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“And be sure your sin will find you out.”

Numbers, 32:33




“Hell is other people.”

Jean-Paul Satre
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  WRENCH

  
  




I’m stuck in here and it’s like torture. 

I don’t know how I ended up in this place or how long I’ve been here for. I can’t even picture what life was like before I got here. 

All that I know is that I’m trapped. 

I can’t understand it, I can’t fathom what I’ve done, what I could possibly have done to anyone, to deserve this kind of punishment. I can barely even see, the light in here is so dim that I spend most of the time with my eyes closed. It stops the hurt a little. When I do manage to force them open, what little light there is burns with a dim redness, making them itch and run until it feels like they could burst, until I feel like taking my fingers and clawing them right out of their sockets. So, most of the time I keep them shut tight against it. Tight against anything.

Why am I here? Why? I ask myself that same question over and over again, wanting to make the sounds come out, but they refuse to do so. It’s probably because my cell is so small, so very tiny that it almost suffocates, denying me of my voice. I try and I try until it feels that I can’t try anymore, and then I lie still for a while, and I curse my situation once again. 

As if it wasn’t enough to keep me shut away in this cramped prison, I’m tied in place, just for good measure. There’s a thick, knotted length of rope or chain or something, attached to me. It flaps around my belly and coils around one of my legs, like some fat, bloated snake, before twisting away into the darkness. 

I hate them all for what they’ve done to me. How dare they? How dare they? Keeping me in here, chained up like some animal, like I’ve done something wrong. Maybe I have, I don’t know. I can’t remember much of anything, my only memories being those of this place. Memories that go around in my head while I stay stuck in here, left alone to rot. 

There’s no room. No room to move, barely enough to breathe. It feels like the walls have been slowly closing in around me for so long, getting tighter and tighter, making even the smallest of movements almost impossible. Sometimes, in moments of weakness, I shove my fist into my mouth, jamming it in tight and biting down, to try and create the illusion of space. Sometimes it works for a little while, until I remember. Something happens, a sudden attempt at movement, or the slap of the rope against my ankle perhaps, and it all comes back to me. I’m not dreaming it, not imagining it. It’s all too real. 

I hear them sometimes, you know. The voices of my tormentors, somewhere on the other side of the wall. Low and muffled, trying to drown out my own choked attempts at cries for help. I can’t make out the words, can’t understand their meaning, but I still hear the sounds. Mocking babble, mixed with laughter, laughing at my situation. Always laughing. 

Then when I can’t hear the voices, there’s the drumming. A never-ending, dull thud, over and over and over, until it makes my head hurt, until it makes me feel sick. My anger stirs and the hatred I feel towards everyone on the outside is matched only by the depths of my own helplessness. 

I imagine them standing outside my cell, chattering and laughing in that way they always do, with big, stupid grins on their big stupid faces, pounding their fists, against the walls. All the time laughing at me, knowing how much it must drive me mad. I want to shout, to scream, to make them stop, but the words still refuse to come. I can’t think of anything to say or do that would make it end. I hate them and I can think of nothing that will ever change that. I will hate them forever. 

I try to turn over, to make myself more comfortable in my tiny cell. Anything to stop my muscles and joints from seizing up. They’re already so soft and flabby, loose, and weak from lack of use. Perhaps that’s a part of their plan, to weaken me, to break me physically as well as mentally.

My weight shifts and lurches until I’m forced to a halt by the barrier in my way. In frustration, I push against it, seeking to somehow break it down, to force my way through. As though in retaliation, I feel a shove at once from the outside, followed by a giggling noise, mocking me with its high-pitched sound. It echoes, resounding around my prison until my ears hurt. I would cry if I could remember how. Instead, I lash out with both feet. I know that it’s in vain, but the sudden, violent release brings a relief of sorts. At least until that sickening laughter starts once again. 

What did I do to deserve this sort of punishment? What did I ever do?

It’s always the same, it seems like there’s no escape from this place. I swear that if I do ever manage to escape somehow then I’ll kill them, I will. Maybe not right away. No, that would be too difficult. I’d need some time to collect my thoughts, to get myself together after so long festering in this cell. But I’m lucky that - provided I survive this ordeal – I would at least have that luxury. I’ll bide my time and, when it’s right, I’ll make them suffer, as they have made me suffer, I promise. 

