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CHAPTER ONE
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ECHOES

Kay’s eyes were shut tight, her teeth clenched as the nurse’s voice echoed through the haze of pain. “Push!” The words didn’t register at first; then the midwife’s voice pierced through her ears, “Miss, I need you to push, now!” It was a command that Kay found herself responding to. She pushed. She had no real understanding of what childbirth was meant to feel like, but she could tell for sure that what she was experiencing was not ordinary. Her already fragile young body felt as though it were being torn apart, every muscle stretched far beyond its limits. As she struggled to breathe, she managed to speak in a barely audible tone, “I can’t breathe.” “Doctor, she can’t breathe,” the young midwife said, and quickly put an oxygen mask on her.

After what felt like an eternity, the pressure eased, and she collapsed back against the bed; she felt her legs going numb, and her mind was filled with anger and profound resentment; everything that she had gone through for the past seven years came crashing down in her mind; she began to shake, both from the pain she was going through and the thoughts that were filling her mind. She could barely catch her breath when suddenly, the midwife’s voice rang out hysterically. “Another one is coming!” the midwife shouted. “Please hurry, the head is already out.” She was calling Dr. Park, who had just exited the room; he was a renowned obstetrician-gynaecologist for more than fifteen years, but throughout his career, he had never delivered multiples other than normal sets of twins.

Kay’s heart skipped a beat. ‘Another one? What does she mean, another one?’. She tried to ask the young midwife but no sound was coming out; the pain was excruciating; she could literally feel her heart giving out. ‘I’m going to die, I don’t want to die,’ she was thinking, terrified of what she was hearing. She found herself pushing, and more baby cries echoed the air; she pushed again, and another sharp little voice pierced through the air. She listened as the staff attending her were discussing that another baby might still be inside her. “No, no, please no,” she was trying to shout, but nothing came out. The young midwife who had called Dr. Park finally heard her barely audible words. She sat down beside her, held her hand tight, and said, “It’s almost over, miss. Hold on.” Then the urge to push overwhelmed her, and she found herself pushing; more piercing cries filled the air; she felt like her body was floating.

“Her pressure is dropping; she’s losing too much blood; we need to transfuse,”, Dr. Park was practically shouting orders. The room was filled with movement; nurses and doctors surrounded her; she could feel their voices slipping away; her thoughts scattered; she fought to stay awake, but something more powerful was pulling her under.

“Miss, do you have a family member around?”, the nurses kept asking her. “We need her next of kin; keep asking her,” Dr. Park insisted. But Kay’s world was becoming increasingly distorted; her thoughts were slipping away as the noise around her grew muffled and distant. ‘Next of kin? What did they mean?’ her mind was struggling to grasp the words. Slowly, their words turned into distant and she could no longer comprehend what they were saying. Then, darkness began to pull her in, like a slow descent into slumber.

When Kay finally opened her eyes, the first thing she heard was the beeping of machines; she was hooked up to what felt like hundreds of them. The room was cold, and she couldn’t make out where exactly she was. It was too bright, and the constant beeping of the machines was deafening.

She closed her eyes again, trying to figure out what was going on, but she couldn’t. Her mind felt foggy; she started panicking; the beeping grew faster, and it quickly caught the nurse’s attention. She called out to the rest of the team, “She’s awake! But her blood pressure is dropping!” They all rushed toward her bed. She could see them, but her mind was still struggling to understand what was going on. She shut her eyes once more, struggling to recall something, but there was nothing; her mind felt completely blank. She couldn’t even recall her own name. She tried to move, to sit up, but her body felt too light and weak.

“Don’t try to sit up, Miss. Your body is weak,” she said gently. “What is your name?”, the nurse kept asking, but she couldn’t remember it.

She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to focus; finally, she whispered, “Where am I?”

“You’re at Lawrence County Memorial Hospital,” the nurse answered, and she appeared to be visibly concerned. Then, before she could answer, a light bulb went off in her mind, and she found herself asking, “Where is my baby?”,  Dr. Park, who had just entered the room, stood beside her; he had a look of concern in his eyes; he didn’t answer immediately. Kay’s heart started racing; it had suddenly dawned on her that she was rushed here to deliver a baby. The doctor hadn’t answered her initial question. “Is my baby dead?” she asked again, her voice now was shaking with hysteria.

