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  For Mum and Dad



  


  CHAPTER 1

  

  FATHER


  Dear Mama,


  If it were not for little Eddie, I fear I would lose my mind.


  Father has not spoken once since you left us. In truth, he barely glances in my direction and, if he comes near, which thankfully is a rare thing indeed, a frightful tension accompanies him and I have to fight the urge to flee the room.


  I am confined to the new house for the foreseeable period and I do not know why. I just know that Father's brief note carried a warning tone that could be dangerous to ignore.


  We are hidden away in the countryside far from anyone, in a hideous place rather aptly called Blackened Cottage, for its outer walls are painted entirely black. Sadly, the cottage is about as welcoming as the Reaper's smile. Inside, the walls are the colour of jaundiced skin. A cloying odour of rancid milk permeates the air, and dust muffles every surface as if the building has not been lived in for one hundred years.


  For me, the floorboards are the cottage's one redeeming feature. They are finest oak, beautiful when shaved of dust. You would admire them Mama.


  Downstairs there is a study that I have never entered, a small, dank kitchen and a medium-sized living room with a bricked in fireplace. A narrow staircase leads upstairs to just two bedrooms so Father sleeps in the study. I gave the bigger bedroom to Eddie. He needs it more than me.


  Father's silence does not merely estrange me, it scares me. Though Eddie says nothing, I know it disturbs him too. Occasionally, I catch Father staring at his reflection with a strange intensity. His eyes seem darker these days, and my spine prickles when he enters the room. Mostly he keeps to his study, for which I am glad.


  I spend my days tutoring Eddie in Mathematics and English. He is a good pupil. He works hard and asks a lot of questions. Fortunately, he has ceased asking about Father. It is almost as if Eddie has accepted our new reality far more readily than I.


  Loneliness burns my chest, but I cannot leave – not while Eddie is so young. We celebrated his eighth birthday yesterday. Just he and I. I made him a puzzle. It was his only present. Either Father forgot or he no longer cares, but I dare not approach him to ask.


  Oh Mama, I cannot believe you have been gone a year. Would that you could return and take us away from all of this.


  Father's footsteps are on the landing! I must hide this. 'Til tomorrow Mama,


  
    Lisbeth
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  I hide my letter just as Father's footsteps pause outside my door. My heart drums even though I am almost certain he will not enter my room. The floorboards creak once, twice, thrice. He is moving away. I let out a sigh and unclench my fists. He has never hurt me or Eddie, but I can feel his soul darkening. His mind slipping.


  Eddie is in the garden but it is getting dark so I gently open my door and tiptoe down the staircase. Every board creaks and gives a little underfoot. I wonder how long it will be before a step gives way. A tiny part of me hopes that when that day comes, Father will be the one who crashes through the floor. Things would be so much easier if he were not around.


  Immediately I feel guilty for the thought and bite my lip until it stings.


  I creep past Father's study. As usual, the door is firmly shut.


  With bare feet and strumming heart, I hastily exit the living room. In this house, I cannot walk slowly.


  Eddie is play-fighting with Jack. Jack is his imaginary friend.


  Jack is also eight years old. He has carrot-orange hair and freckles. He wears an old-fashioned sailor uniform. Eddie says Jack wears the same thing every day.


  “Time for supper, Eddie.”


  “Can Jack come too? Please, please, please?”


  I search his delicate, innocent face. His brown hair flops down over his right eye. He always reminds me of a puppy. Unconditionally loving. My heart twinges. I brave a smile.


  “Jack can most certainly join you – as long as he minds his table manners.”


  “Yes!” Eddie exclaims, “Come Jack, you can sit next to me.”


  Not for the first time, I glimpse a form beside Eddie as he hurries into the cottage. I shake my head, certain I am imagining things.


  Following quickly, I leave the garden with its dark cords of ivy and enter the kitchen.


  I decide to explore the garden tomorrow in the daylight when Eddie takes his afternoon nap. Eddie tells me it is far bigger than it first appears.


  


  


  *


  


  


  My Dearest Lisbeth,


  Times are hard. I miss you and Eddie dearly. I am sorry for leaving you with that soulless man, but you are strong, kind and good and I am hopeful that your loving spirit will ferry you through the loneliness that you speak of.


  With regards to your Father, do you remember what I told you before I left? DO NOT TRUST HIM. If he is electing not to converse with you this is a good thing. Believe me. He is a dire man. His soul dissolves by the day; I could feel it then, and now, so can you. Be careful. Trust your instincts.


  I will write again shortly. All my love,


  
    Mama
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  Afternoon birds beckon me outside. Their song is a lullaby strangely hypnotic.


  Despite the chill air, the sun is blinding.


  I pull my black shawl tighter and exhale a misty steam. My feet are bare on the long, cold grass but my toes remain warm. My gown sweeps the earth picking up damp soil that is almost black.


  I turn around and stare at the cottage. Four unblinking eyes surrounded by darkness. The queerness of its ebony coating stills my heart for a moment and I shudder. Why would someone paint a house black? Who would paint a house black? My mind creates a figure shrouded in black. Its face is hooded, but underneath its curling lips grin wickedly.


  Dispelling this unnerving image, I gather my dirtied skirts and slowly descend.


  I walk slowly between sapless oaks; dusty branches like broken limbs; a throng of dead daddy long legs on their backs. A sad thought occurs to me: Winter is starving the garden of life, just as loneliness is depriving me of hope.


  The grass tickles my ankles and calves. Crisp brown leaves cringe, crunch. The sound is satisfying but the scraping feeling irritates. Still, I feel freer with my soles bared. I always have and always will. It is something Mama loves about me so I cling to it.


  A jackdaw brazenly lands, stabs at the earth, rips out a worm, chokes it down. Strolls a little. Stabs at the earth again.


  I freeze and stare at it. Black beetling eyes in a puddle grey face. Sharp, stabbing black beak. Strong, hulking black body. Glossy feathers. Arrogant. Aloof. Superior.


  As I advance, I wonder how to portray such a creature, even though I know I will never capture the bird's complexity with my charcoal.


  I lift my hands to inspect the state of my fingernails, and the movement disturbs the jackdaw who laboriously lifts from the ground and soars away.


  The nails of my left hand are worse. Black grime sits there. Something reddish-brown also fills the space between fingertip and nail. Perhaps it is residual dirt from cleaning the brass. I taste the tip of my index finger. The flavour is distinct: dried blood. A stinging sensation draws my attention. I pull up my sleeve and gasp. A nasty slit runs from wrist to elbow. I realise I must have ripped it on a branch and not noticed. The pain is not much so I decide to rinse it when I have finished my walk.


  I begin to take a step and hear a scream. It is coming from the cottage. The scream belongs to Eddie!


  With storming heart I abandon my search and tear back to the cottage.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Diary,


  I am sitting in my study as I write this. As always, I am tired. I am tired of this life and of the man I have become. Evil thoughts are upon me every day, nay every hour. Of slashing and tearing, of ripping and slicing. In my imagination I see blood everywhere and I fear, dear diary, that my imagination will all too soon become my reality. And when it does then what will come of me, and what might my anguish cause me to do?


  My daughter and my son are of no help. I wish they were gone from my life, buried deep underground and forgotten by all. My wife I feel sure has gone forever and I am beginning to accept it. But my children still haunt me. It is when I feel at my most melancholic and, yes, my most dangerous, that it seems their voices are at their loudest. It might be the simplest thing. My son calls: ‘Where are my shoes Father?’ and I hear it clearly and the sound grates on my soul. I cover my ears but I feel my hands turn to fists and I want to strike out. To stop their noise forever would be a blessing.


  Am I a bad man? I believe so. My children should mean everything to me I know. I should be being kind to them, speaking softly to them, playing with them. Instead I wish them gone. Gone forever so that I hear their entreatments no more. I can no longer bear the thought of them.


  My wife has left me. Some would say she has done badly by her children by what she has done and where she has gone. And yet she has at least found a way of escaping reality, whereas I am caught in a place where my brain cannot cope and where my anger rises more fiercely with every waking hour. If my children came into my study at this moment I fear what I might do.


  And yet there is a chance she may return to me. Sustaining even this infinitesimal fraction of hope is draining, but I cannot give up. Not yet. Not while hope remains. So I continue to exist in this empty shell. I cannot be a good father any more or a loving husband so now I am simply a man hanging by a thread. Control of my temper is essential but difficult, oh so difficult.


  She, of course, cannot be a mother or a wife any more either, but I cannot persuade myself to enter her world. I am frightened about what will happen if I do. Fearful of what I might do if I learn that all hope is gone. I just need more time. She needs more time. Time is a great healer, so they say.


  I know she feels like I am abandoning her but it really is better this way. Or at least I think it is. If I were to go to her...who knows what would happen? We are both capable of doing awful things. Terrible, unspeakable things. Of that I am certain.


  Sometimes, when I am out of sorts, visions flit across my mind’s eye. Visions so despicable that I dare not put them on this parchment for fear that writing them down may somehow transform them into reality. They are visions of me acting upon this heinous rage that torments my soul. They are visions of my merciless nature, savage, driven by aggression. Indeed, knowing that I am capable of conjuring up such notions scares me. It makes me aware of a dark part within my mind and of what, if pushed, I could do. I used to contain a gentle soul, but this thing that haunts me is beginning to possess my thoughts and impulses. Soon I fear I may lose myself.


  At times, I wake as if from a dream even though I have not been asleep. I wake and I see red. Literally. I see red, the hue of congealed blood. The colour taints my vision, twists all logic. And if I were to look upon her in that one moment of suspended reason, I fear I would know her as the she-devil and act accordingly.


  Am I going mad? Am I in danger of losing control and damaging the one thing I have left in this dismal world? Then again, I do not really have her anymore: her mind soured against me a long time ago and she has gone. She is the bitter fruit I dare not touch. Nothing I do would persuade her I mean no harm because even I cannot be persuaded of this; I am at once rankled that she will not let me go to her and yet relieved. Every day I grow more wary of the passage of my thoughts for they trek an increasingly menacing path spiked with thorns and spite. 


  It is better this way, for now. Better if I stay away. If not for her safety, then for my own sanity.


  But there is Lisbeth, outside my door again, scuttling past like a frightened rabbit. She does right to stay away. And I must do the same otherwise my anger could explode into her like a hundred arrows laced with poison.


  I must away.


  
    Charles Cutteridge
  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER 2

  

  SHADOWS


  Dear Mama,


  Something happened to Eddie today. Something strange. Something inexplicable and very very wrong.


  I was exploring the new garden when I heard a frightful scream. I tore up to the cottage and upstairs to Eddie's room. The sight on entering was one that will stay with me forever. I will never forget the fear and confusion in Eddie's eyes nor the blood. So much blood.


  When I opened the door, he was sitting on the floor huddled up like a little orphan. His eyes were wide, his face ashen. He raised a trembling hand and pointed to the door beside me.


  I followed the direction of his finger and a shadow caught my eye. I blinked and it was gone.


  “What is it sweetheart?” I whispered.


  Eddie shook his head, his eyes never veering from the doorway.


  “Tell me what happened Eddie.”


  I could hear my voice rising urgently. I resisted the urge to scream, aware that I would not get answers that way.


  Eddie met my eyes for a fleeting second then murmured, “I am sorry. It is my fault.”


  Finally my feet moved and I wrapped my arms carefully around him. His little body shivered violently against me.


  “Please Eddie, tell me what happened. I need to know. I can protect you if I know.”


  But he clammed up. I knew he could not tell me anything. I know this is awful, but part of me felt relieved. Maybe it was best not to know.


  Gently I lifted his blood-soaked shirt and examined his back. A deep slash trailed one shoulder blade to the other, almost as if someone had sliced a knife across his tender flesh. I picked up his hands and examine his fingernails. Every nail was laced with blood.


  I rocked him for a while then took him downstairs to clean the wound. As always he was a brave boy. I tucked him up in his bed and stroked his hair until he fell asleep.


  Now I am writing to you with fear in my heart. Has Eddie done this to himself? Or did Father have something to do with it? Are the shadows I see behind Father’s eyes the shadows of an errant soul? Has Father finally lost his mind? Should I be even more fearful than I already am?


  Questions but no answers. I need you Mama. I need your wisdom to guide me.


  I can hear Eddie crying. I must go to him. 


  Your loving daughter,


  
    Lisbeth
  


  


  P.S. I fear that the aforementioned revelations may disturb you. Promise you will let me know if you no longer wish me to report incidents like these. The thing I want least in the world is to upset you.


  


  


  *


  


  


  I soothe Eddie with a lullaby that Mama used to sing to me when I was little. After a while, his crying ceases and his eyelids drop.


  My body is releasing its tension too. The throbbing in my temples eases and eventually I drift out of the room and down the stairs.


  My steps quicken as I cross the living room past Father's study into the kitchen. Outside the night has come. My garden exploration will have to wait until the following day.


  With growling stomach, I prepare a light meal of buttered bread and apricot jam.


  Turning to leave the kitchen, I freeze. Father stands in the doorway. The meek light of the room casts him as a dark shadow - a giant, a stranger – and as he steps into the room I shudder involuntarily.


  Shadow veils his expression but I can sense his eyes burning into mine. It is the first time he has looked at me in a long while and although I feel glad to be acknowledged, my muscles tense and I battle a strong desire to flee the room.


  He continues to stand there, staring. Staring, staring, staring. Staring so much that I can no longer contain myself.


  “What?”


  My voice comes out a high-pitched squeak. I hope he cannot hear the fear in it.


  He takes another step into the room revealing his face properly for the first time. His eyes are ringed black. His face is sallow, sickly. Deep creases stain his papery skin.


  He looks far older than I remember and I am shocked by his appearance. Anger and compassion tussle within; why should he be feeling and looking ill? On the one hand, I want to reach out to him and make him feel better, but on the other hand I see no reason for him to look so unwell. It is him after all who has split our family apart. Father is the one to blame for making Eddie and I feel so lonely and unwanted. For making Mama go away.


  He moves closer again and I can smell his stale breath. His eyes search mine. There is almost a pleading look haunting them, but in the same instant, rage emanates from his entire body. The way he clenches his jaw, fists his hands and steels his shoulders, imposing himself upon the room and me, turns my heartbeat to a racing drum, my knees to liquid, my heart to a caged bird. Heat throbs in the air between us.


  “What?” I repeat, leaning away.


  I know he will not speak to me though I half-hope he will. Just one word, one gentle reassuring word would be worth gold. But my hope is in vain. I should not even be hoping that he speak to me; he may be responsible for the terrible scratches upon little Eddie’s body.


  The thought splinters my nerves and I step back. I almost forgot! If Father is the one who hurt my Eddie, I should run back to my bedroom and barricade the door. If he is capable of brutalising an innocent eight year old, who is to say what he may do to me?


  Edging back, I find myself trapped between the kitchen counter and Father’s huge body. My only escape would be to turn and exit by the back door.


  Suddenly, he raises his hand. I flinch, tensed upon the tips of my soles. But he simply drags his fingers down his face, groaning in anguish. Red nail marks appear on his cheek and I am instantly reminded of Eddie’s injuries. Fear conflicts with anger making me brave.


  I meet his scorching gaze and say, “Did you hurt Eddie?”


  His face turns red upon the instant and I wish I had not spoke. His eyes glaze over with fury and pain and he casts his eyes upwards and lets out a terrifyingly guttural groan through gritted teeth.


  I gasp but cannot tear my eyes away from him.


  He glares down at me once more, his chest rising and falling slowly, his breathing loud and violent.


  I glance over my shoulder; the back door is closed. He is but one stride from me. I look back up into his eyes and see their expression changed from purest, darkest rage to pitiful despair. A lump rises in my throat. I feel so small, so helpless, so confused.


  At last he lowers his gaze, turns sharply and leaves the room, slamming the study door.


  The echo of his violent departure quakes through the cottage and I am left in ringing silence.


  I exhale shakily. No longer hungry, sickness swells in my throat. I feel empty, and retire to bed hoping that this night will not be plagued by its usual daemons.


  


  


  *


  


  


  My Dear Sweet Lisbeth,


  I understand that you feel the need to express yourself in your letters and I am extremely glad of this.


  Though learning of these events worries me extensively, I want you to confide in me, because, Lisbeth, I cannot be with you, but I will always be here to guide you.


  So now I will try to offer my advice. Firstly, you must let Eddie alone for a little while, but watch him closely. Follow his every movement, action and inclination from a distance. Note what he eats, where he goes, how he spends his time, why he does the things he does. Record his habits, his moods and his motives. He may only be eight years old, but he is a complex character and, as you and I well know, he has been through a lot for his tender years.


  As for your Father, I beg you to continue to avoid him at all costs. He is not a well man. He is not the man I married nineteen years ago. He has turned into something neither one of us recognises. His heart has crumbled. His soul has slipped.


  I know this truth is difficult to digest, but digest it you must. His troubles go deeper than you realise so there is nothing you can do to bring him back. All you can do is protect yourself and Eddie. Keep Charles at a distance - I am not saying he will hurt you, but the possibility must not be ignored.


  Now onto happier things! When I close my eyes, I can see your beautiful smile. Your long black hair shines like rippling silk. You are happy.


  Of course, this is a memory of you at ten years old. I would give anything to see you smile like that again. Please try to smile Lisbeth. Do it for me if not for yourself.


  Thinking of you always.


  
    Mama
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  Daemons. Dark shadows with manic grins and eyeless faces. Always masked. Always hidden. Always prowling and spying. Hunting me.


  When I wake I am drenched. A pool of water lies between my breasts. I dab it with my finger, surprised. I cannot remember the last time I sweated so profusely. My head feels cloudy, my heart heavy. Moving seems too immense an effort.


  I listen to the morning chorus; carefree creatures singing their buoyant, trilling song. The pressure on my chest eases. Light seeps beneath my curtains and everything feels a little less bleak.


  Finally, I pull myself out of the room and cross the landing. Eddie's door is ajar. I peek inside and see him curled up on the floorboards in the foetal position.


  I rush into the room and gently lift him onto his bed. He moans softly as I tuck him in. His hair is damp. His face is too pale and a permanent frown adorns his forehead. Normally I would wake him for his morning lessons, but today I decide to let him rest.


  I leave and hurry downstairs into the living room where I go to the fireplace and stoke the flames with the iron poker. Sizzling, cracking, spitting, making their own music, the yellow flames reach upwards like a multitude of flailing hands.


  Closing my eyes, I breathe in their warmth. A flush rises in my cheeks. My face slackens and I realise I am smiling. I slowly open my eyes and gaze at the fire. It is so alive – so warm and full of energy. The thought that this fire is more alive than me reduces my smile to nothing. The spark of hope flickering inside me dies.


  The creak of a floorboard directly behind me. My body stills and my nerves tingle. Someone looms over me, but I am too frightened to turn around. Is it Father? Has he finally had enough? Cold fear ices my bones. I dare not look around.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Diary,


  I almost spoke to her yesterday. My lips got so far as to part and form the first sound of the first word and then horror overtook all else and I hurried back into my cave. Even then, I could do nothing but sit at my desk tearing my nails through my hair; a tormented beast.


  I want them gone. Why can they not leave me? At night, I hear my son, screaming, cursing, howling and I long to take the sharpest blade – nay, the log axe – and chop and chop and chop until I hear him no more.


  I see blood. So much blood.


  Oh cursed rage that has possessed my soul and would have me tear them limb from limb! There is not a daemon in all of Hell who suffers more than I. And what is more, I see myself as would an outsider and what I have become. I am a fiendish, despicable sight. In truth, a terrifying sight. No wonder Lisbeth flinches away from me at one blink, for I am a dark, gruesome creature. Angry, strife with daemons. Pitiable. Beyond pathetic. Thus, is it really a wonder my wife has left me? Is it really a wonder that she refuses to partake in my world?


  I cannot forget that look. Eyes so distant, body closed, thoughts unknown. That look haunts me day and night. It creeps into my dreams and twists my waking thoughts. I do not know how much longer I can wait. I know not how much longer I may keep my sanity. As they say, time waits for no man.


  I go.


  
    C.C
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  A hand as light as a feather brushes across my shoulders.


  Inside I begin to scream, but I cannot move and remain kneeling in front of the fire, face burning, stomach tight. My breathing grows rapid yet I continue to stare into the flames; I stare and stare and stare into the vivid yellow flames until the edges of my vision blur black. My eyes sting but I dare not turn and confront the thing behind me.


  Suddenly, I realise I am as convinced of its supernatural essence as I am of its dreadful designs and my hand involuntarily tightens on the black poker. Glancing at the fire iron I note its glowing point and cannot help but think that such a piece would make a fine weapon.


  Footsteps on the stairs. Light, quick, Eddie footsteps. No! Pain flares in my chest; I must protect Eddie.


  Gripping the poker, I swivel on my knees and face...nothing. There is no dark, evil figure only the jaundiced walls of the living room.


  Eddie runs in holding his puzzle.


  “Can we play? Please? Just for a little while before my lessons?”


  He glances at the poker in my hand. My knuckles are white.


  I was so sure there was something behind me. I could feel it. A shiver trickles down my spinal cord and my arms goose.


  Not wanting to frighten Eddie, I say we can have a go at his puzzle and gently replace the poker in its brass bucket.


  Together we run upstairs and into his bedroom. We never play downstairs just in case Father happens upon us.


  


  


  CHAPTER 3

  

  THE GIRL IN THE GARDEN


  Dear Mama,


  Your wonderful letter has stilled my nerves a little.


  As instructed, I have watched Eddie over the last few days and I am pleased to report that he has been his normal, happy self. He and Jack played chase in the back garden this morning and it was lovely to see his little face light up. I became so involved in watching their game that I almost thought I could see Jack's carrot-orange hair! At one point, I could have sworn I heard two little boy voices giggling, not just one. The scene warmed me and my lips wear a slight smile as I write these words.


  Father keeps to his study. Indeed, I have not glimpsed him for days. Sometimes, on rare occasions when his door is ajar, I hear his quill scribbling away with a ferocious speed that is almost frightening. This morning I dared, for the very first time, to creep up to his door and lean my ear upon the oak. Forever more I shall wish that I had not, because the sound I heard was not a scribbling quill but the wretched curses of a man possessed.


  I turned and fled at once. Your warning resounded in my head and I heeded it. However, I now feel dragged down by guilt. It weighs heavy on my shoulders and I cannot shake the feeling that ignoring Father is wrong. Mama, are you certain that Father is irredeemable? Perhaps if I showed compassion and attempted to understand him he would gradually change back into the man he once was...After all, can a man so cursed be truly dangerous?


  When I go to bed this night I am prepared for the disturbing sound of his anguished suffering to haunt me. Never have I heard such a sound.


  As always, I look to you for guidance Mama. Please do not be angry with me for questioning your previous warning. I hope you can understand my predicament.


  Your loving daughter,


  
    Lisbeth
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  Eddie is sleeping soundly. I creep down the stairs, past Father's locked study and out into the back garden.


  The night is dead. The moon is a faceless coin. A white owl hoots and two bats flutter frantically. My breath mists but I am not cold. For once I have the presence of mind to wear a blanket - Mama's old blanket. Tears threaten as I inhale her inimitable smell. Vanilla sweetness. Citrus. Warm musk. My entire body aches, wrapped with longing; longing for my previous life, longing for the family I once had.


  With heavy heart, I tentatively step further into the dark garden.


  The grass is cold and dewy. I scrunch up the blades between my toes. The bare bones of the trees arc against the blackened sky, fighting for survival in the biting cold.


  I feel brave for leaving the cottage and entering the garden at the dead of night, but as I take three small steps my chest coils and anxiety inflates in my chest like a blood-soaked sponge. I attempt another step, but my right foot will not co-operate. It is paralysed. It will not move. Frowning, I attempt to force it forward but to no avail. Trapped by my own cowardice I glance around, fearful of the shadows and what lies beyond. I am also angry, angry at myself for failing such a trivial task.


  I look into the gloom sourly contemplating my inability to control my emotions, and I am struck by the idea that I am not alone. The bats are gone and the owl is silent. But I am not alone. I can feel it. Something is in the garden with me. Something or someone.


  Unexpectedly, hot, immobilising fear does not come, for this unannounced presence emanates not hatred but something very different. Something possibly good.


  A cool breeze lifts the black tendrils of my hair, and I catch a figure out of the corner of my eye. I turn, gasp.


  A woman of similar age to my own stands only two yards away. Her back faces me and she is naked. In the blackness of night, her alabaster skin is pure, opalescent. Her slim arms hang motionless by her sides. Her hair is as long and inky as my own, but glossy as a panther's pelt. She must be so cold yet she stands perfectly still; not an inch of her body shivers. My own toes are numb as is my nose and the tips of my ears.


  “Hello?” I say quietly.


  Without turning, she says, “Hello Lisbeth!”


  Her voice plays a merry tune.


  I hesitate, shocked and a little nervous, “How do you know my name?”


  Instead of answering she laughs a fairy-light, tinkling sound. It is the sound of daisies in Spring.


  I wonder how long it has been since I last laughed.


  I step towards her, “Are you not cold?”


  “Ha ha! I do not feel the cold any longer. I do not let it touch me!” she says.


  Her tone is so light, so abandoned of cares, and though I cannot see her face, I can tell she is smiling.


  “What is your name?” I ask.


  “Bethan. Similar to yours!”


  She laughs again and I wish I could join in.


  “Why are you here?”


  Before she answers, I hear Eddie scream. Alarm takes over all else.


  “Oh what a shame,” she says, “you had better go.”


  I lift my skirts preparing to take flight, but hesitate, “Will you come again?”


  She laughs, “Yes! Of course I will.”


  “Good,” I say before rushing back to the cottage.


  


  


  *


  


  


  I dash into Eddie's bedroom. For a moment I cannot distinguish his small body in the bed, but as my eyes adjust to the darkness I see his tousled hair and white face. Stumbling forward I take his face in my hands.


  “Are you okay my darling?” I whisper urgently.


  But he lies motionless; a mere statue, a sleeping prince. His only answer is a heavy sigh.


  I feel his forehead. It is slick with perspiration. He frowns, but slumbers deeply. His little chest rises and falls draggingly. The nightmare has passed.


  I leave the room and gingerly pull the door to.


  Suddenly exhausted, crossing the landing and flopping onto the bed takes an immense effort.


  Too tired to undress, I sleep.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Diary,


  A scream! Piercing and desperate. Wretched, guttural. A scream so chilling it lingers in my ear like the sight of a hanged man in the mind’s eye.


  I tried to move, I really did, but my legs resisted. Deep down I think I knew that any help on my part would be futile, and it was this that locked me in place. So I remained sitting at my desk, hands wringing, leg twitching, mind racing.


  And now I am aggravated. Aggravated by myself and by her. Were it not for her I could sleep peacefully at night, undisturbed by hideous noises! Were it not for my weak mind, perhaps I could resolve things little by little, once and for all!


  My face is reddening. The veins in my neck are throbbing. I am queasy and the head pains are stabbing, brutalising. The temptation to go up to Lisbeth’s room, wrap my hands about her tender white throat, and squeeze, squeeze until she is silent, until her misery is unearthed and sent to the heavens leaving me at last with some kind of peace, is strong, palpable. I feel a stirring deep within; a desire so appalling I cannot name it.


  I must go.


  
    C.C
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  I am trembling with anticipation as I leave a tired little boy to his well-earned afternoon nap and enter the garden. There is only one thing on my mind: the girl in the garden. The girl with the tinkling laugh. Bethan.


  The slated sky weeps and a glacial wind whips my hair into disarray, but I care not because she is here. She is true to her word. Today she wears a black hooded cloak over a cream dress. She stands with her back to me again, her arms hanging loosely at her sides.


  “You came,” I say.


  She laughs, “Of course I came! I want us to be friends.”


  “You do?”


  I find myself shocked and a little embarrassed. Who would want to be my friend? I am dull and lifeless. I live a sheltered, odd existence. In fact, I barely exist at all.


  “I most certainly do,” she returns, “but I need to know that I can trust you first.”


  I hesitate, picking my words carefully.


  “I can keep a secret, if that is what you mean. Also, I never venture out of the cottage so I never speak to anyone other than my little brother Eddie.”


  She digests my response, lifts her hand to her face and rests it upon her cheek.


  “Alright then!” she exclaims and whirls around.


  Her black hood falls back exposing her whole face.


  I cannot prevent a sharp intake of breath. Her body is a thing of beauty but sadly, her face is not. Her face is a nightmare made real; cruelly distorted, it speaks of destruction, terror and violence.


  Above a savagely aquiline nose her flat grey eyes lie askew like those of an ill-maltreated marionette. Her cheeks, veined with violet and frightfully mottled, haunt one with their gruesomeness. And her eyebrows – perhaps the most sorrowful part of all - are eternally set into frowning sadness.


  I open my mouth to express my sorrow for her plight but before I can speak her fingers are upon my lips.


  “No pity, no words of compassion. I have lived with this face for a long time and it is a part of me.”


  Her voice is smiling, but her lips are twisted. She is hideous but she is also beautiful, and I find myself filling with admiration.


  “You are amazing,” I whisper.


  “Thanking you kindly!” she says, curtseying daintily in front of me before dancing down the garden.


  I follow, less afraid to venture further with such a lively, strong spirit beside me.


  I can no longer contain my curiosity.


  “Bethan. Where do you live?”


  She pauses and looks at me. Her aura suddenly darkens.


  “I reside deep in the woods over in that direction,” she gestures to the right with a graceful sweep of her arm.


  “May I ask who you live with?”


  For some reason I feel this may be sensitive ground. Bethan laughs, but it is not natural-sounding.


  “Let us not talk of unhappy things now. Let us enjoy the moment and live life to its fullest.”


  “Of course,” I say.


  Immediately the tension retreats and she grabs hold of my hand.


  “Come, Lisbeth! There is so much to explore in this garden and I know you have not searched it yet.”


  “I cannot be long,” I say, “soon I will need to wake Eddie from his nap.”


  Bethan nods, “So we shall make the most of the next few moments!”


  She drags me down the garden through the wet grass, pulling me faster and faster until our lungs are exploding and we are bursting with laughter.


  I cannot believe how light I feel. My face feels funny and I realise that the muscles that are used to laugh are unacquainted to moving.


  The realisation sobers me up. A frigid wind slaps my cheek. I wrap Mama's blanket more tightly around myself.


  “I need to go and wake Eddie.”


  “Worry not Lisbeth. We will see one another when darkness comes.”


  We bid farewell and I trudge back up to the cottage.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Lisbeth,


  I cannot lie to you. Your queries concerning your Father cause me great concern.


  I have told you what I know: your Father is unwell. Charles' mind is a minefield. You can never be too careful around him and you most certainly cannot trust him. He is more often swayed by the devil on his shoulder than by the angel.


  Often, his mind would play tricks on him, tricks persuading him that you, Eddie and I were dangerous. That, perhaps, is why he was crying. He was probably afraid. One of his delusions probably took hold and made him concerned for his own safety.


  Indeed, though I loved him once, your Father has always been tinged with selfishness. He will always put himself first. This is what concerns me most; were he to get the idea that you were out to injure him...well, who knows what he would do to protect himself?


  As I said, his mind is a minefield, with each mine presenting a slightly different danger.


  Please heed this warning Lisbeth. I care only for your safe passage through this difficult life.


  Lovingly,


  
    Mama
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  Back in the cottage I pause outside Father's study. His quill scratches furiously. I move away and the floorboard creaks loudly. The scratching quill ceases. Silence.


  I freeze, my breathing turning shallow and fast.


  The scrape of a chair. He is getting up! Moving towards the door, towards me.


  I try to step away but my feet will not respond. I am rooted to the spot by thorns of fear. Rooted to the floorboard directly outside Father’s study. Driven down, helpless.


  Unable to flee, I wait with thundering heart for him to appear, but he does not. He stays on the other side in his room, his breathing slow and rattling. Serpent-like, he stands on the other side of the door, his body inches from mine separated only by a slice of wood, his stale breath flowing out of the small gap between the door and its frame. The door between us is my only protection.


  I try to swallow. Cannot. A bead of sweat trickles into my eye. My palms are moist and algid perspiration settles in my armpits. I cannot help but wonder what debauched things he might be thinking. I dare not move for fear that he will hear my foot upon the floorboard. If I move, he may dart out and grab me, drag me inside and…


  Abruptly, the door bangs shut and he locks it, making me jump.


  Swallowing thickly, I stand there for a few moments quivering uncontrollably. The sweat on my skin evaporates turning the cold air sour.


  Finally, I pull myself together and hurry upstairs to wake Eddie.


  


  


  CHAPTER 4

  

  BETHAN


  Night comes. Father is in his study, Eddie is tucked in bed and I am outside waiting for Bethan to arrive.


  This night is tepid and the stars are shrouded. No hooting owl or fluttering bats, just darkness and pulsing shadows and strangling entrails and nude trees and licking grass.


  Peat explores the air. It is very very dark. Meek light escapes Blackened Cottage, but its journey is short-lived. It is so dark. Too dark by far.


  My resolve to stay until she comes begins to ebb. I am disappointed at myself but I am also afraid. Afraid of what, I know not. Consciously I know that it is silly, childish even, to be scared by shadows. There are no monsters or ghosts; it is all in my mind.


  Nonetheless, I cannot control my instinct to flee the darkness. The pressing, tightening sensation in my chest and the crushing pain in my temples warns that I can stay no longer.


  As I hurry back into the cottage, I hope Bethan will not be upset. I yank open the kitchen door and glance up into Bethan's dreadful face.


  “What are you doing in here? If Father sees you...”


  She laughs lightly and whispers, “I felt like giving you a little surprise! And it was worth it – you should see your face.”


  I shake my head. The stabbing pains in my skull are getting worse. Grabbing her forearm I drag her past Father's study, upstairs and into my bedroom. Hurriedly I shut us in and she helps me drag a heavy chest of drawers in front of the door.


  Laughing, Bethan collapses on the bed and wipes imaginary sweat off her brow.


  “How dramatic!” she exclaims.


  “Shush! Please, Bethan, if we are going to talk in the cottage, we need to keep our voices low.”


  She rolls her eyes and shakes her head, “Of what are you so afraid?”


  I perch on the end of the bed and stare at the wall. What am I so afraid of? It is a struggle to find the answer.


  “Is it your Father?” she suggests gently.


  I hesitate, unsure how much to disclose. After all, family problems are private. But before I can stop myself, I am confiding in her, telling her everything. She moves into a crossed leg position and listens intently, which encourages me to go on.


  Finally, I exhale shakily and search her queer grey eyes, “So, what do you think? Should I be wary of him? Is Mama right? Do you think it was he who hurt Eddie?”


  Instead of speaking, Bethan gets up, moves to stand directly in front of me and takes hold of my hands. She stares into my eyes. I struggle to return her gaze but force myself to hold eye contact.


  “Let it out,” she murmurs.


  “I cannot,” I say. My body is trembling.


  “You have to. The only way you can change your life is to embrace the terrors within it. Trust me. I know.”


  I glance away but she will not let go of my hands.


  “Use my energy. Can you feel it? Can you feel the warmth between our fingers?”


  I focus on the contact of our hands and I nod. There is a strangely soothing, tingling sensation flowing between our fingers and palms. I glance up at her, shocked.


  “What is it?” I whisper.


  She shrugs, “I do not really know, but it is there and it feels good. I think it is some kind of positive energy.”


  “Positive energy?”


  She nods excitedly, “I think it is simply wondrous.”


  I nod. I can feel myself letting go. Tears come unbidden into my eyes.


  “Let them come,” she says.


  My head drops onto my chest, my body sags. Suddenly it is impossible to hold myself up, to pretend that my life is not so terrifyingly hopeless.


  The tears come and Bethan envelopes me in her arms. They come as a storm. Great, ragged sobs and dragging, tearing, wrenching, excruciating breaths. They feel as though they will never cease. So direful is my emotional torture. So painful is my solitude.


  For two whole hours, Bethan holds me. She does not speak. She simply stays with me. A constant companion and witness to my misery.


  Little by little, my tears slow. I am drained, weak. Silently, Bethan undresses me and helps me into bed.


  Before she leaves she kisses my forehead and whispers, “Well done Lissie. You have just taken the second step towards your new life.”


  “Second step?” I murmur drowsily, “what was my first?”


  Bethan laughs softly, “Why, becoming friends with me of course!”


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Mama,


  I broke down yesterday. Perhaps it was hearing Father's torment that brought forth my own.


  I am surprised to admit that crying felt good. Indeed, I sobbed for a long while, but you will be glad to know that I was not alone. Do not worry, it was not Eddie who accompanied me, but a young lady called Bethan.


  How happy I am to have a friend at last! Someone with whom I can talk and share and laugh. Bethan is a very special girl. She is about my age, with similar hair and figure to my own, but her face is a picture of purest horror. And yet she has accepted this and goes on with a light, breezy air always about her. She is an inspiration to me. She is always laughing and jesting and trying to cheer and comfort me. Through her eyes I see the world differently. It is not an entirely bleak, dour place devoid of hope, but an exciting realm to be explored and enjoyed.


  Just last night, she met me in the back garden and we climbed an oak tree together. For hours we sat there, sometimes talking, sometimes not, but there was never an uncomfortable moment. We stared at the stars and drew pictures in the sky by linking the bright lights. We giggled, laughed and rejoiced in each other's company. It was such fun...


  The only thing darkening our friendship is Father, or rather the constant worry that he will happen upon us. I dare not contemplate how he would react to the sight of Bethan. But I shall not dwell on that now. If we continue to be careful I am sure he will not discover us.