I can hear them now. Voices, lots of them, all talking at once. Babbling, chattering, non-stop. Non-stop. And it drives. Me. Mad. I kick both legs as one, lashing out as hard as I can, putting all my anger, all of my frustration and hurt into the movement. I want them to know, to understand my pain. I want them to realise that I’ve had enough.

Without any warning, the wall pushes inward, as though trying to squeeze my insides to pulp. I struggle against it, but the force is just too strong to resist. I try to punch out against this new torture, but I can’t move, can’t fight against it as my tiny cell bears down upon me. This is finally it. This is the end.

There’s a sudden rushing sensation as a tide of liquid gushes up and around me, warm and thick choking me as it fills my nose and rushes into my mouth, pushing my lips apart with its force. What are they trying to do now? I realise that I’m being pushed along, wrenched free at last from my prison, towards what, I don’t know. The pressure feels as though it’ll either break me in two or crush my frail, prison-weakened body into a pulp. A blinding whiteness opens up in front of me, burning my eyes, stinging them with its sheer intensity. I promise myself once again that I’ll kill them if I survive this. As I’m forced onward and outward, I have time to try, one last attempt, to force out a long, never-ending- 

-Screaming. So much screaming. Screaming and blood. It gushes outward as he’s lifted clear, soaking the absorbent covering on the bed. She knows that it’s normal. They all do. It doesn’t make the emotion any less real though. Right in the middle of everything it pours free, a rush of joy, of release. She cries, tears of happiness flowing freely now, all the pain and fear, all those months of sickness, of feeling fat and unloveable, forgotten in an instant. 

The fresh clamp is attached, clean white towels used to swab away the muck and blood. Lungs are cleared, freed of the mucus that has filled them for so long and finally, the mewling, howling bundle is placed upon her belly, still smeared in blood and vernix. He writhes, blind and weak, fists clenching and unclenching, eyes shut tight against the glare of early morning sunlight streaming through the window. She takes him to her, pulling him close, as though to never let go. There’s nothing so fulfilling as motherhood. The knowledge that the life that you cradle to your breast is so dependent upon you.   

“We’ll let you have a few moments together, before we cut the cord, okay?” the midwife says, choking back tears. She knows it’s not her place to show such signs of emotion. It never is really. But no matter how many times she sees it the same thing, it never stops making her heart swell, being so privileged to see the maternal bond being forged for the first time. “What do you think you’ll call him?” she asks. 

“I don’t know,” comes the reply, exhaustion replaced by a calm contentment. “To be honest, I haven’t even thought that far ahead yet. Probably Adam, that was my father’s name.”

“Adam. I like the sound of that, it’s a good name.” 

Flexing and balling his hands into tiny little fists now, he forces his eyes open, as yet unable to focus on the great big world around him. She’s right, there’s plenty of time. 

“Ah,” the midwife says, almost reluctant to impose upon so personal a moment. “He’s just looks so sweet and you’re so lucky. He looks so innocent. It makes you wonder just what’s going on in that little head of his, doesn’t it?”








  
  
  BEAUTIFUL

  
  




You look so pretty lying beside me, so beautiful. The soft, silver of the moonlight spilling through the window highlights the contours of your pale skin, smoothing it, making you look even more youthful than I could imagine. 

I’ve never been the most talkative, the most forward of men. It’s only now, when I can see your eyes gently closed against the night, that I can truly tell you how I feel. Only now that I can lay bare my open soul, to reveal my deepest, innermost thoughts. It’s just so much easier to do so when I can see you resting so peacefully.

I allow my gaze to wander along the whole length of your body, taking in your nakedness, stretched out above the covers. It’s such a warm, sultry night, and the moon glints off the soft sheen of your skin, against every exquisite curve. The fullness of your breasts contrasting against the taut flatness of your stomach. Delicately rounded calves tapering away into so slender ankles and feet. 

I wish that I could express my feelings to you in such a manner that you could hear me, but I know that this could never be the case. I’m sorry, it’s just the way I am. I only hope that in some way or other you can hear me somehow. I’m sure that if you could then perhaps you would understand. 

