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Dedicated to Kaitlin, Chris, and Charlotte,


My fantastically strange family,


with love, always.







Prologue


It wasn’t real. None of it was real. The blood seeped across the kitchen floor, creating tiny streams in the grooves in between the otherwise clean white tiles. The colour of it wasn’t real, was too dark and too dull to her eyes. The smell of it wasn’t real, was too much like copper in the back of her throat. Yet the smell and taste, like the colour, was just too faded to her senses. She had switched the radio, which stood in the far side of the kitchen, on loud but the faint sound of music could have been travelling to her over miles. Even the pain that should have been tearing at her wrists, from where the blood still steadily flowed was almost unnoticeable. There was nothing that any of her senses presented to her that felt true.


She lay there on the cold tiles of the kitchen floor, watching the red rivers of her life run further away from her, and felt nothing. Numbness had spread throughout her entire body and had consumed her soul. The dream-like world that was her life was ending, but the thought brought neither happiness nor regret – the knowledge was simply there. And it was the numbness that she had sought, her quest for the pain and sadness to end that had led her to pick up the knife. It was for the inability to feel anything that had caused her to place the blade, tentatively at first, against her left wrist. And to then force it deeper, opening her arm from the wrist to elbow, to watch as her flesh opened willingly to the metal. Her right arm had posed more problems, the treacherous left hand shaking and weak, but it eventually also welcomed the blade. Then, knowing that its job was done, the knife dropped serenely to the floor, small droplets of blood bouncing down around it like rain.


Miles away, that radio still played while she simply lay and watched her blood move further and further away, her mind for once untroubled and free of the aching pain that had set the events in motion. She closed her eyes and waited, waited for the numbness to totally consume her; for the debilitating ticking of her heart to finally fall quiet.


In her self-imposed darkness that was growing steadily, blissfully, darker, she heard the faint music of the song stop, to be replaced by the faint sounds of the DJ talking, the words at first indistinguishable. She squeezed her eyes shut tighter, her forehead creasing, as the words being spoken began to grow louder, the distance between her and the radio closing. Soon the words were no longer indistinguishable; were beginning to get through the black fog that had filled her mind, and started to boom noisily in her ears.


“…next dedication is from an anonymous listener. The message says, ‘This song is for all of those who are hurting and feeling pain. Hold on.’ Here is REM’s ‘Everybody Hurts’.”


Shock and wonder slashed through her euphoric emptiness as he spoke. It was for her; the dedication was for her, she was sure of it! If it hadn’t been, if those apt words had not been meant for her to hear, then why had they reached her? Why did they feel real when nothing else did?


As the introduction to the song started to sound in her head, she fought against the oncoming rush of reality, the futility of her efforts only causing the fog to be driven away quicker. She was growing aware of what lay behind the thinning veil of her own defeat; could feel the coolness of the tiles beneath her body; could feel the strands of light brown hair that lay across her cheek; could smell her blood that was pooled beside her; could feel the swelling ache of the cuts that she had made.


She opened her eyes, the brightness of the room exploding in her mind. Looking at the white tiles before her was like looking into the core of the sun, the blood that had escaped her blazing like fire. Everything imbued with radiance and brilliance. Even as a part of her yearned for the darkness, again the intensity of the newly discovered world around her, held her captivated.


Sorrow that she had tried to still with the knife began to throb once more in her heart in tune with the words in the air. Her eyes closed slowly again, and her cold lips opened to silently mouth the words that had reopened the wound inside. Tears trickled out from beneath her eyelids, rolling over her face to fall upon the floor.


She was unable to catch her breath as the tears fell quicker, the agony in her wrists and in her chest now equal to each other, and she pulled her knees into her body, distorting the puddle of blood as they moved through it. Being in the foetal position did nothing to ease either pain, and she cried out to the empty room.


Her red and raw eyes lifted to the radio that had forced the world back upon her. Despair still gnawed at her heart but something was causing the tears to slow again, the ache in her chest easing a little.


