Chapter 1

1448, Grand Duchy of Lithuania, near the capital Vilnius

There was a kiss at first.  She was unconscious, but I leaned in and kissed her.  I was kneeling beside her body and looking at her beautifully shaped face.  Brushing some mud from her left cheek, gently, I cradled it in my hand.  Awareness of some blood mixed in her golden main made me look at it.  I needed to cure her, and probably fast.  Instead, I laid my head on her breast and listened to her breathing, to her heart thumping in there.  I rested beside her in the flowers of my mother’s garden.


Remembering about a bit of woolen cloth in my pocket, I took it out and spat on it.  My hand rose and descended where most blood was.  When I started cleaning the wound, she began to moan and whimper.  I was sure it hurt.  I bent over a little to take a better look at the wound and noticed a wooden cross hanging around her neck.  Strange, I thought.  Weren’t it only nobles who had accepted Christianity as a true religion?  Could she be one of us?  I took up the cross in my hand and started meddling with it.  Noticing a carving on it after a moment my gaze looked at it.  The single word, ‘Alice’ was written there.  Alice, I speculated.  Was it her name?  I said it out loud, and she almost blinked.  I saw her eyelashes struggling to open.  Perhaps the sun was too much.


“Alice” I said again.  Nothing this time; she rested.  I kissed her again, unable to hold back.  Who was she?  Such a strange, unheard of name.  English or French, I contemplated.  


“Master, master,” a voice then called.  It was Nina, a servant.  


“I’m here,” I called out to her lazily.  When she saw me with Alice, she froze, just as I knew she would.


“What is it?” I asked her.


“Em, well, it’s your mother, master Rytis.  She wanted to see you.”  Nina was shifting uncomfortably from one foot to the next.  Her brownish hair showed from underneath the white cap she wore.  Her hands were dirty.  There was dirt underneath her fingernails, I noted.  

“So mother ordered you to dig more of the weeds?” I asked, frowning.


“Yes, master Rytis,” she said.  “But their not weeds, you know.  Excuse me my imprudence please sir, but she uses them for healing, as you well know.”


“Yes, well, maybe she shouldn’t.”  I turned my head away.  “I mean look at what’s been happening.”  I didn’t even wish to think about those events.  People, the shouts, the suspicion.  “Just tell Steponas to come here and carry this woman to my room.  She has to be cured.  Something’s wrong with her head,” I added meaninglessly, for the blood showed brightly what was wrong with her.


Nina shifted on her feet for a little longer.


“What is it?” I asked impatiently.


“Your mother master.”  She was looking at her feet.


“I will be there.  Now go.”


She scurried off, hearing a commanding and a little annoyed tone in my voice.  


I wondered what my mother wonted.  It was rather strange that she would ask Nina to come and fetch me.  Usually it was Ilona who did the job, and all the others mother required to be done.  Curious.


When Steponas came, he gathered Alice in a strong embrace and left for my room.  I decided not to ponder any longer and inquire what the mistress of the house wanted of me.

***

Upon entering my mother’s room, I immediately noted the sharp burning smell.  Not again, I thought.  Why does she keep of doing this?  Why does she want to get the suspicions and fear of people risen up again?  


Mother was sitting by her wooden desk, mumbling something unintelligible under her nose.  Her coal black hair was tied in a cruel bun.  I could even see some veins on her forehead.

“Stop,” she said, not even looking at me.


“But you wanted to see me,” I protested.


“Who’s the girl?” she said through her pursed lips.


“How did – “


“I saw you two through my window,” she answered my unfinished question.


I was silent for a long moment.  I felt trapped again.  I didn’t want to tell her, I

wanted this for myself, my own secret, not hers or anyone else’s.  After a while I said,

“I don’t know actually,” I confessed.  I was feeling bitterly angry that she was spying on me again.  “But why do you care?” I asked.


Her hands started to shake a little.


“Why do I care?” she echoed my question, turning to face me now.  I bowed my face away from her predator’s gaze, and noted that she was working on some plants, cutting and rearranging them.  Nina’s work no doubt.  “You are my son, darling,” she said sweetly.  A smile appeared on her lips, but it didn’t reach her eyes.  “It’s my job to care for you.”


“Yes, well, I don’t want you to.”


Her smile faded.


“Who is she?!”


“I said, I don’t know.”  Frustration was starting to get the better of me.  “When I left for town this morning, I saw her lying in the garden, in your flowers.”


“What happened then?” she demanded when I stopped.


“I got off my hoarse and went to see to her.  She was wounded and her head was bleeding, so I cleaned it a little.”


“Why did you kiss her?  Twice.”


This was getting beyond reason.  I couldn’t understand her interrogations.  This has never happened before, though once again, I have never kissed someone in my life before.  Not a stranger in any case.


“Why do you want to know?”  I couldn’t stop from asking.


“Answer,” she demanded again.


“I wanted her, all right?  I wanted to kiss her, I wanted her body.”  I was flailing my hands in the air, but I stopped being rude when she did.  “I felt an attraction to her that I have never felt to any other woman.  Is that enough for you?  I even wished to make love to her, but the state of her unconsciousness prevented me.”  I knew little of what the act meant, but I simply said it, if only to infuriate the creature in front of me further.  “Well, perhaps I will when she gets better, eh?  Do you want more, mother?  How about knowing my every thought and secret and feeling and emotion?  As if you didn’t already, so I suppose that has little effect on you anyways.”


“That’s enough,” she said calmly, but I felt that her voice was weakening this time.  I noted that she was whimpering a little as well.

“I won’t let you do the same thing as with the other girls,” I said quietly, remembering all that happened.  I was nineteen for God’s sake.  I wanted to protect Alice; I needed her to be mine, this time, not my enemy or a runaway because of my mother.  “It is my life.”


“You won’t dare.  You can’t tell me what to – “


“Or you what?”  My voice rose again.  I was getting really annoyed by this conversation.  “Throw me out of your house?  Lock me up in my room?  Somehow you haven’t done any of those things yet, even if you did threaten me with them before.”

“Get out!” she yelled.  “I said get out of here!”  I could see her pointing a shaking finger at the door.  I imagined her fuming with heat and boiling water, and that thought made me laugh.  


“Fine,” I said after a while and walked out the door, slamming it behind my back.  I heard her screaming and throwing things about her room.  Crazy woman, I thought, though at the same time felt some kind of pity for her.  After all, father has been dead for fifteen years now.  She should really get a husband, I judged. 

***


As I walked towards my room, I looked forward to seeing Alice again.  My stride lengthened and I added a spring to it.  My mood was still clouded by the previous encounter, but it was evaporating quickly.  My room, unlike mother’s, was light and warm.  Sun poured in through the open windows, and the warm summer’s breeze washed

away my angry mood.  


I walked to my bed where she was lying.  I’ll have to remember to thank Steponas for bringing her here, I thought.  I took out my healing potions from the side drawer by my bed and applied one of them to her wound.  She started moaning and whimpering once again.  I whispered some words to her, feeling sorry for what I was doing, but there was no other way to go about it.  Later I called for Nina, and she helped me to clean the wound and bandage it some.


Calling for Steponas, I asked him to set up a hot bath in my room.  I looked at his honest face, sweat dripping from his brow, and knew that he understood.  He asked no questions, and a steaming, hot water tub was soon prepared in the center of my room.  At that moment, I knew that Steponas was indeed the only man I could trust in this household.  For all these years, he’s been like a father to me.  I knew he’d never tell my mother what I was about to do.


I went to my bed again, and inspected the wound again.  This time I noted that something was wrong with it.  I looked at her hair and at the cloth that I’ve used to wipe the blood with.  There was a lot of it; a lot of blood.  I remember mother once saying to me that certain head wounds were fatal.  They could either kill a person, or damage in a way beyond repair.  Wounds in the head were especially dangerous.

There was a foul smell about her.  Her white skin was all dirty and brownish.  I

looked at the green dress she wore, which hadn’t registered in my mind before, and inhaled the scent of it.  Smells of smoke and dirt mix in the gown.  I leaned back, and looked at the dress again.  It will have to come off soon, and that made me more than just a bit unsettling.  When I pressed my finger to the material of the dress, I noted how soft and elegant the fabric felt.  Silk, I deliberated.  But that would mean that she was… that she was very, very rich.  But how then…?  How did she appear in our garden and nobody’s been looking for her so far?  I didn’t want to think about it; not now.  


I was tingling inside, but I wanted to do this, to take the dress off, if only because my mother wouldn’t want me to.  I wanted to touch her, to slide my hands on her white, if dirty skin.  I started looking for a way to take the dress off, and noted that it wasn’t of 

a Lithuanian design.  It was a foreigner.  As if on cue, some words escaped from Alice’s mouth.  She was feverish, and it could have been easy for me to misunderstand.  However, I knew she was saying something.  The problem was that I couldn’t understand what.  It wasn’t of my tongue.  And then I wondered about her, about the shield of mystery that she offered.  Christianity, perhaps; nobility and richness, likely; and also an outsider of my country.  Who was she?  


I sat on my bed, looking at her face, sliding my hand over and over the silk of her emerald dress.   It was so very, very beautiful; like her.  


“Who are you?” I asked.  “Where do you come from?”  I leaned in and brushed the side of her face, then down her neck, and down her breast.  Realizing that her lacing must be on the back, I turned her around, and untied the ribbons that held in her figure.  Another cold breeze blew in through the window, and I greeted it with eagerness.  Few beads of sweat rolled down my temple, and I wasn’t sure that it was only from the warm weather that this day presented.  I slid a hand underneath the gown then, touching the skin on her back.  My hair on my skin stood up and a shiver went through me.  I felt so thrilled by this emotion, by this forbidden fruit that I was touching now.  


And then the dress was off.  She was lying in my bed, front down.  She was naked and I was shivering.  I couldn’t understand myself.  Gently, I laid one hand, one finger, on her warm back.  I traced it down, the middle of her back, savoring the sense.  A sudden sense of embarrassment came over me at that moment, and I pulled my hand away as if stung.  I wasn’t sure if I could do this.  

