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Chapter One
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Q. You saw his face covered with blood?

A. Yes, sir.

Q. Did you see his eyeball hanging out?

A. No, sir.

Q. Did you see the gashes where his face was laid open?

A. No, sir.

—Lizzie Borden at inquest, August 9-11, 1892

August 4, 1892

LIZZIE BORDEN DRAINED the rest of her tea, set down her cup, and listened the sound of furniture moving upstairs. My, my, for only ten o’clock in the morning my stepmother is certainly energetic. Housecleaning, already?

THUMP.

For a moment, Lizzie forgot her plans to go shopping downtown. THUMP. There it went again. It sounded like her stepmother was rearranging the whole room. She paused at the bottom stair, her concern growing, when she heard another thump and then, the oddest of sounds—a moan. Uh-oh. What was that? Did she hurt herself?

“Mrs. Borden?” Lizzie called. “Are you all right?”

No answer.

She wondered if her stepmother had taken ill, yet the shuffling, moving, and other unusual noises continued. Lizzie hurried up the stairs and paused outside the partially opened door. The strange moans coming from the room sent a shiver up her back.

When she pushed the door open wider, all she could do was stare. Mrs. Abby Durfee Borden stood in front of the bureau mirror clawing at her reflected image. And what a horrid image it was! The sixty-seven-year-old woman’s hair looked like it had never been combed and stuck out like porcupine quills. Her usually spotless housedress appeared wrinkled and torn. Yet, that wasn’t the worst. Dark red spots—blood, Lizzie’s mind whispered—dotted the floor and streaked the sides of the older woman’s dress and sleeves.

Lizzie gazed about the room in alarm. The tips of Father’s slippers peeking out from beneath the bed also glistened with the same viscous red liquid. All that blood! What happened here? What happened?

She gasped, which got the attention of Mrs. Borden, who jerked her head and growled. Lizzie choked back a cry of alarm. Abby’s square, plain face now appeared twisted and ashen gray. Her eyes, once bright with interest, stared from under a milky covering as if she had cataracts. She resembled a female version of The Portrait of Dorian Gray. Another growl and a moan, and the older woman lunged, arms rigid, her stubby hands held out like claws.

“Mrs. Borden, Abby!” Lizzie yelled and stumbled backward as fast as she could. “Abby, do you hear me?”

Her stepmother shuffled forward, her steps slow but steady. She showed no emotion or sense of recognition. The only utterances she made were those strange low moans.

Lizzie moved back even further, trying to keep out of reach of Mrs. Borden’s grasping fingers. Then her foot hit something. Lizzie quickly glanced down at the silver hairbrush that had fallen to the floor. Too late, she realized her error.

“No!” Lizzie shivered at the feel of her stepmother’s clammy, cold hand around her wrist. “Abby, what happened? What’s wrong with you?”

Mrs. Borden said nothing and moved in closer. Her mouth opened and closed revealing bloodstained teeth.

“No! Stay away!” Lizzie yelled. “Stop!”

She didn’t. Instead, Mrs. Borden scratched and clawed at her. Lizzie leaned back, barely escaping the snap of the madwoman’s teeth at her neck.

“Mrs. Bor—Abby! No, no! Stop!”

Lizzie’s slight advantage of being younger offered no protection against her stepmother’s almost demonic, inhuman strength. The older woman bit and snapped like a rabid dog. Lizzie struggled to fight her off and shoved her away, yet Mrs. Borden attacked again and again, her hands grabbing, her teeth seeking the tender flesh covered by Lizzie’s long, full sleeves.

The two of them grappled and wrestled, bumping into the bedposts and banging into furniture. Lizzie yelped each time her soft flesh hit something hard. She felt her strength wane as the crazed woman’s gnarled hands clawed at her. How much more she could endure?

Her cries for help came out hoarse and weak. “Em-Emma!” She tried again. “Help! Help me!” Lizzie knew her sister had come in late last night from her trip out of town. But if Emma already woke and went downstairs, will she even hear me?

Lizzie reeled back in panic as her spine pressed against the fireplace. She pushed and fought in an attempt to keep this monster away, yet Mrs. Borden’s ugly face and snapping teeth edged closer and closer.

Then Lizzie spotted it: the worn hatchet Father had left behind after he’d last brought in the newly chopped wood. No, no! Her mind filled with horror, but when her stepmother came at her again, Lizzie whispered a prayer for forgiveness and grabbed the handle. She lifted the hatchet high overhead and swung as hard as she could. It hit her stepmother’s skull with a sickening thud.

As impossible as it seemed, Mrs. Borden snarled and continued her attack.