Her traitorous eyes glided across from where the radio sat to the phone, sitting idly on its charger, just waiting to be picked up and put to use. Gingerly, she started to roll herself on to her knees, making sure that her bleeding arms stayed close to her chest. Excruciating pain shot from her arms through her whole body as one of her knees slipped in the red lake and her hands moved on their own to brace herself before she hit the floor face-first. Momentarily, her scream drowned out the radio.


Now that she had reached the decision to at least try and take back what she’d done she could feel each vital second speeding away from her. As carefully as she could, she raised herself again on to her knees, closing her eyes to fight off the wave of dizziness and light-headedness that rolled over her. All her body wanted to do now was sleep. She focused solely on the music as it neared its conclusion, struggling to stay conscious.


She gritted her teeth against the pain she knew would follow, and clambered to a standing position, head hanging down, obscured by her hair, the dizziness resuming its attack.


The song came to a stop, the DJ continued his chatter, and she stopped hearing it at all. Moving slowly and resolutely she headed to one of the drawers, pain renewed as she opened it to remove the tea towels. Only able to drape them across the cuts, she held her arms firmly pinned against her body as she crossed to the phone, wading through the room as if it was filled with water.


Ironically now fighting what she had sought so painfully to attain, she plucked the telephone from its place and dialled 999. Distantly, as black dots started an elegant and graceful dance before her eyes, she was aware of speaking to the operator, her voice slow and calm. She knew that she was answering the woman’s questions accurately and lucidly, but the exact words spoken by either of them were lost to her behind the cloak of those multiplying dancing dots. The phone slipped from her grasp to clatter noisily upon the side, a streak of red across its white body. As those dots grew in number they seemed to be growing heavier and her head felt too weighted to hold up. She slumped to the floor, but it wasn’t enough. Only by lying down did the weight in her head ease. She closed her eyes, knowing that she had changed her mind too late and that they were not going to reach her in time. And she realised that she didn’t really mind, after all.


She fled from the light of the house, too preoccupied to notice the warm autumn breeze that lifted her hair from her face and caused her loose-fitting clothes to flutter about her body.


Clouds raced across the dark night sky above her, allowing only the briefest glimpses of the stars. The full moon also peered out sporadically, its beautiful light creating shadows that played upon the ground.


But she saw none of its beauty or mysticism. Her green eyes swam with tears, her face tracked with the trails of tears already shed. The air seemed to burn her eyes and she saw the faint light that shone through the clouds in prisms. Her legs moved her swiftly, yet she kept her arms still in front of her chest, crossed at the wrists yet not touching: it was a stance that she had become accustomed to.


Across the fields she ran, her trainers crunching over the short dry stalks of the recently cut grass, until she was no longer in sight of her home. Before she could slow down to stop, her foot caught on a hidden stone and she lost her balance. She fell heavily onto her knees and only by tensing her arm muscles at the last second was she able to prevent her hands from breaking her fall.


The furious sobs that she had so far been able to hold in broke free as she felt something cut through her jeans to attack her left leg. With her arms held to her chest, her head bowed and hidden by her hair, she rested on her knees and cried. Despair, grief, and loneliness swept through her; her heart ached with it all, and she was drowning in the autumn night.


Only when her chest ached from the strain, her sobs slowing and the flow of her tears drying, was she alerted to the sudden brightness of the night. She lifted her head and, through the parting in her hair, looked up at the moon.


The clouds that still moved swiftly in the sky seemed to change course so that not a single wisp blew across the full face of the moon.


As she gazed upwards she saw its beauty, yet felt only her despair grow. Without taking her eyes from the token of the Goddess that, although she still believed in, no longer offered the comfort it once had, she lifted her arms up. The sleeves of her white shirt fell to her elbows, exposing the bandages that were wrapped around her lower arms.


In the gesture of pleading, she felt a power building up in the air around her, felt a strength transferring itself from the moon above her and into her soul. The breeze began to build and blew her hair backwards, revealing all of her face, leaving her nothing to hide behind.


When she spoke, her voice was quiet, yet strong, and neither her gaze nor her tone faltered.


“I’ve always allowed fate to rule, believing that things will happen when they are meant to, trusting that everything will fall into place on their own. But I cannot wait any longer.” Tears began to fall once more; still she forced herself on. “I’m lonely. In my body, in my mind, and in my heart. My soul aches with a longing that I can no longer deny.”


