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  To Carol Cornish, lady of myths, lighter of lamps




  





  

    ‘The words, the words, the words – the truths, the myths, the lies.’


  




  Dr Jabz R. Reemie




  ‘Dou waye robin, the childe will weepe.’




  From a medieval song, ‘Miri It Is’
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    Before I begin, it has just occured to me – the Sins of Satan, would that not be the ultimate confession? Imagine, old Lucifer whispering into God’s shell-like,

    unburdening his soul. What a tale that old devil could tell! What a relief for the Prince of Darkness! And what a weight for the Almighty One to receive, one that would surely send Him-on-High

    plummeting like a boulder out of those ‘realms of light’.


  




  I must admit to feeling ‘sin-full’ myself – have horns sprouted? – weighted as I am with their stories. Whose stories?




  Yes, I had intended to begin: ‘The five came to me, separately and on several occasions, to tell me their tales, innocent of each other’s visits . . .’ But first, let me

  establish that it is March 2004, in the year of the Lord, the day of the vernal equinox to be precise. Outside, spring’s first sun shines upon a high street bustling with shoppers. The

  traffic is heavy and continuous. You may hear the drill of a road-worker, the wail of a fire engine, the megaphoned promises of a campaigning politician, the Hare Krishna drumbeat of orange-robed

  devotees weaving through the crowds – everyday sounds.




  And how silent it is in here, now that I am alone, now they have left me.




  But how strange that they should seek me out. As if I might have summoned them here. Or as if this might be some ancient sacred gathering ground. Or a place where damaged souls collect.




  ‘They’ I shall present cast-list-wise. Though no ‘dramatis personae’ they, but flesh and blood before me. In order of first appearance:




  

    

      Gwynne Goode, younger daughter of




      Phineas Goode, husband of




      Marguerite (Maggie), then




      Ms Allie Finlay, the mistress of Phineas, and lastly




      Viviane, elder of the Goode daughters, the victim – the survivor.




      (Although they were all victims in their own way – and all survived.)


    


  




  Now, imagine the five as they appeared to me: Phineas, his tall, lean frame, youthfully handsome for his fifty-two years, despite the greying hair he sometimes wore in a small plait. Then

  Marguerite, a big-boned woman, striking with her long dark hair and piercing blue eyes. ‘A feisty Amazonian’, as her husband once described her, and with her beads and flowing colourful

  skirts appearing every inch the artist she is. Next, Ms Finlay, the mistress, the ‘glamorous academic’ (for want of a better phrase), that clear intelligence and, yes, cool detachment

  evident in her spectacled brown eyes. As for the nineteen-year-old Gwynne, she was as fair as fair, her blonde locks tumbling to her waist. A dryad, a faery-child. You may have seen her kind in

  story books. The deafness that struck her at an early age (four and a half years old, I gather) gave her a depth, a sense that she hears beneath the surface of things. Although even she did not

  hear everything. Lastly, the raven-haired Viviane, the elder of the girls by three years. Twenty-two when she came to me in January, but I could see (already knew) the damaged child still hiding

  within those stricken blue-grey eyes. How haunted she looked. Though all five appeared stricken, as time went by, in each face there was a leavening.




  You would do well to imagine them in happier times. In their Eden. The Goode family, in Castle Keep, their house high up on Hart’s Hill, a white-stoned square, solid construction rising

  above the town, built, so I heard, in the nineteenth century. You could imagine the house standing for ever, its surrounding garden, encircled by a red beech hedge, like a planetary ring. A world

  in itself, then – a stronghold. But with its own dark tale to tell. It was Marguerite, I think, who told me what was inscribed upon the plaque above the oak front door. ‘Stet

  fortuna domus’ – ‘May the Fortune of the House Last Long’. Ah, but not long. And no gentle irony in those words.




  Now, picture the two daughters years ago, Gwynne – little Gwynnie – and Vivvy, five and eight years old, running carefree down the hillside, or roaming free in the forest below. See

  Phineas, contentedly nested among the tomes in his bookshop, the Reading Room, and Marguerite inside Castle Keep, painting with fierce obsession, to music turned loud to drown out the world, her

  flame-coloured skies.




  See the Goode family, united, safe. And innocent? Yes, as much as they could ever be. It was a time that, in view of what came to pass within the walls of their stronghold, might be termed, with

  a little poetic licence – and to borrow a ‘Reemie word’ – ‘prelapsarian’. A time before. Before those three terrible years from which the family emerged as

  strangers to each other, as disparate.




  But what then happened after those three dark years?




  I gather that Phineas left his family to set up home with Ms Finlay and Marguerite subsequently suffered a nervous breakdown and was admitted to a psychiatric hospital, where she remained for

  almost four years, which left the sisters alone in Castle Keep, although they were both old enough to look after themselves. And each other? For by then their once deep, strong bond had been

  severed. But why? What really happened?




  Suffice for me to say that by the time they appeared to me the family were reunited, but in a different way, all now vastly and permanently changed by what had begun in Castle Keep over thirteen

  years ago. Did they come looking to be judged, exonerated, or forgiven? Or only to speak, to unburden themselves, as I must now, of what they all saw as their true guilt. But were they guilty?




  If they were guilty of anything, might it have been of innocence? Even Reemie?




  Ah, yes, Jabz R. Reemie. I heard six tales in all. Though Reemie’s story shall be told posthumously, today being the first anniversary of his death. I did not mention to the other five

  that Reemie had come to see me a couple of months before he died. A year, then, before the five came to tell me their tales, about nine months before Phineas Goode received, last October, the

  package from Reemie containing the answer to the mystery of Castle Keep – and more.




  My encounter with Reemie was brief, the nature of his illness hindering his ability to speak, and there was a reluctance to ‘tell’ perhaps. At first he was reserved, even curt, until

  he seemed to forget my presence and I began to feel I was eavesdropping on ‘the very private voice of his heart’. Like the other five, I was mesmerised by that voice which, in prosaic

  terms might be described as soft, seductive. But a voice with deep and lasting resonance, one you might imagine speaking through the mists of time, the voice of the predator, perhaps, or the

  sorcerer, a voice that continued to sound long after the words had been spoken.




  I have to say, simply, I felt sorry for him, was, even I, briefly beguiled. Even the lisp endeared itself.




  I picture him now, here in the shadows, the heavy black caped coat, the wide-brimmed hat (minus the feather) shielding those bulging eyes, eyes that looked inward, were cast, I knew, upon the

  darkness of his soul as he spoke.




  ‘I am going to die,’ he said. ‘Soon. In Lapland, in the Lemmenjoki valley, within the boundary of Inari’s national park to be precise. Lemmenjoki,

  translating, according to my guidebook, as “river of love”. Love, a lemon of a joke at which I shall afford myself a bitter-sweet smile (my last?).




  ‘And so, my time is short. When the consultant gave me the diagnosis a few months ago, I remained calm. “Oral cancer, Dr Reemie. Of the mouth,” he said. A particularly cruel

  twist of fate, wouldn’t you say, for someone whose life’s work has been language. I only half heard the prognosis: six months, maybe more, depending on my response to treatment, for I

  had already decided against intervention, was already planning the exact manner of my departure. I would be buried in the North, in the land of my mother’s myths and legends, the land of the

  great Norse god Odin, hero of my childhood.




