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This side of the mirror...

I watched Espen draw the horse and carriage down the drive and to the front gates. My bicycle was propped against them, so Espen lifted it into the carriage. He climbed up onto the front seat and I followed. To make my task easier, I unfastened the front of my coat. As I sat down next to Espen, he glanced down and looked at the guns hanging about my waist.

He didn’t look alarmed or surprised. “You really do look like a cowgirl now.” 

I peered at him from beneath the brim of the Stetson. He said nothing more about the guns and looked forward. Espen whipped the reins and the horse began to slowly lead us away from the house and down the lane.

I looked front and my thoughts immediately turned to the cabin and what I might find there. Espen’s mind must have been considering it too, because he said, “So what are you hoping to find – uncover – at this cabin?”

“I’m not sure,” I said, as the horse led us out onto the moors. The late afternoon sun did nothing to warm the breeze, but it made the sea and the foam that crested the waves sparkle. “I believe that I’ve been to the cabin before. I wonder whether my father took me there as a child so I could breathe in the fresh air to help me recover from my illness.”

“Did your mother not ever travel to the cabin?” Espen asked me.

“I don’t think so,” I said, glancing sideways at him. “As far as I can remember, which is not very much, it was just me and my father.”

“When did you start to feel better – recover from your illness?” Espen asked, and I realised that it was the first time since reacquainting myself with him that he had taken a moment to ask questions about me, and how my life had been since we had parted company all those years ago.

I seized the opportunity to fill in some of those missing gaps and said, “It was while I was living in America with my mother and my uncle that my health started to improve. My uncle owned a cattle farm. It was there, once my health had improved, that my uncle taught me to ride horses and to shoot. At first, I didn’t like him very much as it was not an uncle that I wanted but a father. But in my own way, I grew to love him.”

Espen sat quietly for a moment, as if considering what I told him. He continued to guide the horse across the moors, leaving Fogmin far behind us. When Espen finally spoke again, he said, “If your health had improved so much, why then did you risk coming back to England – back to this damp and miserable town?”

“Because my uncle, even though he was very kind to me, was not my father,” I explained.

“But your father is dead,” Espen reminded me, even though I did not need any such reminder.

“I wanted to know how he died,” I said.

“But you know that,” Espen said, glancing at me. “He was killed on duty. At the time you did not know the true circumstances surrounding his death, but you do now. You know that he was killed while investigating the murders of those young women. Why not return to America – to your uncle – and let Inspector Rowlstone do his job and investigate the crimes? I am sure that if there is any news he will send word to you in America. Or is there some other reason you do not want to return home?”

Did Espen really want me to tell him again that I had returned to England to rekindle my friendship with him? I thought I’d already explained that. But if I was being honest with myself, it had been Espen who had arrogantly suggested that he was the reason that I’d returned to England. I had denied it, of course, despite it being the truth. At the time of my denial, I had still been hurting from how he had rejected me in front of Alice. Was Espen now perhaps hoping that I would tell him I had returned to England because I loved him, that I always had, and despite the years and the distance which had separated us I’d never stopped loving him? But I could not bring myself to say any of that, even if I had wanted to. I couldn’t because I wasn’t sure of Espen’s feelings toward me. He had already hurt me once since my return to England, I wasn’t so sure that I could lay my feelings bare so soon again. I couldn’t be sure if Espen’s feelings were the same for me as mine were for him. Despite him having changed so much during our separation, I was still in love with him. My feelings had not changed. But had his? Had he ever loved me? If Espen had, he had never said so. So instead of answering him, I looked away.

As if being able to sense that I wasn’t going to answer his question, he changed the subject. “What did Miss Frost whisper to you?”

This I was happy to answer, although I could make no sense of what Miss Frost had said to me before her passing. “She repeated the word never several times. I think she said the word, trust, too,” I said. “What do you think she could have possibly meant by it?”

“I have no idea,” Espen said, flicking the reins again, coaxing the horse to move faster.

We continued our journey in silence along a narrow track in the direction of a sprawling forest that was at the top of a hill in the distance. And as we neared it, I felt my heart begin to race. My chest felt suddenly tight and heavy as if someone had placed their boot upon it. I put one hand to my chest, and took several shallow breaths. I doubted that my illness was reinventing itself, and my sudden breathlessness was brought about by a sheer apprehension that unsettled me and rattled my nerves. We followed the track into the forest, and although the scene was one of beauty, it also felt strangely oppressive. With every turn of the carriage wheels, the trees that grew tall all about us became dense and greater in number until the track came to an abrupt end. Espen drew the horse to a stop.

“We will have to walk from here,” Espen said, climbing from the seat and dropping to the ground.

With my coattails flapping about my legs, I climbed down from the carriage. Little light managed to penetrate the canopy of leaves above us. The forest was therefore dark with a feeling of melancholy. Tendrils of fog crept about our boots, giving the appearance that the forest floor was alive. The forest was eerily quiet and I wondered why my father would have owned a cabin in such a remote and desolate place.

Espen stood beside me. “Which way?”

I took the envelope from my coat pocket. I unravelled the map and peered down at it. Once I had found my bearings, I looked up. “This way,” I said, nodding straight ahead. Folding the map once more, I set off deep into the forest, Espen following closely behind.

For how long we walked, I could not be sure, as time almost seemed to stand still when there was very little light, and the only sound I could hear was that of my own racing heart and the crunch of my boots over the dead leaves hidden beneath the fog which covered the ground.

“Perhaps we are heading in the wrong direction,” Espen eventually said. “I feel that we’ve been walking for too long and perhaps we would have come across...”

“No, look,” I said, pointing ahead between the trunks of the tall trees. “I can see a lake.”
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