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“Darkness cannot drive out darkness; 
Only light can do that. 
Hate cannot drive out hate; 
Only love can do that.”
Martin Luther King Jr, 
American humanitarian and civil rights activist
* * *
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An Awakening

“Sweetheart, the funeral is this afternoon.”

Carlie’s eyes flickered to the door, where Rose was standing, gazing down at her with so much compassion and sympathy. For the first time in a week, she saw herself through her grandmother’s eyes, and was mortified. She hadn’t left her room in days, hadn’t showered, hadn’t even spoken to anyone in what felt like forever. 

Forever. Suddenly her life felt way too long, stretching interminably out into the distance, too many days of torture ahead, too many months of agony to deal with, too many years of loneliness and pain to even contemplate.

Six months ago she’d lost both her parents in a car accident, and now she’d lost the love of her life too. It wasn’t fair. 

“I can’t go,” she whispered, body weak, eyes haunted. Rose wished there was something she could do, something to ease the pain etched deep into her granddaughter’s face. But she knew from bitter experience that there was nothing she could say or do that would help, not really. Not yet. She could only let her know that she was there for her, ready to listen if she needed her to, or to hold her if she wanted comfort. 

She understood the young girl’s pain because she’d lost her family too – her daughter and her husband, more than twenty years ago – and there were still nights when she woke up gasping for air and some semblance of sanity, plunged back into the nightmare of fresh pain, as though it was happening all over again. Catching herself as she sighed, she took a deep breath and steeled her heart. It was time for her to be there for Carlie, to be strong, and to show her there was a way forward through grief, a way to live with this searing pain and find some joy in life despite the scars that criss-crossed her heart.

Slowly she walked into the small room, expecting at any moment that Carlie would throw her out, but her granddaughter sat unmoving in her narrow bed, not exactly welcoming or inviting her in, but not forbidding it either. 

Rose’s eyes were drawn to the hulking hill she could see out the window, and she felt its pull, its strange hold over her. She’d never been able to leave this town, even though it was all she had wanted to do when she lost the only two people she’d ever loved. 

Part of her had stayed in case her daughter ever came back to her, too scared to even go on holiday in case that was the day Violet returned home. But part of her had stayed because she felt as though she was physically connected to that blasted tor, anchored to it, weighed down by the ancient mound of earth. Sometimes she felt nurtured and protected by it, inspired even, but other times it was a weight around her heart, oppressive and dark, smothering her and any chance she ever had to escape.

“I feel it too,” the girl on the bed whispered. “I’m not even from here and it won’t let me leave. It won’t let me go away from this place, and it won’t let me end things either.” Pain seeped from her words, and was etched deeply into her face.

“Oh love, I’m so sorry,” Rose said, voice cracked and broken.

“It’s not your fault,” Carlie retorted, and the unspoken next words hung in the air. 

“It’s not your fault either Sweetheart,” Rose added quickly, but Carlie shook her off when she tried to hold her.

“Of course it is, don’t you see? If I hadn’t broken up with him, if I hadn’t believed Rhiannon’s story, or believed Mum’s book and thought he was evil like his dad, none of this would have happened. If I’d spent the night with him, you wouldn’t have even known I’d left, and he’d still be alive. Why didn’t I stay with him? Why didn’t I trust him?” Her chest heaved and a sob escaped, but her eyes remained dry. She had no more tears.

“Oh Carlie,” Rose said, heart breaking for the granddaughter she’d only recently learned existed, but had so quickly grown to love. Finally she couldn’t bear it any longer, and she scooped the girl into her arms. She felt her stiffen with resistance, then finally give in, too worn down to fight. But the close contact obviously made her uncomfortable, so Rose reluctantly let her go. 

“Would you like me to come with you Sweetheart, or would it be easier to go on your own?” she finally asked.

Carlie stared up at her, expression blank. “Go?”

“The funeral,” Rose said softly, gently. “We’ll have to leave in an hour so we can get there in time.”

Her granddaughter looked so young, so innocent, and yet so aged, curled up in the corner of her narrow bed. 

“I can’t go,” she replied, eyes deadened and vague.

Rose took a deep breath. The last thing she wanted to do was force the girl to do something so terribly sad, but she knew that she would never forgive herself if she didn’t go. Screwing up her courage, she caught Carlie’s eye and held her gaze. 

“I know it will be hard, and horrible, and sadder than anything you should have to face. But I also know you will regret it if you don’t go. You will feel guilty and you will beat yourself up for it.” Pausing briefly, she considered her words carefully, then dared to speak them. “And I know that it’s not your responsibility to help her through this, but it would mean the world to Rowan’s mother if you could bring yourself to go today.”

Carlie glared at her grandmother, a flicker of anger dancing across her face before the vacant look returned, shutters slamming down around her heart. “You spoke to her?” she asked, aghast.

“She came into the shop yesterday, to make sure you had received her letter, and to see if you were okay,” Rose sighed.

For a moment it looked like Carlie would cry, but instead she slowly inhaled, visibly steeling herself for more pain. “How is she?” she asked softly. “Does she blame me too?”

Rose stared at her granddaughter, confusion in her eyes.

“Sweetheart, no one blames you, I promise. To be honest, she’s worried about you. And she wants to apologise to you.”

Carlie looked at her blankly, but before she could ask what on earth Rowan’s mum would have to be sorry for, they heard a knock on the door, and Rose regretfully stood up. “You’ll be glad that you went,” she insisted, as she headed for the stairs.

“Fine,” Carlie finally blurted out, no longer caring either way. Nothing could make her feel worse than she already did.

As her grandmother went to answer the door, Carlie picked up the envelope lying on her bedside table and removed the page inside, with its curly writing and ivy leaves sketched in the margins.


Dear Carlie,

I’m so very sorry for your loss. And this is one of those rare times that a person can honestly say that they know just how bad you are feeling – all the sympathy cards I’ve received from friends have been full of kind words, but none of them can understand just how empty our hearts are, just how pointless our lives feel right now. And it must be even harder for you, to have lost your family so recently, and now be suffering this new blow.