Dr. Park finally answered, his voice was full of concern, “Your babies are all fine, Miss; they are healthy.” Kay’s mind froze; “Babies?”she repeated, her voice barely more than a whisper. “Twins?” she asked, staring in disbelief.

Dr. Park paused, as though trying to make sense of what she had just asked. “Miss, which doctor were you seeing?” The question seemed to confuse Kay. “Were you not informed that you were carrying more than one baby?” he asked. Kay searched through her memories, but nothing came up; she only remembered the swelling of her body, the growing weight of her belly, the back pain, swollen feet, and the feeling of being pregnant; she couldn’t recall anything else. Even her own name.

The doctor seemed to sense her confusion, and he sat down on a chair beside her bed. “You delivered quintuplets on October 14th; you lost a lot of blood, and you’ve been in a coma for almost three days.”

Kay was still in a haze. “Quintuplets?”, she asked, staring at him in confusion. “It means you gave birth to five babies,” Dr. Park explained. Sensing that Kay’s mind was forming questions she wasn’t lucid enough to ask aloud, Dr. Park continued, “They’re all boys; they appear to be identical, and as of now, they are breathing with minimal assistance. They are underweight due to being a multiple birth and prematurely born, but they are otherwise healthy. Their doctor will come and she will give you more details.

‘Five? Five babies?’ She closed her eyes; her chest was tightening, and tears were streaming down from her tightly shut eyes; she was overwhelmed by the information.

Before she could say anything else, the door to her room opened. A familiar scent to Kay filled the room as a man and a woman entered. Kay immediately felt a familiar negative energy and opened her eyes; her heartbeat became more rapid. The doctor and nurses in the room grew concerned, clearly noticing her terror at the sight of them. Suddenly, she began experiencing flashes of memories of them. In a single, heart-stopping moment, the floodgates of her memories opened, and all her past and present memories came rushing back. The moment her brain registered who they were, she closed her eyes; she was filled with terror.

The couple's presence was cold; they introduced themselves as Mr. and Mrs. Newton, the patient's uncle and aunt, as well as her legal guardians. Their expressions, however, did not carry the weight of concern that a family member should have, considering the condition Kay was in. The man spoke to Dr. Park, inquiring about Kay's condition, but he never once looked at her. The woman stood beside the bed with her hands clutching a purse she was carrying; there was simply no warmth in their presence at all.

Upon hearing that Kay had given birth to five boys, the Newtons' expressions shifted into unmistakable panic, flash of terror filled with obvious disdain plastered the woman's face; the news seemed to have frustrated and terrified the man even more, and it was very obvious that their reactions were not due to concerns over their niece's health, because even after receiving the news, their attention did not shift toward her.

After a few minutes, the Newtons demanded privacy to speak with Kay. Throughout it all, panic was evident on Kay's face, even though her eyes were closed. The staff could see that she felt deeply uneasy in their presence. But reluctantly, the staff left the room. Dr. Park remained behind; he needed to obtain information about his patient. They still didn't know her name, age, or where she was from, and no one had seen the babies' father, nor had any relatives or friends visited her since she was admitted. 

The doctors and nurses who had cared for her were shocked when they discovered she was only seventeen; they had noticed she looked young, but they hadn't expected her to be that young.

After obtaining the details, Dr. Park moved toward the door. However, seeing Kay's reaction to the Newtons' presence, Dr. Park felt compelled to probe further. He had been unsettled by their demeanour since their arrival, and the responsibility to confirm their relationship with Kay weighed heavily on him. Summoning all the courage he could, he finally asked, "Sir, could you remind me of your relationship with our patient?"

Mr. Newton, visibly annoyed, replied, "I believe I already told you that I am her maternal uncle, and I am also her legal guardian." Dr. Park turned to Kay, who lay silently, listening to their conversation with her eyes closed. Knowing the doctor would need her to confirm Mr. Newton's words, Kay slowly opened her eyes and looked directly at Dr. Park, she nodded hesitantly, confirming Mr. Newton's story. With that, Dr. Park had no choice but to leave the room.

