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Chapter 1 

 

Fiona turned off the shower and stepped from the cubicle; she plucked a towel from 

the rail and flicked a smug glance at her surroundings.  It had been two weeks now 

since she had moved into her new house and still she couldn’t suppress a satisfied 

smile.  She loved these gleaming tiles and the sparkling chrome, the endless supply of 

hot water and the heated towel rail.  It felt like luxury, more than she could have 

hoped for when she had first decided to buy her own place but here it was, here she 

was, the queen of her little castle.  She grabbed the corner of her towel and swiped a 

clear line through the steam clouding the mirror.  The face staring back at her through 

the scented mist was beginning now to lose the tan but her hair was still streaked by 

sunshine.  Her eyes, she didn’t look into her eyes, how long would it be before she 

could do that?  

 

In the spacious bedroom she twirled around hugging the towel to herself and grinning 

inanely.  She knew that it was decadent and her mother would call her daft but she 

couldn’t help herself.  Her dream house at last, clean and fresh and all hers.  The price 

had been high, sacrifice and struggle but she had been prepared for it.  A shadow 

passed through the smile?  There was nothing to be gained starting down that road, 

she gave herself a mental shake, it was too late now there was no way back, decisions 

had been made and actions taken, it was time to move forward.  It wasn’t just the 

house, not the material possession alone, it was more.  It was independence, maturity, 

a statement for the world, ‘I can make it, look, I am my own person’.  

 

Her mum had been dependent on dad for everything, still was.  Down the years she 

had taken little jobs but there was no career, just things to do to fill the time and have 

some spending money.  Now though, retired and without even a pension in her own 

right, to Fiona she seemed like a non-person. Oh, she said it was fine, it was what she 

had expected and anyway it was only money, but it wasn’t, it was a total surrender of 

her life and independence, Fiona was having none of it.  From her teen years she 

vowed that she would forge her own way and be beholden to no-one and here she 

was, on the way, truly on the way.  

 

When Granny had the stroke it had forced change. There had been no option and so 

she had done the right thing.  The little terrace house was too small for all of them and 

it there was no way for her to stay there and see Granny in a home.  The nurse’s 

accommodation she had moved to was pretty grim in truth.  She found it difficult 

living in such a huge community and the constant parade of beings every time she 

opened her room door was unsettling and exhausting.  A shared kitchen and the sound 

and smell of other people at all hours was miserable, still she stuck it out.  It was part 

of the price and she was willing to pay it, determined to make something of her life.   

 

The bedsit itself had that overused, over-occupied feeling that no potted plants and 

new bedding could disguise and there had been nights when she sat and cried with 

misery after a hard day on the wards, study to do and no home comforts. 

 

When the bright day came at last and she finished her training it was the start of 

bigger and better and it was surprising to her how rapidly things had improved.  She 

moved into a senior nurse’s flat at a new hospital and had a couple of fun years.  She 

made good friends and worked on her career.  She wanted more though and the 



acknowledged way to get it quickly was to move abroad.  It had been scary and often 

during the selection procedure and the struggles with bureaucracy she had been 

tempted to throw in the towel and settle into the slower, traditional route.  She hadn’t 

though, she had gone and now this beautiful house, new and sparkling, freshly 

painted, double glazed and centrally heated felt like something from a film, it had 

been worth it.  Most of it had been worth it.    

 

Ikea had done her proud and her bedroom looked like a catalogue page, she had even 

bought the artificial lilies.  She had almost convinced herself that it was ironic but it 

wasn’t was it?  No, she was living in a house from a magazine and if the magazine 

was the Ikea catalogue it didn’t matter it was a dream come true.   

 

Letting out a sigh of pure pleasure and satisfaction she clopped down the oak stairs 

and into the bright kitchen to switch on the coffee maker.  She supposed that 

eventually it would all pale and become everyday but she was trying to prolong the 

newness and excitement as long as she could.  Hard graft and sacrifice had bought this 

house and it was all her own work and she refused to feel guilty about the pleasure it 

brought her.  She pushed away the other thoughts, there was no place for them now, 

the past was the past she had to let it lie otherwise, well, how could she survive?  

 

There had been five years working in oil rich countries, living in little more than 

cupboards and persevering in the face of language problems, dreadful homesickness 

and religious intolerance.  Oh yes she had earned this and there was no need for her to 

feel anything but pleasure in it.  

 

The dining table and chairs perched under the window were backlit by diffused 

sunlight glowing through the sheer drapes.  Plopping onto a chair she reached over 

and with a flourish pulled back the curtains.  The professionally landscaped garden, 

tiny little postage stamp that it was, had been a special offer to encourage buyers and 

she loved it, loved it, loved it.  Floodlit at night, there was a tiny patio and just last 

weekend she had bought a teak lounger ready for the summer nights when she would 

recline with her wine and lose herself in the suburban peace.    

 

What the hell, “Hey, hey you.”  There right before the window, stretched out on the 

new seat, she couldn’t believe it. Some bloke, some impudent workman probably.  

How dare he?  She ran across the kitchen, too astonished and angry to be afraid, she 

fumbled with the triple locking device and then, flinging back the wood, she leapt into 

the garden. 

 

“What the hell do you think you’re do…”  The decking was empty, the chair was 

vacant.  She spun towards the back entrance but it was closed. “Oh.”   

 

She strode to the gate, it was closed and locked.  The garden was deserted but just a 

moment before she was sure, absolutely convinced that there had been a man sitting 

on her patio. 

  



Chapter 2  

 

Visitors streamed through the ward doors, in deference to new guidelines there were 

no flowers, no cards and everyone stopped to rub cleaning gel into their hands, things 

had changed so much in the time that she had been away.  As they wove their way 

through the flood of relatives Fiona turned to the girl at her side.  Sharon, friend from 

the early days, long time support and now moving up in her career and her life.  Fiona 

threw an arm around the other girls shoulder.   

 

“God, what a day.  I thought it’d never end. I’m completely wiped out.  Do you want 

to go for drink Fi?”  

 

Fiona glanced at her watch. “No, I don’t think so thanks.  I wanted to get to the 

garden centre before they close.  I want some pots for the patio.   

 

“I’m really looking forward to the weekend.  Is Simon going to make it?”  

 

“Yeah, yeah he’s coming.  How many will there be?”  

 

“I think there are about twenty five.  Do you think I’m mad having a barbecue in 

April?”   

 

“No, it’s a smashing idea.  We’re really up for it me and Simon. We’ll bring our 

cagoules. It’ll rain you know, this isn’t the Middle East, in this part of the world a 

barbecue equals rain, if you’re lucky and snow if you’ve been really bad.  You 

haven’t been really bad have you?”  The tall blonde giggled and nudged playfully at 

Fiona causing her to stagger slightly against the wall.     

 

Bad, had she been bad? She screamed silently, deep inside, Don’t – let it go, turn 

from the darkness.  She drew in deep breaths, she must be calm, don’t let go, not now, 

not now.  She forced herself to smile as her friend chattered on, just an ordinary 

evening, it was just an ordinary evening.  

 

 “God it’s good to have you back Fi.  I missed you so much while you were away.”  

 

“Yeah well there comes a time when it’s over you know.  When you’ve just had 

enough and you need to come back.”  

 

“I have to say it did all seem quite sudden, from my angle, you know.  I was glad, of 

course I was but, well just a bit surprised that you hadn’t said anything in the letters 

and then bang you were back, buying the house and all that.   

 

“Anyway, as I said I’m really pleased that you are and that it’s all working out for 

you. Have a happy time at the garden centre you little homemaker you and I’ll see 

you tomorrow.  Let’s hope by then the Juniors have found their brains and the 

Consultants have found their manners.   

 

Yeah, as if.”  They both grinned. “Is it only surgical wards that are like this?  No, no 

don’t answer I like to think when it all gets too much I can transfer to medical and 

spend my days eating chocolates and reading patient’s magazines.   



 

“Bye love, see you tomorrow.” Making her way to the car park on wobbling legs 

Fiona fought, yet again, the panic that threatened, the dark cloud hovering oh so near, 

just waiting, looming ever on the bright horizon.  She paused and laid her hands 

against the car roof, gulping air and blinking back tears.  She had to deal with this, 

there must be a way to smother it, keep the fear and the horror away.  She had 

managed up until now, surely the worst was behind her, she was safe here, back in her 

own country, her own circle, she was safe – well wasn’t she? A panic attack that was 

all it was, stress induced tension, she would beat it.   

 

As soon as she was strong enough she climbed into the car and swept out onto the 

main road towards the plant nursery.  She would just keep busy, find normal things to 

do and she would win through, there was no other option… 

 

A hard three hours later standing back to admire the floodlit patch of tiny garden she 

winked at her reflection grinning back at her from the glass in the patio doors.  Yes it 

looked good.  The little pot-bellied barbecue was so cute and the shrubs were perfect 

in their matching ceramic containers.  She nodded her head in satisfaction.  

 

Cool, really great. A quick round of the doors and windows and then she poured a 

glass of brandy to take upstairs, a naughty treat midweek but she reckoned she’d 

earned it.  The hot shower eased her tightened muscles and when she slid between the 

covers sleep came and carried her away before she had time to finish the drink.  As 

she relaxed into her dreams kindly thoughts flitted through her mind.  Just one more 

shift and then three days off and the middle one was the housewarming party.  It was 

really fantastic to be back, feeling safe, and everything working out so well.  Better 

than she could have dared hope...   

 

The morning was bright and brittle with birdsong. She hadn’t seen the patio in 

daylight and was so excited that she couldn’t even wait to get down stairs.  Throwing 

back the drapes and pushing open the window she leaned out to admire her handiwork 

of the night before.  

 

“What the f…  Oh shit.  What on earth has happened?”  She flew down the stairs, 

across the kitchen and out onto the ruined patio.  Pots had been flung against the wall.  

Soil and broken earthenware was scattered across the decking and the poor shrubs 

were bare rooted and upended on the lawn.  The new barbecue was in pieces.  She 

couldn’t believe the evidence in front of her.  “How the hell has that happened?”  

 

The cast iron base was broken and the shards flung into the corners.  It didn’t seem 

possible that a solid metal object that she had barely been able to lift from her car boot 

had been broken like a plastic toy.  Tears dripped from the end of her chin as she 

looked at the ruin in front of her.  Who on earth had done this, and why?  Surely not 

kids, and surely not neighbours, she didn’t even know them yet.  Could it be a fox or a 

dog?  No, impossible for a little creature to do all of this, and with no noise to disturb 

her sleep.   

 

“Oh shit.”  She flung herself back inside and grabbed the phone dialling three nines as 

she pulled a piece of kitchen towel from the roll to blot at her eyes. 

  



Chapter 3 

 

“That’s terrible, Fi. You poor thing. What did the police say?” Sharon dragged yet 

another tissue from the box on the table between them and handed it across to Fiona 

who was sniffing and gulping, trying to regain some sort of control.   

 

She hadn’t intended to cry, didn’t know tears were close but once she started the tale 

they had flooded across her cheeks and the sobs had overtaken her and caused her as 

much distress as they had the other girl.   

Teetering on the edge, a step away from breakdown, tears and panic forever waiting 

in ambush, was it always to be like this?  She gathered herself, tried to strengthen her 

voice, to shrug the distress away, put the thing in perspective. 

  

“Well they didn’t even come, you know how it is.  They gave me a crime number for 

the insurance company and suggested I get a better lock on the back gate.”   

 

“Useless.”  

 

“Well, it is only a few plants and a barbecue I suppose.”  

 

“Yeah but they broke into your space didn’t they.  Whoever it was, they invaded your 

home and so on.”  

