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Silent Screams
PROLOGUE
The bedroom was dark. A shaft of light fell from the half-open doorway to illuminate the small figure on the bed. The little girl could hear the splash of water from downstairs as her mother washed up. She sat huddled on her bed, her knees drawn tight against her chest. The front of her party dress was covered in food from the party. It was a colourful creation of birthday cake, jelly and orange juice. Her new dress was ruined. That was why she had been sent to bed early. She didn't mind about the stains on her dress. There were worse stains. Stains on her soul.
She was eight today. A big girl now, her parents had said. If she was such a big girl, why did she feel so frightened? Because he would come to her tonight. He had been at the party. She had been naughty and he would punish her. He liked to punish her, you could see it in his eyes. The alarm clock by her bed ticked louder and louder, in time with her heartbeat. How soon would he come? She hoped it would be soon. Then it would be over.
Footsteps. Footsteps on the stairs. She heard the last stair creaking. Any minute now. She jumped from the bed and dived underneath. It was useless to hide, she knew he would find her, but she wasn't going to make it easy for him. As her bedroom door squeaked open, she held her breath and peeked out. First she saw the shiny black shoes and then the bottoms of black trousers. She had always wondered about the black, she had always assumed that the devil would wear red.
I know you're in here! Come out this instant! He seemed to be looking everywhere, everywhere except where she was hiding. The girl held her breath for as long as she could, but it was no use. She spluttered, trying to get some air into her straining lungs, and he heard her. He yanked her roughly from under the bed, and threw her on top of it.
How dare you hide from me! That was very naughty! You know what happens to naughty girls, don't you? They get punished!
She tried to scream, but no sound escaped from her locked throat.
Her screams, as always, were silent.
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER ONE
Harriet was happy. It was a state she seldom found herself in and she was determined to make the most of it. Her eldest daughter, Sally, had just given birth to a wonderful little girl. She had a full head of golden hair and a strong pair of lungs. The baby had yet to be named, but there were hints that she might be named after her grandmother. Harriet was still smiling when she got home. The smile disappeared when Jessica, her youngest daughter at eighteen, pounced on her as soon as she got in the door.
What did she have? A boy or a girl? Did you see the baby? What was it like? Jessica curled a ringlet of hair around her little finger. When can I see her?
Don't do that! snapped Harriet. Harriet couldn't stand the little irritating things that Jessica did. Harriet knew that Jessica only did them to annoy her.
Sally had a girl and she's lovely, but Sally needs the rest. She doesn't want any more visitors for a couple of days. She told me that you can see the baby when she gets home. Sally had in fact told Harriet the opposite, she wanted Jessica to visit her. But Harriet wasn't going to let Jessica spoil everything. Everything Jessica turned her hand to got spoiled sooner or later.
Harriet glanced round the living room. It wasn't this tidy when she left. The magazines had not been in the rack, like they were now. There wasn't a speck of dust anywhere and the carpet looked suspiciously clean and fluffy.
Did you do this, Jessica? I told you I would do it when I came back! Are you implying I can't do housework now? Is that it?
No. No. I was only trying to help.
Help? Help? you wouldn't know the meaning of the word! I'll have to do it all again. You can't have done it properly. I thought you were supposed to be studying? Your exams are only a month away. What will your father say if you fail them? Jessica didn't reply. Harriet hadn't really expected her to. The only reason Jessica had stayed on at school was so that she could try and be as good as Sally. Harriet smirked. Jessica could never be as good as Sally. At anything.
Jessica stalked off to her room, mumbling something about studying. It was about time, thought Harriet. She went to the kitchen where there was a smell of something delicious coming from the oven. Jessica had put a casserole in for dinner. It was bound to taste horrible. Jessica would never be able to cook as well as Sally.
When Edward came home that evening, the first thing he asked was how was Jessica's study going. Not how was Harriet, not how was Sally and the baby, but how was Jessica. It was as if the rest of the family didn't exist to him.
Fine! snapped Harriet and walked into the hall to call Jessica for dinner.
There was no answer. Right, thought Harriet, let her sulk. Her dinner could get cold for all she cared. After ten minutes had passed, Harriet got fed up and went to drag Jessica downstairs. Jessica wasn't in her room. Harriet tried the bathroom door. It was locked. She heard the sounds of splashing water and assumed Jessica had decided to take a bath.
I thought you were studying? said Harriet.
I was. I just needed a break.
Don't talk back to me! Your dinner will be cold soon, so you'd better make it a quick bath. And don't use all the hot water.
Okay, muttered Jessica through the door.
As Harriet was just about to go downstairs, she glanced into Jessica's room. The room was tidy. Too tidy. Where were all the books she was supposed to be studying? Where were her notebooks and pens? Her rucksack was propped against the desk, unopened. The desk itself was empty. If Jessica had been studying and had just decided to take a break, why would she have tidied everything away? Harriet was convinced that Jessica hadn't been studying at all. It didn't surprise her in the least that Jessica had lied. Nothing about Jessica could surprise her.
This casserole is delicious! said Edward as she returned to the table. Harriet felt like hitting him. I didn't know Jessica could cook this well.
There's quite a few things you don't know about your daughter, sighed Harriet.
What things? asked Edward.
It doesn't matter. You wouldn't believe me anyway. Jessica's always been your favourite."
"That's not true. I love both the girls equally. Edward continued eating. Inside Harriet was fuming. He loved the girls, yes, but what about her? When was the last time he said he loved her?
Where is Jessica? Her dinner will get cold.
Lounging in the bath, like the lazy thing she is.
The bath? How long has she been in there? Edward dropped his fork.
How should I know?
How could you have forgotten, Harriet? The bath! The bath!
Edward jumped up from the table, knocking a plate over in his haste, and ran up the stairs. Harriet followed him reluctantly. What strange notion had he got into his head now? He knocked on the bathroom door and called Jessica's name. There was no answer. He banged louder. Still there was no reply. Edward took a few steps back and thrust his shoulder against the locked door. The house was old, and the wood rotten, so it wasn't that difficult to force it. The door burst open amid splinters of wood and cracked paint.
Harriet was dimly aware that the person screaming was herself...
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER TWO
Someone was calling her, calling her back from the darkness, the emptiness. The voice was faint, but it was getting stronger.
Jessica, are you awake? She struggled to open her eyes, but they rebelled against the bright lights. She remembered lots of figures in white. Was this heaven, then? No, in heaven you didn't feel pain. There had been so many of them, too many. They had been too close, they were going to suffocate her. She was dying.
They would put her in a wooden box and nail down the lid so she couldn't escape. She would rot until there was nothing left only bones. But first, the worms would come. They would crawl all over her skin, feasting on her rotting flesh. She could feel them already, a horrible mass of squirming bodies. They were in her hair, her ears, her eyes. When they reached her mouth, she threw up. The nurse who was trying to wake her, did not look pleased.
Well, at least you're awake now, said the nurse. Dr. Armstrong will be along to see you today. We'd better get you cleaned up first.
Jessica was relieved to discover that the nurse was only going to escort her to the bathroom. She wasn't to have a bed bath, which was what she had feared. She didn't want anyone to see her naked. When they reached the bathroom, the nurse remained with her.
Aren't you waiting outside? asked Jessica, almost in tears. How could she get undressed with someone watching her? I'm staying right here until you have your bath, or shower. We don't want any more funny business, do we? replied the nurse. Mind you don't get those bandages too wet. We don't have an endless supply, you know. Jessica wondered what on earth the woman was talking about. What bandages?