About ten minutes later, the man opened the door and approached Dr. Park. "Doctor," he said, "when are you discharging her?" Dr. Park was caught off guard by the question. Still in shock, he replied, "Sir, she's in no condition to be discharged. She's lost a lot of blood and needs more time under close medical observation." The man was clearly struggling to compose himself. Finally, he spoke: "Two days; that's all we can manage to stay here. We have five other children at home in Iowa, and we have left them alone."

Dr. Park's surprise deepened. With visible anger, he replied, "She's only seventeen, and her body has endured unimaginable trauma. Considering her age and the amount of blood she has lost, she will most likely die if we discharge her before she has fully recovered." His gaze was fixed firmly on Mr. Newton's eyes. Mr. Newton's voice grew colder and  more demanding. "She's a wayward child. She brought all this on herself, and now we all have to spend our money and time on her. She ran away in the middle of the night when we discovered she was pregnant and questioned her about it; we don't even know who the father is. She refused to answer any of our questions. We didn't know her whereabouts until we got the call from the police. We've done our best to care for her, but it hasn't been easy; she's trouble, plain and simple."

But Dr. Park didn't back down. "Sir, I am a doctor. My main concern is the wellbeing and recovery of my patient. Your family arrangements are none of my concern. If you continue insisting that we discharge her, I will have no choice but to call Child Protective Services. Need I remind you that your niece is only seventeen? The state can very well intervene and take charge of her situation." The threat visibly shook Mr. Newton, and he finally backed down. And with that, the matter was closed. Dr. Park had already decided to call Child Protective Services anyway; he was just waiting for Kay's condition to improve before doing so. He didn't want the strain of the legal procedures to interfere with her recovery.
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SILENCE
When Mr. Newton exited the room, he unintentionally left the door ajar, so his conversation with Dr. Park was clearly audible inside. Although her eyes were closed, Kay could feel her aunt's fury rising; when her uncle came back into the room, his wife greeted him with an annoyed, irritated sigh. Realizing that his wife had heard the entire conversation, Mr. Newton moved closer to where she was sitting without saying a word. 
Not wanting him to touch her, Mrs. Newton shifted from her seat to the chair in the farthest corner of the room. 'This is all his fault, if only he weren't such a vile human, none of this would be happening to us,' her mind was racing. She was startled when her husband's voice broke the silence, asking, "Has she opened her eyes or said anything?", "No," Mrs. Newton replied, her tone was full of contempt. He let out a sigh of frustration.

The seriousness of her situation dawned on Kay: She had given birth to five babies, and upon her discharge, she would most likely be sent back to live with the 'animals' that were sitting beside her bed. The thought terrified her; it filled her with anxiety, her eyes remained closed, refusing to face them. She couldn't bear the sight of the faces that were the source of her nightmares; their presence seemed to worsen her condition; and she started drifting in and out of consciousness.

Her life with them had been nothing short of torture, every day had been a battle for survival, every moment was filled with the weight of their cruelty; the memories of their abuse haunted her. She had run away from them, desperate to break free, but now here they were, looming over her, reminding her of the hell she had tried to leave behind. It felt like everything was slipping through her fingers. She no longer had control of the life she had fought so fiercely to achieve.

As she lay there, barely clinging to consciousness, in those few moments of lucidity, thoughts of pain and disdain clouded her mind: 'Would they ever truly grasp the enormity of their actions toward me?' She closed her eyes tighter, wishing for them to disappear, wondering how they had found her.

Suddenly, her aunt's voice rang out: "I know you can hear us. Open those stupid eyes." The words dug up old, painful memories of the times Kay had suffered in their house. Kay knew her too well; if given the chance, she wouldn't think twice about snapping her back to reality with a few quick, stinging slaps, the thought made Kay's chest tighten.

In the silence that followed, Dr. Park's words swirled in Kay's mind: "Five boys." The phrase looped over and over: Somewhere out there, her five little humans, her sons, were waiting for her. But a cold, realisation was slowly dawning on her: 'I'm not going to live to be with them. I'm not going to leave this bed alive.' Deep, painful grief started filling her chest; the thought of leaving her babies behind with the very people who had turned her life into a living hell terrified her. It felt like grief was swallowing her whole. Every breath she took seemed heavier than the last; the weight of knowing she might not be there to protect them was too much to bear.