  Life is a little brighter, but I wish you could return and replace Father's coldness with your warmth. I hope you are well.


  Your loving daughter,


  
    Lisbeth
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  “Who were you talking to in the garden last night?” Eddie inquires.


  He slots a piece of his puzzle in place and looks up at me. My hands are frozen above the shawl that I am knitting, the needles paused in a cross. I am not prepared for his question. I thought we had been so careful.


  “Why do you think I was talking to someone?” I say, carefully placing my knitting on the bed beside me.


  Eddie shrugs, “I heard you.”


  I watch him trying to work out where the next piece goes. It is part of a girl's face. Her eye and cheek. I know where it goes, but do not spoil it for him.


  “I was just talking to myself,” I say.


  “But it sounded like you were talking to someone. And I heard a girl's voice.”


  “Were you spying on me?” I say, raising my eyebrow teasingly.


  Eddie smiles and shakes his head, “No. Promise. I woke up and heard voices so I went to the window and looked out but I could not see anyone, I could just hear your voice.”


  “So you were spying!” I say, pulling him onto my lap and tickling the life out of him.


  He laughs, protesting, but not really wanting me to stop. Soon we are both laughing and he has forgotten our conversation. Unfortunately, I have not. I resolve to be more careful from now on. If Eddie has overheard us, who is to say Father has not?


  


  


  *


  


  


  “We cannot meet here anymore,” I whisper.


  “Why not?” she replies.


  “Eddie heard us.”


  “I see. Oh dear!”


  We are crouching down behind a tree. The moon is whole, the crisp air nipping.


  I take a deep breath, “What do you think of me coming to your house? Of course, I will only be able to come at night.”


  Bethan nods slowly, “Okay. But there are some things I must tell you first.”


  I say nothing. This has been a long time coming. Her voice is graver than normal and I wait, desperate to discover her secret but fearful that she may not tell me if I push too hard.


  “But I cannot tell you tonight. I am tired and such a relation requires energy. Will you meet me one last time here tomorrow night?”


  I nod, disappointed that she wants to leave so soon.


  We hug farewell and I watch her disappear into the darkness.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Diary,


  I watched Lisbeth today. Often she goes for walks in the garden.


  Of course, she still stays away from me.


  I am trying to stay away from her, but it grows increasingly difficult to quell my raging soul. My wife is gone from me and part of me longs to shake Lisbeth to force her to help me. Indeed, I am finding it harder to refrain from entering her bedroom at the dead of night, to seize her and shake her and bash her head against the wall until she regains some proper sense. But I must resist, I must. I must not give in to the devil.


  Having a loving relationship with my children became nothing but a dream a long, long time ago. It is a bitter truth that I must try to accept. And yet a tiny glimmer of hope remains. Although I can no longer love my children as I would wish, perhaps I can harness my hateful anger and force Lisbeth to help me. Violence may be the only way for her to understand how much I miss my wife.


  I am in turmoil.


  Lisbeth drew again today. I saw her go down into the cellar. I long to discover what she has drawn; perhaps it will give me an insight into the workings of her mind. Perhaps it will help me communicate with her, but I am afraid of what I might find. My fear prevents me from going down there. What if she has drawn me, horns and all? She sees me for who I am. What if I get angry again? Each time I lose control the anger becomes more difficult to contain. Soon, I may not be able to contain it at all.


  I cannot trust myself to go to her.


  Goodness, I am exhausted. I must rest.


  
    C.C
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  I am drawing her. Bethan. She is my muse and confidant. I must capture her past and her present, her emotions, her sense of self, her courage, her vitality. I must feel my way through every stroke of charcoal. That is why I do not need her in front of me when I draw her. A more faithful picture will be achieved by conjuring up her words, voice, the inflections in her voice, sentiments in her words, her actions and laughter, her light and dark places. It will not be a day's work. Nor a week's. It will take me a long long time. Perhaps forever.


  I sit at a large, worm-riddled desk, a pot of charcoal and a sheaf of parchment by my side, my fingers poised above the cream paper. I am in the cellar along with two lighted church candles, a pile of cobwebbed logs and a small, cracked window through which comes the grey light of a dull afternoon.


  The air is fusty, thick with dust, but it is quiet and that is what I need.


  I draw the first line.


  From there, everything flows like magic. I am absorbed, spellbound, hooked by what I love most. For hours I sketch and smudge.


  A clatter of hail against the little window breaks my reverie. Guiltily I look up. My eyes are dazed. Only now do I feel the emptiness in my stomach and the dryness on my tongue. Eddie jumps into my mind.


  I take one long look at my work and smile. One quarter of her face is done and it is good.


  Wiping my hands on my apron, I hurry upstairs into the kitchen. Eddie is there drinking a mug of milk.


  He smirks at me and says, “I love it when you go drawing because you forget all about my lessons!”


  “I am sorry darling. What have you been doing all this time?”


  “Playing with Jack. We made a den in my bedroom, want to see? Jack's still in it.”


  I follow him up the stairs, relieved not for the first time that he has Jack to see him through the loneliness.


  “Look Lisbeth! Look what we have made!”


  Eddie runs into the room and dives beneath a tent constructed out of boxes and sheets.


  “It is wonderful, Eddie,” I say.


  “Did you hear that Jack? Lisbeth loves our den too!”


  “Yes. That is because she has good taste like us,” says a deep, scratchy voice that I do not recognise.


  “Who said that?” I say.


  Eddie pokes his head out of the tent, “Jack of course! Really Lisbeth, sometimes you have a terrible memory!”


  Just in case, I crawl gingerly into the tent, but of course a little boy in a sailor suit with carrot-orange hair is nowhere to be seen. Feeling a little spooked I kiss Eddie goodnight, telling him that I expect him – and Jack – to be in bed in the next quarter of the hour.


  I close his door and turn to cross the landing into my bedroom, but something makes me stop. A tilting shadow, the outline of a man's body, stretches across the landing. Its creator must be standing at the top of the stairs, just out of sight.


  The shadow can only belong to one person: Father.


  Sick with fear, I do not move. Mama's recent exhortation rings loudly in my head: Charles' mind is a minefield. You can never be too careful around him and you most certainly cannot trust him. He is more often swayed by the devil on his shoulder than by the angel.


  My plan was to go into my bedroom, wrap up in a blanket then sneak out into the garden to meet Bethan, but with Father standing there it seems as though my plan will have to wait.


  A hand – his hand – appears. It clings to the very edge of the banister like a crab clinging to a rock. This hand is foreign to me. Pale beyond pale, translucent. Blue veins popping through rubbery, blanched skin. It is the hand of an ancient person, not the hand of a man in his early forties. The nails are bitten to the quick. Peeling skin edged with dried blood surrounds each nail. They are the nails of an anxious man living on the edge of his nerves. Black wiry hairs smear the skin.


  Right now, this hand brings only the discordant chimes of terror. Once upon a time, a long time ago, so long ago that it hardly seems real, this hand – the sight of it – the feel of it as it closed around mine – brought a beauteous harmony into my life. It brought love, peace and happiness. But as I stare at this hand now, I am struck by the thought of how easily it could wrap itself around my throat.


  I am weak with fear, shaky with hunger. A cold draft whips through the landing chilling me to my core.


  I transfer my weight from my right foot to my left and a loud creak breaks the silence like a sudden boom of thunder. My entire body tenses, but fortunately the sound works in my favour; Father abruptly turns and rushes downstairs, leaving me to dash into my bedroom and throw myself face down on the bed.


  Hot, silent tears run down my cold cheeks. I am so tired. Drained, both emotionally and physically.


  I decide to rest my eyes for a few minutes; just long enough to regain enough energy for my meeting with Bethan. But within moments sleep has taken over and I am catapulted into a murky landscape of man-eating jackdaws and faceless figures in black.


  When I wake, I am drenched and shivering, but the hope that Bethan will be in the garden transports me into the kitchen.


  I stuff stale bread into my mouth and hurry out into the garden, caring not that each hailstone is the size of a butter bean. All I care about is seeing her. She is my hope, my shining light.


  But when I get outside all I see is her black cloak spread out on the grass like an arrow pointing the way. Where is she? Glancing around, all I can see are hailstones and blurs of trees.


  “Bethan?” I whisper urgently, “Bethan? Bethan!”


  But the only answer is the whooshing wind and the clattering hailstones.


  My face is stinging and I am shuddering uncontrollably but my desire to find her conquers all else and I follow the direction of her cloak, going further into the dark garden than I have ever been before.


  


  


  CHAPTER 5

  

  GONE


  Braying, lashing wind. Gnawing hailstones. Clawing, biting cold. The weather is raging. It is three drooling wolves on me all at once, but I will not cower to them.


  My eyes adjust to the ice-fractured gloom. I step beyond the halfway point of the garden and turn to glance back at the cottage. A looming black square. The lights are out. It must be later than I thought. Perhaps that is the reason for Bethan's absence.


  Going beyond the halfway point sends thrills of excitement and fear coursing through me. I am breaking Father's rules. I am playing with fire. I am also venturing into an unknown scape in the dead of night.


  Tremors run the length of my body, but I do not succumb. I keep going.


  The garden grows wild. Prickly weeds stand as high as my knees in great, thick, tangled clumps. They tear at my dress and rip through my skin.


  For once, I wish I was wearing shoes. Wincing, I pick my way carefully through, thinking that if I am kind to them they will be less harsh to me.


  The wind screeches in my ear; it is angry at me, speaking to me, warning me to go no further. The hailstones grow larger by the second. Soon they shall be the size of conkers. Soon the pain will be too much.


  The weeds finally clear and I realise I have reached the end of the garden. A rushing river, four yards wide. A makeshift bridge in the form of a slat of slippery wood.


  The water looks deep. The bank is steep and muddy. Gingerly, I lift my skirts and step onto the plank. It is sturdy, but its high sheen makes me wary. The wind seems to pick up, battering me, disturbing my balance as I try to move forward. 


  A huge gust slams into my right side. I teeter on the edge, but manage to throw myself forward, landing on the other side on my hands and knees. Shaky and bruised, I pick myself up, wipe my mucky hands on my white dress and carry on into some dense woods.


  The wind's cries are dulled by the heavily packed trees and the hail cannot reach me as easily. However, with no light from the cottage and only a sliver of moon, I am almost blind. My hands and feet become my eyes. My heart thunders. It requires every ounce of willpower not to turn and run back to Blackened Cottage. The only thing that keeps me going is the thought that I will see Bethan again.


  My hand touches the damp, scratchy bark of a tree and something sickeningly slimy. I flinch away and bring my fingertips to my nose. It is just my imagination or is that rich metallic scent really what I think it is? I taste. One little lick. Coppery sweetness. Blood. Fresh, warm blood. Bethan's? An injured animal's?


  I walk faster. If there is a victim, there must be a predator. Suddenly, I feel as though the trees have eyes. I am being watched. I begin to run. I trip on a root, stumble, fall onto my hands and knees, jerk my neck. I get up. Run. Bare feet pounding slippery ground. Branches tearing the skin on my face, arms, thighs. I trip again and then I am falling...


  


  


  *


  


  


  A dead rat lies on the black soil one inch from my eye, hunched over, little pink feet brought up to touch little pink hands.


  Its fingers are remarkably human, topped with clean, perfectly formed nails. It has large petal-shaped ears that are smooth and soft. Its furry coat is a blend of soft and dark brown shades. Firm yet delicate black whiskers fan out from its baby pink snout. Its eye is missing; a clean black ring encircles a glistening purple shell where the eyeball should be. Scarlet jelly spills from its open mouth.


  I jerk upright into a sitting position and look around. It is the first light of morning. The sky is off-white, sun hidden by a map of cloud. Tall slim-barrelled trees surround me, their branches bare, their skin silver. The wood-floor is sloppy and a mouldy swamp smell penetrates the area. The ground is flat where I am, but it slopes upwards gradually, and I can make out conifers in the distance. Leaves mean life, which gives me hope.


  I stand stiffly, stretch my neck and arms. My dress is thick with mud. My hands and legs are caked with crusted blood. A big lump throbs on my left temple.


  Still, as Mama says, I am strong. I will keep going until I find Bethan. After all that she has done for me, I owe her that much at least.


  I continue down the hill, more confident with the light of day to guide me.


  For hours, I walk and walk and walk. The woods never change; every direction I walk, every way I look, the trees are the same: tall, bare, lifeless. Even the sky remains the same monotonous grey-white. No rain falls, no wind stirs. The air is cold and damp, saturating my bones with a stiffening chill. The only sounds I hear are the calls of birds. Some high, quick and urgent, others low and melancholy. None warming.


  I am starting to lose hope when a new sound catches at the air. A laugh. A high, tinkling laugh. Bethan!


  She bursts out from behind a tree to my right and throws her arms around me.


  I hold her at arm's length and stare at her, confusion warring with relief.


  “Lissie you came! You actually came to find me! You actually left that godforsaken place all on your own!”


  “What happened to you? Is everything all right? I saw your cloak and you were nowhere to be seen and I grew increasingly worried that you were hurt, so I came looking for you.”


  She laughs and kisses my cheek, “I was just playing a little game. Or maybe it was a test – I am not sure. Anyhow, it worked! It really worked!”


  “What worked?”


  “My plan to get you away from that horrible cottage.”


  “What?”


  It dawns on Bethan that I am angry. She begins to apologise but it is too late. I storm away from her, hot, salty tears glistening in my eyes.


  Bethan runs after me and grabs my shoulder, “Lissie! Look, I am sorry, but it was for your own good. You might not see it now but later you will and you will thank me for it.”


  I shake her hand off and glare at her coldly, “Just take me back.”


  Her eyes search mine frantically but I am not ready to forgive her. She seems to realise and shrugs, muttering under her breath, “I did it for your own good.”


  I am so enraged that I do not speak to her until we reach the river at the end of the garden.


  “Please do not come to see me for a good few days,” I say.


  I cannot meet her eyes.


  Bethan nods, says nothing.


  I turn sharply and hurry across the little bridge. On reaching the other side, I fear I have been too harsh. I turn and say her name, but she has gone.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Mama,


  I am a silly, stupid girl. I opened up my heart to her and look what happened.


  She tricked me, lured me out of the cottage, out of the safety of my normal surroundings into the wilderness.


  I do not know if I can forgive her or trust her, or if indeed I should. She gave me something to smile about again, but she also made me feel like a dancing fool.


  Bethan perhaps did not realise the huge significance of my leaving the house. Indeed, as you will be well aware, I took an enormous risk when I stepped beyond the garden of Blackened Cottage.


  What do you think Mama? Should I give Bethan another chance? My heart cannot handle any more distress. I thought she was here to heal me, but perhaps she is the devil in disguise.


  I look forward to reading your response.


  
    Lisbeth
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  Days pass. Nights pass. I exist. Barely.


  On the seventh night, I creep out into the garden and look for Bethan. I climb our oak tree and scan the darkness but all I see are layers of shadow. Shadow upon shadow upon shadow. I wait for hours. She does not come.


  


  


  *


  


  


  My Dear Sweet Lisbeth,


  Trust me my darling. You are doing precisely the right thing by staying away from that spiteful girl. She is nothing but a spoilt, selfish, little madam who loves to play with the feelings of others for her own sick, twisted amusement. You should conceive of this as a blessing; you have discovered her true colours before she had the chance to fully sink her teeth into you.


  I am sorry to say this Lisbeth, but isolation is the only key to your survival. I had hoped you would reach this conclusion by yourself, but it seems that I must tell it to you directly. You see, my darling, you have a sensitive, fragile spirit that is easily influenced. Therefore, you must do as I say and stay away from anyone other than sweet little Eddie. Stay away from your Father. Stay away from Bethan. But most importantly of all, stay within the grounds of the cottage. It is not safe for you out there – who knows who you may happen upon or what unsavoury things you may discover!


  Trust me sweetheart, you are safer in Blackened Cottage. You are safer alone.


  Remember I only say this because I love you.


  
    Mama
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  I sit in the deepest part of Blackened Cottage, charcoal in hand, candlelight my only friend. I listen: faintly whooshing wind, rustling leaves, a heavy sigh – my own.


  I am drowsy from crying. My eyes ringed with shadow, my lids puffed up like snails.


  Two weeks have passed since I last saw Bethan. Two weeks have I been drowning in regret.


  Mama's letter, full of logic and reason, consoled me for a day or so and then my heart took hold.


  I know that I cannot live without her; she is a part of me now. She is the light dispelling the shadow, she helps me to be again. When I am with her, I feel a repressed part of myself budding into life. She is nurturing water, gay sunlight, fresh blood flowing in my veins.


  I do not simply want her - I need her.


  My vision is blurry, but I begin to draw. Slowly and carefully at first, then quickly, carelessly, passionately, hungrily. Shards of charcoal spit at the air, black dust smokes and whirls around me. My teeth sink into my lip, my head swirls with images: her eyes, her nose, her cheeks, her mouth. Such is my obsession that I become deaf to my surroundings. All I see and feel and know is her; all I am is the effect she has on me. We are two sides of the same coin. One without the other and we live a half-life, a life devoured by despair, shattered by loneliness.


  My fingers are bruised and my lip is bleeding when I finally stop.


  Hands shaking, I lift her to my face and smile. Blood glazes my teeth and oozes down my chin.


  It is her. It is Bethan. I have captured her; in a moment of abandon and madness, I have brought her to life on the page.


  I savour the moment. I kiss her twisted lips. The scarlet blood on my lips mixes with the black charcoal.


  As I admire her face, I realise what I must do.


  Gripping the drawing in both hands, I mount the cellar steps two at a time and dash through the kitchen out into the night-masked garden.


  


  


  *


  


  


  She is here. Somehow I knew she would be. She is naked once again. Her unblemished back to me, her silken black hair falling to her delicate waist.


  She turns slowly.


  “I am so sorry Lissie,” she whispers.


  “No. It is I who am sorry,” I say.


  We rush into each other's arms and stand there holding one another for a long while. We are one again. We are complete. Touching her nakedness is not strange because it is her and she is a part of me.


  I step back and hand her my drawing.


  She holds the parchment up to her face. My heart clangs against my ribcage. It is so important to me that she likes it.


  She slowly lowers the drawing. Tears shine in her eyes.


  “Thank you. You have no idea how much this means to me.”


  I smile. My heart feels light. I am happy and it feels so so good.


  But there is something not quite right about the way she is looking at me.


  “Is something wrong?” I ask.


  Bethan laughs, but it is a bitter, strangled sound.


  “Things are...difficult at home.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “I cannot really tell you. If you want to fully understand, you have to come.”


  I hesitate, look back at the cottage, at the small light coming from Eddie's bedroom. The thought of leaving the cottage terrifies me, especially after what happened last time. There is also the worry that I will be discovered by Father, or that in my absence Eddie may have a nightmare or come across Father in a bad mood...


  “I know the quickest way,” Bethan says, “if we move swiftly, the journey will take us no longer than quarter of an hour.”


  “I cannot come tonight. Is tomorrow convenient?”


  My heart thumps as I speak, but I long to learn more about her. I yearn to understand everything I can.


  She nods and laughs her wonderful tinkling laugh then skips away into the night.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Diary,


  I know what she is planning and the mere thought of it enrages me! I cannot let her go! I will not let her destroy herself and, in turn, me.


  She is starting to believe that freedom is what she needs, but what she really needs is isolation. Time alone to reconcile herself to reality and to recognise my needs. Only when she finds acceptance can I allow her to go where she pleases.


  Of course, Lisbeth will doubtlessly perceive me as her captor. However, I only do this for her own safety. She must be protected from the outside world. This is the prudent course of action. If she were in her right mind she would realise that I am not motivated by depravity. I do not keep her locked in Blackened Cottage for my own sick amusement.


  But can I trust myself to go to her? Can I control my anger? These are questions I should lend serious time to, but I cannot. Time is against me. She plans to go tonight. Presently, reason conquers rage, but only just. I can feel the pressure rising; the intoxicating anger simmering. It is as if I host a daemon in my breast. At every chance this daemon preys upon my weakness, appealing to the darkest part of my soul. For how long can I resist this inner beast?


  Goodness, I know if anyone were to read this they would think me gone in the head. Perhaps they would be right…


  I must rest.


  
    C.C
  


  


  


  CHAPTER 6

  

  FREEDOM LOST


  Midnight. Time to meet Bethan for our trip.


  Slipping past Eddie's bedroom, I tiptoe across the landing. The floorboards screak underfoot making me wince. Leaning upon the banister, I lift my feet off the ground and slide down the staircase. I land lightly at the foot of the stairs. The fireplace crackles and smokes but otherwise the living room is a pit of shadow. Holding my breath, I creep past Father's closed study door and enter the kitchen. Satisfied that I am alone, I relax a little and stride out into the garden.


  I see Bethan's long white legs dangling from our oak tree and shiver excitedly. As long as I am with her, the shadows cannot get me. I am looking forward to seeing where she lives but, most of all, I am dying to know her secret.


  I am almost at the oak tree when a great black figure lunges in front of me blocking my path. I scream and stumble backwards. It is Father. He is dressed all in black. His face is dirtied with soot.


  He bears down on me, a dreadful smile on his dry lips, his palms held up warning me to go no further.


  “I was just going for a little walk,” I stutter, “I, I, I am sorry.”


  Father shakes his head slowly and gestures for me to go back into the cottage. I glance at his eyes and wish I had not. They are dark, unblinking, fixed on me as if I am an escaped convict. Devoid of feeling. Devoid of mercy. I know he cannot be reasoned with.


  Trembling, I turn and dart back into the house, run up the stairs and throw myself into my room. I listen for the sound of his footsteps but hear nothing. My heart is racing, my blood boiling, but I am too scared to try anything.


  Climbing onto my bed I crane my neck to look out of my tiny bedroom window and see Bethan running away, her cream dress fading into the darkness.


  Emotions war within me; fear, anger, disappointment. One second I am crying, the next I am bashing my fists against my pillow.


  Eventually, I grow weary.


  Dragging myself to my desk, I ink my quill and begin to write.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Diary,


  I have done something of which I am not proud. I have set a sequence of events in motion.


  I wrote Jean-Bernard. Begged him to come. As expected, he responded immediately, eagerly, and now it is too late to change my mind; he comes tonight. I wonder how Lisbeth will react to seeing him again.


  But I cannot rest easy. I am plagued by uncertainty; is this decision wise? I know Jean-Bernard will want to take her off my hands...but is that really what I want?


  On the one hand, I cannot trust myself around her – my recent actions demonstrate that much. On the other hand, do I genuinely believe that Jean-Bernard’s actions are motivated by pure intentions? He seems almost too eager to help – his letter dripped with enthusiasm which I found rather strange. But he is my only ally. Surely I can trust him more than I trust myself.


  I must go and prepare his bed. He arrives by carriage in under the hour.


  
    C.C
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Mama,


  Father has locked me in my room and will not let me out. This is the sixth day of my imprisonment.


  I do not hear Eddie any longer. I think Father has sent him to a boarding school, which perhaps is a blessing for my dear little brother. Being far away from Father is something I crave and something that will, I hope, do Eddie the world of good. Of course, my heart aches to stroke his floppy hair, listen to his voice, but I must content myself with the notion that he is happier away from Blackened Cottage.


  Father unlocks the door and slides in plates of food for meal times. He allows me to visit the water closet three times daily, but refuses to glance my way or utter a word. His silence is not the peaceful kind, but the threatening kind – the kind that conceals immoral thoughts. He has not touched me. Indeed, he gives me such a wide berth that one would think me infected with smallpox. However, that is how I prefer it. If he were to touch me I do not know how I would respond.


  One hope remains. Bethan. I know you do not approve of her, but I must have her in my life. Indeed, my waking dreams are full of dancing figurines in long black cloaks with sweeping ebony hair and tinkling laughs.


  Somehow she will find a way to reach me. I am certain of it.


  If it were not for Bethan, I would be huddled in a corner weeping. Instead I am sitting at my desk writing this letter, every now and then climbing onto the bed to peek out of the window. I know she will come sooner or later. Sooner or later she will come and her smile will melt this bitter frost. Her merry spirit will warm me, ferry me through this dark hour, bestow upon me the courage not to use the bread knife that Father has mindlessly left.


  Father is coming. Someone else too! There is no time .


  
    L.C

  


  


  CHAPTER 7

  

  JEAN-BERNARD


  Father enters and leaves without a word, his face a mask.


  I sit on the bed mutely staring at the stranger before me.


  “Lisbeth, I am Jean-Bernard, an old friend of Charles. You may recollect me?”


  I shake my head. Neither the look of this man nor his lilting French purr are recognisable. However, one aspect is curiously familiar: his smell – cinnamon...Indian spice...burnt smoke. I am taken back to soft baby fingers clasping mine, a Grandfather clock ding-donging the hour, a framed photograph of my Father and Mother on their wedding day. A warm feeling floats on the cusp of my mind.


  Jean-Bernard steps closer. A floorboard creaks, breaking the spell. I tensely watch him approach.


  He resembles a giant cricket. Limbs like wire. Sunken chest, stooped shoulders. Aged skin the colour of dead grass. At any moment I half expect him to crrr crrr at me.


  Atop spiking shoulders he wears a port-coloured topcoat. Clasped between his thin fingers rests an uncut cigar, rust-coloured, thicker in the middle, tapered at the ends.


  “May I?” he says, indicating my desk chair.


  I nod. My body is a taut wire, my stomach a churning mill.


  Jean-Bernard arranges his topcoat before sitting. He relaxes into the chair, crosses his spindly legs, holds the cigar in both hands absent-mindedly smoothing both ends.


  “Charles has decided that you may benefit from a little of my company,” he pauses, searches my eyes, “I am glad to be of service. Indeed, often has my mind wondered to you these last few years.”


  I cannot relax. My throat is constricted. I can think of nothing to contribute.


  “You look well,” he murmurs, “the years have been difficult for you, but your beauty has flowered.”


  His pale, watery eyes drift down my body. His gaze lingers on my bare feet then travels upwards, hovers on my breasts before settling on my eyes. His tongue slides across his upper lip.


  My cheeks grow hot. I want to escape his unsettling closeness.


  “I am to sleep in the big room for the time being and shall visit you twice daily. I hope that we will, in time, establish a special bond of trust. I leave you now, beautiful Lisbeth. Until tomorrow.”


  He stands, dusts down his trouser. A wedge of breath catches in my throat as he steps forward, lifts my hand and raises it to his lips. His eyes never leave mine as he presses his lips sensually to the top of my hand. He holds them there for two whole seconds; a seeming eternity. Gently, he places my hand onto my lap and strokes it lightly with his index finger. His finger is hot and clammy. I squirm with revulsion and my forearm reacts; little black hairs shivering to attention.


  I have an urge to slap his hand away but do not. Something restrains me. Perhaps it is the idea that if I play Jean-Bernard correctly he may be the key to my freedom. Perhaps it is the niggling worry that he and Father are in this together. If I were to upset Jean-Bernard, who knows what Father might do?


  I look up at him. His expression is unreadable, his pale, watery eyes fixed unblinkingly on mine. He does not smile. Grease shines his forehead. Cinnamon, spice and musky body odour enter my mouth.


  I cannot help but wonder of what he is thinking.


  He nods politely, “Bon nuit, Lisbeth.”


  He glides out of the room, gently closes the door. The key grinds in the lock.


  I breathe again.


  I do not want the company of this man. This strange, tactile, over-friendly man. I want the company of Bethan. If it is company that Father desires for me, then why does he shut me away from the outside world? Perhaps if I make Jean-Bernard aware of my need he will make Father understand. Perhaps I can make Jean-Bernard see the senselessness of Father's actions.


  Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps! My stomach clinches. There are no certainties any more. I am plunged into an iron maze with nothing to guide me but the self-interested hands of others.


  I go to the window and try to see Bethan, but she is not there. All I see is a starless night.


  Sinking beneath the covers, a tear slides down my cheek.


  


  


  *


  


  


  A creak of floorboard. Light footsteps rushing away from my bedroom door. I sit up. Strain my ears. Nothing. The room is pitch black but I know it so well that I feel my way to the locked door, crouch down, feel around on the cold wood. The crisp edge of parchment. It is a sheet folded neatly in half. I pluck it up, hold it to my breast, get back in bed and try to sleep, but I am too excited. I know this is a letter and I know it is from Bethan.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Finally morning comes. Soft yellow light seeps through the window. I unfold the letter. Although I have never seen Bethan's handwriting it seems as if I have known it all my life.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Lissie,


  I cannot believe what your Father is doing! I am sorry to speak ill of him, but I now believe him to be a despicable, heartless, beast of a man! He is a varlet. A rapscallion possessed by the devil. The worst of all villains. How dare he lock you indoors like you are some kind of demoniacal psychopath? It is he who ought to be locked up, not you!


  Truly, my dear, sweet, kind Lissie, my heart is with you – I know you told me his ways were strange but this is utterly preposterous. You poor, poor darling! You must be suffocating.


  But do not fear. I am concocting a marvellous plan to get the key to your room and get you out of that hideous black cottage. We will run away together. We will adventure north. Eddie is gone so you no longer have any reason to stay. I will free you of all of this. I will make you remember the person you are supposed to be.


  Be brave. Strengthen your mind against your Father's. He is clearly disturbed so you must trust your own instincts. Never let him defeat you!


  I will deliver you another letter the first chance I get. I love you Lissie. Never forget that.


  Your truest friend,


  
    Bethan
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  I am crying when I finish reading, but they are happy tears. They are tears of hope, friendship. They splash onto the parchment, blurring Bethan's name. I mop them with my sleeve, carefully fold the letter, hide it in the drawer of my desk along with my letters from Mama.


  No longer am I able to send letters or receive Mama's kind words but I continue to write her nonetheless, intending to send them when I am free of this cell.


  I am caught up in fantasies of freedom when there is a gentle knock of three. Already can I smell spice, burnt smoke, cinnamon. The potent fragrance floats into the room through imperceptible openings. Jean-Bernard is here.


  “Give me a few moments,” I call.


  I whip off my nightclothes and throw on a fresh dress. It is my least admired; dull brown with frills of lace along the collar. I dash to the mirror above my desk. I scream. It is not me who is reflected in the glass, but Mama – her eyes, her nose, her lines, her mouth.


  Rattling at the door. Jean-Bernard bursts in.


  “Lisbeth, what is the matter?”


  I glance at him. Glance back at my reflection. I am me again. I exhale unstably.


  Rigidly I turn and go to sit on the bed.


  “Nothing is the matter – I thought I saw a spider is all.”


  He settles himself in my desk chair. Nervously, I think how close he is to my hidden letters. There is little chance that he will open the drawer, but his long fingers rest upon the desk mere inches from where my secrets lie.


  In his other hand he holds the same uncut cigar. He wears the same attire as last night.


  “May I say you look remarkably well this morning,” he purrs.


  He stares openly at my hair, my lips, my breasts.


  I nod politely, but an unpleasant, hot sensation grinds against my chest bone. He is being kind, perhaps too kind, and I do not like the way he gazes at me as though he is exploring and savouring each part.


  “Did you sleep well?” he asks, his pale eyes searching mine. Intense. Unblinking.


  I avoid his gaze, “I believe I slept well, yes.”


  “Good. That is very good. I myself did not get much rest. I often find my first night in a new bed leaves me with a feeling of unrest.”


  He yawns languidly as if to punctuate his point.


  “And did you dream last night? I think dreams are fascinating.”


  He waits, all the while smoothing the tapered ends of the cigar between his fingertips. 


  I do not want to talk to this man, but if I am going to get him to convince Father to let me out, then I need to play the game.


  Did I dream? A face flinches across my mind's eye. The face is followed by a scene playing out in slow motion, each image knocking into the next, unveiling the stages of the dream piece by piece until they resemble a short story. Feelings rise through my core as the story unfolds; I am in the dream again, momentarily feeling, seeing, knowing what I endured and enduring it again but in less vulnerable way. Mama's face, Father's, Eddie's, mine all breaking into shards of scarlet glass, fading into darkness: the searing agony of unrequited loss...


  The memory fades as quickly as it came. I blink and look at Jean-Bernard's pale eyes.


  “Yes. I did dream last night. Or rather, I nightmared, if that makes any sense.”


  His eyebrows lift slightly.


  “Well,” he says, smoothing the ends of the cigar a little faster, “let us not dwell on dark things. Let us talk of comfortable things. Your Father said you have been enjoying walks in the back garden?”


  I nod uncertainly – to where is this line of questioning leading?


  Jean-Bernard's eyes brighten momentarily, “Personally, I adore a good stroll in the country air. Perhaps you will join me one day?”


  Taken aback by his suggestion, I simply stare.


  “What do you admire about this garden in particular?”


  I speak before I can stop myself, “Bethan.”


  “Pardon?”


  I bite my lip; I should not have mentioned her name, but it is too late.


  “Bethan? Who is this?” he asks.


  I shrug, “Just a girl. A friend.”


  “And she resides in the garden?”


  His eyes are serious, darting from my right eye to my left, down to my lips.


  I laugh sharply, “No, of course she does not live in the garden!”


  Jean-Bernard stands abruptly. The movement makes me jump. Slowly, as if approaching an injured sparrow, he moves to stand directly in front of me.


  “You know Lisbeth, you can trust me. You must. You must learn to trust me if you are ever to get out of this place.”


  With a lover's touch, he wraps his fingers around my wrists and pulls me to my feet. I am trembling, but do not pull away. Such is my uncertainty that I stand there staring into his chest. I can feel the rise and fall of his breath, taste his smoky warmth.


  “Relax,” he purrs into my ear.


  Tenderly, he releases my wrists and cups my face in his hands.


  “Open your eyes, Lisbeth. Look at me.”


  I obey. His pale eyes stare consumingly into mine.


  “Repeat after me: I trust you Jean-Bernard.”


  I hesitate. What is this madness? But I find myself going along with it. His voice is mellifluent, mesmerising.


  “I trust you Jean-Bernard.”


  “Say it again.”


  “I trust you Jean-Bernard.”


  “Once more please.”


  “I trust you Jean-Bernard.”


  His lips twitch. He removes his hands from my face and steps back. His eyes roam the contours of my body and he exhales shakily.


  I stand there shivering, trying to remain composed when all I want to do is tell him to get out and leave me alone. Though he was gentle, I feel tainted by his touch. I have never been touched by a man and I do not wish to be touched by this man. I can feel the clamminess of his mark on my wrists. I can smell his smell all over me.


  He smiles for the first time, appearing younger by a decade, but no more appealing. In actuality, his smile seems fake, smacked on like that of a painted clown. Carefully contrived for reasons unknown.


  He leaves. The key crunches in the lock.


  I crawl under the blanket in an attempt to eradicate the chill in my bones, but several hours later I am still quivering.


  


  


  *


  


  


  “Good evening Lisbeth. I have brought you a small gift.”


  I look up from my book to see Jean-Bernard placing a pot of charcoal sticks and a piece of parchment on my desk. Closing Charlotte Bronte's Villette, reluctant to escape the world of Lucy Snow whose intelligent, calm manner I rather envy, I purposely conceal a tremor of excitement at seeing my drawing things. I do want Jean-Bernard to think he has pleased me.


  “Why have you brought my drawing equipment?” I murmur.


  “I have brought your treasures to help you pass the time. Charles and I are well aware that it cannot be easy being confined to your room morning, noon and night.”


  “Then why does he keep me in here?” I demand.


  Jean-Bernard shrugs, “He believes it is for the best.”


  He perches on the bed beside me, pulls out a cut cigar from his coat pocket, lights it, inhales lustily. Holds for a count of five.


  Smoke curls into the air like a writhing cobra, and suddenly the room is more his than my own, invaded by his smell, his passion. He offers the cigar to me, his pale eyes drifting down. I shake my head and move to sit at the desk, calmer with my back to him where I cannot notice the path of his eyes.


  “What will you draw?” he asks.


  He gets up from the bed and moves to stand behind me. His breath is warm and spicy on my neck. He places one hand on the back of the chair so that it brushes my shoulder. Smoke clouds above the parchment.


  I try to ignore his presence, but my hand shakes as I begin to draw.


  “Please do not watch me,” I mutter, “I cannot concentrate.”


  “Of course.”


  He moves away and paces the small room enjoying his cigar.


  Only one image comes to my mind; a dead rat.


  I draw and drift, draw and drift until Jean-Bernard becomes a ghost in the room. A mere shadow. Filled with a different kind of tension, I explore the soft curves of the unloved rodent. With sensitivity I sketch the tiny little hands and feet.


  I sit back and hold up the drawing.


  Jean-Bernard jerks to his feet and places both hands on my shoulders, “Marvellous! Simply extraordinary! You have a gift Lisbeth. A real gift.”


  My gut clenches at his touch. I place the drawing on the desk and wait, hoping he will leave.


  Jean-Bernard reaches across me and plucks the drawing off the desk.


  “Wondrous,” he coos, “may I keep it?”


  “Yes,” I say. Anything to be rid of him.


  “Thank you my darling,” he says lightly squeezing the back of my neck.


  I flinch, frozen to the spot.


  The door creaks, closes, locks. He is gone.


  I dart to the door and listen. Footsteps creak away.


  Grabbing the unfinished letter from beneath my pillow, I write.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Mama,


  Father has packed Eddie off to boarding school and I am worried that he intends to pack me off with a strange French man called Jean-Bernard who is thirty years my elder with creeping eyes and haptic hands.


