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LOVE,HATE,ABUSEANDREVIVAL

CHAPTERONE

Vanessafeltahandmovingonherbody,

Shejerkedupfrom hersleepandsawherhusbandYuvraj.

He'dthisevilglintinhiseyesthattoldhershewasinforanothertorture.

Buttodayisn'tWednesday,

Whytoday?

Sheaskedherself.

"Getoffyourclothesnow."Heorderedher,

Likeafrightenedkitten,

Vanessabegantouncladherselfwhileherhusbandstoodandwatchedherindisgust.

Aftergoingstarknaked,

Shelaybackonthebedandshuthereyes,allowinghim todowhateverhewantstodo.

Forcloselyonhour,Yuvrajthrusteddeeplyintoherwhileshewincedinpain,



Hedidn'tmindthat.

Whenhewasdone,

Hegotdownfrom thebedanddidhisclothes,

Thelastthingsheheardhim saywas,

"Getready,

Padmaiscomingoverforbreakfast."

Thatwasit,

Thedoorclosedandshefinallyopenedhereyes..

Herlegsandthighswerenumbandittookheragreatdealtogetthem offthebed.

Shegotupholdingthebedandmanagedtogetherselfintothebathroom withherlegswide

apart,

Thepainwastooexcruciating.

Aftershowering,

Shecameoutofthebathtubwithherbathrobe,

Shewenttohercabinetandtooksomepainkillers,

Anddowneditwithaglassofwater.



Shecouldn'trefusenotcomingforbreakfast,

CauseYuvrajwouldkillherafterwards.

Soshelaybackonthebedandallowedthepainkillersworkit'smagiconher.

Vanessawasayoungblackladyfrom apoorbackgroundandthatwasamongthereasonher

husbandhatesher.

Shegraduatedhighschoolfrom fewyearsagobutcouldn'tfurthertocollegeforlackofmoney,

Soshedroppedandworkedforhertowyoungersisters,BiancaandCarmentoseethroughhigh

school.

Borntoanilliteratefather(hermotherleftafewweekCarmenwasborn),

Simon'sprioritywastoseehisdaughterseducatedbitwithhiswifeleavingandhim losinghis

jobatthecontractsite,

Simonneverhadastablejobsincethen.

Vanessawhowasnowthemothertohertwoyoungersisters,

Tookpart-timejobsduringhighschooltobeabletosupportthefamilyfinancially.

ThefamilylivesoutsidetheOuterBanks,

InthesmallneighborhoodcalledWestwood.



Theirhousewasarundownbeatentworoom apartmentwithapublictoilet.

Seeingherfamily'scondition,

Vanessafoughthardtogetherselfandherfamilyoutoftheslum.

ShewasabletosecureajobattherenownedKerry'sPizzaattheOuterBanksanditwasduring

oneofherpizzadeliveryventures,

ShemetPadmaSingh.

Thewomanwhochangedherlifeforeverwithamarriageproposalforher.

YuvrajistheyoungestsonofthemultimillionairePrasadandPadma/VictoriaSinghandwas

obviouslytheblacksheepofthefamily.

MrPrasadSinghwereoriginallyfrom Indiaandthey'dmigratedtotheStateswhenPrasadwas

merelyatoddler.

HisfatheroriginallyhadstartedSingh'sTeawhenhecametotheStates.

SeeingAmericansweremoreintocoffeewithcaffeinewhichwashealthwisedangerous,

Hedecidedtostartateabusiness.

Withnaturaltearecipesflownfrom IndiaandalsoEasternChina,

Soon,MrSinghwasrunningamultiteacompanyandnotjustateashophestartedwith.



Afterhisdeath,

HissonPrasadtookoverandthebusinesswasinbloom since,

From sellinguptohundredmillionteabagsinayear,

Withthehelpofhiswife,

Hewasalsoshippingteabagstoothercountries.

Togetherthebuiltateaempirewiththeirthreesons,

RanveerandRajveer(thetwins)andYuvrajwastheyoungest.

Padmawasagreatphilanthropist,

SheransomanyCharityOrganisationthatprovidesfoodandshelterforthepoor.

ShealsodoesthisSummerCharityforkids,

SeeinghowhotitalwaysisinOuterBanksduringsummer,

VASISummerprovidesfreelunchandicecream forkidswhoseparentscan'taffordallthis.

RanveerandRajveerhelpsPadmainthisorganizationsbutYuvrajisneverapartofit,

Hecallsitwastingresourcesonlazypeople.



Yuvrajwastheself-centeredandselfishegoist,

Hewantednothingtodowiththefamilybusinessorevenhismom charityorganization.

He'sintomodellingandwasreallyfamous,

Hegotagoodamountofcashfrom itandboughthisownhouse.

HishousewasrightbesideSea,

Givinghim theperfectviewofiteverysunriseandsunset.

Yuvrajwasveryvainandcaredalotabouthimselfandhisbodythananyotherthing.

Heflaunthimselfandhispropertiesandhislogowasalways,

"Ifyougatit,

Youflauntit."

SeeinghersonthiswayreallyhurtPadma,

Andshefoughttochangehim.

WhenshefirstmetVanessa,

Shewasenticedbyhergoodandlovingnatureandmostlyherlooks.

Evennotdressedlikethosepartyrichgirl,

Vanessawasabeauty,shewasblackbutherskinweren'tdark.



HerafrowasstunningandtherePadmadecidedtogetherforherson,

HopingthatVanessawouldrubhergoodnaturetoherson,

Butthatwaswereshegotitallwrong.

PayingVanessaenoughmoneytogetherfamilyoutoftheslum andgivethem agoodlife,

Vanessaacceptedtheproposal.

Yuvrajwasn'tinsupportoftheidea,

Marriage?

Thatwasthelastthinginhismind.

Heblatantlyrefusedbutwhenhisparentsthreatenedtocuthim outofthefamily'swealth,

Beingthegreedysonhe's.

HeacceptedthemarriageandsoonafterVanessawasshippedintohisashiswife.

Hehatedherthatinstant,

Torturinghereverychancehegot.

Hehatedherforbeinglack,

Hehatedherforherafroandforhernotbeingbeautifulliketheotherfemalemodelshe'dseen

andworkedwith.

Hefindopportunitiestodemeanherandeverynowandthen,

Hecomestoherroom topleasurehimself.



Padmamadeitcleartohim thathecan'tcheatonher,

Sohedecidedtoderivehispleasurefrom her.

ButunfortunatelyforVanessa,

Hispleasurewasherpain.

Hesetsomerulesforherandherbreakingtherules,

Hepunishesher.

Heneverpunishherphysically,

HeknowsifthedoesthatPadmawouldnoticeanymarkinherbody,

Sohedoesitemotionallyorsexually.

Theruleshegaveherwerehorrendousbutshedtofollowthem.

*Shewasn'ttoevercallhisname,

Shecallshim MyLord.

*Sheshouldforbidanyeyecontactwithhim.

Herheadshouldalwaysbebowedwheneverhe'stalkingtoher.

*Nocellphone,

Shecan'tcallanyoneofherfamilymembers.

*TheonlyvisitorsshewouldbehavingisPadmaandmemberofhisfamily.



*Wheneverhe'shavingsexwithher,

Hereyesshouldbeclosedtillhe'sdone.

*Mostimportantly,

Nooneshouldfindoutaboutthis,

NotevenPadmawhocomeseveryTuesdayandFridayforbreakfastanddinner.

Twicehe'dmadehersitonthefloortohavedinnerforlookingathim andonceundertherain

fortellinghim no.

Whenherfamilyandfriendscalledherluckyforgettingmarriedtoarichguy,

Noneofthem knewthepainshepassesthroughexceptNanaMollie,theirchef.

Mollieisanolderwoman,

OlderthanPadmawithafewyearsandwasYuvraj'schefsincehegothishouse.

ShewasmoreLukefamilytohim causehetreatedherwell,

Gaveherraiseandmosttimeshegaveherleavewhichshealwaysrefused.

Tookcareofherandboughtherpresentwheneverhegoestravelling.

MollieeveryoneknewwasagreatchefandstartedoffhelpingPadmaattheOrganizationtill

Yuvrajhiredhertobehischef.



She'dnofamilyofherownwasfrom somewhereinSingapore.

ShelovesYuvrajashersonandsodidshealsoloveVanessabuthatedhim forhowhetreated

her.

VanessaisaverynicegirlbutthereasonwhyYuvrajhatehershecan'tplaceafingerto.

Severaltimes,she'dtriedtotalkVanessaintotellingPadmawhatwasreallyhappeningbuteach

timeshechickenedout.

Yuvrajwouldkillherofheeverfindsoutandsecondly,

ThemoneyPadmahadpaid,

Herfamilyhadputintouse,

Therewasnowaytheycouldpaybackthemoneyeveniftheysoldallthey'd.

Plus,

Yuvrajhadplannedtodivorceheraftersixmonthswhenhemusthavegottenwhathewanted.

Thiswasherthirdmonthandthreemoretogo,

Soonshe'llbefreefrom him,

Thatdaysheawaits.

Tobecontinued.
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WhenVanessacamedownforbreakfast,

YuvrajwasalreadyatthetableandMolliewasworkinghermagic,

Makingsureeverythingwasset.

ShecameandpulledoutaseatwhileMollieservedher.

"Anyonein?"Padma'svoicecalledfrom outside,

"Yesmom."Yuvrajrepliedherassheopenedthedoortothediningroom.

"Woah,

Ismellsomethingnicehere."Padmasaidandshebroughtoutaseat.

"Goodmorningmom."Yuvrajgreeted,

"Goodmorning."Vanessamumbledfrom whereshewas,

"Heysweety,

How'reyoudoing?"PadmaaskedreferringtoVanessa.

Takingtimetoanswer,

Yuvrajkickedherfrom behindthetableandshejerked,



"I'm finemom,

How'sdad?"Sheaskedherandimmediatelyherhardwentdownagainasshefocusedintoher

breakfast.

Padmafoundherbehaviorunusualbutdidn'twanttotalkmuchaboutitnow.

SoonMollieservedthem andwentbacktothekitchen,

"Sohow'reyoupreparingforyourtripthisweek?"PadmaaskedYuvraj,

Vanessadidn'tstilllookupforthefearofmakingeyecontactwithYuvrajwhowasrightinfront

ofher.

"I'vecalledthemanagerandeverything'ssettled,

I'llbeleavingonThursdayandwillbebackbeforeweekend."Herepliedher,

"Ithoughtyouwereleavingtomorrow?"Sheaskedhim,

"Changeofplan,

PlusIwantedtospendmoretimewithVanessabeforeleaving."Hesaidsmiling.

PadmaturnedtoVanessa,

Shedidn'traiseherheadanddidn'tevenlookatYuvrajwhowastalking.

"Won'tVanessabelonelyathome?

Shedoesn'tcomeoutmuchthesedays,

She'llbelonely...."



"Mom shewouldn'tbe,

Mollieisalwayshereandshecantalktoherifshe'slonely."Hesaidtryingtoplaynice.

Padmawasn'tconvinced,

"Vanessawouldyoustayhereorcomeovertomyplace?"Sheaskedher,

Vanessadidn'traiseupherhead,

"What'smyhusbandchoosesformeisfine."ShemutteredcarefulenoughnottoannoyYuvraj.

"Okay."Padmarelentsandcontinuedhermeal.

Aftereating,shewaswithYuvrajwhenshegotacallfrom theorganisation,

"Yuvraj,

I'llhavetogohandlesomethingintheorganization,

Vanessa,we'llseelater."ShekissedVanessa,pickedherbagandleft.

Immediately,YuvrajturnedtoVanessa,

"Whatwasthatallabout?"Heaskedherangrily,

Sheshuthereyesandtookadeepbreath,

Shewasinforitagain.

"Whydidn'tyoujusttellPadmayes?

Youmadeitsoundasifsomething'swaswrong."Heyelledather,



"I'm sorrymyLord."Shesaidquietly,

"YouwantPadmatoknowwhat'sgoingonright?"Heaskedher,

"Youwanthertoknowwhatyou'regoingthroughuh?"Heaskedangrily,

"Yuv....

MyLord,I'm....."

Atightslaplandedonherfaceforthemistakesheunintentionallymade,

"Whatdidyoujustcallme?"Yuvrajaskedher,

Angerandhatewaswrittenalloverhim.

"I'm sorrymyLord."Shemumbledstillgettingashockingsignalfrom theslapshe'djust

received.

ThiswasthefirsttimeYuvrajwashurtingherphysically,

"I'm sosorryMyLord...."

Hegrabbedherhairanddraggedherupstairs,

"Pleasedon'tthisthis,

I'm sosorry."Shecriedloudly,

Hepulledheroverandmadeherlookinhiseyes,

"MyLord,

I'm...."

"Don'taggregatemyanger."Hescold,



Vanessastoppedcryingbutstillwaspleading,

"I'm sorry..."

Anotherslap,

Smack!

Molliewhowasinthekitchenheardtheruckusinlivingroom.

SheranoutsidetoseewhatwasgoingonandsawYuvrajdraggingacryingVanessaupstairs.

Havingenoughofit,

SherantothestairsandthatwaswhenYuvrajgaveVanessathesecondslap.

"Stop!"Sheshouted,

YuvrajturnedtoherandsodidVanessa.

"Molliewhat'sit?"Heaskedher,

Shedidn'treplyhim,

Rather,

Shewalkedtowardshim andtookVanessafrom hisgrasp.

"Molliestayoutofthis."Yuvrajwarned,

"Iwon't!

Ifyoudon'tletgonow,

I'm goingtoringPadmaandtellerwat'sgoingonere."Shethreatened.



ImmediatelyYuvrajletgoofVanessa'shairandtossedhertoMollie.

Molliecaughtherrightontimebeforeshecouldfallonthestairs,

Yuvrajsighedandstormedtohisroom.

"Watappened"MollieaskedthestillcryingVanessa,

"Idon'tknowwhatIdidMollie,

ItoldPadmathatwhateverhesaysherightforme...."

Shebrokedownintotearsagain,

Molliecouldn'tstandit,

SosheheldVanessaandledhertoherownroom.

"Laydownere,

I'llgetsomeointmenttoeasetestingofteslaps."ShetoldVanessaandwenttoherbathroom.

MollihadawayofspeakingthatamuseVanessamosttimes,

Sheomitsher'h'ineveryword,

Likeheart,

Shepronounceitas'eart'

Vanessalookedaroundthewellfurbishedroom.

SinceshecametoYuvraj'shouse,



Thiswasthefirsttimeshewasseeinganotherroom,

Orderthanhers,thelivingroom,thekitchenandthediningroom,

Yuvrajforbadehergoingintoanyotherroom insidethehouse.

Shehasneverevenseenwhathisroom lookedlike.

Molliecamebackquickly,

"Turn."Shesaidtoher,

VanessaobeyedimmediatelyandturnedwhileMollieappliedthecoolointmentonherstinging

cheek.

"Vanessawat'swrongwityou,

Youallowim bityouev'rytime,

ToldyoutotalktoPadmabutyoudon't."Shesighedassheappliedmoreoftheointment,

VanessawincedinpainasMollieincreasetheforceatwhichshemassagedherswollencheek.

"Im Yuvraj,doesthiscauseyouaven't

toldPadmayet,

Wenyouteller,im Yuvrajwouldleaveyoubeandwon'turtyouagain."MollietoldVanessa.

"Isawitinisstudy,

I'm YuvrajwilldivorceyouaftersixmontstogetwatPadmaandispapawilledtoim andtenim

Yuvrajwouldleaveyoube.



You'reteoneoldingissareofwatPadmaandim papawouldgivenim."Mollieexplainedtoher.

"Laydown,

I'llbeaiitback."Shelefttheroom whileVanessalayonthebed,

Innotimeshesleptoff.

Inherdream,

ShesawYuvrajholdingaknifepointingtoher.

"Iwouldkillyouandtossyourworthlessbodyintotheseawherenoonewouldfindyour

corpse."Hethreatenedher,

Shekneltthatandwasbegginghim nottobuthewasn'tlisteningtoher.

Soonhewasrightinfrontofherandhadalmoststabbedherwhenshewokeup.

"Noooooo!"Shecried,

SoonMollierushedinsidetheroom.

"Wat'sit?"SheaskedVanessaseeingthescaredlookonherface.

"Hewouldkillme,

Hewantstokillme."Shecried,

Molliecameoverandpulledherintoahug.

"Ewon'tkillyou,



You'resafe..."

ThedooropenedanditwasYuvraj,

Hewasprobablygoingoutcausehewaswelldressed.

"Mollie,

I'llbebackbeforelunchandIthinkyoushouldgopreparelunchthanwasteyourtimeon

frivolousthings."HesaidtoMollie,

ThenturnedtoVanessawithangeralloverhim.

"Iwon'twanttomeetyouherewhenIgetback."Hesaidtoher,

Immediatelyhelefttheroom andshutthedoorbehindhermakingVanessajerk.

"Let'stalktoPadmaaboutthis.

We'll.

Iaveadenofofthis."ShesaidtoVanessa.

SinceYuvrajwasleavingonThursdaymorningandPadmawastocomeforebreakfaston

Friday,

Shedecidedtovisitthem againonWednesdayandprobablyspendthewholedaywiththem.

ThatmorninglikeotherWednesdays,

YuvrajhadpleasuredhimselfonVanessa'sbodyandhadgonetoshowerwhenheheard

Padma'svoicefrom downstairs.



"Jeez,

IfshegoestoVanessa'sroom,

Iknowthatbitchwouldstillbelyingonthebed."Hesaidtohimself,

Immediatelyheranoutofthebathroom withhalfnakedbodyandwenttoVanessa'sroom.

Likehepredictedshewasstilllyingonthebedcrying,

"Hey!"Hecalledher,

Hepulledherupforcefullyanddraggedhertothebathroom notmindingthispainshewas

passingthrough.

"Don'tdareactsmart,

Padma'shere."Hethreatenedher,

Shejustnoddedandallowedherselftobetossedbyhim inwhateverwayseem besttohim.

"Vanessadarling!"TheyheardPadma'svoicecalled,

"Mom,we'reinthebathroom."Yuvrajrepliedfrom inside,

"Oopssorryguys."Shesaidandwentoutoftheroom,

Lovingthefactthathersonloveshiswife.

Seeingherhalfnakedbody,

Yuvrajfeltarousedagain,

Sohedecideditwon'tbebadifhetouchesheragain.



"Gointhetub."Heorderedher,

Shedidn'trefuseforthefearofhim hurtingher,

Shewentinthetubandshuthereyeswhilehedidwhathedidbest,

Takingadvantageofher.

Whenhefinished,

Hewashedhimselfthereandleftleavinghertodecidewhattodowithherself.

"Berealquick,

Youwon'twanttokeepPadmawaiting."Hewarnedherandleftthebathroom closingthedoor

behindhim.

Vanessajustsatback,

Nowwithdoublepain,

Shecoulddonothingbutcry.

Tobecontinued.
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Aftercryingforsomefewminutes,

Vanessahadaquickshowerandcameoutofthebathroom.

Shetooksomepainkillers,gulpeditdownwithaglassofwaterthenwenttogetdressed.

She'donasimplebluegownandherflip-flopsslippers,

Thenappliedsomelotiontoherskin.

Vanessawasn'tthevaintypeunlikeYuvraj,

Soshebotherednotaboutsuntanningoradding,

Shegoeswithwhateverchangesshesees.

Whenshecamedownstairs,

Thediningwasset,

ScrambledEgg,Baconandtoast.

MollihadalsopreparedScampiSauceandChickenFilletstoo.

PadmawashavingsomediscissionwithYuvraj.

"Goodmorningmom."Vanessagreetedher,

Padmalookedup,

"Heysweetie,

How'reyoudoing?"Sheaskedhavingoneofthoseherheartwarmingsmile.

MosttimesVanessawishesPadmawasherbiologicalmother.



Padma'sverynicetoeveryoneespeciallywhenshe'swithkids,

ForoncePadmahasnevertreatedherwrong.

She'sastrongwomanwhobelievethatwomenshouldbeindependentontheirspouse.

Seeinghowshetreatsherotherdaughtersin-law,

Especiallyher.

Vanessawouldneverwishforanothermotherin-lawifnotPadma.

Padmadresseswellandshe'sverysociable,

Shewasoriginallyfrom arichfamilyandwastheonlydaughter,

ShehastwoolderbrothersVanessahasnevermet.

Shewastreatedlikeaprincesswhilegrowingupandherfamilywereveryoverprotectiveofher

butshecautionedherselfnevertogoastray.

Withanindependentmindofherown,

Shesecretlyworkedduringhercollegeyearsandearnedalot.

WiththatmoneyshebeganherveryfirstCharityHome,

Astimewentby,

ShebeganothercharitiesandthatwasactuallywhatdrewPrasadattentiontoher.



They'dmetwhenPrasadhaddonatedtooneofherCharityOrganizationandhadbecome

friends,

Whichlaterblossomedtomarriageandformorethanthirtyyearstogether,

Heneverregretmarryingher.

Asbreakfastwenton,

Padmawhowasn'tthequiettypetalkandtalk.

MakingamountainoutofYuvrajandVanessabeinginthesamebathroom (inajokingand

amusingway),

EvenVanessawastemptedtolaughwhenPadmamadementionofthem havinglittlehellions

soon.

"Yuvy,don'tforgettokeepintouchwithyourwife,

Shellmissyoualot."Shejokedaround.

Yuvrajwasn'tthinkingwithher,

Hismindwassetonthenextfewdayshe'sgoingtobespendinginNewOrleans,

Whattinkledhim morewasthefactthatTiaEsperanzawasattendingtheshoottoo.

Tiawasthegirlhe'dhiseyesonbeforehismom packagedVanessatohim asawife.

She'sslenderandtall,



Afivefoot,teninchandhadverynicecurves.

Tia'soriginallyfrom SpainbuthadspentalmostallherlifeinAmerica,

She'saveryambitiousandsuccessfulmodelplusshe'sajeweldesignerbutwasn'tmuchinto

thelatter.

TiahadthosekillerdimplesthatdroveYuvrajcrazy,

Herrelationshiplifewasquiteprivate,soeveryoneassumedshe'ssingle.

"Yuvy!"Padmacalledhim seeinghersonsmindwassomewhereelse,

"Yesma."Hereplieddrowsily,

"Whereyoulisteningtomesince?"Sheaskedhim frowning,

"Sorryma,

IwasjustthinkingabouthowI'llcopethenextfewdayswithoutVanessa."Helied,takingher

handsandrubbingitaffectionately.

Vanessadidn'tlookup,

Sohekickedherfrom underthetableandshelookedupimmediately,

"Won'tyoumissme?"Heaskedher,

Hatinghimselfthatinstanceandhatinghermore.

"I'll."Vanessamumbled,



"She'sshy.

Don'tworrydear,

I'llleavethebothofyoutogethertoenjoyyourday."Padmasaid,

VanessawouldhavetoldhernobutwithYuvrajrightinfrontofher,

Shecoulddonothingthanfakeasmile.

"Vanessayoushouldcomejoinusintheorganizationtomorrow,

LilyandNandiwillbetheretoo,

Theymighthelpkeepyoubusysoyouwon'tmissyourhusbandmuch."Padmasuggested.

YuvrajgaveVanessaafiercelookinPadma'sblindspotforhertosayno,

"Ma,I'llbefine."Shesaidimmediately,

"No,Iinsist.

Youneedtogetoutokay."Padmasaid,

Vanessalovedherforinsisting,

Sheneedstogetoutofthishertorturezoneandseetheworld.

"You'recomingtomorrow,

I'llcomepickyouup."Shesaidtoherwithanairoffinality,

Vanessajustnodded.

WhenPadmaleft,



Yuvrajcouldfindanyreasontohurther,

Heleftthehouseafterparkinghisstuffs.

Vanessadidn'tcomeoutofherroom andevenwhenMolliesuggestedshegoeswithhertothe

market,

Shedeclinedandlayonherbed,

ThinkingaboutwhatshehasbeenpassingthroughsinceshegotmarriedtoYuvraj.

Atsomepoint,

Sheresolvedtokillherself.

Justgotothekitchenandgetaknife,

I'llendeverythingonceandforall.

Butshecouldn'tdoit,

Herdad?

Hersisters?

How'lltheycopewithlosingher?

Whatwilltheydowithouther?

Insteadofkillingherself,

Shedecidedtokillherweakness,

Tokillherpain.

ShewasgoingtostanduptoYuvraj,

Hejustwait.



Thatnight,

Hecamebackhomelate,

Shedidn'tmindandwasevenhopinghegetslostwhereverheisorbetterstillnevercomeback

home.

Butno,

Afterdinnertimehecamebackhome.

Fortunately,Molliedidn'tpreparemuchmealfordinner,

Sowhenhesaidhewasn'thungry,

Shepackedintoandkeptininthefreezer.

Vanessawasintheshower,

Shewasbathingandalsohummingasongherdadattaughtherasakid.

Shedidn'tnoticethedooropenandYuvrajstandingatthedoor,

"Hmhhmh."Heclearedhisthroat,

Immediatelysheturnedandcoveredherselfwiththetowel.

Hewalkedclosertoher,

"Getthetoweloff."Heorderedher,

"No."Shesaidback.

Immediatelysheregrettedit,

Butonesideofherlovedit,



'Youdiditgirl,

Youtoldhim no.

"Iwon'tsayitagain,

Getthetoweloff."Heorderedheragain,

Sheclutchedittighter,

"No,Iwon't."Shesaidtryingtobedefiantbuttohim,

Itsoundedlikeascaredcatsayingno.

Helookedatherandgaveanevilsmile,

"Nouh?"

Beforeshecouldswallowagain,

Hepulledthetowelandpushedherbacktothetub,

Hepinnedherbodydowntothewaterfilledtubandtrustedintoher,

"Argh!"Shecried.

Hearinghercrymadehim morevicious,

Hewentinwithmoreangerandhatehe'deverfeltforher.

"Howdareyou?

Howdareyoutellmeno?"Heaskedherashewentintoherinthemosthurtingmannerever

whileshecriedandstruggledtofreeherself.

Whenhewassurehe'dgivenherenoughtorturetolastforthefewdayshe'sgonnabeoutof



town,

Hestoodupanddidhiswetclothes,

Watchingherlaythereandemitfaintandcroakycries,

Hewassatisfiedwithhimself,

"NeversaynotoYuvrajPrasadSingh."Hesaidtoherandleftherinthebathtubnotminding

whethershe'shurtingornot.

Vanessacouldn'tgetoutofthetub,

Herstrength..

WhatStrength?

She'sweakbothemotionallyandphysically,

She'sworstthanavegetable.

Whenshetriedtoturn,

Shecouldn't,

Herwholebodywasinpainanditachedbadly,

Shesuspectedshe'dhitherheadsonwherewhenYuvrajhadpushedher.

Slowlyunconsciousnesswastakingoverher,

Shefoughttoabateitbutcouldn't.

Itcamefirstlikethesoundofhighcurrentwavehittingagainstrocks,



Shesmeltanoceanandsoonshesawdarkness,

Likeblackmagic,

Thedarknessovertookeverythingandwastheonlythingshesawbeforeshepassedout.

Vanessawokeuptosomeone'scryingvoice,

Thepersonwasshoutinghystericallyandwasworried,

Sheopenedhereyesslowly,

ItwasMollie,

"Idon'tknow,

Icametoceckonerbutsawheronthetublayingunconsciously.

I'm Yuvrajisnotere."Sheexplainedtotheperson,

"Mol...lie..."Vanessamanagedtocall,

Molliewhowasstillexplainingtothecallerdidn'there,

"Mol...."Immediatelythedoorofthebathroom burstopen,

ItwasPadma.

HystericalPadmaandamorehystericalMolliecarriedVanessatothecaraftertheymanaged

somefewdressonhertocoverhernakednessanddrovetosomewhereVanessacouldn'tsee,

Causeshefellintounconsciousnessagainaftertheircarpassedaroadbumpedandshehiton



herontheseatbeltholderhard..

Tobecontinued.
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Vanessawokeupinthehospital,

Firstshewasrelievedshedidn'tdieinthatbathtub,

AllthankstoMollie.

SecondshewascontemplatingonwhethertotellPadmawhathappened.

ThehonestbutsillyfactwasthatshelovesYuvraj,

Sheloveshim andwasreallyhopinghewouldonefind,changeandloveherback.

Shereallywishedthatdaywouldcomewhenhewouldn'tremindherhowshe'sblackandnofit

forhim,

Orhowherafrodisgusthim orhowuglyshe'sandprobablystopcomparinghertothosefemale

modelsheworkswith.



Shejustwishsomeday,

Thebothofthem wouldbelikeothercouples,

LikePadmaandherhusbandorlikeRajveerandhiswifeNandiorlikeRanveerandLily,

Shereallylookforwardtothatday.

ThedooropenedandPadmawalkedin,

She'dabigvisiblefrownonherface,

ThiswasalmostthefirsttimeVanessasawherfrown.

ShesatbesideVanessaandtouchedherforehead,

"How'reyoufeeling?"Sheaskedlovinglybutstillhadthatfrownthere.

"Ifeelalmostbetter."Shereplied,

TryingtolookawaybeforePadmafigureanotherthingoutherself.

"Whathappened?"Padmaaskedher,

Thetoneofvoiceandtheairatwhichthequestioncameoutchanged.

"Islippedthetub....."

"Vanessadon'tgivemethat,

BehonesttomewhathappenedlastnightbetweenyouandYuvraj?"Sheaskedher.



Thementionofthatnamescaredheralot,

Padmasawthereactioneventhoughitwasrealquick,

Thenitoccurredtoher,

Therearethingsshedidn'tknowaboutherson'smarriage.

What'dYuvrajdonetohertomakehernervousatthesoundofhisname?

Padmawasreallylost.

Allthoseloveydoveymoments....

Wheretheyallliesandfacade?

SheaskedherselftakingVanessa'shandintohers.

ShelookedintoVanessa'seyes,

Therewerethisblankhollowstaresandshereallycouldn'trelate,

Somethingwasreallyup.

"Vanessa,canyoutalktome,

Whathappened?

Whathasbeenhappening?"Sheaskedagainbutthistime,

Itwaslikeaplea,

Tellmewhat'shappening,soIcansaveyou.



ShelookedatPadmaandinnotimeshereleasedthetearsshe'dcagedsince,

"No,nobaby,

No.

Don'tcryNessa,

Don'tcry."Shecomfortedher.

IthurtPadmaalottoseehercry,

Vanessawasmoreofadaughtertoher,

Veryselflessandkind.

SeeinghercrygaveherthenotionthatYuvrajmusthavegonetotheextremewithher.

"Let'stalkaboutthiswheneveryou'rebetter,okay."Padmasaidtoher,

"Butpromisemeyou'regoingtotellmeeverything,

Leavenonothingbehind."ShetoldVanessa,

Shejustnoddedandlaybackonthebed,

"Nessa,you'regoingtobealright.

You'restrongerthanthis."Shecomfortedher.

Howironic?

Strong?

She'snothingnexttoit,



She'sveryfarfrom thewordstrong,

Yuvrajmadesureofthat.

Molliecameafterwards,

ShecamewithlunchforbothPadmaandVanessa,

"ThanksMollie."VanessamouthedassheatetheShrimpsoupMolliehadprepared,

Ifthere'sonething,

Mollie'sfoodalwaysmakesherfeelwonderful.

"TalktoPadmaaboutim Yuvraj?"SheaskedVanessawhenPadmaexcusedthem totakeacall,

Sheshookherhead,

"Wahareyouwaitin'for?"Sheaskeddisappointedly

"TellerorItellhermaself."Shesaid

toVanessaasanairofthreat,

"Ifyoudon'ttellPadma,Itellermaselfwatim Yuvrajavebeendoingtoyouallthiswile."Mollie

saidtoher,

"I'lltellherMollie,

Ijustdon'tknowhowtoputitall."Vanessasaidtoher,

"Putitwatway,

ItinkIwilldoitmaself."SheturnedtoleavebutVanessapulledherback,

"Pleasedon't,



I'lltellPadmawhenshecomesbackinside."Vanessasaidtoher,

Satisfied,

MolliecamebackandsatdownwatchVanessaeatherfood.

Padmacamebackinside,

"It'sfrom theOrganization,

Theywereaskingifwe'restillcomingtoday,

Itoldthem no."Shesaidtothem andsatdown,

"We'llgo."Vanessasaid,

"Nessawearen'tgoingofyoudon'ttellmewhatreallyhappened."Padmasaid.

Padmalovesmakingopportunityofeverything,

ShelookedatMollieandwiththelookonherface,

Mollieknew.

"Mollieyouknewaboutthis?"Padmaaskedher,

"Youknewaboutwhatwasgoingonanddidn'tbothertotellme."Sheasked,

Molliekeptquiet.

SheshouldhavetoPadmaalongtimeago.

"Mollie!"Padmacalled,

"Padma,IwantedtotalktoyouabouttisbutVanessadidnotallowme,

Shewouldn'ttalkandwouldn'tletme."Mollieconfessed,



PadmaturnedtoVanessa,

"Youngladywillyoumindspillingthebeannow?"

Vanessaknewshewouldn'trelent,

Soshedecidedtoopenuptoher.

Ittookheralotnottocrybutshefinallygaveintotears.

ToldPadmahowYuvrajtreatedher,

From therapetohisrulesandsoherpunishment.

Padmawasshockedhersoncoulddosomethinglikethis,

Shewasterrified,angryandalsosober.

"Howdidyouendupinthetubunconscious?"SheaskedVanessa,

"Itoldhim no.

HetoldmetogetoffmytowelandIfeltithastostopandotoldhim no......

Hepushedmedownand...."

Vanessacouldn'tfinishherwordsandshestartedcryingagain,

Padmacamearoundquicklytocomforther.

"Vanessa,I'm sosorry.

It'sallmyfaultthinkingthatYuvrajwouldeverchange,

I'm sosorryVanessa."Sheapologizedtothecryinglady,



"Butwhydidn'tyoutellme?"Sheaskedher,

SincesheandYuvrajgotmarried,

Shehasmadeitapointofdutytocomevisitthem oftenandalsohavebreakfastwiththem

TuesdaysandFridays,

Butsheneverknew.

"Hewarnedmenottotalkaboutittoanyoneespeciallynotyouandsecondlythemoneyyou

gavemebeforeIgotmarriedtohim,

Myfatherhadspentagreatdealofthings,

TherewasnowaywecouldpaybackifIeverleave..."

"NoVanessano,

You'remoreimportanttomethansomedollarbills,

Youdefinitelyare."Shecorrected,

Yesterdaymorningyoubothweretogetherinyourbathroom..."

Vanessabrokedownmore,

Howwillsheexplainallthistoher.

"Heabusedyouthere?"Padmaasked,

Hatinghergutsforasking,

"Yeshedid.....

Hediditthefirsttimebeforeyoucame....knowingIwillbecryingifyoucometomyroom,



Hecamebackinanddraggedmeintothebathroom.

Afteryouleft,

Hediditagain."

Padmawasdevastated,

Hersonisabeast,

Anabuser.

God,

Ineverbargainedforthis.

Forthepastthreemonths,Vanessahadbeensufferinginherson'shandandsheknewnothing

aboutit.

OhGod,

Helpmysoul.

"Youaren'tdoneNessa,

Tell'em aboutthemiscarriagetoo."Mollieblurted,

PadmafrownedandsodidVanessa.

Ifshewouldbetalking,

Shecan'teventalkaboutthat...

"Whatmiscarriage,Vanessa?"Padmaaskedshocked,

Vanessadidn'tsayanyword.

"Vanessatalktome,



Whatmiscarriage?"Sheaskedagain,

ThistimesheraisedVanessachinupandlookedintohereyes,

Hereyeswerefilledwithpain.

"You'damiscarriage?"Padmaasked,

VanessanoddedbutGodknowsoftookheralotofcourageandstrengthtodothat.

"TwicePadma,

Twice.

IhadtwomiscarriagesinthreemonthsPadma."Shesaid.

Padmacouldn'tbelieveherear,

Twomiscarriagesinthreemonths.

Somethinginsideherhadfallen,

Sherushedhercellphonetocallherson,

Nonothersonanymore.

ThemonsterwhocallshimselfYuvraj.

"Mom don't."Vanessapleaded,

"Why?

