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I
 
“Are you sure this is a good idea?” said Stanley, scratching at his grey hair and inspecting the bits of scalp under his fingernails. 
His spectacles were perched on the end of his nose, giving him an expression halfway between a squint and a sneer. He was wearing his baggy fawn cardigan and tartan slippers.
For a second, Rose wondered if it was a good idea. Stanley wasn’t cutting a dashing figure. “Stop being such a fusspot and come on,” she said, turning the key in the back door.
“You’re only watering the plants and feeding the cat,” said Stanley. “I really don’t see why you need me here.”
“Just get inside will you.” She gave him a push and he stumbled through the door into the utility room. Their neighbours had moved in seven months ago, and had already made extensive renovations. 
“That’s solid corian,” Stanley said, running his fingers along a worktop. “Nice work too.” Rose walked through to the kitchen shaking her head. She’d forgotten that Stanley hadn’t been inside since Samantha and Darren moved out.
Naturally he’d want to do all those male things, like inspecting the carpentry and admiring the quality of the materials. She’d have to finish her chores quickly or she’d lose him altogether to his inspection of the new kitchen suite. 
That wasn’t the reason she’d brought him next door. Even if he hadn’t realised yet. Rose sighed, she’d always been the one to take the lead in these matters. A momentary pang of regret welled up inside her. Regret for all the things she’d never had from her relationship.
She wanted to be needed, physically. She wanted a man who would chase her, wherever she led him. A man who would just take her, without Rose having to orchestrate the whole thing and lead him through it step by step. 
But she was old now. Available men were thin on the ground and she did still have Stanley. He wasn’t a passionate husband, but she didn’t have much to complain about. Mainly the minor quirks and irritations any long term marriage has to accommodate. Heaven knows, he put up with enough of hers.
“Are you finished yet?” said Stanley, hovering in the kitchen door. The cat eyed the food she’d put out with suspicion. Rose could never work out if the cat hated the food or just the fact that Rose put it out for her. 
“I just have to do the orchids,” Rose said. Stanley glanced around the kitchen at the new range cooker and the expensive oak cabinets. “Nice what they’ve done in here,” he said. “They obviously have a bit of money.”
“Hmm,” said Rose, spritzing the orchids with water. She didn’t want to encourage too much interest in the new kitchen. 
“Right, well I’ll be getting back while you finish that off,” said Stanley.
“But you’ve only just got here.”
“I’ve seen all I need to.”
“What on earth do you want to go back home for?”
“The snooker’s on in a minute, I don’t want to miss it.”
“But you haven’t followed the snooker in ages.”
“I caught a few matches on the iPlayer and got back into it.”
“Well you can watch the next one on the iPlayer then.”
“It’s not the same as watching it live.”
Rose let out a short, exasperated breath. She started to question the whole thing. It was just like Stanley to spoil everything before he even realised what was on offer. “There’s something I want to show you upstairs,” she said.
“We can’t go up there.”
“Why ever not?”
“Because it’s not our house. They gave you the keys. I don’t even know if they want me in the kitchen, let alone upstairs. It’s not right.”
“It can’t do any harm. They’ll never know.”
Rose put her head to one side, tilted her hips and shot Stanley a knowing look. It was a look she’d first given him on Boscastle Beach, back in 1970. A look he recognised straight away. 
“Oh,” he said, and swallowed audibly, making his adam’s apple bob. The look was enough to silence him. Rose took him by the hand and led him up the stairs. He wore the same shocked, yet acquiescent, expression he’d worn forty years ago.
Up until that moment, on Boscastle Beach, Rose had thought Stanley was being a gentleman, out of some antiquated notion of chivalry and respect. She learned, when she seduced him, that fear and inexperience had held him back. 
She wished later that she hadn’t chosen such a perfect spot for their first tryst. The act itself had been clumsy and embarrassing, and altered Rose’s feelings about the secluded cove. She could never recall the location without a sense of awkwardness and regret.
At nineteen she’d been in awe of Stanley’s intellect and his talent as a poet. He was only twenty three when Rose met him and already his poems had been published in several small journals. One of the journals was even stocked by her university’s library. She hadn’t entirely liked the poems, but she’d admired his achievement. He was the first person in her social circle to be published.
Sadly, as a poet, Stanley had not made good on his early promise. He had improved as a lover, but he’d never quite gotten over the shift in power that sex brought to their relationship. He was threatened by Rose’s sexual experience.
Stanley tried to compensate for his inferiority by subtly belittling Rose with his intellect. He wouldn’t stoop to an outright insult. He did it all through inference and allusion. Because she recognised the source of his hostility, and because she loved him, Rose had learned to ignore the barbed comments and the subtle taunts.
Rose led Stanley across the landing to the spare room. Stanley was still taking in the reclaimed floorboards and the Farrow and Ball paint that had replaced the flock wallpaper, as Rose opened the door. 
“So,” she said, making a grand gesture. “What do you think?” 
“What do I think of what?”
“Oh come on,” she patted the mattress of the king sized, four poster bed that dominated the room. “What do you think I’m talking about?”
The four poster bed took up most of the available space in the room. Rose had no idea how Peter and Bethany had gotten it in there. It was too big to go up the stairs or through the door, or even for them to have winched it through the window. 
It was a tudor style canopy bed, with intricately carved oak posts. A nymph and a satyr chased each other round the dark antique wood of the posts. The carved panels of the headboard depicted an obscene bacchanal, in which few of the sexual positions seemed physically possible. The bedspread and curtains were made of a deep red material with gold brocade stitching, decorated with an intricate crest made up entirely from genitalia.
“Oh it’s the bed,” said Stanley. “That’s what you wanted to show me.” He looked relieved, like a schoolboy who’s been let off a scolding. “I thought... well, I mean, when you... anyway, I’ve seen it now. Come on, we’d better be going.”
“Hold on, I’m not finished yet.” Rose pulled herself up onto the bed and patted the mattress next to her. “Come join me.”
Stanley looked more than a little hesitant. “Look Rose, this isn’t right. We don’t even know Peter and Bethany. We should be getting along now.”
Rose sighed with exasperation. The bed was already starting to affect her. All she needed to do was to get Stanley to touch it.
She remembered the first time she saw the bed, when she popped over yesterday. She’d fed the cat and watered the plants and decided to have a nosey about. She got a delicious, clandestine thrill being in someone’s house when they were away. It was like sharing an intimate slice of their everyday life, without them knowing.
After checking the cupboards, the bookshelves and the broom cupboard, and finding nothing of any note, Rose decided to head upstairs. The idea of checking the bedrooms gave her a little frisson, especially when she considered the things that might occur there, but they were disappointingly tasteful and bland. 
Then Rose walked into the spare room and saw the bed. This was just the sort of secret she’d been hoping to unearth. The bed looked as though it had been waiting for her. She was appalled and fascinated by the carvings and the motif on the spread. Peter and Bethany seemed so prim and self-contained. She knew there had to be something lurking beneath their respectable facade, but she hadn’t expected anything so exciting as this.
In the back of her mind she told herself it was time to go back downstairs and leave, she’d pried enough, and she still had to make Stanley’s supper. She didn’t listen though. Instead she went over to the bed and ran a hand over the spread. A static charge seemed to crackle up her arm. She didn’t feel it in her body so much as her emotions, which gave it more force. Her breathing became quick and shallow and her heart beat faster.
The mattress was high and Rose had to pull herself up on to it. She felt a twinge from her bad hip as she swung her leg up. Rose cursed, and shifted her buttocks to ease the pain. She lay on her back and stared up at the tapestry on the underside of the canopy. It showed a naked woman, with large breasts, easing herself onto a large, erect phallus. The anatomical detail of the woman’s labia, as they parted to accommodate the huge shaft of the phallus, was very graphic.
Rose was filled with a sudden yearning to be penetrated by such a huge phallus. To feel it, hard and swollen, pumping furiously inside her. 
She slipped her hand down the front of her trousers and lifted the frayed elastic of her knickers. Her fingers searched out her clitoris. Rose could not remember the last time she’d done this. She felt out of practice, lacking both the dexterity and the rhythm she needed to please herself.
Then she looked up at the tapestry again and projected herself into the woman’s position, imagined lowering herself onto such a magnificent cock and her fingers began to work their old magic. 
The orgasm seemed to come from somewhere deep inside the bed. It seeped into her, moving down her thighs and up her spine, lighting up each of her nerve endings. She arched her back, knowing she’d pay for that in the morning but caring not a bit, and let out a moan that became a sob as her whole physique surrendered to the pleasure of coming.
When she was done, Rose lay panting on the bed. She brought her fingers up to her lips and tasted herself. Something she hadn’t done since she was a teen, experimenting with personal pleasures. She was pleasantly surprised to find that, despite being long past her menopause, she still loved the taste of her own juices.
She wanted to feel those juices now. She’d gotten Stanley this far, he just needed one last little push. 
“Do you think these posts were carved by hand?” she said. “Or one of those carving machines?”
“A router you mean?”
“Yes one of those, what do you think?”
“How on earth should I know?”
“Well, you’re the expert. You have such a good eye for these matters. You know so much more than me.”
Stanley went to examine one of the posts. Stroking his ego always worked. “I doubt you could get this detail with a router. Plus it’s most likely an antique, they wouldn’t have had the technology back then.”
“Are you sure?”
“Just look at this finish, and the grain of the wood. This has to be done by hand. See how smooth it is.”
Stanley ran his hand along the post and Rose smiled. He looked down at the front of his trousers with surprise. A huge bulge had appeared. He looked over at Rose, and she nodded, reaching out a hand to him as she threw back the covers.
For the first time in their marriage, Stanley didn’t need to be led to the bed, didn’t need to be guided and gently encouraged. He leaped on Rose.
She tore off his checked flannel shirt and tugged at his thermal vest while he fumbled with his belt. 
“Just let me get my glasses off,” Stanley said, as Rose tried to wrestle the vest over his head. Rose slipped off her blouse and skirt then pulled off her knickers. She was so excited she didn’t even mind that Stanley hadn’t noticed they were new. 
Her bra was relatively new too. She was about to unclip it when she thought better of it. Better to keep an air of mystery, or at least let Stanley remember her breasts as they used to be. Not as the saggy things they were now. 
Stanley was down to his Y-fronts and his socks. One was tartan and one was navy blue. Rose chose to ignore them. She pushed him onto his back, knelt next to him and removed the slightly stained brown and beige Y-fronts.
Stanley sprang free, his erect penis jutting expectantly from a little nest of grey pubic hair. Rose bent and took him in her mouth. He hadn’t washed that morning, and he had an old man’s musty scent, but he throbbed with appreciation beneath her lips and tongue. A drop of pre-cum trickled over her tongue and Rose felt herself moisten in anticipation.
Stanley groaned and Rose took him out of her mouth. She sat astride him and guided him into her. Rose closed her eyes and pictured the tapestry above her head. As Stanley filled her, she imagined herself as the woman, being taken by the giant phallus.
Rose began to grind her hips. She opened her eyes and caught Stanley’s gaze. They smiled furtively at each other, reveling in the forbidden pleasure of fucking in a neighbour’s bed.
Peter and Bethany would never expect such a thing. To them, Rose and Stanley were quaint and sexless. An older couple who lived next door. Someone with whom they exchanged Xmas cards and polite greetings in the driveway. People whom they pitied and patronised for their lower income and aging bones.
They certainly weren’t the sort of people Peter and Bethany would imagine rutting like animals on their freshly laundered linen the minute they went off on holiday. 
When they were done, Rose lay next to Stanley toying with the hairs on his chest. They were so perfectly white Rose imagined them the ghosts of hairs that once lived on Stanley’s chest. 
“What are you thinking about?” Rose asked him. Stanley chuckled, his mouth set in a supercilious smile. 
“I was thinking of Betjeman, and his poem - ‘Late-Flowering Lust’.”
“Do I want to hear this?” 
Stanley ignored her and began to intone:
 
