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  Prologue




  Slowly I climbed the old wooden stairs that lead to the attic. My heart pounded harder with each step. It took me a moment to get up the courage to grip the knob. The heavy door creaked as I pushed it open. I reached around the corner and fumbled for the light switch. The room was exactly the way I remembered it, although it smelled a little stale and dusty.




  Five years had passed and Auntie Em hadn’t moved a thing. The Eliss family portrait still hung on the wall beside the door. The white linen draped over the little brass bed, and the fine lace curtains had yellowed slightly from the sun. Annabella’s china face and painted blue eyes glared up at me from her throne in the corner of the room. The framed photograph of Jonathan, Belinda and me echoed fond memories. I wondered if Jonathan was still around and if he was as gorgeous now as he had been back then.




  I gazed at the torn wallpaper that exposed the cubbyhole where the gruesome discovery was made. I was a mere child of fourteen back then, but the memories of what happened here are as vivid as if it were only yesterday. A cold ripple of intense fear tricked down my spine as I recalled the events of my last bittersweet holiday at Merryweather Lodge.




  Chapter 1




  Five years earlier




  It was a long and uncomfortable ride from the airport, especially after being cramped in the window seat of a jumbo jet for nine hours. The old car smelled like pipe smoke and the hot humid air made the black leather seats stick to my skin. Uncle Reg never stopped talking; his bald head bounced back and forth like a bowling ball in front of me. The conversation was mundane and had become a boring hum. Until:




  “Took an axe to her, I heard.”




  My ears perked up.




  “Oh my God, any suspects?” Dad asked.




  “Not yet, but they’re looking for her stepson. Never was right in the head, that lad.”




  Uncle Reg was looking at my dad, who sat next to him. He didn’t seem to be paying any attention to the road, which was nerve wracking, considering it curved, looped and dropped like a roller coaster.




  “How’s Emy taking it?”




  “It’s stirred up some old memories, if you know what I mean.”




  “I bet.”




  A gruesome murder was interesting, but I wasn’t about to ask any questions, just in case Uncle Reg turned around and looked back at me. We would have ended up in the ditch for sure then. I glanced at Mom; she had fallen asleep with her head pressed against the window, cushioned by her glossy red purse. I was glad she hadn’t heard the conversation because Mom smokes when she’s anxious, and the last thing we needed was smelly cigarette smoke stinging our eyes. I gazed out of my partially opened window, as the fresh earthy smell of newly plowed soil drifted in. My body was uncomfortable and weary but my mind was in a world of fantasy, captivated by the enchanting view. There were cottages with thatched roofs hemmed in by manicured hedges, clusters of cone shaped trees topped with ice-creamy pink and white blossoms, snake-like rivers flowing through rich vegetation, gentle rolling hills dotted with sheep and crowned by dense woodlots, all against a backdrop of warm pale blue. So this was England.




  I had waited for this day for as far back as I could remember. My dad’s parents immigrated to Canada when he was sixteen years old. His older brother, my Uncle Reg, stayed in England with his wife, my Auntie Em. When Auntie’s dad died, she inherited the farm and Merryweather Lodge. It is situated on Salisbury Plain, not far from historical Stonehenge. My parents had come here a couple of times before I was born and once when I was a baby. Uncle Reg and Auntie Em have visited us twice, at our country home just outside of Edmonton. My mom adores her sister-in-law; she calls her a “hardy English rose” although I have never quite understood why, as Auntie can be harsh and unkind to Mom at times. Perhaps it’s because, like the rest of us, she knows that her sister-in-law is tough on the outside but all soft and mushy on the inside. I was named after her, Emily Anne Fletcher.




  “Almost there,” Uncle Reg announced.




  We drove up a narrow dirt road shadowed by tall trees. An old wooden sign pointed the way: 1/4 mile Merryweather Lodge. I rolled the window all the way down to get a better look. It was just as I had imagined, enchanting and blissfully romantic, like a scene from a fairy tale. Ivy and climbing wild roses draped the gray stone cottage; its tiny windows were complemented by diamond divisions and black wooden shutters. Massive clumps of shrubs, flowers and lilac bushes showed splendid color and gave off a delicious perfume. A white picket fence surrounded the cottage, adding to its charm. Just beyond the cottage, on one side, sat lush green hills patched with bushes and sprinkled with sheep. On the other side, in contrast, was a sea of flowing meadow with an island of thick, dense wood in the center.




  “Come on, m’ luvs, let’s have a look at ya,” Auntie Em demanded loudly, as soon Uncle Reg turned off the ignition. She was standing at the cottage door, waving with one hand and wiping the other down her gingham apron. We squeezed our stiff bodies out of the car. The air was fresh and fragrant. Mom ran her fingers through her long, blonde hair and inhaled deeply with an air of satisfaction. Dad lifted his arms, stretched, yawned, and then proceeded to unload our luggage.




  “Never mind them there cases, Ron, Reg will fetch ’um,” Auntie shouted. “Come on in; take a load off yer feet.”




  I swung open the little wooden gate and walked up the cobblestone path. As I gazed up at the straw roof, I noticed an odd little window just under the thatch. It was different from the others. Newer, I thought. It gave me a strange, uneasy feeling. Just then, Auntie Em reached up and threw her short chubby arm over my shoulder. She smelled like apple pie.




