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            Chapter One

          

          JESS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        31st December 2024

      

      

      I promised myself, a long time ago, that I wouldn’t grow up to be a woman who ever let a man lay a hand on me.

      I had failed.

      And maybe that was why I couldn’t stop myself from crying. It wasn’t because of the pain of being struck, even though it had blinded me, the blow sending a white-hot flash across my eyes, knocking me clean off my feet. It wasn’t because the pain was so intense that even before I felt the blood run, I knew I was badly hurt this time. It wasn’t because, for a full minute afterwards, I was sure I would be hit again. It was because I had failed. I didn’t cry when he hit me, not anymore. I knew it wasn’t worth it. It never helped. I doubted sobbing because of my failure would help either, but I couldn’t stop myself.

      ‘Stop crying. We cannot get help until you calm yourself down,’ Lewis said beside me, and I nodded, holding the towel to my face to help stem the bleeding. My father said the same thing to my mum a long time ago, word for word, as we sat in exactly the same place as I was in now, outside A&E, and as with my mother, I wasn’t allowed to get the help I needed until I had the story straight. I wasn’t allowed to get help until I regained my composure. But still I cried.

      My tears fell because it was a night like this one when I made my promise to not be like her. I was maybe eight, or nine, sat in the back of my father’s car, helplessly watching my mum, tears streaming down her face as my father forced her to tell him again the lie he dictated, the story he had fabricated, that would ensure doctors didn’t ask any questions. That night, my father told my mother to recall it, again and again, so she didn’t mess it up. Just as Lewis was doing with me now.

      ‘Tell me one more time,’ Lewis said, leaning in towards me, looking over me, his wide hand taking mine, but not to offer comfort. He held it so I couldn’t pull myself out of the car until he was ready for me to. I opened my mouth to speak, but my words failed, and as I fought to find them again, I noticed that the radio quietly played Taylor Swift. She was singing about being fearless, decisive, brave enough to stand on her own. I wanted to cry all over again at the irony of it all. He didn’t notice.

      ‘I fell,’ I whispered, desperately trying to stop my chin wobbling.

      ‘Don’t cry.’

      I nodded and sucked back my tears.

      ‘What did you fall on?’ he said, his voice quiet, threatening.

      ‘I tripped over the laundry basket.’

      ‘Where was it?’

      ‘At the top of the stairs. I left it at the top of the stairs. It was my fault. I hit my face on the banister on the way down.’

      ‘Did you?’ he asked, and I was confused as to what to say. It was he who told me I had fallen over the laundry basket. An added insult to his story. The truth was, it did involve laundry, and he wanted me to be reminded of the fact that it was my fault. We were here, on New Year’s Eve, because of my mistake. After he hit me, and realised the damage he had caused. That was what he said, it was my fault. It was my doing. I shouldn’t have been so stupid. And he wasn’t wrong. I’d washed his favourite jumper, the one he wanted to wear to the pub, on a setting too high, and shrunk it. I had done it; I had wronged him.

      ‘Did you?’ he said again, and I doubted myself.

      ‘I … ummm?’

      ‘Jess, I swear to God, if you hesitate like that—’ he said, raising his voice and making me flinch. I hated that he made me flinch. ‘It’s New Year’s in a few hours. I don’t wanna be stuck here seeing it in.’

      ‘Yes. I did.’

      ‘Did what?’

      ‘I left the laundry at the top of the stairs, to use the bathroom, then I came out and forgot it was there and tripped over it. I caught my face on the banister on the way down.’

      Lewis looked at me for a long time. ‘Did you?’

      ‘Yes, yes, of course.’

      He continued to stare, and I forced myself to hold his gaze. This was a test. A doctor might stare, and I had to not back down. Eventually, he blinked.

      ‘The going to the toilet is a nice touch. Little details help,’ he said.

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘You know I love you, right?’ he said.

      I nodded.

      ‘That’s my girl. OK. Shall we? I wanna watch Big Ben, with you, at home.’

      ‘Don’t you want to go to the pub still?’

      ‘No,’ he said, leaning back in his seat. ‘You’ve ruined my plans. We’ll make the best of it though.’

      ‘Sorry,’ I said quietly, and he smiled.

      ‘I forgive you,’ he said, leaning in to kiss me on the forehead. I flinched, and he gave me a look, telling me not to do it again. ‘Come on, we can still have a few drinks and a takeaway.’

      I nodded, wondering how that would end up. Over the past few years, Lewis went one of two ways. He would be drunk, that was a given, but whether he would become loving Lewis, who would talk of marriage, of kids, of 2025 being our year, or resentful Lewis, who blamed me for his lack of career, stability, future, I didn’t know. Even with the beating I had received today, I still couldn’t be sure he wouldn’t exact his cruelty again.

      Before I could respond, Lewis got out of the car and ran around to my side to open the door. He helped me out and held me in his massive frame as he and I walked across the car park towards the entrance to A&E. He looked like a man who cared, who was distraught that his partner had been hurt. One of his many faces. Lewis the Protector.

      Lewis the big, strong protector.

