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Chapter one
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“Stay with me darlin’,” the voice called to Tara somewhere in the darkness. She was confused and panic was starting to take over. Every time Tara tried to open her eyes, they felt heavier than the last. Something sticky coated her skin and there were noises all around her, people screaming, calling out her name.

“Alice?” Tara croaked. She didn’t know where her daughter was, what had they been doing? Tara was driving Alice to see her father for a visitation, had they made it there? Tara reached out her arm, she needed to find her daughter.

“It’s alright, I’ve got you,” the voice called again, it wasn’t a voice that Tara recognized, she tried to open her eyes, but they were heavy, darkness surrounded her.

“Where is Alice?” she croaked.

“She’s trying to say something, I can’t understand what she is saying,” the voice said.

“We are five minutes eta,” another voice replied.

“Alice,” Tara tried again, this time louder, why couldn’t they understand her, what the hell was going on? What had happened and where were they taking her? There were so many questions that raced through Tara’s mind. Panic gripped her heart and melded with the pain that she was beginning to feel all over her body.

“Darlin’, you need to stay calm for me, we are almost at the hospital, you will be alright,” the first voice said again.

Hospital? What the hell? Why were they taking her to the hospital? Tara couldn’t make sense of what was going on. She wanted to open her eyes, she wanted to see who she was trying to speak to and to ask what happened, but her body wouldn’t obey her silent commands. Slowly Tara started to drift deeper into the darkness. The voices and noises faded until the darkness engulfed her, and there was nothingness. No sounds, no images, just a void of nothingness.

[image: image]

There was an incessant beeping, like an annoying mosquito that wouldn’t stop. Tara frowned as she followed the sound. She wanted the beeping to stop, she was so tired. She flicked her eyes open; her vision was blurry, and she couldn’t make out where she was. The beeping continued in a steady high-pitched rhythm. Tara blinked her eyes willing them to clear. A stark white room came into focus, she was laid out on a hard bed, with wires and tubes leading off her body. 

Tara frowned as she realized that she was in a hospital. Tara ran her hand up over her face, feeling a tube that was stuffed down her throat making it hard to swallow. She wracked her brain trying to think back to what could have happened to have her land in a hospital room with tubes and wires inserted in various parts of her body.

She was taking her daughter Alice to see Alice’s father Tommy. Had they made it? It was like there was a complete blank spot. Her four-year-old was excited about seeing Tommy, it had been so long since he had shown any interest in their daughter. So, Alice couldn’t wait, she had insisted on wearing her prettiest dress, a yellow summer dress covered in white daisies. Her blonde hair was tamed into pig tails and she was bouncing up and down, practically vibrating.

Alice was Tara’s life, her and Tommy had tried so hard to conceive, when she saw those two pink lines on the pregnancy test, Tara had fallen in love. She thought naively that her being pregnant would stop Tommy cheating, that it would bring them closer together. Tara and Tommy met when they were still in high school, he was the best-looking boy she had ever seen, and for a girl who was slightly chubby and awkward, to have him turn his sight on her made her confidence rise through the roof.

It wasn’t until their wedding night that things changed. The first time Tommy hit her was on their honeymoon. He had always had a temper, but he had never previously raised a hand to her. Tara didn’t like how jealous he was, it was something she had hated from the day she met him, but always excused the behavior, she could explain it away. If anyone ever commented on Tommy’s jealousy, she would laugh and tell them that he was just protective of her, she would say how it made her feel safe. That wasn’t the truth, she had always been a little afraid of Tommy and his temper. It wasn’t until that jealousy turned towards her and he started blaming Tara for the way he perceived men looking at her that it became a physical problem.

They went to Hawaii for their honeymoon, it was a trip that was meant to be a once in a lifetime holiday, one filled with love, sex and to Tara, hopefully a baby. Instead it became a trip made up of nightmares. On the second day at the resort Tara and Tommy were lounging by the pool when a man walked past them. Tara hadn’t taken any notice of the other guests; her eyes were only on the man she had just said I do to. However, Tommy noticed, she had bought a brand-new bikini, one that made her feel sexy and was excited to be wearing it for Tommy. The morning she had put it on, he told her that she was sexy and showed her how turned on the bikini made him.