Allowme."Padmasaid,

ShewasangryandneitherVanessanorMolliehadeverseenherangry.

"He'sgoingtokillmeifhefindsoutwhatIdid."Vanessapanicked,



Shetoldhermostconstantdream toPadma,

Thedream wherehethreatensherwithaknife.

"Hewon'tdothat,

He'llnever."

SheturnedtoMollie,

"Mollie,gohomeandgetallofherstuffs,"

"You'renotsteppingfootinthathouseeveragain."Padmasaid,

Molliestoodupimmediatelyandlefttheroom.

"Mom please,letmejust...."

"Vanessa,you'vegottolistentomenow,

You'renotsteppingfootonhishouseagain."Sherepeated.

Seeinghercry,

Shewrappedherarmsaroundherandgaveallformsofapologisesandwordofcomfortshe

everknew.

LateronthedoctordischargedVanessa,

ItwasPadmawhodroveherawayfrom thehospital,

"Arewegoingtoyourhousemom?"Sheaskedfrom thebackseat,

"No,

You'releavingOuterBankstoday,

WherewouldyouliketogoVanessa's?"Sheaskedher,



"Butmom,

Yuvraj........"

"Forgetabouthim baby,

I'vemadethemistakeofnotwatchingoverwelllikeIpromisedyourdadbutI'm notgoingtobe

foolishandallowingyoustaybehindanylonger.

Iwantyoutogoliveyourlifedear."Padmasaid.

"Ijustwanttogobacktocollegeandgetadegree."Shesaid,

"I'llhandlethatbutnothereinOuterBanks,

Yougoingsomewhereelse."Shesaidtoher,

"Sowheredoyouwanttogo?"Padmaaskedher,

"Padmacanwegohometotalkaboutthisfirst?"Sheaskedhe'd,

"Idon'twantanyonetofindoutaboutthis."Padmasaid,

Vanessanodded,

"Theywon'tbutlet'sgo."VanessasaidandPadmadrovetoherhouse.

FinallyitwasagreedthatVanessawouldgovisitherfamilyonelasttimeandwouldsaynothing

tothem exceptshe'stravellingandwon'tbebacksoon,

PadmawentallinandsecuredheranapartmentinGeorgia.

"Vanessa,I'm freeingyoutoday,



I'vedepositedenoughcashtotideyouthroughandifyouneedanything,

JustcallmeandI'llberightthere.

Hereareyouflightpapersandotherdocumentsforyourleaving.

I'llcomevisitingtoookaysoknowyou'renotalone."ShesaidtoVanessathedayshewasto

leave,

"Mom thisistoomuch...."

"Itsnotdear,

Youdeservemorethanthisbutsorrybywhompofasoncouldn'tgiveittoyou,

Don'tworryaboutyourdadandsiblings,

They'llbetotallyfineandtomybestability,

I'lltakecareofthem foryouokay."Padmasaidtoher,

Vanessahuggedher.

ItwashardforPadmatolethergo,

NotafterwhatVanessadidforherafewmonthsago,

She'smorespecialthanadaughtertoherbutnow,

Shehastolethergo.

"Okaysweetie,

Yougottagonowbeforeyoumissyouflight."Padmasaidtoheranddisengagedthehug.



Withatearfilledeyes,Vanessagotintothecarandthedriverdroveawayimmediately.

She'snowouttostartanewlife,

AlifewithoutYuvraj,

WithoutPadma,

WithoutherfatherandhertwosistersBiancaandCarmen,

Justherself.

Am Ievergoingtosurvivethis?

Sheaskedherself.

Afterwhathappened,

CanIstillsurviveanything?

Tobecontinued.
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Standinginfrontofhernewapartment,

Vanessasmiled,

Thiswasthefirsttimeinmonthsshewasactuallysmilingapartfrom Mollie'sjokesthatshe

crackmosttimes.



It'sbeenalmostoneweekshemovedintotheapartmentandshelovesit,

It'satwobedroom apartmentandtruetoPadma'swords,

Itwaswonderfullyfurnished.

She'djustgonetogetsomegroceriesinthegroceryshopdownthestreetwhenherphonerang,

ItwasPadma.

"Heymom."Shesaidsaidassheacceptedthecall,

"Heysweetiehow'redoing?"Sheaskedher,

"I'm fine,

Justwentouttogetgroceries."ShetoldPadma,

"Sohowdoyouliketheplace?"Padmaasked,

"Wellit'swonderfulandserene,

Iloveit,

ThanksPadma."Vanessathankedher.

"Yuvraj'sback."Padmaannounced,

Vanessastiffened,

"Youdon'thavetoworry,

Hedoesn'tknowwhereyou'reandnooneknowstoo."Sheassured.



"Vanessa,

I'vegivenyoupermissiontogoliveyourlife,

Yuvrajshouldbetheleastofyourworriesnowokay."Shetoldher,

Vanessanodded,

"Yesmom."Vanessarepliedher,

"Okay,

SowhenareyoustartingatGSU?"Padmaaskedher,

"Igottheletterfrom theProfessoryoureferredmeto,

HesaidIcanstartinfall."Vanessasaid,

Shewasopeningherdoor.

"Okay,

Makesureyoudoyourbestinnitokay,

You'regoingtogothereandmakeastarouttayourself."Padmaencouraged,

Vanessasmiled,

"I'llmom,

I'll."Shesaid,

"Okay,

Dotakecareofyourselfforme."Shesaidandhungup.

"Andyoutoomom."Vanessasaidtoherselfassheenteredherhouseandshutthedoor.



WhenFallcame,itwasveryeasyforher,

Shewenttotheschoolasearlyassevenam forhereightam Englishcompclassandalso

stayedtillfivethirtytakingHomeEc,Sociologyandonecomparativesciencecourse.

Duringthosetimes,

Vanessawhoknewnooneandliterarilytalkedtonoonedelveherselfmuchinherstudies,

Shedidn'tnoticeshewassick.

ItwasafewdaysafterThanksgiving,

Itwasmorningandshe'djustgotoffthephonewithPadmawhenallofasudden,shefeltwoozy.

Feelingitwasbecauseoflackofsleepandenergyfood,

Shedecidedtotakeproteinbarsandsomepretzelsbeforegoingtoclassthatmorningand

greatwork,

Itdid.

ButunfortunatelyattheEnglishcompclass,shealmostpassedout,

Feelingverytired,she'dtoexcuseherself.

"AndwheretoMissRyan?"MrHoffmantheirlectureraskedher,

Shewassurprisedheevenknewhernameevenwhenshetriedhardtokeepalowprofilein

school.

Whywouldn'the?

Whenshe'samongstthebrightestbutshystudentsinhisclass.

"Sir,



I'm feelingabitsick,

IthinkIshouldgocheckmyselfintheER."Shesaidaffluentlyenough,

Notraisingherheadup.

Seeingshewasindeedlookingpale,

"Okayyoucango."Hesaidtoher,

Shethankedhim stillnotraisingherheadupandlefttheclass.

Shedidn'thaveacartodrivetothenearesthospital,

AlthoughPadmahadsentherenoughmoneytogetherselfagoodcar,

Shedrefusedsayingshecouldtakethewalk.

Butnowshe'sregrettingitcauseshedoesn'tthinkshecanevenmanageafewsteps,

She'dtowaittilloneoftheuniversity'scabcomesby.

Afterwaitingforafewminutes,

Acabcameandstoppedrightinfrontofthehall,

"Tothemaingate."Shetoldthecabdriver,

Shegotinsideandthemanreversedbackanddrovetothemaingatewhereshecameoutand

paidhim.

From there,shegotacabthatdrovetoherthenearesthospital.

GettingtoSt.RaphaelHospital,



Shepaidthecabdriverandwentinsidethehospitalbuilding.

Luckilyshemetanurseandtoldherhowshewasfeeling,

Thenursereferredhertotheirdoctorandsoonshewasintheofficeofthedoctor.

"HowdoyoufeelMiss?"Heaskedher,

Shecouldn'tstillmaintaineyecontactwithhim,

"IfeeltiredandweakveryoftenandevenwhenIrestenough,

It'sstillthere."Shecomplainedweakly,

"Doyouhavecravings?"Heaskedher,

Sheshookherhead,

"NoIdon't."Sherepliedhim.

"Haveyoueverthrewupearlyinthemorningorhavemorningsickness?"Thedoctoraskedher,

"NoSir."Sherepliedhim,

Shehasneverexperiencedanythingofthissortbefore.

"Whendidyougetyourperiodlast?"Heaskedher,

"Lastmonth,

I'm mosttimesirregular,soIthinkI'llgettingitanytimesoon."Shesaidtohim,



"Whydon'tIbethejudgeofthat.

We'llhavetosendyoururinesampletooutlabfortest."Hesaid,

Shefrowned,

"Isthatnecessary?"Sheaskedhim,

"YesMissRyan,

It's.

Tobesurebeforeassumingthings."Hesaidtoher.

Sheagreedandsenttheurinesamplesandafterwaitingforoveranhour,

Theresultcameout.

"MissRyan,

Yourtestresultisout."Thenursewho'ddirectedhertothedoctorsaidtoherandsoonshewas

sittingatthedoctor'sofficewithherheaddown.

"MissRyan,

Here'syourtestresult."Hehandedthecustomizedbrownenvelopetoherandshepatientlyand

slowlyonpurpose.

"Youscared?"Thedoctoraskedherseeinghowshewastakingtimetoopentheenvelope,

Sheshookherhead.

Finallysheopeneditandbroughtoutthewhitepaperthatgavehertheworstshockofherlife.

Thatnight,shedidn'tpreparedinner,



Shewasn'thungryatall.

Aftercryingforatleastafewmomentsalone,

ShedecidedtocallPadmaandtalktoher.

"Heybaby,

How'reyoudoing?"Padmaasked,

She'salwayslookingforwardtoVanessa'scalls.

"Mom.."

Vanessa'scryingvoiceshockedPadma,

"Honeywhat'stheproblem?

Whathappened?

Whyareyoucrying?"Padmaaskedaltogether,

"Mom....

Mom I'm pregnant."Sheletoutwithacry,

"What?"Padmawasshocked,

"Yesmom,

I'm tenweeksgonemom,

Tenweeksgone."ShecriedtoPadma.

Ithurtheralot,

ShewastryingtoleadanormallifewithnoYuvraj.



Sheneedednothingtoremindherofthetortureshedpassthroughwithhim,

nowthis.

Thisbabyjusthadtocomeandspoileverything,

Tospoilherlife,hereducationandtocreateacareerforherself,

It'dcometoruineverything.

Theperfectlifeshe'denvisionedafterleavingOuterBanks.Kindlyhiishon+233544142683to

beaddedtostoryheadquartersroom formoreexcitingstories.

AreminderofYuvraj.....

God,

Sheneverneededthat.

Shedidn'twantanythingthat'llremindherofhim,

Nothingatall.

"It'shisright?"Padmaaskedevenwhenshealreadyknewtheanswer,

"Mom,Idon'tknowwhattodo,

Idon'tknowmom.

I'm confusedhereplease."Vanessacried,

"Baby,calm downokay,

Calm down."Padmasaidtoher.



HereYuvrajwashavingthetimeofhislife,

Hepretendstothewholefamilythathe'smissingVanessaanddoesn'tknowwhyshewould

justleavehim notknowingPadmaknewallhistricksandcoulddefinitelyseerightthroughhim.

Whilehewashavingthefunofhislife,

Shewillbesaddledtakingcareofhischild,

Thechildthatcameasaresultofhisabuse.

"Vanessawhatdoyouwanttodo?"Padmaaskedher,

"Idon'tknowmom.

Ican'tabortit...."

"No!"Padmayelledinwhisper,

"Thinkofsomethingelse."Shesaid.

"Butmom whatwouldyouwantmetodo?"VanessaaskedPadma,

"WhatshouldIdo?

I'm confused,pleasetellmewhattodo."Shetoldher,

Padmatookadeepbreathe.

Shedidn'twanttobeselfishherebutthiswastheonlyrightway,

"Keepthebaby,

Keepitandyouwon'tregretit.

Youneverwill."Sheassuredher,



"Mom...."

"Nessawait,

Keepthischild,

It'syourfleshandbloodokay.

Whateverhappenshasareason,

Godwouldn'tgiveittoyouforyoutogiveituplikethis,

Thinkaboutthis."Padmatoldher.

Vanessawasquiet,

Onlyhersobswereheardfrom theotherline,

"Nessa."Padmacalledher,

"Yesmom."Sherepliedamidsttheveryquietsobs,

"ThinkaboutitbabyandI'llsupportwhateverdecisionyoutake."Shesaidtoher,

VanessajustsaidokayandPadmahungup.

SheknewthekindofpainVanessawasgoingthroughanddeepdown,

Ithurtsheralottoseeherinthistypeofpain.

Asamother,

Sheknewitisherjobtogivegoodandcreditableadvisetoherchildrenandalsoknowthatshe

can'tmakechoiceforthem,

Rathershegivesadviseandleavethem maketheirchoice.



ShejustsincerelyhopethatVanessawon'tmakethewrongchoiceinthis.

Tobecontinued.
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Forthenextfewdays,

Vanessamissedclass,

Shestilldidn'tknowwhat'srighttodo.

First,she'dnofriendandlovesitthatwaybutnowsheneedsomeoneshecouldtalktobuthad

noneexceptPadma.

Shethoughtofabortingthepregnancybutcouldn'tbringherselftodoit,

Whicheverway,

ThischildwasyetareminderforhertoknowwhatshepassedthroughinYuvraj'shandbutwas

stillherchild.

LikePadma'swords,

ItwasherfleshandbloodandevenGodwon'tforgiveherifshekillstheinnocentbaby,



SoshecalledPadma.

Noreply,

Shecalledafewmoretimesbutnoreply,

SoshesentheramessageonherE-mail,

"I'm keepingthebaby,mom."

Shehitthesendiconandthemailwassent.

Likealways,Padmacontinuedtopamperherwithlotsofcash,

ShealsopromisedshewouldbecomingtoGeorgiasoon,

Tocomespendtimewithherandhonestlythatwasthebestnewsshe'sheardsince.

MeanwhileYuvrajontheotherhandwaslivinguptohisdream,

NoVanessaandnowhismom isoffhisneck.

Wonderful.

Noonecouldreallyblamehim causeeveryoneknewsheleftonherown,

Joygiver.

"Molliisn'tdinnerready?"HeaskedMollie,

"Almostdone!"Sheyelledfrom thekitchen,

Hewenttohisbedroom anddecidedtocatchsomefunwithhimself.



******

Nowadaysheeatsalone,

Mosttimeshedoesn'teatathome,

Sometimesheinvitessomefriendover,

Severaltimeshe'dbroughtinsomeladiestoo.

Whilehedoesallthis,

Padmaneverbothersherselfwithhim anymore.

Onceheaskedher,

Shesighed,

"Yuvraj,itsyourlifeokay,

You'renotakidanymoreandIdon'tthinkIshouldbebaggingyouonwhat'srightandwhat

isn't."Shesaidtohim.

"IsitbecauseofVanessa?

Mom,

SheleftcauseshewantedtoandImisshermom,

Ireallydo.

Ilovedher,

Itoldhertowait,Iwasjustgoingtobegoneforafewdaysbutno.

She'dherownplansandjustrightafterIleft,



Sheranaway,

Leftwithouttellingmegoodbye,

Shehurtme."HefeignedbeinghurtafternonVanessahome,

Oryouhurther.

Yuvraj,Ineverexpectedmyownsontoturnoutlikethis,

NeverdidIexpectthat.

Shesaidwithinherself.

"There'snothingIcandoaboutthismom,

Ican'tcontinuewallowinginsorrowanddejectioncausesheleft,

SoI'm movingon."Hecontinued,

"Movingon.

Isitwhatyoucallsleepingaroundwithwomen?

Orbringinginsomewhorestogracehourbed?"Padmaaskedindisgust,

"Mollietoldyouthatright?"Heasked

"Whotoldmedoesn'tmatter,

Whatmattersnowis,

Whatareyoudoingtoyourself?"Sheaskedhim,

"Mom chillokay,chill.



I'm notsleepingaroundandthoseladiesaren'twhores,

They'remyfriendandcametovisitme....."

"Allladies?"Padmasaid,

YuvrajgaveawrysmileandtouchedPadma'sshoulder,

"Mom,

There'snothingtoitokay."Helied,

Padmacouldn'tsaymore.

"Okay."Yuvrajsaidtoherandlefttogetsomethinginhisroom.

Afterthatday,

Padmadidn'tvisithim againbuttheytalkedonphoneandheprefersitthatway..

WhileforMollie,

Therewasabsolutelynothinghecoulddo,

Sohejustwaveditoutandcontinuedusedlikenothinghappened.

Inthenextfewmonths,

Vanessa'sbumpwasclearlyvisibleandherstomachwasashardasabaseball,

Shewastwentythreeweeksgone.

"Nessacomehaveyourbreakfast."Padmacalledher,

Luckilyforher,



Padmawashavingoneofherroutinepretencetravel,

Soshe'dcomeovertospendtimewithher.

WithPadmaaround,

Shewaslikethepregnantprincess,

Padmamakessureshewelltakencareofandevenwantedtohireherananny.

"Ananny?

Nomom,it'snotneeded."VanessaprotestedbutregretthatdecisionafewweeksafterPadma

hadleft.

ShewasduethenextweekandPadmawascomingbeginningofthatweek,

Everythingwasperfectlylaidout.

Butsomethinghappened,

Vanessahadjuststeppedouttogetsomefreshairwhenshefeltlikeshewantstopee,

Shewaswalkingbackintothehousewhenshefelttheliquidcomingoutitself.

Shetriedtocontractherpelvicmusclebutitfollowedwithasharppainthatthrewheroff

balance.

"Aargh!"Shecried,

God,whathappeningtome?

Sheaskedherself.



Shelookedaroundifanyonewaspassingbybutnoonepassed,

Thenextcontractioncamelikeaheavyblowtohercervix,

Shebitherlipstostopherselffrom yelling.

Soonshemanagedtogetupfrom thefloor,

Shewalkedinsidethehouseandgotherself,herjacket.

ShetookherphoneandcalledPadma,

Ittookjustafewringsbeforesheanswered,

"Mom!"Shecried,

"Honeywhat'sit?"Padmaaskedhearingthewayshefound,

"I'm feelingpainsmom,

Mywateralreadybroke."ShetoldPadma,

"What!"Padmayelled,

"Yesmom,

I'm inpains."Shecried.

"Areyouinthehospitalyet?"Padmaasked,

"Mom,Idon'tthinkIcanwalktheremyself,"shecried,

"Okaybaby,

Call911,

Tellthem itsanemergencyandyou'rehavingababy."Padmasaid.



Shewasterrified,

Noonewaswithherandshedoesn'thaveacar....

Ishouldhavehiredthatnannyandevengetherthecarmyself....

"Mom,I'vecalledthem."Vanessa'sfaintvoicecamethrough.

"OkayNessa,

Youjustgattobestrong,

You'vetobe.

I'm takingthenextflighttoGeorgianowandIguessyou'llbeseeingmetomorrow."Shesaidto

Vanessaandhungup,

Immediatelyshestartedpackingherstuffs,

Thedooropened.

"Areyougoingsomewhere?"Prasad,herhusbandasked,

Hewasinhisroom whenheheardhertalkingtosomeone,

"Yeah....."

Itoccurredtoher,

Hedoesn'tknowthatsheknowswhereVanessais.

"ThedaughterofmyfriendCorey,

Rememberher?"Hecouldn'trememberwhobutnodded,

"She'shavingababyandhermom isn'taround,



ShewenttoLondonandI'vetobethere."Shelied,

Prasadnoticedshelied,

Heknowsherlyingfacebutdidn'twanttosayanything,

Hecameoverandhuggedher,

"Justbesafe."Hesaidandkissedherforehead,

"ShouldIdropyouoff?"Heaskedher,

Shedeclined.

"Noyougorest,

I'llbefine."Shesaidstandingonhertoestoreturnhiskiss,

"Imighttakeafewdaysprobablymorethanaweekthere,

Youshouldgetenoughrestandremembertotakeyourmedicationanddon'tmissmetoo

much."Shesaidsweetlytohim,

"I'm alreadydearPadma."Hejoked,

Shetookherbagandkissedhim again,

Thenlefttheroom.

Meanwhile,

ItwastakingtheParamedicsagestocome,

Vanessajustcouldn'twaitasshenoticedthatherbabywasactuallyforcinghiswayout.

Shegothertowelsandalsosomeshawl,

Herblanketwasonthefloortooandshewashedherhandsproperly.



Shelayontheblanketanddecidetodotheworkherself,

Ineverysingleminuteshe'dthecontraction,

Shetookadeepbreathandpushedharder.

Thiswentonforawhilebeforeshefeltthebaby'sheadcomingout,

Shetookanotherbreatheandpushedharderagain.

Thiswasliterarilytheworstpainshe'dbeenthrough,

EvenYuvraj'sconstantabusecouldn'tmatchuptothisone.

Whenshefelttheheadwasfinallyout,

Shepushedagainbutthistimereacheddownandcarefullypulledherbabyoutofherbodyand

thatwaswhenthemedicalteamsrushedin.

Themanwhocameinfirstandsawher,rushedinsideandcalledtherest,

"Thecord."Sheweaklysaidtohim pointingattheumbilicalcordthatlingeredfrom hersonto

herbody.

Themantookthescissorstheretocutitbitshestoppedhim,

Hishandsweren'tsterilized,

Shetookthescissorstodoitbutanotherwomanrushedin,

Vanessadidn'tseewhatshelookedlikebutknewshewaswearingwhite.



Howtheyallgotoutofthere,

Shedidn'tknowbutwhatsheknowswhatthatthelastthingshesawwasherson'sfaceashe

wassmilingather,

HerSekani's(Joy)face.

Tobecontinued.
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VanessawokeuptoPadmabyherside,

"Ouch."Shecried,

Padmalookedatherimmediately,

"Sweetheart,you'reawakealready."Shesaidtoher.

"Yes,I'm inpainmom,

Myhead."

Shecriedputtingherhandsonherforehead,

"You'llbefinedear,

Theygaveyousomeanaesthetic."Padmasaidtoher,



"Haveyouseenthebaby?"VanessaaskedPadma,

"Yes,I'veseenhim dear,

He'ssocutejustlikeYuvrajasababy.

He'swonderful,

Thankssweetie."Padmasaidhuggingher,

"Igavebirthtohim myself,

Itwasverypainful.

Neverknewchildbirthwasthispainful."Vanessacried,

Padmastrokeherhair,

"Thedoctorssaidyou'reverystrong,

You'dnocomplicationsatall."Padmasaidtoher,

"Whatdidyounamehim?"Padmaaskedher,

"Sekani.

Inamedhim Sekani,

He'smyjoygiver."ShesaidtoPadma,

Padmasmiled.

"SekaniArkashRyan."Padmasaid,

Vanessashookherhead,

"SekaniArkashSingh,

He'sstillhisfatherandalsomyhusband,mom."Shecorrected,



"Vanessa,

Heshouldbetterstillgowithyoursfornow.

He'sstillmygrandsonandyou'restillmydaughterandmydaughterin-lawbuthisrightoverthat

boy,needstobecontendedfor."Padmasaid,

"Heshouldfightforhisrighttobethatboy'sfatherbuttillthen,

He'sSekaniArkashRyanokay."Padmasaid,

Vanessacouldn'targuewithher,

"Yesmom."Sheconcurred.

TheystayedonthehospitalforafewmoredayswhereVanessawasstrapbetweenfeedingher

sonandwatchinghim sleep.

Padmainsistedtheygetaprivateroom,

SoVanessacanstaywiththebaby.

ShealsohiredanannytooforVanessaevenwithherprotest,

"Mom,IcantakecareofSekaniandmyselffine."Sheargued,

"Nope,

I'm nottakingthatokay.

ThelasttimeIdid,Iregrettedit.

Now,I'm nottakingchances,

Youcantakecareofyourselfandthebaby,



Iagree.

Butmosttimesyouneedrestandthereshecomesin."Padmasaidpointingtothewomanwho

wassittingonthesofaofVanessa'slivingroom.

"PlusI'm gettingyouyourcar,

Youneeditbestnow."Padmainsisted,

"Areyoutryingtospoilmesilly?"Vanessaaskedsmiling,

"Yes,

Youandmynewestgrandson,

I'm spoilingthebothofyousilly."Padmasaid,

"Nessa,you'veschool,yougattostudyandmakeoutalifeforyourself,

Allowmedoallthisforyouplease.

Letitbemyownwayofsayingthanksandmakeupforthosetimesmysonhurtyou."Padma

saidonamoreseriousnote,

VanessawentclosetoherandwrappedherhandsaroundPadma,

"Mom,you'vedonealotformeandwhateverhappenedbetweenmeandhim

Itwasn'tyourfaultokay.

Youtriedandyoudiditgreat,

Iloveandreallyappreciateyouforthat."Nessasaidtoher,



"Iloveyoutoodaughter."PadmasaidbutSekani'scriespulledthem apartfrom eachother,

"Yourgrandson'sawake."Vanessasaidandrantoherroom togettheboy.

Shecameoutawhilelaterwiththeboynicelyswaddledinlightblueswaddlingcloth,

Shesatdownandboughtoutherbreasttofeedtheboy.

Immediatelyhistinypinkmouthtouchedherbreast,

Theonlysoundheardinthelivingroom washissucklingsound.

Padmaleftthenextweek,

ShemadesureeverythingwasgoingtobeeasierforVanessawhileshe'llbeaway.

Hercar,

Sheevencalledaninteriordesignertocomeandredesignthehouseandrepaintthehouse.

Theotherroom wasconvertedtotheboysnurseryandPadmahaditfurnishedtothefullest,

Thenannywouldn'tbelivingwiththem,

Soitwasirrelevanttogetheraroom.

WhileVanessawatchoverthebabyatnight,

Thenannycomesinduringthedaytowatchhim soVanessacanrestordowhatevershewants

todo,

Itwasreallyagreatplan.



VanessawasallintearswhenPadmawasabouttoleave,

"Juststayafewmoredaysplease."ShecriedasshedrovePadmatotheairport,

"Ican't,

ItoldPrasadIwasjusttakingafewdaysoffbutnowI'vejustextendedittotwoweeks,

He'sgonnabeworried,youknow."Sheexplained,

Vanessaunderstoodwellbutstillcouldn'tstopwhiningandfrowningwhenPadmawastoboard

theplane.

"I'llcallyouassoonasIgethomeandwe'llbeintouch,"Shebenttokissthesleepingbaby,

"Sekani,

Grandmawouldbecomingtovisitsoonokay."Shekissedhim,thenstoodupandlookedat

Vanessa,

"TakecareofSekaniandalsoyourselfokay."Shekissedherbothcheeksandhuggedher,

Carefulenoughnottosquishthebaby.

Takingherbag,

Shewalkedthroughthebordergateandcouldn'tstopwavingatVanessatillshegotintothe

plane.

Vanessastoodbytillallpassengerswereinsidetheplane,

Sheturnedandwenttohercar,



Abigwavealonelinessesgraspherbutwhenshelookedatherbabywhowasasleep,neatly

strappedinthebabyseat,

Shesmiled.

Shenotalone,

Shehasherson,

HerSekaniArkashRyan,

Herlittlejoygiver.

Shedrovebackhome.

AfewmonthsafterSekani'sbirth,

Vanessawentbacktocollege.

HersonwaswelloversevenmonthsnowandPadmawho'dvisitedseveraltimesduringthe

spaceofsevenmonthshadgivenhertheideaofgettingaliveinnursethatbringsthebabyto

schoolwithher

Thiswayshegetstobeclosetohersonandalsogetstostudy.

VanessatookanadvanceclassinSociologyandhermajorwasHumanDevelopmentandalso

Psychology.

Thelecturerswereveryproudofhercausedespitebeingsaddledwithababy,

She'sstillamongthebrighteststudentsinherDepartment.

"Howdoyoudoit?"Oneofherprofessor,



Ayoungermanbutquiteolderthanheroneday,

She'djustwenttofeedhersonandwaswalkingbacktotheCollegeLibrarywithafewbooksin

herhand,

"Dowhat?"Sheaskedhim whenitbecameobvioushewastalkingtoher,

"Takecareofyoursonandstillkeepthegoodpaceinyouracademics,

Howdoyoudoit?"Heaskedagain,

"Nothingmuch,

Afewsleeplessnightandgreatdeterminationwoulddo."Shesaidtohim,

"IfyouwouldexcusemeSir,

IhaveanEnglishCompassignmenttocomplete."ShesaidpolitelyandwentintotheLibrary

leavingthemanconfusedandentice.

Vanessaneededsomewheretointernduringthecourseofherstudy,

Whenshewasgivenafewoption,

ShetalkedtoPadmaaboutitandtheybothagreedshegoestoGoodShepherdTherapeutic

Home.

"You'regoodatthosetypeofstuffsVanessa,

Yousurvivedabuseandwhat'sbestistogooutandhelpotherpeoplewhoneedthathelp."

Padmatoldher,

Shesmiledatthethoughtofit.



Survived.

Shedidn'tsurviveanything,

HowcouldshetellPadmathatovertimeshedleftYuvrajandhome,

Shestillhavenightmares.

NightmaresofYuvrajtryingtohurther,

Threateningher.

Afterthebirthofherson,

Thenightmarereducedbutdidn'tstop,

Onceortwiceaweek,sheseesherselfathomewithYuvraj,

Eitherhepointingaknifeatherofworsttryingtorapeher.

"Okaymom."Shereadilyagreed,

Maybebyhelpingothers,shemightfindhelpherselftoo.

Sheagreed.

Thenextmorning,

SheleftSekaniwiththenannyandtookadrivetotheOrganisation,thereshesubmittedherfiles.

ThefounderoftheOrganizationlikedherimmediatelyandtoldthemanagertoacceptherin.

Vanessaexplainedtothemanagerthatshewasjustgoingtointern,

Shehasasonandisstillstudying.



Themanageragreedbasedontheordergiventoacceptherashisintern.higiftonzeronine

zerotwentythirtyfoureightyninetyninetobeaddedformoreinterestingstories.

MrCunningham wasinhisofficewhenhesawtheladywhowalkedintothevicinity,

Shewasneatlydressedinablackfemalesuitandanappropriateworkskirt,

Hewatchedhowshetalkedtothemanagerandhowpoliteshewas,

Hecalledthemanager,

"MrLawrence,

What'sthenameofthatlady?"Heaskedtheman,

ThemanagersignalledVanessatogowaitforhim andshewent.

"Hername'sVanessaRyanandshe'sastudentofGSU,

She'stakingSociologyandHumanDevelopment...."

"Accepther."Hesaidnotwaitingforanymoreexplanation.

"ButSirthe......."

"JustdoasIsay."Themansaidtohim.

"Okaysir,

Yessir."MrLawrencehungupandturnedtoVanessa,

Hesignalledhertocomeandshedid.

"CongratulationMiss,



You'vebeenaccepted."Hetoldher,

Shejustsmiledaheartwarmingsmile,

Eventhemancouldattestthathersmilewasabeautifulandpurelikeshe's.

"OnethingSir,

Ihaveason,afewmonthsoldandIstillstudy,

Ireaditwasafivetosixhoursinternshipfourfivemonths,

Isittrue?"Shaskedtheman,

"Yesit's.

Onceagaincongrats."Hesaidtoherandsoonshelefttheplace.

"Shoot,

That'sagoodone."Shesaidasshegotintohercaranddrovebackhometomeetherson.

Tobecontinued.
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"Sekani!"Vanessacalledhernoweighteenmonthsoldson,

"Mama!"Theboyansweredfrom histoilet,



"Areyoudone?"Sheaskedhim.

She'djustwantedtoleaveforschoolwhenSekani,herlittletroublemakercriedthathewantedto

usethepotty,

She'dtoallowhim eventhoughshewasthirtyminuteslateforherseventhirtyclass.

"Nomama!"Theboysaidtoher,

Shewenttothetoilettoseeforherself,

Butwassurprisedandannoyedwhenshesawhersonplayingwithhisbuttwipes,

"NotagainSekani."Shepulledthewipesfrom theboy'shand.

"Mama..."Hekeptasadface,

"Iwannaplay."Hesaidtoher,

Vanessasighed,

Helphim putbackhim clothesandcleanedthemesshemade.

Shetookhishandandledhim outtatheroom.

Shedoesn'thaveanannyanymoresinceSekaniturnedone,

Shefeltshecantakecareofhim herselfandstilldowhatshedoes.

Padmaadvisedagainstit,

Butwhatshedidwastoenrollhim intheGeorgiaUniversityDayCarecloseby,



Withthatshecanstillwatchoverhim from school.

Shetooktheboyoutsidethehouseandclosedthedoor,

"Mama!

Mama!"Hecried,

Sheturnedtohim toseewhyhewasshouting,

Theboypointedattheplanethatwasmovinginthesky.

"Gan-ganishcomingaiit?"Heaskedher,

Shenodded,

"She'scomingsoonbutifyouactnaughty,

Shewon'tcomeagain."Shesaid,

Thebestwaytocalm Sekaniorhavehim behavegoodwastotellhim hisGan-ganisn'tcoming.

Immediatelyhisfacefell,

Shescoopeduptheboyandwenttothecar,

Strappedhim inandclosedthedoor.

Thensheremembered,

SheleftSekani'slunchinsidethehouse,

Sherushedbacktothedoorandopenedit,

Thereitwas..

Sheleftthelunchbagoncentertable,



Sherushedinandgrabbeditthenshutthedooragain.

Likealways,

Hersonwascreatingamessinthecarwithapaperhegotholdof.

"Can'tthiskidbenormal?"Sheaskedherself,

"Sekanistop!"Shescoldedhim,

Theboystoppedbutdidn'tstopsmilingimpishly.

"You'rebeingnaughtynowSekaniandIdon'tlikeit."Shesaidpickingupthepieceofpapersthat

fleweverywhere,.

"Mama,play!"Sekanisaidplayfully,

Vanessapickedthepapersandthrewitoutsidethewindow,

Checkingaroundifanyonehadseenherdothat,

Shestartedthecarengineanddroveaway.

Gettingtothedaycare,

Sheunstrappedtheboy,

Tookhislunchbagandtookhishand,

Leadinghim insidethebuilding.

"GoodmorningMissRyan,

Sekani'steacherwhowasstandingatthedoorofhisplayroom greetedVanessa,

"HeySekani,

How'reyoudoing?"Theteacheraskedtheboy,



"Here'syourpackage,

Youcanhavehim forthewholeday."VanessasaidplayfullyasshehandedSekanitothe

teacher,

Shesmiledandtooktheboy'sbag.

"Mama,bye."Theboywavedtoherassheleft,

Shewavedbackandhurriedtohercar.

Thebestthingaboutbeingamother,

Vanessalovesthetroublehersongaveher.

Sekani'smischievouslycuteandlovestoplaypranksonher,

LikewhenhecalledGan-ganandshecamerunningoutsideherroom thinkingPadmacame.

Sekaniwasherwholelife,

Herexistencecentredonhim andhewasliterarilythebestthingthathadeverhappenedtoher.

"MissRyan,you'relateagain."ProfessorMacy,

Obviouslytheyoungestprofessorintheuniversityaskedher,

"SorrySir,

I'dtofinishafewstuffbeforecoming."Shesaidasshewalkedtoherseat,

"How'syourson?"Heasked,

Vanessalookedathim weirdly.



Notthatshewasagainsthim askingaftertheboycauseSekanihersonisquitepopularinthe

school,

Butnow,he'sfondofaskingabouttheboywheneverheseesher.

Noteveryoneintheschoolknowthatthemosttalkativeanddefinitelythecutestkidaroundthe

daycareSekaniisherson.

WhenSekanibecamefamousaroundtheschoolwaswhentheteacherofhisdaycaretook

them totheUniversityParktoplay,

Sekanikeptteachingtheotherpupilsthatwereolderthanhim thenamesofthethingsinthe

park.

"Thatseesaw,

Cawusel!

Swide,"

Apasserbywhowasjustwatchingthekidsnoticedthetoddlerpointingtothestuffsandtelling

hisfriendsaboutit.

Theguywassoenchantedatthechildcutenessandsmartness,

HerecordthewholesceneinhiscellphoneanduploadedittotheSchoolSocialSystem,

Tagged,

"CutestandSmartest,

Don'tplaywiththekiddos."

