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The Centre of Life to the Town of Kadath by Constance Manderlay
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A letter written to the Kadath Advocate for a Contest about why the town of Kadath is such a beautiful place to live.

***
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The gaslight’s pale corona barely pierced the fog that crept through Kadath Park like ghostly fingers. The newly installed electric arc lamps along the periphery struggled against the darkness, their harsh white glare creating islands of visibility in the otherwise impenetrable night. Through the mist, the carousel’s silhouette loomed like a phantom pavilion, its elaborate pavilion reaching toward the hidden stars.

The carved horses, frozen mid-gallop, cast long shadows across the sawdust-strewn platform. Their painted flanks, usually resplendent in carnival colours, now wore muted shades of blue and silver in the moonlight. Brass poles gleamed dully, while the organ, silent at this hour, waited behind its ornate wooden case, its pipes holding the memory of cheerful melodies now transformed into the evening’s whispered secrets.

Beyond the iron-wrought fence that encircled the carousel, the red brick facade of Engine Company No. 3 stood sentinel. Its arched windows glowed with warm lamplight, and wisps of smoke from the coal furnace mingled with the fog. The brass pole within gleamed like liquid gold, waiting for the next alarm, while the horses in their stalls shuffled restlessly, their hooves clicking against the cobblestones.

The air carried the complex bouquet of a city in transition: coal smoke from the nearby tenements, the metallic tang of the newly laid telegraph wires, and the sweet decay of fallen leaves. Somewhere in the distance, carriage wheels clattered against cobblestones, and the muffled voices of late-night pedestrians echoed off wet brick walls. A police whistle pierced the night—three sharp blasts that seemed to freeze the fog in place for a moment before fading into memory.

The carousel’s wooden platform creaked in the cooling night air, its timbers remembering the warmth of a thousand summer days. Paint peeled from the decorative panels in delicate curls, revealing layers of history beneath: sea-foam green from ‘66, royal blue from ‘74, each colour a chapter in the park’s story. The mirrors that lined the central column had grown cloudy with age, reflecting distorted versions of reality on their tarnished surfaces.

Near the fire station’s brass-handled doors, a gas lamp flickered, its light catching the gold leaf lettering that proclaimed “Established 1865” in proud bold letters. The building’s cornerstone bore the names of city fathers long since passed, their legacy carved in granite and sealed with lime mortar that had weathered nearly a quarter-century of New York’s seasons. Above, the tower’s clock face glowed faintly, its hands marking time in a city teetering between its horse-drawn past and electric future.

––––––––
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My utmost favoured abode in this vast, wondrous world of existence is none other than the esteemed Bookshop and coffee shop.

On the cobblestones of Stoker Street. Hardwicke’s bookshop rose before me, its weathered limestone facade reaching skyward like a gothic cathedral’s bones. Gargoyles peered down from their perches, their stone faces worn smooth by a century of London rain, while pointed arch windows reflected the dying light of dusk in their leaded panes.

The heavy oak door creaked open, releasing the mingled scents of leather bindings, beeswax polish, and aged paper. Inside, towering bookshelves stretched up into shadow-shrouded heights, their iron spiral staircases winding like black serpents through the gloom. Brass reading lamps cast pools of amber light across dark mahogany tables, where scholars hunched over ancient tomes, their quill pens scratching quietly in the hushed air.

Next door, Madame Minerva’s Coffee House offered a stark contrast to the bookshop’s sombre atmosphere. Through its steam-fogged windows, the warm glow of gas chandeliers illuminated walls adorned with deep crimson wallpaper and gilt-framed mirrors. The aroma of fresh-roasted coffee beans and warm pastries wafted onto the street, mingling with the ever-present morning fog. Inside, the gentle clink of bone china and murmured conversations echoed off the pressed tin ceiling, while the brass coffee urns hissed and gleamed behind the marble counter.

