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Chapter One

The door closed with a startling bang, announcing the abrupt arrival of Pa. I scurried under the kitchen table quicker than you could say ‘Bob’s your uncle’. Shivers crawled up my arm when I heard his booming voice. Pa was inevitably in one of two moods: either he would sit moodily in the corner of the kitchen, paying no heed to anything and being utterly harmless, or he would come in completely drunk and be fuming mad about nothing at all. Certainly nothing of great consequence – at least, not anything I could understand at the time. If it was the latter option, which was by far the more common of the two, then absolutely anything could set him off. He would shout at Ma while banging his fist on the table, then he’d throw whatever he could find near to hand across the small room. He often hit Ma if she didn’t do exactly what he wanted the minute he wanted it; she always had to anticipate his wishes, but there were still times when she got it wrong and paid painfully for the mistake. Although it happened so often, I sometimes wondered subconsciously if he wasn’t hitting her simply for the sake of it. I was always afraid of what he might do next. And so I cowered under the table, huddled into a tight ball, never sure which mood he would be in when he got home. I had learned very quickly to take no chances and just stay out of his way, no matter what.

I heard heavy boots thumping across the floor, coming ever closer, and a loud ‘oomph’ as Pa sat down. The wooden chair creaked under his weight. One day, it was going to break like all the others had done before, a single jagged crack spreading directly across the middle, splitting the chair in two. That would probably make him even more outraged than normal: when it broke, our last remaining chair would be gone.

I rocked back and forth, willing the disagreeable man to go away and leave us be. I was barely five years old, far too young to understand what was really going on deep down, but I dreaded the daily routine. Almost every night turned into the exact same thing: Pa would come home and lash out at Ma for no reason at all. I knew we could not afford to buy food; Ma and I were always going hungry while Pa sat there eating his fill. The little cottage was collapsing: chickens had free rein inside, the place was filthy, and our clothes were threadbare. Ma was too weak to take proper care of anything really; all her energy was spent running around after Pa’s every whim, too frightened of receiving another beating if she didn’t do his bidding immediately.

I stopped rocking and froze. It had started! Pa was angry again.

“Where’s the butter?” he shouted.

“We ran out…” Ma mumbled quietly. I couldn’t see her, but I knew her bottom lip would be trembling as she tried to answer Pa in the best possible way to satisfy his terse demands.

“Well, buy some more then!” Pa ordered gruffly, soaking up dry clumps of bread with the thin, watery soup, swallowing large mouthfuls at a time.

“We have no money…” Ma whimpered.

I had my eyes tightly closed, and my hands were clapped firmly against my ears, but that could not stop Pa’s anger seeping through or Ma’s terrified, protesting screams. Then came the part I dreaded the most…

“Where is that child?” Pa would bellow suddenly.

“She’s not here.” Ma always murmured calmly, lightly responding to Pa’s direct question but meticulously carrying on with her simple dinner duties regardless of what he had just said.

“Where is she then?” Pa demanded. “Find her at once!”

There was the sound of another slap before Pa stomped out the cottage door. And then I couldn’t control myself any longer and began crying pitifully.

“Come here, child.” Ma reached under the table, pulling me tenderly into her arms. “Whisper, Britney.” She shushed me hastily, afraid Pa would hear the commotion and come back inside.

Ma always did her best to keep Pa away from me, but once in a while he would find me first and half-kicked, half-prodded me on the floor with his big boot in disgust, until Ma could intervene. We lived in constant fear; we didn’t know anything else.

Each night, Ma would rock me in her arms while I cried.

“Whisper, Britney. Ma’s here…” she would often say, amidst my sobs and hiccoughs, until I had calmed down. I always fell asleep to her gentle voice singing quietly; she was the only comfort I had.

I didn’t have any friends as Pa did not approve of visitors, and we lived well away from the nearest town; it took Ma nearly a whole day to walk there and back. She had to go sometimes, but she hated having to leave me behind each time. I never had the strength to go with her; I was small, thin, and underdeveloped from lack of proper nourishment, but even so, she couldn’t possibly carry both me and all the necessary supplies the whole time – she was pretty weak herself.