      As we entered the hospital, people looked. I had expected as much. The blood from my lip and chin had made a mess of my face and top. Lewis sat me down, then checked me in at the desk. I watched him talking, polite, concerned. He looked like the perfect partner, wanting to help his injured girlfriend. And the receptionist bought it too, hook and line. She looked my way, gave me a smile, and then spoke to Lewis once more. He nodded, thanked her and came to join me.

      ‘Are you OK?’ he asked, taking my hand in his, looking at me with tenderness that was all for show, and somehow, despite it all, still wasn’t.

      ‘Yeah, I’m OK.’

      ‘The doctor will be with us soon. Do you need anything?’

      ‘A bottle of water?’

      ‘Of course.’

      Lewis kissed me on the head, and then stood up.

      I made sure I didn’t flinch.

      As he walked towards the vending machine, I looked around the waiting room. It was a Tuesday, New Year’s Eve, and for most, a quiet night before the celebrations began, and the drunk and violent attended. Most people were at home, with family, resting and overeating the remaining Christmas food, or already out at a party. Many were in the clubs, drinking and laughing and dreaming of a new year, new me. Not these people, not me. There were around fifteen of us who were here, those who were injured, sick. A man in a football kit had his leg on a chair, his ankle black and swollen, his partner asleep on his shoulder. He wore an expression that told me he had been there for a while, bored out of his mind. A woman was sat further along, holding a baby who slept in her arms. An old man sat alone. There were old and young alike, all waiting to be helped, all too wrapped up in their own pain and worry to notice me watching.

      All except one woman. She was sat as far away from me as possible. Beside her, a girl of maybe ten lay with her head on her mother’s lap. The little girl’s arm was wrapped in bandages, a burn maybe. The little girl caught my eye, and I could see she was scared. I would be too. The towel pressed to my face was bloodied, my eyes were puffy from crying, and hospitals were scary enough already. I flicked my eyebrows quickly, up and down, and her fear turned to curiosity. Then I moved the towel away from the side of my face that wasn’t injured and poked out my tongue, making her giggle. Her fear faded completely for a moment, her pain too. And knowing I’d made her happier, I felt my pain vanish as well.

      Upon hearing her daughter laugh, the mother looked up at me, her curiosity morphing in seconds to a look that was intense. It was like she could see straight through me and the lie that would soon come from my mouth. I tried to smile, despite the pain it caused, but she didn’t smile back, her attention only shifting when Lewis walked past her. The way she looked at him, the hatred on her face, told me that somehow she knew exactly what had happened.

      I needed to be careful.

      ‘Here,’ Lewis said, opening the bottle of water and handing it to me.

      ‘Thanks,’ I replied, looking once more at the woman. She gently nodded. Lewis saw me looking and turned to see what had caught my attention. Thankfully, as he did, the woman looked down at her daughter.

      ‘Stop staring at people,’ he said quietly as he sat beside me, his mass making the row of chairs shake.

      ‘I was just trying to make that little girl laugh.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘She is scared.’

      ‘She’s not your problem.’

      ‘No, you’re right. Sorry,’ I said, taking a sip of water. It hurt like hell.

      Lewis took my hand, smiled at me with concern. It was believable too; he was good with an audience. But then, it wasn’t all a lie. Lewis did love me. Lewis did care, in his own way. I leant my head on his shoulder, knowing I needed to play to the crowd too, and closed my eyes. In the silence, I repeated the story Lewis had primed me to tell. Because the woman had unnerved me. If anyone found out, God knows what Lewis would do.
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      For just over an hour Lewis and I sat there, quietly talking, patiently waiting, as people were called and seen by triage nurses and doctors. Some left shortly after, no doubt sent home to manage their ailment. Some, like the football player, we didn’t see again.

      The mum who looked through my lie and somehow knew the truth, was called with her daughter. Thirty minutes later, as they were leaving, the little girl’s arm dressed properly in bandages, and were heading towards the exit, I heard my name being called.

      ‘Jessica Pendle?’

      Standing, I walked towards a nurse, an older woman who wore the expression of someone so used to exhaustion that they had a cheat code to manage it. As we made eye contact, she looked at me compassionately, and then at Lewis, who said hello. I passed the mother and her daughter, so close we could have touched. I looked at the girl and crossed my eyes, and she beamed another smile at me. I didn’t want to look at her mother but I couldn’t help myself. She stared at Lewis, daring him to see her. She hated him. Thankfully, Lewis didn’t notice as he had dashed ahead to hold the door open for me and throw his charm at the triage nurse who had called us.

      Lewis the gentleman.

      Walking through with the nurse, we sat in a small room with a desk and four chairs. Beside the desk was a unit with surgical gloves, plasters, bandages and other medical paraphernalia, to help those who could be helped without the need to go further into the belly of the hospital.

      ‘Please, take a seat,’ the nurse said, and we did. ‘So, Jessica? Jess?’

      ‘Jess is fine.’

      ‘Seems you’ve done a number on yourself here. Mind if I take a look?’

      I nodded, and the nurse leant over and gently pulled away the towel. Some of the fibres stuck to my face, and I winced a little as it pulled free, like an old plaster.