She blinked back the tears and steadied herself, calling on all of her strength. “There has to be a reason I survived! There has to be!”


Her strength failed, flowed out of her, as a thick dark cloud passed across the moon, hiding its light once more. Slowly, carefully, she lowered her arms, again crossing them gently across her chest. Her head dropped as the torrent of tears began to escape her eyes.


In a whisper, she spoke one more word before her lament took her over. “Please.”


The moon looked down on her, its light now unhindered and steady. It shared the girl’s pain and mourned as she did. It mourned for what the girl had been through, the pain and loneliness that had so far been her life. But it mourned for more than that; it mourned for all that the girl would have to go through if her soul’s mate was sent so soon. It mourned for the horrors and pain that she would have to endure.


Moved beyond words, the moon shone its light on the girl with the bandaged arms and, powerless to refuse her plea despite all of the reasons against, granted her request.


For a short time, the wind turned into a gale, almost pushing her backwards. And as the moon’s blinding glow filled her vision she heard a whispering silver voice hidden within.


Listen for its call. Listen for the call of your spirit guide to lead your way. When the fire’s descent enflames the clouds and burns the skies, when the ground falls from beneath your feet, and the wolf stares back into your eyes, give yourself over. Listen to its call to find the one who also seeks you. Follow the call and the passions of the wolf.


Her heart lifted and through the tears she smiled, feeling the despair that had engulfed her lighten. She pushed aside the sorrow that she had heard in that silent silver voice, and heard only the words.


Follow the call and the passions of the wolf.




Chapter One


“Can I help you?”


She looked at the kind-featured woman who looked back at her from the other side of the reception counter, the centre panel of safety glass that separated the reception from the waiting area presently pushed open. “I have an appointment at ten thirty to see Doctor Jackson.”


“Do you have your appointment letter?”


She delved into her rucksack and brought out the folded letter. She opened it up and handed it to the woman behind the counter.


After a quick glance at the letter, she pushed a book through the gap. “Can you just sign in?”


Melissa dropped her bag by her feet and wrote her name in the book, noting as she jotted down the time that she was almost an hour early, before accepting her letter back.


“If you take a seat, Doctor Jackson will call you in.”


“Thank you.”


Luckily, the waiting area was unoccupied which meant that she had her choice of seats and she went directly to the chair in the corner. She looked briefly at the water cooler beside her as she sank into the soft cushions of the chair, but decided against having a drink – she didn’t want to end up feeling like a child by having to ask her shrink if she could go to the toilet!


Smiling a little at the thought, she dropped her letter back into her navy-blue rucksack and took out the novel she had brought with her, using the bookmark as a lever to open it.


She soon lost herself in the world created by another person, looking up from the pages only when couple walked into the waiting area and sat opposite her. Exchanging a small shy smile, she dove back into the fictional landscape of scorching deserts and never-existing heroism.


“Melissa Adams?”


Melissa was catapulted out of the world that she held in her hands, her stomach turning nervously as she looked at the man who had called her name. Standing up, she put her book back into her bag and slung it across one shoulder. She then followed the man out of the waiting area through a keypad secured door that he held open for her.


“I’m sorry to have kept you waiting,” he said as he led her through a white corridor. Glancing at her slightly bewildered expression, he laughed softly. “I guess you were too absorbed in your book to realise.”


They were walking up a flight of stairs and Melissa felt uncomfortable in the sterile-white environment, but she managed a small laugh. “That’s why I like reading: helps me forget where I am.” She suddenly wished that she’d responded in a different way.


Instead of turning to analyse her as she’d expected in answer to her comment, he simply continued to smile. “Yeah, I’m the same. It’s good to lose yourself in someone else’s life for a while.”


Her smile felt more natural as she followed him into a room on the left of the corridor. Although it was the same colour as the area she’d just walked through it didn’t have the same clinical feel to it. The desk at the far side of the room, flanked by two large and full bookcases, was pushed back against the wall and there was no chair before it. The four low and comfortable looking chairs that sat in the middle of the light blue carpet were facing a low, round coffee table, a tan-coloured folder the only thing on it.