I just wanted to make sure you knew how much Rowan loved you, how much he wanted to be with you. Please don’t think that because you hadn’t known each other for a long time that it meant any less to him – he’d never talked about anyone the way he talked about you, never cared so deeply. You made him come alive in a way I hadn’t seen before, and it makes my heart a little lighter to know how happy he was before he died.


Tears streamed down Carlie’s face, and she sniffed noisily as she wiped them impatiently away. She felt like a fraud, that Rowan’s mother thought so highly of her, when he’d actually died miserable, thinking she hated him and never wanted to see him again. He’d died because she’d made a terrible mistake, hadn’t been smart enough to listen to her own heart. Hadn’t believed him or trusted him. 

Wouldn’t it be the height of rudeness for her to turn up to the funeral of the person she’d caused to die? Wasn’t it disrespectful to his grieving mother who had been through so much already? Wouldn’t she be doing the poor woman a favour by not attending? 

She turned back to the note, knowing what came next, but still not quite sure how she felt about it. 


It would mean so much to me if you felt able to come to the funeral service, so we could farewell him together, let his spirit soar away on a cloud of our love and best wishes. Your presence there would give me strength, help me cope with such an awful day. Not that I want to guilt you into coming, or pressure you in any way, although you might feel that from my words. 

Oh Carlie, I’m so terrified of this final farewell, but I just want to honour him and his memory properly, and I can’t do that without you. The details are attached, and please let me know if you need a lift – or if you need anything at all. As strange as this may sound, I feel so close to you, because you were so close to Rowan, and knew him in a way few people ever did.

So, I really hope you are able to come, for your own sense of closure, and because I know it is what Rowan would want.

You are in my thoughts and prayers.

Much love, Louisa xx 


Sighing, Carlie folded the thick paper and slid it back into the envelope, then returned it to the top drawer of her bedside table. She felt sorry for the woman, if she was pinning all her hopes on her to make her feel better. But she was also a little uncomfortable at how intense his mum was being, and how much importance she was placing on her to help her in her grieving – not to mention the guilt trip she was laying on her to make her come. 

Still, she did feel responsible for Rowan’s death, so surely the least she could do was show up to his funeral if that’s what his mother wanted her to do. She felt like she owed her big time. Besides, shouldn’t she want to be there anyway, to say goodbye to the person she’d loved so much? Why was she resisting it so strongly? 

Crawling out of bed, she walked on unsteady feet to the ensuite and turned on the shower. The hot water was so wonderfully soothing, so she abruptly switched it to cold. She wanted to suffer in some way, do some kind of penance. 

Finally though, her grandmother’s words floated back to her, and she reluctantly added a little hot to the water so she could stop freezing and focus on them. She knew that her grandma was right, that she would regret it if she didn’t go. Didn’t they say the only things you regret are the things you didn’t do? Allowing her petulance to stop her from going to say goodbye would be cutting off her nose to spite her face. Surprising herself a little, she giggled. When had she become such a lover of cliches? 

Turning off the water, she stepped out onto the cold floor and wrapped a towel around herself. Gazing into the mirror, she wiped the steam off in a wide arc, and was jolted back to reality. She looked terrible. Her face was gaunt and pale, with dark smudges under her eyes, and she’d lost weight, but not in a good way. That explained the constant worry she’d been seeing on her grandma’s face whenever she’d let her into her bedroom to talk. Clearly the refusing to eat thing hadn’t been a great move. 

Shrugging at her reflection – because what did it matter what she looked like? – she pulled on some leggings and Rowan’s black jumper, one of the few links she still had to him, and gingerly walked downstairs and out to the kitchen. Her heart squeezed when she saw the fear flicker across her grandma’s face as she watched her enter, still shivering from the shower.

But priestess-trained Rose recovered quickly. “I’ve made some vegie soup, could you try a little bowl? Or a few spoons of yoghurt? I know you don’t feel like eating, but you’re going to make yourself ill if you don’t get any nourishment at all.”

Reluctantly Carlie nodded. And suddenly she couldn’t believe how selfish she’d been, again. Like her grandmother needed more things to worry about on her behalf. “Either,” she sighed, and concentrated hard on trying to finish the small bowl of soup that Rose quickly slid in front of her. She inhaled the soothing qualities of the fragrant herbs in the broth, realising immediately that this was a healing soup her witchy grandma had whipped up, filled with medicinal and no doubt magical herbs amongst the finely chopped fresh vegetables. 

“I’m sorry you thought I needed a healing brew,” she said, trying to sound stern, but surprising both of them when a small smile crossed her face. 

“I’ll take that smile, no matter how small it is,” Rose beamed, and the joy and the relief in her voice made Carlie’s stomach clench in guilt and fear.

“I’m so sorry Gran – again – for worrying you so much. I promise I’ll start eating again. And I appreciate how much you care about me, and look after me, and that it hasn’t been easy having me here. I’ll make more of an effort, I swear.”

Rose reached out and tucked one of Carlie’s long dark curls behind her ear, her touch tender and full of love. “No one blames you for being upset and having a tough time Sweetheart, and we all have different ways of coping. It’s actually normal for people to stop eating when they’re grieving – and it’s not a bad thing, for a few days. The numbing chemicals that the brain floods the body with so a person can cope slow the digestive system, to conserve energy just to function, just to breathe. But it can’t continue – now that the shock has worn off, you need to start focusing on yourself, you need to build up your strength to help you cope with going on with your life.”

“But I don’t want to go on with my life. What’s the point?” Carlie demanded, but her grandmother could sense in her tone that the fight was going out of her, and she would start accepting the situation, and tentatively looking forward, soon enough. It never ceased to amaze her how resilient the human spirit was. How even though you could be convinced that the grief and the pain were too much to bear, that it would be best to end it all, some part of you would eventually rally, would start to see the occasional reason to stay, the rare beam of sunlight and joy piercing the blackest moments. 

