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Prologue


The icy prickles on the back of Celia’s neck pre-empted the shriek that pierced the dark silence. Within seconds she was out of her room and at the bedside of her daughter.


“Katherine! Wake up, you’re dreaming again.” Celia gently shook the fragile shoulders of the young girl, whose body lay tangled in the sheets.


Disoriented, the girl sat up in bed, sobbing, “He was here again, the man…”


“It’s only a dream,” Celia whispered, wiping away her child’s tears.


During the seven months since the death of her father, Katherine had woken at night terrified by the presence of an intruder in her room; she insisted that the menacing figure was not just a figment of her imagination.


“He came to the side of the bed and he put his hand around my throat,” Katherine gasped, relaying the recurring scenario. Celia knew what was coming next. “I tried to call out but I couldn’t hear my own voice, and then he squeezed until I could no longer breathe.” The young girl gulped, the words catching in her throat. She broke into a choking cough.


“I could hear you.” Her mother reassuringly rubbed her thin arm. “I am here. I’m always here. You have nothing to fear. He’s not real, it’s just a dream.” She looked directly into the sunken, grey eyes of her only child, stroked her soft, chestnut hair and hugged her tightly.


The presence of this man was casting a despondent gloom over their world, one already fraught with grief following the death of Lieutenant Commander Walsh.


Katherine’s father had passed away early one morning, at home, following a premature heart attack. The tragedy had been witnessed by the unfortunate girl and her mother. Katherine had stood in a surreal stupor watching, yet not hearing Celia screaming down the telephone receiver. She played the role of a silent witness to the ensuing frenzy of the emergency services. Stepping back into the shadows of the house, the child had largely gone unnoticed by the paramedics in their frantic efforts to revive the dying man; she had looked on lifelessly as his limp body was finally stretchered away. Celia crumpled; her spirit fragmented and her body slumped to the ground. Mother and daughter had never since spoken of the event.


In the wake of their loss, Celia had a desperate urge to leave the family home. With the late lieutenant’s service pension as their only source of income, they were plunged into the unfamiliarity of a new house, on the edge a large estate, and forced to face the challenges of a tough inner-city school.


The only child of a naval officer, Celia had spent her youth moving from one military base to another. When Katherine came along she had decided that it would be more beneficial for the family to remain in one place. However, as her friends, the wives of other servicemen, continued to move on and the lower orders closed ranks, she had become an increasingly isolated figure. She had failed in her attempt to provide the support network she was hoping to build for her own child. Lonely and in unfamiliar surroundings, Celia’s grief and depression deepened and she became increasingly reluctant to leave the house.


Nine-year-old Katherine found herself running errands and performing household chores in addition to her schooling. On the surface, she appeared to be coping rather well. She was putting on a brave face and her school report indicated that she had settled in and was making steady progress. However, her night terrors were indicative that all was not well in her world. Celia was forced to acknowledge that her daughter was in need of extra help, and without any extended family to reach out to, professional help was the only answer. She booked an appointment with the family doctor.


Listening to her claims that her sleep was broken almost every night by screams from her daughter’s bedroom, Dr de Courcy prescribed sedatives for Celia.


“Of course, in the circumstances, this sort of thing is to be expected,” he advised, trying to dismiss his patient’s concerns.


“But it’s just the same dream, over and over,” Celia explained. “She falls asleep but cries out until I wake her up. She tells me there is a man in her room; always the same man. I reassure her that no one is there, but she insists he is real.”


“If it’s a lack of sleep that’s the problem, maybe I can prescribe something for the child? Just for use on a temporary basis, you understand?” Once again the doctor reached for his prescription pad. Celia gratefully accepted a signed script in her daughter’s name. Folding it up and slipping it into her coat pocket, she rose to leave the room. Katherine remained seated, looking straight at Dr de Courcy who stood to usher her out.


“Take the medication,” he ordered, patting her on the shoulder as if to soften the blow of his bluntness. Then turning to Celia, he added, “If there is no improvement over the next couple of weeks, bring her back to see me.”


Katherine had refused to take the medication. When her mother handed it to her, she had turned away and slipped it into her pocket, waiting for an opportunity to flush it down the toilet. The awful man who came to her room at night was real. Maybe her mother could not see or hear him but she could see, hear, and feel him there in the room, at her bedside. He was as real as any of the other people around her; she could hear his heartbeat and feel his breath on her, just as she could feel the nudge to her shoulder of the strangers sitting next to her on the bus, or passing her in the street.


The dark circles refused to fade from under Katherine’s eyes and Celia arranged another visit to Dr de Courcy. This time the staid old man had tried a different approach. Endeavouring to engage the child in conversation he had asked, “Are you worried about anything, my dear?”