      ‘OK,’ the nurse said, looking at my wound. ‘I’m gonna clean this up a little, but I think you’re gonna need a few stitches.’

      ‘Really?’ I said. ‘It is that bad?’

      ‘We could steri-strip it, but if we stitch, the scar will be smaller.’

      ‘OK,’ I said, and the nurse held my eye for a second.

      ‘We might need to pop you through an X-ray too, just in case.’

      ‘OK,’ I mumbled again.

      ‘What happened?’

      As the nurse began to clean the wound, feel my jaw for damage and neck for mobility, I told her of my ‘accident’. I could feel Lewis watching me, and I knew he would be pleased; I was direct, precise, I didn’t hesitate, didn’t falter, and when I finished explaining how I had hurt my face, I could see the nurse had bought it. I looked at Lewis for reassurance that I had done well, and he sat, his eyes welling with tears.

      Lewis the sensitive.

      ‘Sounds like you were lucky you only came off with this,’ the nurse said, as she applied a temporary dressing to my face.

      ‘I was,’ I lied.

      ‘All right. So, I’m gonna send you for an X-ray quickly, make sure there’s nothing damaged. Then they’ll send you back here. You’ll have a bed and as soon as a doctor becomes free, they will come and stitch you back up. You should be home before the new year is in.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Lewis said.

      ‘Yes, thank you,’ I echoed.

      Getting up, we thanked the nurse once more, and made our way towards X-ray. Again we waited, again my name was called, and both Lewis and I stood to walk inside.

      ‘I’m sorry. You can’t come in,’ the radiographer said, stopping Lewis at the door.

      ‘Oh, of course,’ Lewis replied, walking back to the seat, and just before I stepped in, I looked back at him. He smiled, telling me I would be OK, but it didn’t reach his eyes. His stare said something different. It told me to keep my mouth shut. It said he would be angry if I didn’t.

      I took a seat where I was instructed, a huge X-ray machine beside me. The radiographer helped me position my face, my chin resting on a strap, like in an optician’s, to get a clean image of my skull.

      ‘There. Is that comfortable?’ he said.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Says you fell?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘OK. I’m going to take a few shots, but I need to go behind that screen. Try not to move.’

      The radiographer walked towards his computer and begun firing shots a few seconds later. I could see the images of my face on his screen.

      ‘All right, we are just about done. I’m going to send you back towards A&E. There is a desk just before you exit into the waiting room. Go there and they will tell you where to wait for a doctor.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Jess, before you go. If you need to see a doctor alone, without your partner with you, all you have to do is say.’

      ‘No, no, it’s fine.’

      ‘I’m going to ask you a direct question. I have to, as part of my duty of care.’

      ‘All right?’

      ‘Did your partner do this to you?’

      ‘What? No. Of course not,’ I said, unable to look at him, trying to laugh it off. ‘No, I fell on the stairs.’

      ‘Over a laundry basket, it says?’

      ‘Yes, yes, over a laundry basket. I hit my face. Can I go now?’

      ‘Of course, go back towards A&E, you’ll be seen soon.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I said, this time able to hold his eye.

      ‘Welcome.’

      As I stood to leave and rejoin Lewis, I felt unsteady on my feet. They knew the truth, and if I failed to hide it, if I messed another thing up today, there would be hell to pay. As I reached the door, I hesitated. But, before my resolve slipped, I took a deep breath and opened it. Lewis stood and, looking past me at the radiographer, who acted as if our conversation had never happened, he smiled.

      ‘All OK?’

      ‘Yes, thank you.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          THE CARETAKER

        

      

    

    
      Seldom did people break away from their own sense of importance to know they were being judged, and on a night like New Year’s Eve, in a pub as busy as the one The Caretaker found himself in, people broke away from that unjustified entitlement even less. If they had paused for a moment, lifted themselves from the intoxication of hope, alcohol, promises of change and growth, they might have noticed they were being scrutinised. The Caretaker watched, breaking everyone around him down into two categories, those who had hope, and those who didn’t.

      There was a young couple who couldn’t keep their hands off each other, their display of affection bordering on illicit. Despite their lack of decorum – hope. Further to his right, a couple sat at a table and, though they were close, their shoulders touching, their body language was twisted: they were turned away from one another, suggesting they couldn’t be further apart – no hope. Stood by the bar, a group of lads who were all dressed similarly, drinking heavily, laughing too loud at their own jokes, but harmless enough – hope. The group was diverse. The Caretaker had hoped for a group as such; he would come back to them later. Further along the bar, up against a wall with a huge TV mounted up high, an older woman sat nursing a white wine, holding the glass as if it was not a glass at all but an extension of her right hand. As much a part of her as any other – no hope.

      He wondered, if he turned a mirror on himself, what would it tell him?

      As he watched, he observed that the bar, much like life, was in a constant state of chaos. But as interesting as it was to observe strangers, work out their stories, their lives, good and bad, he wasn’t there for that.

      Nor was he there to bring in the new year in the same way as most.

      He was there for one reason only.

      An eye for an eye.