She knew those latter moments well, had spent her fair share of time living in that pit of despair and darkness, where it seemed there was no way out, and that life would remain an unbearable trial not worth living. But she also knew the solace that could be found in the tiniest gestures, those random acts that brought joy to the heart – the kind friend there to help shoulder the pain, or the sense of meaning and purpose that could be just enough of a thread to hang on to and move forward with. 

For Rose, it had been the magical community she’d forged around her that had given her a reason to live, after her daughter had disappeared forever and her husband had taken his life. Her best friend Elsie had lit up the darkest corners of those darkest moments, had rocked her while she cried and then taken her hand to lead her out into the light. Her role as a priestess had given her purpose, and her marking of the seasonal festivals through the rituals she facilitated at her healing centre had provided her life with meaning, and allowed her to find an inner strength that she hoped had helped others. 

All of which made her terrified for her granddaughter. She didn’t know what she could offer to make Carlie want to go on. When her parents had died six months ago she’d lost everything – her family, her home, her friends, her future career, her country even – sent to the other side of the world to live with a stranger. Despite her pain and grief though, she’d made a friend and fallen in love, until her boyfriend had been ripped cruelly from her as well. 

Her friend Rhiannon seemed to be the last thread holding her to life, although that relationship seemed strained right now. As she spooned herbs into the teapot and filled it with boiling water, she wondered if she should weave a spell to heal it, or trust that the two girls could work it out for themselves.
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A Friendship Unravelled

“Rhiannon’s been around again, wanting to see you. And she brought some flowers, and a card,” Rose said, voice tentative, as she pulled a red envelope from the kitchen drawer and gestured to the pot of purple hyacinths on the windowsill, flowers that represented apology and the asking of forgiveness. Scowling, Carlie glanced at the red envelope, but she didn’t pick it up. 

“For what it’s worth, she’s really sorry. And you have every reason to be angry at her,” Rose added.

Carlie looked up at her in surprise, expression wary. 

“She only told me a little, either from her own embarrassment or because she doesn’t want to divulge any of your secrets, but she did say that she really regrets interfering in your relationship, and trying to make you break up with Rowan,” she said.

“She didn’t try to make me break up, she succeeded,” Carlie snapped, anger shooting through her body. She flashed back to all the awful things her friend had tried to convince her were true about her boyfriend. That he would cheat on her, and hurt her, physically and emotionally. That he was just using her, and was going to destroy her. 

None of that was true of course, but she’d fallen for it. And being weak, she’d done what her friend demanded. Girls were supposed to stick together, right? But what kind of friend delivers such an ultimatum? Weren’t best buddies supposed to be supportive of you? Encourage you? Trust you? Believe in you, and your ability to make your own decisions? 

What kind of person makes someone choose between their best friend and their boyfriend? Hot tears stung her eyes as she finally found herself back at the place where this train of thought always ended. If she hadn’t broken up with Rowan, as Rhiannon had demanded she do, he would still be alive.

Rose poured out the tea and walked over to the table, placing the steaming mug in front of her granddaughter and taking her hand, yanking her back to the present. “You still have responsibility for your choices,” she said cautiously. “Don’t hand your power over to someone else.”

“But it’s not fair! How could she expect me to choose between them?” Carlie cried. 

“Sweetheart, that’s what she’s so sorry about. She genuinely thought she was doing it for you, that it was in your best interests. It was because she cares about you so much, misguided though her actions were.”

Carlie glared at her grandmother, but her face softened as Rose’s black cat, Luther, leaped up onto her lap.

“I agree with you, she does seem to have been lacking any justifiable reason for her actions – and I think she’s learned a lot about herself through this experience, and will be so much more compassionate in her dealings with everyone in the future,” Rose added, a hopeful note in her voice.

“Well, I’m so glad someone had to die just so she could learn not to trust some old psychic who didn’t know either of us,” her granddaughter spat, venom in her tone.

Rose spoke as gently as she could. “You can’t blame Rhiannon for his death either Sweetheart, it was just a tragic accident.”

“What do you mean, either?” Carlie demanded, her bottom lip trembling as she pouted. 

“I don’t mean that. It’s absolutely not your fault,” she insisted, and at those words the young girl dissolved into tears again. Her grandma pulled her into her arms, one hand stroking her hair, trying to comfort her, the other on her back, attempting to soothe her anger away.

“There there, let it all out, you’ll feel better,” she crooned. “It’s a horrible, horrible thing to have happened, a terrible injustice, and absolutely nothing about it is fair. But blaming someone, anyone – yourself, Rhiannon, the gods or the goddess – won’t help you, or make you feel any better. It won’t make it easier to cope with, it will be much harder. Believe me Sweetheart, I know.”

“I just can’t see her yet Gran, can you understand that? I’m just... it’s just... it’s all too raw,” she sighed. “I don’t have the energy to try to make her feel better about herself, to reassure her – I don’t have it in me to forgive her yet, or forgive myself. And I can’t put on a brave face right now. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to, but I definitely know I can’t right now.”

Rose’s heart clenched as she gazed at her granddaughter. She’d never seen a soul so broken, and part of her was terrified that she would lose her – that the tortured young girl would drown in her grief, unable to find a way to continue living. 

But every now and then she saw a glimmer of golden light within her, strands of steeliness, strength and determination, and a passion for life that she prayed she’d be able to ignite somehow, and encourage to blossom and grow. She desperately wanted to find a way to overshadow the pain and agony that was Carlie’s present reality. She could never erase all the pain – and frankly she didn’t want to, because she knew it would help her eventually. But that should only be a small part of her heart, not every fibre of it, every beat it made. 

Nodding sadly, she tried to infuse her smile with all the love she felt for her poor tortured granddaughter. They were each the only family they had now, the last two left standing after a trail of sadness and tragedy, but the wise priestess knew they weren’t unique. At times it felt like she’d had to deal with more than she knew what to do with, more than anyone else had to shoulder, and certainly Carlie was dealing with a lot more than most teenagers had to carry. 