The water in the middle of the room was cooling off, and I had to wash her, if only to get the mud off her skin.  I had to think straight if I was to help her, to cure her.  Decision to relax, helped me some.  After all, she was unconscious and there was no one else in the room.  I went to my door and checked that it was securely locked.  Idiot, I thought to myself.  You should have done that before undressing this woman, Alice was it?
Upon my coming back to the bed, I stretched out my hand again and brushed my whole hand over her smooth back.  It felt wonderful, so I did it again.  


Somehow, I managed to get her into the water without much pain to my already fuming body.  When she was in, I noticed a number of bruises and scratches covering her skin.  I had to look away.  Anger steamed inside of me from the thought of what might have happened to this beautiful woman.  


I washed her.  A little while later, I undressed as well and descended into the tub of water with her.  I hugged her naked body, skin on skin.  I kissed her body, caressed it.  I once again wanted to make love to her, desperately.  But it would be a rape, I knew, and the thought stopped me.  Nevertheless, I was kissing her, pressing her to me, touching her.  I washed her hair, being gentle about the wound.  As the water got darker, her hair became lighter.  It got a color of shining rays of the morning sunshine, and I kissed that as well.  I washed her shoulders, her arms, her abdomen, her legs, though I never ventured into where I knew I’d be taking advantage over her.  More than I was doing at this moment.  It felt so good, caring for this woman, for this young beauty.  


She moaned a couple times through this intercourse, at which I was more than a little surprised.  Once she opened her mouth and let out a deep sigh.  I think it must have happened when I first covered her body with mine.  I remember covering her lower lip with my lips, kissing the side of her mouth a little later.  


We were lying in the tub together, her still unconscious body on mine, for I have pulled her on top of me; her back on top of my front.  I realized that however much I tried not to do so, or think that of it, I was still using her, using her body for my own pleasure.  I struggled to erase the thought out of my mind.  


I had one of her hands in mine, playing wit her fingertips, when one of them moved a little.  It was more of a jerk than anything, but a movement nevertheless.  I felt happy, if a bit disconcerted about the situation.  If she woke up now, I don’t know what I would say.  Perhaps she wouldn’t be too angry.  But then again, maybe she would.  


But then the summer’s breeze came through my window again, and I felt an unexplainable happiness in me.  I sensed hope, though I couldn’t place it.  As I held Alice’s hand in mine, I felt that in fact she was my savior, and not the other way around. 
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When she finally opened her eyes, it had been two days since I bathed her.  Nina would sometimes come in, or Emily, another of our maidservants.  They’d clean her, though I was getting seriously worried about her not waking.  They were green, dark green, like her dress.  Her eyes were.  When she opened them, I bent over and looked at her a little.  Fear immediately crept into her eyes, and I leaned back again, cursing myself for this foolish action.  

Don’t pretend not to wish to kiss her again, I was saying to myself.  Not to wish to touch her and to caress her body.  I saw fear in her eyes and I felt disgusted with myself somehow.  I felt intimidated by myself, by her.  We looked at each other for a very long time, and then something happened.  I raised my hand and attempted to come closer to her.  She immediately pulled her covers closer, and immediately slide to one side of the bed, mumbling some unintelligible words under her nose.  I came in closer to her, and was able to make out the language she spoke in.  It was French.  I tried.


“No fear,” I said in her tongue. 


Upon hearing this, she looked at me doubtful at first, then her eyes widened a bit more, and she began to rattle some words which I couldn’t make out because of the speed she was going at.  


“Slow down,” I added after a few moments of her rambling.


Her eyebrows knitted, but then the speed of the words coming out of her mouth changed.  


“Where am I?” was the first phrase I could understand.  Her voice was like honey, soft and low, with that r rolling somewhere in there.


“My house,” I answered.  “Grand Dutchy of Lithuania,” I said waiving my hands around and making a circle to indicate everything, even the outside.  “What happened?” I asked in response, pointing to my head, the place where her wound was.  As she spoke, her eyes wondered about my room.  First, at the three windows, then to my wooden closet, the few chairs, the only burning candle on her left, and finally on me again.  For a moment she looked at the closed door behind my back, but then they returned to my face, examining it curiously.


“I don’t remember,” she said softly.  It felt truthful enough, and I believe her words.  “Perhaps it’s hard to understand, but I can’t remember, I can’t remember.”  She was holding her head in her hands and swinging slowly, back and forth, back and forth, repeating the words.  I knew I had to say something, to calm her.


“It’s all right,” I said.  “Try to relax.”  Again, that r was hard to pronounce, so I repeated the words.  Her fingers dug into her hair, a little deeper, but she seemed to slow down somewhat, so I kept on talking.  “Do not think about it,” I tried.  “I’m sure it will come back later.  Are you hungry?”  I asked after a while.


She must have been, I thought, for it’s been days since she must have had something.  Her swinging had stopped completely by now, and she rose her head to me, looking pleadingly.


“Right,” I said in Lithuanian.  “I’ll be right back,” I told her, and went to call out for Nina, who appeared as if she was listening for my order.


“I want food brought to my room,” I said.  The looking back at Alice added, “a lot.”


“Yes, master Rytis,” Nina said, and almost sprinted off to the kitchens.  I looked after her with some bemusement.  When I closed the door behind my back, I saw that Alice was not in my bed.  She was standing by the window and looking out into the darkness.  I went to stand by her side, and she stiffened noticing my presence.  I took a step back.  


“Relax,” I said, looking into the darkness as well.  


“What do you suppose happened to me?” she whispered quietly.  


“I can only guess,” I said truthfully.  “I found you – “


“You did?”  She turned her head to look at me.


“Yes, a few days ago, in my mother’s garden.”


“And then?”


“Well, I saw you were hurt.  You smelled of smoke, I noted later, and you were very dirty.”  I thought afterwards that maybe I shouldn’t have said that, but she didn’t seem to care much.  “I carried you to my room, I mean Steponas did.”


“Who’s he?” she asked.


“He’s a servant here, in this house.  It’s rather a kind of a castle, really, but home sounds more homely,” I said, smiling a little, and she returned it shyly.  “Perhaps there was a fired, or you were by a fire, but some way you must have been exposed to smoke.”


“And there was nothing here or anywhere around of the sort?”


“No, there wasn’t.  I’ve made inquiries in these couple days, but there is nothing.  I don’t know who you are, and the only indication of your name is on the cross you bear.”  It seemed that only then did she noticed the cross and looked at it.


“Alice,” she whispered.  “Is it my name?  It sounds familiar.”


“Perhaps,” I said.


“And you?  What is your name?” she asked.  I felt kind of stupid then, not having introduced myself earlier.  


“It’s Rytis,” I told her.


“Rytis?  What does it mean?” The r sounded so peculiar when she said it, that I almost laughed out loud.  



“It means ‘morning’ in Lithuanian.”


“Morning,” she repeated.  “Something that will come when this darkness is passed.”  She was looking out the window again, her words melancholy somehow.    


After a short silence, she continued her inquires.


“And this is your house?” she asked.


“My mother’s too.”


“I see,” was all I got.


“She stays in her rooms most the time, though,” I added, feeling as if a further explanation was needed.  


She looked at me then, a smile braving itself on her lips.  


“Why do you say that?” she asked.  


“Em, no reason,” I told her looking away from her inquisitive eyes.  She knew that there was more to the story, though decided to leave it at that.  Alice was about to say something else, when a knock came at my door.  Nina, I though, but then it opened without an invitation, and my mother stood in the hallway.  I felt a sting of shock going through me.  The first glance at the doorway kind of surprised me, for I thought that it was her head only which appeared there.  Then I realized that she was wearing black again, which played out for the illusion on my eyes.  She was blending in into her surroundings.  The color she wore accentuated the expression on her face.  She wasn’t smiling.


Mother went inside my room without being asked and closed the door in front of guilt shamed face.  She again?  I thought.  Why was Ilona missing?  I didn’t remember seeing her for some time now.  Strange.  


“What?” I asked rudely.  Alice looked from my mother to me and back again.


“Just wanted to say ‘hello’ to our little guest,” mother chimed.  


“You had a look, now go.”


Mother looked at me with her jaws clenched.  With a stony expression on her face, she looked at me as if trying to stab me with her gaze, or bend me to her will somehow.  I turned away.  Satisfied, she walked closer and looked at Alice.


“Hello dear,” she said in Lithuanian, but Alice just stared at her.  I felt wicked happiness.  Let it be, I thought.  Mother was confused for the apparent rudeness on Alice’s part, but I said nothing to correct it.  I was in a way feeling mother’s panic in losing control of the situation.  She attempted to take a grip on Alice’s hand, but failed, for Alice quickly slid it out and retreated further into the window frame.  Visualizing mother pushing Alice out the window, I quickly stepped in front of her, blocking her way.  


“She’s afraid of you,” I said.  “You have to go.”


“I will go whenever I please to,” she snapped.  


“I will force you to leave, if you don’t.”


She just smiled pleasantly.  She knew that I feared her, and that behind her apparent sweetness, she would make me whimper or pay for my disobedience, soon.  


“Well, perhaps next time,” she said still smiling.  Leaning a little to one side, she waived to Alice with a “goodbye dearest,” and left the room.


A moment later, Nina came in with the food.  When she placed it by the burning candle, I crossed the room and grabbed her arm.


“Why did you tell her?” I demanded.  


“The mistress wished to know, master,” Nina said, wincing and leaning to my side a little.  I knew I hurt her, but my anger boiled inside of me.  


“Wanted to know what?” I said, tightening my grip and forcing her down.  


“About the lady waking up.  Please sir,” she begged, trying to pry away my grip with the fingers of her other hand.  


“How did you know?” I continued.


“I guessed,” she said, breathing shallowly.  “You have never wanted food in your room before sir, aaahhh,” she squealed.  “Sir, please sir.”


The whole situation was infuriating me.  I hated mother more than ever, and I was letting out my anger on this pitiless servant.  


I felt a gentle pressure on my shoulder.  It was Alice I knew, so I let go of Nina.  She quickly gathered her skirts and was almost to leave the room, when I stopped her with a question.


“Where’s Ilona?” I asked.


She stopped abruptly at my mention of the name.  


“I do not know sir,” she said and left, closing the door quietly behind her.  Alice was standing behind me, I felt, and so we stood like this for a few short moments.  And then I heard something growling.  I began to laugh, loud and with ecstatic merriment in my being.  It was her stomach making the noise.  Such an unexpected yet somehow sweet sound at the same time.  