 

“Well, I know Sharon but anyway I’ve got some new pots, metal ones and the plants 

were rescuable.  I bought a different barbecue as well.  You know cast iron can be a 

bit brittle.  Still if you’d seen it, it was totally smashed, amazing really.  The worst 

thing is though I can’t understand why anyone would do it.  I don’t even know anyone 

around there yet so I don’t see how I could have offended anyone.  It must just be 

wanton destruction I suppose.  That’s a bit worrying isn’t it?  The area is supposed to 

be safe.  That’s why I chose to go there.   

 

“Well, no point in brooding about it.  I’ll put it down to experience and step right over 

it.  I have to go and get the booze tomorrow morning and then you’re coming over 

early to help me with the grub.”  

 

“Yeah, you’re not really worried are you? You know put off the house or anything by 

what’s happened?”  

 

“No, no, course not.  Thing is though, I didn’t mention it before but there was a man 

on the lounger the other morning.  When I got up, he was just sitting there.  By the 

time I got outside he’d gone.  I did wonder you know if there’s a nutter or something 

like that.  You know somebody who didn’t want the houses built that sort of thing.  

What do you reckon?”  

 

“Have you talked to anybody else, asked your neighbours for instance if they’ve had 

any trouble?”  

 

“D’you know what I haven’t.  Next door both sides are coming to the house warming, 

if I get the chance I might bring it up.  

 



“Anyway, time to get back to the grind.  See you later love.”  

 

“Yeah.  Later.” …   

The party was a huge, success.  Excellent.  The weather was kind even though there 

was a barbecue involved.  The garden looked lovely, and everyone really did seem to 

have a super time.  There were no breakages and the food was great in spite of 

handing over the cooking to Simon half way through so that she could circulate.  He 

singed the ribs a bit but nobody had minded and it had all been really special.  

She finished loading the glasses into the dishwasher and then sat on the back step with 

a last little glass of red wine.  What a wonderful way to start living here.  The 

neighbours were nice, Shelley and Clive, young and pregnant and then Steven and oh 

what was her name, Steven and Carly, Mandy, Sandy oh something like that from the 

other side.  All young and professional and really pleasant.   

She had pushed aside the problems with the break in and the weirdo on the lounger in 

the excitement of it all and so hadn’t mentioned it to the neighbours.  Not to worry 

Steven and whatever-dy had asked her to go for a drink on Sunday and she could have 

a talk about it with them then.  Actually she was glad now, it could have spoiled the 

atmosphere to bring all of that up.  

With a satisfied sigh she pushed herself up and turned out the floodlighting.  Back 

gate and doors all locked and then tomorrow a guy was coming to put up a security 

light that would sense any movement.  Her mum had warned her that they had trouble 

with cats setting theirs off but she actually thought better that than somebody coming 

in and trashing her stuff.  

She climbed into bed and lay down intending to re-run the highlights of the party 

through her mind but, before there was time for more than a quick inventory of who 

had turned up, she had drifted off to sleep...  

The moon was muffled silver through the bedroom curtains, the room was lost in 

gloom, furniture and lamps transformed by the night.  The atmosphere was wrong, 

even before she opened her eyes she felt it.  Her skin prickled with tension and there 

was threat in the air.   

As her eyes popped open in the dim room she started to push herself into a sitting 

position her heart hammering in her chest.  What was wrong?  What had woken 

her?  She listened, tried to calm her breathing, sweat damped her forehead.  Part of 

her brain was trying to calm her, insisting she keep control, another part screamed at 

her to run.  The internal struggle sparked at her nerve endings, her arms were prickled 

with goosebumps.  She knew she would have to move.  Something had woken her and 

she couldn’t just sit here.   

There was no sound.   

She slid her legs out from under the duvet, quietly in the darkness, she leaned across 

and clicked on the small light.  The brightness stabbed at her eyes, she squinted 



raising a hand to shield them.  All seemed well in the bedroom, surprisingly normal 

now with the light on.  She breathed a little easier.  Her skin was clammy, her heart 

pounded as she moved to the door.  It was ajar and she could see the landing.  

Moonlight filmed the floorboards and the top of the bannister, she pulled the handle 

towards her and stepped through.  

Out onto the landing and to the top step.  All well.  She was relaxing now, had her 

second wind and a modicum of bravery.  She went down the first three stairs and 

leaned over the wooden rail.  

She peered downwards into the living room and gasped as her heart leapt into her 

throat, breath hissing into the silence.  Swirling back to the bedroom she flung the 

door closed, fumbling with the lock.  She stumbled in a frantic panic to the bedside 

table and yanked the phone to the floor in her haste to unhook the handset.  With 

trembling fingers she dialled the emergency number stabbing at the buttons.  

“Oh God, Oh God.”   

“Emergency, which service do you require?”  

The woman at the other end was calm, almost matter of fact.  “There’s someone in my 

garden.  There’s a man peering in my window.  I’m on my own.  Please, please send 

someone.”  

“Try to keep calm caller.  What is your name and your address?”  

“Fiona, Fiona Carlisle.  162 Western Crescent.  Please send someone; please he’s 

there in the garden” 

“Alright Fiona try and keep calm we’ll have someone with you as soon as 

possible.  Just keep talking to me now, what is your number?  Are you in a safe 

room?”  

“Yes, yes I’m in the bedroom. I can't remember my number.  Oh God I can't 

remember, it's new”  

“Don't worry about that now. Have you locked the door?”  

“Yes, it’s locked.”  She stumbled across the room dragging the ‘phone with her and 

double checked the lock.  As she did so she heard the step on the stair.  Unmistakable, 

firm and steady, one stair, two stairs, three stairs.  

“Are you still there Fiona, are you okay?”  

“Oh God, he’s inside, I think he’s inside.”   

“The officers will be with you very soon now, try and keep calm.  Stay on the line 

Fiona. Hello, hello, Fiona are you still there?  Hello Fiona, speak to me.”   



The sound of the sirens could be heard now in the distance.  “Hello Fiona, are you 

there, can you hear me?” 

  



Chapter 4 

 

The copper dragged the duvet from the bed to cover Fiona. He tucked it around her 

shoulders trying not to spill the cup of hot sweet tea his partner had just delivered.  

 

“How are you feeling now Miss?” 

 

“Hmm, I’ll be okay in a minute.  If I could just stop shaking.”  Great tears brimmed 

on her lower lids and slid down her face.  Rubbing at the moisture with one hand she 

tried to smile at him with wobbly lips.  

 

“Are you sure there’s nothing out there, and the door’s not damaged?” 

 

“No, Miss nothing at all.  No sign of an intruder and the doors and gate were all 

secure.”  

 

“I was so scared.  I have never been so scared ever,” As she said the words she knew 

them to be untrue but that was then, in the before world.  “I couldn’t even talk to the, 

what’d you call her, is it the operator?  You know on the phone.  Can you tell her 

thank you?”  

 

“The expeditor.  She’ll understand, it’s all part of her job and you’re not the first and 

you certainly won’t be the last, unfortunately.”  

 

“But, I was so sure, absolutely convinced that there was someone, well a man.  I saw 

him.  I heard him, his feet on the stairs.” 

 

“Well, there is certainly no-one here Fiona.  You’re safe now.  I need to fill in a form 

if you’re up to it.” 

 

“Yes, sure, of course.”  

 

He filled out the incident report as his colleague made a final tour of the house.  “All 

absolutely fine Miss.  Are you going to be okay or do you want to call someone to 

stay with you?”  

 

“No, no thanks I’m fine.  You’ve been very kind.  Thank you, really.” In truth she 

wanted to throw her arms around them and scream don’t go, stay here till morning but 

pride and an admittedly rather tentative grip on pride kept her snuggled under the 

duvet her knuckles white around the mug of tea.  

 

“Right well, we’ll be off then.  Make sure you put the dead lock on when we leave.”  

 

She dragged herself to the door with them, still wrapped in the duvet and feeling 

totally drained and rather tearful as they left her on her own. 

 

The five dead bolts clicked into place with a satisfying thud.  Looking around at the 

neat little space, brightly lit and cheerful, it was difficult now to recall the terror of 

such a short time ago.  Trembling and sobbing in the corner of the bedroom with the 

phone clutched ineffectually before her fear dumbed mouth she had heard the sirens 



howling in the street outside.  Only when the policemen had thumped on the door, 

shouting out to her had she dared to leave the room and let them in.  

 

She crept towards the patio doors.  The police had left the floodlights on and she 

could see the whole of the garden, the patio and the gate, locked and secured. She 

knew that there would be no more sleep for her tonight and so she curled onto the 

settee sipping the rapidly cooling tea.   

 

Every little creak shot at her nerves causing her to twitch and jerk as she waited 

desperately for the daylight.   

 

In the patrol car the young copper turned to his mate.  “What do you reckon then?”  

 

“Oh well, so many women living on their own now.  Some of them can hack it and 

some of them, well y’know.”  

 

“She didn’t strike me as the hysterical type though.  She seemed pretty sensible, 

always allowing for the circumstances.  She has had that other business as well, with 

the pots and the barbecue.”  

 

“Well, all we can do it put in a report and suggest a drive by with the regular patrol 

for a bit.”  

 

“Yeah, I guess.  Don’t want it coming back to bite us in the bum when she gets raped 

though do we.”  

 

“God no, no that.” 

  



Chapter 5 

 “So, how are things?  No more trouble at home?  You looked absolutely whacked, 

you’ve got dark rings under your eyes, that’s not like you.” 

“No there’s been nothing, nothing at all.  Trouble is though that I can’t sleep, I know I 

look a mess.  It’s awful I wait until I’m really tired and everything, I have a milky 

drink all the stuff that they tell you to do and as soon as my head hits the pillow I start 

hearing noises.”  

“Have you thought about taking some sleeping pills?  Just for a day or two you know, 

you can get herbal ones now.  It might be enough just to relax you so you can get 

some rest.”  

Great tears trickled down Fiona’s face as with shaking hands she lifted her 

cup.  Coffee sploshed onto the café table, she dabbed at it with her napkin.  “I got 

some, Doc Jones gave me a few but the trouble is-”  she stopped unable to speak for a 

moment and the look of abject misery on her friends face tore at Sharon’s kind 

heart.  She reached out and laid her hand across her friend trembling one. Taking a 

deep breath Fiona carried on. “-I’m too scared to take the pills because I’m afraid of 

being out of it if anything, well anybody-,” she stopped again and took a quivering 

breath, “-In case anyone should get in while I’m in a drugged sleep.  

“You can’t imagine how scary it was Sharon.  I really truly believed, well still believe 

that there was someone there, in the house.  I was petrified.   I don’t know what I’m 

going to do.”  

“Tell you what, would it help if I came and stayed with you for a few days.  Maybe 

you would feel better and once you get some rest you’ll be able to cope.”  

“Oh, would you? That would be fantastic.  Are you sure Simon won’t mind?”  

“No of course he won’t. How about you come home with me after work, we’ll have 

dinner and then go to yours and I’ll stay till the weekend.  Simon is working in the 

evenings at the moment; he won’t even notice I’m not there.”  

“Thanks, Sharon.  That is absolutely wonderful.”  She leapt up and moved around the 

table to give her friend a hug.  Now the great dull sack of worry had been lifted from 

her shoulders the day was brighter, the clouds still threatened but they had been 

pushed back, for now.   

By the weekend Fiona was feeling much stronger.  Having someone else in the house 

had meant she’d been able to sleep, to relax.  With proper rest everything else was so 

much more manageable.  As they sat crunching their breakfast toast in the little pool 

of sunshine by the kitchen window she turned to her friend.  

“I can’t thank you enough Sharon, this, having you here has made such a difference, 

you’ve no idea.” 



 “Oh, come on love it’s my pleasure and I can see that it’s done you good.  Anyway, 

I’ve enjoyed it.  It’s been like when we were in training hasn’t it.  Do you remember 

when you first came to the nurses’ home?  You hated it at first didn’t you but it was 

fun in the end.” 