Yet each family had its own dramas, its own loss and grief to deal with, its missed opportunities and searing pain. It was part of the rich warp and weave of human experience, the depth that gave meaning and purpose to life and made the joy so much sweeter. The important thing was to hold on to all the love and happiness you could, treasure each precious moment, every bond you had, and pray it was enough to sustain you through the harrowing days. 

Rose was determined that she wouldn’t lose the beautiful, fragile girl in front of her – the girl who had been such an unexpected and wonderful blessing for her, when she’d been resigned to living out the rest of her lonely days on her own, with only the magic she wove with the villagers to sustain her. 

Yet she had a feeling that Carlie would be one of those people who emerged from tragedy even stronger, her character forged in the fire and steel of grief, her actions tempered by loss and the immense compassion and wisdom she would soon realise she had within her.

Shuddering, she acknowledged that it could still go either way though. Carlie could grow stronger from her journey through hell, or let it defeat her and sweep her away from the world. 

“Well, when you’re ready you can read her card, think about her words, and how much she cares about you and is sorry. But for now we should head off, okay?” Rose suggested gently. 

Sighing as though the weight of the whole world was on her shoulders, Carlie finally nodded. 

“And, um, did you want to get changed before we leave?” Rose asked hesitantly, scared that the question would anger her feisty granddaughter and change her mind about going.

Carlie’s eyes flashed. “What’s wrong with this?” she demanded, and Rose tried to hide her smile. 

“Nothing at all Sweetheart. But we really should go now,” she said, shepherding her out the door and into the car for the bleak drive to the church.
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Happy Never After

Carlie felt like she was sleepwalking through the funeral, her body there, responding to people’s looks of sympathy, but her mind and her heart trapped somewhere dank and dark. Not the welcome blackness of oblivion, which she’d retreated into several times in the past week. This was the darkness of awareness, of suffering and horror and fear and guilt, the place where each thought brought physical agony, each word spoken rubbed salt into her already gaping wounds. 

But it was the naked, raw pain etched deep into the face of Rowan’s mother that almost brought her undone. Her grandmother had mentioned once that losing a child was even worse than losing a parent or a partner, because kids were supposed to bury their mum and dad. Not quite as early as Carlie had had to, she’d conceded, but it was the expected and natural order of things. When that was reversed it left an ache that nothing could ever soothe. 

Seeing Louisa at the church doors, welcoming people with the ghost of a smile, a pale face and trembling hands, was a dagger in her heart. She wanted to turn and flee, to try to outrun her own pain, and the haunting pain on his mother’s face, but Rose placed a hand on her back at the exact moment her body prepared for its desperate flight. There were disadvantages to having a priestess for a grandmother, she thought wryly, and heard Rose stifle a giggle at that. Damn mind-reading witch!

“Sorry,” her grandma whispered, as she pushed her into Louisa’s arms. “Sorry on both counts.”

“Oh Carlie, I’m so glad you came, thank you so much. I wasn’t sure you would actually turn up,” Rowan’s mum said.

“Nor was I,” Carlie muttered, then tried to pull herself together. It wasn’t just about her today. She had to consider other people too. “I’m so sorry for your loss Mrs Dunbar.”

“And I’m so sorry for your loss,” the woman replied, voice cracked with pain. “And it’s Louisa, please.”

Carlie nodded reluctantly. It seemed a strange time to be quibbling over names, or trying to increase their intimacy – Rowan was the only thing they’d had in common, and he was gone. There was nothing to hold them together now.

“I’m sorry I haven’t been over to see you either, to spend time with you, comfort you. I feel like we’re bound together forever now,” his mother said, but Carlie was saved from replying to such a strange sentiment when Jay walked up and took Louisa’s hand. 

She hurried inside, not quite ready to face Rowan’s manager. A blush stained her cheeks as she remembered her only encounter with the glamorous, beautifully dressed woman. It had been at Rowan’s apartment, when he’d returned from a retreat, and when Jay had knocked on the door Carlie had hastily decided that he must have been two-timing her. God, why had she never trusted him? He’d given her no reason to doubt him, but she’d acted like a jealous kid. Which she supposed she was, or she had been. What had he ever seen in her?

“He saw your incredible spirit and your immense strength Sweetheart,” Rose said gently from where she was seated next to her on the hard wooden pew. “Your beautiful open heart.”

Frowning, Carlie turned on her grandmother, eyes flashing. “I feel like I don’t have a heart,” she said angrily. “It’s too broken. Too many times. What’s the point of caring for someone when they always let you down, when they always leave you? It would be better to never love at all, surely.”

“No, of course it wouldn’t,” her grandma replied, shocked. 

“Yet you never found love again after Grandpa died, did you?” Carlie asked accusingly. A wave of horror swept over her then, as she saw her life stretching ahead of her, lonely and filled with bitterness, and no respite in sight. 

She shuddered. She’d lost her parents, she’d lost the love of her life, she’d lost her home, her school, her friends, her whole past, and everything she’d ever known – god, it seemed like she’d even lost her two closest friends, one through distance, and one through... who even knew? But whichever way she looked at it, there was no rosiness in her future.

She was saved from having to hear her grandma raving about the so-called joys of life when a woman came over to talk to Rose. Finally left in peace, Carlie gazed around the church, eyes drawn upwards to the towering ceiling – and she wondered suddenly why Rowan’s mum had chosen to have a Christian ceremony. Rowan was a druid, a shaman, more spiritual than religious, and he believed in past lives and reincarnation, not some rigid notion of heaven or hell. 

The thought shook her. She didn’t know what she believed, or whether there was anything after death. Her parents hadn’t been religious, and while she’d taken part in goddess ceremonies with her grandmother and her circle, and loved doing them, she wasn’t sure whether deity was real or just a beautiful metaphor. Of course she wanted desperately to believe that there was something after death, some vague notion of a spirit realm where Rowan might be now. She wanted to feel his presence in her life, to be able to communicate with him, sense him around her – but she wasn’t convinced that it was anything more than wishful thinking on her part. 