She could no longer hold back the tears; they slipped from beneath her closed eyes; they came from a deep, gut-wrenching regret of the life she wouldn't get to share with her children. Her heart shattered with every passing moment, each beat weaker than the last, as the crushing reality of what was happening tore through her.

‘KAYANNA JOY’

Her full name was Kayanna Joy Benson. Her father lovingly nicknamed her "Kay."
‘Kayanna’ meant "God's grace." It was a perfect fit considering the circumstances of her birth. She was the only child of Kaydin and Anna Benson; the only one who survived. The Bensons had tried for a child for a long time; their journey to parenthood had been painful. Anna had suffered six miscarriages before Kayanna was born prematurely and survived. She was the joy of their lives, and for all they had endured, they deeply appreciated God’s grace for granting them their beautiful daughter.

She was loved and cherished; her parents loved each other deeply, despite the pain that they had gone through. Kayanna became a radiant addition to their little bubble, filling their home with love and laughter. But, As much as the Bensons loved their daughter, they made sure not to spoil her. They taught her important values in life: respect, love, kindness, and, above all, hard work. By the time she was 10 years old, she was mostly able to take care of herself, and she loved it. She excelled in school and had many hobbies; her favourites were cooking and baking.
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MISFORTUNES

After five long days at a conference in Des Moines, the Bensons were eager to return home to their baby girl. It was an early morning, and the thick fog that blanketed Interstate 80 made visibility nearly impossible. Unbeknownst to them, a truck driver, who was struggling to regain control of his vehicle, veered into their lane; his massive truck came straight toward them. There was no time to react, in the blink of an eye, the two vehicles collided head-on. The impact was violent, and the Bensons were tragically killed instantly; their dream of reuniting with their daughter was shattered in a moment of uncontrollable fate. The fog, a quiet presence, stood as a silent witness to the devastating loss of life; a harsh reminder of how quickly life can change.

The news of her parents' death struck Kayanna like a cruel blow. Despite her young age, the grief overwhelmed her; she fully grasped the magnitude of the loss she had just suffered, and she fell unconscious for hours after hearing the news. When she finally regained consciousness, the truth settled in; her parents were gone, and she would never see them again.

Suzie, the friend entrusted with Kayanna’s care during the Bensons’ absence, felt helpless. Consoling the little girl seemed like an impossible task, So, when Saul and his wife, Erica, arrived, a brief sense of relief washed over her. At last, there was family; someone Suzie believed could help Kayanna face the depth of her loss.

She was gravely mistaken.

No memorial or service was held for the Bensons by Anna’s brother, Saul. They were cremated against what had been their wishes, and no one went back to claim their ashes. Their cherished belongings were sold, and their small home was put on the market. 

Saul gathered Kayanna and a few belongings, and together they set off for Fort Madison, Iowa, where he and his family lived. In this unfamiliar place, Kayanna was left to confront a heart-breaking reality; the world she had once known was gone. The Bensons' home was sold almost overnight; its sale was completed in a matter of months. Similarly, the death benefit pay-outs from the Bensons' life insurance policies were quickly processed.

Having grown up in poverty themselves, Anna and Kaydin knew the weight of hardship and the toll it could take on one’s future. They were determined that their daughter wouldn’t face the same struggles. That’s why they took out life insurances, to ensure that she would be provided for if something were to happen to them. Because Anna and Kaydin had known the ache of loss, they were steadfast in their commitment to give their daughter a different life. Anna’s only remaining family was her brother, Saul Newton, so they named him the next of kin.

––––––––
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HER NEW REALITY

The full weight of Kayanna’s new reality crushed down on her the moment she arrived at Uncle Saul’s house. Her parents were gone, and this was her new reality.

Erica, Saul’s wife, had never liked her sister-in-law, Anna. She resented the bond that Anna and Kaydin shared; it made her feel like her life with Saul was inadequate and empty. Despite years of family gatherings, Anna had remained a distant figure in Erica’s eyes. The thought of taking on Kayanna permanently filled her with revulsion.