“Yeah, it was.  Anyway thanks again.  There’s something else though, I have begun to 

think that maybe I should take a lodger.  What do you reckon?”  

“But, I thought you wanted the place to yourself.  Still, things have changed a bit I 

suppose and maybe you could do it just for a bit.  Just until you get your confidence 

back.  I’ll bet you can ask someone in HR and at least they’ll know the background of 

anyone looking for a place.  Yeah maybe that’s it, for a while at least.”  

“Well, I’m off for today and tomorrow but on Monday I’ll go in and speak to them.”  

“Are you going to be okay tonight?”  

“Yeah, course I am and you need to get back to your own place.  I don’t want Simon 

after me.”  They stood and hugged and then Sharon threw her few bits into the car and 

with a quick wave disappeared round the corner.  

Immediately she was back on her own Fiona started bustling around the house.  She 

changed the bedding in the spare room.  Taking a few minutes to evaluate the bright 

little space she nodded to herself.  Yes it would be a good room to let out.  There was 

a tiny en suite with a shower and a there was a built in wardrobe.  She would need to 

buy some sort of desk or table but then it would be fine, a good space.  

Back in the kitchen she put on the washing and caught up on other housework by 

which time the sun was calling her into the garden.  She took a cup of tea and sat on 

the patio gazing around, the sun on her face and the song made by the shushing of the 

tall plants swaying in the breeze unwound the muscles of her shoulders and she 

acknowledged that she felt happy again.  

Deliberately working hard took her through the day and then in the evening reading 

until she could no longer keep her eyes open and the words swam on the page.  She 

made a point to take her shower early while it was still daylight and all she needed to 

do now was climb up the stairs and slide into bed.  The plan worked and sleep came 

easily and swiftly.  

In the early hours she woke to the darkness.  The hairs on the back of her neck were 

prickling.  She struggled to gain control;  she wouldn’t panic, not again.  Taking a 

deep calming breath she leaned over and turned on the light.  Glancing at the window 

was reassuring, “There you are, no problem, the sensor light hasn’t come on.” She 

spoke aloud to the darkness, “Come on now, get out and go round the 

house.  Everything is fine.  Just go and have a look then get back into bed and go to 

sleep.”  The sound of her own voice calmed her and with a determined step she strode 

out to the landing and without hesitation flicked on the light.  Down the stairs, all 

okay and into the kitchen.  



The room spun, as her heart drained.  Her lungs lost their ability to draw air into her 

body leaving her gasping like a landed fish.  The strength left her legs.  She fell 

against the wall, as her knees wobbled and her legs turned to jelly. On the table under 

the window there was a rose, a long stemmed rose.  It was withered and dead the 

leaves grey and brittle, and the stem was tied with a black ribbon. 

  



Chapter 6  

 

Breathing suspended, heart thundering and knees threatening to let go at any moment 

Fiona forced herself forward.  The rose was central on the little round table, softly 

illuminated in a pool of moonlight.  The cork mat and the salt and pepper shakers lay 

on the floor in the corner.  It registered at the corner of her terrified brain, spilt salt, 

well that’s bad.  The table was within reach now. From a far place she watched her 

quivering hand reach towards the grey stem.  One finger touched it.  The solidity of it 

shocked her.  It shouldn’t be real and solid.  She pushed it a little and it shifted leaving 

grey dust on the pale wood.  Her fingers curled around it.  As it was lifted from the 

support of the wooden table it crumbled and dissipated and spread a circle of dust 

even the black ribbon disintegrated, there was nothing solid now.   

 

Fiona looked down at the table, now she felt oddly calm, her nerves had given up and 

ceased to register the fear, it was as if she had blown a fuse.  Her index finger traced a 

line through the dust as a sound escaped her.  Almost a laugh it manufactured itself 

somewhere deep in her throat and was expelled as she breathed for the first time since 

she had pushed herself away from the wall and taken silent steps across the tiles.    

 

She couldn’t tear her eyes away from the pile of debris.  Lifting the grimy finger to 

her face she peered at the ends.  Now, with a sudden flash horror overtook her and she 

rubbed at the stain and cried out.  She was trembling, great rigours shook her limbs 

and torso, tears rolled down her face and she sobbed as her lungs struggled to feed her 

blood with oxygen.   

 

Leaning forward she swept both hands across the table top, the dust clouded around 

her fingers and then dissolved, lost in the air.   Smudges and thin particles stuck to the 

wood. Now, she stared at the cleared space and the idea found purchase amongst her 

addled thoughts that she had destroyed any evidence that the rose ever existed.  

Overcome with the passions of the last few minutes she now forfeited the last strength 

in her legs and with it the ability to remain standing.  She flopped heavily to the floor 

banging hard against the chair and jolting her spine.  With a quiet moan she let go the 

weeping that had built in her throat. 

 

For long, long moments she slumped on the floor under the kitchen table, her 

overstretched brain tuning out and sending her into a state of half faint, half dream.  

When she came back to herself the intense fear and the repercussions of it had wrung 

her out and left her drained of all emotion.  She didn’t know how long she had been 

there but she shivered with the cold striking through from the tiled floor.    

 

Dragging herself hand over hand up the table leg she gained her feet. Her eyes had 

closed in fear but now she was completely upright and she forced her lids apart.  The 

table was empty, the innocent surface bearing a faint shadow of the horror just visible  

in the brightness of the moon.   

 

A finger stroked across the smooth wood, what had this been?  Had she imagined it?  

Maybe a trick of the light had fooled her, she looked at her finger end, there was 

nothing there.  Maybe a draft had moved the curtain and scattered the condiments and 

a shadow had tricked her over active mind.  Maybe it was all just her silly imagination 

a result of nervousness.  She began to feel a little stronger.  Perhaps this was just a 



really nasty half dream.  After all what else could it be, for goodness sake ghostly 

roses – please.   

She fetched a damp tissue and wiped the table top.  Bending to retrieve the salt and 

pepper she saw that in fact the salt wasn’t spilt at all but both little glass pots were 

upright, as if they had been carefully placed.  “Well there you are that’s really lucky 

isn’t it.” She spoke aloud into the darkness, needed the sound of a human voice even 

though it was her own, weak and shaky. Had she done this herself, cleaning and 

tidying before bed-time?  Was she suffering blackouts, losing moments from her life?  

Was the pain and the anguish coming back to punish her, and heaven knew she had 

expected punishment, at times she had felt that she would welcome it to assuage the 

grief and guilt.  

 

She replaced the mat and positioned the condiments.  No, this had all been 

imagination and really she did need to get herself sorted out this would not do at all. 

Squaring her shoulders she marched across the room and then with firm steps she 

climbed the stairs turning out all but the landing light. 

  



Chapter 7 
 

“Fiona, are you okay you look terrible?” 

 

“Yeah, yeah I’m fine.  Picked up a bit of a bug I think.  Nothing too bad, nothing 

catching.”   

 

Fiona turned away from her friend.  Picking up the clip board she left the nursing 

station, collected the trolley and started the drugs round.  Sharon, her head tipped to 

one side, watched the slender figure dragging herself around the ward.  Fiona still 

smiled at the patients as she passed through, still stopped to have a quick word or 

check an infusion line.  Ever the professional nurse, calm and efficient and no way 

had she picked up a bug.  For a start she wouldn’t risk bringing infection into the 

hospital and secondly a bug wouldn’t cause that nervous fluttering of the eyelids or 

the tension in her shoulders. A bug wouldn’t cause the dramatic loss of weight and the 

haunted, hunted expression in her eyes. Something was going on and although she 

was worried for her friend she was also a little hurt not to be asked to share in the 

problems. She would try at the end of the shift to persuade her to go for a drink or a 

bite to eat maybe and find out what was going on.   

 

That house, there was a problem with that house.  She had never said as much but 

there was something odd there, a feeling about the place. It wasn’t really what you 

could call an atmosphere but it just wasn’t a place that felt relaxed.  The decorations 

were modern and bright, the fittings stylish and of course it was all clean and new.  

The garden was lovely even though it was still in its infancy with the perennial plants 

immature but it didn’t feel ‘right’.  She could never say so because Fiona was so 

happy with it all but she wouldn’t want to live there and had hardly slept a wink last 

week when she had stayed over though didn’t know why.  

 

For Fiona the day dragged on. Last night, going back to bed she had convinced herself 

that what had happened was a figment of her imagination and her nerves which were 

still on edge.  A rose though, a long stemmed rose with a ribbon tied around the stem.  

A chill ran through her.  That clichéd expression of affection, she knew that a long 

stemmed rose would never be a “Hallmark Moment” for her.  never, no matter how 

much time and distance there was between her and what had happened.  The manager 

at the garden centre had tried to interest her in patio rose bushes and was obviously 

taken aback at the vehemence of her refusal to even look at them.  Ladies loved roses 

didn’t they?  Well not this lady, no never again.   

 

“Coffee later Fi?”  

 

“Oh, erm okay.  Yeah, yeah of course, usual place about sixish?”  

 

“Are you doing anything about the lodger thing by the way?  Are you going to see 

them in HR, see if there is anyone looking for a room?”  

 

“No, go I’m afraid.  The policy at the moment is for them not to be involved in private 

arrangements.  The manager did say that I could put an advert on the notice board but, 

and get this, she said that there was a rumour going around that there was a problem at 

my house.  It seems that it’s common knowledge that the police have been and she 



reckoned I should leave it a few weeks before I try and get anyone interested.  Now 

how do you think they found out about that?”  

 

“Fi, you don’t think it was me do you.  My God, you know I would never…” 

 

“No, no course not.  I think that probably one of the coppers that came knows 

somebody here.  You know how it is, no truly I never for one moment thought it was 

you.  See you later love, I’ve got to go and see to Mrs Jones now her dressing needs 

changing.”  A look at her friends face caused Fiona to throw her arms around her in a 

warm hug.  “Truly Sharon, I know it wasn’t you.”  

 

Easily said but there was a knot of unease worming around in Sharon’s gut.  There 

was something here that wasn’t straight forward, something causing her friend to 

withdraw and turn in on herself. The benefit of the last week had been quickly lost 

and now Fi looked worse than before.  Well, all she could do was wait and to be there 

in the hope that eventually, when she was ready Fiona would unburden herself. 

  



Chapter 8 
 

Events transpired against them and five days passed before they were eventually able 

to meet up outside of the hospital.  The summer was coming in fast now and the 

evenings were drawn out.  They arranged to meet at one of the local haunts which had 

a beer garden and a view of the park in case the evening was warm enough.  As it 

turned out there was a cold wind and so Sharon waited in the lounge bar.  Watching  

her friend weaving through the rapidly filling room she was shocked to notice how 

skinny she looked out of the loose hospital uniform.  She really didn’t look at all well. 

“I got you a white wine.  Okay.” 

“Thanks.” Fiona flopped heavily into the window seat. 

“Look, Fi.  I’m not going to beat about the bush here.  I think we’ve known each other 

long enough now to be frank, okay.  I know that something is bothering you.  You 

look awful, I don’t think you’ve had any sleep for days and every little thing makes 

you jump out of your skin.  Tell me to mind my own business if you like but I just 

want to say that I’m your friend, I love you and if you want to talk you can tell me 

anything.”  To her horror the other woman gasped out a sob and a waterfall of tears 

flooded her cheeks.  She leaned over grasping the shaking hand in hers. “Fi, you can’t 

go on like this.  Has something else happened at the house?  What is it?” 

Fiona raised her ravaged face and stared in silence across the table.  Her mouth 

worked but the ability to speak eluded her.  Eventually she coughed, cleared her 

throat.  Sharon had to lean closer to catch the whisper.  “There’s a rose.” 

“A rose, what do you mean a rose?  Where is there a rose?”  The atmosphere was 

electric with tension, she was dealing with a terrified animal, like a deer or an injured 

dog it seemed that at any moment her friend would up and run. “Where is the rose Fi? 