And could she go on, without the knowledge that he was in a better place, or that he would always be with her in some way? With his mother? Was that the comfort people sought in religion – was it just balm for the terrifying possibility that this was all there was? 

Part of her wished she could believe that his death had happened for a reason. That’s the consolation people offered the grieving as comfort, but she just couldn’t buy it. He’d only been twenty-three, in love with his work, so alive with the sense of purpose and passion it brought him, so happy and at peace knowing that he was helping people find their own truths, become the best versions of themselves that they could. 

And as hard as it was for her to believe it, he’d been in love with her. Had wanted to marry her even, when she was ready. How could anyone suggest that there was some reason for his death, some greater purpose? And did they really believe that, or was it just a lie they told themselves to try to cope with the terrible truth – that awful things happened, all the time, and that life was terribly, terribly unfair? Was it just a platitude they uttered because they were too uncomfortable with death, with grief, with the tragedy of life? 

She supposed that thinking there was a reason someone had died might make the loss easier to cope with, but would it really? The person was still gone. And what possible purpose could there be for his mother to suffer? Or for her to go through this heartbreak again? Rowan had been helping her come to terms with the death of her parents, had been helping her heal. Now she felt even worse about their loss, if that was possible. 

And she wasn’t sure how much more she could handle. Someone had told her once that a vase that was broken became even stronger in the places where it was mended, and that it was the same with hearts – we’re strongest in the places that have been broken. But she didn’t buy that. Besides, what if it wasn’t just a small crack in her heart that had to be fixed, but instead it had been shattered into a million little pieces, pieces far too small to ever be able to be remade? That was how she felt. She was just broken pieces on top of broken pieces. It seemed as though her heart was just one seething mess of ever-widening wounds. 

And how could scars even begin to form, and she start to heal, if she just kept being torn apart? 
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Lightning Crashes

Back home a few hours later, Rose parked the car, turned off the engine and sat quietly, nervously, in the driver’s seat. 

“Will you be okay if I pop down to the shop for a little while?” she asked carefully. She wasn’t sure whether Carlie wanted to be alone or needed to have someone with her, but she was prepared to spend less time at her healing centre if her granddaughter needed her. “I’m happy not to go, if you want some company,” she added. “But I don’t want you to feel smothered if you need some time alone...”

Carlie stared at her grandma through red-rimmed, world-weary eyes, seeing her fragility as well as her strength. Her attempt to give her space yet not leave her on her own. She didn’t know what the poor woman had done to deserve a messed up seventeen-year-old landing on her doorstep, but she was grateful that her mum’s friend Sandy had tracked her down.

“I really appreciate you Gran, more than you know. More than I say. And it was beyond awful today, but I’m glad that you made me go, and grateful that you came with me – I’m not sure I could have handled it otherwise. But I’ll be okay. You need to go to work, and I need some time on my own,” she said softly. 

“I’ll be fine, I promise,” she continued, as she saw the reluctance on Rose’s face. She couldn’t blame her. She hadn’t exactly been acting sane of late, or displaying the best judgement. But finally her grandma nodded, gave her a quick hug, then peeled herself out of the small car and turned and walked towards the village. 

As soon as she was out of sight, Carlie opened the car door and gasped for breath. She felt the blackness descending, and shivered, wondering if she should grab a warmer coat, but she couldn’t be bothered. Everything was an effort now, even the thought of unlocking the front door and climbing the stairs to her room. Shrugging, she turned and headed away from the village, her steps aimless, her mind carefully blank as she tried to avoid the painful thoughts that were attempting to land and take hold. 

Being at the funeral had shattered her. Hearing people she’d never met or even heard of waxing lyrical about a man it sounded like they didn’t know had disconcerted her. School friends who hadn’t seen him since he’d begun walking the druid path six years ago. A now-married and pregnant ex-girlfriend who’d cheated on him when they’d dated for a few weeks in college, who said she was going to name their baby after him. Carlie had felt sorry for the husband, tied to a woman glorifying a man she’d dated briefly several years ago then forgotten about until now. 

At least Jay’s speech was genuine. She’d worked closely with Rowan for the last few years, had booked his events and travelled with him, been the shield between him and the rest of the world so he could concentrate on his spiritual work and not worry about logistics and other mundane details. 

She’d come over and given Carlie a hug at the end of the service, and told her that she knew how much Rowan had loved her – that he’d asked her to cut back on the retreats he had to travel a long way for, so they could spend more time together. 

“Don’t ever doubt his love for you Carlie,” she’d whispered. “No one here knew him, and he would have been horrified that all these people were here, like ghouls in need of drama, feeding off the tragedy. Even I was intruding, really. All he wanted was more time to spend with you, to convince you of how much he loved you, and that there was no one else for him.”

Carlie had broken down at her words, and Jay had patted her back kindly, if a little awkwardly, before her boyfriend led her out of the church, a supportive arm around her. Smiling as she recalled Jay’s kindness and reassurance, even though it reminded her of how stupid she’d been to be jealous of her, she lifted her eyes to gaze around her. 

Her heart started racing as she realised that she was walking down the oak-lined path to “their spot”, the place Rowan had taken her to on their first date. The place where he’d first kissed her. 

Filled with a deep sense of dread, she entered the small meadow on the edge of the stream, and felt her heart beat even louder as she gazed at the softly sloping bank shaded by two weeping willow trees that grew close together. 

Back then, she’d laughed in delight at the beautiful space, had found the gentle sound of the running water so peaceful and soothing to the soul. Now, her eyes spilled over with tears as she stared at the two trees, stark in their winter guise, and saw the ghosts of her and Rowan as they’d sat on the bank together that morning, their backs to the solid, nurturing strength of the willows. She remembered the joy she’d felt in that moment, the smile that had lit up her face as his closeness had lit up her heart. 

