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      Ella

      
      The voices were muffled, hidden almost entirely away behind the thick wooden door. Except for the spot where they seeped through the gap that allowed the light to escape onto the landing. And that gap made all the difference, tonight.

      Ella crept closer, placing one foot after the other gingerly on the thin strip of well-vacuumed carpet that ran in an endless, hideous line of vile repeating patterns down the centre of the landing corridor. With immense care, she balanced herself against the door frame. The floorboard directly outside the bedroom would be heartless in betraying her presence, given even a glimmer of opportunity.

      Mr Cavannagh had told her that he was convinced his wife had loosened it on purpose, as her own personal warning system. Or just as a convenient excuse to be able to inflict punishment. She imagined the one-sided conversation: Well, I expected nothing less. Listening at doors. Sneaking about. That doesn’t happen at Sunny Cottage. And we know what happens if you do something that’s against my rules, don’t we? Ella gave an involuntary shudder of agreement with Mr Cavannagh; she wished that he dared fix it.

      She shook away the imagined voice and concentrated on the crack of light about an inch wide where the door hadn’t closed. Ella’s fingers clutched onto the dark green paintwork of the door frame. There was nothing to see, nothing she could see, except Mr Cavannagh’s window and a wardrobe. She angled her ear to the gap. What was the argument about this time?

      The male voice was subdued, struggling to give itself any proper air of authority.

      ‘It’s not right. Any of this. I’m tired, Miriam. I’m sick of the way I’m forced to do everything you say. Of being controlled. Like I’m not a person at all. Like I’m… I’m nothing. It’s not right.’

      ‘And just what exactly isn’t right?’

      Ella recognised the pitch drop almost an octave in her landlady’s voice. Her stomach felt like someone had begun to grind it with a cheese grater. Something was brewing, and it was going to get nasty. There were going to be consequences. There always were.

      Her finger ends were freezing. It was hardly surprising, considering the lack of fires that were lit here, and the way the cold speared her shoulder blades through the crack in the corner of the landing window. Bits of snow were whipping through and sticking to her back. She tried not to let the shivering that reverberated through her nightie make her hand quiver so much that it slipped off the door frame. Her fingers would squeak down the polished paintwork. Someone – she, Miriam – would come and investigate the sound. Then it would be worse. Everything would be worse.

      The voices carried on, Mr Cavannagh trying to fend off his wife’s nasty, cruel sniping, but with no discernible success. Ella wished Miriam would stop. That she would just go away. Vanish. Poor Mr Cavannagh. Jim. He’d told her to call him Jim, even from that first day. He’d always been lovely to her. He was a kind, gentle man. He didn’t deserve the evil that was spewing at him inside that bedroom. Ella’s insides burned as her sadness and anger whirred and filled her, with nowhere to go.

      Her thoughts were cut off as she caught more words through the gap.

      ‘Sick of being beholden to your meal times. Bedtimes. Sick of being treated like an idiot who’s incapable of doing anything without you laying into me about it or making me out to be an imbecile in front of the lodgers.’

      ‘Lodger. There’s only one. And we know how much you like her, don’t we, husband of mine?’

      There was a pause. The wind sighed through the crack and brought more snow in with it. It landed on the carpet, melting, falling as flat as Mr Cavannagh’s words.

      ‘You can’t treat the girl the way you do, Miriam. It’s not right.’

      Prickles rose, creeping through Ella’s back and wrapping around her neck like a too-tight scarf as a thud shook the floorboards. A chair being knocked over? Ella wasn’t sure. The female voice lost its low tone and now shifted into a serpentine hiss.

      ‘I can do whatever I like. This is my house and don’t you forget that. You live here because I let you.’

      ‘And I thought it was because you loved me.’

      There was a laugh, a deadened, defeating stamp on the words that should have meant something but no longer did. Maybe they never had.

      Ella clung harder to the door frame, palms now beginning to sweat. She fought with herself to stand still, but the polish on the doorframe was making it difficult. She had to shift her feet, too. They were slipping on the unreliable, long strip of carpet, that loose floorboard now threatening to betray her existence right outside the room. She swallowed, hard, convinced they would hear it beyond the door.

      She was fighting a losing battle with the sweat-polish combination. Grasping desperately onto the green paint, she almost gagged on the lump that formed in her throat as one hand began to slip down the paintwork and she had to reposition herself again. Her heart was banging so hard in her ribs she expected it to snap her bones.