It didn’t matter that Saul had come into a substantial sum following the Bensons’ deaths; Erica’s feelings toward the situation were the same. The money was nothing to her if it meant taking the responsibility of raising Kayanna. To Erica, the girl was simply a burden; one that deepened the resentment she had always felt toward Anna, even now that she was no longer alive. Besides, Saul did not use the money for Kayanna’s benefit, as her parents had intended, and Erica herself did not see a dime.

With three sons of their own, there was no room for Kayanna in their already cramped home. She was relegated to a small, windowless walk-in closet downstairs. It was barely large enough for a single small bed. The walls were so close she could almost reach out and touch them from the middle of the room, and the only source of ventilation was an air vent in the ceiling. When the door was closed, the space felt more like a cage than a room. It was a cold place; the chill wasn’t just from the lack of heat but also from the fear of the unknown future. It seeped into her bones, it was a constant reminder of how low she had sunk.

Two more boys were born over the next four years since Kayanna was taken in by the Newtons, and with each new addition, the space grew tighter. Kayanna, once a doted-on child by her parents, was now relegated to the role of nanny and maid as her childhood faded into the background. She cooked, she cleaned, she watched over the boys, barely ever finding time for herself.

TORMENTS.
At school, she was instructed to go unnoticed. She was given clear, non-negotiable instructions by Erica: to keep a low profile, attend only her classes, and avoid any extracurricular activities. Friendships were forbidden, and any attempt to form connections with others, especially teachers, was met with severe punishment. Kayanna’s cousins, who attended the same school, were tasked with keeping a watchful eye on her. It was a sad existence; she had no escape from the suffocating grip of her aunt’s rules, she lived within the boundaries set for her, each day feeling like a repeat of the last.

Erica was thorough in her efforts to isolate Kayanna from the world, her actions were driven by fear that someone might notice the obvious signs of abuse on Kayanna; the bruises that constantly covered her body and even signs of malnutrition. She knew that as long as Kayanna stayed out of the spotlight, the less likely anyone was to uncover the truth. She also made sure that Kayanna always wore long-sleeved tops and trousers.

Erica’s real fear lay in the possibility that Kayanna might begin to trust someone enough to speak up. She couldn’t risk her niece becoming comfortable, opening up to a teacher, a friend, or anyone who might take a closer look. If Kayanna ever found the courage to confide in someone, Erica knew she and Saul would be in deep trouble. Kayanna’s harsh existence was to remain a secret.

But as the saying goes, even walls have ears. A new young teacher, Miss Abigail Jones, began teaching at Kayanna’s school in her freshman year. Unlike the other teachers, Miss Jones seemed to have an intuitive understanding of her students. She was kind and warm, Kayanna couldn’t help but feel drawn to her. For the first time in a long while, she sensed the possibility of connection; a glimmer of light in her dark world. But that longing for warmth was tempered by fear. She knew all too well that her aunt’s eyes were everywhere, especially when it came to her cousins. If they caught wind of any attention she received, they would report it back to Erica, and the consequences for Kayanna would be severe. So, despite Miss Jones’s gentle attempts to reach out, Kayanna kept her distance.
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CHAPTER TWO
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GAZES

As puberty approached, Kayanna was aware of the changes happening within her body. Erica's cruelty wasn't the only threat Kayanna faced; Saul was no saint either. He was evil in the most perverted way.

As her body began to change, Kayanna noticed how Saul's eyes seemed to follow her more than usual; it was making her uncomfortable to the extent that she began to dread moments when she was alone with him. Erica wasn't blind to the changes either; she had noticed Saul's shifting attitude toward Kayanna, but this wasn't the first time Saul had behaved this way. It was a part of him that 

Erica had known long before Kayanna entered their lives; it was something she had learned to accept, an ugly reality she had come to terms with as an inevitable part of her life with him. She was well aware of her husband's 'preferences'; it wasn't a secret to her, but it was the truth she refused to confront. She had chosen to stay with him, a decision driven more by fear than love: Five children and no family to turn to; what could she possibly do? The thought of leaving him, facing the stigma of divorce, terrified her more than the darkness she had chosen to endure.

But what Erica couldn't admit, even to herself, was how much her resentment toward Kayanna had grown; it was a possessive jealousy that made her feel threatened by the young girl. Bitterness simmered inside her. She refused to recognize the danger in Saul's behaviour, not just to Kayanna, but to her own children as well. Resentment clouded her judgment, pushing all her frustration onto Kayanna; the mistreatment of her niece grew harsher with each passing day.