  “My, haven’t ya grown and ya don’t look a day over sixteen.”




  Was she joking, I wondered, or had she forgotten that I was only fourteen? It’s really hard to tell with English people. My mom said that they have a weird sense of humor. Everyone giggled so I guessed she was joking.




  Inside, the cottage was cluttered but cozy. The walls were covered with old paintings, black and white photographs and heavy floral wallpaper. An elegant antique sideboard displayed an array of delicate figurines and cat ornaments on top of a dainty white doily. An oversized stone fireplace sat in the corner, accompanied by a chunky rolled-arm sofa, a chair dressed in chintz and an elegant wing-back holding a worn patchwork blanket. Colorful woven rugs warmed the rustic oak floors. The smell of lemon polish, mingled with old wood and pipe smoke, hung in the air.




  Dad put his hand on Auntie’s shoulder, and said, “We were sorry to hear about Lizzy Lunn.”




  Auntie swallowed and glanced at me. “We’ll talk about it later.”




  This must be the murdered woman they were talking about, I thought. Obviously it was too shocking for ‘sensitive’ ears.




  “These are our kids,” Auntie said, pointing to the cats.




  “Can I pet them?” I asked.




  “Of course. I’ll introduce you.” Her jolly round face beamed, like a proud mother. “This is Wooky. Gotta watch him, he’s cantankerous.” The large black male was stretched out on the back of the sofa, glaring at us. I walked over and stroked him carefully.




  “That’s Winky over there. She’s the shy one.” She pointed to a black and white ball of fur buried in the fireside rug. “And this is our baby.” Auntie crooked her finger. “Come ’ere, Winny, come and meet our Emily.” She puckered her lips and made a kissing sound.




  Like a well-trained dog, the cat jumped off the window ledge and came over to me. She arched her back and started weaving through my legs, purring and demanding attention. I picked her up gently and stroked her soft, snow-white fur.




  Uncle Reg piled our luggage on the floor, next to the shiny polished sideboard.




  “Time for a cuppa, Mother,” he said, wiping his bushy brow with a large white handkerchief. I wondered why he called his wife “Mother.” They didn’t have any children but my mom did tell me that Auntie had given birth to a stillborn baby a couple of years after she and Uncle Reg were married, and there were the cats, I suppose.




  In the kitchen, a crisp white cloth covered a rough wooden table; on top, a blue earthenware jar displayed a bunch of golden daffodils. Their delicate fragrance mingled with the mouth-watering aroma of freshly baked pastry. We gathered around the table, drank lemon tea from tiny china cups and ate warm powdered biscuits, covered in strawberry jam and thick Devonshire cream, off of pretty floral plates. After tea and what seemed like hours of babbling, Auntie showed us to our rooms.




  “You two can sleep in ’ere,” she said to Mom and Dad.




  The parlor, like the sitting room, was snug and old-fashioned. She pointed to a plain couch in the corner; it had dark knobby fabric, wooden arms, and looked out of place amongst the antique furniture.




  “This is one of them there new-fangled pullout beds. There’s sheets in the airing cupboard, and I’ve made room in the bathroom for Penny’s paraphernalia.” She was referring to Mom’s endless supply of cosmetics. My mom is a beautician and gets everything at discount prices. I couldn’t wait until I was old enough to try it out, but I wasn’t sure if I would ever wear it in public. It just seems too fussy for me.




  “Thank you, Emy,” Mom said sweetly.




  “The hot water tank’s full, if anyone wants to take a bath,” Uncle Reg shouted from the other room.




  “They’ll be too tired for that,” Auntie shouted back abruptly. Then, in a lower voice, “Keep the door shut or you’ll have a bed full of cats.”




  Mom cringed; she hated cat hair, or anything else that might flaw her perfect appearance.




  “I’ve done the attic up for you, m’ luv,” Auntie said as she pulled the handle of my suitcase out of my hand. The stairs were narrow and steep.




  “Let me carry that, Auntie Em,” I said, feeling guilty.




  “I’ve carried many a load up these ’ere stairs, Emily Ann, I ain’t afraid of a bit of hard lifting.” She grunted and struggled with every step. The heavy wooden door creaked open as she pushed it, sending a strange wave of apprehension washing over me.




  “Here we are, luv, hope ya like it. We’ve been using it as a storeroom. Took me and your Uncle Reg a fortnight to clean up the rubbish.”




  “It’s… It’s beautiful, Auntie Em!” I assured her, but there was something odd about this room…something ominous.




  “The furniture was left here by the folks that owned the farm before Dad bought it. It’s very old and worth a bob or two.” Auntie nodded her head and strolled toward the door. “Let me know if you need anything. And don’t lock the door.” She turned and gave me an odd grin. “It’s old and can be tricky to open.”




  I felt a vague uneasiness.




  The walls were covered in pink and blue candy-striped wallpaper. A small crescent-shaped window was curtained with white ruffled lace. Low wooden beams crossed the sloping ceiling. A kidney-shaped dressing table with a huge oval mirror and a tiny cushioned stool sat against one wall, a single brass bed draped in lace and embroidered linen against the other. In the corner, a toy rocking chair cradled a porcelain doll, dressed in faded red velvet. She seemed to be scowling at me with her painted blue eyes.