I turned to her, lifted up the place, and said “Eat,” in French.  


She glanced at the place and took a small piece of bread and tomato from it.  


“No,” I said, taking a chicken’s leg.  “Eat this,” and gave it to her.  We both sat down on my bed and started devouring the food.  I mostly watched, but nibbled at some cheese to keep her the company, and make her feel at ease a little. After a while, I lay back on my bed, my hands behind my head, and observed the ceiling, not really seeing it.  My thoughts were flying with me to France.  I was thinking about where she might have lived and what she might have seen.  I remembered father and mother talking about Joan of Arc, many, many years ago.  And then I thought some on the recent king of France, Luis the Seventh.  I wished that Lithuania had a king as well, but it’s been centuries since that time was, and I doubted it would happen again soon.  Barons, like us, had taken over the control of our immense country at the moment.  There was nothing much to do.


I looked at Alice’s back, at the brown nightgown of Emily’s that she wore right now.  I’ll have to get her some more clothing, I thought.  I knew that mother was out of the question there.  On an impulse, I lay my hand on Alice’s back.  Too late did I realize my mistake.  She froze.  I then grasped it that she wasn’t unconscious anymore. 


“Sorry,” I said to her, and lowered my hand.


“It’s all right,” was her answer.  She turned to look at me.  Her gaze was searching.  I wondered then how old she must be.  Not much younger than me, I decided.  Perhaps seventeen or eighteen; a little short of my nineteen.  


She had finished eating, I noted.  It felt rather awkward then, for neither of us seemed to know what to do or what to say.  And then she laid down next to me, with her back on my bed.  I was aware of her closeness and my blood began to heat again.  By her own choice this time, she was so very close to me.  Our arms were almost touching.  


“Why do you not like your mother?” she asked me slowly, so that I’d be sure to understand her every word.  It got me by surprise, but I understood her curiosity.  After all, the encounter earlier left little doubt about my emotions towards the mistress of my home.  


“Why do you want to know?” I tried to evade her inquiry.  


She seemed to think about it for a moment and then answered.  


“I could see that you don’t like her, if only because of how you behaved.  And even though I could not understand what you were saying to each other, the tones in your voices were enough.”  She went quiet for a moment.  “I, I understand that it’s not something I should care about, that I shouldn’t pry into your business.  For some reason though,” she said, looking at her hands,” I want to know.  I care.”  A pause.  “Will you answer?”  The last part was the quietest in her speech.  I was looking at the ceiling again.  I let out a breath of air loudly.


“She’s very jealous.” I said after a while.  I felt uneasy talking of this, but after a moment, I started pouring it out on her, as if it had been waiting for just the right time to get out.  I felt as if I had a big bag of rocks on my back, and that now the bag had a hole in it and the rocks were dropping out of the bag, one by one.  


“I don’t understand her.  I tried talking to her, telling her that I want to be free, I want to be myself.  I feel as if she’s following my every move, in all that I do.  Even the day that I found you, she was watching over her window.  She wanted to see me later and questioned about who you were, things like that.  I hate it.  It’s just so unbearably frustrating.  We used to talk more when I was little, but the older I grew, the more we grew apart.  I came to realize what a horrible woman she is.”


“What do you mean, ‘she’s a horrible woman’?” Alice asked.  “Has she done anything besides following you around, because many mother’s do that.”


I felt frustration, which was probably directed at Alice at that moment.  


“Yes,” I said quietly.  “She has.”


Alice said nothing, waiting for more.


“There have been other girls in my life, before you came…” I felt silent, realizing what I have just said.  I’ve already professed how I felt, which threw me off balance somewhat.


“Go on,” she said looking at me.


“Well, there were other girls, and then something would happen to them and I would never see them again.  I have never seen any of the girls I liked.  I tried looking for them everywhere.”


“And you think it’s your mother who has something to do with this?”


“Oh no, I think my mother has all to do with this.  It’s just this feeling, whenever I’d be with a certain girl, I’d always feel her presence, always, even if I couldn’t see her.  And then her non-stop questions about the girls, about everything to do with them, not so much about my life besides them, but whatever I’d be doing with them.  You have no ides how frustrating that can get sometimes.”


“How many girls were there?”


“Only two.”  I said nothing after that and we stayed like this for a long while, silent, each one of us thinking our own thoughts.  


“And then she does her potion things,” I said later.  “People are afraid of her.  I know some as well, yes, but her, well, she’s just more that a little.  She’s a lot.”  She said nothing and I thought she went to sleep.  “Alice?”


“I’m listening.”


“What are you thinking?”


“Perhaps if you didn’t know those potions, maybe you wouldn’t have been able to help me?  What do you think?”


It got me somewhat confused, a little shocked, but then serenity settled itself inside of my body.


“Yes,” I said.


“So I cannot despise something, or someone, that has saved my life.  Your mother being one of those people, you the first however.”


“Let’s not talk of my mother anymore.  I’m getting a head ache just thinking about it.” 


There was silence again.


“And then she wears black all the time.  Ever since my father died.  I don’t remember her being happy, only pretending to be.”


“I thought you didn’t want to talk of your mother anymore,” she said, leaning on her elbow to face me, smiling.  


I sat up and gathered my head in my hands, feeling tired all of a sudden.


I heard her speaking again.


“What do people suspect your mother of?” she whispered quietly.


“Witchcraft,” was all I said, but it was enough.  “She has been using plants in her garden, digging them up, boiling them, cutting them…”  Remembering I added.  “I found you there, in her garden.”


“Oh,” she said.  She then leaned in closer and laid her head on my shoulder.  It was a comforting gesture, I understood. I turned my head and looked at her.  


“Thank you.”


At that moment, she grabbed her head and started gasping loudly.  It seemed as if she was convulsing or something unseen has grabbed a hold on her.  She was whimpering and shivering and moaning, all at the same time.  


“My head, my head, my head!” she yelled.  She kept repeating herself, convulsing, swinging back and forth.  


“What is it?  What’s wrong?” I tried asking her in a panic stricken voice.  My voice felt hoarse to me.  I didn’t know what to do.  What was happening to her?  What?  


“It hurts, it hurts,” and she kept on repeating the words.  I saw her crying then.  Jumping to my drawer by the bed, I took out the herbs I had there.  I took some and pressed them so her mouth.


“Eat,” I said urgently.  “It will help you.”  I was almost forcing the dry grass down her throat.  I saw a moment’s mistrust in her eyes, but then the pain won over and she started chewing.  After few minutes, her throbbing became weaker.  She slouched to my bed and fell asleep, still shivering and convulsing some.  I hated what I had to do next, but I knew that there was no choice.  I couldn’t help Alice alone.  I needed help, and there was only one person who could provide it.  My mother.  


I knew this won’t be easy, but I had to help her.  I had to save her.  I couldn’t lose someone again.  I had to save her.  I had to.  


I looked at her tear stained face, at her shallow breathing, and I readied myself.  I felt the house had awakened, and I knew it must have been Alice’s screams earlier that had done it.  Perhaps someone will come to my door.  But even then, I knew I had to go to my mother myself.  Even if Ilona was here, I’d still have to do this myself.    
Chapter 3


It wasn’t easy, the talking that is.  I was able to convince her to look at Alice’s wound, to examine her.  I knew that my mother could help her.  What I feared, though, was that she might hurt her somehow if she did.  Now, mother was touching Alice’s forehead, looking at the wound.  She has decided that a certain amount of blood had to be drawn from her, especially since her heard hurt.  “She has to be leached,” mother said.  I didn’t much like the idea, but there was nothing else I could suggest, so I was forced to agree.  


And then she told me to get out.  I wanted to object, and I did, strongly.  But she simply looked at me and I knew I had no choice.  She was the queen in this game of chess, and I the pawn.  If I objected, she would simply leave Alice to die, or whatever fate was in store for her.  


The waiting was an agony.  I tried to listen, my head against my door, but nothing could be heard.  No sound, nothing.  I feared that she might be dead.  When that fear had grabbed an almost insane hold of me, and I was about to break my room’s door open, Nina walked passed me and into my room, not even knocking.  At that moment, I had a quick glance inside my room.  I saw that Alice was lying front down.  Mother was doing something to her back, binding it I thought. 


More moments of agony.  I leaned against the wall, slit down it, and sat on the floor.  Steponas came and I noted how scattered his red hair was.  


“You need to eat Rytis,” he said.  “I’ll bring you something.”  He disappeared then.  


I counted the spiders on the ceiling and looked out the closed window in this dark hallway.  What was going on in there?  Steponas came and I ate something.  He brushed his hand over his head, evening the tangle there.  


“Rough night?” I asked, not really interested.


“Oh, it’s not, really.”  I’ve seen him and Emily together, and I wondered if it had to do anything with his looks right now.  


After a while he went to see to his chores in the stables and I was alone again.


It seemed like hours went by before Nina peeked her head out.  


“You may come in, sir,” she said and disappeared again, closing the door in front on my face.


“Why, you invite me and then close the door in front on my face,” I said to the empty room.  


I remember now the look on my mother’s face.  It wasn’t icy, as I’ve expected.  Instead, there was something else.  Something I don’t remember seeing there before.  I could not place a word for what I felt when she looked at me.  Smugness?  No, that would be a bit too soft for her eyes.  Pride?  No again.  It was disturbing and disquieting.  I didn’t like it.


She was sitting on my bed, next to Alice, who slept soundly.  Nina walked out and came back a short time later with some more servants to clean up the mess.  Only when they started cleaning, did I realize that there was blood on the floor, as well as in the bed.  It was everywhere, and it was sickening.  I couldn’t understand it.  Why hadn’t I noted this up straight when I walked into the room?  Perhaps it was because of the chilly atmosphere in the room that my mother’s presence brought.  Or maybe it was her eyes which mesmerized me when I looked at them.  Either way, I had to look away in order not to throw up.  The smell of it, of the blood, it made my head spin.  I clenched my teeth and walked to the window.  The morning had almost come.  


When the servants finished and left, I walked to the bed and sat down on it, opposite of my mother.  I saw that Alice’s shoulders were naked and that over her back there went a wide white piece of sheet, tightly tied around her body.


“She had a number of bruises,” mother said, catching my eye.  “I assumed she would, so for the prudence’s sake you had to leave, you understand.” 