The narrow passage between the buildings revealed a glimpse of the old church beyond, its spire barely visible through the mist. Water trickled down the copper downspouts, having long since stained the stone walls with verdigris tears. The cobblestones beneath my feet were slick with moisture, their uneven surfaces reflecting the flickering gaslights like scattered coins in a wishing well.

A hansom cab clattered past, its horse’s hooves striking sparks from the stones, while somewhere in the distance, a church bell tolled the hour with a deep, bronze clang that seemed to echo from another century. The very air felt thick with history and secrets, as if the fog itself held memories of the unknown.

***
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A letter from Miss Constance Manderlay to Miss Ella Armstrong
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My Dearest Ella,

I find myself in a peculiar position as I sit down to pen this, my very first letter to you. In truth, words seem inadequate to convey the tapestry of thoughts and emotions that have woven themselves into the fabric of my mind. Yet, there is a certain charm in the endeavour to articulate the ineffable, and so I shall persist, trusting that my sincerity will shine through.

Perhaps it is best to commence at a moment in time when I felt like a ghost adrift in the vastness of existence, a wanderer without a place to call my own. It was upon a solitary bridge, an old and forsaken structure by Crimson Rose. You may be acquainted with it, for it bears the curious moniker of “Dead Cow Bridge,” though I never quite ventured to unravel the mystery of its name.

There I stood, as if suspended between earth and sky, peering into the abyss below. The purpose of my presence eludes my memory now, but I vividly recall the sensation of solitude, a companion that seemed eternal. ‘Twas then that I discerned a familiar figure, my dear friend Adelaide, who shared the bridge with me, albeit on the opposing side. She, too, was gazing into the depths, and I was struck by the delicate gleam of a tear in her eye.

At that moment, the air felt heavy with unspoken words and unexpressed emotions. Fear gripped my heart with icy fingers, for I wondered if Adelaide intended to take a leap into the unknown. Yet, I remained curiously devoid of despair or melancholia myself. I summoned all the strength I could muster and called out to her, my voice echoing across the chasm that separated us. She turned her head, ever so slightly, and our eyes met. There was a profound understanding in that fleeting glance—an acknowledgment of shared experiences and silent struggles.

As if from a distant dream, the murmur of voices reached my ears. I peered below and beheld a gathering of schoolchildren familiar yet distinct, as if plucked from the past and placed in the present. Though they recognised Adelaide, they appeared oblivious to my presence, as if I were merely a wisp of vapor, intangible and unseen. I endeavoured to capture their attention, my voice a plea adrift in the wind, but they remained unaware of my existence.

Realising the bridge was devoid of its former purpose, a relic of forgotten times, I summoned the courage to leap across the tracks that lay between us, wishing to bridge the distance—figurative and literal—that separated Adelaide and myself.

Below, the river meandered, its waters whispering secrets of yesteryears, while the children frolicked to our right, their youthful exuberance a stark contrast to the weighty contemplations that occupied my mind.

It was there that I encountered dear Adelaide, her visage marked by tears that glistened like dew upon a rose at first dawn. She stood, poised on the precipice of decision, and instinctively, I drew her back to the solid embrace of the bridge. We sat together, two souls adrift in a sea of introspection, as she inhaled deeply, each breath a testament to the fragility and tenacity of life.

For a brief interlude, I found myself gazing over the railings, not with the morose longing for the void below, but with a whimsical yearning to cast off the shackles of mundanity and soar into the heavens. Oh, to glide above the town and its myriad familiar faces, to disentangle from the intricate web of familial expectation and societal constraint! Such dreams, though fleeting, offered a momentary balm to a weary spirit.

Adelaide, sensing perhaps the turbulence within, clasped my hand with a fervour that bespoke both fear and solace. Her trembling form leaned into mine, and she whispered her uncertainty about the future—a sentiment I, too, share, though left unspoken. In that embrace, words became superfluous, for our shared silence bespoke a mutual understanding that transcended the need for inquiry.

