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Chapter One

‘O mother;
mother! What have you done? Behold, the heavens do ope, the gods
look down, and this unnatural scene they laugh at.’

Coriolanus Act
5 Sc 3

 


It came
again. That horror. How
could I have thought that it had gone forever? Desperately I
resisted and struggled, a crushing weight on my chest grinding into
me as I tried to cry out,

‘Help
me! Help me!’

The words
crackled from my lips as bony fingers tightened on my throat,
choking my breath from me. My eyelids seemed glued together, and no
amount of effort could prise them apart. I was paralysed, and
unable to move. My whole body trapped by some unknown suffocating
presence. Hysteria rising and rigid with fear, I clenched my teeth,
agonisingly struggling for my life. Over and over, I tried to
convince myself that it was only that familiar childhood nightmare,
only now there were no words of comfort and reassurance from a
caring mother.

At
last, I prised my eyes open and
saw what I most dreaded. That grotesque figure’s demented bloodshot
eyes staring into mine. The hideous thing cackling at me, laughing
insanely. A monstrous gargoyle, crouching, grinning and salivating
in the gloom. The slime dripping down in globules from his
cavernous mouth. I screamed out loud and as I did so, the
skeletonal fingers released their grip and the monster faded into a
transparent shade, the weight lifted and I was free.

Shaken I
leapt from the bed and frantically looked around but there was no
one there. I was alone in an unfamiliar half furnished cold and
dirty room. Shivering with cold, I caught sight of my white face in
the mirror, a phantom in the dawn’s early light. Beads of
perspiration trickled down my face and I scrubbed them frantically
away, leaving salty traces on my lips. I brushed away the damp hair
that clung to my face, only to find that the strands were imaginary
wisps and I desperately tried to rub away the invisible hair that
stuck to my wet skin. Shuddering and gasping, I realised that the
nightmare that had haunted my dreams in childhood had just been
laying dormant, waiting to return.

Confused I
looked around at the unfamiliar surroundings, trying to make sense
of it all. Then I remembered. This was Stoneleigh. I had passed an
anxious night in a room in my dead sister’s home. The glorious,
ornate building full of riches, where she had lived after her
marriage to Roland Fitzroy. The grand, castellated building that I
left only five years ago, which last night had greeted me with
horror and decay?

The torn
pieces of the letter lay on the floor and as I reached out for
them, a stabbing pain shot through my arm. A deep bloody scratch
showed through the ripped folds of my sleeve where I had caught it
on the tangled branches, as I had made my way in the moonlight.
Instead of the welcome I expected, I had to find my way through the
overhanging branches that obscured the path that led down to the
entrance. Tripping and ducking through the bushes of the landscaped
garden that was now so unrecognisable, the area so run down that if
it was not for the turrets in the distance I would have thought I
was in the wrong place.

Although still
in my outdoor clothes, I shivered with cold. What had possessed me,
Aphra Devereaux, to travel here from Paris? My frozen fingers toyed
with the pieces of the unsigned letter that had led me to this
place of dread. Who was that large woman in the bright pink dress
that had opened the door? Why had Roland greeted me with such fury
and shoved us both with such force that this woman and myself fell
in a crumpled heap on the marble steps? I could make no sense of
it. What had happened to change everything? The picture of him
cursing me so vehemently was imprinted in my brain. Why had my dead
sister’s husband been so frightening and unrecognisable?

I tried
to warm myself, rubbing
my shoulders, ignoring the pain in my arm as I recalled how Roland
had greeted me, screaming at me insanely. The man I remembered was
now so different. His face had been puffy and swollen and he
appeared so thin and stooped, as he loomed over me. The unknown,
large woman had pulled herself to her feet, screaming back at him
and had forced herself in between us to protect me. Forlornly
trying to suppress the tears, I desperately wanted to leave the
place that had held such promise and where I had known such
happiness. My first thoughts were only to run away, but I had
nowhere to run to.

Now sad
and alone in this dirty, dust-covered bedroom, I was endlessly
going over the events of the night before. Why had my brother in
law been so angry at my arrival? I had tried to explain about the
letter, but he wrenched it from my hand and tore it into pieces,
throwing the bits in the air. He had grabbed me as I scrabbled in
the dark to pick them up, and shaken me so violently that my head
spun. The force ripped my hat from my head and my unruly hair had
tumbled down. In an instant, he let out a terrible animalistic howl
that sent a shudder through me. Yanking my hair so hard it jolted
my head back, he hit his own head violently against the doorframe.
All the time screaming obscenities in a strangulated
voice.

‘What do
you want? Who told you
to come? Leave me alone!’

Then he
manhandled us both off the step and slamming his fist into the
door, he stormed away. The woman and I had stared at each other,
unable to speak, as she helped me and we both gave an involuntary
start at the sound of an interior door crashing shut.

I did not
understand what was happening. I had been excitedly looking forward
to staying in my dead sister’s home. The place I had spent so many
happy hours with the Fitzroy family after she married Roland, but
now his behaviour seemed insane. The woman had smiled at me and
tidying her greying, blonde hair had asked in a London East End
accent,

‘What yer
doing ‘ere miss?’

I had
tried to explain about
the letter, now in shreds, but the words stuck in my throat.
Instead I mumbled incoherently as she placed an oil lamp close to
my face and said,

You’re
‘er wot died’s sister ain’t yer? Yes, I can see it now. Same red
‘air.’ As she spoke, I tried to cram the curls back under my hat as
she handed me the light and pointed the way up a grim staircase
where I wandered along dark corridors until I found a cold, damp
room to spend the night.
There I had spent a miserable time clutching my cloak around me
trying to keep warm. All the while feeling terrified of noise and
shadows, in case it was Roland coming to berate me
again.

At last,
I had fallen into an exhausted sleep only to be woken this morning
by my childhood night terrors. During my sister’s time, this house
had been so grand, yet now it seemed dark and threatening. I
tiptoed to the door and peered down the long corridor. Everywhere
was still and I could see that all the paintings and ornaments had
disappeared. Stoneleigh was not the place I remembered. I sat down
on the hard, bed in despair, uncertain what to do. As I did so I
heard the door creak open to reveal the woman from the previous
night, still dressed in her pink finery. She was perspiring and out
of breath from climbing the stairs and clung on to the doorframe
for support.

‘God all
mighty! I ain’t managed all them stairs for years. It’s me ‘eart,’
she exclaimed gasping for air, ‘She smiled at me as I waved the
pieces of letter at her.

‘Did you
send me the letter?’ I asked.

‘Not me! I
ain’t got no learning.’

‘Well
someone did.’ I replied. I came all the way from France because I
thought I would be welcome. I thought that Roland would be pleased
to see me.’

She
smiled forlornly, folding her arms across a well-padded
breast.

‘E ain’t
well.’

‘Are you the
housekeeper?’

‘Lord no.
There ain’t no money for no servants.’

Miserably, I
murmured,

‘I
shouldn’t have come.’

‘ No.
What was yer thinking of?’

I looked
around at the dirty room devoid of all luxury with only bare
floorboards and sighing said,

‘I do not
know. I thought…’ I did not continue. There was nothing to say. It
did not matter. My hopes of a new life after my father’s death were
as nothing. It was all a mistake. I sighed heavily and picked up my
travelling bag. I had no change of clothes as my trunk had been
sent separately and I mournfully picked at my torn, bloodied
sleeve, trying to repair it.

