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  EPILOGUE


  Annabel Lee


  It was many and many a year ago,


  In a kingdom by the sea,


  That a maiden there lived whom you may know


  By the name of Annabel Lee;


  And this maiden she lived with no other thought


  Than to love and be loved by me.


  I was a child and she was a child,


  In this kingdom by the sea,


  But we loved with a love that was more than love—


  I and my Annabel Lee—


  With a love that the wingèd seraphs of Heaven


  Coveted her and me.


  And this was the reason that, long ago,


  In this kingdom by the sea,


  A wind blew out of a cloud, chilling


  My beautiful Annabel Lee;


  So that her highborn kinsmen came


  And bore her away from me,


  To shut her up in a sepulchre


  In this kingdom by the sea.


  The angels, not half so happy in Heaven,


  Went envying her and me—


  Yes!—that was the reason (as all men know,


  In this kingdom by the sea)


  That the wind came out of the cloud by night,


  Chilling and killing my Annabel Lee.


  But our love it was stronger by far than the love


  Of those who were older than we—


  Of many far wiser than we—


  And neither the angels in Heaven above


  Nor the demons down under the sea


  Can ever dissever my soul from the soul


  Of the beautiful Annabel Lee;


  For the moon never beams, without bringing me dreams


  Of the beautiful Annabel Lee;


  And the stars never rise, but I feel the bright eyes


  Of the beautiful Annabel Lee;


  And so, all the night-tide, I lie down by the side


  Of my darling—my darling—my life and my bride,


  In her sepulchre there by the sea—


  In her tomb by the sounding sea.


  —The Works of the Late Edgar Allan Poe: With Notices of His Life and Genius, Volume II, Poems and Miscellanies. N.P. Willis, J.R. Lowell, R.W. Griswold, eds. New York: J.S. Redfield, 1850.


  To the Reader


  My surname is not Lee, nor my Christian name Annabel; yet it will serve my purposes to so refer to myself in these pages. It is by these fetchingly melodic syllables, after all, that I have attained a certain queer, impersonal sort of notoriety in the famous poem by the late Mr. Poe. That bit of verse, romanticized beyond any recognition, is in truth based, however remotely, on certain events in my own life. How ironic that schoolchildren made to memorize and recite the lines might walk straight past me on the street without suspecting for a moment that it is my story—my story as filtered through the imagination and verse of Poe—that they have so assiduously studied in their classes.


  That the poetical narrative “Annabel Lee” is highly fictionalized is attested to most obviously by the fact that I am here to write these reminiscences at all, rather than silently moldering forevermore in my “tomb by the sounding sea”—though there was a tomb of sorts that was not very distant from the sea, as will be made clear in due course. But Mr. Poe took what was a pathetic and even squalid episode in my life and transformed it into something everlastingly beautiful. He did this by altering almost every aspect of the true facts, bending them to his artistic will. Most profound were the changes he wrought upon the narrator. The reader will recall that the poem is told to us by one of Poe’s sensitives, a man of melancholy but loving temperament who pursues a doomed quest to be always with his “life and bride.” The truth was quite different, as the reader shall soon see. I imply no criticism of the poet, who used his God-given genius to build from my life’s humble clay something immortal and timeless. Poe was known to me personally, and I have never had anything but great sympathy for him—his tragedies, his addictions, the sorrows of his star-crossed days. But Poe is a minor player in this drama—the drama, that is, of my own woeful life. Others have roles far vaster and more great, or more terrible.


  This reminiscence, then, is to be a work of recovery—of excavation—of finding what is lost if I can and making sense of it to myself. I do not know if I can do this; I know only that I must try.


  It is my hope that in the process of penning this chronicle I can recover what I seem to have misplaced over my long years on this Earth—that being the dynamic and ever-changing colors and textures of my life as I actually lived it. Indeed, even as I sit writing these words on sheets of foolscap paper I have obtained for the purpose, small things seem to come back to me: a friend’s laughing voice, the bright red cover of a favorite book. Faces that have lain dormant in my mind for many years seem now to become reanimated, and with them all the memories I associate with the people—my parents, Selwin and Maud; poor little Mary Mahoney; my dear darling Jim Gamble; the monstrous Doctor Hudson Blackthorn, author of so many of the ills of my life; and of course Mr. Poe, whose gentle soul was perhaps a bit too sensitive to survive in this merciless world. I have a particular reason—a vital reason—for writing this memoir just now, at this particular moment in time. But it is a reason, alas, that can make no sense to an individual not yet acquainted with the myriad facts of my life. Therefore I will reveal the reason only at the end of this narrative, by which point the reader will be able to comprehend and perhaps to sympathize with the choices I have made—including, I pray, the latest and profoundest of them all.


  Other than Poe, who surely belongs now to all of mankind, the persons who appear in the following pages do so, like myself, under pseudonyms. Some of these persons were wonderful; some were horrible; but all are long dead now, and I am unworthy to pass public judgment on them here. Their judgment has already been rendered in a Cosmic Court of which we know nothing here on Earth, and that is enough.