“Yes,” I said, remembering.  “I understand.”


“She’s French then,” she continued on, still looking at me.  I decided to look at Alice instead, if only to escape from my mother in this meaningless way.  “That, I see is why she spoke not to me earlier.”


“What is wrong with her, mother?”  


“Her head is.”  She said nothing more.


“She’ll have to live in a different room, of course.” She was examining her fingernails as she spoke


“Of course,” I echoed.   


“It is not appropriate at all for a young woman to sleep in a young man’s room when nothing binds them.  I’ll ask Simona to prepare a room for her,” she announced, proclaiming a name of another maidservants.  


“What about Ilona?”  I asked.


“What about her?” mother fainted surprise.


“Where is she?”


“Not here, as you can see.”  Mother lowered her hand on her lap.  “She’s on business, that is all.”  She stood up and added.  “Though that’s besides the point.  You have to rest too, darling.”  It felt as if she was mocking me when she said the word.  “And our guest here is surely not letting you do that.”


Remembering what she said earlier I asked,


“How did you know about Alice being French?” 


“The cross tells me that her name is not Lithuanian, and she spoke some in her fever.”


“What did she say?”  I realized that I was too eager to know, for my mother’s liking in any case.  


“Fire, smoke, and a man name John.  That was all she said, which was in French.”


I felt then that this moment, this conversation, it was normal for us.  It seemed like we were a mother and a son.  It was my need of her which appealed to the motherly nature, I knew.  And it was true.  I couldn’t have done anything more for Alice, and mother had probably saved her now.  


“Because she has lost a lot of blood, we cannot say exactly what the consequences will be,” she added.  “I am also unsure how the medicine I’ve used is going to affect her.  It was the best I could do.”  After a moment she added.  “How long will she be staying?”


Once again, I felt a pang of anger bubbling in me.


“As long as she needs to,” I said angrily.  “She will have a room of her own, yes, but it will be next to mine.”  For some reason, I felt a surge of protection towards the girl lying in my bed.  I couldn’t understand why, but I needed to protect her


“She should be better, I think,” mother said, and walked out of the room.

***


Days passed slowly.  Alice seemed better.  Her head didn’t hurt much any longer, and I realized that mother must had indeed helped her somehow, not hurt her.  I confided to myself, and to a priest later, that I thought she would surely try to poison Alice, or hurt her in some way.  Since it hadn’t happened yet, my worries lessened and I felt safe in enjoying Alice’s company without worrying too much.  She seemed happy.


We learned each other’s names, and it was strange to her at first when I called her Alice.  She couldn’t understand why, whom I was calling, at first.  I then repeated to her that I found it on the cross hanging round her neck, and she looked at it again, surprised at what she found.  It seemed like she was looking at it for the first time in her life.  


When she said my name, it was difficult to pronounce it in Lithuanian.  The way she said it, it was with a soft r.  The way I, or any Lithuanians said it, the r was hard.  I laughed at her struggle to pronounce it right, at which she stuck out her tongue at me.  At this I laughed so hard that I almost fell out the bed in which she was lying.  


Her new room was not as big as mine, but it still had few windows.  It was light and roomy.  There was a fireplace here, unlike in my room, but since it was summer, she wouldn’t need it for a while I thought.  Of course, Lithuanian winters were very hard, so I might need to spend a night or two in her room, I thought with a smile.


Her head would still hurt from time to time.  After a couple of weeks, we were even able to go ridding to the country side.  She’d be quiet sometimes, but when I started talking and asking her questions, her own questions would start attacking me.  I then understood that she needed encouragement, that perhaps she still feared me a little, for some reason, though I tried not to give her any cause for it.  I wanted her to trust me.  


She would ask me about my life.  I would feel deprived, on my part, since I couldn’t do the same for her.  She still didn’t remember anything of her past.  Instead, she would say what she liked and disliked.  Even on those points, however, she couldn’t be sure.  She would question herself.  Perhaps what she liked right now was something she didn’t before she lost her memory.  I didn’t believe that, though.  I couldn’t believe that a person could change so much, as not to know his own tastes.  However, our thoughts and feelings change all the time.  Maybe hers did too, and it wasn’t the fault of her memory.  


Later, our conversations would change to more personal details about ourselves.  I remember this the most, because she’s always wanted to know about my relationship between me and my mother.  Why were we so cold to each other?  What was going on?  I answered same way in these types of questions to her, as I’ve done before.  This battle between my birth giver and me had been going on ever since I can remember, ever since my father died.  Perhaps she blamed me?   Blamed me for what?  His death?  But that would be impossible, since he was away, fighting, when he got hurt.  And then he came back and lived for some more years, because of her healing.  That was when I was born.  I wouldn’t have been here, if she didn’t know how to heal my father.  

***


We were ridding for about half an hour.  It was evening; warm sun bathed me inside its rays and I closed my eyes, savoring the sense.  


“I’m sure she’s angry about us being together, about us ridding together,” I said when Alice broached the subject of my mother again.  


Alice looked down, I saw, opening my eyes.  I stopped talking.  


“What about you?” she whispered quietly.  


“What do you mean?” I asked in the same quiet tone, not understanding her question.


She looked at me, an exasperated look on her face.


“About this, I mean, about this,” she said, her tone rising, her hand motioning around herself.  “About us ridding and spending time together.”  She felt silent again.  “You – you want this?  You are not feeling as if I am a burden to you?”


She had stopped her horse and was looking at her hands.  I finally realized what was bothering her.  It seemed so absurd that I couldn’t stop myself from laughing.  She looked at me angrily then and kicked her horse on both sides.  It immediately started into a sprint and I barely had time to react, to race after her.


“Wait,” I tried to yell, but she wouldn’t listen.  “Hold on, be careful!”  I was thinking about her head.  It’s been a while yes, but she still hadn’t healed completely.  We were racing through a field of red wild flowers.  Her golden hair was shimmering in the sunset.  This situation seemed almost funny to me.  It wasn’t though.  I have never seen her like this.  I couldn’t believe that she would feel like I didn’t want her here, with me.


“Wait Alice,” I tried again.  My horse had almost reached hers.  I saw her eyes fixed on a point ahead, though she didn’t see it.  It was anger which blocked the clarity of her thinking.  


Our horses were side by side now.  I glanced a nearing forest up ahead.  I had to react fast before we got into the thicket of it and probably get hurt somehow.  I managed to climb on my horse.  It all happened in an instantaneously.  I jumped on top of her horse.  She tried to attack me, screaming and hitting on my front, my head, my chest.  


I still cannot understand exactly how it happened.  I was trying to hold her as tight as I could, but I underestimated her strength and the flexibility of her body.  First she was on the horse.  Next thing I knew, she was on the ground, rolling.  I stopped the horse, which took some effort, since it was as scared as I was, and sprinted back to her.  She was riving, but still conscious.  


“Why did you do it, you little idiot?” I yelled, taking her face in my palms.


She was moaning a little and I realized that something was wrong again.


“Where does it hurt?” I asked her urgently.


“My…. My head, ahhhh!” she yelled. 


“Oh God,” I said hoarsely, taking her up in my hands.  “Why did you do it?  Why?”  I couldn’t stop myself from asking her quietly, while lulling her back and forth.  I felt hot water rolling down my cheeks.  It started to rain, not long after my tears finished drying.



She was till moaning a little, and both of us were cold, but we slept in the field nevertheless.  


When I woke up, she had her head in her hands.  I saw immediately that something was wrong with her eyes.  They were wide and frightening.  She looked passed me with fear and confusion.  Her eyes seemed to be unable to focus, either on me or anything.  She was looking at something, but not really seeing it.  


“What’s wrong?” I asked her, coming closer to her on my knees.


“The voices,” she whispered.  “The voices, they’re everywhere.  They’re everywhere.  Do you hear them?”  She looked at me then, an insane expression in her eyes.  I felt afraid of her then, very afraid.  


“What voices?”  I asked her.  “What are you hearing?”


“The voices,” she repeated again.  “Can’t you hear them?  They’re everywhere, everywhere.”  She started to moan, still holding her head in her hands, swinging back and forth.  


“What are they saying Alice?  Tell me, what are the voices saying?”  I didn’t know what else to say.  I was afraid, afraid of her.


“Mean things.  They curse and they swear, and they say that I should be afraid of you.  Will you hurt me?  Will you leave me?  Will you give me to your mother like the other girls?  Will you?  Will you?”


Something was wrong with her voice.  It sounded almost childish, mean, and yet pathetic at the same time.


“No Alice, no.  I would never do that to you, never.  I don’t want to frighten you, I don’t, believe me please,” I begged.  


“Oh, the voices, she repeated.


“Don’t listen to them Alice.  They’re bad, the voices are bad.  Don’t listen to them.”


“They told me you would say it.  They knew you would.  Why Rytis?  Why?”


I wanted to touch her, to hug her, but she shied away, just slightly, and that hurt me more than anything so far.  


“Please Alice,” I said.  She fought me for a little, but then I succeeded in hugging her afterwards.  She was still beating me, but then I felt her crying and moaning at the same time.  Small sobs would come once in a while, but then she would cry, childishly.  


What was wrong with her?  What was happening?  I knew it was her head again.  Did she hurt it again?  Must have had, I knew, otherwise what?  


Just then I felt as though I was holding a small child in my embrace.  She was lost inside of me.  She was lost in her own world now.  And now her head was all mixed up.  She was so different form anything in my life.  She had made me alive.  And now, now I was afraid for her, or her even.  


I managed to get her on a horse somehow, and we rode home.  It was night, and we were soaking wet.  All the while we rode, I felt as if Alice had become a child, all of a sudden.  Her behavior was so unsure and her look wondered from one place to the next.  She looked at me a couple of times as if to say “What?” and then would complain about her voices again.  


When we got home, she was sleeping in the saddle in front of me.  I dismounted and carried her to her room.  I laid her gently, brushed some hair from her face, and kissed her gently on her left cheek.  She looked so normal now, so unlike that frightened creature just half an hour ago.  “Don’t die my gentle crystal,” I whispered with a barely audible whisper.  “I’ll be back,” I said, feeling uneasy at having to leave her in this state of her mind, even if she did sleep.  