She looked down at her hands. Why were her hands bandaged? She couldn't remember anything about them. She wondered if something had happened at school. Yes, that was it. She'd had an accident at school and she had somehow hurt both her hands. She refused to think of the other possibility, the dark possibility.
Hurry up, Jessica. I've got other patients, you know.
Jessica reluctantly took off the hospital gown and quickly climbed into the shower. She pulled the curtain across angrily. The outline of the nurse shone through the flimsy material. She was taller than Jessica, but she looked very fat. Jessica wondered how anyone could let themselves get that fat, especially a nurse. Didn't she know it was unhealthy? Her eyes strayed to survey her own body. Was she getting a little on the plump side? Perhaps it was time to go on a diet. No more chocolate for a while.
After her shower, Jessica put on a clean nightdress and then the nurse took her back to the ward.
Why am I in a children's ward? asked Jessica.
It's the only place with any beds at the moment, replied the nurse. Jessica sighed. She wondered why were they treating her like a child. She was almost nineteen. In here she felt like nine. She leaned back against her pillows to wait for Dr. Armstrong. Jessica guessed her mother must have brought her toiletries and things in, but she couldn't remember. Perhaps her parents would visit her that day. She hoped they would.
The other children kept watching her. Was she that much of a curiosity? Their little eyes seemed drawn to her bandaged hands. Jessica eventually hid them under the bedclothes and wished she could wake up from this horrible dream.
It was a relief when Dr. Armstrong finally came and drew the curtains around the bed, to afford them some privacy. Jessica had expected a man, so she was surprised to find that Dr. Armstrong was a woman, and a very pretty one at that. She had jet black hair, tied back in a pony tail. Her blue eyes were very bright and Jessica wondered if she was wearing contact lenses. Her white coat was draped over her arm. She saw Jessica looking at her white coat.
I never wear it on the children's ward. It frightens some of the children.
I'm not a child, said Jessica sullenly.
I know that, Jessica. I'm Ellen Armstrong. I'm the psychiatrist who's been assigned to your case. Why don't you tell me a bit about yourself?
There's nothing to tell, replied Jessica, rather annoyed that this woman was prying into her life. It was her life, it was private.
Surely there must be something to tell. Have you any brothers and sisters? asked the psychiatrist.
I have one sister, Sally. She's just had a baby.
Do you like babies, Jessica?
They're all right, I suppose. I wouldn't want one, though.
I see from your records that you'll be nineteen soon. Have you got exams this year?
Yes. My parents want me to go to college. Jessica closed her eyes. She didn't want to answer any more questions. What deep insight had Dr. Armstrong received from that little interview, she wondered?
Just one more question, Jessica. Do you want to go to college?
No.
There, she'd said it out loud. She'd thought about it a lot, but she had never before given voice to her opinion. Jessica imagined having this conversation with her mother. Harriet would be appalled. But Jessica, what will you do if you don't go to college? You'll never get a good job without a degree. Jessica could still hear her mother's voice a long time after Dr. Armstrong had left her alone.
Alone. That's how she wanted to be. She wasn't sure she wanted a husband, a family or any of that. What did that leave? A career? She wasn't the career woman type. God? She'd lost her faith in God when she was eight years old. He didn't help her then. She still went to Mass with her parents, but only to save arguments. She felt like a hypocrite.
When her parents insisted that she should go to Confession, she drew the line. Of course these days it was called 'Reconciliation.' Jessica didn't feel like being reconciled with a God who hadn't listened to her pleas for help in the past. To make matters worse, her uncle, Owen, was a priest and was always complaining about her to Harriet. He wanted her to be in the choir, to organise the flowers, to read at Mass, anything so long as it had to do with his church. Jessica had refused many times and her mother kept on and on at her. It didn't do any good, so Harriet had eventually given up.
Jessica lay back on the bed and tried not to think of anything. Tea was served at six o'clock and after that was visiting time. She had quite a few visitors that evening. First her parents arrived. Her father looked more ill that she did. His face was drawn and haggard. Jessica was sure he had more grey hairs than usual. Her stomach lurched at the thought of what she had done to him. Harriet was brisk and businesslike, as usual. It was as if nothing had ever happened.
I've aired your bed. You'll be coming home tomorrow, the doctor said. Your dad'll bring you. I'll be busy with Sally and the baby. She can't be expected to cope on her own. We all have an appointment to see that psychiatrist woman next week. I don't see why we all have to go. You're the one who's sick.
Jessica wasn't really listening. She wished her father would say something. Did he hate her now?
We ought to get going, Harriet, he said, glancing at his watch. He didn't like hospitals, Jessica knew, but surely he could talk to his own daughter?
I'll pick you up about ten. Okay? He said. Jessica nodded. The sooner they were gone the better, if they couldn't think of anything helpful to say. No one mentioned the reason she was in hospital, but Jessica had a vague memory of a bath full of red water. As her parents were leaving, she saw them talking to someone in the corridor. It was Denise, her best friend. Or the nearest she'd got to one
Denise flopped onto the bed, brushing her hair out of her eyes. I brought you some magazines to read. Jessica gave them a cursory glance, 'Jackie', 'Just Seventeen'. She suddenly felt too old for those.
Thanks. How's your revision going? That wasn't what she wanted to say. She wanted to tell Denise everything, but it was locked deep inside her and to bring it into the open would be just too painful.
Why did you do it, Jessica? You know I'd be lost without you. You're my best friend and you want to die! Denise was sobbing now, oblivious to the stares the children were giving her. Jessica was stunned. She hadn't thought that her death might have affected people so deeply.
Denise, I'm sorry. Things just got too much.
What things? asked Denise, sniffing. She wiped her nose on the sleeve of her cardigan.
It doesn't matter.
It does matter! I'm your friend and I want to help. How can I help you if you won't let me try? Jessica could not reply to that. No one could help her any more. It was too late.
There's someone else to see you, said Denise, when she realised that Jessica wasn't going to talk about what was bothering her.
Who? asked Jessica, trying to sound casual. She knew, from the way her heart was beating erratically, that she wished it was him.
Matthew. Shall I bring him in? Jessica tried not to sound too eager when she said yes. Denise went to fetch her brother, while Jessica wished for a mirror. What did she look like? Not that it would matter to him.
She remembered how, when she was younger, she used to follow him around like a puppy. It took a while to realise that Matthew only put up with her because she was his sister's best friend. He wasn't interested in her the way she was. She'd had a crush on him for as long as she could remember. She still had. If she ever became interested in marriage he was the only one she would want as a husband.
When he'd got his degree and moved away, she had been heartbroken. He was supposed to be doing scientific research in Scotland. Something to do with oil, if Jessica remembered correctly. What was he doing back here? She'd cried for months after he left. Her mother had told her not to be so stupid over a boy. Jessica had taken no notice of her. Just because she was young, no one thought she had any feelings. But she had. And as soon as she saw Matthew, she knew they were still there.
Jessica tried not to look directly at him. If she did, she would blush. Blushing was childish and she wanted Matthew to see her as a woman, not as the girl he once knew.
I've brought you some grapes, said Matthew. Jessica thanked him, but only to be polite. She hated grapes. She used to eat them, pips and all, until someone told her that was how you got gall stones. Jessica hadn't eaten a grape since. She didn't eat oranges for the same reason, though she had never even swallowed the seeds from them.
Jessica, I'm really sorry about this, Matthew's voice was hoarse, as though he were about to cry. Jessica had never seen a man cry before, and she wasn't sure she wanted to.