Lizzie hit her again and again and again. The blows raked her stepmother’s face and scraped deep furrows into tender flesh. The metal hatchet head pounded her stepmother’s shoulders and arms, the bones giving way with sickening crunches. Mrs. Borden’s broken arms dangled, hanging limp and ugly at her sides... and yet, dear God, she continued her attack.

With her last bit of strength, Lizzie raised the hatchet again, bringing it down on Mrs. Borden’s head. Only then did her stepmother crumple and fall into a pile at Lizzie’s feet. It took a few minutes for Lizzie to comprehend the horrible scene. It didn’t seem real, but it was.

With a cry, she threw the bloodied hatchet aside. She gagged as the weapon caught in the braided artificial hairpiece hanging from the back of Mrs. Borden’s gore-encrusted scalp.

Retching, Lizzie ran to the other side of the bed, bent over, and vomited into the chamber pot. She crossed the room and leaned against the wall, her shoulders shaking with each heart-rending sob.

Her hands trembled so hard she could barely hold them still, but she managed to cover her eyes in a feeble attempt to block out the carnage. It didn’t stop the horrific images that flashed in her mind, or the many questions. And it certainly did nothing for the soul-crushing guilt that filled her.

“Why?” she cried. “Why?” Dear God, what have I done? What have I done?
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​Chapter Two
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Q. What time did you come downstairs?

A. As near as I can remember,

it was a few minutes before nine.

—Lizzie Borden at inquest, August 9-11, 1892

––––––––
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LIZZIE STAGGERED TO the bureau mirror and stared. A wild-eyed woman gazed back. Mousy brown hair stuck out around her head in a disheveled halo. Spots of blood and gore dotted her clothes and face. She broke from her trance and looked up in alarm when someone called from downstairs. Oh, no, Emma! She couldn’t let her sister come up here!

“Lizzie? Is everything all right?” her older sister called. “What’s Abby doing up there?”

“It’s nothing.” Lizzie forced herself to sound cheery. She acted like nothing was wrong. “No need to worry. I’m helping Mrs. Borden pick up a box she spilled while cleaning. I’ll be down in a minute.”

Lizzie hurriedly ran back into the room, grabbed a cotton gown, and dipped it in the jug of water on the bureau. She rubbed the bloody streaks from her face, hair, and hands. Her blue morning dress was too soiled and stained to fix. It would have to be discarded. For now, she put on the old pink wrapper Mrs. Borden had left hanging in the closet and tied it around her waist.

She inspected herself again for any errant spots, and seeing none, rushed from the room. It was only when she got halfway down the stairs that she saw the red blotches on her shoes. Oh, no! She looked around and seeing nothing of use, pulled down her plain white petticoat and thoroughly wiped the tops of both of her sturdy black shoes. She breathed hard, fearing Emma’s appearance any minute. The bloodied undergarment tucked out of sight under her voluminous skirt, she almost got down the stairs when she remembered—the hatchet!

Every nerve on edge, she rushed back upstairs and peered into the room. Mrs. Borden’s body lay slumped on her knees beside the bed, like she’d been praying. Choking back tears, Lizzie pulled the hatchet free from where it had hooked her stepmother’s raggedy hairpiece and let the blood-drenched braid drop to the floor. A jagged Z remained on the back of the dead woman’s scalp, a gruesome memento of her fate.

A horrific image of a gory Mrs. Borden flashed in Lizzie’s mind. “No, please, no,” Lizzie muttered. She pressed her temple. “I can’t think of that now. I can’t.”

Forcing herself to stay focused, she wiped and wrapped the hatchet in a towel before hiding it between the folds of her skirt. With each step, her heart hammered in her chest. All she had to do was make it downstairs without Emma paying attention.

To her relief, she managed to slip into the kitchen unnoticed while Emma dug around in the icebox. It gave her a scant few minutes to shove the hatchet out of sight behind the containers of lard Maggie had failed to put away.

Emma still paid no mind, instead rummaging around for who- knew-what, given they’d breakfasted not more than an hour ago. No wonder she’s getting a tad pudgy, Lizzie thought. She took another deep, cleansing breath, and struggled to calm herself. She couldn’t let Emma know what was going on! She had to act like everything was normal.

“Emma? What are you looking for? Mrs. Borden said she felt a cold coming on so we should all fortify ourselves. Care for a cup of tea and honey?”

Emma ended her rooting around and bit into an apple with a shrug. “Maybe a few sips. I am feeling a bit sluggish. It’s so hot. Where’s Maggie?”

“Still sleeping, I suppose. She mentioned feeling sick after washing the windows in this heat.”