The woman
came over for a closer inspection.

‘You’ve
‘urt yer arm. I spect yer did it on them blooming bushes. They’re a
death trap, but there ain’t no one to look after ‘em now. I’ll
fetch yer some water and yer can bathe it.’

‘Thank
you, but please do not bother. I can see the stairs are too much
for you. It is quite dry now and I have no other clothes to
change.’ She nodded and we both stood in embarrassed silence. All
my hopes had been placed on an expected welcome from Freya’s
husband. The least I expected was that I could stay happily in my
sister’s house. Standing up, my bones stiff with cold, I wrapped
the stained bed cover around me and tried to warm my frozen hands
by blowing on them. She observed me in silence as with my breath
turning to steam in the cold air, I tried to rub some of the smears
off the dirty windows and look out. In the distance of the early
morning light, I could see the remains of the roman folly. It had
been a place where Freya and I had spent so many happy hours
talking and laughing. Wandering amongst the classical statues that
decorated the landscaping that led down to the lake. Now everywhere
was overgrown and unrecognisable, yet it had previously been
maintained by legions of staff. Sadly, I asked,

‘What
happened? Stoneleigh was such a wonderful place, with parties and
balls, now it looks deserted. Everywhere is so unkempt. Where are
the carpets? Where are all the paintings? There used to be a
crystal chandelier on the stairway. Where has it all
gone?

‘No money
left,’ she said in a matter of fact tone and sat down heavily on
the bed.

‘How can
it be? The family has the estate. Surely, Edmund must be aware of
the situation? What is he doing about it?’

At the
mention of Edmund’s name her eyes brightened but she did not reply.
I continued trying to obtain answers. Five years ago, the day
before I left for Paris my sister had held a grand county ball in a
place that in those few years had become unrecognisable. Shaking my
head in disbelief, I sighed,

‘Edmund
and I danced the night away. Now the place seems like a house of
shadows.’

‘You must
have been no more than a child then?’ She smiled in a motherly
fashion.

‘I was
sixteen.’ Forlornly I toyed with the pieces of paper and replaced
them in their rightful order and read the words aloud.

‘Come to
Stoneleigh. Your sister’s child needs you.’

As I did
so, I sensed a change in the woman’s expression and seizing the
moment, I quickly asked,

‘Do you
know about this child? My sister died in childbirth, didn’t she?
Did the child live?’

The woman
squirmed uncomfortably and whispered,

‘I don’t know
nothing ‘bout anyfing.’

‘But you are
the housekeeper. You must know what happens here.’

Affronted
she stood up and pulled herself into a majestic pose, tottering
slightly as she did so,

‘I told
yer before, I ain’t no housekeeper. Me name is Rosie. I’m a friend
of the family.’

I stared
in amazement; this woman
was much too lower class to be a family friend? I could not believe
that she was not one of the servants.

‘A
friend?’ I tried to keep the astonishment I felt out of my voice.
Her expression now one of resentment she tossed her head
disdainfully and began walking grandly around the room.

‘If it
weren’t for me, where would ‘e be? That is what I’d like to know. I have cared for
‘im when everyone else ‘as abandoned him.’

‘I don’t
understand.’ I said weakly.

‘I told
yer. You shouldn’t ave come.’ She said in an affronted manner and
indignantly left the room, grandly holding up the edges of her
frayed, pink silk dress. I heard her heavy breathing as she made
her way downstairs. It was all most strange if this woman wasn’t
the housekeeper what was she doing there?

Disconsolately I
sought to wash my face but when I picked up a nearby china ewer, I
hastily put it down. It was full of dead insects floating in
greenish liquid. The water had obviously been standing for some
time and with disgust, I struggled to open a cracked window and
threw out its contents. As I did so, I heard the doorknob rattle
and I quickly slammed the window shut and held up the jug as a
weapon, in case it was Roland. Heart pounding I watched as the door
edged open but to my surprise, it revealed a small child in the
doorway. She was dirty with lank, greasy hair and was clutching a
piece of material that could possibly once have been silk, but was
now unrecognisable, wrapped around a dirty rag doll. Thin and
undernourished, she stared at me with large eyes that seemed too
big for her white face. Relieved it wasn’t Roland I smiled at her,
but she didn't speak and continued to stare at me. She was clad in
a thin cotton shift, but did not seem to be aware of the cold. The
small figure stood there frozen like a little statue.

‘Come
in,’ I smiled, ‘you will catch cold; let me put my cloak round you
and keep you warm.’

I
moved towards her, but she
quickly scampered out of the room. I ran behind her but she
disappeared down the endless corridor. For a moment, I thought I
was dreaming again, but then I noticed the scatter of footprints in
the disturbed dust on the landing. Slowly I followed them as they
led up staircase after staircase, but still there was no sign of
her. At last, I had reached the attic area, and still hadn’t found
the child.

The
footprints suddenly ended but did not seem to lead anywhere. I
shuddered and felt as if someone had walked over my grave. A
thought suddenly struck me. Could this child be an apparition, or a
ghost? I was beginning to let my imagination run away with me
because the house was so dank and depressing. Losing my nerve, I
began to run back down the stairs. As I did so the sun began to
shine through a large picture window, lighting up the area,
highlighting the dust that floated around but it made me pause for
thought. Feeling foolish, I recovered myself and taking hold of the
banister to return to my room, I recoiled with disgust, as my hands
slipped on the greasy wood and became covered in thick
grime.

Trying to
rub them clean, I noticed that there was a large faded square on
the wallpaper, where a painting had once held prime position. I
tried to recall what had
hung there, and then I remembered it was where Freya’s portrait had
been. The one that had been specially commissioned for her wedding
day, when she had looked so beautiful in her green silk gown. Her
glorious mane of red hair had been draped and pinned with pearls,
and she had been wearing the Fitzroy diamonds. Surely that
exquisite jewellery must be locked away somewhere as it had been in
the family for generations. I felt so confused and overwhelmed that
I sat down on the stairs and leaned against the greasy banister
feeling abandoned and alone.

After a
few moments, I pushed
the maudlin thoughts aside and began to wonder about the child
again. I had been so overwrought after the night’s events that
perhaps she did not exist, but had been the product of an
overactive imagination. Was that waif the real reason why Rosie had
not escorted me up the stairs? Could there be a ghost of a child
haunting the place? I had never heard of such a rumour but then the
house went back generations. Surely, every mansion has a
ghost?

As I
looked around again I noticed a covered frame propped against the
wall, and thinking it was the one of Freya, I pulled back the
cover. Instead, it revealed Major Edmund Fitzroy, Roland’s brother.
It was a relief to see a familiar face staring back at me, he was
younger than I remembered, but his blue eyes that had always been
so distinctive seem to follow me around. He looked so lifelike that I began talking to him
for reassurance. The picture gave me courage and made me pull
myself together. The child could not be a ghost. Ghosts do not
leave footprints

Making my
way back up to where I had last seen her, I called out, but there
was no answer. Then as I returned to the attic landing, I saw there
was a door that was very slightly ajar. I walked along and gently
pushed it open more widely and found the little girl cowering
behind it. However, as I did so I instantly recoiled at the stench
that emanated from that room. It was so powerful that it took my
breath away, the smell of ammonia, stung my eyes and tears blurred
my vision. I placed a handkerchief over my nose and mouth and
trying not to inhale too deeply, I entered the disgusting room,
calling out to the girl as I did so,

‘Come out
of here immediately.’