  But be forewarned. The tale I shall impart in these pages is one so gruesome, morbid, and fantastic that it may well beggar belief. I have been through much. I have heard, seen, and done things that no human being should have to experience or, having experienced, remember. I can but write it all as I recollect it, hoping the patient reader may listen with open mind and forgiving heart. That same reader may, upon paging through to the conclusion of this macabre history, choose to pray for its unhappy author. For any such prayers that author would feel only humble gratitude.


  – “A. L.”


  


  BOOK I.


  It Was Many and Many a Year Ago…


  1


  In my memories of childhood it is always raining. I am sitting in the little nook off our kitchen, a snug recessed space just sizable enough for a plain armchair and small side table on which rests in its saucer a cup of steaming, aromatic tea. Three windows in a semicircular arrangement around me look out on the garden, the fields beyond it, and the blue hills in the distance: the very landscape, it may be said, of my early youth. In my lap rests the book I am currently reading, usually a novel from Father’s library—Walter Scott perhaps, or Fanny Burney, or else the natural philosophers Mother worries are somehow inappropriate for my delicate feminine mind. Father, it should be said, emphatically does not believe his daughter to be so limited, and among his hundreds of handsome leather-bound volumes I am encouraged to graze at will.


  I have looked up from my reading to watch the rain slide down the windowpanes, listening as it taps the rooftop and spatters the glass. I sip at my tea, a familiar, not unpleasant melancholy settling over my soul. The quiet seems eternal. The world, gray and glistening, seems timeless.


  Chair, teacup, book—my brain’s private image of a period in my life which then gave the impression of stretching forever, but which in reality was no more than nine or ten years. As with all memory, the image is somehow both perfectly true and oddly misleading. Reduced from reality, oversimplified, this still life of myself in the little alcove off the kitchen is less an actual remembrance than a kind of representational one, a moment perhaps never really lived as I think I recall it but rather a fusion of different moments crystalized into a figurative whole.


  Mayhap this is the reason it is always raining in these visions I have of times long ago, the falling showers a metaphor for a certain mood I believe, rightly or wrongly, permeated my childhood. For in truth the state of Maryland, in the eastern portion of which I was born and spent the first twelve years of my life, receives, according to my Farmer’s Almanac, only some forty inches of rain per annum—hardly the Noah-like deluge my mind seems to suggest. I know, intellectually, that there were many days that were cloudless and sun-blooming, and when I try, I can just picture the fields around our house on the outskirts of Grimsleytown as they would have been in spring—the Indian grass and bee balm, the bright daffodils and black-eyed Susans. And yet I am unsure if such memories are any more true than the picture of myself in the armchair looking at the raindrops trickling down the glass. They seem to have no staying power in my mind, no lasting reality. Are such remembrances truer, then, or less true than the others? All these years later, is there any way to tell—to be sure?


  The one common point between these, so to say, competing memories is the fact that in all of them I am quite alone. I picture myself strolling in the garden, the umbrella in my hands protecting me from the wet; no one is with me—and yet I know that I walked in the garden hundreds of times with Father in all sorts of weather. Now there I am in town, looking in shop windows, umbrella again keeping me dry, and again I am alone, even as I know that this could not have been so. The downtown area was a forty-minute carriage ride from our house, a venturing-out I certainly would never have undertaken by myself; Father or Mother would invariably have accompanied me. And yet there they are, my memories: rain-drenched, solemn, and solitary.


  And, at times, terrifying—for if I let my reverie continue, reliving my early girlhood or some approximated simulacrum of it, I invariably find that as I sit there in the alcove with my teacup and book the rain becomes stronger, steadier. The sky darkens until it is nearly like night. Thunder explodes. Lightning slashes the sky. The downpour batters the glass so strongly that I begin to fear the panes may burst. But that is not all. What were pleasant rain-moistened fields only a moment ago now seem, in the strange dim light, like something else altogether. The shapes of the trees and flowers and wild grasses seem to move in the darkness—not simply swaying with the wind but moving entirely on their own, as if they have somehow uprooted themselves and are sliding grotesquely, impossibly toward my little alcove. My breath comes fast as the trees and flowers and grasses enlarge, inflate, grow gigantically until they are toweringly tall in the lashing rain. Unconsciously I have placed my tea things on the table. My book has fallen from my lap onto the floor. I stand as the nightmare world slithers toward me, yards away from the glass, now feet, now inches. I try to turn but cannot. I try to scream but my throat is tight. I can only watch as the fantastic wild world looms up before me and I hear a sound now, an unnatural, unearthly moaning somehow emanating from the outside, from the terrible invaders themselves. They press against the glass—there is a scraping sound like knives on bone—the glass bends inward—


  Of course, the reader must think, this is but a little girl’s fancy. And indeed I agree. Obviously nothing like this ever occurred, or could have. Yet there is something to it, something that, as I have written, perhaps did not happen in a literal sense, but which nonetheless reflects something quite true, quite real, about my life—the sense of a melancholy peace suddenly turned to appalling, inexplicable horror. That is a process with which I am, alas, all too familiar.