I prop myself up just a little, my elbow finding purchase in the duvet, leaning forward, so that I can be nearer to you. The smell of you, faintly musky in its scent, teases my nostrils and reaches the back of my throat, so that I can almost convince myself that I can taste your beauty on my tongue. 

Your soft hair, dark and luxurious in the moonlight, spills out across your pillow, contrasting against the white cotton like some sort of ebony halo. So beautiful. I find myself struggling for the words that could do justice to my thoughts. Maybe that’s why I couldn’t speak them aloud, fearful that they would sound too much like some bad poetry. 

I hope that you can hear them, in some way. 

If I’m honest, it does feel somewhat awkward, opening myself up to you in such a way. It’s a new experience for me. I’ve been with plenty of women, almost like you, but not quite. No, this is different. This is unique. Most of them were little more than a brief fumble, a quick grope in the darkness. Empty, meaningless sex. Looking back now, it’s plain to see that they meant so little. A means to fill a hollow void in my life. But you, you are different. When we made love for the first time, it was pleasure on such an intense level, like nothing that I have ever experienced, nor can I believe I ever could again. I wanted it never to end, like we were chasing the night together, rather than the night chasing us. When it was finally over, we lay together at peace, our naked bodies glistening with the sweat of my exertions. 

It may be too soon to say this, but I feel like I may be in love. Love. It’s a word that so many people are too quick to throw about nowadays, myself included in the past. It shames me to say it, but I have never felt anything quite like this before. I wish for you to say the same words back to me. In my mind, you’ve done so already, but I know how I feel, and the comfort I get from that will have to suffice for now. 

For so long now, my love, it feels as though I’ve led some sort of a double life. Both friends and family have asked me when I’ll finally meet the right girl, when I’ll settle down, when I’ll have a family. I’ve played down their never-ending questions; I’m much too busy for that, and I don’t need such a thing in my life. 

On some level, I suppose, when I think about it, that it’s hurt me, the knowledge that I’ve lied to them so. But the truth is that for a long time now, I have led a double life of sorts. By day, far too wrapped up in work to have any time for romance. But by night, regularly finding hollow, numbing gratification wherever possible. Revelling in what was, before now, little more than an empty lust. A different woman almost every night, most of them for the one night only. I’ll confess, I was starting to think that I wasn’t capable of experiencing - of feeling true love. But now, it seems, I know different. You’ve changed me, my darling, and for that alone, I must thank you. 

I wish you could answer me from your slumber. If I could only know that you felt the same, then my happiness really would be complete. 

I reach out my hand to you and caress your nakedness, the feel of your cool skin making me tremble once again with excitement. Making me want you once again. I resist the urge to kiss the fullness of your lips, to hold you against me, to try again to find the warmth deep inside you, to pour myself into you again and again. No one else has ever come close to making me feel this way and, I don’t believe anyone else ever will. 

I realise now that I do know how to love. 

In an effort to quell the passion that I feel building inside me, I reach across to the bedside table for a cigarette. With a spark, the lighter flares and the tip of the thin paper explodes with light, before fading to a dim red glow, winking out of the darkness, like a bloody, all-seeing eye. The embers accentuate your peaceful stillness, vying with the pale blue moonlight for your attention. 

I wish that this night could last forever. But surely enough it must end, as all things must wither and die sooner or later. My love has always been so fleeting in the past, so very ephemeral. But not for you. For you I feel it will be always. 

I draw a long, slow breath on the cigarette, the tip glowing brighter as I do, feeling the smoke as it soothes its way into my lungs with hot tendrils, before I exhale it back out, where it hangs in the air like a ghost that must fade all too soon. 

It occurs to me just how very little I knew of those women that came before you. How little I cared, or wanted to know, such was the past urgency of my desires. It didn’t matter what their names were, or their ages, for that matter. But you are different. You are special. It makes me sad to think that sooner or later you must return home. The thought of this causes an ache in my heart. I wish you could stay with me forever.

Blocking such thoughts from my mind, for the time being at least, I look at you again, and I feel a wave of love wash over me, warming and all-consuming. I feel as though I know you so well. Your name is Susanna, and are only twenty-eight years old. 