“I’m surprised Abby isn’t yelling for her to get out of bed. You know how she feels about sloth.”

Lizzie merely nodded, and bit back a retort about her sister’s own habits, when a noise in the adjacent sitting room caught her ear. Was Father back from the bank? She glanced quickly at Emma, who paid no attention to the sound of furniture moving in the other room. But then she heard something that sent a shiver up her back—a low moan.

The sound even got Emma to stop munching her apple and look up. “What was that? Is Father sick?” She took a step toward the kitchen door. “Maybe I should see—”

“No, wait,” Lizzie warned, trying to rein in her panic. “You sit and have your tea before it gets cold. I’ll check on Father and bring a cup in to him.”

To Lizzie’s relief, Emma agreed and plopped into a kitchen chair. Lizzie hurriedly grabbed the tea kettle, poured hot water in the cups, and added some sliced lemon. She paused as the gruesome image of Mrs. Borden came to mind. What if something was wrong with Father, too? She had to keep Emma here until she could check if everything was all right! But how?

Lizzie went to the pantry and grabbed the jar of honey when she spotted the answer—a small bottle of Laudanum tucked behind the baking soda and jars of spices. Father must have left it there for use when he couldn’t sleep. Much less than the usual dose should do the trick, she guessed. All she wanted was to keep Emma out of the way for a while.

After putting a drop in one of the three cups, she quickly put the bottle back and finished her preparations, being sure to add a pinch of cinnamon and a good dollop of honey to mask the bitterness. The room filled with the crisp scent of lemon and the spiciness of the cinnamon as she let the tea steep.

Everything ready, she set the tray on the table and gave Emma her tea before sipping from her own cup—undoctored, of course. “Mmm, this new English Breakfast tea with cinnamon has a very nice flavor to it, don’t you agree?”

Emma took two unladylike slurps before nodding. “Hmm, it’s not bad. I like the honey in it, but it has a bitter aftertaste I think.”

Lizzie stirred hers and took another taste. “Maybe there’s too much cinnamon, or it could be the lemon. I think that can make it a trifle bitter at times, but you know Father likes his strong. I’ll take his cup—”

Hearing another sound in the sitting room, Lizzie nearly dropped her spoon in alarm. This time, her sister didn’t seem to notice. Her eyelids drooping, Emma slurred her last few words, “Getting kind of shleepy,” and with that, she dropped her head on her arms.

Lizzie pushed the chair in a bit closer to the table to be sure her sister wouldn’t fall to the floor. Emma remained slumped at the table, her soft snores filling the room. Lizzie moved quickly. She took the hatchet in hand and stuffed the bloodied towel inside a bag of refuse that had to be burned.

A quick peek through the doorway told her Father had returned home, or maybe as she suspected, he might not have ever left. How odd to find him still sprawled across the old black settee this late in the morning. She tiptoed into the room and set the hatchet by the fireplace before approaching him.

“Father? Are you ill?”

He moaned in response. Lizzie moved closer. Her heart beat like a marching band in her chest. Her nose twitched at the odd smell in the room, like something foul, or meat going bad. “Father? Are you—?”

She gasped as he turned enough for her to see the ghastly grin on his face. Horrified, she stumbled away from him as fast as she could. Dear God! Whatever could cause such an awful change?

Her father’s face, never handsome yet commanding just the same, resembled an image from one of her childhood nightmares. His open mouth revealed rows of yellowing teeth that chomped at the empty air. His eyes had rolled back, showing the whites. Lines of red-tinged drool dribbled down his chin and spotted the brilliant white of his Lincolnesque beard.

Usually a fine dresser who took pride in his appearance, his once pristine vest beneath his black coat now looked like he had worn it on a battlefield. The shiny, yellow-gold fabric was crinkled and splotched with spots of what she recognized as blood. She crept a few steps nearer and stared, trying to understand what had happened to him. Did he, too, become ill with whatever Mrs. Borden had?

A nervous quiver began in Lizzie’s legs and worked its way up her body as she studied him. Her stomach roiled. Her stepmother’s appearance had been terrible, but her father looked much worse. Blood framed his mouth. It smeared his chin. The sight made her turn aside and begin to heave. How had he become so beaten and bloody? Was it an accident? A fight? Or worse—had he also been attacked? Would the horrors never end?

Once the nausea abated, she sighed and struggled with what to do. Maybe I should try to get his attention, let him know I’m here to help. She moved closer and took his hand in hers. Just as quick, she dropped it and shivered. Brrr! His hand was so cold! Even the gold ring she’d given him years ago, which he still wore, felt like it had been dropped in a snow bank. She shook her head. But how was that even possible in the heat of summer?