My voice
sounded strange and echoing in the empty room.

The child
swung round startled, at the sound of my voice, even though she had
known I was there, her eyes rolling with terror. Then seeing me her
expression changed. Seemingly unaffected by the overpowering
atmosphere, she began to chant to her doll as she wrapped and
unwrapped it in the shabby piece of silk that she had been holding
and began talking in a strange high pitched fashion.

‘Don’t
yer worry Annie; it ain’t ‘im. ‘E ain’t going to ‘urt
yer.’

Her accent was
the same as the woman called Rosie and assuming it was her child I
tried to persuade her to leave the room.

‘Is your doll
called Annie?’

The child
still ignored me, still cooing quietly to the doll.

‘Annie is
all right. Yer can sleep now. The man ain’t ‘ere today.’

I was
puzzled, why wouldn’t this poor little waif answer me? Why was
there such a dreadful smell in the dingy room? I took her arm and
gasped as her skin was like ice. She seemed oblivious to my touch
as I took off my cloak and wrapped it round her thin body. As my
arms went round her shoulders, she instantly reacted. Her body
stiffened and making strange animal noises she backed against the
wall.

The
atmosphere was now
becoming unbearable, but she wouldn’t move and was rigid and
unyielding. Not knowing what else to do, I staggered out of the
room, the smell making my head swim. Leaving her, I ran down the
many staircases, until I was back in the reception hallway. Ahead
of me, I could see through an open door, into the dining room. Like
my bedroom, it was empty of furniture and had no carpet. All that
remained in the room was a naked marble statue of a woman holding a
lamp and a black granite bust of Beethoven on the mantelpiece and a
damaged table. The ornate gold framed mirror that had once hung
above the fireplace had also been removed.

As the
sun shone through the high windows, permeating the house, I was
beginning to feel a little warmer. I strode purposefully along the
oak panelled corridors, trying all the doors but most of them were
locked. It was a strange sensation, making me feel as if I was
still dreaming as I wandered down the endless corridors.
Occasionally I found a room open, but it would only contain odd
items of furniture. Everywhere was devoid of any objects or items
of value. Unable to find anyone I sat down on a chair padded in
well-worn red velvet, only to be enveloped in clouds of dust making
me cough and the sound broke the silence. Everywhere was still and
I was uncertain whether I was alone or whether Roland was in the
house.

‘I can’t
stay here,’ I said to myself. I still had friends in London, and
surely they would help me? However, until arrangements could be
made, there was nothing that could be done. I would have to remain
at Stoneleigh, if my brother in law would permit it. Since my
father’s death, there was certainly nothing for me in Paris. After
the reception on my arrival, I was uncertain what my future would
be. I tried to console myself that in the cold light of day Roland
would be in a more affable frame of mind. He had looked so gaunt
and ill. I wondered if he was still grief stricken over my sister’s
death but it had been four years. He had been such a kind, loving
husband and brother in law, it was not possible that he could have
changed that much.

I found
the study door, and
looked into the room. The heavy drapes were closed and there was no
natural light. However, in the gloom I could see that the shelves
were still covered in books, but there were papers untidily
littered around and there slumped over the desk was Roland. There
was also a strong medicinal smell pervading the air, which I
recognised from my father’s sick room. It was the smell of chloral
that emanated from the brown, ribbed medicine bottles that were
lying around. I stood for a moment looking at the wasted figure,
snoring loudly. He was dirty and unkempt, his eyes were shut and
his face, which was slightly turned toward me, had an unhealthy,
purple tinge.

Spilt on
the floor were the remnants of a jug of ale, now seeping into a
pool of congealed stickiness on the floor. The heavy snoring informed me that he was at
least alive. As I turned to leave, a movement caught my eye and I
suddenly realised that there was another figure stirring in the
shadows. Rosie was sitting quietly on a wooden chair in a dark
corner of the room. She held her finger to her lips, silently
gesturing to me not to speak. Then standing up stiffly, she led me
quietly out of the room and gently closed the door.

‘Don’t wake ‘im
miss, ‘e has been up all night.’

I
answered with annoyance that Roland needed to be woken. I wanted to
speak to him, believing that he was not ill but sleeping off the
effects of his drinking. Rosie sighed and sat down awkwardly on a
carved wooden settle by the parlour door. She looked as though she
had the cares of the world upon her shoulders. However, now in the
sunlight I was amazed by her appearance. She appeared to be about
forty years old and her lined, pallid face was heavily rouged;
making an odd and grotesque appearance on, what I could tell, had
once been a pretty face. She leaned forward and put her head in her
hands.

‘You
don’t know ‘ow ‘ard it ‘as been Miss. I’ve tried my ‘ardest but it
is no good.’

I was
nonplussed,

‘Yes! It
must be very hard trying to run the house, but the place is
filthy.’

A look of anger
flashed over her strained face, and she assumed a more refined
accent, that was destroyed by the lack of grammar in her
speech.

‘What can I do
about it? I told yer, I ain’t no ‘ousekeeper, I’m only ‘ere as a
friend. Why, it is only ‘cos of ‘ow good ‘e and Edmund ‘as been to
me that I keep coming. ‘Ow can there be any servants when we ain’t
got no tin. I’ve sold everything I can fink of and it still ain’t
enough!’

‘You sold
everything,’ I responded with irritation. How dare this woman sell
things belonging to my
sister?

Rosie
immediately adopted the lofty tone that she had used earlier as she
retorted,

‘I was
merely trying to ‘elp.’

‘What
about my sister’s
jewellery?’

‘They
went first,’ she continued.

‘Then
there must be money. Why are there no servants?’ I asked

‘They
won’t stay, we can’t pay ‘em, and they are all frightened of ‘im
Miss.’

‘But when my
sister was alive, this place was full of servants!’

‘Your sister,
it was ‘er fault, ‘e should never ‘ave, married ‘er, ‘e was
never…..’

Shocked at her
tone I interrupted her,

‘I would
ask you not to speak of your master’s dead wife in that
way.’

Rosie bristled,

‘’E ain’t
my master.’

‘I don’t
understand all this,’ I said becoming impatient.

The woman
shrugged,

‘I
shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, but ‘e ain’t been the same man
since.’

I looked
at her intently and realised that despite the rouge
she looked very tired.
Realising that there was nothing to be gained by losing my patience
I softened my reply.

‘I
suppose it has been difficult for Roland after my sister’s death. I had no idea
about any of this. We received no letters after Freya died, apart
from the one I showed you. It is very good of you to try to help.
However, surely you should take your child home. It is not
appropriate to bring your child here. She is quite blue with
cold.’

Rosie smiled
wearily,

‘My
child? I ain’t got no
child. Whatever gave you that idea?’

‘Surely
she is yours? That tiny
child who is hiding in a room at the top of the house.’

Rosie looked
puzzled,

‘A child
upstairs? Then her expression changed, ‘Oh no, she ain’t ‘ere is
she?’