  Jean-Bernard visits every day, morn and night, claiming that it is to offer company. But his eyes go to unmentionable places and I dare not consider the path his mind travels. He is kind in certain ways I suppose, but suspicion nags like a buzzing fly around a proud mare. Does Father intend to marry me to this old man? The very thought of lying beside his wrinkled body is unbearable; shivers of revulsion course through me, my heart races...ugh! Surely Father cannot think this a plausible choice. No – I must be dreaming the worst. Perhaps Father has my best interests in sight and simply feels that Jean-Bernard can be the Father he cannot. But then, you said never to trust Father.


  Oh that you were here Mama. Oh that you were here to stroke away the tension and tell me everything will be all right.


  One small hope remains: that Bethan will come. I cannot fathom how she might acquire the key to my room and free me, but she did manage to enter the house and deliver a letter undetected so perhaps there is a chance she will succeed. Last time we spoke she talked of trouble at home. She wished to show me so that I could understand, but now she wishes to travel north. This perplexes me. One moment she wishes to show me, the next she wishes to leave. Perhaps the situation at home has changed irrevocably and she feels now is the right time to flee.


  I hope that you are safe and happy.


  Yours always,


  
    Lisbeth

  


  


  CHAPTER 8

  

  VILLETTE


  Jean-Bernard enters, softly places something upon my desk. The dull clunk of glass against wood.


  I lie still as possible, slowing my breathing, relaxing my eyelids, focussing on pretending.


  Fortunately Jean-Bernard falls for my trick and leaves as quietly as he came.


  I wait until the floorboards lie silent then push off the blanket and swivel so that I can inspect his gift.


  A transparent vase half-empty of water shaped like a sliced bud. Within the bud, erect and alert, a group of twigs stiffly rising out of the cropped carcass like arthritic fingers. At first glance, there seems no reason for water, but upon moving to view the other side there lives one delicate green bud, its lips pursing white. Its chance of survival is poor; amongst the lifeless limbs this bud alone lives and breathes and hopes that water and light will be enough. I decide to capture her before she diminishes and dies, as I am almost certain she shall.


  Carefully, so as not to alert Father or Jean-Bernard to my wakened state, I slide into my chair and pick up a stick of charcoal.


  An hour later there is a sudden thump on the door. My hand jumps, creasing the parchment.


  Heart hammering, I listen.


  Another thump; louder, angrier.


  My throat tightens.


  The key clangs, rattles, grinds in the lock. The door swings inward and a dark figure hulks in the doorway.


  Dressed in mourning black, it is Father, his eyes dark, his face shadowed.


  I jerk up, making sure to keep the chair between us.


  “What is this?” he blurts.


  His voice slaps me across the face.


  He throws a ball of parchment at me and it hits my cheek.


  I bend down, pick it up and slowly unravel the paper. It is my drawing of Bethan. Her queer, distorted face. Sad eyebrows. Twisted lips. I meet his eyes, but cannot bring forth words.


  He steps into the room. Anger burns in his eyes and cheeks. With a shudder I notice the hard line of his jaw as his teeth grind together.


  “Why Lisbeth? Why?”


  His voice is raw with rage; hateful, rising, crushing, oppressive rage aimed solely at me.


  I step backwards and bump into the bed. Cornered, I stare up into his narrowed eyes and urge my body to stop shaking. He runs a hand aggressively through his hair then smashes his fist into his thigh. I grasp the bed frame and stare helplessly into his eyes.


  He moves so suddenly that I scream.


  Tossing the chair aside, he lunges forward and grabs hold of my upper arms. I cry out and struggle, but Father digs his nails into my skin and begins to shake me. Fervently I pull away, but he will not let go and tightens his grip. Beads of blood form on my skin beneath his nails. Tears of terror and pain roll down my cheeks.


  “Please, let me go!” I scream.


  But he continues, a strange glee lighting his eyes as he shakes he so fiercely that it feels as though my brain is slamming against my skull.


  “Please!” I sob, but he will not desist.


  “Why can you not be normal again?” he spits.


  “I know not what you mean!”


  Tears flood my cheeks yet he shakes me as if trying to exhume some hateful daemon.


  My body grows weak, my mind black. I am about to fall.


  “Please let go Father. Please,” I whisper.


  Suddenly he stops. His breathing is a rabid dog's, his breath sour with whiskey. His fingers loosen on my arms. His chin drops to his chest in defeat.


  Without a word he snatches the drawing off the floor, tears it in two, storms out of the room and slams the door. There is no sound of the key in the lock, only pounding and creaking as he marches across the landing and down the stairs.


  My knees buckle and I collapse on the ground. For a long while I stare at the unlocked door. At first I am too scared to move and sit shivering, sobbing, hugging myself, wishing Mama was here.


  Gradually my terror recedes and I get up, grasp the cold door knob. I hesitate a second, maybe two, then something drives me forward. Some unconscious impulse has me open the door and step out onto the dark landing. A slave to this impulse, I edge along the wall until I reach the top of the spiral staircase. My eyes dart left and right.


  I lift my foot to step down, but voices make me freeze. Jean-Bernard and Father. Coming this way.


  I dash back along the landing, hear their footsteps at the bottom of the stairs. As I open my door they reach the top step. Gently I close my door and throw myself beneath the blanket. Moments later, my door creaks open. I wait, hunched up and trembling.


  The door creaks shut and the key utters its terrible magic.


  I remain a fly in a web. Alone. Always alone.


  


  


  *


  


  


  “Good morning,” Jean-Bernard murmurs, placing my breakfast plate by my elbow.


  Abandoning my sketch of Eddie, I turn.


  In Jean-Bernard's large hand sits a tiny, white fluff ball with huge, sad eyes; a living, breathing cuddly toy.


  “She is beautiful is she not?” he says gently placing her onto my lap.


  I smile - I cannot help myself. Immediately am I won over by her tiny, squished-up face; her plaintive black eyes, peach pink nose, cotton whiskers. Her fur is soft as dandelion petals. It melts between my fingers. A magical, heavenly fabric.


  “She is yours. A gift from Charles.”


  “Pardon?”


  Already I feel my balloon deflating.


  “Charles desired that I bring her to you. An apology for his rash behaviour of last night.”


  I glance down at the kitten. Gone is airy delight. In its place lies gloom.


  “I cannot,” I say, placing her in Jean-Bernard's hands.


  “But Charles only means to please you Lisbeth.”


  I turn away and resume my work.


  “If he means to please me then why does he keep me locked up like some kind of injured beast?”


  Tears fall. I keep my face turned away; Jean-Bernard cannot know of my fragility.


  “Trust me, Lisbeth. All he wants is for you to be happy.”


  “And how does being confined to one's room equal happiness?”


  Jean-Bernard sighs.


  “We believe it is dangerous for you to go wandering out of the house. There have been reports of women going missing in the area.”


  I say nothing. I want to scream at him, tell him I know he is lying, order him to get out, but I cannot predict his reaction.


  He touches my shoulder. I tense. His hand is horribly hot. The moistness soaks through my dress. His thumb strokes the nape of my neck. He presses himself against the back of the chair. I begin to tremble.


  Suddenly his voice is in my ear, “I sense you are not feeling well. I will return this evening. I hope to see you in better spirits tonight.”


  He leaves. Tension drains away, energy its fellow.


  A scratching sound draws my eyes to the bed.


  The kitten lies upon the blanket playing a thread.


  I cannot help a small smile.


  “Maybe I shall keep you,” I whisper.


  Moving to the bed I stroke her fur with my index finger.


  “And I shall name you...Villette.”


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Mama,


  Villette – my kitten - is such a dear little creature that I cannot help but be inspired by her whimsical ways. Father gave her to me and at first I was reluctant to take her, but Jean-Bernard persuaded me to accept his gift. Now I am ever so glad that I did, for Villette provides a white light against the harsh darkness of my day.


  However, at times I feel my mind edging into black. The bread knife still lies on the sill. Increasingly, I find my eyes slipping to the serrated edge, the jagged teeth, the darkly glinting metal. It grins at me and this scares me. Images too terrible to describe flash before my eyes and I fear that madness is not far away. I can feel it uncoiling, pooling out like inky blood, draining sensibility from my mind for outwardly I remain a perfect picture of feminine restraint, but for how long I can muster this behaviour I know not.


  Jean-Bernard's advances grow intense, and I grow warier and warier, plagued by the notion that he wants me – mind, soul and body. I am beginning to see through his kindnesses. Fight as I might, I must acknowledge that his motives are impure, driven by those of the cunning, concupiscent beast who will stop at nothing to ensure his desires are sated.


  Mama, would that you were here to guide me - Eddie is gone and Bethan is becoming but a distant memory. It is almost as if she were a figment conjured up by the will of a lonely girl.


  I try to smile, but fear that very soon even Villette's sweetness will not be enough.


  It is perhaps just as well that you cannot read this letter.


  
    Lisbeth
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Diary,


  So it seems that I am left with no choice. Jean-Bernard has convinced me – as I suppose I knew he would.


  Blackened Cottage is not the right place for her. Being near me is not right for her, not any more. Not now that my mind has begun its final descent into the rottenness of anger and despair.


  I have failed not only as a husband but as a father, just as I suspected I would. My little boy, my daughter, my wife: all are lost to me. If only I could control these tortuous emotions as a man should be able, but I cannot. 


  As much as I will myself to pander to Lisbeth’s needs, I cannot help but feel increasingly hostile towards her. Jean-Bernard firmly believes that this hostility could lead to violence on my part. He assures me that I am taking the only possible course of action by sending her to live with him in Hertfordshire.


  How I shall live now is a mystery. I loved them. I mistakenly thought we would be together forever and now I have lost them. My life means nothing now. Nothing.


  I shall not bid her farewell when he takes her. I cannot bring myself to witness this final loss. Neither can I trust myself to contain the rage that rises upon seeing those haunted eyes. Goodness! How disturbed I must be to hate her and love her in the same breath; to desire her happy yet feel the need to punish her; to want her here but want rid of her instantaneously. This is why I cannot trust myself, for I can never tell which side she may provoke: the daemon or the man.


  No longer can I bear the sound of my own words.


  Farewell good Diary. This is the last time I shall write.


  
    C.C
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  “Bonsoir Lisbeth.”


  He approaches, rusty cigar twirling between long fingers, pale, watery eyes fixed upon mine. Nauseatingly sweet cinnamon whorls in the air. I become a mouth-breather, desperate to avoid inhaling him.


  “My darling, there is something of the utmost importance for us to discuss.”


  He sits down on the bed beside me, so close that his hot thigh pushes into mine. I move up a fraction, gently placing Villette between us. She mewls for me to pick her up, but I do not; I need my hands free in case Jean-Bernard crosses the invisible line that I have drawn between us.


  “I am listening,” I murmur, attempting to edge further away from his warm, pulsing body.


  He reaches out towards my face. I flinch but he does not notice. He smoothes a stray hair from my cheek and sighs deeply, sticky hot breath condensing upon my cold lips. He gazes deep into my eyes, into my very soul, and I look away, terrified he will see beneath my calm exterior to the raw, frantic part that I try so hard to contain.


  “Beautiful Lisbeth,” he purrs.


  His large hand presses my thigh and begins to slide upwards inch by inch, journeying to my most private part.


  “Tonight you must prepare your things for a long journey.”


  I dare a downward glance and see that it is actually his cigar resting upon my upper thigh, not his hand. For a moment, I sense he is unaware of what he is doing, but then he wraps his strong arm about my shoulders and pulls me into him so tightly that I can scarcely draw breath.


  Villette is an ineffective barrier; she lies at my back, clawing my dress.


  I try to pull away but his grip tightens. His fingers dig into my upper arm reigniting old bruises.


  “Tonight we venture to my home together. A new life for you. Are you not thrilled at the prospect? I myself feel rather excited to discover more and help you find yourself once again.”


  My throat will not work, which perhaps is good because inside I am screaming.


  His hand is on the back of my neck, fingers clasping like scorpion pincers, pressing into the taut, tender muscle. He bends his head and I swear he is going to force himself upon me, but instead he rips a loose thread off my collar and tosses it onto the bed.


  “I know this is a lot for you to take in all at once. I shall take my leave. I look forward to travelling with you tonight. It will be a cold night so dress accordingly.”


  Suddenly his lips are on my cheek – once, twice, thrice he kisses me. Wet, lingering lip-prints, marking his territory, claiming his prize. 


  He exits the room with a confident, arrogant stride.


  I curl up into a quivering ball hugging Villette tight to my chest, my cheeks transformed into a waterfall. I cannot stop crying. I rock back and forth, back and forth, back and forth, back and forth, hugging my little kitten tighter and tighter, taking what comfort I can from her soft warm body.


  Father has clearly had enough. To think he can so easily and heartlessly toss me aside brings shudders of pain racking through me; misery; into blistering injustice - how dare he discard me like a common whore! How dare he abandon me! My body folds in upon itself like a snapped puppet; I am a hunchback; my hands and feet scrape together, my arms pop with ribbons of muscle, my nails dig half-moons into my scalp drawing ripe beads of blood. Something snaps inside me, and for hours I lie rocking. Rocking, rocking, rocking...


  Eventually my fit subsides. My body unfolds and flops back into the bed. My tears ebb and my breathing fritters into steadier waves.


  I stroke Villette's dandelion fur. Her body is not as warm as usual. Through swollen eyes I look down my chin at her tiny body.


  She looks strange. I stare at her; where is the rise and fall of her little chest? Why is she not moving?


  A sob catches in my throat and for a split hair of a second I know agony like no other; I have killed her! By my own hands I have smothered my own little girl.


  But abruptly she squirms to life and scrambles up to my face, resting her paws on my cheeks.


  I am dead with relief.


  


  


  CHAPTER 9

  

  BREAD KNIFE


  I return from the water closet to find Jean-Bernard in my bedroom sitting on the bed. In one hand he holds a squirming Villette, in the other, the bread knife. Father silently walks away leaving me alone with the French man.


  “I found this under your pillow, Lisbeth. Just exactly what did you plan on doing with it? After all, there are plenty of knives in my home.”


  My mouth has no voice. I stand there, aware that the door at my back is closed but not locked.


  “Please answer,” he says stepping towards me.


  I lower my eyes to the floor, notice the dusty grains filled with years of dead skin. My body begins to tremble and I cannot make it stop. My eyes dart from the bread knife to his eyes.


  “I am a man of great patience, but even I can wait only so long.”


  He steps closer, so close that his chest is an inch from mine and I can feel his hotness, his simmering rage, his sour lust. His eyes are so pale, so unreadable. I yearn to turn, dart out of the room, race down the stairs and away from him, from Father, from their dark plans, but the bread knife hovers above my arm. With one flick of his wrist, Jean-Bernard could render me utterly helpless. I imagine the blood flowing from the gaping wound. The pain, so much pain, too much to bear.


  The small window at his back is a painting of freedom; angel lights in the sky bidding me come. But it is too small to escape through. It mocks me with its false promise.


  “Answer me Lisbeth,” he repeats. His voice is more growl than purr.


  I lean away. My back touches the door. Hard. Immovable as stone from this position. 


  I clear my clogged throat and lick my lips.


  I whisper, “I, I – I sometimes fear the worst is all. I felt that perhaps this knife would offer protection from, well, if a dangerous person or persons were to invade my room as I slept.”


  The insincerity in my voice is so obvious to me that I do not believe he will accept my tale. I wait. His eyes narrow into slits. His tongue clucks. His eyes scrutinise my eyes.


  I hold his gaze and my breath, praying fervently to a God I no longer believe in that he will back away.


  His tongue roams around his upper lip, tickling his trimmed moustache.


  He steps back and drops Villette onto the bedclothes. She meows and rolls around with a ball of wool; her favourite plaything. As I look at her I am reminded of the innocence I once possessed, and how I would give anything to be unaware of this bleak reality.


  I want to hold Villette to my breast, but dare not move. Jean-Bernard, apparently deep in thought, taps the knife's smooth side against his upturned palm in a quick, constant patter-cake. I cannot predict what he will do if I move at this precise moment.


  He steps further away and paces back and forth in front of my desk. His legs are so long and my room so small that two strides are enough to take him the width of the space. With him wafts the burnt scent of a sickly sweet future; sweet for him, sick and twisted for me.


  Abruptly he stops, whirls to face me, the knife poised by his eye.


  “Are you afraid of me Lisbeth?” 


  “No,” I reply. I dare not tell him the truth.


  “Then why are you so reluctant to join me? Charles wishes it, and he has your best interests at heart, as do I.”


  He halves the gap between us in one stride. I press myself into the door, struggling to think of a good response.


  “I suppose I am reluctant to leave my Father,” I say.


  “Your Father?” Jean-Bernard's voice is suddenly harsh.


  I know he can see right through my lies. He is as incisive as they come.


  “Yes,” I say, lifting my chin.


  “Why would you be reluctant to leave him?”


  “Because...because I do not think he will be able to cope alone. And when Eddie returns, he shall need me too.”


  Jean-Bernard's face loses all mockery, “Eddie shall not be returning.”


  I feel as though I have just had acid thrown in my face, “What do you mean? Of course he will be back. He shall return for the holidays.”


  Jean-Bernard shakes his head sadly, “I am afraid not. It is just you and Charles left now and Charles can fend for himself.”


  My certainty melts. No longer are my legs strong enough to support me. I crumble to the floor pulling my knees tight in front of my chest; a barrier and a support.


  “It cannot be. How could he take him away from me? Why?”


  “These are things we can talk of when we arrive at my home,” Jean-Bernard says moving to sit beside me on the floor.


  He holds the knife in both hands. Its lethal tip wavers beneath my ear.


  “Where is he? Where is Eddie?” I whisper through my hands.


  Jean-Bernard does not answer. Instead, he places the knife on the floorboard between us and strokes my hair.


  I shiver at his touch. His nails scrape my skull like a wolf scraping soil for bones. He catches a scab, rips it off. I wince, get up, move to the bed and hastily lift Villette to my shoulder. I soothe her and bury my face in her fur. She has an inimitable kitten baby smell about her tiny head. Powdery and buttery and soft. She relaxes into me purring throatily.


  My heart yammers madly. A tingling sensation runs up and down my left arm and I have difficulty drawing breath.


  “I know this must come as somewhat of a shock. Please, sit down, rest a little. We do not need to leave quite yet. My driver will wait.”


  He guides me to the bed by my arm. His grip is strong, insistent, there is no saying no. I perch on the edge. All I can think is that I will never see Eddie again.


  “Where has Father sent him?” I ask.


  I peer up at Jean-Bernard through a mist. His expression is inscrutable. One moment I think he is pitying me, the next I think he is angry. So intense is his gaze. So unblinking are his eyes.


  He opens his mouth, closes it, opens it again, thinks better of it. Finally says, “I am afraid I cannot disclose that information to you at present.”


  His voice grates against my nerves, “Why ever not? You are not even related to him! He is my brother!”


  The strength of my voice catches me by surprise. Villette jerks awake. I place her on the bed behind me and stand up. A silver glimmer catches my eye; the bread knife lies on the floorboard in front of the door.


  Jean-Bernard holds his hands up to pacify me, “Calm down Lisbeth. Anger solves nothing.”


  “Where is he? Tell me!” I leap over to the bread knife, snatch it off the floor.


  Jean-Bernard stands, takes a step towards me, thinks better of it.


  My eyes are wild. I cannot believe I am threatening Jean-Bernard with the bread knife. The blade shakes in my hand.


  “Put down the knife,” he quietly urges.


  “Just tell me where he is and I will,” I say.


  “Lisbeth. Listen to me my darling. Knowing where he is will simply not do you any good at present. You know you are not going to use the knife. Put it down.”


  My shoulders sag. I know he is right. But I cannot loosen my grip on the knife.


  “Please? Please Jean-Bernard. If you tell me where Eddie is, I promise I will come with you without a fight.”


  “If you hand me the knife, I will tell you,” he says. His pale eyes reveal nothing.


  I hesitate. Look down at the knife, back up at his face. I start to lower the blade, but my hands snaps back up.


  “No. Stay away! Get back!”


  I back towards the door, feeling for the door knob with my free hand. Jean-Bernard attempts to follow but I jab the knife at him and he freezes. He seems irritatingly unpanicked by the situation, whereas my body rivers with perspiration and my heart gallops like a frightened horse.


  “Lisbeth, darling, think about what you are doing. You are not in your right mind. Now lower the knife slowly and hand it to me and I shall tell you his whereabouts.”


  “Tell me or I will run,” I insist.


  “And where will you run to? You will not get far on foot. The cottage is surrounded by acres of woodland. You will starve or freeze to death. Or worse.”


  He edges closer and I grab the brass door knob.


  “I have a place in mind,” I mutter, “Now stay back or I swear something bad will happen!”


  “We will catch you before you can make any ground. Charles cares too much to leave you to the wilderness, as do I. Please, hand me the knife.”


  “Neither of you cares about me. All you want is to have your wicked way and Father simply wants rid of me!”


  “That is untrue. You know it is. You are lying to yourself. Trust me Lisbeth. Have my recent visits shown you nothing of my love for you?”


  His vile touch, creepy advances showed me a great deal, but I say nothing of that.


  “Just tell me where Eddie is.”


  “Alright Lisbeth, you win,” Jean-Bernard says. He sits down on the bed, distractedly soothing Villette's squirming body.


  I relax my grip on the knife a little. My fingers hold the door knob, ready.


  “So where is he?”


  “He is at St Peter’s Boarding School.”


  “Where?”


  “What do you mean by where?”


  I can tell he is stalling. I tighten my grip on the knife, stab it in his direction, “Where exactly!”


  He sighs, crosses his legs, “I believe the school is south from here.”


  “Town?”


  He sighs again, hesitates, “London.”


  “London?”


  London is nigh on fifty miles. My face blenches.


  “Yes Lisbeth. You see, you will never make the journey by foot.”


  I look at his pale, cold eyes, the stifling room that has become my prison cell. The bread knife in my hand. I think of freedom, Bethan, Eddie. I cannot bear the thought that never again shall I look upon his sweet face, hold his little hand, hear his excited voice. Never again shall I watch him play with Jack. Hear his laughter. Feel the warmth of his small body pressed against mine. The loss is too much.


  My hand is turning the door knob. Jean-Bernard's eyebrows lift a fraction. He never thought I would have the mettle. But he is wrong.


  “Stay where you are,” I say pointing the knife at him.


  He says nothing. He watches me. And I catch a different look in his eye but cannot identify it. Perhaps it is sorrow – he is sorry he has lost his prize.


  Without turning my back to him, I open the door and slide out of the room. I close the door and turn. The small landing seems so long. The floorboards are angry as I creep forward, wincing every time they screak.


  I reach the top of the staircase. Look back through the gloom. My bedroom door remains closed. The air is silent, murky, uncertain. Fire smoke wafts up the stairs.


  I tiptoe down the stairs. Every screak shrieks through me.


  My bare foot hits the ground floor. The living room is cloaked in shadow. The flames are dwindling.


  I know which way is South. The sun tells me and it shall guide me on my journey. The distance terrifies me, but my desire to see Eddie safe overrules all else. I just have to get out of the house undetected by Father.


  Hurrying across the living room to the front door, I grab the door knob, turn, but it is locked. I yank my heart from its sinking place and swivel, determined to escape through the back garden. But a hulking black figure bridges the space between me and the kitchen.


  Father.


  Father - stinking of whisky, half of his face alight. The visible half almost forces me back; such is its rawness. Anger seizes the muscles of his jaw, crunches the space between his eyebrows, bruises his eyes. His hands are fisted. His feet shoulder-width apart. His body swaying with drunken rhythm.


  I begin to back away then remember the knife in my hand. I hold it up, my sword and hope, arm trembling, palm sweating, heart haemorrhaging with emotion.


  “Let me go Father. Please. Just let me go.”


  My voice is a low crackle. I swallow my tears. Assertion is my friend; it will not let fear defeat me.


  Father steps toward me. He does not speak. Indeed, he does not need to. His face and body talk for him. He is angry, hateful and will stop at nothing to win. His back is to the fire and I can see the whole of his rage.


  “I shall use this knife! I do not want to but I shall if pressed!” I say shrilly.


  Still, he descends upon me. I feel my arm weaken. I cannot hurt Father. Mama's voice jumps into my ear. She tells me to trust my instincts. But I have no instincts; I am a victim to uncertainty.


  “Please Father,” I beg.


  A peripheral figure; white dress and face. Bethan! She is here. She edges towards the hearth, arm out-stretched.


  I move too. Edging towards the flames.


  Father moves closer.


  Bethan lifts the poker from its brass bucket.


  Father shakes his head.


  She lifts the poker.


  I nod.


  “Lisbeth,” Father growls.


  Bethan brings the poker down swiftly upon his temple.


  I gasp. Father hits the ground hard as Jean-Bernard runs down the stairs.


  “Run!” Bethan screams.


  I drop the bread knife and race across the living room, passing the bottom step and narrowly missing Jean-Bernard's lunging hand. Bethan is an inch behind me. She screams. Jean-Bernard has her. I know it.


  “Run!” she shrieks, “Save Eddie!”


  I turn, already halfway down the garden. Bethan lies splayed out upon the kitchen floor. She still breathes, but her eyes are closed. Jean-Bernard jumps over her and pursues me, tiger after antelope, his long legs cutting the distance in seconds.


  Once I have Eddie I will come back for her.


  Picking up my skirts, I run.


  


  


  CHAPTER 10

  

  IN THE WOODS


  Jean-Bernard follows at a frightening pace.


  One of his strides is two of mine. He wears leather shoes while I wear nothing save the skin I was born with. He is lean and fit with sinewy muscles and I am weak and frail with limbs unused to the demands of running.


  Two things are in my favour: my age and my desire to escape. I can only pray that my need to be free is stronger than his need to possess me.


  I wear only a velvet dress. The wind torments my naked parts with its death-cold hands, but my heart fends off the cold with its rising heat, hot blood weaving through the vines of my veins. My heart is triumphing – for now.


  I slip across the ice-slick bridge at the bottom of the garden. Hear Jean-Bernard curse in his own language as he falls. Hear him scramble up, rush after me. He is no longer a man but a French bulldog. Gone is his pretence of sophistication and elegance. The thought that I may elude him has stripped away his gentleman-like façade exposing him for what he really is: a rampant dog.


  He is so close that I can hear his pant. It is the sound of desire, hunger, anger, violence. My own breath comes in quick, panicky sobs. I shake away the tears and focus on weaving between slim tree trunks of the dark wood, guided by constellations of stars I cannot name, urged on by the desire to find Eddie.


  My sleeve catches on a thorn and I tear it free. Bushes prick my ankles and I force on through. Roots trip me and I stumble, get up, carry on. I feel my thighs growing weary, my arms beginning to ache. My breathing becomes ragged, dragged up and down against its nature, reluctant, struggling.


  I give myself a focus: Eddie.


  Eddie, Eddie, Eddie, Eddie, Eddie...


  I chant his name over and over again, matching each syllable to each footfall.


  Jean-Bernard clatters along behind. He is close. Too close.


  A large bird, probably an owl, frantically lifts and escapes the chaos. If only I could get away so easily.


  His pounding footsteps are strong, terrifyingly so. My footsteps are light and quick, but my feet cannot take much more. They are bruised, scratched, bloody. Putrescence runs out of my nose, soiling my lips. The ice air drags up and down my throat and I feel it rubbing my oesophagus raw; choking phlegm, the sweet taste of blood catching in my throat.


  I try to concentrate on matching each footfall to my chant. Edd-ie, Eddi-ie, Edd-ie. I leap over a root and land awkwardly, twisting my right ankle. I cry out, but limp on.


  Jean-Bernard is gaining. I can hear his rattling pant.


  One, two birds soar into the sky mocking me with their easy escape.


  My ankle twinges but the pain is not devastating. I manage to maintain speed, but my lungs are weakening. My right side flares up, urging me to stop, bend over, rest, but I cannot. I battle the stitch.


  Jean-Bernard curses. I glance back. He has tripped, landed on all fours.


  This spurs me on. I up my pace a fraction. My muscles roar in response, but I keep going.


  Eddie, Eddie, Eddie...


  Jean-Bernard is chasing again, but his footfalls are louder, heavier, slower. His breathing is erratic, frantic.


  Pleasure at his pain gives me extra zest and my legs move more fluidly. My body suddenly feels lighter, almost as if my senses have adjusted, adapted to the harsh demands being asked of it. After almost giving up, it has changed its mind.


  EDDIE, EDDIE, EDDIE...


  My chant is more powerful, assertive, sure. I pick up speed, hands balling, arms propelling me along, body working like a tuned piano.


  EDDIE, EDDIE, EDDIE...


  Jean-Bernard's footsteps grow yet heavier, slower, quieter, more distant, less threatening. He drops away, fades away until I can only hear my own pounding footfalls.


  I keep up my pace, continually glancing back, just in case.


  After a while I slow to a fast walk, allowing my heart to recover and my trembling limbs to calm.


  Looking through the icy wood, I know I am lost. Where I am I know not. But I am not far from Blackened Cottage. Not far from Father's rage.


  An hour seems very little so I continue to stride onward at a good speed.


  A force remains in my blood giving me the energy to keep going, but the cold chills my perspiration and my muscles begin to stiffen.


  I am not too tired yet, which is good. I fear what the cold will do to me when I inevitably succumb to exhaustion.


  I think of my little Villette – will I ever touch her again? I think of poor Bethan. Poor, reckless, sweet, brave Bethan. They have her. I close my mind to thoughts of what they may to do her. If I dwell upon it, I am worried I will turn back and surrender rather than journeying on to find Eddie.


  London. Such a distance. And in such foul weather. The journey will be full of hardship, but it is a journey I am willing to make.


  My teeth start to chatter. My skin grows more numb by the second. I scan the darkness for some sort of shelter; if I do not find refuge soon I will freeze. Father and Jean-Bernard will soon think me dead, and I hope they do for they are far less likely to search for me that way. Of course, I will be dead shortly if I do not find shelter.


  All I see are trees tall and white, leaves shining silver, frost-crisped ground, the odd statued roe deer. The scene reminds me of a Christmas card, but it is a mirthless scene. This could be the setting for my death.


  Panic grows as I force my feet forward. Each step is tougher than the last. My body trembles with the effort and the cold scrubs my nerve endings like wire scouring a pan. I imagine what I would look like if I were to die here, now, like this.


  I see a form that is not my own. It is Mama's: frost-hardened hair framing her pallid face, her parted lips blue, icicles dripping down like fangs. Her eyes are open but unseeing; glass eyeballs with ice for eyelashes.


  A hairy black centipede wiggles out of her dead mouth.


  I scream. Begin to run, run away from this terrible vision. I know not why my mind would conjure up such an image, but at least it has burned movement into my limbs.


  I limp forward, body convulsing – I must keep going, I must not give up.


  A light in the darkness. Am I imagining it? My legs quake as I drag myself through the trees. Up ahead a clearing. A building. Small, dark, lit by a lantern attached to the wall. A figure. I reach out to the figure. My heart is so slow. My legs so heavy. I fall to the ground hard but feel nothing.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Someone with dry fingers tucks a horsehair blanket under my chin.


  “There there Morna me dear, ye is goin' to be al-right. Ya mama will see to that,” she rasps. Her breath reeks of fish.


  She pronounces her 'th' like a 't' but I cannot name her accent. Welsh? Irish perhaps?


  Cow dung and log fire smoke cling to the muggy air. I hear crackling flames, feel delicious heat soothing cold, brittle nerves. Salt on cracked lips.


  Flash back to Father – Jean-Bernard - the deadly cold - terrible pain, gnawing fear. Villette – Bethan - Eddie. Mama. Eddie. Mama dead with a black centipede crawling out of her mouth.


  I open my eyes and stare at the oldest woman on earth. Her kind blue eyes are wrapped in the sallow skin of a sun-dried leaf, her scaly scalp visible through wispy patches of feathery white hair. She smiles and her teeth are black.


  “Ah Morna! Me precious little lamb, ye're awake! So long has it been! I am so, so glad to see ya! I thought ya'd ne'er return, so I did!”


  I try to sit up but she pushes me back down with surprising force.


  “No no, Morna me dear darlin'. Ye're not goin' anywhere, no Sir-ree. Not this time! No indeed. I ha' made sure o' that, so I ha'!”


  I know not who this Morna person is, but it appears that this old woman believes me to be her. What I do know is that I need to persuade her of my true identity and continue on my way.


  “Thank you. You have been most kind, but I need to go and find my brother,” I say.


  I start to get up again.


  Again she forces me back down.


  “Ye're not goin' anywhere,” she snaps. Her eyes are no longer kind. Darkness lurks there.


  My chest jumps. I jerk to my feet and move around her. My limbs are weak and I struggle to move with my usual grace.


  “I truly am grateful Ma'am, but I have to go.”


  I stride towards the makeshift door of her wooden hut and my foot connects with something soft and wet. I hesitate, glance down.


  A rat, gutted, its bowels oozing out. A bloody knife lying next to the rat.


  I gasp and instinctively step back.


  I hear the swoosh of the pan before she cracks it down on my skull.


  


  


  CHAPTER 11

  

  RATS


  I wake up and look around, wincing at the broiling pain in my head.


  The old woman stands in front of the fire humming a chirpy tune and turning a spit. Speared above the flames is a huge rat, an iron stake sticking out of its mouth. She shuffles over to a cooking pot and scoops some of the contents out with a wooden spoon. She blows her fish breath onto the spoon and shuffles over to me, dirty skirts swishing across the dung-pressed floor.


  “Eat,” she rasps, “it will help ya get ye memory back.”


  “Thank you, but I am not hungry. And I do not need anything to help me, because I have not lost my memory,” I say.


  She smiles darkly, “This is what ya always say in the first and then ya come around.”


  I say nothing more. There is no point belabouring a point that she will never grasp. I try to sit up but I cannot move my arms or legs.


  The old lady stretches out a gnarled finger and plucks up the blanket. I gasp. My hands and feet are tied to the bed by ribbons of velvet that she has torn off the bottom of my dress.


  “Ya see, there is no point in tryin' to move Morna. Now eat.”


  “Why are you doing this?” I say, trying to maintain a steady voice.


  Instead of answering she shoves the spoon into my mouth. I choke on the most revolting thing I have ever tasted; putrid, near-raw offal. I try to spit it out, but she seizes the top of my head and my chin, clamps my jaw shut and forces my head back.


  “Swallow it,” she barks.


  For a moment I fear the slimy entrails will not go down and I shall choke, but the moment passes and I am left with an after-taste of sour blood.


  “There's a good girl,” she smiles blackly.


  “Please,” I try, but she stuffs another spoonful into my mouth. Again she forces me to eat it. Tears river down my cheeks and I wretch and heave.


  “Now now, Morna. Ya must be a big brave girl like I showed ya when ya was little. No-one gets better withoot a bit of pain first do they now?”


  She releases my head and shuffles over to turn the spit, “Rat for supper. A special treat for my special girl. There were a few maggots down the bottom end but I plucked those out and set them aside for later...”


  As she rasps on I fight to loosen the binds on my wrists and ankles.


  The velvet ribbons are tied securely. My skin begins to burn, but I carry on regardless. The urgency to escape goes beyond my need to find Eddie; if I do not get away from this deluded old woman I shall be poisoned to death - or worse.


  She shuffles over, a plate in her hand, “Morna ya are goin' to truly love this, ya really are!” On the plate: the roasted rat, tail and all.


  I hesitate, about to challenge her, ask her why she insists on calling me Morna, but change my mind, “Thank you so much. I am eager to try it.”


  She smiles her decaying teeth grin, “Now ye're bein' a right little darlin' to be sure!”


  She perches on the bed beside me and tears the rat's head off, “Open up. Rat’s brains are sure to sort out that funny old brain ‘o yers.”


  “But first, what shall I call you? I do not know your name.”


  Her hand freezes, the fork suspended in the air two inches from my mouth. Her blue eyes narrow.


  “Ye call me Mama of course. My my Morna, ya are a foolhardy girl at times!”


  I nod. My body shakes beneath the covers. She lifts my head roughly and I cannot help eying the rat's head. Its eye is missing. Moving towards my lips. Nausea threatens. I push it back down and force a coughing fit. Coughing, coughing, coughing, wrenching my chest and throat and lungs, generating the most believable, horrific cough I can.


  Her eyes widen, “Morna? Morna dear? Whatever is the matter with ya?”


  So quietly so that she cannot quite make out my words, I whisper, “Please bring water.”


  She bends closer, leans in.


  Again I whisper with the breath of a mosquito's wings, “Please, water.”


  She leans closer, so close that I can see the black pores on her nose, the layers of grime clogging her wrinkled skin. So close that I inhale the dirty grease from her hair. Bracing myself, I push my head back then whip it forward fast and hard as I dare, smashing my own forehead into hers. The crack is great, the pain terrific, but it does the trick; she gasps and falls backwards – thwack! Out cold.


  I work at loosening the bindings on my wrists. Chaffing, burning. I twist, tug, pull, scream, cry, bite my lip against the burn. Soon my wrists are bloody, the bonds barely loosened at all.


  I glimpse movement on the floor by the bed and fear spikes in my blood, but it is not the old woman waking up. It is a large black rat.


  I watch as it scampers over to the old woman's prone body. Her chest rises and falls, her breathing low, rasping, but that is not enough to deter this rat.


  I already know what it is going to do before it does it. I do not want to see but cannot tear my eyes away.