      The Caretaker finished his drink – a non-alcoholic pint, he needed to keep his wits – and, ordering another, he made small talk with the barmaid. Yes, I am waiting for a friend, no, he won’t be long. Yes, I’m excited for the new year. She smiled, enjoying the exchange, but duty called, and she returned to serving louder and ruder customers. The Caretaker didn’t mind. She had a job to do, as did he.

      Then, the reason for The Caretaker being there, the job he had to do, walked in. It was a man, mid-thirties, heavier set. His name was Jamie, and in the hope-no-hope game The Caretaker knew Jamie had no hope at all. Worse, he was one who robbed others of theirs. Jamie was in The Caretaker’s little blue book that lay beside him: notes on his movements, his plans, his life. The Caretaker picked it up, opened it, looked at his research.

      Jamie didn’t approach The Caretaker – he had no reason to, he had no idea who he was – but The Caretaker knew everything about Jamie. His age, his address, his favourite meal. He knew he was right-handed and liked to think that studying karate for a year when he was a teenager made him somehow an expert. He knew Jamie’s favourite film was Cast Away, his favourite books, the Jack Reacher series. He liked to holiday in Spain but complained about there being too many Spanish people. He preferred dogs to cats, liked the colour blue, supported Queens Park Rangers. He worked as an air-conditioning contractor, drove a BMW. The Caretaker knew Jamie was a man’s man, and had a temper. He knew his triggers too. Jamie was a racist, despite his ex-partner being of Jordanian descent. Jamie had hurt her too. The Caretaker knew everything there was to know about this man, and yet, for Jamie, The Caretaker was just a face in a crowd on a busy New Year’s Eve celebration.

      As he watched Jamie greet his friends, three men who looked like him, the muscles in The Caretaker’s body began to twitch with adrenalin and excitement about what he knew was to come. But he had to wait. Jamie had the ability to control his rage when he was sober; it was when he was drunk that he got heavy-handed. The Caretaker had to wait for him to be in that state. So he returned to his alcohol-free drink, and watched.

      An hour later, Jamie was four pints in, forced to catch up with his friends as he was late to the game. One more. One more should do it.

      Finishing his second beer, The Caretaker gestured to the barmaid and, when she approached, smiling warmly his way, he switched from the alcohol-free pint to a double Jack Daniels and Coke. One wouldn’t hurt, and he needed the courage for what came next. He drank it quickly, enjoying the heat flooding down into his stomach, and the tension loosening behind his eyes. Jamie necked a few shots of his own with his friends. He was talking louder, his words beginning to blur. Perfect.

      It was time for Step One.

      An eye for an eye.

      Taking a deep breath, The Caretaker stood, put the blue book in his bag and began to make his way towards where Jamie and his friends were. The music pumped, shooting cortisol through his veins. His fight or flight mechanism began to heighten his senses. Everything became louder, clearer. The Caretaker apologised as he squeezed through people to get closer to his target, until he eventually passed Jamie, brushing against him as he did, and still Jamie had no idea. Standing directly behind him, so close he could reach out and punch him, The Caretaker leant on the bar that Jamie had his back to. He was right beside the younger men he had clocked earlier in the night. On the bar were several drinks belonging to those boys. The Caretaker knocked several of them over, and as pints of beer, shorts of vodka and other spirits crashed over the bar, soaking everyone around, The Caretaker jumped back, looked towards Jamie, and spoke.

      ‘Fucking hell, mate, watch it. You just knocked over my drink.’

      That was all that was needed for all those whose drinks had been carelessly knocked over to turn their eyes towards Jamie. As they did so, The Caretaker took a few steps back, so he could watch the chaos begin.

      ‘What? I didn’t touch your drink,’ Jamie said indignantly.

      ‘Mate, come on,’ another man said to Jamie, trying to placate the instant aggression.

      ‘I didn’t touch your bloody drink,’ Jamie spat.

      ‘Buddy, it ain’t an issue, just say sorry,’ one of the other young men chipped in. The Caretaker could see they were trying to avoid conflict. He hoped they failed; he hoped Jamie was exactly the man he always was. Too stupid to argue with anything other than his fists.

      ‘You’re not listening. I didn’t touch your fucking drink.’

      ‘Wanker,’ the first man said, turning away.

      Perfect.

      The Caretaker knew everything about Jamie, especially how he would react to being challenged by another man.

      ‘What did you just call me?’ Jamie said, grabbing the man by the shoulder and forcing him to turn. He then called the man a Paki.

      ‘What the fuck did you just call me?’ the man said, pushing Jamie off him.

      Here we go, The Caretaker thought. Wishing he could film it all for posterity. Getting Jamie into a fight was the first step of the plan; the second would happen as soon as he was ejected.

      Jamie shoved the man hard and sent him crashing into the bar behind, knocking more drinks over. Before the man could steady himself, one of his friends launched himself at Jamie, and his balled fist crashed into the side of his head. Jamie’s racist remark ensured that though his friends tried to help, they didn’t fight back. The Caretaker wondered if this was the first time they had known he was a racist, and if they were instantly trying to disassociate themselves from that. Jamie continued to spit vile words, swinging his fists, and all of the young men began to swing back.