However, when some guy walked past her and apparently his eyes lingered too long on Tara, Tommy lost it. He wrapped his hand around Tara’s arm, in a bruising hold and dragged her back to their room. Once they were behind a locked door, he started to berate her. He told Tara she was a whore and only wore the bikini to attract the attention of the other men at the resort. When she argued that she had done no such thing, he had punched her hard in the face, her cheek instantly bloomed into a purple colored bruise that swelled her left eye shut.

That was the first time that Tara knew for sure that Tommy screwed around on her. Tommy left her with ice in a dish cloth pressed to her face and found some random woman at the resort. Tara had no idea that he had cheated until two days later when the woman turned up at their door looking for Tommy. When she saw Tara and the state of her face, the woman begged her to leave Tommy, she explained to Tara what had happened between the two of them. 

Tara confronted Tommy that night, he laughed and shrugged his shoulder. She didn’t know why she didn’t leave him that night, and she wished for years that she had. Then she would look over at Alice and it made every punch, every derogative word that he had ever said to her worth it. If she had left the night of their honeymoon, she would never have Alice in her life. And Alice became her life.

It took her ten years of marriage and countless beatings before finally she was strong enough to leave her husband. When she told Tommy that she was going to divorce him, he shrugged his shoulder and told her to not let the door hit her on the ass on the way out. It had been easy. He moved on to whatever flavor of the month and she went back to her parent’s house. For the first few months, Tommy had no interest in seeing Alice, but then suddenly he called her out of the blue and said that he wanted to see his daughter.

Tara thought nothing of the request. She had no intention of holding his daughter away from him. Despite the way he treated Tara, Tommy had been a fantastic father to Alice. He never raised a hand to her, so she didn’t have a problem with him continuing his relationship with their daughter. And Alice loved her father. Tara had managed to keep the beatings secret from Alice. She didn’t understand the derogative words he spoke to Tara. 

A door opened to the room she was in, when she flicked her eyes over, a man came in carrying a folder. He wasn’t looking at Tara, but down at the folder in his hand. When he looked up, he stopped suddenly, when he saw that Tara’s eyes were opened.

“Hi there, you’re awake,” he said with a smile, “it’s nice to have you back.”

Tara tried to smile, but the tube in her mouth prevented the movement. She reached up and tapped at the tube, “yep, I’m going to call the doctor and we will organize to take the tube out, you’ve needed that to help you breathe. Your lungs were collapsed,” the man explained.

Tara frowned and shook her head, she didn’t know what had happened to her, and was frustrated that she couldn’t speak to be able to ask. She wanted to know what happened, she wanted to know where her daughter was. Tara had so many questions. The man pressed a button on the wall and began to do checks. 

“My name is Nathaniel, I’m the nurse who is looking after you, do you remember what happened?” he asked.

Tara shook her head, Nathaniel frowned before he nodded. “You were beaten severely. When you were found, you were almost dead. You’ve been kept in a medically induced coma for the last two weeks,” Nathaniel explained.

Beaten? It was like there was a complete blank spot, she had no memory at all. She remembered putting Alice in the car and heading to Tommy’s house, she remembered singing to the radio while Alice danced in the back seat. Then everything was blank. She had no memory beyond that. And the more she tried to think about it, her head hurt. Had it been Tommy that beat her? And if that was the case, where was Alice? Panic gripped her heart. Did he hurt Alice? Tears welled in Tara’s eyes.

“Hey now, try and calm down for me, you are safe now,” Nathaniel said with a small smile.

Tara shook her head; he didn’t understand where her panic came from. She was safe in the hospital, Tommy couldn’t hurt her there, but what about her daughter, she felt useless, she couldn’t even ask about her daughter. She wanted to be able to ask about Alice, but with the damned tube shoved down her throat she had no hope. She just hoped that the doctor would be there soon to remove the tube so that she could find out where Alice was and to make sure she was safe. If Alice was at least with her parents, Tara would feel more comfortable. Tara had never liked Tommy’s mother, Louise and sister Paula, she sent up a small prayer that Alice wasn’t with them. She didn’t trust them. They would try to poison Alice’s mind. Tara wouldn’t even put it past them to run off with Alice. Tara’s breath started to come out fast and her heart beat erratically.