  The rat stops at the old women's bare feet. Her toenails are rife with fungus, pus and crusted blood. It sniffs the air, head twitching, eyes darting. Lowering its head to her big toe, it sniffs, tests with a tentative lick. 


  I pull and twist against my binds but my eyes will not stray from the terror before me.


  The rat licks and licks and then it opens it jaws wider than I thought possible and displays its teeth. So white, so fiendishly sharp.


  It snaps its teeth down on the pad of her toe. Clamps its teeth onto her skin. Pushes its teeth deep through the hardened dead skin into the soft sensitive tissue.


  Blood seeps. The old woman groans but does not wake. Blood gushes out of her skin and the rat becomes frenzied, chomping and tearing her flesh like a starved man eating his first meal in a month.


  


  


  *


  


  


  The black rat feasts upon the old woman's toe with clear relish. A wet, squelching sound accompanies the horrific sight. My stomach roils. I struggle against the velvet binds. My wrists bleed profusely now but somehow the gruesome picture before me desensitises me to the pain.


  I catch movement: another rat scampering towards the old woman's unconscious form. More movement – more rats. Five more. All scampering over, whiskers twitching, shining eyes eager.


  I cannot bear it. I hiss as loudly and threateningly as I can, but this elicits no response from them. Such is their focus – their mutual intent to gorge themselves upon the old woman's flesh as she sleeps.


  “Shoo! Get back!” I scream. But I am ignored. They are deaf to my commands.


  I glance around, desperately seeking some way of making enough noise to scare them away, but there is nothing within reach and I cannot break free. I am sealed to the bed.


  The first rat moves onto her second toe. Opens its jaw.


  The old women's eyes snap open! She screams, kicks out, sends the rat careering across the room. She shrieks, tries to get up, move backward, but her frail old body will not obey.


  The rat recovers and scuttles back over along with his comrades. I watch as she drags her feet up to her chest and struggles to sit up, ghost pale from the pain, new lines etched into her wrinkled face around her shrivelled mouth.


  She glances up at me, “Morna! My toe! I cannot stand! Help me!”


  “Free me and I shall help you!” I cry.


  She does not even hesitate. Dragging herself along the ground by her hands, she picks up the metal knife from the plate of decapitated rat and whips the blanket away exposing my bloodied right wrist.


  “Hurry!” I cry.


  The rats keep coming. Nothing will sway them from their target. They sense weakness and know she can do nothing to stop them. They have probably been waiting all their lives for this revenge. Their friend lies beheaded on a plate. The old woman who smells of rotten fish is a torturer who will taste as good as she smells.


  She moans as she saws through the velvet tie.


  “Hurry,” I urge.


  The rats are only inches from her feet. She kicks out, hits one in the face. It squeals but keeps coming.


  Then they are on her. All six of them. Crawling up her knees, onto her chest, aiming for her mouth, her nose, her eyes.


  She screams, drops the knife and tries to bat them off with her hands, but there are too many of them.


  I cannot watch. I focus on pulling my wrist free.


  I am beginning to think I will be trapped forever when the velvet breaks! For a second I am too stunned to move, then I turn and hastily untie my other wrist, my right ankle, my left.


  “Morna! Help me!” she screeches. They are clawing her cheeks. Trying to get at her eyes.


  I leap off the bed and smack the rats off her. They squeal but come running back for more. I bend down, lift her up and put her on the bed. The rats run at me. My feet are bare - their teeth are bared – they are vicious, rabid, insatiable.


  I turn, look, see the fire, a rag dangling down from the back of a chair, run, grab the rag, dip it in the yellow flames, turn, lunge at the nearest rat – which happens to be the first one, red flesh moist around its mouth – lash the flaming rag onto the rat’s black hide.


  It squeals; the sound of a squalling baby; high, shocked, angry, frightened, pained. It is enveloped in flame. The stench of flaming flesh rankles the air. The rat flies into a frenzy, chasing its tail, whirling and flailing until it abruptly drops and moves no more.


  The other rats flee, escaping the hut through invisible holes.


  I run to the fire and throw the rag on top. The flames consume it in seconds.


  I whirl around. The old woman lies on the bed panting and trembling, tears streaming down her cheeks, wisps of white hair pasted to her scaly scalp.


  “Tank you Morna, tank you,” she gasps.


  Her toe is half-gone. The blood will not stop running.


  “Is there a river nearby?” I say, fetching the cleanest rag I can find from a small wooden table.


  “Yes. Turn right, walk a while. Ya'll see it,” she whispers.


  “I will return shortly with water to bathe the wound. Try to rest,” I say.


  “Thank you,” she mutters, squeezing her eyes against the profound pain.


  My heart steadies as I pick up a wooden bowl and walk out into the freezing, starlit night. I reach the river and scoop water into my mouth, then fill the bowl. I hurry back to the hut, perch on the bed and dip the rag into the bowl. As gently as I can I cleanse the wound, then tear the lace collar off my dress and tie it securely around her toe. She moans softly but does not complain.


  “Try to sleep,” I say.


  She opens her eyes and looks at me in wonder, “Why?”


  I hesitate. Why am I being so kind to her? Why am I caring for someone who moments earlier tried to imprison me?


  I give myself over to the question and understanding unfolds in my mind.


  I take a deep breath, steady my voice, “Because it is not your fault that you are this way. You mistakenly believe me to be your long lost daughter, a young girl called Morna. But my name is Lisbeth. If you were in your right mind, you would see that I am not your Morna, much as you desire me to be. Sadly, grief has taken control of your mind. Loneliness – despair - has driven you to this, and that is something I can understand.”


  She stares at me for a long while. Says nothing. I wait, wondering if I have said too much.


  Finally she murmurs, “My name is Sorcha O'Floinn.”


  “Elisabeth Jane Cutteridge,” I say.


  She mutters something I do not catch then drifts into a frowning sleep.


  I rise from the bed, rinse the rag, hang it above the fire then tip the water onto some mud outside the hut.


  The night is caked in ice. The Arctic temperature taunts my recently frozen skin. I shiver, remembering the pain of being so cold, and hurry back inside.


  The warmth and stench of cow dung welcomes me back. I look at the old woman. She sleeps, her chest rising and falling quickly, sweat beading her furrowed brow.


  I stand at her feet watching her: Sorcha O' Floinn. Old beyond belief yet still strong, stubborn, clutching at something she can never have. Something tragic must have occurred in her past. Something too terrible to remember, so terrible that her mind has constructed a fantasy to enable her to cope. Perhaps her little girl ran away or died of some ghastly illness.


  I try to imagine living entirely alone with no company save the light of the moon when the clouds decide to let it shine. Although I know what it is to feel lonely, at least I have had the company of Eddie, Bethan and more recently Villette. Even Jean-Bernard, strange as he was, provided me some form of human company, some way to while away the time. But to spend a lifetime completely alone...it does not bear thinking about.


  I think of Mama. Is she alone? She never mentions where she is and, out of respect, I have never asked. But perhaps I should. Perhaps I should write her and find out where she is. Maybe I could even visit her, take Eddie with me...


  My heart races with excitement, only to be brought up short by another thought: Mama chose to leave us. She chose to go because she could no longer cope, I believe, with Father. She also chose not to take us with her. Therefore, if I were to pester her to let us come, maybe she would become angry, possibly so angry that she would decide it no longer appropriate to exchange letters with me.


  Anxiety squirms in my chest, niggles my brain. Why did Mama not take Eddie and I with her? What stopped her? Does she think us too much trouble? Is she happier without me in her life? Is there something wrong with me?


  I descend into blackness, drift to the fire and sit down. Staring into the yellow flames, I try to visualise Mama. Long black hair. White skin. Both like me. I can picture her outline, her shapes and colours, but the details of her face will not come. I end up with an image of me twenty years older, but it does not feel quite right. My heart flutters with alarm: why can I no longer picture her? Why do I doubt her love for me all of a sudden?


  Her letters! It must be because I have not been able to receive a letter from her for so long.


  I glance around the hut. I need paper and something with which to write. I need to write her. If I do not continue to write, she will fall from my mind and my life like the leaf from the autumn tree. She will float away and crumble into pieces that can never be pieced back together again. And with her my hope will fade.


  I search the hut – the wooden table, under piles of dirty rags, clothes, plates and bowls, underneath the bed. But I can find nothing, not even an old book.


  I slump over the table resting my head against the warm, dusty wood. My heart throbs. I clutch at thoughts of Bethan and Eddie – anything to banish the encroaching despair.


  Movement tugs at the periphery of my vision. The rats are back.


  Sighing exhaustedly I stand up, grab the wooden spoon and beat the little daemons back.


  


  


  *


  


  


  I am re-dressing Sorcha O'Floinn's toe when she wakes.


  “Ah Morna! Thank the Lord ye're still here,” she rasps, clutching her breast.


  “My name is Lisbeth,” I correct her immediately yet gently.


  She eyes me suspiciously and licks her lips, “Mebbes, mebbes not.”


  I tear the lace cuff off my left sleeve and wrap it around the stump of her toe. She cringes.


  “Sorry,” I murmur.


  “Ya have Morna's eyes ya know. No-one have I ever seen had the eyes of the crow. Black as can be, dark as the devil,” she rasps, staring.


  “Perhaps. But do I have her hair? Her skin? Her shape? Her hands?”


  I throw the dirty rag onto the fire then return to the bed and perch on the edge by her elbow.


  “Look,” I say, “look closely at me. Look at my hands. Are they the same as Morna's?”


  She grabs my hands and squeezes them so hard that I wince but allow her to pull them up to her face.


  “Exactly the same, nails and all,” she says and slaps them away, “ah ha! Ya are Morna! I knew it!”


  I shake my head, “No. I am not. I am Elisabeth Jane Cutteridge.”


  She chuckles darkly, “Ah go on then Morna me dear! Tell me ye made up tales if it pleases ya. Try to convince me ye're not who ye're. It will do no good, but ya can try if it means that much to ya!”


  I inhale deeply, “Okay. My name is Elisabeth. I am recently turned eighteen. I have a little brother called Edward and,” I hesitate, reluctant to mention Father, “and a little while hitherto my family moved to Blackened Cottage which is just beyond these woods.”


  “Ah ha. And why did ya come all this way out here? How did ya know where I live?”


  “I was running away and I just happened to come across this clearing.”


  “And why was ya runnin'? Did ya do sumthin' bad?”


  I shake my head, “Oh no. My Father wants to send me away and I do not wish to go. Also, I need to find my little brother.”


  Sorcha O'Floinn lowers her head and nods. My heart lifts – she believes me! Perhaps I could find a confidant in her. Perhaps she could advise me how to journey to the nearest village.


  But she jerks her head up, eyes ablaze, bloodshot. Saliva frothing at the corners of her shrivelled lips, “And leprechauns might fly! Ya nasty little liar! I know ye're Morna. I know ye're her and I knew it the minute I set eyes on ya!”


  I feel as if I have been slapped. I step away from the bed, “Please, Sorcha, please try to see sense! How long ago did Morna leave? What happened to her?”


  “Sorcha? How dare ya call me that! Ya little rascal! If ya call me that again, ya'll see the back of my hand ya will. Ya were always such a nasty little ting. 'Tis a wonder I want ya back at all, so it is! Now be gone with ya! Be gone!”


  “I am not leaving,” I argue, “not until your wound has healed and you can walk again.”


  Trembling with rage she points a withered, shaking finger at me, “Come near me and I shall kick and scream and bite and hit. I shall beat the devil out of ya again, just like before! I shall beat ya and beat ya and beat ya until...”


  She freezes, clutches her hand to her heart.


  I sense she has struck upon something, a memory, something she has buried deep until now.


  I give her a nudge, “Until what?”


  Her eyes glaze. Memories are floating in her inner eye. Heinous, hideous, dark memories. Suddenly she screams, “NOOOOOOO! MORNA, NOOOOOO!”


  She buries her head in her hands and frantically tears at her wispy hair, “How could I? How could I? How could I? How could I? How could I? How could I?”


  She repeats the phrase over and over, tearing at handfuls of white strands, rocking, trembling.


  I try to calm her, “Sorcha. Listen to me. What is done is done and cannot be undone. You must stop,” I say, approaching the bed. But she lashes out at me, spitting and snarling like a wolf.


  “GO! Leave me and never come back! Ye're here to haunt me and I will not have it! I WILL NOT HAVE IT!”


  She picks up the wooden bowl and hurls it at my head. I dart out of the way and it clatters against the wall.


  “But you need help,” I say.


  “GO!” she shrieks. “GO AND NEVER RETURN!”


  She buries her head in her hands and begins to sob. Huge, wrenching, terrible sobs.


  I want to go to her, but fear what she may do.


  Shaken and close to tears, I grab a dirty shawl off the floor and hurry out into the milky morning light.


  


  


  CHAPTER 12

  

  LOVE THY NEIGHBOUR


  “Bless me father, for I have sinned. It has been one year since my last confession.


  Oh my God, I am heartily sorry for having offended you and I detest all my sins, because I dread the loss of heaven and the pains of hell; but most of all because they offend you, my God, who are all good and deserving of all my love. I firmly resolve with the help of your grace, to confess my sins, to do penance, and to amend my life. Amen.


  Many years ago, I kidnapped a child of God and caused her to sin. Not once, but a multitude of times, over the course of many years. Then, just over one year ago, she died, and I thought my wickedness died with her, but I was wrong.


  Truly father, I thought all that was past, I honestly believed my sinful desires died when she passed, but over the last year I have sinned against God several times. I have maintained a deceitful tongue and I have inflicted pain on others. I have even killed.


  And then, just last night, I saw my heart's new desire running through the woods, and instead of heading homewards, I followed her. I followed her to that foul old witch's hut. I watched as my heart's desire cared for that grotesque hag, and the more I watched, the more covetous I became.


  You see, father, I did not resist the devil. And now, again, I desire sinful ways. And though I know God's will, I cannot do it.


  I am sorry for this and all the sins of my past life, especially for all my sins against purity.


  Forgive me, father.”


  


  


  *


  


  


  Ice crusts every surface turning the trees to stone and the ground to scratchy slabs of rock. No wind moves, no sound breaks the silence of the woods. The sky is white, motionless, oppressively still. The air carries the breath of hard, dry, tasteless ice. There are no birds or woodland creatures; nature's harshness has scared them into hiding. The wood appears abandoned, but I know beneath the surface animals breathe and struggle to survive, huddling close to their kin for warmth.


  My only warmth comes from the stolen shawl which is wrapped so tightly about my chest that I can scarcely breathe. It reeks of manure, but I care not; this shawl is my lifeline. I need it to endure the temperature long enough to reach a village or house or some kind of refuge.


  I trudge for hours through the frozen wood. To protect my feet I create shoes out of the bottom of my dress, securing the material with flexible roots I have dragged out of the soil.


  As the sun creeps up, all ice turns to water, dripping from every branch and puddling on the ground.


  Soon the sun is centred high in the sky, which itself has evolved into the prettiest of pale blues. Not a cloud exists. It is one of those deceptively pure-looking days when beauty is all around but chilling cold is ever-present to remind one that winter still commands. However, the cold is bearable – just about.


  Sick of droplets constantly plopping onto my head, I busily arrange the shawl over my hair and spy, about one hundred yards in the distance on the cusp of a small hill, a church. The first sign of human life!


  I surge up the hill, weaving in and out of the trees, enter a culled field and hurry across sloppy mud, making sure not to linger too long lest the mud sucks me in. My ankles and make-shift shoes are soon sodden and it is hard to move quickly, but the church gives me hope that I will find someone, a priest perhaps, who may guide me towards London.


  Panting, I walk around to the front of the church and observe a village made up of two small shops, black-timbered cottages and wandering chickens. A cobblestone road runs through the village. The shops appear to be closed and no-one is around. The windows of the cottages are dark. It is unnaturally quiet.


  I turn and stare up at the church, at the cobble stone pathway that leads to five steps up to the wooden church. I glance to either side taking in the graveyard; stone upon stone upon stone of the dead. Not a flower in sight. A sea of grey slabs.


  I look back at the church. It is a simple affair composed entirely of wooden boards. Nothing about the church is flamboyant, nothing is designed to call attention to itself. It is a modest, plain building. The door frame is shaped like the tail end of a boat as are the two white-framed windows that rest either side of the door like eyes to a nose. The main part of the building is a square with a triangle for the roof, out of which stands the tip of a bell tower. Attached to the right side of the building is a downward sloping structure which I suppose is the prayer room.


  The dong of a bell makes me jump. I listen, counting the hours. One, two, three. It must be three o'clock in the afternoon. I wonder if it is Sunday. The day of rest. This would explain the village's ghostly feel.


  I walk up the wooden path. My God abandoned me long ago – I try to pinpoint when I stopped praying, asking for guidance, believing in the Lord, but the answer eludes me. I dig deeper into my memories, but all I find is a pit of despair – a terrible black hole in which dwells not one solid event but darkest emotions: grief, anger, terrible distress. I try to remember faces, locations, anything, but cannot. Nothing will come. Nothing prior to my arrival at Blackened Cottage.


  I stop at the foot of the church steps. What happened to me before we moved into the cottage? Where did I live? What did I do? Where did I go to school?


  I try to remember the last time I saw Mama before she left, but again, there is nothing. My memory is vacuous, useless, utterly frustrating. Try as I might I cannot fill the space before arriving at Blackened Cottage. I cannot recall any details beyond the bare fact that Mama left us before we moved.


  I sink down onto the bottom step staring unseeingly. I know that gravestones and cottages stand before me, but I am blind to these physical elements of the world. I hunt for traces of my past. I hunt and hunt and hunt, but all I get are feelings; intangible feelings that hint at something unscrupulous but confirm nothing.


  Tension crunches my shoulders and my head begins to pound. I focus on controlling my breathing. I cannot lose to panic right now; not when Eddie's happiness is as stake. 


  Dragging myself up, I wearily climb the steps and open the door. It creaks. I freeze, terrified someone will turn and scream, “Imposter! Off with her head!” But the congregation, some fifty men, women and children dressed in their finery, sit along the pews with their heads bowed in silent prayer.


  Not a one turns to inspect me. I sneak onto the back pew, which happens to be empty, and wrap my cloak carefully so as to make it cast a shadow over my face.


  At the altar, head also bowed, stands a balding Reverend in a black cassock.


  Hundreds of candles surround the chapel making the walls dance. The room is warm enough to keep off the chill and there hovers an aura of tranquillity.


  I bow my head, try to remember the sort of things I used to think in prayer. Can recall nothing. I look up. In the pew in front sits a little girl of about Eddie's age. She wears a purple bonnet with a yellow ribbon. Golden curls fan out beneath the bonnet. I think back to when I was a little girl. Again, nothing.


  “Amen,” booms the Reverend. For a small man, he has a powerful voice.


  “Amen.”


  All heads look up. No-one speaks or even looks at each other. They are wholly committed to this man. I examine those people's eyes that I can see, and detect love, passion in their gazes. I look at the small, balding man. He must be a special preacher to elicit such a response from his congregation. Visually, he is unremarkable, indistinct. But his deep voice is a voice that could rock the heavens. It is a voice designed to deliver God's message.


  As he begins his sermon, I realise it would be difficult to ever forget such a voice.


  “And now, I shall end today with a short sermon on the second of the great commandments, ‘Thou shalt love thy neighbour.’


  “Dear friends, remember that man's good requires that you should be kind to your fellow creatures. The best way for you to make the world better is to be kind yourself. Are you a preacher? Preach in a surly way and in a surly tone to your church; a pretty church you will make of it before long! Are you a Sunday-school teacher? Teach your children with a frown on your face; a fine lot they will learn! Now, just wash your face of that black frown, and buy a little essence of summer somewhere, and put it on your face, and have a smile on your lip, and say, ‘I love you. I am no cant, but I love you, and as far as I can I will prove my love to you. What can I do for you? Can I help you over a stile? Can I give you any assistance, or speak a kind word to you?’


  “All these kind things would be making the world a little better. Your jails and gibbets, and all that, never made the world better yet. You may hang men as long as you like; you will never stop murder. There is no necessity for hanging any; it will never improve the world. Deal gently, deal kindly, deal lovingly, and there is not a wolf in human shape but will be melted by kindness; and there is not a tiger in woman form but will break down and sue for pardon, if God should bless the love that is brought to bear upon her by her friend. I say again, for the world's good, love your neighbours.


  “May God bless you, and be with you, for Jesus' sake!


  “Now, good friends, a somewhat weighty suggestion before I leave. Thy good Catholic Father Shepherd tells me that several women have disappeared over the last year and that there is a devil amongst you. Please, heed these words: God may only do so much to protect you and thus, you must stand together. If you unite against evil, good will triumph!


  “I shall think of you all in this dark time. Good luck and God be with you!”


  


  


  *


  


  


  A moment of silence, then the room comes alive with movement; people turning and embracing one another, exchanging heartfelt messages of good will.


  I lean forward and tap the little girl on the back, “Excuse me child. Please can you tell me the preacher's name?”


  She turns, a pretty little thing with long blonde lashes.


  “Reverend Pettigrew. He is my favourite. This happens every time he visits. Is he not splendid?”


  I nod and smile. She smiles at me and turns back to face front. I am still smiling. Reverend Pettigrew. I feel suddenly that I must catch him, speak to him. Perhaps he can offer me guidance that no-one else can.


  People start to leave. They leave in happy chatter. I watch them go; jolly faces pink with delight like tulips ripening fatly beneath the sun's celestial gaze.


  I am warmed by their happiness. I sit and wait as the Reverend shakes each and every villager's hand at the door. Often the noise is punctuated by his booming laugh.


  He bids the last person farewell. I rise and walk towards him. For some reason nerves flutter in my stomach. Reverend Pettigrew begins to shut the door. I reach out to tap his shoulder, but before I reach him someone – no, two persons – force their way inside.


  Instinctively, I dash back, crouch down behind the end pew, slip underneath the wooden bench.


  My heart bangs against my ribs for I know who has come. I know it because I can smell spice, cinnamon and burnt smoke. Jean-Bernard's rust-coloured cigars.


  “Why hello good gentlemen! How may I help you this afternoon? Please, follow me to the altar. I shall listen as I collect my things.”


  “No. We do not have much time. I am sorry Reverend,” rushes Jean-Bernard. He is panting. I can hear his panic and anger.


  “No time you say? Very well. Please then, be seated.”


  Someone sits directly above me, their foot hitting my arm. I almost cry out then I realise it is the Reverend's foot for around it hangs the black material of his cassock.


  “Excuse me, gentlemen,” he says, “I think there is something...”


  His upside down face appears in front of mine. His eyebrows rise a fraction. I place my finger to my lips and plead with my eyes. He nods discreetly, eyes reassuring, then disappears.


  “Now gentlemen, how may I help you?”


  “We need to find someone,” says Father. His voice is a terse rumble. There is no friendliness or warmth in its tone.


  “Ah. And who may that be?”


  “A woman with long black hair. She is a law unto herself. It is not safe for her to be wandering these parts alone. We must find her and bring her home. Have you seen such a woman?”


  “What is this woman's name?”


  “She answers to the name Lisbeth,” says Jean-Bernard quickly.


  “Lisbeth....?”


  “Lisbeth Cutteridge,” Father says.


  “Well, good gentlemen, I must admit that not once have I been witness to such a woman as fits your description. To be fair, I have been so occupied in delivering my service today that I do not think I would have noticed her had she entered the church. Now I wish you good luck in your search but alas I must bid you both farewell and be on my way. My carriage waits.”


  Father and Jean-Bernard grumble their thanks. I tensely listen to their retreating footsteps.


  A hand appears before my face and Reverend Pettigrew's powerful voice breaks the silence, “They have gone my dear woman. Please come out.”


  I take hold of his hand, which is surprisingly calloused, and let him guide me out.


  “I am sorry,” I quickly say, “but I cannot let them find me. Thank you.”


  He dismisses my apology with a swipe of his hand, “My dear, no thank you is necessary. I could tell immediately that you were a person in need of kindness and that is the sort of business I deal in!” he laughs – a booming, high-spirited sound.


  But I cannot rest easy while Father and Jean-Bernard remain in such close proximity. My face must be full of strain, for Reverend Pettigrew asks nothing. Taking my hand, he sits me down upon the pew and asks if he can get anything to ease my nerves.


  “Paper and something with which to write is all I ask for,” I say.


  So overcome by tiredness that I can barely speak, I gratefully receive his ink and quill and begin to write.


  


  


  CHAPTER 13

  

  GRAVEYARD


  Dear Mama,


  I am very sorry that I have not writ you for so long, but recent events have overcome my ability to grasp quill and parchment. Indeed Mama, I must tell you at once that I am no longer a prisoner in a cell in a blackened place. Much has happened, a great deal of it somewhat disturbing.


  You may find this development unsettling – as do I – for I am not yet accustomed to the air of this wooden church in which I find myself sitting as I write you, nor am I happy to find myself a fox in a hunt pursued by two blood-hungry hounds who will stop at nothing to capture me. But, rest assured, this kind of freedom is better than remaining trapped in Blackened Cottage. You see, I am on a mission – a mission to find my brother, for Father has sent little Eddie away, never to return. Of course, this is something I cannot bear. And so I am going to London to find him.


  Alas, my journey shall not be an easy one. Already, Father and Jean-Bernard are close on my tail. Not an hour ago they stormed this very church and set upon interrogating Reverend Pettigrew. But the good Reverend kept me hidden. Indeed, I owe him my life. Not only did he conceal my presence, he offered me to accompany him on his path back to London.


  Of course I accepted at once. The journey will be slow because Reverend Pettigrew must visit some villages en route to preach his message. Yet I think that I shall be in good company. Also, I believe I shall be safer this way.


  Reverend Pettigrew is a righteous man and he does not press me for information about myself. My only worry is that Father and Jean-Bernard will find me. As you said in your letters, Father is not to be trusted; so I fear what he may do if he gets his hands on me. I know he wishes to send me off with Jean-Bernard, but will his anger get the better of him? Perhaps he will decide instead to lock me in the cellar with no Villette, no charcoal, no light, no air, nothing to give me the slightest inkling of hope. Simply the thought of this is enough to turn my insides to ash.


  I cannot bear the thought of returning to that light-less place. But I must. After I have rescued Eddie I shall return to that godforsaken cottage to save Bethan who is undoubtedly locked in my room with little food or water to sustain her. Poor, sweet, kind Bethan. All she wished to do was save me and look what happened. And I know it is my fault. If only I had left when she requested it of me...but there is nothing I can do about that now.


  There is something that I feel I must tell you before I go. Upon escaping the cottage I discovered an unpleasant thing deep in the woods: a crazy old woman called Sorcha O'Floinn who believed me to be her long lost daughter, Morna. She tried to keep me with her through force, but I got away. However, I cannot stop thinking of her with sadness in my heart. Something pulls my thoughts toward her – such was her loneliness, such was her need. If I get a chance, I think I will visit her when I return. But this is an optimistic plan indeed, for I may never return.


  Sorry Mama – sometimes pessimism gets the better of me. I know you would tell me to try to smile, to lift my chin and count my blessings and I promise I shall endeavour to do this. It is just that everything would be so much easier if I could just see your face once more.


  Reverend Pettigrew says that we can post this letter upon arrival at the next village. I know you shall not be able to write me back, but I shall continue to write you whenever I get the opportunity.


  I hope you are well and safe. As ever, my heart is with you.


  Your loving daughter,


  
    Lisbeth
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  Tucking the letter inside my dress, I pull Sorcha O' Floinn's shawl tighter about my shoulders and leave the church by the back door.


  Fresh air and a walk around the church grounds will help to clear my head. Reverend Pettigrew said he will call me when he is ready to go. So far he has been very understanding. Not once has he pressured me for answers, which is something I am immensely grateful for.


  The air is certainly fresh; my face stings as the cold penetrates my skin. I blow on my hands and stamp my feet, look around the graveyard at the dusk-tempered sky which begins with yellow and filters upwards through mellowing shades of grey. It is a pleasant, calm kind of light enveloping everything it touches in glowing stillness.


  The graveyard grass is full of life, nurtured by the decaying corpses that lie beneath the surface. The gravestones are placed haphazardly, some wonky, some straight, all clustered tightly together. I carefully walk between them trying not to stand on the deceased. There are no flowers.


  I read the inscriptions: Mary Priest, 1855-1865, Beloved Daughter...John James Banks, 1848-1860, Beloved Son...Heather May White, 1843-1846, Beloved Sister and Daughter.


  So many lost ones. So many children. Emotion wells in my throat, but a morbid impulse compels me to continue reading the stones.


  Suddenly, a man dressed all in black jumps up from behind a gravestone not five yards away. He waves, beckons me forward. He is tall and broad with masses of grey hair and a wide smile. He cannot be much less than five and fifty. I hesitate, go forward two steps and stop.


  “Hello. Is anything the matter?” I say.


  Only then do I notice a woman standing in the shadows on the edge of the graveyard. She too wears mourning black. She hugs herself as if holding her intestines in, her eyes cast to the ground at her feet. Her body announces enormous sorrow. The only animated element about her is her red hair which curls down to her waist.


  A shiver ripples across my shoulders and down my arms.


  The man strides over and stops inches from my chest. Frowning at his closeness, I step back, but he steps forward again, grinning as he does so.


  “My my, but you are a beauty to behold!” he says. He reaches out, touches my cheek.


  I flinch, step back, “What do you think you are doing?”


  He laughs, “What I always do – checking out the local beauties. What is your name beautiful maiden? Such a beautiful face deserves a beautiful name.”


  I glance over at the woman in black. She is staring at me. She looks fairly young. Vulnerable. She is too far away. I cannot read her expression, but I can see that she is shaking her head with great fervour.


  I look at the man in alarm – is he not to be trusted?


  “What do you want?” I demand, edging backwards.


  “Not much,” he smirks, “just your name, to start with.”


  “My name is Lisbeth and I do not take kindly to being touched by strangers.”


  He smiles broadly. He has remarkably thick grey hair and strange grey eyes that do not match his smile.


  He moves too close once more, “Very well. But if I tell you my name, I shall no longer be a stranger shall I?”


  “I am sorry to say that I do not wish to know your name Sir. Indeed, I do not wish to remain in your company any longer than is absolutely necessary. Also, may I remind you that your companion is waiting.”


  I incline my head towards the red-haired girl.


  He sighs as if irritated.


  “As you wish, but may I ask one favour from such a beautiful lady as yourself?”


  I hesitate, “You may ask.”


  He grins, “May I have the honour of kissing your hand?”


  I begin to say no as he lunges forward and seizes my wrist. His grip is so strong, so resolute that I cry out.


  “Lisbeth! Time to depart!”


  It is Reverend Pettigrew's voice coming from the church.


  The man's face drops into a scowl, “That old, self-righteous bastard.”


  He releases my hand and runs away, grabbing the woman roughly by the wrist and dragging her with him. I watch them go, knees trembling.


  Is fear emanating from the woman or am I imagining it? I am tempted to run after them, pull the woman away, ask her if she wants to go with this strange man, but the preacher's booming voice pulls me back to what is at stake.


  I turn to go. Something stops me. A niggling voice urges me to go and look at the gravestone that the strange man was looking at.


  Fearful that the Reverend will leave without me, I hurry over to the grave and crouch in front of it. The words that I see blare inside my head like a thousand clashing bells:


  


  1820-1862


  


  Morna O'Floinn


  


  R.I.P


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Diary,


  I know I said I would not write again, but I find myself needing to ink my quill more than a rabid hound needs to snap its teeth.


  Jean-Bernard and I rest here for the night. By here, I refer to Grousehill, a village not five miles from Blackened Cottage. Tomorrow we venture south towards London in the hope that we may ambush Lisbeth en route.


  It infuriates me that we must engage in such a chase! She is not well and her mind tells her things that are untrue, unjust, but why can she not heed the sense of the common man? Why must she persist in playing these silly games? I know she can love me no longer, but can she not at least show me a little respect? All I care about is placing her in a good position that shall hopefully lead to her eventual happiness and yet she scorns my efforts! It is maddening. Utterly maddening. At times, I swear I am losing my mind. If it were not for Jean-Bernard, I fear I would go insane.


  Indeed, Jean-Bernard keeps his head far better than I. He talks of when we find her. I talk only of ifs and buts. He contains his frustration while I allow mine to ferment and grow rampant. Sometimes I envisage wrapping my arms around her and squeezing her so tight that she cannot breathe. I aim to shun these impassioned feelings but every time they arrive they seem to grow in strength. It is just as well that Jean-Bernard is here. He constantly reminds me that when she is at his home she will get better. Every hour he assures me that he is the key to her happiness. Only he can cure her of whatever it is that attacks her mind.


  Perhaps there is one positive thing to all this: I am come more alive. My desire to capture her triggers in me energy that I have not known these past few years. I only hope that if, no, when, we find Lisbeth, Jean-Bernard will help me reign in this dreadful anger. Nothing more is to be said for now.


  I go.


  
    C.C
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  “Bless me father, for I have sinned. It has been one day since my last confession.


  I saw her again, my heart's desire. She spoke her name to me. Lisbeth. Such beauty. Such poise. I felt compelled to reach out and touch her perfect hand. Indeed, I could not help it. I could not resist the urge to be close to her, for though I know God's will, I cannot do it.


  And thus, now, my mind is awash with impure thoughts and evil desires. I seek my own interest, not Christ's. I love pleasures more than God. I am wicked, sinful, full of lust. I cannot let her go. The devil tells me to follow her and bring her home with me and so I shall. I shall follow her to the ends of the earth if I have to, so help me God. But on my way, I shall continue to confess my sins and seek forgiveness.


  I am sorry for this and all the sins of my past life, especially for all my sins against purity.


  Forgive me father, for I have sinned. I shall endeavour not to sin again.”


  


  


  *


  


  


  Night arrives in the form of a black lake dotted with gold. Venus glows so brightly that the stars are envious. The February air is merciless, slicing through the folds of my shawl with ease. I cannot stop shivering. Will this virulent cold never cease?


  I hurry towards the horse and carriage where stands the Reverend's driver, a sixteen year old lad called Jojo.


  Of African blood, Jojo's skin is so black that he blends with the night. His body remains that of a boy who is yet to grow into a man. Close up I can see that his young face is handsome but unfailingly unsmiling.


  “Jojo this is Lisbeth. She shall be joining us on our journey,” Reverend Pettigrew says.


  Jojo curtly nods and takes Reverend Pettigrew's travel case, tying it securely to the roof of the simple brown carriage. Other parcels are already tied to the roof. I wonder what they might contain.


  I go to look at the horses that are to lead us to London. Both are ebony, their manes untangled and shimmering under the moon's radiance. They grunt and shift their weight from foot to foot as if impatient to be on their way.


  “What beautiful creatures,” I murmur as the Reverend helps me into the carriage.


  He smiles with delight, “They are my babies. The one on the left – the one with a white patch over her eye – is Eve. Greedy madam she is too. Penchant for apples. The other is Adam. A fairly sensible old boy. Bit stiff in the hips.”


  I laugh. It is a strange feeling, almost overwhelming. I have not laughed since Bethan.


  Reverend Pettigrew winks, “What is life without a sense of humour?”


  My laugh catches in my throat.


  He seems to sense my inwardness and takes hold of my hand, “Dear Lisbeth, something is as clear to me as the lantern light that guides our journey tonight: you have suffered a great tragedy. Now, I shall never press you for knowledge nor expect you to smile as oft as I, for your recovery will be a struggle of vast proportions. However, I shall endeavour to guide you through this dark time and, if, given time, you feel content to open up to me, I shall listen with an ear that is entirely free from judgement.”


  I hesitate, fighting back tears. “Thank you, Reverend.”


  He smiles kindly.


  The heaviness behind my eyes intensifies.


  “Sleep,” he says, patting my hand in a fatherly fashion.


  “Thank you so much,” I murmur.


  “Think nothing of it.”


  As the carriage starts to move, tiredness defeats me. I descend into fretful sleep.


  


  


  CHAPTER 14

  

  MIST


  Leaving behind nightmares of dead children, I become aware of the steady clip-clop of Adam and Eve's hooves, the rumble of the carriage's wheels and the bumping motion of the carriage. My neck and shoulders are terribly stiff, my body chilled right through. I stretch and try to rub warmth into my hands.


  Reverend Pettigrew sits opposite, eyes closed, chest rising and falling languidly. His blanket is on the ground. I pick it up and gently wrap the soft material around him. I look at his balding head, think of my long, thick hair, wonder how he copes in conditions such as these.


  Pulling aside a brown curtain I look through the small window, trying not to steam it with my breath.


  Mist. Such a mist as I have never born witness to; white, thick as soup, impenetrable, obscuring the countryside like a white ocean, concealing earthly beauty while creating an ethereal beauty quite its own.


  I exhale. Now I cannot even see the mist, for the mist of my breath destroys my view. Using the cuff of my sleeve I wipe the window dry and, as I do, my eyes refocus on the glass, centering on my reflection. I stare at my eyes, surprised by how tired they look. They do not look like my eyes. I shake my head, look at the Reverend. Still he sleeps soundly. Not a thunderstorm would stir him.


  My mind wanders to Father and Jean-Bernard. I cannot help it. When I picture them, darkness surrounds their bodies and their faces are livid. I shudder. Though I hope they will not pursue me any further, I know deep down that this is a vain hope. It will be easy for them to discover that a young woman accompanies the Reverend. It will also be easy for them to find out where the Reverend intends to go next.


  It may be that I will need to abandon Reverend Pettigrew and his carriage and find my own way to London after all.