She moved back in alarm and waved her hand to see how he would react. She gasped as he turned his odd white eyes in her direction and moaned. Like her stepmother, her father showed no real signs of recognition. He paid no mind to his surroundings. It was like he’d just stepped from a meat locker, or had been holding a block of ice, or...

The words failed her. He, too, felt as cold as death.

She gulped, hesitant to even consider such a sacrilegious improbability. Her stomach roiled at the thought. No, it’s impossible. As she watched, he attempted to pull himself upright, his movements as awkward as a fresh-caught fish flopping around on the deck. Her mind reeled. I don’t understand this. I don’t. His condition was simply unfathomable.

The thought that maybe he’d been wounded, or had some other malady, prompted her to lean in closer. Suddenly, he gave a deep-throated growl and lunged. His cold fingers tightened around her arms. She struggled to free herself to no avail. It was like trying to shake free from a pair of iron manacles.

Despite his inability to get up, and the flabbiness he kept camouflaged under expensive, well-fit suits, her seventy-year-old father was a strong man. His belief in hard work, or maybe it was his stinginess, had led him to continue chopping wood and doing other back- breaking chores he could have left to hired help, or someone much younger.

Lizzie screamed as he pulled her closer. His yellowed teeth clacked together; his fetid breath blew in her face. Whatever this disease that had affected him, it was worse than anything she’d ever encountered.

She cringed at his gut-wrenching moans. Oh, God, I don’t know how much more I can take! It’s awful. I have to get away from him, I have to!

“Oww!” Lizzie yelped as he pulled her toward his gaping maw. It felt like her arms were being yanked from their sockets, but she kept fighting. I have to get away from him! She kicked and pushed with all her might. She struggled against him until finally, her bid for freedom worked.

She tumbled to the floor with a hard, bruising thump, but as Lizzie struggled to her feet, her father somehow rolled over. He fell onto his back, flopping around like an upside down crab. His arms and legs beat the air until he suddenly reached out, grasping her arm with his claw-like fingers.

Lizzie screamed, no longer caring who heard, as her father’s well-muscled arms pulled her toward his gnashing teeth. “Someone, please, someone help me!”

Every muscle quivering, Lizzie fought with everything she had to keep his mouth away from her body and limbs. Her strength waning, she hoped to fight for as long as possible when Emma yelled from the doorway.

“Father!” Emma screamed. “Lizzie, what are you doing? You’re hurting him!”

A quick glance told Lizzie her sister was still not herself. Lizzie struggled to talk while she fought to keep her father at arm’s length. 

“Emma, help.” She panted with the effort. “Please, help. He’s sick, he’s gone insane. Help me.”

Emma finally blinked and stared like she was seeing everything for the first time. “Lizzie! What should I do?”

“The hatchet!” Lizzie pleaded. “Get the hatchet. Hurry, please hurry! I can’t hold out much longer.”

​
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Chapter Three
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Q. Was he (your father) asleep?

A. No, sir.

Q. Was he reading?

A. No, sir.

—Lizzie Borden at inquest, August 9-11, 1892

––––––––
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LIZZIE’S HOPES FOR getting free rose as her sister rushed to the fireplace and grabbed the heavy, worn hatchet Father usually left there after he chopped wood. Emma took several steps but paused, unsure, her face sweaty and pale.

Don’t go into shock now, Lizzie prayed. She tried to remain calm and encouraged her sister. “Emma, hurry. Hit him. Hit his arm so I can get loose!”

Father moaned and twitched, the trembling going up Lizzie’s arm as he tightened his grip. She began to hyperventilate, not sure how she could keep him from getting even closer.

“Emma,” Lizzie whimpered. Her sister stood in the same spot, her eyes watery with unshed tears. “Emma, please,” Lizzie begged. “Please, do it. Hurry!”

Emma raised the hatchet and hesitated, her face frozen in fear. “Lizzzzie! I-I can’t do this. I can’t!” She began to cry. “Why are you making me do this, why?”

Lizzie tried again to pull away, and failed. Father’s teeth clacked together like castanets. If nothing happened, she feared there wasn’t much time left to escape. “EMMA, please, he’s moving. Please, he’s hurting me. HELP ME! Emma, do it. DO IT NOW!” 

Lizzie’s yells shocked her sister into action. Emma raised the hatchet and swung. Uttering a cry, she looked away as the hatchet head struck Father’s back. Dark, black blood soaked through his coat and stained the sides of his vest.

It wasn’t enough. He growled and bit and clawed at Lizzie like a wild animal.