It is with some embarrassment that I confess that my thoughts have lingered long upon this encounter, and I have sought the counsel of Mr Barlocci, my trusted confidant and psychiatrist. Oh, the tales I spun, presenting myself as the gallant hero, wielding courage as my sword! He, in his infinite wisdom, seemed pleased by my narrative, noting an improvement in my outward demeanour, though my internal landscape remained as tumultuous as ever.

In truth, Ella, I pondered whether my intervention was a benevolent act of Kadath or a disruption of fate’s inexorable design. Yet, as Mr Barlocci spoke of life’s sanctity and his ever-open door, I felt a glimmer of solace—a reminder that curiosity and inquiry may yet stave off the shadows of despair.

You are well acquainted with the harrowing experience which befell me in the tender years of my youth, precisely when I had reached the age of ten. The spectre, whom I refer to as the Grey Man, descended upon my existence, and verily, for a span of ten days, a multitude of townsfolk searched in vain for my whereabouts. It is known that I seldom speak of this episode, and though I am cognisant that Dr Barlocci holds knowledge of it, he too refrains from broaching the subject. However, I must express an indelible truth regarding this matter: a fragment of my essence remains forever lost. I am acutely aware that something irreplaceable was wrenched from my very being. I concede that I shall never embody the aspirations my parents harbour for me, and even were I to encounter a kindred spirit and experience the enchantment of love, I understand, with profound clarity, that I can never fulfil their deepest yearnings.

Pray indulge me as I deviate, but slightly from our previous discourse. It is indeed with a sense of nostalgia that I recount my graduation, now a span of two years past, during which I ought to have sought my fortunes at university or, perchance, even taken my leave from this quaint town. I implore you to comprehend that what I am about to divulge may strike you as peculiar; yet, believe me when I assert that an unseen force akin to a magnet binds me to this place. I have endeavoured, on numerous occasions, to extricate myself from its confines, as you are well aware from my sojourns to visit you. I even broached the subject of residing with you whilst I endeavoured to establish my footing anew. You have, on manifold occasions, lent your encouragement to such aspirations, yet I invariably find my way back to the town of Kadath. I must confess, I shall curtail this letter, for I anticipate that many more shall follow. The truth being told, this correspondence serves as a more effective remedy for my woes than that provided by my physician. However, should you wish for my communications to cease, I implore you to convey such sentiments to me, for it would greatly pierce my heart to know that I might be a source of anguish to you. You hold a profound significance in my life, as you are ever-present in my thoughts. I earnestly hope that your existence is nothing short of splendid.

Thus, I leave you with these musings, hoping they find a sanctuary within your heart as they have within mine. May we continue to traverse this labyrinthine journey hand in hand, buoyed by the knowledge that, together, we can face whatever winds may blow our way.

I find myself reflecting on the nature of connection, the invisible threads that bind us to one another even when the world seems indifferent to our plight. It is a reminder that we are not alone, even when we feel as though we stand on the precipice of isolation.

In this, my inaugural letter to you, I wish to express gratitude for your presence in my life. Your friendship is a beacon of warmth and light, a guiding star in the firmament of my existence. With you, I find solace and understanding, a sanctuary amidst the chaos of life’s uncertainties.

May this letter be the first of many, a testament to the enduring bond we share. Until we meet again, dear friend, may you be enveloped in the embrace of love and harmony.

Yours most affectionately,

Constance

***
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My Dearest Ella,

I trust this letter finds you in the most resplendent of spirits and that life’s gentle tides are favourably guiding your vessel through serene waters. With a quill in hand and a heart full of reflections, I find myself compelled to share with you the recent turnings of my life’s wheel, which have stirred within me both profound contemplation and renewed hope.