  The good Reverend stretches and smiles, “Good morning Lisbeth. How are you feeling on this chilliest of morns?”


  Though scratchy with thirst, his voice booms with life.


  I smile, “I am not too unwell, though I must admit I am worrying that my pursuers may track me to this next village.”


  “I see. I must say, I think there is very little chance of that, but, may I ask, what do you think would happen if they were to locate you?”


  I pause, unsure how much to disclose. My feeling is that I can trust him. Nothing suggests otherwise. I inhale deeply, “If they find me, they will take me back.”


  “And why is this a bad thing? Have they harmed you? Do they intend to harm you?”


  “To be honest, I know not precisely what they intend, but I do know that they are angry at me for leaving and I fear they may wish to punish me. I also know that Father desires to send me off with Jean-Bernard, his old friend, and I do not wish to go. I believe Jean-Bernard may have unsavoury plans for me. I am scared. I do not wish to be trapped any longer. Indeed, all I want is to find my little brother, return home to find my friend Bethan, and then get as far away from Father and Jean-Bernard as possible.”


  He goes silent for a moment. It seems as if he is deep in thought. Finally he reaches out and grasps my hands firmly in his, “Dear Lisbeth, fear not, Jojo and I shall see you safely to London. We shall help you find your brother and I shall assign Jojo the task of driving you back home.”


  Close to tears, I open my mouth, close it, smile, “Thank you. I will not ask why you wish to help me, for I can see that kindness is what you do.”


  He laughs, “You flatter me Lisbeth! I also do a great many other things that are not so good. Like this!”


  Out of his cassock he draws a small whisky flask. With a wink, he gulps some then offers it to me. I hesitate, then take it from him and have a small sip. Begin to cough. The amber liquid burns but warms at the same time. The smoky flavour is odd but I feel I could grow to like it.


  “My word! That is some kick!” I exclaim.


  Reverend Pettigrew laughs again. I watch him, this preacher who is so full of unexpected surprises, as he slides back the window and bangs on the outside of the carriage, “Jojo! It is my turn to drive! Come, warm yourself with a spot of whisky and keep Lisbeth company.”


  The carriage slows to a halt and, with a pat of my hand, Reverend Pettigrew jumps down. Moments later Jojo ducks inside and sits opposite me, making sure to avoid my eyes.


  “Hello,” I say.


  Jojo flicks his eyes in my direction and nods, but says nothing. He sips from the flask then offers me some. I have a little more, coughing again as the fiery liquid touches my throat.


  “Thank you. How long have you known the Reverend?” I ask.


  Jojo does not reply. I wait for him to respond, but instead of speaking to me he pulls out a piece of folded parchment from one pocket and a stick of charcoal from the other. He unfolds the parchment and begins to draw, looking up on occasion to stare sightlessly ahead.


  “Jojo? How long have you known Reverend Pettigrew?”


  Again, no answer.


  I find it unsettling that he will not talk – perhaps he disapproves of me for some reason I know not. I observe him and do not detect hostility. His shoulders are relaxed, his body facing mine.


  Soon I find I am drawn to the fine, controlled movements of his graceful fingers as they sweep and arc around the parchment. A slight smile tugs at his lips, but his forehead furrows with concentration. Watching him makes me want to draw. I peek at his work. From upside down I can discern the Reverend's face: balding head, crinkled eyes, jovial smile.


  Jojo pauses, charcoal held against his lips, considering the portrait. He nods and slides the charcoal back into his pocket.


  “May I see?” I cannot refrain from asking.


  He looks up sharply as if he has forgotten my presence.


  “Please?” I say gently.


  He hesitates, looks quickly at me, hands the drawing over.


  “This is exquisite work,” I murmur.


  I know I could not do as well as this. Jojo must know his employer so well for he has captured every nuance from mere memory.


  “You are a fine artist,” I say handing it back.


  Jojo nods, eyes averted, and quickly folds and pockets the parchment.


  He falls asleep shortly after, snoring softly, adding his own music to the music of the carriage as it bumps and rolls along.


  I search his young, handsome face. He is a strange character, but I am curious to get to know him.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Diary,


  After a solid night's rest, I am restored. My energies are high. My head is focussed.


  Jean-Bernard too slept well. Presently he sits opposite me. We travel in his carriage driven by his man Peter. We both are confident that we shall find her today.  Early this morn we went back to the church and spoke to Father Shepherd, the local priest of Grousehill. Shepherd informed us that the preacher whom we spoke with yesterday was a visitor only and that he left Grousehill last night, accompanied by a woman fitting Lisbeth's description. This was, of course, invaluable information, but I must admit that my blood boils when I picture this balding preacher with his smug smile and blatant lies. When I see him, I shall find it difficult to contain myself for he has made our hunt ten times the harder....but I suppose there is little sense to be found in stewing upon that now.


  Shepherd also informed us that they go to a village not too far from Grousehill. Their lead is quite substantial, but we are making good progress. Peter just told us that if we do not stop, we shall reach our destination before midday.


  I nearly forgot to mention that a fourth person joins us; as we were readying to leave, a man hurried over and asked if he could accompany us to Lower Bridgeton to see a friend of his who has not long to live. His face was so long that Jean-Bernard could not turn him away.


  This man's name is Richard Cordwell. He is perhaps ten years older than I with a peculiar amount of hair. He speaks little, which is a blessing for us as we do not want to be pestered with questions concerning our journey.


  The mist is clearing a little and I can see acres of barren land. Winter has blighted the landscape. It is perhaps the harshest February in all my life, but if I can capture Lisbeth, the day shall not seem so dreary.


  
    C.C
  


  


  


  CHAPTER 15

  

  OLD FIRSDEN


  We arrive just as Old Firsden wakes. The church bells ring for eight o'clock. Chickens peck at the damp ground. Children skip around their front yards. A black cat freezes on top of a fence to stare at us as an elderly man tips his cap at me and strolls by accompanied by a three-legged collie. Candlelight glows in the sills of the small stone houses. The aroma of warm bread drifts out of a shop called Hopkins Bakery. My senses wake up. Reverend Pettigrew winks at me, “Breakfast?”


  I nod eagerly and we walk over to the bakery. Jojo does not come for he is busy feeding Adam and Eve.


  There is a red post box. I run over to post my letter to Mama. Relief explodes in my chest as I let the letter drop from my fingers. 


  I re-join the good Reverend at Hopkins Bakery.


  A short, round woman with curly grey hair and rosy cheeks bustles over, “Ah! The good Reverend Pettigrew joins our fair village once again! I knew you were coming soon but I must admit I did not recall the exact date. Well welcome! Welcome! Please, join us for a spot of freshly baked sesame seed bread, butter and jam. And who is this beautiful lady? And where may I ask is Jojo? Goodness, it is so good to see you again Reverend! Come, sit down, sit down! Join us! There is so much to catch up on! And what time will you be preaching today? I – and I know my Toddy – simply cannot wait to hear what inspirational things you have to teach us today! My oh my, how long has it been? It truly has been too long – not that I am ungrateful, because I know you are busy and I would not for the world wish to suggest that you should try to visit us more often. But I did indeed think Old Firsden was buzzing with some kind of excitement and now I know why. How could I have ever forgotten? Oh dear – my mind is not what it used to be. Please, dear lady, you sit here beside me. Now I shall go and fetch Toddy – he is out in the back finishing off old Mr Tilney's shoes. I will be back in two shakes! Please, Reverend, help yourself to some tea and make yourselves at home. And please invite Jojo in too.”


  Reverend Pettigrew laughs heartily as she waddles off to fetch Toddy, who I assume is her husband.


  “What a friendly soul,” I say.


  “Indeed,” chuckles the Reverend, pouring us some tea, “the kindest, most generous of couples are Todd and Mary. But it is always a struggle to get a word in edgeways when Mary is around!”


  He excuses himself and leaves to get Jojo.


  I take the opportunity to look about the place. Peach walls hung with framed paintings of kittens. A wooden counter lined with sandwiches, scones and tea cakes. A vase of yellow crocuses atop a round table. A wooden sign in the shape of a heart which reads: 'Kiss the Cook'.


  I breathe in the deliciousness of bread straight out of the oven. The black cat from before appears out of nowhere and slinks towards my ankles. It weaves between my feet purring. For some reason I am reminded of Jean-Bernard and the hairs on the back of my neck prickle.


  Reverend Pettigrew and Jojo enter the bakery and the cat darts behind the wooden counter. Mary enters holding a tray stacked high with bread, butter, jam, cutlery and plates. She is followed by an old man even shorter than her who is just as round and jolly, but completely blind.


  Mary places the tray on the table, “Help yourselves luvvies! I must say this is my finest batch of loaves yet, so you luvvies are exceedingly lucky to be sampling them. However, this also means the bread has not yet been taste tested so hopefully I will not be giving you all bread belly! Oh yes, luvvy, you may think I am a tad gone in the head but, honest to the fine Lord above, there is such a thing as bread belly, oh yes indeed, is there not Toddy? Indeed, goodness, how many years ago was it? Oh yes, five years ago I think it was, or maybe six, a couple came from a village over yonder way and tried my first batch of sesame seed bread and my oh my I felt awful guilty because the very next day they were vomiting all over the place – in the bushes, in the graveyard, over the neighbour’s fences…dear me, it was not a pretty sight, no indeed, it was not a pretty sight…”


  As she talks, she helps Todd to sit down then sets about the task of buttering everyone's bread for them.


  Reverend Pettigrew is right; Mary can speak for England. But I find it entertaining to listen to her quick happy voice and all the laughter that comes with it.


  The breakfast is wonderful. Warm soft bread dripping with melted butter and sweet jam. I am quite transported into another world for a while, a world that is free of cares, a world where I can smile and laugh and be almost at peace.


  Though Todd is sightless, he is clearly happy. Such is their love for one another that they are content with life. Reverend Pettigrew says a word here and there, but is happy to let Mary have her say, and, though Jojo remains silent, he appears bright also.


  By the time we finish breakfast, two hours have passed. Mary grabs us each in turn and hugs us tightly, “Please do come again – oh yes, you must come for supper this afternoon after you preach Reverend and I will not take no for an answer, and we shall dine better than ever before because good Mr Tilney, in one of his infamous gestures of good will, brought round to us this very morning at the crack of the dawn, a glorious fat chicken all plucked and headless for us to eat this very night, and so you must join us. Is that a yes? Oh, splendid – I shall set about preparing the stuffing this very second! Oh yes I shall!”


  The good Reverend and I thank them both and the three of us leave the bakery. I feel a little sad to say farewell, but as we are to dine with them later when Reverend Pettigrew has finished his sermon, I have that to look forward to.


  Jojo sets about brushing down the horses.


  “I need to read over my notes,” says Reverend, “will you be happy by yourself for an hour or so? My sermon shall begin at half past eleven.”


  “Of course,” I say, “I shall take a walk around the village. It is so pretty here. I think I will enjoy the views.”


  Fortunately the day has brightened and though damp, it is no longer bitterly cold. The sun hovers behind feathery cloud. Every now and then it beams through and I feel its warmth on my face.


  I walk up through the village passing the church on my left, a small stone affair fashioned out of grey blocks. This village is larger than Grousehill with a somewhat friendlier atmosphere. On occasion someone crosses my path and bids me good day with a nod or a kind word. I return the gesture, feeling goodness settling inside me.


  I reach a green square of land which boasts a small play park. Two swings made out of rope and wooden boards dangle from the sturdy branch of an oak tree. There is also a wooden roundabout painted red and a wooden slide painted blue. I sit down on a bench, read the engraving: In loving memory of Father Hugh Blackburn. Two little boys chase a football around the green. I smile as I watch them play. They are identical twins with light brown hair and pale skin. Eddie's face jumps into my mind.


  Eddie. Dear little Eddie. He is smiling, telling me about the mud pie he just made in the garden. He is younger – about three years old. Mud lathers his cheeks, hands and arms. I am filled with motherly love for him, as I always have been. I reach out, try to pull him into my arms but touch nothing. He has gone.


  I shake my head, refocus on the present. What a strange vision. My mouth is dry, my heart hurting as if bruised after a sudden blow. I unclench my fists and watch the twin boys at their game. They are laughing and having fun, just as boys their age should be. I think again of Eddie, my innocent little brother, trapped in a boarding school without a friend in the world. Lost to me. Lost to Mama. I cannot bear it.


  I swiftly stand and stride back towards the carriage. There is only one thing on my mind: reaching London. The church bells ring the hour: eleven o'clock.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Diary,


  We arrive in under the hour.


  Jean-Bernard's legs will not cease their constant jigging. Neither will mine for that matter. We are both eager to put an end to this ridiculous chase.


  Once we have her, I shall see to it that she can never escape again. Even if I have to put her in shackles, I shall make sure she accompanies Jean-Bernard and gives that life a chance.


  Indeed, Jean-Bernard continues to remind me of the benefits that he can offer her and I am, at last, convinced that this is the only answer. I trust him. He is the only friend I have left in the world. Nothing in me doubts his intentions. I am certain of his character. He is a good, kind, honest, passionate man. He will do his best for her, given the circumstances.


  It distresses me still that she cannot understand that everything I do is for her own happiness. If I could offer her what she needs I would, but I cannot. As I have confessed before, I am nothing if not pathetic. I cannot trust myself around her; any moment this anger that simmers in my veins may erupt and scorch her. I can offer nothing but the hopelessness of a hideously altered soul. A soul beyond redemption.


  This Richard Cordwell looks at me strangely. I do not wish him to see this. I must go.


  Next time I write we will have her, mark my words.


  
    C.C
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  “Reverend! Reverend?”


  I stop at the carriage. Reverend Pettigrew is nowhere to be seen. Jojo ducks his head out and points at the church.


  “In there?” I ask.


  Jojo nods. A flash of irritation heats my cheeks – why will he not talk to me? He disappears back inside the carriage.


  People are beginning to leave their houses for the good Reverend's sermon. All are dressed in their Sunday best even though it is Monday. The street buzzes with excitement; it is as if Reverend Pettigrew's visits are as special as Christmas. Women are corseted up so tightly they can scarcely draw breath. Men are dressed in well-pressed topcoats, little girls in full petticoats and little boys in snug waistcoats all buttoned up.


  I hesitate, unsure what to do. My instinct is to rush off to London, but I can hardly push Jojo out of the carriage and steal off with the Reverend's beloved horses. No, I must wait out the afternoon and leave when the good Reverend is ready. Perhaps he will be ready to leave mid-afternoon, which will not be too bad.


  Then again, we are meant to dine with Todd and Mary. I do not wish to be impolite and urge Reverend Pettigrew and Jojo away before they are ready to go. But I cannot waste too much time here – what if Father and Jean-Bernard are on their way to London now to find Eddie and hide him away before I can get there?


  My mind swarms with scenarios but will provide no firm conclusions or solutions. I pace back and forth.


  Mary Hopkins waddles over, pulling her husband by the hand, and links her plump arm under mine, “Come luvvy, else you are going to miss the show!”


  I try to protest, to pull away, but she has a lynch-like grip and drags me over to the church as though I am a disobedient child.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Since I cannot confess at this point, I am putting lead to parchment in order to record my sins and have them ready for my next confession.


  Thus, without further ado, for we shall arrive at the village in a matter of minutes, I begin:


  Bless me father, for I have sinned. It has been one day since my last confession.


  I have lied profusely to two honest men. I have deceived them regarding my identity and my intentions.


  You see, Father, I do not intend to visit a sick friend and my name is not Richard Cordwell. My name is in fact Mortimer Godfrey and my intention is not nearly so admirable as I made it out.


  Indeed, I plan to find her and bring her home with me, even if it is against her will, which I expect it will be. And when I have her where I want her, I shall be forced to act upon my darkest desires.


  Again, I am guilty of following my own interests before those of God and I know what I seek to do is wrong, but that has never stopped me in the past and I fear that it shall not stop me now.


  Although I shall try to resist these sinful desires, I am afraid the devil shall prevail.


  I am sorry for this and all the sins of my past life, especially for all my sins against honesty.


  


  


  *


  


  


  The church is almost full. Reverend Pettigrew stands behind the altar, smiling calmly.


  “I forgot to visit the water closet,” I whisper to Mary Hopkins sliding my arm out from under hers. It is the only excuse I can think of.


  She rolls her eyes good-naturedly, “Hurry along luvvy. You do not want to miss the Reverend's introduction. Use our facilities of course! The front door is not locked. No need in a village like ours! Walk right through to the back garden and you shall find everything you need.”


  I squeeze out of the pew and rush outside. My head is hot, heart racing.


  The street is deserted save Jojo and the carriage. I do not know what to do. Sitting around listening to Reverend Pettigrew is a luxury I cannot afford. I need to reach London before Father and Jean-Bernard. I hurry over to Jojo. Hesitate, unsure how to proceed. Jojo looks up from his drawing. We hear the sound of horse hooves at the same time: heading toward us. I freeze. Jojo looks at me, eyes wide. We must be entertained the same thought – they have found us! Jumping down from the carriage he grabs my wrist and pulls me towards Hopkins Bakery.


  


  


  CHAPTER 16

  

  HIDE AND SEEK


  “Do you think they saw us?” I murmur.


  Crouched down behind the bakery counter, I can see Jojo's dark hands trembling. I am surprised that he is so afraid; perhaps he has picked up on my fear more than I realised.


  He says nothing.


  I pull him round to face me.


  “Do you think they saw us?” I repeat shrilly.


  He shrugs.


  I sigh angrily, pulling myself up to peek over the plates of sandwiches and scones.


  A carriage with two brown horses stands behind the Reverend's carriage. A thin middle-aged man feeds apples to the horses. Adam and Eve, smelling the apples, whip their heads from side to side. I cannot see the carriage's passengers, but I know they are here, Father and Jean-Bernard, their tempers near breaking point, searching Old Firsden for me.


  I consider their actions. Either they would start at the bottom house of the village and work their way up, or head straight for the church to question the Reverend. Unless they saw us, in which case they would be heading straight here.


  “What shall we do? Shall we stay here or shall we make a break for it? If we jump in the carriage, we might get a good enough head start before they realise we have gone. Jojo? What do think?”


  Again, Jojo stares at me blankly.


  I begin to demand he answer me when the bakery door creaks open.


  Jojo tenses. I hold my breath, relieved I do not have a cold so that I can breathe quietly through my nose.


  Soft, light footsteps hurry across the floor. They seem too light to belong to a full grown man, but it is impossible to be sure.


  I crouch down lower and Jojo follows suit. Has Father found me already? My pulse drums. My armpits begin to sweat.


  But it is only the black cat from earlier, who slinks behind the counter and rubs itself against Jojo's back. We both exhale, only to inhale sharply as the door bangs open with such force that a kitten painting falls off the wall and onto the table, shattering into little shards. Terrified, the cat dashes out from behind the counter and disappears into the back of the house.


  We listen. One heavy footstep. Another. Silence. Someone, definitely a person this time, has entered the bakery.


  From this vantage point, I dare not lift my head to see who it is in case the person spies me.


  My hands begin to tremble even worse than Jojo's. My breathing grows faster and faster and I can feel myself becoming light-headed. Suddenly there is pressure on my hand. I glance down; Jojo's hand rests on top of mine. His no longer shakes. He looks at me and nods calmly. He is saying that we will be fine. As long as we do not panic, we will not be discovered.


  Another step. And another. Each step brings the intruder closer to the counter. Soon he will be able to look over the top and see us. I brace myself for the sight of Father's burning eyes or Jean-Bernard's lustful smirk. Jojo's grip on my hand tightens. I look at him. He smiles slightly then lets go of my hand and leaps over the counter, making a long guttural sound deep in his throat.


  This is my cue to run.


  I hear the two men wrestling as I dash through the door into the rest of the house. I pause; to the left: a flight of stairs, to the right: a door which presumably leads down to the basement. Decisions. My mind freezes and I stand there for so long, too long, trying to decide whether to go right or left, up or down. What would Father expect me to choose? Which choice would offer the greatest chance of escape? Another question pops into my mind: should I go back for Jojo? What if they hurt him? What if he needs my help?


  I hear a loud groan like that of a speared bull then heavy, pounding, quick footsteps coming my way.


  I choose right; wrench open the basement door and plunge down the frail steps two at a time. It is almost pitch black. A little light comes from the doorway above which I failed to shut.


  I dive under the stairway, feeling cobwebs and dust on my hands and face. A spider crawls across my head and I flick it away, choking down a scream.


  The basement door edges open with one long screeeeeeeeeeeak. Footsteps descend the steps slowly, heavily. Each one creaking underfoot, sending huge balls of dust dropping onto my hair, dust whirling around me, clogging my throat, tickling my nose. The urge to sneeze comes on, strong, tantalising, inevitable. I snap my fingers down on my nose, try to stop myself, but I cannot. There is too much dust. I sneeze. Once, twice. Small squeaks but it is enough to tell Father or Jean-Bernard my whereabouts. The footsteps gain speed, running down, running to grab me but there is a sound of breaking wood, a strangled yell, a body falling through and landing in a dark writhing heap at my feet.


  I cannot believe my luck and I am not going to waste it. I scramble up in the darkness, and, taking a wide berth of the moaning figure, I grab the banister and haul myself up, trying to step lightly, jumping three steps in one to avoid my assailant's fate. I reach the basement door and push it open slowly, poke my head out, check the way is clear. No-one appears to be around, but I know that either Father or Jean-Bernard still roams around Old Firsden hunting me. Another decision is needed: stay and hide or make a run for the carriage?


  I hear movement behind me. The man in the basement has already recovered and is running up the stairs! Now there is but one choice: stay and hide, but where? I can either go upwards to the bedrooms or right, to the back garden. Thinking the back garden will be more exposed in the daylight, I opt for upstairs, taking the steps two at a time.


  As I reach the landing, the basement door slams.


  There is no time – I dash into the first room I see, which happens to be the main bedroom, containing more kitten paintings, a double mattress with red woollen blankets and a huge wardrobe. I quickly assess my hiding options. There is no bed frame so I cannot hide under the bed. The only place is the wardrobe. Or...footsteps on the landing. I dash behind the bedroom door. Hold my breath.


  Someone stands right outside the door. I hear their frantic breathing.


  I tense my fists; my only weapon. If I have to, I will fight. If I have to, I will hit and hurt Father or Jean-Bernard, and then I will run.


  The door begins to move inwards. The white wood is frayed and peeling. It moves closer like a gloved hand edging towards the eyelids of the deceased. The door is silent, well-oiled. The only thing audible is his heavy breathing.


  I wait until the door is a hand's width from my face, then I slam my body against it. An anguished, pained cry. He stumbles backwards. I dart out from behind the door, prepared to kick and punch but I freeze. Lying on his back I see, not Father, not Jean-Bernard, but Jojo!


  “Jojo! My goodness! I am so sorry! What happened? Where are they?” I kneel down beside him, help him up.


  He smiles. A smile from him is the last thing I expect. I grab his shoulders, shake him, “Where are they Jojo? Are they here?”


  He shakes his head, but will not speak.


  Crying out with frustration, I shake him some more, “Please Jojo, speak to me. Tell me who you jumped back there. Was it Father?”


  He shakes his head again.


  Realising that he only answers to yes or no questions, I snap, “So, it was Jean-Bernard then?”


  Jojo shakes his head.


  “Well then, who on earth was it?”


  Jojo smiles and gestures for me to follow him downstairs. I hesitate, utterly confused, fearful that Father or Jean-Bernard will appear at any second.


  Reluctantly I allow him to guide me down the stairs and back into the bakery. There, sitting at the round table smelling the yellow crocuses, is the old man with the three-legged collie that I saw this morning.


  “Hello,” he grunts, “what has a man gotta do to get a good cuppa tea around here then?”


  “I, I do not understand. Please, Sir,” I say urgently, “do you know to whom that carriage out there belongs? The one with the brown horses?”


  He swivels around stiffly to look through the window, “I do know, as a matter of fact. That there carriage belongs to the priest of this fine village, Father Hugh Blackburn the Second. Good man he is. Good and traditional. He has probably been off on one of his shooting jaunts.


  “Now, do not mention this to a single soul Miss, but I do not care much for that Reverend Pettigrew with his new-fangled ways. That is why I comes here for a cuppa and what does I get? Pounced on by this here young scallywag! Just as well I have my Bessie to protect me.”


  I stare at Jojo open-mouthed. Look down at his hand, which is bleeding. The collie must have bitten him. But Jojo smiles back at me. He does not appear to be in too much pain.


  My muscles begin to relax. So Father and Jean-Bernard are not here after all? In somewhat of a daze, I slump into a chair and begin to laugh.


  Jojo and the old man look at me as if I am insane, but I care not. I am free. Father and Jean-Bernard have not found me and that is all that matters.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Diary,


  I am incensed! Sick to my very gut. Anger is a hell pit within that scolds and cracks and ravages my mind! My hands shake as I ink these words. It is all I can do to refrain myself from grabbing the nearest man and beating the living hell out of him!


  That conniving old bastard Father Shepherd lied to us. He actually lied. Sent us on a wild goose chase. And thus our hopes of capturing her today are obliterated. Tossed to a savage wind, torn to pieces. Obliterated by the deception of one who has sworn never to commit the sin of dishonesty.


  I swear, when I return to Grousehill, I shall make Shepherd pay for his lies! Lower Bridgeton – pah! She is not here. She is not in Lower Bridgeton – she is in Old Firsden, a village that lies at least a day's journey east of here. The priest here, Father Biggs, informs us that Reverend Pettigrew visits Lower Bridgeton once every two years. This year he visits Old Firsden. That is, unless Father Biggs is lying also. But I cannot believe that. The very idea that he is involved is simply too far-fetched.


  Damn Shepherd and all his trickery! Damn him to hell! We have wasted the last three hours searching this village; precious time that we should have spent elsewhere.


  Now we must journey to Old Firsden in the hope that the Reverend has decided to lengthen his stay. Jean-Bernard remains confident, but I confess, I cannot.


  My head swells with the pain of fury. I can write no more.


  
    C.C
  


  


  


  CHAPTER 17

  

  MEMORIES


  Dear Mama,


  I hope you are well. You may be content to hear that I miss you still, but your memory fades a little, which perhaps means that I am growing stronger, more independent. Indeed, much has happened since my last letter.


  You will be glad to know that I have avoided Father and Jean-Bernard and thus, thankfully, I am free and safe. This I owe in large part to the actions of Reverend Pettigrew and his driver Jojo, a curious, young, black-skinned man whom I must admit I am growing rather fond of. Indeed, thinking that Father pursued me, and, fearful for his own safety, Jojo did all in his power to protect me. It turned out, much to our surprise and amusement, that neither Father nor Jean-Bernard were present in the village and that all was well.


  However, the threat of their approach still lingers. It is an ever-present burden on my mind. Though they seek me elsewhere, I fear that they shall soon discover my whereabouts. They will not concede defeat. Father is too stubborn for that.


  The good Reverend disagrees with me, as do Mary and Todd Hopkins, the owners of Old Firsden bakery. Mary chastised me for my negative outlook. She lectured me for nigh one hour over our supper on the virtues of maintaining a positive mind-set. And, though I see sense in her kind words, I cannot dismiss the notion that they will not stop until they have me.


  Reverend Pettigrew confessed to me that he did a naughty thing. It makes me smile to think of his face as he spoke the words: “Lisbeth, can you fathom why your Father and his friend have not yet progressed to Old Firsden?” I said no, no I could not. Of course, I dwelt on this question many a time throughout the afternoon and could not find an adequate answer. “Well,” he said, “I must confess something to you. Something naughty that I did before we left Grousehill.” I asked him what it was, never in a thousand moons expecting the answer he gave. “I told Father Shepherd, and indeed as many persons of the village as I could find, that we were headed to Lower Bridgeton, not Old Firsden.” He smiled then and his cheeks flushed scarlet, but he looked rather pleased with himself. I laughed and wrapped my arms about his neck. Thank you, I said, your little white lie has saved me.


  It is safe to say, therefore, that we have gained some distance from Father, but can we maintain this distance? Even now, as night crushes day, they may be heading this way. But the good Reverend believes it safe for us to sleep here tonight and begin our journey early tomorrow morn. I hope he is right.


  Mary has fashioned me a cosy bed in her back room. She has also given me a fresh dress and a shawl that she wore when she was, in her own words, 'a slip of a thing like yourself!' I am immensely grateful for her kindness. You would love her Mama, you truly would. Some moments, I cannot believe my luck. I never would have made it this far without these generous souls to guide me. Reverend, Jojo, Mary, Todd – they are such good people.


  I shall endeavour to remain positive, as Mary requests. My wishes for your good health continue. I will be sure to keep you informed of my progress.


  
    Lisbeth
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  “Just two more stops and then we shall journey directly to London to find your brother,” says Reverend Pettigrew.


  A Bible balances upon his knees. He holds a scrap of lead as he scans the sacred pages.


  The carriage bumps along whirring and grinding incessantly. The weather is wondrous mild. March is come at last. I lift the shawl from my shoulders, fold it, place it on the seat beside me. The sun speaks little for it is cast out by its grey-bearded neighbours, but it is determined; heat soothes my aching skin as I peer out of the window.


  Wind breathes on me, runs its fingers through my hair. My hair is a ripped, black flag shimmering atop a haze of green and brown. Sheep speckle the fields, plump with unborn babes, content with tranquil life. Earth and grass and manure; nature's scents silt the air.


  Life appears simple. But it is not. On the surface, I appear calm; beneath, I am a girl flailing in a hailstorm. I may have broken out of my cell, but I am not yet free.


  I sigh.


  The good Reverend looks up, “My dear Lisbeth, are you worried? Speak to me, please.”


  He shuts his Bible and places it on the seat. Leans forward, “What is on your mind, dear Lisbeth?”


  “I am sorry. I did not mean to interrupt your work.”


  He laughs, “I needed a rest! Please, tell me your woes and I may be able to help.”


  “It is the same concern as before. Father. Jean-Bernard. I fear they may find me before I get to Eddie.”


  He gazes into my eyes kindly, “And what shall you gain by concerning yourself with things over which you have no control?”


  “Nothing. I see what you mean. It is just that for so long now I have been unhappy. Now I see that there may be hope for some kind of happiness, and I suppose I am scared of losing that hope.”


  “I see. Hope does indeed sustain us,” he pauses a moment, “Lisbeth, I think I shall share something with you, something that I have not shared with anybody save Jojo.”


  His eyes lose their warmth. They go to an ancient place. His voice loses its power, turns in on itself. Grows quiet, self-contained.


  “Fifteen years ago, I lost the person I most valued in the entire world, my wife, Joanna. We were childhood sweethearts. I, a wild youth with strange ideas, she, a calm, gentle creature with the kindest of souls. Indeed,” he pauses, refocuses on me, “there is something in you, dear Lisbeth, that reminds me of my Joanna.”


  He takes a deep breath, readying himself to continue, “We were married on Joanna's eighteenth birthday. Two years later, she fell pregnant with our first child, a beautiful boy whom we named Joseph. He died a few months later, one night in his cot. Joanna fell with child three times more, but never carried to term. Alas, for us, it was not meant to be. So, we decided to make ourselves content to be just us two for the rest of our God-given days. We were very happy. Joanna kept house while I guided God's children. Then, one night, Joanna suffered a seizure. Mercifully, it was over in a matter of minutes. I held her hand as I watched her die. I must admit I thought my life over. I even questioned my faith, something for which, for years, I could not forgive myself. But then, not one month after Joanna's passing, I took a walk by the Thames and heard a rather peculiar sound. At first I thought it a cat and nearly walked past, but something moved me to inspect the source. That was when I discovered my hope; he was such a little dot, all skin and bone. I searched for his parents, but of course they were nowhere to be found. So I brought him up as my own and I named him Jojo.”


  I touch his knee, “I am so sorry about your wife.”


  He pats my hand, “No need. She has gone to a good place. My point in telling you was to suggest that perhaps your hope lies just around the corner, out of sight at present, but soon to be revealed.”


  “Never give up,” I whisper.


  “Indeed.”


  “Thank you.”


  He laughs and I can tell he is back to his usual self once more, “If you say thank you one more time I will throw you out of this here carriage!”


  “Sorry,” I say with a small smile.


  “No more 'sorrys' either or the same fate shall await you!”


  “Yes Sir!”


  He winks and returns to the Bible, lips parted in a smile. I turn to look out of the window. The sun is bolder than before.


  My heart feels a touch stronger, but it still hurts; it always hurts. I think back, try to remember a time when my heart did not feel as though it were constantly being squeezed and stabbed by invisible hands. Deja vu sweeps over me; I have sat here before, looking out of this carriage, the good Reverend sitting opposite me. Sunlight creeping in. The moment ends, but I am abruptly transported to a distant time and place. Sitting by a roasting fireplace, Eddie, a mere babe in arms. I am holding him, cupping his bald head in my hand, his bare bottom resting against the crook of my elbow. He is days old. I look down at him in wonder. I should only be ten years old, but my arm is too long, my fingers too much like an adult's. I look up, see Father. His hair is black with very little grey. His face has lost its wrinkles, and, most surprisingly, he is smiling. He is smiling. He is smiling back at me. He walks over, reaches out his arm...


  I wake up.


  “We are here!” booms Reverend Pettigrew. He clasps my arm.


  “Already?” I croak. My throat is dry and sore.


  He chuckles, “Yes, dear Lisbeth, you slept for three hours!”


  “Where are we?”


  “Little Mersham. And just in time for luncheon. Mrs Sprig and her daughters always lay out a sumptuous meal for us.”


  “Reverend, may I ask you something before we go?”


  “Of course. You may ask me anything.”


  I hesitate, unsure how to phrase my question. “I have never heard Jojo speak. I am curious. Has he always been mute?”


  His smile pinches, “Yes. Something quite terrible happened to him as a baby. When I found him on that fortuitous night, there was a substantial quantity of blood covering his face and chest and he was in a great deal of pain. I took him straight to my doctor and we discovered that Jojo's tongue was missing. It had been cut out. Doctor Parsons said it was a wonder that Jojo did not die from shock. It is a miracle he survived.”


  “How dreadful. Poor, poor Jojo.”


  “Yes, and no. Jojo has found other ways to express himself, one of which is through his drawings. Have you seen one yet?”


  I nod, “He has a remarkable gift.”


  The Reverend beams, “He does, does he not?”


  “I saw his drawing of you and I could not believe my eyes; it was so good.”


  “Jojo is shy about his talent. Indeed, it surprises me that he has shared his work with you. He does not trust people easily. He must truly feel comfortable around you, and why should he not? You are a very special person.”


  I look away, struggling to control my emotions.


  “You are too generous,” I murmur, “I am not a good person. If I were good, Father would not spurn me so.”


  He reaches out and clasps my hand, “Do you sincerely believe that this is why your Father behaves in this way? Could there be no other reason? A reason that is not of your own doing?”


  I look down at the brown lace up boots that Mary gave me. I contemplate Reverend Pettigrew's questions. Could Father's distance be caused by something else? Something that I have not yet considered? I think back, back to before we moved to Blackened Cottage. What was our relationship like before? But my mind is like a black tunnel full of doors that are locked, doors that I cannot enter. I cannot even picture our old house.


  “I cannot recall anything prior to the last few months. When I try to remember nothing comes. Nothing but blackness. I keep having fleeting visions. Moments when I think I am experiencing a memory, but things do not quite make sense.”


  The Reverend's eyes narrow, “Really? Well, there is little wonder that you are never at ease. Memory loss? How peculiar. Do you know what causes one to lose one's memory Lisbeth?”


  “I must confess I have given it very little thought. Perhaps a serious bang to the head? An accident of some kind which nudges the brain in one direction?”


  He nods, “Yes. That is one cause I believe. Another of which I have heard is memory loss caused by a terrible incident. Something that the mind simply cannot cope with.”


  “But I am fine. My body is fine.” I do not mention the pain in my throat nor the pounding headache that I am presently suffering.


  “Your body may be fine, but your mind is not. Vital elements are missing. Memories give us stability, an idea of our identity, they make us who we are. Without them, we our mere shadows.”


  “But what can I do? Is there anything I can do to regain these memories? And indeed, should I be keen to regain them in the first place? Perhaps they are too awful. Perhaps it is better if they are left well alone. What if I was to dredge them up, and then things took a turn for the worse?”


  Reverend Pettigrew pinches the skin between his eyes, “This is certainly a predicament and I am no expert to advise you. But I have an idea. There is a man, a very great friend of mine who lives in London. His name is Gregory Beard and he is a Psychiatrist. Recently, Gregory has been delving into the art of hypnotherapy, the art of putting the mind into a relaxed state so that the subconscious may be accessed. It may be worth a try. Oh, do not look so worried! I shall not insist upon a decision from you now. I only ask that you take some time to meditate upon the idea.”


  I nod, my mind awash with uncertainty. Confronting the truth - that my mind is damaged - paints an acerbic taste on my tongue.


  I wrap the shawl around myself. I feel ill, but do not say anything.


  The good Reverend helps me down from the carriage, smiles reassuringly, “Give yourself time. All will unravel in the end.”


  Jojo jumps down from his seat and smiles at me. I want to tell him I am sorry about what happened to him, but cannot find the right words. Jojo places an apple in my hand and beckons me over to Adam and Eve. He feeds an apple to Eve and gestures for me to do the same to Adam. He demonstrates how to hold the apple; keeping his palm flat with the apple sat upon it.