Katherine was worried about everything. Her mother hardly left the house, she complained constantly about not having enough money and she shut herself away for hours on end, without explanation. When she stood outside her mother’s bedroom door asking after her, the only response was the sound of Celia’s sobs. The young girl had not yet made any friends at her new school and was afraid to ask if she could invite anyone around at the weekend, as her mother always seemed so sad and tired. And each night she feared closing her eyes because the man would appear at her bedside. But when old Dr de Courcy questioned her, she remained tight-lipped. She knew he would not believe her.


“Katherine, we want to help you but you must talk to us,” he had implored her in a whisper. “Tell me what’s troubling you.” The girl looked towards her mother and then at the floor, her lank brown hair hanging over her face. She simply refused to speak. Why should he believe her, when her own mother had refused?


Realizing that he was not going to make any progress with her, the doctor had asked her to wait outside while he had a word with her mother. She was glad to leave and quickly let herself out of the room. Inside, he broached the subject of counselling with her mother. Having her nine-year-old daughter on medication was one thing, whereas being directed to take her child to see a therapist came as a shock to Celia. In naval circles, wittering on about one’s ‘abnormal’ feelings was simply not the done thing.


“Is there something wrong with her mind?” she had asked.


“No, no, no, I’m not suggesting that,” the doctor said.


“Well then, what purpose would it serve?” Celia had no idea.


“It’s just that she has lost her father and perhaps she would benefit from speaking to a professional, someone trained to help in these sorts of situations,” he suggested with a shrug.


“Surely it won’t do any good to stir it all up again?’ Celia couldn’t stomach the thought.


“Bereavement therapy has become a very popular form of treatment amongst adults,” he replied. “And now its use is being applied to children. It’s still early days in this country, but I understand that the approach is very popular in the United States. I know of one lady who seems to be very good with children.”


With the popular American TV image of a shiny leather sofa in a plush psychiatrist’s office, a reluctant Celia questioned the doctor as to the cost of such a service. Dr de Courcy reassured her that in this instance she would not be required to pay.


Maggie Brown’s consulting room was anything but luxurious. The functional office in the children’s department of the city’s Social Services building appeared hostile to Celia, a far cry from the private medical consulting rooms that she, as the wife of a naval officer, had encountered. Even now, the notion of accepting help from the civilian state was alien to her. She was uncomfortable sitting in public waiting rooms amongst people with widely different backgrounds from her own. She shuffled uncomfortably in her seat, avoiding eye contact with staff members and clients alike, often holding up a handkerchief to her mouth to stifle her nervous cough; whilst a silent Katherine slumped, motionless on the scuffed, plastic chair beside her.


A plump, middle-aged mother of three, Maggie was an experienced clinical psychologist specializing in childhood behavioural issues. Private referrals from general practitioners were not commonplace and so she had been surprised to receive a letter from Dr de Courcy explaining the unfortunate family circumstances. It was obvious that the medic had a long history of treating the family, and Maggie agreed to take on the matter out of curiosity, despite groaning under an ever-increasing caseload. Known for her sharp insight and soft demeanour, Maggie was inspired by the resilience of children and therefore happy to afford a little of her time to see if she could help in any way.


Celia, reluctant to engage emotionally with the therapist, sat in silence at the back of the room, hiding behind the defeated expression on her face. During these sessions she simply faded away into her imaginary world, where she could gain some momentary respite from the harsh realities of life without the guidance and protection of her husband. She surfaced only occasionally to confirm or correct a point raised by Maggie; who in turn focused more attention on Katherine, whom she found to be a very bright, but troubled child. The small girl sat stiffly in the office armchair, and Maggie noted the serious expression of someone with experience beyond her years. Although she appeared happy to participate in an assessment of her own IQ and to answer questions about her day-to-day existence, it took Maggie a little time to win Katherine’s trust and learn all about her nocturnal terrors.


It was the third session before the child began to open up and felt able to speak freely, without fear of being disbelieved, or having her explanations shut down.


“Can you tell me how his face looks?” Maggie used simple words to question the delicate child.


Katherine’s small pale face looked up her with interest from underneath a heavy tousle of hair. Although her test scores placed her in the ‘highly intelligent’ bracket of the general population, Maggie was still amazed at the succinct detail with which the child recounted her recurrent nightmare. Looking straight ahead as if the subject was standing directly in front of her at that very moment she described him, “There are four deep lines in the middle of his forehead as he frowns at me, and when he leans in closer I can see my own face reflected in the black of his eyes. He has long, dirty hair and only a few teeth. When I can smell his hot, sour breath on my face, I close my eyes. I hear him groan and I feel his scratchy nails on my neck. Then he presses his cold, hard fingers around my throat, squeezing the breath out of me and I try to scream. But all I can hear is his deep laughter.”