Sorry for what? It's not your fault I'm in here.
But it is. Denise told that you were still upset with me for moving to Scotland.
Don't flatter yourself , Matthew. I didn't do this because of you. I'm over you. It's amazing what a few years can do, isn't it?
But I thought...
Well, you thought wrong. I'd like you to go now, I'm tired. Jessica couldn't believe she had just told him to leave. She wanted him to stay, but she wasn't going to tell him so. He wasn't going to get the chance to reject her again, she would get there first.
I'll see you, then, said Matthew. He had a dazed look on his face, as though he couldn't quite believe what Jessica had just told him. He was still as handsome as she remembered. His blonde hair sparkled in the fluorescent light. His blue eyes looked glassy with tears. Jessica looked away. She had caused him pain, just like he had always given her pain. Now they were even.
However, when he left, she cried into her pillow. One of the little girls came over to her and patted her on the back.
Did that man make you sad? she asked.
Yes, " sniffled Jessica.
My mummy says that it's the people who hate you who make you cry. Is that true?
Sometimes, but sometimes it's the people you love who make you cry the most.
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER THREE
Her father came to collect her promptly at ten. Breakfast had been at seven. Jessica had refused it, except for a glass of orange juice and a piece of toast. She had drunk half of the orange juice before she realised that there were bits of orange pulp floating about the glass. She didn't drink the rest. After a few bites of toast, she left that too. The nurse wasn't too pleased. Jessica didn't care. After today, she wouldn't have to see the nurse or the hospital ever again.
How are you feeling? asked her father, once he was safely ensconced in the car.
Okay, muttered Jessica, angry at him for not asking that last night. She wanted him to ask her why she did it. Perhaps she would tell him. He would never ask, though. If she didn't volunteer the information, he would never know. Should she tell him? Could she tell him? Could she tell anyone? They would hate her if they knew, so she decided it was best to keep it a secret.
The car didn't take the turning to go home.
Where are we going? she asked. Her heart had begun to hammer in her chest and her hands felt clammy with sweat. Not the church, please don't let it be the church.
Sally's. Your mother thinks it would be a good idea to have a little party for the baby.
And what do you think?
My opinion doesn't count. But it does, dad, it does. Go on then, said the little voice inside her head, tell him. Jessica opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came out.
There were already other cars at Sally's house. Some she didn't recognise, others she did.
I can't go in there, she said to her father.
Of course you can. It'll do you good to see the baby. Babies are nothing to be frightened of. Jessica choked back a sob. It wasn't the baby she was frightened of, it was him. His car was in the drive.
Jessica, please, do it for me. I know I haven't been very supportive, but I don't know what to do. It was her father's turn to sob.
Dad, please don't cry. All you have to do is talk to me.
But I do talk to you.
No you don't. You talk to Jessica, your little girl. I'm not a little girl anymore. I want you to talk to me, Jessica the person.
Okay, Jessica the person, from now on I will talk to you, he smiled as he held out his hand. Friends? he said. Jessica placed her hand in his.
Friends. She would go into the house, but only for her father's sake. Her instincts were to run away from there as fast as possible.
Sally's living room was full of visitors. Jessica looked around anxiously for her sister. Her uncle Owen spotted her first.
Well, Jessica. How are you? I suppose we'll see at you Confession on Sunday?
No, I don't think so. I don't have anything to confess. Owen sucked in his breath, as if he couldn't really believe that Jessica had contradicted him and front of half the town too. Excuse me, Owen , I have to go and see Sally. Jessica headed for the kitchen.
Sally was there, nursing the baby. Unfortunately Harriet was there as well.
Bottle feeding was fine in my day, admonished Harriet. Sally looked exasperated.
Mum, your day was almost twenty years ago! Times have changed.
It's not natural, showing your breasts in public.
Of course it's natural! That's what they were designed for! Sally looked up and saw Jessica hovering in the doorway.
Jessica! Come in, come in! she sounded genuinely pleased to see her, unlike Harriet who uttered a quick hello. Are you all right? asked Sally. You look as if you've just seen a ghost.
I'm fine, said Jessica, even though she was far from fine. As soon as the baby finished feeding, Sally rubbed her on the back and she brought up her wind.
Well done Hetty!
What sort of a name is Hetty? demanded Harriet. You said you'd name her after me. Harriet sounded like a spoilt child
Honestly, mum. I said I'd name her after you and I have. Her full name is Harriet Elizabeth, Hetty for short. We don't want to get the two of you mixed up, now do we? Jessica tried to keep a straight face. Sally was talking to their mother as if she was five years old and Harriet never even realised.
I'll just take the baby into the living room. She's got lots of visitors, haven't you, little Harriet?
Hetty! said Sally angrily.
Whatever, said Harriet as she went into the hall. Jessica was glad her mother had left them alone. Her mother was one person she didn't want to talk to at the moment. She might be able to talk to Sally, though she wasn't sure that she could talk to anyone about it.
How are you Jessica? Really? There was a reason ,wasn't there? I don't believe you would do something so drastic without a reason. It wasn't just to gain attention. Was it?
That's part of it, but I really felt like I wanted to die.
But why, Jessica, why?
Oh, Sally! I can't tell you. I can't tell anyone!"
It's really that terrible? asked Sally. Jessica could only nod.
What about you? Did it hurt, having the baby? Jessica tried to picture herself as a mother, but the picture wouldn't come. How a living, breathing human being came about from the most repulsive of acts, she couldn't understand. It was better, when she was a child, and her mother had told her that babies were delivered by the postman. He brought them to the hospital, and then you went to pick one.
Yes, it hurt. They had to give me an epidural in the end, but it was worth it. To see a little person that's part of you. It's wonderful. Jessica didn't think it was so wonderful. All a baby did was eat, sleep and soil its nappy. Then there was the crying, the crying that didn't stop all night. No, Jessica did not want a baby, ever.
Matthew came to see me in hospital, she said.
He'll be able to see you a lot more now. He's got a transfer.
Where to? asked Jessica, as if she couldn't guess.
Here silly! He starts at ChemLab next week. Just between you and me, he's coming back because he missed you.
How do you know that?
Matthew told Mark and Mark told me.
Jessica found it strange that Sally's husband, Mark, and Matthew were friends from school. It made Matthew seem older than she thought. But surely he wasn't coming back because of her? No, Sally was probably just trying to cheer her up by telling her that. Matthew liked her as a friend, he had told her so. She still remembered that day. It was the day she had vowed that she would never let Matthew get close to her ever again.
It was also the day she had started writing a diary.
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER FOUR
'12 August 20-
I was at Denise's today. She'd got some new CDs she wanted me to listen to. Matthew was there. He was waiting for the results of his degree. The three of us played snap. I reached for the cards just as Matthew did and our hands touched! He actually touched my hand! It was an accident, but they still touched. I blushed and quickly pulled mine away. I wish I'd left it there a bit longer. He has lovely hands, so soft and smooth.
'Denise went to fetch some lemonade. I couldn't believe she'd left me alone with him. He said we had to have a talk. I thought he was going to ask me out. I could hardly believe it. But he didn't. He said that he liked me as a friend and I should start seeing boys my own age. I didn't want to go out with anyone else and I told him that, but he said I just had a crush and I would get over it. How can I get over it? How could he do that to me? I hate him! I hate him! I hate him! Didn't he know how much he hurt me? He'll never hurt me again. I'll hurt him instead.'