  ‘After preliminary investigations, I realised my plans would surely be stymied by bureaucracy. Then I recalled a certain Herr Rottman, a German academic who had once visited the

  university, whose wife, I remembered, worked for the Scandinavian Tourist Board. I contacted Herr Rottman and within a matter of weeks I had managed to secure a plot at Inari and arrangements were

  finalised. It was a matter of a small bribe. I remembered Herr R. was, like me, a bibliophile. By way of a carrot, I proffered a gem, a clothbound edition – collector’s gold – of

  a number of previously unknown essays: The Myth Masters by the brothers Jacob Ludwig and Wilhelm, that grim pair. Ach, even the puns are breathing their last.




  ‘I have rented a small cottage near by. I am to be neither visited nor contacted. Once a week, at a pre-arranged time, I shall telephone Herr Rottman to tell him: “Reemie is

  here”. If I do not telephone, Herr Rottman is to get in touch with a physician and the undertaker’s. There is to be neither service nor ceremony. They will cut down my body from the

  tree. Then they will bury me. My solicitors, Guild, Guild and Sons (yes, I chose them purely for the name), have also been informed and, upon notification of my death, will issue instructions to

  Phineas Goode.




  ‘Phineas, poor innocent. And what, I wonder, will he make of my bequest, of The Book, my “testament”, as in “evidence”, proof, of my sin, of my guilt, of

  my innocence.




  ‘Guilt gult gilt. From Old English gylt. To be found in my pocket etymological dictionary, this vade mecum I happen to have here, “in my pocket” (a

  habit which will surely die with me!), to be found alongside guild, which is linked semantically with Old English gyld, as in “payment”, and with Old Saxon

  geld meaning “sacrifice”. And shall there be payment, shall there be sacrifice?




  ‘Guilty. Guilty. Words. Just words. But what a world exists between the two, between being and feeling . . . And knowing? Ach, but I know now what I am.




  ‘I leave tomorrow. In three days’ time, I shall be on a coach, speeding along the Arctic Highway, swift as Sleipnir, the great Norse god Odin’s eight-legged horse, racing to

  Lapland, my Materland. A fitting final resting place.




  ‘And so, I shall finish, amidst the babble of Finnish. For the language is one of the most difficult in the world. Yet all translates to the same, is nothing more than words within words.

  Just words? But how they beguile and seduce, for as much as they clarify and reveal, they trick, deceive, are false promises, are where truth hides. How the words have both hounded and escaped

  me.




  ‘But am I to rest in peace? Do I picture a sorry old man, his soul eternally wandering the ice plains, his weak cries – “forgive me my sins” – snatched by these

  bitterest winds? Do I?




  ‘I might be burdened with the sins of mankind, I feel so weighted. And so cold. As if she is here with me, my mother, my Mutti, stroking my forehead the way she did, her icy fingers

  trailing a cold tear “from the tip of your nose, all the way down to Little Hans”, she would say . . . in whispers like feathers. But how she could scream! Her bewildering

  anger thickening her accent, “Rob-err! Rob-err!”, pronouncing my name as if I were the grossest mistake.




  ‘Time is short. Ach, the pain. And the dark already grows about me. And the flames shall burn eternal. Soon will my silence come. For the cancer is growing by the hour, is rapidly

  eating up the words. But I shall save my last. Will she hear it, my lost daughter, my Ingebiorg? And will he, Phineas, hear it too when finally he reads my words? And will she, his raven-haired

  child? Will they all come to hear, in articulo mortis, in my final dying breath, what I needed to say?’




  As if that voice had worked its way into my very soul, was speaking through me, was my own . . .




  Had he said all he’d intended? Although he had finished speaking, he remained seated for some time, for what might have been for ever, until I stood and gestured – to show him the

  way out. He asked me then whether I knew of the Eastern-Finnish creation myth, and in a sure, chilling whisper – like that of the quietly confident opponent, perhaps – said . . .

  And God stood at the top of a golden statue and when he looked down upon the calm mirror-like surface of the sea and saw his reflection, he ordered it to rise. And out of the waters it arose

  and this was the Devil . . . And God could never be other than Good, and the Wicked One could only be Evil.




  Then Reemie rose from the chair. And there we stood, face to face for what seemed an eternity, before Reemie tipped his hat and left. That was the last I saw of him.




  It is only now, having heard the whole story, that I can give, let me say, a full confession. But before I begin, rightly or wrongly, I will introduce myself as ‘the Confessor’,

  meaning: the one who makes confession, or the one who listens. An aptly comprehensive moniker, you might come to agree. Then picture me within a small darkened place, let us say, something akin to

  one of those old wooden confessionals. Picture me, if you will, in the guise of an aged gentleman, wise in aspect, of the stamp of Phineas Goode’s white-bearded, long-robed Abbot Lenten,

  perhaps.




  I must admit that although I know the full version of each story, I have edited a little here and there, though I have been as truthful as I possibly could, to the voices, to their words.




  But, as Reemie was only too aware, what power have the words – to lure and to beguile, to trick and to deceive. So, their words, then, listen—




  A couple of months ago, around the middle of January, Gwynne Goode came to me. Of all five, it was Gwynne who seemed to find it easiest to talk. She asked me to turn to face

  her directly so she could read my lips, although I rarely spoke, mostly nodded my head now and then to show understanding, to encourage her to continue. I particularly remembered her voice, its

  mellifluous honey-like quality a stark contrast to the – for the most part – bleak monotone of her sister. Gwynne had an aura of light, a kind of shining. There was poetry in her sad

  words, and every now and then she’d fall silent, leaning forward, head tilted slightly, as though she were listening to my thoughts (which surely must set those with less innocent minds on

  their guard.)




  Gwynne was a beautiful girl, a dryad, yes. And, as I have mentioned, had an awareness, was possessed of an insight, of which, I know, someone like Reemie would be wary. Just as I was briefly

  alarmed when she said I seemed strangely familiar.




  Gwynne commented on my hands. They tell me you are at peace, she said, at rest there in your lap, open, relaxed, suggesting honesty, appearing to require nothing, she said. I notice hands, she

  said, and yours remind me of—




  Then, briefly, she covered her face with her own, before beginning, ‘Just a few months ago . . .’




  All five would similarly say ‘only months ago’, their eyes widening in disbelief, as if months should have been years, as if they had emerged from a long-term ordeal, had long known

  the truth. And although it seemed terrible to think in such a way, said Gwynne, it was only because of what had happened to her sister Viviane a few months ago that after all these years the truth

  had finally come to light. (I did not mention, of course, that having read Reemie’s book – oh, and seeing that newspaper headline – her father would have been enlightened anyway.)

  Though I was, as it were, ‘on the edge of my seat’, I waited for Gwynne to tell me – oh, would she? – what had happened to Viviane.




  ‘I thought it was because of what he’d done,’ she said, ‘what he’d done. Someone she’d gone out with. One of those rough, nasty types. She

  wasn’t exactly choosy when it came to men. Went out of her way to pick the worst. Men incapable of showing affection. Men she’d have a laugh with but who could never make her happy. Men

  who’d always hurt her. Because she seemed to like – needed – to be hurt. Punishing herself, I realise now. And I understand now why she seemed to want to punish me. When it was

  just the two of us in Castle Keep, after Mumma and Pappa had gone. As if she were taking some kind of revenge. I’d get home from working at the deaf school all day and there’d be a

  crowd, Viviane and the bastards – the bastards, she called them – boozing, cans, bottles, plates of half-eaten food, the place a mess.’