  A large gold framed portrait hung on the wall beside the door. It looked like something you’d see in an art gallery. I walked over to take a closer look. In it, a tall dark-haired man with a curly moustache stood stiff and starched. A beautiful woman with blonde hair and piercing green eyes sat in a high-backed chair in front of him. Beside them stood a young red-headed girl, wearing a long green dress and holding two snow-white kittens. At the bottom in bold handwriting were the words “The Eliss Family”.




  Suddenly I felt a presence behind me. Slowly, cautiously, I turned; no one was there. Then I felt a cool breeze coming from the window. That’s strange, I thought, the window was closed when I came in. As I pushed back the delicate curtains, I took a deep breath to clear my anxious, overtired mind.




  A whiff of wild roses and lilac drifted in with the cool, damp air. I grabbed the latch to close the window. It wouldn’t budge. I checked the hinge; it looked okay. I pulled again, but still it wouldn’t move. It felt like someone was pulling it back from the other side. I pulled; it pulled back. I swallowed hard, let go and stood back, perplexed, shaking my hand as if to rid myself of whatever it was. Too nervous to change into my nightclothes, I crawled into bed fully clothed and pulled the covers snugly around my neck. For comfort, I decided to leave the light on.




  * * * *




  I awoke to the sound of a cock’s crow and the smell of bacon. Slanted rays of early sun filled the room with light. I assumed that someone had come in to check on me during the night as the light was off and the window was closed. I gazed around the room suspiciously. All seemed well.




  Brushing off the events of the night before, I proceeded to unpack my suitcase. There was no closet or wardrobe, so I placed my clothes neatly in the dressing table drawers. The huge mirror in front of me reflected a tired, pale face, with fading freckles and puffy green eyes, surrounded by a messy mop of ginger hair.




  On top of the dresser, a tarnished silver tray displayed a beautiful brush and comb set with the initials M. E. engraved on the back. I picked up the brush and started to untangle the knots. I hated my red hair. As soon as I was old enough, I was going to dye it golden blonde, like my mom’s or jet black like my best friend’s, Skye Jenkins. As I stared at my reflection in the ornate mirror, it started to become blurry, distorted. I dropped the brush and narrowed my eyes, trying to focus. For a moment it looked like there were two of me, but the other one was older and much prettier. I blinked rapidly. My image became clear again. Must be prolonged jet lag. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that the doll that had been sitting on the rocking chair was gone. That did it! I grabbed a t-shirt and a pair of jeans, threw them on and rushed out of the door.




  “Well, good morning, young lady,” Dad said cheerfully while mopping up his egg yolk with a thick piece of homemade bread. I pulled out a chair and sat beside him. Auntie Em slapped two pieces of crisp-fried bacon on the plate in front of me. I screwed up my nose, looked at Mom and then at Dad.




  “Our Emily has become a tree-hugging vegetarian,” Dad said, in a sarcastic tone. I gave him an evil eye.




  “Well, I never. What brought this on?” Auntie asked.




  I paused, then sat up straight. “I watched a program on TV that showed how animals were slaughtered. It was barbaric. I swore I would never consume the flesh of another species again.”




  Auntie rolled her eyes. “Sorry I asked.”




  She slid my bacon onto Dad’s plate, then dumped a couple of eggs, sunny side up, on a clean plate and shoved it in front of me.




  “Ya do eat eggs, don’t ya?”




  “Yes, thank you.”




  “Watch for the little chicky inside,” Dad said, then he chuckled. My dad can be a real jerk. He ridicules anything that goes against his conservative views.




  I gave him another evil look.




  “What’s up, honey? You look pale, like you’ve seen a ghost,” Mom asked, changing the subject while she poured me a cup of tea from a large brown pot.




  “I’m fine, just a little tired, that’s all. Where’s Uncle Reg?”




  “He left for the fields, of course, ages ago,” Auntie said as if I should have known. Winny jumped up on my lap under the table. I stroked her fur; she purred contentedly. Auntie Em came over and lifted the corner of the tablecloth. Winny’s innocent blue eyes glared at her.




  “Don’t you think for a minute that I can’t see you under there. Ya know yer not allowed near the table.” She shook her finger at the disobedient cat. Now I knew why they’re called “the kids”.




  With a Visitors’ Guide and map in hand, Mom and Dad started to plan our agenda.




  “Tomorrow, we’ll get the bus up to Portsmouth. Friday, we’ll visit Stonehenge. On the weekend, we’ll…” Dad paused and looked over at me pitifully. “But today, we’ll stay here and recuperate,” he said, giving me a nod and a smile.




  After breakfast Auntie suggested that we all go for a walk.




  “Grab your macs and wellies,” she said. “My legs have been playing me up all morning. Must be a storm brewing.”




  My coat was in the attic room. I felt nervous about going back up there. “I don’t need a coat,” I announced, heading for the door.




  “You’ll do as you’re told, young lady,” Dad ordered.




  I sighed loudly, stomped into the sitting room, lifted Wooky off the back of the sofa and draped him over my shoulder like a fur stole. He gave me a lengthy, indignant meow. I did not want to go back up there alone and a cat was better than nothing. The stairs groaned. I ran my fingers down Wooky’s silky coat and hummed, to comfort myself. The foreboding wooden door stood before me, like the portal to a dark kingdom. Without warning, Wooky let out a piercing hiss and scurried down my back, digging his claws into my flesh for support! I winced and screamed.




