
We were busy in our bedroom. Like every Thursday. Once a week, we moved everything out of its place to give it a thorough cleaning. We heard the front door open. It's actually always open, as is quite common in this area. Only the occasional delivery driver came by, but we expected nothing. It could also be Ciaran who came home sick.
Three unfamiliar men stood in the living room, wearing faded T-shirts and dirty jeans. Two of them were maybe a few years older than Ciaran; the middle one was in his thirties, I'd guess.
“Where is Ciaran?” The middle guy asked. More growled than asked, actually. 
“Away,” I said. 
“We want to talk to him. Where is he?”
“No idea. He's not telling us where he's going.” I said.
He nodded to the boys. “Search the entire house. Miss nothing. There's a good chance the weasel is hiding in a corner and using these women as a distraction.” His followers walked towards the stairs.
“Hey, That will not happen. I already said he's not there. You can't just walk into someone's house and search it.” I protested. 
“Just you wait and see.” He said, almost politely. “Go ahead, boys.” We heard them climbing the stairs. 
“What’s with the chain?” Sylvia told him I was blind, and she was my guide dog. Without warning, he slapped Sylvia hard in her face with his flat hand. With his other hand, he slapped my face. Almost just before impact, he stopped. I flinched in anticipation of the blow that never came. 
“She's just as blind as I am. Once a liar, always a liar. You know damn well where Ciaran is, and believe me, we're going to find him. He owes us just a little too much money to just walk away like that. He should have known better.”
We heard a huge commotion upstairs. Apparently, it wasn't enough to see that Ciaran wasn't there, and the whole thing had to be demolished. When they couldn't find what they were looking for upstairs, they continued downstairs.
“Sit down,” The big burly guy said. Wild hair, thick and almost black, with a neatly trimmed beard. Brown eyes that seemed void of compassion or empathy. Broad shoulders, a strong chest, and the beginning of a belly. We sat about five minutes without talking. A lot of noise, the sounds of violence and destruction in the background, filled us as if we were sitting there, as if a neighbour were visiting. Against that backdrop of violence, my fear of men came to the forefront. In fact, women are always afraid of men. That might sound strange, considering I was married to a man who wouldn't hurt a fly, but even that doesn't change any of my fear. The feeling of being helpless, defenceless against their power, their violence, the feeling that I could be raped and that they even have the power to kill you if they so choose—that feeling swelled inside me. I avoided looking into his eyes. The fact that they can completely dominate us—and I'm not talking about the twisted game Sylvia and her family play so well, but truly dominating as if destroying them—is terrifying. And that's why it's so idiotic that the very thing we women fear so much, we also somehow find attractive.
“He’s not here. He was here; he has a room upstairs, but we have found no money.”
“You.” He nodded to the boy with blond, almost white hair. “Go outside and keep watch. I want to know when he comes.” 
As Blondie walked out, the guy with the beard said, “Okay, we will go. But before we go, we will leave a message for him. He nodded to the other guy. “Take them to the bedroom.” They shoved us both into our bedroom where the contents of all the drawers were lying on the floor. What followed is too horrific to describe. Perhaps you're waiting for a detailed account, but I don't want to subject you, and certainly not myself, to it. It was three hours of humiliation, shame, pain, and discomfort. In which the ugliest side of what love can be was exploited, and a cup of misogyny was filled to the brim and drained. Afterward, we were both tied to the bed so we couldn't move. Sylvia’s back had nothing written on it. Her phoenix would rise again. But on my back, buttocks, and legs, there was a lipstick sign saying, "We'll be back, and if you don't have the money, we'll kill you."
And they left. I did not know if they were waiting for Ciaran outside, but it was quiet in the house. No more sounds of tears, nor of tearing clothes. No more panting and cursing, no more spoken words that no woman should ever have to hear. The silence like a crape around my arm. Tied to the bed, saturated with body fluids. Stains that defy removal. Pain inflicted with the aim to last a lifetime. Fear purposefully instilled to endure eternally. 
“Are you okay?” Sylvia was the first to break the silence.
“Yeah,” I said wearily. “Do you think they are gone, or would they wait for Ciaran?”
“Dunno, perhaps they should kill the motherfucker so we can go home.” Sylvia said.
“Don’t say that. Ciaran is not the one that did this to us.” I defended him.
“Yes, he is. The moment you lend money from guys like that, you know you cannot ever pay them back. He is a rotten, spoiled, rich asshole.”
“No, he’s not.” I said. 
Sylvia snorted. “You have a crush on him.”
“No, I don’t!” I felt outraged by such a suggestion. “Why do you say that?”
“Listen, girl. I have known you for ages. I see the way you look at him, I hear the voice you speak to him, hell, I even smell your pussy react to him. Take it from someone who fell once for a bad boy, you feel something for him.”