Nathaniel reached out a hand and clasped Tara’s arm, one that wasn’t in a cast. She hadn’t realized she was wearing a cast until that moment. “Come on now Tara, you need to calm down, if you don’t, we are going to have to give you medication that will knock you out again,” Nathaniel said calmly.

Tara nodded her head and sucked in as deep of a breath as she could. She didn’t want to be knocked out again. She needed to calm down. Closing her eyes, she counted back from ten. By the time she got to one and opened her eyes Nathaniel was watching her with a smile on his lips.

“That’s better,” he said.
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Chapter Two
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Nathaniel continued to check Tara over, pressing buttons on machines that were beside her, looking at her arm to make sure the IVs were still going well and writing down notes. The longer he took the more frustrated Tara became. She had questions that needed answers, and while he wasn’t getting the doctor, those questions were stuck inside her mute body.

After what felt like a lifetime a man walked through the door, with a stethoscope wrapped around his neck and a broad smile on his lips. “Why hello there Tara, welcome back,” he boomed.

Tara didn’t care for niceties she just wanted the damned tube to be removed from her throat so that she could find out where Alice was and what had happened to her. Nathaniel said she had been beaten, but by who? Tara assumed that it was Tommy, but without any memory of the attack she couldn’t say for sure. Tara looked over at the doctor and pointed at the tube jutting from her mouth.

The doctor smiled and nodded his head, “yep, I will take that out for you,” he said looking towards Nathaniel, “would you be able to assist, by bringing in the table for the extraction please?”

Nathaniel nodded and winked at the doctor before he left the room. Tara got the feeling that these two knew each other well beyond a workplace capacity, however, she didn’t care. She wanted to scream, to stop flirting and just remove the fucking tube. Her frustration and anger were starting to override her panic.

“Right, well for starters my name is Chris, I’ve been looking after you since you were brought in here. You were well and truly banged up. Do you have any memory of the attack?” he asked.

Tara shook her head and sighed. Chris looked down at her, his smile faltering before he nodded, “in a sense I guess that isn’t a bad thing. You have a broken leg; your pelvis was shattered, and we needed to operate in order to pin it back together. Your arm was broken in two places, which we set under anesthetic. You suffered from a pneumothorax, which simply means that your lungs collapsed. You are pretty bruised all over your chest, so I believe that the beating is what caused the collapse. We did a needle aspiration, which is the insertion of a small needle to suck out the air that was around the lung putting extra pressure which caused your lung to collapse. The needle aspiration sucked out the air which helped your lung inflate back to normal and allowed your lungs to heal. We then did an intubation, which is this tube down your throat, and you are connected to a ventilator, just to give your lungs the best chance to heal.”

Tara took in everything the doctor was saying, whatever happened to her, she had been damaged in a bad way. Her mind had been so consumed with thoughts of the tube, that she didn’t even feel the heavy cast on her leg or the way that she couldn’t really move the lower half of her body. It had been easy to notice her casted arm, but her leg was hidden under a thin woolen blanket.

“You took a lot of damage; your injuries were very similar to someone who had been in a high-speed crash. The only reason that we were able to tell that you had been attacked rather than in an accident was the number of boot mark bruises dotted over your thighs, chest and abdomen. You are a very lucky woman to be alive,” he said with a nod as Nathaniel wheeled a trolley filled with disposable equipment.

Chris looked over his shoulder and gave Nathaniel a smile before he took a pair of gloves and began to open packets of equipment. He looked down at Tara and gave her a warm smile, “are you ready?” he asked.

Tara nodded her head and sucked in a deep breath, “alright this is going to feel uncomfortable. When I count to three, I want you to give a cough for me, that will help the tube come out easier, okay?” Chris said.

Tara nodded again, unable to speak, he slowly slid the tape that was holding the tube to her face and began to count. When he said the word three, Tara coughed and felt the tube slide up out of her throat and mouth. She gagged and thought she was going to vomit. Nathaniel reached out to her with a sick bag and held it under her face.  

“It’s not uncommon for people to vomit when the tube comes out, it’s an awful feeling,” Chris said as he started to clean up the equipment and throw out various disposable items. Once Tara’s stomach calmed and she didn’t think she was going to be sick, she sighed and closed her eyes. She felt one of the men wipe around her mouth and face. When she opened her eyes again, she was looking up at Nathaniel who gave her a warm smile.