  Mom came running to the bottom of the steps. “Emily, what’s wrong?”




  “I’m okay. The cat scratched me, that’s all.” His claw marks tingled painfully on my back.




  “Hurry up, honey. We are all waiting for you,” Mom said, as she walked away.




  To ease my anxiety, I visualized Mom still standing there as I ran up the remaining stairs.




  I flung open the door, rushed over to the bed, grabbed my coat from the brass bed post and headed for the door. As I did, I noticed the Eliss Family portrait was hanging upside down. This is creepy, I thought, but for some unimaginable reason I felt impelled to stop and move it. Lifting it carefully off the hook, I turned it the right way up. The young girl’s painted face seemed to draw me in. It looked angelic, almost radiant. Mesmerized, I gazed into her bright green eyes; as I did, an intense feeling of utter sadness gripped me. Tears filled my eyes. A cold draft and the scent of lavender drifted by me. Something brushed against my back. Too frightened to turn around, I flew out the door and scurried down the stairs as fast as I could.




  Chapter 2




  Outside, the dense humid air shadowed the farm in an eerie haze. We were engulfed in a cloudy mist as we wandered through the back yard, down the beaten path, past a big red barn and over to the chicken coop. Mom cleared her throat and held her nose as a disgusting smell greeted us. Auntie pulled a large white hanky out of her apron pocket and held it over her mouth as she snickered and rolled her eyes.




  We helped feed the chickens and collected eggs in a large wicker basket. I sucked my stomach in, held my breath for as long as I could and tried hard not to touch anything. Inside, the coop was littered with sticky gray pooh and the stench was overpowering. It was too much for Mom; she stood back and lit a cigarette. Auntie Em, with her bizarre sense of humor, had named some of the hens after people she knew. There was Maud, Martha, Elsie, little Lindy, Lizzie and the one with her “head in the clouds,” Emily Anne. I hoped that Emily would not be the one selected for Sunday dinner.




  Later, we met Uncle Reg in the pasture where he was tending the sheep. The lambs were almost full grown now, but still cute and frisky. I loved their pink ears and sweet little faces, and their jubilant antics made me think I might like to name some of them. They had a lot more personality than the chickens and they didn’t smell. We watched Sam, Uncle Reg’s Border collie, put on an impressive demonstration of herding. Sam was not allowed in the house because he chased the cats, and although he was cared for and appreciated, they treated him more like a farm hand than a member of the family. I thought this was unfair.




  The haze had lifted now, giving way to bright sunshine. Just as we were about to leave, a couple of silhouettes waving their hands emerged from over the hill. Uncle Reg and Auntie Em waved back and beckoned them over.




  “Glutton for punishment you are, John McArthur,” Uncle Reg shouted while shading his eyes from the sun. “Thought I’d given you the day off?”




  As the two men got closer, I could see that the shorter one was middle-aged. He was wearing gray baggy pants, a red tartan sweater and a tweed cap. The other one was young, about seventeen, I guessed. He was tall, muscular, with silky-black hair and was dressed in blue jeans and a black, long-sleeved T-shirt. The closer they got, the cuter he looked.




  “I ain’t come to work; I’ve just come to meet the family. We missed them the last time they were over, as we’d gone on holiday.”




  Mom straightened her wide-brimmed hat and brushed the dust off her jacket. Dad went over and boldly stuck out his hand. “That was thirteen years ago, Ron Fletcher.”




  The man removed his cap, revealing a dappled bald head. “John McArthur. And this is my son Jonathan, or little Jonny as we used to call him.” He looked up at his son and laughed heartily. “But he ain’t so little anymore.”




  We all shook hands. Jonathan’s hand felt warm; its touch gave me goose bumps and an odd feeling of recognition, as if we had touched before.




  “John’s my right-hand man. Don’t know what I’d do without him,” Uncle Reg said. “Him and his wife look after the farm when we go over to visit you lot.”




  Mom stamped out her cigarette and cleared her throat. “Oh, are you the people that moved into the pretty cottage over the hill, where the Havshaws used to live?”




  “Yep, been here eighteen years now.”




  “They left when their young daughter got pregnant, didn’t they?” Mom asked, in her subtly prying, quiet voice.




  I stood twirling strands of hair between my fingers, trying to appear interested in the conversation but really just wanting to stare at Jonathan. He was so incredibly handsome.




  Mr. McArthur nodded his head and gave her a forced smile. There was a pause of uncomfortable silence. Then Auntie coughed into her hanky and walked over to Jonathan. Pointing at him with her stick, she asked in an authoritative voice, “Why ain’t ya at school, young man?”




  “Teachers’ convention,” he answered softly.




  “Cool! You get them, too?” I blurted out excitedly.




  Jonathan gave me a lazy grin and lowered his eyes to the ground. Why did you have to go and say that? It sounded so immature.




  As the men walked away, Auntie shouted, “Tell Maud I’ll have ya over for dinner before they go back, I will.”




  “Right you are,” John shouted back.




  “And bring your son,” I whispered under my breath. I couldn’t wait to tell my best friend Skye Jenkins about this guy.