CONFUSION.
On that rainy, fateful day in Fort Madison, the relentless downpour from the previous night had drenched all of Lee County, and by morning, the storm still hadn't relented. People remained indoors that day because it was not safe venturing outside. Even Saul, a devoted veterinarian, was no exception that day; the bad weather trapped him inside the house, just like everyone else. At noon, all of the boys were napping. Erica, seizing the rare quiet moment in the house, decided to take a nap as well. Kayanna saw it as a perfect opportunity to indulge in a rare luxury: a warm afternoon bath. For someone whose days were otherwise consumed by a never-ending cycle of chores, the prospect of being alone in the bathroom was a welcome escape. She quickly made her way to her tiny room, changed, and rushed to the bathroom.

It was the first time in months she could be alone in the afternoon, even if it was only for a few minutes. But then, without warning, the bathroom door swung open. Kayanna hadn't locked it; she'd forgotten in her haste to get under the water. Thinking it was one of the boys who needed to use the bathroom, she called out, "Occupied," from behind the shower curtain. She expected them to turn and leave, but instead, the figure lingered; the door didn't close, and there were no footsteps retreating.

Suddenly, an intense sting pierced the back of her neck; a sharp, biting pain that was quickly followed by a wave of dizziness. Her vision blurred, and her legs buckled beneath her; within a split second, everything went black. When she regained consciousness, the world around her felt surreal and disorienting; she was no longer in the bathroom but was lying in her bed. Her head pounded painfully, and the bed beneath her was damp and cold against her skin. As her fingers brushed the sheets, she touched blood; the bedsheets and mattress below were soaked in blood. Confused, she tried to sit up, but the pain in her head and below her waist was overwhelming.

As she was trying to make sense of what was happening, Erica's sharp voice snapped her back to reality; she stood at the edge of the bed, shouting at Kayanna to wake up, but her words seemed muffled. Kayanna couldn't process them, she struggled to recall what had happened, but the memories were blurry; she tried to speak, but no voice came out, though she managed to lift the blood-soaked bedsheet and show it to Erica. "Is this the first time you're seeing your period?" Erica barked. "Get up and start dinner. Stop making excuses." With a single, forceful slap across the face, Erica stormed out of the room.

Kayanna felt as though her own body was betraying her, she tried to move, but the pain was unbearable; her legs trembled beneath her as she forced herself out of bed. She felt agonizing pain and could barely stand, but she finally managed to move. The entire following week she endured the pain. Her body stayed sore and bruised, but she didn't dare complain.

During that time, Saul remained out of sight. He left early every morning, before anyone else was awake, and returned late at night, long after Kayanna had already gone to bed. Meanwhile, Erica's cruelty toward Kayanna only escalated. Every opportunity to make her life more difficult for Kayanna, she seized. The strange episodes continued: Kayanna would lose consciousness without warning, she would slip into darkness for reasons she couldn’t explain, and whenever she woke, she would be disoriented, and her body would be aching and bruised, as if something violent had happened to her. After each episode, she would find herself back in her bed.

The loneliness was suffocating; it felt as though she was invisible. She wished she had someone she could talk to about what had been happening; with each episode, she retreated further into herself, sinking deeper into isolation. There was no one to confide in, no one to shield her from the cruelty surrounding her: She had become a prisoner in her own life, enduring the torment in silence.

––––––––
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THE AWAKENING

As her sophomore year began, Kayanna felt a sense of relief; she had barely slept or eaten a proper meal for weeks, the weight of physical exhaustion and emotional strain was wearing her thin. But school offered a temporary escape from her sad reality at home, for a few hours each day, she could exist outside the confines of her aunt's house; even if it was in solitude, it was still better than being at home.

As usual, she woke up early, prepared breakfast, and rushed to get ready for school. In no time, she was ready. But just as she reached the door to leave the house, Erica's voice rang out: "You're done with school," Erica said flatly. "No more school for you; what you've got is enough for a woman."