Jessica read the first entry a couple of times before she started on a new one. She hadn't written in her diary for ages. The empty pages were almost like an accusation. She didn't really need to read it, she knew it off by heart. Now she had hurt him. She'd almost made him cry at the hospital. What she hadn't bargained for was how bad it would make her feel.
24 May 20-
Matthew came to visit me in hospital last night. Why did he have to come back? He broke my heart once, but no, Matthew isn't satisfied with that. Now he wants to hurt me again. I wish he'd stayed in Scotland. No I want him to stay here. Oh, I don't know what I want. Everything's so confused. What is wrong with me?
'I had a strange dream when I was in hospital. There were lots of orange segments lined up on a table, like in an operating theatre. In each one there was one seed, like an eye. They all looked like embryos or something, all slimy and horrible. I ate all of the segments and then I turned into an orange blob. It was horrible.
Mum's calling me. We have to go and see the psychiatrist. She's not pleased. I'm not supposed to tell anyone that we go to a psychiatrist. I've told Denise, I don't care what my mother thinks.
****
How nice to see you again, Jessica. Mr. and Mrs. Miller, Dr. Armstrong extended her hand. Edward shook it, but Harriet sat down on one of the armchairs. There were four chairs in the room, all of them arranged in a semicircle. Dr. Armstrong brought one of them out into the centre and sat on that.
So who'd like to begin? There was no answer. Jessica was busy counting the flowers on the wallpaper. It was ugly wallpaper. Green and purple flowers paraded across a black background. Why would Dr. Armstrong have such ugly wallpaper in her office? It was depressing. Wasn't she supposed to help people feel at ease, not depressed?
Mrs. Miller? May I call you Harriet? How are things at home at the moment?
Fine. Everything's just fine, said Harriet. Jessica almost laughed. Her mother would never admit that anything was wrong. If anything, things had gone from bad to worse at home. Harriet ignored her most of the time, and when she did talk to Jessica it was to complain about something.
Everything isn't fine. It was Edward who spoke. Jessica looked up. She couldn't believe it. Her father was actually talking! Her father. Her father who hardly ever talked except to say things about the weather. Nothing he ever really cared about. Harriet goes around acting as if nothing has happened. But it did happen. Jessica tried to kill herself and I want to know why. Was it school? What? he looked pleadingly at her. Jessica stifled a sob. How could she tell him? She could hardly admit it to herself.
Jessica didn't try to kill herself. It was an accident, said Harriet.
Mother, don't be so stupid! Yes, I did try to kill myself and you don't even care! Admit it, you'd be glad if I was out of the way. You think I'm a bad influence on Sally, the golden daughter who has never put a foot wrong.
That's not true! Harriet's face was turning various shades of red.
It is true! Sally told me what you said! You told her that I shouldn't keep visiting her so often. I'll visit whoever I like, you can't stop me!
That's enough! Edward, we're going home. This is a waste of time. Jessica, get your coat. We're not staying.
Does the truth hurt, mother? Jessica's voice was like ice. Harriet sat down again. Jessica had never talked like this before. Now, since it's truth time, why don't you tell the doctor why you and dad got married? Jessica smiled as she said it. She was enjoying this. It was good to see her mother squirm for a change.
What? Harriet had turned the colour of porridge. How did you know about that?
I can count. Sally was born six months after you and Dad got married.
She was premature, insisted Harriet. Jessica didn't believe her.
Were you ashamed, mother? Ashamed that you let someone do that to you before you were married?
That's enough, Jessica, said Edward. Jessica leaned on the side of the chair, she felt sick. What had gotten into her? That was no way to speak to her mother.
No, I wasn't ashamed. I enjoyed it. I actually enjoyed it! The nuns said it was the worse thing a woman had to go through, besides childbirth. They said it was something to be endured, no woman could ever enjoy it. Only men could enjoy it. But they were lying! It was wonderful. To be held in someone's arms and to be caressed all night, I thought I was in heaven. Until I found out I was pregnant that is. When I told my boyfriend, he didn't want anything to do with me. He said he couldn't even be sure that the child was his!
But Dad married you, protested Jessica.
Sally isn't Edward's child. Edward had been in love with me for years, but I hadn't paid him much attention. When he found out my predicament, he offered to marry me. My parents just assumed that Edward was the father. They let the matter drop, considering that Edward was doing the 'decent thing'. They never actually asked me who the father of my baby was.
Is it because Jessica is Edward's child, that you don't feel for her as much as you do for Sally? asked Dr Armstrong.
Jessica isn't his. I had an affair. Edward can't have children. He didn't mind that Jessica was someone else's. He loves her like his own. He thought Sally should have a brother or sister.
Jessica had to get out of there. She was going to throw up any minute. She couldn't believe it. Her mother had had an affair! Her mother was a hypocrite. Jessica ran out of the room and followed the signs to the toilets. She only just made it to the bathroom in time. She retched until she felt faint.. How could her mother do that? Did she confess this sin of hers? Was that why she was so keen to get Jessica to go to confession? If Jessica had been in any way religious, would that ease her mother's conscience?
A thought suddenly struck her. Her father wasn't really her father. Who was he? Did she really want to know? No, Edward was her father. He was the one who read her bedtime stories and tucked her in on all those nights when her mother wasn't there. Were those the nights she went to see her lover? Jessica had to vomit again before she could return to the office. Edward and Harriet had their coats on, ready to leave. Jessica didn't want to go with them.
I'd like to talk to Dr. Armstrong for a while, on my own.
Fine, snapped Harriet, as she gripped Edward's arm and ushered him out the door.
Are you all right? asked the doctor.
Yes. I just feel a little funny. It was a shock, that's all. Jessica sank into the nearest chair. Her legs had turned to jelly. How was she ever going to go home? It wasn't so bad what her mother did before she married Edward, but afterwards? She couldn't believe that her father never objected. Didn't it upset him at all?
I take it you don't approve of what your mother has done?
Of course I don't! I think it's disgusting!
What do you think is disgusting, Jessica, sex, or the fact that your mother has had an affair?
Both. I don't see how any woman can enjoy having that done to her.
What experience of sex have you had Jessica?
Do you want the true version or the fairy story?
Shall we try the fairy story first?
I'm the most beautiful princess in all the land. I have long blonde hair like Rapunzel. Every prince who meets me wants to marry me. But I'm saving myself for a handsome knight who has gone on a quest. My parents don't want me to marry a mere knight. It has to be a prince, or even better, a king.
When the knight returns, he breaks into my room and kidnaps me. He takes me to a friendly monk, who marries us beneath the stars. We live happily ever after. There's no sex to spoil it. That's the fairy story, but there aren't any happily ever afters in real life.
But there can be. You just have to work at them a little bit harder. Now, what about the true version?
The true version is a horror story and I don't like horror stories. Fairy tales are much better, they always have happy endings.
Jessica, you can't live your whole life in a fantasy world.
Why not? Real life is too horrible.
Why is it horrible?
It just is! Jessica clammed up again. She had intended to tell Dr. Armstrong everything, but now the words just wouldn't come out.
I think we'll leave it there for today, Jessica, but I'd like to see you again next week. Would you prefer your parents to be here or not?
I'd like to come on my own. It doesn't concern them.
So your parents were not the reason you tried to commit suicide?
No, it had nothing to do with them. Perhaps they like to think it was, it might make them feel important. You said that was it for today, remember? Jessica smiled and Dr. Armstrong laughed.