“Father, no, no!” Lizzie yelled. “Emma, again, please!” Her cries joined Emma’s heartbroken sobs. “Hurry. Oh, God, please hurry! DO IT NOW!”

With a cry, Emma lifted the hatchet high. She swung again. This time, it glanced off Father’s arm and caused him to release his hold on Lizzie’s one arm. With a moan, he jerked his head in Emma’s direction, but maintained his death grip on Lizzie’s other arm.

Lizzie leaned back, kicking as hard as she could. The growing pain in her leg, and the gruesome crack of his fingers breaking chilled her. Yet, she dared not stop. She ignored Emma’s screams and kicked out again, over and over.

His grip finally loosened. His arm went slack. Lizzie scooted away from him and glanced at her sister, who stood in stunned silence, her face almost as pale as Father’s. “Emma! Quick, slide the hatchet to me. Hurry!”

The hatchet slid across the floor, spinning like a child’s top. Unfortunately, it stopped just out of reach of Lizzie’s left hand. Unladylike as it was, she scooted across the floor and wrapped her fingers around the hatchet just as Father flipped over.

“Lizzie, he’s getting up!” Emma skittered back to the doorway in fear.

The sight of him leaning clumsily on one knee, attempting to rise, was the only impetus Lizzie needed. “Don’t look,” she yelled at Emma. “Turn your head. Close your eyes.”

After the first hit, Lizzie closed her eyes, too, but kept swinging the hatchet. WHACK. WHACK. WHACK.

She swung and sobbed, hitting and hitting until Father’s body fell with a big, house-shaking thud. With a gasp, she dropped the bloody hatchet when the tool head split apart from the battered wooden handle. Only then did she dare look around the room, nearly dropping to the floor in a faint. Blood had splattered everywhere. It streaked the worn, wooden floor, splashed the faded flowers of the wallpaper, and dotted the worn fabric of the settee Father had favored for his after-dinner nap.

The cloying metallic scent and the faint odor of rot filled the room. The sight and smell made her stomach roil. Even worse, Father’s head had been bashed like a rotten pumpkin run over by a wagon. Lizzie tried not to pass out.

She felt like a monster, but Lizzie knew she’d had no other choice. The real monster lay at her feet. I had to do it. I had to.

There wasn’t time, however, to think about what had changed both him and Abby so. She had to get Emma past what she’d witnessed. They needed to clean everything and themselves before the crime was reported. A glance at Emma, who leaned against the doorway, her eyes vacant, told Lizzie it might not be easy to do.

“Emma, dear, I know how shocking all this has been,” Lizzie said, her voice soft and soothing. “Take a deep breath. Yes, that’s good. Listen to me. You were taking a nap as you were tired from your trip. When you came downstairs, you saw Father. You’re stunned by it all, which is true. Understand?”

Her sister’s weak answer made Lizzie think Emma was still too shocked to truly comprehend everything. Emma stood and twisted her hands, her face haunted like the war-torn men Lizzie sometimes saw begging downtown.

Let her keep hold of her sanity, Lizzie prayed silently. Moving slow and easy, she approached her sister and gingerly touched her arm. Emma looked up at her with a start.

“Emma, I need your help. We have to put Father on the settee. Help me lift him, would you?”

Her sister stared at her, then down at him again, before she nodded.

“All right, you take his feet.” Lizzie went to lift his head, fighting to keep the vertigo at bay as she gazed at the bloody mess of her father’s face. His eyeball had been split in two and hung out of the socket. She turned aside and gagged.

Lizzie removed her torn, blood-spotted petticoat, wrapped Father’s head and shoulders with it, and carefully hoisted his upper body. Sweat dripped down her face with the effort as she and Emma struggled to move his heavy bulk. They barely made it the few feet, with both of them dragging him much of the way. After several tries, she and Emma finally managed to lift him partway onto the settee.

Finished, she put an arm around her sister’s shoulder and gently led her into the kitchen. Grabbing a wet cloth, she quickly wiped her face and hands before urging Emma to sit and do the same. “Yes, wipe your hands,” she suggested. “Take another sip of your tea.”

Emma went through the motions, her eyes blank. She picked up the cooled tea and took several sips until Lizzie whisked the cup away. Emma needed to be relaxed, but not too groggy or inebriated.

“Now, take a deep breath. Better?”

Emma gave a wan smile and another slow nod. 

“Good. I think you should lie down for a while. I can take care of the rest, all right?”

“But-but what about Abby? Where is she?”

“Never mind, I’ll see to Mrs. Borden.” She put an arm around Emma’s shoulder as they walked through the sitting room to the front hall staircase. She couldn’t have her sister going up the back stairs and looking in on their stepmother.