***


On my way to my mother’s room, I saw someone coming out of the shadows.  As I was getting closer, my eyes were able to make out the features of the person now coming my way.  Her scarlet hair was shimmering in the dim candle light, light on the sides of the hallway.  Only the used parts of the castle had light at night.  Her mane was loose, uncommon for Lithuanian women.  Her skin as white as a first snow on a winter’s night, and her lips a shade darker than her hair.  She was moving towards me, her round hips swinging from side to side.  When she stopped, just an inch from my body, she leaned in and kissed me deeply.  


I pulled her back from me.  She smiled.  


“What are you doing Ilona?”  I asked her with anger in my voice.  She said nothing but smiled.  “Where were you?” I asked her then, understanding that the answer to my previous question would be slow in coming.  


She walked round me, touching my shoulder with her hand.


“Here and there,” she said playfully, as if tossing a bone to a dog.  “But do you really wish to know it?  Truly?”


“Oh never mind,” I said angrily and marched up to my mother’s room.


“Egypt, darling, the place’s called Egypt,” she said behind me and laughed her mocking laugh.  “One day,” I’ve heard her saying as I walked in through the open door and closed it behind me.  

Chapter 4


For some reason, I looked round her room as I walked in.  It seemed darker than ever, I noted.  As always, the curtains were drawn, though since it was the night, it made little difference anyways.  Stone walls were reflecting the shadows form the burning candles all over the place, occupying most of the floor.  Light illuminated a small wooden box in the center of the room.  Candles seemed to be circling it in a huge ring of fire.  Mother was working on it, trying to open it.  She was trying to cut loose a rope which was around the box.  She was using a small knife, I saw, which I hadn’t noted before.  It had strange pictures on its handle.  A sun, a moon, some red color intertwined between the two, and some stars as well, mingled in there some place.


“Mother,” I said, realizing that she hadn’t seen me as of yet.  I speculated at the thought, for it didn’t  happen often.  Her eyebrows were knitted together, her lips tightly pursed together.  Then she bit her bottom lip a bit.  Even few strands of hair had escaped her cruel bun, information which I couldn’t miss.


She suddenly glance up, when I spoke, and then went back to work.  


“I see Ilona’s back,” I continued.  “Egypt, wasn’t it?”


She was saying nothing, which annoyed me.


I went further into the room, feeling that I was permitted to do so by the lingering silence in the chamber.  I knelt by my mother, who was also kneeling, and bent to her.


“Mother,” I said quietly this time, “it’s Alice again.  Something’s wrong with her.  She’s hearing voices now.  She’s not herself.”  I felt silent, thinking about what I just said.  It sounded horrible, even after I already knew it.  “I, I don’t know how to help her.”  I was looking at her pleadingly.  I saw that her work had slowed.  Her hand was slowing in the cutting of the rope.  She was thinking, I knew.  That was good.


“You know,” she began after a long while, “you’re so similar to your father.”  She stopped her work and laid the knife on the box.  “He also had your eyes.  Hmm, that was strangely said, wasn’t it?”  I felt that she seemed a little happier that I have seen her in a long time.  


She stood up and walked up to me.  Taking my hand in hers, she started rumbling with my hair.  It was very strange, this act of apparent intimacy, this closeness, but it felt good nevertheless.  


“Perhaps it is you who has his eyes, and then his features, the same strong and muscular body, and almost the same mind.  Almost.”  She stooped down a little and slid a hand over the surface of the box, as if cleaning some dust off of it.  She was looking at it with hunger in her eyes.


  “I will help your friend,” she said, looking at the box, “on one condition.”  She then knelt beside me and looked into my eyes.  “If you make me feel the way you want her to feel.”  She stopped for a moment, letting me absorb what it was that she was saying.  “I want you to kiss me, to touch me, to make love to me.”  She was stroking my head, my neck, and she was saying these things to me.  


I though I’ve heard her incorrectly.  It couldn’t be possible.  Was she trying to be funny?


“What?” I asked her unbelievably, my voice croaking.  She let go of me and turned round.  Walking away from me a little, she took out the hair pins that were nailing her hair to her head and let it loose.  Her hair fell in dark curls round her shoulders and down her back.  Light of the candles played on them, making her features soft and somehow more feminine.  She smiled the way I hadn’t seen her smile before.  She looked radiant.  She looked beautiful.  


“I know that you love her very much,” mother continued.  “I will not heal her completely until you do as I say.”


“You did this on purpose?” I said, barely audibly.  I was looking at the ground, somewhere half way to where she stood.  


“Yes Rytis,” she said, using my name, which sounded very strange on her lips.  “But I couldn’t have done much more without this box,” she said looking at it.  “Ilona was courteous enough to have traveled on this journey to bring it to me.  And now I can,” she added, looking at me, a smile on her face.


I was still shocked about what she had asked of me earlier.  I wanted to throw up.  I realized then that I was still kneeling.  I got up.  Without looking at her, just to say something, I asked,


“So what’s in there can save Alice?”


“But of course,” mother announced.  “Though for a price, you understand.”


“Why mother?  Why?” I couldn’t stop myself.  “Why do you want to do this?”  I was looking at her now, trying to figure her out, why would she wish to diminish her own son this way.


She said nothing for a long time.  I’ve heard the rustling of burning candles and saw the jumping shadows on the walls their light made.  She spoke.


“I’ve told you,” he voice was smaller this time.  It was matching my own quiet whispers.  “I loved your father very much.”  She turned her back on me.  I couldn’t see where she was looking, though that mattered not.  “He would have died, you know, when he came back from war, were it not for me, for my healing.  You wouldn’t be here.”


“I know mother,” I said, my teeth clenched.  I wanted to get out of here.  I felt as if she was suffocating me with her every word.  She was knitting a net around me, using her words as baits to pull me inside of it.  “You’ve told me when father died.”


“And you should thank my herbs for living, not cursing them, you know that then, don’t you.”


I said nothing.  


She continued on.


“I want to remember what it feels like being loved.  I want to remember your father.  You are so much like him.  Please my son.”


I was disgusted beyond anything I felt in my life.


“I can’t mother,” I said.


“I’m sorry then, but I cannot help you in what you ask me as well.”  Her last words cut me like a knife.  “I know I appear to be egoistic, but I wanted this for long.  And now,” she was coming towards me.  Her look reminded me of that I saw in Alice’s eyes just an hour ago.  “Now, you want my help, my help.  And it’s urgent, not like the other day.  She won’t ever be the same unless I help you, and you know it, don’t you my son?  Yes, you know that well.”


“You shame us mother.”


“Shame us?” Her voice was unbelieving.  “In what way, please explain.”


“You know very well what I mean mother.”


“No.  I’m afraid I do not.”   Her eyes were wide, looking at me, questioning me, as if concerned in some way.


“You do things that some consider miraculous.  I mean healing that you do.  But more people consider it witchcraft.  The way you dress, the way you behave.  It’s been fifteen years mother.  Fifteen years.  You scare people, and they try to look up to you.  To us.  After all, we are the ones who shelter them.  We give them food, earth to plant, to live.  The way you behave, it’s bad.”  She was looking at me with a fiery expression on her face.  It was made to melt me, but I refused to burn.  “You go places people are afraid to go to.  I’ve even heard that went to a graveyard at night and danced naked around a bonfire.  Is that true?”  I gave her a moment to reply, but when she didn’t, I tossed my hand, as if trying to clean the idea away from my memory.  “And even if it wasn’t, why would people talk about it?  Something has happened then, I know.  You are bad, and perhaps you are what people say, a witch.  I want you to help me, but what you ask, I, I cannot do.  And well, there’s no one else but you.”


“That’s right, there’s no one else.”  Her voice was icy and I shuddered.  “I have to work.  If that is your answer, I want you to leave, now.”


“Mother – “


“Go Rytis.  She’s waiting.”


I turned round and walked to the door.


“It’s insane mother,” I said, opening the door.


“And perhaps she is as well, or soon will be,” mother answered as I walked out.  


This couldn’t be happening.  I felt like I was living a nightmare that I couldn’t awaken from.  I hated my light, and there was only one beam of sunlight in it.  Alice.  I went to her.  I wrapped her in my arms and slept in her bed.

***


In the morning, it was Ilona who had awakened me.  


“What a pretty picture,” she said smiling, looking from Alice to me and back to Alice again.  I had my arms still wrapped around her and Ilona was looking at this with a hint of jealousy, I could tell.  


“And who’s this?” she continued.  “I was looking for you everywhere, but is seems that you might have changed the address of your bedroom since I was gone.  How about it, Rytis?”


I got up slowly, but Alice opened her eyes nevertheless and sat up as well.


“Her name is Alice,” I told Ilona.


I saw the frightened bird’s look on Alice’s face.  She was hiding behind my back.  Her eyes glanced on Ilona, never settling just on one spot.  Whenever their eyes would meet, she’s quickly hide them on some other spot, concentrating hard on it.  Her hair was disheveled all over her head.  She had dark circles under hear head, and the expression on her face was almost menacing.  In a way, she looked more like a witch than my mother did.  The thought frightened me, even if I didn’t realize it then.


Looking at Alice I said to her in French, “and this is Ilona.  My sister.”


“Hello Alice,” Ilona said, fainting friendliness.


“She can’t understand you,” I told Ilona.  “You’ve heard me when I spoke in a different language.”


“Oh yes, I did,” she said.  “It’s just so much fun to look at her confused expression.”  Ilona smiled.  


I wondered about my family then, about my life, about how very crazy it all was.  I couldn’t believe it all.  The two women of my family, they both wanted me, for some reason, and all I wanted was to be a son and a brother to them, nothing more.  I watched Ilona carefully just then, seeing her never ending mockery.  It was good, in a way, for it brightened her world, sometimes mine too, for I didn’t think about my problems when she was making fun of me or the world in general.  But now she was touching something which I have vowed to guard.  I have vowed to protect Alice, if only to do so for myself and nothing more.  I decided to ignore Ilona for the moment.


“How are you feeling?” I asked Alice.


She looked at me, her eyes with that strange glint of uneasiness and fear.  Her word was somehow muffled inside of her mouth.


“Better,” she said quietly.  


“And your head?”


Her eyebrows somehow knitted together and she looked at me with wonder.  Then she looked at her fingernails.  I saw her face struggling with itself.  It was as if to answer me she had to put effort in doing so.


“It’s… it don’t hurt much.”