We were quiet for half an hour. Thinking of Ciaran took some of the pain away. It couldn't be true. He was a boy. He could be my grandson. But he wasn't. He was Ciaran. And that drunken kiss, even though its incestuous destination was misdirected, landed on my lips. Maybe I was a pathetic old woman, after being dehydrated for so long, yearning for affection in any form.
Sylvia’s voice abruptly broke off my thoughts. “You are too good for Ciaran, love.”
“You mean, he is too young for me, and you’re right,” I interrupted her.
“No, I’m not talking about age. He’s a gambler. He gambled his way into an almost certain death situation. God knows how much money he owes these guys. They don’t come here because he has lent a tenner. He gambles his future away with his stupid dad and becomes a soldier. And last but not least, he’s one of us.”
“What do you mean, one of us?”
“His father is into heavy BDSM. He bartered his wife for a better slave girl. His mother is so much into submission that she is leaving Ciaran and runs off to another master. He’s his father’s son. I see those dominant streaks in him all day, every day. One day soon, he will claim his own submissive. And you don’t want to be around him when he does, because he has a thing for you as well.”
“Don’t be silly.”
“Why is it so hard for you to understand that a man — granted, a young man — could fall for you? You are the very embodiment of goodness. It’s in you to think about others before yourself, and he sees that. You have a right to happiness, Zuzanna. Don't fight it.”
Ciaran hadn't yet received his monthly wages, and therefore had no money for his train pass. So we drove him to work and picked him up later. Apparently, his teenage brain hadn't realised that the car ran on petrol, not water, so the money for gas had to come from somewhere. From us, that is. Every day we were at his work, on time to pick him up. Every day, except today. Today we were tied to our bed, unable to warn him of the danger he was about to face when he came home. We did not know if and how he would come home tonight. Uncertainty that those criminals would wait for him when he returned and that he might never get home.
Waiting takes a long time. And today there was no end to it. No clock, only fading light through the windows. Time measured in pain. Anxiety is the only constant. Postponing the shock because when Ciaran came home, we had to have a plan in place. Talking distracted us. Supporting each other. We were thirsty and had full bladders, both growing more painful with each passing minute. And we did not know how many more minutes we'd be lying here. If Ciaran never came home, we'd die of thirst. We were so isolated here that even if we could get to a phone, we'd never be able to contact emergency services because we had no signal.
When we heard the front door slam, and Ciaran's voice, clearly deeply irritated, shouted, "Where the hell were you? I've..." It was both an enormous relief and a wave of shame that washed over me. This young man would find us in this state, and he would see me completely naked.
“What the fuck,” followed by some undoubtedly flowery Gaelic curses, which I didn't understand. I heard his breath catch as he entered our bedroom. He must have seen two women, each bound hand and foot to the bed, face down, forming two X's. Soaked in urine. Our own, but all over the rest of our bodies, the urine of the assailants. Some of the dried urine caused itching. Itching is worse than pain. Gradually worse, but terrible enough to drive you mad. Sylvia took the lead. Her voice hoarse with thirst, she said calmly, "Would you mind running the bath first, lukewarm? Before you untie us, two glasses of water, not too cold."
I heard him run to the bathroom. A glass in the kitchen must have fallen from his hands because we heard a glass shatter. The first sips of water were heavenly. He gently, almost tenderly, tilted my head back so I could drink without using my hands. He kept talking to himself, but I think I was too far gone to bother trying to understand him. When he finally gave Sylvia a drink, a bread knife was finally needed to cut the rope. Our household scissors were no match for the thick rope. When we were finally freed from the ropes, I couldn't move my legs. As much as I wanted to close them to lessen my shame, I couldn't move them; they had become so stiff from being tied motionless for so long.
“Carry her to the bath,” Sylvia ordered, limping and stumbling her way to the door. I don't know how Syl had got into the bath, but she had already pressed herself against the back of it to make room for me. “Lay her against me, her back to me.”
“Zuz, I'm going to put your head under water now. It will not be nice, but it has to be done. Keep your eyes open underwater and keep looking at me. Whatever you do, keep looking.”
"The bastards have dumped a load of cum in her eyes. We have to get her eyes clean as quickly as possible." 
“Oh, God, oh God. Don’t put her under water; the water is already dirty, and it will cause even more infections. Let me get a bottle.” Ciaran went to get a water bottle. He disappeared and returned with a water bottle filled with clean water.
“Good thinking,” Sylvia said.
“Keep your eyes open, Zuz, it's not pleasant, but it has to be done.”
I wanted to, I really wanted to keep my eyes open, but it hurt too much. Most of that cum had already dried on my eyes, and it felt like they were sealed shut with superglue.
“I can’t.”