“Have a seat,” he said, closing the door behind her as she walked in.


As she had in the waiting room she chose the chair the furthest from the door.


“Well,” he said as he sat in the chair across from her. “As you’ve probably guessed, I’m Doctor Andrew Jackson.”


She nodded, remaining quiet. She felt uneasy again, embarrassed at the prospect of having to talk to a total stranger about the personal aspects of her life.


“Do you know why you’ve been asked to come here?” He was sitting forwards on his chair, hands clasped and resting on his knees.


“I was referred to you by both my GP and the staff at the hospital.” Her defences rose and she sat straighter in her chair, self-consciously pulling at the sleeves of her shirt so that the cuffs were at her knuckles; making sure that the bandages could not be seen.


He leant over and took hold of the folder before sitting back. He left it unopened on his lap. “Melissa, I need to make this clear to you.”


As he looked at her through his circle-rimmed glasses she felt herself tense up. The idea of bolting out of the door started circling in her mind.


“I’m not here to try to trip you up or try to trick you.”


Whatever she had been expecting him to say, it was not that. Melissa sagged a little in her chair.


“I’m not here to make you feel uncomfortable, or to make any judgements about anything you’ve done, or that you think.” His eyes locked firmly onto hers. “I’m here to listen to you. I’m here to understand. And I’m here to help.”


Careful not to let the folder slip from his lap, Andrew leant forwards, noticing a mist that had started to form in her eyes. “Anything and everything you say to me will always be confidential; legally, I’m not allowed to disclose anything that we speak about. And although I will be writing in this –” he patted the folder – “it’s never left lying around anywhere.”


All Melissa could do was nod – she had no idea of how to respond to his efforts to make her feel more comfortable.


“You were referred to me because you tried – and very nearly succeeded – to kill yourself. Everybody is very worried about you, and we want to make sure that you don’t feel like you need to resort to that again. You’re not on your own; I’m here to try to help you through whatever you’re struggling with. But in order for me to be able to help you, Melissa, you need to be able to be honest with me in everything. Okay?”


Melissa smiled and tears tracked quickly down her cheeks. She wiped them away with her thumbs, her fingers holding the cuffs of her sleeves to prevent them from sliding up, and nodded. “Okay,” she whispered.


“Okay.” He opened the folder and took a pen from its clip on the inside of the cover. “Now, this first meeting is basically for us to get to know each other a little, for me to get some basic details. If there’s something specific you want to mention, at any time, just go for it; even if it has no connection to what we’ve been talking about.”


Her mouth felt dry and she wished that she’d had a drink while waiting. Her nerves started to grow again and she increased her grip on her shirt cuffs.


“So,” he said as he sat back and relaxed in the chair, still holding the folder. “Is there anything specific that you wanted to talk about, Melissa?”


Melissa could feel her hands sweating, could feel her heart speeding up. There was an invisible spotlight before her that had been switched on, and the unseen light made it too clear for her to be seen. She focussed on the man in front of her, saw the gentle brown eyes looking back at her, and the spotlight disappeared and she could breathe easy again.


“I don’t know.” She hated how weak she sounded, and rearranged herself a little, laughing self-consciously. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to say. What am I supposed to talk about?”


“As I said, anything you want. What’s the dominant thing you’re thinking, right now?”


She chuckled quietly. “Aside from how uncomfortable I’m feeling?” She continued to smile as he smiled at her. “Well, I guess the obvious thing is this.” She raised her sleeve-encased arms.


“Do you want to talk about that, Melissa?”


“I don’t know.” She could feel her cheeks heating up and dropped her eyes, wishing that she’d worn her hair down instead of up, wishing that she had something to hide behind. A lump formed in her throat and her eyes began to sting. “I guess I think I might need to.”


Melissa looked away from her arms, where she imagined she could see the bandages below the baggy sleeves, to try to find something else to focus on. Looking at the bookcase on the left she trained her sight on a large green book, concentrating so that she could see every bump on its spine.