      She dug her fingertips into the frame until they grew translucent. Goosebumps spiked in a line up Ella’s calves and mirrored in her forearms, leaving her fingers tingling. If Miriam caught her out here now…

      Her concentration slipped. So did her left hand. A wave of sickness crashed into the back of her mouth as she snatched her hand back. Too late, though. The door nudged forward. A boulder of complete terror filled Ella’s ribs. She cringed, waiting for the wood to swing on its hinges and bang against the bedroom wall. Then Miriam would fly to the door and… she didn’t want to imagine beyond that. Ella shut her eyes, praying to any deity that was listening for nothing to happen.

      Weirdly, it didn’t. Ella squinted one eye open, then the other, to find the door had shifted, miraculously in silence, maybe only another couple of inches further open. No more than that, certainly. But it meant she could see half of the room now.

      Miriam was standing with her back towards the door. If Ella had thought she could get away with breathing a sigh of relief, she would have. But she wasn’t sure she was breathing at all. Everything was surreal; maybe she was dreaming. She wished she was dreaming. Mr Cavannagh was out of her line of vision, except for half a bare foot, which was shunting up and down on the floor at a violent speed. She’d seen that motion many times before, but usually the foot was wearing a shoe or a slipper, as it, and the rest of her landlady’s husband, fought off the spiteful matrimonial sniping. Where were his slippers? Maybe Mad Miriam had confiscated them.

      Ella dithered, toyed with the idea of moving. Leaving the door. Creeping back to bed and not coming out of her room any more that night, or any other night. But something stopped her doing it. Some tiny, inner rebel that had been buried for years. It came out when she knew she didn’t have to face a conscious Miriam, usually. She cursed inwardly that it refused to take her to safety while Miriam was on the rampage the other side of the door, and stubbornly left her rooted to the spot.

      Mr Cavannagh’s voice came from somewhere behind the door, as the bed creaked, and the foot moved out of sight.

      ‘I can’t⁠—’

      Ella winced as he was interrupted by the biting words of his wife.

      ‘—Can’t what, you sad little man?’

      ‘I can’t let you treat the girl like you do. You know she’s got nowhere else to go.’

      Ella’s eyes stung. Miriam didn’t let up.

      ‘Then she should work harder, shouldn’t she? Like you do, darling husband. And don’t you go thinking that I don’t know that she’s picked her side. Very, very stupid of her. Very stupid.’

      ‘I’m going to help her find somewhere. A place she can afford. Away from you. There must be somewhere.’

      Ella’s chest banged. Mr Cavannagh was so good to her, but his attempt would come to nothing. She knew that. She buried the idea that, if it did, she would be leaving him behind, to continuous, forever days of the tirade that now began again.

      ‘And what are you going to do? Declare your repulsive, endless love for her and tell her you’ll look after her until your dying day? Well, that’s coming sooner than you’d like to think, you lecherous old man. Are you going to hole her up in some filthy little flat and tell her that bad Miriam won’t hurt her anymore? You’re pathetic. Pathetic and incapable – in every way.’

      If Ella had the courage, she’d have confronted that woman, grabbed her by her hair and smashed her face into the wall. Miriam’s nose, crunching against the plaster; the smear of red as Ella’s fingers ravelled tighter in Miriam’s hair and thrust her into the wall again and again. Courage failed her. It made her feel sick.

      ‘She’s just a kid. Leave her alone.’ Ella detected elements of defiance in Mr Cavannagh’s tone. Fury, even. But not enough. Her heart sank, as if in quicksand. There was never enough. Poor Mr Cavannagh.

      ‘She’s not a child. She’s twenty-three. Seven years of being here and you know she’s no child, don’t you?’ Insinuation dripped from Miriam’s words. Ella fumed inside. What she was suggesting wasn’t even close to being true. Mr Cavannagh had been nothing but a gentleman to her. Very ‘old school’; courteous and kind. Miriam continued, jibing at her husband. ‘You know. She’s old enough to rent my room with her wages, except she doesn’t, does she? She lives here rent-free because of you. And you expect me to cook her evening meals, but for her not to abide by my rules, like other tenants before her.’

      ‘And look what happened to them. What you did to them.’ There was an audible sigh. ‘You take all her wages off her anyway, one way or another. What’s she supposed to pay with? Fresh air? It’s bad enough that you’ve forced her into that bloody shop of yours. Seven years. Ella, you poor kid.’

      The floorboards inside the room creaked. Ella’s legs stiffened. They were like ice inside, the sweat breaking out on her skin feeling like tiny frozen globules. She fought an almost uncontrollable shiver.