“I cling to you inflamed with fear
As now you cling to me,
I feel how frail you are my dear
And wonder what will be—
 
“A week? or twenty years remain?
And then—what kind of death?
A losing fight with frightful pain
Or a gasping fight for breath?
 
“Too long we let our bodies cling,
We cannot hide disgust
At all the thoughts that in us spring
From this late-flowering lust.”
 
Rose rolled over on her side, with her back to Stanley. She blinked away the tears she didn’t want him to see. For all his learning, Stanley suddenly seemed very old, yet very childish in his spite.
 
 



II
 
Three days later, Peter and Bethany came home and Rose returned their keys, posting them through the letterbox in an old brown envelope. She’d put the incident with Stanley from her mind, trying her best to forget it.
Rose was frying pork sausages for dinner when there was a loud rap at the front door. It was Peter; despite his tan, and his expensive pink polo shirt, he seemed deeply rattled. His long, thin face was ashen and he looked genuinely appalled about something.
“Peter,” Rose said, tucking some loose hairs behind her ear. “How was your holiday?”
“What…? Oh, my holiday, yes my holiday… it was fine thank you.”
Peter breathed out heavily through his nose and looked at the floor. He put his hand on the back of his neck and shook his head. 
“Look, there’s no… erm, easy way to say this. But… well… just what do you think you were you doing in our spare room?”
A cold wave of panic washed over Rose. How could he possibly know. There was no conceivable way. She had laundered all the sheets, put everything back as it was. There was no trace of their passion left in the room.
“I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about,” she said, trying to hide how dry her throat suddenly felt.
“Oh come on, it’s not something you’d miss, is it?”
“I’m afraid you’ve got me at a loss Peter… I don’t, I mean… I simply watered the plants and fed the cat like you asked. I didn’t go anywhere near the spare room”
“What I want to know is how you got it up in the first place.”
Rose almost gasped. Her shoulders went back and her brow furrowed with indignation. “I don’t think I care for your tone Peter. Now, if you’ll excuse me I have something on the stove.”
Rose started to close the door but Peter blocked it with his hand. “Look, I’m just trying to make sense of it all. I’m not even really that cross, just perplexed. I don’t understand how you got it through the door or even up the stairs. Did you get some men in? Was it delivered while we were away? Did you have to sign for it or something?”
“Peter, I’m sorry, you really aren’t making any sense. Did we have to sign for what?”
“The bed of course, the ruddy great bed in the spare room.”
“Wasn’t that already there?”
“So you’ve seen it. You do know what I’m talking about.”
“I might have glimpsed it.”
“But I thought you said you didn’t go anywhere near the spare room?”
“I had to get the cat down from upstairs at one point.”
“The cat’s not allowed upstairs.”
“Exactly, so I… must have… chased her up there and caught a glimpse of it through the doorway. It’s quite noticeable.”
“I’ll say it’s bloody noticeable.” Peter stared at her intently. Rose could tell he suspected she wasn’t being entirely frank, but that wasn’t the biggest of his worries. “So you really have nothing to do with it being there? Because it wasn’t there when we left and you’re the only person who’s been in the house.”
“Peter, I hardly know you and Bethany. Why would I put a bed in your spare room while you were away? I’m an old woman and Stanley’s plagued by his back. How could we get a four poster bed up those stairs.”
“You didn’t pay someone else to do it then?”
“Why would we? We live on a pension. We’ve got better things to do with our savings than waste them on senseless practical jokes and expensive furniture.”
“You didn’t see anything suspicious while we were away. No one else calling round with deliveries or something.”
“No, not a thing.”
“You would tell me if you had seen something, wouldn’t you?”
“Of course.”
Peter shook his head and stared at the floor, trying to puzzle it all out. “It just doesn’t make any sense.” He looked up and stared Rose straight in the eye. “No one’s threatening you are they? To keep quiet about all this I mean. You can tell me if they are.”
“Peter, listen to yourself.”
Peter stared up at the window of the spare room next door. Then he turned to go without saying a word of thanks or goodbye. Rose had the distinct feeling she’d been dismissed. 
The sausages were burned black when she got back to the kitchen and she had to open a tin of beans instead. Her hands were shaking so much it took two attempts to get the lid off.
She thought at first it was from the confrontation with Peter. When she considered it however, she realised it was the bed that had shaken her. The mysterious bed that had seduced her and Stanley. The four poster bed that hadn’t been in the spare room when Peter and Bethany left for their holiday, but had somehow been waiting, just for her.
 