      After that, it was hard to see what was happening; fists flew, men grappled, and in the madness The Caretaker was pushed away from the action. He fought to see his target, catching glimpses of him every now and then as he either swung or was hit. He had a great view of Jamie being smashed in the head with an empty pint glass. A better one when the blood began to pour from his forehead. Bouncers waded in, splitting men apart, and most complied with what they were told, as they wanted to separate the violence rather than fuel it. Only Jamie didn’t comply, and when he was grabbed by a bouncer, a man twice his size and strength, he swung, hitting him in the face.

      The Caretaker understood that bouncers, like police officers, had a code. They looked after one another. As soon as Jamie struck the bouncer, The Caretaker saw the code come into play. Three huge men grabbed Jamie and, before he could swing again, he was lifted clean off his feet and carried through the pub, to the cheers of those around. The Caretaker followed as Jamie was carried out of the door and thrown into the street. He watched as Jamie tried to get up but was knocked down.

      The bouncers rained a few more blows onto his body, then, knowing he had had enough, they laughed at him, and went back into the pub. Jamie pulled himself back to his feet, spat some blood onto the floor and then staggered away, wounded.

      The Caretaker followed, pulling a small clear vial from his pocket. Inside was 15ml of liquid, the key ingredient for Step Two of his plan. He carefully unscrewed the top.

      An eye for an eye.

      Rounding a corner, Jamie paused, leant against a wall and coughed, holding his ribs. Then he became aware he wasn’t alone and, turning, looked directly at The Caretaker.

      ‘What the fuck do you want?’

      The Caretaker didn’t speak, didn’t step any closer. Instead he threw the contents of the vial into his target’s face.

      For a second, nothing happened. Jamie simply stood, raising his hands to his face to rub his eyes.

      Then the acid began to work and he dropped to the ground, screaming. The acid melted his flesh, giving off the smell of overcooked gammon. And despite how much he rubbed at his eyes, The Caretaker knew Jamie would never be able to stop the inevitable. He would never see daylight, never take in a sunset or watch the wind dance through the trees. He would never be able to drive a car or play football with the lads on a Saturday afternoon.

      He would never be able to attack a woman again.

      They say an eye for an eye, and the whole world goes blind.

      Fuck what they say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          JESS

        

      

    

    
      I was taken into a small curtained-off room, with one bed and one chair. Lewis and I waited. I sat on the bed looking at nothing, weary and wanting to sleep. Lewis scrolled on his phone. Neither of us spoke. From all around echoed the orchestra of pain and fear. People coughed and cried; an older woman’s voice moaned. The paper-thin curtains did nothing to shield anyone from the misery wrapped around us. Not being able to see but still being able to hear fuelled my imagination. Each cough became a final rattle, each cry the grief of a loved one passing. Lewis could see I was afraid and did what he could to comfort me. I hope he assumed it was the soundscape that had me rattled, and not the fact that the nurse and radiographer knew the truth, and, worse still, I wanted them to know.

      Lewis wasn’t always like this. In the beginning he was kind, sweet; he made me feel special. He made me feel like I was the only woman in the world. I had fought to pinpoint the exact day he changed, but no matter how hard I tried, I never could. There was no turning moment, no memory of him becoming the monster I sometimes saw. It just leaked into our little lives, an invasive knotweed that dug up from underneath, and by the time I realised it was there, it had already pushed through the foundations of my life and had wrapped its roots around me. I was choking on it, unable to stop the roots tighten.

      I was more like my mother than I cared to be. Her invasive weed died when my father did, and even though she met and remarried a kind man named Steve, I know Dad had killed part of her forever. She never said it, but I knew she missed Dad when he was gone – the good things, yes, but I think his anger too. Steve didn’t ever shout at her, didn’t ever hit her, but I think part of her almost needed him to. After a while, all you know is all you know, and it’s too late to know any other way.

      Was it too late for me, though? Mum was lucky she managed to meet someone kind, but most didn’t. Most went back to someone just like their ex.

      All you know is all you know.

      ‘Jess, what’s on your mind?’ Lewis asked, taking me away from my thoughts.

      ‘Nothing.’

      ‘It doesn’t look like nothing,’ he countered, looking at me in the way he did when I knew I had to tread carefully.

      ‘I’m tired. I just want to go home, get some food and maybe watch the fireworks under a blanket.’

      He smiled, reached over and put his hand on my leg. I looked at it. A bruise was forming on his knuckles from where he’d hit me. ‘Me too.’ I smiled before he returned to scrolling on his phone.

      I looked at him, taking in his profile. He really had a beautiful face. His jaw was strong, his eyes sharp. But it was becoming harder and harder to see it, and I wondered, could I do it without him? Could I live without his energy in my life? Once it was a firm no. Now, I wasn’t sure. I wanted Lewis, but maybe what I wanted I couldn’t have anymore. I had hoped, for so long, for a way back to what it once was. Maybe it wasn’t possible. It was a new year soon, a new start, a new beginning, perhaps.