I don’t understand.” 

Fiona stared blankly for a moment, gone into another place, unreachable.  Now she 

shook her head, a nervous movement, bringing herself back.  The tears were dripping 

unheeded to the dark wood of the table top.  Insisting on this meeting Sharon had 

decided that it was time to try to have things out in the open but had never for one 

moment anticipated this, this anguish. 

“Can I really tell you anything?  Do you really believe that, that I can tell you 

anything and that you will just sit there with your glass of wine and listen to me?  No 

matter what it is you will just listen and then go home to Simon and say ‘Well, you’ll 

never guess what Fiona told me tonight’.”  Sharon gasped, a quiet rush of air, this was 

so much more than she had expected and now she wondered if she had in fact 

overstepped some invisible line, gone too far and taken too much for granted.  She 

believed that they had a valuable and honest friendship but this, this was so unlooked-

for, so totally out of character.  There was bitterness in her friend’s voice, whether it 

was aimed at her or at some other source was impossible to tell.   



“Fi, what on earth is the matter.  Tell me, I promise that if you don’t want me to I 

won’t tell anyone and maybe you’ll feel better.” 

“Better.  Maybe I’ll feel better.  You have no idea how much I want that.  How much 

I would like to feel better and how I would like to tell you but if I do, if I tell you then 

it will be over.  You’ll never want to see me again and you’ll have to make decisions 

that I don’t want you to have to make.” 

“Fiona, you’re really scaring me now.  Look, have a drink of your wine, take a deep 

breath and just tell me.  Things are not right with you I can see that.  What is it, what 

about this rose, what rose?  Come on just tell me.” 

“The night after you stayed I woke up and there was rose on the table downstairs.  I 

thought I dreamt it.  It’s happened again, another two nights, a rose on my table.  Now 

I can’t go to sleep, I can’t go to bed.  I can’t leave the room because when I do, in the 

dark it comes back.  The rose.” 

“But, where is it coming from?” 

“It’s dead you see.  It’s dead and black and then when I try to lift it, it just 

disintegrates in my hand.” 

“Have you called the police?” 

“Hah, that would be so easy.  No Sharon I haven’t called the police.” 

“But, why not?  Heavens Fiona if someone is breaking into your house and leaving 

dead roses then you have to call the police.” 

“Did I say someone was breaking in, did I?”  By now Fiona’s voice was hissing 

through her stiff lips, her hands were clenching and unclenching one against her thigh 

and the other painfully kneading Sharon’s fingers.  Her frantic eyes darted back and 

forth around the room, searching and scanning.  She had become unravelled, like a 

stopped up drain that suddenly clears and all the water floods out gushing and violent. 

“I’m worried about you Fi.  I think you should leave your drink and come back with 

me, come to my house.  Simon’s on lates he won’t be there.  I think we should go 

home, come with me to where it’s quiet and you can tell me about it there.”  As she 

tried to pull her hand away she found her fingers painfully trapped. 

“Yes, and can I stay with you Sharon, just for now.  I can’t go back, I don’t think I 

can spend another night there.” 

“Of course you can stay silly but first of all you’re going to have to tell me about it.” 

“Tell you about it.  How can I tell you, some things Sharon are so big, so awful that 

we don’t have the words, ordinary words are not enough.  We need a whole new 

vocabulary of words, some things don’t fit into ordinary words.” 



Now, it was beginning to seem that even going home wasn’t the answer, she was 

ranting like someone delusional maybe she needed medical care. Could she risk just 

taking her home?  God, how had this got so out of hand?  How had a quiet drink at the 

pub turned into this nightmare and what on earth could be behind it all?  She had seen 

how tired Fiona seemed and nervy but had no inkling that there had been this panic 

submerged just below the surface, waiting to burst forth.  

She stood up. Still holding onto the other woman’s hand and grabbing both handbags 

she shuffled round the table and led her friend from the pub.  She ignored the puzzled 

looks of the other customers concentrating only on leading Fiona to the car and 

strapping her into the passenger seat as she sobbed and gasped through the storm 

which now threatened to engulf her completely. 

  



Chapter 9 
 

Tea, the great panacea.  Sharon’s hands were trembling as she filled the kettle and 

plopped the bags into mugs.  Fiona was calmer now.  As they had driven through the 

darkening streets the sobbing had subsided and eventually her passenger had simply 

sat, staring through the windscreen.  Her body was tight with tension, a line too strung 

out to be safe, on the verge of snapping.   

 

Pulling into the drive she had expected to help her friend out but immediately the car 

stopped the passenger door was flung open and Fiona jumped out and made for the 

front door.  Hugging herself tightly she swayed from foot to foot while Sharon fiddled 

with the lock and the burglar alarm.  Although taught as wire, she did seem to be 

more in control.   

 

“Sit down love, in the lounge.  Go in there.  I’ll put the kettle on.”  

 

Now the two steaming mugs sat before them untouched.  Sharon perched sideways on 

the edge of the cushion the better to look directly into the haggard face and to hold 

onto both restless hands and stop them wringing and kneading. 

 

“Now, come on out with it.  What on earth is going on?”  

 

For a long moment blue eyes sparkling with unshed tears stared back unblinking.  

Fiona took a long shuddering breath, looked down at her hands clasped in friendship 

between those of the other woman.  She closed her lids momentarily and as she 

opened them the tears escaped to flood unheeded.  Giving her head a sharp shake she 

then tipped it to one side and peered seriously at her questioner.  

 

“What do you reckon, Sharon? Is the worst thing that could happen to you?” 

 

“Well, if Simon was to go off with someone else I suppose.  Or maybe losing my job, 

I don’t know.  Serious illness of course.”  

 

“No, no you’re thinking too small.”  

 

“Small, you think that’s small.  Simon leaving would be devastating.”  

 

“Yes, yes of course but bigger than that, something so big that you know you won’t 

ever be able to get away from it.  You know absolutely that you will carry it forever 

and no matter how you try to go on, to convince yourself and everyone around you 

that it’s all fine it will be there like a cancer, black and destructive inside you.”  

 

“God Fiona, what are you talking about?  Are you ill, is that it?”  

 

“No. The worst thing, “”A fate worse than death”” that’s what they used to call it, 

worse than death.  What is worse than death?” 

 

Unconsciously dropping the hands now grown still and limp Sharon covered her 

mouth, as if to try and stop the horrified gasp escaping. “No, oh no, oh Fiona you 



haven’t.  Not you, oh you poor thing.  Was that what happened, the other night, the 

one after I stayed. Oh you have to call the police.”  

 

“Wait, just wait,” With a raised palm Fiona stayed any further comments, “There’s a 

second part to the question.”  She paused, calm now, her breathing quiet and her 

hands motionless against her blue jeans.  “What do you think is the worst thing that 

you could do to someone else?”  

 

“Oh well, being unfaithful I suppose.  Lying, cheating there are so many ways to hurt 

people.  I think my worst fear is hurting someone in a car crash, I often worry about 

that.”  

 

“Ah, so hurting someone, physically hurting them.  That is the worst thing?”  

 

“Well, yes, or of course I suppose, heaven forbid actually, killing someone.”  

 

Now there was no sound except what came from the street outside, somewhere a car 

door slammed, a dog barked.  It was a world away from this one, unrelated to this 

reality.   

  

For long, long moments Fiona didn’t speak, simply sat staring at her friend, willing 

her to understand the thing that was too big, too awful for ordinary words. 

  



Chapter 10 
 

Sharon lifted the mug of tea to her mouth sipping at the rapidly cooling drink.  The 

skin of her forehead wrinkled with confusion and ignorance.  She was struggling, 

couldn’t straighten her thoughts into anything that made any sense.  Eventually and 

more to break the awful silence than anything, she fell back on the conversation that 

had ignited this whole dreadful situation. 

 

“Fiona, what did you mean about the rose?  In the pub you said that there was a rose, 

a dead rose in the house.  You said that had been more than one.  Do you know where 

the rose comes from?  What does it mean?  I don’t understand what you are saying, 

it’s just – weird.” 

 

“Yes, the rose.”  Fiona was still sitting stiffly on the edge of the sofa cushion, all 

sharp edges and tension. “When I was away, you know overseas,” she glanced at 

Sharon, “all the time you had to be very careful.  There are things you can’t 

understand if you haven’t lived in those sorts of places.  For women, it’s not just 

about driving and covering up it’s far more complicated.  I don’t have any sympathy 

with people who complain about it though.”  She shook her head, settled back a little 

bit.  Now she had begun to unburden herself her physicality softened, relinquishing 

the load.  

 

“Nobody forces you to go there and so whenever you can you should conform.  Yes, 

it’s difficult to do and it’s easy to get into trouble.  When you see the inequality and 

the unfairness it’s hard not to speak out.  That’s not why you are there though and it is 

up to the people themselves to sort it.  We can support them but we can’t change their 

lives and their beliefs it’s up to them.  I truly think that and so I was very careful.  

You can’t be in the company of men you’re not related to.  Except in work of course, 

that has to happen but even then you have to take care all the time.  I did, Sharon, I 

truly did.  I tried so hard.”   

 

New tears flooded now onto her face and she turned to her friend.  She struggled to 

speak through the building sobs. “I tried hard not to do anything wrong.  In terms of a 

lifetime the years over there were so few. I thought, keep my head down, earn my 

money and do as good a job at nursing as I could.”  Shaking her head, struggling for 

control, she let go a huge sigh.  “Of course even here in UK we have the problem of 

patients becoming too dependent.”   

 

Sharon nodded, yes a common thing.  Vulnerable patients would often mistake their 

illness invoked emotions for something more and construct a romantic attachment that 

didn’t in truth exist.  Normally as the patient recovered their physical health the 

psychological disturbance resolved itself and, though the nurse, doctor whatever was 

always remembered with affection, it was simply another facet of ‘that time I was in 

hospital’.  Of course there were cases when it went further and real relationships 

developed but they were few and far between.    

 

“I fended them off and managed them but there was one man, well not much more 

than a boy really to be honest,” she shuddered, her gaze was turned inward now, she 

had gone to another place.  “He wasn’t terribly ill, just a small thing and it all went 

well but he was nervous and needed a lot of attention.  When it was time for him to be 



discharged he came looking for me and of course made his great declaration. They 

can be terribly passionate you know.  They’re not used to mixing with women and 

they take a lot of their knowledge, information from movies and the television.  Now 

there is the internet and so on they can see far more and it just doesn’t fit in with their 

reality.  They are sometimes confused, especially the ones who have never been away, 

out of the country.  Anyway I did the usual sort of stuff, you know how it goes.”  She 

glanced up looking for the nod of understanding. 

 

“I told him I was flattered but he would find that as he recovered he would forget 

about me, blah, blah, blah.  He left and I assumed that was that.  I became aware 

though that he kept turning up.  I would be in the supermarket and he would be there.  

He couldn’t really come up to me but he would smile and watch me.  Then I would 

see his car, when I was out with friends it would be there, or it would be parked near 

to where the hospital bus was and I realised that it was often following the bus when 

we went to work or back home. I understood, quite slowly really that he was, well I 

suppose, he was stalking me.  I was more worried then.  I knew it was something that 

could cause trouble.  I didn’t know how to handle it.”  

 

“Couldn’t you tell the hospital people?”  Sharon asked reasonably but Fiona simply 

shook her head one flick from side to side. 

 

“It’s complicated.  I doubt they would have believed me and even if they had they 

would have assumed that I had been to blame, a woman you see.  Also, at that point I 

still wanted it all to end well.  I didn’t want to embarrass him or get either of us into 

trouble.  I assumed that if I could ignore it for long enough it would all fizzle out. 