III
 
Late next afternoon, Rose saw workmen carrying chunks of carved wood and a mattress out to a skip in next door’s drive. She recognised some of the carvings and the designs on the fabric that the men slung in the skip.
At the end of the day a truck came and took the skip away. Peter and Bethany probably paid a premium to get such prompt service.
Rose was surprised by how upset she felt about the disposal of the bed. It was an antique after all and probably one of a kind. It was wanton vandalism to hack it to pieces and dump it in a skip. It made her wonder what sort of people Peter and Bethany were to treat a rare object like the bed with such violent disregard.
Rose had let go of any foolish thoughts she had about the strange power of the bed. She and Stanley had just indulged in a foolish and uncharacteristic moment of madness that was all. A brief attempt to recapture their youth and deny the stifling hand of age. She was rather embarrassed by the whole incident now, as enjoyable as it had been. 
Stanley hadn’t looked her in the eye since. He’d retreated into his private world of snooker and DIY catalogues. Rose knew that he felt just as foolish and blamed her for it. It was childish of him, she knew, but he’d get over it if she gave him a bit of time and space.
She didn’t suppose that Peter or Bethany would ask her to look after the property next time they went away. She didn’t mind too much about this. There were too many memories in the house for her. The extensive renovations hadn’t dulled the impact of those memories.
When Darren and Samantha lived there, Rose had been round at least twice a day. Their young children, Paul and Emily, had loved Rose and she was always babysitting and baking them treats. Rose would often have the kids after school once Samantha started work again, to allow her and Darren could keep up with the mortgage. 
She and Stanley hadn’t been able to have children, though Rose would dearly loved to have been a mother. They tried for a long time but it never happened. Rose had wanted to see a doctor but Stanley wouldn’t agree. He felt it was a personal thing that should be kept between the two of them. He didn’t want to go sharing these sort of problems with a stranger, even if that stranger was a trained professional. 
In truth, Rose knew that Stanley suspected the problem was with him, and he didn’t want that medically confirmed. He already had enough hang ups about his sexuality and Rose didn’t want to make him feel any more insufficient. 
Stanley turned to poetry to cope with the erosion of his confidence. For a while he was more prolific than he was when Rose first met him. He even placed a couple of the poems with prestigious publications. One of the poems he showed Rose ended with the line:
 
“Her womb was an instrument of revenge.”
 
She wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, but she knew he was subtly taunting her. Turning his inadequacy into hostility towards her. Making it all her problem. It was typical of Stanley to use his intelligence and learning to goad her in such a way that he remained above reproach, while Rose was made to feel insufficient because of her lesser intellect.
As the years drew on, Rose felt increasingly hollowed out by her broodiness. A deep yearning would chip away at her insides every time she saw a pregnant woman. Whenever she heard a small child call out ‘Mummy’ in a supermarket, Rose’s own need to be called ‘Mummy’ would echo round her hollow interior like a cry of anguish in a canyon.
On her fifty first birthday, Rose stopped bleeding altogether. The ticking of her biological clock had been silenced, once and for all, by the menopause. She crawled into the bath with a bottle of red wine and tried to drown the emptiness with which she was swollen. The mocking emptiness that had eaten the life Rose longed to feel inside her.
Samantha had instinctively known this of course and, while they were good friends, she didn’t mind exploiting it, not when it meant endless free child care. When Darren left her, quite unexpectedly, for a younger woman he’d met at work, Samantha relied on Rose even more to help with the children.
That’s when the problems started. As Samantha fell apart and was unable to cope, Paul and Emily came to depend more and more on Rose for their everyday parenting. When Samantha started to recover, she began to resent this. Rose was only trying to help, but the closer Paul and Emily got to her, the more Samantha hated her. 
“You’re not their mother,” Samantha had screamed in her face, the last time Rose had seen her. “They’re not your children, you can’t take my place!”
Rose had simply come round with the schedule for the school’s parent teacher meetings. She had offered to drive Samantha there because her car was being repaired, and to wait for them if need be. Samantha had slammed the door in her face. 
A month later they moved out and put the house on the market. Samantha didn’t leave a forwarding address, nor did she bother to say goodbye. 
Paul got in touch with her on Facebook for a while. Rose was overjoyed to hear from him and to find out how he and Emily were getting along. As soon as Samantha found out however, she blocked Rose and threatened her with a restraining order if she ever got in contact with the children again.
A long period of grieving followed for Rose. She was mourning not only the end of her relationship with Paul and Emily, but all her hopes of motherhood. She would never get to comfort or nurture them, or any child, again. She would never see them fall in love for the first time, go off to university, get married or bring home their own first born child for her to see.
The emptiness that filled Rose made it so easy for people to get inside her. And when they did, something deep within her always died.
 



IV
 
The next morning Rose was violently sick. She woke feeling nauseous and only just made it to the bathroom before emptying her stomach. 
By lunch time she felt fine and put the vomiting down to a fleeting tummy bug. Her stomach was quite painfully bloated though, and the front of her pants felt tight and restricted. She sighed at the thought that her waist was growing once again and she’d probably have to let out all her clothes. 
Rose opened the fridge to decide what to have for lunch. As she scanned the contents for inspiration, she was gripped with a sudden desire for pilchards and pickled gherkins. She hadn’t had either for over a decade. She had no idea where the desire came from, but Rose could already taste them. Her mouth watered and her stomach rumbled its appreciation. They weren’t foods she liked, but the need to eat them was overwhelming, as though the oily fish and sour vegetables would instantly fix everything that ailed her.
The next morning she woke just as nauseous and brought up everything she’d eaten the night before. There were no more problems for the rest of the day, other than a severely bloated stomach and a few odd cravings. 
This pattern continued for the next few days. The doctor told her it was nothing to worry about, probably just a bug. “Come and see me in a few days time if the symptoms continue,” she said, without looking up from her computer. “I’ll give you some pills for the nausea.” Rose had waited for over an hour and the appointment lasted less than three minutes.
The symptoms did continue, though Rose didn’t bother to return to her doctor. The bloating got so severe all Rose could wear was a pair of old leggings and her sweatpants. 
She stood in front of the mirror in their bedroom, about a fortnight after the nausea started, and stared at her gut. It was noticeably protruding now. She looked like a famine victim with a distended belly, except she wasn’t malnourished, despite the early morning vomiting.
Stanley, who was already in bed, looked up from his book and saw her stroking her belly. 
“How Blakean,” he said.
“What?”
 
“Oh Rose thou art sick,
The Invisible Worm 
That flies in the night 
In the howling storm: 
 
“Has found out thy bed
Of crimson joy:
And his dark secret love
Does thy life destroy.”
 