Maggie always acknowledged the girl’s words. Never challenging nor validating what was being said she simply confirmed to Katherine that she was being heard. In return, Katherine warmed to her, finding that each time she spoke of the images from her dream, she felt a little less afraid. Maggie noted the startling consistency in her description of the recurring dream. Despite being asked a number of times and in a variety of ways about the experience, the details never varied. Struck by the accuracy of the child’s memory, she knew in her heart that this was no ordinary dream.


“What is the man’s name?” she ventured to ask during the fourth session.


Katherine remained silent and thoughtful for a few minutes before replying, “William, his name is William.”


Maggie knew this was not the name of her recently deceased father. Through skilled questioning, she had determined the estranged nature of the relationship between Katherine and Lieutenant Commander Walsh. It appeared that the officer had spent little time at home during her early childhood as Katherine had spoken of often being alone with her mother on the naval base. Her factual, emotionless account of the death of her father sounded to Maggie as if there was little love spared between them. This would undoubtedly have repercussions for the girl’s future relationships, but Maggie’s remit was to address the immediate problem.


“Who is William?” The therapist pushed a little further.


Despite her desire to please the kind woman, Katherine struggled hard to answer this question. Maggie realized that for some unknown reason, the girl was simply unable to articulate how, or why, he figured in her dreams.


Maggie mused, sometimes imaginary figures are the unconscious internalization of an abusive figure in the life of a child. She made enquiries as to the men who could have played a part in her early years. However, further investigations on the subject proved fruitless, and the therapist found herself at a loss to make any connection between the unconscious creation and any possible previous contacts. This was the first time, in a case such as this, that she had drawn a complete blank. Maggie knew that she would have to switch tack if she was to make any further progress. There had been few occasions when she had found herself working with such an articulate child and, although at first she had found her manner cool and her intellect disconcerting, she also felt that there was a sadness beneath the child’s exterior, someplace which she would dearly love to reach. Intuitively, it felt to the therapist as if there was an emotional aspect of the little girl which had always remained inaccessible to those around her; a cold spot in her heart. She firmly believed it was in this chamber that the nightmarish figure reigned with terror.


With a warm, Scotch blanket around her shoulders and her hands wrapped around a mug of hot milk, Maggie spent a sleepless night of her own, sitting in an empty, silent lounge at home, whilst her own children slept soundly upstairs. Mulling over her intuitive insight, she found herself hoping, for the child’s sake, that Katherine was not experiencing some form of precognition, a vision of the future. Then there was the notion of the collective consciousness to consider. Perhaps the child had accessed another level of memory where the imagery was not necessarily representative of her own personal experience? Of course, there was the possibility that this phenomenon was an early symptom of schizotypy, or some other form of psychiatric illness or psychological disorder. If that was the case, then she would undoubtedly be brought to the attention of the medical establishment at some point in the future. Maggie would be sure to keep full and accurate records of their work together so as to be of some use, should that happen. But for now, despite the lack of scientific evidence for the efficacy of the treatment, there was only one technique she could think of to try to help this child so devastated by her own dreams.


One bright, autumnal morning, Maggie opened the office window to let in the cool breeze and the sound of birdsong. She told Katherine that she understood all about the dreams and how they made her feel. She also explained that there would be no more questions.


Just this simple act on Maggie’s part lifted the mood of the young child who felt as if a magic carpet had appeared beneath her to carry her to a safe place. For the first time, she felt lighter and hopeful that things might be different for her.


“I would like you to try one thing, Katherine,” Maggie simply instructed her. “When you reach the point of the dream where you feel scared, I want you to just tell yourself the words: ‘This is only a dream and I can wake up as soon as I wish’. This will enable you to stop the dream before you get to the scary part. It is as simple as that. I believe this may work for you.” For the first time in two months, she witnessed a light flicker in the grey eyes of the little girl and watched a smile spread across her sad, little face. The spark of hope warmed Maggie’s heart; her job was done.


That night as the ominous shadow closed in on the fragile girl, she faced her fear and spoke in defiance of the steel grip. Focusing her intention beyond the dead eyes of her assailant as his malevolent fingers reached out towards her, she uttered the words, “You do not scare me anymore. I will no longer let you haunt my nights. This is only a dream, you have no power over me in the real world and I can wake up as soon as I wish.” The grip loosened from around her throat, she braved a breath and opened her eyes. He was still there; yet his presence felt weaker. She had disempowered him. He dropped his hands and stumbled away from her. No longer could he reach out and hurt her. Despite his cruel sneer he would not torment her; she could not hear the vile words that spewed out of his mouth.