“Do you know where my daughter is?” she asked, her voice was hoarse and wouldn’t come out more than a whisper.

Nathaniel and Chris exchanged a look, before Chris cleared his throat. “The police want to have a chat with you, about the attack and your daughter,” he told her.

Panic crept up Tara’s body and she felt the hair on her head prickle. If the police wanted to talk to her about Alice, what could it mean. Had the person who attacked her, hurt Alice in some way? She closed her eyes, as tears flooded down over her cheeks. Her sweet baby girl, she couldn’t imagine life without her. Tara couldn’t lose her.

There was a knock at the door and Tara opened her eyes, looking over to see two men entering the room, one was dressed in a suit, while the other wore a business shirt and dress pants. Instantly Tara knew they were the police. They both wore the same stoic expression, and she couldn’t read their body language at all. They gave nothing away that would tell her what had happened to Alice.

“Good afternoon gentlemen, we are just finishing up here and then we will leave you to have a chat,” Chris said as he looked over his shoulder.

The policemen both nodded their heads and came towards the bed, as Chris and Nathaniel continued to clean the equipment from the top of the trolley. It was minutes later that Chris explained to Tara the buttons to get Nathaniel’s attention and patted her on the shoulder, promising that he would be in the following day to check on her progress. Once Chris and Nathaniel had left the room the police officer in a suit cleared his throat.

“Hello Tara, my name is Brendan, and this is my partner Steve, we are working on your case to find the person that is responsible for hurting you. Do you have any memory of the attack?” Brendan asked.

Tara shook her head, she looked up at Steve and pointed to the jug of water, “could you please pour me a glass of water?” she asked with a croak.

Steve smiled and poured her water, placing a straw in the cup and handing it to Tara, she sipped at the cool liquid, feeling it soothe over her dry and sore throat. The two police officers stood patiently and waited for Tara to be ready to speak with them.

“Where is Alice? My daughter,” she asked.

Steve and Brendan shared a look that was very similar to the one that Nathaniel and Chris shared, and panic gripped at Tara’s heart. Something had happened to Alice, she knew it in her soul, she braced and prepared herself to hear the worst.

“I’m sorry Tara, unfortunately Alice was with you when you were attacked, and,” Brendan said, as he cleared his throat again a few times, “I’m sorry, but she too was attacked and unfortunately it was too much for her little body and she was unable to survive.”

Tara let out an animalistic cry. She was prepared to hear that her daughter was dead, however, it still took the wind from her lungs. Her heart shattered into a million pieces. She couldn’t describe the pain that she felt at those words, Alice was unable to survive. Tara’s tears fell along with her screams. She didn’t care who heard her, she didn’t care how crazed she looked in that moment, all Tara cared about was her daughter, the one that she had tried so hard to conceive. The daughter who held Tara’s heart and soul in her tiny hands. 

Images of Alice with her blonde hair that fell down her back in ringlets, while she pretended to be a princess and live in a castle spread through Tara’s mind at breakneck speed. Tara couldn’t do it; the pain was unbearable. She longed for the darkness, at least while she was unconscious there was no pain. Soon her screams became hoarse and no sound came from her body, her tears continued to fall. Tara felt so alone. 

Alice was her whole life, Tara lived for her little girl. How could anyone possibly take her away. She was an innocent, she didn’t do anything wrong. Tara couldn’t comprehend that someone could be so evil that they would kill an innocent little girl and for what? That question had no answer.

“Tara,” Brendan called softly, “I’m sorry to have to talk to you about all of this, I can only imagine the pain that you are experiencing right now, however, we need to try and find the person that is responsible. I promise you that once we find them, I will make sure they never see the light of day again.”

Tara nodded, her whole body shuddered under the weight of her tears and grief. She didn’t give a shit about finding the person responsible, she just wanted her little girl back, she wanted to hold her close and smell the sunshine scent that followed her around. Tara had named her Alice, because when she was born, she had a mass of blonde hair, and big blue eyes. She reminded Tara so much of Alice in Wonderland, that there was no other name she could imagine suiting. And now her Alice was gone. 

“Tara, what were you doing on the day that you were attacked?” Steve asked as he took one of her hands in his and gently ran his fingers on the back of her hand in a soothing motion. Tara appreciated his attempt to calm her, but there was not enough touching and soothing voices in the world that could ease the pain she felt.