      But could I leave him?

      The curtain opened abruptly, making me jump, and a young doctor, younger than me, walked in pulling a small trolley. She closed the curtain behind her and looked my way. She too wore an expression of exhaustion, but she carried it in a harder way than the nurse who had helped me at triage. This doctor still hadn’t grown accustomed to the long hours. But she smiled at me with kindness, and I smiled back, as painful as it was.

      ‘Miss Pendle?’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Hi, I’m Doctor Joyce.’

      ‘Hello.’

      ‘So, we have had a look at your X-ray. There doesn’t seem to be any damage to your jawbone.’

      ‘I’m relieved.’

      ‘But there is some swelling to the soft tissue around it. I’m afraid you’re going to be sore for a little while. I’m going to pop a few stitches in, tidy up the wound so the scar is minimal.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘All right. I’ve got to administer a local anaesthetic. It might hurt a bit.’

      I nodded and she turned her attention to Lewis. ‘I’m going to have to ask you to wait outside for a moment. Is that OK?’

      ‘Oh, yes, of course,’ Lewis said, getting to his feet.

      ‘Brilliant. If you head left, towards the way you came in, there is a bank of chairs. Grab a coffee, we won’t be long.’

      ‘Are you sure I can’t stay, for support?’ he said.

      ‘I’m afraid not,’ she said. He nodded and turned his attention to me.

      ‘I’ll be back as soon as I’m allowed,’ he said, smiling. But his eyes told me to keep quiet, to continue to do as I’d been told. To make sure the lie stuck. I heard him loud and clear.

      ‘See you soon,’ I said.

      Lewis thanked the doctor and left the room, and Doctor Joyce turned her attention fully to me. When she spoke, there was a softness that hadn’t been there before.

      ‘Now, let’s get you sorted, shall we?’

      ‘Thank you.’

      The doctor donned some surgical gloves and, pulling a trolley closer, prepped a needle and then administered three injections into my lower face. The first hurt, and I winced, but the painkiller took hold quickly and, besides a little pressure, I didn’t feel the other two injections.

      ‘OK, I’m gonna give this a moment before I stitch you up.’

      I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. If I did, I was sure to dribble. Doctor Joyce then popped out of the curtain. She returned within a minute.

      ‘Jess?’

      I looked at her.

      ‘If you want us to, we can help.’

      I didn’t react but held her eye. Not daring to blink. Not daring to move. But then, a single fat tear escaped, and rolled down my cheek.

      ‘Is it obvious?’ I eventually said, my words slurring.

      ‘We see this kind of thing a lot, more than we should.’

      ‘If he…’

      ‘I cannot tell you what to do, but, if you decide to talk, we’ll make sure he doesn’t get to you.’

      The doctor began to poke my face.

      ‘Can you feel that?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘What about that?’ she asked again, as she poked around my jaw. I could feel the pressure, my skin folding at her touch, but I couldn’t feel the touch itself.

      ‘No, nothing.’

      ‘All right, I’m gonna patch you up. I need you to lie down.’

      ‘OK.’

      I did as she asked and lay on the gurney. The doctor pulled up a chair beside me. I took a deep breath, nerves getting the better of me, but I kept as still as possible whilst the doctor concentrated. She focused intently on my lip and chin. I was expecting it to take a while, but within a few minutes she was done.

      ‘OK. Good as new. These will need to come out in about a week. Do you want to see?’

      ‘Please.’

      The doctor turned around and pulled a small mirror out of a drawer on her trolley. She held it to my face, and I could see three stitches running from my lip down the side of my chin. But I didn’t look at the wound for long; instead I looked at me, deep into my own eyes. Trying to see the girl who made that promise so long ago, sat in the back of her father’s car.

      ‘I think the scar will be small, but it will look worse before it gets better,’ the doctor said, putting the mirror down. She stood, pulling off her gloves, her work done, and before she could tidy away, I interrupted her. I knew if I didn’t speak now, in this moment, I never would.

      ‘Hypothetically, say if I did tell you he did this to me, say if I said to you that he hit me – what would happen?’ I asked, my voice so small, so fragile it would crack at the slightest touch of compassion.

      She turned and sat down opposite me. ‘Well, hypothetically, I’d go to him, say I’ve sent you for another X-ray as I have spotted something. You would stay here, and the police would come to get him. He wouldn’t come back here again. I wouldn’t let him. Do you live with him?’

      ‘Practically. I spend most of my time at his.’

      ‘But you have your own place?’

      ‘Yes. I do.’

      ‘So you’d have somewhere to go?’

      ‘Yeah, I would.’

      Doctor Joyce held my eye for a moment, and then continued to tidy up. She wasn’t putting the pressure on, and I respected her for that.

      I took a deep breath, thought of my mum, of how her life could have been better, brighter, had she been brave enough to try. She could have met Steve before she suffered like she did.

      ‘OK.’

      She turned back to me. ‘OK?’

      ‘Yes, OK.’

      ‘If you need help, you have to say it.’

      ‘I need help.’

      ‘OK,’ Doctor Joyce replied. ‘You’ve done a brave thing tonight.’