In my last correspondence, I shared with you tales of my engagements with my psychiatrist, alongside other musings that weighed heavily upon my heart. Yet, today, the ink flows from my pen with a lighter grace, for I have found solace in the compassionate dialogues with my former school counsellor, Judith. True, my feet no longer tread the hallowed halls of academia, but Judith, with her gentle understanding and perceptive inquiries, has ever been a balm to my soul. Do not think, dear Ella, that I regard her insights above your own; for surely none knows the labyrinth of my heart as well as you. Yet, there is a certain art to her queries, perhaps honed in the venerable institutions of her education, that unravels the knots of my thoughts with surprising ease.

Permit me, if you will, to indulge in a slight digression to illuminate the shadows that have lingered over my slumbers. Somewhat akin to a ghostly waltz, nightmares have taken residence within my dreams, a mere month following the incident with my carriage—a misadventure I most regrettably omitted from my prior letter. Though my faculties were not grievously impaired, it was Judith’s gentle probing into my nocturnal restlessness that unearthed this connection to my post-accident somnolence. However, the deeper layers of my soul, those which you alone are privy to, reveal that this ill-fated day followed closely upon another: the incident upon the bridge with Adelaide. A tale, it seems, that has woven itself into the fabric of our town’s collective consciousness with threads of falsehood and speculation.

The whispers that reached my ears spoke of Adelaide’s supposed act of heroism—saving me from the precipice of despair. How little do they know the truth of that day! In their eyes, I have become a figure of perplexing notoriety, a reluctant participant in a play unwritten by my hand. Ah, but did they gaze upon the scene with eyes clouded by distance and conjecture? For I, who cherish obscurity as my closest companion, now find myself bathed in the unwanted glow of public scrutiny. Yet, instead of the accolades I never sought, it is Adelaide who basks in the false light of a saviour’s glory.

The genesis of this rumour, as fate would have it, has been traced to none other than Peter Pitt, a name that might evoke a flicker of recognition given the prominence of his family lineage. Though you may not know him personally, the Pitt family’s roots entwine deeply with the history of our quaint township. Peter, inquisitive and skeptical by nature, seems to have inherited these traits from his kin. Might you recall if his elder brother shared the schoolyard with you in days of yore?

Yet, armed with this knowledge, I find myself at a crossroads. Shall I challenge this fabrication, or let it fade into the mists of memory, content in knowing its origins? The townsfolk’s sideways glances, laden with misinterpretation, are a burden, but perhaps one I am destined to bear for now.

In lighter news, I have embarked upon a new endeavour, a humble yet steadying occupation within the confines of our local library. It is a simple role, attending to the books and other necessities, yet it provides a rhythm to my days that I find comforting. Alas, the shadow of the bridge incident casts its pall even here, as whispers follow me like the trailing winds.

I trust that life, in its infinite wisdom and fairness, is bestowing upon you the kindness and joy you richly deserve. Your query regarding my mysterious past, the echoes of my youthful vanishing, leaves me with little more to reveal beyond what I have shared. The spectre of the grey man, an enigmatic figure etched indelibly upon my recollections, haunts my thoughts with an enduring presence.

Until our next exchange, dear friend, I hold you close in my thoughts and wish you all the serenity and happiness this world can offer.

With the deepest affection,

Constance

***
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My Dearest Ella,

Your most recent correspondence graced my hands and brought a profound warmth to my heart. My sincerest gratitude for sharing the intimate details of your journey, though I was unaware of the trials you faced. I hold within me an unwavering belief that you shall emerge triumphant from your current travails, for your strength is unparalleled. Indeed, you possess a fortitude that renders my own pale by comparison; you are, to speak the truth, the strongest soul I have the pleasure of knowing.

You posed a question at the conclusion of your letter that gave me pause, a contemplation of considerable depth. Permit me to address it earnestly. As it stands, the tale of Adelaide’s gallant rescue continues to linger upon the lips of those in our vicinity. My recent tenure at the library has not gone unnoticed, and with it comes the whispers and glances, as though they perceive me as a fragile creature. I must convey to you, gentle friend, that my presence upon the bridge was neither a dalliance with mischief nor a shadowed contemplation of despair. The spectre of self-harm was a stranger to my mind on that fateful day.