Rose turned and glared at Stanley with such venomous fury that the smug grin dropped from his face. He looked shocked and a little scared. Like a guilty schoolboy who’s just been overheard using bad language. He blinked, swallowed and went back to his book.
 



V
 
A week later they were just settling down to watch Masterchef when there was a loud rapping on their door. Rose got out of her armchair and winced at the pain in her lower back. Stanley stood and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder.
“You sit yourself down love,” he said gently. “I’ll get it.”
Rose patted his hand and sank back into her chair with a painful sigh. Stanley was worried about her health. The early morning vomiting had stopped, but her stomach had really swollen. It was heavy and painful. Stanley wanted to call the doctor, but after the last debacle Rose wasn’t keen to go back.
“Peter?” Rose heard Stanley say in the hallway, followed by the sound of Peter barging in. “Why don’t you come in?” Stanley continued as Peter marched into the living room.
Rose got to her feet to greet Peter, holding her stomach. There were dark bags under Peter’s eyes. His clothes were rumpled, his hair hadn’t been combed, he needed a shave and there was alcohol on his breath. 
“Have you seen her?” he said. “Has she been in touch?”
“Have we seen who Peter?” Rose said. Peter looked irritated by the question, as though Rose was stupid for asking.
“Bethany of course,” he said. “She’s disappeared. Has she called round or been in touch with you?”
“No, I haven’t seen her in days. When was the last time you saw her?”
Peter stared at Rose with disbelief, as though he couldn’t believe she could ask such a question. Then he shook his head and stared at the carpet, massaging his temples with his left hand.
“We went to bed last night, same as normal. I woke up this morning and she was gone. I’ve called everyone I can think of, no-one knows where she is.”
“Maybe she just needed to get away from everything,” said Stanley. “Sometimes people do. She might even be back later tonight.”
Peter turned to look at Stanley for the first time. Regarding him with such withering disdain that both Stanley and Rose frowned. 
“You don’t understand,” Peter said. “We were in the bed.”
“Isn’t that where people usually are first thing in the morning?” said Rose.
“Not in bed. In the
bed. The one we got rid of.”
“I’m not following you Peter.”
“We went to bed last night in our usual bed. The one that cost a fortune from John Lewis. When I woke up this morning I was in the four poster. Our old bed was gone and the four poster was in its place, right there, in our bedroom.”
“I don’t quite see how that’s possible.”
“Don’t you think I know that! Do you know how much I paid to get rid of it the first time? But there it was in our bedroom.”
“Was Bethany in the bed with you?”
“Yes… well no. I mean, she was to begin with, I swear she was. I could feel her next to me as I woke. Her back was pressing against mine. I rolled over to spoon, with my eyes still closed, and there was this faint noise, like a hiss or someone wheezing and trying to catch their breath. Then suddenly she wasn’t there. The sheets were still warm. I could smell her on them but she was gone, as though she’d just, I don’t know… fizzled out.”
“Fizzled out?”
“Yes,” said Peter, getting annoyed with her. “That’s the best way I can describe it, okay? That’s what it felt like.”
“How are you and Bethany getting on at the moment?” said Stanley.
“What business of yours is that?” Peter retorted.
“Well none really, only, looking at this objectively, the most obvious explanation is that she’s probably behind all this.”
“What on earth are you talking about?” Peter’s voice was frigid with disapproval. 
“Well, think about it for a moment. Who is best placed to deliver a four poster bed to your house if not one of the occupants? Someone who knows when you’re going to be away. Maybe the second time, she slipped you an incredibly strong sleeping pill, then had the old bed taken away and put you back in the new one before you woke. Perhaps she slipped away just as you were waking, but you didn’t see her go because you were still a bit drugged.”
“That is the single most ridiculous thing I have ever heard! Why on earth would she want to do that? Why would anyone want to do that?”
“Maybe she’s trying to drive you mad. Maybe she wants you out of the way. I don’t know, that’s why I asked how you were getting on. But how would anyone else manage to deliver two identical beds to your house without at least one of you noticing?”
“But it wasn’t two identical beds. It was the same one. The exact same one. That’s what I’m trying to tell you.”
“It couldn’t possibly be the exact same bed.” said Rose, in measured tones, trying to calm Peter. “You destroyed the first bed, hacked it to pieces.”
“I know, but it keeps coming back. The same bed keeps returning. You couldn’t replicate something this unique. The carvings, the curtains, the throws, they’re all identical.”
“Even the tapestry on the underside of the canopy?” said Stanley. Peter stopped what he was about to say and glared at Stanley with suspicion.
“How do you know there was a tapestry?”
“Well I… I mean I… erm…” Stanley went dead-white and Rose could have throttled him. 
“He saw it in the skip, when you threw it out,” she said. “I would have thought that was obvious. Such a waste too, it was unique, it must have been worth quite a bit.”
“But we didn’t throw the tapestry in the skip. We burnt it separately. There’s no way you could have known about that tapestry unless you’d been on the bed. You wouldn’t have seen it if you’d just looked through the door of the spare room.”
Now it was Rose’s turn to go white. “That’s not the point,” she said, trying to gather herself. “Bethany is missing and someone is delivering beds to your house without you knowing. Let’s focus on the important issues here.”
Peter wasn’t listening. He was staring with horror at Rose’s belly. He backed away from her shaking his head ever so slightly. “Oh my God,” he said. “You didn’t, you didn’t, you have no idea what you’ve done, have you?” The back of his legs touched the sofa and he collapsed on to it, like a rag doll someone had tossed onto the furniture. All the life drained from his muscles. He put his head in his hands and began to cry.
Rose and Stanley exchanged a puzzled look. This was not the response they expected. “Go and get some brandy,” Rose told Stanley. She sat beside Peter, settling carefully into position to accommodate the weight of her distended belly.
“You don’t understand what you’ve done, do you?” Peter muttered, staring at his lap. “I’m fucked, I’m absolutely fucked.”
“Peter, you’re not making any sense,” Rose said. Stanley returned with a large glass of brandy and Peter sipped it gratefully.
“Peter,” Rose said, putting a hand on his arm. “What is it that you think we’ve done? What don’t we understand? Does it have something to do with Bethany’s disappearance?”
“It has everything to do with Bethany’s disappearance.” Peter drained the last of the brandy from the glass. He seemed to be weighing up how much to tell them.
“You have to tell us,” said Rose. “It’s important.”
Peter sighed and handed Stanley his glass for a refill. “The bed, I’ve seen it before, that is, before I moved here. Bethany and I are lawyers, used to be lawyers. We worked for a firm that specialised in probate and estate management. That’s where we met actually. It was against company rules to get involved with other staff, plus Bethany was already married, which made it even more complicated, but we were the best at what we did, so they let it slide. 
“Our clients were old and rich, and mainly came to us through personal recommendation. We had one client, though, who was a little eccentric. He was a recluse called Archibald Trelawney. He had a huge personal fortune and a vast property portfolio. When word got out that he was looking to expand his legal team, Bethany and I did everything we could to get an introduction.
“He never left his home, some crumbling, gothic pile in the middle of his country estate, so that’s where we went to meet him. We were carefully vetted before we got an introduction, so I have to admit, we were curious and a little excited to finally meet the elusive Mr Trelawney.
 “A shame then that he made our flesh crawl. We were shown into this little back room on the ground floor, where he seemed to spend all his time. A poky little space filled with books, lining the walls and sittting in huge piles everywhere. He had a mansion with four wings and acres of land around it, yet he hardly ever left this one room. You could tell by the smell.
“He had these horrid little eyes, sunken into a wizened head. They made you feel dirty just by looking at you. He was well spoken and obviously educated, but he had a way of speaking that made everything he said sound lewd and inappropriate. He smiled the minute he saw us, it was a predator’s smile, made you feel someone had rammed an ice pick in your guts.
“We had a pretty slick Powerpoint presentation all prepared, but he wasn’t the least bit interested. It turned out he had a proposal all of his own. He didn’t beat about the bush or anything, he just came straight out with it. He asked how we’d like to inherit his whole estate, money and all. We thought he was joking, obviously. So we laughed it off and tried to steer him back to employing our company.
“Turns out he was being deadly serious. He wasn’t looking for lawyers, he was looking for a couple – the right couple, and he liked what he saw in us. He offered to make us sole benefactors. With one single stipulation, we had to do something in return. Something quite unorthodox…”
Peter stopped, shook his head in revulsion and got to his feet. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ve said too much already.” Stanley also stood, to block Peter from leaving. 
“Wait,” Stanley said. “You can’t stop there. You haven’t told us anything. This is important.”