“I was taking Alice to visit Tommy,” she said with a smile as Tara remembered the excitement that Alice had bubbling from her little body.

“Do you remember arriving at Tommy’s house?” Steve asked.

Tara frowned and crinkled her nose, she thought back over the day that she was attacked. She remembered driving and singing with Alice. She remembered talking about all the fun things that Alice was going to be able to do with her dad. Tara shook her head with frustration.

“It’s all blank. It’s like there is this giant spot in my brain that is completely missing. I remember driving to Tommy’s house with Alice, but I don’t remember arriving or seeing Tommy,” she said with a sigh.

“That’s okay. Sometimes the memories take a little while to come back. Is there someone that we can call to be with you at this time?” Brendan asked.

“My parents,” Tara said, she didn’t know if they knew about Alice. She was their only grandchild, as Tara was an only child herself. Alice was the love of their life, and this was going to crush them, equally as much as it was breaking Tara. Steve nodded his head and pat her hand.

“I’ll go and give them a call and let them know where you are and ask them to come in. You are going to need support,” he said gently.

Tara nodded and thanked him before closing her eyes. She was exhausted, all she wanted was the darkness to envelope her so that she didn’t have to think about losing Alice, she didn’t have to think about someone hurting her.

“Was she raped?” Tara suddenly asked. It was one thing for her to be killed by some deranged maniac, but she couldn’t bear the thought that someone might have taken her innocence before killing her.

“No, there was no sign of any sexual assault, I know that it won’t bring comfort, however, Alice was killed very quickly, she wasn’t beaten like you,” Brendan said quietly.

Tara looked up at him with a frown, “how was she killed?” she asked.

“She was shot, we believe that the person that did this shot her first and then attacked you. We don’t believe that your attack was aimed to kill you, but hurt you badly,” he explained.

“It was Tommy, wasn’t it?” she asked. Although Tara had no memory of the attack, she just knew in her gut that this was Tommy. He had not only beaten her, but he had taken their child.

“We believe so, but until we find him and bring him in for questioning, we can’t say for sure,” Brendan explained.

Tara sighed and ran her hand up over her face, “he has run?”

“Yeah, he has.”

“Where was I attacked?” she asked.

“At Tommy’s home, you and Alice were laid out on the front lawn. A neighbor called it in and attempted CPR on Alice, however it was too late.”

“How did no one see anything or hear the gun shot?”

Brendan shook his head and sighed, “I can’t answer that. We canvased the neighborhood, we questioned everyone, and they all said the same thing, they heard nothing, no gunshots, no screams, nothing.”

“Was Alice killed in the house?” she asked.

Brendan simply nodded. Tara sighed again, it was Tommy, he had taken the last thing from her, the last piece of her heart, he had stolen away. He never contested the divorce; he signed the papers no problem. He didn’t contact her or speak with Alice in the months that she had been gone, she had heard nothing from him. Tara stupidly believed that he didn’t care about her leaving. She never questioned when he rang and said he wanted to spend some time with Alice. Tara just assumed that he was stepping up as a father. How fucking wrong, she was.

The tears were endless, she had nothing left in her. She had no fight. Tara looked out the window and prayed for the first time in her life, she prayed that God would just stop her heart and take her soul. She didn’t want to be left alive anymore. She couldn’t face the world without her little girl beside her.

“Tara?” Steve called, she hadn’t heard him come back into the room, Tara looked over at him, his face was grim, and his mouth was twisted in worry. What more could he tell her, what more damage could he inflict.

“Was your parents names Debra and Todd James?” he asked.

Tara nodded her head, “yes, that’s them,” she said quietly.

Steve winced and sucked in a sharp breath; her heart began to race again. Please, she prayed quietly, not them too. “I’m sorry Tara, I’m so fucking sorry,” Steve said shaking his head.

“He killed them too,” she said, it wasn’t a question, but a statement. Tommy had taken everything from her and left her alive. He wanted her to suffer the worst kind of pain. Steve nodded his head and stepped up to her beside the bed and gripped her hand. Tara thought she heard Brendan swear. But her mind was already floating, the darkness was beginning to creep into the corner of her vision. Tara welcomed the darkness. It was in the darkness that she was free, there was no pain. Tara closed her eyes and allowed the darkness to sweep over her and take her under.
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When Tara woke again, her eyes felt like they had sand grains in them, her throat was sore and scratchy. The beeping was still incessant from the machine and her leg and pelvis was starting to ache. She stared up at the ceiling, her mind was filled with the memories of what she had been told. It felt like a blur of agony.