In the wake of that event, I have taken leave of my psychiatrist, feeling a peculiar sense of sufficiency without his counsel. My former school counsellor remains a fleeting figure in my life, our interactions limited to polite nods and fleeting smiles when our paths cross at the bookshop. Thus, to address your inquiry, I have not delved into discourse with another regarding the incident. My hope is that with the passage of time, the memory will fade from the collective conscience, allowing all involved to find peace.

As fortune would have it, I did encounter Adelaide amidst the hallowed aisles of the bookshop, where she tends to her duties with grace. It dawned upon me that our exchanges had been but superficial pleasantries, devoid of meaningful discourse. Thus, I resolved to seek a moment’s privacy with her to ascertain her true state of being.

And now, dear Ella, I must regale you with a most delightful development. After several days, I found myself in conversation with Adelaide, and she confided in me a most wondrous aspiration: she desires to pen a novel. Imagine my surprise and delight when she requested my assistance in this literary endeavour. Though trepidation has often stayed my hand from such pursuits, the prospect of collaborative creation fills my heart with eager anticipation.

The subject of our intended tale shall revolve around none other than my mysterious disappearance, a narrative to be woven with threads of fiction, for the truth eludes even my own recollection. Adelaide’s laughter was a balm to my soul as she agreed that the exploration would be a shared adventure, and thus, our literary journey begins.

To address your final inquiry, I must confess that my heart remains unclaimed by romantic entanglements. The brief dalliance I shared with a charming yet misguided gentleman by the name of William Bryant ended with the revelation of his affections for Adelaide, a revelation that stung yet freed me. I find myself content in solitude, with ample pursuits to fill my days—the burgeoning project with Adelaide, my duties at the library, and the unending treasure trove of unread tomes I have not yet read.

I trust that your own path has wound its way through both sunlit glades and shaded valleys, as life is wont to do. Convey my warmest regards to dear James and rest assured that your next letter shall find its way to you with all due haste.

With the fondest of affections,

Constance

***

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


A letter from Miss Constance Manderlay to Miss Ella Armstrong



[image: ]




My Dearest Ella,

May this letter find you in the most delightful of spirits, enveloped in the gentle embrace of health and happiness. It seems the hands of time have woven for us both a tapestry rich in news and adventure, and I am eager to share the recent developments of my humble life with you, dear friend.

Allow me to commence with the sanguine tidings that Adelaide and I have embarked upon in the scholarly pursuits offered by our local college. While I partake in a modest selection of classes, Adelaide has committed herself wholly to the academic life. My days are now coloured by the strokes of writing and art, and though only a few weeks have passed, I find myself utterly enamoured with this novel endeavour. My schedule has grown busier, yet it seems to dance with a newfound vitality.

I continue to ply my trade at the local library—a steadfast establishment still under the stewardship of the venerable couple who presided over it in your school days. Is it not a marvel that they continue their tenure in this earthly realm? The passage of time, it seems, has been kind to them.

Adelaide and I remain devoted to the crafting of our novel, and here, dear Ella, is where the tale takes a curious turn. Adelaide has expressed a desire to paint the enigmatic day upon the bridge into our narrative. In her recounting, she claims to have been my saviour, yet my heart holds the conviction that it was I who saved her. I implore you to revisit my first letter, for therein lies the essence of that dream-like encounter. Were it not for the corroboration of those around us, I might have dismissed it as a figment of my imagination.

Adelaide’s inquiries into my vanishing at the tender age of ten have rekindled memories long shrouded in mystery. The rumours that swirl about such events seem far-fetched, yet they possess an almost whimsical charm. Adelaide amused me with a tale of nefarious kidnappers and miraculous returns, her countenance so earnest that I dared not laugh. 
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