Withinafewminutes,



Everyonewaslikingandchippingintheircomments.

"Socute."

"Hisparentsmustbereallygoodlookingtosiresuchcuteboy."

"Wishhewasmyson."

Thecommentsweresomuch,peoplestartedsharingthevideoandinnotime,itwentviral.

SekanibecameGeorgiaUniversity'sfamoustoddler,

ButveryfewknowthatthequiteandelusiveVanessaRyanisthemotheroftheboy.

Vanessadidn'treplyhim andobviouslyjustlistenthroughhisclass,

Inthenexttwohours,

Shewasoutnotmindingthemanwhokeptthrowingglancesather.

Afterhisclass,

Shewenttothelibrarytogetsomeanalogsonaparticulartopicshe'dforpresentationonher

HumanDevelopmentclass.

ShehadreadallthroughthenightandhadalsotalkedtoMrCunningham onthetopic,

Hegaveherafewgroundsonthetopicandalsohowtogoaboutthepresentation.

ShewasgoingfortheclasswhenshebumpedintoProfessorMacy,

"Oopssorry."Hesaidashehelpedherpickthebooksthatfellonthefloor,



"I'm sorry."Hesaidtoher,

Shejustnoddedandturnedtoleave.

"Canyougivemeaminute?"Heaskedher,

Sheturnedbutdidn'tlookathim,

"Ihaveapresentationinthenextfewminutesand......"

"Itshouldn'tbenow,

Maybelater,wecanhavecoffeeatStudentUnion."Hesuggested,

"SorrySirbutI'm busy."Shesaidtohim,

"CutthatSirshit,

Itoldyoualreadymyname'sJeremyMacy,

CallmeJeremy."Hesaid,

Shesaidnothing.

"Sir,ifyoudon'tmind,

IhaveaclasstoattentionandIwouldliketogonow."Shesaidpolitely,

"VanessawhyareyouavoidinglikeI'm aplague,

I'veknownyouformonthsnowbutstilldon'tgivemethechancetoexpressmyselftoyou."He

saidsadly,

"Sir,I'm sorry...."

"Don'tcallmesir,

CallmeJeremy."Hesaidtoheragain,



"SirJeremy,"shesaidtohim,

Hewasstillfrowningbutshedidn'tgiveashit,

She'dawholepanelofjudgestogiveherpresentationtobotherifhe'sangryornot.

"ExcusemeSir."Shewalkedpasthim andlefttothehallwhereshe'dhernextclasswhichwas

thepresentation.

Thepresentationcameoutasuccess,

NearlyeverythingMyCunningham hadtoldherwaswhattheyjudgeswantedtohear.

Theyaskedforreviewswhichshegavethem andapparently,

Sheacedthepresentation.

ThefirstpersonshemetwhenshecameoutaboutafewhourslaterwasProfessorMacy,

"Congrats,

Youdidagreatjobinthere."Hecommented,

Shesmiledathankyoutohim andwaswalkingaway,

"Vanessa,didIdoanythingwrongtoyou?"Heaskedher,

Sheturnedtohim butstillnotlookingathim,

"SirJeremy,

Idon'tgetwhatyoumean,



Ishouldbetheoneaskingthat.

You'restalkingmeandIdon'tlikeit."Shesaidtohim.

Hewastakenabackbyherwords,

Mostofhegirlsintheschoolflauntandthrowtheirselvesathim whichagoodnumberofthem

he'dmadeoutwith,

Butshe'sdifferent.

Nothim,

Notanyotherguyandtwicehe'dtailedhertoherhouse,

Itwasjustsheandherson.

"IstalkyoubecauseI'm inlovewithyou."Hesaidtoher,

Thatwordlove,

It'salientoher.

Loveistypicallyfrom anotherspacebutdefinitelynothers.

"IloveyouandI'm willingtotakecareofyouandSekani,

Justsayyes.

JustacceptmyloveforyouandI'lldoanythingforyou."Hesaid.

Shejuststaredathim likehewasonemadmanspillingnonsenseandtoher,

That'swhatheis,

Amadmanspillingtrash.



"Anything,

Thenleavemylifealone."Shesaidtohim andturnedtoleave.

Herushedtoherfrontandblockedherway,

"Tellmeyoudon'tlovemeVanessa,

Sayittomyface."Heyelledandthatattractedotherpeoplesattention.

ThatmadeVanessasickinthestomach,

Shehatedbeingthecenterofattentionforanything.

"Idon'tloveyou,

Idon't."Shesaidtohim loudlyenoughforJim toherebutstillwasn'tlookingathim.

HerordealwithYuvrajhadcausedthis,

Shecouldn'tlookatanyoneintheeyesexpectherson'sandPadma's.

EvenhercollegematesandcolleaguesattheTherapeuticHome,

Shecouldbasicallynotlookatanyoneintheeyes.

"Whydon'tyoulookintomyfaceandtellmethat."Hesaidtoher,

Shefeltchallengeandwantedtoraiseherheadupbutlikeoldhabit,

Herheadseemedtobeglueddownward.

"Yousee,youlikeme."Hesaid,

"NoIdon't,



Ihateyou."Shespathatinghim forstilldoingthiswiththepeoplearound.

Shewantedtoleavebutheforcedherback,

"LookatmeintheeyesandtellmeyouhatemeandI'llbeoutofyourlifeforever."Hesaidto

her,

Knowingshecouldn'tdoit,

EveryonestartedlaughingwhileothersweretellingtheprofessortoletVirginMaryandMother

Theresago.

Justlookatmeintheeyesandtellmethatyouhateme."Herepeated,

Shedidn'tlookathim andturnedtoleavesagain,

Thistimehepulledherbackandcrashedhislipstohers.

Wtf!

Shepulledawayfrom him andgavehim atightslap.

Thatwasthefirsttimeshesawhiseyes,

Therewereblueliketheoceans.Hiomeon+233544142683toreadmoreexcitingstoriesfrom

storyline,storybaze,unlimitedstoryplatform,houseofstoriesroom,freshstorieskingdom.

"Ihateyou."Shesaidtohim andranaway.

Nowheretogo,

Shewentintohercaranddrovetosomewhereshewouldbealone.

ShedrovetotheoldCatholicchurchinthearea,



Atthesideofit,

Sheparkedhercarbutdidn'tcomeout,

Shestayedbackinsidethecarandcriedhereyesout.

Shehateshim,

Beforesherespectedhim asherlecturerandforthefacthewasquiteolderthanher,

Butwithwhathejustdid,

Shehateshim.

Whyareallmenlikethis?

Sheaskedherself,

Notallmen,

Herfatherisn'tlikethisandsoisPrasadandRajveerandRanveer.

Everyothermenapartfrom herdad,herfatherin-lawandthetwins,

Theothersareallwickedandperverts.

Imaginehim kissingher,

Kissingherforcefullyinfrontofthewholeschool,

Whattypeofhumiliationisthis?

Sheaskedherselfasshesoakedherselfwithtears.

Vanessastayedinthecarcryingthatshelosttrackofhomeandevenfellasleepthere,



Whenshewokeup,

Shecheckedherwatch.

"What!

I'm twentyminuteslatetogetmysonhomefrom daycare."Shecriedassheignitedthecarand

droveback.

Sekaniwasstandingwithhisteacheroutsideobviouslywaitingforhertocomeandgethim.

Shedidn'tevenparkhercarwellwhensherushedintothebuildingtogetherson,

"Mama!"Hecalledexcitedlyashesawherrushingtohim,

Theboywriggledfreefrom histeacherandrantoher.

Vanessatookhim inabighug,

"Sorrymamacamelate."Shetoldtheboy,

"MissRyan,

Here'shislunchbag."TheteacherhandedthebagtoVanessa,

"Thanksalotforwatchingoverhim forme."Shethankedtheteacher,

"Nottoworrymuch,

Sekaniislikeasontometoo."Theteachersaidtoher,

Shenoddedandwiththeboy.

Shestrappedhim intothebabyseat,makingsurehewassafetystrapped,



Sheclosedthedoorandwenttothedriver'sseatanddrovehome.

Tobecontinued.
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Vanessadidn'tattendProfessorMacy'sclassforthenextfewdaysthatfollowed,

Fortunatelyforher,hiscoursewasmorelikeasubstitutetohermaincourse.

Butstillhecouldn'tleaveheralone,

Hercontinuedshowingupanywhereshewentandafewtimesshemethim attheDayCare

Centre,

"VanessaIwanttotalktoyou."Hesaidwhenhesawhercominginsidethebuilding,

Obviouslycomingtotakehersonhome.

Shedidn'tlookathim neitherdidshestop,

"Vanessapleasehearmeout."Hepleaded,

Butsheactedlikenoonespoke.



"GooddayMiss."Shegreetedtheunfamiliarladyshemetatthedoor,

"Where'sMissAmber?

I'm heretotakemyson."Shetoldthelady,

"You'reSekani'smom?"Thewomanaskedher,

Shenodded.

"SorryMiss,

MissAmberiswithSekaniattheschool'sclinic."Thewomaninformedher,

Vanessawasshocked,

"Whathappenedtohim?

Whathappenedtomyson?"Sheasked,

ProfessorMacyrushedoverwhenhesawtheworriedlookonVanessa'sface,

"What'shappeninghere?"Heasked,

Theotherwomanjustlookedathim,

ThentoVanessa.

"Theschoolclinicisjustinthenextblock,

Iguessyoushouldgothere."Shesaidtohernotmindingthehandsomeblueeyedstrangerthat

wasstandinginfrontofher.

Shockridden,

Vanessarushedoutheadingtothenextblock,

Aftersearchingthefirstfourroom,



Shefinallyfoundwherehersonwas.

Hewaslyingonthebed,cryingwhiletheteacherwasbesidehim tryingtoconsolehim,

Twonurseswerewiththem too.

"Sekani!"Shecalled,

Boththeteacher,thenursesandhersonturnedtothedoor,

"Mama!"Hecriedmore,

Vanessarushedtohersonandcarriedhim.

"Mama...."Hewasstillcrying,

"Itsokaybaby,

Mama'shereokay,mama'shere."Shekissedhim alloverhisfaceandalsohistearyeyes,

Soon,theboywasn'tcryinganymore,ratherhe'dhisthumbinhismouth.

"MissAmber,

Whathappenedtohim?"Sheaskedtheteacher,

"Awhileafteryouleft,

Hebecamecranky.

Itriedtocalm him downbutthatwaswhenInoticedhewasrunningatemperature,

I'dtobringhim here."Sheexplained,

Vanessalookedatherson,



Stillhadhisthumbinhismouthbuthewasasleep.

"Ma'am,

Youdon'thavetoworry,

Hewasjustrunningafever,

Althoughwe'vegivenhim somemedicationstocalm itdown.."

"Whatcausedthefever?"Sheaskedthenurse,

"Ma'am,it'sateethingproblem.

Mostlywhenkidsstarthavingteeth,

Itcomeswithalotofdiscomfort....."

Sheknowsaboutallthat,

Shetookcareofhertwoyoungersister,especiallyCarmen,

Sosheknowsmostlyalltheteethingdiscomfort.

"Igavehim somepainreliefsyrup,

Iwouldrecommendyouuseateethingpowdermoreoftenforhim,

Iteasethepainstheyfeel."Thenurserecommended.

Vanessanodded,

Thenlookedatherson,

Hereighteenmonthsoldsonwhowaslyingasleepinherarms.

"Thanksnurse,



ThanksMissAmber."Shethankedthewomen,

"Nobigdeal,

Justtakehim homeandallowhim haveagoodrest."Theteachersaid,

Vanessastoodupandadjustedthe

boyinherarms.

ShepickedupherbagandalsoSekani'slunchbag,

"ThanksalotMiss."ShesaidtothenursesandSekani'steacherbeforesheleft,

Openingthedoor,

ThefirstpersonshemetoutsidewasProfessorMacy,

"Whathappenedtohim?"Heaskedher,

Shedidn'treplyhim,

Rathershewalkeddownthecorridorandlefttheplacewhilehestoodbackandwatchheropen

hercar.

Straphersleepingsonin,closedthedoorandwenttothedriverseat,

Innotime,shedroveaway.

Forthenextthreedays,shedidn'tgotoclass,

Shestayedhomeandwatchedoverherson,

Makingsurehewasgettingbetter.

Afterthat,shewentbacktohernormalcycle,



Sekani,schoolandwork.

Unknowntoher,photosofthekissingscenewastakenbysomefewstudentsanduploadedto

theSchoolSocialSystem.

SomegirlswhowereintotheProfessorsawitandfeltshewastryingtostealtheirmannot

knowingtheactualfact.

Twicesomegroupofgirlstoppedherbutthethirdonewasthemostannoying.

Shewasheadingtothehallforatest,

Thetestshe'dmissedwhilesheskippedschooltotakecareofherson.

Shewasclosetothehallalready,

Whenthesetwogirlsstoppedher,

"HeyVanessa."Onewiththeblondhaircalledher,

Shelookedatbothofthem,

Therewerecompletelyunfamiliartoher,

Soshewalkedpastthem buttheothergirldraggedherback,

"We'retalkingtoyouandyou'rewalkingaway,

Howdareyou?"Thegirlraisedhervoice,

"Soyou'retheVanessathat'sflirtingaroundwithmyboyfriendright?"Thegirlasked,

Thegirlwiththeblondmanejuststoodbesideandwatchwhatwasgoingtohappen.



"Yourboyfriend.

Whichboyfriend?"Vanessaaskedthegirlandthatinfuriatedhermore,

"Youaskingmethat,youslut.

Youguyyouwentkissingaroundandprobablyfuckingaroundwithhim too."Thegirlwithblond

manesaidlookingatVanessademeaning.

"Girls,

Idon'tknowwhatyou'retalkingabout,

I'm notflirtingwithanyone'sboyfriendandsonotsleepingwithanyone'sboyfriend."Shesaid

quiteimpatientlycauseshewasalreadylateforherclass.

"Thenwhat'sthis?"TheothergirlsaidshowingVanessaaphoto,

Notjustaphoto,

Butaphotoofherandtheprofessorkissing.

Wtf!

"Canyoudenyitagain?"Thegirlsasked,

"Canyou?

It'ssoobviouslyVanessa."Thegirlsjeered.

Vanessafeltthatthegroundshouldopenupandswallowher,

Whyher?

Whymustshebetheonetosufferineverything?



Shedidn'tkisshim ratherheforcefullykissedherbutnoweveryoneisfacinghercallingher

names,

Thisistheworstform ofhumiliationever.

Shedidn'tsayanyword,

Rathersheforcefullywalkedoutonthegirlsandwenttothehall.

Alreadylostconcentration,

Shefailedthetest.

Vanessawasgloomythroughoutthatdayandthenext,

SheevencalledPadmaandtoldhershewasn'tgoingtogobackgoschoolagain.

Padmawhowasshockedbythenews,promisedtocomeovertoGeorgiathenextweekbut

pleadedwithVanessatocontinuegoingtillshecomes.

SekaniwaswatchingMickeyMousefrom hishighseatwhereVanessahadcarefullystrapped

him whenhesawhisGan-ganfrom thewindow.

"Mama!"Sekanicriedinexcitement,

"Mama!

Gan-gan!"Hecried,

Vanessawhowaslyingonthebedlostinherthought,

Whensheheardhersoncryingfrom thelivingroom,

Shefeltsomethingbadwashappeningwhenhewascrying,



Sosherushedoutsidetoseewhat'swrong.

"MissycomeopenthedoorformebeforeI....."

"Mom!"Shecried,

SheunboltedthedoorimmediatelyandtherewasPadma,

Shewascarryingherminisuitcaseandahandbagtoo.

"Mom."Vanessaembracedthewomanimmediately,

"Heysweetheart,

How'reyoudoing?"Sheaskedher,

"We'regood."Shesaid,

ShehelpedwiththesuitcasewhilePadmawentintomeethergrandsonwhowasoverexcited

toseeher.

"Gan-ganmissu."TheboysaidasPadmaunstrappedhim from theseat,

"MissyoutooSekani,

How'reyoudoing?

Mamasaidyouweren'tfeelinggoodbefore."Sheaskedtheboy,

Hepointedtohisteeth,

"Wasityourteeth?"Padmaaskedhim,

HenoddedandlayonherbodywhileVanessawenttogetPadmawater,

Shekissedhim andsmiled,



"Itwon'tacheagaincauseyourfairyGan-ganishereokay."

Theboysmiledandreachouttotakeanotherkiss.

Whenshecameback,SekaniwassquirmingonPadma'sbody,

"Gan-gan,aiiiscocowate."Sekaniaskedher,gettingdownfrom herlapsheadingtoherbag,

"Gan-gancocowate."Hesaidtoheragain,

"Pleasegetmeabowltogivehim some."VanessastoodupandgotSekani'scerealbowand

handedittoPadma,

Shebroughtoutthebigboxofchocolateatpourafewintothebowlandhandedittotheboy,

"Hereyougoboy."

TheboytookitimmediatelyandsatdowninfrontofPadma.

VanessaputherheadofPadma'sshoulder,

"Sohow'reyoudoing?"Padmaaskedher,

Shesighedinfrustration,

"IfI'm beinghonest,IwouldsayI'm notfinemom,

I'm not."Shesaidsadly,

"Becausethenincompoopkissedyouorbecausethegirlsareallthinkingtheoppositeor

becauseyouwantendyourcareerbecauseoftherumor,

Whichonedoesn'tmakeyoufine?"Padmaaskedher,



Shechuckled.

"Allofthem mom,

Allofthem aremakingmesick."Vanessasaid,

"Sickcauseyoulikehim?"Padmaaskedplayfully,

"Mom...noooooo."Shewhined,

"Let'sgotalkinside."Padmasuggestedlookingattheboywhosewholeattentionwasonthe

show.

Vanessawenttoputhim backonhisseatbutPadmasaidno,

"Mom,thisplacewouldbeamessbeforewegetback,

Sekani'salwaysmessy."VanessasaidbutPadmarefused,

"Heysugarplum."Padmabentdownandkissedtheboy,

"UuuuGan-gan."Hecalled,

"Beagoodboyanddon'tactmessy,

I'llgiveyoumorechocolateokay."Shetoldhim,

Henoddedwithasmile,

Theinnocentsmilethatremindedheralotofherlastson,

Theboy'sfather.

"Owkay."TheboysaidandturnedhisattentionbacktotheTVwhileVanessaledPadmatoher

room.



"SoMissy,whatdidyousayyourproblem was?"PadmaaskedVanessa,

Shetoldhereverything,

From theconfrontationtothekisstohim followingherthem tothegirls.

"Wow,

That'ssomethingdeep."PadmasaidwhenVanessafinishedexplainingeverythingtoher,

"Youhatehim andwanttoquitschoolcausehekissedyouandnowthosegirlshavetheirmost

deadliestglareonyou?"Sheasked,

"Vanessa,you'regoingbacktoschoolandgettingyourdegrees,

Ifyouletthingslikethisdisturbyou,Idon'tthinkyou'llbeabletogoanywhereorfaceany

challengeinlife."Padmaadmonished.

"Ididn'tsendyouawaybecauseyourafearfulcoward,

No.

Isentyouawaycauseyou'reasurvivorandIknewdeepdownyouneededsomeadjustmentto

survive.

You'renotgoingtothrowallthosehardworkawaycauseoftheseflimsystuffsokay.

Asawoman,you'resupposetogetadvancesfrom oppositesex,

It'snormalbutwhat'snotnormaliswhenyoushyawayfrom everything,

That'snotnormal."Padmasaidtoher,

"Now,you'regoingbacktoschoolandthat'sit."Sheairedwithauthority.



"Am Iclear?"Padmaasked,

Vanessanodded,

"Yesmom."

"How'swork?"Sheasked,

"Work'sgoingfine..."

"Andyourboss?"Sheaskedinamischievousway

"Mom stopplease,

MrCunningham justlikethewayIworkandnotme,

MostlyallthepatientslovethewayIworkbutnotme."Vanessaexplained,

"Whydon'ttheylikeyoubutlikeyourwork?"Padmaaskedher,

"Seedear,

They'reallheadintheirtoesinlovewithyoubutyou'rejustignoringthatfactevenifit'sclear."

Shetoldher,

Vanessasmiled,

"Enoughofthem andme,

How'severyoneathome?"SheaskedPadma,

"WellPrasadandthetwinsarefineandsoaretheirwivesandkids,

Yourdad'sdoinggood,

Bianca'sgoingofftoNorthwesternsoonandCarmenisinherjunioryear."Padmasaid,

"Wow,Northwestern...."

"Yeah,shedeserveitNessa,



HerSAT'sscoreiswonderful."Padmasaidtoher.

Vanessanoticedsomething,

Padmatoldherofeveryonebutnotoneperson,

Herlastson.

"Youdon'twanttotalkabouthim?"Sheaskedher,

ShesawthepaininPadma'seyesevenwhenshetruetofacadeit,

"Notit,heslippedmymind."Shelied,

Shedidn'treallywanttotalkabouthim.

"How'shedoing?"Sheasked,

Shenevercallshisname,

Never.

Toheritwasjustlikehewasclosebyandwillpunishherlikehedidthenifshecallshis

name,sosheneverdoes.

"He'sdoingfine,

Hethinkhe's.

Alwaysoutoftown,bringingingirlswheneverhe'sbackandindulgeinvainstiffslikehealways

does."Padmatoldher,

"Mom,areyoustillangryathim?"Vanessaaskedher,

"Areyou?"

"I'm notangryathim,



I'm madatmyselffortrustinghim.

Itwasinhisnaturetodothosethings...

Noitwasn't.

Hehasneverbeenthatway,

Asagrowingupboy,hewasveryintelligent,

Astraight'A'studentunlikethetwinsbutimmediatelyhewentofftocollegeandgraduated.

Hebecameadifferentbeingaltogether,

Inevergottounderstandhim again.

Hetalkstohispapasometimesandcallsmeeveryonceinawhilebutthere'snothingIcando

anymore,

Itriedmybest."Shesaid,

Vanessapitiedher,

It'sveryhardasamother,havingachildthat'swildandbehavesabnormally.

"Don'tmemadathim oryourselfmom,

Pleasedon'tbe."Vanessasaidtoher,

"Itwasn'tyoufault,

Youdidyourverybest."SheconsoledPadma,

"Youstilllovehim?"Padmaaskedher,

Vanessanodded.



"It'sbeenovertwoyearsnowVanessabutyoustilllovehim.

Why?"Padmaaskedher,

Shewasn'tdisappointedatall.

"Mom,Ican'thelpitwithhim,

Hewasthefirstguy,

Myfirstloveandmyfirsthusband,

He'sthefatherofmysontoo.

Ican'tgobacktohim butmyheartstillhasaplaceforhim."Sheconfessed.

Shestillseeshim,

Sheseeshim inherdreams,

Hernightmare,

Butitdoesn'tstillhelpherhatehim,

Itdoesn'tall.

He'seithertryingtoforcehimselfonheroftryingtokillher,

That'swhymostnights,sheeithersleepinherson'sroom orhavetheboysleepinherroom with

her.

Eitherway,shefeelssaferwithhersonbesideher.

"I'm sorrymom."ShesaidtoPadma,

"Nessa,doyouknowtheonethingthatendearedmetoyouwhenIfirstsawyou?"Sheasked

her,

Vanessashookherhead.



"Letmetellyou,

Theonethingthatattractedmetoyouthatdaythatmademegivemymycardwasyourgood

nature.

Stayinghumbleevenwhenthatotherladywasdemeaningyouandtryingtomakeyoulook

worthless,youwerehumblethrough.

PluswhatyoudidforPrasadatthehospital,

Iknewthatinstantthatyou'rethedaughterIneverhadandIlovedyouandwantedyoutobe

partofmyfamilyandthankGodtodaythatyou're,

YougavemeSekaniandI'm sogratefulforthatmydear,

Iam."Padmasaidtoher,

ShepulledVanessacloserandenvelopedherinawarm hug.

Toher,

VanessawasthedaughterGoddidn'tgiveherandshewasgoingtoseethroughthatnoone

everhurtsher.

Nooneandnotevenherson.

Tobecontinued.
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CHAPTERTEN

Thatnight,

Padmavolunteeredtocookdinner,batheSekaniandeventuckedhim tobed,

"Gan-gan,swipwitme."Theboycriedasshelayhim onhiscrib,

"Ican'tArkash,

Thebedistoosmall."Shesaidtohim,

"WhoishKarkash?"Heaskedher,

Nooneevercallshim that,

"You'reArkash,

You'reSekaniArkashSinghRyan,

That'swhoyouare."Shesaidtohim.

"Gan-ganswipwithme."Hetoldheragain,

Oblivioustowhatshewasexplainingtohim,

"Okay,I'llbutfirstyou'llhavetosleep."Shebargained,

"Andwuswipwithme."Hecompleted,

Soontheboyclosedhiseyesandshewaitedtoforhim tosleepdeeperbeforesheleft,

Noneedforthestorypod.

Thenextmorning,



PadmawokeupearlyandpreparedbreakfastforVanessaandSekani,

Thensheshowerandgotready,tookVanessa'scaranddrovetotheUniversity.

Whenshehotthere,shewasdirectedtotheChancellor'sofficebuthehadn'tarrived,

Soshewaitedforhim tocome.

Afewminuteslate,

Thepotbelliedmaninhislatestsixtiesarrive,

Twostudentswerecarryingaboxbehindhim ashewalkedmajesticallytohisoffice.

"Padma!"Themancalledimmediatelyhesawthewomanstandinginfrontofhisoffice,

Padmadidn'tsmile,

"Goodmorningma'am."Thestudentgreetedher,

Shenoddedtothem,

Themangavethestudentshiskeyastheywentaheadtokeepthebox.

"TowhatdoIowethisvisitPadma?"Themanaskedher,

"Aprofessorheremolestedmydaughter."Shesaidtotheman,

Hefrowned.

"Yourdaughter.

Isyourdaughterhere?"Themanaskedher,

Sheturnedtohim,

"VanessaRyan,



SecondyearstudentofHumanDevelopmentandPsychology."Sheaired.

Hehaveheardofherbefore,

Theintelligentstudentwhowascaughtkissingaprofessor.

"Heforcefullykissedher,

Nowshe'sshakenshedoesn'twanttoschoolanymorecauseliterarilyallthisothergirlsare

callinghernames."

"Padmawhatdoyouwanttodo?

Tellme,

Anything."Themanpleaded.

Heknowshertoowell,

Behindthosegenerous,caringandlovingnatureisawickedparthe'doncehadtastedand

wouldn'twanttoseeagain.

Padma'sfrom awealthyfamilyandgotmarriedintothesame,

Itwillbeaseasyashurtingaflyforhertosuetheschool,

Sosheneedstobepleased.

"NothingmuchMrWhite,

Ijustwanthim topubliclyconfessedhekissedmydaughterforcefullyandapologizetoherin

frontofthewholeschool."Shesaid,

"That'sall."Sheadded.

"OkayPadma,



That'llbetakencareof."Hesaidtoher,

Shenoddedandleftimmediately.

ProfessorMacywascalledtotheChancellor'soffice,

Hedidn'tknowwhybuthe'dabadfeelingaboutit,

"Ishein?"Heaskedthesecretary,

Shenoddedandgesturedforhim goinandhewent,

"MrMacy,

Welcome."

"GooddayMrWhites,

Theheadofoutdepartmentsaidyousentforme."Hesaid,

Themannodded.

MrWhitedidn'tthinkhe'dtobeataroundthebush,

Hewentstraighttothepoint,

"DoyouknowMissVanessaRyan?"Heaskedhim,

Macy'sdemeanorchanged.

"YesIknowher."Hesaid,

"Howclosearethebothofyou?"TheChancelloraskedhim,

"Notreallyclose,

ShetakesmyadvanceEnglishCompclass."Hesaid,

"Okayandyouforcefullykissedherlastweekright?"Heasked,



Themandidn'treply,

"WellIwantyoutopubliclyconfessitwasyourfaultthengoapologizetoher."TheChancellor

said,

Jeremyfrowned.

"Why?"Heaskedtheman,

"Becauseifyoudon't,you'resteppingonthetoeofthepersonthatcanterminateyourteaching

careerandalsosuethisschoolformoraldecadence.

Jeremywasshocked,

Who'sthat?

Heaskedhimself.

Vanessa'smothercameherethismorningandbetme,

Sheisreadytolethelllooseifyoudon'tapologizetoherdaughterpublicly.

Forthesakeofyourjobandthisschool,pleasegoapologizetoher."TheChancellortoldhim.

Jeremycouldn'tbelievehisears,

Vanessa'smother?

Hethoughtshewasjustanorphanthathadnofamilyjustherson.

"Areyoudoingitornot?

Causeifyou'renotI'llhavenooptionbuttoquityoufrom thisjob."Themansaid,

Jeremyjustnodded,

"I'll."Andhelefttheoffice.



There'sawholelottoknowaboutthisVanessaRyan.

WhenVanessawokeup,

Shedidn'tfindPadmaonthebed,

Shegotupfrom thecampbedandwenttowashherface.

Therewasactuallynonoisearoundthehouse,

Shewenttoherson'sroom.

Sekaniwasn'tinhisbed,

Soshewenttothekitchen.

Somethingyummy.

Herownshareofbreakfastwasinthemicrowaveandtherewasanotetoo.

"Decidedtoallowyousleepmore,

Youcouldn'tlastnight,

We'vealottotalkaboutwhenIcomeback.

Offtodropmygrandsonatthedaycare,

Makesureyou'veyourbreakfast."

Love,

Mom."

Shesmiled,

Yesshecouldn'tsleeplastnight,

She'dterribledreams,



Yuvrajwasinitallandlikealwayshewastryingtohurther.

CouldshetellPadmathat?

Noshecan't,

She'llhavetocookupsomethingelsetotellher.

Shewenttothemicrowaveandopenit,

Eggomeletteandtoast,

Tostadasandsalad.

Yum,

Mom,you'rethebest.

Shetookoutthefood,

Notbotheringtoreheatit,

Shewenttothediningtabletoeat.

Shefinishedeverysinglemealonthediningtable,

Thendidthedishes.

Shewentaheadandshoweredbeforecomingoutagain,

From thefrontdoor,

ShesawPadmadrivein,

Sherantoherroom andlayonthebed,pretendingtobeasleep.

From thebed,sheheardthefrontdooropenandheardPadmacallingouttoher,



Sheshuthereyestighter.

"Vanessa."Padmacontinuedtocall,

Thevoiceweregettingcloserandclosertillthedoorofherroom opened.

"Hereyou're,

Getdownfrom there,

Iknowyou'repretendingtobeasleep."Padmasaidtoher,

"Getdownfrom the,

We'vealottotalkabout."Shesaidagain,

Vanessadidn'tmove.

"Okay,I'llbeinthelivingroom,

Seemslikeyou'rereallyasleep.

Youdeserveitthough,

Yousleptbadlylastnight."Padmasaid,

Thedooropenedandclosedagain.

Whosh,

She'dgoneout.

Vanessaslowlyraisedherheadupandpeekaroundtoknowifshetrulyleft,

Immediatelyherheadwaswellup,

"Ithoughtyouweresleeping."

Gosh,

ItwasPadma,



Shedidn'tleave,sheplayedaprankonher.

"Mom..."Vanessadragged,

"Youdon'twanttotalkaboutit?"SheaskedVanessa,

Shenodded,givingPadmaapityface.

"Youhaveto,

Youwon'tfullyhealofyoudon'ttalktoanyone,

Soyoumusthavetotalk."Padmasaidtoher,

Vanessaslumpedbackonthebed.

"Letmetellyousomethingaboutmyselfnooneknowsexceptmyhusband."Padmasaid,

SheclearedaspaceforherselfonthebedandsatbesideVanessa.

"DidyouknowhowIendedupbeingaphilanthropist?"SheaskedVanessa,

Sheshookherhead,

"Okay,I'lltellyou."Padmasaid,

VanessaadjustedherselfandlayherheadonPadma'sthighwhilePadmaspoke.

"DuringmyfirstyearinSeniorHighSchool,

ImetthisguyChris,

Chriswashandsomeandwastwoyearsolderthanme.



Chriswaseverygirl'sdream,

He'dthislooksthatcouldmakeonegojellyandhiseyes,

Hiseyeswereverybeautiful,

Thereweretheoceans,

BlueandsparklingandevenIasaveryindependentperson,

IfellheadoverheelswithChris.

HeaskedmeoutandIaccepted,

Twotothreedinner,

Westarteddating.

Iwasontopoftheworldthen,

OthergirlsenviedmeasChris'sgirlfriend.

Myparentswerewealthyandverypopularandsowashis,

Hewastheonlychildandtheyspoilthim silly,

They'daclubinhisnameanditwasverypopularthen,

Myfatherwasamongitmemberthen.

ChrisboughtmeflowersandValentine'sdayformeisspecial.

Firstvalentinetogether,

Herentedayatchbigenoughtocarrythisapartmentforjustthebothofus.

OursecondValentine,wewentonaflyingtripwithhisfather'sjet,



Everythingwasawesomelyromantic,

ButIhastodoonethingforChrisandthatwasbeinghissexmachine.

Chriswasasexmaniac,

HelovedsexandforthefactIlovehim,

Icouldn'tsayno.

IknewifIsaidno,someothergirlwouldtakemyplace,

Don'tgetmewrong,

Iwasn'tafterthematerialthingsbutIwasjustfollowingapathcalledin-lyinglove/listdetection.

That'sjustlikelovingsomeonetoadetrimentalfault,

IloveChrissomuchthatIlostfocusinmystudiesbecauseofhim.

TheonlythingIcouldthinkofwhileatschoolwasChrisandnothingelse,

Athome,Chris,

EverywhereIwent,

Iimaginedbeingwithhim.

UntilmySenioryear,

Justthreeweeksafterresumingschool,

IfoundoutIwastwoweekspregnant,

ItwasChris's.

WealwaysuseprotectionChrismadesureofthatandIalwaystakemypillsafterevery

intercourse,



Howdidithappen?

Idon'tknowbutIknewIwasn'treadytobeamotheryet,

MydadhadsecuredmyadmissiontoHarvardUniversityalreadyandhe'dalsopromisedmethe

latestMercedescarifIgraduate,

Ican'tletababycomeruintheplan.

SoItoldChrisaboutit,

Heacceptedhewasthefatherbutlikeme,

Hewasn'treadytobeafather.

We'dtothinkofsomething,

Afterthinkingforawholeday,

Hecameupwithabortion.

HesaidwecouldabortthebabyandIwaslike,

Isn'tthatillegal?

Hetoldmeno.

Thateveryonedoesitwhentheydon'twantmorebabies,

SoIbelievedhim.

Thenextweekwithouttellinganyoneexcepthisfather'ssecretarywhowaspaidtoactasmy

mom,

Me,ChrisandtheladysetouttoPaloAlto,

IliedtomyparentsthatIwasgoingoutwithsomefewfriendandtheyallowedme.



InthenextthreehoursinthehospitalIcouldhardlytellit'sname,

Wefinishedtheabortionprocessandeverythingwasmeticulouslyandcarefullycarriedout

successfully.

IcamebackthenextdayandboughtalotofstuffstoconvincemyparentsIwentoutwiththe

girls.

Aftersomefewdays,

Istartedhavingverybaddiscomfort,badnightmaresandIgotsick.

Mydadtookmetothehospitalbutthedoctorsfoundnothingwrongwithme,

Itwassoshockingtheydidn'tevennoticeIhadanabortion.

Ibecamewellafewdayslaterbutwastheshadowofmyoldself.

OneSundayinthechurch,

ThePastorwaspreachingaboutconfessionandforgiveness,

Ifelthewastalkingtomeandforthefirsttimeinyears,

Iwentforconfession.

Icouldn'tdoitinfrontofthechurch,

SoIwenttothePastorafterthechurchserviceandIpoutedmyhearttohim,

Toldhim aboutmynightmaresandwhatIdid.

HeprayerformeandtoldmethataslongasI'm remorsefulandpromisenottodosomething

heinouslikethat,



Godwasreadytoforgivemeandacceptmebackashischild.

IacceptedandsincethenIdidn'thavemynightmaresagain,

ThepastortoldmethatIwasn'tgoingtohaveafemalechildcauseIjustkilledtheonlyoneI

have,

Iwasn'thappybutacceptedmyfateandthatwaswhenIstartedoffbeingaphilanthropist

especiallytokids.