Her beautiful Alice, how could he take her from the world? Was it not enough that Tommy beat Tara senseless, but he had to rob the world of such a beautiful little girl as well? And then to kill her parents, they had done nothing to Tommy, it was senseless. Her grief was overwhelming, but underneath was a seething ball of fury. She wanted Tommy to rot in hell for what he had taken from her. The biggest question she had of course was why. He had signed the divorce papers, he had let her leave with Alice, he put up no resistance, Tara couldn’t understand why he would suddenly snap and kill everyone that she loved.

Tara was now all alone. She was an only child, her parents adopted her as a newborn baby, she never bothered searching for her biological family as her mum and dad were fantastic parents. There was never a time that she questioned their love for her. She was their number one, they had her back, even when she married Tommy straight out of school. She was sure they were disappointed with her choices, but once Alice arrived, they were thrilled. 

Both her mum and dad spoiled Alice with so much love. Alice loved her grandparents and the only thing out of this whole ridiculous event was that at least Alice was in the afterlife with her grandparents. They would keep her safe. Tears dribbled down over Tara’s cheeks as a pain stabbed in her chest. She was completely alone. Tommy had insisted that she have no friends that he didn’t approve of, which meant she didn’t have any friends at all. She wasn’t allowed to work. She hadn’t gone to college; she’d been married straight out of high school. She didn’t know what she was going to do.

Before this happened, Tara was talking about going back and taking some college classes. Her mum agreed to watch Alice and take her to preschool so that she could get an education and a career. Tara loved photography, she was given her first camera when she was thirteen, by her dad’s best friend Giles. Tara was planning to take a photography class in college. Now the idea of even getting out of bed was more than she could manage. She wanted to curl up and die right along with her parents and Alice. She didn’t want to face life without them by her side.

Tara let her tears fall as she stared at the sterile white ceiling of her hospital room with the constant beeping keeping its steady rhythm in the background. Her mind began to take a dark path, thinking of all the various ways that she could kill herself. It wasn’t a thought she had ever had before. Even when Tommy was hitting her, even when she felt so broken in her body, she never had a desire to die. However, in that hospital room, she started to contemplate all the ways that she could end it all.

Tara imagined the pain of the slice she could make in her wrists, would it hurt? How long would it take for her to bleed out? Would hanging be quicker and more effective? Or maybe she could take poison or overdose on medication. Tara closed her eyes, the planning was pointless, she couldn’t even get out of the fucking bed, how was she going to commit suicide. Her leg was covered in a heavy cast and her pelvis was being held together by pins and metal plates, she had a tube helping her pee for god’s sake. One of her arms was weighted down by the thick white plaster that was wrapped around it.

A gut-wrenching sob bubbled from her belly and up through her chest. She was broken, she couldn’t even die because she couldn’t get out of the bed to be able to get access to the necessary tools. Tara let out a roar through her scratchy sore throat, she clawed at her face and neck in desperation. She wanted to bleed and to physically hurt, to release some of the pain that she was feeling in her heart. She felt like her mind was snapping as she tore at her arm and chest dragging her fingernails up her body. She tore the beeping cord from her thumb, it screeched out a loud constant sound. Tara then proceeded to tear at the IV cords from her veins. Blood bubbled from the pin sites. She watched in fascination, but it wasn’t enough, she needed more. 

The door swung open and two female nurses came running into the room, followed by a huge man dressed in a blue shirt and dress pants. Tara assumed that he was some sort of security. Tara couldn’t hold back the snort, the irony that they felt they needed security to control her, she couldn’t even get out of the fucking bed.

“Tara, calm down dear,” one of the nurses said, she was an older lady, in her mid to late fifties with a greying bob haircut.

Tara looked up at the nurse, her whole body was shaking, and her pelvis was throbbing with pain from the way she had thrashed about in her self-attack. Tara’s sobs continued to ring out through the room. The nurse took Tara’s shoulders and pulled her gently into her chest, holding Tara tight against her in a warm hug.

“Let it out dear, you’ve been through a horrible time, and
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