  One aspect of this youthful vista which I have not yet described is a house that stood in dark majesty several miles away, at the top of the highest of the many hills in the area. I could see it, just, when the weather was clear and fine—a tall, brooding structure it was, known thereabouts as “Blackthorn House” after its owner, Doctor Hudson Blackthorn. He it was who had built the local hospital and who indeed, according to my parents, had delivered my own infant self unto the world. I knew the doctor; he paid our family members house calls from time to time; yet in all he was a figure of some mystery to the people of Grimsleytown. He had had Blackthorn House built himself many years before, obviously at great expense; Father and I sometimes rode together in that direction on fine mornings and beheld, at least from the bottom of the hill, the strangely forbidding aspect of the place. It is tempting to call it a castle, but it was not one; it was merely the imposing nature of the structure’s appearance that left such an impression. Rather it was a mansion in the Gothic Revival style, dark-stoned, with countless pinnacles and parapets, battlements and steep gables and much decorative tracery around the whole. But much of the lower portion of the building was hidden by the grounds dotted with weeping willows, and Father never made any serious inspection of the property; Doctor Blackthorn was understood to value his seclusion, and the sole narrow road leading to and from the house was considered private. Doctor Blackthorn himself, despite a manner of geniality, made me uncomfortable, though in my early years I would have been unable to say why. Thinking back in later years, however, I would come to realize that there was always something a bit strange in the tone of his interactions with me. He was a large and corpulent man with long white hair and a sparse white beard that had odd empty patches, like a field of crops planted in infertile or poisoned soil. The loose flesh around his face joggled disturbingly as he walked. His dress was appropriately professional for a man in his position. It was, I think, his eyes that discomfited me. They were big and gray and would follow my every movement when I was in his presence; the pince-nez he balanced upon his nose only seemed to add to a somewhat sinister effect. I did not like how he looked at me, always with his wide smile showing his big block-like teeth. There were times too that, in touching me for a medical examination—my forehead or cheek or forearm—I felt that he was thinking about something else—something strange—which I could not possibly discern, and did not wish to. I much preferred when I instead saw his assistant, Doctor Bailey, a handsome younger man with a brisk and friendly style who could make me laugh comfortingly.


  Doctor Blackthorn, as everyone around there knew, was also an inventor. A young child at the time, I was not particularly interested in the stories I heard of his creating improved farming implements or better parts for steam engines; but his genius was unquestioned. When I was very young I remember him bringing along a little toy for me, a clever thing I had never seen the likes of: roughly the size of my palm and made of wood, it held at its center a glass lens that, when I put my eye to it and held the device to the light, disclosed marvelous images, shapes of people and animals that, as I turned a little knob on the side of the machine, seemed to actually move. It was quite wondrous, and fascinated even Father and Mother. The doctor merely smiled and dismissively called the mechanism one of his “lesser experiments.”


  I do not wish to leave the impression that I thought overmuch about Doctor Blackthorn or his grandiose home in my youth. Though both he and Blackthorn House would later play a profound role in my life, at the time they were just, so to say, background to my childish thoughts and fancies, and no more important than any number of other people in and around Grimsleytown.


  It sometimes seems to me that I was a frightened and melancholy child, but much of this impression is, I think, a later distortive gloss of my actual experiences. I was not in truth very different from other girls. Those early years, bleak and cheerless as they seem to me now, were much like any child’s of my place, time, and class. We were not rich. The house in which we lived was not grand or ostentatious. We employed no servants and yet we were, I suppose, modestly comfortable. Selwin, my father, had a head for numbers, and he performed jobs of accountancy for various prominent townspeople, for which he received a sufficient salary to sustain our little household. At least this is what I was led to believe.


  I loved my father very much. He was kind and gently witty, and he took me seriously. To his everlasting credit, he never made me feel that he might have preferred me to be a boy; he talked to me as he might have to any son, soliciting my thoughts and opinions on all sorts of matters—even ones which my mother occasionally protested were “indelicate,” such as, say, the question of legal rights for females. (Mrs. Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman was a well-thumbed volume on Father’s bookshelves, and represented one of the first fully adult books I recall reading.) Shocking works of fiction such as Mathilda and The Mysteries of Udolpho were comfortably familiar to me, as were the sensual poems of Keats and the terrifying verses of Coleridge. These were obviously unusual choices for a girl of eleven; although I doubt my comprehension of some of these works could really have been very high, they nonetheless excited and moved me. Father thought me perhaps preternaturally gifted in the art of reading; be that as it may, I know that I was enchanted by the rhythmic sway and transcendent visions of Milton, Donne, and Shakespeare. American poetry seemed to speak to me more directly yet—Bryant was a favorite, and Rebecca Hammond Lard. Freneau’s “The Indian Burying Ground” I committed to memory, while the marvelously dark “House of Night” Father and I frequently read aloud together, alternating the verses between ourselves, the terrifying lines invariably giving my spine a wondrous chill (“Trembling I write my dream, and recollect / A fearful vision at the midnight hour; / So late, Death o’er me spread his sable wings, / Painted with fancies of malignant power!”).