“Good, are you hungry?”


“Yes, I…”


“What?”


“I, I think God spoke to me.  I think so, I think so.”  She was looking at her hands.  She raised them, curved them, and it seemed almost as if she was speaking with her hands and not me.


I wasn’t sure if Ilona could understand any of this.  And then I wanted to be alone with Alice.  I realized that this might just as well cause her embarrassment, for Ilona is surely going to make fun of her later on.


“Leave,” I told her.


“No,” she resisted.  “I’m enjoying this.”


I guessed by this that she could understand what Alice was speaking.  I got up.


“Get out of this room!”


“I said no little brother.  I’ll stay here.”


“Get out!”


I came closer to her and placed my hands on her, pushing out of my room.  She was struggling with me, but my anger and strength was stronger than hers.  I locked the room’s door once she was out of it.


“I’ll tell mother,” she threatened.


“Go ahead,” was all I said and walked back to Alice.  


She was watching me.


“You’re better?” I asked.  “Really better?”


“I, I think so.”


“What did God say?”


“He said something about danger.  Something about danger in the future.”  She stopped and unexpectedly laughed.  Then she started meddling with her cross, not really noticing it.


“Danger?  What kind of danger?”


“I don’t know.  He was very afraid.”  She stopped her meddling for a while and looked somewhere in the distance, thinking.  “It’s strange, isn’t it?  For God to be afraid.”  A laugh again.


“Yes, it is,” I said.


“You have not mentioned your sister before,” she said in a singsong kind of voice.


“It doesn’t matter.  She doesn’t matter.  I don’t care.”  And I really didn’t.  I felt an urge to do something, and so I asked her.  “Can I kiss you?” I said, not really believing what I’ve said myself.  She was delirious in her head, and I was thinking of myself.  I continued.  “It’s just that yesterday, when we argued, I thought I would lose you somehow.  I was so afraid.  I would never, I would…”  I was struggling with my words.  I didn’t know what to say.  “I, I would never, ever want you to leave.  It’s just that I…” I stopped.  I was facing the wall now, noticing the dust on the floor and a bug creeping in a corner to my left.  I was sitting on the edge of her bed.  She was kneeling in it, behind me.


“You are afraid,” she said.  These simple words sounded more normal than anything she had said so far since the accident.  “Afraid of what you want, but don’t know if you can have.”  She was speaking simply and plainly.  I felt that all she said was a true reflection of how I really felt.  I felt a pressure on my back.  I realized a moment later that Alice had place her forehead there.  “You are afraid of me, aren’t you?” she asked me.


“Yes,” I said without thinking.  “I am afraid to hurt you,” I continued, looking at my hands.  “I am afraid to make you cry.  And then, if we do decide to love each other – “


“We don’t have to decide anything,” she cut me short.  “It’s been decided for us.”  She stopped.  Once again, I was surprised at how normal she sounded now.  Perhaps she will heal by herself.  Perhaps I won’t need my mother after all.  “I don’t think I have thanked you for saving my life yet,” she said simply.  “I thank you.”


“I love you,” was my response.  She said nothing.  “But I am afraid to let you love me, if you do.  I don’t want you to hurt.”


She pulled her head away from my back.  Then I felt a pressure on both of my shoulders.  She had grabbed me then and pulled me down on her bed.  


“I, I too love you,” she said, though there was some kind of unsure ness in her voice.  I saw her eyes.  They were jumping, like before, from one spot to the next.  But then they seemed to settle on my face.  On my eyes.  It was awkward, the kiss that is, though wonderful nevertheless.  She was kissing me from above me, the other way around.  I touched her cheek and she leaned against my hand.


“Thank you,” I told her when she released me.


“I’m not done yet,” she said, pinning me down again.


“Oh?” I said playfully and rolled her over.  I was the victor and she the victim now.  I on top and she on the bottom on this game.  She laughed at this and ruffled my hair a bit.


“You’re beautiful,” she said to me.  “You’re eyes and everything about you is.  I don’t know if this is love, but I want you.  I really do.  I want to be close to you so very, very much.”


“That is enough for me,” I answered and kissed her again.  We shared each other’s kisses for a while, drinking from each other’s mouths, unable to satisfy the thirst we felt.  She was kissing me back just as fiercely as I was kissing her.  It felt almost as if we were wrestling with each other, trying to see who will come the stronger one.


And then, then she collapsed and started to moan.  I knew immediately what was going on.  Her head, it was hurting again.


“Ahhhhhhhh!” she screamed.  “Stop it, stop it, stop it!” she kept on repeating.  I didn’t know whom she was talking to, or what about, but I was afraid more than ever.  I was trying to console her, but she just kept of yelling and moaning and swinging back and forth, holing her head in her hands.  It was all mixed up together.  


Finally, she rested again.  She slept and I wiped the tears from her face.  I knew that I have cried as well, but for some reason I wanted my tears to stay where they were, to be a reminder for a while of what had just happened.  I wanted to keep the sign of the agony I felt for her pain.          

Chapter 5


“Mother, wake up mother.”  I was standing by her bed.  She was sleeping.  When I knocked, few minutes ago, she didn’t open, so I walked in.  


“Come closer,” I suddenly heard my mother’s voice.  I didn’t see her speak, for her face was deep in the shadows.  I moved.  


“Mother, I, it’s - .”


“Yes, I know why you’re here.  I heard the screams.”


“You’ve heard?  But you didn’t care to come?”


“Sit on the bed,” she ordered.  I did as I was told.  I had a faint idea as to why I was listening to her, why I was obeying her now.  Alice.  Did I really love her that much?  Did I really want her body that much, for I knew that this love, in a way, was just as much physically as emotional.  I was doubting myself more and more with every thought.  I knew what mother wanted from me, and I knew that this was what monsters want, not mothers.  Why was I obeying her?  Why?  I felt so tired and lost.  It was like a raindrop had fallen into a pool of ocean, into this crazy, unknown world.  I didn’t know what to do and if my actions were justifiable at all.  They weren’t my actions.  They were my mother’s. 


I closed my eyes and saw Alice.  I felt Alice touching me and kissing me.  I saw Alice smiling and calling my name, yet I knew that it wasn’t mine at the same time.  It was my father’s.  I didn’t raise my hands or opened my eyes.  I did not wish to see.  What was wrong with me?  I felt completely disconnected from the world as my mother fucked me.  


She called my father’s name, I heard that in my unconsciousness somewhere.  She wanted something more, me alive perhaps.  But I wasn’t able to give it to her.  I was dead at that moment.  I couldn’t understand her paranoia, my paranoia and her insane love, her insane devotion to my father.  But then, perhaps it was the same thing, the same kind of paranoia I felt to the girl that I was doing this diabolical deed for. 


I didn’t open my eyes until it was done.  I gathered the small bundle of herbs that she gave me afterwards, and walked out the room.  Ran out almost.  Almost.  My feet were barely dragging my body.  They were shaking, as the rest of me.  When I was outside, I threw up.  Then I ran into the cold, outside, and into the stables.  I couldn’t go to Alice like this, not right now.  It wouldn’t feel right.  I stuffed the herbs into a pocked and slouched to the floor.  I had to cry, but nothing happened.  Not a single drop fell to my cheeks.  Something had dried up in me, some kind of wall had gathered me inside itself and I was barely breathing inside of it.  I started struggling to breathe.  My breath came shallower in my lungs, forcing the air quicker than it came in.  


I wanted to hide.  I was too embarrassed of myself and my body.  I didn’t wish anyone to see me, not like this.  I didn’t want anyone to laugh at me, or worse, to pity me.  I went deeper into the stables, hid behind some piles of hey, and fell there, whimpering and shivering.  I tried to cry, I tried to do so more than ever in my life.  Nothing happened.  I felt disgusted with myself.  I wanted to wash, to clean myself up off this mess, of the memory that will always be branded inside of me.  And then I felt too tired to do anything.  I slept, thinking of Alice.  

***


Later, I realized that I would never be able to give Alice up, for any reason.  She was too dear for me now.  I realized that I’d rather die than let that happen.  I knew that what happened with my mother, was a price a had to pay in order for Alice to become a part of my life, a part of me.  I wanted this love to be innocent, but it could never be so now.  I felt sure that she had never been with a man in her life, but I, I have… with my mother.  I couldn’t stand the thought.  


Even when I woke later, discovering myself still in the stables, I still couldn’t find strength in myself to get up, will enough to go and wash myself or to clean up.  I slept again.  I pitied myself, I knew that well enough, but didn’t I have the right to?  I wanted to be strong, like my father was, but I couldn’t do that any longer.  


When the next morning came, I went to Alice.  She slept.  I woke her gently and gave her the herbs, which she chewed slowly, her eyes watching me intently.  After a while, she slept again.  I waited by her side, sitting on the edge of her bed.  When she looked at me, I was unable to meet her gaze.  I saw her judgment every time I tried to look at them.  After a while, I went to my room and locked the door.  I feared my mother would come.  I feared her more than anything in this world.  She haunted my dreams that day.  

***


There was a knock, but I ignored it.  Then another knock came, some time later.  I slept again.  The night went by, and then another morning came.  I felt no need to get up or to eat, or to do anything at all.  I felt all dirty inside, wasted somehow.  I didn’t want to be anymore.  I slept, I got up and walked a bit, and then I slept again.  When I woke again, I went to the window and looked out.  It rained.  The knock came again, more insistent this time.


“Master Rytis,” it was Steponas.  “Sir, please open the door.”


I stayed quiet, hoping that he would go away. 


“Master, if you don’t open this door, your mother said to barge in anyways, to brake the door down.”


I knew that my mother had given him no such command.  She would either be too ashamed of her self, like I was, and what I doubted very much.  Or, more likely, wouldn’t care.  


This few days that I’ve spent in solitude, I began to think on many things I have overlooked before.  Why did I let my mother do it?  Was it really because of Alice?  I couldn’t go away from that thought.  Or could it have been something else?  Could it have been some sick need for a motherly love on my part?  Did I myself wish to infact be close to her, however twisted this might have turned out to be?  Perhaps I wanted her to love me?  Perhaps.  But no, not like that, never like that.  Even if that’s what I wanted, it wasn’t what I got.  She had used me for her own selfish need, for her selfish madness.  I was too weak to resist it.  I pitied myself too much.  I doubted myself.  I wondered about how wicked I was, not my mother so much, but I.  Perhaps it was because of me that father died?  Could it have been?  Mother had never said it, but it almost came to me to realize it, the way she had put the story.  She wanted me to be thankful for having this life, she never wanted me to forget it.  But now, after all this, did I really wish to live anymore?  Did I?  