The freshly engraved wording on your headstone said as much. 
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“It is such a relief that we’ve arrived at last, Pastor. My bones themselves feel weary.” Nestor no longer felt any sort of guilt or shame for his words, raising a fist to his mouth to stifle a yawn as he did so. He didn’t care that Clennan was at least thirty years his senior, probably more. For weeks now they had made their way across the land, resting in places that seemed to grow less hospitable with each new destination. The last few nights had been spent in a series of lodgings that seemed ever more ill-suited to an evangelical minister and his ward. The most recent had indeed been more akin to a whorehouse, with Nestor spending a sleepless night, his head beneath a pillow that felt as though it was stuffed with straw and twigs, trying to ignore the grunts and moans of sin that seemed to come from all around him, echoing through the thin walls.

“We shall rest only when the work of the Lord is done and never before,” Clennan spoke, his voice as garrulous as ever, unwavering from the booming fire and brimstone delivery that was his usual manner. Despite his years, if anything, Nestor thought that the age of the older man simply added to the cut of his standing. Tall and broad of shoulders, silver hair swept back from his temples, he cast an imposing figure, surely the kind of strong and decent man that God would choose as a herald of His word. Certainly, the kind of larger-than-life man that could draw in even the most morally backward of folks, especially the womenfolk, thanks in no small part to his almost mesmeric persona. Nestor was ashamed to feel almost envious that a man of such an age could wield such an ability and use it to such effect.

When they had first set out upon this, their latest of missions, Nestor had told himself that it wouldn’t be too long before he resorted to carrying the older man, now he wasn’t so sure. In fact, he had come to think that perhaps it should be the other way around. It seemed that the two of them had visited some of the most uncivilised places in the land, at the behest of Clennan himself.

“They are the places most in need of God’s cleansing words,” was the creed by which he stood, “the places where those words need to be cried out the loudest.” So it was that the two of them had journeyed from one small backwater town to the next, espousing God’s teachings to the sort of people who it seemed were insulated from morality, sometimes with little actual apparent concept of right and wrong.

“Forgive me Pastor, if I seem to falter,” Nestor said, his own pride keeping him from wishing to admit any weakness. “It is just that I fear that tiredness might weaken my resolve. The possibility of it is enough to scare me.”

“And so it should, Nestor. It should indeed scare you.” Corded veins bulged from beneath Clennan’s starched collar as he spoke, belying the physical strength that matched his mental tenacity. “But be assured that it is by the Lord’s blessing that I was placed upon this earth to save those whose sight has drifted from His wisdom, just as I am here to offer sustenance of faith to you in times of need.”

Turning, Clennan spread his arms wide, his callused palms turned up to the sky as he looked down from their vantage point, casting his eyes over the small town nestled low in the valley beyond them.

“Remind me again, what is the name of this place that cries out for salvation, Nestor?”

“The sign back up the road called it Pedersen’s Penance, population one hundred and twenty-seven, Pastor.” Nestor let out another yawn as he spoke, turning his head to look back at the direction from which they had come. He stared back along the length of the dry, dirt road, dust devils whirling about as if to cut off their last means of escape. Something isn’t right, he thought to himself, knowing that the older man would surely lecture him if he knew of what was going through his mind. It feels as if there is no place for us here. The thought brought with it a hint of shame, for had he not been taught to understand that there was no such thing as a person or place beyond God’s help and love? He bit down on his lip, staying his tongue.

His mind turned to thoughts of walking back up the road with what few material possessions he had with him, not stopping until he had reached somewhere more civilised. To his shame, it wasn’t the first time that he had entertained such notions. He could make his way through the ramshackle collective of what passed as towns, but were in fact more akin to villages, each one seemingly cut off from civilisation, a bit more isolated than the last. He could wander for days with ease without meeting a soul. Indeed, they had done just that together. The thought of even attempting it alone lost any appeal it might have had, ensuring that his thoughts were never acted upon.

“Pedersen’s Penance?” Clennan exhaled a deep breath, the sound whistling through his front teeth. “Penance for what, one wonders. Truly if a place ever sounded like it was in need of God’s word, then this is it. Wouldn’t you agree, Nestor?”

“I suppose so,” Nestor said, unable to hide the reluctance in his voice. As he looked down upon the old wood-fronted houses and buildings, the dipping sun cast its red glow upon the spaces between, creating the illusion of rivers of blood, winding and flowing their way along the roads. Something certainly didn’t feel right, a feeling of unease
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