  Then Gwynne looked directly at me.




  ‘Someone she knew,’ she said, ‘but it so often is, isn’t it? Someone you know – that you think you know.’




  And her expression now suddenly cleared, in what I must describe as ‘a comprehension’. Too comprehending, perhaps, a look that made me physically recoil. I was about to ask Gwynne

  – as a ‘by-the-by’ – the reason for her coming to me, when she answered unprompted.




  ‘The atmosphere in Castle Keep these past couple of months has been so strange, strained. The wrong kind of silence collecting thickly around us. We don’t want to disturb it. Because

  it protects, insulates. We talk a little, day-to-day chit-chat. We keep going. We are grieving and we need to stay with our grief. And then we must move on. But how?




  ‘The other day, with Pappa, in the garden. He was digging, preparing the ground, he said, to grow vegetables. He’d never so much as mown the lawn before. He was stabbing the fork

  into the earth with such force. I needed to talk, I said, about Viviane, the night she’d been out with that Ventman, about when I’d found her in the bathroom a few weeks later. Pappa

  stopped forking so hard, was gently turning the earth now. And I knew he was listening. But I couldn’t say any more. Not to Pappa, not to Mumma, or Viviane. Like telling a story to someone

  who’s already in the story. No one’s innocent, you see. We’re all in the story.’




  I understood what Gwynne was trying to communicate, the need – shared by all five who came to me – to find ‘an innocent ear’.




  ‘He had a tattoo,’ Gwynne continued, ‘Ventman. A thin black snake curling around his throat. Bastard, that bastard. It was all Viviane would say. When she came home

  one night, at the beginning of last September. She’d started drinking in the afternoon. She should never have gone out. I’d sat up until two thirty in the morning. I was getting

  worried. When she eventually got in, she’d stood in the kitchen doorway, her face deathly pale. Her jeans were stained. Looked like wine. Her shirt was ripped at the front. She looked ragged,

  exhausted, like a hounded animal. She kept saying over and over, the bastard, the bastard. Who, Viviane? But she wouldn’t tell me any more.




  ‘I thought that was what had driven her to it. A few weeks later. The end of September. When I found her, in the bathroom, on the floor. The blood—’




  There was a long pause before Gwynne spoke again. ‘She was on the bathroom floor, just lying there. I thought of the unearthed remains of a Neolithic child. And as I gathered her limp body

  to hold her close to me, I imagined her bones falling from my fingers like spillikins. Breathe, Viviane, please, don’t go dying on me, Viviane.




  ‘Moments before, I was downstairs, in the kitchen. I’d looked up, felt it – quick-quick – as if heard, two notes, high, shrieks, a bow drawn quick-quick across

  tight-stretched string as the blade sliced her flesh. I ran up the stairs. Even before I opened the bathroom door, I could smell it. Fresh. Visceral. Her blood. Like a scream from a mouth split

  wide with anguish. Viviane’s blood streaking the pure white porcelain of the bath, of the sink where she had held her wrists, offered her wrists, under the tap. I saw the handprints

  splayed over the white tiles. And in the mirror, a single bloody handprint covering, hiding, its reflection. She was on the floor, tucked into the small space between the sink and the bath. She was

  alive, barely. I saw the slow, slight rise and fall of her chest and, as I bound her hands with towels, glimpsed the exposed interior of her flesh, unexpectedly hued, pinks, cream, lilac –

  obscene. And I saw too the scars she usually kept hidden beneath her clothes, feathery flicks, like fossils in pebble, their terrible beauty, constellations of pain. Then the wider scars, like

  buttermilk ribbons, and one distinct fresh Y, as though cut by design. One by one I saw them, the way stars seem to appear at dusk, until you realise you are gazing at a whole night sky of

  brilliant points—




  ‘I phoned for an ambulance, fetched blankets and, waiting for the ambulance to arrive, I lay beside her too-cold, too-still stiff body, a creature found too late in the

  forest. And I tucked the blankets around her body, just as I had tried to warm her years ago, those nights Vivvy used to creep into my bed. And when I saw the urine seeping from beneath her,

  trickling across the bathroom floor, suddenly she was ten years old and I was seven and I was putting my arms around my big sister Vivvy because she had wet the bed and I could feel her shame as

  she sobbed beside me. Why did you wet the bed, Vivvy?




  ‘The paramedics found a pulse. But she’d lost so much blood . . . so much blood.




  ‘They let me go with her in the ambulance. As it sped down Hart’s Hill, along the village lanes, through the town to the hospital, its siren was the wailing of my heart,

  don’t die don’t die don’t die.




  ‘They gave her a transfusion. Later, when she was out of danger and sleeping, I sat with her for a couple of hours, next to her bed. She looked like a little girl again. That Struwwelpeter

  shock of black hair on the white pillow which had given her such a defiant, wild-child look when she was young. But her hand, pale, the long fingers inert, like a dead bird on the starched hospital

  sheet. A nurse told me to go home and get some rest, told me Viviane should be home the next day. Your sister’s out of the woods now, she said. So I went back to Castle Keep, though I could

  not face going inside. The house seemed more than empty – besmirched. Couldn’t even bring myself to open the front door, picturing Viviane’s handprints, her hands climbing the

  bathroom wall, like the children’s prints on the collage at the deaf school, only theirs were all colours of the rainbow. I went and sat in the garden, hoping the cold night air would clear

  my head. But all I could see was the blood, trying, in spite of my longing to forget, to recall its exact shade – carmine, or vermilion, or cherry, wine, crimson – naphthol crimson,

  Mumma’s red, the special red she used in every painting.




  ‘That cold end-of-September night, on the seat in the garden, I looked up to find the stars now covered by clouds. I was on a raft in an unnavigable dark. I realised how separate

  we’d all become. Pappa in the abbey, deep in some faraway countryside, Mumma miles away, Viviane in another . . . How emptied she’d looked, dead inside. Like the stuffing’s gone

  from her, just skin and bones, the nurse said. Like a child. Like little-girl-Vivvy. Skin, bones. Spillikins. She’ll need a bit of TLC, your sister, the nurse said. My sister. My big

  sister Vivvy—




  ‘Me and Vivvy, playing spillikins with sticks we’d collect from the forest. We’d gather as many as we could then throw them into one big pile and take it in

  turns to remove them, one by one, without disturbing the others. You had to do it so carefully, you hardly dared breathe, didn’t dare speak. Didn’t dare speak. I remembered