Disconcerted I
answered,

‘Yes that
little girl who won’t come out of that foul room.’

‘What?’
She responded with surprise. ‘Oh Lord miss, that must be Annie. She
is your sister’s girl. I never knew she was ‘ere. Roland said that
she ‘ad gone away to school’

Astounded
at this information my knees buckled and I sat down weakly by her
side.

‘My
sister’s child! That half-starved girl upstairs is my
niece?

Rosie looked
distracted.

‘He said
she’d gone. Gone for to be learned.’

She stood up and
slowly walked to the staircase, placing her hands in the small of
her back as if in pain and begun calling up the stairs. Hearing
nothing, she began to climb the stairs but slowed down after the
first few steps, leaning over the banister to catch her breath. She
began to call again.

‘Annie,
come down. It’s me. Rosie!’

It was
obvious that she found it too difficult to climb the stairs, so I
offered my arm in support. The two of us then began to slowly
ascend the staircases until we reached the attic landing.
I pointed out the door where I
had left the child, warning Rosie about the terrible atmosphere in
the room.

She
tried to open the door,
but something was caught behind it. Finally, Rosie used her
shoulder to force it open to reveal the little girl tightly curled
up asleep. She was wedged behind the door, wrapped in the cloak
that I dropped when I left the room. The noise awoke her but she
didn’t move but continued to lay there staring at us. The big eyes
registered nothing, but the thin fingers idly picked at raw weeping
scabs that covered her arms and legs.

Nothing
could make me enter that room as the smell made me nauseous,
but Rosie, who also
gasped at the stench, picked up the child. This time the girl
allowed herself to be carried unresistingly out of the room, whilst
Rosie gently asked,

‘Annie, my
love, what you doing ‘ere?’

Through
the gloom, I could see layers of dead flies glued to the window
ledge and squashed in a bloody mass against the filth smeared
windows. I looked around the room in disgust. There were lumps of
green, mouldy bread littered about. On the floor was some maggot
ridden meat and a large cracked jug was lying on the floor stuck in
the congealed mess that had once been milk. There were cobwebs and
spiders dangling in every corner.

Still
holding the handkerchief over my nose and mouth, I held the door open to allow Rosie
to edge past and as I did so, I brushed against the wall.
Immediately I realised the cause of the smell. The whole of one
wall was smeared with excrement. Some hard and encrusted, embedded
into the paper and some still greasy and wet. I felt the gorge rise
in my throat and I had to run from the room to stop myself from
being sick, the nausea overwhelming me, slamming the door as I did
so. Rosie, stood on the landing still holding on to the child and
wailed,

‘I never
knowed she were ‘ere. She must have stayed up ‘ere. I never come up
the top of the ‘ouse cos I can’t walk up them stairs now. It’s too
‘ard.’

‘When was
it that you last saw her?’

‘I dunno.
‘E said that she was going to go away to a school, I fought she’d
gone and it was the best fing for ‘er. I could see ‘e weren’t
looking after ‘er.’

‘So she
must have been there for some time. How could Roland have been so
cruel as to neglect his own child?’

‘It ain’t ‘is
fault. ‘E is ill.’

‘So you
keep saying. That is no excuse. The house is a ruin, his child half
starved. Yet it is not his fault. Surely his brother must have
known what was happening here?’

Rosie sat
dispiritedly on the
nearest step, still clutching Annie.

‘The
Major don’t know. We ain’t seen ‘im. I ‘spect ‘e is with ‘is
regiment and not even in the country.’ Then addressing the child
who was still looking blankly at her she cooed gently,

‘You’ll
be alright now Annie.’

As she
did so, the strange, high-pitched, voice suddenly broke the
silence,

‘We don’t
talk to no peoples do we. We stay ‘ere. You keep quiet you bitch. Shut your mouth
or I’ll shut it for you,’ and she began to nod her head up and down
and rock to and fro.

Shocked at what
I was hearing I gasped,

‘Is there
something wrong with her? Is there something not right in her mind?
Has she been shut away because Roland is ashamed of
her?’

Rosie looked
angrily at me.

‘No she
ain’t no lunatic. Don’t
you dare say such fings? She weren’t like this afore. She used to
be so lovely, smiling all the time, but Roland never wanted …’ she
stopped in her tracks.

‘Roland
never wanted what?’

‘Oh Lord,
‘e hasn’t been the same, since yer sister went. ‘E blamed the
child, but ‘e wouldn’t’ave ‘urt ‘er. I don’t know what’s
‘appened.’

Stunned,
I watched as she carried
the child downstairs gasping and wheezing with the effort as I
followed my mind in turmoil.

‘Is there any
food in the house?’

‘No, I ain’t
brung any.’

This was
the final straw and I became so angry that I stormed off in the
direction of the study. Rosie struggled behind me nervous and agitated.

‘What are
you going to do miss?’ Rosie called out nearly dropping the
quiescent child.

‘I am
going to demand that something is done. This cannot continue. Look
at the start of the child. Surely her name is not Annie.’ I
raged.

Rosie looked
stricken, and leaning against the wall for breath said,

‘It is
Annabelle, but don’t wake ‘im miss. ‘E gets angry if he wakes afore
‘is time. It’s the medicine. I stays ‘ere until ‘e wakes. I am the
only one who can deal with ‘im miss. Let me speak to ‘im. I’ll go
to the village and get some food if you’ve got any money. Don’t
disturb ‘im please…’

She
seemed so anguished that my courage failed and I paused at the door
and turning I took the child from her arms and made my way back to
the room I had slept in. I placed her on my bed and wrapped her in
the coverlet and searched in my bag for some money. Then I sent
Rosie down to the village to fetch some provisions. The child just
lay looking at me with her little, pinched white face, her
cheekbones so sharp and pointed with malnourishment that I could
not stop the tears. Whether I was crying for Freya’s child or
myself, I didn't know.


Chapter
Two

‘Thou art a soul in bliss; but I am bound upon a wheel of
fire, that
mine own tears do scold like molten lead’ King Lear Act 4 Sc.
7

 


For some
time I sat in silence, overwhelmed by my situation. Then at last
forcing myself to stir, I tiptoed down to the kitchen. My heart was
pounding as I filled a jug with water and nervously looked around
in case Roland heard me. Returning to the upstairs room, I ran past
the closed study door, and dashed up to the next floor. Tearing a
piece of cloth from my petticoat, I began to wash the filth
encrusted on the face of the poor child. Some of it was stuck fast
to her skin and I was shocked when I realised that what I had
thought was dirt around her mouth, was in fact dried faeces. Her
condition was something beyond my comprehension. I knew in some
areas of London, people lived in filthy conditions and ran around
in rags. However, I never could have imagined that any child of my
sister’s would be living in the stinking conditions this child
survived in.

As I
cleaned her face, her hollow eyes opened and stared at me but she
did not resist. Gently I bathed the sores and scabs that covered
her arms and legs, all the time reassuring her as I did so.
Searching in my bag I found some balm and covered the weeping,
broken skin with it, hoping it would help it to heal. Passively,
Annabelle let me wash her. However, when I tried to remove the
filthy cloth she wore as a dress, she screamed hysterically and
struggled with me so violently that I had to admit defeat and the
ragged shift stayed put.