  Uncle Reg and Sam went back to tending the sheep. We strolled over the rich green hills toward the meadow. A heavenly canopy of baby blue hung over us. Mom kept her eyes on the ground, watching for and being careful to avoid the blobs of sheep droppings that littered the landscape. Every once in a while she would stop to light up a cigarette or tuck a stray blonde lock under her hat. She was lagging behind the rest of us. It didn’t help that she was wearing a pair of Auntie’s old wellies, which looked ridiculous with her tailored spring jacket.




  “Getting tired, are ya, Penny?” Auntie asked in a sarcastic tone.




  “I’m afraid I am…my feet are starting to ache.” She glared at Dad. “Think I’ll turn back. Coming, Ron?”




  That wasn’t a question, it was an order. Even though most people walked all over Mom, she had Dad wrapped around her finger.




  “Time we all went back for a nice cuppa,” Auntie said.




  I hooked my arm around hers. “Can we go through the meadow and over to the woods?” I asked.




  She wiped her weathered brow with the back of her hand and sighed deeply. “Oh, that’s a long walk, luv.”




  “Well, maybe we can have a rest first.” I looked at her with pleading eyes. “Please, Auntie Em.”




  “All right, all right. You’ll be the death of me, ya will.”




  I never really understood all the lingo that my aunt and uncle used. But I knew that if they were referring to me, it was a form of endearment.




  “We’ll see you guys later,” Dad hollered as he walked away with Mom on one arm and our raincoats on the other.




  “We’ll put the kettle on,” Mom mumbled between coughs.




  Auntie shook her head. “That’s what smoking fags does for ya. Filthy habit, it is.” Then she lowered her plump little form slowly into the soft cool grass, laid her walking stick down beside her, dug deep into her apron pocket and pulled out a small white paper bag. “Sweet, luv? They’re butterscotch—your favorite.”




  English butterscotch is so rich and creamy…I salivated as I anticipated its smooth milky texture melting in my mouth.




  Auntie gazed lovingly at the rich landscape in front of her as she dug the sticky toffee from between her dentures with her rough finger nails. This would be the perfect time to ask her some questions, I thought. I wanted to know more about Jonathan. And the events in the attic room kept creeping into my mind, even though I was trying hard not to think about them.




  “Auntie, do the McArthur’s have any other kids besides Jonathan?” I asked, not wanting to be too direct.




  “They have a girl, Belinda, or Lindy, as we used to call her when she were small; twelve she’d be now, born on September the third she was.” She lowered her eyes, as if that date had some painful significance. Then she looked up and grinned. “Lovely little thing, she is.”




  “How old is Jonathan?” That was a bit too direct, but it just came out.




  “Too old for you, our Emily.” She gave me a wide grin. “He’s eighteen, I think.” I wondered why she knew the exact day that Belinda was born but wasn’t even sure that Jonathan was eighteen. “Funny lad, is Jonny.”




  “In what way?” I asked as I picked the heads off of a clump of daisies.




  “Got more in ’ere,” she patted her heart, “than he has up ’ere.” She patted her head. “When he were little, he would catch insects in the house, put ’em in jars, then take ’em outside and let ’em go.” She put her hand over her mouth and giggled. “Now he’s going to art school. Paints flowers and trees, he does.”




  What’s wrong with that? I wondered.




  She patted me on the knee. “But he’s a good lad, really.”




  “Who are those people in the portrait hanging in the attic room?”




  “Those are the folks that owned the farm before my dad bought it,” she said in a hesitant but matter-of-fact way.




  “What do you know about them? Was the attic room the little girl’s bedroom? And what happened to your friend Lizzy?” I asked, all in one breath.




  Auntie heaved her chubby body up from the ground, brushed herself off, and then announced firmly, “That’s too many questions. We’re off now!”




  The meadow was a sea of multicolored grass, mixed with all manner of wildflowers. The gentle breeze created waves beneath our feet, lifted my hair and caressed my face. It was laced with a fresh earthy scent. Winny had found us and was following close behind, stopping every once in a while to paw an insect or chase a butterfly. When we got to the edge of the woodlot she stopped, then turned to leave; to my surprise, Auntie did too.




  “Aren’t we going in?” I asked, my lips tight and my arms folded.




  Auntie turned around, squinted, pointed her stick at the woodlot and said in a harsh tone, “There is nothing in them there woods but trees.”




  I stood my ground. “But I love trees. Please, Auntie Em.” I wasn’t going to give up. There was something about that place; it felt like a secret portal to a magic realm, enticing me.




  She softened and lowered her stick. “All right, all right. But only a little way, mind you.”




  The tall evergreen, chestnut and beech trees towered over us like formidable giants while beams of sunlight streamed through their branches. The smell of pine and damp moss permeated the air. A woodpecker’s tat-tat-tat echoed in the distance. Clusters of wildflowers, foliage debris and damp leaves decorated the ground and clung to the soles of my shoes. It was, I thought, like an enchanted forest.




  Caught up by the magic, I frolicked and fluttered my arms like the ethereal wings of a wood fairy. I saw myself dancing with tiny brown elves, surrounded by hundreds of mystical woodland creatures who giggled and tinkled their bells. I have a private spot in a cluster of trees at our acreage home, where I’ve acted out this fantasy often. It didn’t bother me to act childish in front of Auntie. She seemed to enjoy my immature antics. And I knew that she was worried about me “growing up too fast”.