Then one day I went into the office and on the desk there was a single rose, a red one 

with a ribbon round the stem.  A cliché, silly really and I just stuck it in a vase and put 

it out in the ward.  When I went home that night I walked into my room and there was 

one in there.  I can’t tell you how scary that was.  I didn’t know whether he had 

somehow got in or whether he had given it to the security man to bring in but you see 

both were wrong, both could cause terrible trouble.  Men are not allowed into the 

female accommodation it is totally forbidden.   I threw the flower away but there was 

another one the next night and the next and the next.  Every night a rose on my table.”   

She took a shuddering breath as the tears started anew.  Silence fell again and she 

braced herself, visibly preparing for what was to come next.  Sharon was swept by a 

spasm of fear.  She felt cowardly, didn’t want to hear what was to come but the lid 

was off and this had to be taken to the end now. 

  



Chapter 11 
 

Fiona was still now, eyes downcast and hands clasped tightly in her lap, the knuckles 

bone white.  As she began to murmer Sharon leaned in to catch the quiet words.  

From what had gone before she was afraid to hear what was coming but Fiona was 

her friend.   

 

“In the end,” she began, the words snaking into the quiet of the room, “I decided that 

the only thing I could do was have it out with him.  I thought if I confronted him and 

made him see the silliness, and the danger of what he was doing.”  She paused to wipe 

away a tear.  “I didn’t have to look for him, he was everywhere I went and so I wrote 

a little note.  I told him to meet me in the hospital in the treatment room.  I knew it 

was somewhere we could be private and believed I could manage the situation there. I 

thought I would be strong in familiar territory.  It was supposed to be an extension of 

my job, just another kind of patient care.  The next time he was in the supermarket, 

just following me around, I made sure he saw that I left the paper and I watched him 

take it and slip it into his pocket.  The look on his face made me so very sad, he 

beamed, so happy.  Poor, poor boy.”  

 

The next day I sneaked to meet him in the treatment room - oh, I don’t think I can do 

this.  Do I have to do this?”  She glanced up, her eyes panicked. 

 

“No, you don’t have to do anything but if you feel it will help then tell me.  I won’t 

judge you Fiona, I know you.  I have known you for a long time and I know that you 

are a good person.”  

 

“Ha, a good person,” again she shook her head.  Okay, I should have realised that I 

couldn’t handle it, the cultural differences are too great, it’s simply not the same as in 

the west.  He naturally assumed I had asked him to meet me because I wanted to, well 

you know?  I started to explain that I didn’t want to upset him and he was too young 

and I wasn’t attracted to him that way and so on.  At first he simply didn’t understand.  

Then I saw the change. It was as if another being had suddenly taken over his body.  

He was so very, very angry.  I think you see that he was hurt but also he felt he had 

made himself look silly, lost face.  That sort of thing is so very important to young 

men and especially in that society.   

 

He lunged for me, I was taken by surprise and not really afraid, not at first.  Then I 

realised what was happening, what was at stake,.”  She turned now and looked into 

Sharon’s eyes, “You have no idea what it is like, the terror and the disbelief that it can 

be happening to you.  Weird, it was so weird.  He had very quickly got his hand over 

my mouth. I never had a chance to shout for help.  He was so strong.  He tore at my 

clothes and oh it was unspeakable.  I can’t say it, the things that he did, I just can’t.”  

Dropping her head into her hands she sobbed, great shuddering gasps thundered 

through her body.   

 

Sharon had moved closer and now leaned over to place an arm around her friend’s 

shoulder but it was shrugged aside.  Fiona was in a different place now, a place that 

she couldn’t go and wouldn’t want to.  She stayed close but made no physical contact, 

though her heart was breaking for the other woman’s pain.   

 



After some minutes Fiona gathered herself for the final assault.  “In the dark, at night 

and even in the day, when I’m not on guard it comes back and I have to relive it all 

but I it’s blurry, a confusion of images and fear and pain. I know that I was terrified.  

He was so out of it, there was no way that I could reach him, and I couldn’t speak 

anyway, he kept his hand over my mouth the whole time, well his hand or his arm, 

across my face or over my mouth?  I grabbed out at the trolley to get something, 

anything to hit him, to stop him.  By now had got his hands around my throat, I 

couldn’t breathe or call out, I was losing my senses. I truly thought he would strangle 

me.  I was frantic.  The next thing the blade was in my hand.  It was small; you know 

one of those little suture remover blades.”  She glanced up to see her friend nod.  She 

noted the tears and the concern and laid her fingers on the skin of Sharon’s arm.  “I 

can stop now, if you don’t hear this you aren’t a part of it.  Do you want me to stop?”  

A short shake of the head was the only response.  She removed her hand, took herself 

back into her own dreadful space.  

 

“I grabbed the knife and I hit him in the face with it, I just wanted to stop it, stop him.  

Now there was blood.  I hit him again, and again and again, he just carried on 

fighting, choking me.  At some point the blade connected with his eye.  He fell back 

then, he let go of me and took some steps back.  There was blood everywhere and he 

was squealing.  Not shouting or yelling but squealing, the knife was stuck in his eye.  

He fell, I thought he’d fainted.  At first I just couldn’t even go near to him but I knew 

I would have to.”  She looked up now, directly into her friend’s eyes.  “He was dead, 

oh Sharon that moment, when I realised what I’d done, what had happened.  I 

couldn’t believe it.  I was numb, I just stood looking at him, trying to think of a way 

to fix him, but of course there wasn’t any way, no way at all.  Then someone tried the 

door handle and it sort of brought me back.   

 

“I was terrified.  If it had been here in the UK, I suppose I would just have called for 

help.  I would have been in difficulties, I know that of course, but it would have been 

self defence, maybe manslaughter, I don’t know quite.  There though, it’s so different.  

Oh, God you have no idea. I would have been thrown in jail, there is no doubt and the 

jails there, well they are nothing like what we have here.”  She grabbed out now at the 

other woman’s hand, Sharon winced at the panicked strength of the grip.  “I couldn’t 

do it Sharon, I couldn’t go to jail.  I would have just disappeared, it’s happened 

before.  I just couldn’t face it.  I had to get away. ”  

 

Her voice changed now become flat, matter of fact.  It was out now, the dreadful 

secret was out and she was drained and something in her was deadened.  Some 

nervous tension, a fear that she had carried for all these months was gone and it left a 

great hole.  There was no relief because nothing had changed.  The thing had still 

happened, the boy was still dead.  She was still a murderer, the only difference was 

that now someone else knew about it.   

There was a great sense of disappointment.  In her darkest moments she had wished 

for someone to share it with, saw it as a way to move on but it just wasn’t like that.  It 

wasn’t better it hardly felt any different.  Looking into her friend’s eyes she saw that, 

although she cared and was distressed she didn’t, couldn’t understand. 

  



Chapter 12  

 Neither of them spoke, the clock ticked and in the world outside life drifted on.  Here 

in the little room there was a hiatus, an empty space that no words or actions could 

fill.  Fiona was emotionally drained and Sharon simply had no way to express her 

thoughts, the shock was still rippling through her body.  These things, this sort of 

nightmare didn’t happen to ordinary people, did they?  She looked at her friend and 

saw only Fiona, a thin and worry ravaged Fiona to be sure but not a murderer, a 

criminal.  She did the only thing that she could think of for the moment and sat 

holding the other woman in a loose embrace. 

The evening light had faded and she rose stiffly and turned on the table lamps.  “Do 

you want a drink or anything Fi?” 

“Yeah, why not.  I’m sorry Sharon, I can see that I’ve shocked you.  I should have 

kept it to myself, I feel so bad now.” 

“Do you feel any better, you know sharing and all that?” 

“Honestly?” Sharon nodded just once.  “No, I used to think that I would, you know a 

trouble shared and all that but it hasn’t changed much has it, nothing really is any 

different.” 

“Can I ask you some stuff though?” 

“Of course, I guess I owe you that.” 

“Well how come you came back. You know what did you do?  I still don’t understand 

about now, the rose at your house what is that about?” 

Fiona settled herself into the cushions.  “Tell you what, let’s have a glass of 

something eh while I tell you the rest.” 

“Red wine okay?  I have got some whisky if you’d rather.” 

“No that’s fine, great.  Are you sure you want to hear the rest.  It’s not nice, not nice 

at all. You may think that you’ve been shocked now but …”  A great tear leaked from 

her eye and trickled across her cheek as she reached out for the glass of ruby wine, 

and drew in a great shuddering breath.  Ready now, her voice flat she continued.   



 “I knew that I couldn’t let them find out, the authorities.  I was shaking and terrified 

and shocked.  You really can’t imagine it’s not something that you can even begin to 

understand I see that now. 

“Anyway, I took off the torn stuff you know my clothes, made myself respectable, 

huh that’s a laugh, respectable what a stupid word to use.  I dragged him onto the 

trolley and covered him with the sheet.  I cleaned up.  I suppose I was lucky,” another 

ironic sound escaped her, not a laugh but a loud gasp full of sadness and 

misery.  “Because it was what it was, you know a treatment room all the stuff was 

there to clean up with and get rid of the knife and such.  I stayed there with the door 

locked for ages, just me and the body and the misery.  I was so very, very scared and 

horrified by what had happened but something that puzzled me then and still does is 

that I didn’t feel panicked.  Not in the way that you would have thought.  I was shaky 

and so on but sort of outside myself looking in and I just did what I had to. 

The cleaning up, lifting him onto the trolley, I mean how did I manage that on my 

own?  When things quietened down in the ward, after visiting and so on, I think I had 

been in there with him for about three hours can you imagine.”  She shook her head as 

if trying to lose the memory and toss it away.  “I pushed the trolley out and through 

the back corridors.  Oh God.”  She started to shake again.  The red wine sploshed 

unheeded onto the carpet and it seemed as though at last she would be unable to 

continue.  Sharon took the glass from her hand and perching on the coffee table she 

simply grasped both of her hands and waited in silence for the moment to pass. 

Fiona raised her head and looking her friend directly in the eye she spoke baldly and 

at first with little emotion.  “I took him to the furnace building,” She took up the glass, 

gulped some of the wine, her trembling fingers spilt it onto her jeans where it soaked 

in, a stain akin to blood on the dark fabric.  “There’s only minimum staff at night, one 

guy.  I waited until he went for his break.”  She was staring ahead now, eyes focused 

on a place that was so dark that Sharon did not want to follow but found herself 

dragged along, a party to the horror of it all. “The incinerator ticks over all the time 

you know, just like the ones here.  The heat when I opened the door nearly knocked 

me over.  I singed my face.  It took ages for my eyebrows to grow back.”  She 

laughed now a ghastly croak, “I told people I had an accident at a barbecue, Oh God a 

barbecue.”  Suddenly she was unable to continue and her body was convulsed by a 

violent attack of nausea.  She ran to the toilet where Sharon heard her emptying the 

contents of her stomach until in the end she was dry heaving and sobbing.  When the 

vomiting stopped Sharon crept into the room and bent to where Fiona crouched 

quivering in the corner.  Drying her streaming eyes she gently coaxed her upright. 



“Come on love, come on.  You have spent so long with these horrible images in your 

mind.  Finish it now.”  Fiona simply nodded and followed like a sick child back to her 

seat on the sofa. 

“I had to drag the trolley right up to the door.   I started to push him off still wrapped 

in the sheet but of course I hadn’t thought it through had I and it caught fire almost 

immediately.  I had to jump back out of the way. I grabbed a great shovel and used 

that.  I shovelled him into the flames.  I could smell him burning, his hair and the 

clothes.  His skin blistered and popped as I tried to push him further in and the shovel 

went into his flesh and stuck I had to drag it back out, it squelched, an evil, hellish 

sound.  I could see his face, his face aaaah.  No,  I can’t go on, don’t make me go on.” 

Sharon wrapped her arms tightly around her friend and rocked her, soothing and 

gentling her trying to comfort her as their tears flowed and their sobbing filled the 

night.   