“Now remember, when the police ask, you were upstairs. You know nothing about what happened. Understand?”

Emma’s bottom lip quivered as she began to cry. “I-I can’t lie. They’ll know I’m not telling the truth. Fa-a-ther!”

They were wasting time.

With a sigh, Lizzie took Emma by the arm and pulled her back into the sitting room. “Look at him. Take a good look. There is something incredibly wrong in how he attacked us. He tried to bite us! He was NOT himself. He didn’t even know us. Do you want to see more?”

Lizzie tightened her grip in an attempt to pull her sister further into the room, but Emma resisted and backed up.

“Nooo,” she protested. “I-I can’t bear it.”

“Very well.” Lizzie let go of her sister’s arm. “Remember, this is important. You saw or heard nothing. Somehow, Father contracted this strange illness. Maybe he’s not the only one. We need to find someone who knows about such sickness and can help us. Now, let me handle everything, all right? Emma, please, this is important. You have to trust me.”

To Lizzie’s relief, Emma gave a final, sad sigh as she made her way upstairs, dragging her feet like she’d been through a war. She had. They both had.

The stress of all the rushing around squeezed Lizzie’s chest until she could barely breathe. Panicked, she mopped the floor and wiped away the errant blood spots she saw on the walls before pulling off her bloodied dress and wrapper. Those things, plus her ruined petticoat and spotted stockings, went into the stove. She stared at the dress, her waste-not instinct prompting her to think maybe she could clean it. Acting like someone not thinking properly, she pulled the dress out, instead deciding to shove it in the front closet until later.

Goosebumps broke out on her arms as she hurried back into the kitchen to tidy up, and not just because she stood there scandalously clad only in her undergarments. Her mind worked furiously as she washed the cups and put the tea items away. Did I convince Emma that something had been terribly, horribly wrong with Father? Did I calm her enough so she won’t share the whole awful truth of what happened?

The washing done, Lizzie dug in the back of the pantry for the nearly full bottle of whiskey Father kept hidden there. She pulled it out, and with a deep breath, opened it. Every inch of her temperance supporting self recoiled as the strong scent of the alcohol wafted over her, but she tamped down any feelings of guilt. Yes, I’ve already done worse.

Her fingers shaking, she raised the bottle to her lips and gulped. The liquor burned her throat like hellfire as it went down. A second later, she leaned over the sink, choking and gasping as the horrible liquid came back up. Tears trickled down her face as she took another drink, fought to swallow, and choked again before she finally succeeded in keeping it down.

She wiped her eyes and sighed deeply. Well. Now I’m both a murderess and a drinker.

Disgusted, she capped the bottle and shoved it back in the pantry, out of sight. She did a final check, and satisfied nothing was out of place, rushed upstairs to dress. Hopefully, she wouldn’t forget anything. Face and arms washed? Yes. Nails scrubbed and brushes cleaned? Done. Hair combed and wiped? Done. Clothing destroyed... Oh, the dress. She hesitated. Never mind. I’ll tend to it later.

A quick rinse of peppermint water erased any remaining traces of alcohol on her breath. Everything looked to be in order. Still, she paused and fretted. Finally, she donned a blue dress similar to the one she’d worn earlier and tiptoed back down to the sitting room. A glance at the clock on the mantel showed it was a quarter of eleven.

She glanced around the room and gasped. Wait—no! The hatchet! She checked the floor once more, then grabbed an old towel and cleaned the bloodied hatchet head and handle. She tested holding the wrapped bundle at her side, making sure she could hide it within the folds of her dress. Once her grip felt comfortable, she paused and listened. The house remained quiet. Good, Emma must’ve fallen asleep.

Her heart pounding, she snuck out the kitchen door, rushing across the yard to the barn. Once inside, she blinked several times to adjust her eyes to the dimness. A moldy smell and the rank odor of animal dung filled her nostrils. The hay! Yes! She dropped the hatchet handle and kicked the piles around, the dampness and animal smells filling her nostrils.

Her panic grew as she ran back inside, a muttered prayer on her lips that she hadn’t been seen, and then rushed to the cellar. She dumped the hatchet head in a pile of other rusty, old, forgotten tools, hoping no one found it.

It took every ounce of determination she had to stand still. She leaned against the scarred wooden door, closed her eyes, and tried to calm herself. Her deep breathing filled the silence. Breathe in, out. Finally, she opened her eyes. Very well. I’m ready.

Once upstairs, she stood in the front hall listening to the sounds above her... someone walking around, doors closing. She braced herself for the chaos to come.