WhenImetPrasad,

Itoldhim aboutmypastandheacceptedmesayinghewasn'tgettingmarriedtomypastbut

mypresentandmyfuture,

Soapartfrom thePastorwhoIdon'tthinkisstillalivenow,

Thenextpersonthatknewaboutthatwasmyhusband."

VanessawassurprisedandshockedtowhatPadmajusttoldher,

"WhathappenedtoChrisafterwards?"Sheaskedher,

"Neverknewagain,

WelostcontactafterHighSchool,

LastIheardhewasinAustraliatakingoverhisfather'sbusiness."Padmasaidtoher.

"SoVanessa,

Whatdidyouthinkhelpedmeinmyownsituation?"Padmaaskedher,

"Thepastor."Vanessasaid,

"How?"Padmaasked,



"Becauseyoutalkedtohim abouteverythingandheintercededforyou."Vanessasaid,

"Sodon'tyouthinkyouneedtotalktosomeoneaboutthosenightmaresbeforetheydriveyou

crazy?"Padmaaskedher,

"Mom,I'lldefinitelytalktosomeoneaboutitbutIneedtime.

Ijustdon'twanttostarttalkingaboutitimmediately,

Ijustneedsometime."Vanessasaid,

"Okay,ifyousayso."Padmasaidtoher.

SoonVanessagotacallfrom school,

Herattentionwasneededthere.

"Idon'twanttogo."Shecried,

You'reandthat'sfinal.""Padmasaid,

Sheknewwhyshewasbeingcalled.

"Mom canyouonewithme?

Idon'twantthosegirlslookingatmeliketheydidandI'llfeelsaferwithyouaround."She

insisted,

"Vanessa,youneedtogrowup.

IthinkI'vespoonfedyoualot,

You'regoingalone."Padmasaid,

"Mom,I'llgrowuplaterbutnowjustaccompanymeplease."Shepleaded,

Padmareluctantlyagreedandtheywent.

Whentheygottotheschool,



MostlyallthestudentwereattheschoolfieldwhileJeremywasonthepodium.

WhenhesawVanessacomingandsawthewomanbesideher,

HeknewforoncethismustbethewomanMrWhitewaswarninghim about,

Hecamedownfrom thepodium andwenttowhereVanessawas,

"MissVanessaRyan,

I'm sosorryforforcefullykissingyoutheotherday.

ItwassowrongofmeandI'm verysorry,

Suchbehaviorwon'tbedepartedagain,

Pleaseacceptmyapology."HesaidkneelingdowninfrontVanessawiththewholestudent

around,

Somewerejustwatchingtheshowwhileotherswererecordingitontheirphone.

Vanessacouldn'tsayanything,soPadmanudgeher,

"Justagreelet'shavethisthingdonewith."Shesaid,

"Yes,Iagree."Shenervouslysaid,

Jeremysmiled,

"ButcanIbeyourfriendplease."Heaskedherstillkneelingdown,

"Prof....."

"Jeremy."Hecorrectedher,

"Justsayyes."Hepleaded,

Vanessawasverynervous,



Sonervousshefeltshecouldjustfaintthere.

"Vanessasayyes."Herepeatedagain,

Padmaunderstoodher,

Shewasscared.

"Mister,

Getupfrom thefloor,

She'llgiveyouheranswerlater."PadmatookVanessa'shandsandtookhertothecar.

Immediatelyshewasinsidethecar,

Sheburstintears,

LayingherheadonPadma'sthigh,

Padmafeltpityforher,

ShefeltpityforVanessacause,it'shersonthat'sresponsibleforallthis.

Yuvraj,lookwhatyou'vedonetoVanessa.

Tobecontinued.
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Padmadroveherhomeaftershewasprettysureshe'dcalm downabit.

ThedrovehomewasinsilenceasVanessadidn'twanttotalkaboutwhathadhappenedthere,

Padmawantedtotalkaboutit,

Shedidn'twanthertocontinuetowallowinginherfearandselfpity,

Shewantedhertobestrongandbeabletofaceherfearslikeshedid.

"Goinside,

I'lljoinyouinafewmoment."PadmasaidtoVanessawhentheygothome,

VanessaopenedthedoorofthecarandwentinwhilePadmastayedbehindinthecar.

Vanessaneedshelp,

Sheneedsbighelpbutshenotawareofit.

ThiswholeshitwasmakingPadmasick,

Ifthisishowthingsareturningout,

Shedoesn'tthinkit'sveryadvisabletoleaveVanessaalone.

Shegiveshelptopeoplebutsheneedsthathelpmorethantheydo.

PadmatookouthercellphoneandtriedtomakeanappointmentwiththeGoodShepherd

Therapeutichome,

SheneededafemaletherapistshecansendVanessato,



Sheneededsomeonewhowouldunderstandhersituationandnotmakeitworst,

Thereinthecar,

Shebookedtheappointmentbytenam thenextmorning.

She'llstaylongerthanexpectedifitmeansherdaughterwouldgetbetter.

Whenshefinallyleftthecarandwentinside,

Vanessawasinherroom.

Shewasn'tsleepingbutshelayonthebed,facingtheceilingwithherunblinkingeyes,

"Vanessa."Padmacalledher,

Sheremovedthestarefrom theceiling,thentoPadma.

"You'regoingwithmetoseeatherapisttomorrow."Padmainformedher,

"Mom,Idon'tthinkIcan."Vanessasaid,

"No,youcan.

Youcandoanythingyousetyourmindto,

You'regoingtoseeherandyou'lltalkaboutallthistoherandshe'llhelpyou.

VanessayouneedhelpandI'm goingtomakesureyougetone."Padmatoldher,

ShenoddedandlaybackonthebedwhilePadmawenttothekitchentopreparelunchforthem.

Vanessawentbacktoschoolthenextweek,



ThankstoPadma.

Padmadrovehertoschool,

Thenshestayedbackattheschool.

"Trycatchsomeyoungster'svibe.

It'sfeelsgoodtobeayouth."ShetoldVanessawhenshecameoutforlunchwithher.

Plus,afterallthepersuasionfrom Padma,

Vanessawenttomeetthetherapist.

ItwasnootherthanhercolleagueMarianatwork,

Shefeltverydisappointed.

"Mom,she'sacolleague.

Ican'tbetellingmyproblemstoacolleagueatwork,

Icangoanywhereelsebutnotacolleaguemom."Vanessaargued,

"She'solderandwiserandhasbeeninthisjobforyears,

Don'tyouthinkyoushouldjustgiveitashot?"Padmaaskedher,

"Mom,youdon'tunderstand,

IfI'm toeversayanythingaboutthistoher,

It'llbethelatestnewsaroundtheofficeimmediatelyI'llleave."Shecomplained,

"Sowhatdoyouwanttodo?"Padmaaskedher,



"Idon'tknow,

Ijustwanttolivethisthrough.

Ijustwanttofindpeaceandliveallthisthrough."Shesighedinfrustration.

Padmasawitall,

Shewastired,

Shereallyis.

"Howlongwillittake?"Padmaaskedher,

"I'llsleepmorewithSekani,

I'lllaughmoreandmaybetrymakenewfriends,

I'llcounselmyself.

Ithinkitafewmoremonthsoryearsor...

Idon'treallyknowbutI'llbebetteroffthatwaymom."

"AndwhatabouttheProfessor?

You'lltalktohim andagreetobehisfriend?"Padmaasked,

"Idon'tthinkitworthitmom."

"Itworthitdear,

Itreallydo.

Youshouldgooutforcoffeesometimes,

Seethemoviesandyoucanalsoinvitehim overforlunchtoo."Padmaadvisedhersmiling,



"AndwhathappenstomysonwhenI'm frolickinghavingcoffeeorteawithhim?"Sheasked

Padma,

Padmasmiled,

"Hewouldbeatthedaycare,causeallthisyou'redoingduringtheday."Padmareplied,

"Whataboutmymarriage?"Sheaskedher,

Padmafrowned.

"I'm notaskingyoutoleaveyourmarriage,

You'restilllegallymarriedtoYuvrajuntilyoubothgetadivorce,

I'm justaskingyoutogooutandexplore,

Goandmakefriends."Sheexplained,

"Okay,

Exploreandmakefriends,

Ithinkthatshouldbemynewlogonow."Shesaidmockingly,

Padmaslappedherbuttplayfully,

"Yes,thatshouldbeit."Padmasaidtoher.

Thenextweek,

PadmainitiatedhertobringingtheProfessorhomeforlunch.

VanessakickedagainstitbutPadmawasadamant,

"Youdon'thaveclasstodayandyouaren'tgoingtoworktoday,

I'm aroundandSekani'sindaycare.



Don'tyouthinksit'stimeyoustarthelpingyourself?"Padmaaskedasshepreparedlunch,

Shevolunteeredtopreparelunchforherwhileshegogetready,

"Butmom.."

"Butmenobut,"shelefttheGarlicShrimpshewaspreparingandcametowhereVanessawas

standing,

"Sweetheart,

You'restillyoungandbeautiful.

Iwantyoutoenjoyit,

Don'tanyawayfrom thingslikethat.

Yuvraj'soutthere,

Havingthefunofhislifeafterallwhathedidtoyouandyou'reheretryingtobemarriedandnot

havefun..

No.

I'm notaskingyoutodatehim orsleepwithhim causeIknowyoucan't,

Yourbodyandyourhealthcan'ttakeanyadvancesbutitdoesn'tstillrefusesyouhavingfriends,

Soloosenupandhavefunbeforeit'slateforyou."Padmaadvisedher,

Shesighedandwenttothecountertogetherselfanapple.

"Justdothisformeplease."Padmasaid,

"Okaymom,I'll."Sheresigned,

"Yippy!"Padmawasexcited,

Sherushedbacktowhatshewascooking,



"Nowyougoandgetyourselfallniceup,

He'llbearrivingsoon."ShesaidtoVanessa.

Vanessatooktheappleandleftthekitchentogogetdressed.

Jeremyarrivedafewminuteslater,

Hewaswearingasimplebutexpensivelookingshirtandabluejeanneatlytuckedin,

Hewascarryingabouquetandalsoabag,

Adjustinghimselfwell,

Heknockedonthedoor.

"Vanessa,he'sherealready!"HeoverheardVanessa'smom calledandsoonthedoorwas

openedforhim bytheelegantolderwoman.

"Gooddayma'am."Hegreeted,

Onecangetreallynervouswiththewomanstaring,

"How'reyoudoingson?

Comeinside,

Shellbeoutafewminutefrom now."Padmasaidtohim ashewalkedinsidetheapartment.

Heneverexpectedittobethiswonderfullyfurbished,

Vanessa'sfamilymustbeverywealthyforthem toturnanapartmentassmallasthistobe

wonderful.



Thelivingroom wasspaciousandhadacornerwhichhesuspectedtobeherson'scorner,

Everywherewasneatlyarranged.

Helookedaroundthehouseandwaswowed,

"Mindifyousitdown,

She'llbeoutsoon."Padmasaidtohim,

Hesatdownwhilesheleft.

SoonVanessacameoutoftheroom,

Jeremywasstunnedwhenhesawher,

Shewaswearingapeachfloralgownanditwasafreeone.

Withlipsagap,

Hestoodupfrom thesofa,

"YoulookstunningVanessa."Hecomplimented,

Shesmiled,

"Thankyou."

ShewasnervousonecouldsaynotafterhavingPadmalectureheragaininherroom.

"Ithinkit'stimeforlunch,

Youguysshouldcomeover."Padmasaidfrom thediningroom,

Shewaswearingawaitressuniform andhadanapronontoowithacap.

"Here,



Ibroughtthisforyou."Hesaidhandingoverthebouquetandthebagtoher,

"ThanksalotProf...."

"Jeremy."Hecorrected,

"Yeah,

ThanksalotJeremy."Shesaidtohim andtheywenttothediningwhichPadmahadfully

arrangedforthem.

"Wow,thissmellsdelicious,

Ican'twaittohaveatasteofit."Heexclaimed,

Padmasmiledathim.

"It'salreadyhere,

CloseyoureyesyoubothandwhenIcounttothree,

Youopenthem."Padmasaid,

VanessawassmilingasshewatchedJeremyclosedhiseyesinexcitement,

Sheclosedherstoo.

"One,

Two,

Three,

Open."

TheybothopenedtheireyesandevenVanessawasamazedbywhatshesawonthetable,

MarylandCrabCake,GarlicShrimps,FruitPlatterandClam Chowder.



"Mom,"

"Shush,

Allowmeserveyouboth."Padmasaid,

Shetooksomeplatesandservedthem both,

SheopenedabottleofDasaniandpouredforthem each,

"IwouldhavegivenyoubothCognacD'Sailedbutmydaughterhereisn'tanalcoholdrinker,

Nomatterhowlittleit'spercentage."Padmasaidtothem,

"Itsokayma,

IpreferDasanitoo."Jeremysaidtoher,

Shesmiled.

"Now,I'llbeinmypost,

Ifyouneedanything,

Ringthisbell."Shegavethem asmallercupsizebell,

"AndI'llberightout.

Enjoyyourmeal."Shesaidtothebothofthem andleft.

"Yourmom'ssonice."Hecommentedandsoarethisdishes."Jeremysaidtoher,

Vanessadidn'tlookathiseyes,

"Yeahshe's."Shesaid,

"Soyou'reheronlychild?"Heaskedher,

"No,I'm not."Sherepliedhim cuttinghercrabcaketohaveabite.



ShedrehearsedwithPadmaandPadmahadtoldherthelikelyquestionsJeremywouldaskand

howshewasgoingtoanswerthem,

Sheeventaughtherhowtoputheremotionsincheckwhileansweringanyquestion.

"Howmanyareyouguys?"Heaskedher,

"Four,

Threeolderbrothers."Shesaidtohim.

HowIronic?

Includingherhusbandasherbrother.

"Wow,theymustbeveryprotectiveofyou?"Heasked,

Shesmiled,

"Iguessso."Shesaid.

Padmatoldhernottomakeitaonepersonconversation,

Sheshouldaskquestionstoo.

"You?"Sheaskedhim,

"Well,

I'm theonlysonandhaveanoldersisterandalsoayoungersister.

Myfatherrunsatransportcompany,

Whilemymom isateacherjustlikeI'm."Hetoldher,

Shesmiled.



"Originallyfrom LosAngelesCaliforniabutI'dtomovedownhereformyjob."Headded,

"Yourparentsstillthere?"Sheaskedhim,

"Yes,

Bothmysister'saremarried,

Sothey'releavingalone.

Whataboutyourbrother'sandyourfather?"Heaskedher.

Padmatoldhertobehonestaboutherfamilybutnowshe'sjustgottenherselftangledupinlies

putofbeingnervous.

"They'reallinOuterBanks,

MomscomestovisitmeandSekanihere."Shesaidtohim,

"AndSekani'sfather?"Heaskedinamildway,

Shefroze.

"Youdon'twanttotalkaboutit?"Heaskedherseeingthewaspemotionthathadfloodher,

"Don'tworry,Iwon'taskanymore,

I'm sorryforasking."Hebackeddown.

"Yes."Shemanagedtosay.

Theycontinuedeatingamongstotherlightdiscussionsaboutschoolandbooks,

ToVanessa,

Havingaconversationaboutbookisbetterthantalkingaboutone'slife.

Afterlunch,



Shevolunteeredherselfandtookthedishestothekitchen,

Sheclearedthetablethencamebacktothelivingroom whereJeremywaswatchingSekani's

MickeyMouseShow.

"LookslikeSekanilovesthisshowalot."Hesaid,

Shesmiled,

"Yeshedoes.

Hewouldn'tsleepifhehadn'tseenanepisodeofitthatday."Shesaidamused,

"Sekani,

Isthatanativename?"Heaskedher,

Shelookedthim andsmiled.

"Yes,

AnAfricanname,

ItmeansJoy."Sheexplainedtohim,

Jeremynodded.

"Yourdad'sAfrican?"Heaskedher,

"Yes."

"Andyourmom'sAmerican."Heaskedagain,

"Yeah."

"What'shisfullname,

ImeanSekani?"Heasked,

IfItellhim..

Justtellhim,



It'snoharm.

"SekaniArkashSinghRyan."Shesaid,

"Hisfather'sIndian?"Heaskedher,

"Idon'twanttotalkaboutitbuthe's."Shesaidtohim.

"Whydon'tyoulookatsomeonedirectlywhenyou'retalkingtothatperson?"Heasked

her,movingclosertoher,

Shemovedawayquickly,

"Nothing."Shesaidtohim,

Henoddedbutknewitwasn'tnothing,

Therewassomethingreallygoingonwithherandhe'sinterestedtofindoutwhatthatisand

helpheroutofthat.

He'sgoingtodothatjustifshegiveshim thechancetocomeintoherlife,

Seeinghowsheloveshermom andhersonsomuch,

He'sgoingtousethebothofthem togettoher.

"Wouldyoubefreenextweekend,

IwanttotakeyouandSekanitotheBahamas.

Wouldyou?"Heasked,

ShelookedaroundtoseeofPadmawascloseby,

SheneedsPadmatohelpherhere.



Shedidn'tknowwhethersheshouldagreeornot.

"Sorryforlistening,"Padma'svoicesaidfrom behindthem,

"IwasjustpassingwhenIheardyourrequest,

AndI'm allowingyoutakeher,

She'sdoingnothingformehere."Padmasaid,

Vanessafrowned.

"Thanksalotma."Jeremysaidtoher.

Hewasreallyhappy,

Hehasgottenhermom tolikehim nowitwashersonleft,

It'snotgoingtobehardmakingtheboylikehim,

He'sstillatoddlerandacoupleoftoysandchocolatewilldotheworkforhim.

Tobecontinued.
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WithPadmaallowinghim takethem out,

Jeremywasjoyous.



Hewentaheadandboughttheticketsforthetrip,

Healsorescheduledallhisplans,sonoonefallsonthatdayandevencancelledany

appointmentthat'llobstructhisplan,

Forreal,

Hewasallset.

"Butmom whydidyouacceptit?"VanessaaskedPadma.

It'sbeenafewdaysafterJeremycameforthatlunchbutVanessahadn'tstopbickeringPadma

foracceptingJeremy'soffer,

"Noweverytimeheseesme,he'salwaystryingtostartaconversation."Shecomplained,

Padmasmiled.

"That'sthebigidea,

Startingaconversation."Shesaid,

"Butmom."Shecried,

"Ijustacceptedlunchandthistrip,

Soonit'llbedinnerandsoon...."

"Whydoyoulikeworryingmuch?"Padmaaskedher,

ShebentandtookSekani'slunchbagfrom thefloor,

"YouworrytoomuchandIdon'tlikeit,

You'retogohavefunandnotgoworrykillyourself."Padmasaid.

Aknockwasheardonthedoor,



"Someone'sknocking,

Letmegogetit."VanessasaidtoPadmaassheleftthekitchencounter,

Padmawentalong,

Butshedidn'tgotothedoor,

Shejustwenttowherehergrandsonwasplayingwithhisshoelaceandtookitfrom him,

ShepickedtheboyupandVanessaopenedthedoor,

ItwassmilingJeremy,

Sheinwardlysighed.

"Gooddayma'am,

Vanessa,how'reyoudoing?"Heasked,

SheturnedtoPadmaandgaveheramadlook.

"Jeremy,comein."Padmasaidandhecameinside,

Hewascarryingtwoshoppingbagsoneachhands.

"Youdidn'ttellusyouwerecomingover."Padmasaidtohim,

"Yes,

I'dwenttothemalltogetsomestuffs,

SodecidedtogetsometoysforSekani."Hesaid,

Itwashalftruththough,

Hehadn'tgonetheretogetanythingexceptforthetoys.



HehandedittoVanessa,

SheturnedtoPadmaandPadmanoddedhertotakeitwhichshedid.

"Thanksalot."VanessaandPadmasaidsimultaneously,

Jeremysmiledandturnedtothelittleboy,

"Sekani,how'reyou?"Heaskedtheboy,

Theboystruggledtocomedownfrom Padma'sarm,

Shelethim downandhewenttowhereVanessawas,

"Mamashee."Hecried,

Vanessaopenedthebagandbroughtoutaracingtoycarandteddybear,

Theotherbaghadaboxofchocolateinit.

"Mamacocowate."Theboycriedwithexcitement,

Padmasmiled.

Sekanirefusedtotouchtheteddybear,

HetookthecarandcametoPadma,

"Gan-ganvoom voom."Hesaidtohertuggingherlegs,

"Yes,it'sverynice,

Saythankyoutothenicegentlemanwhogotitforyou."Padmatoldtheboy,

HelookedatJeremy,



Stuckouthistongueathim andturnedtoPadma.

"Gan-ganvoom voom."Hesaidtoheragain,

"SekanibeagoodboyandsaythankstoJeremy."Vanessasaidtotheboy,

HeturnedagainandstuckouthistongueatbothVanessaandJeremythenturnedbackto

Padma.

"Gan-gananttuplay.

Gan-ganplay.

Gan-ganplay."Hecriedinexcitement,

"Jeremythanksalotforthegift,

Asyoucansee,

Sekanilovesitverymuch."Padmasaid,

Shelookedathergrandsonwhowasrollingthetyreofthecaronherarms,

"Sekani,let'sgoandplay."Shetoldtheboy,

"Pippy!"HeyelledasPadmatookhim away.

VanessastoodthereandwishedJeremywouldjustleavewithoutsayinganywordagain.

"Lovelysonyougotthere."Hecommented,

Shesmiled,

"Thanks."Shesaid,

"Thanksforthetoysonceagain."Sheadded,



"Sowe'restillgoingtotheBahamasright?"Heaskedher,

Thethirdtimethatday,

"Iguessso."

"Okay,tillthen."Jeremysaid,

Hestoodup,

"I'lltakemyleavenow."Hesaid,

Vanessadidn'tmoveaninchfrom whereshewas.

"We'llseetomorrowthen."Hesaidtoher,shejustnodded.

Jeremycameclosertoher,

Shemovedawayimmediately,

Heunderstoodandbackedout,

"Sorry."Hesaidtoher,

Thenheleft.

Shewentbehindhim andshutthedoorimmediately,

Thenslumpedonthebarefloor,

"Godhelpmysoul."Shewhispered,wrappingherarmsaroundherself.

OnSaturdaylatemorning,

Jeremycametopickthem.

VanessawascarefulnottooverdressherselforSekaniwhowasthrowingafit,

(HewantsGan-gantocomewiththem.)



ShehadonnicejeankneelengthshortandapeachcolouredsummertopwhileSekaniwas

wearingajeanshorttooandablueT-shirtwithhissandals,

She'dherafropackedinabunandastylishhairpinonit.

"You'rereallygoingtobreaksomefewnecksoverthere."Padmacommentedwhenshecame

out,

"Areyouwearingaswimsuitunderneath?"Padmaaskedher,

"Nope,I'm notgettingnakedoutthere."Shesaid,

Padmaknewthatalready.

"Okay,

That'sgoodforastart.

Doyouhavesomeextraclothes?"Padmaasked,

Vanessafrowned,

"Forwhat?"Sheaskedher,

"Causeyou'redefinitelygonnagetwet."Shesaid.

VanessaevaluatedwhatPadmameant,

Aslongastheygoingtothewaters,

She'ssuregonnagetwet,

SosheleftSekaniwithPadma,

Thenwentinsidetogetanextraclothingforthebothofthem.

Whenshecameback,

Jeremywastherealready,



SosheshoveditintothebagandtookSekanifrom Padma.

"Igavethem toyouinonepiece,

Youbetterbringthem backtomesameway."PadmathreatenedJeremyastheygotintohiscar,

Shewavedtothem astheydroveawayandSekanikeptcrying.

"Don'tworry,

He'sgoingtoloveitwhenwegetthere."Hesaidtoher,whenhesawhowworriedshewasabout

theboy.

Andtruetohisword,

Sekaniloveditthere.

Vanessadidn'tlethim gotothewaterunsupervised,

SoJeremywentwithhim.

Everytimetheygetout,

Hedragshim backintothewater.

Jeremyboughtthem lunch,

ActuallyheboughtVanessalunchevenwhensheinsistedonpayingherself.

"Nope,

Ibroughtyououtandit'smyresponsibility."Heinsisted,

"But...."

"Nobut,

I'm buyinglunchandthat'sit."Hesaidtoher.



Shesmiled,

"Doyouknowyoulookmorebeautifulwhenyousmile?"Heaskedher,

Shesaidnothing.

"Nohonestly,

Youlookbeautifulwhenyousmile,

Youshouldsmileoften."Hesaidtoher,

"Likeyourmom,

Shesmilesalotandthathasretainedherbeauty.

Shelooksyoungerthanheractualage,

Ifanyonecouldtellmeshe'syourmom,

Iwouldn'thavebelieveditcauseshelookswayyoungerthanthat."Hesaid,

"Actually,sheisn'tmybiologicalmother."Vanessasaid.

Sheshouldn'tbesayingthisbutPadmatoldhertoo.

Sheneedstotellhim thetruth,sohewon'thavehishopeshighwithher.

"Wow,sheadoptedyou?"Heaskedher,

Sheshookherhead,

Thenhebecameconfused.

"She'smyhusband'smom."Sheblurted,

Allofasuddenregrettingthefact,she'dtoindirectlybringherhusbandintothis.



"Whatdoyoumean?

She'syourmotherin-law?"Heasked,

Shenoddedstillnotlookingathim.

"Whydidn'tyoutellme?"Heaskedher,

"Andsheallowedyougooutwithme?

Idon'tstillgetit."Hesaidfrowning.

"I'm marriedtoPadma'syoungestson...

"Wait,

She'sPadmaSingh?"Heaskedher,

"Yesshe's."Vanessanodded.

Heunderstoodeverythingnow,

ThiswaswhytheChancellorwaspleadingwithhim togoapologizetoher,

PadmaSingh.

Gosh,

Thisisreallytangled.

"Sowhere'syourhusbandandwhyareyouherealonewithyourson?"Heaskedher,

"Idon'twanttotalkaboutthatbutIjustwantyoutoknow,

Padma'sreallytheonemakingdoallthiscauselefttome,

Ipreferstayinghomewithmysonthanthis."



"Vanessa,somethinghappenedright?

Somethinghappened?"Heaskedher,

Shedidn'tlookathim,

Rathershewaslookingathersonwhowasplayingwithhisbib.

"Nothinghappened."Shesaidtohim,

Hetookherhandsunexpectedlyandsheflinched,

"Yousee.

Somethinghappened,

Somethingreallybadhappened.

Idon'tknowyoubeforebutIknowdeepdownyouweren'tthisway.

Youweren'tallbottledupandvulnerable,

Somethinghappened.

Didheabuseyou?"Heaskedher,

"Idon'twanttotalkaboutitandno,

Hedidn't."Shelied.

Jeremydidn'tsayanythingaboutitfurther,

Heresolvedittofindouteverythinghimself.

TheyareinsilenceandwentbacktothewaterswerehetooktheDolphinsride,

SherefusedtocomealongbutwhenSekanicriedhewantedtogointothefish,



Sheagreed.

Finally,shewasstrappedinwithhersoninsidethemachinelikeDolphinRidewhileJeremytook

anotherone.

Bytheendoftheday,

Sekanifellasleepbeforeshecouldstraphim intohisstroller,

SoJeremycarriedthesleepingboy.

"Shemusthaveloveyousomuchtoallowyoudothisthings."Hesaid,

Shenodded.

Padma'slove,

Shewassureofbutthethinghemeant,

Shedidn'tunderstandanddidn'twanttoask.

Yes,she'dfun,

Funshe'dneverhadforages,

She'dittodaybecauseofthisgentlemanwho'spromisinghermoreifshecouldjustaccepthim.

Jeremydrovethem home,Padmawasasleeponthesofawhentheyknocked,

Shegotupimmediatelyandwenttoopenthedoorforthem.

"Goodeveningma,

We'reback."Jeremysaidtoher,

Shesmiledandtookthesleepingtoddlerfrom him.



"Thanksforbringingthem homesafely."Shesaidtohim andtooktheboyinside,

Leavingthetwoadultstotalk.

"Thanksalot."Vanessamanagedtotellhim,

Henodded.

"IwouldlovetohavemoreofthisVanessa,

Ifyoudon'tmind.

Itwasfungoingoutwithyou."Hesaidtoher,

Beforeshecouldprocesshiswords,

Hewrappedhisarmsaroundher.

Inshock,shestruggledtoreleaseherself,

Hecouldtellshewasafraidandnervous,

Thenhewhisperedtoher,

"Youdon'thaveto,

Iwon'thurtyou."Hewhispered,

Sheflinched.

Hehuggedherforawhile,thenletgoofher,

Whilehedidthat,

Heintentionallybrushedhislipsonhercheeks.

She'dthissensation,

Itwassomethingshecouldn'texplainbutinamillisecond,



Thissensationwascloudedwithfear,

Immediately,shepulledherselffrom him.

Hesmiled,

"YoushouldgiveyourselfachanceNessa,

Youshouldreallydo."Hesaidandleftimmediately.

Hedidn'tdriveouttillhewassureshe'sinsidethehouse,

Hedroveaway.

Padmaleftthefollowingweek,

Vanessawasn'thappyaboutitandtheydidn'tevenletSekaniknow.

Shesaidshe'dtogo,soshecanmakeitforSekani'ssecondbirthdaywhichwasinthreemonths.

"Now,I'llbegoingbacktomyloneliness."Vanessapouted,

"Youwon'tbe.

You'veSekani,you'veschoolandworkandmostimportantly,

You'veJeremy."Padmasaidtoher,

"Mom..

Stopit."

Shewhined,

"Yeah,I'm stopping."Shesaidplayfully,

"Butwe'regoingtomissyou,mom."Shewhinedagain,



"Yeah,metoo."Padmasaidhuggingher,

"I'llbebackbeforeSekani'sbirthday."Shepromised,

Vanessanoddedandtheydisengaged.

JeremyvolunteeredtodrivePadmatotheairport,

"ThanksalotJeremyandmakesureyoutakecareofmydaughterandmygrandsonforme

beforeIgetback."Shesaidtohim,

Henodded,

"I'lldefinitelydothat,

Haveasafetripma."Hewishedher,

Shehuggedthebothofthem andsoonshepassedtheboardergate.

Likealways,

Vanessawaitedtilleverypassengerhadboardedtheplanebeforeshefinallyagreedtolet

Jeremydriveherbacktoschool.

Tobecontinued.
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JeremycontinuedwatchingoverVanessaandSekaniperPadmainstruction,



Twiceeverydayshecallthem toknowhowthingsweregoingandforthefirsttimeinyearsshe

observedhappinessinVanessalife.

"Yousoundextremelyhappytonight,

What'shappening?"Padmaaskedherduringoneoftheircalls,

"Mom stop,

Iknowwhatyou'regettingatbutitain'ttrue,

I'm justhappy."ShesaidtoPadma,

"You'rejusthappyorJeremy'smakingyouhappy?"Padmaaskedher,

Vanessashookherhead.

"Whomp,

Whomp,

Whomp.

Heisn'ttheone...."

"Whomp.

Didheteachyouthattoo?"Padmaasked.

Althoughshewasn'tseeingVanessa,

Butshenoticedthiscertainglowinhervoice,

Somethingshedlongedforforagesnow.

Maybe,

Jeremyistheguyforher.



Maybehe'stheonethat'sgoingtokeepherhappyandgiveherthejoyshedeserve,

ThejoyYuvrajcouldn'tgiveher.

Speakingofwhich,

ShenoticedsomethinginYuvrajrecently,

He'sbeingkindacomingclosertothefamily.

TheotherdayRajveercalledandtoldherthatYuvrajaskedhim iftheycouldoutforfishinglike

theyusetodowhiletheywereteen.

Shewassurprised,

ForyearsYuvrajhasnevermadesuchcall,

He'salwaysbusywhenhisbrothersaskedhim tilltheystoppedaskinghim.

Yesternight,

Hecalledherandwantedtoaskheroutfordinner,

Sheagreed,

Althoughshedoesn'tknowwhathewantstotalktoherabout.

ShewantedtocallVanessawhensheheardthecarhornoutside,

Shekeptbackthephone.

Yuvrajshouldn'tbeseeinghercallingVanessa,

"Mom!"Hecalledfrom outside,

"I'm coming."Sheyelledfrom inside,

Shegrabbedherpurseandlookedatherselffrom themirrorofherphone,



Shelooksgood,

Shedashedoutoftheroom whenhehonkedagain.

Yuvrajtooktohertoaveryexpensiverestaurant,

It'sanewlyMexicanrestaurantandhesaidhewantedtotryouttheirdishes,

Padmaagreed.

HeorderedsomeCarnitasHuevosRancherosandsomeHorchata,

"YuvrajyouknowI'm onadietandIdon'teatmuchofthereright?"Sheaskedhim whenthe

waitressbroughttheirorders,

"Mom,justtryitout,

It'llhelptoo.

Youcanalsoaddittothemenulistfortheorganisationtoo."Hesaidtoher,

Padmawaskindasurprised,

Yuvrajhadneverhadanyinterestinthemealspreparedintheorganizationbefore,

Whynow?

Sheaskedherself.

"You'reprobablywonderingwhytheinterestright?"Heaskedher,

"Not..."

"Mom don'tlietome,

IknowI'vebeenajerklatelybutI'm sorryandIwanttorightallmywrong,

Startingfrom Vanessa.



IwanttocorrectallthemistakesImadeinthepast."Hesaid.

Padmadidn'ttakehereyesoffhim,

Washebeinghonestandsincere?

"Mom,I'm sorryforeverything.

IknowyouknowwhereVanessaisallthiswhileandIwasbeingajerkthatIdidn'taskbutnow

I'm sorryandIwantherbackinmylife...."

"Yuvraj,let'seatthismealinpeaceplease."Shewarned,

"Okaymom,

Butpleasewe'vegattotalk."Hesaid,

Padmadidn'tsayanything.

Aftertheyfinishedtheirfood,

Yuvrajwantedthewaitresstogetthem someRedVelvetIceCakefordesertbutPadmainsisted

shewasn'tinterested.

"Mom areyoustillmadatme?"Heaskedher,

"I'm reallysorry...."

"Sorry.

Sorryforwhat?

Thatyouabusedthatinnocentgirlformonths,

Yourapedhercountlesstimes,

YoumadehercallyouMyLord,

Youmadeherdayonthefloororundertherain,



Whichoneareyousorryfor?"Padmaaskedhim inanger.

ThankGodtheywereinexecutivelounge,

Sonooneelsewasthere.

"Itrustedyoutotakecareofherandyoupromisedmeyouwould,

Butno.

Youdemeanedherandtreatedherworstthanaslave.

Doyouknowthemostpainfulpart?"Sheaskedhim,

Yuvraj'sheadwasdown,

Sohedidn'treplyherbutanyways,shetoldhim.

"Asperyourbrutality,

Twiceshelostherpregnancy.

She'dmiscarriagetwiceinthreemonthbutcouldn'ttellanyoneaboutitbecauseherhusband

nevercaredandhetreatedherliketramp."

Yuvrajwasshocked.

Somewhereduringthosenightsanddayhe'dforcedhimselfonher,

Duringthosetimehe'drapedandabusedher,

She'dlosttheirbabiestwice.

Ohno.

Thisisverybad.



"Mom,isittrue?

Shereallydid?"HeaskedPadma,

Shefeltmoreinfuriatedbyhisquestionbutwondered,

Whythesuddenchangeofheart?

Whyallofasudden?

Aftercloselythreeyears,

Whynow?

"Mom,isittrue?"Heaskedheragain.

TherewasthissincerepaininhiseyesthatmovedPadma,

Don'tblameher,

Ashardasshewanttofightit,

Amotherwouldalwaysbeamother.

"Yes,it'strue.

Shedidn'tgivethedetailandreallydidn'twanttotellmebutMollieforceditout.

Yuvrajyoudestroyedher,

Youreallydid.

Youkilledherselfesteem,youkilledherdignityandhersoul,

Rightnowwherevershe's,

She'stryingtogetholdofherlifeback,

Justletherdoit."Padmasaid,

Itwasmorelikeshepleaded.



"Mom,whydidn'tyoutellusabouttherealdonorofthetransplantondad'sbonemarrow

operation?"Yuvrajaskedher,

Shefrowned.