Okay, my job just gets the better of me sometimes. I'll see you next week then?
Yes. I'll be here, replied Jessica.
*****
Jessica didn't feel like going home once she had left the doctor's office. She decided to go to Denise's instead. It had begun to drizzle lightly and she only had a thin jacket with her. She walked along in the rain until she came to her old primary school. It was Saturday and the playground was deserted. There were no children playing football or hopscotch. There were no fights, there were no boys pulling girls' hair. It was just an empty shell.
Going to that school had been one of her happiest times. Up until she was eight years old, she had been fairly happy. That was when her living nightmare had begun. why couldn't she go back to that time, when she had been innocent, when all children had been innocent? She never thought she could feel that happy again.
Jessica turned away from the school and began walking towards the bus stop. It was only when she searched her pockets, that she realised she had no money with her. She began to walk again. The bus passed her a few minutes later, splashing her dress with muddy water. She burst into tears, but not because of what had happened to her dress. Why? Why did it have to happen to her? She was glad for the rain. It hid the fact that she'd been crying
There were children playing in the street outside Denise's house. They were laughing and splashing in puddles. Jessica wondered how long they would stay happy like that. They didn't care about the rain or catching cold. They didn't care that their parents would scold them for getting their clothes wet. All they cared about was now, and now they were having fun.
Jessica walked up the path, noticing the flowers on either side. Each flower had to have a counterpart of the same size and colour on the other side of the path. Denise's mother was a maths teacher and she liked everything in her life to be symmetrical. Nearly everything in the house was arranged mathematically. She remembered Mrs. Harris telling the class that at their first year of secondary school. It seemed strange at the time. Now Jessica found it comfortingly familiar.
Jessica rang the doorbell and hoped she would be able to stop crying soon. Mrs. Harris opened the door, wearing a baggy sweatshirt and a pair of jeans. Jessica was surprised. Mrs. Harris always wore skirts and blouses to school.
Hello, Jessica. You're soaked! Come in out of the rain. Denise has just popped down to the shops for me. She shouldn't be long. Go on into the living room. Matthew's there. He can keep you company until Denise gets back." Jessica hesitated at the sound of Matthew's name. What would she say to him? Just before they reached the living room, Jessica sneezed violently.
My, I think you've caught a cold. Those wet clothes won't help. Come on upstairs and I'll lend you something of Denise's. She won't mind, added Mrs. Harris when Jessica was about to protest. Jessica followed her upstairs to Denise's bedroom. She sometimes wished her mother was more like Mrs. Harris. Mrs. Harris was treating her like a human being. Her mother treated her as though she was something nasty on the sole of her shoe, and no matter what she did, her mother couldn't get rid of it.
That's a pretty dress, said Mrs. Harris. Blue suits you. If you'll take it off, I can give it a quick wash for you.
Thanks, said Jessica, although she made no attempt to take off her dress. She would wait until Mrs. Harris had left the room. You're soaked! Tell you what, you go and have a nice hot shower. Here's a dress you can wear. She took out a pale green dress from the wardrobe. It had puffed sleeves and lace around the cuffs and bodice.
I can't wear that, protested Jessica. It's too nice. What would Denise say when she saw Jessica wearing one of her best dresses?
Nonsense! Denise hates frilly dresses. I bought this for her last year and she's never worn it. She says I should give it to charity or something. Jessica blushed at Mrs. Harris' words. Did everyone think she was a charity case?
Look, said Mrs. Harris. Denise won't mind, honestly. You can even keep the dress if you like. Denise will never wear it. Mrs. Harris went to a drawer underneath the pine dressing table.
Here's some clean underwear, I only bought it last week. She handed Jessica two cellophane wrapped parcels. One contained a white bra and the other a pair of white panties. You and Denise are around the same size, so these should fit. There's some clean towels in the bathroom, on the top shelf, Mrs. Harris told her.
Jessica didn't know what to say. Would her own mother have allowed someone to take a shower in their house? She didn't think so.
Thanks, said Jessica and then sneezed again. Mrs. Harris laughed and Jessica felt that Mrs. Harris was doing this because she genuinely liked her. She wasn't doing this just because Jessica was her daughter's friend.
The Harris bathroom suite was peach, as were the curtains, tiles and carpet. The carpet was deep and thick. It felt wonderful to walk on. Jessica laid the clothes on an empty shelf and reached for the towel. It was a big fluffy peach one. Obviously, Mrs. Harris liked everything to match. Jessica tried to lock the door, but the key was so stiff that she couldn't turn it. She settled for just having the door closed. She ran the shower until it was just the right temperature and then got in.
There were all sorts of toiletries on the shower tidy. Jessica picked a rose scented shower gel and washed all over. She didn't know which shampoo to use, there were so many. In the end, she just picked the one nearest to her hand. It had a lovely creamy lather and smelled faintly of apples. She liked it. Perhaps she could convince her mother to get some the next time she went shopping. After giving her hair a final rinse, she stepped out of the shower and wrapped the fluffy towel around her. It was heaven.
As she was drying herself, the door rattled on its hinges. She paused and looked up. Mr. Harris, Matthew's father, was standing there, staring at her, at her nakedness.
I'm sorry, I didn't know there was anyone in here. Jessica screamed as he hurried away. Her legs buckled beneath her. He had seen her without any clothes on! She threw up over the bath. It stained the peach. She didn't know how long she sat there before there was a knock on the door.
Jessica. It's me. Can I come in? It was Mrs. Harris. Jessica walked over to the door and opened it a little. I heard you screaming. You're as white as a sheet! Are you all right?
I was sick on your bath. I'm sorry! Jessica began to sob.
Don't worry, the bath will clean. I'm more worried about you. Why did you scream?
There was a big spider in the bath, said Jessica. She couldn't tell Mrs. Harris the real reason. I'm terrified of them. But it wasn't spiders that Jessica was afraid of. She burst into tears afresh. Mrs. Harris hugged her.
It's all right, Jessica. I can't stand them myself. Shall I get Matthew to get rid of it?
I think it's gone now, said Jessica. It must have gone down the plug hole. Mrs. Harris looked at her strangely, and Jessica wondered if Mrs. Harris knew that she was lying.
There wasn't a spider. Was there, Jessica?
No, replied Jessica.
So, what happened?
It was Mr. Harris. He walked in when I was getting dressed. I had no clothes on. I couldn't lock the door.
It's not your fault, Jessica. Andrew knows that bathroom door is difficult to lock. He should have knocked to make sure there was no one in here. Come downstairs when your ready, Jessica. We'll have to sort this out.
Mrs. Harris left her to get dressed. Jessica didn't want to go downstairs. She didn't want to see Mr. Harris ever again. Now that he'd seen her naked. She rinsed the bath out before she went downstairs. The sick feeling in her stomach was still there. She wondered if it would ever go away.
Mr. Harris was sitting on the sofa, his head bowed. Jessica wondered if he was doing the shameful act for her benefit, or his wife's.
Andrew, I want you to apologise to Jessica for walking in on her. You frightened the poor girl half to death!
It was an accident. I didn't know anybody was in there. I'm sorry, Jessica. I really am. I didn't do it deliberately.
Why should I believe you? Men are all the same, only after one thing! Jessica ran out into the hall. She thought she was going to be sick again, but she managed to hold it down. Mrs. Harris had followed her.
Jessica, what did you mean? Has something happened? Her voice was sympathetic. Jessica found it easy to talk to her.
No, nothing like that. I just don't feel very comfortable with men at the moment. Hormones, I suppose. I always get upset at this time of the month.