  Vivvy, eight years old, near naked, flying, running down the steep side of the hill down to the forest. Clothes, strewn on the grass behind her, like shed skins. Her arms stretched out, wings of

  bone, unfeathered. Two of us running. Me, five years old, trying to catch up, thinking, Vivvy’ll never stop in time, she’s running so fast. And just when it seems she’s going to

  crash slap-bang right into the forest fence, she comes to a dead halt. Then she turns. And her eyes are shining. And she reaches up, looks right up at the clear perfect sky. Vivvy, free once,

  laughing as she reached to the sky, her pale body, against the backdrop of dark green firs, like a sapling that has escaped the dark of the forest to find sky and sun and space and freedom. I hear

  it now, as I heard it, sitting on the Story Seat that night I’d left her in the hospital, her laughter, singing to herself as she played . . . the north wind doth blow, and we shall have

  snow, and what will the robin do then, poor thing. The lark song above us, that day, the wind-rush in my ears like the sea as I ran behind her. Hearing her voice calling . . . Like the sound

  of water, clear and fresh and flowing and sparkling, a spring-day-stream or stream-by-moonlight that ran from the day I was born right through the first five years of our shared childhood, through

  my mind even now, its laughter like water-over-pebbles or the play of light upon the surface of water . . . Gwynnie . . . Gwyn-nie . . . whispering to me at night when we should have been

  asleep when Vivvy was six and I was three, that in the early morning felt like first-sun-through-the-window . . . Gwynnie . . . Gywnnie . . . And her singing, oh, most of all I remember

  her made-up songs . . . fish-ing fish-ing in a cardboard box for pots and pans and pretty maidens’ locks . . . sliding down a moonbeam, spinning on a star, apples on the oak tree, snakes

  in a jar . . . Vivvy’s voice, Vivvy’s voice like shining colours, like comfort, like the taste of tangy fruit lollipops in summer, of hot chocolate after swimming in the Easter

  holidays. Vivvy’s voice was the shriek of delight tossing pancakes with Mumma, was her witchy cackling when I was the witch’s helper making potions of vinegar and mustard and washing-up

  liquid, was the voice that told me the Magic Carpet Stories when we could fly to wherever-in-the-world-and-beyond . . . where shall we go, Gwynnie? . . . the voice that said . . .

  Go hide, Gwynnie, don’t cry, Gwynnie, I’ll tell them it was me who broke the dish, it was my fault . . . her voice was a jewel, of diamond-sapphire-amethyst, that I kept

  wrapped in tissue and velvet, in layers of memory, so precious and special, a silvery whispered thread, like the bond that linked us, that kept the two of us connected even when we were apart,

  though it seemed we had always been together from the moment I was born. Vivvy, my big sister, watching over my cradle, waiting for me to grow and join her play . . . Come on, Gwynnie, hold my

  hands, Gwynnie . . . Stand up, walk, Gwynnie, run . . . running down Hart’s Hill escaping dragons that might eat us, the tingling of Vivvy’s long lean fingers plaiting my hair, the

  lean sun-browned arm of my big sister curling around me, two halves of a whole. If the Vivvy-in-my-mind was a smell, was a taste, she’d be violets and chocolate and mint, if Vivvy was a

  shape, she’d be a star – twinkling, glittering, like her voice, like that special bond we used to have between us—




  ‘I feel the suffering of the creatures: a rabbit ensnared in barbed wire, a bird pawed almost to death, a badger’s white stripe blood-sticky and its hind leg

  crushed. At night, or just before dawn, going out to the fields behind Castle Keep, down Hart’s Hill to the forest, tracking the creatures, mending, healing, relieving them of their misery.

  Those I cannot save remain in me as unlocatable wounds. My heart beats to the signals of their distress. I am attuned, my skin is litmus. I hear the silences, the spaces in between. As the spaces

  between words bring sense and meaning, I hear the sound. But the silence of my sister was a vacuum.




  ‘Those last weeks before she’d tried to take her own life, I had sensed the escalation of her despair. Like clouds furnishing a storm sky. An orchestration of tragedy. But that night

  she’d been out with Ventman. I knew there was something terribly wrong.




  ‘That bastard. The bastard.




  ‘Who, Viviane? Ventman, what did he do to you?




  ‘The bastard. The fucking evil bastard.




  ‘I thought it was because of Ventman, what he’d done to her. I thought that was the reason she’d tried to kill herself.




  ‘And then, last November, we found out why – Mumma and Pappa and me. Viviane told us. The day she came back, it was early morning, biting cold, a terrific gale that should have blown

  itself out in the night. I watched her coming down the path, bent, struggling. But she was pushing through a force far more powerful than the wind.’




  And would Gwynne tell me what had caused her sister to attempt to take her own life? Reveal what was ‘terribly wrong’ with her sister? What that so-called

  ‘Ventman’ had done? But what a poignant image – the two little girls, at night, in Gwynnie’s bed, one comforting t’other. Wet the bed – not a happy child, then?

  What had happened to . . . ? I waited.




  But it was clear Gwynne would tell me no more. For the time being. Despite her wisdom and insight, though it was a good couple of months since she had discovered the source of her sister’s

  troubles, Gwynne was still raw, still dealing with her own pain, the guilt of the knowledge that she, protector of suffering creatures, had not been able to protect her sister. And more painful for

  Gwynne, perhaps, the realisation that she had escaped that which her sister had been forced to endure.




  Before she left, she turned. ‘Her anger has gone,’ she said, ‘but I understand why Viviane was so angry with me all those years.’ Then Gwynne raised her hand, as if to

  wave. But merely held it before her. ‘His hand,’ she said, ‘in the mirror. That night. In the bathroom mirror . . . As if I did not want to know what I had seen.’




  With that, Gwynne left. And who had come to speak next?




  Swift on the heels of his daughter, Phineas Goode made his first appearance. He entered, his long arms raised slightly before him. He sank heavily on to the chair, like a man

  overcome by an unbearable weight, a weight from which, as his deeply troubled eyes indicated, he could not yet be released. And then, he began to speak – but oh, so quietly I feared I might

  not catch all he had to say.




  ‘Maggie and I, were we not . . . ?’




  What? Louder. Please.




  ‘. . . not the parents we’d tried so hard to be? We’d always tried our best to—’




  Then, ‘Forgive me,’ he said, ‘but I feel just as I did with Abbot Lenten the day my vow of silence ended, that it is harder to end silence than endure it. But speak I must, for

  I have to face the truth. And though I can barely bring myself to even think of what happened to our daughter, I shall do my utmost to tell it as it was – I mean, before I knew.’




  Phineas looked up and outward, his darkened eyes embracing the whole room, as though addressing his question not to me, but to all mankind.




  ‘Was I guilty?’




  (What of, I wondered, of what?)




  ‘Of innocence?’




  Then he sighed, leant back in his chair, holding each arm out awkwardly – like a bird with a broken wing – and unable, it seemed, to continue. (Little learnt so far, then –

  nichts, in fact.) Of course, I realised that part of his difficulty was having to speak now as if from that former time of innocence – to ‘tell’ with a voice untainted.

  For now ‘knowing’, Phineas Goode would have, I knew, the Devil’s own job. For he had been changed by knowledge. The apple, having been picked from the tree, cannot be put back.

  (Oh, but worth a try, surely.)




  Phineas then stretched out his arms slowly before him, regarding them with surprise, as if observing them for the first time.




  ‘Not wings,’ he said, ‘do you see? Not wings but bone and sinew and muscle. Yet could these flesh-and-blood arms save her?’ He shook his head. ‘I tell you now, if I

  could only put these arms around that neck . . . I tell you, I could . . . would strangle the life out of . . .




  ‘But what am I saying? He is dead. And his sorry sordid past is buried with him. But what about ours, the horror we are left with?’




