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Where Were You Last Night?
prithi shukla
“Where were you last night?” Dan’s grandmother bellows, “… I’ve been worried sick.”
On this December morning the freezing rain pelts down in sheets. It batters the dishevelled slate roof, like bullets from a Gatling gun. The gutters, choked with wet, rotting leaves, overflow in grimy cascades. 
Dan, a heavy giant of a man, lumbers into the dim-lit room, shivering and closing the kitchen door to shut out the winter chill. Water drips from his stained clothes onto the mosaic floor. 
“Where’ve you been…what’ve you done?” 
On occasions, his grandmother felt like she understood things about him no one else did. He reluctantly is compliant but remains submissive.  She rises from her armchair and shuffles stiffly to the window, drawing the faded drapes. She is glad their remote cottage is protected by woodland, hidden away from the main road leading to the Welsh hamlet of Maen. Her thrombotic legs feel weak and she leans against the window. Clutching the curtain, her old wrinkled hands shake. A spike of pain arcs through her spine. She needs Dan just as much as he does her. 
“The police won’t be here, will they?” she snarls, as she hobbles back to her armchair. Dan doesn’t answer. He gets himself a wet towel and lowers his burly body clumsily onto a cane chair. It buckles and creaks under his weight. He wipes a nasty wound on the right side of his head, discolouring the cloth with fresh blood. His rounded shoulders slump; eyes fixed on his big boots, covered with wet clay, he mumbles in a hoarse tone:
“Err…Erica, you know Err…Erica…,” he stammers, chewing on his lower lip,
 “No…,” she snaps. She doesn’t know Erica or the other two girls who were missing. “Not another one,” she hopes to herself. 
His consistent cautiousness to conceal his crime has allowed him to evade suspicion. She observes Dan, hawk-like, as he shifts his weight uncomfortably on the chair. 
[bookmark: _GoBack] “la…last night, …I was with her.” He smiles, “… speaks nice, she does.” Dan’s eyes dart up to catch his grandmother’s deadpan expression and then focus again on his boots. 
 “I saw her…lunchtime…I did, at the bakery…,” he stutters excitedly, “…she…smiled at me, a big smile, like.” His eyes flash wide as he continues, “…In my van mirror, I saw her leave, …so I followed her home.” 
“Did she see you?” His grandmother eyes him suspiciously. 
“No…no…no,” he stammers, instantly diverting his gaze from his grandmother’s scrutiny, “she…she lives near Foel…near the old rock mill. I pa…parked behind it. I waited in my van, you know.”
Dan’s grandmother had a commanding and dominant presence in his life since his mother died when he was two. An awkward child, unable to control his speech and emotional impulses, he was considered to be slow by others. Schools found his erratic behaviour unmanageable, so his grandmother took over and taught him until he had learned to conceal his compulsions. He still loved ardently, hated with a deep vengeance and flew into a wild rage if deceived, but nobody knew. He kept to himself and never mingled, even when he went to the shops.
“I…I…waited,” he whimpers, “but…but sh…she stayed inside.” Distressed, his eyes glaze over.
“…I…I fell asleep on the steering wheel…,” 
“I heard banging on my window,” he says. “…It was dark, and she was peering in.” 
 “You okay mister?” he heard her ask.
Dan lifted his head and gazed, besotted by her. She was out on her evening walk through the fields near the mill and saw him in the van.
“Ye…Yeah, I fell asleep,” came Dan’s muffled reply as he rubbed his eyes with gloved hands. Smiling oafishly, he stumbled out of the door to continue, before she left.
As his looming form approached her with an eager gait, she stepped back, alarmed. 
“I…I’m Da…Dan….” 
His fingers gripped onto the front loops of his jeans. His eyes fell on the silver name choker around her neck. It spelled Erica. 
Dan closed in on her, “…Err…Err…Erica?” 
“I’ve got to go,” she gulped, backing away and retreating hastily. The twilight revealed the desolate vastness of the fields and her own isolation. 
“Wa...wait, don’t go,” he called out, lurching forward and clutching at her coat.
“Let go,” she screamed, her body bathed in cold sweat. Her panic excited him.
He grabbed her right elbow and whirled her around, pinning it behind her. Erica struggled to stay balanced. The toe of his big boot hooked around her ankle and tumbled her to the ground. 
“No…no…you mustn’t, you know,” his gruff voice reverberated through her ear while she struggled. He grinned in delight and arched his large frame, lowering himself. His eyes raked over her body and gazed intensely into her face. Her free left hand touched a rock beside her on the cold earth and scrabbling, she seized and smashed it against his temple. With a grunt, he reeled back and rolled off her. 
“You…you li little bi…bitch,” he growled.
Her ankle crunched in agony, gasping and winded, she staggered and tried to drag herself away.  Dan lurched up and angrily pursued her, grabbing a crowbar from the boot of his vehicle. He swung a cracking blow across the back of her skull. She slumped, crashing face down onto the earth. 
“Gotcha…” A sliced scalp exposed fractured bone; her hair plastered with blood. She wasn’t breathing. He flipped her over; her pastel face was wax-like, impassive.  Dan, baffled, stared. He dropped to the ground, groaning, depleted. 
“No…no…no.” He rocked and tugged at handfuls of his hair and banged his head, hard and slow. He knew she was dead. 
In the far distance, a car could be heard rumbling past. Alerted, Dan’s head whipped up, detecting the source. He pulled the scarf from his neck and wrapped it around her head.  He dumped the limp body onto the back seat, covered it with sacks and drove away. 
“I’ve buried her in the old quarry, with the other two,” he moans in a tone of quiet despair. He raises his hand to his head and groans, panic-stricken eyes on his grandmother, who glares.  
For several minutes she remains silent, staring upward at the ceiling and then at him. Rehabilitation for Dan is not a possible option. He suffers a vice that offers no absolution. With a sudden tightening of her lips, she smacks his injured head hard, with the back of her hand. He yelps out, grimacing in pain. His shaggy brows twitch, his large eyes water, and he falls on his knees before her, gripping her ankles and crying. Escape for him is impossible. She is his only salvation.
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