “And when I tell you to do something, you do it, Danielle. Now, go to bed and sleep.”

Dani’s chin wobbled as she fought back tears that were threatening to escape her eyes and stomped back into her bedroom nonetheless. She knew she had to do what her brother was saying, even though she didn’t want to do it, because he knew best. At least that’s what she believed. 

Booker stepped out of the house, locked the door behind him and shoved the key in the pocket of his sweatpants. 

Looking up at the black clouds above, everything around him suddenly became naked and he became aware of it all. The constant beat of his heart, his emotions, the cold breeze as it whispered, the abstract universe... he could feel every bit of it. And feel with such maddening intensity. 

He was suddenly hit with a familiar wave of not belonging.

The streets were deserted, as they always were at that hour. He walked for a while then gained speed and ran for what seemed like hours before joining the main road, going towards the town’s bridge. Running had been his thing ever since he lost his mother. Running made his body ache and gave him something to focus on when he struggled to keep himself sane every day. 

Wanting to enjoy thinking about nothing other than the physical pain for a few minutes more, Booker kept on sprinting until his legs told him they weren’t enjoying the torture as much as he was. He, too, felt light-headed and his hands started to tingle, so he finally slowed down.

As soon as he stopped, he bent over at the waist, panting heavily. He continued walking and suddenly, thoughts about how his life would’ve been like had his mother been alive swirled around his head. He chuckled sadly and shook his head. Had the woman been alive, Booker would’ve practically become a saint by now. Maybe even a Pastor. 

Booker’s mother was always talking about God, preaching Him... basically just breathing Him. Even with the bruises, broken ribs and black eyes, she was always reading The Bible, praying and going to church. She always told him to pray, and pray he did. But the whole God thing seemed like a racket to him. 

He hated it. 

God, to Booker, was a liar. A cruel individual who toyed with his life like a cat with a mouse. He had given him a life full of suffering, a life filled with pain and despair, and then abandoned him, left him to deal with the agony of existence on his own.

At church, the pastor always talked about how wretched he was, how Jesus died for his sins - sins he didn’t remember committing, and then they passed the plate again and again. For offerings, they said. And his mother always put money in the plate, even when they had nothing to eat at home.

“It’s my tithe,” she always used to say. “I want a blessing from God.”

But he’d never seen that church, or the God his mother praised so much do anything for them. They just struggled. Alone.

She had stories about how God saved her, but Booker hadn’t seen it. Why didn’t He save her from the man who buried his fists in her ribs every night? And where was He for him when he prayed? 

Whenever he asked such questions, His mother warned him not to be blasphemous, and to just ‘live right’ so as to avoid God’s wrath. But Booker had seen good people suffer, and he knew plenty of evil people who did evil things and got away with it. 

God didn’t do anything about his father when he pummelled his mother to her death. In fact, He let it happen. Everyday. And Booker struggled to understand how a loving God could allow such injustice to go unpunished, how He could remain silent in the face of such cruelty. 

That same God also didn’t seem upset with the folks that had black people in slavery for over four hundred years. He even allowed them to make it legal. Over 20 years of civil rights, and things still weren’t civil. Oppressors were still rolling all around the world, many of them were doing well. 

Not him.

Also, girls always got screwed in Old Franc. No, not that kind of screwed. The other kind of screwed that happened without their consent. He’d heard of women and girls who were victims of violent and brutal assaults. Even knew some. They must’ve believed in God and prayed for help, for protection. But they all still got attacked and some even lost their lives. 

Booker couldn’t help but wonder what kind of God would allow such terrible things to happen, what kind of God would watch His people suffer without lifting a finger to help. It seemed like He either didn’t care, or was simply absent from the world. So was He worthy of praise then? No.

Either way, it was such things that made Booker believe that God was really a man. A man from hell.
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A frail-looking old man with pale, cracking skin was sitting on a bench in front of the police station when Anaya parked her rusty Sedan. She got out then got the baby from the back seat and cradled him safely in her arms. Walking over, Anaya recognised the man as Sunny. He had dark circles under his eyes, obviously from lack of sleep, and he looked haggard in his cheap clothes. 

The man never seemed to age. He’d been a senior citizen when Anaya had first met him at church when she was ten. And now, fifteen years later, he still looked the same: he had a thin frame with loosened skin and cracking flesh, grey hair on his temples, and thick, bushy eyebrows. Maybe he’d been born a senior citizen.

Or maybe he was a vampire or something. 

In which case, Anaya shouldn’t be talking to him. But no, she liked the man and sympathised with him too much to just avoid him. 

Sunny was holding a cup of coffee in his wrinkled hands – not the cheap synthetic type slum rats like him could afford to buy. No, it was the real deal. From Starbucks. The cup of coffee was plant-based, usually only bought by the wealthy citizens of Old Franc.

“Hey, Sunny, you decided to pamper yourself today?” Anaya asked with a grin, slowly rocking the baby back and forth to keep him from crying. The man looked up from his coffee and smiled back at her. 

“Ah, yes, my life is coming to an end anyway, as you know,” he said as a matter of fact, and Anaya’s smile fell. 

“Sunny...” 

Sunny dismissed her with a wave of his hand and kept his smile on as he enjoyed the warmth of the luxurious drink. He raised his cup and savoured the aroma before taking a small sip.

“Ah, so bitter,” he grimaced, and gave the cup an intense look. 

“I bet you’re thinking you should’ve bought a piece of meat instead, huh,” Anaya mocked with a glint of amusement. 

“Well, I didn’t know actual coffee could be so disgusting. Christ, it tastes like burnt water! What a rip-off!” he whined. “But at least it’s going to keep me awake.”

He sighed and forced himself to drink some more. Bitter or not, he was determined to get his money’s worth. Taste buds be damned!

Smiling again, Anaya shook her head and walked into the police station. Inside, a tired-looking male police officer gave her a quick glance and frowned with obvious disdain. 

“Are you lost, miss?” he asked. 

The last time Anaya had been in here, she was with Rumi and they were eighteen. Her grandmother was still alive back then and she’d accompanied the duo to file a case of sexual assault. Anaya looked around, noting the reinforced armour plates on the walls and poorly hidden turret nests in the ceiling. The officers inside, too, looked scruffy and mean. 

“Hey, we’re talking to you,” said a female officer who was sitting comfortably behind the help desk. 

Anaya cleared her throat and approached the desk. “Uh, no, I’m not lost,” she finally replied. “Actually, I need your help.”

The male officer’s expression instantly changed from irritated to curious. He looked at her and the baby in her arms again, but this time with piercing intensity. “Well, spit it out, what do you need help with?” 

“Uhm, my name is Anaya. Anaya Salem. And I just wanted to give you this baby.” She stretched her as forward to give them the baby but neither one of them moved to get him. “I- I found him. I found him in a trashcan outside The Liquor Store, the bar I work at. I think he was abandoned there a few minutes before I knocked off.”

“Well, what do you want us to do with it?”

“Him. He’s a beautiful baby boy. And I was hoping you’d help him find his parents or something. That’s part of your job, right, sir?” Anaya asked hopefully. 

The two police officers looked at each other and burst out in a fit of laughter. Anaya looked offended. She bit her lower lip in order to stop herself from saying anything that could irritate them when they were her closest link to getting the baby some help. 

“Listen here, miss, finding parents who abandoned their children is not really in our
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