  (‘He’? Who he? Did I need to be told?)




  Phineas broke off here for a while, broke down, overcome with anger, I think, with grief for his daughter. He cried silently, his body heaving and shuddering. When he had composed himself a

  little, I told him he did not have to continue, if it was so painful.




  ‘But I must,’ he said, ‘unbearable this weight. These last couple of months, I have been haunted by questions – how could it ever have happened? How could we not have

  known? Perhaps that is why I am here now, to find answers. You know, life, the family, it all used to be so good, before this . . . this thing happened, and I was thinking just how good it

  used to be . . . On my way here today I decided to walk, such a beautiful morning. I stopped for a while, closed my eyes, turned my face to the sky, to the sun, receiving its power, its healing,

  its goodness. And I remembered one day, years ago, the sort of day that you feel could go on for ever.




  ‘It was one of our parties. The middle of June. We were celebrating the summer solstice. We’d invited a crowd, people I’d got to know through the shop, Maggie’s arty

  crowd, some of the locals from the village. The girls were quite young. Gwynne couldn’t have been much more than three or four, but we’d allowed them to stay up as a treat. Such a long

  late afternoon, a typical balmy evening. As if the day was never going to end and the sun would stay high in that sky for ever. We were always having parties in those days. Maggie liked to do

  themes – you know, fancy dress, decorations, special food. For one Hallowe’en, it seemed the entire progeny of the village had descended. We’d sat up the night before, hollowing

  out swedes and pumpkins to make smiley-faced lanterns which Maggie placed in each window and on either side of the path. The whole place was aglow with orangey flickering candlelight, magical. For

  the solstice party, she’d hung green and yellow bunting throughout the downstairs rooms and around the garden. All the food was orange, yellow and green – trays laden with smoked

  salmon, dishes piled high with corn on the cob, with melons, pineapples and tangerines, with vividly striped vegetable terrines, golden rounds of quiche and lemon pie and cheesecake, deep bowls of

  potent fruit punch. Maggie was radiant. She wore a long robe of yellow silk, belted with a gold-tasselled tie, had replaced her silver jewellery with masses of thin gold tinkling bangles. I

  remember the sheen of her black hair. She had made the girls sunflower headdresses. I can see their faces now, smiling through large yellow petals.




  ‘We’d had much to celebrate. Business was better than ever. I’d bought the tiny sandwich bar next door to the shop and the Reading Room now had its own café. Maggie had

  just won a commission to do some paintings for the new civic centre in town.




  ‘Just before the girls went up to bed, someone proposed a toast: To the Goodes – for life, love and laughter. Then someone started singing – you are my sunshine,

  my only sunshine. Can you imagine, that gathering up on the hill, all of us singing, Viviane and Gwynne holding hands between Maggie and me, Maggie squeezing my hand, the brief pressure of her

  fingers enough to assure me this was no dream, but real. Real, real, real. The four of us, joined, connected, rooted.’




  Phineas turned away, his expression relaxing, his face somehow enlightened, as though he were briefly encapsulated by the memory. Then, as if that long summer’s day finally darkened, as if

  the memories of the joy and happiness that was once their Eden had grown silent and cold, though I sensed his reluctance to leave it, Phineas shook his head, looked down, closed his eyes, finding a

  way perhaps to enter that place of no music and no colour and no light and no joy – to begin his story.




  ‘Where should I start? When my vow of silence ended? Because that was when I read the letter from Reemie, Jabz R. Reemie—’




  (The letter, yes, yes, go on.)




  But here, Phineas told me that he blamed himself. For what had happened to his daughter? For his daughter’s suicide attempt? And then he told me. And to cut the story short: four years

  ago, in the final summer of the last millennium, Phineas told me, he had reached a crisis in his life. His relationship with Ms Finlay, for whom he had left his family, was over. About a year

  earlier, in April 1998, their daughter Orelia had died, and they were never able to recover. The damage to their relationship was irrevocable. Phineas was crushed by guilt – for the troubles

  between him and Ms Finlay, for leaving Maggie and his daughters.




  ‘I even blamed myself for Orelia’s death,’ he said. ‘I was overwhelmed by guilt. But ever since I can remember, I have heard the words, whispered at first but sounding

  louder over the years, almost like the beat of another heart inside me, until all I could hear was a constant pronouncement – guilty, guilty. I was like Bunyan’s pilgrim

  Christian, driven out by a dreadful sound. I began to question, not whether life was worth living, but whether I even deserved to live. Then, one night, unable to sleep, I was flicking

  through a book Allie had brought home from the university and I read about St Benedict’s.




  ‘What was the book? Language and Silence, if I remember, a study of deafness and communication. My attention was caught by a few pages describing an order of Cistercian monks who

  devoted their lives to prayer and silent contemplation, who had developed a sign language to communicate at mealtimes and so forth. The abbey, St Benedict’s, founded by monks in the

  fourteenth century, was still in existence, and when I read that it offered extended “retreats” for those wishing to temporarily retire from everyday life, I felt the book had somehow

  found its way into my hands, like a hand itself, reaching out and offering another way. I decided immediately that this was what I must do. Indeed, it appeared the only way left to me. A temporary

  retreat, as I told Allie. Although we both knew our separation would be permanent.




  ‘Within a matter of months, settling my business and financial affairs as best I could, I found myself deep in the countryside, on top of a hill, looking down at St Benedict’s, which

  reminded me so much of Castle Keep. Although the abbey was an ancient, crumbling grey-stoned building, ensconced in the heart of the valley, while the white-walled stronghold was a landmark on top

  of Hart’s Hill, both appeared protected, seemed to be offering protection. And the light, I shall never forget it, a radiance, emanating from the abbey, a golden light that would shimmer in

  the summertime, that later, even on the worst days, seemed still to radiate from the grey stone.




  ‘And as I looked down at St Benedict’s, I found myself yearning, wishing that our family could be reunited, thinking of the dream I had harboured since childhood of being husband and

  father, of having my own family, a dream I had realised but from which I was only to walk away.




  ‘On arrival, my meeting with the abbot was brief. When I first set eyes on Abbot Lenten as he came shuffling round the corner, tall, the heavy folds of his brown habit gently swaying, the

  wooden rosary hanging from his belt, and his slightly slanting green eyes, I thought of Kimball O’Hara’s first sighting of the lama in Kipling’s Kim – the book

  having been a particular childhood favourite of mine. Yet from that first meeting and my first few observations during my retreat it became clear to me that the abbot had none of the lama’s

  childlike naivety. For he was a wise man, had a gentle warmth, was a paternal presence watching over the community of monks.




  ‘Abbot Lenten asked for details of my next of kin. My parents had died when I was a child, I said, but I had a family of my own who could be contacted if necessary. The abbot suggested

  that I should ask myself, though he seemed not to require an answer, what my purpose was at the abbey.




  ‘To still the inner voice, I might have replied, to find peace, to find myself.