As I
gently washed away the grime and excreta that was welded to her
skin, I could see that there was not one part of her that was not
covered in festering sores or yellowing bruises. Dried muck and
encrusted faeces were ingrained in the material that hung from the
thin shoulders. Additionally, there were dark reddish brown stains
that looked like blood. I wrapped my cloak around her again, to
keep her warm. As I did so, she resumed the mindless picking of the
sores on her arms. Although all the time I was talking to her, I
had a sense that she was listening, there was no response. She had
not uttered one word.

When we
had finished the bathing, she sat quietly by the window as I
continued to talk to her. I told her about her mother and my life
in Paris, really to console myself, as I knew it would mean nothing
to her. On hearing the door open downstairs, I anxiously peered
over the banister. It was only Rosie, carrying a bag of provisions
and she tiptoed apprehensively past the study door as I joined her,
both desperately trying not to make any noise as we headed for the
kitchen. She immediately began bustling about cutting bread and
cheese, putting the items down on a table that was none too clean.
However, it was obvious that this room had been superficially
cleaned, which was more than any of the others that I had seen so
far. I went back upstairs to fetch the child but she refused to
move. Each time I took her firmly by the hand, she promptly sat
back down on the threadbare carpet and groaned and moaned so loudly
that I was afraid that it would waken her father.

Now that
I had time to think, my initial courage had failed. I was not sure
that I was strong enough to deal with a demented man screaming at
me. I couldn’t stay in this house, but I couldn’t leave the child.
Suddenly to my surprise, I heard a tiny voice whisper,

‘We don’t go
down there, do we Annie? We don’t want to see the man, ‘e ‘ides in
the day, we like that don’t we Annie?’

Overjoyed
that she had spoken I hugged her to me, but her body stiffened and became rigid and her
face was blank. Giving up the struggle, I crept downstairs to
obtain some of the food and took it back to her. As soon as she saw
it, Annabelle fell upon it like a starving animal. Cramming large
portions into her mouth and spitting out crumbs. It was a shocking
sight to see. I was appalled and horrified that this child had been
brought so low. Unable to bear watching her eat, I went back to the
kitchen where Rosie was tidying the remains of the food and I heard
her singing. She seemed to be in a happier frame of mind and seeing
me, she smiled,

‘I’ve
been finking; we’ll ‘ave to send for ‘is brother.’

‘Edmund?’

‘Yes,
‘e’ll help. It was ‘im that told Roland that the girl should
be in a school. Of course that
was afore ‘e ‘ad the argument with him.’

‘Did he
use to come here before?’

‘Yes,
after your sister died. ‘E often came when he was on leave from ‘is
Regiment, but there was an argument over money or somefin and ‘e
never came any more.’

‘Something
needs to be done for Annabelle. Yet I can’t just take her away, she
is Roland’s child after all. Do you know where Edmund is? Can we
get a letter to him?’

‘No she can’t
and I’ll trust you to keep your nose out of my affairs.’

A cracked
voice hoarsely interrupted our conversation. Startled I swung round
and I let out an involuntary scream as Roland loomed up behind me,
his face dark with fury. He was so tall he towered over me as I
backed away, bracing myself in case he struck me. I was frightened
of him but I refused to be bowed and I stared him out, defying him
to do his worse, yet all the while trembling inside. There were
bruises on his face and his eyes were yellowed and
bloodshot.

I tried
to speak, but the words stuck in my throat as he glared at me,
clenching and unclenching his fists, as if trying to control
himself.

Finding
my voice, I croaked,

‘You should be
ashamed of yourself. My sister’s child is upstairs, starving and
neglected!’

Rosie
gasped that I had been so bold and tried to hush me as Roland’s
expression turned into a sneer. Muttering something under his
breath he turned and walked away and I watched the stooping body
disappear down the hallway and there was a crash, as the front door
was slammed shut.

‘Blimey you was
lucky,’ Rosie said in amazement. ‘I fought he was going to strike
yer dead.’

‘What is
to be done Rosie?’ I felt tears sting my eyes. Having stood my
ground, my nerves now failed as I realised the enormity of my situation. I was
completely friendless. No one could help me. Rosie sat down wearily
and I could see that underneath the bright, expression she looked
care worn. This poor woman had taken on the burden of life at
Stoneleigh. She could not help me. I was going to have to resolve
the situation myself. There was no one else I could rely on. In
despair, I sat in silence, blankly chewing on a stale piece of
bread.

At last
sighing, I decided that there was nothing to be gained by sitting
with maudlin thoughts; I stood up and rinsed my plate,

‘You are right!
We must send for Edmund Fitzroy. Do you have an address where he
can be reached?’

‘No miss, I
ain’t. I told you, I don’t know words.’ Her face crumpled and I
thought she was going to cry. Then her face lit up.

‘I knows
where Roland keeps ‘is letters and fings. Perhaps it will be
there!’ She slowly stood up and walked breathlessly towards the
study. Then as if a thought had suddenly struck her, she called
out,

‘You can read
can’t you miss?’

‘Of course I
can.’

I quickly
followed her.

‘What
happens if Roland finds us searching in this room, I don’t think I
can face his anger again?’ I asked.

‘Don’t
worry, ‘e won’t be back yet. ‘E will have gone to drown his
sorrows. I knows ‘is movements like clockwork. I calls in every
night and sits wiv ‘im until ‘e wakes. ‘E doesn’t like to be alone
at night. Then in the morning ‘e goes out.’

‘But why do you
this?’

‘Cos ‘e needs
me!’

I didn’t pursue
that response. I could not believe that Rosie, good hearted as she
appeared to be, could be someone that Roland Fitzroy would need to
depend on. It was all very strange.

Disappearing behind the study door, she pulled open drawers
and began rummaging through letters and parchment papers. On top of
the oak desk, with the red leather inlay, there were stacks of
papers. Some were crammed on a vicious looking spike and some were
littered around. Most seemed to be bills with threatening words
scrawled across them. With one sweep of her strong arm, she hurled
the papers from the desk, setting up a cloud of dust as she did
so.

She bent down
to pick up some of the medicine bottles and placed one in her
pocket without comment. Rosie hardly looked at the papers that she
was throwing aside whilst I watched in silence. Then with a cry of
glee she cried out

‘These is
letters and fings.’ and triumphantly laid them carefully out on the
desk.

I sat
down and rifled through them. Amongst them, I recognised my own
handwriting on letters that were unopened. I now realised why I had
never had any reply to my letters. Roland had not read them. I
looked through the pile; some were legal documents that had been
scrawled over in a heavy hand, with black ink. Others were
correspondence from various sources. Some names I recognised,
invitations to card evenings or London gatherings. Some were more
threatening in tone and I put them to one side. As Rosie could not
read, I wondered what she was seeking as she continued to rummage.
Disappointingly, there was nothing to throw any light on Edmund
Fitzroy’s whereabouts.

‘I
wonder,’ I said, almost to myself, ‘whether we should write to some
of these people and ask if they know of Edmund’s whereabouts if we
can’t find anything here?’

Rosie nodded,
but didn’t answer. She seemed in awe of me sitting at the desk
reading the documents. Papers for her were like a foreign language.
Having ploughed through everything we could find, there was still
nothing that would help us. Fed up with searching, I wandered out
of the study and noticed Annabelle sitting on the top stair, still
talking to the rag doll. Her reedy voice had an unearthly quality
to it and it made me feel uneasy.