  I am nervous at first. Adam gobbles the apple immediately and Jojo hands me a carrot. This time, feeling braver, I pat the side of Adam's enormous, long face. I realise I am smiling. Something about feeding the graceful creature feels familiar. I cling to the feeling, claw at memories that will not come.


  The pain in my throat is growing worse and swallowing is difficult. My head feels like a brick and my neck aches terribly. I hope I am not falling ill. That is the last thing I need.


  I attempt to recall the last time I was struck with sickness and cannot recall that either. My mind is a black well sucked dry.


  Feeling frustrated and exhausted, I walk with the Reverend and Jojo towards Mrs Sprig's cottage.


  


  


  *


  


  


  “Bless me father, for I have sinned. It has been two days since my last confession.


  I have committed the sin of theft. The two men with whom I travelled abandoned me at Lower Bridgeton and so, with no means by which to pursue her, I stole a horse and carriage. I also stole food and blankets.


  I have followed Cutteridge and the French man to this village and have thus been able to discover her next destination. Unfortunately, I had to commit the sin of violence upon an elderly lady named Mary Hopkins in order to obtain this information. It was a necessary evil; necessary because I cannot seem to stop myself from pursuing my own interests rather than the interests of Christ. The old woman shall live, I think.


  I shall leave Old Firsden shortly in the hope of apprehending Lisbeth at the next village.


  Alas, I know I do wrong but something inside me compels me to go to her. She and I must be together. Forever. There really can be no other way.


  I am sorry for this and all the sins of my past life, especially for all of my sins against decency.”


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Diary,


  We will have her soon. Very soon indeed.


  Our journey to Little Mersham has begun. Jean-Bernard says we are making excellent progress.


  The sun is out and my hope is rising. Soon this ridiculous chase will be over. She will be on her way to Hertfordshire with Jean-Bernard and I shall be back at the cottage, alone yet free of the constant reminder of my inability to make her happy.


  Of course, I shall not be happy when I return. I will never be happy again, but at least she will stand a chance. A chance to rediscover herself, and maybe even a chance at happiness. She thinks me cruel, but I do this for her own good. Perhaps, one day far in the future, she will realise this. If that day ever comes (and I still live), perhaps there is a chance that we could once again be reunited.


  I have not spoken of this hope to Jean-Bernard. I fear he may be angry with me for such an idea. As far as I am aware, he wishes to keep her with him forever more. He believes she will require constant attention for the rest of her days if she is to regain any semblance of her former self. And such is this favour that he performs for me, that I dare not question his beliefs. But there is nothing to prevent me from clinging to this one tiny hope.


  I doubt my positive mind-set shall last for long. Indeed, if we do not find her tomorrow in Little Mersham, I know that my next entry shall read very differently.


  For now, at least, I leave in lighter spirits.


  
    Charles

  


  


  CHAPTER 18

  

  DISEASED


  Mrs Sprig, a petite, mouse-like lady, prepares sandwiches in the kitchen whilst her high-spirited daughters, Grace and Joy, entertain us in the front room with chatter about Little Mersham and its residents.


  I try to listen as Grace describes the drama of Mr Hogg’s escapee piglets, but something is happening to me. Something strange. Something alarming.


  “I, I must get some fresh air,” I stammer.


  No-one seems to hear me. I stand up, look down. My hands are moist, shaking.


  The front room is a small, plain affair. I reach the front door in four wobbly steps, stumble outside, suck at the crisp air.


  Adam and Eve are with the carriage which is secured to the gate in front of the white church. An old lady walks by nattering to herself. A boy and girl race past squabbling and prodding one another. In the yard next door, a goat munches dirt. Each home in Little Mersham is a little white cottage just like Mrs Sprig's. It all seems so normal, so right, so calm.


  Finding it difficult to hold myself up, I slump down onto the damp front lawn. Water soaks through my skirts. Wets my skin. But I care not. The pounding in my head is intensifying with every breath. It is as though a hammer strikes my forehead in a steady, relentless rhythm, directed by the Reaper's merciless hand. My head burns. It is the sun; a ball of fire, burning, burning, burning, humming with inexorable heat. My throat feels thick and torn; as if someone has shoved a branch of thorns inside, scrubbed it around and left it there to rot.


  I turn, try to watch the goat, think about its movements, but tears of pain mist my vision. An invisible foe is attacking my body from the inside out and this time I am utterly powerless. Fleeing is not an option. No-one can flee from disease.


  My gorge rises, chest tightens; I cannot afford to be ill. Not now, not when so much is at stake. Not now, when Father and Jean-Bernard pursue me. Not now, when Eddie needs me. I try to picture my brother, but his face will not come. How long is it since I last laid eyes on him? I try for Bethan. Again, there is no image, nothing. My mind is playing dumb. The sensation of Villette's dandelion fur is all I can muster. Even Mama's face is a mystery.


  My chin drops. I attempt to raise my head, cannot, fight to keep my eyes open, but even that is an effort. Shadows close in upon my line of sight like black curtains around two coffins. I try to stand, but my legs are as heavy as boulders. My body is a limp, lifeless rag doll with nothing to revive it.


  Someone appears. Someone with black skin, dark eyes: Jojo.


  Gentle hands scoop under my back and knees, lift me into the air. Fingers dig into my sensitive skin like knives into butter. I wince, moan. Tears slip down my cheeks. Even my tears are hot. Why is this happening now?


  I try to say thank you, but nothing will come. My tongue will not move at my command. I cannot swallow. I cannot speak. I cannot move. I cannot think. I can scarcely draw breath.


  All I want to do is to lie down in a bed.


  All I want is to lie down.


  All I want is to sleep.


  All I want...


  


  


  *


  


  


  A soft, motherly voice says, “Lisbeth dear, you are too ill to travel. I have sent Grace and Joy to fetch the nearest doctor. If all goes well, he should arrive by nightfall.”


  I look up into Mrs Sprig's tiny face. Her eyes are hazel flecked with black. Her nose is small and pointed, her face narrow. Concern furrows her brow. She mops my brow with a cold, damp cloth and helps me sip water from a white tea cup.


  Swallowing one sip requires an immense effort. Pain sears my throat. I try to sit up, but there is no strength in my body.


  “Where am I? Where is Reverend Pettigrew? Where is Father?” I croak.


  The act of speaking fires up such intense pain that my body begins to tremble.


  “There there, dear,” Mrs Sprig pats my face with the cloth, “the good Reverend will be back shortly. In the meantime, you must not worry. You must rest. Content yourself in the knowledge that the doctor will be here shortly.”


  “But...Father!” I say, but she is already scurrying away.


  The notion of lying here doing nothing while Father and Jean-Bernard are out there is too much to bear.


  I attempt to drag myself into a sitting position, using my hands to push me up. Inch by inch I manage to edge upwards until I am slouching against the wall. The action leaves me breathless. My head throbs, my body aches. I wait, gathering strength.


  The room is dark, lit only by two church candles in silver holders that stand on the two bedside tables. Opposite, the navy curtains are drawn, concealing the outside world. A sour, sweaty odour permeates the small room. It probably comes from me.


  A big-bodied spider the size of my palm crawls across the beige carpet towards the foot of the bed. It pauses as if contemplating where to go next, then darts up the wall, up to the corner of the ceiling to its web. I envy the ease with which it moves. It is strange to think that this little creature possesses more life than me.


  Trembling, I force my legs to swing over the edge of the bed. The blanket falls onto the floor. Using my hands, I push myself onto my feet and fall against the bedside table, accidentally knocking the candle onto the carpet. The flame lands on the blanket near my feet and catches fire.


  Immediately I grab the white tea cup and tip its contents onto the blanket but it is not enough. Already, part of the carpet is alight with flickering yellow flames. There is not a moment to spare.


  Falling onto my hands and knees, I crawl towards the closed bedroom door. Glancing back, I see the flames clamouring to get up the wooden feet of the bed. Acrid smoke invades the room; the stench of burnt wool hits my nose, my tongue, my eyes; the crackling laughter of fire burns my eardrums. The heat is growing too much. The door seems so far away, and it is closed.


  There is no time to think. If I want to live I need to get out of this room, but my muscles are rendered lazy by disease and the smoke is unravelling at a startling pace. I am beginning to suffocate.


  Lying close to the ground, I claw forward, bit by bit. The windows shatter, spraying lethal shards of glistening glass onto my arms and legs. Flames lick lustfully at the sudden increase in oxygen.


  My feet are burning; the flames have not yet reached them, but their power is vast, their speed incredible.


  I reach the door, haul myself up onto my knees, grab the door knob, turn it, push it, pull. Finally it swings inward, but I need to back up in order to slither between the door and the door frame. I glance round: the room is lost to the flames, and they are racing towards my feet. I cough up black slime. Sweat coats my skin. My limbs throb and rage against the demands being asked of them. My mind wants one thing and my body wants another. Thankfully, my mind is prevailing – for now.


  Somehow, I drag my body through the doorway, turn, kick it closed. Digging my nails into the carpet, I pull myself across the landing. Turning, I see that the bedroom door is already on fire. Smoke also pursues me; it is as relentless as its master and just as dangerous. It is the Reaper's finest poison.


  I reach the top of the stairs, peer down. Hear voices; angry, frightened screams. See Jojo pounding up the stairs towards me. Feel the terrible heat ravishing my flesh. Feel once more Jojo's strong arms scoop me up as if I were a small child.


  Wrapping my arms about his hot neck, I cling to him as the flames chase after us down the stairs. My head lolls like a baby's. I am instantly reminded of Eddie when he was just born. A stabbing pain erupts in my heart.


  Jojo kicks open the front door and sprints out into the fresh air. Night has come. The air is a wonderfully cold balm calming my pulsating nerves.


  Jojo does not stop running. He weaves between the stunned bodies of horrified neighbours and sprints towards the church.


  Once inside, he carries me up the aisle, turns right and enters the prayer room. He lies me down gently upon a stone bench and strokes my cheek. Then he leaves.


  A moment later, Reverend Pettigrew and Mrs Sprig rush into the room.


  I am shivering; one moment hot, the next cold. They whisper something, then Mrs Sprig hurries out of the room. The good Reverend perches on the bench and moves hair out of my eyes. Voices urge me to close my eyes, to go to sleep, but I cling to consciousness, aware that Father and Jean-Bernard are after me, aware that I am a sitting target.


  


  


  *


  


  


  I wake to discover that I am lying in a soft bed in a large, grand bedroom, and that the doctor, a stout man who has no time for this sort of inconvenience, has arrived.


  “Well, let me see her then,” he snaps.


  Pushing spectacles up his bulbous nose, he grunts, “Ah, I see. Rather a state is she not?”


  Reverend Pettigrew stands beside him, arms folded, foot tapping. Jojo stands behind the doctor, frowning heavily.


  “Open your mouth,” he barks.


  I obey, wincing as I do so.


  Roughly, he prods a wooden spatula onto the back of my tongue, causing me to gag.


  “Please, doctor, be careful. She is in a terrible amount of pain,” says Reverend Pettigrew. His voice stills booms, but it is raw.


  “I can see that Reverend,” the doctor retorts sourly.


  The good Reverend looks at me as if to say sorry. I try to smile, but it will not come.


  The doctor clamps a rough hand down over my forehead, “Just as I thought. Difficulty breathing, chills, fever, a grey, fibre-like covering of the throat: Diphtheria. Fatal in most cases. Make sure she gets a plentiful amount of rest and drinks as much water as possible. Keep her cool. She is not too old so she may stand a chance. Only time will tell.”


  He leaves without another word. Reverend Pettigrew hurries after him. Mrs Sprig dashes to my side, gently presses a cold towel to my forehead.


  “You poor dear,” she murmurs.


  Jojo, looking furious, marches out of the room.


  Diphtheria.


  Fatal.


  The words reverberate in my mind, green and menacing, until they finally lose their meaning and become nothing more than strange, empty sounds.


  Only time will tell.


  “Try to sleep Lisbeth,” whispers Mrs Sprig.


  Jojo walks back into the room and stares down at me. There are tears in his dark brown eyes. He kneels on the floor beside the bed and takes hold of my hand. His skin is so soft, so young. A tear rolls out of the corner of his left eye and drops onto my hand.


  I am vaguely aware of the good Reverend entering the room, of hushed, anxious voices.


  No longer am I able to stay awake. Hoping that I will wake to see another day, I close my eyes.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Diary,


  We are in Little Mersham and luck is at last on our side.


  Upon arriving in the village, I jumped down from the carriage and bumped into a stout, short-tempered gentleman. On the off chance that he could perhaps point us in the right direction, I introduced myself and my reason for coming to Little Mersham. To my great surprise and delight, this gentleman introduced himself as a doctor and immediately told me that he had just visited a woman called Lisbeth, a woman with long black hair and porcelain skin and a terrible case of Diphtheria. He was a rather unpleasant fellow and refused to show me where she was, claiming that he had better things to do with his time.


  Of course, I am alarmed to hear that she is infected with such a horrible disease. However, I must not focus upon that harsh reality; I must focus on searching this village. Whilst Lisbeth is so ill, she is easier to capture and capture her we must.


  Presently, Jean-Bernard searches the smallest house in this lane. A very grand house that presumably belongs to a Duke lies a little way beyond the village houses so we shall get to that last, but I doubt a rich personage would have anything to do with a sickly stranger.


  I go.


  
    C.C
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  The Reaper has come. He has come and he is not alone.


  By his side stand two figures. Faces masked by shadows.


  I know them. They are Loss and Grief. Always are they here; gripping, ripping, crushing. Feeding on Hope.


  And now Hope is but a withered white lily struggling to remain afloat upon a black, mirthless lake in which fire daemons bathe; fire daemons whose wicked endeavours shall ne'er desist.


  And now fire daemons drag not one, but two lilies into a house, and they begin their heinous dance. With violent haste, they race along the floor, up the walls, across the ceiling. Spitting their venomous heat. Consuming all.


  I stand and watch. Powerless. Unable to move. Screaming. Watching and screaming. Screaming until my lungs bleed.


  I am screaming as I watch the house burn...


  I wake up screaming.


  A coarse, dry hand clamps down over my mouth. Breathing becomes a struggle and hot, tingling terror shocks my brain and body.


  I see a large man with masses of grey hair. He is familiar. His eyes are dark grey, pinched with concentration, utterly soulless.


  Shivers render me incapable of rational thought. I scream as he shoves a filthy rag against my lips and ties it around my head. I can no longer scream, but continue to anyway. My throat wrenches with agony. My head feels as though it is splitting in two.


  With hard, merciless hands he seizes hold of my shoulders, yanks me up, slings my diseased body over his shoulder. I must be a dead weight yet he moves with incredible speed and agility.


  Upside down, I see only the back of his black trousers. My head swings from side to side and there is pain, so much pain, too much pain. Tears blur my vision. I hit his thighs with my fists, hard as I can, but he seems not to notice as he weaves in and out of furniture, heaves open a door, darts out into the black, ice-fractured night.


  The cold knifes my skin and I can feel my toes and fingers turning blue. My stomach is bruised, my limbs sore and weak. Still, I thump my hands against his legs hoping to inflict some kind of pain. He grunts and hoists me higher on his shoulder, tutting at me as if I am a naughty child. I kick my legs and manage to catch his groin. He cries out, stumbles, curses, nearly drops me. He slows for a moment then ups his pace.


  Suddenly, he halts. I dangle from his shoulder, heart racing, waiting for his next move. Gunfire pierces the air. One shot – so loud, so close, so startling that nearby horses neigh frantically. Hooves kick at the air, thunder onto the ground. My kidnapper curses under his breath, throws me off his shoulder. I hit the stone hard, cry out, curl up into a trembling ball. I peer out from between my arms and see two men fighting, rolling around on the floor. One is the man with grey hair – the other, I cannot make out in the darkness, but he is far smaller.


  Clambering up awkwardly, I tear the rag out of my mouth so that it becomes a dirty grey necklace around my neck. My dress is torn, revealing one naked shoulder.


  Turning my back on the sprawling men, I begin to limp-run towards the nearest cottage. A hand grabs my shoulder, whirls me around. I scream, but it is only Jojo. He takes hold of my hand and leads me towards a different cottage a little further away.


  I glance over my shoulder. My captor is fleeing into the night. His attacker lies huddled up on the floor. He is not moving. I am tempted to make Jojo take me back to see if my saviour is okay, but he pulls me so fast that I have no option other than to run with him.


  We dive into the cottage, slam the door shut and run through the front room into the kitchen, then out into a small back yard where Jojo makes me crouch down behind some bushes.


  We wait, hearts thumping, for what seems an eternity.


  At long last, Jojo peers over the bushes then leaps over the fence and lifts me over as if I weigh no more than a three year old. Gently placing me on the ground, he holds up his palm in a signal to wait.


  I watch, shivering, teeth chattering, as he rifles through his pockets and finally withdraws a match.


  The moon is but a scrap of silver, the air without motion, bitterly cold, as bitter cold as a fire is blister hot.


  Crouching down in the darkness, Jojo brushes the ground with his hand searching for something. At last, he stands and holds up a stone which he strikes the match against. A delicate yellow flame flares immediately and I flinch away.


  Seeing my reaction, Jojo steps backwards, rips a plank of wood from the fence and lights it with the match. Now we have light, but we also have a blazing piece of wood that, if dropped, could set the land and us, on fire.


  He extends his free hand towards mine, but I shake my head. I am still trembling, trembling with residual fear and never-ending pain. Pain from the cold and pain from disease.


  Nodding, he takes a wide berth around me, gestures for me to follow him across a field.


  My body is as frail as a petal being driven by a turbulent wind, yet I push one foot after the next, making slow progress, but progress nonetheless. I have no idea where Jojo is taking me, but I trust him. More than once has he saved my life. In fact, the more I think about it, the more I am beginning to believe that this young, black man is somewhat of a silent guardian angel. My silent guardian angel.


  My breath is a white fog. Even though I cannot see them, I know my extremities are blue. Pulling up the ripped sleeve of my dress, I plod through glutinous mud, head bowed, mind focussed on one thing: Eddie. I begin my chant: Eddie, Eddie, Eddie, Eddie.


  But, unlike previously when Eddie's face grew stronger in my mind, his face dims with every breath. Almost as if he does not exist. I try again. Try to picture him. Strain to remember teaching him on one of those long, dark, dreary days in Blackened Cottage, but I cannot visualise the two of us together. All I see is my tiny, plain room. The little window in the corner. I see Eddie's larger room – the bed bare, the walls naked. It looks un-lived in. But that cannot be right. Eddie was there. He was there before Father sent him away. I know he was.


  Jojo's hand is on my chest. I look up. He smiles, his dark eyes glittering beneath the torch's bright, warm glow. I flinch away from the flame, but allow him to lead me into an out-building.


  The building is a barn. A large barn filled with bale upon bale of dusty straw. Straw and dry droppings carpet the ground. I look up into the wooden rafters. The ceiling is a fine network of beams and planks, well-crafted, sturdy and true. To my right stand two stables filled with straw. To my left, a wooden ladder which leans against the floor of a high platform. Jojo leads me to the ladder and helps me up.


  To my surprise, a small mattress, a pillow and several blankets lie upon the platform. I glance at Jojo, who smiles, nods and signals for me to lie upon the bed. I do so with immense relief. My head melts into the feather-down pillow, and I cannot help but smile.


  Jojo kneels down beside the bed. Holding the burning torch as far away from me as possible, he leans down and kisses my cheek. I am not alarmed. Rather, I am warmed by the gesture. 


  Using what strength remains, I whisper, “I shall be well. You have got me to a place of safety where I can rest and recuperate. Thank you.”


  He smiles then descends the ladder, taking the light with him.


  I am too tired to fear the darkness. I lie still, exploring the musty smell of the barn; the stale excrement, the sour sweetness of sweating straw, the dry emptiness of dust. The taste of disease is on my tongue; yellow, vapid, sickly.


  Moments later, I hear Jojo mount the ladder. Tenderly, he squeezes my shoulder and lies down beside me.


  I rearrange the blankets to cover him as much as possible. Together, we huddle against one another for warmth, trying to ignore the scampering feet of the rats whose home we have invaded.



  


  CHAPTER 19

  

  THE REAPER


  Dear Diary,


  Damn the night! Blackness is come so we must call off the search until the morn.


  We sleep tonight in an old woman’s house, which is smothered with cat hair, but warm enough.


  So many houses and the mansion remain to be searched. Every second that passes reduces our chances of finding her before she is moved or leaves for London.


  Indeed, I am furious that I did not grab the doctor by the neck and force Lisbeth’s location out of him! So much time and effort and worry could have been avoided. I cannot help thinking that she may not even be in Little Mersham tomorrow. However, we must not leave until we have searched every building in and around the village.


  I must try to get some rest. I go.


  
    C.C
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Mama,


  I am sorry but I have some terrible news. I am infected with diphtheria and this may be the last letter I write.


  I am being cared for by Jojo. He bathes me, feeds me, helps me in every which way he can. If I were in a proper house, perhaps my recovery would be more likely, but because Father and Jean-Bernard hunt me in this very village, I am confined to a barn where they cannot find me. My bed is not too uncomfortable, but the dusty air cannot be good for my lungs and even though Jojo has piled blankets upon me, I am still cold.


  I waver in and out of consciousness. The pain is often so dreadful that I find myself wishing I will go to sleep and never wake. I cannot speak, but Jojo is able to read my needs with the littlest gesture on my part. He is a dear, special young man, a true friend. If I live beyond today, I shall never forget the kindness that he has shown me.


  I know not where the Reverend is, but suspect he is keeping watch for Father in the village. I long to see Reverend Pettigrew. Indeed, I hope he manages to visit me before the Reaper comes. I have such little energy that I do not even care if Father finds me. He cannot be much more terrifying than this disease that feasts upon my flesh with evident relish.


  I wish you were. To see you, smell you, touch your hand and hear your voice is all I want before I die. Perhaps if you receive this letter in time, you may come to see me? No - please erase that suggestion from your mind – of course you cannot visit me because Father is in close proximity.


  I am sorry Mama. As you can probably tell, I am not in my right mind. But there is one thing I would ask of you. If I die, please can you find a way to St Peter’s Boarding School, London and save Eddie from a loveless, unhappy life? He is the most important thing in the world to me; I have risked all to go to him and if I fail, I shall never forgive myself. When Bethan came into my life, I became so distracted that I nearly forgot all about my poor, sweet brother and in the next moment he was gone, sent away to some dreary boarding school with not a friend in the world.


  I know this is a lot to ask and I am sorry to have to ask it. I shall leave your address with the good Reverend so that he may inform you of my passing.


  My love will always be with you.


  
    Lisbeth
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  Day two of living in a barn begins. I am still alive, but barely.


  I scrunch my eyes as a cockerel breaks into his irksome song so loudly that the sound travels through Little Mersham, over people’s back gardens, across the field, through the walls of the barn and into my aching head.


  Jojo moves beside me and I watch as he stands up, carefully wraps the blankets around my shoulders and raises his eyebrows. He is asking how I feel. Unfortunately I cannot give him the answer he wants.


  I shake my head. If anything, I feel worse. This is the weakest I have ever felt. Forcing down tears I try to push myself up onto my elbows, but cannot. I feel so utterly helpless and useless. The most I can do is pick up a mug of water and take a sip.


  Jojo leans down and feels my forehead. His frown deepens. He gestures for me to go back to sleep, indicating that he is leaving to fetch supplies.


  I am too fatigued to care about being left alone. Jojo hurries down the ladder and out of the barn, firmly closing the door behind him.


  Closing my eyes, I try counting sheep, counting down backwards from one hundred, counting up in twos…nothing will carry me into oblivion. The pain in my throat is too raw, my body too achy.


  I look up at the rafters. Strong, sturdy, golden beams. A large cobweb thick with flies. The barn cannot be old. I wonder who indeed the outbuilding belongs to. I wonder who lay upon this mattress before me. Who found refuge in this barn and slept in this very bed?


  My imagination takes off; an escaped convict, innocent though found guilty, bound for hanging; a homeless child seeking shelter…a diseased young woman pursued by two – no three violent men.


  My thoughts veer onto a dark path; who was the man that tried to kidnap me? Why would he want me? Could he be a man hired by Father to capture me? I did not see his face, but I know he was not Father or Jean-Bernard. He was too tall to be Father and too broad to be Jean-Bernard. He wore black trousers and smelt vaguely of cabbage. There was not the slightest scent of cigars.


  I shiver, partly from the cold and partly from the memory of being flung so roughly over that man’s shoulder, almost as if I were a possession to do with as he pleased. If it were not for the person who fired the gun, who knows where I would be now and what that man would be doing to me. Perhaps I would already be dead?


  The concept flames up in my heart and I realise I do not want to die. Ill as I may feel, I want to survive. I need to survive so that I can find Eddie. I want to survive so that I may find love and happiness again. I must survive so that I may remember my past, return to Grousehill and find out whether Bethan is free.


  A little strength lights within my breast and I cling to it. My breathing slows and I close my eyes.


  I am edging towards sleep when a sudden bang – the unmistakable sound of a door opening and hitting the wall hard – strikes my brain like a scolding flame against my skin.


  Jojo would not open the door in such an aggressive manner. Father has found me and I am too weak to run!


  Trembling, I turn my head and peek down through the small hole in the low wall of the platform on which I lie. All I can see is a small portion of the straw-smattered floor. Then the black tip of a boot moves into view. A boot that definitely does not belong to Jojo. Jojo’s boots are brown.


  Into the silence comes the sound of a man’s breathing; low, rasping, aiming for minimal noise.


  A rat, scurrying fast, unafraid, stops to sniff the boot. The man swiftly yanks back his foot and kicks, sending the squealing rat careering into the back wall of the barn.


  My heart is racing and my weakened body cannot cope. Sweat pours out of my pores, but I dare not shift the blankets. I cannot afford to make the slightest sound. Right now, noise is both my foe and my friend; warning me of his movements whilst disclosing my hiding place.


  Suddenly, he speaks, “Lissssbeth? Lissssbeth?”


  I gasp and cover my mouth with my hand. If I thought my heart fast before, that was nothing compared to the frantic pace it presently runs.


  His tone is taunting, teasing. He knows I am here. But I do not recognise his voice.


  “Lissssbeth?” he hisses, moving out of view.


  Straining my ears I listen for the tell-tale sign of his footsteps moving towards the ladder, but hear nothing save his gravelly voice.


  “Lissssbeth? Beautiful girl, come out, come out, wherever you are.”


  I stay completely still, breathing as quietly as possible, willing Jojo to return and save me from this madman.


  “Lissssbeth? I cannot wait to get you home. From the moment I saw you, I knew…I knew you were meant to be mine.”


  The quietest of steps meets my ears. He is moving, which way I know not.


  “Lissssbeth, I wonder if you will guess what I am going to do to you before I do it. I sincerely hope that you do, because anticipation heightens the senses.”


  I feel faint with fear. Jojo, where are you?


  “Lissssbeth, God has so many rules, so many that one cannot help but break a few every now and then. I tried, I really tried to resist you, to follow the will of Christ, but I could not, I cannot. You are too irresistible, too beautiful. It is no wonder that other men follow you too. I would follow you to the end of the earth and back again to make you mine. No woman can wish for greater devotion than that.”


  Another step. This time I can tell he is moving towards the foot of the ladder, towards me. I fight the urge to scream, to hurl insults at him, to scream that he is insane, that I want nothing to do with him.


  “Lissssbeth. The other night, I was so close to having you, so close and yet so far then that bastard Reverend fired a gun – where he got that I do not know nor care, but it was enough to make me drop you and then that little nigger whisked you away. Of course, I enjoyed pummelling my fists into that bald bastard’s face and would have continued until he lay sprawled upon the ground dead if it had not been for those interfering villagers who came out of the woodwork like mincing worms and forced me to leave him alive and breathing. Having your body resting upon my shoulder was a magical sensation and one I long to repeat. Indeed, my heat is rising just thinking on it. Your smell too. So honey sweet, bewitching. I cannot wait to wrap my fingers around your throat, thrust into you, possess you, fill you with my desire. You are my heart’s desire and once I have you I shall never let you go. Ah – just envisaging your naked form beneath me - ah, I must sate this burning need. God forgive me.”


  I hear him pull down his trousers. He begins to moan and I know what he is doing. Silently, I cover my ears with my hands, willing it to stop, willing him to go away.


  Finally, he finds his release and I hear him fall to the floor.


  “Lisssbeth, Lissssbeth…sweet Lissssbeth,” he whispers.


  To my surprise, he does not climb the ladder but walks away. I hear the barn door open and close softly. He is gone.


  I lie as still as before, fervently hoping I am not imagining that he has just left the barn. Can it be that he never knew I was here? Or is he playing a nasty trick? Will he return in a few minutes and steal me away?


  With thudding heart, I wait for the sound of his return, for the hiss of his voice as he caresses my name with his foul tongue. I wait and wait, but he does not return.


  Gradually, my heart slows and I allow myself to believe the impossible: he is gone. I feel almost winded by relief.


  Moments later, the door opens and I am all tension and fear again. Confident footsteps head straight for the ladder, ascending fast. I brace myself, unable to tear my eyes from the top of the ladder, and see a black hand on the top rung.


  Jojo! I immediately erupt with tears. Jojo drops the loaf and bucket he is carrying and rushes to my side. Through my sobs I tell him what happened.


  


  


  CHAPTER 20

  

  ESCAPE


  Three more days and nights, Jojo attends my every need, ferrying supplies to and from the barn at the least conspicuous times of the day, cleaning and feeding me.


  Finally, I wake for the first time with no desire to give up. My throat still hurts but the pain is bearable compared to before. My head aches somewhat and my body is drained, but I am able to stand, walk and tend to my own needs.


  Jojo wakes to discover me washed and dressed. His eyes widen in surprise.


  “Thank you so much Jojo,” I say wrapping my arms around his neck.


  We embrace one another for a moment. I can smell his musky body odour. It is a rather pleasant smell. Warm, manly, true.


  Jojo pulls away awkwardly and straightens his shirt.


  “Has Reverend Pettigrew visited me?” I ask.


  He nods. Clearly I slept through the good Reverend's visits. I am pleased to hear that he is still in the village. I half-expected him to have left for the next village in which he was scheduled to preach.


  My thoughts turn to Father and Jean-Bernard and the crazy man who tried to kidnap me. I wonder where they are. Are they in Little Mersham? And if so, how will we evade them when we leave in the carriage?


  Now that I am better, the need to leave becomes my focus. I must depart soon. I must get to London, to Eddie. There is no time to delay.


  Wrapping a blanket about my shoulders, I walk to the ladder, climb down, pace up and down the centre of the barn scuffing strands of straw with my foot.


  “I am fit to travel,” I say as Jojo descends the ladder.


  He nods, smiles.


  “Do you think you could tell Reverend Pettigrew and perhaps bring the carriage out here so we may avoid prying eyes?”


  Jojo nods again, turns sharply and leaves the barn.


  I lean against a bale of straw, resting. Descending the ladder has delivered an unprecedented assault upon my fragile system. With the blanket wrapped around me, I am not too cold. I walk to the barn door, slip out into the silvery dawn.


  The air, fresh-cut with spring, enlivens my deadened senses. Daffodils beam up at me, the brightest of yellows. Gloriously alive. Grass the colour of limes spikes out of the ground, healthy and new, shining at the speck of sun on the horizon.


  In the distance stands the white church, partly hidden by pale pink cherry blossoms, and a line of small white cottages. A pretty picture. My fingers itch for charcoal and parchment.


  Suddenly, Adam, Eve and the carriage appear from between the church and a cottage. Straining my eyes, I see that both Jojo and Reverend Pettigrew are seated in front. Excitement flickers: I did not dream we would be able to get on our way so quickly. But this pleasure is short-lived; racing behind them is another horse-drawn carriage.


  Father and Jean-Bernard must have been lying in wait, watching, biding their time. Perhaps they spied the Reverend in the village and, knowing he was my friend, kept a closer eye upon him than anyone, watching and waiting until the moment was right.


  “Hurry! Hurry!” I scream.


  Jojo's head whips around. He sees what I see; a carriage following at threatening speed. He faces front, head ducked low over the reins. Reverend Pettigrew mimics Jojo's posture, head bowed over the reins urging Adam and Eve to move faster.


  I look back at the barn, hastily move away so that I am in line with the carriage.


  Steeling myself, I stand ready. The two carriages are like two two-headed bulls charging towards me. So fast, so solid. The earth shakes and the air vibrates around me. My ears are crushed, my heart pounding hard, black, too big for this frail chest.


  Adam and Eve are almost upon me, deafeningly close, yet they show no sign of slowing down. I look right and left, unsure what to do, see Jojo leaning out of his seat, arm extended towards me.


  “Jump Lisbeth!” the Reverend bellows.


  I have no time to contemplate the peril involved; the carriage is upon me; I am reaching up, grabbing hold of Jojo's arm, clinging on with every ounce of strength. The momentum snaps my neck back. Ice wind slaps my face, buries into my pores.


  Somehow, with acute precision, Jojo hoists me up onto his lap.


  My legs dangle over the side buffeted by the merciless wind. I drag them up, awkwardly swivel, squeeze in between Reverend Pettigrew and Jojo.


  Jojo's breathing is ragged, yet he seizes hold of Eve's reins and thrashes them down, urging her on.


  I glance back. The pursuing carriage is not far behind, perhaps twenty yards: two brown horses directed by the relentless hands of...Father and Jean-Bernard!


  “Lisbeth! Stop!” shouts Jean-Bernard, his voice crushed by the wind yet audible in its ferocity.


  I turn to face front, heart pounding. Up ahead stands a spear-topped fence of about waist height.


  “Reverend, can Adam and Eve make it?” I ask.


  Reverend Pettigrew glances at me grimly, “We can only pray...hold on!”


  I grasp the seat. Jojo and the Reverend grip the reins. The fence looms: tall and strong, a fierce barrier. If Adam and Eve run into it they will almost certainly damage their legs and we will be doomed. Our only chance is to jump.


  Either side, a blur of green. We are travelling at a pace I never believed possible.


  “Hold on!” grits the Reverend.


  I force myself to keep watching, suddenly remember the carriage attached to us – how will the carriage leap the fence too?


  Then we are jolted backwards as the horses rear up, fly into the air. My back smashes against the wooden seat. Adam and Eve clear the fence, pound into the ground, tipping us forward, and the carriage smashes into the fence with an ear-splitting crunch. Remarkably, the carriage sails through after us, rending the fence destroyed; splintered pieces of wood splayed all over the ground. Are the front wheels of the carriage damaged?


  Jojo passes me Eve's reins, shows me how to yield them. Out of the corner of my eye, I see him turn, kneel on the seat, lean over inspecting the damage. He exhales, eyes expressing relief, takes the reins back, and shakes his head at Reverend Pettigrew. No the front wheels are not affected, but the horses are waning.


  I look back. Jean-Bernard's carriage glides through the wreckage with ease. They are gaining on us.


  “Reverend?” I say.


  He shrugs, “We shall keep going for as long as possible. Adam and Eve are tiring, but they will go on a while. There is nothing our pursuers can do if we continue to move.”


  “How much longer do you think Adam and Eve will last?”


  “Twenty minutes. Thirty at most.”


  We reach a road, pass a sign: London 4 miles. Thankfully, we are on the right track. If we can make it to London before the horses collapse, perhaps we can disappear among a throng of people.


  “Ya! Ya!” bellows the Reverend.


  Somehow, Adam and Eve find more energy and up their pace.


  Jean-Bernard's carriage maintains frightening closeness.


  “Lisbeth! Stop! We must talk!” shouts Father.


  Ignoring him I dig my fingers into my knees, willing the horses to keep going.


  One of Jean-Bernard's horses neighs loudly. I swivel, stare, eyes alert.


  The horse on the right is slowing down, its front leg moving strangely as though broken or twisted. Its fellow is also slowing. Jean-Bernard whips the horses angrily, frantically urging them to speed up, but they continue to slow down. Father curses, face red. The two horses slow to a reluctant walk. Nothing Jean-Bernard does will encourage them to increase their pace.


  Luck is on our side. With one injured horse, and both refusing to co-operate, they do not stand a single chance of catching us. Jojo catches my eye and winks. I wink back and smile at the good Reverend who exhales a whistle of relief.


  We gallop on, making good speed. Soon, Father, Jean-Bernard and their lame horse are nothing but a smudge of darkness in the distance. However, Adam and Eve are beginning to tire.


  Two miles remain until we reach London, but we must stop and allow our courageous friends to rest. Jojo feeds and waters them while the Reverend paces back and forth beside the carriage.


  “Are you okay?” I ask, rubbing the small of my back.


  I watch him closely. His eye is bruised, probably from fighting the man who tried to kidnap me.


  He chuckles, but his face is pale, his eyes shadowed, “I shall live! Do not worry dear Lisbeth, I am not as old and decrepit as I look. I am just a little shocked by recent events. Besides, it is not me whom you should be worried about. How are you feeling?”


  I shrug, “Drained, anxious. I just hope we can get to London and find Eddie before they catch up with us.”


  Reverend Pettigrew pats my shoulder in his fatherly way, “We have not far to travel now. Rest assured, Jojo and I shall get you there in the end.”


  I begin to voice my gratitude, but the good Reverend puts a gentle finger to my lips, “There truly is no need to thank me Lisbeth, no need.”


  A moment passes. Neither of us wants to mention the man with grey hair. The man who tried to kidnap me.


  Suddenly, the Reverend throws his arms around my shoulders, hugging me so tightly that I can hardly breathe.


  “Let it go, let it all out,” he murmurs into my hair.