  It must be clear by now that when I was young my mind leaned toward the Gothic and romantic, and there was another such volume in Father’s library which exerted a strange hold over my imagination as well. A slender, cheaply printed booklet titled Tamerlane and Other Poems, its author was listed simply as “A Bostonian,” but by the time of my own girlhood this anonymous scribe was well known as having been Mr. Edgar Allan Poe, whose critical writings often appeared in the newspapers attacking the works of various poets and writers in surprisingly intemperate terms—someone, I recall reading, dubbed him “the Comanche of Literature” as a result of these pieces. But I was too young then for literary criticism, and I much preferred Mr. Poe’s creative works. His stories occasionally appeared in magazines and newspapers that Father brought in to the house—suspense-packed adventures such as “MS. Found in a Bottle” in the Baltimore Saturday Visiter and, even better, such tales of shocking horror such as “Berenice” and “Morella,” which I recall from the Southern Literary Messenger. A little later I discovered Poe’s fascinating tales of ratiocination, “Murders in the Rue Morgue” and its sequel, “The Mystery of Marie Rogêt,” both of which featured his brilliant amateur investigator, Le Chevalier C. Auguste Dupin—and I confess that I went through a childish phase in my youth dreaming that I might become Dupin’s female equivalent, calmly sifting through evidence of some terrible crime and deducing through my wits and application of logical principles its perpetrator. Since there were no terrible crimes to be investigated in or around our little house, however, I was mostly reduced to discovering where I had left my favorite doll or where Father had hid the sugar bowl.


  It was Mr. Poe’s poetry, however, that spoke most deeply to me. Like Freneau’s, it had a rhythmical, dreamy quality which my girlish imagination found irresistible, and Tamerlane was a volume that I constantly pulled from the shelves, eventually memorizing a goodly portion of its contents, including the somber “Dreams” and “Visit of the Dead” as well as the coldly beautiful “Evening Star.” One poem that particularly spoke to me was “The Lake”—the poet’s delicious description of how a simple body of water, lovely in daylight, becomes a “terror” and yet also a “tremulous delight” by night—“a feeling undefin’d, / Springing from a darken’d mind.” Such imagery and ideas played in my own mind both by day and in darkness; yet I little knew how prominently “undefin’d” feelings would eventually come into play in my own life.


  But to return to Father. We would talk for hours in his study, a small room decorated exclusively with row upon row of books. I remember intense conversations we had when I was only seven or eight years of age, Father explaining something to me in his soft, whispery voice—he was a slender, asthmatic man, never physically strong; his watery blue eyes would fix on me as he spoke, his silver mustache moving with his lips. And yet he listened just as intently: nodding at my little-girl fancies, smiling at my childish ideas, but never mocking or patronizing my youth or naivety. We would enjoy tea together, just the two of us, Father finishing off with his pipe while I chewed on some little cake or other.


  Sometimes we talked about God. Father was an unbeliever, though a handsome old Bible was among the many volumes on his shelves, and he was never dogmatic about his lack of feelings toward the Almighty. (Mother, a Catholic by birth but not an observant one, left theological matters alone altogether.) Father knew the Bible quite well, and along with our steady diet of poetry we often read stories from it—Adam and Eve, Jonah and the Whale, Samson and Delilah. These were vivid and thrilling to my young imagination, even if, as with Father, the religious aspect of the texts never quite managed to center itself in my soul.


  When I was with my father I felt important.


  Would that I could say the same of my mother! Already in this narrative I have hinted darkly that all was not well between us, and while that is certainly true, I wish in these pages to be neither unfair nor unkind. Mother was possessed of a nervous disposition. Several years older than her husband, she had thought his sudden appearance in her life to be something of a miracle. Hers was a poor New York-based family; her own mother worked as a washerwoman in a third-rate hotel in the city there, and she never knew her father. There were six or seven siblings with, it seems likely, six or seven fathers, none of whom played any role in the upbringing of their offspring. They were a family of Irish slum-dwellers, all sharing one room in the notorious “Hell’s Kitchen” district of New York—“a miserable hovel on a miserable street in a miserable neighborhood,” as Mother later described it to me. There was very little money, and as a girl she sometimes took to those miserable streets along with her brothers and sisters to beg for pennies from passersby. As she grew older it became apparent that some of those passersby took a more than, shall I say, passing interest in her, and she soon found she was able to collect more pennies by separating herself from her siblings and standing on some street corner or another by herself.