The silent dreams lessened and William faded from Katherine’s dreams. On the few occasions that she recognized his face through the nocturnal hours, it now held no power over her. He surfaced only momentarily before merging into the fabric of her dreams. Katherine’s mother noticed how her mood lifted and her expression brightened and no longer herself being awakened by the anguished cries, Celia believed her daughter was finally cured. She was happy to consign the experience to the young girl’s medical records, never again mentioning the unfortunate interlude in their life.
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Week One


Amant de Passage


“Yes!” Katherine gasped in satisfaction, whilst holding firmly onto Henry’s shoulders to maintain her balance. She flamed fiery red, the heat rushing through her body before she melted, momentarily merging with the man lying beneath her. Opening her eyes, she saw a bead of sweat trickling between the well-formed pectoral muscles of Henry’s chest. Katherine gently traced its trail and then massaged his left nipple with her moist fingertips. His chest expanded suddenly as he took a deep breath, shuddered, and let out a low groan of abandonment. In that moment she understood why some called it le petit mal.


Time stilled and energy dissipated, creating a uniquely calm state of existence; their racing heartbeats slowing to a subtle hum, their minds curiously devoid of any angst or struggle.


Gently lifting her hips and rolling over to lie beside Henry, she nestled her cheek onto his shoulder and watched him as he snoozed. A few years had passed since the last time they had made love. There were more grey hairs on his chest and a few more lines around his deep, brown eyes. Yet the instant familiarity and tenderness between them confirmed the true nature of their relationship. Henry would always love Katherine. After all, he truly loved himself, and anyone else who happened to feature in his world, at any given time. It was she who had grown restless in the relationship, wanting to leave the comfort of campus life with an older man, to experience a fuller life, with the hope of a family and career in mind.


As Henry slipped into a deep sleep, Katherine’s thoughts dwelled on their time together before she left to work in publishing. He had been her first-year university tutor and the also the first person who had expressed any adult interest in her. She was in awe of his knowledge of the Classical world, even attending the unpopular early morning lectures to hear his passionate speeches. However, she soon relaxed in the comfort of their individual tutorial sessions. Knowing that she was not the first student to be charmed into his bed, she realized that she would not be the last. Every autumn semester there was a steady stream of new and impressionable young women ready to adore him.


Henry was both a very handsome and approachable man; a combination which ensured that many of his students quickly warmed to him. He had offered Katherine a sense of security and shelter when the world had seemed a large and unfriendly place to her. Comfortable with his role in life as a popular and respected academic, his lecture slides depicted his extensive travels in search of new perspectives on the Classical world and now, in his early fifties, apart from occasional speaking engagements further afield, he was largely content with his life in academia. Celia disapproved of the relationship and refused to visit the couple. Katherine’s contact with her mother became less frequent, as seemingly appreciated by both of the women. However, a few years after graduation, Celia contracted pneumonia and her mournful spirit finally left its defeated body. Katherine felt both a sense of relief and guilt at her mother’s passing. It also provoked a deeper, unconscious response in her psyche and she started to focus more intently on her future. Tired of the repetitious nature of university life with Henry, and the threat posed by each new intake of adoring and impressionable female students, she started to think how different her life could be and to wonder at what her future would hold if she stayed. Suspicious over his prolonged absences and distant manner, she had one day opened his mail to find an appointment for a vasectomy. Feeling that was the final straw in a tired and tenuous seven-year relationship, she decided to strike out on her own.


Henry had offered little resistance when she announced her intention. “Of course I don’t want you to leave, but I can’t, I won’t stop you if it’s truly what you want.” He sighed. He had recently sensed a shift in the tension between them. He also believed that she would come back to him.


Leaving her research post at the university, she pitched herself at a career in publishing. Katherine had experienced tentative success with her own academic papers, and she left for the opportunities of the city. There were many lonely nights when she ruminated over her choice, pondering the wisdom of leaving the familiar comfort of the campus for the cold isolation of a single life. However, memories of Henry had gradually faded when, within the year, she met Darrel, a city financier from a privileged family. He had been celebrating his birthday with friends and champagne in a local wine bar. Foolishly, she had given him her number, and he had pursued her relentlessly, until she agreed to have dinner with him.


For Katherine, stepping into Darrel Hewett’s life had been like walking through a magical doorway into a kaleidoscope of dreams. He wasted no time wooing her with expensive trinkets, against the romantic backdrops of the world. It was during a moonlit walk on a secluded beach in the Indian Ocean that he offered her a teardrop diamond engagement ring. Katherine was dazzled.


Six months later at the age of 28, she found herself returning from their first New Year celebration together in New York, as his wife. His mother had organized the whole event, including the wedding dress. Katherine stifled her feelings of cold isolation out of a misguided sense of guilt. How ungrateful she would seem to show the slightest dislike of any of the meticulously planned event. She would no doubt, in time, get to know the unfamiliar guests at her own wedding breakfast. In the future she would point out the people in the photographs to her children, who would recognize them as old family friends.