“I locked the door, the trolley was ruined all the covering was burnt and so I had to go 

and dump that , I pushed it into the sewerage tanks.  You have no idea, I can’t even 

say it was like a nightmare because even my worst nightmares are nothing compared 

to that. 

“I have to hold them back those thoughts all the time, if I let them in then I know I’ll 

go mad.  All these months they have been there lurking but I shut them out, I don’t 

look at them, I can’t.”  Now, she was totally overcome, lowering her head onto the 

two pair of hands clasped together she cried as if her heart was broken. “The 

organisation and running of things over there, well it’s not always as strictly 

controlled as it is here and so, well it just worked.”  She shrugged again and lifting the 

glass drained the wine in one gulp. 

Sharon covered her mouth with shaking fingers.  The horror of what she had heard 

left her sickened, for long moments she was unable to find words to fill the silence 

until in the end compassion loosed her tongue.  “Fiona, how have you kept this to 

yourself all this time?  How have you carried on as if everything was normal and 

fine?” 

“I have found that if you tell yourself often enough and strongly enough that 

something is or isn’t a certain way then you can convince yourself that it’s true.  He 

attacked me, he raped me.  I don’t say that he deserved what happened but I still truly, 

truly believe that he would have killed me and so I did what I had to do.  I am worn 

out with it you know.  I have tried to carry on as normal hoping that if I did that then 

it would all go away and when the years had passed then it would fade.  It hasn’t, not 



at all.  I am aware of it all the time, I know what I did and I can’t wipe it out.  When 

I’m alone it tries to come back and I have to fight it and still it’s there like a great 

shadow.  Sometimes it is all too much you know and I think I won’t be able to carry 

on.  It’s so unfair, I’ve worked so very, very hard to get what I have and it’s all been 

spoiled, really right from the start.   

When I resigned they were a bit surprised but it’s a transient life and so it all just went 

through.  Coming back here and buying the house, getting a job back in the hospital 

with you.  I thought I could just pretend it hadn’t happened but it hasn’t worked out 

that way and sometimes it’s all too much. 

“The rose, well I just don’t know, it freaks me out it really does but I don’t understand 

it.  I thought it was my imagination, you know that I was finally losing it but I can 

pick them up, the flowers and then they crumple and disintegrate.  They are real, they 

are there and I just don’t understand it.” 

  



Chapter 13 

 “Do you think it could be blackmail Fiona?  You know somebody does actually 

know about, well the thing and this is their way of getting to you?” 

“I don’t see how to be honest.  There’s no sign of anyone breaking in and surely if 

that was happening they would have done something by now.  It’s been a while, it all 

happened three months before I left, wouldn’t they have done it there? And I’ve been 

back for a bit now and in the house for two weeks.  Uh, when I think about working 

my three month’s notice I don’t know how I did it.  I was terrified the whole time, 

every time I saw a police man I thought I was going to faint. 

“How can it be blackmail, I haven’t had any letters, no demands, no I just don’t see 

it.” 

“Did nobody ever ask about him, you know the bloke?  I mean if someone in England 

disappears there’s a hue and cry and it’s on the tele and all of that stuff.” 

“It’s so different there.  The whole social and family set up is different.  Some of the 

families are huge, if a man has three wives and they all have a bunch of kids, which 

they usually do, well you can’t compare that to your average British family can 

you.  Then the boys are very much free to do whatever they like.  I’ll bet there are 

people in his family who haven’t even noticed yet that they haven’t seen him for ages.  

If they do they’ll have assumed that he’s off in the Gulf staying with mates or in the 

capital at college.  I knew one woman who only found out her son had got married 

because somebody else told her. No, it is possible for someone there to disappear 

much more easily than you would think.  The distances are so great as well you know, 

his home was miles and miles from the hospital and so nobody would think about him 

being there.” 

“Well, I can only speak for myself but I think that he was a brute.  You protected 

yourself and if it had happened in UK then I would be calling the police myself, well I 

think I would but from what you said I don’t know what other choice you had.  To be 

honest I don’t know how you’ve carried on. 

“Saying that, how badly do you think your nerves have suffered, be honest?  What 

I’m coming round to saying really is, oh please don’t be offended, don’t get mad.  Do 

you think that the roses and the noises and such like could have been your 

imagination, dreams sort of or hallucinations?” 

“And the barbecue, the plants.  I didn’t imagine that did I?  There is no way that was 

my ‘nerves’.  I know this is hard to get your head round but I’m not crazy, I’m not.” 



“Oh of course you’re not, I’m just looking for answers, don’t take any notice. I’m just 

so out of my depth here.” 

“I know love, I know and I want to say that although telling you hasn’t taken it away, 

nothing will ever do that, will it? But it is such a relief to be able to talk to someone 

about it, you’ve no idea.  I’ll never forget what you’ve done, letting me unload and 

most of all not judging me, not blaming me.  Thank you.” 

The two women hugged each other and shed yet more unheeded tears. 

“What are you going to do though, are you going to sell the house, move out or rent it 

maybe.  Of course you can stay here for now if you want but do you think you’ll be 

able to go back there eventually.” 

“Oh, I don’t know.  To be honest I can’t think straight now.  I was at my wit's end but 

I feel stronger now, with you here, I do.  There must be an explanation about the rose, 

there must be.” 

Look do you think you’ll be able to sleep?” 

“I’ll take a sleeping pill.  I feel safe here with you and I have to say the thought of a 

good night’s sleep sounds heaven.” 

“Okay let’s get to bed and then tomorrow we’ll give it all a good dose of thinking 

about and see what we come up with, yeah.” 

“Yeah.” 

  



Chapter 14 

Sunlight teased her awake and the smell of fresh coffee made it worthwhile. Warm 

and secure, bliss beyond measure.  Fiona stretched and turned to smile at her friend. 

“Hello love.  Sorry to wake you but it’s getting late.” 

“What time is it?”  Reaching to take the mug from Sharon’s hand Fiona peered at the 

clock on the bed table.  “Nine, wow.  That’s the longest sleep I’ve had for 

weeks.”  She turned to her friend who sat on the bed, swung her legs round and then 

wriggled up to rest against the spare pillow. 

“I can’t thank you enough Sharon.  You have no idea how much better I feel this 

morning.  Just being able to sleep has made a difference but more than that having 

someone to talk to, well there’re no words really for how that helps me.  I’m sorry 

though I feel so guilty putting all this on you. I didn’t think I would ever be able to 

share it.” Tears started to her eyes now, “I haven’t spoilt anything have I, tell me you 

don’t hate me.  I couldn’t bear it, on top of everything else if I lost your friendship, 

should I not have told you, was it a mistake?”  

Sharon smiled at her, “I can’t pretend I wasn’t shocked, of course I was.  Beyond 

shocked to be honest but you are my friend, I love you and – well look, I’ve been 

thinking. I didn’t sleep all that well last night,” she reached out to lay a hand on her 

friend’s arm, “not your fault not really, it was just that it was all going round and 

round in my head you know.”  Fiona nodded sipping at her drink.  “Anyway as I said 

I have been having a good old think.  The first thing, and I believe this absolutely,  is 

that what you did, it must have been so awful really, really horrible but you did it in 

self-defence.  Now, I’ve known you for ages and I know you would never hurt anyone 

deliberately, I just know that about you it’s an absolute.  I think that one thing you 

have to do is accept and move on, if you can.  Fact, you will never be able to forget 

what happened, who would, but you are a victim you know.  You were raped, if it had 

happened here you would get all sorts of help and sympathy and even if you were 

taken to court , I think it would be self-defence or at the worst manslaughter and you 

wouldn’t be blamed.” 

“Do you really think so?” 

“Course I do, I’m sure of it.  Now you were overseas and the usual rules don’t apply.  

I’ll admit I hadn’t really thought about how different it is but I see now, a different 

world and the risks, ugh.”  She shuddered and wrapped her arms around herself in an 

unconscious gesture of defence.  “I guess the only thing you can do is forgive yourself 



and move on.  You can’t undo any of it, you can’t change it and you can’t let it ruin 

your life.”  She put down her cup and turned and gave her friend a quick hug.  “That’s 

only part of it though isn’t it?” Fiona simply nodded. 

“This other stuff, this is going to sound crazy but hear me out.  Because of what has 

happened and because of the state of your nerves and everything you have naturally 

connected the two things.  Now I admit on the face of it a rose on the table would 

immediately make you think of the rose in your room at the hospital but are you sure 

it can’t be something else?” For a few moments there was silence broken only by the 

morning sounds of birds and car doors in the road outside. 

“My God, I never even considered that.  Since I came back the rape and so on has 

been on my mind so much that everything that happens I sort of connect it.  But 

…”  She sat in silence now drinking her coffee a thoughtful expression on her face a 

frown playing across her brow.  “Sharon, you have made me feel so much better you 

have but, what on earth could it be if it’s not to do with what happened at the 

hospital?” 

“Yeah, I admit that’s where I come up against a brick wall as well.  Look, we neither 

of us believe in ghosts do we?” A violent shake of Fiona’s head nearly caused the 

coffee to slop across the covers.  “Oops, careful.  Anyway, we are going to discount 

the supernatural, yes?”  She turned and looked across at the other woman who 

nodded.  “Okay, so there was the man at the door and in your house that night, there 

were the plants and the barbecue and then there was the rose.  I think that we should 

try to think of another explanation and to help us to do that I think we should go back 

to your house.  Simon is away this weekend so here’s what we’ll do.  You stay here 

for the next couple of days and then on Friday we’ll go to your house and we’ll stay 

there and see what happens. Yes?” 

“Yes, oh thank you Sharon, really thank you so much.  I knew you were a good friend 

but this is just above and beyond.” 

“Well, come on get yourself up or we’ll both be late for work and that won’t go down 

very well will it.”  With that she slid from the bed and made her way back down to the 

kitchen with the empty cups.  Fiona swivelled her legs from under the duvet a worried 

frown playing about her face as she made her way to the shower room. 

  



Chapter 15 

 

As they drew into the short driveway and parked in front of the garage Fiona felt a 

quiver of fear run through her.  She had tried so hard to hold it together but the 

repeated weirdness and underlying threat had been chewing away at her nerves.  In 

the face of Sharon’s kindness and concern in the pub she had simply fallen 

apart.  Now that she had someone to share the problem with she thought that she was 

ready to try to sort it but, she would always feel guilty about encumbering her 

friend.  Guilt heaped on guilt, heaped on fear, how could anyone get through this?  

She could even now see the look of horror on Sharon’s face as she had described 

going to the furnace with the body on the trolley. 

The house was tidy and warm and pretty much as she had left it and tears sprung to 

her eyes as she looked around.  She had been delighted with her place, had been so 

hopeful that she would be able to move on with her life in spite of the horror she had 

lived through.  The thought sprung unbidden to her mind that really she should just 

get rid of the place. 

“I don’t know about this Sharon, maybe the best thing would be to just put the place 

on the market.” Her voice shook as she verbalised the thought.  

“Yes, that’s obviously an option but you know if we don’t get to the bottom of this 

there is no guarantee is there that things would be better wherever you go.” 

“No, I guess you’re right there, oh my God if I’d have known…” 

“What, what could you have done?” 

“Well, I wouldn’t have met that bloke, not in a million years. It was my fault you 

know.  I thought I could talk some sense into him.” 

Sharon stopped and turned to face Fiona directly.  “Yes, in hindsight it wasn’t a good 

idea but it’s no good is it?  What happened, happened.  If you really don’t want to stay 

you can come back with me but, you know you won’t be able to move on until this 

has been sorted.” 

Fiona nodded, her shoulders slumped and her face drooped in misery.  They settled 

Sharon in the guest room and then went out into the garden. 