Thiswasit.

Hefoundoutaboutthegoodthingshedidandwantstouseittogetherback.....

"Ifyou'dtoldme,

IwouldhavehaveawholelotnicertoVanessathanbeingthe...."

"That'sthebigdeal.

Ididn'twantyoutoloveherortreathernicebecauseofwhatshedid,

No.

Iwantedyoutoloveherforwhoshewas,

Fortheniceandgoodnaturedladyshewas."Padmasaid,

"IfI'dtoldyouoryourbrothersaboutit,

Iknowyou,

You'llonlytreatherwellbecauseshesavedhourfather'slifeandIdidn'twantthat,

SoIdidn'ttellanyoneandsheneverwantedmeto."Padmasaid.

"ThatwaswhyyourenamedtheOrganizationafterher?"Heaskedhismom,

"Yuvrajenoughofthequestioning,

You'vemadeagravemistakeandIdon'tthinkshe'lleverwanttoforgiveyou.

Idon'tknowwhetheryouknowwhereshe'sordon't,



Butpleasedon'tgoafterher,

Allowhergetcontrolofherlife."Shesaid,

"Butshe'smywifeandIwanttobeingherbackhome,

Towhereshebelong."Hesaidtoher,

"Belong?

Sheneverbelongedtoyouandbygracedear,

Sheneverwill."Padmasaidtohim,

"Mom soyouhatemethatmuch?"Heaskedherfeelingsadthathismom,

Thewomanwhoonceusetosupporthim isnowagainsthim.

"Idon'thateyoubutI'm notreadytosacrificeanyone'shappinessforyourselfishreasons.

Youdon'tloveherandyou'llneverloveher,

Whydon'tallowhergo?

Allowhergethappinessfrom outsidesinceyoucouldn'tgiveittoherwhileshewaswithyou."

Sheadvisedhim.

Henodded,

Notbecausehe'slisteningtowhatevershewassaying,

No.

ButbecausehewashellsettogobringVanessaback

Hewasgoingtobringherbacktohim causeafterspendingthelastthreeyearswithdifferent



womenandevenTiaEsperanza,themodelhereallylustedafter.

Hefoundoutsomething,

Therewasnowomanonearththatwasgoingtobeasloving,caringandkindlikeVanessawas

tohim andhereallypraysshegiveshim asecondchance.

WhenPadmagothome,

Shewasreallymadatherself,

"Whytellhim allthose?"Sheaskedherself,

"Hedoesn'tworthit.

Firstofall,heshouldhohelphimselfoutbeforetryingtogetherback."Shesaidtoherself.

Soon,therewasaknockonherdoor,

Sheknowit'sherhusband,

"Come...."

Heopenedthedoorandcameinbeforeshecouldfinish.

"Howdiditgo?"Heaskedher,

Shesatbackonherbedandaskedhim tosit,

Thensheplacedherheadonhisshoulderlikeshealwaysdoeswhenevershe'sworriedandsad.

"Youshouldhavetoldthem since,

Youshouldreallyhave."Hesaidtohercalmly,

Sheraisedherheadupandlookedathim,

Shedidn'ttellhim too,

Shehiditfrom everyoneofthem includinghim.



"Areyoumadatme?"Sheaskedhim,

Heshookhishead,

"Iknowyoudiditforareason,that'swhyI'm notmad,

Youjustwantedustoaccepthernotbecauseofwhatshedidbutforwhoshe's."Hesaid,

Shenodded,

"Yes,thatwasjustwhatIwanted."Shesaid.

Ifthere'sonethingshealwaysgivethanksfor,

Itwouldbeherhusband.

PrasadSinghistheidealman,

Heunderstoodherperfectlywellandknowswhatshecanandcannotdo,

Aboveall,henevertreatedherbad.

Prasadbelievesalotingenderequalityandgiveshisdaughtersin-lawasmuchrightashegives

hissons,

Hebelieveswomenshouldbeindependentandnotsubduedtoslaveryinthenameofmarriage.

BetYuvrajhadn'ttoldhisfatherwhathedid,

Causeofhe'd,

Prasadwouldhavebeengoingmadwithangernow.

"Whydidshereallyleave?"HeaskedPadma,

Sheknewhewasgoingtoasksomedaycauseforyears,

Hehadn'tinvolvedhimselfinanything.



Hedidmoreofobservingandwatchingcausethat'swhohereallyis,

Helovestoobservethingsbeforegettinginvolvedinthem.

Shedidn'twanttotellhim whathersondid,

Sheneverwantstoruintherelationshipbetweenfatherandson.

"They'dsomemisunderstanding."Padmalied,

"Misunderstandingsthatmadeherleaveforhusbandformorethantwoyearsnow."Hesaid,

Padmasmiled,

Prasadisn'tsomeonetolietoandnotexpecthim tofindoutsoonerthanthat.

"Vanessaissoniceagirltopullsuchstunt,

Yuvrajreallydidsomethingbadtoherforhertotakesuchdrasticstep."Hesaid,

"Mindtellingme,

IpromiseIwon'tgetmad."Hesaidtoher,

Shesmiled.

"Prasaditisn'taseasyasyouthink,

IwouldlovetotellyoubutVanessaistheonestoppingme,

Shedoesn'twantanyonetoknowaboutwhathappenedbetweenherandYuvraj."Padmasaid,

"Heabusedher?"Prasadasked,



Padmatookhergazeawayfrom him,

"Padma,talktome."Hesaidmakingherlookathim,

Hereyesheldbacktears.

Heknew,

Hisyoungestsonhadcrossedtheline.

"Whydidn'tyoutellmesince?"Heaskedher,

"How'sshedoing?"Heaskednotwaitingforthefirstreply,

"Shedidn'twanttotalkaboutittoanyoneevenme,

ItwasMolliewhomadehertalk.

Now,she'stryingtogetholdofherlife,

Don'ttellthistoYuvrajplease,

Shehasason,"

Prasadgasped,

"Ason.?"Heasked,

Shenodded.

"Yes,ourgrandson.

SekaniArkashSinghRyan,

Averysweetandcutealmosttwoyearoldtoddler,

CallsmeGan-gan."Shesaidtohim fightingbacktears.

"ForVanessa,



It'shardforher.

She'stryingtogetoutofhershell,

Shehasnightmaresyouknow,

Shestillseeshim inherdream tryingtohurther.

I'vetriedsettingherout,soshecanmakefriendsandgetoverwhateverhappenedbutitshard

forher,

She'shurtbothemotionallyandphysically.

It'shurttoseeherthatway,

That'swhyIdogovisitfrom timetotime,

Tohelpherkeephersanityincheck."Shetoldhim,

Hechuckled,

"She'sastrongandIbelieveshe'llsurvivethis."Hesaidtoher,

Padmanoddedandrestedherheadonhisshoulderagain.

"ThanksalotPrasad,

Idon'tknowwhatIcouldhavedonewithoutyouhere."Shesaid,

"Youcouldhavedonebetter,

You'reastrongwomanalso.

ButIcouldhelponefavor,

Wouldyougrantmethat?"Heaskedher,

Sheraisedherheadupandlookedathim,

"Anything."Shesaid,



"Iwanttomeetmygrandsonandmydaughter,

IwanttothankVanessaforbeingthedonoryearsagoandalsowanttothankherformy

grandson,

Ireallywanttoseethem."Hesaidtoher,

Padmasmiled,

"I'lldefinitelygrantyouthatwishcauseyoudeserveit,

They'reyourfamilyandyoudeservetoseethem.Joinusontelegram through+233544142683

togetmoreofsuchstories."Shesaid,

Hesmiledandkissedherforehead,

"WhataboutSimon,

Hasheseenthem?"Prasadasked,

"Notinphysical,

ButIwashoping,weallgotogetherforSekani'ssecondbirthday,

It'sinafewmonthstimeanditwillbeagoodideaifwegowithSimonandVanessa'ssisters."

Padmasaid,

"Yes,that'saverygoodideabutwe'vetobecareful,sotheboysespeciallyYuvrajdoesn'tfindout

aboutthis."Prasadsaid,

Padmanoddedinaffirmationandrestedherheadonhisshoulder.

ReminiscingwhatlifecouldhavebeenforherifshegotmarriedtoanothermanandnotPrasad,

Verybad,

Shethought.

Herlifewouldhavebeenverybad.



Unfortunately,theycouldn'tmakeitforSekani'sbirthdayduetosomepoliticalproblem that

puttheAirlineServicesonhold,

PadmasuggestedtheywaitforthenextweekwhileVanessaconcurredsayingthecelebration

wouldbepostponedtothenextweek.

Soonhisactualbirthday,

WithJeremy'shelp,

TheytookSekanitoDisneyland.

JeremymadeeverythingspecialandVanessawasverygratefulandalsohegotSekanitolike

him causethelittleboynicknamedhim UncleOz.

SpendingthedayatDisneyland,

TheycamebacktoGeorgiathenextdayandforVanessaitwasfun.

She'dbegantolaughandeventalktopeople,

Hernightmarewasn'tseverecauseafewnightsaweek,

Jeremystayedover.

Whenhefirstsleptover,

Henoticedatnight,

Shecriedalotandittakeagreatdealtocalm herdown.

Shetoldhim shehasnightmaresandtheycomesmosttimethriceaweek,

Mosttimefourtimes,

Mosttimesitdoesn'tcomeandothertimesthewholeweek,



Itvaries.

Seeinghowbaditwaswhenhefirstsleptover,

Hetookituponhimselftostaybackafewnightsandkeephercompany,

Hewakesherupwhenthenightmarecomesandisalreadytheretoconsoleherandputher

backtosleep.

Mostpeopleatcollegethinkthey'redatingbuttheygotitallwrong,

JeremyMacyhadaverykeenrelationshipwithVanessaSinghRyanandthatrelationshipthey

termed'Friendship.'

JeremyinsistedtheybefriendsandVanessasawnowrongwithit,

Sohe'sherfriendandshetriestoproveittoallthegirlsthatthrowlethalglaresatherthinking

shestoletheirman.

He'snothingbutagreatfriendwhohelpsheralot.

ItwasjustthreedaysleftbeforePadmaandPrasadandtheRyan'swouldbegoingtoGeorgia,

Padmahadjustfinisheddinnerandwasgoingupstairswhenherphonerang,

ItwasVanessa.

Shedecidedtogoupstairs,inherroom totakethecallbutitended,

Whenshegottoherroom,

Shecalledback.



"HelloisthisPadmaSingh?"Anunfamiliarvoicemalevoiceaskedher,

Shewassurprisedcauseitwasn'tJeremy's.

"Yesandwho'sthis?

Whyareyouwithmydaughter'sphone?"Sheaskedtheperson,

Suddenlyshewashavingaverybadgutaboutthis.

"Ma'am,yourdaughterVanessaSinghRyanhasbeenadmittedtothehospitaltogetherwithher

boyfriendJeremyMacy.

It'stheGeorgiaStateHospital,

Canyoucometherenow."Thepersonsaidtoher.

"What!"Sheyelledandthepersonhungup,

ShewascompletelyinshocktillwhenPrasadrushedtoherroom toknowwhattheproblem

was.

Tobecontinued.
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Thedrivetothehospitalthenextmorningwasonehellofafranticone.



PadmakeptcryingandPrasaddidnothingthantoconsoleher,

"She'sgoingtobealright."HesaidfortheumpteenthtimesincetheylefttheOuterBanks,

"Iprayshe'sPrasad,

Ijustprayshe's."Shemuffled,

Thecabdriverdroppedthem atthehospital,

Padmadidn'tevenwaitforPrasadwhowastryingtogetouttheirbags,

Shewentallinintothebuilding.

ShedialledVanessa'snumberagain,

Thepersonwho'dcalledherearlieracceptedthecall,

"I'm atthehospitalnow,

Whereareyou?"Sheaskedhim,

"CometotheICU,

We'rethere."Shesaid,

Padma'sheartsank.

ICU,

OhGod,itshouldn'tbewhat'sshe'sthinkingabout.

ShecaughtsightofPrasadcominginsidethehospital,

Sherushedtohim.



"Hesaidthey'reintheICU,

I'm scared.

Whatifsomethingbadhadhappenedtoher?"Shecried,

Hepulledhercloser,

"Nothingwillhappentoheraslongaswearehere,

She'ssafe.

Let'sgoseeherfirst."Heconsoledher,

Shewrappedherarmsaroundhim andpulledhim toherhug.

Passersbyjustwatchhowtheoldercoupleshowedtheirloveforeachotherandcouldn'thelp

butwow.

"Let'sgo."Hesaidtoherdisengaginghimself,

Shenoddedandhetookherhand,

LeadinghertothedirectionoftheICU.

WhentheygottotheICU,

Therewasanoldermanstandingbythedoor,

Heturnedtothem bothandwalkedtowardsthem,

"AreyouPadmaSingh?"Heaskedlookingather,

Padmanodded,

"YesandthisismyhusbandPrasadSingh."ShetoldthemanlookingatPrasadwhoheldher

handtighterinanassuringway.



"Yourdaughter,

Thedoctorsaidshe'sinaverydeepunconsciousstate,

Hesaidshe'llbealrightbuttheotherguy,

Hisconditionisverycriticalandhemightnotsurviveit..."

"Whathappenedtothem?"Prasadaskedtheman,

Padmahadalreadybrokedownintears,

"Idon'tknowactually,

IfoundthecarinagreatmesswhenIgotthere,

Hewasdrivingand...

Idon'treallyknowbutiguessitwasanaccident."HeexplainedtothecryingPadma,

"Where'sthedoctor?"Prasadaskedtheman,

Hepointedtotheofficewhichwasjustafewroom away,

"GetholdofyourselfPadma,I'llgotalktothedoctor."Prasadsaidtoher,

Hesupportedhertositdownandshedidbutcouldn'tstopthetearsfallingfrom hereyes.

"Gooddaydoctor."Hesaidashecameinside,

"GooddaySir."Thedoctorgreetedtheolder,

"Haveaseat."Thedoctorofferedhim,



Prasadsaydown.

"I'm Vanessa'sRyan'sfatherPrasadSingh."Heintroducedhimself,

"Yes,

Yourdaughter'sgoingtobealrightbuttheotherguywhowasdrivingthecar,

HisconditionisworseandIdon'tthinkhecansurv....."

"Whatreallyhappened?"Prasadenquired,

"Theymetaghastlyaccident,

Hehithisheadbadlyonthesteeringandamassivebrainhemorrhage.

He'dhishistoryinbraindefectandwiththis,

Itaffectedhim badly.

Thenasforyourdaughter,

Shegottooscaredandendedupbeinginshock,

Thoughshedidsustainafewinjuriesbutithealwithtimebuthermentalstateiswhat'sunder

questionnow."Hesaidasamatteroffact.

"We'llsuggesttheguy'sfamilybecontactedbeforewetakeanymoredecisiononhim."The

doctortoldPrasad,

Henodded.

That'stheonlyrightthingtodonow.



Afterafewmorediscussions,

Heleftthedoctor'sofficetotalktoPadma.

"Iguessyoushouldgohome,

Sincetheboyisn'there,

Itmeanshe'sathomewithababysitter."HetoldPadma,

Thatwaswhensheactuallyrememberedthattherewasagrandsonwhowasn'tthere.

"YesSekani."Shewipedhertearsandstoodup.

PrasadgotacabtotakehertoVanessaapartmentwhileshegavehim detailsoftheschool,

SohecangogetinformationaboutJeremy.

Sekaniwasthrowingtantrum withthebabysitter,

Hewouldn'tstopcryingandevenrefusedbreakfast.

Thebabysitterwasquirkytoo,

Vanessahadtoldherthey'llbehomebyninebuttheydidn'tcomebackhomeallnightandstill

aren'thometillthatmorning.

Sekaniwasn'thelpingtoo,

He'dbeencryingandthrowingfitssincehewokeupanddidn'tseehismama.

Shewastryingtoconsoletheboywhensheheardaknockonthedoor,

Shelefttheboyandwenttogetthedoor,



"Who'sthat?"Sheasked,

"Openthedoor,

It'sPadma."Padmasaidfrom outside,

"Padma?

Who'sPadma?"Sheaskedaloud,

Sekaniwhowasstillcryingheardthenameandrushedtoher,

"Gan-gan!

Gan-gan!"Hecried,

Allofasuddentheyoungchildwhowasthrowingtantrum wascryingwithexcitement.

Thesitteropenedtothedoortomeettheolderbutelegantwomanstandingoutside,

Sekanirushedfrom herandwenttohistheolderwomanwhotookhim upwithamazement,

"How'reyoudoingSekani?"Sheaskedtheboy,

Heclappedhishandsinexcitement,

"Gan-gan."Shekissedhim.

Hedoesn'tevenknowwhat'shappening,

Suchinnocentchild.

"Ma'am,MissVanessa'snot...."

"Don'tworry,I'lltakeitfrom here,



Howmuchisyourmoney?"Padmaaskedher,

"It'stendollarma."Shesaid,

Padmatookoutherpurseandfishedouttwotendollarbillsandgaveittothewoman,

"Here'syoumoney."Shetookthemoneyandwenttogetherbag.

"Thanksforwatchingoverhim."Shetoldthewomanasshewasabouttoleave,

Shetouchedtheboyandleft.

"Gan-ganaiimama?"Heaskedher,

"Mamawenttoschoolandwillbebacksoon."Sheliedtotheboy,

"UncleOz?"Heasked,

UncleOz?

Yeah,VanessahadtoldherearlierthathecallsJeremyUncleOz,

"Hewenttocollegewithhertoo."Shetoldtheboy.

Seeinghisbreakfastleftuntouched,

Shesathim downandbeganfeedinghim.

Hedidateitallandsoonshewasgettingthehousetidiedup,

Shegottheboyreadyandsenthim tothedaycarewhileshewentbacktothehospital.

Prasadwasabletogetinformationfrom theschoolviaPadma'shelpandhewasabletogetto

Jeremy'sparentsfrom LA,

WhilePadmatookcareofSekani,



PrasadmadesurethatthedoctorwouldbearoundwhenCosbyandPatriciaMacycametothe

hospital,cryingtheireyesoutwhentheycametothehospital.

"MrsMacy,yougottocalm down.

Let'sgotalktothedoctor.YoucanhiSimonon+233544142683tobeaddedstoryheadquarters

room togetmoreofsuchstories."Prasadmanagedtoconsoleher,

Shewasunconsolable,

Evenatthedoctor'soffice.

"MrMacy,

Hasyoursonhadanybraindefectbefore?"Thedoctoraskedtheman.

Lookingathim,

Onecouldseethemanhadagedovernight.

"Yes,

Asakidgrowingkid,

He'dabraintumorsurgeryandlateronhadaslightbrainconcussionwhenhefelldownfrom a

treebutthedoctorassuredishewouldbefineafterwards."MrMacyexplainedtothedoctor,

"MrMacyduetotheforceatwhichhisheadcameincontactwiththesteering,

He'dabrainhemorrhageandwithatestwecarriedoutonhim.

Hehadn'thealedproperlyfrom thesurgeryandnowitsgettingworstandI'm notsureifhe

wouldsurvive...."

"Ah!"MrsMacycried,

"Doctordoanythingtosavehim please,



He'smyonlyson."Shecriedasherhusbandtriedtoconsoleher.

Prasadjustshookhishead,

Itisn'teasyespeciallywhenyou'reabouttolosetheonethingthathadkeptyougoingforages,

Itisn'teasytoloseachildespecially.

"Canwegoseehim?"MrMacyaskedthedoctor,

Henodded

"Yesyoucan,

I'llaskanursetoaccompanyyou."Hesaid.

LaterontheMacy'swenttoseeJeremy,

HewascomatoseandhadtubesandIVsgoinginandoutofhisbody,

MrsMacybrokedownthereagainbutherhusbandwasabletoconsoleherthistime.

"Patty,he'sgoingtobealright,

Hesurviveditthenandwoulddothesamenow."Heassuredher,

Shejustnoddedwithhertearfilledeyes.

"MiCara,

He'sgoingtosurvivethis."Hesaidtoheragainpullingherinahug.

PadmacontinuedtotakecareofSekaniwhileVanessawasstillinherunconsciousstate,

ItbecamehardwhenSekanibecamemoreandmorepersistenttoknowwherehismamais.



Hehadn'tseenherfordaysandhisGan-gankeptontellinghim shewenttoschoolwithUncle

Oz.

Itbecamedifficultforhertohandlewhentheboywouldcrycausehewantedtoseehismama

andwon'twanttobeconsoledbyanyoneoranything,

She'dtotalktoPrasadaboutit.

"It'sbecomingtoomuchformetohandle,

Hecriesalotandalsorefuseshismeals,

I'm worried."Shecomplainedtohim,

"He'sgoingtobefine."Heassuredher,

"He'sreallygoingtobe."Herepeated,

"TheMacy'scameback,

TheysaidtheywanttoflyJeremytoLosAngelestocontinuehistreatmentthere,

Forbetterresult."Hetoldher,

"Ipitythem somuch,

Itsveryhardonthem Icantell.

How'sVanessadoing?"Sheaskedhim,

Prasadtookadeepbreathe,

"She'sstillunconsciousdear,

Thedoctorsaidshe'llbefinebutIdon'tseeany...."

"Prasadbepositive,



She'sreallygoingtobeokay,

Trustme.

I'llbeingSekanitothehospitaltomorrow,

Maybethatcanhelp."Shesaidtohim,

"Doyouthinkthat'sagoodidea?"Heasked,

"Let'sjusttryitout,

Itmight,

Ijustprayitwould."Shesaidandalsowishedthat.

Shepraysherdaughterwouldcomeoutofthisstronger,

Shedoesn'twantanythingtohappentoher,

Godplease.

Notnowandnotever,

Shedoesn'twantanyharm tocometobothJeremyandVanessa.

Tobecontinued.
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CHAPTERFIFTEEN

SekaniwasbroughttothehospitalbyPadmathenextmorning,

Shetoldtheboyshewastakinghim toseehismommyandagreatdealofexcitementrose,

ThisshowsSekanican'tstaywithouthismother.

TheMacy'swereatthehospitalwhenPadmacamewithSekani,

Shewentovertogreetthem,

"Goodday."Shegreetedthecouple,

"I'm Vanessa'smotherandthishereisSekani."Shelookedattheboywhowasmakingsuckling

noiseswithhisthumb,

"Sekanisayhi."Padmatoldtheboy,

Hegothisthumbouthismouthandsmiled,

"Hai."Hesaidtothem,

Boththecouplesmiled.

"MyhusbandtoldmeyouguysareplanningonmovingJeremytoLosAngelesforbetter

treatment,

It'sagoodidea.

Iprayhegetswell."Padmasaidtothem,

Patricianoddedstillholdingherhusband.



"Hewassuchagoodboy,

Iwishthisneverhappened.

Hewasareallygoodfriendtoher."Shesaidtothem,

"Hewill,

They'rebothstrong."Sheadded.

Prasadcameover,

"Thedoctorsaidwecantakehim butwehavetowatchhim carefullysohewon'tmessanything

inthere."HetoldPadma,

ShenoddedandturnedtotheMacy's,

"Okay,

We'llseearound.

IwanttogetSekanitoseehismom."Shesaidtothem andtookherleave.

"Mama!"Sekanicriedinexcitementwhenhesawhismama,

"Don'tshoutson,

Mamadoesn'tlikeit."Shetoldhim,

Heplacedhistwopudgypalmsonhislips.

"Let'sgotouchherbutmakeyoudon'tmakeamessormakeanynoise."Padmawarnedhim,

Henodded.

Shetookhim andplacedhim byherside,

"Mama,

Wakeup."Hesaidtouchinghercheeks,



"Gan-ganwatappenedtomama?

She'sswipping."HesaidtoPadma,

Shefakedasmileandnodded,

"Yes,she'ssleeping."Shetoldhim,

"Mamawakeup."Hesaidtoheragain.

Whiletheboycontinuedcallingher,

Padmanoticedsomething,

Vanessa'sindexfingermoved,

Sheshookherheadtobesureshewasn'thallucinatingbutitmovedagain.

"Mamawakeupwet'spway."Sekanicontinuedtotellher,

Thistime,herheadmovedslightly.

Padmawassurprised,

"MamaGan-ganishere,

Wakeup."Hecontinuedtotellher,

Herbrowsfurrowedandsoonhereyelidswerefluttering.

ItwasjustlikeSekaniwasperforminghismagiconher,

Soonherlipswentapartandherfisttightened,

"Mamawakeup."Sekanisaidalmostmelodicallylikehewassinging,

Whilehedoesthat,



Herbodypartsweremoving.

PadmatiptoedoutsidetocallthedoctorandPrasadriskingleavingtheboyinside.

WhenshecamebackafewminuteslaterwiththedoctorandPrasad,

TheyweresurprisedtoseeVanessaawake,

Hugginghersonwhiletheboyhadhisthumpinhismouthagain.

"Vanessa."Padmacalledher,

Sheturnedtothem,

"Mom."Hercroakyvoicecalled,

Padmawenttoherandhuggedher,

"Wethoughtwe'velostyou."Shesaidtohercrying,

"Mom,where'sJeremy?

Tellmehe'salrightandnothinghappenedtohim."Vanessacried,

Padmatriedtocalm herdown.

"Honeyyoujustwokeup,restokay.

Thedoctorsaidhe'sgoingtobefine."Sheliedturningtothedoctorsohewouldaffirm toit,

Vanessalookedathim andhenodded,

"Mom letmejustseehim tobesurehe'salright,

Hesaidhewasn'tgoingtoleaveme."Shecried,



"Nodarling,

Youneedtorestokay,

Restsoyou'llbestrongforSekaniokay,

Seehowworriedhe's."Padmasaidtoher,

Shelookedattheboyclingingonherwithhisthumbinhismouth,

Helooklessworried.

"Mom letmejustseehim thisonceplease."Shepleaded,

"JustthistimeandI'llrestafterwards."Shepleaded,

Padmalookedatthedoctor,

ThentoPrasad,

"Dadplease."ShealsosaidtoPrasad,

Thedoctornodded.

"Okay,

You'llgoseehim."

BothPadmaandPrasadlookedathindisbelief,

Hejustnoddedtothem.

"Letmegetsomenursetogetyouintoawheelchair."Hesaidtothem andlefttheroom.

PrasadcamecloserandtookSekanifrom Vanessa'sbody,

Theboyrefusedtoleaveher,



Heclungonherrealtightmakingithardtogethim offwithouthurtingVanessa,

"Lethim bePrasad,

He'llgetoffsoon."Padmatoldhim,

Heruffledtheboy'shairandletgo.

TwonursescameawhilelaterandwithPadmaandPrasad'shelp,

TheywereabletogetSekanioffVanessaandtransferredhertothewheelchair.

Whiletheywentintow,

Oneofthenursepushedthewheelchairoutoftheroom.

JeremywasintheICU,

HewascomatoseandlotsofIVsweregoinginandoutofhisbody.

He'danoxygenmaskonhisfaceandabloodsachetgoingintohisbodyandhisheadwas

bandagedhisfacewasbadlybruisedandhewasalmostunrecognizable.

Vanessabrokedownimmediatelyshesawhisalmostlifelessbodylayingontheplainsheetbed,

"Vanessacalm down,

Thedoctorssaidhe'llbefine,

He'llbefine."Padmaconsoledher,

Butshecouldn'tstopcrying.

Whathadreallyhappenedthatnight?



Whathadhappened?

Sherecalledhim tellingherofafriendsbirthdayhewastoattendandhim pleadingwithherto

accompanyhim,

She'drefusedatfirstbuthe'dinsistedsayingsheneedstomakenewfriends.

He'dvolunteeredtogetSekaniababysittertillwhentheygothomebynineandhe'dpromisedto

payhertoo.

Theytookhiscarandhedrovethem tothepartywhichwasjustintheothertown,

Aonehourdrivefrom herhouseonanaveragespeedlevel.

Thepartywasfunandsheenjoyedit,

Meetingnewpeoplewholovedherafroandtreatedherlikeaqueen,

Eventhecelebrantwhichwasaguyshe'dseentwicewithJeremysaidhelikedher.

Theydidn'twaitforthepartytoendcauseshesaidshewasworriedaboutSekaniandhowhe

willbedoingwithoutherathome.

Jeremytriedtogethertostaymorebutshedidjustforafewmoreminutesandtoldhim it's

timetoleave,

Hereluctantlybidhisfriendgoodbyeandalsogavethecelebrantthegifthe'dintendedtogiveto

him.



Hefollowedheroutandtheygotintothecar,

Heaskedhertwicewhethershe'dagoodtimeandtwicewithasmilingfaceshesaidyes.

Thenhecameoverandgaveherapeckonherforehead.

Sheremembershim tellingherthatnightastheydrovehome,

Thathewasn'tgoingtobethefastidiousguy,

Hewasgoingtokeepbeingherfriendtillshe'sreadytogivehim promotionandtwiceshegave

him thereply,

"Thatdaywillcomebutit'snear."

Theywerejustafewmilesfrom homewhenallofasuddenJeremylostcontrolofthecar,

Hetriedtogetitbackundercontrolbutthemorehetriedthemorereverseditbecame.

ThelastthingsheheardwasJeremyyellinghernameasthecarranintoatree,

Whathappenedafterthat,shedidn'tknowcauseitwasacompleteblackoutforher.

Thatwaswhatreallyhappened.

"Vanessayou'veseenhim,

Nowlet'sgoputyoutorest."Thenursesaidtoher,

Beforeshecouldprotest,

ShewheeledheroutoftheICUandbroughtherbacktoherroom wherePadmaandPrasad



helpedtoputherbackinbed.

Thedrugthenurseadministeredtohermadehersickandinnotime,shewasdrowsingawayto

sleepagain.

ShewasinJeremy'sroom,

Hewaslyingonthebedthenshetappedhim,

"Jeremywakeup."Shesaidtohim,

Heopenedhiseyesandlookedather,

"Vanessa,

You'refinallyawake."Heaskedher,

Shesmiledandnodded.

Hedoesn'tlooksick,

Yeshestillhadthebruisesandalsoabandagearoundhisheadbuthesoundedhaleandhearty.

"Ishouldbeaskingyouthat,

YourefusedtowakeupwhenIcamein."Shesaidtohim,

Hegotupfrom thebedandcametositbesideher.

"BecauseIwantedtohearyoucallmeseveraltimes,

YouknowIloveitwhenyoucallmyname."Hesaid,

"Yesandthat'swhyyoustoppedmefrom callingyouProf."Shesaid,

Henodded.



"DoyourememberthefirsttimeIkissedyou?"Heaskedher,

Sheblushedandnodded,

"Youweresomadatmeandyouslappedmesohardbutdoyouknowwhat?"Heaskedher,

"Ineverregrettedit.

IwouldhavedoneitoverandoveragainandhaveyouslapmeamillionmoretinescauseIlove

you."Hetoldher,

"Iloveyouandwouldalwaysdo,

You'remybestfriendandalsomyloveandyou'llalwaysbeokay."Hesaid,

Shenodded.

"TellSekanithatUncleOzloveshim verymuchandtellhim Isaidheshouldalwaysbeagood

boy."Hesaidtoher,

"Areyougoinganywhere?"Sheaskedhim confusedonwhathe'ssaying.

"Yes,

I'm goingsomewherebutdon'tworry,

I'llalwaysbeherewithyou,

I'llalwaysbewithyouandSekani."Hesaid,

Shefrowned.

"Vanessa,promisemeonething."Hesaidtoher,



"What'sit?"Sheaskedhim,

"Promisemeyou'llgiveyourselfchancetolive,

You'llgiveyourselfthechancetoloveandbeloved,

Promiseme."Hesaid,

Shesmiledathim.

"YesI'll,

AslongasIhaveyouwithme,

I'lldoanything.

I'llloveandliveandletmyselfbeloved."Shepromised,

Theydidapinkypromise.

"IloveyouVanessa."Hesaidtoher,

"Iloveyoutoobestie,nowstopmakingmecry."Shesaidtohim.

Theywerequietforawhile,

Thenhebrokeit,

"Iwanttousethebathroom Vanessa."Hesaidstandingup,

"Okay,I'llwaitforyouhere."Shesaidtohim,

Henoddedandwalkedintothebathroom whileshesatontheseatandwaitedforhim.

Afewminuteslaterhewasn'tback,

"Jeremy."Shecalledhim,



"Jeremy."Shecalledagain,

Noreply.

Shestoodupandwenttothebathroom doorandknocked,

Stillnoreply.

Thenshepushedthedooropen,

Hewasn'tinthere,

"Jeremy!"Shecriedlouder,

"Jeremypleasecomeback!"Shecried,

"VanessaIloveyou."

Thosewordswereechoingaroundtheroom,

"Jeremyno!

Comeback!"Shecontinuedtocrybuthiswordscontinuedtoechoallovertheroom.

Tobecontinued.
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PadmawasplayingwithSekanioutsidewhensheheardVanessa'scries,



SheleftSekaniandraninsidetoknowwhat'shappening,

"Jeremypleasedon'tleave!"Shewascryinginhersleep,

"Vanessa..."Padmacalledhertryingtowakeherupbutshewasn'twakingup,

Shewasjustcrying,yellingandcallingouttosomeone,

"Vanessa,

What'sthematter?"Padmaaskedherstilltryingtogethertowakeup,

"Pleasedon'tgoJeremy,

Pleasedon'tgo."Shecriedlouder,

"VanessaJeremyisn't....."

Thedoorburstopen,

ItwasPrasad.

"What'shappeningtoher?"HeaskedPadmarushingtoher,

"Idon'tknow,

She'scryingaboutJeremyleaving,

Ithinkshe'shavingabaddream."Padmasaidworriedly,

"Vanessa."Prasadtouchedher,

"Jeremy..."

"Vanessadear."BothPadmaandPrasadcalledhertappingherslowly,



Soonshecalmeddown.

"Shehascalm downnow."Prasadsaidtoher,

PadmaslightlymassagedVanessa'sforehead,

"Maybeyoushouldknowthis,

Jeremy's....."

"Whathappenedtohim?"Padmaaskedhim.

HelookedatVanessawhowaslyingpeacefullyonthebed,

ThentookPadmaoutoftheroom.

"WhathappenedtoJeremy?"Padmaaskedhim,

"He'sdead."Hetoldher,

"What?"Shewasshocked,

Sekaniraisedhisheadupfrom hisstrollerandlookedatthem,

"Gan-gan,

Where'smama?"Heaskedher,

Shewenttoherbagandbroughtoutabottleofmilk,

Thenhandedittotheboy,

"Havethis."Shesaidtohim,

Hestretchedhispudgypalmsandtookthebottlefrom herputtingthenibintohismouththen

shewenttoPrasad.



"Howcome?"Sheaskedhim surprisedfilled,

"IwaswiththeMacy'swhenthenursewho'dgonetocheckonhim rushedoutsayinghe'd

breathingdifficulties,

Herushedinsideanditwastrue,

ThelivemachineswerescratchingandJeremywasstrugglingforhislife.

Thedoctorcameandsoontheybegantodoeverythingtheycouldtosavehim butunfortunately,

Theycouldn't.

Hediedafterseveralattempttosavehim."Hesaidtoher,

Padmawasshockedbutshegottounderstandsomething.

Vanessawashavinganightmareaboutthis,

RecallinghowshekeptcallingJeremy'snameawhileago.

"Thatwaswhatshewasdreamingabout."Shetoldherhusband,

"Yes,thatwhatIfiguredouttoo,

Shesawitalready."Prasadconfirmed.

"Thisisverybad,

Shouldwetellher?"Padmaaskedhim,

ShewasreferringtoVanessa,

"Idon'tthinkthat'sagoodideanow.



Maybelaterbutdefinitelynotnow."Hesaid,

"IthinkweshouldgoseetheMacy'sfirst."Heconcluded,

Padmanodded.

ShetookSekaniandkeptthestrollerbackinVanessa'sroom,

Thentogether,

TheywenttoseetheMacy's.

MrsMacywascryinguncontrollablyasthenursestookJeremy'sbodynowcoveredwithwhite

clothaway,

"Hecan'tbedeadCosby,

Hecan'tbe.

Hesaidhewasn'tgoingtoleaveme,

Hecan'tbedead."Shecontinuedtocryasherhusbandheldherbackfrom gettingtothecorpse.