“I pull her eyelid open, you rinse it gently and gradually with as much water as you have.” The feeling of the lukewarm sperm in my eyes had been unpleasant and painful, but that was nothing compared to this. I screamed, I struggled to get out of my friend’s deadly grip, I cursed the water-boarder. I never curse. But these words came naturally to me. It was hell. Six water bottles, three in each eye, of hell. Perhaps this was Karma for the many times I'd played the blind man with Sylvia. Perhaps this was my just punishment for mocking my eyesight. After all that water from outside, my tears felt the need to wet my eyes from the inside.
“Don't fight it, Zuz. Let the tears flow; it's your own cleansing mechanism, the more the better.”
To Ciaran, who stood there staring at us in a daze, helplessly frozen in horror, Sylvia said, “Get a washcloth and wash her gently. Use your nails to remove the congealed wax from her breasts.” And he washed me, like a mother washing her child, gently so as not to hurt me, but firmly enough to cleanse me. My eyes were still closed, and perhaps that was a good thing. I only felt. After so much pain, I now felt the opposite of the boy confronted with the consequences of his past. 
“Zuz, can you stand up on your own? We need to shower; this water is too dirty.” To Ciaran she said, “Pull the plug out of the bath and mix the shower to body temperature.” The one that loved to obey orders was giving them as if she was an ambulance medic. “Rinse us both well. Don’t be shy now. We need hygiene, not false shame.”
As Ciaran rinsed Sylvia's back, his breath caught in his throat. “Do you know you might have a hundred needles in your back?” 
“I feel them, all of them,” she said drily. “Many of them weren’t clean when he forced them into my skin. We need that bottle of Lugol’s iodine, probably the whole bottle.”
Luckily, we'd stocked the medicine cabinet when we got here, and there was a full bottle in the cupboard. If there's one thing Sylvia was afraid of—always had been—it was needles. And now her back was a pincushion, following the lines of her tattoo. My hands were shaking too much.
“You get them out, and I will clean and disinfect them.” I said to Ciaran. The poor boy’s face was as pale as a vampire in a power outage. 
“Why can’t you…” He started. 
“It’s a man’s job. You hurt her, and I clean up and tidy up, like always. You get them all out without breaking them, you hear. I don’t want to go to the ER tonight. And you, bitch, I don’t want to hear anything more than a soft moan, DO YOU UNDERSTAND?” I shouted toward Sylvia. She involuntarily cringed for a moment. I'd never yelled at her in my life. And certainly not about something as serious as her not being allowed to show her pain. After a few moments, she said: “Yes, mistress.” This time I let the mistress go.
Later she told me that people often used needles in the BDSM subculture, but they used sterile hypodermic needles, not the pins from my sewing kit. After Ciaran pulled the needle out, I used the iodine, perhaps more than necessary. Whatever we were going to do after this, we certainly didn't want to get infected. A red, caustic substance blinded the tattoo on her back. I heard Sylvia take deep breaths each time. It wasn't the needle removal that was painful, but the caustic substance in her wounds. To her credit, she didn’t shout it out. 
My eyes still hurt like hell, but I could see enough now to do my nursing duties. It took us almost half an hour to be convinced that my girlfriend could walk through a metal detector without a peep.
I looked at Ciaran. “You have some explaining to do, young man, and you won't stop talking until we say so.”
We were sitting on the couch, and he was sitting across from us. All we could see was his curly hair, as he looked down at the floor.
“I'm sorry. This was intended for me, and you should never have become the victims.”
“Do you know who they were?”
“I think so.”
“Tall man, in his thirties, black hair, beard, broad chest?” Sylvia asked.
“I know him.”
“We know. You are going to tell us all about what happened. We have earned the right to know. No lies. Tell us the truth.”
“The whole truth and nothing but the truth,” I put my two cents in.
Ciaran shifted uncomfortably in his chair. He didn't look at us. He mumbled softly. Sometimes he reverted to the Scottish language, and we had trouble understanding him.
“Speak clearly and in English," Sylvia said. "We're bloody foreigners, and it would be nice if we could understand what you said.”
He sat up a little straighter, his shoulders more back, an insult hit hard for a proud boy like Ciaran. “I've been stupid. I don't think it's my fault that I've got everything I wanted so far. If I wanted something, all I had to do was ask. When I stopped getting it from my father, I quickly realised I only had to demand it from my mother. I didn't even have to ask. I could say to her, "Give me a hundred pounds," and she'd give it to me. She didn't ask how I spent it.”