Holding tight to the staircase post, she took a deep breath, then let out a loud scream. “Emma, Maggie! Come down quick, Father’s dead! Somebody came in and killed him!” 
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​Chapter Four
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SHOCKING CRIME.

A Venerable Citizen and His Aged Wife

Hacked to Pieces.

—Headline, The Fall River Herald, August 4, 1892

––––––––
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WHEN THE POLICE arrived, Lizzie took care to appear calm and controlled, though she was far from it. Her insides quivered like she’d been locked outside on a cold night for hours without a proper coat or cloak. She felt like a clumsy, quaking mess, but knew to show no emotion or reveal that she’d had any prior knowledge of what had happened.

Emma, bless her soul, turned out to be more help than Lizzie could have anticipated now that she’d gotten past her initial shock. Emma answered the police inquiries in a straightforward manner, her testimony about not knowing what was going on strengthened by the information that she’d just returned from a two-day visit out of town. Verification of her trip gave credence to her report. Their maid, Bridget Sullivan, whom they called Maggie, had been asleep upstairs and remained blissfully unaware. Probably from overindulging in her ‘medicine,’ Lizzie thought.

“Sleepin’ in my room, I was, until I heard Miss Lizzie callin’,” Maggie said in her thick brogue. “I got tired and wasna feelin’ well after washin’ the windows, so hot it’s been.”

There was a lot of questioning, which Lizzie endured with grace until she finally asked Emma to bring her something to drink. “I feel a touch sick to my stomach,” she admitted, her voice low. She sat in the dining room, hands in her lap, willing herself to stay focused and calm. She had to pay attention. It was hard, but she pinched her palm as a reminder to stay alert. The whole event disturbed her greatly.

All too soon, even the supportive presence of their neighbor, Adelaide Churchill, became cloying, though Lizzie did her best to act appreciative.

Mrs. Churchill set the lukewarm cup on the table. “Have some tea.”

Lizzie gritted her teeth behind a smile of thanks, preferring the glass of juice Emma brought her instead. She ignored her neighbor, who insisted on sitting next to her, her eyes scanning every move anyone made with interest. Frankly, the woman unnerved her. She’s like the Cheshire Cat, all smiles and feigned kindness while she’s ready to pounce, Lizzie thought. Hypocrite!

Lizzie concentrated on keeping her thoughts and emotions steady while she put some distance between herself and her neighbor. I can’t fall apart now. I can’t. Not now! I have to think of Emma. She gave her sister a sad smile before Emma left the room.

True to character, it took only a minute or two before Mrs. Churchill displayed her usual nosiness. Lizzie’s annoyance turned to alarm when the woman got up and left as well. Only minutes later, she came running back, with Emma right behind her.

“Oh, my! Heaven help us!” cried Mrs. Churchill. “Abby’s upstairs!”

“Lizzie! Abby’s dead!” Emma gave a wide-eyed stare, and her best shocked expression, both true reactions since she’d had no idea what had happened earlier.

Lizzie jumped to her feet as Emma swooned. She managed to get her sister into a chair with the help of one of the policemen. Mrs. Churchill fanned Emma while Lizzie ran to the kitchen. She hurried back with a glass of water, a cup of warm tea doctored with a little whiskey and honey, and a cold, wet rag to wipe her sister’s pale face.

Moments later, Emma began to whimper. “Lizzie, Lizzie, it’s awful,” she muttered. “Awful.”

Lizzie set the tea down and tried to comfort Emma, who continued to cry silently. Finally, she got her sister to take a sip of water. While Lizzie knew what had happened, the announcement still brought the horror of it rushing back.

“It can’t be!” Lizzie cried out and clapped a hand to her breast. “I thought Abby went out. I was certain of it! What happened?”

Chaos swirled around her. Emma’s crying, Mrs. Churchill’s paranoia, and the police pounding up the hall stairs to the guest bedroom set Lizzie’s nerves on edge. She held in the urge to scream while Maggie stood there, her face white as chalk.

“Oh, it’s jes’ terrible.” The maid wiped her tear-stained face and wrung her hands. “I dinna know how anyone could be doin’ such a horrid thing. It’s awful.”

When Maggie swayed, Lizzie yelled and reached to steady her. A questioning glance from one of the officials, his shrewd eyes studying her as Mrs. Churchill helped Maggie, made Lizzie pause.

Emma and the other women sobbed in near hysterics. Lizzie remained calm. She wiped her hand across her eyes, her weariness real, as she reasoned it out. She’d never been much for female hysteria. Someone has to stay in control, she thought. If she fell apart now, like Humpty Dumpty she’d probably never be whole again.