Smiling, she looked back at the man who waited patiently, knowingly, for her to compose herself. “I don’t know how to start.”


Andrew looked down at the file on his lap. “You were unconscious when they found you?”


She nodded. “Yeah.”


“Did they tell you anything about it?”


“Yeah, one of the doctors talked me through it when he was asking me all the questions.”


“And what did he tell you?”


She sat herself straight and looked at him determinedly. She was not going to cry! “He told me that the police had arrived first and broken down the door. The paramedics got there about five minutes later.”


“Why were the police there?”


“Apparently I’d told the operator that the door was locked.”


“Apparently?”


“Yeah.” Melissa smiled a hard smile. “I don’t really remember that too well. I mean, I remember talking on the phone, but not what I said.”


Andrew nodded for her to continue.


“Anyway, the cops had tried to put pressure on my arms to try to stop the bleeding, and then the paramedics turned up and took me to the hospital. I was stitched up, given five units of blood, and they started my heart again when it stopped.”


“Your heart stopped?”


“Yes.”


“So you did die?”


“Yes.”


“How did you feel when you woke up in the hospital?”


“Disorientated. Surreal, like I’d wandered into a Salvador Dali painting.”


“You know Salvador Dali’s work?”


She nodded, smiling at how shocked he seemed by that. “I love his work. It’s incredible.”


“My favourite’s Swans Reflecting Elephants.” Andrew said, watching as she grinned widely, her eyes sparkling.


“I love that one! But my favourites are The Metamorphosis of Narcissus and Solitude.”


He leant forwards a little, her obvious knowledge of the artist’s paintings capturing his attention. “I remember the first one, but can’t picture Solitude.”


A little of the happiness faded from her eyes to be replaced by a gentle sorrow. “It’s quite an empty painting. There’s a figure leaning in towards a rock, I think it’s a woman, and it looks as if she’s merging with it; there are shells and rocks forming on one shoulder. And that’s all that’s really in it.”


He sat back again, regarding her with interest. “Why do you like those paintings?”


“I like all of his work; just how nothing is ever what it first appears to be, that you have to search for what’s actually there.”


“But why those two in particular?”


Melissa knew that the answer would reveal a little too much about her, but strangely it now seemed unimportant. For someone who had spent her life not trusting anyone, she trusted this man completely. “Metamorphosis because I think it’s about self-perception. The rocks that mirror each other in the foreground aren’t true reflections of the other – one is positive and the other negative; and neither is the truth because we all have positive and negative aspects that make us whole.”


“And Solitude?”


“Because it’s a painting filled with loneliness. And that’s something I understand.”


It was Andrew who broke the silence when it started to develop an uneasy quality. “So why did waking up in the hospital leave you feeling like that?”


“I don’t know. Just that everything seemed far away from me; even if I tried to touch things that were next to me, I would feel miles away from them. That how close they appeared was only an illusion, just a trick of the mind.” She laughed a little, shaking her head. “It doesn’t make much sense.”


“Were things like that before? Was that how things appeared?”


“No. Then it was all smoke and fire.” Embarrassed and shocked at herself, she met his eyes briefly – but it was long enough to see the uncertainty there.


“Smoke and fire?”


Melissa nodded, tears threatening again. She wanted to expand on what she’d said but felt incapable of speech.


“In what way was it like smoke and fire, Melissa?”


She fought inside herself, struggling to form some kind of answer to his question. As she was beginning to believe that no answer was going to come, she had a sudden flash of memory. She could see the knife that she was holding at her wrist, could see the way that the skin dimpled gently before rising again as the point slipped through. She could see the small and soft spot of blood as it bloomed tenderly where the metal entered her arm. Then she heard a whisper of the song that she was growing to think of as hers.


Hold on, hold on.


“Melissa?”


She realised that she was smiling to herself while lost in her reverie, and laughed as she brought herself back. “Sorry. Kind of wandered then.”


“That’s okay.”


Looking at him, she suspected that he wasn’t aware of the concern that showed on his face, but wasn’t going to draw attention to it. “I was just thinking how to explain.