Kay's legs buckled beneath her as she clutched the wall for support, her mind was racing but her brain refused to process Erica's words. Her fingers were trembling as her school bag slipped from her grasp; Without another word, she turned and fled from the house. Tears were blurring her vision; she couldn't breathe or think; it felt as though the earth itself was trying to swallow her whole. She ran until her legs gave out, and finally collapsed in front of the last house on the street; the home of an elderly man who lived there with his daughter, Irene.

Irene had lived a life of seclusion, though for reasons all her own. She found solace in staying out of view, avoiding the prying eyes of the neighbours; she never quite felt at ease around others. She was convinced that her disability made her different. She was born with a cleft palate and had undergone surgery to correct it, but the procedure hadn't gone as expected, and left her with a scar larger than most. The failed surgery also affected her speech, making her words sound different, like a mild foreign accent, which she believed made it hard for others to understand her. She became self-conscious about it; though in reality, those she spoke to had no trouble understanding her.

Irene observed the girl sitting on her porch; having lived in seclusion by choice, she had never heard the rumours of mistreatment surrounding the Newton girl that had circulated through the neighbourhood for years. She was crying uncontrollably; uncertain of how else to help; Irene gently invited her inside. Kayanna stepped into the small, cosy quiet house, its air was filled with comforting scents of fresh jasmines and baking cookies, but she still couldn't stop crying.

Irene’s mind was racing for something to say, but no words came; after what felt like an eternity, she turned toward the kitchen. When she returned, she held out a glass of water, Kay's fingers trembled as she reached for it; her throat was dry, it was constricted by emotion, but she drank in frantic, desperate gulps. Slowly, the sobs began to subside, though the ache in her chest remained. When Kay finally calmed down a little, Irene introduced herself and gave Kay a chance to do the same. She didn't press her for answers, but rather sat beside her quietly, allowing Kay to breathe.

"Would you like breakfast?" Irene asked, with a gentle voice.

To her own surprise, Kay found herself accepting the invitation. She wasn't sure why; maybe it was the kindness in Irene's eyes, or perhaps it was the hunger she hadn't even realized she felt until that moment. She ate in silence, and Irene didn't press her for answers; instead, she gently encouraged Kay to eat, and she found herself complying, finishing every last bite.

As Kay sat there, lost in thought, Irene startled her by offering a pillow. "I think you should lie down for a bit," Irene said softly. "I'll bring you some painkillers for your head first." Kay was caught off guard, wondering how Irene had sensed the ache at the back of her skull, a pain she hadn't fully acknowledged herself. She accepted the medicine and rested her head on the pillow that Irene had offered. As she settled in, the softness of the sofa felt like a much-needed embrace. She closed her eyes and slowly drifted into a deep sleep.

When Kay finally woke up, the dim light of dusk filled the room; the sun had already set. She blinked in confusion, and was shocked to realize she had slept for a full eight hours. A sudden wave of panic swept over her as the harsh reality of what awaited her at home dawned on her. Irene, sensing her distress, moved gently toward her and asked if the pain in her head had eased, but Kay was too anxious to answer.

Finally, Irene asked her about what had happened that morning, but all Kay could say was that her aunt was very strict and that she had fled to avoid punishment. Irene could sense there was more Kay wasn't sharing, but she didn't press her for answers. She calmly suggested that Kay eat dinner before leaving, but Kay was too tense to eat. Reluctantly she left, knowing the predicament that awaited her back home. As Kay walked out the door, Irene felt a heavy weight in her chest, it was a nagging sense that something far more troubling was happening in the girl's life. Her gaze lingered on Kay as she walked away, and before she could stop herself, tears blurred her vision.

Erica, who was used to the docile Kay, was caught off guard by her reaction that morning. She had stopped Kay from going to school because her sons had told her about the new teacher who seemed to have taken an interest in Kay. Erica knew that her persistence might win over Kay, and the vile life Kay had been living under the Newton roof would be revealed; the thought of legal consequences terrified her, so Kay's absence since running away that morning had left Erica paralyzed with fear; she worried that Kay might have gone to the police, and she was sure that the abuse marks on Kay's body would be enough to convict her and her husband. 

When Kay finally entered the Newton house, Erica sighed with relief, although she didn't want to show it; she hurled insults at Kay as she walked in, but to Kay's surprise, she wasn't beaten that day.