  I must be careful how I express this. I do not know with certainty what all transpired in young Maud Kelly’s unfortunate youth—Maud Kelly being my mother’s original name—but by piecing together some clues she would leave in her ramblings when in her cups, and by applying these clues to what I know to be true of men generally, I have come to the conclusion that by the age of nine or ten she was performing in back alleys favors of the most abominable and unnatural sort for such degenerate men as would pay for these services. I imply no judgment—no judgment, that is, of my mother; the men I judge most harshly, and utterly without forgiveness. But not Mother. A starving child with a starving family does what she must, surely. But I believe that those horrid early experiences in many ways formed my mother’s character. When her own mother died—I know not the cause—she was fifteen, and immediately took over the job of washerwoman at the hotel. To the best of my knowledge, her life from then on was morally beyond reproach. She kept the job for years, rising to become head of housekeeping there. One by one over time the siblings drifted off to their own lives, and at the age of twenty-five my mother was a respectable working-class woman, but quite alone in life—and with no realistic prospect of marriage other than to some man even poorer than she.


  This was when the miracle of my father occurred. Like a figure from a storybook, he arrived in New York as a guest at the hotel and took a fancy to this rather faded but still attractive female. And my mother was attractive, even in her last years. She was naturally tall, very slender, and quite pale; her features were dark and her face dominated by her extraordinarily large, liquid eyes, stormcloud-colored eyes which seemed to possess endless depths (which only later became disquieting, as she slid off into madness). Her hair was long and jet-black, her lips naturally a deep and lustrous red not unlike the color of poppies. I have no images of my mother to consult today, but my own memory combined with the long-ago remembered comments of those who knew both of us indicate that I look very much as she did—not quite so tall perhaps, but otherwise quite similar. This explains a good deal about why men have responded to me as they have throughout my life. I am unable to recognize any beauty in myself, whether due to modesty or a poor sense of self-worth, but my mother’s beauty was obvious to anyone—any resemblance I might have to her could only be to my advantage.


  But I have wandered from my point. Selwin had come to New York seeking employment, and possessed little money of his own. His looks, he acknowledged, were never much worth discussing. (To his proud daughter of course he was the handsomest man on Earth, even as I knew that objective reality disagreed with my perception.) His clothes were threadbare; he owned but a single cravat. But to my mother, who knew well a gentleman’s manners and ways of speaking, he was nonetheless a ticket of sorts—a ticket out of a life that, whatever her success in service, yet hardly rose above the squalid. He did take an interest in her; she did reciprocate; and soon enough he was headed back to Baltimore, still without a job but with a new bride.


  How much did Father ever know of Mother’s past? All of it, I suspect. Mother was not one to hold confidences, even those concerning herself, especially when she was drunk. I learned as a young girl never to tell her my secrets. But between my father and mother there were probably no secrets at all. She discovered quite early in the marriage that, whatever his admirable personal qualities, Father was a gentleman in name only. Any dreams she may have harbored of a glittering, carefree life with her new husband, attending operas and plays and hobnobbing with the celebrated persons of the time, would have been quickly dashed. Father was in fact nearly penniless. But a penniless gentleman is quite unlike a penniless poor man; the gentleman still has his family name, his social connections, and his breeding to use to his advantage. Moreover, Father had what I understand his family termed “the little cottage”—the house in which I spent my early years—which he inherited as a kind of unwanted castoff of the main branch of the family.


  This inheritance saved Father from ruin. It allowed him to marry and to raise a child respectably—a poor relation of the main line, it is true, but a relation nonetheless. Of course it was his poverty and his resultant lack of intimacy with the rest of the family which allowed him to marry a cleaning woman without a word of protest from anyone.


  I went to school at Mrs. Hubbard’s Improving Academy for Children, which, despite its somewhat exalted name, was a plain country school down the road from our cottage. I can hardly remember Mrs. Hubbard—elderly she was, frail and stooped, with her pince-nez ever perched upon her nose and a knuckle-swatting yardstick generally in her hands. Whether she was a good teacher or no I cannot say. I mostly recall feeling very lonely there, painfully friendless through the rainy schooldays—yet even here I know that this is not entirely correct, for I had a friend, a girl named Gracie Winston. She was a year younger than myself, short and petite, quiet and calm of demeanor. She and I played jacks and skip-rope and Scotch-hoppers together; I think I can hear in my mind’s ear the tinkling sound of her little laugh, but what my brain has recorded could well be another girl, another time, another laugh. I know we spent much time together for a while, but the rest is lost to me.


  Such was my life, and doubtless the patient reader by now is wondering, “Wherein is the tragedy that makes this author reflect on her youth with such melancholy?” The years of which I have thus far spoken were not in themselves particularly sorrow-laden. I had troubles with Mother, troubles which included her drinking, but these were not yet extraordinarily onerous. Father was a jewel. I seem to recall that for the most part I enjoyed school. In all, it was a girlhood not unlike thousands of others.