A bone-chilling wind tore through the trees, and her heart ached as she heard the whisper of her voice from back then, echoing across time. “Thank you for bringing me here,” she’d said shyly, still so nervous in his presence, so unsure of herself. “It’s so peaceful, like we’re in our own little world.” 

He’d taken her hand then and kissed it gently. “I wish we could stay here always, just the two of us, away from everyone, away from friends and family and school and work,” he’d said. 

And he’d kissed her, her first real kiss. Raising her hand, she ran a finger along her lower lip, trying to imagine him with her still, imagine his lips on hers, his arms around her. Trying to imagine the warmth she’d felt when she was with him. 

Angrily she shook off that thought. He wasn’t here to hold her close, he wasn’t ever going to kiss her again, or stroke her cheek. The icy fingers of wind tore at her clothes, pulling strands of hair from her messy bun and chilling her to the core – which made her happy. She wanted to suffer, she wanted to feel her body as aching with cold as her heart ached with grief and loss.

Storm clouds gathered overhead as she stood there, and she smiled as rain started to fall. When lightning flashed, lighting up the darkness that was descending, she shivered, then started to laugh, a note of hysteria in her voice. Maybe she should just sit down on the cold earth and let the rain fall on her as the thunder crashed around her. Perhaps she’d even catch pneumonia if she stayed long enough, and not have to decide whether she wanted to live or to die – surely in her weakened state she would struggle to fight it off. 

But then her restless thoughts flickered to Rose, and she knew she couldn’t cause her any more pain. For a moment she felt a warmth at her shoulder, as though Rowan was standing behind her, hand guiding her to turn around, to get to shelter, to get home and to go on living. Sighing, she ran back up the hill, sloshing through puddles with grim satisfaction, shoes muddy and ruined, water seeping in and turning her toes ice cold. 

Finally she made it back to their cottage, turned the key in the lock and dripped her way down the corridor. Luther took one look at her and miaowed sternly, his eyes jumping from her to the bathroom door and back again, his meaning clear. Leaning down to pat him, she laughed when he grumbled at all the water falling on his head, then stalked away from her to the warmth of the kitchen.

“I love you Luther,” she called after him, giggling at the expression of indignation on his adorable fuzzy black face. 

Knowing that the cat was right though, she walked into the bathroom, stripped off her wet clothes and stood under the scalding shower until the water started to run cold. Leaping out, she grabbed the towel and dried herself roughly, then raced upstairs to dress in her warmest clothes. 

There was an apple on her bedside table, no doubt placed there by Rose as an unsubtle hint to eat, so she curled up in bed and crunched into it – her grandmother would have to be happy with that – then lay down and waited for the sweet oblivion of sleep to claim her.
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Chapter 5
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The Last Goodbye

The next morning dawned bleak and grey, but Carlie awoke with her eyes dry for the first time since Rowan had died nine days ago, shocked to feel the tiniest threads of her own strength tugging at her heart. She lay in bed, stiff and silent. It was New Year’s Eve, and Rose was running a ritual at the healing centre that night, for people to let go of the pain of the current year and usher in a fulfilling and joyful new one. At least it was, quite literally, impossible for her to have a worse year than the one just gone, so she supposed she should be grateful for that at least. 

She’d begged off attending though, and Rose had agreed, understanding that being with a group of people releasing pain that paled into insignificance next to her own wouldn’t be good for Carlie. Not that anyone’s pain was more or less important than someone else’s, but she didn’t think her granddaughter’s presence would be uplifting for the other participants either. 

Instead Carlie had decided to do her own ritual, so she spent the morning forcing herself to eat, and trying unsuccessfully to lose herself in a book. But finally it was time to prepare, so she gathered all the things she’d need, had a chamomile-scented bath, then opened her small wardrobe and reverently took out the gorgeous dress Rowan had given her for Christmas. 

Her breath caught as she remembered the moment she’d lifted it from its wrappings and held it to her heart. It had been a few days after he’d died, when Mike had finally convinced her to get out of bed and eat something, for her grandma’s sake, and she’d found the parcel the police officers had brought from the car wreck. 

It was like a gothic bride’s gown. A lump formed in her throat as she ran her fingers over the soft tulle of the skirt and gazed at the bees embroidered on the bodice, bees that had meant so much to them both. She slipped it over her head and smoothed it down. It was so soft on her skin, and somehow it made her feel closer to him. As she slid the amethyst rose-gold ring that had come with the dress onto her ring finger, she whispered the words engraved on it: Lives entwined, souls in harmony, hearts as one. She could sense his arms around her, feel his breath in her hair as he whispered: “Always and forever” in her ear. 

Still drowning in memories, she pulled on a coat, picked up her black velvet ritual bag and slipped out the back door and through the garden to the laneway. She headed towards the tor, then turned off towards their special place. The wind whipping restlessly through the trees added to the wildness she felt, and she pulled her coat more tightly around herself as she wandered through the bleakness of the wintry late afternoon.

Although she’d been to their place by the river just the day before, the sadness she felt as she approached still overwhelmed her, and for a moment she worried that she wasn’t ready for this, that she didn’t have the strength to go on. The grief stabbed at her like a fresh knife wound in her heart, and she found herself crouched down and doubled over, gasping for breath. Eventually she managed to calm herself down though, imploring her shattered heart to be strong, for this afternoon at least.

Taking a deep breath, she shrugged off her coat and lay it on the ground, then sat down on it, dress whispering around her, and ritual bag in her lap. Reaching inside, she took out a tealight candle in a glass holder and carefully placed it at her feet, then pulled out the bouquet she’d carefully wound together from sprigs of rosemary and bay laurel, berries and leaves from the holly tree, and a tiny branch of mistletoe that she’d woven into the centre. These were herbs for remembrance, for rebirth, for the dead, for the beloved, for those left behind. Squeezing them tightly, she winced as the sharp edges of the holly leaves pricked her skin, but she kept holding them close. She needed to feel pain, needed to feel some kind of physical sensation in the hope it could balance out the anguish in her heart. 