“Look, I’ve taken up too much of your time. I shouldn’t have come here in the first place, you don’t know where Bethany is. I need to get as far away as possible.”
Stanley moved in front of the door. “Don’t leave please, we need to know what the stipulation was.”
“No you don’t, you really don’t. But I do need to leave. I have some post of yours by the way, the post man delivered it to us by accident. I’ll drop it off before I go.”
Rose pulled herself off the sofa and put her hand on Peter’s shoulder. “Peter, look at me, please. You know something about that bed, about Bethany’s disappearance and…” Rose rubbed her stomach. “And about what’s happened to me. Stanley’s right, this is important to all of us. We won’t judge you, we might even be able to help you, but we can’t do anything unless we know the whole truth. Please, come and sit down, Stanley will get more brandy.”
Peter seemed to waver. Rose motioned for Stanley to refill his glass and took advantage of his indecision, to steer him back to the sofa. Peter accepted the fresh glass of brandy and stared straight ahead of him. “You were going to tell us about the unorthodox stipulation…” Rose prompted.
Peter sighed. “Where do I start? I mean, I’m a man of the world and everything. Some of my richer clients have had some… interesting tastes, but this turned out to be… well… I mean we thought at first it was just a harmless peccadillo. 
“He was going to let us inherit everything, so long as we agreed to… to… I can’t believe I’m telling you this. So long as we agreed to have sex, in a special bed, in his house, while he was in the room with us. We weren’t even sure he was serious when he first put it to us. I mean we’d come there to win his business. We didn’t expect to be offered the whole estate if we put on some private sex show for the old pervert. 
“We asked for a bit of time to think it over, but the old bastard put the hard sell on us, saying we’d have to give him an answer straight away. Well, what would you have done? I mean he was offering us more money than we could spend in several lifetimes. Naturally we agreed.
“But it didn’t stop there, the paperwork we had to sign was incredible. I mean, this was our area of specialty but even we were overwhelmed by it and, because of the nature of the transaction, we couldn’t employ anyone to negotiate on our behalf, or help us with the more esoteric parts. A huge part of it was in Latin, which I’m not great on. The problem was, a lot of it dealt with laws that we weren’t familiar with, some weren’t even laws of the earthly realm, that is to say they… no, I’m not making much sense.
“Anyway, back to the… erm, act we had to commit. We had to do all these strange exercises for about a month leading up to it. We’d be picked up and driven to the estate and some strange people would instruct us to do some very odd things. They’d give us these hideous herbal concoctions to drink as well, it was all very bizarre. 
“Then one night we were taken to this bed chamber on the second floor of the mansion. It had magical symbols, drawn on the floorboards in ash and daubed on the walls in blood. The room was filled with erotic art, statues and paintings, most of it was unspeakably obscene. We nearly bolted when we saw it, in spite of all the cash at stake. 
“In the centre of the room was the bed. That’s where we were supposed to… perform. It wasn’t… it’s actually not as easy as… I mean I don’t normally have any trouble. I’ve never fancied anyone like I fancy Bethany, but it was different with him in the room. 
“When the old goat saw that I was… I was having trouble, he… No, no I can’t tell you…”
Rose put her hand on Peter’s shoulder. “This is important, I told you we won’t judge, but every little detail might be pertinent.”
Peter drained his glass. “He put something up… look you have to understand that I’m not into any of the funny stuff. I’m not gay, or kinky, okay? But he… put something up my behind. A little muslin bag filled with exotic spices. Felt like my arse was on fire, excuse my French, but I don’t think I’ve ever been harder. I didn’t have any problem after that and, well, you both know what the bed can do to you. 
“When we finished, we heard this weird hissing noise, like someone wheezing or gasping for breath. It was just at the point that I climaxed actually. We looked over at Trelawney and he was slumped over in his chair, dead. A thin trickle of dark green fluid ran from the corner of his mouth. He’d poisoned himself.
“Can’t say we were sorry to see the back of the old goat. I mean everything was ours now, or so we thought. The first thing we did was get rid of all the old books and the obscene art, not to mention the furniture and furnishings. We could have sold some of it I suppose, it was all antique, some of the books and the statues were worth quite a bit I’m told, but we were already fabulously wealthy so we didn’t need the extra money. Beside I never really went in for antiques. Most importantly though, we got rid of that monstrous bed, or at least we thought we had.
“Then all these notaries started crawling out of the woodwork, especially when Bethany discovered she was pregnant, which kind of surprised us. Bethany had been told she couldn’t have children. It was one of the reasons her first marriage broke down, her husband was desperate for kids.
“There were all these clauses in the paperwork we signed, that we either hadn’t seen, or hadn’t understood. Most of them were to do with the care and provision for any children we might have in the first year of our inheritance. So naturally the first thing we did was lawyer up ourselves, inasmuch as we could, given the paperwork we’d signed, which forbade challenging the terms and conditions of the will under pain of forfeit. 
“We also got some Latin scholars to translate the passages we couldn’t follow. There was a lot of references to anaeternae ultionis clause, meaning eternal, or unending, vengeance which, if invoked, would result in us being punished over and over and over again. Though it didn’t specify how this would be done from a legal perspective, so we weren’t too bothered about that.
“What did worry us were our legal imperatives under thererum tanta novitas clause. This specified our roles in a magical ceremony that we had no idea we were taking part in. A ceremony to incarnate a grown man inside the womb of a barren woman, so he’d grow to manhood with all the knowledge and memories of his former life.
“Bethany was pretty freaked out, I can tell you. She didn’t like the idea of being pregnant in the first place, she was only three months gone but she looked more like six or seven. It wasn’t helping our marriage any either. Then, when she found out about this, it sent her over the edge.
“I mean neither of us believed it was real, not at first. But she knew that something wasn’t right with her condition. She said she could feel him growing within her like a tumour, sucking the life out of her. She thought it was like a form of unending rape, having that creepy old goat deep inside her. She even became convinced she could hear his thoughts, goading her and laughing at her from inside her own womb.
“It was driving her mad so we had to do something about it. If that was Trelawney growing inside her, we certainly didn’t want to raise him after he was born. Can you imagine that? A little toddler running around with the mind and memories of an evil old man, calling you ‘Mummy’ and ‘Daddy’. Looking into a tiny infant’s eyes and seeing that malevolent old fossil staring out of them. I can’t think of anything worse.
“We made discreet enquiries about terminating the pregnancy. No one wanted to help us at first, they thought Bethany was too late in her term, because of how big she was. Eventually we found a clinic with questionable ethics and a liking for six figure fees. When it was over we told the solicitors that Bethany had miscarried.
“Unfortunately they followed the money trail to the clinic and exposed our little lie. We lost the whole estate. We’d gone back on our deal and as such we’d forfeited our right to the inheritance. We had to do it though, after the way that bastard had played us. At least we foiled his little plan.”
Rose was suddenly reminded of the line from Stanley’s poem: ‘Her womb was an instrument of revenge.’
“What did you do then?” Stanley asked.
Peter coughed. “Sorry my throat’s dry from talking so much. Don’t suppose I could ask for a glass of water?” Rose fetched it this time. Peter smiled his thanks and drank it down. “Well we had to move out. There was a fight about what we owned, the possessions we’d brought to the mansion, the things we bought while we were there. That took a while to resolve. We’d salted a little of the money away where it couldn’t be found, so we were okay financially. We moved here to stay under the radar. Then we tried to put everything behind us. We thought we’d succeeded until that wretched bed suddenly turned up.”
“What are we going to do?” said Rose. She wasn’t quite certain what to make of Peter’s incredible confession. Part of her wondered how much of it was fantasy and self-delusion? A fantastical tale invented by someone close to breaking point, in order to cover up a more prosaic case of fraud and embezzlement. Another part of her was reluctantly accepting the truth of it, and how it accounted for all the strange little events that had befallen her.
“I’m going to get as far away as possible from that bed. Then I’m going to find Bethany.” He got up from the sofa and made his way out of the room. Stanley didn’t attempt to stop him this time. Peter stopped in the doorway, turned to Rose and pointed at her stomach. “You’d be wise to get rid of that as soon as possible.”
Stanley followed Peter to the front door and saw him out. Rose stood in the living room with her hands round her swollen belly. It wasn’t until Peter’s parting comment that she’d even begun to consider there was a life growing inside her.
 