“Darrel told me that you have no close family, my darling. That is why I was so happy to arrange everything for you,” Mrs Hewett senior had whispered, yet within earshot of the friends she had invited to the event. “I know how busy you both are. I was just so happy to be able to help.”


Katherine felt powerless, a pawn in a secret game of stealth and strategy. She was aware of the conversation passing between strangers, commenting on every aspect of her appearance and personality. Smiles to her face were swiftly followed by snide comments behind duplicitous fingers as her close-fitting bodice pinched a little tighter. Looking across the bloom-bedecked lobby of the Manhattan hotel, her laughing husband appeared to occupy a different dimension; paradoxically a stranger in a curiously familiar form. She knew that she had made a terrible mistake.


Katherine realized that she was just one of Darrel’s many missions which, once accomplished, became subject to instant abandonment. The thrill was purely in the chase for the driven and talented financier, who spent many hours poring over the details of his hedge funds but failed to notice when his wife cut her long brown hair and coloured it red.


Weary from enduring a year of long absences and cold disinterest, she protested about his many nights away from home. He called her ungrateful and suggested that she obtain a prescription for anti-depressants. On reflection, her role had been simply to complement his life. Their friends were long-time acquaintances of his, and they regarded her as just the latest in a long line of ‘Darrel’s girls.’ She suffered their company only for as long as was socially necessary in the circle, and was grateful that none of them showed any interest in her as a person in her own right. She occasionally joined the crowd from her office for after-work drinks to celebrate birthdays and promotions, but many of them were recent graduates, younger than her, and too outspoken to mix with Darrel’s city set. Any attempt to further develop these potential friendships was further hindered by Darrel’s controlling behaviour and demands on her time. He often used her to unburden himself of his work-related frustrations and annoyance with his work colleagues, but he offered her no emotional support in return. He was simply not interested in hearing about the challenges of her day.


On the last occasion that he returned home in the early hours, drunk and dishevelled, he was greeted by an empty bed. Katherine had decided that her life was no longer going to be spent waiting around for him. When he found her in the guest room of their home, a fight ensued and her act of open defiance cost her a black eye and a bruised neck. She vowed that although this was the first time he had resorted to violence against her, it would also be the last. It stirred something inside her; some sense of herself which she felt had lain buried for quite some time.


Over breakfast the following morning, he expressed great remorse and begged for forgiveness. However, Katherine could not conceal her feelings of contempt for him. On leaving the house he headed straight for a consultation with his lawyer. He had no cause to worry over the marital finances as Katherine was only interested in her freedom, not his money, and had signed a pre-nuptial agreement to that effect. He was concerned only that a divorce with allegations of mistreatment would take up his valuable business time and adversely affect his reputation. However, she knew that the marriage had been a mistake. Once the initial enchantment had worn off, it was clear that as individuals they held widely differing values. Katherine wondered how and why they had ever crossed paths. They lived in separate worlds.


Against the backdrop of the global recession, Katherine had found working in the publishing industry a highly pressured and thankless task. She was feeling alone and adrift in unfamiliar waters. Her haunting childhood nightmares of the strangling man had returned, and were persisting, despite her attempts at waking herself from the dream-state. She desperately needed to find something meaningful and rewarding in her life.


On handing in her resignation, she had been told to leave her desk immediately. She was now officially on garden leave and had decided to head as far away from London as she could afford. Having lived on the south coast of England all her life, Katherine intuited to head west in the hope she would again find herself and develop some sense of belonging. An only child, she had lost her father at the tender age of nine. Her mother had passed away following a lingering illness, some three years previously, shortly after her marriage to Darrel. She had not seen Darrel’s US-based parents since the day of her marriage to their only son. There was simply no one and nothing to keep her in London.


Henry was the only person she had thought to contact. He was more than happy to meet up, once he had cancelled his previous arrangement with this year’s finals student. After all, she would be out of his life at the end of the semester. He had been delighted to hear Katherine’s voice as she explained she would be passing his door en route to a little-known Welsh island retreat. The place had caught her attention during an Internet search. She explained how a colleague had been talking about her research for a book on Reiki and the subject had captured her imagination. The retreat centre offered a variety of alternative therapies which she was hoping to experience. The stunning coastal setting had seduced her sensitivities and Katherine had been keen to soak up the expanse of the sky and breathe in the fresh, sea air.


Not expecting to stay the night at Henry’s place, she came unprepared. As the evening had progressed and they had finished a bottle of calvados, Henry’s favourite apple brandy, he told her that he was not romantically involved with anyone else and she told herself that there would be no harm in sleeping over, just this once. Talk of happy memories led to shared laughter and their mutual desire to relive their intimacy soon became apparent. Now lying awake, alone with her thoughts, and feeling that all traces of the energy of her estranged husband had been erased from her body, she set her mind on the future. Today she would be pioneering westwards in search of a new destiny, whilst Darrel would be opening a copy of her divorce petition posted to him from the court.