As blood trickled down her wrist from her palm, she let it slowly sprinkle over the bare earth, watching as if from a great distance as the ruby-red drops soaked into the ground. She wanted to leave a part of herself here, in their special place, wanted to feel some connection with anything that had mattered to the two of them. If she closed her eyes she could almost see the ghosts of the two of them beside her. She’d been so innocent, so full of hope then, as she gave her heart away for the first time. 

“Oh Rowan,” she sighed, her heart constricting in her chest. “How could you leave me? This feels like a punishment for my bad decision, like the universe didn’t give me a chance to correct it, even though I had decided I was wrong, that I had to be with you, so soon after I broke both our hearts.” The sky was starting to darken with the approaching night – the light faded so early here in winter – but she liked that, liked how miserable the whole world seemed, as though all of time and space was grieving with her. 

“I miss you so much Rowan, and I miss what we should have had – time to get to know each other better, time to fall even more deeply in love with each other, time to grow up and grow older together. You must have thought I was so stupid, so naive, so young. And you were right. Getting spooked by the intensity of our feelings, too scared to trust you, to let myself fall, to believe that you – you! – could ever care about me. Yet I could feel the truth of it in my bones. My heart knew you loved me, even if my brain refused to accept it. 

“I’m so sorry I wasted the precious time we had with my insecurities, so sorry I listened to Rhiannon when I should have only listened to you. How could she – how could anyone – understand what we felt for each other? Know how deep our connection was? I didn’t even know myself, not consciously, even though it had become a part of me, a part of my soul. Everything seemed so hard, yet loving you was the easiest thing I’ve ever done. I didn’t have to think about it, I just felt it, so deeply within me.” 

A tear trickled down her cheek and froze there, and she wished she could break it off and keep it, because it felt like a part of them, something that only they could share. But did she really want to remember him with tears? Not that she seemed to have a choice in that, she thought wryly, and laughed mirthlessly.

Growing impatient with her sadness and the endless, bottomless grief, she made her mind go blank. Carefully she laid out a black cloth, then set down the pentacle she’d been gifted by Brianna, the mysterious woman in green, just after Samhain. Then she positioned her altar tools around it – a heart-shaped rose quartz crystal in the north for earth, a chalice of spring water in the west for water, a black feather in the east for air, and a candle in the south for fire. 

After that she placed the beautiful herkimer diamond ring Rowan had given her at the Yule ball in the centre of the altar, stifling a sob as she thought of the future they should have had together, the promise held in the ring. He’d told her that herkimer diamonds meant they’d be together forever, but clearly that was a lie. 

Sighing, she picked up her athame and traced a circle between the worlds. It was just a small one, since it was only her now, and she felt smaller without him, diminished in size and significance. She moved widdershins, against the sun, since she was trying to release and banish what she could of her pain with this ritual.


Within this circle, that my intent will form,
Between the worlds, a safe place born.
Ancient beings of this sacred place,
Smile on me with your endless grace.
Please hold me close throughout this rite,
And heal my heart on this year end night.

Sensing the air shimmering around her, for a moment she felt a pang of longing for Rhiannon and the magic they’d woven together. But she pushed that thought aside as she lowered the ritual knife and focused on the sacred items on her makeshift altar. Reaching out her hand, she touched each one in turn as she invoked the energy and strength of the elements, and the power and spirits of the four directions.


Spirits of the east, and element of air,
Please carry away my sadness and pain, 
and share your wisdom with me tonight.
Spirits of the north, and element of earth, 
Please ground me with your strength, 
and watch over my sad yet sacred rite.
Spirits of the west, and element of water,
Please wash away all I can no longer bear, 
And soothe my heart after this lonely fight.
Spirits of the south, and element of fire,
Please burn away my pain and grief,
and allow peace and acceptance to ignite.

Another tear trickled down her cheek, but she took a deep breath and tried to inhale the strength and solidity of the earth beneath her, the clarity and inspiration of the air around her, the nurturing power of the water beside her, and the smouldering sensation of the fire within her. Finally she lifted the small statues of the god and the goddess and cradled them in her lap.


Goddess of love and compassion, magic and moonlight,
Please hold Rowan safe throughout his eternal night.
God of strength and sunshine, love and might,
Let him know how much I love him and miss his light.

As she felt the magic of the ritual settle around her shoulders, warming her with its growing familiarity and gentle power, she suddenly felt more lost than she ever had.

“Oh Rowan, how could you leave me? Leave me here to face life without you, face your death without you? It breaks my heart, not knowing if you knew that I’d changed my mind, that I was coming to see you the next morning, coming to tell you that I loved you with all my heart and soul. That I love you. 

“Those words were for you, for always. I love you. I thought I would never say them to anyone else, that they were my gift to you. Now here I am, at seventeen, thinking that I’ll never say them again full-stop. I just... oh god, I wasn’t ready for you to leave me. Why couldn’t we have had one more day, one more week, one more year? One more forever.” 

For a long time she sat silently, liking the sharp pain of the cold as it burrowed under her clothing and chilled her skin to match her heart. 

“You healed me you know,” she finally whispered, despair colouring her voice. “You helped me begin to emerge from my grief at losing Mum and Dad, begin to feel whole again, complete. But now I feel more lost than ever. I’ve lost my purpose, and my meaning, because my love for you was what was keeping me together. It was your strength that was holding me up, keeping my head above water. And now I’m drowning again, but this time it’s even worse, because I know what I could have had, and what I never will have again.” 

A sob choked her, but she swallowed it impatiently back down, her words tumbling out of her, voice edged with hysteria.

“When I wrote to you that night, after I left you, and ran from you, I had finally realised how much I loved you, how important you were to me, how much I was willing to give up to be with you. And I want you to know that. God how I wish you could have known that. It seemed like you felt my words – I sensed our souls reaching out to each other as I wrote them, felt you touch my heart and hold it close – but I will always wonder if I imagined that. Always worry that you died thinking I didn’t want to be with you. Always regret that I wasn’t able to tell you just how deeply I’d fallen for you. It would kill me if I discovered that you had no idea. And I’ll never really know either way.”