  “It’s magical in here, Auntie Em.”




  She screwed up her nose and glared at me. “Magical it is not,” she said in a harsh tone.




  “What’s wrong?” I asked.




  “I get a bit claustrophobic in ’ere. That’s all, luv.” She forced a smile and wiped her clammy brow with her hanky.




  “Wow, look at that,” I said, pointing to a clearing with a massive tree in the middle. Its roots protruded and spread like the tentacles of a giant octopus. I felt drawn to it.




  “Let’s go take a look,” I said eagerly.




  “No!” She grabbed my arm. “We’ve gone far enough. They’ll be thinking we’ve got lost.”




  I was confused by her angry tone. “Wait.” I spotted a cluster of primroses. “Mom will love these.” I ran over, knelt on the ground and started picking their velvety stems. Their delicate scent drifted up to greet me.




  “I said let’s go, Emily Ann!” She was getting mean and anxious.




  Then I heard what sounded like someone tramping through the bushes, the rustling of branches and breaking of twigs. “They’ve come looking for us,” I said.




  Before I had time to stand up, Auntie grabbed my arm, whisked me up off the ground and pulled me forcefully in the direction from which we came.




  “Come on, girl. Let’s hurry.”




  “Auntie, what’s wrong? You’re hurting me.”




  “Run, Emily!” Her tone frightened me. I picked up the pace. The sound was getting louder. I glanced over my shoulder. I couldn’t see anything. Auntie huffed and puffed in front of me. With one hand she had a tight grip on my wrist, with the other she paved our way through the twisted vegetation with her stick.




  A strange feeling that I had been here and done this before swept over me, like a murky wave. It felt terrifyingly familiar, a sort of sinister déjà vu. My throat was dry. My nostrils filled with the smell of fear as my heart raced faster and faster. A sense of urgency consumed me. All I could hear was the pounding of my own heart and the quick raspy breathing of the stampeding woman in front of me. Blurs of browns and greens flash before us. The twisted, overhanging canopy of the giant trees cast fragmented glimpses of bright blue overhead. Through the tangled bushes and brambles we flew, my eyes fixed on the slowly growing cavities of light guiding us to safety, our invisible enemy in close pursuit.




  “Go, Auntie, go!” I shouted impulsively. My wrist was sore. My feet ached. Finally, full sunlight surrounded us. We had reached the clearing. Auntie bent over, dropped her stick and put her hands on her knees. Panting, she tried to catch her breath. I walked over and placed my hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay?”




  She nodded and lifted her head. Her weathered face was damp with sweat; wiry gray curls were sticking to her forehead.




  “What was chasing us? Why were you so afraid?”




  She looked down and mumbled, “Wild animals, m’ luv.”




  “Wild animals? Here?” I questioned.




  Then she tightened her thin lips, gave me a serious look and said firmly, “I don’t want you going back in them there woods again. Is that clear?” Drawing me tight to her chest, she hugged me and ran her short stubby fingers down my red hair. “Promise me, luv.”




  I nodded my head.




  “You’re worth your weight in gold to me. I won’t ’ave anything happening to ya, I won’t.”




  I gave her a quick peck on the cheek.




  Her tired eyes seemed to light up. “Let’s go home, luv, away from these ’ere woods.”




  * * * *




  I had mixed feelings of both wonderment and apprehension as I sat on the back door step, gazing around the yard. It was the last week in May; the late afternoon sun was hot for that time of year. My journal and pen sat patiently beside me, waiting for me to spill my secrets and fears in its pages. Winny was curled up like a large cotton ball on my lap, sleeping contentedly.




  On one side of the yard, a sturdy cherry tree stood, laden with heavy pink blossoms and skirted by a ring of violets. On the other side, an improvised washing line was held up by a large forked branch. It was accompanied by two white wicker chairs and a wooden table with a basket of pegs and a straw hat on top. In the middle, a vegetable patch sprouted tiny green soldiers, all in a row. Clumps of bright yellow buttercups and creamy white daisies dotted the lawn. I could see Winky’s black and white coat, nested amongst a bunch of bearded iris. It reminded me of Green Gables. Anne of Green Gables was my favorite book when I was a child. I could relate to Anne Shirley. She was a lot like me, strong willed and full of imagination. And she had red hair, too.




  I inhaled the floral fragrance that floated in the air. It was all so pretty and peaceful, like the enchanted kingdom I had dreamt about. But there was a subtle, mysterious essence about the place, too obscure to describe and I couldn't shake off the strange feeling that I was being watched or the thoughts of the incidents in the attic room and the woods. It was like a fairytale with a sinister twist.




  “You’ll get sun stroked if ya sit there too long, ya will.”




  Auntie’s voice jogged me. She was carrying a large tin tub filled with steaming soapy water, which she hauled across the lawn and plunked beside the clothes line.




  “What’s in there?” I asked.




  “Hankys, socks and knickers.”




  I was sorry I asked. She went back inside, drying her wet hands with the bottom of her apron. A strong scent of lavender drifted past my nose, followed by a warm sensation that spilled over my body, like a heat wave. A creepy sick feeling overwhelmed me. It felt like something was consuming my flesh. Winny hissed and flew off my lap. I felt light-headed and shaky. Then, darkness.