  But today all my memories of this period are colored—clouded—darkened—by my knowledge of what was about to happen. Unbeknownst to any of us, a series of catastrophes was looming on our familial horizon which would change everything, for all of us, forevermore.


  2


  The decline of our family began, in retrospect, with an event which should have brought us only unbridled joy. One summer’s day when I was eleven years old my mother announced that she was with child.


  The excitement of that day! I had longed for a sibling, a girl I might fondle and kiss and play with, dress up in the day and tuck into bed at night. My parents were happier in the months following the announcement than I had ever seen them, or would see them again; after a long period of quiet distance between the pair, they were suddenly like newlyweds again, laughing, touching each other, gazing into one another’s eyes. The new child would be a new chapter in our family’s life, surely.


  But it was not to be. Late one rain-swept night in October—and it was rain-swept; this is clear in my mind—my mother went into screaming convulsions, staggering between rooms in the dark house crying repeatedly that something was wrong. My father ordered me to my room while he in his nightclothes followed his wife anxiously with an oil lamp in his hand, begging her to go back to bed. I did not return to my room; the night held not only rain but bellowing thunder and flashing lightning. My terror kept me from walking back into that darkness on my own. And so, at a distance, I followed my father as he followed my mother, weeping now myself, listening as Father said he would ride for the doctor, though looking out the window at the downpour it was obvious that the roads would be mud-choked and likely impassable. “Please, Maud!” he cried. “Please go to bed and I shall fetch the doctor somehow!”


  But upon reaching the kitchen, huge flickering shadows from Father’s lamp looming malevolently on the walls, Mother emitted an appalling cry and collapsed, blood soaking the lower region of her gown and flowing like a purple curtain across the floor. Something—my little sibling, I understood with horror—flopped out from between my mother’s legs and lay unmoving, tangled in what for a moment I took to be rope or cord. My mother fell to unconsciousness. Father knelt helplessly over her, shouting “Maud! Maud!” and pulled helplessly at his hair, moaning even as his eyes passed to the dark, still lump between her legs.


  It was then that I, all without thought, stepped forward in my bare feet into the sticky puddle, knelt quickly and took the silent, slick, unmoving little thing, a girl, into my arms, held her to my chest, aware that she was much too small to be a baby, much too small to be any kind of living human, and as I felt blood and bits of gore sliding through my fingers and over my hands I held the child for a long time, trying to will her to live, whispering the terrible untruth, “She is not dead, Father. She is not dead. She is not dead.”


  My memory darkens as to the rest of that night. I know not how Doctor Bailey came, but eventually he was there in the room. Father must have gone for him; but surely he did not leave me in the kitchen with a dead fetus in my arms and my mother hemorrhaging on the floor. Did he run for a neighbor? Did I? I literally cannot recall, yet sometimes I have dreams of running through a night rain in hastily donned galoshes, lightning turning everything a bright ghastly blue, thunder making me shriek and fall again and again into the mud. But all this may be nothing more than a recurrent nightmare with no basis in reality. Perhaps Father locked me in my room and went out himself. Which would be more terrible—the awful tempest screaming down upon my eleven-year-old head, or sitting alone in my room in the darkness, covered in blood, knowing that the scene of horror was but a few feet away, my sister dead, my mother dying, and I alone and helpless?


  Whatever way it happened, young Doctor Bailey reached us somehow in the hours before dawn. He and Father carried my mother to my parents’ bedroom and the door was shut. No sound at all came from the room. After a while the rain began to abate. Then it ceased altogether.


  Around sunrise I recall the man coming out of the room, hair awry, blood on his hands, and my rushing to him, seizing him by his shirt cuffs and demanding to know, “Does she live? Does my mother live?” and the doctor looking down at me, smiling a little through his obvious fatigue, and saying quietly, “She lives, Annabel. She is very ill. But she lives, and shall go on living.”


  My mother was months recuperating. I saw little of her; she stayed in bed almost all the time, and Father took to sleeping on the sofa in the sitting room. When I asked him on the day following that night of horror what had happened to the body of my sister, said he sadly, “Doctor Bailey took it with him.”


  This was another blow. I felt that my sister should have been given a name and been buried somewhere in our fields and provided a proper memorial stone.


  “Her,” said I.


  He looked at me, puzzled.


  “Her,” I insisted. “Not ‘it.’”


  He looked at the floor. “Of course. I’m sorry.”