      Miriam’s voice sank low again. Her words drawled. Ella could picture Mr Cavannagh’s face, like a ghost, waiting for the backlash.

      ‘And now, before I go and make my cocoa and take it to my bed, I think you need reminding that you’ve been ungrateful, and that you’ve broken the house rules. Bed by ten applies to everyone. It’s half past. If you think I wouldn’t find this…’

      There was a jingle. Oh hell, his spare key. Couldn’t the poor man even smoke his pipe outside at night? Ella had seen him from the window on and off for weeks out by the ice house, including this evening. He’d looked up and smiled at her, then put one vertical finger to his lips as he’d wrapped one arm around the coat which covered his pyjamas. She would never have said anything. They had an understanding. And the snow would have begun covering his footprints in seconds. She doubted there were any left visible now.

      Nothing could have hidden the fear in Mr Cavannagh’s voice.

      ‘I’m not going to let you. No, Miriam…’

      Ella froze to the spot, her fingers gripping the door frame so hard that the tips were completely numb. She couldn’t see either of them now, and bile burned her throat.

      ‘I’m going to... There are people I can tell, you know. Or I could just… leave…’ Mr Cavannagh’s voice tailed away.

      There was a sound. Like the noise she imagined might emanate from a squealing pig if you stuffed it in a duvet.

      Silence flooded the air, hanging there, waiting. The wind snaked cold around her shoulders and snow flicked in and disguised itself in the vile pattern on the floor.

      Then, finally, there was just one word, uttered by the lady of the house.

      ‘Pathetic.’

      Ella tried not to gulp air or gag on her own spit as she inched her feet backwards. As soon as she was absolutely sure she was on firm, silent carpet, she shot back along the landing. Her hands could barely manage to function as she closed her bedroom door. On this occasion, she was thankful for Miriam’s obsession with oiling hinges and polishing door catches.

      Ella didn’t move. At all. She wasn’t sure how many minutes passed before the floorboard along the corridor creaked and footsteps passed her room, pausing directly outside. Ella knew what she would see if she was stupid enough to open her own door.

      She didn’t.
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      Miriam

      
      A grunt fell from Miriam’s half-open mouth as consciousness began to infiltrate her bones, her flesh, her thoughts. Her brain grew less fuzzy until she recognised there was silence, apart from the slow, constant dripping of a tap. That irritated her immediately.

      She listened for the ringing. But there was none. That wasn’t right. That meant she wasn’t in control of the time she woke up and something else had done it when she hadn’t wanted it to. Her irritation bubbled away as she laid there. Why hadn’t the alarm clock done its job? It should have woken her at the exact time she set. What was the point in relying on anything to do a job properly?

      Her feet hurt: two painful, freezing blocks on the ends of her ankles. So cold she might have been outside in the ice house. Or what had once been the ice house. Another dilapidated mess that Jim should have fixed but hadn’t. The bubbling annoyance snapped into anger, forcing her to open her eyes.

      No, everything here was wrong. She was sure she was inside. Upstairs. She was in bed, she must be, because it wasn’t time to get up yet. The stupid alarm clock. It wasn’t making a noise. Not time.

      Her side hurt. The air around her was cold, too, like her ankles, and there was a dull pain throbbing through her ribs. Her tongue stuck to the back of her mouth as she tried to swallow and pull herself upright. No mattress. What was underneath her? It was hard. Not her bed. Where, then? As she slid her hand down her side, trying in vain to force herself into some kind of vertical position, her fingers touched on something else. Thin, long. She moved it, knocked against it clumsily, groaning. She flinched as it clattered towards her head and narrowly missed her.

      She blinked a few times. Why was it so dark? And why was she so cold, and in pain? In the insipid, shadowy light that reflected off the snow outside, she recognised that the object which had nearly smacked her on the head was the handle of the mop. What the hell…? She grasped onto all her senses as realisation hit her like a mallet in the chest. It had happened again, hadn’t it? How many times recently had she found herself in another room when she’d awoken? Four, five?

      Apart from that bit of snow-induced light, it was still basically pitch-black outside, but she finally let it dawn on her that the room she was in was the kitchen. Or, more accurately, the step that dropped down from the kitchen into the old wash-house. No wonder she was freezing. The floor was made of decades-old stone tiles.

      Something was digging into her side; that was what was causing the pain. The edge of the step, presumably. Her palm jabbed around beneath her and touched something. It was hard, but not as cold as the floor. Her hand grasped it and she pulled it out from under her.