“You know the first thing that happened, the plants and the barbecue?  What did you 

do with the pots and the metal and all?” 



“I threw the pots away and stowed the metal in the back of the garage to give to the 

scrap merchant next time he comes round. Why?” 

“Let’s go and look at it, the police didn’t do much did they?” 

“No.” 

“Well let’s have a proper look in the cold light of day and see if we can try to work 

out just what happened to the barbecue.  I don’t know what we can do but it’s a 

starting point and until tonight it will give us something to think about.” 

Fiona shivered as goose-flesh popped out on her arms.  “I am so scared about 

tonight.” 

“Don’t be, I’m going to be here with you and you know it could be that nothing will 

happen.”  She didn’t voice the thought but it hung between them that she still had an 

idea that the rose and the intruder could all be a figment of her friend's over stressed 

imagination.  If she could see the evidence for herself, the ruined barbecue, which was 

all the solid proof there was, then perhaps it would give them some idea about what 

was going on.  

Fiona, acknowledging the unspoken truth, was a little hurt but so indebted now that 

she pushed the thoughts to the back of her mind. It had to be acknowledged that the 

whole thing was so very weird it was perfectly reasonable for Sharon to want some 

sort of proof.  Part of her wanted the rose to appear so she would be proven to be of 

sound mind and yet she was absolutely terrified of coming down in the night and 

finding that dreadful dead flower on the table, with or without her friend there to hold 

her hand. 

  



Chapter 16 

 

In the back of the little garage Fiona was flinging things around, old boxes, gardening 

tools and cleaning gear were cast behind her, she felt the hysteria rising.  Sharon ran 

to her and grabbed her hands. “Leave it, leave it Fi.  Stop now, stop getting upset.”  

“It was here, it was.  I brought it in and threw it in the corner by those boxes,” Fiona 

wiped her hand across her face to dislodge a couple of cobwebs and then bent again 

throwing soggy cardboard sheets into the middle of the garage floor.  Desperately 

searching for the damaged barbecue. 

“Well, I can’t see it love.  There isn’t much in here. Simon would be quite jealous,” 

Sharon tried to cool the atmosphere as she watched her friend become more and more 

agitated, “Maybe you were just confused, you know you were very stressed.” 

Fiona turned, the tears brimming in her eyes swept down her face tracing pale lines 

through the dust on her cheeks.  “How can you believe me though, how can I make 

you see?  I'm so frustrated.  That bloody thing, it was so totally trashed and it was the 

only solid proof of all that happened.  You do believe me don’t you? I wish I’d shown 

it to you at the barbecue now but I didn’t want to spoil the atmosphere.  Oh shit.” 

“Come on love, don’t get upset all over again.  I’m sure it’ll turn up.  Let’s go and 

have a drink.  It’s lovely out on your patio let’s get the last of the sun and try to 

relax.” Fiona allowed herself to be led away from the piles of card and empty plant 

pots littering the garage floor.  Stepping through the little wooden door she glanced 

upwards.  A flock of swifts whirled and swooped against the late afternoon sun as a 

couple of blue tits on the bird feeder chattered and complained into the cooling air. It 

was such a wonderful world, but her place in it now was so very ugly.  She should 

have been happy, why had she been cursed? What had she ever done to deserve this 

torment?  Her shoulders slumped as new tears followed the immeasurable floods that 

had flowed over the last few weeks. 

Was there any way this could ever be over?  Was there any way she could ever be 

happy again?  Maybe it would be better to just finish with it all now, at that moment 

the thought of sinking into a warm dark place, closing her eyes and never having to 

open them again was so very tempting, she shuddered and wrapped her arms around 

herself. She was so afraid, her life was unravelling and out of control, the dark tunnel 

she was in seemed endless and deepening with every passing day.  

On the patio she slumped down on the nearest chair and she turned to watch Sharon 

come through the patio doors.  The setting sun glinted on the glasses of white 



wine.  “Come on love, let’s have a nice evening if we can and try to switch off for a 

bit.  Cheers.” 

“Cheers Sharon and, you know, thanks.”  The clink of glasses sounded a deceptively 

cheerful note in the sombre atmosphere. 

“Hey Fiona who lives in the old house over the back?  That one behind the trees, it’s 

quite big isn’t it?” 

“Oh yeah, it used to be the farm-house I think before this land was sold for 

building.  It’s a weird guy that lives there.  I have only met him a couple of times, he’s 

a bit erm, I dunno spooky somehow.  He’s one of those people who won’t look you in 

the face, and he mumbles so you can hardly hear him.” 

“Is he old?” 

“Not really I don’t think, probably fifties, maybe early sixties.  Don’t know anything 

about him not even his name to be honest.   Met him on the way back from the garden 

centre once and then once when I was nailing some wires to the fence for the 

climbers, but I wouldn’t recognise him if I saw him again. Why are you asking?” 

“Oh it was just that when I went in to get the drinks, you were still in the garage and 

he was standing in the window upstairs and I’m sure he was looking in.  I thought he 

was being a bit cheeky.” 

“Hmm, no don’t know anything about him. Oh, how did things get to this, I can’t 

believe the mess I’ve made of things, tell you what let’s get smashed and to hell with 

it all eh.” 

  



Chapter 17 

Fiona was dragged from the darkness by her friend’s cheery voice and the smell of 

fresh coffee.   

“Come on sleepy head, the sun’s out and I thought we could do some stuff, retail 

therapy, pub lunch, normal things, a nice ordinary girlie day. 

“Fiona rubbed at her eyes, “What time is it Sharon?” 

“It’s half eight and it’s a lovely day, come on.” 

“Half eight – in the morning?” 

“Yes of course in the morning ,what do you think?” 

“Well it’s just that, I slept all night, again.” 

“That’s a good thing isn’t it?” 

“Well I suppose so, yes.  But it doesn’t make any sense does it?” 

“Look, I know what you mean, I do truly, you’re thinking that, because nothing’s 

happened I won’t believe you.  Okay, I want you to know, no matter what happens or 

even doesn’t happen for that matter,  I do believe what you told me.  You told me 

there was a dead rose on your table, so, as far as I am concerned there was a dead 

rose.  You told me your barbecue was smashed to pieces; I believe your barbecue was 

smashed to pieces.  If nothing else happens, nothing else at all ever I will still believe 

you okay.” 

As she looked at her friend Fiona’s eyes filled with tears.  “You know Sharon you are 

truly the very best friend anyone could ever have.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah” 

“Well in that case take me out and buy me a pub lunch.”  With this Sharon plonked a 

mug on the bedside table nad left the room. Minutes later Fiona heard the sound of the 

shower in the guest bathroom.  She swung her legs out from under the duvet and, 

picking up the drink she walked over to the window. 



Peering down now she saw only the tidy little garden with the plants coming into their 

own as the summer moved on.  The patio with the new little barbecue and table set 

was inviting and neat and there was no sign anything untoward could ever have 

happened there. 

She glanced up and, through the branches of the trees in the old garden opposite, she 

saw a movement.  She leaned closer to the glass and in the long window of the house 

over the fence the outline of a figure stood looking straight back at her.  She 

shuddered, suddenly the day wasn’t quite as warm and sunny, the feeling of dread and 

worry she had been working hard to get rid of came back and lowered her 

mood.  Now, the figure moved, she could swear that it gave a nod of the head and 

then it was gone.  She hadn’t given the man over the fence any thought until Sharon 

had mentioned him last night but seeing him this morning apparently staring directly 

into her home-made her uneasy.  She sighed and turned away, she had enough 

problems surely, no need to borrow trouble.  She went to join her friend to try to have 

a good day. 

  



Chapter 18 

 

They sat in a corner of a little bistro, near the window from where they could watch 

the world go by, and see the start of gentle rain. The atmosphere and decoration were 

contrived and twee but they didn’t mind that at all.  The food was good, salads and 

garlic bread, they had wine and things felt good, at least for the time being.   

Fiona tore at a piece of bread, crumbling it onto the plate.  She wiped her fingers and 

turned in her seat, her eyes sparkling with emotion; she cleared her throat. “I can’t 

thank you enough for the last few days Sharon, I couldn’t have faced going back on 

my own.”   

“Would you stop now with all the gratitude.  You would have done the same for me,” 

a shadow passed across her face, “heaven forbid though that I should need it.  You 

really have been through it haven’t you?  One positive that has come out of it is that 

you told me about the awful time you’ve had.  I don’t know how you stayed sane after 

that.” 

“I was beginning to think that I hadn’t to be honest.  One thing that is still puzzling 

me though is why it has all stopped now.  I am so sure that it all happened and yet 

here we are and there’s been nothing at all for days.  Do you think it could really be 

all over?” 

“I hope so love I really do but listen if there’s any more weirdness I want you to tell 

me straight away, don’t try and deal with it on your own, I’m here for you.  While 

we’re on the subject what I said still stands I believe you when you say those things 

happened, I can’t even begin to explain it but I do believe you. Hey come on don’t 

start blubbing.  She handed over a tissue and then glanced at her watch.  Oh look, I’d 

better get going anyway; Simon’ll be getting a stand in if I don’t watch out.  Are you 

going to be okay now, really? You know there’s always a bed for you with us, if you 

need it.” 

“No, I’ve got to get on with things, give Simon a hug from me and tell him thanks for 

letting me borrow you.” 

“Will do.  I’ll see you in work tomorrow okay.” 

Later cleaning and tidying in the kitchen Fiona found herself enjoying the time on her 

own.  Yes it had been great having Sharon there but now the space all to herself and 

the luxury to simply relax and chill with a book and cup of coffee was wonderful.  A 

final swipe with the dishcloth along the work top and she took herself into the bright 



lounge and flopped onto the couch. The unseasonal rain precluded an afternoon on the 

patio but the room was comfy and she sighed with satisfaction, leaning back into the 

cushions. 

The book was enthralling but the late nights talking things through with Sharon 

needed to be paid for and her lids grew heavy, slipping from her grasp the book 

flopped onto her lap.  As sleep wrapped her round and all that could be heard was the 

drip of rain from the gutters and the swoosh of car tyres in the road outside. 

Gradually she came to her senses, the light in the room had dimmed and peering at 

her watch she was astounded to see that she had slept for two hours.  Stretching 

luxuriously and swinging her legs round she stood, picked up the empty cup and made 

her way into the kitchen.  Refreshed and relaxed she was totally unprepared for the 

sight that waited for her on the kitchen table. 

“Oh God, oh no it can’t be.”  Gulping she crept forward willing it to disappear but 

there on the table in the beam of light from a watery sun lay a rose, a red rose with a 

ribbon around the stem.  She stretched out a shaking finger and pushed it gently, it 

didn’t crumble and disintegrate the way that the others had it slid across the shiny 

wood and wobbled a little against the table top.  The hairs on the back of her neck 

prickled, goose-flesh ran up and down her arms, she shuddered.  There was someone 

behind her, she was convinced, she knew it.  Slowly she turned forcing her eyes to 

remain open; if there was something there then she would damn well face it.  It was 

fleeting, it was momentary and it was terrifying but she knew it was real.  Through the 

open door she could see the patio and the figure standing there, dark and gone in a 

moment but there absolutely.  A bulky figure dressed in dark clothes it wasn’t 

possible in the brief glimpse to have more than an impression but she would swear 

that it was a man and that his face was covered. 

She screeched and cowered back against the table in shock and then it was 

over.  Instinct carried her forward, running to the expanse of glass she grabbed at the 

handle and slid back the door and stepped out onto the damp slabs of the patio.  As 

she did the gate swung on its hinges the lock clicking as the wood swung home.  Her 

bare feet carried her down the little steps and swished across the grass.  She reached 

the tall gate, dragged it open, bravado took her through; this wasn’t going to scare her, 

not any more.  This was real the gate closing had proved it and anything real she 

could damn well deal with.  She ran into the road to find it deserted no cars just at that 

moment and no walkers in the summer shower.  She spun back and forth but whoever 

it had been had gone and gone quickly but that back gate swinging shut had saved her 

sanity.  She knew in that instant and for certain that this wasn’t some apparition from 

beyond the grave, a ghost wouldn’t open the gate, well would it. 