  Jojo walks over, freezes, turns and walks back to the horses.


  “Let it go,” he repeats.


  But I cannot. Silent tears roll down my cheeks, but I cannot give in to the storm inside, to the turmoil of confusion, terror, despair.


  I pull away. Inhale sharply. Exhale slowly, shakily, “I will. One day. One day, when all of this madness ends and I feel like me again.”


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Mama,


  I hope you are well and that you received my last letter. Again, I am sorry for not writing earlier, but much has happened. It seems my life is a never-ending tale of misadventure and peril, but at least I do not have to go it alone; Reverend Pettigrew and Jojo are forever at my side, my protector and guardian angel, and I am well again. Weak but well.


  Father and Jean-Bernard pursue me still. They will not cease until they have me under lock and key. But we have escaped them again and are close upon arrival in London. When we get there we shall ask for directions to the school where I hope to find little Eddie.


  I long to see him, but must confess that conjuring up his image is growing increasingly difficult. Even yours and Bethan's faces are becoming mysterious shadows. I do not doubt you of course, but I cannot acquire a concrete sense of when I last laid eyes upon you. It is the same with Bethan and Eddie. Somehow, to think that I held Eddie in my arms only a month past feels unreal. Nor does it strike true that quite recently Bethan and I engaged in lively converse in the back garden of Blackened Cottage. Of course, memories of that dark place are writ into my brain with the unswerving permanency of words upon a gravestone.


  Oh dear, I must sound ever so dreary. I apologise for the morose tone of this letter. When next I write, I hope to be in lighter spirits.


  
    Lisbeth
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  “Bless me father, for I have sinned. It has been one week since my last confession.


  I have committed the sin of violence against a child of god And, I regret to admit, I rather enjoyed it. I delighted in pounding my fist into that bald preacher’s wrinkled face. I truly did. I savoured the knowledge that I was more powerful than he, that my hand could render him weak as a child with such incredible ease.


  I know that I should not enjoy acts such as these, but I cannot help this innate urge to disobey the will of Christ. This urge lives and swells within my breast; it is an ever-thrusting urge that shall ne’er be crushed.


  Now, I venture south to find her. Again I find myself following Cutteridge and his French man, for it is they who shall lead me direct to her.


  I had her in my hands. So close was I to journeying home with her by my side, but I am not angry. In truth, I relish the chase. Sooner or later I shall have her. Such a rare gem is she that I know the end shall satisfy the means.


  I fear I may have confessed more than I ought, but it does feel good to offload these troubles upon a non-judgemental ear.


  I am sorry for this and all the sins of my past life, especially for all of my sins against harmony.”


  


  


  CHAPTER 21

  

  A WEIGHTY SUGGESTION


  Dear Diary,


  It grieves me to confess that once again I am unable to deliver good news.


  She evades us at every turn. Every time we reach out to grab her, some idiotic fool interferes. We were so close this morn, but one of the horses fell lame. Now she has an enormous advantage. We may know her destination, but in order to ambush her we must get to the school before she does. Indeed, things are not so simple as they first appear.


  Somehow, she has acquired firm allies, allies who seem willing to fight tooth and nail to protect her. They are ostensibly weak, this old preacher and black boy, but while they remain present, it seems impossible to obtain her.


  I can guess what ridiculous tales she has told them. Thus it is no wonder that they wish to guard her from us. Perhaps if I were to speak with the preacher, he might see sense and let us have her.


  Jean-Bernard is attempting to find a new horse. When he succeeds we shall be on our way. The journey to London is not far. Let us hope we reach the school first.


  
    C.C
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  “We shall head straight to Gregory’s house. His investigative powers are infamous. If anyone can find out where St Peter’s Boarding School College resides, Gregory can.”


  I tear my eyes from the hustle and bustle of London; from carriages overloaded with people and luggage, some two decks high, every passenger crammed in, suited and booted, raising his or her voice over the next person, desperate to be heard; pedestrians in their hundreds milling about in fine suits and top hats, dashing across the road at the very last second, surviving a flattening by the skin of their teeth; sophisticated women in full skirts, heads high, gossiping about the latest fashion trend; ragged children ripping through the traffic of people, snatching purses, waving them high in triumph as soon as they round the nearest corner.


  Clearing my throat, I look back at Reverend Pettigrew, “Is Gregory the psychiatrist of whom you spoke?”


  “Yes, indeed he his. I thought whilst we were with him he could treat you. That is, of course, if you are in favour of the idea?”


  I pause. Mull it over. Lean forward, “Anything that may help me regain my memory is certainly something I would like to try. However, time is a pressing issue. I fear that if we do not move quickly, Father and Jean-Bernard may arrive at the school before us.”


  The Reverend nods wisely. Scratches his nose, “I see what you mean, but I really feel that a meeting with Gregory will be most beneficial.”


  I do not wish to sound disagreeable so I nod and return my attention to the street. The carriage rounds a corner, enters a quiet road.


  The atmosphere is remarkably different; no-one walks the street, the stench of sewage is ripe and the houses are smaller, jammed together with total disregard for privacy. In the windows, which are often cracked, the curtains are mould-eaten and torn. From the houses emerge unsettling sounds of babies screaming, women caterwauling, men cursing, objects breaking.


  I am glad when we turn into a more upmarket road called George Street. Here the houses are still closely networked, but in a fine condition; standing proudly with uniform pale yellow walls, unpeeling doors, shiny brass knockers and casement windows. But everything seems so man-made. Nature seems not to exist in this place.


  The carriage slows.


  “Are we here already?” I gasp.


  The Reverend smiles, “You see. We shall have all the time in the world.”


  I am not so sure about that, but my chest relaxes a little as I step down from the carriage and go to help Jojo feed Adam and Eve.


  “Are you certain Gregory will not mind our unexpected visit?” I say, turning from Adam to look up at the Reverend.


  “Not a jot! You shall soon see, dear Lisbeth, Gregory is one of the friendliest souls you could ever meet!” he chuckles, pats Jojo on the shoulder and beckons us to follow him.


  We walk up a short flight of brick steps to a blue front door. I stand back to look at the house. It is the last on the street and slightly larger than its companions. The yellow walls smell of fresh paint as if they were only painted yesterday. The doormat says: WELCOME. Number 68 is announced on the door frame in brass blocks. Nailed to the wall beside the number, is a silver plaque engraved with the words: Dr Gregory Beard, Registered Psychiatrist.


  The Reverend seizes the knocker, knocks twice. We wait. Jojo approaches and stands by my side. He smells of horses and sweat. I wonder if I too carry the same potent scent. I long for a bath and food, but there is no time for such luxuries.


  No-one answers. Reverend Pettigrew knocks again and an elderly lady with wiry white hair and steely eyes jerks the door inward. She looks about as welcoming as a pregnant swan.


  “Yes?” she snaps.


  “Margaret Turner, what a pleasure to see your beautiful face again!” booms the Reverend.


  Margaret’s face immediately dissolves into a delighted smile and her face flushes bright pink, “Reverend Pettigrew! Well I never! Come in, come in!”


  We follow her into a narrow hallway lined with faded tapestries of African wildlife.


  “Foreign culture is a great passion of Gregory’s,” the Reverend says.


  Margaret leads us into a vast living room. I am shocked by the exotic décor of the room. More tapestries of lions, rhinoceroses and flamingos grace the deep orange walls. On the floor lies a circular, multi-coloured rug, woven into complex, beautiful patterns. Strange objects fill the room; a metal topped spear, brightly coloured collections of beads, carved statues of elephants and giraffes. There hovers a strong odour of lemons. I sniff one of the candles on the fireplace, confirming my suspicion that they are the source.


  Margaret looks at me sympathetically, “He is an eccentric man is Gregory, but he is also brilliant.”


  I am speechless. Jojo settles down into a brown leather armchair and smiles at me. He seems very relaxed. The Reverend takes the two-seater and beckons me to join him.


  “I shall fetch you some tea and cake,” chirps Margaret, “Gregory will be finished with his patient shortly.”


  I get up, move to the bay window and carefully pick up a wooden carving of an elephant. It is incredibly lifelike.


  Margaret hurries back in, busily sets about laying up the coffee table with the elements for afternoon tea.


  She stands back, hands on hips, inspects her work, steps forward and nudges a teaspoon a half inch to the left, “Please, dig in.”


  “We shall indeed! Thank you very much Margaret, will you join us?”


  She begins to shake her head but is interrupted by an even louder voice than the Reverend’s, “Matthew! How wonderful – you have come again at last! And dear Jojo! And – who is this fine specimen of the female species?”


  I blush and hide behind my tea cup.


  Gregory Beard is a tall, thick-set gentleman with a looping brown moustache and a jowly face; the sort of man who could never walk into a room unnoticed.


  “This is my lovely friend Lisbeth Cutteridge, and she is in need of your help,” supplies the Reverend.


  “Squidge up then old fellow,” Gregory booms, “of course, anything for a pal. How may I assist you Lisbeth?”


  I quickly swallow a piece of apricot tart. It gets stuck in my throat and I hastily sip tea to release it.


  I am pleased that he is willing to help.


  “I need to find my brother. I believe he is boarding at St Peter’s Boarding School, but none of us have the slightest idea of the school’s location. It is of utmost importance that I get to him as quickly as possible.”


  “Ah, I see,” he says, smoothing his moustache slowly, “well, I have a boy who runs errands for me. The sort who can find out just about anything for the right price, if you know what I mean?”


  He winks and shovels a whole piece of tart into his mouth. Reverend Pettigrew chuckles.


  Hope inflates in my chest.


  Gregory asks Margaret to find the boy as quickly as she can. She hurries out of the room cramming cake down her throat.


  “I have a favour too,” says Reverend Pettigrew.


  “Ask away Matthew, ask away!”


  “Would you be able to try your suggestive technique on Lisbeth? She has lost some of her memory and is desirous, as you would imagine, of getting it back.”


  Gregory does not even hesitate, “Why yes of course! Let us finish our tea and then we shall begin.”


  His eyes search mine. For the first time I sense the serious side in him, “Are you sure you want to go through with this?” he says gently, “You see, forgotten memories are often forgotten for a reason.”


  I look down at my hands, realise I am tearing the napkin to shreds, “I am aware of that, but I think I need to remember. If I cannot remember, how will I ever be me again?”


  He smiles, “Good answer.”


  Margaret rushes back into the room. Crumbs are stuck to her white pinafore.


  “Jimmy is gone. He assures me he will be back within the hour with the information you need.”


  “Excellent. Thank you Margaret, you really are a darling. How would I ever get by without you?”


  Margaret blushes scarlet.


  “Finished?” he says standing and extending his hand to me.


  I drain my cup of its dregs and stand, look at the Reverend and Jojo. Their confident smiles urge me on.


  As the Psychiatrist and I leave the room, Margaret begins to chatter and laugh with my friends. I wish I could stay in the living room and join in, but I know I must grit my teeth and do this, if not for myself then for Eddie.


  


  


  *


  


  


  I follow Gregory up a steep staircase onto the first floor. To the left is a room labelled ‘The Green Room’.


  “Ladies first,” Gregory says, opening the door for me.


  It is obvious why the room is called The Green Room. Every single object in the room, except for the mahogany desk and chair, is a shade of green and each corner of the room is inhabited by a small shrub. The décor lends tranquillity to the space and a subtle scent of pine needles evokes a sense of nature.


  “Please,” he says, indicating the sage-coloured chaise lounge, “make yourself as comfortable as possible.”


  “Shall I sit or lie down?”


  “Lying is preferable. It will help you relax. You can arrange the cushions beneath your head,” he smiles warmly and in one enormous step he is at his desk, where he sits and leans back, hands clasped casually underneath his chin.


  I await instruction. Lying there makes me feel vulnerable and silly, but if the Reverend trusts Gregory, I know I can too.


  “Are you warm enough?” he asks.


  “Yes.”


  “Comfortable?”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  “Good, then we shall begin. Now, the first thing I want you to do is to close your eyes. This may feel a little strange at first, but I promise you I shall not move from this desk, and you shall be left well alone.”


  “Alright,” I say, closing my eyes.


  “Next, I want you to focus on your breathing. The key is to make each in breath and each out breath last for an equal amount of time. Aim for three whole seconds for each breath.”


  In: one…two…three.


  Out: one…two…three.


  For a minute or so, Gregory says nothing. I focus on my breathing, noticing how my aching body feels better with each breath. My head feels light and dreamy, my eyelids heavy, mind drowsy.


  In: one…two…three.


  Out: one…two…three.


  “Good. Now I am going to deliver a sequence of suggestions to you. All I want you to do is to listen.”


  I am halfway between being asleep and awake. His voice is monotonous, but penetrating, almost as if he is speaking inside my head.


  “You are taking steps to improve your life. You are taking a key and you are unlocking your past. You are searching for what you have lost. You come across an album of photographs. Each photograph shows you something about the time before, the lost time, the time when you were younger. You are starting to remember things. You are starting to remember people and events. You are remembering good times. You are remembering bad times. You are remembering what made you forget. You are remembering…”


  I wake up screaming and sobbing, trembling, drenched in perspiration. Gregory stands above me, face scrunched with concern.


  He kneels down, grasps my hands and helps me sit up.


  “It is over now,” he murmurs, “it is all over.”


  “What happened?”


  “Do you recall anything, anything at all?”


  “No,” I say, “just a terrible sensation. A terrible sensation of helplessness and terror.”


  He sighs, “I fear this technique has done nothing but upset you. I am sorry.”


  I look up into his sad eyes, “Thank you for trying.”


  Disappointment thumps down upon my shoulders but I try to hide it.


  We go downstairs. A scrawny boy is standing in the middle of the living room gobbling a piece of cake almost as big as his head.


  “Any luck?” says Reverend Pettigrew standing up, “good grief Lisbeth, you look ever so worn out.”


  “And I suspect that is a generous way of wording it,” I say.


  Jojo rushes to my side, squeezes my arm gently, guides me to sit down. I hastily wipe the sweat from my face.


  “She shall be okay,” Gregory says, “however, she cannot recall anything. Matthew, may I have a quick word with you in my study?”


  “Yes of course,” says the Reverend.


  They exit the room. The little boy turns his crumb-covered face to mine. He has quick, mischievous eyes, eyes that have witnessed too much too soon. His shirt is stained, trousers ripped around the ankles.


  “You the lady who wants to know where that school is, right?”


  I nod.


  “Well I got yer information for ya right, but it gotta be worth sumfin right, so cough up now or I ain’t tellin ya diddly squat!”


  I glance at Jojo, “What does he mean?”


  Jojo plucks a coin out of his pocket and flicks it in the air. The boy catches and pockets the coin with unbelievable speed.


  Palming a large piece of the tart he snaps, “Near Big Ben, Centre London, right. Good enuff for ya?”


  Before I can answer, the boy leaps over the coffee table and hurtles out of the room.


  


  


  CHAPTER 22

  

  TRUTH


  After two arduous hours of traversing the London streets, Jojo tugs on the reins bringing Adam and Eve to a well-deserved halt.


  Speechless, the Reverend and I stare up at the immense building. Drizzle patters upon our heads casting the structure in a dull gloom, but nothing can dim the school’s magnificence.


  In every way, the building is more like a castle than a school. With sandstone walls and charcoal tiles, five floors as wide as they are tall with hundreds of paired, lance-shaped windows and strong, stark lines, the building is a remarkable blend of Gothic and Romanesque architecture.


  The doorway, a huge pointed arch, is supported by two pillars that soar upwards to form impressive turrets with crenelated walls. As I stare at the building, I imagine knights or crossbowmen poised atop these turrets spying upon us, weapons drawn, hunger for battle simmering in their eyes.


  My heart is racing, palms clammy. This is it. We have made it. I will see Eddie.


  But now, as we three stand upon the threshold, I begin to fear that he will not be in residence at all. Perhaps Jean-Bernard lied to me. Perhaps Father sent him to a different place. Perhaps we have come all this way for nothing.


  Jojo clamps a reassuring hand on my shoulder. I inhale, exhale, attempt to calm down.


  With the Reverend and Jojo at my side, I walk towards the pointed arch.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Diary,


  We are at the school. Jean-Bernard has just called to say he has seen them! It seems luck is on our side at last. Next time I write, we shall have her.


  
    C.C
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  “I am afraid we have no record of an Edward Cutteridge madam,” drones a bored-looking young man.


  “Are you certain?” I say, “Please, look again. He is here. I know he is. He has to be here.”


  Reverend Pettigrew gently wraps his arm around my shoulders, “He is not here, Lisbeth. You must accept this. I am quite sure that he has not been sent here or anywhere else for that matter.”


  Jerking out from under his arm, I turn, wild-eyed, “What do you mean?”


  The Reverend steps forward, “Gregory told me something. Something that he heard you say when you were in a hypnotic state. Think back. Try to remember.”


  I shake my head, “I tried. My memories are gone.”


  Reverend Pettigrew says nothing. Taking my arm he guides me through the pointed arch towards the carriage.


  Confusion pulls me down. I collapse on a wooden bench, head in my hands. Tears plop onto my knees. The tepid rain falls heavier, mimicking my tears. I look up, blinking away droplets, tasting salt on my tongue, caring not that I shall soon be soaked to the bone. The sky is bruised, swollen like my heart. Thunder rumbles, shaking the ground. Humid air, toxic with sulphur, saturates the land.


  “Come. Come and dry yourself in the carriage. There is nothing for you here,” says the Reverend quietly.


  His voice is but a distant echo. I know he and Jojo watch me, concern creasing their brows, but I care not.


  I look down at the pebbles. Some white as pearls, some soot black. A single droplet of blood splashes onto a white pebble. My brain traces back to my lip and I realise it is stinging from where I have bitten it.


  “Please come,” says the Reverend.


  I shake my head. Lightning cracks the sky, making me jump. Jojo walks forward, gently uncurls my fingers and places a piece of parchment into my hand.


  Confused, I slowly unfold the cream paper. I stare at the portrait and my mouth falls open in horror. It is me. The real me. Like the cogs of a clock brought back to life, my mind whirs, images rotate and I cling onto them, tug them into view. I almost have them…it is like pulling forward the vague idea of a dream, seizing hold, developing it and remembering.


  Suddenly, memories, startlingly vivid memories, surge and overwhelm my mind: roaring flames - a house on fire - my house - watching the flames, knowing they are inside - screaming, rushing forward, held back by him, held back, held back from getting to my babies.


  “BETHAN! EDDIE!” I scream.


  I open my eyes, look around. I am on the floor. Wet through. Shivering. Thunder. Lightning splitting the sky. The storm is upon us.


  At last, I know the truth. I know where Eddie is. Where Bethan is. I know who I am.


  Angry shouts pull my attention towards the carriage. Father and Jean-Bernard are wrestling Jojo and the Reverend.


  “Stop! There is no need to fight!” I shout, but my voice is drowned by rain.


  I step forward and a hot, wet hand stamps down on my lips, snaps my head back.


  “You are coming with me,” a voice growls in my ear.


  No! I recognise this gravelly voice, cabbage stench.


  I scream and lash out, kicking, punching, struggling, thrashing as he lifts me over his shoulder and starts to run, carrying me round the side of the school out of sight. But he is so strong; my thrashing affects nothing.


  Father - I mean Charles, Jean-Bernard – I need to speak to them! I need to tell them that I know. I need to tell them that I remember the truth.


  Throwing me on the ground beside a horse and carriage, he straddles me, sits on my ribcage, grabs my wrists and hastily wraps a length of rope around them then seizes my ankles and ties them together too. His movements suggest urgency but not panic. I can see him now: the man with grey hair, the man with soulless eyes boring into mine with terrifying delight.


  The rain is too loud, too heavy; I scream but the storm swallows my terror. Mud sloshes around my body and face getting in my eyes, up my nose. I scream again. He grins and plunges his tongue deep into my mouth. He tastes revolting. I whip my head from side to side, but he is too strong.


  Finally, he pulls away, yanks me up and pushes me inside the carriage, slamming the door shut. I fall onto the floor, bash my knees. Swivelling onto my bottom, I lean against the seat and pull my knees up to my chest. Anger and frustration are my friends against black fear; I was so close to resolving everything. So close.


  My only hope is that Jojo, Reverend Pettigrew, Charles and Jean-Bernard realise I am gone before it is too late.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Diary,


  In the midst of the fighting the black youth, whose name I now know – Jojo – abruptly tore away from me and started running. I jumped to my feet intending to haul him back and saw a man tearing away through the storm with Lisbeth, kicking and screaming, upon his shoulder!


  Calling to Jean-Bernard, I chased after Jojo as he pursued the man, who I quickly recognised as Richard Cordwell, the strange person to whom we gave a lift some time ago, for his masses of grey hair could not conceal his identity for long. Horrified, knowing that this Cordwell character possessed dark intentions towards Lisbeth, I ran as hard as I could, but even Jojo could not reach the carriage before it took off into the night.


  Jojo and I raced back to Jean-Bernard and the Reverend, who by now had stopping tussling with one another. Having a chance at last to discuss things, we realised our objectives are one and the same: to save Lisbeth. The good Reverend confessed that for the last day he had believed Lisbeth to be unaware of her true self. Indeed, he and his adopted son are extremely agreeable people. They clearly care a great deal about Lisbeth and fear for her happiness just as much as Jean-Bernard and I.


  Unfortunately, Cordwell took off so quickly that we cannot catch up to his carriage. However, knowing that the savage bastard hails from the Grousehill area, we are journeying back to Grousehill as fast as possible.


  Reverend Pettigrew and Jojo are close behind us in their carriage. I tried to persuade them that Jean-Bernard and I can handle the situation from here, but their love for Lisbeth is deep and they are desperate to help her.


  Grief torments me; I was so close to her and now she is gone, gone to the mercy of a psychopath. I dare not consider what plans he has in store for her. Is he the killer who has been murdering women in and around Grousehill? It seems he must be. How many murderers can there be in one small village? She must be so frightened. My poor Lisbeth. She does not deserve this. She does not deserve any of this. My God, how I miss her.


  
    C.C
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  “You know, that night, when first I saw you running through the woods from that disgusting French man, I thought you the most beautiful woman in the whole world.”


  He speaks in a slow, dreamy fashion, his eyes and mind utterly disconnected from reality.


  I say nothing. I am not sure if silence is the correct choice when dealing with a madman, but I am anxious to conceal my fear.


  He feeds me more bread, makes me sip dirty water. I cough. Water dribbles down my chin. To my dismay, he leans forward and slowly, seductively licks the water off my chin. I yank my head away and his eyes narrow, darken. He whips his hand back and slaps me hard in the face.


  Tears spring to my eyes, but I hold them in.


  “None of that thank you, Lissssbeth,” he smiles.


  “My name is not Lissssbeth,” I say through pursed lips.


  His eyebrows rise. He tuts, “The first time we spoke in the graveyard in Grousehill, you told me your name. Now, why would you have lied to me back then?”


  Again, I say nothing. There is no sense in trying to reason with this man. It is like trying to reason with a rat.


  “We shall arrive back in Grousehill within the day,” he states proudly, stroking my cheek.


  I flinch at his touch.


  “I have a little cottage in the woods, quite near to that old witch’s hut. When we get there, I shall show you our bedroom and allow you a little rest before we become properly acquainted.”


  He grins revealing two rows of brown teeth.


  “We shall not stop again. Next time we see one another we shall be home! It is so exciting is it not, dearest?”


  I stare darkly at him. He seems either unable to read human emotions or unbothered by my hostility.


  He stands, says, “By the way darling, my name is Mortimer. I hope that, in time, you will call me Mort.”


  He shuts the door and disappears. The carriages jolts forward and we are moving once more.


  I rub my chin against my arm trying to erase every trace of his saliva, and strain my ears, desperate to hear the sound of pursuing carriages, but all I hear are the sorrowful notes of the sky’s tears.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Diary,


  Still we travel and still we do not see Cordwell’s carriage. Can it be that he does not intend to return to Grousehill? Or is it the case that he is taking a different route to us? Perhaps he knows a faster path or perhaps he intentionally chooses an alternative direction in order to stay out of sight. Whatever the answer, I can only pray that he is intent upon returning to Grousehill, for if he is not, all hope of finding Lisbeth is destroyed.


  Having spoken to Reverend Pettigrew upon a brief rest, I am starting to think that there is a chance that Lisbeth may regain her memory and remember at long last what happened. If she were to recall everything and realise how very mistaken she is in her perception of me…goodness - my heart comes alive with joy just to think on it! But, what if she were to recall all and I could not find her! That would be the most tragic thing of all – for Lisbeth to remember our love for one another and never to look upon each other’s faces again. For her to know what came before, what we had, what we have lost and what we could have again, but cannot because she is held captive, hidden from me by the devil.


  I cannot stop my tears. Jean-Bernard pretends he cannot see my pain. Poor man. After all he has been through to help me, help us…I owe him so much.


  For the first time in three years, there is a chance that I may have her back, body, mind and soul, and yet a daemon in man’s clothing has stolen her from beneath my very nose at the very last second. I may have thought my heart suffered the pain of loss hitherto now, but that was nothing compared to the splicing agony I feel as I contemplate a life without her being her. It is as though my dream as has at last come true only to be snatched away and crushed before it may fully come to pass. Is this the Reaper’s idea of a jest?


  To think that she may in this very moment be loving me again. Wanting me. Needing me. Dare I allow myself to think it? Yes, I dare. I love her. And I shall love her until the sun folds in upon itself and the sky is forever blackened. I shall find her. I must. If I cannot find her and know she is safe, I may as well die, for that would be a torture one shade too far.


  
    C.C
  


  


  


  CHAPTER 23

  

  HOME SWEET HOME


  I wake up sharply. Try to work out how long I have been asleep, how many days I have been trapped in this wooden cage.


  At least a day must have passed since he spoke to me; a day that seems a lifetime.


  The carriage rumbles to a stop. I listen as Mortimer jumps down, walks towards the carriage door, pauses. The carriage curtains are drawn tightly, possibly to prevent passing travellers from seeing me.


  The weather is quiet. I am cold, but not from the temperature. Fighting the shakes, I wait. Why has he stopped outside my door? Why does he stand there prolonging my uncertainty?


  Suddenly, I hear a scuffle. A man cries out.


  This is my chance! I take a deep breath; scream as loudly as I can. The sound rings in my ears. I scream again and again and again.


  Mortimer yanks open the carriage door, lunges towards me and digs his fingers into my throat, “Scream again and I will cut from here,” he points to my lower lip, “to here,” and trails his finger lightly down to my naval, “and then I will force myself upon you whilst you bleed out, and I shall reap immense satisfaction from knowing that you are suffering in a hell pit of agony and shame.”


  He tosses my head away. As I fall, I stare past him. Yellow-grey dusk silks the sky. On the ground, head in a pool of blood, lies the Vicar of Grousehill. A memory of Reverend Pettigrew patting the ginger-haired man on the back before we left for Old Firsden springs up.


  Mortimer slams the door shut and the carriage begins to move.


  Tears blurring, wary of screaming, I silently try to loosen the rope on my wrists and ankles. With surprising ease I slip my ankles out of the bonds; perhaps Mortimer thought it less important to tie my feet together than my wrists. Using my freed feet I attempt to pry the ropes off my wrists but succeed only in tearing the coarse material further into my skin. Wrists raw and burning, I realise there is no sense in continuing. Instead, I stand, head bowed so that I do not hit the ceiling of the carriage. The carriage is not moving fast at all. An idea comes forth. It is my only chance; once he has me secured in his house, all will be lost.


  With the thought of him violating me urging me on, I grasp the door handle and push the door open. I waver on the edge, hesitating as the woodland floor rushes past. Think of his slimy tongue, creepy touch, soulless eyes. His gruesome promise of cutting me…


  I jump.


  I land on my side in wet, oozing mud. Luckily, the mud softens my landing. Rolling onto my back, I scramble up and run through the woods. Leaves whip my cheeks, branches rake at my skin, thorns bite and scrape.


  Déjà vu hits, but this time I am not being pursued by a French man whose one aim is to help me; I am being chased by a sadistic killer whose aims are too terrible to name.


  I glance round. Close and cutting the distance between us with long, powerful strides, follows Mortimer at a truly alarming pace.


  The wood is densely packed, making progress slow. Weaving in and out of shrubs and trees, avoiding snaking roots and nigh-invisible swamps, leaping over fallen trunks – attempting all of this with my wrists tied together is no mean feat. My balance is thrown. Several times I stumble, almost fall, cry out. I dare not look back, but sense he is horribly close.


  I know I have only one option left. Turn and fight.


  Stopping, I bend down and snatch up a branch as long and thick as my arm. Facing him, I raise my weapon.


  He slows down to a walk, but keeps coming. A smile spreads across his face.


  “Keep coming and I will beat you to death,” I shout.


  My voice quivers almost as much as my arms and hands, yet I set my face in a scowl.


  He grins his rotten grin. Says nothing. Keeps walking, staring straight at me with those soulless eyes.


  I take a small step back and raise the branch higher, “I am warning you!”


  He halts two metres away. Cracks his knuckles. Grins wickedly.


  Abruptly, I realise that he is enjoying this. He is enjoying my fear.


  The thought boils my blood. Gripping the branch tighter, I dart forward and strike him across the face.


  I see his eyes flash wide with surprise before he falls to the ground.


  Dropping the branch, I turn to run but he seizes my ankle and drags me backwards. Falling onto my hands and knees, I dig my nails into the mud, but it is too slippery. Kicking my free leg I connect with his jaw.


  He growls but reacts quickly, throwing himself onto my back, wrapping his hands around my neck and yanking me up to stand. I have to co-operate or my neck will snap.


  Closing my eyes, I brace for the violence I am sure will come, but instead, Mortimer grabs my chin between his thumb and finger and pulls my face close to his.


  “Open your eyes,” he whispers. He is not even breathless.


  Slowly, trembling, I open my eyes. His eyes latch onto mine, disconnected and merciless.


  “Say ‘sorry Mortimer’ or you know what will happen.”


  I want to fight, stand against him, but I am too weak and his grip on my neck is too strong.


  “Sorry Mortimer,” I murmur.


  “Good girl,” he whispers.


  Grabbing a fistful of my hair, he drags me back towards the carriage.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Ankles bound again, I lie on the carriage floor, cursing my own weakness. Perhaps if I had acted differently, I would be free at this precise moment.


  I think of Charles. My husband. I would give anything to see him, to tell him that I am me again, that I remember everything, that I am sorry, so sorry for what I have put him through over the last three years, that I love him with all my heart.


  It is so strange to know the truth.


  I am not the eighteen year old daughter of Charles Cutteridge. I am his wife. I am forty years of age, and the letters I wrote to Mama were letters written to myself, for I am a Mama. I was a Mama.


  I remember our wedding day, the day Bethan was born, the day I gave birth to Eddie. I remember our happiness, how blessed Charles and I felt, how much in love we were. But now my children: sweet, little Eddie and wild, bright Bethan, are gone. Gone to the Reaper. Taken by the fire that destroyed our house. Burned to death before my very eyes.


  I even remember Jean-Bernard. Often, he would visit us, talk of his passion: the mind. For he is a doctor of the mind like Gregory Beard not an evil man with sly intentions.


  How very wrong I was. How difficult I made everything.


  Tears come, growing more wretched until my whole body is tensing with pain. My poor babies! My poor little lambs. So innocent, so alive before the flames claimed them.


  But Charles is still alive. My Charles. My loving, kind, sweet, generous Charles.


  Pushing down my misery, I focus on my husband. He is my reason. My reason to survive.


  The carriage slows, stops. Mortimer opens the carriage door and drags me out. Pausing, he grips my jaw, brings my face close to his, slowly licks his tongue up my cheek. I hold my breath, try not to react.


  With a satisfied grin, he pulls me towards a white cottage in the middle of the woods.


  “Home sweet home!” he sings as he opens the front door.


  We enter a dark room that smells stale. A single candle burns in the far corner of the room. Something in the back right corner, absorbed by shadows, moves, making me jump.


  “Clara, do not be timid. Come and say hello to my new wife, Lisbeth,” says Mortimer firmly.


  A young lady in mourning black emerges from the shadows. Her face is marble white, cheeks hollow, shadowed eyes cast to the ground. Red ringlets spiral to her waist. Instantly, I recall her; she is the girl from the graveyard.


  “Hello,” I say, forcing a smile.


  She nods, but will not meet my eyes.


  Mortimer scowls, “As useless and pathetic as a mouse is my daughter.”


  She slowly backs away into her dark corner and sits down. My eyes have adjusted to the gloom and I see that she is knitting with slow, heavy movements. I long to speak to her, tell her to run, get help, but can do nothing while Mortimer is present.


  “Now for me to carry my darling one into our bedroom!”


  Scooping me up in his arms, Mortimer takes me into the only other room in the cottage. Gently, he places me on a hard double mattress and slowly unties my ankles, his eyes never leaving mine.


  “Rest now Lisbeth,” he says, “you shall need a lot of energy in the days to come. If you try to get away, you know what I will do to you.”


  He locks the door behind him. His threat lingers in the stuffy air. I search the room for weapons. Nothing.


  A tiny window, far too small for me to squeeze through, is the only source of light. The night is grey-blue and will soon fall to black. I lie back on the mattress, but I cannot sleep. Terror keeps me alert. Any moment I expect him to enter the room and slide into the bed beside me.


  I listen to a bird’s strangled call repeat itself over and over. Listen to the wind moan. Listen to Clara’s cries as Mortimer beats her. The poor girl is scared to death of him, just as I am. But whereas her fight has gone, mine still breathes and pulses.


  The girl’s cries turn to quiet sobs.


  The front door slams. Mortimer is gone, for now. Where to, I care not. All I hope is that he is gone long enough for me to escape.


  Running to the door, I thump on it hard, “Clara! Clara? Can you hear me? Clara?”


  There is no response but the wind’s drunken slur.


  “Clara!” I shout, louder, more demandingly.


  “Hello,” says a voice so quiet I nearly miss it.


  “Thank goodness! Clara, listen to me. You need to find the key and unlock this door. Do you understand?”


  A pause.


  “Clara!”


  “I, I cannot do that,” she stammers.


  I laugh somewhat hysterically, “What do you mean you cannot do that? Of course you can Clara. If you move quickly, both of us will be out of here before he returns.”


  “I am sorry, but I cannot. If he finds me, he will…”


  “He will not find you,” I assure her, “I promise you Clara. We will run and hide. It is night. We will take cover and hide until morning. He will not find us.”


  “How can you be so sure?” she whispers.


  “Because we do not deserve this life Clara. Neither you nor I deserves a life of imprisonment.”


  “You may not, but I do. I am useless and weak. I am pathetic. I deserve to be beaten. I do.”


  “Wait one moment Clara. Think. Do you truly believe that? What is the worst thing you have ever done? I bet it is no worse than spilling a jug of water.”


  Silence. She is thinking. Perhaps for the first time in her life, she is being forced to question everything that he has encouraged her to believe about herself.


  I try a different approach, “Where is your Mother, Clara? What would she say if she saw the conditions in which you are living?”


  There is a very long silence. I wait, hoping my words have taken effect.


  “My Mother is dead. When we saw you in the graveyard, we were visiting her grave. Mother knew the sort of man he is. When she was alive, she bore his violence, protected me, but now she is gone. He killed her. I saw him do it. He strangled my Mother to death with his bare hands.”


  I gasp as the horror and meaning of her story sinks in, “Your Mother was Morna? Morna O’ Floinn?”


  Closing my eyes, I think back to the words on the gravestone.


  “Yes. How do you know? You cannot possibly have known her. He never let her set foot outside this house in all the twenty years since the night he took her.”


  “Took her?” I repeat, a chill seeping into my bones.


  “Yes. He stole her from her home in the dead of night when she was eighteen years of age. He took her and did to her exactly what he is doing to you.”


  So Morna did not run away as Sorcha O’Floinn believed. Poor Sorcha – for years she thought her daughter gone of her own accord. She thought herself abandoned by her own flesh and blood. I wonder if the truth would at last put Sorcha’s crazed mind at some kind of peace.


  “Your poor Mother,” I say.


  I hear Clara sob. Not wanting to lose her, I say, “Having witnessed your Mother’s suffering and having seen your Father’s cruelty, can you not then acknowledge that you need to escape this place, escape him?”


  She sniffs, coughs, “Perhaps.”


  “Then help me,” I urge, “help us. Find the key, or make a run for it and bring back help. Do you know the way to Grousehill?”


  “Yes, but not in the dark.”


  I hesitate, “Then where does he think he has put the key?”


  A long pause.


  “I can see the key. It is on the table,” she says quietly.


  I want to scream at her, but contain my frustration, “Please Clara, do this one small thing for me. I promise I will get you to safety. Please, just pick up the key and unlock this door.”


  She says nothing.


  “Are you doing it?” I say.


  “Yes.”


  The key enters the lock. Clatters to the ground. Her hands must be shaking too much.


  The cottage door opens. Mortimer’s heavy footsteps announce his return. I freeze, paralysed with fear for Clara’s safety.


  “Rabbit for supper tonight,” grunts Mortimer, “light the fire and spit it now Clara. I am as hungry as a horse.”


  I listen carefully. Perhaps Clara plucked the keys off the floor and placed them back on the table before he entered the cottage. For her sake, I fervently hope she did.


  Two hours pass, two tortuous hours in which I lie there listening to the whistling wind and the occasional outbursts of Mortimer. I cannot imagine living as Morna was forced to live. I would rather die than suffer at the hands of that insane man.