Another sob escaped, wrenched from deep within her, and she paused for a moment, trying to get her breathing under control. A viciously cold wind tore through the trees, creating tiny waves on the dark water of the stream beside her.

“Listen,” a voice crooned, and she concentrated all her senses on the sound. Had it been a voice? Was it a word she’d heard?

“Listen to what?” she thought impatiently, but she closed her eyes, trying to identify the tone of the voice, or the direction it was coming from. Was it just the wind, or her feverish imagination? Or could Rowan still be with her? Did his spirit live on? In her rational mind she was sceptical of there being anything after death, but oh, she so desperately wanted to be wrong about that. 

Feeling a hand in her hair, tenderly stroking it, she leaned in to the gentle touch like a kitten, almost purring. It was impossible, she knew that, but for just a moment she allowed herself to dream that he was still with her.

“Love never dies,” the voice said, and she still wasn’t sure if the words were in her mind or from somewhere outside, or even whether it was a male or a female speaking. 

“His love will stay with you forever,” it continued, a gentle sigh, but it had given itself away. It said his love, not my love. Her eyes snapped open as waves of disappointment rolled over her – and she froze when she saw there was a woman in a long red cloak sitting cross-legged before her, the tiny altar the only thing between them. She was close enough to touch – not that Carlie had any intention of touching her. Goosebumps prickled up her arms as she stared at the figure across from her. 

There was something not quite right about her, something Otherworldly and strange. She had long black hair and a pale face, and her eyes were an eerie swirl of black against the stark white of her cheeks and the deep red of her lips. Her heart broke a little more to realise that it wasn’t Rowan sitting with her. As cynical as she was, part of her had hoped it was him, or some spirit of him, that had been holding her so close and offering such warmth and comfort. She laughed, a bitter, slightly manic sound, and wondered if she’d lost her mind. Again. 

“Oh Carlie, beloved, you have not lost your mind, you have simply lost your great love, on top of losing your parents,” the strange woman breathed.

“Simply? Simply! This is simple to you? This has no importance to you? Because I’ve gotta say, there is nothing simple here. I’m a mess of contradictions – of anger and guilt and sadness and despair – and I don’t know if I want to live in a world that is so cruel. How can I survive this? How can I see any value in going on when I know from bitter experience that anyone I ever meet I will lose? Love never dies, you say, but what’s the point of that when the person I loved so much has died? All the people I’ve loved have died.”

Her voice trembled with fury, and some part of her was distantly aware that she sounded like a petulant child, but she didn’t care. And while part of her mind recognised that this strange figure must be related to the woman in blue and her green-clad friend, another part couldn’t care less. What was the point of them? What had they really done? They’d given her and Rhiannon magical gifts, but those things meant nothing to her now. 

All her magic had died with Rowan, so being offered a pretty wand or a silver chalice or whatever other ritual tools this apparition thought would mollify her was of no use. She wasn’t even on speaking terms with Rhiannon, so she was no longer part of any enchanted circle. Besides, what good was magic? She’d created a love spell, and Rowan had appeared in answer to its casting. But then he’d been torn out of her life – torn out of his own – and killed on a lonely road in the snow, so what was the purpose of spells? 

They’d only ripped her still-fragile heart out all the way. Had given her something she hadn’t even known she’d wanted, then cruelly taken it away, just as she was beginning to appreciate its value. So she was done with magic, with love, with friendship. Right now she was pretty sure she was done with life.

The woman before her shifted slightly, and Carlie’s eyes were drawn back to her face. There was an unearthly glow that seemed to come from within, illuminating her features in the deepening twilight. 

“You still love Rose,” the woman said softly. “And she loves you more than life itself. She wants to help you heal from this, to grow stronger and eventually be able to move on.”

“And is that why you’re here? To let me know you’re taking her too?” Carlie demanded, before her body collapsed in on itself in new terror. Surely they wouldn’t do that to her. That would definitely push her over the edge, way beyond recovery. Glaring across the altar at the woman, seeing her now as some kind of beautiful velvet-clad grim reaper, she shivered in the creeping cold and dawning horror that was her life.

Shaking her head, the woman handed her own cloak to her, then in the same instant had crossed the distance between them and was by her side, wrapping the soft red fabric around her trembling shoulders. Jumping in fright, heart racing, Carlie tried to shrug the cloak off, but it seemed so heavy, and made her feel so languid. 

Slowly she felt herself melting into the warmth of its velvety folds, and the fight drained out of her. She turned her head to thank the strange woman, but she was suddenly back on the other side of the altar, sitting opposite her again, looking as though she’d never moved. The realisation sent a terrified shudder through her, then it too was gone, leaving her feeling empty, the fear and anger that had been consuming her somehow mellowing into acceptance. Furious, she stared across at the shadowy figure. 

What spell had she cast to take away the anger that seemed to be the only strength she still possessed? 

“What do you want?” she finally asked, resigned, feeling like she’d lost a battle she hadn’t even known she was fighting.

“Oh Carlie, beloved, I am so very sorry for your loss. You have been through so much, and so much has been demanded of you, and I am truly sorry. You are allowed to be angry, to be hurt, to be depressed. The depth of your grief is a mark of the love that you shared, and you should never doubt how deep and powerful that love was. Is. Some people live their whole life without the opportunity to love like that, or to be loved like that.”

Carlie scowled. “So that’s it? Now I spend the rest of my life knowing what I could’ve had, but not allowed to feel it again?”

The woman smiled mysteriously. “Who knows? You could be blessed to experience a love like that again – it is up to you.”

“What do you mean?” Carlie demanded, her voice high, panicked, verging again on desperate. “I can beg and plead and grovel, or fulfil some bizarre quest to prove myself
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