VI
 
Rose didn’t sleep at all that night. She didn’t sleep much these days as it was. Sleep was like an old friend with whom she’d once been close, but had now drifted apart. She only spent a few hours in its company most nights.
Stanley, on the other hand, had become much better acquainted with sleep. He went to bed much earlier, got up later and was always dozing off in the afternoon. He’d also developed a dreadful snore which disturbed Rose’s light sleep. 
Tonight, she was trying to process everything Peter had said. The implications were too much to take in all at once. She had to let them slowly creep up on her, one at a time, so she could mull each one over and process how she felt.
Rose stared at her huge belly in the dim light of the bedside lamp. She couldn’t help stroking it in a proprietary fashion. If Peter was telling the truth, and she suspected he was, then there was something wholly unnatural inside her. The simple fact that she was pregnant, more than a decade after going through the menopause, pointed to how unnatural it was. It had never crossed her mind, or her doctor’s, that all the symptoms might add up to this.
Bethany had described it as a tumour, a permanent rape. Peter had advised her to get rid of it as soon as possible. Rose didn’t feel like doing that just yet. She knew she ought to be appalled. If Peter was to be believed, she’d been used in the most awful way and had dragged Stanley into it too.
But she didn’t feel violated at all. She had what she’d wanted her whole life, another life growing inside her. Rose couldn’t believe how quickly she’d come to accept this. It seemed a ridiculous thing to contemplate. Then again, she’d known something wasn’t right for a while, somewhere at the back of her mind she’d been preparing herself for this,. Given every other strange occurrence of late, it made a sort of twisted sense.
Rose knew that it wasn’t right. She knew that soon she would have to rectify the situation. But right now she wanted to enjoy the feeling of being pregnant. Of nurturing another life inside her, of filling the aching hollowness that had screamed at the centre of her being for more than half her life. She liked feeling pregnant. Finally, after all these years, she got to know what it was like. 
Rose wondered how someone her age would even go about getting a termination. She supposed she would have to go to some seedy backstreet establishment, which wouldn’t be cheap. 
Rose weighed up the alternatives to abortion. Would it be possible to get an exorcist to chase Trelawney out of her foetus, if he was actually in there? How about after he was born, would it work better then? She’d read somewhere that a frontal lobotomy could erase unpleasant and troubling memories. Would that work? Could you erase the entire memory of a past life? Would it be possible to perform a lobotomy on a new born child?
The more Rose considered it, the more desperate and brutal each of the alternatives seemed. There was no way she could commit any of them on a child she brought into the world. What were the risks attached to bringing a child to full term at her age? Surely there’d be complications. Given how quickly she was growing, she wondered if she’d even have to carry it for nine months.
As the sky outside her bedroom window began to lighten, Rose began to cry silently. Tears spilling from her cheeks in condemnation of the sheer unfairness of her situation. Here she was with a child – or something like it – inside her, and she would have to kill it. There, she’d said it. Kill it. That’s what she was contemplating after all. 
She’d brought this on herself. Her longing had drawn this old man into her and now she was expected to kill him. She laughed with a bitter irony. The emptiness that filled Rose made it so easy for people to get inside her. And when they did, something deep within her always died. Literally this time.
Rose ran her hand over her stomach and something moved inside it. Despite everything she’d been thinking, Rose felt a huge burst of excitement. She rubbed the spot where she’d felt the movement, hoping to get more.
That’s when she became aware of another consciousness, waiting on the outskirts of her own. One that was rooted to the strange life inside her. It was there at the very edges of her mind, she could sense it more than hear it, like trying to see something hovering in your peripheral vision. 
The strongest thing she sensed in this consciousness was need. A need for her, like none she’d ever felt before. Need that came in the form of a plea: please look after me, and love me and raise me. Was this what it meant to be a mother? To be needed this badly and this much.
Beneath the need, other emotions festered, tainting the purity of the need for her. There was cunning, and an ability to manipulate, but there was also a definite sense of threat – you better had look after me.
There was another kick inside her and Rose felt herself flush with pride for the clever little thing in her womb. The consciousness on the perimeter of her own almost seemed to form a thought, a little proto-thought: look what I can do Mummy.
Yes my little darling, she thought, in reply. Show me. 
There was more movement, but this time it came with a sharp stab of pain. A pain that kept building until it was beyond agony. It knocked the breath of her, and Rose could only open her mouth in a silent wail of pain. 
The skin on her swollen belly began to stretch as something pushed against her from inside. The skin stretched further and she could clearly make out the fingers of a hand. Not a soft fleshy hand. The fingers were gnarled and seemed to be made out of twisted bone and there on the end of them, through the taut skin of her stomach, she could clearly see tiny claws.
 



VII
 
Rose was in the garden when the phone went. She was trying to get rid of a particularly stubborn outbreak of bind weed before she got too big to do any more gardening. 
She was growing at an alarming rate and had given up any hope of seeing her feet in the near future. This made clambering up off her knees, and shuffling into the house, very uncomfortable. 
The answer machine took the call before Rose could get to the phone. She picked up the receiver but the blessed thing kept recording. Like a lot of modern technology, the intricacies of operating it completely defied Rose. She’d bought the thing under protest because her old machine, that she’d had for nearly fifteen years, kept cutting off callers and mangling the tapes she put in it.
“Hello, hello,” said Rose, randomly pushing buttons on the machine.
“Oh… hello, is that Mrs Shotton?” said the young man who’d been leaving the message.
“Yes, that’s me.”
“Hello there, my name’s Keith, I’m calling from the Bridge Hotel. Do you know a Mr Peter Hince?”
“Yes, he’s my neighbour, why?”
“He’s been staying with us recently, but we haven’t been able to locate him for the past couple of days. There was some post in his possession that’s addressed to you. You haven’t seen or heard from him recently have you?”
“No, not for the last couple of weeks. Is anything wrong?’
“Well it’s rather hard to explain Mrs Shotton. Would you be prepared to come and collect some of his things? We’re not too far from you.”
“Erm, I’m not too sure, when would you need me?”
“Whenever you’re available Mrs Shotton, but we’d appreciate it if you could come in sometime today or tomorrow.”
“And what would you like me to pick up?”
“Again, that’s rather hard to explain over the phone, you’d really have to see it for yourself. Shall I expect you later today?”
“Well, okay, I think, but I’ll have to check.”
“Splendid Mrs Shotton. Would you like me to e-mail you directions?”
“No, that’s alright, I’ll find you on the map.”
“Okay Mrs Shotton, I’ll hopefully see you later today, just ask for Keith at reception.”
“Okay bye,” Rose said and hung up. She felt more than a little coerced into visiting the hotel, but she was curious about Peter. He must have accidentally taken the letters he was going to drop round with him
Two days after Rose last saw him, an estate agent’s sign had appeared in Peter’s front garden. Rose hadn’t seen anyone come to view the house, but a team of cleaners had called round to spruce the place up. Rose hadn’t expected to hear from Peter after that, so she was more than a little intrigued by the call from the hotel.
 