Afraid that Pa would find me alone in the cottage during the time when she was out, Ma had found a secret hiding place in the woods nearby where I would be out of sight and could wait for her. There was a small, sheltered patch between some thick bushes with enough room for me to sit under the overhanging branches. It was located rather close to a nearby stream, so there was no possible problem of me going thirsty when I had to stay there for a whole day at any one time. It was a perfect spot; if you didn’t know it was there, you would never see it.

Usually, I simply slept, welcoming the pleasant relief of the relative safety. At some points, when I was more awake, I would sit kicking my feet in the stream or look for pretty flowers along the bank. But I never went far and always jumped back into my hiding place if there were any unusual sounds.

I liked being in the cottage with Ma; she always talked to me while she bustled around the kitchen, churning butter or making bread. I barely spoke, frightened that Pa might casually stomp in and catch us, but I just loved watching her work. Ma seemed to know by instinct when Pa was about to appear, and her tone would change on the spot; that’s when I would know it was time to hide. Ma and I understood each other; we were both victims of this brutal man. There seemed to be no limit to what he could do, no end to his senseless beatings. Ma and I were linked together by one common feeling: fear.





Chapter Two

One day, Ma took me to the secret hiding place because she had to go into town to trade a large carton of eggs for some much-needed supplies.

“You’ll be safe here, Britney,” she said, out of necessity rather than belief, as she put me down by the gap in the bushes. “Wait for my signal.”

I watched Ma leave; she looked every which way worriedly before hurrying off. I was all prepared for another long day on my own, although, in all honesty, I much preferred that to the daily agony of waiting in the cottage for Pa to return. Occasionally, Ma did not come back to get me until after Pa had had his dinner, but she was too nervous that he would follow her and find out about the hiding place for her to do that very often.

Normally, I could fall asleep almost at once, in just about any position, due to pure exhaustion, but this time I could not settle down comfortably at all. I felt uneasy; something was different this time. I had the strangest sensation in my stomach. The grass rustled and swayed in the breeze as something moved rapidly towards me. I didn’t move; I couldn’t even breathe. I was absolutely certain that Pa had found me.

And then I saw the lean, slender young dog. She sat upright about a metre away from me, tilting her head from side to side, one ear perked up high and the other flopping over forwards. It gave the black and tan pup a curious, lopsided look.

We just sat there gazing at each other, without moving, her soft brown eyes slowly melting into mine. We both seemed to be waiting for something. Then the puppy stood up and came closer, slowly putting one paw in front of the other, whimpering as she came padding forward. When she got close enough to lick my hand, she stopped and whimpered even louder.

“Whisper, whisper!” I hugged her to me. The puppy settled gently on my lap, and her steady, warm heartbeat, slowed the wild thudding of mine.

Our meetings turned into a habit. I never told Ma about the puppy – I had no words to explain it anyway. I wouldn’t have told her even if I had because if Pa found out that she knew, then Ma would be in even more trouble. The puppy seemed to know not to appear until after Ma had gone. I settled into the new routine pleasantly, until, one day, everything changed.



On the morning things drasticallyaltered for me, shattering both of our worlds in the process, Ma got up early and tightly bundled me up in the warmest blanket we had. She had made holes for my arms to fit through so it wrapped around me like a cloak, tied around the waist with an old ribbon. Ma was strangely silent considering Pa had already left to start his work for the day. She seemed quite upset about something (much more so than usual), continually sniffing and then wiping her eyes every so often with the corner of her dirty, patched-up apron. I just sat watching, allowing her to fuss over me, more confused than ever about what was going on.

Then Ma passed me a well-wrapped package to hold. She looked around the cottage carefully before taking my hand and leading me outside. The latch clicked softly behind us as we stepped out the door. I had no shoes on my feet, but Ma soon picked me up and carried me along, wrapping her shawl around the both of us so that I was partially hidden from view.

I had no idea where we were going, but I knew something was very wrong. We weren’t going to our usual spot; we had taken quite a different direction, remaining on the path. Ma walked and walked. I felt I must have been getting rather heavy for her, even with my slight build, but still she just walked on and on. I clung to her tightly, instinctively knowing something very out of the ordinary was about to happen.
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