Ah, said Mrs. Harris. I know what you mean. There are always a few more plates broken here each month! You're sure you're all right now?
Yes, Mr. Harris just surprised me, that's all. It was silly to scream like that.
No it wasn't. Will you accept his apology? I'm sure he didn't mean it, Mrs. Harris was pleading with her eyes. How could Jessica refuse, after all the things Mrs. Harris had done for her? Matthew stepped in to the hall.
I know you probably think I was eavesdropping, but I couldn't help overhearing. Dad really is sorry, Jessica. Why don't you stay for tea? he held out his hand and grinned.
Jessica couldn't do anything else but smile back.
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER FIVE
Jessica found it difficult to return to school after her absence. She knew everyone would be talking about her. She would be the subject of gossip for a couple of weeks, before they picked on some other unsuspecting soul. It didn't matter whether the gossip was true or not, people always believed the worst. Jessica wondered why so many people needed to gossip. Was it because if they had a juicy bit of gossip to pass on, then they thought no one would gossip about them? It wasn't true though, the gossips were always gossiped about.
The assembly hall was crowded. Everyone was huddled in little groups. Jessica heard snatches of conversation as she walked past.
That was her, the one who tried to commit suicide.
Sister Agnes says she'll burn in hell.
I hope she does. I never liked her anyway.
Jessica almost laughed. What would they know of hell? She was already in hell, what did it matter whether she was dead or not?
Denise was standing by herself against the wall. She waved when she saw Jessica. Hello, they greeted each other. It was strangely formal. Their conversation was strained, as if they didn't know each other very well. Jessica didn't think that anyone knew her very well. What would people say if they knew the thoughts she had, the things she had done? Her sins, as her mother and Sister Agnes would put it. When the bell rang, they got into line beside each other, but only because that's what they usually did. Jessica wondered if Denise still wanted to be friends with her now that she had become the class outcast.
Sister Agnes, the headmistress, walked onto the stage, a row of teachers following behind her. Jessica could see Mrs. Harris and she felt better. Sister Agnes threw her veil behind her and coughed to clear her throat. Jessica had always thought that Sister Agnes looked like a rat, or a witch perhaps. Her face was long and pointed and she had a crooked nose. Her beady eyes surveyed the hall until they stopped at Jessica.
It has come to my attention that we have a sinner among us today. Oh, I know we are all sinners. But this person has committed a most mortal sin. She has tried to take a life! There was a suitably horrified gasp from the crowd. It took Jessica a moment to realise that Sister Agnes was talking about her! How did she know? Of course. Her uncle would have told her. The priests and nuns always stuck together. Not only has she committed a sin, but she won't even confess to a priest! How will she ever get to heaven if she does not make her peace with God? The priests are there to help us and guide us. Through them we can talk to God. God cannot be reached direct. We shall pray for her, that she will see the error of her ways. She began a rosary and then everyone joined in. Everyone, that is, except Jessica.
Jessica Miller! The voice boomed from the stage. Sister Agnes' face had taken on a rosy hue. She looked as though she was about to have a stroke. Why aren't you praying? Everyone else remained silent. They knew better than to speak when they heard that tone of voice.
I'm not praying because there is no one to pray to. It's a waste of time.
"What did you say?
I said I don't believe in God anymore, so why should I pray to him? Priests made him up to make themselves feel important. Jessica felt amazingly calm as she said that. There were no bolts of lightning or thunderstorms brewing, as she had been fearing.
Jessica, what are you doing? whispered Denise. Have you gone mad?
Jessica thought that perhaps she had. If she was mad, it was the best sort of madness. She saw the truth. From the looks on the other girls faces, she knew that they were still in the dark. Too scared to speak out against things they didn't agree with.
This is blasphemy! roared Sister Agnes from the stage.
She climbed down and marched straight to Jessica. Her hands yanked Jessica out of the line by her hair. Jessica yelped in surprise, rather than pain.
I will teach you to take the Lord's name in vain! She yanked harder and Jessica suddenly had the strangest urge to giggle. She tried to hold back but couldn't. Sister Agnes slapped her hard across the face, but that only made Jessica want to giggle more. The slaps got harder and more frequent. Jessica didn't want to laugh any more. Her face was hurting and there were spots in front of her eyes.
Leave her alone, you bitch! said a dim voice. Jessica realised the voice belonged to Denise. So, Denise didn't care about what everyone else thought. But Sister Agnes didn't stop. She kept on and on and on. There was a warm trickle from Jessica's nose. Blood. Sister Agnes was making her bleed, just as someone else had made her bleed. The spots merged into a white light and then there was nothing but darkness.
*****
She was in hospital again. Jessica could tell even before she opened her eyes. It had that hospital smell of stale vomit and disinfectant. There were strange noises, she couldn't tell what they were. It was difficult to open her eyes, as though someone had stuck the lids shut with glue. After a difficult struggle she managed it. The lights weren't so bright this time. Why was everything so dark?
All she saw were moving shadows. Her mouth felt as though she'd slept with it full of cotton wool. She couldn't swallow. Why couldn't she see properly? Where was everyone? All the doctors and nurses?
"Hello? she said tentatively. There was no answer. Only silence. Silence that went on forever. Hello? louder this time.
You called? The voice came from her left. She tried to turn her head, but couldn't. It's just you and me, Jessica. You do remember me, don't you? The voice hissed in her ear. I'm a bit of a devil, but then you knew that, didn't you?
Yes, whispered Jessica. Her heart was thumping wildly. Would it do that if she were dead?
You've been a very naughty girl this time, Jessica, haven't you? What happens to naughty girls, Jessica?
Naughty girls get punished, she was sobbing now. Could this be real?
That's right. You've remembered. The voice changed to a sing song voice. I'm going to give you a treat. I'm going to punish you, because you like your punishments, don't you? Go on, admit it? You secretly enjoy it, don't you?"
"No! No! screamed Jessica. I hate you! I hate you! 'Get thee behind me Satan!
There's no point in quoting the bible at me, especially since you don't believe in God anymore. Who's going to save you now? Let's face it, Jessica, you're heading for eternal damnation. Won't that be fun? Jessica imagined him to be smiling.
Please! No! She cried as the lights suddenly got brighter.
It's all right, Jessica. It was only a bad dream. Mrs. Harris was standing by the bed, Denise was with her.
What happened? Jessica looked around anxiously for the owner of the other voice, but he wasn't there. Was it just a dream then? It had seemed so real, he had seemed so real. She could have touched him if she had been able to move. Why couldn't she move?
Sister Agnes slapped you so hard that you passed out. That's what happened. You've been out for a couple of hours. The doctors thought it best that you stay in overnight, just for observation. Your mother should be here soon. Do you want to go to the police? asked Mrs. Harris.
What? Jessica was still a bit groggy.
Do you want to tell the police about against Sister Agnes? There are four hundred witnesses. You've got a very good case for assault.
But Sister Agnes is a teacher. And a nun.
So? That doesn't give her the right to go about hitting people whenever the fancy takes her, said Denise.
Denise is quite right. Even if you don't involve the police, I'm going to recommend that Sister Agnes should resign her post. I've called a governors' meeting for next week. Sister Agnes will be there and I think you should go too. Most of the governors are parents themselves, so I don't think they'd take too kindly to teachers who go around hitting people. I'll take the doctor's report with me, he said I could.
I would tell the police if it was me, said Denise. I wouldn't let her get away with it. She should be locked up.