      She forced her body upright, puffing out mushrooms of white breath as the pain grabbed hold of her, and flicked on a light. She was still gripping the handle of the object tightly in her palm. Pointing away from her, and about eight inches long, was a thick blade. And it was caked in blood. She stared at it, trying to let her head comprehend what her eyes were seeing. The blood had dried on the metal and caught the artificial light as filthy brown streaks and globules made of purple rust.

      She looked down at herself. At the blood. Was she bleeding? It was smeared all over one side of the pure white cotton. She lifted her nightie and ascertained that she wasn’t. Only, that pain in her side really hurt.

      Her head began to spin. She let the knife clatter to the floor as she caught her reflection in the window against the blackness outside. That, and the incessant mesh of snow that was falling. There was so much snow out there you could get lost in it and no one would know you were there. The weather forecaster had said that it was going to go on for weeks yet. At least she hadn’t gone out there.

      She snapped her gaze away. The motion of the snow was making her feel quite sick. The light off would be better. She stood there, on the icy stone floor, in the dark once more. Her bones were aching from her feet upwards, but it made her brain refocus. If she was here now, she must have been somewhere between her bed and here, before she ended up in the kitchen like… like… this.

      She racked her brains, remembering what she could of the previous night. That little cow had scuttled off to bed at the mention of half rations for breakfast if she even contemplated helping herself to any of the leftovers again. Greedy little swine. Then there had been the row with Jim. Useless specimen. At least she didn’t have to justify him as a disappointment to the generations of her family who were buried in the graveyard. Why did he have to be so pathetic?

      That triggered something. She’d hit him with – oh, who knows what it was this time? He was talking like he was going to leave. Leave, and take that sad, pretty, young little…

      Her tongue didn’t seem to want to allow her to swallow. As silently as she always did when she was awake, she crept up the stairs and towards Jim’s bedroom. Almost as silently. The air was punctured by the wincing. Had she fallen down the steps into the wash-house? Her ribs… Bruises. She would check later.

      She paused by the door of that sneaky little creature. No movement from her. Good. That was definitely good.

      Jim’s door was already ajar. She held in a sigh of relief. He must be dressed. That was something, at least. Anything was better than having to look at that revolting black toenail on his right foot. She kept waiting, week on week in some kind of sadistic fervour, for the big toe to drop off. It wouldn’t make him any more useless around the place than he already was.

      Without bothering to knock, she walked in. The room was empty. His bed was empty. A snapshot pummelled her brain, all of it taking no more than a second: her arm swinging, Jim making some stupid sound, and she’d said… something. Then she’d left. She’d definitely left the room. And that sneaky little cat had been asleep, she’d doubly checked that. Stood for ages outside her bedroom. There hadn’t been so much as a creak from her bed as she rolled over. And then… then Miriam had woken on the step between the kitchen and the wash-house.

      Instinctively, she rubbed the spot where the pain was slicing into her. Wincing, stunned, she released her hand from her rib.

      So why was there blood all over Jim’s bed sheets?

      She ripped them off. The blood had soaked through into the mattress. She stared at the dirty patch that was turning brown and had seeped into the fibres of the fabric. A waxy sweat broke out of every pore on her body and her skin smelled strange. The stench was going to make her be sick in the bin. Any minute. But she was never sick. Ever. She never lost control of herself like that. She pressed her lips together, hard.

      Miriam grabbed and tugged at the mattress, grunting as she twisted it up onto its side, let gravity flip it over, then let it fall back into place. That was better. The mess was invisible now. Gone.

      She swallowed hard. Picked up the bundle of sheets. Took them into her own room. Without a sound, without even a thought going through her head, she went through the motions of undressing, deliberately not looking at her ribs in the mirror, putting on day clothes, picking up the sheets once more, and silently padding on the carpet where she knew the floorboards didn’t creak, returning once more to the kitchen.

      She put down the pile of bedding very carefully, right next to where the knife lay. She stood there, looking at it – she wasn’t sure for how long. A spurt of incomprehensible energy in her arm made it grab the knife and thrust it in among the pile of sheets. She took a few quick steps back, a harsh sigh thrusting up through her throat from deep inside

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Darker Minds Crime and Suspense Series
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Two Months Before
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Two Months After
      


      		
        Join my Readers’ Club
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Books by Claire Ladds
      


      		
        Copyright
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Beginning


      		Contents


      		About the Author


      		Books by Claire Ladds


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/beneaththeflesh-final.jpg
A DARKER MINDS CRIME AND SUSPENSE NOVELLA

REVENGE IS
A DISH BEST

§SERVED COLD..

CLAIRE LADDS