      She stood, packed away and left the room, closing the curtain behind her, and I waited, barely able to breathe. I expected Lewis to burst into the room, try to kill me. I expected to hear a huge commotion from outside. But there was nothing, and despite knowing that nothing meant it was being quietly dealt with, the panic began to increase with each passing second. Eventually, maybe ten minutes later, maybe an hour, it was hard to tell, the curtain swung open, making me jump, and I prepared for whatever Lewis was going to throw my way. But it wasn’t Lewis at all. It was a police officer, telling me they were going to take me home, to get a statement, and when I asked about Lewis, they said he had already left. They didn’t say if he was under arrest or if he’d simply been sent home.

      At the start of the day, I’d expected to see in the new year in a pub, then I thought I might spend it in hospital. Then I assumed I would go home with him. But really, I saw 2025 in, sitting in my living room, spilling my heart out to a police officer about the abuse I had sustained at the hands of my partner, stating that I wanted to press charges against him. Before they left, I was handed a leaflet about a support group that was designed to help people like me.

      I thought it sounded like something I couldn’t and wouldn’t ever do. A support group was for people who had failed. Or so I thought.
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      Since I spoke aloud about the abuse I had suffered, poured my heart out, left nothing unsaid, I only heard silence answer back. The police took my statement and told me they would be in touch. Lewis hadn’t messaged, hadn’t called, hadn’t shown up. And that had left me in a liminal place, neither here nor there. My life had changed, and yet nothing seemed any different. I didn’t know what I was expecting to happen after the truth came out. Maybe some sort of catharsis, a resolution perhaps? Maybe I was expecting to feel empowered, stronger. If anything, I felt more fragile than ever before. Lewis was unpredictable, volatile, but I knew those things. I knew how to manage them. This new place I was in, I didn’t know how to cope with it.

      I’d also expected that if I ever spoke out about what was happening, just once, I would own it, tell everyone, my friends, my family. My employer. I thought I would call my mum – she would understand what I had been through and be an ally in my healing. But every time I went to pick up the phone, I couldn’t ring her. Telling strangers was one thing; telling those closest, I didn’t know how.

      So I tidied my flat, hung the shelf I had been meaning to for almost a year. Ordered some plants online. I watched films I had seen before and never really liked the first time, and I ate. Lewis always felt the need to inform me of the amount of sugar there was in my favourite foods, telling me the damage it would cause to my body, of how my cells wouldn’t break down the glucose and instead turn it to fat. Despite how large he had let himself grow. I didn’t eat a lot of chocolate. So I bought a 400g bar of Galaxy, and devoured the whole thing in one sitting. I felt sick from it, but it brought me a little joy.

      Doctor Joyce was right that my face would get worse before it got better. My chin had turned a deep shade of purple that spread to just under my eye, and as the dressing had come off, to allow my stitches to dry and my cut to heal, I looked like I had been patched together by a Mary Shelley character. It also hurt every time I ate, cried and moved. However, if it wasn’t for the pain, and the void I now felt in my own home, it was like New Year’s Eve never happened.

      As I rattled around, with nothing to do and no one to see, time began to take on a new meaning, in that it had no meaning at all. It didn’t matter if it was day, or night; it didn’t matter whether I was dressed or not. It just didn’t matter.

      Outside the weak sun dipped and the cold took hold once more, and as I looked out of my living-room window onto the street, I saw the glitter of frost forming on the cars. Up the road, a thin mist began to veil everything around. On a night like this, I wished I wasn’t on the ground floor. Anything could be in the mist. Anyone could be watching. Closing my curtains, I went to my kitchen, grabbed some food and took it all back to bed. It was only just after six, but I didn’t care. Turning on my TV, I went to Netflix and put on The Notebook. I knew it was going to make me feel worse, watching love as it should be, but I wanted to lean into it. I wanted to feel something.

      As I ate, watched, cried, I felt my phone vibrating from somewhere in the bed, and by the time I found it buried under my pillow, whoever was ringing had stopped. There was no ID on the caller, and my first thought was that it was the police updating me. It rang again, and swallowing a mouthful of Pringles, I composed myself before answering.

      ‘He-hello?’

      The line was quiet.

      ‘Hello?’ I said again, assuming I had bad reception.

      ‘Look out of your front window.’

      Lewis’s voice caught me off-guard, and I didn’t reply. Instead I moved. I didn’t know why; I knew what was waiting for me. As I got to my feet, I wobbled, my legs felt hollow, but still I kept moving through my flat into my living room. Pulling back my curtain, I saw Lewis standing under the streetlamp opposite, the phone pressed to his ear, staring at me.

      ‘You broke your promise,’ he said.

      ‘Lewis, what are you doing here?’ I asked, finding my voice.

      ‘Just passing by.’

      ‘Just…’ I started, then my words trailed off into nothing. ‘But I thought…’

      ‘That I’d be in prison? Doesn’t work like that, Jess.’

      ‘Lewis, I’ll…’

      ‘You’ll what?’ he hissed. ‘You’ll what, Jess?’