Did you mean what you said about not believing in God anymore? asked Mrs. Harris. Has something happened to make you feel like that? Is that why you tried to commit suicide?
Are you going to condemn me too? sighed Jessica. Why is despair a sin? Come to that, why are most things a sin? I know what you'll say, only God has the right to take a life. But it's my life, so why can't I end it when I choose?
Jessica, things are rarely that bad. It would help if you could talk about what was bothering you. I know something is, and it's not just the time of the month, is it? Jessica didn't answer. She couldn't tell anybody. They would think she was crazy, and then she would be the one who was locked up. She would be put in a mental hospital and never let out.
Mrs. Harris left, but Denise stayed behind. Jessica, when you were asleep you were talking. You were saying something about the devil. Was it a nightmare?
Sort of. I thought it was real. It was the devil tormenting me. Doesn't he ever torment you?
No, I can't say that he has. By the way, we've both been suspended. Sister Agnes didn't take too kindly to me calling her a bitch. Don't worry, mum thinks Sister Agnes will get fired, so we can go back then. Jessica, I'm your friend. You know you can tell me anything. I think I know what's been upsetting you. You shouldn't be upset just because you haven't got a boyfriend yet. Some people are just late developers. I didn't start going out with Simon until last year. I can fix you up with a date with Matthew, if you like. He really likes you.
Matthew, always Matthew. Matthew wasn't interested in her, why did Denise have to keep rubbing it in? Why couldn't everyone just leave her alone? Jessica almost laughed. As if she would be upset because she didn't have a boyfriend! She didn't want a boyfriend, she wasn't at all sure that she would ever want one. If she couldn't have Matthew, then she didn't want anyone. Thanks for your concern, but I don't want a boyfriend. And anyway, Matthew doesn't like me, he only puts up with me because I'm your friend.
He told you that? Denise sounded surprised.
Not in so many words, but that was what he meant. Jessica leaned back against the pillows. She felt so tired. All she wanted to do was sleep and never wake up again. Had Matthew really told Denise that he liked her? Jessica was scared to believe it. She would be so disappointed if it wasn't true. Did he say he actually wanted a date?
Well, sort of. He said if you and I were going out anywhere, he might tag along.
Jessica sighed heavily. She might have guessed. Matthew didn't want to go out with her at all. Denise was just trying to make her feel better. Too bad she wasn't succeeding.
There was the faint clip-clop of high heels on the waxed floor. Both girls turned around to see who it was. Harriet Miller stared accusingly at her youngest daughter. Her blue linen suit was complemented by a white handbag and shoes. She looked as though she had just come from the hairdresser's. Her hair was swept back in a French roll. Jessica felt like asking if this new look was for the benefit of her mother's latest lover, but she didn't. Harriet looked angry enough already.
Well, I should have guessed really, shouldn't I? It was staring me in the face all the time. All that fuss about Sally's baby, not eating, being sick. You're a whore Jessica Miller! A whore! Do you know what the doctor just told me? 'Don't worry, Mrs. Miller, your daughter and the baby will be just fine.' Baby! You're pregnant! What have you got to say for yourself? Whore!
I am not! I know who the whore is around here and it's not me!
How dare you! Harriet moved, as if to slap Jessica, but Denise was in the way. She settled for verbal abuse instead. You're a common little tart, Jessica and I wish I didn't have to put up with you!
I'm not! sobbed Jessica. I was raped!
There, she'd finally said it out loud. Denise looked pale. Couldn't you think of a better story than that? Harriet turned on her heels and stalked out. Jessica felt sick. How could her mother be so heartless? Didn't she care what she was going through?
Are you all right Jessica? asked Denise. I don't really know what to say. I've never known anybody who was raped before. Denise sat down on the edge of the bed and hugged Jessica until the sobs subsided. Do you want to talk about it? Denise wasn't sure if that was the right thing to say.
Jessica was glad Denise was there, but she didn't know if she could talk about it. What could she say? How could she explain to Denise the horror that she had gone through for the past ten years? It was too degrading and too shameful to talk about. Denise would look at her differently if she knew the full story, she wouldn't want to have anything to do with her ever again.
You do know that it isn't your fault, don't you? Don't go blaming yourself, said Denise. Jessica nodded, but in her heart she felt she was to blame. If it wasn't her fault, why did she feel so guilty? He told her it was her fault, so it must be. He said that no one would believe her story of rape. That she had seduced him. It had never occurred to Jessica to question whether an eight year old girl could seduce a grown man. She had been naughty and she was being punished. That's what he said.
Jessica often wondered what she had done to deserve such awful punishment.
~ ~ ~
CHAPTER SIX
Jessica had never been to school after hours before. She had never been interested in joining any of the after school clubs. The car park was surprisingly full that evening. Mrs. Harris managed to squeeze her blue mini into a space between a Volvo Estate and a Vauxhall Cavalier. Jessica had been silent for the entire journey. Mrs. Harris had tried to coax her into conversation, but Jessica just stared at the road in front without answering. She didn't feel like talking.
Sister Agnes would somehow manage to convince the governors that everything was Jessica's fault. Perhaps Jessica's suspension would be extended, or she might even get expelled. Jessica was not looking forward to the meeting at all. She wished it was all over and the governors had made their judgement. She wondered what her sentence would be.
As they got out of the car, it began to rain. Jessica wrapped her cardigan tightly around her chest. She was wearing a blue dress with a white sailor collar. It was the only thing besides her school uniform that fitted, everything else was too tight around the waist. Mrs. Harris hadn't remarked upon her expanding waistline, and Jessica wondered if Denise had mentioned what had happened at the hospital.
How are you feeling? asked Mrs. Harris as they passed through the glass doors and along the corridor. It was lined with pictures of pupils past and present, their successes at sports and the arts. Jessica's picture didn't hang there, and she knew she would never want the dubious honour of being immortalised on a school corridor. I'm a bit nervous, she admitted. Nervous? Was that the right word to describe the horrible feeling in the pit of her stomach, the tightness in her chest, the difficulty she had in breathing, the pounding of her heart?
Well, that's only to be expected. Mrs. Harris always made everything seem all right. The sixth form common room had been commandeered for the meeting. Jessica took a deep breath as they went in. Two of the large tables had been pushed together. Around them sat seven women, all middle aged, all dressed similarly in business suits. The only difference was the colour, some were black, some were navy. One woman wore a shade of bottle green. Jessica thought she looked the friendliest of the seven.
Sister Agnes was sitting by herself in a far corner of the room. The notice board was above her, advertising a walking holiday and auditions for the school orchestra. Both notices were out of date. She glared at Jessica, as though Jessica were something slimy from a swamp. Jessica swallowed hard. These women would never believe her word against that of a nun. Why should they? Nuns, like priests, were to be trusted.
Sit down, Miss Miller, Mrs. Harris, said one of the women indicating two empty chairs opposite her. Miss Miller, thought Jessica, that doesn't sound too friendly..
I'm MRS. SIMPSON, she said it like that, as though her name consisted entirely of capital letters. These are my colleagues, she named them, but Jessica was too nervous to pay any attention. She felt as though she was having a dream. None of it seemed real. Not the women with their identical haircuts and handbags, not Sister Agnes sitting morosely in the corner.
We've heard Sister Agnes' version. She denies hitting you. Sister Agnes states that you fainted and then hit your head on the floor. Is that true? asked Mrs. Simpson.