‘It is all
right now Annie, the bad man ‘as gone. We can come down now.’

I felt a
shiver run over me, was this the normal routine for this child?
Spending days in hiding, waiting for Roland to leave the house
before she ventured out of her room. I wondered if the mouldy
scraps of food that were in her bedroom had been taken from the
kitchen, when she was left alone to wander the house. My heart
sank, surely, there was somewhere that I could stay and get away
from this awful place.

‘I have some
money. Is there somewhere nearby that I could stay, an inn or
lodging house?’

‘No miss, you
wouldn’t want to stay at any inn near ‘ere. My alehouse is the only
place but it ain’t no place for a lady.’

‘What! You own
a business?’

Rosie flushed
and looked uncomfortable, ‘Yes, its mine. Well me an me
‘usband.’

I was
even more surprised, ‘You are married?’

‘Yes of
course!’

‘Yet your
husband lets you come here every day and tend to Roland?’

Her face
darkened, and she ran her fingers through her hair.

‘E don’t
care what I do, if it weren’t for Roland we wouldn’t ‘ave the
alehouse…’ she tailed off, still looking uncomfortable. I realised
that the situation between Rosie and Roland was something that I
did not want to venture into. I wondered if this woman had been
around when my sister had been alive. I could not imagine that my
sister would have accommodated her presence. I was certain that she
had not been at Stoneleigh on my visits. However, I thought it best
not to pry and changing the subject asked,

‘What can
I do? Until we have contacted Edmund, it will be impossible to stay
here. I couldn’t leave the child.’

‘It will be
alright miss. You stay, if you’ve got some tin, I could bring food
everyday in the morning and we’ll make up a fire in the front room
and your bedroom.’

‘What about
Roland?’

‘’E ain’t
always like you’ve see, him miss. ‘E loses his temper but sometimes
‘e can be nice. Just stay out of ‘is way. ‘E won’t ‘urt you. ‘E
ain’t like that. Sometimes, I don’t see ‘im for days, I don’t know
where ‘e goes but when ‘e comes in at night, ‘e takes ‘is medicine
and I sit wiv ‘im while ‘e sleeps. Then I leave in the morning, I
just look after him, I ‘as to..’

‘But what about
the child? She needs medical attention. She is filthy dirty, and
needs care and proper food. Something has got to be done.’

‘She looks
cleaner now.’

‘Yes I have
washed her but she can’t remain in that awful foul smelling
room.’

‘No miss, can’t
she stay in your room with you?’

‘I suppose that
is the only answer if I am to stay here. However, I have no
experience with children and this child seems seriously
unwell.’

‘No, she just
needs a bit of love Miss. She’ll be alright, give her some proper
food and she’ll be like she used to be, when she was living with
me.’

‘Maybe, it
would be best if she came to live with you again, until something
can be arranged through Edmund.’

Rosie looked
uncomfortable.

‘Me ‘usband
wouldn’t like it!’

Having
finished our bread and cheese, which Rosie ate almost as
enthusiastically as Annabelle, we went back upstairs to try to
persuade the child to come down.

‘No one
else is here,’ I said gently, ‘only Rosie, and me.’

However,
it was to no avail. Each time we tried to take her firmly
downstairs, each of us holding one thin arm, her cries were
pitiful. Her thin voice screeched like a wounded animal and the
pain of it stabbed through my heart like a knife.

Rosie
went along the musty landing that seemed to stretch endlessly into
the west wing and disappeared into the darkness. Her large figure,
vanishing in the distance as if she had merged into the shadows.
After a short time, she returned carrying a pale blue dress. It was
a child’s dress and although too short for Annabelle, it was much
too big in the body. Ignoring the demented screams, we managed to
relieve the child of the dirt-encrusted shift and dress her in the
blue dress. Some of the material had welded into the scabs on her
body and we had to repeatedly soak it off. I didn’t know where
Rosie had gone to find the dress and after the awful shock of the
attic room, nothing would possess me to venture anywhere near any
of the upper floors again.

As we
finished dressing Annabelle, I noticed that Rosie was becoming
increasingly nervous and anxious. Finally, I asked her what was the
matter. She announced that she had to return to her husband. That
she had been away too long. I realised that she was worried about
the reception she would receive at her home. I told her to leave
and soon Annabelle and I were sitting by the fire in my bedroom,
where at last she was clean and warm.

Annabelle
resumed her rocking and talking in whispered tones to the doll
whilst I found some writing paper and began to write a letter to
Edmund. Although I had no address for him, it made me feel as if I
was doing something positive to relieve my situation. As I heard
the front door close and Rosie walk off down the path my heart
sank. I was once more alone. As I was writing, I suddenly became
aware that Annabelle’s conversation had become more intelligible
and I heard her say,

‘Nice
lady ‘as come ‘ere Annie. We like ‘er don’t we. See the pretty
dress, mother loves it doesn’t she?

Again, I tried
to engage her in conversation, but she continued addressing the
doll, as if unaware of my presence. It was so cosy and warm in the
room, that I became drowsy and for a few moments must have fallen
asleep, when I was jolted awake by the sound of the front door
being slammed shut. Heart pounding, I listened to the sound of
footsteps running up the staircase as Annabelle, leapt to her feet
and threw the doll on the floor,

‘Bad
girl, you won’t do what I say. You’ll be sorry, sorry, sorry,
sorry.’ She kept repeating the words, all the time striking the
doll around the head. I ran to shut the open bedroom door just as
Roland arrived outside. This time he seemed cold and disinterested
but at least his anger seemed to have subsided. Bravely, I
said,

‘I need to talk
to you, Roland.’ He looked at me with distaste but replied in a
restrained fashion.

‘I do not
believe Madam that I have anything to say to you.’

‘Why was
I not informed that Freya had a child? Why has she been neglected
in such a fashion? The house is in an awful condition. Why have you
allowed this to happen?’

I heard
my voice as if it did not belong to me saying
repeatedly,

‘Why! Why!
Why?’

For
a moment, his face began
to darken again but a set look drifted over his mouth as if he was
trying to control himself. Then to my surprise his whole demeanour
changed and he began to whine and whimper,

‘You
don’t know what it has been like. I can’t trust anyone now. They
are all against me. They’ll try to beat me down but they won’t
succeed. She does it. She thinks I don’t know!’

I was
appalled at the change. His demeanour was now that of a wheedling
child, self-pitying and whining about how there were spies
everywhere.

‘I don’t
understand what you mean. I wish to write to your brother, can you
tell me where he can be contacted?’

I
regretted the words almost as soon as they left my mouth. His
manner changed again and he became threatening. Advancing towards
me, he exclaimed,

‘Edmund! He is
not wanted here. You’ve come from him, haven’t you? He’s sent you
to spy on me, like all the others. Leave me alone.’

He raised
his fist and I steeled myself, expecting a blow. However, his hand
glanced by my face and hit the wall just by my head, as I screamed.
Then with a cry of disgust, he turned away and ran back down the
staircase, to what was obviously his bolt hole. He crashed the
study door with such fury that the house shook. With an adrenaline
rush, I ran down the staircase behind him. I reached the closed
door and I could hear him violently tearing through drawers and
cupboards. As I listened suddenly, the door was flung open and
Roland reappeared. Raging, he shouted,

‘Where is
it? Where is it? You’ve
hidden it you bitch. Give it to me or I’ll kill you?’