  The lock rattles and the bedroom door opens.


  I tense, preparing to fight, but it is only Clara bringing in a small plate of food. Avoiding my gaze, she kneels and places the plate in my hands. A purple bruise stains her cheek. I want to grab her wrist, whisper words of comfort in her ear, but she hastily moves away, shuts the door and locks it.


  Reluctantly I nibble at the cold meat. It tastes like dust but I eat half, aware of how important it is to maintain my strength. My thoughts wander to when Mortimer will come to claim me. Appetite gone, I lie back on the mattress and try to stay awake.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Diary,


  We have arrived at Blackened Cottage. I asked Reverend Pettigrew and Jojo to rest here, but they politely refused, preferring to sleep at a friend’s house in Grousehill tonight.


  Night has fallen. I am desperate to begin searching, but Jean-Bernard persuaded me to wait for daylight.


  I know I shall not sleep tonight. I am shattered but my mind will not cease its morbid exploration; what is she suffering; where is she; is she hurt; does she remember the truth; does she love me once again? Is my Lisbeth back? Has the girl I married returned?


  Anger simmers beneath my sorrow. I do not know what I would do if I saw Cordwell. Visions of my hands around his neck flash behind my eyes. Perhaps there is good to be said for a soul parched by years of torment, because I know that I could kill this man with ease. My moral compass is not as full as it once was.


  Jean-Bernard sleeps upstairs in the big room, the master bedroom, the room that, if Lisbeth returned and if she recalled everything, we would share. The room in which we would make love and delight in each other and soothe away the pain of loss. But there are too many ‘ifs’. I am grasping at strands of hope. If we do not find Lisbeth, I do not know how I will cope.


  Oh let the night come and go in a blink! Oh let the day come so that our search may begin!


  
    C.C
  


  


  


  CHAPTER 24

  

  MORTIMER GODFREY


  Mortimer does not visit me all night. Somehow I stayed awake, and now I am suffering a head fog that is turning my thoughts to slush. My wrists are stinging from their binds and my stomach is roiling like a thing possessed.


  As the sun tips its head over the land and the birds begin their joyous symphony, the bedroom door opens and Mortimer, eyes bright, enters the room, wearing russet trousers and a dirty shirt open to the waist.


  I stare in disgust at the immense amount of grey hair curling over his chest, the fat gut and the large, pus-filled spots spattering his neckline. Thick, coarse stubble lines his jaw. Even at a distance, his smell reaches me; foul, putrid, the stench of rotten cabbage.


  I push myself to my feet, squaring my shoulders. He smiles that rotten smile and holds his hands up in supplication.


  “Do not panic, my darling. I have come only with the intention of inviting you to join me for breakfast.”


  He stands aside and holds the door open for me. I hesitate. Is this some sort of trick? Why has he not yet tried to claim me?


  As if reading my thoughts, he says throatily, “I shall come to you tonight, after we have spent a day together becoming better acquainted with one another’s ways.”


  He smiles almost kindly as if he is doing me a great service.


  Nodding tersely, I hurry out of the room.


  Clara is sitting in her dark corner knitting. She does not look up.


  “Please, sit down, help yourself,” says Mortimer coming up behind me and trailing a hand across my shoulders.


  I bristle and clench my fists, battling the desire to bolt for the door.


  On the table, sits a pot of tea and a huge bowl of berries rife with ants. I feel my stomach shift in revulsion.


  Sitting down, I show him my wrists, “How can I eat like this?”


  Unfortunately, this prompts Mortimer to take hold of my wrists. His hands are hot and moist. I squirm, repulsed by the intimacy with which he strokes the back of my hands.


  Staring darkly into my eyes he murmurs, “I want you to swear under the eyes of God that you will not try to leave this cottage. Swear and I shall untie you. My greatest desire is that we may live in perfect harmony together, you and I, that we may explore one another’s minds and bodies with a mutual passion and live out the rest of our days together.”


  I stare back at him maintaining complete eye contact, “I swear it.”


  He sighs and grins, “Then I shall untie you. Darling Lisbeth, you may have resisted my advances at first, but I can tell that you are coming to your senses and it is truly a beautiful transition to behold.”


  Planting wet kisses onto the palms of my hands, eyes never veering from mine, ever so slowly he unties the rope. He stares down at the sore, red rings around my wrists and his breath hitches with excitement, “These rings mark you as mine. They are shining symbols of the full life that we shall live together. From this night onward, we shall become one, forever.”


  I look away, hiding my frown. This is all too strange. I simply cannot believe this is happening. Tears threaten. Gritting my teeth, hands trembling, I force myself to sip some tea that tastes of stale water.


  A sudden, terrifying vision of him lying on top of me brings bile into my throat. Swallowing thickly, I glance around the room. The front door is the only exit.


  In the grate, the fire is fading.


  “Go and fetch more logs,” Mortimer barks.


  Obediently, Clara rises, lifts a rounded willow basket and quietly leaves the cottage.


  I find myself willing her to run, but I know she will not. Her mind is trapped into submission. To go against years of control would be like a miracle coming to pass.


  Alone together, Mortimer snatches up a chunk of bread, tears at it with his teeth. I can hear the slobbery, crunching sound of him chewing. Out of the corner of my eye, I watch him, my body tensed in anticipation of attack, but he appears preoccupied for the time being.


  The door is not far from my back. In five strides I could reach it. Slowly, so as not to alarm Mortimer to any wrongdoing, I reach for the bowl of berries, lifting it with my right hand and bringing it back towards my plate. My breathing accelerates and my body grows hot. Shall I risk it, shall I make a move? The bowl is made of china. It is heavy and could certainly render someone unconscious if applied with a good amount of force. I weigh the bowl in my hand, thinking, daring myself to do something, aware that if I fail, his wrath will be explosive.


  “Bread, darling one?” he says spraying crumbs and spittle onto my lips.


  I shake my head.


  “How do you fancy your new abode?” he says.


  I shrug, “It is nice.”


  I try to keep my response as bland as possible; anything to avoid provoking his anger.


  “Good, good,” he says chewing slowly, “are there any additions you would like to make to the cottage?”


  I peer around the room. No pictures or ornaments adorn the walls or surfaces. A pile of books sits in one corner. A dead plant emanating mould rests in a white china pot on a shelf along with several plates and bowls. The place is not too dirty. Perhaps it is Clara’s job to keep the cottage clean.


  “A plant might look good,” I mutter, keeping my eyes on my empty plate.


  He nods approvingly, “Of course! What a splendid idea. I shall send Clara to pick one today.”


  I seize upon his statement, glancing up at him with a forced smile, “May I go with her to choose? Please, Mortimer?”


  His hand freezes, the bread suspended halfway between his mouth and the table, his eyes fixing on mine; grey, soulless, absent yet present.


  “You wish me to allow you to roam the woods alone with Clara?”


  I nod, sensing danger.


  His eyes narrow, “Can I trust you, Lisbeth?”


  I nod again, meeting his eyes, “Yes. I promise with all of my heart that I shall return.”


  He drops the bread and swivels suddenly, grabbing my damaged wrists so fiercely that I gasp. Pulling me onto his lap, he seizes the hair at the nape of my neck and yanks my head backwards. With his other hand he holds my wrists, staring at me, his eyes burning with anger and lust. His chest rises and falls quickly. I can smell him; feel his rising heat beneath me. I force myself to remain still, to play along.


  “Please, Mort,” I whisper.


  He gives a sharp intake of breath at my use of his preferred name and licks his lips. Abruptly, with savage force, he grabs my jaw, twisting my face so that we are nose to nose. Fear spears my spine. I swallow dryly, wishing I had never spoken.


  “I shall give your request some thought,” he breathes, “for now, a little kiss?”


  Though voiced as a question, he gives me no chance to respond; crushing his lips against mine, he claims my mouth, searching and probing with his vile tongue. I try not to pull away, but I cannot breathe. I am overwhelmed. Panic blooms, making my heart flutter strangely. Pushing his chest against mine, trapping my hands, his nails scrape across my scalp, digging into my skull, holding my lips against his so that I am powerless to resist. A guttural groan escapes his throat.


  The sound of the door opening breaks his passion. With a growl he shoves me back onto my chair and stands up.


  I turn as he strides towards Clara, grabs her wrist and tears the log basket out of her hand. Placing it on the floor, he slaps her hard around the face. She cries out and throws her arms up.


  “Will you ever learn to knock?” he spits, pushing her so roughly that she stumbles back and smashes painfully into the front door.


  “I am sorry Father,” she splutters, but he has already turned away.


  “I am so sorry my darling,” he murmurs softly to me.


  Gently, he pulls me to stand and guides me back into my room.


  “Will you think on my request?” I whisper, trying to hide my horror.


  His eyes torch mine with their dark intensity. A smirk flashes across his face. Without a word, he closes and locks the door.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Dear Diary,


  It is midday and we have already searched half of Grousehill. People are very accommodating. Indeed, one family has lost their eldest daughter Emma in the last year and their thoughts and hopes are with us. The fact that this family have never found Emma, dead or alive, is incredibly disturbing. At every house we have described Cordwell’s appearance, but nobody seems to recognise his description. Still, I will not give up until I have searched every house, back yard, shed and barn.  Sometimes, fear threatens to break my resolve, but Jean-Bernard is an ever-present voice of optimism urging me on and on.


  The good Reverend and his son have gone to the church upon hearing that the local vicar was attacked late last night. I doubt there is a connection, but every lead must be followed.


  Hearing of our loss, a few villagers have volunteered to search the woods. I am touched by their kindness, but suspicious also; perhaps one of these men is friends with Cordwell?


  I must go.


  
    C.C
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  An hour later, I hear a loud banging coming from the front of the cottage. Curious, I move away from the mattress and put my ear to the bedroom door. I can hear men’s voices, raised and insistent. I make out two words: ‘search’ and ‘woman’. One voice sounds a little like Charles’. My heart pangs with longing and hope.


  I think quickly: should I scream, shout, hammer on the door? What would Mortimer do to me or the men at the door if he hears me? I have seen a shotgun leaning against the wall next to the fireplace. An image of Mortimer aiming the gun in Charles’ face forces me to give my next action more thought. If I scream they will know I am here, but Mortimer will be exposed and he may hurt them. However, they could also have guns, in which case perhaps they could get past Mortimer uninjured. Of course, if I do not scream, they may not realise I am here and all shall be lost.


  The key rattles in the door and Mortimer strides in, shoves one hand over my mouth and the other around my neck, forces me over to the window, bends down and tugs a rug back to reveal a trap door. Grabbing a filthy handkerchief out of his pocket, he gags me and makes me step down into a hole the size and shape of a coffin, if not smaller.


  “Lie down on your arms,” he whispers sharply.


  He waves a large knife at me, “If you make a sound, I will slice them up and then I will come for you.”


  I lie down obediently, knowing there is nothing more I can do. All I can hope is that whoever is searching the house is vigilant, strong and in possession of a weapon.


  I hear Mortimer’s retreating footsteps, the bang of the bedroom door as it shuts. I wait in absolute darkness, feeling the dried mud beneath my palms, smelling the musty air. The hole is so small that I cannot move at all. Thankfully, claustrophobia is not an ailment from which I suffer otherwise I would be at death’s door right now. How long the oxygen will last, however, I know not.


  The bedroom door opens. Footsteps belonging to two, possibly three, pairs of feet creak across the floorboards, sending dust shattering down into my eyes and nostrils. My nose tickles and I just manage to contain a sneeze.


  Mortimer says loudly, “As you can see, no-one else resides in this cottage other than myself and my daughter. May I ask who led you on this wild goose chase?”


  A man responds shortly, “I am afraid I cannot disclose that information.” His voice booms even though he is not shouting and I know immediately to whom this remarkable voice belongs: Reverend Pettigrew! It is he, my dear friend. My protector. He has come all the way back to Grousehill to find me, but alas, he does not know I am here beneath the very floor upon which he stands. I wonder if Jojo is also in the room, standing above me, his dark eyes scrutinising the small space. My guardian angel.


  To hear Charles’ voice is a joy I cannot find relief in at this present moment. He is not here. He has not come to find me. Does he look for me still or is he finally beyond caring? Tears spill down my cheeks, silent and hot and full of regret, yet I beg that some sixth sense will inform the good Reverend that I am here. Please let him feel my energy, my need to be found. Please God, give him a sign!


  But my pleas have no effect. The Reverend is leaving as quickly as he came. Footsteps fade across the floorboards. The door opens and closes. I groan, tears stinging, flowing hotly down my cheeks.



  


  CHAPTER 25

  

  CAT AND MICE


  “May I join you?” asks Mortimer politely.


  He holds a tray of bread and jam. A knife sits in a slab of butter.


  Clara freed me from the hole an hour ago. Reverend Pettigrew is long gone, any hope of being rescued shrivelling like a fallen apple beneath the fieriest sun.


  I eye the knife closely as Mortimer sits on the mattress beside me, his thigh touching mine. A move that I can tell is intentional.


  “Of course,” I murmur, subtly shifting my weight onto my other hip so that I am further away from him.


  “How are you feeling, darling? I must admit, you do look rather pale today.”


  I almost laugh at the absurdity of his remark. Given what he has put me through - the kidnapping, threatening, locking and tying up, gagging and hurting – is it so surprising that I am not on top form?


  Swallowing the caustic response that rises to my lips, I quietly say, “I am feeling a little unwell I suppose. Perhaps some fresh air would do me some good.”


  Ignoring my hint, he spreads jam on some bread and brings it to my mouth.


  “One of my greatest pleasures in life is watching you eat,” he says huskily.


  I take a small bite, closing my nose to the cabbage smell of his fingers. The bread is stale, the jam extremely sweet, but I had nothing to eat at breakfast so my stomach is thankful. A splodge of jam drops onto my chin and I go to wipe it, but Mortimer stays my hand with his.


  “Allow me,” he whispers.


  Leaning in, he slowly sucks the jam off my chin, “Umm. My oh my, you taste delicious,” he groans, closing his eyes.


  Cringing, I take the opportunity to edge away and am reminded of when I edged away from Jean-Bernard. How confused I was back then compared to now. If only Charles and Jean-Bernard could know that I am back, that I am me again. I picture myself walking towards Charles, running towards him, throwing my arms about his neck, smelling him, kissing him, relieving him of years of misery.


  “Tell me your thoughts,” says Mortimer.


  He is staring at me.


  “I was merely thinking how good the jam tasted,” I say.


  He smiles, “More?”


  I nod and he feeds me again. This time I am extra careful not to spill any on myself.


  “Are you eager for our night to commence?” he asks.


  I hesitate, unsure how to respond. I cannot tell him that no, I am not. The last thing on earth I want to do is share my body with a beast like you. But the truth is not what he desires. I think briefly of Morna, of what she must have suffered.


  “I am looking forward to this night,” I begin, “however, I am feeling unwell so we may need to postpone this evening’s meeting until tomorrow.”


  Mortimer’s eyes narrow darkly. I tense, watching, waiting.


  “Is it because I will not allow you to go outside and choose a plant with Clara?” he says.


  I nod tentatively, sensing that this is an explanation he will find acceptable.


  “Well then,” he says standing up and offering me his hand, “I suppose I must allow you this one request.”


  He smiles and gestures towards the bedroom door.


  Hesitantly, I walk to the door, open it and slide out into the other room. Mortimer follows a slight distance, stopping beside me and resting his hand on the small of my back.


  “Clara!” he barks.


  She stands up instantly, dropping her book, which clatters to the floor. More bruises muddy her complexion. Though she is in the far corner of the room, I can see her body shaking.


  “Yes Father?”


  “You will accompany Lissssbeth on a short walk through the woods to find a plant for our home. For some reason that I cannot fathom, my new wife wishes to become better acquainted with you.”


  Clara looks in surprise from Mortimer to me.


  “Get to it girl!” he snaps.


  Immediately, Clara rushes to the front door and opens it for me.


  I cannot believe my luck. Walking to the door, a hand on my shoulder stops me. In my ear, Mortimer whispers, “If you do not return in ten minutes, I shall come to find you, and I will find you. Do you understand, darling?”


  I nod and, for a fleeting second, Clara’s eyes meet mine. She is so young, so fragile, so lost. Her gaze shrieks of fear. I know in that instant that if I cannot make her flee with me, she will return to this place, to Mortimer, and she will die.


  “Swear you will return,” he hisses.


  “I swear it. In ten minutes, we shall return, both of us.”


  Ostensibly satisfied, his lips press against my temple as his fingers dig into my injured wrists, “When you return, I shall send Clara to town for some supplies and while she is gone, we shall be together properly for the first time. How do you like the sound of that my darling?”


  Squirming, struggling not to tremble, I murmur, “I like the sound of that very much.”


  Mortimer releases me. His scorching stare follows me as I stumble after Clara and close the door behind us. I am tempted to tell her to run straight away, but, fearing that he may hear me, I stay silent.


  The sun is set high in a pallid sky, but a punitive wind whips about the trees lashing at our faces.


  Grabbing Clara’s small hand, I speed up my walk, pulling her away from the cottage.


  She does not try to pull away but squeaks, “What are you doing?”


  “Getting us to a place of safety,” I say.


  “But, but, did you not hear what Father said? He desires us back in only a few short minutes.”


  “I heard him and I have chosen to ignore him.”


  Clara stops walking and wrenches her hand out of mine, “You, you cannot do that!”


  “Oh yes I can,” I say firmly, “if we go back, he will force himself on me and he will beat you until you bleed and beg for mercy. Is that what you want?”


  “No, but, but…” she trails off, her eyes frantic, “he will find us and when he does…”


  Gripping her hands, I look directly into her wild green eyes, “If we do not move now, he will find us. Look Clara, you have a choice, a choice that will decide the rest of your life, however long it may be, and I am thinking that it will be not be very long at all if you go back to him right now. I am sorry to tell you this, but, in truth, this is a choice between living and dying. If you return to that dreadful place, you will die. HE WILL KILL YOU. Do you understand? But if you choose to come with me, you will live out a full and happy life. I will make sure of it. The question is, are you brave enough to make the right choice? Think about your Mama. Think how she suffered. Think what she would want you to do right now. You have a grandmother who lives in these woods. Her name is Sorcha. She is very old. If you go back to that terrible man, who will never get to meet her, but if you join me now, I will take you to her. I promise. Trust me Clara. Trust me.”


  Gently, I take hold of her ice cold hand and blow warmth into her fingertips. The wind swirls around us, whistling shrilly, twirling our hair and battering our faces.


  Her eyes refocus on mine and her jaw sets. The answer is written in her eyes.


  “I know of a place not far from here where we can hide,” she whispers.


  I nod and allow her to lead the way through the woods - anxiously aware that we have not travelled far from the cottage and that nearly ten minutes have passed already. Any moment, Mortimer will leave the house and come to find us.


  


  


  *


  


  


  Diary,


  My love, my Lisbeth, at last, she knows the truth. She loves me again. But we cannot be together.


  It seems that we are punished by fate. Not only have we lost our children in death, we have lost each other in life.


  We will never be together. I will never see her again.


  I am torn to pieces. My heart hurts so much. I cannot handle this pain. Not anymore, not like this.


  I said farewell to Jean-Bernard. I think he knows what I am going to do.


  This will definitely be the last time I write.


  I go now to find a place to die.


  
    Charles
  


  


  


  *


  


  


  We run through the woods, constantly glancing over our shoulders. So far, neither of us has sighted Mortimer.


  “Are we nearly there?” I pant.


  “Yes,” she replies.


  Clara’s hand is hot and small in mine. She cannot be much older than sixteen; the age that Bethan was when her life so cruelly ended.


  I want to protect this young girl from Mortimer, from a life of undiluted despair and terror. Her bravery astounds me. I cannot let her down. Having urged her to run, should Mortimer catch us, catch her…the thought sends chills down my neck.


  We reach some bushes that look vaguely familiar, and suddenly it dawns on me where we are. My gaze travels upwards and onwards to a small cottage, a small cottage with black walls. Black walls. Blackened Cottage! Charles!


  Dark emotions and memories surge within my breast yet I feel as though I am seeing the building for the first time. Trailing wisteria now graces the walls, its green vines and lilac tendrils softening the harsh black, bringing beauty to the bleak cottage.


  Clara tugs me on and we reach the end of the back garden. Together we run across the makeshift bridge and up the garden which is wilder than ever with long sweeping grass and rampant nettles, the wind rushing at us, pushing us back.


  My hope that Charles is here is fleeting; no light is on in the cottage. No-one is home.


  I test the back door. It is unlocked. We rush inside and I guide Clara through the kitchen, past my husband’s study and into the living room.


  Sun shines in through the windows, but the low ceilings, black beams and unlit fire maintain a dim, shadowy light.


  We smile at each other through the gloom. We have made it! Clara’s small face is transformed into a rare, delicate beauty, red ringlets falling over her eyes like a pink-cheeked cherub.


  “Would you mind lighting the fire?” I say, “I shall fetch the makings for tea.”


  I enter the kitchen, excitement buzzing around my heart like a bumble bee around a succulent rose. Charles may not be here at present, but at some point he will return, and when he does he shall have the best surprise of his life!


  Moving to the cupboard, I pluck up two tea cups and lift the teapot, glad to find it containing enough water.


  Turning towards the window, I think I catch sight of something as it darts behind a bush. I gasp and my hand flies to my pounding heart. Leaning closer to the glass I squint against the sun, but nothing moves out there other than the leaves and the grass as they are subjected to the wind’s vicious onslaught. Still, I cannot shake the feeling that something was there. Perhaps it was just a cat or a rabbit, but I have to be sure. I will not rest easy until I have checked.


  Glancing around the kitchen, I see the rolling pin and pick it up. Slowly, I exit the kitchen by the back door and step down into the wild grass. The wind assaults my ears; howling, moaning, wailing, loud, bitter and violent, invasive and chilling.


  I take one small step. My heart is clanging, head ringing. Despite the frigid wind, my skin is afire with dread. I look at my hand. The knuckles are white from gripping the rolling pin too tightly. I relax my grip a little, but not much.


  I take another small step. And another. And another. Nothing moves save nature’s greenery.


  I stride forward this time, confidence growing. If Mortimer had followed us to Blackened Cottage, surely one of us would have spotted him.


  Peering around a tree trunk, I see nothing. My grip on the rolling pin relaxes even more. I stride down to the river at the end of the garden, recalling my imagined adventures with Bethan. Loss bites at me and tears bead in the corners of my eyes. Blinking, I turn back and walk up the garden. He is not here. My tension evaporates.


  Stepping into the kitchen, I try to close the door behind me, but it will not co-operate. Turning, I push my body weight into the door, but the wind is too strong; it is pushing back. Irritated, I place the rolling pin on the counter and push with both hands and my chest. Finally, it clicks shut. Frowning, I turn and pick up the teapot in one hand and the teacups in the other, and walk through the kitchen into the living room.


  Clara kneels dutifully in front of the fire stoking the flames.


  She looks up at me, stands and relieves me of the tea pot which she places on the rack above the fire.


  “Please, sit down awhile,” I say indicating a small armchair, “I shall fetch us some blankets.”


  Running up the stairs, I listen to the creaking floorboards as I walk across the small landing. I pause outside the big room; the room that I formerly thought belonged to Eddie and his imaginary friend Jack. It is strange to know that neither Eddie nor Bethan ever set foot in this cottage.


  I turn and enter my room. It looks the very same. The bed has not been touched. The blankets remain crumpled, the pillow hanging over the edge of the mattress. On my desk sits my quill and ink pot, a piece of blank parchment and the vase of flowers that Jean-Bernard gave me, now dead.


  Slowly, I reach down and pull open the desk drawer. Inside, are hundreds of diary entries along with a pile of neatly folded letters bound by a blue ribbon - letters to Mama. Tears come slowly, building and building, as the enormity of my three year delusion takes hold.


  I crawl onto the bed and curl into a ball, hugging my knees to my chest as I try to reconcile myself to the truth. But everything is out; I am finally letting it go as Reverend Pettigrew says.


  I start to run through all of the terrible things I have been through. I cannot help it. My tears fall heavier, faster. My chest heaves and I gasp for breath as my breathing intensifies.


  After a while, how long precisely I know not, I uncurl and slowly sit up. My head is foggy, my eyelids swollen.


  Guilt pinches me; Clara! She is alone downstairs and has been for some time. Hurriedly, I gather up some blankets, leave my room and cross the landing. I jog down the stairs and enter the living room.


  “I am so sorry Clara. I…”


  Clara is sitting in the armchair asleep. Villette – how long since I have seen her soft white fur – lies on Clara’s lap, also sleeping. I creep up to the chair, lightly stroke my kitten’s dandelion fur and wrap a blanket around Clara’s shoulders. She moans but does not wake. Turning slowly, I tiptoe over to the fire and sit cross-legged in front of it. The small clock on the mantelpiece reads two o’ clock. I wonder when Charles shall come home. The thought fills me with glorious anticipation.


  Thirsty, I glance around to look for the teapot – Clara must have moved it when it boiled – and my breath catches.


  Mortimer is here, in this very room, looking down at me with a smirk on his lips.


  Everything stands still and goes very quiet.


  “Hello darling,” he whispers.


  In his right hand, he holds the shotgun.


  “If you come quietly, I shall leave her alone,” he says, glancing in Clara’s direction, “after all, it is you and you alone who I want.”


  I shakily get to my feet, hoping all the while that Clara does not wake up.


  As I turn to face Mortimer, I wonder that it does not occur to him that his daughter may lead someone back to his cottage to find me.


  “I shall take full possession of you in the woods and then I shall dig your grave while you lie in the dirt writhing in agony. I shall sit and watch you bleed to death and then I will chop you into pieces and bury you. You have proven today that you are not to be trusted. This is the only prudent action that remains I am afraid. It is God’s will.”


  For a fleeting moment he appears genuinely upset; in the next, his eyes darken and his lips twist into a smirk. Shouldering the shotgun, he seizes my waist and throws me over his shoulder. I gasp for breath as the impact winds me. I want to pummel my fists into his back, scream and struggle, but I cannot for fear of awakening Clara and turning his merciless attention to her.


  Helpless tears roll down my cheeks as he carries me through the kitchen into the garden.


  Charles will never find me now. He will never know that I returned to him, body, mind and soul before I died.


  Despair more wretched than any since the loss of Eddie and Bethan overpowers all else, and, hopeless and defeated, my spirit can battle on no longer.


  Closing my eyes, I detach myself from reality, preparing for the unspeakable violence that shall soon be thrust upon me.


  


  


  CHAPTER 26

  

  SACRIFICE


  After a short trek through the woods, Mortimer heaves my weary body off his shoulder and roughly pushes me onto the hard ground. He swiftly straddles me, crushing my thighs with his knees, hands wrapped tightly around my wrists forcing them down into the damp soil.


  I squeeze my eyes shut, willing it to be over. In the blacks of my lids, a round circle hovers, burnt orange: the sun’s shadow. The wind thrashes my hair, my face; a dancing, laughing, mocking vortex, so alive, so free.


  I know Mortimer is staring down at me; I can feel his eagerness, sense his soulless eyes burning into mine, hear his rapid breathing, smell the sour stench of his breath and body. I cannot help tensing every muscle, but I do not move. My fight is gone. To struggle is pointless – I know that now. He has won.


  “Open your eyes,” he murmurs.


  I obey instantly. Turning my head and looking to the right to avoid eye contact, I see the shot gun leaning against a thick tree trunk. The tree is only an arm’s length away. Given the strength of the wind, it is surprising that the gun still stands. The bark on the tree is grey, dry and peeling. Its roots spread far from the base, so strong, rigid and unyielding. If only my flesh were so durable.


  “Look at me,” Mortimer says softly.


  Immediately, I turn and meet his eyes. They are the colour of the bark: a lifeless, ashen hue. He trails his tongue over his upper lip and smiles, revealing those brown, rotten teeth.


  “I like it when you are so eager to please me,” he says, letting go of my left wrist and stroking his index finger down the side of my face.


  I do not even flinch. On command, my body is growing increasingly numb as my mind distances itself from reality. I have accepted my fate. Mortimer will make me suffer and I will die and Charles…I must not think of Charles, of what could have been. Thoughts of my husband shall serve only to deepen my torture.


  My one consolation is that I have freed Clara from a lifetime of suffering. In a way, I have sacrificed my life for hers, and I take a little comfort in that one thought.


  “Look at me, connect with me,” Mortimer growls.


  I obey.


  “Good girl,” he whispers, holding my chin and lightly stroking his thumb down my neck, “perhaps I have been a little rash with my decision. Perhaps, given more time and training, you will make a good wife.”


  Alarm pushes through my barrier – no! I do not want to go through more uncertainty. I want this over with. Why can he not just kill me?


  He must see my eyes widen for the softness in his face abruptly dies. His teeth clench, his jaw hardens and his eyes narrow darkly.


  “No. I do not believe I have been rash. You are a treacherous little whore like Judas and you must be punished!”


  I feel the sting of his palm and I gasp. Again, he hits me. I cry out, tears beading. He laughs and savagely grasps my hair in both hands. Standing clumsily, he drags me across the mud by my hair. My scalp screams – the pain is too much- clumps of hair come away, torn out, but I do not struggle. The less I struggle, the quicker it will be over. My body must be a dead weight, but he pulls me along the woodland floor with remarkable speed.


  He stops, moves to stand above me and spits, “You deceived me and thus you deceived the good Lord, and for that you must be mightily punished!”


  He kicks my side hard, once, twice. I did not know such pain existed. It is worse than child birth, worse than anything I have ever known. I curl up into the foetal position, try to swallow the nausea and the searing waves of pain that ripple through my core, shaking my body, making me wish I could die. Still I do not fight back.


  “Whore!” he snarls, and grabbing my waist he turns me onto my front and pushes me face down into the dirt.


  I can barely breathe. Mud seeps up my nose and I have no channel through which to inhale. Panic overwhelms everything, hot, agonising, mind-crushing panic. Even though I want to give in, I start to fight back. Almost of their own volition, my legs begin to thrash and thrash and kick and scream. I want to live – I must live – I have to live. Charles loves me. He loves me. I must survive to tell him I love him, to make him aware that I am me, I am his.


  But Mortimer’s hand is like a boulder upon the back of my skull and the mud is a river and I am drowning. His thighs are pressing into my kidneys; I am all pain and panic and suffocation.


  “Whore,” his voice is against my ear, breath warm, moist.


  Gripping my hair, he wrenches my head back so that I am looking up into his upside down face. The muscles in my neck screech and I gasp. Slowly, taking immense pleasure in my fear, he wraps his other hand around my throat.


  I splutter and breathe, splutter and breathe. I can breathe once more but my panic does not recede. Mortimer is smiling but from my viewpoint he looks like a sad clown with mad, mad eyes. I know what he is about to do.


  Still holding my throat, he releases my hair and runs his hand lightly down my back, pausing just above my buttocks. He inhales sharply and I feel his heat pressing down on me: hard, hot, pulsating, terrifying.


  I begin to cry, wish I could pass out as his hand kneads my flesh through my dress and his breathing grows raw, ragged, fast. His hand is moving again, moving down, tracing a light path down my thigh, my calf.


  “Lissssbeth,” he moans.


  I squeeze my thighs together, trembling, as he rolls my skirts up inch by inch.


  “Such beauty,” he murmurs.


  He abruptly releases my throat, which is at once a relief and a threat. I turn my left cheek against the mud so that I can breathe and close my eyes willing it to be over. I despise this feeling of helplessness; hate myself in this moment, my own weakness.


  A memory of Christmas, of Charles and I walking hand in hand towards the church, snow melting beneath our boots, wetting our hair, holly shimmering, Venus beaming. Tears flow down my cheeks. It was the night Charles proposed. I remember his expression; his joy, hope, fear all moulded into one vulnerable, loving gaze. There were tears in his eyes and his hands shook.


  A hand grasps my bare upper thigh. I gasp, the memory shattered. Tense, bracing for savagery.


  “Ah Lissssbeth,” he moans.


  He cries out and rips my skirts, tearing them up to my lower back and then his hands are on my hip bones, fingers digging in, ripping at my underwear. I struggle and scream and try to push myself up, to buck him off my back, but he is too strong, too heavy, too vicious. Please no, please no! I am sobbing, writhing around in the mud and he is laughing, enjoying my fear, enjoying the power.


  And then he is no longer on my back. For a second I dare not dare to hope and I lie there, waiting for him to attack, but nothing happens.


  Turning, I see Mortimer crawling away from me, a trickle of blood down his cheek, heading towards the shot gun. A hand touches my shoulder and I glance up to see Jojo. Jojo! I cannot believe he is here, but I react quickly.


  “Gun,” I croak pointing to the grey tree.


  Jojo’s eyes widen. Leaping over me, he darts forward and jumps onto Mortimer’s back, wrapping his arms around the bigger man’s shoulders. Mortimer rolls, slamming Jojo into the ground and winding him.


  Though muscular, Jojo weighs nothing compared to Mortimer who pins him down and begins to thump him in the face. Jojo struggles, thrusting upwards with his hips, kicking his legs, but his fight is leaving him.


  I try to stand but my body will not work. Throwing myself onto my hands and knees I crawl towards them as fast as I can.


  Mortimer abruptly ceases to pummel Jojo’s face, turns and reaches for the shotgun.


  Jojo’s head is lolling from side to side, his face red with blood. Mortimer touches the gun as I lunge forward and throw my arms about his neck. He gasps and the gun falls away from his bloodied hand. Laughing, he wrenches me off his back and tosses my broken body onto the ground.


  Standing, he strides forward, picks up the gun, turns to face me and points the gun at my waist. I glance at Jojo. His head no longer moves and his eyes are shut, but his chest quickly rises and falls; he is still alive.


  Mortimer blows me a kiss and whispers, “I am going to shoot you in the stomach, shoot your friend in the face and then take you whilst you bleed. Are you ready Lisssbeth darling?”


  He is panting, but smiling, grinning wickedly into my eyes.


  I stare at him boldly and drag myself to my feet. I am shaking from head to foot but I want to be on his eye level when I die.


  Inhaling sharply I say, “If you think that this is what will bring you true happiness Mortimer, then do it.”


  He blinks, confusion and uncertainty washing over his face. But in the next moment he recovers.


  Raising the gun slowly, eyes never leaving mine he smirks, “Sweet Lissssbeth.”


  I take a step towards him. His eyes widen in surprise, but his finger presses on the trigger.


  Hands push me down as the bullet explodes from the gun. As I fall, I am aware that Jojo’s hands are on my waist and something wet is on my face. I feel the pain of falling onto the hard ground, but instantly know that I have not been shot. Jojo has.


  I see Mortimer smile and then I see Charles behind him holding the rolling pin. Charles! My husband hits Mortimer once, twice, thrice, very hard on the back of the head and Mortimer’s shocked face falls straight to the dirt.


  “Charles!” I shout stumbling and crying, trying to run to him.


  Eyes wide, he runs forward and envelops me in his arms. I breathe in his unique smell, savour the feel of his body pressed against mine, the familiar sound of his breathing.


  Gently, he cups my face in his hands and stares in wonder into my eyes, “My Lisbeth, my love, can it be true?”


  “Yes!” I cry, laughing and crying at once, “I am me once again. I am back. I am yours.”


  Silent tears roll down his cheeks and he kisses me, hugging me tightly, not wanting to let go. I hug him back, staring up into his eyes, hungrily kissing his lips, his cheeks, his nose, his ears, his chin.


  I long to curl up beside him and be with him, tell him how much I love him, how much I missed him, but Jojo needs help.


  Reluctantly, Charles kisses my forehead, releases me and gingerly picks up Jojo’s bleeding body.


  “What about Mortimer?” I ask as Charles turns.


  “I shall come back for him as soon as we get this young man safely to the cottage,” says Charles, his gentle eyes never leaving mine.


  Worry flits cross my mind, but nothing is as important as making sure Jojo lives. With one last glance at Mortimer’s unconscious form, Charles and I hurry home.



  


  EPILOGUE

  

  HOPE


  Dear Reverend,


  I hope you and Jojo are well. We three are spectacularly well at present. Charles and I thoroughly enjoyed your visit last month, and I am happy to say that Clara in particular enjoyed seeing Jojo again!


  Blackened Cottage is coming along splendidly and very shortly, if the weather holds, the outer walls shall be completed. Indeed, we shall have to rename the house Whitened Cottage!


  Clara is well; her confidence grows daily and she pays regular visits to her Grandmother. Unfortunately, Sorcha’s health has taken a rapid decline this last month and I fear the poor girl shall have another great loss to contend with. However, Charles and I shall take care of her and keep her as busy as we possibly can.


  Jean-Bernard visited this week and it was a pleasure to see him. He is such a charming, kind-hearted man. How funny it is to think that once both you and I believed him to be an individual of the worst kind!


  On a less positive note, I must confess that I am still having the nightmares. He is out there somewhere, and until he is caught and locked up, I shall never rest easy. Charles reassures me every day that Mortimer has gone and will never return, but when night comes, my mind haunts me with possibilities too horrid to mention. I suppose all that I can hope for is that they catch him soon.


  Now, I shall end this short letter with some exceedingly happy news. Charles and I have just discovered that I am with child! Words cannot express our joy. I know already that the baby is a girl. I can sense her. Charles and I have discussed names and have decided upon Hope. Clara too is extremely excited to have a little sister.


  Please visit again very soon. We have a great favour to ask of you, which I am sure you can guess! Give our love to Jojo, my guardian angel.


  Your loving friend,


  
    Lisbeth
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