“My whole life has felt like it was made entirely out of smoke and fire. Things have either had no substance, nothing to grasp or hold onto, like smoke. Or they have engulfed me, burned me so badly that I didn’t want to hold onto them, like fire. There was never anything that was solid.”


“Was it the smoke or the fire that made you want to kill yourself?”


“The fire. I could cope with not feeling – it was like living in a dream, where I noticed everything, but nothing was real. It was when things felt real that—”


A phone started to ring, cutting her off.


“Shit!” Andrew stood and walked to the desk against the wall, fumbling open a bag. “I’m really sorry about this, Melissa. I was sure I’d turned it off.” He brought the small silver phone out just as it stopped ringing. He turned it off and dropped it back in.


“Sorry,” he said again as he sat back down.


“That’s okay.” But she had lost what she was about to say, her self-consciousness had been summoned back by the phone’s noise and she felt uncertainty start to creep back in.


Andrew also knew that the moment had gone and that it would be destructive to try to recapture it. “So, you like Salvador Dali. Any other artists?”


Melissa shook her head. “He’s the only one who’s ever really stood out to me and caught my attention.”


“Do you sketch or paint?”


Laughing, she began to relax again. “No, I can’t draw.” She hesitated, then added, “I do write poems though.”


“Yeah?”


She nodded, feeling colour flood into her face.


“What type of poetry?”


She shrugged, embarrassed that she had mentioned her hobby at all. “Just poems. They’re not any good, but I enjoy writing them.”


“Oh, I’m sure they are.” Andrew was used to seeing self-doubt and low self-confidence in his patients and, although it was a shame to see it in the girl opposite him, it came as no great surprise. “How long have you been writing them?”


“Since I was a kid.”


“Have you ever tried to have them published?”


Melissa nodded. “Yeah, when I was younger. I haven’t really looked into it since – I think the last time I submitted any of them to a publisher I was about fifteen.”


“Maybe it’s something you should think about again.”


“Maybe.” She said this without any real conviction. Although she knew that her poems weren’t bad, could actually be considered by some to be good, there was just no way any of them were up to publishing standard; and there was no way that she was going to put herself through the rejection.


Andrew looked at the clock that was above the desk. “Well, we’re getting close to the end of our first session, Melissa.”


It was difficult for her to understand why, but the prospect of the appointment being over so soon actually made her a little unhappy.


“But, I wanted to ask you one last thing.”


“Okay.”


“What do you want to get out of our sessions?”


Melissa could only look blankly at him. “What do you mean?”


Andrew closed the folder and leant forwards to drop it back onto the table. “How do you think it’ll help, talking to me? What do you hope will happen as a result of our meetings?”


She felt stupid and naive. “I don’t know.”


“Well, I want you to think about it before our next appointment. Okay?”


She nodded, hating how unsure she now felt as a result of that question, watching as Andrew went again to his bag.


With his large black leather-bound diary, he sat back down. “And speaking of our next appointment…” Using his finger, he scrolled down the pages. “Next Wednesday? About ten thirty?” He looked at her expectantly.


“Yeah, that sounds okay.” She watched as he wrote her name on the line, and she accepted the small card on which he jotted the appointment time.


They both stood and, after retrieving her bag from the floor beside her, she followed him out of the room as they retraced their steps.


“So was it as bad as you thought it would be?” Andrew asked with a grin as they descended the stairs.


She laughed lightly. “No, nowhere near as bad.”


Back in the waiting room, just on the other side of the keypad-locked door, she turned to face him.


In the two weeks since her suicide attempt Melissa had kept her arms covered and in front of her; she had avoided doing anything that could possible expose or put pressure on the injuries that she had inflicted. And yet she now found herself extending her right arm out.


“Thank you, Doctor Jackson.”


He was pleasantly surprised by the gesture and took the offered hand, being sure to shake it as gently as possible, mindful of the wounds. “Andrew.”


Smiling gently, she folded her hand back in front of her. “Thank you, Andrew.”


“I’ll see you next week, Melissa. And remember to give some thought to what I asked.”


“I will.”