He pushed me up
against the wood panelling with such force that I crashed my head
against it and everything spun around me. Purple with rage, his
bloodshot eyes, glared into my face. Breathlessly, I managed to
gasp,

‘I don’t know
what you’re talking about.’

‘I’ll find it.
I’ll find it.’

With
those words, he threw me violently aside and retreated into the
room. Papers were everywhere, as he furiously tipped out drawers. I
could see him through the doorway, scrabbling around on his hands
and knees. The bony fingers picking up the medicine bottles that
were strewn around and tipping out the last dregs of the liquid
that had once been in them.

Then I
understood, what was happening. Roland was looking for bottles of
chloral. The smell that had reminded me so much of my father’s sick
room. This was the reason that he had become so paranoid and foul
tempered; he was addicted to this medication. I watched through the
half open door with pity and disgust. At the sight of me observing
him, he returned to the whining and wheedling tone,

‘Don’t be cruel
to me Freya, just give me the bottle. I won’t be angry.’

‘Freya?’ Did he
think that I was his wife?

‘I am not
Freya. I am Aphra,’ I said coldly. Again, he pleaded and begged,
crawling around at my feet like a lunatic. He clung to the hem of
my dress in a demented fashion whilst I held onto the doorframe for
support, scared and disgusted. I tried to shake him from me, but he
clung on tightly until I was surprised by a voice behind
me.

‘Leave it
to me Miss. I ‘ave what ‘e wants.’ Rosie was standing there holding
some brown bottles. Prising Roland’s hand from my dress, she
ushered me outside and closed the study door. I tried to listen as
raised voices could be heard but I couldn't catch what was being
said. After a few minutes, Rosie reappeared,

‘Did ‘e hurt
you miss?’

‘No! I am
all right,’ I answered, rubbing the lump that was emerging on my
forehead. My ears were still ringing from his curses.

‘What has
happened to him?’

‘I don’t
know miss. It started a long time ago, after your sister died. The
doctor gave ‘im some medicine to help ‘im sleep and now he can’t
seem to live without it. Sometimes, I ‘ave tried to get ‘im off it.
I watered it down and ‘e was getting better. However, one day ‘e
found me doing it and ‘e was so angry, I have never dared do it
again.’

‘He needs to
see a physician.’

‘I know
miss, but ‘e won’t see no doctor. Everyday ‘e goes to the inn and
drinks and gambles. There always fights over money that is where it
has all gone. All ‘is so called friends ‘ave taken ‘im for every
penny. Then ‘e comes ‘ome and sleeps. Sometimes, ‘e walks about all
night and sleeps all day. Sometimes when I leave ‘im at night ‘e is
asleep and ‘e is still asleep when I gets ‘ere in the
morning.’

I was at a
loss. There was nothing in my previous life of order and sanity
that could prepare me for this situation. I had nursed my father
for several years and never seen anything like the behaviour that I
had witnessed today.

‘He seemed to
think I was his wife.’

‘I expect it
was the colour of your ‘air. ‘E gets confused.’

We both
stood in the hallway in silence, lost for words. Then Rosie said
quietly,

‘I’ve ‘ad a
piece of luck. Look what I’ve found.’

She waved an
envelope at me,

‘It’s from
Edmund.’

‘How do you
know?’

‘Look it’s got
‘is regiment’s picture on the front.’

Looking
at the paper, I noticed that there was an embossed regimental crest
on the outside. I unfolded the letter and saw that there was an
address care of an agent’s office in London. Edmund had obviously
realised that his regiment would be moved from place to place and
used the lawyer as a postal address. The letter was quite recent
and very short. It read,

‘I shall shortly be stationed abroad with the regiment, as
the situation with the Russians does not look very good. As you are my
only relative, should I not return, I have named you as next of
kin. However, as a result of your ruinous gambling debts, be made
aware that I have protected the family estate, which will be held
in trust by nominated guardians. The lawyer at the above address
will contact you in the eventuality of my death. I realise that we
did not part on the best of terms and hope that can be put behind
us.

I remain your
brother.’

It was
signed by Edmund and I almost fainted with relief. Now at least I
had someone else that I could contact to help me. Although I had
intended to write to my friends in London, I was in great
difficulty. How could I tell them what level Sir Roland Fitzroy had
descended to? There
would be such a scandal that it would ruin the family name. I could
not take the responsibility for that. At least Edmund was a family
member and would know what to do. My joy was short lived when I
realised that if his regiment was on the move, he may have already
left the country. There was no time to lose and a letter needed to
be despatched to the lawyer immediately.

Rosie went into
the kitchen and began singing loudly some song about a bird in a
cage. The noise only ceased when she called out to let us know that
she was busy making a stew. She had bought some scrag end of lamb
and saw herself now as the cook.

‘What about
your husband?’

‘E’s all right.
It don’t matter. I ‘ad to bring Roland’s medicine.’

I frowned and
she added,

‘It’s for
the best miss.’ She began singing softly and I thought to myself
how childlike she seemed. As far as she was concerned, everything
was all right now. Edmund Fitzroy would ride in on a white charger
to save us all. If only it were that simple. I sat in my bedroom,
finishing the letter whilst Annabelle watched me from a corner in
the room. Her large eyes watching every move, the doll still
clutched to her chest.

‘Rosie is
making us something to eat later,’ I said quietly. ‘ That is kind
of her isn’t it? You must be hungry, would you like something
nice.’

Annabelle
studied me quietly for a moment and then addressing the doll
said,

‘Cake!
Annie wants cake!’ It was the first time that the child had
answered a question that I had addressed to her. Even though she
still talked of herself in the third person through the rag doll, I
was so pleased that she had responded that I threw my arms around
her again. However, just as before she stood there in my arms,
stiff and unyielding, her skin as cold as a block of
marble.

‘If you will
come downstairs, we’ll find you cake.’

I saw her eyes
flicker and she wriggled out of my grasp. She seemed to be
struggling with herself and was having difficulty in forcing
herself to go outside. Firmly I took her hand and managed to steer
her out of the room and we hesitantly we made our way down to the
kitchen. Rosie greeted our arrival,

‘My, don’t you
look pretty in your blue dress.’

‘She wants some
cake and I promised we would find some. Have we any?’

Rosie went back
to stirring a cauldron of stew and looked thoughtful,

‘Well I have
some buns, would you like that Annie….’

Seeing my look
of disapproval at the child being called Annie, she quickly
corrected herself,

‘ I mean,
Annabelle.’

Then rummaging
in a bag she pulled out a bun wrapped in newspaper. Annabelle ran
to the food and there was a repeat of the food being forced into
her mouth.

‘You must eat
slowly Annabelle, or you will be ill.’ I remonstrated but she paid
no attention.

‘I can’t
understand it miss, she weren’t like this before. She is so thin,
all covered in scabs and bruises. It reminds me of when I was a kid
and we lived at Blackfriars. I had ten brothers and sisters. We had
no money; if we got a meal we fought we were in
paradise.’