THE FOG-LIFT

Saul had come home earlier than usual that day, and he too was worried about what might happen if Kay went to the authorities. When he saw her walk in alone, he sighed in relief and went to his room without saying anything to her.

That night, Kay lay wide awake in the suffocating silence of her small room, the darkness pressing in; each thought a weight, making it hard to breathe. What had she done to deserve this sorrowful existence?? She thought back to the days when life had been simpler, when her parents' love had shielded her from the cruelty of the world. But now, those memories seemed like echoes from a distant, unreachable place; a world untouched by the suffocating grief she now lived in. It had only been five years since her parents' passing, but it felt like a lifetime ago. She wondered sorrowfully if she would ever be able to escape the hell she was living in.

Another thing that troubled her was the episodes of memory loss, each time it happened, she felt more fractured, more distant from herself. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn't make sense of the fog that clouded her mind. Without school to provide even a small escape, Kay was a ghost in her own life; forgotten, unseen, and trapped in a world where no one cared enough to notice her suffering.

Months had passed since that morning, and Kay no longer attended school and barely left the house. She had turned sixteen, though her birthday had gone unnoticed as always; Irene had become the one-person Kay allowed herself to hope she could count on. The visits to Irene's house had become a secret habit; Kay would steal a few minutes whenever Erica was at church or the market. It was a place where she could forget, even if just for a little while, the harsh reality of her life.

Irene was always there, always welcoming, always offering a warm meal, a drink, and a smile that felt like the rarest of treasures. For the first time in years, Kay started feeling something close to peace. As they spent more time together, Kay began to loosen up, gradually disclosing bits and pieces of her miserable life. But every time she left Irene's house, the weight of her reality pressed down on her shoulders; the certainty that she couldn't stay in the Newtons' house much longer was becoming impossible to ignore.

One April morning, Kay woke up with crippling pain in her stomach; the cramps twisting inside her lower abdomen were sharp, relentless, and left her unable to stand or move. As time passed, the pain only intensified; she couldn't keep anything down, not even water. But she didn't dare rest or complain; she kept it to herself, silently enduring the agony. Finally, desperation led her to Erica's medicine cabinet, where she stole a few painkillers, the pills brought brief relief for a little while.

That night, Saul came home early, he brought beverages for everyone, including Kay. He gave each of the kids their own bottle, then he turned to Kay and told her, with a twisted smile, that he had brought one especially for her. He asked her to drink it after she had finished all her night chores. Kay complied and went about her tasks, when she finally climbed into bed that night, she remembered the drink and, without thinking, finished the entire bottle. But her stomach couldn't handle it; she rushed to the toilet, barely making it before vomiting everything she had eaten and drunk that night. Then she crawled back into bed, her body was weak from the ordeal; with the empty bottle of Hawaiian Punch lay beside her.

As she drifted into a restless sleep, she felt a hand caressing her, she thought she was dreaming, but when she opened her eyes, she realized she wasn't; someone was in her room. In the dimly lit space, she couldn't see his face, she tried to scream but the person covered her mouth. She resisted and weakly tried to push him away, her voice was barely a whisper as she pleaded for him to stop, but the person didn't release her; instead, he appeared to be getting angry.

He finally spoke:  It was Uncle Saul.

She was paralyzed with shock and terror after hearing his voice, she lay there motionless. Saul was also surprised that she was conscious because she was supposed to be unconscious as always. But this time was different; she hadn't been able to keep down the drink, and the vomiting had lessened the effectiveness of whatever he had given her. The truth hit Kay hard; the blackouts, the unexplained pain, the fog in her mind, and the memory loss; it all made sense now. Her uncle had been drugging her for months and had been assaulting her, and she hadn't realized it until now.

Saul, was completely indifferent to her resistance, he continued assaulting her, when he was done, he sat beside her and whispered in her ear: "You are special." Her body went cold and was paralyzed with fear, the room felt even smaller and more suffocating; it was as if the walls were closing in on her. He then stood up and, after warning her not to tell anyone, left.

When it was finally over and he had left, Kay lay there motionless. Her body was numb, as though it had been disconnected from her brain. His cold, threatening words lingered in the air: "If you ever say a word about this, I'll make sure your aunt makes you wish you'd
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