      I wanted to speak, to tell him I’d call the police, but the words didn’t come. If he wanted to get to me, if he wanted to hurt me, there would be nothing I could do to stop him.

      ‘I’m not staying,’ he continued. ‘Don’t worry. But I’ll see you soon, yeah?’

      Lewis then turned and walked away, and I watched until he disappeared into the mist, the night swallowing him whole.

      I closed the curtains, my hands shaking so hard I snagged them twice, and feeling unsafe I ran to my front door to make sure it was locked. I then checked my windows, and the back door in my kitchen.

      Sitting at my kitchen table, shaking so hard I was sure I was going to be sick, I felt oppressed by the silence. I wanted to turn the radio on, or play some music from my phone to cut through it, but then, I’d not be able to hear if Lewis changed his mind and decided to come back. I felt trapped. What the fuck was he doing here anyway? Had the police done nothing? On my fridge, under the leaflet I was given about the support group, was a business card of the community support officer who had taken my statement. He said to call if I needed to. I pulled it free and dialled the number.

      ‘Hello, PC Clement.’

      ‘Hello, it’s Jessica Pendle.’

      I waited a moment. He didn’t reply.

      ‘You helped me on New Year’s Eve, said I could call if I needed you.’

      ‘Yes, of course. Are you OK, Miss Pendle?’

      ‘My partner, Lewis, he was arrested, yes?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘He was just outside my flat.’

      ‘Did he hurt you?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Did he try to get in?’

      ‘No, no, he just stood there. He called and just stood staring at me as he spoke.’

      ‘Did he threaten you?’

      ‘No – well, not really, but he said he would see me soon.’

      Clement sighed. ‘OK. Try not to panic, he knows he shouldn’t be there. He’s probably just trying to scare you.’

      ‘He has scared me.’

      ‘I’ll get someone to have a word with him. He has conditions to his bail. He needs to behave. Do you feel safe?’

      ‘I mean, I’m locked in my flat, so?’

      ‘OK, stay in, call a friend or a family member. I’ll have a word with him. He shouldn’t be there.’

      ‘What happened? Was he not charged?’

      ‘No, but he was instructed that it would be best for him to leave you alone.’

      ‘Is that it?’ I said, shocked that so little had happened.

      ‘If he comes back, ring 999. They can get someone out to you quickly.’

      I hung up before he could say anymore.

      Forcing myself to take measured breaths, I looked around, needing something to focus on. My fear was being replaced with rage at the injustice of it. I was the one who now had to stay in, keep my doors locked, and he was able to walk around as he pleased. Clement said to call a friend or family member, but if I did, they would have questions I wasn’t ready to answer. So, instead, I pulled the leaflet for the support group off the fridge.

      It didn’t say much, other than the day, place and time they met. At the bottom was a number for a woman called Becky.

      Before I could talk myself out if it, I dialled the number, and it rang and rang, and just as I was about to give up, she answered.
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      I wasn’t sure what I was expecting when I found the building’s address that was printed on the bottom of the flyer. It wasn’t a rundown old community centre, that’s for sure. Maybe I expected something new, chrome and glass, a building that promoted wellbeing, Zen. But this old building, with its peeling paint, cracked glass in the doorframe and missing tiles from the roof like a retired boxer’s grin, made me doubt I had found the right place. But then, I guess, the group by nature was about discretion. Being someone who had suffered domestic violence, I understood all too well that as much as there shouldn’t be shame, there was, and more. My world was made up of shame and guilt and embarrassment – and fear. There was a stigma around being a victim, a sense of me being the one who had failed at life, somehow. When I looked at the building again, I realised that perhaps, after all, I should have expected it to look like this. Beaten, broken, hiding away.

      Leaving my flat was a lot harder than it used to be. Once, I walked out the door without a care in the world, off to see friends and go to work. I even left after dark, when I was taking an evening course in child psychology. I went every Monday, walked to the bus stop, then took another walk to the college. I enjoyed it, before Lewis talked me out of it. He told me that it would take me a decade to get qualified and life would have passed me by. I agreed, thought he was right, but now I wasn’t so sure. It didn’t matter whether I wanted to try again or not. I couldn’t imagine going out after dark on my own anymore. Once I didn’t fear the outdoors, the unknown. Now, the door was a gateway, one that, if I was unlucky, led back to him, and knowing that he might be there, waiting, watching, meant that leaving to go to the session, even on a Friday morning, was difficult. And I was late. The session started at 10am. I checked my phone; it was twenty past. Perhaps they wouldn’t let me in, perhaps they had a policy of locking the door after a certain time. I hesitated further. A man stepped out, stuffed his hands into his pockets and walked past me, giving me a mistrusting look. He walked quickly, then disappeared. It was enough to make me know I needed to get home, that I had made a mistake, and I turned to leave.

      ‘Jess?’ a voice called from behind me, and I turned to see a woman standing in the doorway to the centre. ‘It’s Becky. We spoke last night?’

      ‘Hi,’ I said, taking a few steps towards her. ‘I’m sorry I’m so late.’

      ‘Don’t apologise, it’s fine. Come in.’
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