Last Rites


“Tell her I’m s-sorry.”


Darrel slurred the message on the voicemail of a sleeping colleague. “It’s wrong, it’s all gone wrong. It wasn’t meant to be like this.” He ended the call and clicked on the ‘contacts’ icon on his smart phone, diligently deleting every entry in the folder except for one. Next, he turned his attention to the list of texts and emails, consigning each to anonymity in the memory of the device. Draining the last drops from his glass, Darrel stood up and placed his glass and the empty bottle of vodka at the back of the drinks cabinet. With one last look around the lounge, he decided that everything was just as he wanted to leave it, picked up his car keys from the hall table, and staggered out to the garage. He would take the Barchetta. It was his first and favourite Ferrari. He still prided himself on its glossy, black exterior and loved the firm feel of its interior, particularly the Nero racing seats. He never failed to feel the thrill of the powerful engine through the seats, and he remembered how Katherine had loved riding with the wind in her hair.


Darrel’s research was thorough, his plans meticulous in detail. Even his failures were delivered in a grand and impressive manner. He had a specific route in mind. He would drive one lap around the city, in acknowledgement of all of the places and people who had played a part in his life, before heading out towards the Kent coastline. When the city lights were behind him, he turned up the volume of the music playing in the car. He had recorded some favourite tracks, in a specific order, on his iPod, having worked out the exact duration of the drive from London to Godington Gap. There, the beachfront was only 150 metres in width and he would have to bear well to the right to avoid the beach huts and café located there. He was confident that there were likely to be few, if any, holidaymakers resident in the small caravan park midweek, following the May Day bank holiday weekend. The lyrics of the songs were reinforcing the self-destructive loop of thoughts going around in his head now as he improvised with his own twisted notions.


Finally, the roads closed in and Darrel found himself on the narrow, unmade track leading to the empty field at the top of the cliff. With his heart beating a new rhythm, he turned down the volume of the music and listened to the purr of the engine as the car idled some 50 metres from the cliff edge. To the end, his master plan was executed with spectacular precision. The words, ‘who wants to live forever?’ lingered in the darkness as the car disappeared over the edge of the cliff, broken only by a quadruple flash of flames from the paired V12 exhausts as they pirouetted towards the beckoning crest of the midnight sea.


The following afternoon, Katherine stood on the harbour quay with a rucksack on her back, being lashed by the Welsh seaside wind and rain. There were others waiting for the boat across to the island, but it seemed as if no one was in the mood to make polite conversation. Due to the wild sea conditions, the waiting passengers had been informed that if the sailing was cancelled, they would have to wait until the following day to cross over to the island. Unsure if the boat would be able to make the journey, Katherine was trying to formulate Plan B: searching the Internet on her phone for details of local hotels on the mainland. She knew it was too far to head back to Henry’s place.


At first, she had felt uptight about this hiccup in her schedule. She had not expected such inclement weather in May. However, on reflection, she realized that there was nothing to rush for and the whole idea of this break was to just ‘let things be.’ Perhaps this is the first lesson? Eventually the captain made his decision and the word was passed along the line. This would be the last sailing for the day, conditions were rough and set to get worse but they should be able to safely make this crossing. The six passengers climbed aboard the old fishing boat and sat around the edge on wooden benches. There was no shelter from the driving rain. The captain advised them all to remain seated for the journey as the vessel rocked violently. Still anchored in the harbour, Katherine momentarily considered getting off the boat. However, she was calmed by the smile and kind words of a fellow passenger.


“It’ll be fine, Cariad,” said a wise-looking, elderly lady sitting huddled next to her. “We’ll get there safely. We’ve been through far worse conditions than this!” A knowing smile spread across her round, friendly face. The familiar rhythm of her emphatic speech assured Katherine. She pressed her back into the bench and gripped the rail running around the boat. This was only a short crossing; she was sure that she could stomach the nausea and battle the wind for some twenty minutes. However, she let out a loud scream when the salty spray crashed over the front of the boat, drenching her from behind. The angry face of Darrel flashed into her mind. Katherine quickly buried the unwelcome image in the sea-chest of her imagination, cut the rope and watched it sink to the deepest trench of her memory. As she sat squashed between wet strangers, looking intently at each new face from beneath the hats and waterproof anorak hoods, Katherine wondered about the life stories of her new companions; how many, like her, were running away from miserable lives? She asked herself if they could all find the peace and solitude they were seeking.