MrMacywasn'tleftouttoo,

Themanhadhe'dimmediately,

Hewasinpain,deeprawpainbutcouldn'tcry,

He'dtobestrongforhisfamilyespeciallyhiswife,

He'dtobestrongforher.

"MrMacy,"Prasadcalled,



Themanturned,

"I'm sosorryforyourloss,

Myheartfeltcondolences."Hesaidtohim.

PadmawalkedtoPatriciaandheldherup,

"It'sokay,

Everythinggoingtobealright."Sheconsoledthewailingwoman.

Whenhercrieslessened,

Padmaheldherupandwenttositwithheronthechair,

"I'm sosorryforthis."Shebegan,

"Jeremywaslikeasontometooyouknow,

Hehelpedmydaughteralot.

Withhim tosawsomethingIhaven'tseeninmydaughterforyears,

Isawhappinessandlove.

Whenshetalkedabouthim tomeonphone,

She'sveryhappyandexcited.

It'sapitythingshadtogothisway,

Mayhissoulrestinpeace."Shesaidtothecouple.

Prasadjuststoodbyandshookhishead,

"Mayhissoulrestinpeace."Hesaidtoo.



VanessahadaverybadfeelingwhenshewokeupandherfirstthoughtwasJeremy,

"Mom,canIgoandseehim?"SheaskedPadmafortheumpteenthtime,

Theydidn'twanttotellherthathe'sgonebutonewayshewillgettofindout.

"Thedoctorsaidyoushouldrestforawhile."Padmasaidtoher,

Vanessafrowned,

Shejustwantedtoseehim,

That'sall.

"Nessa,Ithinkyoushouldrestfirst,

You'llgettoseehim later."Shetoldher,

Itwasalreadynightfallandshe'dtotakeSekanihome,

PrasadvolunteeredtowatchoverVanessawhileshegotaketheboyhome.

AftermakingsureVanessawasnicelytuckedinbedandhadhaddinnertogetherwithPrasad,

ShestrappedthealreadysleepingSekaniinhisstrollerandlefttheroom.

Vanessawasveryuneasythatnight,

SowhenshesawPrasadsleeping,

Shegotupfrom thebedandwenttocheckonJeremy,



Hewasn'tintheICUanymore,

"Nurse."Shecalledtheladyinwhitethatwasinsidetheroom.

Theladyturnedtoher,

"Where'sthepatientthatwasinheretoday?"Sheaskedthelady,

"Theyoungguy?"Sheasked,

Vanessanodded,

Theladyshookherhead,

"Justapity,hediedafewhoursago."Shesaidsadly.

Vanessastaggered,

"Missareyoualright?"Thenurseaskedher,

"Whatdidyoujustsay?"Vanessaaskedher,

"Hediedafewhoursago,

Hiscorpseshasbeentransferredtothemortuary."Sherepeated.

ThistimeVanessafelldownhardonthefloor,

"Miss!"Thenurseyelledasshetriedtocatchher,

Butshewasalreadyonthefloor.

SoonafewnursesranoutsidetoseewhathappenedandweresurprisedtoseeVanessaonthe

floor.

"Whathappenedtoher?"Theheadnurseaskedmakingitthroughthecrowdtoseetheladyon



thefloor,

"ShewasaskingmeabouttheguyintheICUandItoldherthathediedafewhoursagothem

this."ShesaidstillholdingVanessa'smotionlessbody.

ShelookedatVanessa,

Shewasn'tcryingneitherwasshemoving,

Herbodywastransfixed.

"Let'sgivehersomespace,

Sheneedsair."TheheadnurseyelledtakingVanessafrom theothernurse.

Soonthecrowddispersedandtherewascommotioneverywhere,

Prasadwhohaddozedoffwokeuptothenoiseoutside.

HelookedatthebedtoknowifVanessawasstillsleepingbutshockingly,

Shewasn'tonthebed.

Hejerkedupimmediatelyandlefttheroom togofindher,

Hemetsomefewnursesdiscussingoutside,sohedecidedtoaskthem ifthey'dseenher.

"Youmeanthegirlwiththeafro?"Oneofthegirlaskedhim,

Henodded,

"She'swiththeheadnurse,

Shepassedoutawhileago."Onesaid,



"God!

Wherearetheynow?"Heaskedthem,

"Shewastakentothecasualtyward,it'sthethirdroom bytheleft."Shedirected.

Prasadleftthem andranallthewaytheretolookforVanessa.

TheMacy'sconcludedJeremywouldbeburiedinAtlanta,

Theydidn'twanttotakehiscorpsetoLA.

Padmasaidwhatever'sbest.

Vanessafinallyrecoveredbutshewasn'ttalking,

Shewantedtocrybutshecouldn't,

Therewasn'tanysingletearsleftinhereyesanymore.

PadmawenttothelocalchurchwhichJeremyattended,

She'dafewtalkwiththeReverend.

StMarksisasmallCatholicchurchafewmilesfrom Jeremy'sapartmentandalltheyearshe'd

beenatGeorgia,

Heattendedthechurch.

IthasasmallgravesiteatthebackandPadmasuggestedtheylayhim torestthere,

MrsMacywastoodisorientedtotakeanyofthis,

SoPadmatookoverit.



Afewdaysbeforehewastothelaid,

ShewentwithMrMacyandPrasadtogetthecoffin.

TheysettledforaCaliforniaRedwoodCoffinwhilethecoffinmakers,

Tatterton's&Sonstookituponthemselvestomakesureeverythingwasperfect.

WithaReverendonstandbyandasitetobelaid,

Tatterton's&Sonsprovedtheirword,

Theywentwithahorsecarriagetothemortuarytogetthebody.

PadmagotSekaniandVanessadressedinblackandshedrovethem tothechurchwhile

PrasadcamewiththeMacy's.

WhileTatterton's&Sonscamewiththecorpse,

FatherMajettesaidafewprayersandundertheJulySummer,

TheyboweddowntheirheadsforafewminutesasJeremyRobertoMacywasslowlylaidto

restbeforethem.

Notearswasshed,

Nowordswerespoken,

EvenSekanirespectedthesilencecausehedidn'tcryormessaround.

Ason,anUncleandagoodfriendhadjustbeenlost.

"Godpleaselethim restinpeaceandgivemydaughterthestrengthtolive."Padmasilently

prayed.



Tobecontinued.
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4YEARSLATER........

"Vanessa!"Someonecalled,

Shewasinherofficesortingoutsomefileswhensheheardtheloudvoicecallingher.

Shestoodupfrom theseatandwaswalkingtothedoortoseewhoitwaswhenthedoorflung

openandClaudiahercolleaguescameinside,

Thewomanwaspantinglikeshejustranamarathon.

"What..."

"Comeandseethenews."Beforeshecouldprotest,

Claudiatookherhandsanddraggedherouttatheoffice.

TherewereatthelargewaitinghallwhenClaudiapointedtotheTVscreen,

"Isn'tthatSekani'sschool?"Sheaskedher,

Vanessawasdumbfounded.



Thenewssaidthatthere'sanarm robberattackontheschoolandthatthepolicehave

surroundedtheareatryingtheirbesttosavethekidsandtheteachersinside.

"Sekani...

OhmyGod."SheleftClaudia'ssideimmediatelyandrantohercaroutside,

Shegotintothecarandzoomedoffwithoneplaceinmind.

Theplacewascrowdedasmostparentstriedtogetinsidetosavetheirkidswhilethecops

wereforcefullystoppingthem.

"Youguysshouldexercisealittlepatience,

We'retryingallwecantomakesurethatthekidsandtheirteachersaresafeandthosebadmen

arecaught."Onemansaidholdingamegaphone.

Thereporters,parentsandsomepassersby,

Thecopsandtheirexpertise,

Nonewentinsidecausetheysaidtheheadoftherobberscalledandthreatenedtheyweregoing

tokillthekidsifthecopsweretointerfere.

Vanessaparkedhercarbytheothersideoftheroadandcrossedoverblendingintothecrowd,

"What'shappening?"Sheaskedanotherwomanwhowascryingaboutthreeofherkidsinthe

school,

"Theyaren'tallowingusgoin,



Saidtherobbersthreatenedtoshootthekidsifthepoliceinterfere."Shecried,

Vanessawasworried.

Sekani.

How'sgoingtobedoingnow?

Shemadeherwaythroughthenoisycrowdandwenttooneofthecops,

"SircanIaskaquestion?"Shetappedtheman,

Heturnedtoher,

"Gobackmiss."Heordered,

"I'll,

Ijustwanttoaskaquestion."Shesaidtohim,

"What'sit?"Heaskedimpatiently.

"Howfar?

Whatdidtheysaytheywantandwhathaveyouguysdonesofar?"Sheaskedhim politely,

"Wellmiss,

Theysaidweshouldgetthem avantodrivethem outofthereandnotattackcauseifwedo,

They'regoingtoharm thekids.

We'vestilltryingtonegotiateontermswiththem buttheyhungup."Heexplainedtoher,

Vanessanoddedandleft.



Sheisn'tgoingtoletheremotionbeinplaynow,

She'dtosavethosekidscauseitobviousthiscopsaredoingnothing.

Shewalkedoutofthecrowdandwentaroundtotheschool'sbackyard,

There'sanothergatethere,

Ifshecangetpassthatgatethere'snothingstoppingherfrom savingthosekids.

Fortunately,there'sthegateanditwasopenbutunfortunatelyamanholdingagunwasthere,so

shecouldn'tpassthrough,

Lookingtoherright,

There'sadrainagesystem thatwentintotheschool.

No,

I'm nottakingthatdirtysmellyplace.

Shesaidtoherselfandwasaboutturningbacktogetfindanewalternativewhensheheardthe

kidsscream.

Sekani.

Immediatelyshegotherselfintothegutterandnavigatedherwayintotheschoolinsideit,

ThankGodshewaswearingaleatherjacketadaleatherboot.

Shecameouttotheschoolwaterchannel,

Immediatelyshejumpedoutofthegutteranddashedintothewatersystem sonoonewould

seeher.



"Jeez,Ireekofdirt."Shesaidtoherselfasshecleanedherselfwithatowelshefoundthere.

Whenshecameoutofthewatersystem,

Shesneakinglymadeherwayintotheschoolhallway,

Waitsomeone'scoming.

Shedashedintothemusicroom andspiedfrom thewindowasshesawthemenwithgunas

theymatchedsometeachersaway.

Shecameoutandwentbehindthem from afardistance,

Theywentintotheschoolshowroom andshehisherselfagain.

Shewastryingtokeepupwiththem whensheheardasoftmufflesfrom behindthedoor,

Itwasachildcryingtryingtobequiet.

Sheopenedthedoor,

Itwasalittlegirl,

Shewascryingwithherpalmsholdinghermouthtight,

Herbackwasagainstthedoor,soshedidn'tseeVanessa.

Shetouchedthegirl,

"Pleasedon'tshootme."Hertinyvoicepleaded,

Vanessamadeherturn,



"I'm notgoingtoshootyouokay,

You'resafewithme."Shetoldthechildwithasinceresmile.

ImmediatelythegirlwrappedhershortarmsaroundVanessaasshecarriedherupandpather

hair,

"What'syouname?"Sheaskedthegirlasshewentontolookforabetterplacetohideher,

"MynameisAriana."ShetoldVanessa,

"WellAriana,

I'm Vanessaandmysonisheretoo,

Sekani.

Doyouknowhim?"Vanessaaskedthegirl,

"Idon'tknow,

Iwanttogotomydaddy."Shesaid,

"You'llgotoyourdaddybutyou'llhavetowaitsothisbadguyswouldleaveokay."

Thegirlnoddedandrestedhersmallheadonhershoulder.

"ArianacanyoustayintheschoollibrarywhileIgettofindyourfriends?"Vanessaaskedher,

"They'renotmyfriends,

Theydon'ttalktome."ShecomplainedtoVanessa,



"Don'tworryafterthis,

They'regoingtobeyourfriendsokay."

Thegirlnodded.

Vanessaopenthedoorofthelibraryandplacethegirlonthefloor,

"CanyoustayaloneandI'llgofindthem okay."

Thegirlnoddedandhuggedher,

"Youwouldcomebackforme,won'tyou?"Sheasked,

"Mommysaidshe'llcomebackbutshedidn't,

Youwon'tbelikemommy,willyou?"Sheasked,

Vanessabentdownandplaceakissonherforehead,

"I'llcomebackandgetyououtokay."Shetoldthegirlinanassuringway,

Thegirlhuggedheragainandsmiled,

"Okaygohelpmyfriends."ShetoldVanessa.

Shestoodup,lookedatthegirlverywellthenleft,

Closingthedoorfrom outside.

Sheslowlywenttowardstheschoolhall,

Therewerenoisescomingfrom insidethehallandshefiguredoutthatwaswheretherobber

wereholdingthekidscaptive.

"Whatam Igoingtodo?"Sheaskedherselfasshecontemplateonhowtogetthekidsout



withoutthoserobbernoticing.

ShespiedamongthekidstoseeifSekaniwasthere,

Hewasn't,

Shecarefullycheckedagaintoseeherson,

Butsurprisingly,

Theboywasn'tamongthekidsthatwereheldcaptive.

Where'she?

Sheaskedherself.

Ifhe'snotherethen.....

ThensherememberedhowshesawAriana..

Maybehe'shidingsomewheretoolikethatlittlegirl.

"Okay,she'llhavetosavethiskidsfirst,

Thengoinsearchofherson.

Shesnucktothebackstagewherethekidsweregatheredandsheslowlypulledthecurtain,so

therobberswon'tnoticeanything.

Therewasanaolderwomanafewmetersawayfrom her,

Sheguessedshe'sateacherandtriedtoreachouttoherwhensheheardsomeonecalled,

"Hey!"Theloudvoicecalled,

Shefroze,



I'vebeencaught.

Tobecontinued.
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Vanessaturned,

Itwasaman,

Ayoungman,notreallyyoung,

Hemightbeinhisearlythirties,

Tall,notreallyhugeandhisskinseemedtannedandhewaswearingasuit,

Anelegantandreallyexpensivesuit.

Whowearsasuittorob.

"I'm sorrysirpleasedon'tkillme."Shecried,

Fearandterrorgrippedherthroughout.

"Mama."Sheheardafamiliarvoice,

ShepeeredfurtherandsawhersixyearoldsonSekani,

"Mamakeepshut,



Thosebadmenwouldhearyou."Hersonwarnedher,

Theothermanwasjustlookingatherlikeshefellfrom space,

"MrStedma,she'smymama."Sekanitoldtheman,

Hiscoldfacedidn'tdissolvebuthedidlenthisstronghandssoshecouldgetup.

Shetookhishandsandstoodup,

Shedustedherpants,

"Thanksalot."Shemuttered,

Sekanirantoherimmediatelyandshehuggedtheboy,

"Iwassoworriedaboutyou.."

"Mama,youdon'thavetobe,

I'm allgrownupnowandthosebadmencan'thurtme."Hesaidtoher,

"Hesavedmethough."Hepointedtothemanwhostillhadhiscoldexpressiononhisface.

Maybethat'showhealwaysis,

Shethoughttoherself.

Coldandstoic.

"Mama,thisisMrStedman."Theboysaidtohismama,

Shesmiledattheboyandruffledhisdarkcurlyhair,

"Mama!



Mycurls."Hecriednotsoloud,

"Whatwereyoutryingtodo?"Themanaskedher,

"IwastryingtogetthatladytohelpmestrategizeawaytogetthekidsoutandI'llgetthem to

somewheresafe."Sheexplainedtohim,

"Whichwoman?"Heaskedher,

Shebentandpointedtotheladywhowassittingwithsomekidsclusteredaroundher,

Somewerecryingandsomeweresulking.

"Comeoutletmetalktoher."Themansaidtoher,

Vanessastoodupandallowedthemanthrough,

Themanbentdownandcalledthelady.

Theyhadafewtalksandsoon,

Sheguidedtwokidsandtheycameout,

Vanessatookthetwoguiltlesskidsandsoontherewasmoreofthem,

"Mamawherearewegoingtokeepthem?"Sekaniaskedhismama,

"Takethem totheschoollibrary,

There'sayounggirlthere,

HernameisAriana...."

"Ariana?"Themanaskedher,

Sheturnedtohim andnodded,

"Yes,



ArianabutIdon'tknowherfirstname,

Isawhercryingbythedooroftheshowroom,soIaskedherhername,

ShesaidhernameisAriana,

SoItookhertothelibraryandaskedhertostaytheretillIgetback."Sheexplainedassheled

moreofthekidstoher.

"Mmmm."Hegruntedanddidn'tsayanythingagain,

Sekaniledthekidsthroughthecornerastheyheadtothelibrary,

Sohewasmorelikeatrafficwardentellingthem whentohideandwhentocontinuemoving,

Eventhekidsplayedalongverywelltheymadenotmuchsoundwhileleaving.

Soon,itwasjustafewkidsandsometeachers,

MrStedmanstopped,

"Ifwetakemorekids,thosemenwouldnoticeit,

It'sbetterIgointhereandsortthingsoutmyselfwiththem whileyougetthekidsoutwith

Sekani."HetoldVanessa,

Shenodded.

Themanwentthroughtheholeandcameoutfrom theschoolhall.

"Hey!"Hecalledtherobbers,

Soontheyallhadtheirattentionathim andwithsuchdistraction,



Vanessagotmostofthekidsoutfasterandeventheteacherstoo.

"Who'reyou?"Theyaskedhim,

"I'm someonewhocametopaymyrespecttoyourfollies,

Youdumbass."Hesaidmockingly,

Therobberssurroundedhim,

Fiveofthem againsthim alone.

Hewasunarmedandalonewhiletheywerefiveofthem withgunsandwearingmask,

"Youwanttoplaytheheroright?"Oneofthem whoseemedliketheleaderasked,

He'datattoobythesideofhisneckandonbothhisarmstoo.

"Ifyouwantedtoberobbers,

Youshouldbeandnotinvolvesomeinnocentkidsinyoursillygames."Heretorted,

Withhim callingthekids,

Oneoftherobbersturnedandsawthatallthekidsweregone,

Onlysomefewteachersleft.

"Boss,

Thekids!"Heyelled,

Theotherturned,

TheteachersandVanessarushedtopassthroughtheholebeforetherobbergettothem.



MeanwhileSekanihiswaytotheschoolbackgate,

Therewasnoonethere,

Heopenedthegateandranouttogetthecops.

Soonafewcopsfollowedtheyoungboyandheledthem intotheschoolbuilding,

"Wheredidyousaytherobberswere?"Oneaskedhim,

"They'rewithMrStedmanandmamainthehall,

Myfriendsaresafeinthelibrary.HiSimonon+233544142683toreadmoreofthisstoryfrom

Novelaandstorygroup,freshstorieskingdom."Hesaidtothecops,

Themanwasastoundbytheyoungboy'sbravery,

Hepattedhim andsmiled,

"Thanksyouson."Hesaidtohim.

Soon,thecopswereheadingtotheschoolhallfullyarmed,

VanessaandtheothersteacherswereheldupbytherobberswhileMrStedmanwasstill

strugglingtofreehimself.

Afewmorerobberscameintothehallandthatwaswhentheyrealiseditwasn'tjustfiveof

them butactuallynine,

VanessaandtheteachersweretiedaltogetherwhileTwomenweresettolookforthekidsand

bringthem back.



Assoonastheywenttowardsthedoor,

Itburstopenaandthepolicemenstartedfiring.

Vanessawasshocked,soweretheteachersandalsoMrStedman,

Therobbersopenedfireimmediately,

MrStedmansignalledtoVanessaandaskedhertorunoutsidewiththeteacherstogomake

surethekidsaresafe.

Sheranoutsidewiththeteachersandsoontheywereheadingtothelibrary,

Sekaniwasatthedoorwhentheycame,

Heopenedthedoorforthem andtheycameinside,

"Areyoualright?"Vanessarandomlyaskedthekids,

"Yesweare."Theyallchorused,

"Where'sAriana?"Sheasked,

Thelittlegirlwasaloneattheotherside,

Sosomekidspointedtoher.

Vanessawenttothegirlandcarriedherup,

"ItoldyouIwasgoingtocomebackandIdid,

Youdon'thavetocry."ShesaidtothelittlegirlwholeSekanistoodbesideandwatchedher,



"Yesyoucameback,

Thanksalot."Shesaidwithhertinychokyvoice.

"Don'tworry,we'llbeoutofheresoonandyou'llgomeetyourdaddy."Shesaidtothegirl,

ShenoddedandrestedherheadonVanessa'sshoulder.

Soon,therobberswereapprehendedbythecopsafterafirefightthatgotsomeofthem injured,

MrStedmansustainedaninjuryonhisrightarm,

Itwasn'tagunshotbuthewashitwithabaseballstickwhiletryingtofightoffsomerobbers.

Whenthekidscameout,

Theparentsandalsothepeopleoutsidewerehappythattheirkidswerealright.

VanessawascarryingArianaononehandwhilstholdingSekaniwiththeother,

"Miss,thanksalotforsavingthekids,

You'resuchGodsent."Oneoftheparentscameandsoonallofthem werehoveringaround

Vanessathankingher.

"Itwasthelittleboywhocametocallusandheledustowherehismamaandtheotherman

was."OneofthepolicementoldthepressandsooneveryonewaspraisingSekaniandshowing

theirgratitudetobothhim andVanessa.

VanessalookedaroundtoseeifMrStedmanwasaround,shedidn'tseehim,

Soshewenttooneofthecops,



"Sir.."Shetappedtheman'sshoulder,

Heturnedandsmiledather,

"What'sitmiss?"Heaskedher,

"Wheretheothermanthatwasinsidethehallwithyouguys?

Themanwearingasuit,

Where'she?"Sheaskedthepoliceman,

HepointedtotheambulanceandtherewasMrStedman.

Hewasn'twearinghisshirtanymore,

Anursewastreatinghiswoundedarm,

Sohe'donlyhissingletonandhistrouser.

Shewalkedtowardshim andsoonArianacalledhim,

"Daddy!"Shecriedinexcitement,

Themanraisedhisheadupandsmiledrizzledalloverhishardstonecoldface,

"Ana."Hecalled,

Vanessaletthegirlgoassheranandwrappedhersmallbodyovertheman.

"How'reyoudoingAna?"Heaskedher,

Shenoddedsomethingtohim whileVanessajuststoodbywithSekanibesideher.



"MrStedman,thanksalotforsavingmyson."Shethankedtheman,

Heraisedhisheadupandsmiledtoher,

Sohedoessmile,

Andhehasbeenkeepingthatcoldfacesince.

"Actuallyhesavedmeandyousavedmydaughter,

Thanksalot."Hesaidtoher.

Vanessadidn'twantanymoreconversation,

Soshenoddedandturnedtoherson,

"Sekanilet'sgohone."

MrStedmanlookedather,

"Icandropyouhomeifyouwant."Hesaid,

Shedidn'tsmile,

"ThanksbutI'vegotmyownride."Shesaidtohim evenwhenSekaniprotested,

"Mamalet'sgowith...."

Shelookedattheboy,

"Let'sgohome."Shesaid,

"Ariana,

HaveanicedayandyoutooMrStedman."Shesaidtothem andleftevenwhenthepressand

someparentswerestillthankingherandaskingforherstatement,



Shegotintohercarandzoomedoff.

MeanwhileYuvrajwasinarestauranteatingwhenhesawthenews,

"Breakingnews,"Thenewscaster,

Anelegantlookingladysaid,

"Morethanfiftynurserykidswerejustsavedfrom theattackofsomerobberstoday.

Theplayschool,MariaMonteMontessoriPlaySchoolinHustonTexaswasattackedbysome

robbersbutwiththehelpofasixyearoldkidSekaniandhismotherVanessaRyan....."

Thenamestruckhim andhelookedup,

Itwasreallyher,

VanessaRyan,

Hiswifeandshewaswithaboy,

Ayoungboyofeitherfiveorsixyears.

Didsheremarry?

Padmatoldhim she'damiscarriageforhim,

Shemarriedagain.

He'sstillherhusband,

Soshe'sstillrightfullyhis.

Thewomanhe'dspentthelastfewyearsofhislifelookingfor,



She'sinHouston,Texas,

Beingsomeoneelse'swifewhentheyaren'tevenlegallydivorce.

"Vanessa,hereIcome."Hesaidtohimselfandpaidhisbills,

Timetogogetherback.

Tobecontinued.
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Beforeshegothome,

Padmacalledher,

"HelloVanessa."Shesaidtoher,

Shewasdriving,sosheputitonspeakerandgaveSekanithephonetoholdforher,

"HeyGranny,it'sSekanispeaking."Theboysaid,

"Where'syourmom?"Padmaaskedtheboy,

"Mom,I'm here.

I'm drivingsoIaskedhim toacceptitforme."ShesaidloudlysoPadmacanhearher,



"Isawthenews,

Hopeyouguysarealright?"Sheasked,

"Yeswe'realright,

How'reyouanddaddoing?"Sheaskedher,

"We'redoinggreat,

How'sSekani?"Padmaasked,

VanessasignalledforSekanitosaysomethingbuttheboykeptmute,

"Youdon'twanttotalktograndma?"Vanessaaskedhim,

Henodded.

"Why?"Sheasked,

"ItalkedtoherfirstbutshewasjustaskingafteryouandI'm angryather."Hesulked,

"Sekanisweetheart,

Grandma'sverysorry."Padmasaidtohim,

"I'm sosorryIdidn'ttalktoyoufirst."Shesaidapologetically,

Vanessadidn'tinvolveherselfinit,

Theybothhadtheirwayofsettlingtheirissues.

"MygrandsonwasonTVtodayandhewasthehero."Shepraisedhim,

Theboygiggled,



"YesGranny,I'm thehero."Hesaidtoher.

Aftersomefewmorediscussions,Padmahungup.

"Mom whenisgrandmacomingtovisitusagain?"Theboyaskedher,

Sheshrugged,

"Youshouldhaveaskedher,

Idon'tknow."Shesaidtohim.

Goinghome,itwaskindaearly,

SoVanessadecidedtogogetgroceriessincesheleftworkalready.

Sekanilovesgoingshoppingforgrocerieswithhismamacausewiththishecangetwhatever

toyshesethiseyesoncourtesyofPadma,

"Can'tdrivetouptownnow,let'sgotheMrMcAvoy'sgroceryshop."Vanessasaidtohim,

Theboyfrowned,

"Butmamatheydon'thaveatoysectioninthere."Helamented,

Shesmiled,

"Andthatmeansyouain'tgettinganewtoytoday."Shesaidtohim.

ThedrivetothegrocerywasinsilentcauseSekaniwasn'thappyaboutit,

HewantedtogotothegroceryshopuptownbuthismamaisinsistingonMrMcAvoy'sgrocery

shopjustafewmilesfrom theirhouse.

Whentheygotthere,



TheyalightedthecarandwalkedhandinhandintoshopandVanessagottheshoppingcart

whileSekaniwentintowkeepingastoicface,

"Youdon'thavetobesadbaby,

We'llgotherenexttime."Shesaidtolightenuptheboy'smoodasshepickedupfrom fresh

cauliflowerandsomeeggplantsfrom theFreshProductstable.

"Mama!"Theboyrantoher,

"What'sitthat?"Sheaskedtheboywhoseemedexcited,

"MrStedmanishere."Heannounced,

Immediatelysheturnedandhergazefellontheman,

HewasholdinghisdaughterArianaandshewasstillinherschoolclothesandthemanwasstill

inhissuit.

Sekaniranawaytothem,

"MrStedman,

You'rehere."Hesaidtohim,

Vanessalookedathersontryingtostartupaconversationwithanoldermanandfeltamused,

Arianacametoherandwrappedherarmsaroundthewoman'sleg,

Shepickedherup,

"IanddaddyareheretogetsomemilkandCheerios..."

"Andsomegroceries."Themanaddedquickly.

"MymamaandIareheretogetgroceriestoo."Sekanialmostadded,



Vanessanoddedinaffirmation.

"Sekanilet'sgo,

Westillhavealotshoppingtodotoday."Shesaidtotheboy,

HefrownedandcameovertoherbutArianarefusedtoletgoofVanessa.

"Ariana,you'vetogotoyourdaddy."Vanessatoldthegirlbutsherefusedtoletgo,

"DaddycanIstaywithhertillwefinishshopping?"Sheaskedherfather,

Themanlookedather,

"DaddyIdon'thaveanannyanymoreletmestaywithherandIlikehertoo."Shesaid,

"Arianadon'tbestubborn,let'sgo."Themaninsistedbutthegirlrefused,

SheclingmoretoVanessa,

"No,Iwanttostaywithher."Sheinsisted,

Vanessawantedtotalkbutthelittlegirlpinchedherneckandwhisperedtoher,

"Don'targue."Shesaidtoher.

Vanessakeptshut.

"MrStedmandon'tworry,I'llbeingherbacktoyouwhenwe'redoneshopping."Vanessasaidto

theman,

Helookedatherthenathisdaughter,

"Okay."Hesaidturnedandleft.



Aftershopping,Vanessaandthekidswentoutside,

WhileSekanipushedthecart,VanessacarriedArianaandcameintow.

"Idon'twanttogohome,

Mynannyhasgoneawayanddaddywon'tletmeplay,

Iwanttogohomewithyou."Thegirlcriedimmediatelyshesawherdadstandingbesidehiscar.

"Arianayouneedtogohomewithyourdaddyokay,

Ifyoufollowmehomeit'sgoingtobehardforyourdaddytocomegetyouback."Shesaidas

theywalkedtowardstheman,

"Ari,getintothecar."HesaidtoherwhenhesawhowclingingshewasgettingwithVanessa.

"Butdad...."

"Getintothecar!"Heorderedimpatiently,

Vanessaletgothegirlandplacedherdown,

ShesulkedandwentintotheRangeRoverSportscarandbangedthedoorasshewentinside,

"Thanksforwatchingoverforme."Hesaidandlefttoo.

"Sekanilet'sgo."Shesaidbutwhensheturnedtheboyhadalreadygottenalltheirstuffsinto

thecar,

"Okaymom."Hesaidtoher,

Shegottothecar,



Strappedhim wellanddrovehome.

YuvrajcametoPadma'sthatnight,

Hefoundoutfrom hisguilelessfatherthatPadmaisstillintouchwithVanessa,

HewantedtotryusePadma'scellphonetocallVanessathentrackheractuallocationwithher

cellphonenumber.

HewassneakingintoPadma'sroom whileshewashavinghershower,

Hercellphonewasonherdressingtable.

Thisisthebestmomenttogetwhathewant,

Hetiptoedintotheroom andtookthephone,

"Andwheredoyouthinkyou'regoingwiththat?"

Heturnedandwasshockedwiththeangryfacethatwaslookingathim.

Tobecontinued.
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YuvrajwasstunnedwhenhemetwithPadma'sangryface,

Shegavehim thestarethatcouldkill.



Busted.

"Whatareyoudoingwithmyphone?"Sheaskedasshestrodetowardshim andsnatchedthe

phonefrom him likeitwasn'tmeanttobeseenbyanother.

Sheknewwhathewantedtodo,

Hesawthenews,

Mostlyeveryonewholistenstonewssawitandhe'stryingtogetbacktoher.

Never,

Shewasn'tgoingtoletthathappenanytimesoon.

"Iwastryingto..

Iwantedtoseeifyou....

Ijust....

Iwantedtouseyourcellphonecallsomeone,

Mine'snotgoingthrough."Heliednervously,

Shelookedathim andfrowned,

Doeshethinkshe'sstupid?

WhynotuseMollie'scellphoneorbetterstilluseapayphoneorevengetonofhisfriendsto

lendhim theirphonebutno.

Afterleavinghomeforafewdays,hedrovetoherhouseandisgivingherthisflimsylies,

Sobad.



"Yoursisn'tgoingthrough,

YoucouldhaveusedMollie's."Shesaidtohim,

Knowingwhetherhewouldgiveupbuthemadegrunt,

"Molliesdieddownanditwasanurgentcall."Helied,

Padmanodded,

Hersonwouldneverchange.

Shebroughtoutheroldphone,

Thatonedoesn'thaveVanessa'scellphonenumberinit,

Shehandedittohim,

"Youcanusethisone,

Iwanttomakeacallwiththis."Shesaidtohim andwalkedoutoftheroom.

Yuvrajwouldneverchange,

LyingthroughhisteethtoherfacetogetVanessa'scellphonenumber,

Howlowcanhestoopmore?

Shewasn'tevergoingtolethim gobacktoheruntilheproveshimselfworthytogetherlove

back.

Vanessahasspentthepastfouryearsofherlifetryingtogetbackonherfeetandshewasn't

goingtoruinthelittleprogressshe'dhad.



AfterJeremy'sdeath,thingswentdownhillforher,

SlowlyVanessawasslippingintodepressionevenwithallthehelptheyweregivingher,

Itdidn'thelpheratall.

Shedidn'tcryorgrievebutshewasinemotionalturmoil.

LatenightshewokeupcallingJeremyandmosttimesshetoldthem hewasn'tdead,

He'djusttravelled.

Shedidn'ttakehiscellphonenumberoutofherphoneandseveraltimesshecomecomplaining

toPadmathatJeremyisn'ttakinghercalls.

Hernightmaresbecameworstandshe'dtroubleeatingorsleeping,

Shecouldn'tconcentrateonherstudiesandwasslowlylosingit.

WhatscaredPadmamostwaswhenshelostcontrolofherselfinthecarandalmosthadan

accidentwithSekanistrappedatthebackseatsleeping.

ItgottoapointthedoctoradvisedSekanishouldbetakenintotheFosterHomeRecruitment

AgencywhileVanessashouldbeadmittedtoaMentalHospitalfortreatmentbutPadmahad

blatantlyrefused,

Sayingthatherdaughterwasn'tinsaneandhergrandsonwasn'tanorphan.

Whenthedoctorgavethatsuggestionagain,

Padmastoppedgoingtohim andshetookVanessatoanotherdoctor,



Thistimeitwasafemalepsychologistthatwassentfrom Boston.

TheladytookVanessa'smeticulously,tellingPadmathatwhatevermistakemadenowcansend

Vanessatoasylum.

ShefirstdidafewchecksonherandconfirmedsomethingPadmafailedtonotice,

Jeremywasn'tjustafriendtoVanessabutshewasinloveinhim.

ThefunnypartwasthatVanessadoesn'tknowthatshe'sinlovewithhim duetoherweakview

ofthewordlove,

Shefurtherexplainedthathisdeathtookacynicaltollonherbecauseshe'dbecome

emotionallyattachedtohim plustheeffectoftheabuseshesufferedpreJeremy'sinvolvement,

She'sscaredtodeath.

Shewasn'treallyexpectingitanditcameasablow,

Soshe'sscaredonhowshecouldsurvivewithouthim beingaround.

Sherecommendedthattheytakeherawayfrom Georgia,

Getinaroundpeoplethatlovesandsupportherthenequallyslowlymakeherunderstandthat

Jeremyisgoneandnotgoneforgoodbecausehe'sstillwithherinspiritandwon'tbehappyof

shecontinuestopunishherselflikethat.

PadmatookituponherselftosecretlytakebothVanessaandSekanibacktoOuterBanksbut

thistime,



Shetookhertoherfather'shouse.

Theykeptitatopsecretwhileshewasrecuperatingthere,

SheneverwentoutandafewtimestheytookherandSekaniout,

Itwasatnightorduringtheeveningtime.

Thiswentonforsixmonthsandinthatsixmonths,shewasslowlyrecovering,

Hersistersandfatherhelpedoutalot,

Theymadeoutjokesandevendidslumberpartieswithsummertentsattheirbackyard.

Afewtimes,

Padmatookthem outforshoppinginthenextcityandalsotheyateoutandsleptout.

YuvrajwhowasbusylookingforVanessaalloverthetowndidn'tevennoticethelatenights

andtripshismom took,

Hedidn'tnoticetheRyan'sbeingmoreunwelcomingandconservative.

SoonVanessawasonherfeetagainandinsistedthatshewantstogobacktoAtlanta,

Ithadbeenaharddecisionforherfathermostespecially,

WhenPadmaspoketothedoctoraboutit,

Shetoldthem torathersendhersomewhereelse.



SendinghertoGeorgiawouldtakeherhealingprocessbacktosquareone.