Storming back into the kitchen, angry now and determined she took up the flower and 

tore it into pieces and threw it into the pedal bin.  Her strength of mind was back, she 

was in control, she wouldn’t be driven from here and she wouldn’t have her hard-

earned life destroyed, after all that she had gone through.  She would deal with this 

she would face it and she would deal with it. 

It had taken that one moment only to eradicate the weeks of fear and worry.  Now the 

thing was real, it was earthly and everyday, and as such she could get a grip on it.  She 

thanked whatever force had woken her just then, just at the right moment, the force 

that had saved her sanity and given her direction. 

  



Chapter 19 

 

Fiona turned off the bathroom light. The drawn curtains in the bedroom muted the 

beams of the street lamps.  Moving slowly around the room she passed deliberately in 

front of the window several times.  She extinguished the centre light, switched on the 

bedside lamp.  Downstairs the house was in semi darkness, only the small light in the 

hall shone as always into the dimness.  After half an hour she clicked off the bedside 

lamp.  Dropping to her knees she crawled out onto the landing.  Staying low she made 

her way down the wooden stairs and in a crouching scutter moved across the 

lounge.  A pile of cushions and a blanket were waiting in the corner of the room she 

settled herself and covering her legs muttering to herself.  “Right, let’s have it 

now.  Come on I’m ready for you.” 

Long hours passed but she didn’t fret and worry, if nothing happened tonight she 

would wait tomorrow and the day after and as long as it took.  Occasionally her hand 

felt in the dark for the reassuring shape of the torch and the heavy hammer under the 

blanket and close at hand.  Red Bull and a flask of coffee spiked at her nerves and 

buzzed in her blood. 

Two in the morning, the quiet time, the night watches.  Her heart leaped as a dark 

shape moved on top of the fence.  Growing in the faint starlight the figure took shape 

and leapt to the patio.  Tense now, strung out like a piano wire she held her breath as 

the figure moved out of her line of sight towards the kitchen door.  The electric meter 

was by that entrance and she heard the small click as the cupboard door was 

opened.  The light in the hall extinguished, the electric had been turned off. She 

waited for the howl of the alarm.  They had assured her when they installed it that 

anyone messing with the power supply would cause it to trip.  Well so much for that, 

not a sound.  She heard another click and the quiet swish of the front door across the 

hall carpet.  She calmed her breathing and reached for the torch and her weapon of 

choice, the hammer. 

Quiet steps across the hallway and into the kitchen, stealthy movement, but she had 

moved herself by now.  Creeping to the doorway and hiding in the dark shadows she 

watched the tall figure.  He was lit by the small light through the kitchen window and 

with utmost care he removed a long box from his backpack.  She was staggered by the 

intense care he used to open the box and then gently, tenderly he tipped out the long 

flower.  No sign of the colour in the dimness, so this was another of the dried and 

desiccated blooms.  In spite of herself she was stunned at the amount of effort this 

person was taking but enough, time to act. 



In one fluid movement she stepped from the shadows and turned on the intense beam 

of the Maglight.  He spun and she had judged it just right the torchbeam struck him 

fully in the eyes causing him to lift his hand, now he had lost his night vision she 

struck.  Bounding across the space, surprise on her side and with the hammer raised 

high she lashed out, catching him on the side of the skull.  He flopped to the floor 

with a groan. A thin ribbon of blood trickled down the side of his face.  He was still 

breathing but not fully conscious.  She dragged the roll of gaffer tape from her pocket 

and before he had time to regain any of his senses she wrapped it round and round, up 

and down his body, his legs.  Pinning his arms to his torso and making extra effort 

round his ankles until she was sure there was no way that he could move.  He 

groaned. 

She shone the torch into his face, another groan as the glare spiked through his 

returning consciousness.  Studying his face she picked at the memories in the back of 

her mind. There was something familiar about him.  She hadn’t known what to expect 

but this vaguely recognisable middle-aged man was a bit of a surprise.  Crouching 

before him she moved his head, though the wound was still bleeding she could see 

that he was already beginning to regain his full senses and was struggling in confusion 

against the bindings. 

“Keep still, you can’t get free and if you don’t keep still I’ll hit you again.” 

A vague recognition dawned, this was the guy from the house at the back, she had met 

him once or twice but he had seemed odd, disinclined to look her in the face he had 

bowed his head and mumbled and now she saw why. 

“I know you don’t I? I bloody well know you, you bastard.”   He peered at her 

blearily obviously having trouble focusing. 

“Hmmph,” he licked his lips. “Bitch, you don’t even recognise me.”  The voice 

triggered something in her brain. 

“The hospital, you’re from the hospital in the Riyadh.  Security.”  He nodded briefly 

but grimaced as pain shot through his rattled brain. 

“How did you get in?  I have an alarm, oh I see security, you work in security.  But I 

still don’t understand.” 

His words were slurred but his glance when he focused on her was full of venom 

“Stupid bitch, didn’t change the number did you, nobody ever does.  I knew you 

wouldn’t, stupid bitch.” 



“Why, why have you been doing this?” 

“Why? because I know what you did.”  She gasped.  She had been so sure that 

nobody knew all this time. 

“What do you mean?” 

“You know what I mean, thought you’d got clean away with it didn’t you.  Evil cow.  

I saw you, I watched you, that poor bugger you burnt him up like a load of 

rubbish.  You bloody snooty nurses, think you can do anything and get away with it, 

well not this time.  I saw you.” 

Tears were streaming down her face and she shook with horror but kept control of her 

voice enough to ask “If you saw me why didn’t you say anything, and why the rose?” 

“I had left them in your room, they had arrived at the security lodge and I had taken 

them to your room.  I just thought that it would take you back there, every time you 

saw one you would remember and I dried them out in the oven because that’s what 

you did to that poor sod. As for going to the authorities, well what good would that do 

me.  There would be a fuss, an outcry on the news and everyone would say oh no a 

nice British nurse she can’t possibly have done that and you would have walked clean 

away.  Probably been shipped back in splendour with an escort from the foreign office 

and that poor bugger he’d still have been dead wouldn’t he? Anyway I was waiting 

for a visa, I couldn’t risk getting caught up with an enquiry, I had to come back, I had 

no choice.  You know as well as I do that personal problems cut no ice over there and 

I had to come back, there was no choice for me, not then.” 

“How much did you see?” 

“I saw you pushing the poor sod through the corridors, what was it? A mistake? Give 

him the wrong injection did you, the wrong drugs.  Just tidying up your cock ups were 

you?” 

“No, you don’t know do you.” 

“What I do know is that you medical people, you get away with murder all the bloody 

time.  My mother, she was given the wrong medicine, she died.  All brushed under the 

carpet it was, hushed up.  I saw you doing it again, covering your arse, hiding your 

mistakes, bloody nurses.” 

“He raped me,” The bald statement hung between them, all that was audible was the 

creak of the house settling further into the night.  “He stalked me and when I tried to 



talk to him about it he raped me.  I didn’t give him any medicine.  Yes I was covering 

up what I’d done and I regret it hugely but he raped me.” 

He stared up at her expressions of disbelief and confusion chased across his face.  “He 

raped you?”  She nodded but her gaze never wavered she looked him straight in the 

eye. “When?” 

“Then, that night.  I stabbed him in self-defence, I have lived with it ever since and I 

would give anything for it not to have happened but I truly believed, and still do that 

he was going to kill me.” 

He watched her now in silence for long moments.  “Christ what have I done?” he 

lowered his head, tried to raise his hands and started to thrash and wriggle in panic.   

After a while he looked back at her, some strange bravado in his eyes.  “I, well I 

didn’t know.  I thought, I assumed you were just another bent medic covering your 

own back.”  She shook her head. 

He lost the battle now with his conscience, thought of the prowling and scheming he 

had done, the fear that he had caused and most of all the unfairness of it.  He had been 

a super hero hadn’t he? An avenging angel?  Well no, it seemed not.  “Oh God. I 

didn’t know, I didn’t know, how could I.” 

“So, what are you going to do now?”  She had lowered herself now to a kitchen chair, 

her nerves were settling, she gripped the hammer tightly but felt sure there was no 

longer a need for it.  His head flopped forward and great tears splashed from his face 

to the tape that bound him.  

“I had just found out about my mum.  Somebody gave her the wrong dose of insulin 

and she died.  I was so upset. I was waiting to come home for her funeral, waiting for 

my visa.”   

Fiona didn’t speak but her heart was softening the pure hatred she had felt for this 

man was dissipating.  “I couldn’t sleep and I was out walking around the back of the 

hospital, and I saw you.  Do you see, I thought it was the same thing.  I thought you 

were covering up a mistake.  I couldn’t let you get away with it, not like they had got 

away with killing my mum.  Yes they've now been ‘disciplined’ but misadventure 

they called it, it was bloody murder and I saw you and I thought oh no not again.  I 

didn’t know, about the other thing.  I didn’t know.” 

“No, how could you.  I’m sorry about your mum but you know it wasn’t the same, not 

at all.  What are we going to do though, what are we going to do now?” 



“I suppose you could report me, hand me over.  I ruined your patio stuff, I broke in, I 

deliberately rented that house, got a job with security firm so I could watch you, I 

suppose that’s stalking. Oh do what you like I don’t care any more.” 

“How did you know where I was, that surely wasn’t just coincidence, you having that 

house. No, it’s not possible. 

“I keep in touch, with my mates out in Saudi, they thought I had a crush on you,” he 

let out a short bark of a laugh and shook his head. “I asked about you, just to keep you 

in my sights.  I don’t know what I thought  I’d do but I was so angry, I knew that I 

would have to do something.  Anyway, they told me you were leaving, you know 

what the gossip machine is like over there, it wasn’t hard to find out you were coming 

back to your old hospital.  This is my job, this is what I do, watching people, tracing 

their lives.  I rented that house when I knew you’d were talking to the builders on this 

site. I couldn’t believe my luck when you chose this one, right over my fence.  I have 

watched you since day one.   

“I can’t explain how I feel now, I’m sorry, and I’m ashamed and …”  It was all too 

much, he began to cry now and Fiona couldn’t watch him any longer, trussed and 

incapacitated on her floor.  She started to cut off the tape, freeing his hands so that he 

could wipe his eyes and eventually he sat on the dining chair before her, his head 

lowered, dejection rounding his shoulders.  

“Have you given up your job, over there – is that over for you as well?” 

“My job, no I took a year out to sort things for my mum but the job’s still there if I 

want it. I intended to go back, to get at you partly and because there isn’t anything 

here for me anyway.  Mum was the last of my family and I have good mates at the 

hospital, the life there suits me.” 

Fiona took a great breath, “Tell you what then.  Go back, swear that you won’t ever 

come anywhere near me again.  I have to live with what I did every day and believe 

me that’s punishment enough for anyone, I still don’t know if I’ll make it.  My life 

was changed forever that night, and not only by the rape.  I’m a nurse, it’s my job to 

help people and I carry the memory of that boy with me every second.   

“But, there’s no body, no extradition treaty between here and there and only your 

word against mine.  Will you let me carry on, I’m a good nurse.” He grunted at that, 

“I am I do my very best every day.  Will you let me carry on and try to make up for 

what happened?”  He moved his pounding head carefully and raised his eyes to look 

her in the face. Another nod passed between them as the blackbird out in the garden 



noted the lightening sky and began the dawn chorus. Perhaps it was over, perhaps it 

never would be, not really but here was an end to this stage of the thing and really 

what other choice was there, for either of them.  

The End 