No, replied Jessica. She could hardly believe that Sister Agnes could lie so blatantly. Sister Agnes hit me and knocked me out. I had to go to the hospital.
I've got the doctor's report here, said Mrs. Harris as she fumbled about in her handbag.
That won't be necessary, said Mrs. Simpson. Go on, Miss Miller. If Sister Agnes did hit you, she must have had a reason for doing so. Why did she hit you?
This was the question Jessica had been dreading. If she told the truth, she would get expelled for sure. If she lied, Sister Agnes would have great pleasure in telling them. I didn't pray at assembly. I told Sister Agnes that there was no one to pray to. Jessica twisted her hands in her lap. They were clammy with sweat. Mrs. Simpson tapped a pen on the desk. Am I to understand, Miss Miller, that you are an atheist?
Yes, " mumbled Jessica, though she hadn't quite thought of it like that before.
In that case, why are you having the benefit of a good Christian education and depriving someone else of a place? We have so many applicants that we have to turn people away. We are one of the best schools in the country and you are depriving some good Christian girl of a place. Under the circumstances, we feel that Sister Agnes was correct in her handling of her situation. Sister Agnes will remain at her post.
Sister Agnes stood up. Thank you, Mrs. Simpson. Now, Jessica. I feel that we can no longer have you attending our school. You are expelled. There was the glint of triumph in her eyes as she stared at Jessica. She'd won.
I don't believe this! exclaimed Mrs. Harris. She looked at Mrs. Simpson. Jessica was knocked unconscious by that woman over there, and you punish Jessica! Where is your sense of justice? I will take this matter further. You can't get away with this!
That will be a waste of time, Mrs. Harris and you know it. We're a private school and we can expel any pupil we wish. We also employ whoever we wish, or had you forgotten? Mrs. Simpson smiled evilly. I don't think that we want teachers at our school who are so emotional, do we ladies? I'd like to propose a motion that Mrs. Harris should resign.
Seconded, said the woman in the green suit.
Can we all vote then please? All those in favour raise your hands. Seven hands waved in the air.
" There, it's unanimous. Mrs. Harris, I expect your letter of resignation on Sister Agnes' desk first thing in the morning, is that clear? Mrs. Simpson's voice left no room for argument. I won't resign, said Mrs. Harris. You can fire me, but I won't resign.
"All right then, you're fired, said Mrs. Simpson.
It was Jessica's turn to speak. You can't fire Mrs. Harris because of me!
It has nothing to do with you. It is of no concern to you what happens at this school any longer. Oh, by the way Mrs. Harris, you can also inform that daughter of yours that she is no longer welcome at this school. Jessica felt like screaming with frustration. It was all so unfair! How could they get away with it?
You can't expel them just like that! said Mrs. Harris, her frayed nerves beginning to show.
We can, and we just have. Now if you will excuse us, we have other business to discuss, school business. Mrs. Simpson smirked at them. Mrs. Harris turned to Jessica. Come on, Jessica, there's nothing more we can do here. Jessica didn't move. Her mouth opened and there was a loud scream. It took a while to realise that the scream was coming from her.
Shut her up! roared Sister Agnes. It was no use, once Jessica had started, she couldn't stop. All the years of pent up horror and frustration had to get out some way. Screaming seemed to be the only way. She's hysterical, said one of the other women. Slap her across the face. That was what Sister Agnes hastened to do.
Don't you dare touch her! Mrs. Harris shrieked. Jessica, listen to me. I'm going to take you by the arm and then we're going to go in my car, okay? Mrs Harris spoke gently to her as she took Jessica's arm and led her to the car park.
Her screams echoed in the silence. Almost as suddenly as they had started, the screams stopped. They turned into massive choking sobs. Jessica couldn't control them. Her shoulders heaved with the effort. It's okay, Jessica. It's okay. Mrs. Harris hugged her and smoothed her hair back from her forehead. Jessica held on tightly to Mrs. Harris.
On the car journey home, Jessica was silent again. She was embarrassed at the way she had behaved. At the time it had seemed the right thing to do. She hoped Mrs. Harris wouldn't think any less of her, because of the fool she'd made of herself. I'm sorry that you got fired and that Denise got expelled. It's all my fault! Jessica broke the silence when they were a few minutes from home.
Jessica Miller! Stop that right now! The only person to blame is Sister Agnes. She was the one who hit you. I don't like bad language, but Denise just said something on the spur of the moment. Neither of you should have been expelled.
I don't suppose I could have stayed at school for very much longer anyway, Jessica said. It was difficult to talk about, but Mrs. Harris would find out sooner or later.
You see..., here she paused, unsure of the reaction she would get. Would Mrs. Harris think she was a slut, like her mother did? Jessica didn't think she could bear it if Mrs. Harris thought badly of her. I'm, er, I'm... her heart was fluttering wildly against her chest as though it wanted to escape. I'm pregnant.
Oh Jessica, why didn't you tell me sooner? I thought you trusted me? I know how hard it is to talk to your parents about these sort of things, but I thought you could talk to me. Do you parents know yet?
Yes, but mum said I was a whore. I'm not, " sniffed Jessica.
You were raped, weren't you Jessica?"
How did you know that? asked Jessica.
I suspected it was something like that, ever since Andrew walked in on you in the bathroom.. Who was it, Jessica?
I'm sorry, I can't tell you. I can't tell anyone.
When they reached her house, Jessica didn't want to go in. She would have to face her parents and tell them that she'd been expelled. The prospect had little appeal. Would you like me to tell them? asked Mrs. Harris. She had an uncanny knack of guessing Jessica's moods. Jessica shook her head sadly, it was better to do it on her own. That way, her mother couldn't add coward to the list of things she already called her.
Mrs. Harris smiled at her. " Now, I want you to stop worrying and look after that baby of yours. You shouldn't get upset in your condition.
Jessica stared as Mrs. Harris drove off. She'd never really thought of the baby as being hers before. It was always his baby, nothing to do with her. Her hand travelled to her abdomen. There was a baby growing in there. Her baby. Perhaps it would be all right, if he didn't find out. He wouldn't let her keep the baby. She shivered at the thought. Did he know already? He might and was just lulling her into a false sense of security. Jessica climbed the front steps slowly, it was like a mountain hike.
Well, how did it go? asked her father, as soon as she entered the living room. He was smiling. Her mother was sitting sullenly in front of the television. Were they expecting good news? Mrs. Harris got fired. Denise got expelled and so did I.
Oh, love, I'm sorry. Her father had taken it well. Her mother was a different story.
Sorry? For that trollop? She deserves everything she gets.
Harriet! How can you say that about her?
Because it's true! All the time we thought she was studying at the library, she's been with some boy! You do know she's pregnant? spat Harriet.
That's not how it was! protested Jessica. I told you what happened!
Oh yes, the little fairy tale about you being raped. Your boyfriend got you pregnant and now you don't want to face the consequences. You little...
That's enough! roared Edward.
Jessica had never heard him raise his voice before. Harriet, apologise to Jessica this minute! Sometimes I wonder if I even know you! How can you call Jessica names just because she's pregnant when you were pregnant before we were married?
That's different, pouted Harriet.
I don't see how. Why don't you believe that she was raped?
Because it's a lie! She made it up so she wouldn't seem like the slut she is! Harriet made a grab for Jessica's hair, but Edward managed to get between them and grabbed Harriet's wrists. Jessica, I think it's time you went to bed. Your mother and I have a lot to discuss, said Edward. Jessica was glad to go, she didn't like arguments, especially when she was the cause.
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