Padmainturn,checkedpossibleplacessheknowVanessawouldwanttogoto,

SoshechoseCalifornia,sinceBiancawouldbegoingtoschoolthere,

ButVanessadidn'twantCalifornia.

AfterafewmorediscussionswiththedoctorandPadma,

ShedecidedtotryoutTexas.

Padmawassohelpful,

ShesecuredalavishedbungalowapartmentinW JamesAvenueinPruetteEstateBaytown.

Sheparticularlovetheplacecauseofit'sserenityandhighlyconsciousneighborhood,

Vanessawerehandedthekeystothisnewlyfurbishedapartmentafewdaysshegraduated

GeorgiaUniversity.

Padmahadbeensokeenintheirwell-beingandhadnotdisclosedtheirwhereabouttoanyone

ofherfamilymembers,notevenPrasad.

Shesuspectsinhersoninsanity,

Hemighthavehisfathertellhim whereVanessa'ssoitwaskeptasecret.

Thegirlhasbeenthroughalotalreadyandshe'stryingtogetbackonherfeet,



Shewouldn'twantanything,

Notevenhersontojeopardizethatsuccess.

VanessadidattainsomefewsuccesscomingtoBaytown,

LikesecuringherselfagoodandpayingjobasaTherapistinoneoftheTherapeuticHome

outsidetownandalsowithinayearofworkingthere,

ShewaspromotedthepositionofSeniorTherapistandhadhandlesomanycasewhichturned

outgood.

DrVanessalikePadmaalwayscallsher.

Buttheonlythingshehadn'tbeenabletodoforherselfwastohealproperly,

Butthistimeitchangedcauseshehadhardenedherself.

Vanessaworkedwithpeoplewhoreadmindsandexpression,

Sowhileatwork,

Shesteeredclearoffthemalecounterpartandgivethem theblankexpression.

Shebelieveswhenshe'sthinkingnothing,

Theycanactuallyreadnothing,

ThatwasamongthethingsJeremytaughther.

Hetaughthertokeephermindblankandherheartopensonoonewouldseeseepastit

opennessandwithinsofewmonths,

Shehasexpertiseit.



Nooneknewwhatshewasthinkinguntilshesaysitandthissimpletactickeepsherpast

guardedatalltime.

Buttherewasanotherreasonwhysheacceptedtoliveinthathouse,

ThatreasonshethinksnooneknowsexcepthersixyearoldsonbutPadmaknows.

Shedidn'twanttobringupthattopicwithVanessasincesheclearlyavoidsit.

Vanessahadhernightmaresbutnowitisn'tnightmarethough,

SheseesJeremyinherdreamsmosttimes,

Watchinghim dieinherhands,

Shealwayswakesupcrying.

Sheneverscreamed,

Toscream meanstotellandshewasn'treadytotell,

Soshecried.

Whenshewokeupanddon'tseehim shecriedandaseveraltimes,

Shebringsoutpicturesofhim shehisandcryonthem.

Themostcruelsomedream ofallwaswhenshedreamtseeingJeremy'sbleedingheadfilled

withbloodunderherbed,

Forthenextfewdays,shedidn'tsleepinherroom andendedupintheguestroom thatweek.



Sekanihadthehabitofwakingupinbetweensleep,

Herroom isnexttohis,soheknowswhenshe'suporworstcrying.

Whathedoesistocomeovertoherroom andlullherbacktosleeplikeshedidwithhim.

HerSekani,

Herlittlejoygiver.

Whatcouldshehavedonewithouthim?

Nothing,

Absolutelynothing.

He'sherlifeandhasbeentheonlythingthathaskepthergoing,

Keptherhopingthatonedayshe'sgoingtogetbetter.

Thenshe'lllookbackatallthisandsmile,

She'llhitherchesthardandtelltheworld,

"Isurviveddeath,

Itwaschasingme,

Tryingtodrivemecrazybutwithmyson,

Iturnedthetableondeathandsurvivedit."

She'llsaythatoneday,

WithherSekanibyhersideandhe'llsmileatherlikehealwaysdoandsay,



"Mama,youmadeit,

Wemadeit."

Thatdaywouldcomesurelyshebelievesbutnow,

Shehastokeepfighting,tokeephardeningtolive.

IfJeremywasabletofightbraindefectandoutliveitasakid,

Shecanfightdeathandinsanityandoutlivethem asanadult.

Tobecontinued.
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Thenextmorning,

VanessawasdrivingtoworkwithSekaniatthebackseatsinginganurseryrhymeandplaying

withhisiPad

Sincetheschoolwasonamajorbreakbecauseofwhathappenedthedaybefore,

Shecouldn'tleavetheboyhomealoneallbyhimself,

Soshedecidedtotakehim alongwithher.



MostoftheworkersknewSekanicauseshe'dbroughthim alongwithhersomesometimesin

thepastandhewasawellbehavedkid,

Soshedidn'thavetobothermuch.

"Sekani!"Shecalledtheboy,

"Yesmama."Herepliedher,

"Canyouremindmewhat'sthemeaningofyourname?"Sheaskedhim smiling,

"Joy!"Heyelledinexcitement,

"Soyoushouldbeasmuchajoyyou'reathometoatmama'sworkokay."Shesaidtohim,

"Yes!"Heyelledagain.

Shesmiledatreversedoutofhergaragetothemainroadbutthen,

Shecaughtsightofatrisomecrossingtheroadaheadofher.

Itwasayoungman,infrontofhim wasayoungerladyholdingayounggirlofaboutfiveyears

old.

"Mama,

Arewegoingtovisittheparkafterhourworktoday?"HersonaskedherclutchinghisiPad,

Shewaslookingatthetrisomeasthey'dcrossedtheroadandweregoingintothehouseafter

MrKingali's,

That'sMrStedman.

Shesaidtoherselfasshepeeredcloserandwatchtheyounggirlwhoseemedtohavebeen

puttingafit,

Ariana.



Maybetheycametopayavisit,

IoverheardMrsKingalistellingthemailmanthatanewfamilymovedinthere,

Maybethey'refriendwiththenewfamilythatmovedin.

ShepaidlessattentiontoitcauseshepaidlessattentiontowhathappensinW JamesAvenue

orevenPruetteEstateatlarge.

Eversinceshemovedinhere,theonlypeopleshe'dactuallyhadsomeconversationwithwere

theKingali's,

Theoldcouplethatlivesrightbesideher,

Onceortwiceshe'dtalkedtothemailman.

Whenshetoldtippedhim forajobwelldone.

TheKingali'swereoldsooncetheyinvitedheroverforThanksgivingdinnersayingtheir

daughterinBrooklyncouldn'tmakeitandtheywantedsomeonetoshareThanksgivingdinner

with,

ShewentalongwithSekaniwhowasfouryearsandafewmonthsoldthenandsinceshe

becameneighbourlywiththem.

MrJoelKingalisiseightyfourwhilehiswifeEleanorKingalisisawellseventyeightyearsold

womanwhosepassioniscookingforherhusband,takingcareoftheirhomeandfetteringtheir

gardenandalsoknitting.

Theoldcouplehasadaughter,



Liketheysaidandshe'ssomewhereinWashingtonwithherhusbandandtwokidsandthey

nevervisitsasmuchasVanessacouldsee.

Lefttothebothofthemselves,

TheKingalisarereallyniceandoncebabysitSekaniwhenVanessawasawayonaprompt

meetingandcouldn'tmakeitwhentheschoolbusdroppedofftheboy,

ShewasreallyappreciativeandhadgrownfindofseeingMrsKingalisatsunsetatthebackyard

whiletheolderwomangavehertalesofheryouthfuldays.

"Mama,

WhydoesArianahasonlyherpapaandmeIhaveonlymymamabutsomekidsinmyschool

havebothmamaandpapa?"Hersonaskedherwhentheyspottedakidcomingoutofthe

eateryrightoppositeherofficewithboyherparents,

Shesighed.

Thiswasonequestionshehastriedtoavoidbutsometimeshersixyearoldsonjustpopitright

outinaninsensitiveway,

"BecauseGodwantsitso."Shesaidtohim blatantlytryingtoavoidit,

"ButMissConellysaidthatfamilyconsistofpapa,mamaandbabies,

Butourshasonlyme,youandgrandma."Hecomplained,

"AndArianahasjustherselfandherpapa,

Why?"Heaskedperturbed.

"Sekani,we'lltalkaboutthislater,

Now,I'vetoconcentrateonmyworkandyouhavetobeagoodboysowecangotothepark



afterI'm doneworking."Shesaidtohim andsoon,

Thefamilymatterisoutoftheway,

Sheheavedasighofrelief.

WhileVanessaworkedandtalkedtosomefewpatients,

SekaniplayedwithhisiPadandevenlearnthistwotimetableandoftenpatientscommended

hissmartnessandpraisedhiscuteness,

Whenparticularaskedabouthisfatherbyaladywhocameforthetherapeuticsessionwithher

daughterwhojustleftanabusivemarriage,

Heshiedawayfrom herandwenttosatbesidehismama.

Laterintheevening,

Vanessahadjustfinishedwithherlastpatientsandwasheadingbacktoherofficetogether

sonwhenDaleCarnegiepoppedoutofhisofficeandstoodinfrontofher,armsinakimbo.

"Heypretty."Hecalledher,

Dalehadthehabitofgoingaftergirlandthrowinghisseductivecharmsatthem,

"Getoutofmyway."Shesaidsternlytohim,

Hesmiledmischievouslyrevealinghisdimpledcheeks.

"Don'tbetoodulyNessa,

It'snotlikeI'm goingtoeatyou,

I'm justaskingforjustonechancetoprovemylovetoyou."Hesaidtoher,



Shewasjustlookingathim awkwardlyashespewedthetrashhewantedto,

"Justonedateandyouwon't....."

"I'm alreadyregrettinglisteningtoallthenonsenseyoujustspewed,

Don'tthinkIcantakechancewithadinner."Shesaidmockinglyandturnedtoleave.

Heblockedherway,

"Areyouinsultingme?"Heaskedher,

Shesizedhim from headtotoe,thensmirked,

"I'm notbutifyoudon'tmind,

Ihaveasontotaketotheparkandwon'twanttokeephim waiting."Shesaidtohim,

Hecamecloseenoughtokissherbutbackeddownwhenhesawhownervousshe'sbecome

andtheterrorthatfilledhereyes,.

"Don'tactallthatstrongwhenyouknowyou'renot."Hesaidtoherandleftherstillnervousin

thehallway.

Vanessahadjustfinishedpreparingdinner,

Allthrough,shecontemplatedonwhatDalehadtoldherearlierattheoffice,

"Don'tactallthatstrongwhenyouknowyou'renot."

Thosewordskeptechoinginherearcanalallevening.

Shewasdistorted,

Dalewasawomanizereventhroughhehasafiancéthathasgivenhim abeautifulgirls,



Shedoesn'thatehim buthatehiscondescendingviewsthatallwomenarethesame,

Shehatesthewayhetreatswomenliketheyweresomeoldclothesthatneedsconstant

changes..

HegoesaftereveryJane,JanetandJoyceaslongasyou'reinaskirt,

Histhinkingaretooacute,

Butwhathesaidreallytouchedher.

Isthathowshe's?

Tryingtobestrongwhensheisn't,

Shedoesn'tevenknowherself.

Sincehedied,

Shedoesn'treallyknowherself,

Shehasahappysixyearoldson,herjob,anicehouseinaniceneighborhoodandTwpniceold

neighborsandsomewhereouttherethere'sherfather,hertwosistersandPadma.

Butisthatall?

Noitisn't,

There'smoretoherthatnoonehasseen,

NotDale,notherselfnorPadma,

Itsfaroutoftheirleague....

Herthinkingwasdisruptedbyaknockonthefrontdoor.

"Who'scomingtovisitusthisnight?"Sheaskedhersonwhowassettingthetable.



"Let'sgocheck."Sekanisaidgoingtothedoor,

Shepulledhim besideherself.

"Letmegosee."Shesaidhim andleftandspiedthroughthepeople,

Thefaceofhervisitorshockedher.

Tbc
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MrStedmanwasstandinginfrontofhercarryingArianawhowasholdingherstuffedteddy

almostbiggerthanherandgivingatoothlesssmilewhenshesawVanessa,

"It'syou."MrStedmansaid,

Notlikehewaseveneasetoseeher,

Hisfacewasstillascoldandstoiclikeit'salwaysbeen.

"Yesit'smeandwhatdoyouwant?"Sheaskedhim,

"IwantedtodropheratMrsKingalisbutshesaidshecouldn'ttakecareofherallnightand

proposedIbringhertoherneighbor,

Ineveritwasyou."Hesaid.



Vanessasizedhim up,

HewaswearingablackT-shirtsandajeanshorts,

Hewascleanshavenandstyledhishairsogoodshecouldseethelinemadebythecombthat

mighthaveranthroughit.

"Whenareyoucomingback?"Sheaskedhim whilethelittlegirlstruggleddownfrom her

father'scarriage,

Cametoherandstretchedherhandssoshe'llcarryher.

"Iguessaftermidnight."Hesaidtoher,

Shenodded.

Hehandedtoherthegirl'siPadandhermilkbottle,

"Shetakesthisbeforeshegoestobed."HesaidtoVanessa,

Shecollectedit

"Alright,goodnight."Shesaidtohim andclosedthedoor.

Phew.

ShecarriedthegirltothediningtablewhereSekaniwasplayingwithatruckandmadehersit

besidehim,

"Ariana,wouldyoujoinusfordinner?"Sekaniaskedher,

Shenoddedandlickedherlipssalivatingonthemealthatwasinfrontofher.

Maybehedoesn'tcookmuchandsheendsupeatingmuchofjunksandcereals,



Vanessathoughttoherself.

Whiletheyate,sheprobedherselfonMrStedman'sbehaviorandmannerisms.

Where'shiswife?

Heappearstobeverysophisticatedandswankyandwealthytoo,

HedrivesaRangeRoverSportsCarforChristsake.

WhymoveintoaneighborhoodlikePruetteEstate?

NotthattheEstatewasbadbutsheexpectedsomeonelikehim tobelivinginamansionfilled

withservantsandhelpersthatarepaidtobeonhisbeckandcallsalways.

Nowife,

Justadaughterandananny....

SherecalledArianatellingherthefirstdayshemetthatthathermommypromisedtocome

backbutshedidn't,

Didshedie?

Isheawidower?

Ormaybeshelefthim,

Maybesheleft.

Who'llwanttostaywithamanthathardlysmile,

Hefrownsasifthewholeworldoweshim somethingortooksomethingfrom him.



Maybethat'swhyhisdaughterwantstoleavehim firstopportunityshehas,

Ifhesmilesmore,

Thegirlwon'twanttoleavehim attheslightestopportunityshehas.

Arianawasn'tabigeaterandsowasSekani,

Althoughforherson,

Shedoesinsistheeatmorebutwhenhesawshedidn'tscoldArianaforeatinglittle,

Hedroppedhiscutleries,

"Mama,I'm done."Hesaidtoher.

Shecouldn'tdomuchaboutit,

SoshecameoverandcleaneduptheirtablewhileSekanitookthedishestothekitchen.

MeanwhileMrStedmandidn'tleaveimmediately,

Hestoodontheporchandwonderedwhatwasupwiththelady,

Maybeshehatesseeingmyface,

Orbetterstill,Iremindherofsomeoneshehates.

Hedidn'tactuallygototheKingalisthough,

Hejustwentstraighttohersincehenoticedhisdaughterlikeheralot.

He'dspottedherthedaytheymovedintothatapartment,

Hesawhertakingoutfrom grocerybagsfrom thetrunkofhercarwithhersonhelpingout.



Hereallywantedtogocloserandseeherwellbuthecouldn't,

Arianawasthrowingafitthatdayandhe'dtocalm herdown.

Whenhesawheragainattheschoolgoingtodropherson,

HedecidedtoenrolArianaintheschooltooandcoincidentallytheymetonthedayofthe

robber'sincident.

Buthenoticedsomethingabouther,

ShewasallhardupandcoldexceptwithhersonandthefewtimesArianahadbeenwithher.

Nohusbandorfamilyexceptherson.

Hedoesn'tknowwheresheworksbuthe'dseenherseveraltimesdrivingtowardsLadenburg

andW Pembrokeandtwicehe'sspottedherinMcDonald'sandalsoatWhatapolloandmore.

It'snotlikehewasstalkingherortailingherbutmosttimesit'salwayscoincidental.

Shewassomeoneoffhisleague,

Ormaybeshehateshim.

That'swhatJulietoldhim though,

Nowomanwouldloveastuckupmanorwanttostaywithamanwhoprefersworkingfora

commonstatehospitalandlivinginpovertywhenhehasaPrivateHospitalalltohimselfto

manage.

LeaveinarentedapartmentwhenhecouldownmansionsanddriveanoldmodelRangeRover

whenhecanownthelatestmodelofanycarandevenaprivatejet,



That'sthemainreasonshe'dlefthim withtheirdaughterArianainthefirstplace.

Nowomanwouldevertoleratehim orevenwanttospendherlifewithhim,

None.

Hedidn'tcomehomethatnight,

Itwasanemergencycaseandhehadtobetherethinkingthey'llbedonebeforemidnightbut

unfortunatelyitlastedpastmidnightandcouldn'tgobackhome,

Sohestayedbackatthehospital.

Thenextmorning,hecheckedonthepatient,

Hewasstillasleep,

Heassignedanursetokeepwatchoverhim whilehegoeshometocheckonhisdaughter.

Whenhegothomethatmorning,

HerushedtoVanessa'sapartmentbutitwaslockedfrom outside,

"Wherearethey?"Heaskedasshecheckedthegaragebuthercarwasn'tthere,

Hecheckedhiswatch,

Itwas8:15am.

Sheleftforworkalready,

Hesighed.



Hecouldn'tcallhercausehedoesn'thavehercellphonenumber,

Sohewentbacktohisapartment,

ButmetMrsKingalistrimmingtheflowersbedinfrontofherapartment,

"WenttoseeVanessa?"Theolderwomanaskedhim,

Henodded,

"IleftArianawithherlastnightpromisingtocomebackbutIcouldn'tmakeit..."

"Shewenttoworkalready,

Sawherleavingwiththekidsafewminutesago."Sheinformedhim,

Henoddedandsolemnlywalkedtohishouse,openedthedoorandwentin.

TakingcareofbothSekaniandArianaseemedtoughforhercauseArianakeptbeing

mischievouswhileattheoffice,

FirstshewantedKFCchickenthenshewassomeM n'M'sandsoonshewantschocolate,

Shewantedtoplayoutsideandshewantedtodrinkmilk.

WhileSekanipaidlessattentiontothem asthegirlcontinuedthrowingfits,

Hewenttotheothersideoftheofficeandwasplayingallbyhimself,

Arianawentandsatbesidehim.

"Sekaniyoudon'tliketalkingtome,

Why?"Sheasked,



"Nothing,

IlikeyoubutIdon'tlikeitwhenyouthrowtantrumsandbehavelikeyoudidearlier."Hesaidto

her.

Shesatupandwavedbackthebangthatfellinfrontofherlittleface,

"ButmymommysaidifIdon'tthrowtantrumsIwon'tgetwhatIwant,

That'swhyIdoit."Sheexplainedtohim,

"Mymamadoesn'tlikeitwhenIdothat...

Where'syourmama?"Heaskedher,

Bothofthem wereswingingtheirshortlegsonthesofa,

"Daddysaidshewenttoheavenbutgrandmasaidit'salie,

Thatsheleftwithanotherperson."Thegirlsaidtohim.

Sekanifrowned,

"Idon'tunderstand,

How?"

"Daddytoldmethatmommywenttoheavenandwon'tcomebackbutdaddy'sNanasaidit'sa

lie,

Shetoldmethatmommyleftwithanotherpersonandshedoesn'tlovemeanddaddy,

That'swhysheleft."Thegirlexplained,

Vanessawhowastryingtoseparatesomepatient'sfilescouldn'thelpbuteavesdrop,

Hiswife'sdead....



Maybethat'swhyhealwayshadthatcoldexpression.

Shewishedshewasthatluckytohaveadeadhusbandbutno,

Heisn'tdead.

Hestillroamsfreelyafterallwhathedidtoher,

Makingherlosetwobabiesinthreemonths,

ShewishedhewasdeadandPadmawon'thavetotalkabouthim wheneverthey'retalking.

Shedespisehim,

Shehateshim andhateshisguts,

There'snoforceonearththatwasgoingtopushthem together,

None,

Andifthere'sanyshewasgoingtofightitwitheverythingshehas.

"Whatdoesyourpapado?"Sekaniaskedthegirl,

"Daddy'sadoctor,

Grandpahadhim takeoverthehospitalinMiamibutdaddyinsistedonworkingforaState

hospitalwherehegetpaidless,

That'swhathisNanasaid."Thegirltoldhim,

"Nanasaiddaddyhasabighousefilledwithmanyservantsbuthedoesn'twantthat,

Hewantstobesubjectedtopoverty."Thegirltoldhim usingthesamelinestheolderwoman



hadused,

"Idon'thaveapapa.

MamasaidI'danuncleandIcallhim UncleOzbuthe'sdead,

Ihavemygrandmaandgrand

paandtwoauntiesbuttheynevercomevisitus,

It'sonlymeandmamaalways."Theboysaidsadly.

"Atleastyourmamamakegoodmealsandgivesyoutoys,

Mydaddydoesn'tcookandsodoesmynannyanddaddygetsmetoysbutisn'talwaysaround

toplaywithmeortakemetotheparklikeyourmommydoestoyou."Shecompared,

"MaybeIwouldaskmamatotakeustotheparkafterworklikeshedoesmosttimes.

Youcanaskyourpapaandtellhim youwanttobecomingwithussowecanallgotothepark

ateveningorgotothegroceryshop."Hesuggested,

"That'sagoodidea."Shesaidtohim.

Vanessalistenedtothekids,

Shedidn'twanttogototheparkbutseeinghowhappyArianaisthattheyweregoingthere,

Shedecidedit'sbesttotakethem there.

TheycamehomelaterthanexpectedandshedecidedtodropArianahomefirstbeforegoingin,



"Butcan'tIstaymore,

Mydaddywon'tbebacknow."Thelittlegirlsaidtohertryingtoconvinceherthathewasn't

homeyetbutlikethepopularsaying,

Whenyoutalkofthedevil,heappears.

MrStedmanopenedhisdoorandcameouttotheporch,

Whenhespottedhercaracrosshishouse,

"Yousee,

He'salreadyinwaitingforyou."Shetoldthegirl,

Shefrownedandlookedlikeshewasgoingtocry,

"Iwanttostaywithyouplease."Shesaidwithtearsgatheredinhereyes.

"Iwouldhavelovedthatbutyourdaddy'shomealreadyandrememberwedidn'ttellhim you

wouldcometotheofficewithme."ShetriedtoexplaintothegirlbutsheturnedtoSekani,

"TellyourmommyIwanttostayatyourhouseplease."Shesaidtohim,

Theboywasn'thappyshewasleavingbutdidn'ttalkbutwithArianaaskinghim toplead,

Hecouldn'tsayno,

"Mamacanshestayoverfordinner?"Hepolitelyasked,

Vanessacontemplatedforawhile,

"Whydon'tweaskyourdaddyyet?"Shesaidmeaningtotellthem thatthedecisionwasn'ther

butthesternlookingmanstandingintheporch.



"Ariana,let'sgoaskyourdaddyfirst."Shetoldthegirl.

Vanessaandthekidscameoutofthecar,

MrStedmanwassurprisedseeinghisdaughterwearingaboy'sT-shirtandaboy'spantsand

alsoaboy'ssandal.

Hefeltamusedcauseifnotforherhairthatwaspackedinaniceandneatponytail,

Hewouldhavethoughtthekidswereboys.

VanessaheldArianawithonehandandhersonwiththeotherandtheycrossedovertowhere

MrStedmanwasstandingnotremovinghisgazeonthem.

"Goodeveningsir."Vanessagreetedhim andsodidthekids,

Henodded,

"SorryI'dtotakehertoworkwithme,

Couldn'twaitforyouandcouldn'tleavethem behind."Shesaidnotlookingathim,

Henoddedandstretchedhishandforthegirltocomeoverbutshetooksomefewsteps

backwardsandhidbehindVanessa'sskirt,

"Ari,let'sgoinside."Hetoldher,

"ThanksalotMrsRyan,

I'm sogratefulforthefavor."Hethankedherstillstretchinghishandstothegirlwhodidn't

comeout.



"DaddyIwanttostaywithhertonight,"ThelittlegirllookedatVanessa,

"Yousadyouweregoingtohelpmeaskforpermission."ShesaidtoVanessa.

Idid?

Vanessaaskedherself,

DidI?

Icouldhaveifnotthatyourfather'sstaredisorientsmeandI'm notfocusingonanything

anymore.

Icanvirtuallybegintospeakwhenhisstaregoesoffme.

Shesaidtoherselfasthemanboreherbodywithhishardstares.

Tobecontinued.
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ItwasfinallyagreedthatArianawouldhavedinnerwithVanessaandSekanithenherfather

wouldhavetocomepickheruplaterthatnight,

Arianawassohappywhenhegaveherpermission,

Sherushedtohim andhuggedhisthighs.



Hecarriedherup,

"Areyouhappynow?"Heaskedher,

Shenoddedthenplantedtwopeckonbothhischeeks,

"Thankyoudaddy."Shesaidtohim,

HeletherdownaandshewenttowhereVanessawasstanding,

"Let'sgonow."Shesaidinherchild-likevoicetoVanessa.

Shenodded,tookthegirl'shandandherson'stoo,

MutteredathankyoutoMrStedmanandleftwiththekidsbeforehewoulddrillherwithhis

stares.

Phew,

Thatman'sstarecandrivesomeonenuts.

Shethoughtasshestartedtheengineofthecar,

Hewasstilllookingatthecartillitdrovetothefrontofherhouse,

Thekidscamedownandshedroveintothegaragetoparkthecar.

Soonshewasoutandtheyallwentinsidethehouse,

Whilethekidswenttothelivingroom andturnedontheTV,

Shewenttoherroom tochangeintoamorecasualdress.

Shecameoutawhilelaterandheadedtothekitchen,



Timetopreparedinner.

Shecameupwithasimplemeal,

Shehasfivecasestostudytonightfortomorrow'stherapyandneedstimetofinish,

Shedecidedtopreparemashedpotatoeswithbeanssproutandchickensauce.

Inlessthananhourthirtyminutes,shewasdone.

Thekidswerestillwatchingtheircartoonshow,

Sheorganisedeverythingfordinner,

Thenwenttothem.

"Timetoshower."Shesaidtothem,

Sekaniknowsnottoargue,

SohestoodupandArianawentintow,

Shewastakingthem tohisroom sotheyhaveshowerwhensheheardaknockonthedoor,

"Gowaitformeintheroom,I'llgetthedoor."Shetoldthebothofthem,

Thekidswenttotheroom towaitwhileshewentbacktothelivingroom togetthedoor,

"Who'sthere?"Sheaskedasshegotcloser,

"Itsme,Ariana'sdad."Thehuskyvoicesaidfrom outside,



SheopenedthedoorandsawMrStedmandressedinhispajamasandwasholdingasetofpink

pajamas,

"IwantedtobringAri'spajamasoversoyouwon'thavetoinconvenienceyourself."Hesaidto

her,

Hedidn'ttakehiseyesoffherandshedidn'tlookathim intheeyesbutknewthosedarkbrown

eyeswerefixatedonherandthatmadehertingle.

Lookingatherstirredaparticularcommotionhecouldn'tplaceafingeron,

Lookingathernicelypackedboxbraidsandhersoftfacewiththosehereyes,

Althoughhehardlyseeshereyescausesheneverlooksathim intheeyesbuthebelievedher

eyeswerepureanddeep.

Shestretchedandtookthepajamasfrom him,

Shewasnotcomfortablestandingwithhim alone.

"Iwouldneedherbottle,soIcanreplacethemilk...."

"Youdon'thaveto,

I'llreplaceitmyself."Shesaidtohim andwantedtoclosethedoorbuthewasstandingrighton

it,

Sotherewasnowayshecouldcloseitunlesssheaskhim tomoveout.

"Mama!"Sheheardherson'svoicefrom inside,

Theymusthavebeenwaitingforher,



"Ehm...MrStedman,ifyoudon'tmind...."

Hemovedawayfrom thedoorandwentoutside,

"Idon'tmind...

ThanksforwatchingoverArianaforme."Hesaidtoherthem turnedimmediately,

Sheclosedthedoor,tookonedeepbreathandheadedtoherson'sroom togivethekidsa

shower.

Vanessacouldn'tconcentrateduringdinner,

Hermindcouldn'tstopthinkingaboutMrStedmancomingclosetoherlikehedidearlier,

Shetriedtocontrolherthoughtandeventriedthinkingofworkandthepatientsshe'scurrently

workingonbutnoneofitworked,

Hermindrancrazilybacktowhathappenedafewmomentsago.

Whilethekidschattedwiththemselves,

(Breakingtherulesofsilenceduringmealtime.)

Shecouldn'tevenscoldthem causeherthoughtsweresomewhereelse.

Later,shesentthebothofthem totheirroom (Sekani'sroom)sotheycanplayvideogame

whilesheconcentrateonherworkinthelivingroom,

There'salittlespaceshemadeoutforherselfandturnedittoheroffice.

Adesk,tooseats,aPCandabookshelvepackedwithbooksonpsychologyandhuman



development

RecommendationsonHumanTherapyandtherapeuticcodes.

Itwaswellenoughgoodforhertostudyalone.

Whilegoingthroughthefirstcase,

Aseventeenyearrapevictim,

No....

Shealwaystoldherpatients,

"You'renotarapevictim,

Oranabusevictim,

Oradrugvictim,

Butyou'reasurvivor.

Arapesurvivor,

Adrugsurvivorandanabusesurvivor.

Victimsaredeadandhopelessbutaslongasyou'realive,you'reasurvivor."

Theyoungteenhadbeensexuallyabusedbyherstepfathersincesheturnedtenandthiswent

onunderthenoseofhermotherwho'sacancerpatient.

ThemanisunderpolicecustodynowbutSharonMuskehasnothealed,

ThefirsttimeshewasbroughttoVanessa,

Shebrokedownseeingthegirlscarredbody.



ShelaterconfidedinVanessaandtoldherthatherstepfathergaveherthosescarswithknives

mosttimeswhenhe'shighandcan'tcontrolhimself.

Vanessamadesuretoseethatthemanwouldn'tseethelightoffreedom againasshepressed

chargesagainsthim forrape,humanassaultandalsoforcingSharontotakeseveralabortion.

ThecaseisstillundertrialandVanessawastryingtogetandstudyallofSharon'sfilesforthe

case.

She'slucky,

IneverhadanyoneexceptPadmaandJeremy.

OhJeremy,

DoyouseemewhenIcryatnight?

AreyouawakewhenIthinkofyouandallthemomentswespenttogether?

Everynowandthen,IwakeuphopingtoseeyouagainbuteverytimeIwake,Ionlyseemyson

besideme.

Healwayscreepsintolullmebacktosleeplikeyouusetodowhenyouwerewithus.

DoyousleepwhenIsleep?

DoyoucrywhenIcry?

Ordoyoujustwatchmecryandwishyoucanconsoleme,

Justtalktome,

Tellmeplease.



Shelayherheadonthedeskandallowedthewarm liquidflowfreelyfrom hereyes,

Shedoesn'tusuallycrybuttodayshemissedhim alot.

SeeingSharon'scase,

Shemissedhim moreandwishedhewasherewithher.

Vanessawaswalkingdownalonelyanddarkroad,

Shelookedbythesides,

Noone,nolights,nonothing,

Shewasliterarilywalkingaloneinthelonelypath.

Shewalkedhastilyandinnotime,

Therewaslightattheend,

Shewashappyandbegantorunsoshe'llgettothelightpartoftheroad.

Butsurprisinglywhenshegottolightpart,

Itwasaroom,

ItwasactuallyJeremy'sroom.

Shesatonhisbed,

Hewasn'tinhisroom butitwaswellkeptandneat.

Sheheardaknockonthedoorandshestooduptogetit,

ItwasSharon.



Vanessaletherinandsoontheywereonthebedtalking,

SoonVanessaperceivedabadodourintheroom,

SheaskedSharonwhethershe'sperceivingthepungentsmellbutsheshookherheadandsaid

no.

Itbecameworstandtheystoodupfrom thebed,

Vanessasawblooddrippingfrom underthebed,

ShepointedittoSharonandwithfeartheyliftedthemattressup.

TheywereshockedbeyondwordswhentheysawJeremy'sbleedingheadunderthebed...

Aaaaaaaaa!

Shecriedandwokeupshoutingandcrying,

Shewasgoinghysterical,

Tearsfilledhereyesandwererollingdownherfaceasshecried.

Suddenlysheheardaknockonthedoor,

Itbecameharder.

Shedriedhereyesandcontrolledhersobasshewenttogetthedoor,

Sheopenedit,

Andsawtheworriedlookingface,

"What'shappeninghere?"Heasked..

Tobecontinued.
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Seeingthemaninfrontofher,

Shewrappedherarmsaroundhim andburiedherheadonthecottonmaterialthatcoveredher

chest,

Thereshelaidherheadandcried.

Hewrappedhisarmsaroundhertoinawayensureherthatshewassafeandsecuredfrom

whateverwasscaringher.

DoesJulieevercryonmelikethis?

Heaskedhimselfashewatchedtheyoungladycryonhim.

No,

Shedoesn'tcryonme,

Sheonlynagsmetogobacktomyparentsandclaim myparent'smassivewealth.

Afterstandingtheresoquiteawhileasshecriedandmutteredsomewordshecouldn't

comprehend,

Sheslowlygotoffhim....

Hestoodthereanddidnothingthanreluctantlytakehishandsoffher,



"I'm sorry."Shemutteredasshedriedhereyesandsawthemessshecreatedonhispajamas

shirt,

"It'snothing.

We'reallhumanandhasfearsmosttimes."Hesaidtoherinafriendlyway,

Sheadjustedherdressandnodded.

"IwasactuallycomingtogetArianawhenIheardyouscream from thewindowoutsideandI

thoughtsomethingwaswrong,soI'dtorushintoseewhat'shappening."Hesaidexplainingwhy

hewasinrushearlier,

Shenodded,

YesAriana,

He'dcometogethisdaughterandI'dtomesshisclotheswithmytears.

"Okay..."

Sheturnedtogotogetthegirlfrom herson'sroom,

"WouldyoumindifIaskwhat'sthematter?"Heaskedher,

Sheturnedback.

ShouldItalktohim ornot?

Sheaskedherself,

He'sjustaneighborIknownothingmuchaboutjustthathisdaughterlikesmealotandloveto

spendtimewithmebutapartfrom that,

He'sastranger.

"Vanessa,youdon'twanttotalktosomeoneyouknowandstilldon'twanttotalktoastranger,



Whatdoyouwanttodo?"

Hersubconsciousselfaskedher,

"Youhelppeoplegetbackontheirfeetandyouhelpthem recoverandsurviveabuseandworst

scenariobutyou'restilllivinginyourpast,

Stillwallowinginsorrowandfears,

Youneedtohelpyourself."

Itsaid

.......

SherecalledJeremy'swords,

"Loveandbeloved.

Learntoloveandbeloved."

Itechoedinherheadasshelookedatthemanwhostoodlookingatherfilledconcern.

"Okay."Shesaidandcamebacktowherethemanwasstanding,

"SureI'm notinvading?"Heaskedher,

Shenodded,

Tookadeepbreathe.

Vanessa',youhavetodothis.

Youneedto.

Sheencouragedherselfasshesatdownandthemansatdowntoo.

"MaybeIshouldformallyintroducemyself,

I'm KenStedmanfrom Topeka,Kansas."Hesaid,



"VanessaRyanfrom Westwood,OuterBanks."Shesaidtohim,

Hebroughthishandsforwardforahandshake,

Sheshylytookit.

Hispalmsaresoftandcool.

"Socanyoutellmewhathappened?"

Heaskedher,

"Hadabaddream."Shesaidtohim coollybutcarefulnottolookathisface,

"What'sitallabout?"Heaskedher,

"Alwaysseeingmyfriend'sbleedingheadunderthebed."Shesaidtohim casuallybutheknows

itfarfrom casual,

"Always?