For once I obeyed her, and then what?  Nothing.  It only felt worse than before.  Did I really love Alice like I thought I did?  Like I told her I did?  I haven’t even bothered looking for her home much.  It was only for a day or two that I tried to find it out, and that was all, after all.  I knew close to of her identity. 


Suddenly, as I was thinking of Alice, I remembered the look on my mother’s face.  It was the time when I walked into my room and she had finished caring for Alice.  I now was able to place that look on her face.  My knowledge, I knew, came from the experience few days ago.  From the realization of my mother’s intentions, long time ago now, as she said it herself.  The look on her face, it was lust.  In a way, she was telling me, with that look of hers, that I am in debt to her.  However, hidden behind that look, there was another one which I just identified.  Lust.  


This mattered little now, however, since I have been late in understanding her thoughts.  Stupid, stupid, stupid!

I heard a loud thud at my door.  It was Steponas, I reckoned, trying to brake my oak door down.  It will take more than that my friend, I thought.  “This is your last warning, Rytis,” my friend said.


I went to the door and unlocked it.  Steponas opened it from the outside, but I went back to standing by the window, not waiting for him to speak or enter.  I looked out at the falling rain again.  When the door slowly opened, squeaking a bit, a bulky figure of a man I knew all my life came in.  His steps were clumsy and I could easily hear his progress through my room’s floor.  Steponas was older than my father by some years.  Her could have been my grandfather if I had to guess at his age.  I felt as though in reality, Steponas was my real father.  


He crossed the room and stood on my left, also watching the rain, I noted.  


“Master,” he began.  “Rytis, I, I’ve noticed you the few days ago, in the stables.”  I saw his discomfort in talking about this.  His voice broke in the middle of the sentence.  “I saw that you were ill and I was worried.”


He kept the formal tone between us, the title as well, though I wished he didn’t.  At the moment, however, I felt too tired to request this of him.


“Please master Rytis, son,” at the word both of us felt uncomfortable, and he cleared his throat.  I felt strange happiness as the time passed, though.  He continued, “what’s bothering you?  Why are you so unhappy, spending your days in here?”


It felt good to be called son again, I was thinking.  Steponas had done so many times in my life, but it’s been years since I last heard it coming out of his old, scattered lips.  I turned my head towards him a little and he lay his hand on my shoulder.  I looked at it, at his wrinkled skin, his hard working hands, fingers, his dusty, dirty fingernails and his shabby skin.  A hand of a hard working man.  I looked at my own hand.  It was smooth, young, clean.  An opposite in every way.  He was my father.  I wanted to be like him.  I wanted to be as different from my mother as I could.


“It hurts,” I finally said.  “My heart and my head, and my whole body is aching.  I hate this place Steponas, I hate it, hate it.”  I was looking at the falling water outside as I spoke.  I felt like crying, but even if I could do it, it would be too shameful to do it in front of this man I respected so much.  “I…  Why, why do you think that I haven’t searched to Alice’s home yet?  I mean I have a little, but not enough, not enough.  What do you think is wrong with me?”


Steponas withdrew his hand and went to sit on my bed.  I turned round and looked at him, but just for a second.  I didn’t really felt interested in the answer.  I wasn’t interested in anything anymore.  I wanted him to leave, very much.


“That’s not really what’s hurting you, is it?” he said.


We were quiet for a while.  I said nothing, until I felt tired of standing and went to lie in my bed again.  I pulled my covers up and turned to face the wall.  


“What is wrong with me?” I asked again, my concentration fading.  


“Nothing’s wrong with you Rytis, nothing.  Perhaps you’re different, but that’s because of your ability to be good, to be yourself.  That’s what we all are, different.  You are a good person, even if you might not realize it.  There is nothing wrong with you.”


He was trying to comfort me, I knew, and somehow it felt good as he spoke.  “What wrongness there is, comes from other people, who are maybe wicked, but more likely confused about their actions, their lives.  They do not know how to live them, which makes them bad, for what we know it to me in any case.  Because of those people, you lose yourself; you lose who you are.  Well, do you see then?  I don’t know if I’m making any sense to you, Rytis, for I’m not even sure if I can understand it myself.”  I felt some shifting on my bed.  I guessed he was uncomfortable again, about what he just said, I supposed.  “You got to understand, my boy, that there’s a border of evil and of goodness.  What separates them two is a line, and we humans stand on it.  Some of us go to the good, while others lean to the bad side.  And then, well, what follows from there are the actions we take to justify the side that we have chosen.”


         I felt that he himself was somewhat confused about what he was saying, but in a way, it all made sense.  Perhaps he understood little as to why he was saying this to me, but whatever his reasons, it helped me feel better.  I was thinking about what he had said, and it helped me to forget.  And then, perhaps he felt that the reason he had to keep on talking with me, on telling me something, anything, was because he wanted to keep me with him.  I listened and he talked.  It was almost like a lullaby to me. 


“World is often a messed up place, you know.  We live and we die, and then we don’t know why we have come here in the first place.”  He stopped for a moment, as if to think on what he had just said to me.  “I guess our purpose in life is then to find what it is, to discover it so to speak.  And then who fail at it are perhaps the ones considered to be bad, because when we’re born, we all have a chance to choose, or until we grow some and then are perhaps able to understand what is good and what is bad.  Everyone sees those two in rather different ways, though.  Goodness might differ for some, as well as badness.  We don’t know.  At least I don’t.”  He fell silent then.


I listened to his talk as it enthralled me.  How did he know all this?  I had no idea of how deep a thinker he was, never.  Where did all those thoughts come from?  He seemed like an all new Steponas to me, all of a sudden.  He talked some more, but after that, I don’t remember much more of anything.  It was the rhythm of his voice which helped me to sleep again.  This time the dreams were less threatening and more approachable.  


I dreamt of sea and of a storm happening in it.  I was swinging in a boat in the middle of the storm and there was not a piece of land around me, as far as I could see.  I was terrified that I would drown soon, that the boat would tilt from the terrible waves in the sea.  Sky seemed to be mixed with the water of the sea.  I couldn’t see where one ended and the other began.  It was raining too and the sky was full of lightening and thunder.  Suddenly, I saw a patch of yellow in the sky, some distance away from where my little boat was swinging.  A single beam of sunlight came through this gap in the dark clouds.  It was hard to see through the high waves and the sprays of the sea water were getting in my eyes.  But I saw that the beam was golden and it was bright.  I turned my boat towards it and started to swim.

***


Steponas would visit my room once in a while.  He was the only one who brought me food and then stayed some, keeping me company, talking of his duties, his work, horses.  Then he’d have to leave me to attend to them.  He did a lot of the household chores.  First of all, he took care of his love, the horses.  Then the gardens, unless they were my mother’s of course.  Some village boys would help him once in a while, but since mother didn’t bother to hire much help, the castle always seemed rather empty.  She, after all, was the head of the household.  I wasn’t old enough to take it over from her, by the law and tradition.  


Steponas also did anything that was required in the house, repairs and other similar duties, like bringing Alice to my room the other day.  But most importantly, however, he was my friend, if not so much a father figure.  It struck me now that I was only understanding this now, only now, when I needed him, or someone, the most.  I was happy of this change in me, of this understanding that I was going through.


I asked him about Alice few times, and he told me that she was sleeping a lot, like I was.  Emily was the one who took care of her mostly, though Steponas went to her once in a while as well.  I thought then how strange it seemed that apparently everyone had forgotten about me and Alice at this time.  By everyone I mean my mother and sister of course.  No one else really visited us.  We had few friends, and even those were too far away to pay us a visit often, or for us to do so.  


I asked Steponas about Ilona.  She seemed to have vanished again, though no one knew where.  He guessed, however, that it was probably to the city, like she did on occasion.  She would sometimes bring men with her as well, and he guessed that it might happen again this time.  


Despite of what Steponas had said, however, she walked into my room the next day.  I cursed myself for forgetting to lock the door, for dismissing this duty as a trivial one after few days of peace had passed.


“So,” she said, “I’ve heard of what happened.”  I was lying in my bed, reading a book.  She stood at the end of my bed, looking at me, one leg in front of the other, leaning her arm on her hip, the other on a thigh of the forward leg.  I thought that she would start laughing again, like the last encounter we had.  She didn’t.  She walked around the bed, close to me, and snapped the book out of my hands because I was not looking at her.  I was fainting an interest in what I was reading, trying to ignore her.  


“What’s this?  Some poetry?”  The tsked her tongue a couple times.  “Childish brother, childish.”  I looked at her angrily.  


“What do you want Ilona?”


She was looking at me with a bemusement in her eyes.  She then attempted to touch my cheek, but I snapped her hand away.  


“You,” she said simply.  “And anyways, what are you doing here?  Mopping about what happened between you and mother?  It won’t help you, you know.”  She was waiving her index finger in front of me. 


   “I don’t want your sympathy,” I said with a hint of sarcasm in my voice.  “Or your pity.  You can gather them with you when you leave.”  I attempted to get the book from her hands.  She simply held it out of my arm’s reach.


“But I don’t offer it dearest.  I am merely pointing out to you the obvious.  You are mopping, and doing it so very well, might I add.  It really doesn’t suit you, by the way; you know, you’re pretty countenance I mean.  Your kind of losing it there.”


She went to the window and opened it.


“I don’t want it,” I said.


“Well, I do,” she counteracted.  “I want all of it,” she turned to face me, sunshine behind her back hid her face from my view in it’s beams of light.  “And besides, it smells in here.  You’re rotting Rytis.  Breathe or do something.”


Then she walked to my bed again and sprayed herself across on it, across my body.  I was stunned for a while by this action.  Then I tried kicking her off me, but after a moment of struggle I gave up.  The realization of something had stung itself on me when I was unable to get the book from Ilona before.  Now I realized how week I have become over these past few days, though over a week really.  I have barely eaten anything.  I haven’t left my room at all in all that time.  I slept most the days and nights.  