The Bridge Hotel was a shabby, modern building, just off a busy A road. It was a bland, featureless building with a large gravel forecourt. It looked like a Travelodge or Holiday Inn that had seen better days. 
The reception area smelled strongly of air freshener and needed a lick of paint. Rose asked to see Keith and was introduced to a tall, thin man with spiky blond hair and bad skin. 
“Mrs Shotton,” Keith said. “Thank you so much for coming in.” Keith was having great difficulty taking his eyes off Rose’s stomach. She supposed it didn’t quite gel with her grey hair and crow’s feet. It was actually the first time in about three decades that a man hadn’t been able to make eye contact with her. Sadly it wasn’t her chest that was drawing his gaze, but she thought he could be forgiven, under the circumstances. 
“I wonder if you could just sign a few forms for us and then you can pick up Mr Hince’s things. Oh, here’s your post by the way.” Keith held up a few official looking letters in brown envelopes as Rose waddled over to the reception desk.
“What sort of forms?” she said with a little suspicion.
“Oh nothing too important, just some silly legal stuff.”
“What kind of legal stuff? I thought I was just doing you a favour by popping by to pick up Peter’s things.”
“It’s nothing major, don’t worry. It’s just something our legal department said you had to sign.”
“Why?” 
Rose shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. Her arches hurt from standing.
“Just so that the hotel is covered legally, when it comes to damages and transportation.”
“Well, I brought my car, that’s all the transportation we’ll need isn’t it?”
“Not for everything I’m afraid.”
“But surely he just brought a few suitcases.”
“Yes, but there is one item that’s… shall we say - rather cumbersome…”
“What on earth do you mean?”
“Look, it’s a bit hard for me to describe. I think I better show you Mr Hince’s room.”
Keith took Rose down a series of ground floor corridors towards the rear of the building. The walls were hung with bad watercolours of old cathedrals. The paper was coming away in places and the carpet was well worn.
Keith stopped beside a wood paneled door with chipped white paint. “The thing is,” he said, slipping the electric key in the lock, “We have no idea how Mr Hince got this in the room. It wasn’t there when he booked in. We only discovered it after he disappeared. As far as we can tell, he left everything he had in the room, car keys, phone, you name it. We tried everything we could to get hold of him, but he’s nowhere to be found. You were our best lead.”
Keith opened the door and stepped inside. “You see what I mean. He couldn’t have gotten this through the window or down the corridor. No one saw him carry it in the entrance. It’s not on the CCTV footage. Where did it come from?”
Keith was standing in the doorway with his back to Rose, so she couldn’t see into the room. Nevertheless she knew exactly what he was going to show her before he ushered her inside. The poky little room, scattered with Peter’s clothes, was utterly dominated by a four poster bed. Rose felt her stomach lurch as she recognised the carved posts, the bed spread and the obscene tapestry on the underside of the canopy. 
“Why would anyone do something like this?” said Keith. “Is it some kind of sick joke? I just don’t understand it.”
Rose couldn’t bring herself to answer Keith. She knew that their efforts to trace Peter’s whereabouts would come to nothing. Just as Peter’s attempts to find Bethany had been futile. 
She felt the unborn creature inside her start to kick at the proximity of the bed. Rose winced and put a hand to her stomach. 
“Are you alright?” said Keith.
“Yes, I just felt a kick, I’ll be alright in a moment.”
“So you are actually… I mean, at your age… is that possible?”
“It came as a great surprise to me.”
Rose staggered. At the back of her mind she felt the foetus’s brain come to life. Its thoughts seeping into hers like bile leaking from a ruptured spleen. They were half-formed and struggling for comprehension, a still growing consciousness trying to recall something from a former life.
Rose recognised what the unborn life was trying to grasp at though. It was a clause in a contract.Aeternae ultionis, meaning eternal, or unending, vengeance which, if invoked, would result in being punished over and over and over again.
Rose felt her legs go from under her and she sat down hard on the floor. “Is everything okay?” said Keith.
“No,” Rose replied. “I’ve got to go.”
“But what about your post, and Mr Hince’s things?”
“You can keep them.”
“And the bed?”
“Hack it to pieces and burn every single last bit of it.”
 