  I was so distressed by the idea that there would be no memorial to her that when Father was out one day I took an old cloth, dampened it, and ran it over the floor where her body had lain upon leaving Mother’s, praying that the cloth might absorb some trace amount of my sister’s skin or blood somehow missed by Father in cleaning the room, an amount too small to see but nonetheless there—a small bit of her—an essence. When I was done I walked out into the fields and among the fall leaves I dug a small hole with my hands as deeply as I could and placed the cloth into it and covered it with the soil again. I marked the spot with several stones in a circular arrangement and brushed leaves and bits of grass over it all—I knew that neither of my parents were likely to approve of my makeshift shrine, or rather were unlikely to approve of my visiting it daily, which in fact I did. On the pretext of playing with my dolls I went to the spot every day except in the very worst of weather, talking quietly to what I hoped was the spirit of my sister, telling her the things that had happened that day, wishing her well in her afterlife. As I have written, ours was not a religious family, but I found myself wanting to believe that my sister still existed somewhere, somehow, if only in some incorporeal, unknowable form. I had no idea if any of my thoughts communicated themselves to her, or indeed if there was anything anywhere in any world with which to communicate, but the process brought me some kind of solace.


  But my life was to change once again, even more dramatically—and in a fairly short time.
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  Mother recovered physically, but something in her changed after the awful night when the baby was lost. She rarely left the house. Her manner, even after Doctor Bailey confirmed that there was no longer anything bodily wrong with her, was listless and morose. She appeared to take little interest in what happened around her. She took to drinking alcohol, something she had done in moderation before (my father was abstemious), but which she now did with much greater frequency. As time passed I watched what had been left of her beauty fade—her wonderful dark eyes took on an unfocused, lusterless quality—her lips turned pale. One night, despite Father’s and my pleas, she used a kitchen knife to cut off much of her beautiful hair, claiming that it had become too difficult to maintain properly. What was left afterward she generally did not care for at all, rarely so much as running a brush through it. Thus the unevenly chopped remainders stuck out from her head at odd angles, and her general appearance was strange and disquieting.


  With time she became slovenly, no longer taking care of the house or even dressing properly for the day, instead remaining in her nightclothes—that is, unless she knew that the doctor was coming. Then she would make an effort to appear normal again, correctly cleaned up and properly attired and at least slightly more animated than before. Hers was an act which fooled Doctor Bailey, even as I warned him outside as he was getting into his carriage one afternoon that the woman he had just interviewed was not the one we knew on a daily basis.


  “Well, these things take time, you know,” said the doctor blithely, stroking his bare chin. “Try not to worry, young lady. Your mother will be fine.”


  “I do not believe that is true,” said I.


  “Well, if you like, I will consult with Doctor Blackthorn. Perhaps he would wish to see her.”


  “Yes,” I replied eagerly. “Yes, do.”


  He patted me patronizingly on the head, smiled, and went on his way.


  With Mother hardly functioning, Father and I shared the household duties. I cleaned the rooms and we often cooked together, a practice which might have been quite enjoyable except for the funereal air that had settled over the place. Our conversations became awkward, even when Mother was not in the room. Father seemed helpless in the face of his wife’s new crisis. He would forget to lay fires or to light them. He would neglect to fill the lamps. As a result I would do these things, along with tending to the horses and to the garden. Several times I tried to interest him in resuming our nightly readings of Shakespeare and Freneau and Poe, but he was distracted and listless. Once when I passed the library I saw him behind a partly closed door sitting with his face in his hands, weeping.


  Mother took to wandering the house at night, a kind of living ghost in her white nightgown that shushed quietly along the floor. Her butchered hair would be wildly askew. The look in her eyes, when I happened to see it in lamplight, was vacant, as if she knew not where she was or even that she existed at all. Father would follow her at such times to be sure she did not somehow injure herself, but he did not try to speak to her. These spells were all-consuming and left her unable to communicate with us. Again and again after watching her like this I would collapse into bed, shedding into my pillow many grief-heavy tears. School provided me some hours of relief each day, but after a time I was too heartsick to continue attending. No one said a word about it.


  Several months later, another blow struck—and from this one there could be no recovery. My father was killed.


  To this day, I know few details about how it happened. He was driving the carriage home after dark when a sudden downburst—yes, rain again—began to flood the roadway and caused his wagon to become stuck in the mud. As I understand it, Father, who was by himself, got out of the vehicle and was examining the problem when a tremendous crash of thunder spooked one of the horses, which kicked him directly in the back, felling him instantly. He was found, so I would hear later from the local constable, collapsed face-down in the road, the carriage and horses still as they had been. I would learn later that his body was carried to the hospital in town; the authorities knew that my mother was in no condition to learn of such a disaster, and the carrying-in of her husband’s body might well completely derange her.


  It was morning when the imposing Doctor Blackthorn—not Doctor Bailey—came to the house. I had not seen him in some time, though his house loomed always over our own, distantly atop the blue hill. I knew he only visited the homes of the most serious cases, leaving Doctor Bailey to handle the rest, so I felt a terrible foreboding in his presence. He gave Mother an examination and then quietly asked me to accompany him to his carriage.


  His manner was grave. He looked down at me in his black overcoat—it was winter, and cold, though the skies were clear—and said, “Annabel, I have horrible news. I see no way to avoid telling you, but it is extremely important that you keep calm. Do you understand? You mustn’t scream or carry on. This is very important for your mother’s health.”