  When I came to, I was sitting on the grass next to the tub of water. My hands were wet and covered in tiny soap bubbles. Winny was under the tree; she was licking her soggy wet fur vigorously. Dazed, I wobbled over to her. She looked like a rodent with huge, blue eyes. Carefully, I lifted her up, cradled her on my lap and dabbed her drenched white coat with my skirt. Perplexed, I refused to believe the obvious and decided that we both got “sun stroked”. I stayed outside, waving my skirt in the sun until it was dry and I was safe to go inside.




  The delicious smell of home-baked biscuits greeted me as I stepped inside the door.




  “Ah, Emily, there you are. I have a question for you,” Dad said, peeking over the Daily Times with his reading glasses perched precariously on the end of his nose. “Would you like to go to a pub in Chillsbury this evening?”




  “Are you kidding? I’m only fourteen, remember?”




  “Children are allowed in pubs here,” he said.




  “As long as they don’t get drunk,” Auntie shouted from the kitchen. Dad lowered his paper and chuckled. A tuneless rendition of “I’ve Got a Lovely Bunch of Coconuts,” came gushing through the kitchen door. Auntie Em always sang while preparing tea. Her voice was awful but her heart was pure gold.




  “Sure, I’ll go,” I said. The thought of staying in the cottage alone was unsettling. “And I promise not to get drunk!” I shouted so Auntie could hear me.




  The song was replaced with girlish giggles, then, “Tea’s up!”




  I sighed a blissful aaahhh as we drove through the picturesque village of Chillsbury. A narrow winding road carried us past pretty thatched-roofed cottages with well kept gardens and a row of black and white Tudor houses with miniature doors and spider-web windows. An array of colorful blooms oozed out of window boxes, pots and hanging baskets. Hedgerows of brilliant green lined the streets. A cobblestone lane with old fashioned lamp posts twisted its way upward among curio shops, confectionaries and tea houses. A group of young boys were playing cricket beside a colorful bandstand on the village green. A quaint old church built of red bricks displayed beautiful stained glass windows and a short clock-faced steeple. It was surrounded by a low stone wall. Inside the wall, time-worn headstones dotted the grass. The smell of hot oil and vinegar drifted through the open window as we drove past a corner fish and chip shop. The place was alive with old-world charm and reminded me of a miniature Christmas village without the snow.




  We pulled up to a pub with white-washed walls and a tin sign that read: The Grayhound. It had a picture of a skinny dog underneath. A little old man towing a brown and white hound tipped his hat as we stepped out of the car.




  The inside of the pub was small, dark and dingy. The air was thick with cigarette and pipe smoke, making my vision blurry and my eyes itchy. All kinds of memorabilia, antiques and old farm tools covered the walls and hung from the low-beamed ceiling. We sat at a round wooden table, with an ash tray full of cigarette butts and monogrammed beer coasters on top. Hearty laughter and spirited conversation buzzed all around. Uncle Reg went up to the bar and ordered drinks and Cornish pasties for everyone.




  “Tell them to bring us a clean ashtray,” I said. “This one’s gross. It makes me want to puke!”




  “Yes, your ladyship,” he answered sarcastically.




  Mom stuck her long red fingernails into her purse and fumbled for her cigarettes. Auntie grimaced at her critically. A couple of bedraggled old men wearing worn tweed jackets and jolly red faces sat at the table next to us. They were drinking thick black liquid with a frothy head from tall glasses. Uncle Reg introduced them as neighboring farmers and old mates, Bob Thomas and Ted White. Ted wiped the foam from his bushy black moustache, leaned toward Dad and started asking him questions about Canada.




  Bob looked over at me, smiled widely and asked in a croaky whisper, “Have you seen Mary Eliss wandering about?” Then he broke out in vigorous laughter, exposing his crooked yellow teeth. The smell of stale beer drifted toward me from his breath. I turned my head and wrinkled my nose. Auntie straightened her back, stretched her short stubby neck and glared at him across the table.




  “Don’t you go filling the girl’s head with all that nonsense, Bob Thomas,” she said.




  The name rang a bell. “Who’s Mary Eliss?” I asked.




  Gazes darted back and forth. Then I remembered. I looked over at Auntie and asked, “Is she related to the people in the portrait?”




  She scratched her wiry gray head and sighed. “We may as well tell ’er, because if we don’t, someone else will.”




  Everyone nodded. Mom looked concerned and bit down on her lip. I was all ears. Auntie shoved her half-eaten Cornish pasty to the side, gulped back her shandy and wiped her mouth with her hanky. Then she gave me a serious look.




  “I’ll tell ya, but I don’t want ya having nightmares. It’s only a tale.” She squeezed her brown eyes into tiny slits. “Well, legend has,” she said, her voice resonating with intrigue, “that the Eliss’ daughter Mary was mad. Possessed by an evil spirit, they claimed. She was said to have killed the family pets. Then she went on to kill her folks and bury them in the woods.” Her voice took on an eerie sarcastic tone. “People say that they’ve ’eard her cries and seen her wanderin’ in the woods at night.”




  I gasped, clutching at my throat. Mom reached over and put her hand on mine.




  “Emily, it’s just a story. The girl might have had some kind of mental illness. People didn’t understand things like that back then.”




  “Just one of the old yarns, luv,” Bob Thomas said, chuckling.