The Island


With wobbling sea legs, the six bedraggled travellers were met on the shore of the island by the course director, and made their way on foot to the retreat house. On reaching the reception desk of the main house, the old lady from the boat removed her hood to reveal long, silver hair pulled back neatly from her face and fixed firmly in a homely bun. Hanging up her sensible waterproof coat, she put on a housekeeper’s apron. “You’re always welcome in my kitchen, Cariad,” she said, tapping Katherine lightly on the shoulder before heading off to prepare the afternoon tea.


Where have I seen her before? For a split second, Katherine thought she recognized the well-rounded lady. Her manner was odd, yet familiar. The remaining four retreaters revealed themselves as they peeled off their saturated outer garments. Katherine saw shy and friendly faces emerging from beneath their assorted apparel. She understood that some were here in the hope of gaining some respite from relentless work or family pressures; she would respect their privacy. However, one smile caught her eye as it was flashed around the room. It belonged to a tall, slim man with short fair hair, congenially shaking hands with everyone. His clear blue eyes held Katherine momentarily transfixed. With a shy smile, she smoothed her windblown hair and turned away. Turning back just a few seconds later, she saw that his gaze was still fixed on her and she blushed. Reminding herself of the reasons she was here, on retreat, she focused on finding out the details of her accommodation.


Having booked in for a long stay, Katherine had been allocated one of the modest cottages on the estate. She was given a key and directions to the lighthouse keeper’s cottage, which would be her home for the next six weeks. However, the receptionist advised her to stay at the main house for afternoon tea and a chance to dry off before heading back out to brave the wind and rain. Katherine thought this would at least give her the chance to learn more about her surroundings and the retreat amenities. She was led along with the others down a short corridor from reception which led to a large L-shaped room with two sets of bow-shaped bay windows, revealing sweeping views of the beach below and the sound beyond. The room contained one long dining table, laid out in a formal manner, and a lounge area with comfortable sofas and tables with lamps; all arranged around an open fireplace, itself housed within a wall of shelves, containing a rich selection of old and new books. The paintwork on the wood had yellowed with age and the décor looked a little faded, yet despite the frayed corners and the faint mustiness she could see herself sitting comfortably here, reading under the evening lamplight.


Whilst Katherine browsed through the bookshelves, the director of retreat events introduced herself to the group. She was a thin, freckled, red-haired lady with a quiet and gentle manner who addressed them as they relaxed in the lounge. Outlining the events scheduled, she also acknowledged that some people were here for the solitude and explained that whilst participation was always welcome it was by no means an expectation. The multi-faith centre had amongst its staff a resident counsellor, a hypnotherapist and a Reiki practitioner. The Reiki healing appealed to Katherine who figured it would be, in essence, an opportunity for some deep relaxation. She believed that what she needed most was to feel free to breathe again, to walk on the deserted beaches in the spring sunshine, or in the wind and rain if the current weather front persisted. She wanted to loosen off the shackles of her personal and professional lives and quieten her mind, so she could hear clearly what it was that she really wanted from life. If Reiki or any other alternative therapy could enhance her sense of wellbeing, she was quite open to exploring it. Being here on the island would, hopefully, allow her the time, space and freedom to do so, at her own pace and on her own terms. She could eat at the main house and join in with the activities if she felt the need for human company, or she could simply take shelter in the solitude of her cottage if she so chose.


She knew that there would have to be solicitors’ letters and maybe court hearings if the divorce from Darrel became contentious, as she suspected it would. And at some point she would have to find herself a new job. Until then, she was treating herself to a hiatus from the hustle and bustle of her hectic life in the 21st century. Hopefully the break would help her re-evaluate her genuine responsibilities and simplify her life.


She was tired of the struggle with all the ‘shoulds’ and ‘musts’ that had been thrust upon her over the years by her mother, teachers, boyfriends, and employers. She had reached the stage where she was no longer sure what exactly she was doing, or why she was doing it. One thing she did know: she certainly had not been doing it for herself. Feeling that she had lost sight of her inner self and seeming to be losing her grip on her outer life, she knew that the time had come to stop and rewind the many strands of herself that had been pulled out in various directions. She told herself that the time for flailing about in the lives and roles that other people wanted her to lead was over.


Feeling refreshed, Katherine collected all the information about the island that she could find and, having confirmed the time for the welcome dinner at the house, she headed out whilst there was a break in the rain to find the cottage which was to be her home for the next six weeks. There was a Norman chapel situated on the island which welcomed visiting pilgrims, which she would get around to sightseeing at some point; now she was far more interested in locating the deserted lighthouse on the island. As relatively late additions to the island, the lighthouse and the keeper’s cottage had been built in the 1820s. Katherine had viewed photographs of their interiors on the Internet and was struck by the beauty of their simplicity and magnificence of the sea-bound outlook.