VIII
 
“Rose, love, you need medical attention.” Stanley was really worried now. He’d been trying to wheedle Rose into seeing a doctor for the past five days. Ever since she retired to her bed.
Her stomach had become so huge that she couldn’t carry the weight of it. She was at least twice the size of any normal pregnant woman at the end of her third trimester. Her calf muscles and joints were inflamed, her ankles were swollen and her lower back was pure agony. 
Stanley was being ever so sweet to her, for a change. He rearranged her pillows whenever she asked him, brought her soup, and any other food she demanded, and even gave her frequent sponge baths. 
As a consequence Rose was being frightful to him. She bullied and berated him at every turn, until he was cowed into submission. And Stanley was so concerned that he took whatever abuse she hurled at him. 
“It’s not natural love,” he said for the fortieth time that day.
“And just what am I going to tell the doctor, if you do call for him? That my husband and I had sex on a magical bed and now I’m pregnant, even though I’m in my sixties?”
“You’re not pregnant love, you can’t be.”
“And why not?”
“Because you’re too old and you’re too big. No one gets that big when they’re pregnant.”
“Then what have I got growing inside me?”
“I don’t know, a parasite or something, like a tapeworm perhaps. Maybe it’s just a bloody big tumour, but it’s not a baby. It can’t be, it’s not possible.”
“I can feel him moving inside me. I can hear his thoughts, I know he’s there.”
“No you can’t love, you only think you can. You’re not well and you’re imagining things.”
“I am not imagining things!”
“You are love, and it’s bloody well got to stop, right now!”
Stanley pulled his mobile out of his pocket, much to Rose’s amazement. It was an ancient, cheap thing she’d bought him from Argos. He drove her mad most of the time because he refused to carry it anywhere and even when he did, he left it turned off so she could never reach him. He must have thought the situation was grave to have actually charged it.
As Stanley began to dial the number, Rose felt a kick. Urgency and alarm emanated from her womb. A voiceless plea burst into her mind. He’s going to hurt me mummy. They’re going to take me away from you. Please don’t let them take me away from you!
Like a lioness whose cub is in danger, Rose felt a wave of murderous anger engulf her. She remembered there was a kitchen knife under her pillow. She’d put it there when she became bedridden, at the insistence of her unborn. She hadn’t given it much thought at the time, but now she realised why she’d been prompted to hide it there. Many things she did these days were done unconsciously for the good of her unborn child.
Stanley was still dialing when she rolled off the bed, reared up on her feet and lumbered towards him. The pain in her spine and the back of her legs was almost crippling. If she hadn’t been filled with adrenaline and spurred on by homicidal intent, Rose would have collapsed on the floor in agony. 
She raised the knife over her head and lunged at Stanley with her other hand. She grabbed his shoulder and they toppled to the ground. Stanley gasped with pain as the air was knocked out of him and Rose’s immense weight pinned him to the ground.
The phone fell from his hand. Rose brought the knife down. Stanley yelped with fear. She smashed the point into the phone’s screen and shattered it. 
Rose brought her face right up close to Stanley’s. “You are not doing anything to endanger the life of my baby,” she growled.
Stanley whimpered with pain as Rose shifted her weight, crushing his arm beneath her. She rolled off him onto her back and started to push herself back towards the bed with her legs. 
Stanley got to his feet, wincing with pain. “Here, let me help you,” he said. Rose waved the knife at him.
“Don’t you come near me,” she shouted, in a deep, ragged voice that sounded nothing like her own and surprised her with its viciousness. 
She caught Stanley’s eyes. He looked deeply wounded. Unable to believe that she could treat him this way after forty years of marriage.
Part of Rose wanted to reach out to him. To apologise for her manic behaviour, take him in her arms and soothe his hurt. But that part of her was not in charge.
She was not in charge. In that moment Rose realised that her mind was now the consciousness on the periphery, and the iron will of the being inside her womb was in full control of this situation.
“Get out,” she screamed. “Get away from me, damn you, go!”
Stanley slunk from the room. His face showed shock and disbelief. His hands were shaking and his shoulders were slumped with dejection.
Rose pulled herself up onto the bed and cried out with the torment from her back. She rolled onto her side to relieve the immense pressure from her swollen front. Her unborn was still agitated and she stroked her stomach to soothe the both of them.
She lay like this for several hours. Sometime in the early evening she heard Stanley let himself out of the front door. She didn’t know where he was going, but she was suddenly seized with the knowledge that it was the last time she would ever see or hear from him again.
Rose began to cry, her body wracked with deep heaving sobs. Her chest swam with regret for all the things she’d had to sacrifice, including her marriage, in order to finally be a mother. She’d had to rid her life of everything that filled it, in order to stop feeling so empty inside.
It’s time mummy, her unborn thought, and she knew he was right. She circled his mind like a satellite sentience, sensing his intent from afar, without fully comprehending it.
There was a faint hissing noise coming from far away, rising imperceptibly in volume. The louder it got the more it sounded like someone wheezing and struggling for breath. Rose knew what it was. It was the sound of her former existence, breathing its last. 
The sheets beneath her began to change in consistency, coarsening from crumpled cotton to finely pressed linen. She was aware of four objects approaching the bed, as if from a great distance, each with a trajectory that ended on a different corner. As they got closer, Rose saw they were carved wooden posts. A canopy with a tapestry on its underside descended upon the bed as if from a steep height.
Rose was filled a sense of déjà vu, as if she had dreamed all this many times before. Only it wasn’t quite something she’d already seen, so much as something she’d already lost. As though her former life, and everything she’d been experiencing until now, was a distant memory that had returned briefly to taunt her with everything she’d forsaken.
Rose looked around her at the four poster bed and the oak paneled room filled with obscene art. She’d never seen its lewd furnishings, or the magical symbols daubed in blood on the walls and formed in ash on the floor. However, she knew exactly where she was.
It begins, thought the life within her womb. And though he had yet to leave her body, Rose had never felt more distant from him, nor more afraid.
 



IX
 
Rose had studied every stitch of the tapestry on the canopy. Sometimes, as she lay on her back and looked up at it, she liked to imagine how it was woven, reconstructing its composition. She would picture the weaver working the threads of the weft back and forth through the warp. Working their way up and along the tapestry until it was done. It was a good way to keep her mind off what was happening to her.
The obscenity and eroticism of the image were long since lost on her. She’d been staring up at it for such a length of time it had lost its power to shock. Even so, Rose had no idea how long she’d been on the bed, trapped by the horror in her womb. All she knew was the endless carnage she had to endure. She may have been there months, but if felt more like years.
She thought often of Stanley and how they’d parted. She wondered about the lengths to which he’d gone to find her. Had he been as out of his mind as Peter? Rose wondered if Peter would have been so desperate to find Bethany if he’d known where it would lead him?
She scratched at her leg. The blood coating her thighs was dried and flaking, making her raw skin itch. Pints and pints of it had poured out of her this time. The sheets and mattress had absorbed it all. Drank it down until there was hardly a faded stain left. The bed always devoured it. Rose had come to believe that was how it fed.
There was often cartilage or shreds of torn flesh in the blood. One time Rose saw an eyeball, with the optic nerve still attached. She had screamed then, and beaten her fists against the distended skin of her huge stomach. But it did no good. It didn’t stop him. Nothing could stop him. 
Once the blood had been fully absorbed by the bed, the whole process generally started again. Knowing what was going to happen next didn’t make it any easier on Rose. She gripped the bed sheets and ground her teeth. The muscles in her calves knotted as her toes curled into her feet. She’d come to hate the waiting worse than all the other indignities she had to suffer.
The child within her wanted to be fed and a true mother will do anything, go to any lengths, to take care of her child. Rose’s child did not draw sustenance from an umbilical cord, nor from her dry and sagging breasts. Her unborn wanted vengeance, to suckle at the teat of theaeternae ultionis.
Rose neither ate nor drank any more. Whatever was in her womb was doing that for both of them. Though her term was long overdue he refused to leave her. Her body was his to do with as he pleased now. His hideous appetites kept her alive, even though she did not share them.
The flesh along Rose’s stomach began to ripple, a violent tremor made its way across the whole of her midriff. This was how it usually started. Rose felt, once again, the immense internal pressure that came with the process. 
The skin around her midsection began to stretch and grow out of all proportion, as something pushed its way up from inside her. Rose groaned and screamed. An outline of shoulders, and the back of an adult head, could be clearly seen beneath the skin. Where it came from, how it appeared and grew so quickly, Rose had no idea. All she knew was the sudden, unbearable pain as her womb expanded well past its breaking point.
Her intestines and other internal organs shifted to accommodate the immense new bulk with an agony that was beyond Rose’s power to express. She simply had to bear it. To endure the intrusion of this fully grown human form where it had no natural right to be.
Sometimes she could tell whether it was Peter or Bethany. She could catch a stray thought and identify it, in the same way she perceived her unborn child’s brooding mind. Usually she was only aware of their terror.
Terror, and the dawning realisation that they were trapped inside an impossibly small space, a space that should be the beginning of life, but was now the site of endless, endless death. 
Trapped with a tiny, vicious creature they had wronged, to whom they had promised life but brought only death and double cross.
A tiny, vicious creature with impossibly sharp teeth and claws and an insatiable need to be redressed.
Their screams and pleas did them no good. The contract was watertight, they were lawyers, they should have known. There was no escape, they were to be punished over and over and over again.
Stanley had been right. Rose’s womb was an instrument of revenge. The emptiness that filled Rose made it so easy for people to get inside her. And when they did, something deep within her always died.
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Jasper Bark is infectious - and there’s no known cure. If you’re reading this then you’re already at risk of contamination. The symptoms will begin to manifest any moment now. There’s nothing you can do about it. There’s no itching or unfortunate rashes, but you’ll become obsessed with his books, from the award winning collections Dead Air and Stuck on You and Other Prime Cuts, to cult novels like The Final Cut and acclaimed graphic novels such as Bloodfellas and Beyond Lovecraft. Soon you’ll want to tweet, post and blog about his work until thousands of others fall under its viral spell. We’re afraid there’s no way to avoid this, these words contain a power you are hopeless to resist. You’re already in their thrall and have been since you started this book. Even now you find yourself itching to read the rest of his work. Don’t fight it, embrace the urge and wear your affliction with pride! 
 
Trust your Uncle Jasp on this, you know it makes sense.
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