‘Where
have the bruises come from? Do you think that Roland beats her? She
seems too terrified to come downstairs.’

‘What, you
think Roland…, no! He wouldn’t hurt that tiny girl. I know ‘e flies
into rages but ‘e wouldn’t beat her. Not ‘is own daughter.’

‘He
doesn’t seem to have any fatherly affection for her. How could he
have? If he did he would not have left her in this neglected
state.’

‘But that
is because ‘e is ill. Roland don’t know what ‘e is doing, but I
know ‘e wouldn’t deliberately ‘urt her.’

I
realised that it was pointless debating with Rosie. She had no
understanding of the situation and I did not have the answers
myself. In her eyes, Roland could do no wrong.

Leaving
me tending to the stew on the stove, she set off back to the
alehouse. I had given her the letter to take to the post and the
large figure had gone off clutching it to her well-padded
bosom.

Although
it was winter, the sun was shining brightly and I decided to put on
my cloak and escape from the gloomy house for a while. Try as I
may, Annabelle could not be persuaded to go outside and taking her
back to my bedroom, I left her there. Wandering outside, it made me
sad to see how neglected everything was. There were tall oak trees
waving in the breeze, their leafless boughs gnarled and twisted
that gave an air of death around me. The green of the leafy
rhododendron bushes gave me a feeling of hope and edging my way
past prickly bushes and low hanging trees I headed for the Roman
temple folly. I was so happy to see it. I had spent so many hours
sitting there in the past, just watching the birds and the
wildlife. However, it was now run down and full of dead leaves and
insects, with cobwebs dangling from the cornices. I went inside and
sat on the wooden seating and surveyed the unkempt
gardens.

The Tudor
walled garden, which had been so neatly laid out with small bushes
of evergreen Box, was now just a jungle of tangled weeds and
plants. The large stone birdbath had crumbled into the dust. The
basin upended on the ground. The garden had a forsaken beauty about
it and I sat remembering the times I had with my sister. We often
sat by the fountain dropping stones into the water, watching the
small whirlpools fanning out. We would laugh and talk about our
plans for the future. Discussing love and romance but it ended all
too soon for Freya.

After a
while the sun withdrew behind a cloud and the air became chill and
I sadly returned to the house. Annabelle was in my room with her
doll, rocking from side to side. However, the fresh air had cleared
my thoughts. I would have to stay at Stoneleigh until I heard
something from Edmund. The child was not able to socialise and I
was not about to leave her. In the meantime, I would write to my
friend Leticia and let her know that I was in England. I would
reveal nothing of my situation. Then when proper arrangements had
been made for Annabelle, I would leave Roland to his fate. He was
responsible for his own decline and there was nothing that I could
do to help him. Anyone that could have neglected his own daughter
as he had done was not worthy of consideration.

 



Chapter
Three

‘What is your
substance, whereof are you made, that millions of strange shadows
on you tend?’ Sonnet 53

 


I
returned to my room feeling much more confident with regard to my
future. I knew that my friend Leticia and her mother Lady Westerham
would help me. Excitedly I began writing to them furiously, but not
enlightening them as to what had happened. I was sure that they had
no knowledge of Stoneleigh after Freya’s death. When my father and
I received letters from them, they had made no mention of Roland’s
situation at all.

As I sat busily
writing, I felt the large eyes in that wan face staring at me.
Annabelle sat transfixed, her thin bruised legs hugged tightly to
her chest and her body constantly rocking back and forth. When at
last I had finished my letters, I noticed that Annabelle had fallen
asleep and gently picking her up so as not to wake her, I laid her
on the bed that now had clean linen and covered her with my
shawl.

In a
large oak chest, I had found sheets, pillowcases, shawls and
various other items of linen and silk. The sheets had an old musty
smell, but they had seemed clean, although the folds had yellowed
with age and the cotton was rough to the touch. I put dabs of my
lavender water on the material to try to remove the odour and
remade the bed. Now as Annabelle slept, I spent a long time
polishing and cleaning my room, even though I was unused to such
labour. My father’s household in Paris had always maintained
servants to do such tasks. In a strange way I enjoyed the work as
it took my mind off things. I washed the floor and cleaned the
leaded windows until my hands were sore and red from the lye. It
stopped me from drifting through the day waiting and watching.
Finally exhausted, I too joined the child on the bed and fell into
a restless sleep.

It was
some hours later that I was awakened by a sound outside my door.
The light had faded and I became aware of someone coming up the
staircase, the footsteps echoing loudly on the wooden floor.
Annabelle slept on unaware of the world around her as I held my
breath and strained to listen. My whole being was on edge. As the
footsteps reached the door, I tensed, too frightened to make a
sound, uncertain what to do. It could only be Roland, as I knew
that there was no one else in the house.

As the
footsteps passed my room and ventured along the landing, my nerve
failed me and heart pounding, I quickly leapt from my bed and drew
the bolt across the door. Taking no chances, I heaved a chair
against it and wedged it under the doorknob. I heard the door next
to my room also being rattled, and I knew that it was locked. I had
taken the key when I had found the sheets. I heard Roland muttering
to himself, but I could not make out what was being
said.

Leaning
against my door, holding my breath, I listened intently. Then I
heaved a sigh of relief as I heard the footsteps return along the
landing. I was uncertain whether Roland had passed by, or was still
outside until with a start I saw my door handle began to shake
furiously,

‘Let me
in, let me in,’ he raged. Roland shouted so loudly that Annabelle
sat bolt upright in the bed in terror. Her eyes almost leapt from
her head and her teeth were clench so tightly that I could see the
muscles of her neck straining.

‘Go away!’ I
cried.

There was an
intake of breath outside and then the voice took on a wheedling
tone,

‘Please
Freya, let me in. You know I love you. Why are you doing this to
me?’

My blood
ran cold; he thought he was talking to his wife. Surely, he was not
re-enacting his life with my sister. The man had lost his senses.
Had he forgotten that his wife was dead? Despite my fear and
loathing, I could not help but pity him. Gently I
whispered,

‘Freya is dead
Roland. I am Aphra. It is late I think you must be tired. Go to bed
and we will talk in the morning.’

‘Please,
please,’ his voice broke into a sob as he pleaded through the door.
I was horrified at the sound of a grown man crying and whining
through my bedroom door. Anxiously I stood leaning against the
wood, willing him to leave. At last, getting no response, he
thumped the door with his fist; hitting it with such force that I
thought it would break open. Terrified, I clung to Annabelle,
petrified that we were at the mercy of his violent
attack.

Even more
enraged Roland began to kick the door furiously and the wood
splintered, but held fast, as he screamed oaths through the
fractures. Obscenities gushed from his mouth. They were words I had
never heard in my life. Panicking I held the door shut even though
it was bolted and the realisation dawned that Roland must really be
insane. This was not the man that my sister had married. He had
always been such a gentleman and now he was shouting disgusting
things through the door in the belief that he was talking to his
wife. I was shocked and appalled and turning back to the frightened
waif beside me, I became so angry that I screamed back at him. How
dare this man subject his child to such behaviour? I shouted out
that he had lost all right to live in a civilised society and he
began to snivel and whine again.

Then just
as quickly as the screaming had begun, there was silence. As I
listened with my ear against the door, I heard his footsteps
walking
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