The histrionics ended with Maggie seated, more in control of herself again. Lizzie handed her the cup of tea and watched how Maggie greedily gulped it down, which made her wonder how much the maid enjoyed her spirits in her off-hours. Not that I should be one to judge, Lizzie thought, having overcome her earlier abhorrence. She had forced herself to take her own discreet sip before setting the bottle aside. She needed it. They all did.

A bit of color once again on Maggie’s shocked face, Lizzie wandered to the doorway and tried to hear what the officials had to say.

“Looks to have been dead a while,” one said.

“He’s as cold as that one there, I’d say.”

“Somebody strong did this, or someone mighty angry, I gather...”

Her cheeks warmed as she listened. That childhood advice about not eavesdropping for fear of what you might hear came to mind, but Lizzie dismissed it. This time she needed to know, no matter what was said. She turned away and tried to control the surge of anger. She’d best get accustomed to the questions and scrutiny.

Despite her Uncle John being seen near the house, and the unknown man she’d overhead Father arguing with at the door a few nights ago, she suspected the police would focus on who was home at the time of the murders. They’ll look at Maggie, who was asleep, and Emma who was upstairs in her room, having just returned from a visit out of town. That makes me the best suspect.

Lizzie’s thoughts raced. She reasoned that some of their recent financial dealings, like Father buying back the house he’d given her and Emma to rent out, might make her look bad as well. Maybe they should’ve waited to ask Father to pass on some of their inheritance. But wait for what? How could I have known what would happen?

There was also her occasionally uncomfortable, sometimes strained relationship with her stepmother. Lizzie sighed. Families and personal relationships were so complicated. She braced for the worst. Then she heard a couple of the investigators talking amongst themselves about the deaths.

“Looks like she’d been dead at least an hour before he was killed,” one said.

“He’s not been dead long,” another said. “Trace of warmth yet in the body.”

Warmth? She stumbled and quickly pulled herself out of sight, back into the kitchen. How could that be? The memory of how chilling her father’s touch had been made her shiver. She couldn’t think of any real explanation for it. Of course, most of what had happened this day made no sense, no matter how she looked at it. It simply couldn’t be fathomed. But what would she tell the police? What could she tell anyone who asked what had happened?

Lizzie knew she had best obtain the services of an attorney for herself and Emma. Would it really go that far? She couldn’t be naïve. She had no real explanation for what had gone on while she was at home.

She knew of several good attorneys through Father’s solid business position in the community, his presence on several bank boards, and the B.M.C Durfee Safe Deposit and Trust Company board. Of them all, one name came to mind and topped the list—Mr. Andrew Jennings. He had a kind demeanor, but always struck her as a thorough, no-nonsense man: the perfect attorney.

After finding the number in one of Father’s ledgers, Emma obligingly went to one of the neighbors to make a discreet telephone call to Mr. Jennings’ firm. The irony made Lizzie shake her head, given Father’s aversion to having one of the “newfangled” devices, as he called it, here at home. “Bad enough they’re encroaching on our space everywhere else,” he often complained.

Emma returned several minutes later. She sidled close to share Mr. Jennings’ response with Lizzie so no one could overhear.

“Did anyone know who you were talking to?” Lizzie asked, a trifle nervous.

“No, they gave me my privacy,” Emma assured her. “He said he’ll gladly represent you and me both, if needed. He also insisted you say nothing further without him being present.”

The conversation pleased Lizzie, who squeezed her sister’s hand. “Thank you, Emma. That is reassuring.”

Mr. Jennings need not have worried. Any further questioning went on hold as officials from the marshal’s office finished up their cataloguing of both rooms where the bodies had been found. Lizzie grabbed Emma’s hand and held it tight as they watched the medical examiner and his assistant transport Father’s and Mrs. Borden’s bodies out to the waiting wagon. Both she and Emma bit back sobs, but remained stoic.

His work done, the official in charge suggested it might be best if she, Emma, and Maggie stayed elsewhere. “Is it a requirement?” Lizzie asked. The official shook his head. “Then we’ll stay here, in our own home,” she insisted.

The actual places of the murders—the sitting room and the guest bedroom—remained off-limits, though Lizzie figured it couldn’t make much difference. There had been enough visitors traipsing throughout the house earlier. She also suspected that no one in the household wanted another look at the gruesome scenes. She, for one, had had quite enough. She wanted to be alone.

Lizzie went to her room and changed into her sleeping gown to rest, though she didn’t expect she’d get any sleep. She mulled over the events of the day even if she was no closer to understanding the details now than before. It still bothered her immensely. What could have made Father and Mrs. Borden act so? Why did this happen to them? Why?
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