  ‘My first insight came within hours of entering St Benedict’s, when I awoke at dawn in my spartan cell the next morning. It was an insight prompted, I believe, by that hilltop view

  of the abbey and meeting Abbot Lenten, when the scene which had faded over the years came clearly into my mind. I picture it now, the summer air show, that intense forget-me-not blue of the sky,

  the breathtaking aerial display – daredevil stunts, the planes spinning, corkscrewing, looping-the-loop, the pleasure rides – Roll Up! Roll Up! Fly With The Magic Bird! Ride of a

  Lifetime! And I saw their plane, spinning, falling through the sky, like a swooping bird of prey, and I can see myself there too, my arms held out to catch them, to save what I could not

  save.




  ‘Did I see it happen? Did I have the image of the Cessna falling through the sky with my mother and father inside imprinted on my mind? Was I there? Or was the scene described to me by

  some well-meaning guardian? One of those many “mothers” and “fathers” who mostly did their best to make me feel at home in a place that never could be home, part of a family

  that never would be mine.




  ‘I survived, but my eyes were always searching beyond the clouds, drawn to, yet fearful of, the sky. I was Phineas the saviour who could not save, I was Phineas the survivor whose parents

  had died. I was Phineas the guilty. But it was at St Benedict’s, over the three years of my vow, that the deafening voice in me was gradually swallowed up by the silence, until one day I

  listened. And I could hear nothing. And I found myself at last at peace.




  ‘It took a month or so before I adjusted to the monks’ way of life, as it did for those few others who had also chosen to retreat. We were like schoolboys at first, barely able to

  suppress our juvenile laughter over the dining table, mouthing at each other across the courtyard. Gradually we settled into the community, one entirely separate from the outside world. Yet, as I

  came to realise, separate also from each other, as if each one of us there within the thick stone walls surrounding the abbey and its grounds was just as much enclosed within our individual silence

  – and a silence that insulated, protected.




  ‘I hear again now the swish of our robes, the soft tread of our sandals as we shuffled along the stone corridors, the percussion of daily ritual – the clatter of cutlery in the

  refectory – as if all sounds were muffled. Even the sign on the wall in my cell, Let Silence Reign in This Place of Peace, itself seemed to whisper. I remember the haunting plainsong

  of the monks at prayer in the chapel seeming far removed, as if reaching me from another world. And within that small microcosm, I came to learn and to hear so much.




  ‘For three years I lived in my silence. I discovered intense pleasure working in the abbey gardens – the feel of the soil in my hands, its rich base smell, seeing the growth of what

  I had helped to plant and nurture – even the ache and sweat of physical labour was welcome. As if all my senses were awakened. I began to picture myself in the countryside, my feet planted

  firmly in the earth, working the land, as a farm labourer perhaps, at the helm of an ancient plough, whoa-ing to my horse. Or I might be a domestic gardener for some grand manor house. It was as

  if, up until then, I had never been in touch with my physical self, as if I had only then begun to properly live. And as I sensed my impending departure, my room appeared to contract back to the

  claustrophobic cell I’d had to adjust to when I first arrived. I felt like a hermit crab that has outgrown its borrowed shell. I even forgot to stoop as I walked through the door, and

  throughout those last weeks bore a permanent bruise on my forehead, as a sign of my separation. I was increasingly aware of a slow but steady awakening within, one that brought with it a peace such

  as I had never experienced, a letting go of all that was preventing me from engaging with life. I was beginning to feel my feet on solid ground.




  ‘As Abbot Lenten said, my “transgressions” of those last few months at St Benedict’s were clear indications I was ready to leave, to re-enter the world. I had found

  myself giving in to the temptation to communicate, to connect – a prayer uttered aloud, each syllable seeming to crack the night silence of the chapel, then the secret

  “conversations” with a fellow inmate from my window across the courtyard to his. This had begun with a brief wave from him one day when, without thinking, I waved back and was so

  surprised by his signed “hello” I could not help responding, my hands forming the language I had learnt years ago for Gwynne’s sake, though I was a cack-handed student, unable to

  achieve the poetic beauty of Gwynne’s talking hands. But it was a sign, like a mirror image, as though the stranger were my wakened self, beckoning me forward.




  ‘And when I was sure my vow was coming to an end, I wrote the letters I had long been formulating in my mind, to Maggie at the psychiatric hospital, to Viviane and Gwynne, and one to

  Allie. I told them how sorry I was, that I had only ever wanted to do my best, as a husband, as a father. Though I dared to hope that someday I would see Maggie and my daughters again, that one day

  we might be reconciled in Castle Keep. But I never imagined just how devastated that reconciliation would find us.




  ‘A couple of weeks before leaving St Benedict’s, the Interlocutor brought a message from Abbot Lenten informing me that two letters had arrived. I knew I was not ready to read them,

  that they would remain in the abbot’s safe-keeping until I was certain the time had come for my vow to end.




  ‘I recall now the peculiar dream I’d had the night before my meeting with the abbot. I was standing on a vast glass disc. It appeared to be some kind of dial, a watch-face or

  compass, but without hands or arrow. A figure approached dressed in a black-hooded gown. It was moving slowly towards me. I was growing impatient, desperate to see what it had for me. The hooded

  figure came to the edge of the disc and held up a gold satin cushion which bore a scroll tied with gold ribbon. “I am the wise one,” he said, “and I bring you the Story of Your

  Life.” Then he unravelled the scroll, held it high. I saw that it was covered with minuscule writing, and as I leaned closer to read the words, I fell off the disc, down into what seemed a

  never-ending darkness.




  ‘It was a warning perhaps, that I should not read the letters, but I took no heed. And part of me now wishes I had remained innocent of what I would, in time, come to know, while another

  part is thankful, glad – there is no word for it – that I learnt the truth, that she told me.




  ‘She was a beautiful child, Viviane, beautiful in a different way to Gwynne. Self-contained. A dark-haired gypsy girl. Not difficult, never, not until . . .




  ‘Just a child. Just an innocent child.




  ‘The morning after I’d had the dream, I was in Abbot Lenten’s study. I was eager to read the letters which I hoped were from the family, yet I was anxious as to the nature of

  their replies. I remember I could barely articulate a simple “good morning”. I felt as a stroke victim must, having to relearn speech. My voice sounded alien, my words seeming to echo

  round the abbot’s study, disturbing, challenging its cosy intimacy. The abbot appeared serene, regal, a brief intense ray of sunlight giving him an aura. I thought of the stained-glass God

  who gazed down from the chapel window. I felt momentarily in awe. But his “welcome, Phineas” was like a thick enveloping fleece, his voice rich, full, sweet: plum pudding laced with

  Jamaican rum, cognac, malt whisky, double cream, butter, soft buttery toast sprinkled with cinnamon. Yes, I could almost taste his words! My spartan existence soon to be over, I began to think of

  what I had missed. And I recalled then another similarly affecting voice.




  ‘Abbot Lenten told me to be seated then lifted a heavy gold cloth covering a cabinet and took out a large envelope from one of the drawers, which he slid across the table, reminding me

  that reading the letters would officially mark the end of my vow. At first I could do little else but nod when he asked about my decision to leave and told me he understood my difficulty. “It

  is not that we forget the words, Phineas,” he said, “but how we are to say them.”




  ‘Before I left his study he reached out, and I took his hand, keenly aware then of the warm, firm grip, and I realised that although we’d had little contact during my time at the

  abbey, I had always been very much aware of his presence. For to me, Abbot Lenten was like a father figure, ever present in the background, someone I could trust, one of those imaginary figures who

  had peopled my lonely childhood.