At low tide she could reach the cottage by way of a short beach walk but as the tide was on the turn she took the course director’s advice to take the cliff path around the headland. With her rucksack on her back, she enjoyed the wind in her hair and the freshness of the coastal air as she walked, filling her lungs with deep breaths of freedom. She shook out her shoulder-length red curls and let her arms swing freely by her sides as she strode along the narrow path, happy to wear the natural windswept look for a while.


Turning the key and lifting the latch of the old wooden door of the whitewashed cottage, she felt she was entering a unique space. This was somewhere of her very own. There was no one to judge or criticize her choice; there was nothing she needed to do to please anyone else. Standing in the centre of the small and sparsely decorated single-storey abode, she closed her eyes and offered up her gratitude. Unpacking her rucksack, she switched off her mobile phone and placed it in the side-zipped pocket. Next, she lit the two church pillar candles displayed on the sill of the tiny bathroom window and filled the old-fashioned tub with hot water. Soaking in the local lavender oil, a bottle of which had been placed most thoughtfully on the small wicker stand just inside the room, she smiled serenely, enjoying the luxury. This was it! This was how life was to be, for the next six weeks or so. She was going to immerse herself in a world of wellbeing, indulge herself with peace and inner calm. She would celebrate this new beginning alone, with an early night. Settling between the clean cotton sheets on the creaky wooden bed, Katherine welcomed the silence she created by lying perfectly still. This was a blissful contrast to the luxury of sleeping in a king-size bed with silken sheets, trying to recharge after the exertions of an adrenalin-fuelled to-do list of the day. The pleasure now lay in the knowledge that she was no longer anxiously waiting for anyone to return home and would not be rudely woken by an early morning alarm.


The Dream


Katherine was standing at the water’s edge. She was mesmerized by the shimmering reflection of the moon as it danced on the waves. Her eyes followed the rippling light as it played hide-and-seek with the night sea. Her trance was broken by a flash of lightning which lit up the sky and on hearing the distant rumble of thunder she became aware that she was on the beach in the dark, wearing only the thin, silk shift she had worn to bed. Cradling herself with her bare arms in an attempt to keep warm, she knew that she had to find her way back to the cottage. As the rain started to fall, she found herself clambering over the wet rocks in bare feet. With the rising tide close on her heels, her heart pounded in her chest as she climbed the treacherous steps to the cliff top.


When the storm clouds hid the moonlight she was forced to feel her way along the cliff path, scraping her toes on the stones, and crying out at the scratching of the hedgerow briars on her bare skin. She reasoned with herself that any time soon she would be reassured by the intermittent flash from the lighthouse that she was on the right track. However, on approaching the clearing where she hoped to find the cottage, she became confused and disoriented. She was sure this was the exact spot where she had soaked in the bath and slept in the cottage bed. However, she found only a small clearing with a ring of stones circling a burned-out fire, and the sound of her mobile phone, alerting her to a call.


‘Run!’ Something or someone was telling her that she needed to leave this place.


Katherine raced, barefoot over uneven ground, feeling the sting of sharp stones on the soles of her feet. As her legs tired and the ground beneath her took on the form of ascending, circular, stone steps, she struggled to climb to safety. There was someone behind her now and she knew he intended her harm. As her breathing became more laboured and her pace slowed, she could feel the hot breath of an angry man on the back of her neck. If she turned around to see his face, she knew it would be the last one she saw. Katherine struggled on until the stairwell opened out into the battlements of a ruined castle, perched high on a windy promontory. Although the black night prevented her from seeing the ocean spread out in front of her, the sound of the crashing waves and the spray of saltwater on her skin told her she was at the edge of the land. The only way to escape with her life would be to plunge into the waters below.


‘Jump!’ a voice urged. ‘You will be safe, I will catch you.’


In the dream, Katherine took the chance to freefall. She felt the initial euphoria of weightlessness until she was gripped by the gravitational pull. The wind whooshed past her face and through her hair, her speed increasing until her landing was cushioned by the sail of a large ship. In the dim light of oil lanterns, she could make out stout figures stumbling about on the listing wooden deck. Her fear gave way to overwhelming nausea and she searched for a way to get to the bottom of the ship. If she could just find a cabin and hide away, Katherine felt certain that she would be safe. She scrambled down into the hold and from the small porthole of a storeroom in the bowels of the ship, her small, pale face peered out at the rough sea surrounding her. She knew all she had to do was to lie low until they reached land, when she could breathe freely again. She found respite in snatched moments of sleep, until she became aware of a large shadow falling across her hiding place. She felt a menacing presence; a rough hand grabbed her shoulders, pulling her away from the porthole. From behind, she felt the tightening of a ligature around her throat. Grappling to loosen the noose, the flesh on her fingertips and knuckles was sliced to the bone by the spiked wire. The taste of her own blood splashing across her face during the struggle for her life was the last thing of which she was aware, before blacking out.
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