“At school, I quickly made friends. Friends who introduced me to the racecourse. And soon, I was there most of the day. Betting on a horse would pay off for me. I delved deeper, and when you know more about the horses and jockeys, you can also better estimate the odds. I didn't bet on every horse, but even if I hadn't, I often predicted the winner. Of course I lost a bit more than I won, but not much. Eclipse was a horse, unknown to most, but I had seen her race once. And I knew she would win. I talked to my bookie, and he convinced me that if I really wanted to win, I needed to bet higher. I told him I didn't have that much money. That wasn't a problem; he had friends who would lend me some. It would only be a short-term loan, which I could repay immediately if I won. He even offered to deduct the amount from my winnings immediately, so that everything I received was pure profit. Eclipse fell and sprained his leg. He was so injured that he had to be put down. I had lost it all. My luck had deserted me, despite borrowing more money to pay off the debt. And then they came to get the money back. Not what I'd borrowed from them, but double the amount. I then tried at school...”
“We know how that ended.” I added softly. “How much do you owe them?”
“120k.”
“You mean one hundred and twenty thousand pounds?” Sylvia asked, horror in her voice.
From under his hands, we heard him say, “Yeah.”
We waited in silence. Ciaran sat forward with his head bowed, tears of self-pity dripping down his fingers onto the floor.
“Get in the car,” Sylvia said. “It’s too dangerous to remain here; they might come back.”
Ciaran looked defeated. “We are going to my dad, aren’t we?”
“Yes,” She said. 
The trip to London was long, painful for all three of us, and silent. 
“Call your dad and tell him we will meet him at 08:30 in his office. Tell him to cancel any appointments until ten o’clock.” I told Ciaran. We arrived just in time. We parked in a parking lot at Stanmore tube station and took the Jubilee line to the city. With a few minutes to spare, we arrived at the seventh floor of Redfern Asset Management. 
“Good morning Howre, you look very nice today. I believe we have an appointment with Mr Watson. Would you be so kind as to tell him we’ve arrived?” I said to the beautiful woman who was guarding his door.  
Ciaran was a nervous wreck by now. He was sweating and couldn’t stop moving around. Ciaran couldn't sit still for a minute, his fingers fidgeting incessantly, his leg bouncing up and down at a frantic pace. It was almost pathetic to watch him. So I didn’t.
“Come in, please. This is an unexpected visit, but in a sense it isn’t. Sit down, please.” Donald J. jumped to conclusions. 
“I'm sorry to barge in on you, Mr Watson. We've come to you with a request. A personal favour, if you will. For strictly confidential and personal reasons, I'd like to borrow £120,000 from you. My collateral is my house, which was valued at €340,000 two years ago. I'm putting my house up for sale today and expect the sale to close within six weeks. I'll repay you €130,000 of the proceeds immediately. That seems like a good deal for a six-week loan. The only condition is that I receive the money from you today. In cash.”
“But I thought you came because of Ciaran?” He asked, flabbergasted.
“No. Ciaran and us get along just fine, thank you. Do we have a deal, Mr Watson?” I insisted.
“Sure, but are you sure you want that much money in cash?”
“Quite sure, Mr Watson.” Sylvia said. “Can we pick up the money this afternoon? In cash?”
Donald J. Sighed. “I suppose so. I will call you when it is in.”
“Thank you, I appreciate this very much. I will see to the sale of the house as soon as possible. Please thank Howre for the coffee; it was delicious.” I said in my sweetest voice. Donald J. had offered none, of course.
Ciaran's face was a puzzled expression, and we hadn't even left his father's office before he started whispering loudly. Sylvia put her finger to her lips to silence him.
"Not here, outside."
Ciaran was practically jumping with impatience in the elevator. He acted his age. That was a plus. Once outside, Sylvia said, “Let's find a decent hotel and go back tomorrow. I don't feel like driving eight hours again tonight.”
So we found a mid-range hotel and Sylvia booked us a three-bed room for her blind friend and her nephew. 
“Zuzanna, Sylvia, we need to talk,” Ciaran said in the elevator. 
“Yes, we need to talk, boy. But not here. In our room.” Syl said. An elderly couple got out on the fifth floor. Our room was on the tenth floor. Sylvia opened the door to our room, a long room with two beds near the window and another bed in front, and a bathroom in the middle. 
We sat on the left bed; Ciaran kept nervously pacing around. “Sit down, boy. I’m tired, I hurt all over, and if it were up to me, you would have been well on your way to the army barracks by now. But Zuz convinced me you deserve another chance. So we're going to gamble too. And you're our bet this time. You have a choice: either you tell your father this afternoon that you're joining the army, or you promise us you'll stay far away from gambling and behave like a model man. That you'll live up to the title of Master of the House.”
“You're going to sell your house to pay my debts?” Ciaran asked in disbelief. “Where are you going to live after I turn eighteen?”
I shrugged. A gesture all too familiar to a teenager. “We'll see when the time comes. The only question, of course, remains whether you're willing to dedicate yourself completely to winning the bet with your father and showing him you've not only renounced gambling, but can also act like a man, not a boy.”

