
H
e’d be back at 10pm, he said, and that was 
the last thing he said. Because he wasn’t 
back at 10pm, or 11pm, or even midnight.

Samantha gave up pretending to watch 
television and sat on the stairs, waiting for car 
headlights to shine through the porch door. Her 
eyelids were beginning to feel scratchy, but she 
couldn’t let them close. She had to be ready to collect 
her money and leave the house as soon as possible. 

Mr Edwards had seemed like a nice man. He was  
a single father, a teacher at the local school, ‘a pillar 
of the community’ her mother had called him. So 
why hadn’t he called to apologise for keeping her  
out so late?

She’d already made up her mind never to take 
another babysitting job again. It was bad enough 
that he was two hours late; he didn’t even have a Sky 
box and there was a strange smell in the house, a 
stagnant mixture of dirty nappies and milky sick that 
made her want to gag.

Wriggling from side to side on the step, Samantha 
found herself unable to ignore the pressure that had 
been steadily building in her stomach. 

It was unavoidable. She was going to have to use 
the toilet.

The banister at the side of the stairs was made of 
metal and it felt damp to the touch. She clung on 
to it as she climbed, wondering if she’d be able to 
put the hallway light on without waking the baby. 

She’d managed to avoid going upstairs until now for 
precisely that reason.

The landing on the second floor had three doors. 
One stood open and she could see the cot through it, 
the tiny crown of the baby’s head just visible above 
the blankets. It was a remarkably docile creature; 
she hadn’t had to go up to it once.

Samantha tried one of the other doors first. Mr 
Edwards’s room was illuminated by a single streak 
of moonlight, which fell across the unmade, single 
bed. It was strange to see such an empty room with 
no possessions at all, but the man’s personal life 
was none of her concern and she shut the door with 
a decisive click, walking into the bathroom just in 
time to relieve herself. 

It wasn’t until she was standing at the sink that 
she realised the smell was stronger here. The baby’s 
nappy must need to be changed.

Her face screwed up with distaste, Samantha 
retraced her steps to the baby’s room and looked 
inside. It hadn’t moved since the last time she’d 
peered through the door. All she could see was its 
sweet, little head, but the odour was even more 
intense, it almost choked her.

“Hello, you,” she said, approaching the cot. How it 
had managed to sleep with such a stench in the air was 
incredible. “Shall we see if we can get you cleaned up?”

The baby was lying on its side, eyes closed, lips 
pursed like it was pouting. It looked angelic and 
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Samantha put her hand to its head, stroking the 
downy hair. Although the room was warm, its skin 
was cold to the touch.

“Wake up,” she murmured, expecting a snuffle or 
a scream. There was only silence, a dark, dreadful 
silence that got worse with every moment the baby’s 
eyes stayed closed. “Wake up!”

Her fingers moved to its neck and she felt the tiny 
bones beneath layers of fat. She stepped back from 
the little bed, her own breath catching in her throat. 
There was no pulse. The baby was dead.

Samantha walked to the door and then back. 
Should she call the police? Her parents? She felt a 
sudden, irrational urge to run downstairs and out 
of the door, leaving the adults to pick up the pieces. 
This was all her fault. The sound of a car parking 
sent a wave of terror rushing through her.

“Hello?” she called, nervously, into the darkness. 
The door hadn’t even opened yet, but the words 
were spilling from her like water from a broken 
faucet. “Mr Edwards? I’m really, really sorry.”

Her voice broke on the last word and she stood at 
the top of the stairs with tears wet on her cheeks. Mr 
Edwards opened the door and looked up at her with 
an odd expression. Not the smile he always had for 
her when they met on the street.

“Did you know?” she said, an awful suspicion 
creeping into her head. “You’ve done this 
deliberately, haven’t you?”

“Samantha,” said Mr Edwards questioningly. The 
smile was back on his face now, but it was too late. 
She’d seen through him.

“You wanted someone to blame,” she continued, 
her hand finding the banister. “It was gone before I 
got here, wasn’t it? You told me only to go up there if 
it cried, you knew it never would. You were making 
an alibi for yourself by staying out so late and now 
my fingerprints are all over its skin!”

“Samantha, I have no idea what you’re talking 
about,” Mr Edwards replied. His voice was so 
convincing, it made her want to scream, so she did.

“You killed it!” she screamed. “You killed the baby!”
A niggling sense of doubt ran through her when 

she saw the blank look on his face, but it must have 
been him. Mustn’t it?

Mr Edwards took one step up the stairs and  
then another.

“Don’t come any closer!” she yelled again. 
She wasn’t sure what happened next. It was  

dark, he could have pulled at her ankle. The  
banister was slippery enough that she might have 
lost her footing. Somehow, she fell and her elbow 
whacked the wall with a bang, each of her limbs 
suddenly exploding with pain as she rolled down  
the stairs in a flailing ball.

The last thing she heard before her head hit the 
floor was a piercing sound, as sharp and shrill as a 
baby’s cry. u
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“Did you know?” she said,  
an awful suspicion creeping 

into her head. “You’ve done this 
deliberately, haven’t you?”