  Uncle Reg turned his head toward the door. “Well, look who just walked in.” It was Mr. McArthur and his gorgeous son Jonathan. He motioned them over to the table. It felt like a million butterflies were fluttering inside my stomach as they walked through the grimy haze toward us.




  “Grab a couple of chairs. Take a load off,” Auntie ordered.




  Dad stood up. “What can I get you? Stout? Bitters?”




  “A pint of Guinness for me.”




  “I’ll have a Lager, thank you,” Jonathan said. What a hottie, I thought, as my pulse started to race. I took some discreet, deep breaths but they didn’t stop it. There was something about this guy, something different, something mysterious. The black high-neck sweater he wore complemented his tanned complexion and made him look like an Arabian prince. Oh, how neat it would be to touch that skin, just one little touch. I shook away the thought as his dark eyes met mine. Then he smiled. His open mouth stretched his sexy cleft chin and revealed perfect white teeth. My lips quivered as I pressed them together hard and smiled back. I didn’t want him to see the ugly hardware in my mouth. I tried not to stare but I couldn’t help it.




  Mr. McArthur put his tweed cap on the table and scratched his dappled bald head as he asked nervously, “Did you hear the news?”




  Everyone shook their heads.




  “They’ve found Lizzy’s stepson. Got him in custody.”




  “Do you think he did it?” Dad asked.




  Ted White butted in. “Not bloody likely. She was killed on March twenty-first.” His gaze moved around the table. “Ring any bells, does it?” Then he mumbled something about the devil’s kids.




  Suspicious looks were exchanged. Bob Thomas looked at me with his beady little eyes and said teasingly, “Maybe it was Mary Eliss.”




  The two men laughed. There was a moment of silence. Then, wham! Auntie slammed her hand on the table. Drinks bounced. Everyone jumped. Tapping her beer coaster on the hard surface, she lowered her eyebrows and said, “I’ve lived on that there farm most of my life. If there were any ghosts around, I’d ’ave seen ’um by now.”




  Jonathan’s mouth twitched with humor. I looked at him and shrugged my shoulders. His eyes met mine and his mouth eased into a warm smile. I felt a touch of heat on my cheeks and was glad the pub was dimly lit, because blushing was so immature.




  Uncle Reg lifted his doddery body from the chair. “Bloody load of rubbish, if you ask me,” he said, stubbing his shiny brown pipe with his fingers. “I’m ready for a cuppa, Mother,” he announced, grabbing his gray overcoat from the back of his chair.




  I didn’t want to leave. I just wanted to sit there staring at Jonathan, listening to his soft voice. He was so gorgeous. But who was I kidding; eighteen-year-old guys, especially really cute ones, do not date fourteen-year-old girls. Especially ones with red hair, freckles, braces and no boobs.




  Before we left, Auntie invited them over for Sunday dinner. “One o’clock, sharp,” she said.




  “Right you are. I’ll tell Maud,” Mr. McArthur replied.




  The dusky crimson sun was setting in a mass of dark gray clouds, and the hills were pricked with the lights of scattered farm houses. I gazed out of the car window, my mind abuzz. Jonathan was coming to dinner. I would get to meet his mom and little sister whom, I had decided, I would cleverly befriend. This was a tactic a lot of my friends used to get to know a guy better. Then I switched gears, remembering that Lizzy’s stepson had been arrested but Ted said he didn’t do it because she was killed on the twenty-first of March. March twenty-first…it sounded familiar…ah yes, Spring Equinox. But why would that have anything to do with a murder? Or did this date have some other significance?




  Chapter 3




  By the time we got back to the cottage, jagged streaks of lightning were splitting the dusky sky and thunder rumbled in the distance.




  “Told ya there’d be a storm,” Auntie boasted as she pried her stubby form out of the car. Sam ran to greet us, wagging his bushy black and white tail enthusiastically. He shoved his damp cold nose into my hand.




  “You wouldn’t leave him outside in a storm, would you?” I asked.




  Uncle Reg plunked his brown cap on his balding head and drew his collar around his neck.




  “No, lass. Come on, old fella,” he said as he whistled and tapped his side. “You’ll be bedding in the hay tonight.” Sam heeled and the two of them trotted off side-by-side toward the barn.




  I shivered as the wind-driven rain stung my face. Large rain drops splattered hard on the gravel driveway. The fresh smell of wet pavement filled the blustery air. We gathered our belongings from inside the car and scurried to the house. Dad opened the door and flicked the light switch but nothing happened. We were cloaked in darkness.




  “Don’t worry, I have matches,” Mom said as she fumbled inside her purse. Her face took on a wraithlike sheen when she lit a match. Auntie stumbled as she reached for a candle. They were placed strategically around the cottage as the newly-installed electricity failed frequently. When the candles were lit, their luminance filled the room with a soothing glow. I felt the soft touch of Winny’s warm fur rubbing against my leg and bent to pick her up. She brushed her cheek on mine and purred; her very presence comforted me.




  “Who’s for a cuppa?” Auntie asked, carrying a thick beeswax candle into the kitchen. She lit the small gas stove and placed her faithful kettle over the bright blue flame. My mom calls Merryweather Lodge “The place that time forgot”. I can see why now, since it’s like we’ve stepped back in time fifty years.
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