Forhowlongnow?"Heaskedher,

"Sincehedied."Shesaidtohim.

Sittingtherevoidoffeelingrecallinghowshelostoneofthemostimportantpersoninherlife,

Warm liquidsrandownherpaleface.

"Whatkilledhim?"Heaskedher,

"Wewerecomingfrom afriend'spartywhenwemetanaccident,

He'dabraindefectasachild,

Thatwaswhatthedoctorsaidandhisparentsconfirmedit,

Hediedafewdayslater."Shesaidtohim.



Shefelthisarmsaroundherandwhenshelookedup,

Hewasrightbesideher,

"Haveyoulivedallthisyearswithsuchthingsyouseeatnight?"Heaskedher,

Shenoddedandrestedherheadonhisshoulder.

"Mymom saidI'm asurvivor,

EventhoughIdon'tseemyselfasone,

ShealwaysassuredmeI'm one."Sheexplainedtohim,

Hesmiled,

"Yesyou're,

Butdon'tyouthinkit'sbetteryoutalktoaprofessionalaboutyournightmares?"Heaskedher,

"Iworkinatherapeutichospital."Shesaidsmiling.

HowIronical?

Atherapistwithaproblem.

"You'reatherapist?

Whydon'tyougoaboutityourway?"Heasked,

Shegavehim aweirdlook,

"Whichway?"Sheaskedhim,

Hedidn'tsmile,



"Youguyshelppeoplegetbackontheirfeetagain,

Whydon'tyoudothesameforyourself."Hesaid,

"Because....

Idon'tknow..

Idon'tjustknow."

Howwillshego?

Gothereanddowhat,

Gothereandtellthem thatthemanwhowassupposedtobeherhusband,

Themanwhowassupposedtotakecareofherandprotectherfrom harm hadbeentheman

hurtingher.

He'dbeenthereasonshelosttwoofherbabiesandwouldrapeherbrutallywhenevershesaid

noorhithercauseshedidn'tcallhim MyLord.

Ortellthem sheranawayfrom herhusband'shousewithhelpfrom hermotherin-lawandended

uphavingabestfriendthatlaterdiedandsincethem she'dbeenseeinghisbleedingheadunder

thebed.

Hellno,

Shewasn'tgoingtodothat,

Shewasn'tgoingtopublicizedherlifeforotherstoseenotespeciallypeopleatwork.

"Youdon'twantthem toknow?"Heaskedher,

Shenodded.

"It'snotbadthough,



Youlostyourfriendinacaraccidentandyoudream ofhim eversincethen,

That'snotbad."Hesaidcasually.

"Orwhereyouinlovewithhim?"Heaskedher,

Shefrowned,

"Don'tmeantobecrude,

Justcurious."Hesaid,

Shesmiledathim andshookherhead.

Shedoesn'tevenknowifthatneedsavalidationthough.

"SoVanessa,

Whereareyourparents?"Heaskedher,

"Mydad'soutsideWestwoodnowandmyyoungersistersareinCalifornia,

One'sworkingwhiletheyoungestisinhersecondyearinUCSC."Sheexplained,

"Howaboutyou?"Sheaskedhim,

"MyparentsareoffinBostonandIhaveayoungerbrotherwho'samedicalpractitionersinNew

York."Hesaid,

"Yourmom,

Whatabouther?"Heasked.

Shedidn'ttalkabouthermom inherlittlefamilytreeshemadementionofearlier,

"Mymom isinsomeplaceortheotherIguess.YoucanhiomeanoSimonon+233544142683to



beaddedtostoryheadquartersroom toreadmorestories."Shemouthed,

"Youdon'ttalktoher.."

Itwasmorelikeaconclusionbutshetookitasaquestion,

"Notreally,

She'snotaroundtotalkto."Hervoicetrailedoff,

"Okay...

Maybeweshouldgocheckonthekidsnow."Hesaidandstoodup.

Itwasawkwardforhim,sittingclosetoheraloneinthedimlylitlivingroom,

Hedidn'twanttobetaggedthepervert.

"Yes,Ithinkitsbestwegocheckonthem."Shesuggested,

Henoddedandstoodup,

"ShouldItagalong?"Heasked,

Shenodded.

Whentheygotthere,

Bothkidswereasleepbesideeacheachwiththevideogamecontrolstillintheirhandswiththe

TVstillon,

"They'reasleepalready."Shesaidtohim,

Henodded.

"ShebedwetsmosttimesandIthinktosaveyouthestressandtakeherhome."Hesaid,

Shesmiledlookingatthelittlegirlasshesleptpeacefullybesideherson,



"Maybeyoushouldleavehertonight,

Icanmanagethem both."Shesaidtakingthecontrollersfrom boththekidshandsandcovering

them withtheSpiderman'sblanket.

"Thenyou'llhavemespendingthenighthere,

Iwaskindaworriedsleepingaloneathome,so...."

"Soyou'rescared."Shesaidtohim inamockingway,

Hesmiled.

"Notreally,

Idon'tusuallysleepwithoutAriwithme.

Itmostlylikeshe'sgoneaway."Hesaid..

Shegestureshim thattheyshouldleavetheroom beforetheywakeupthekids.

"Goneawaylikehow?"Sheaskedhim whentheywereinthehallway,

"Likegoingawaywithmyexwife."Hesaid,

"Exwife?

Ithoughtshe'sdead."Vanessasaidbutregretteditimmediately,

"Whotoldyouthat?"Heaskedher,

"Notreallytold,IoverheadAritalkingtoSekanithatyoutoldherhermotherdied."

She'dtobringitout.

"I'dtotellherthat,



Couldn'ttellhershewasleavinguscausewe'dlessmoney,

ArilovesJuliesomuch,Idon'twanthertohateher,soI'dtolie."Heexplainedtoher.

Wow,

Hedoesn'tlooklikehehaslessmoney,

HeshouldberatedamongtherichpeopleofPruetteEstate.

LikewhodrivesaRangeRoverSportsCarhere?

Sheaskedherself.

Sosheleftbecausemoney,

Whymarryhim andhaveakidwithhim ofyouknowyouweregoingtoleavesoon,

Soheartless,

Howcanawomanleaveheryoungdaughterwithherhusband?

Hermotherdidthesametothem yearsagobecausetherewasnomoneyandnowMr

Stedman'swifedidthesame.

ShecanimagineleavingSekanialonewithanyoneforever,

No,

Sekaniisherwholelife,

Shecan'teventhinklivingwithouthim.

"Whereareyou?"Heclickedhisfingersinfrontofherface,

Shesmiledawkwardly.



"Sorry,Iwasabitcarriedaway."Sheapologized,

"Carriedawaybywhat?

Yourpast?"Heaskedinawaythatterrifiedher,

Heplacedhishandsonhers.

"YouknowwhatI'm talkingabout."Hesaid,

Hishandsweresmoothandsoftbutdidoneterrificthing,

Itsendwarmthalloverherbody.

What'shappeningtoher?

Sheaskedherself.

Withthewayhesmiled,

Sheknewheknewwhatwashappeningtoher,

Shewasgoingredalloveranditwasanewfeeling,

Shehasn'tfeltthiswaysince....

"Idon't..."

Shetrailedoff,

"MrsVanessaRyan..

Who'stheluckyRyanman?"

Herexpressionchanged,

"Canwenottalkabouthim andalsoRyanismymaidenname."Shecorrectedhim,

Henodded,



"I'm sorry."Hesaid.

Shelookedathisfacefrom hisblindspot,

He'shandsomeandlookswellbuiltbuthedefinitelyisn'tthetypeofpersonthatshowshisgood

lookstothewholeworldlikeherexhusbanddoes,

Hedoesn'tlookvain.

Togethertheybothspentthenightinthelivingroom,

WithVanessaonthecouchandhim ontheothercouch,

Whatanight.

Forthenextfewdaysaftertheirdiscussion,

Theybothseemstohaveagoodrelationship,

Twicehewatchedoverthekidsinhishousewhileshewenttoworkandwhilsthe'sawayfor

somework,

Shewatchedoverthekids.

Vanessanoticedsomething,

SekanilovesspendingalotoftimewithMrStedman,

Hesaidthemanteacheshim alotofmanlystuffsandevenpromisedtogethim thelatestPS4

videogameset...

"Why,that'stoocostly."Shecomplainedwhenhersontoldher,

"HepromisedhewasgoingtogetitonceIperfecttheoneyougotme,

Shetookamentalnote,



I'llhavetotalktohim aboutitwheneverIseehim again."

Shesaidtoherselfwhiletheboyjubilatesroundthehousethathewasgoingtogetanewvideo

game.

Whenshehim nextshecouldn'tspeakaboutitcausesheknewdoingthatwouldrequirea

verbalintimacyfrom him andshewasn'treadytolivethat.

Butsheregrettedshedidn'twhenhecalledherafewdaylatertohishouse.

Shedjustfinishedpreparingdinnerwhensheheardherphonerang,

Shewipedherhandswiththepapertowelanddiscardeditintothetrashcan,

Thekidswhereinthelivingroom catchingthefavoritehowwhenshewenttothecounterand

pickedhercellphone,

Itwasn'taregisterednumberbutsheacceptedthecall,

"Ihavesomethingtoshowyoucanyoucomeovertomyplaceplease."

Sheknewthevoiceinstantly,

ItwasMrStedman's.

"Why?

Can'tyoucomeover?"Sheaskedhim notlikingtheturnofthings,

"Please,it'surgentandIwantyoutocome."Hispleadingvoicesaidthroughthephone,

"Okaybutitshouldberealquick,

Thekidshaven'tshoweredyet."Shesaidtohim andreluctantlykeptbackherphoneonthe



counter.

Ididn'tsignupforallthisplease,

Shesighed.

Walkingtothelivingroom,thekidsweresoengrossedinBunnyBugstheydidn'tlookupther

whenshesaidshewouldberightback,

Sheopenedthedoorandleftthroughthedoorclosingitassheleft.

Insteadoftakingthestreet,shedecidedtogothroughMrsKingali'sgardenandsoonshewasat

MrStedman'sdoorstep,

Shehadtoknockjustoncebeforeheopenedthedoor,

"You'rehere."Hesaidpleasantly,

"Pleasecomein."Hesaidtoher.

Shereluctantlywentinsideandhejustpushedthedoor,

Rightthereinthelivingroom centretablewasawrappedbox,

Writtenneatlyonthetopwas

"ForSekani."

Shelookedhim,

"Ididn'tknowhowyou'llfeelifI'djustgoneaheadandgaveittohim,soIdecidedit'smore

reasonableifIaskyoufirst.

It'sthelatestPSeditionandItoldhim earlierIwasgoingtogetitformebeforesummerends."

Heexplained.



Shewantedtosayno,

ButlookingathiseagerfaceandimagininghowhappySekaniwasgoingtobewhenheseethis,

"Okay,Igivemypermission."Shesaid,

Beforesheknewit,

Hecameclosetoherandcrashedhislipsonhers.

Tobecontinued.
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VanessawasshockedbeyondwordsasMrStedmankissedher,

Likeastatueshestoodwantingtofighthim off,

RecallinghowJeremyhadkissedherandhowsheslappedhim andhowhe'dgivenhersoft

kisseswhilehewasstillalive.

Herbodywasinrampageandshecouldn'tcontrolherinnerself,

Itwasliketheanimalsshe'scagedinthezoo,

Theywereallfightingtocomeout.



Theywereallshoutingandclampingthecagestryingtobreakitandandrunrampageinher,

Shelostcontrol.

Hermindwasn'tfunctioningandsowasherbrain,

Everythingwasgoingberserkinwardlybutoutwardly,

Shewascalm,

Shedidn'tknowhowshediditbut

Shewasweakandcouldn'tevenliftafingeronhim.

What'shappeningtome?

Shemanagedtoaskherselfcausehislipswerelikepotionsorworstpoisonivy

Theydon'tintenttokillyourathertheymakeyouimmobileandmakeyoulooseyourmindalso.

Watchinghermetamorphoseintodifferentcharacter,heunderstoodshewasfightingwithher

willpower,

Heslowlypulledawayfrom her.

Shestoodanddidnothing,saidnothingwitheyesunblinkingly,

Shewaslookingathim directlyintheeyesandhereyeswerebloodshot,

What'sgoingonwithher?

Whenhetouchedheragain,

Hiswarm handsfeltcoldonherskin,sheshiveredandjerkedbacktolife.

"Stop!"Shecriedloudly.



Slowly,shepassedoutrightonhim,

"Vanessa!"Hecalled,

Hereyeswereclosedandherbreathingwereuneven.

Hecarriedherupandrushedintohisroom tolayheronthebed,

Maybeshe'ssickorworstshehasmorephobiasthansheevertoldme.

Whenhegottohisroom,

Heslowlylayherlightweightbodyonthebedandturnontheair-conditioning.

Thekids.

Nowheremembered,thekidswerealoneatherhouse...

GodwhathaveIdone?

IwastoocarriedawaywatchingherlovelyfaceIdidn'tknowwhatimpulsepushedmetokiss

her,

"Vanessapleasebealright,

I'm sosorry."Hepleadedtheunconsciousladyasshelayevenlyonthebed.

Hecouldn'tkeepwatchoverherasheneededtowatchthekidstoo,

Soheshutthedoor,thenranovertoherplacetomakesurethekidsweren'tgettingtoamess.

Theyweren'tinthelivingroom whenhecame,

"Sekani!"Hecalledtheboy,

"Whereareyouguys?"Heaskedloudly,

Hisdaughterranoutfrom aroom,



Shewaswearinghernightclothesalready,

"Daddy,

Sekani'shavinghisshowerinhisroom,

Where'sMissVanessa,tellherwe'rehungryalready."Shecomplained,

Helookedcloselyatthegirl,

ShewaswearingoneloopearringwhichhebelievedwasVanessa's.

"Wheredidyougetthatfrom?"Heaskedher,

Shecovereditimmediatelywithhertinypalmsandgrinned,

"It'sMissVanessa's,

Ifounditonthefloor."

Shesaid,

"Gotakethem offandyouguysshouldcomeoutfordinner."Hetoldher,

Shesulkedbackintotheroom andcameoutawhilelaterwithSekani.

"Where'smommy?"Sekaniaskedhim asshesawthemandishingouttheirdinnerforthem,

"She'dtohandlesomethingurgentlyandshesaidIshouldwatchoveryoutwo."Helied.

Whywouldn'the,

Howcouldheexplaintothesixyearoldspecterofanothermanthathekissedhismom andshe

passedoutonhim?

Whatcandidexplanationcanhegivetosoothethem?



"Mommyneverleaveslatelikethis,

Canwewaitforher?"Sekaniaskedhim,

Hedidn'tlikethefacthewasgoingtobeeatingdinnerwithoutheraround.

"Shesaidyouguysshouldeatfirstandshe'lleatwhenshegetsback."Heliedwhilesheserved

boththekidstheirfood.

TheboyatelessandsodidAriana,

Theydidn't.evenwaitforhim tocometuckthem tosleepbeforetheytrodtotheirroom,

Notthinkingaboutthevisorgamebutjust,

Howcanmommyleaveustoeatdinneralone?

Feelingfrustrated,

Hewenttocheckonthekids,

Theywerebothsleeping,

HequietlyclosedthedoorandwenttothekitchentopacksomefoodforVanessaifshewould

wakeupsoon.

Whenhegotbacktohishouse,

Heleftthepackedfoodonthediningandwenttocheckonher,

Shewasstillsleeping.

Lookingathowpeacefullyshesleptamidsthavingallthosebaddreamsthatscaredherassup

atnight,

Hesmiled.



She'sarealsurvivor,

Arealone.

Vanessawokeuptothebrightlightthatalmostblindedhereyes,

Itwasthesunraysthatinvadedtheroom.

Sheopenedhereyesandlookedaround.

Wait,

Thisisn'therroom.

Shethoughtasshesawthewindows,

Sheturnedandlookedaroundtheroom,

Itwasmoremasculineandmannish.

Howcomeam Ihere?

Slowlyshedidamentalchecktorecallwhat'dhappened.

SherecalledMrStedmankissedher,

Yes,

Hedidkissherandshedidnothing...

OhmyGod,

WhatdidIdo?

Sheaskedherself.

Soonthedoorproppedopenandtherehewas,

Hewasstillonhispajamaspantbutnoehe'swearingawhitepoloontop,



"Oh,you'reawake."Hemanagetosay.

Yes,

I'm awake.

LikeyouthoughtIwouldn'twakeupagain.

Hewalkedclosertothebedandashedid,

Sheclutchedtheblanketanddriftedbackwards,

"I'm notgoingtohurtyou,

ActuallyIwantedtoapologizeforwhathappenedlastnight.

IkissedyouwithoutyourpermissionandI'm sorry."Heapologizedcalmlyashesatontheedge

ofthebigbed.

"ThekidsareoverattheKingali's,

Toldthem youweren'thomeandI'm goingsomewhere."Heinformedher,

She'dmovedtotheheadboard,

Clutchingtheblankettighter,

"Iwanttogo...."

Itdawnedtoherwhenshelookedatthesideofthebedshe'dslept,

Therewasaredstainonthelightbluebedsheetsanditwasredenoughforanyonetoseeit's

blood.

God,

It'smytimeofthemonth.



Shewasshocked,

Nosign,

Nonothing,

Nosymptoms...

Thisbadandveryembarrassing.

ShecautiouslypushedtheblankettocovertheredstainbeforeMrStedmannoticesit.

Buthealreadysawitandlookingather,seeinghownervousshewas,

Hefeltkindaamused.

So,ifI'dlaidherlastnight,

We'llbeplanningonababyafewweekfrom now.

StophavingvilethoughtsKen,

You'rebetterthanthis.

Hecautionhimselfashestoodupfrom thebed,

Didn'tsayawordaboutitasheleft.

Immediatelyheleft,

Shegotupfrom thebedandremovedtheblanket,

Bothwhereshedlayandwhereshedriftedtoinattemptofstayingawayfrom him hadblood

carelesslyonviewersdisplay.

"OhmyGod,



Whatam Igoingtodo?"Sheaskedherself,

Herdresshadthebloodstainonitsbehindtoo.

I'm doomed.

Butbyhercalculations,

Itshouldhavebeencomingtomorroworadayafter,

Whynow?

Shecried.

Thedooropenedagain,sheturnedtowewhoitwas,

ItwasMrStedmanagain,

Hewasholdingapackoftamponandatowel,

Shefrownedinembarrassment.

"Hereyougo,

Youcanusemybathroom."Hesaidtoherhandingthetamponandthetoweltoher,

"Don'tworryaboutthebed,

I'llhandleit,

Yougowashyourselfup."Hesaid,

Shereluctantlytooktheitemsfrom him anddashedintothebathroom beforehecouldchange

hismind.

Whilstallowingthecoolwatertorundownhernakedbody,

Shethoughtofwhathadhappenedlastnight.



Hekissedher,

Hekissedherlipsandshecouldn'tfighthim off,

Why?

Washeusingaspellonherthatmakesherunabletothinkstraightwithhim around.

Whydidhekissher?

Why?

Apartfrom thekissesshe'dgottenfrom Jeremyandtheonesshegaveherson,

Noonehadeverkissedher.

Herexhusbandtoldherherlipswerenotgoodenoughforhiskiss,

Shewasn'tgoodenoughforhisanything.

Sherubbedherlips,

"What'ssoinyouthathekissedyou?"

Sheaskedherlips,

"Vanessaareyouokay?"Sheheardhim askfrom outside,

"Yes."Shemanagedtosay,

Soonhercrampswouldbecomingup,

Sheneedstogatherallherstrengthforit.

Shegotoutofthetubanddriedherselfwiththetowel,

"MrStedman,

Canyouleavetheroom please,



I'm comingout."Shesaidtohim whilstinsidethebathroom,

Shewouldn'twanthim toseeherwithjusttowelon.

"Okay."Hesaidandsoonsheheardthedooropenedandclosed,

Sheheavedasighofreliefandopenedthebathroom door.

Theroom wasemptyandthebedsheetshadbeenchanged.

Therewasnochangingclothforher,

Phew,

Shelookedaroundtheroom,

Rightbesidethewardrobeonthetablehekeptanotethere,

Shetookitandreaditscontent,

"Youcanchoosefrom mywardrobe,

TherearesomeoversizedT-shirtthere."

Sheopenedthewardrobeandfishedthroughhisthings.

ThereweresomefewT-shirtsthere,

Soshepickone,

It'sblackwithredcollar,

Ishouldgowiththis,

Shethought.

WiththeblackT-shirt,



Sheopenedthedoorandwalkedtothelivingroom,

Sekani'sgiftwasstillonthecentretable.

Sheslowlywenttothedoorandwantedtoopenitwhensheheardhisclearhisthroat,

Sheturnedlikeachildwhowascaughtintheact.

"Idon'tthinkit'swiseyougooutnow,

Itoldthekidsyouweren'taroundandtoldMrsKingalisthesamething,

Don'tyouthinkthey'llfeelwereuptosomethingiftheyseeyouwalkingoutofherewearing

that."Heinformedher,

Shefrownedandpeeredthroughthewindow,

MrKingalisandthekidswereoutsidetoo,

Theyshouldn'tseehercomeoutofhere....

Doesthatmeansshe'sstuckinherewiththisman?

"I'llsuggest,youstayhereforawhiletilltheygoinside."Hesaid,

"Icangetyouacupofhottea,

It'llhelpforcramps."Hesaidtoher,thenwentbackintothekitchen.

Shesighedinfrustration,

Wishtherewasanybetterwaytogetthem insidesoshe'llleavehere.

Padmahadn'tcalledVanessasosomefewdaysandshewasworried,

Yuvrajwastracinghereverymovedandshewassuspectinghewasdoingthattoknowwhen

shewouldwanttogovisitVanessasohecantailher.



HeknewalreadyshewasinHoustonbutHoustonisabigplacetosearchforher,

Heneededmoreoflikeacloserangesearch.

WithPrasadoutoftownwiththeotherboysandYuvrajonatrip,

ShefeltmorerelaxedtocallVanessa.

Whenshedidthatafternoon,

Allhercallsweren'taccepted,

Why?

Shetriedafewmoretimesbutherphonewasn'tgoingthroughthistimearound,

Padmagotscared.

WhatifVanessawasintrouble?

WhatifYuvrajhadfoundherandwasholdinghercaptive?

Differentthoughtsranthroughherheadasshetriedhercellphoneseveralmoretimesbutit

wasn'tgoingthrough.

Hedecidedtocallatherwork,

Maybesheisinameetingoraseminarandcan'ttakecalls.

ThepersonwhoreceivedthecalltoldherthatVanessawasn'tatwork,

"Didyoutrycallherhome?"Sheaskedthelady,

"Ipersonallydidbutitwasn'tgoingthrough,

Idecidedtosendhersomemessagesthroughherintercom butI'vegatnoreplysince.



Obviouslythinkingtheworsthashappened,

Padmagotscaredandpackedherbags,

Maybesomethingbadhappened.

UnbeknownsttoPadma,

Hersonhadkeptsomepeopleonstandbytokeepwatchofher,

Immediatelyshedroveawayfrom thehousewithanunfamiliarcar,

TheyspottedcarandcalledYuvraj.

"What'sit?"Heaskedthemanwhowasinterruptinghisnap,

"Yourmom isdrivingoutnowandaninsiderinformation,

She'daluggagewithherandtookhernewestcar."Heinformedhim,

"Thinkshe'sgoingtomeether."Themanadded,

Yuvrajsmiledevilly.

"Followher,

I'lljoinyouguyslater."Hehungupimmediatelyanddashedtohisclosettopacksomefew

clothes,

"You'redoingmeahugefavormom."Hesmiledtohimself.

Tobecontinued.
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Afterhavingtostandbythewindowforalmostanhourwaitingforthekidstogoin,

Itwasliketidewasclearlyagainsthercausetheyrefusedtogoin.

"Standingtherealldaylookingatthem won'tchangethefactthatthey'renotgoinginsooner."

SheturnedandsawMrStedman,

Hewasn'twearingashirtandhe'dtwomugofhotcoffee,

"Howdoyouknowthat?"Sheaskedhim movingawayfrom thewindow,

"Isawitalready."Hesattoher,

Camecloserandhandedheronecupofcoffee,

"It'llhelpwithyourcrampswhichIbelievewouldbecomingsoon."Hesaidtoher.

Secretlysheprayeditdoesn'tcomecauseshegoesthroughahelllotofpainwhenshehas

cramps,

It'slikelythemostpainfulexperienceapartfrom givingbirthtoherson,

Hercrampsaretorturousandshewouldn'twantittocomenotwhenshe'sstuckwiththis

neighborofher.

"Idon'talwayshavecramps."Shelied,

Lyingthroughyourteethtolookstrong,

Soamusing.

"Mywifetoldmeshealwaysdoesn'thavecrampstoo."Hesaid,



Shedidn'tsayanotherword,

Rathershemovedtotheendofthecouchandsatdown,

Notturning,notlookingatthebaredchestmanthatwassittingattheotherend,

Sippinghiscoffeeandthrowingglancesather.

Finallyitcame...

"Ouch."Shecriedquietly,

Lookedatthemanattheotherendcouch,

Nowhe'sbusywiththelaptopinfrontofhim.

Shetookadeepbreatheandslowlybreathout,

Thepaininherlowerabdomenwasgettingsevereandshe'stryinghardtomakesureshe

doesn'tcryorendupdoingsomethingstupid.

WhywasIevenpunishedwithpainfulmenstruation?

Bothhersistershadquiteeasymenstruationbutherswasthemostpainful,

Padmahadtoldheritwouldgetbetteraftershemightgivenbirthbutitwasn'tanybetter,

Ratheritbecameworst.

Jeremywastheonetakingcareofherwhileshe'ditthen,

Hewouldgetinbedwithherandspoonhertillshesleepsandseveraltimessheendsofcrying

whileheconsolesher....

OhJeremy,



Whymusttherebealottoremindmeofthegoodmomentswe'dtogether?

Shewantstoletitgo,

Toleaveherpastandcontinuedwithwhateverthefutureholdbutitwashard,

Itshardtoforgetthoseclosetoyou.

Shetookanotherdeepbreathewhenthepainbecameworse,

IjustneedtoleavethisplaceASAPbeforethisgetsworsethanitalreadyis.

Shestoodup,lookedatthemanwhowassoengrossinhislaptophedidn'tevenlookup,

"Better."Shemutteredasshewalkedtowardstheroom she'dwokeupfrom,

Shewentin,

Takeofftheblanketandlaypeacefullyallowinghercrampstodowhatitdidbest,

Tortureher.

PadmatriedafewmoretimestocallVanessaasshedrovebutitwasn'tstillgoingthrough,

Shedecidedit'sbestshedroveallthewaytherethangoingwithaflightwhichshebelieveher

obsessiveandnarcissisticsonwouldwanttotrace.

She'ddroveforanhouranafewminuteswhenherphonerang,

Luckilyforher,

ShewaswellpastOuterBanksandwasreallyonthehighway,

There'sagreatchanceshewouldn'tbestoppedbycopsonthewayfortakingacallwhile



drivingatthespeedshewasin.

ItwasVanessa,

Shelongpresstheaccepticon,

"HelloVanessa,wherehaveyoubeen?

I'vebeencallingyouforagesnowbutyouweren't....."

"Grandma,it'smeSekani."Sheheardhergrandson'svoicepantinglikesomeonewhohadbeen

playing,

"Sekaniwhereyourmama?"Sheaskedtheboy,

"MrStedmansaidshewentsomewhereandsheisn'tbacktooandMrStedmanisn'taround

too."Heinformedthewomanafterhegulpeddowntheglassofwateronthetable,

"Who'sthat?"Arianaaskedhim,

Heturnedtoherandaskedhertokeepquiet,

"Grandma'sonthephone."HetoldthelittlegirlinawhisperwhichunfortunatelyPadmaheard.

"Sekaniwho'reyoutalkingto?"Padmaaskedtheboywhensheheardtheboywhisperingto

someone,

"Andwho'sMrStedman?"Sheaskedinsurprise,

VanessanevertoldherofanyMrStedmanthelasttimetheytalk,

Sowho'she?

"Grandma,MrStedmanisourneighborandalsoAriana'sfather."Theboyrepliedherhonestly,

"AndcanIhavehisnumber?"Sheaskedtheboy,



Hekeptthephoneonthetableandclosedthemouthpiecewithhissmallhands,

"What'syourdaddy'snumber?"HeaskedArianawhowasplayingwiththeglassonthetable.

Shelookedathim andfocusedbackontheglassonthetable,

"Ican'trememberit."Shesaid,

Sekanifrownedandpickedthephone,

"Grandmacanyouhangupfirst,soI'llgogetit?"

Hesaidtoher,

"Okay."Shenoddedandhungup.

MrStedman,

Who'sthisMrStedman?

Sheaskedherselfasshedrove.

Maybeshe'sreadingmoretothisthanthere's,

She'llhavetogoandfindoutherself.

Vanessalayinthebedanwaitedforsleeptocome,

Butitwasfarfetched,

Thepainshewasfeelingwasgrotesque,

Shedughernailsandtwirltodifferentsideofthebedwhilehereyesweretightlyshut.

Soonthedooropened,



Shedidn'tlooktoseewhoitwascausesheknewwhoitalreadywas,

"Vanessaareyouokay?"Heaskedherashewalkedtowardsthebed,

Shecouldn'tgetherwordsright,

Soshemanagedtoslurthem out,

"I'm."

"Noyou'renot."Hesaidashetooktheblanketfrom herandwatchedhowshecoiledherselfup

withherarmsaroundherstomach,

Shewasclearlyinpain.

Hehadn'tbeenfortunatetomeetmuchwomenbutseveraltimeduringhismarriagewithJulie,

He'dseenherallcoiledupLukethiscrying.

Juliewasaverystrongwomanwiththiskindofafieryspiritbutseeinghercrywhileshewason

hermenstrualflowtoldhim howpainfulitmusthavebeenforher.

Plushe'sadoctortooandhadquiteagoodknowledgeaboutcrampsandwhenitcomes,

Heknowstooaboutthefemalemenstrualcycleandtheirovulationperiods,

Heisn'taknowitalljerkbuthegatgoodinformationonmostofthem.

"Don'tworry,

I'llbefine."Shemanagedtosayagain,

Hecouldn'thavehearditifnotthathewentsoclosetoher.

Itreallyhurthim watchingherinpainwhenclearlyhecoulddonothingaboutit,



"CanIlaybesideyou?"Heaskedher

Ithelpsalot."Headded,

"Idon'tthink...."Beforeshecouldfinish,

Hegotonthebedandlaidbesideher,

"MrStedmanthisisn'tright."Shequeriedamidstthepain,

"Notlikewe'replanningonhavingsex,

Ijustwanttobehereandhelp,

That'sall."Hesaidtoher,

Shelookedathim,

Hewasboldwhilehesaidthat,

Didn'tevenmincehiswordsatall.

"Learntoloveandbeloved."

Itcameagain,

Sheturnedherbacktohim andclosedhereyes,

Slowlyheslippedhisarm throughherwaist,

"I'm notgoingtohurtyouokay,

I'm won'tdareto,

Justgivemethechancetoprovethat.donotforgettojoinusontelegram

through+233544142683getmoreepisodesfrom there."Hewhisperedtoher.

Whilehisvoicespreadwarmthalloverher,

Sheshuthereyesclosesoshewon'tfeelanythingodd,



Butitwastoolate.

Theparticularfeelingshehaswheneverhe'saroundher,

Itcameagainandthistimeitwasgushingallinher,

Itwaslikethosewarm milkshegivestoArianabeforegoingtobed,

Theyfeelforeignonyourskinbutverylikeableandpleasant.

Whileshelaytheremotionless,hebattledwithhisselfurge,

Shewasdamnbeautifulandhaditallrightbutishereadytoruineverythingbyjustaskingher

forit,

No.

Itgattowait,

Helookeddownathismember,

'Sorryman,yougattolistentome.'Hesaidtoittelepathically.

Shewasgoddamnbeautifulandnomancouldevercontrolhimselfbeingsoclosetoher,

Justherhavingaslightskincontactcansendmanintospace,

She'smoreofliketheperfecthandiworkofthecreator,

Thegoddessthatwassenttoearthtotormentmenwithherbeauty.

Whileherestedhisotherarm onher,shedidn'treact,

Heraisedhisheadandlookedatherface,

Shewasasleepalready.



Shelooksstrikingwhileshesleeps,

Herlips,

Gosh..

Heranhispalmsonherface,

Shelooksobeautifulandsopure..

Butwhathappenedtoher?

Itdoesn'tlooklikeshe'dalwaysbeenlikethis,

Shelookslikeshe'dpassedthroughalot.

Itshouldbe,

Herson,

Shedoesn'ttalkabouthisfatherorwhatever,

Shetoldhim hermothersaidshe'sasurvivor,

Andtoldhim shewasn'taroundtotalkwith...

Itcontrastwiththefirstword.

Sheclearlyhassomething,

Morelikeapainfulpastshecarriesalldayanditweighsdownonherlikeaheavyburden.

Nohusband,ason...

Wassheraped?

Maybeshewasactuallyraped



Andherbestfriendwhoshesaiddiedwastheonlyonewhostoodinforherandwithhim

passingaway.

Thingsbecameharderforher,

She'dtomoveinheretotrygetherlifebackontrack...

Thatexplainsit,

Herherbeingatherapistbutnotwantingtoshareherownproblem.

Shehelppeoplegetbackontheirfeetandhelpsthem getjusticewhenshe'sstilllivingthepain

ofherpast,

Thepainofbeingraped.

Hetuckedbackoneoftheboxbraidsthatfellonherface,

I'm goingtofindthatbastardandGodhelphim,

Hewouldwishhewasdeadthanbeingalivecausehe'sgoingtomakehim pay.

He'sgoingtotormentwhoeverthebastardis,

He'sgoingtomakehim pleadfordeath.

Foreverlayinghishandsonthewoman,

He'sgoingtopayforthis.

MeanwhileYuvrajwasdrivingataslowrangesonottomissPadma'scarwhichwasabout

threecarsaheadofhis.

Whenhe'dreturned,



Heaskedhismentostaybehindwhilehegoaloneandalsoheexchangedcarwiththem,

Hewouldn'twantPadmatoseehisandplayabigoneonhim.

He'droamedenough,

Hadbeggedenough,

Maybenow'sthetimetotakethingsintohishandsandherhiswomanback.

Forthepastfouryears,

Wherehadn'thegoneto?

He'dsearchedeverywheresearchablebutitwasjustlikehismotherhadhisVanessa

somewhereoutoftheworld.

He'devenplayedthenicebrother,

Wenttohisbrothersifthey'danycluecausehebelievesPadmaismoreopenwiththem than

him butnone,

Theysworetheyknewnothing.

Now,he'sgoingtogethiswifeback,

Vanessa,

He'snowsoobsessedwithher.

He'dhereverywhere,

Herphotosinhiscellphoneandalsohiswallpaperandalloverhisbedroom,

Mosttimehefantasizesmakinglovetoher,

Havingherbodyunderhisandgettingthepleasureofhislifeinher.



Whilehesleepsaroundwithrandom women,

HealwaysimaginedthegirlbeingVanessaandwon'topenhiseyestillhe'sdonewithher,

Hehashereverywhereandwouldmakeherhisnomatterwhathehastodo.

She'shisandwouldalwaysbe,

Herbodyandsoularehis.

WhiletheydroveintoHouston,

Hesmiled,

Thenhisguesswererightthen,

Thisiswhereshehasbeenhidingallthiswhile,

Whatagrace?

Padmawastwocarsaheadofhim andhekeptthepacethatway,

Shewouldn'tknowwhathitherwhensheseesme.

Theygottoatrafficjunctionandhadtowait,

Padmawhoreallywasn'twatchingthelightdroveoffimmediately,

Luckilytherewerenocopsonstandbytostopherorworstconfiscatehercar.

Yuvrajgotupset,

Hedoesn'twanttoloseher,

Sointhebidofimpatience,

HechangedlaneandwasdrivingtocatchupwithPadma,



Hedidn'tnoticethetruckcomingfrom theotherside.

Beforehecouldprobablegetonhisbrakeorworstreversehiscar,

Thetruckdriverhithiscarmakingitswervetillithitthetrafficpole,

Helostconsciousnessthere...

Tobecontinued.