  “It’s about Father,” said I, “isn’t it?” He of course had never come home the previous night.


  “It is, I am sorry to say.”


  I seemed to see it all. “He is dead, isn’t he?”


  He looked down at the ground. “Yes, my child. He is.”


  I remember feeling nothing in particular, merely a gray numbness. I asked how it had happened. The doctor told me.


  “I understand,” said I at last, my voice very quiet.


  “By rights I should talk to your mother, but I don’t believe she could stand it. I believe it is most important that she not know of this—at least right now.”


  “I understand.”


  “I will find a woman for you,” said he. “Someone to help with the daily chores. But I fear what will happen when your mother suddenly finds herself faced with a stranger who has come to live with you. I fear she will suspect.”


  “It isn’t necessary,” said I. “I can take care of Mother.”


  “Annabel, you are eleven years old.”


  “I am twelve. My birthday was last month.”


  “Still…much too young.” He looked at me with that odd expression which had often disquieted me in the past. I could not have named or described it. There simply seemed to be something unusual—even peculiar—in how his eyes, invariably foregrounded by his pince-nez, fell on me.


  “I can cook,” said I. “Father taught me. I can clean. And Mother is not really much trouble. Mostly she just sleeps.”


  “I cannot leave you here like this. It would be inhuman.”


  “No, it would not,” I insisted. “It would be for the best.”


  “I can have a woman visit each day. And I will do so myself, as well.”


  “All right. But I am really quite capable.”


  “But, child…” Now he crouched down before me in that way adults have when they are trying to show a child how much they care. “You yourself—to lose your—your father, and so suddenly, so without any—any rhyme or reason. It’s monstrous. You need someone to help you.”


  “I need no help, thank you.”


  He studied me for a long time, then stood straight again. “This is—it’s a terrible thing.”


  “Yes, terrible.”


  “Perhaps…”


  “I can take care of my mother,” said I again. “I can take care of us both.”


  “Well…for a short while, perhaps. Until I can make arrangements for you, which I will do as your family physician.”


  We stood in the icy blue morning.


  “The funeral…we have to keep all knowledge of it from your mother for the time being.”


  “Yes.”


  “You must come, of course,” said he, scowling in thought. “I will take you.”


  “No. I will stay with Mother.”


  “Yes.” He nodded. “Yes, perhaps that is the best thing all around.”


  “Can he be buried here?”


  “On this property? No. It will have to be in one of the cemeteries nearby.”


  “Oh. All right.” I nodded.


  “I will sell the horses, of course,” said he.


  “As you wish.”


  “Annabel,” said he, a curious look in his eyes, “you are taking this extraordinarily well. Not like a little girl. Better than many grown women.”


  “Carrying on won’t help, I think.”


  “No, I suppose not.” His face was deeply pained. “Annabel, I will go into town and begin arrangements. Please don’t worry about a thing. I shall return this evening before dusk to check on you both.”


  “All right, Doctor Blackthorn.”


  All these years later I realize that this was the very time that a certain emotional reserve, even coldness, began to creep into my soul. I was shocked, of course, by Father’s sudden vanishing from my life, but I did not scream or wail. I knew immediately that if I did so, Mother might well not survive. She was still deep in mourning for my lost sister, and this new burden would be more than her feeble frame could carry. She had to be protected from the truth, and I was the one who must needs protect her.


  If this seems remarkably mature for a girl of twelve, I can only speculate that I was already drained of sorrow because of the loss of my sister. Perhaps this allowed me to look at the new situation regarding Father with nothing but cool clarity. I was not in mental denial; I believed what the doctor had said, and accepted it. But part of my brain, the part prone to hysterical emotions, I kept walled off. I would care for Mother. That was what mattered. Even when I went into the house later and entered his library with those many hundreds of books—Shakespeare on the table open to The Tempest, where he and I had left off reading some time before—I thought of Father without emotion. It was not as if he were in the next room and might enter at any moment, as some say who have just lost a loved one; no, I recognized that what had happened was quite permanent.


  That night, after putting Mother to bed (I said that Doctor Blackthorn had told me Father had been detained in town and would not return for several days), I lay in the dark of my own bedroom and wondered at my own lack of emotional response. Was I uncaring? Indifferent? I knew these things were not true, just as I knew that a twelve-year-old girl who loses her father but sheds no tears is not normal. I was a twelve-year-old girl with no father and a mad mother. Perhaps the enormity of the thing simply made me incapable of thinking about it in any but practical terms.


  We stayed that way for some days, Mother and myself. I cooked the meals and kept the house tidy. She continued her somnambulistic wanderings at night. She slept during the day, waking only to drink from our store of kitchen sherry and then slip back into slumber. She ate nearly nothing.


  Every now and then she would suddenly say to me, “Annabel, where is your father?”


  I would answer, “He is away for a few days, Mother. You remember. I told you.”


  “Oh. Yes. Of course.” She would nod pensively and fall silent.
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