  ‘The letters were not, as I’d hoped, from Maggie, or the girls. I recognised the handwriting on the small blue envelope. Allie. I did not want to read it. Knew I would find her name

  there: Orelia. As for the other letter, it looked official, from the bank, perhaps, I thought, or some matter of business concerning the Reading Room. Since leaving the family, I had put

  someone else in charge of the day-to-day running of the shop.




  ‘When I opened the envelope, I saw that the letter was from a firm of solicitors, Guild, Guild and Sons. My eyes picked out the word “death”. I immediately feared that

  something awful had happened to Maggie or the girls. And then I read the name, Dr Jabz Reemie—




  

    

      Dr Jabz R. Reemie requested that you, Phineas Goode, should collect a package bequeathed to you by the deceased, Dr Jabz R. Reemie, from the offices of

      Guild, Guild and Sons, according to the instructions issued by the aforementioned, that the package should be received only by you, Phineas Goode, and no other person or persons, and for that

      reason formal proof of identification will be required.


    


  




  ‘Reemie, dead? He had been such a friend, a mentor to me. I was deeply saddened to think he had gone.’




  Reemie? I was all ears. But poor Phineas could say no more for the time being. I assured him he was welcome to come back, when he next felt the need. Just as he was leaving, he turned, and in

  the shadows of this darkened place, I saw his eyes, harrowed. How innocent I was, he said. Yet how guilty I felt.




  But innocent and guilty – en même temps? Though I had little time to ponder, for here was Gwynne again. (And hadn’t she brought something

  for me, something framed? But no, that was a later visit.)




  ‘A key,’ Gwynne said, before she had even taken her seat, ‘what Ventman did – like a key to her silence. So many kinds of silence—




  ‘The other day, a group of hearing children came to visit the deaf school. They were so excited as they gathered outside the door, straining to see in, and as soon as the door was opened,

  in they rushed, barely able to contain themselves, but only to stop dead in their tracks, arrested by the atmosphere of that noiseless room which held them in awe.




  ‘I know that what I am without is something I have gained and it frees, protects. Every flicker of an eyelid, every blink, glance, every curl and twist of a lip holds a secret, is a

  cipher. The eyes of the deaf children will not let you go, are attuned to receive, from the signs of your hands, from the shape of your lips, words gleaned like pieces of treasure from a cache of

  silence—




  ‘Last September, the day after I’d found Viviane bleeding in the bathroom, I was sitting in the observation room at St Eulalia’s, trying to focus my thoughts

  on work, watching the children below, painting portraits of each other, the fierce concentration on their young faces. But my eyes were continually drawn away, looking out through the high window

  of the school hall, at the hospital in the town, brilliant white, its windows glinting gold in the autumn sun, like a multi-eyed fabulous beast. And Viviane in its belly, a small bone. And beyond,

  in the distance, up on Hart’s Hill, Castle Keep, our stronghold, but like a centuries-old ruin now, a tide-washed shell, a sun-bleached skull.




  ‘Then I saw one of the children waving, Nyssa, waving and pointing to her small suitcase in the corner, her face open and shining. Just like Viviane used to look. Same dark hair, grey-blue

  eyes. Like Vivvy . . . laughing shining singing signing . . . Why don’t you sign any more, Vivvy? Why won’t you talk to me, Vivvy? . . . happy signing singing shining skull shell

  bone—




  ‘Bones, bleached, leached, like an unfed leech, on the doorstep, thin, in her black clothes. The day after she’d gone into hospital, when I’d got back home

  after school, Viviane was sitting outside the front door, head on her knees, arms dangling loose at her sides, cuffed with her bandages, like the cloth limbs of a doll. She told me she’d

  discharged herself from the hospital that morning, that she’d gone to the art gallery to look at her pictures. Gallery? Pictures? In the photography exhibition, she said. She was looking at

  the child, at Nyssa.




  ‘It was clear from the start she did not welcome her presence in the house. But it was more than resentment. She saw in Nyssa what I could see. One morning, I looked out of the kitchen

  window and there they were, in the garden, Nyssa standing a little way behind Viviane. And on the grass behind Nyssa, her talking doll. The doll – Nyssa – Viviane. Like one of those

  timeline pictures showing the progression from child to adult, though Viviane was so far removed, there was nothing of the child left.




  ‘“What’s up with the kid?” she said as we went into the house.




  ‘I told her Nyssa would be staying at Castle Keep for a while. Her mother was expecting a baby and there’d been one or two complications and she needed bed rest. Nyssa’s father

  was working long hours and they had no family close by. She had grown fond of me, had told her mother she wanted to stay with me.




  ‘“I did ask you, Viviane, whether you’d mind. And we’ll be at school most of the time so we won’t—”




  ‘She was standing in the middle of the hall, her hands, her long-fingered hands, covering her face.




  ‘“Fucking kid,” she said, “Fuck the kid.”




  ‘I hated leaving Viviane when Nyssa and I went off to Eulalia’s each morning. I worried about her not eating, about being alone, about that Ventman coming round, and just as I had

  done ever since Mumma went into hospital, I worried what she might do to herself, only now I feared far worse than cuts that would heal.




  ‘Within a couple of days after Viviane came home from hospital, you could feel the tension. She hardly spoke to me and was sharp with Nyssa, who, reacting with the simple logic of a

  six-year-old, pretended that Viviane either did not exist or was a skulking ghost whose occasional appearances could be observed with nothing more than curiosity. One day, I found her on the

  landing, outside Viviane’s bedroom. Your sister’s making a real mess in there, she said, she’s really naughty.




  ‘I had seen the bathroom, the contents of the cupboard scattered on the floor. Viviane was in her bedroom, frantically going through all the drawers. I knew what she was looking for. I

  told Nyssa to come downstairs. I gave her biscuits and juice, a picnic to eat in the garden, I said.




  ‘I was watching Nyssa skipping round the Lightning Tree. Just as I turned, there was Viviane, in the kitchen, plucking a knife from the block. Then she lunged at me, the blade of the knife

  at my face, and I stumbled sideways into her and the knife fell from her hand, spearing my foot.




  ‘“You had no right,” she screamed, vicious, spitting, “no fucking right to take my things. You shouldn’t take things from other people.”




  ‘She sank into a chair. Like a rag doll. A puppet. As if the fragile structure of her bones had collapsed.




  ‘“I’m sorry,” she said, and she covered her face with her hands. “I’m sorry, Gwynne.” And when she looked up, I could hardly bear it, that dead-eyed

  resignation. And she reached out her hand, her fingers half curled. “I never meant to hurt you, Gwynne.”




  ‘And she turned to me then and placed her hands across her chest, like spread wings, making the sign for love. “I’m sorry, Gwynne,” she said again, one hand

  closing and rubbing small circles over her chest. I’m sorry.




  ‘And in a moment, I felt all our years unfold behind me. Me and Vivvy – me and Vivvy – me and Vivvy. A row of hand-in-hand cut-out paper dolls. A tight fist unfurling into an

  open hand that beckoned. She was staring at the kitchen table, at the knots and stains, the signs and symbols of our childhood hieroglyphics.




  ‘“I need to talk to you, Gwynne, tell you . . .”




  ‘“What, tell me what, Viviane?”




