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         It started, as it does, out of nowhere.

         Only it wasn’t nowhere. It was the same place every time: the pyre in the middle of the square at Tyburn. A pile of wood heaped around a platform constructed for one use, and one use only. A pole in the center. Bodies bound with chains, not ropes, because those would burn. A single flame from a torch lowered to the hay scattered along the wooden planks, mixed with peat to catch fast and burn hard, a roaring fire you could feel clear across the square. But I wasn’t across the square. I wasn’t across town, or a hundred feet away, or even ten.

         I was right there.

         Rushing the platform, trying to reach them. My mother, my sister. I remember searching for their faces: I couldn’t see them, not right away, their hair shorn to their scalps, poorly and roughly done with an executioner’s knife, careless of nicks or cuts because they’d be dead soon anyway.

         They grabbed me. Two guards, dressed in black and red, that damned red rose embroidered on the sleeve, the flower of the king’s house. They pulled me away just as I saw her. Jane. She saw me, too, her eyes stormy like mine, frantic and full of fear. She shouted my name but it was cut off by a scream and a punch and a shout and a cry, some of it hers, some of it mine, some of it the crowd’s, who watched with equal measures of horror and fascination and pity.

         I hit the dirt face-first, a mouthful of dust and ash, warm from the heat and scorched from the fire, stinking of burnt human flesh. I gagged on it. Rolled over to my back just as I saw her face—their faces—first red then yellow then white then black, the alchemy of change from life to death, from before to after, from here to gone.

         I bolt upright with a gasp, her name on my lips. My sister, Jane. Two years older than me, a loudmouth and a troublemaker but funny and wild and no one has ever made me laugh harder. She was my best friend.

         Was.

         Gone since a year ago today. November 2, All Souls’ Day, a day of prayer for the dead. I could choke on the irony, were I not still choking on grief. My heart pounds in my chest, so loud I can nearly hear it. I’m breathing fast, but I can’t get air. My hands are shaking, and I feel the urge to run, to get as far away from this as I can—only there’s nowhere to go. The horror is in my head, and I can’t escape it.

         I leap out of bed. Cross the room to the window and throw it open. The night air is cool, and judging by the moon in the sky—high but slightly off-center—it’s about three in the morning. I don’t know what’s significant about three in the morning, but it’s when I always wake up.

         And I always wake up.

         I stick my head out the window. Begin to breathe, the way she told me to.

         In for four.

         Hold for four.

         Out for four.

         I look down at the physic garden, just beginning to go dormant for winter. There are a few plants left, coriander and deadnettle and rosemary and honeysuckle, that still grow despite the increasing cold and the never-ending rain, the darkness that begins at four in the afternoon and ends at nine in the morning. My sister hated winter. She was fair, like my mother, but preferred summer because she said the winter months made her look too pale, like a ghost, like the dead.…

         I choke on another breath.

         The warm, sweet scent of the honeysuckle floats in on an errant breeze. This plant is useless for the most part; it doesn’t do much but look and smell pretty. It has no place in a physic garden, but my mother planted it anyway because when everything else dies, it comes alive.

         I push away from the window. Pace the room, my hands clasped behind my head. I’m trembling like I’ve got the goddamned ague. I walk to my desk, fumbling through the stacks of books and rolls of parchment and scattered pens and ink until I come to it: the journal.

         Loren—a healer and my mother’s closest friend—gave it to me as a way to come to terms with losing them. A way to work through the nightmares and the guilt and the shock, a way to figure out how to move ahead when everything’s been left behind. She said that if I wrote down my feelings, I could gain control over them. That they wouldn’t seem bigger than me, that I wouldn’t become trapped by them, a prisoner of my own misery.

         It’s not going very well.

         I slide the journal toward me. A letter slips out from underneath it and flutters to the floor: snow-white parchment, sealed with bloodred wax in the shape of a heart. I can just make out the scent of cypress—one of the primary ingredients in a love spell—mixed with the scent of cinnamon to mask it. I pick it up, taking care not to loosen or break the seal, which would activate the magic, and set it back on the desk. Open the journal to a blank page, easy to do because they’re all blank.

         “Write my feelings down…” I grip the pen, dip it in ink, hold it over the page. “Won’t do a damned thing.” I toss the pen onto the desk, watch as it skitters across the surface and lands on the floor. I’ve tried, I have. But I can’t seem to do it. I don’t know what I’m so afraid of, they’re just words. Death. Pain. Torture. Gone. Alone.

         But they’re words I’m afraid of.

         I stand up and walk back to the window. My breathing has slowed, but my heart still thuds against my rib cage, so hard my shirt twitches. It’s then I realize I’m still wearing my day clothes, the same clothes I wore yesterday. Blood of Christ. I can’t even get it together enough to remember to dress properly. I tear the shirt over my head, not bothering to unbutton it, then fling it into the corner. It’s not on the floor a second before my mother’s voice fills my head.

         John, it says. Shirts don’t launder themselves, do they? Then she would ruffle my hair before picking it up and handing it to me. As if on cue, I’m gasping for air again.

         In for four.

         Hold for four.

         Out for four.

         I don’t know how I’m going to get through this. Writing it down won’t help. There’s no sense in it. I don’t need to tell myself how I’m coming apart; I already know it. Melancholia, the healers call it. An episode, Fifer calls it. But whatever you call it, the meaning is the same.

         I’m losing my goddamned mind.

         I walk to my bed, crawl on top of the covers. Think about my breathing, only about my breathing. I lie there I don’t know how long before finally, I start to relax. I never got dressed. It doesn’t matter.

         I don’t know what matters anymore.
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         He pounds on the door, the noise sending me to my feet.

         “God’s nails,” I mutter. “I’m coming.” I fling open the door. Father stands on the threshold, fully dressed, the air of tobacco and brandy hanging over him like a cloud. The collar on his white linen shirt is fraying; there’s a button missing, a stain on the lapel. I make a note to myself to wash and mend it for him.

         “What’s with all the racket?” I say. “You could have just walked in, you know.”

         Father raises his dark brows. “If I recall, the last time I did that you asked me ever so politely to knock from now on.”

         I wince a little at the admonishment. The last time he came in without knocking I threw a book at him.

         “Ugh,” I groan, and rub my face.

         “Rough night?” He looks me over. At my missing shirt, my wrinkled trousers. I don’t need a mirror to know my hair is standing on end. I can’t remember the last time I cut it. “Anything you want to talk about?”

         “I’m fine.” I shrug. “Just up late. Studying.” I wave my hand at the pile of books on the desk.

         It’s quick, but I catch it anyway: Father’s furrowed brow, the one that says he’s grown tired of asking me if I’m fine because I always say yes, tired of asking me if I want to talk because I always say no. I don’t know when I stopped wanting to talk to him, but it’s no doubt the same reason I don’t want to write in that journal. I’m afraid of what I might say.

         “Ah.” He’s smiling now, pretending as I do. “Ever the scholar. Well, if you can’t remember to sleep, perhaps you’ll remember to eat? You look a bit peaked.” He looks me over again and frowns.




OEBPS/images/9780316346696_cover_epub.jpg
VIRGINIA BOECKER





OEBPS/images/the_healer_novl2_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/lb_logo_online.png