He turned and went back through the door and Melissa turned to leave. She changed course though and walked to the water cooler – her throat was so dry and she desperately needed a drink. The cold water felt so good as it went down her throat and she drank two cups in a row. She put the cup in the bin and once more turned to sign out so that she could leave.


She didn’t stop moving, her feet continued to carry her towards the desk, but time seemed to have slowed down and stretched.


Behind the lenses of the oval-rimmed glasses, those warm soft-hazel eyes looked back at her and for a moment Melissa saw nothing else. His tawny hair trailed slightly past his ears; it was mostly straight but the strands that should have fallen over his eyes had a natural kink to them, sweeping them away.


As they passed each other, the man heading to the chairs, the smile that he sent her way made the world fade in comparison.


She wanted to turn around, to take a seat next to him and simply talk to him, even if it meant just finding out his name. Yet she had reached the counter and was already picking up the pen. Quickly she wrote the time down next to her name but paused before dropping the pen.


The last name in the book, two lines down from her own caught her for a moment and she smiled: Marshall Bell.


She pushed the book back through and began to walk out of the door. Passing through, she glanced to her right to see Marshall looking at her. Smiling, and feeling like a schoolgirl with a crush, she walked out into the hot autumn sunshine.


She threw her bag and keys gently onto the table in the corner and collapsed onto the sofa, letting the silence of the house infect her and drive out all residue of the outside world. Her thoughts were shocked into stillness by the tranquillity and Melissa revelled in it. When they started to clamour through the quiet, she sighed and reached over to the answer phone.


“Message received nineteenth of September at one eighteen pm.” The robotic-sounding voice was followed by a brief high-pitched beep.


There was a short silence before a woman’s voice spoke out of the machine. “Melissa? It’s me. I was just…erm, I was just checking to see how the…er…the appointment went. Ring whe—”


The positive feelings that had followed after speaking to Andrew disappeared in a second at the sound of her mother’s voice and Melissa cut the voice off as she hit the button harshly, too keen to stop her mother’s words to care about damaging the machine. Or hurting herself.


She winced at the slight twinge that she felt beneath the bandage. Her eyes closed and she could feel her face forming the unattractive set that always came upon her when she thought about the woman who had given her life twenty-three years before.


Striving to purge herself of the anger that had started to take a hold, Melissa turned her attention to the question that Andrew had asked at the end of the session, forcing her mind to stay fixed on that alone.




Chapter Two


“Do you still need to wear the bandages?”


Melissa looked away from the window opposite, away from the lines that the rain was forming on the glass, to look at Andrew. “No. The cuts are healing really well. I got the stitches out a couple of days ago.”


“Why do you still wear them?”


She blushed and looked down at her arms, seeing that the sleeves had risen a little exposing the smallest hint of the white material. Briskly, she pulled the sleeves back down. “I’m just not comfortable not wearing them while I’m out.” Looking at Andrew, almost daring him to mock her, she added, “I just don’t want anyone staring at the cuts. I don’t want anyone feeling sorry for me. I don’t like pity.”


There was an edge to her today that hadn’t been present at their first session, and Andrew suspected that her reluctance to talk wasn’t due to any unease or nerves as it had the week before; something had happened to put that hard glint in her eyes.


He regarded her silently for a minute, watching as she turned her gaze back to the window. Her light brown hair was again in a high ponytail, giving her the outward appearance of someone a little younger. But her green eyes shone with a strength that could only be grown by more years than she had experienced – or by intensely painful ordeals.


“Melissa?” He waited until she was looking at him again before continuing. “Did you think about what I asked you last week?”


The glint disappeared from her, her eyes softening. “Yeah, I did.”


“Good. So, tell me, Melissa, what do you want to achieve as a result of our sessions?”


She smiled gently, feeling herself becoming totally disarmed. “Do you want the long answer or the short one?”


Grinning, he replied, “Both.”


“Okay. Long answer first. I want to work through everything that’s happened to me; I want to move on from my past and be able to start thinking about having some sort of future; I want to be happy living my life.”


Andrew nodded. “And the short answer?”


Sadly, she smiled again. There was no longer any trace of the hard strength that she had carried with her for the last few days. All that was left was a lost girl. “I want to find myself again.”
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