  ‘Then she looked up so I could see her lips, but her eyes were turned away from me.




  ‘“Something,” she said, “something about . . . years ago.”




  ‘Then Nyssa came running in, her face beaming – something to tell me, something to show me, lips moving, hands signing, a finger stabbing her chest, I . . . I . . . I . . .

  , her hand snapping closed in a grasping fist, find . . . found . . . I found . . . Look what I found, Gwynne, in the garden. What, Nyssa? Show me. Nyssa opened her hand to reveal the

  small pine cone in her palm. And I felt the screech of Viviane’s chair across the floor, the thud as she overturned it before running out.




  ‘Never meant to hurt you, Gwynne . . . Shouldn’t take things . . .




  ‘A couple of years ago, I was going away, with friends. It had taken me ages to get the money together. We’d all saved enough to stay in a hotel. One of those cheap mini-breaks. But

  I didn’t go. Viviane stayed in most of that weekend, watching television, drinking. She’d been into town, had bought this black leather coat, zipped up from neck to hem, long, tight

  fitting. Like a snake. Looked expensive. My money. Stolen. Revenge. I understand why, now.




  ‘She’s been cutting for years. A dissatisfied seamstress cutting and stitching, retailoring a self that never fits. But it was some time after Pappa left when it took hold. I could

  sense it, her desperate need to cut, see afterwards, her eyes averted, head lowered, her veil of shame. Sometimes she’d lift it, briefly let you in.




  ‘She was often careless about clearing up. Razor-edge lines of blood on the glass shelf in the bathroom and on the sink ledge, like haphazard arrows, useless indicators pointing every

  which way. Mumma and I always knocked in case she was in the bathroom cutting. Because for some reason she stopped locking the door, long before the cutting started. She used to lock herself in the

  bathroom. She was in there all day, once. At bedtime, Pappa had to break down the door. The lock was broken for days. Pappa wasn’t much good at mending things.




  ‘And then it got fixed. He came to the house one evening to look after me and Vivvy and he’d brought a shiny brass bolt and some screws. Reemie. He’d put the lock on the

  bathroom door. Kind man, Mumma said.




  ‘One time I forgot to knock and I saw Vivvy doing it. She was sitting on the blue chair, bare legged, one leg up on the edge of the bath, scars like small runs in tights patterning her

  thigh. I caught her face twisted in pain as the blade slit her skin, saw the slight parting of her lips. Oh, Vivvy, but doesn’t that hurt you, Vivvy? But I felt so intensely ashamed

  that I couldn’t speak. I was looking at the line of beading blood, then the blood flooding her pale face when she saw me there.




  ‘Get out! she yelled, the words falling from her lips in sharp-edged shapes.




  ‘I could not forget it, the odd way she did it, flicking the blade with a light, almost carefree stroke, yet reluctantly, like a phobic forced to touch the source of their fear – or

  was it with curiosity, like a child touching something hot, not nice. As if it were not her leg, not herself she was hurting.




  ‘I realised I had crossed a boundary. For not long after, she invited me to come and watch her. She was in her room, framing some photographs. She’d become quite accomplished by

  then, had won an under-twelves photographic competition. Black-and-white skyscapes scarred with aeroplane trails, wintry grey skies.




  ‘“Can I help you, Vivvy?”




  ‘“No, but you can stay and watch, if you like.”




  ‘I felt her tension, saw the quick creases at the corners of her eyes, her teeth biting her lips, her hands like two caged wild birds, fluttering, tapping, panicky. She started tearing up

  the cardboard mounts, and then she stopped, gathered together plasters, cotton wool, razors. She was standing in the doorway, her back to me. I knew she was waiting for me to follow.




  ‘“Gwynnie,” she said, “do you ever get all numb? Like everything outside your bones is nothing, like your skin’s numb all over?”




  ‘She didn’t wait for an answer. I followed her into the bathroom. And I watched, fascinated, repulsed. My big sister Vivvy, blade between fingers, the baby one hooked as if she were

  doing something artful, a matter of etiquette. And I felt each stroke of the blade, felt the blade enter her skin, felt it with every nerve.




  ‘The image is indelible. Viviane, hunched over herself, like a snake devouring its own tail, like an addict with their drug, protecting that which enslaves—




  ‘Last October, Nyssa had come into my bed to sleep one night. Her doll wanted a cuddle, she said. Angel’s afraid of the dark, Gwynne.




  ‘Nyssa slept like a starfish, her limbs spread. Vivvy always tucked herself under the covers like a hibernating creature, curled into herself. I’d thought it was Viviane . . .

  I thought it was Vivvy, waking me up in the middle of the night, tugging my arm . . . what’s the matter, Vivvy? Why are you crying, Vivvy? . . . It was Nyssa. I

  turned on the light to see her lips.




  ‘“I want to go to wee-wee,” she said, “but I can’t because she’s in there, your sister.”




  ‘I put on the landing light, showed Nyssa the bathroom in Mumma and Pappa’s room and told her to go straight back to my bed.




  ‘I pictured Viviane in the bath, her white body, the red water. But there was no blood, no water. Viviane was sitting in the bath, staring at the wall, hands clasped around her knees. She

  wouldn’t look at me. She was wearing a long black T-shirt that did not quite cover the large fading bruise on her thigh. Bastard, she was saying, bastard. Her hand moved down to cover the

  bruise. I asked her whether it was Ventman, had Ventman done that to her? When I touched her shoulder, I felt the bone and I thought of the fox, feeling the bone of a fox once, as I’d removed

  the glass from its flesh.




  ‘“He had a knife,” she said. “I couldn’t stop him, Gwynne. I didn’t know how to make him stop.”




  ‘“You’ve got to tell someone, Viviane,” I said, “you’ve got to report this. I’ll come with you to the police. Before he does it to someone

  else.”




  ‘“No, Gwynne,” she said. “Because it’s all over now.”




  ‘But it wasn’t. Not for Viviane. Because for Viviane it had only really begun.




  ‘And the look in her eyes then. Scared me.




  ‘She used to scare me sometimes. Vivvy, years ago. I’d find her lying out on the hill. Like she’d just been flung. Like she’d never get up again. Eyes open, staring, not

  even blinking. Like she’d just died.




  ‘Yes, Viviane was alive. It was Vivvy who had died. Once upon a time. My big sister Vivvy. You see, the real tragedy was not what had happened with Ventman, but once-upon-a-time-years ago.

  When, once upon a time, when she was eight years old, my big sister Vivvy seemed to acquire edges against life too soon, when she was all and only razor-sharp edges, when she lost her glittering,

  when her eight-year-old voice was so packed and pleated with secrets, so tight-closed-up, no one, no one could hear her.




  ‘When Vivvy stopped being happy, I thought it was my fault, as if my loss had somehow become hers . . . sorry I’m deaf, Vivvy . . . Where have you gone, Vivvy? Where had she

  gone, my big sister Vivvy? That celebration of freedom. That shining face. Those arms reaching wide, high.’




  Not the rape itself, then. But the result. As Gwynne said, a key, a catalyst – to what her sister had kept locked up all those years. But, as they who came had

  repeatedly asked themselves: what? and why? And – taking more than a little pre-emptive risk – who?

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
THE Book or GUILT

Kym Lloyd





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