This situation now seemed childish to me.  It reminded of the time me and Ilona used to fight when we were little.  I felt an amazing lack of energy and will power to get her out the door.  I didn’t seem to care what will happen next.  


“Why do you keep her?” she asked, leaning her head on her elbow, looking at me.  “Don’t tell me that she’s a toy or a play thing to you.  I’d never believe it.  What then?”  She was smiling, but a genuine curiosity was hiding under it.  It felt almost as if an answer to this question was vital to her somehow.


I was aware that I looked at her sourly and angrily at the same time.  I was despising myself.  It struck me as odd then that the two women whom I was supposed to love I hated, and that I loved a woman that I knew almost nothing about.  


I said nothing to Ilona’s question.  I was exhausted and I couldn’t remember ever feeling like that, not so much so often in any case.  After a while, she seemed to resign and laid back on my bed again. 


“I never actually thought that she would do it,” Ilona ways, more to herself than to me.  “Or that you would let her to.  I mean I knew that she wanted you, but it’s still odd.  Ha!  I guess I didn’t love ‘daddy’ as much as she did then, eh?”


I saw she was smiling to herself, examining the empty ceiling above.  “Otherwise I might have done that myself, earlier.  After all, you are such a beautiful, beautiful boy.”


I felt so disgusted by myself.  She was older than my by some years, and thus more experienced in these matters than I.  Then abruptly, she jerked her body upwards and twisted some until she was on her fours, facing me like a hungry predator.  Even her look could have matched that description perfectly.  It was hungry, lustful even.  Her eyes were carnivorous and her lips slightly parted.  


“Get out,” I said quietly.  She didn’t move for a moment, but then started coming toward me.  “I said get out,” I repeated.  She heeded no warning coming from me.  On the contrary, she seemed more insistent on coming closer to me every time I spoke.  “What is wrong with you, with both of you, mother and you,” I tried another tactic.  No answer, but then she said,


“You attract us.”  Simple answer.  I knew I had to get out of there.  I was too weak at the moment to fight her off completely, but I had to try, to do something.  To scream for help.  She wouldn’t try this if she knew I was feeling well, or eating as before.  Or if I hadn’t have sex with mother.  She somehow knew all this, Nina perhaps, I assumed, and now she felt stronger about what she wanted.  


I attempted to get out of bed, but she nailed me with her hands on both sides of my body.  I pushed her off, or tried to, but my grasp was too weak, which only made her smile again.


“So sorry brother.”  That sarcasm again.


I punched her into her face.  She pulled back some.  There was no smile on her lips this time.  A trickle of blood ran down one side of her mouth.  After a moment, she laughed and continued her attack on me.  


“You’re wrong,” I prolonged, trying to divert her.  “You’re so wrong.  You’re thinking that I did ‘that’ with mother because of Alice.”  I felt my hands shaking.


“I’m not wrong Rytis.  I was born that way.  And then again,” she said, concentrating on some thought that seemed to have caught her attention, “we are of the same blood, aren’t we?  Perhaps our thinking does collide someplace, eh?” She laughed again. 


Because my earlier diversion with my words hadn’t worked, I tried hitting her again.  Instead, expecting my attack, she grabbed my hand, and instead started hitting me herself.  She wasn’t using her fist but her palms rather.


“I hate you, I hate you, I hate you,” she kept on repeating, and I could understand what was happening here.  What so terrible have I done to her other than trying to defend myself against her.  Somewhere in my consciousness I was feeling the pain she was inflicting in me.  However, somewhere else, in my consciousness, I was hearing the words she was saying to me.  


Then I felt being kissed, over and over again.  The kissing was manic, feverish.  I felt hot blood on my face.  I was sure it was mine.  And then I felt her licking it; licking my face.  


While she was kissing me again, I somehow got my consciousness back again.  I pushed her off me as fiercely as I could.  She wasn’t expecting this, for I succeeded in my attempt.  It didn’t last long, however.


I managed to get out of bed and was trying to get to the door, when I felt a great pull on my legs and collapsed over.  After a moment I realized that Ilona had jumped after me and managed to grab hold of my legs.  I realized that I wouldn’t be able to battle her myself.  I had to get help, quickly.  I was too weak to get away from her.  Like a serpent, she was once again sliding on top of me, wringing itself around my body, suffocating it.  I started to cream with all the air in my lungs I had left.  


Nothing happened.  Nothing happened for a long while.  Ilona had managed to get on top of me again in our struggle and to cover my mouth wit her hand by the time Steponas showed up.  I noticed him immediately, standing in my doorway.  I was expecting someone, though him in particular, I knew.  Ilona had probably noticed him too, chose to ignore his presence, continuing to kiss me desperately.  I felt myself immobilizing from her or anything.  It was almost as if I was becoming a statue for everyone else’s enjoyment, pain or pleasure.  


In another second that it took for Steponas to realize what was happening, she was off of me in an instant.  Steponas didn’t hit her or hurt her, or did anything violent to her in any way.  He simply held her in his iron grasp.  She was shrieking and spitting, and even tried to bite him once.


I was heaving heavily on the floor, trying to get my breath back, when I saw Ilona strike Steponas with her nails, leaving a mark on his nose and chin.  


“Get your hands off of me you moron,” she was yelling.  “I’ll get you fired, arrested, hanged for this, you’ll see, you bastard.  I said get off me!  Idiot!  Let go of me!  Let go I say!”


He pushed her out of the door and locked it.  He stayed with me, for which I was grateful.  Then he came next to me and helped me get back into my bed.  He said nothing, but there was wonder in his eyes.


I couldn’t look at him any longer.  We both understood that there was insanity in this house.  That it was dangerous here.  


I could only think of one thing, however, the words which Ilona said to me as she pulled me to the ground, grabbing my legs.  


“No, don’t leave me,” she was saying.  “Don’t leave me daddy.  Don’t!”  She said.  “I’ll be good this time, I promise.  I’ll be good.  I, I love you too.  I won’t tell mommy, I won’t tell her anything.  Don’t go daddy, don’t go!”  She yelled.


 It was like a small girl had appeared right in front of my eyes.  She wasn’t my sister then.  She was my father’s daughter, and the daughter of my mother too.  I couldn’t get the encounter that my mother and I had over a week ago out of my head.  It had come back flooding to me again.                  
Chapter 6


“You should leave Rytis,” Steponas was saying.  “It’s not safe for you here, as you can see.”  He was kneeling beside me.  I still felt weak and uneasy from the encounter with my sister just moments ago.  Leave?  Leave where?  I felt how right his words were, that I should stay here, but the idea of change, of me standing up for myself now, for some reason, seemed strange.  He must have understood what has been happening.  At least with my sister.  If he didn’t, I was at a loss then of his urging me to go.  I was sure he did.  


I looked at him, examining his eyes.  They looked back at me, calm and understanding washing over me through his gaze.  


“You know,” I said.  It wasn’t a question.


“Yes,” was his short answer.


“About my mother?” I asked him this time.  I wasn’t completely sure about that.  He nodded his head, though it was less assured than his previous answer.  


“I’ve guessed,” he said with a strangled voice.  “I saw you in the stables over a week ago, and then you became this.”  He looked me over, but then dropped his gaze.  “And then, everybody knows how she treats you.  It’s not like a son and a mother.  It’s strangled, somehow, the relationship is.”  He stopped to think before continuing.  “And you do look so very, very much like your father.  Very.  People guessed that your mother went insane when he died.  She became different, alienating herself from everyone.”


He fell silent.


“I don’t know what to tell you,” I said.  “I am ashamed.  That is all.”  I turned my head away from his face, though he wasn’t looking at me.


“You’re ashamed?” he asked of me, and there was anger in his voice.  “I cannot believe that you just said that.  You’re ashamed?”  I felt him grab me by my shoulders, forcing me to look at him.  “It’s just that, well, I, I don’t understand it.  Why would you let her do that?  Why?  I see now that it really did happen, from what you’ve just said yourself.  But,” I saw him struggle with his words, his eyes wondering somewhere, “well, I’m sure you could have fended her off if you wanted to, couldn’t you?  Couldn’t you?” He was looking at me now.  “After all, you weren’t as weak then as now.”


“It was Alice,” I told him.


“Alice?  The girl?”


I nodded and then I told him.  I told him everything that happened.  My reasons, my explanations, to him and to myself, all pouring out on this poor soul.  In a way, I was using him now to ease my suffering.  I was trying to justify myself to him and in a way, to myself.  


“Oh,” was all he said.  


“Yes,” I responded, and fell into silence once again.


“She, your mother, is a very wicked person.  Forgive me for saying so, but there’s nothing else to say.  She is.  I just cannot believe of what happened, but seeing you, the way you have become, I have to.”


“Yes, she is,” I agreed.  “But what can be done about it?  Nothing.”  I was sitting by this time, my back against a wall.  “Not yet, anyways.”


“What are you saying?”


“This house, and everything that belonged to my father, to my mother now, the lands, the money, and everything, will be mine when I turn twenty.”


His eyes were searching my face.


“In just a moth then?” he said.


“Yes.  I’ve read my father’s will,” I smiled slightly, remembering that neither mother nor Ilona could read.  “In any case, my mother, as far as I know, doesn’t know of the existence of this will.  Neither does my sister, I believe.  Neither of them do, but I know.  My father had told me once.  There was an attorney there with us at the time as well.  I was only five or six then, but I still remember.  The attorney lives in the city, or he did those many years ago, I believe.”


“What does the will say?” Steponas asked me when I fell silent.


“I’ll tell you friend, because I trust you,” I said.  Looking at my hands I added, “and because you are like a father to me.”  He didn’t say anything, but lay a hand on my hand.  I continued.  “I suspect that this attorney of my father’s had been instructed by him to keep the will until my father’s death, if that came to happen without our knowledge in some way.  And then he should tell us of it’s continents.  He didn’t, however, because he knew what the will contained.  He must have known my mother well enough not to tell her.  The will simply said what I have practically already told you.  Upon my twentieth birthday, everything that belongs to my mother now, will become mine.  I will even have the power to throw her out of this house if that pleases me.  And you know the answer to that already, Steponas.”


“In a month’s time then,” he added.  “In a month.  But you have to go somewhere until then.  You have to hide, to get stronger and then come back.  I would protect you if I could, with my life, but I cannot.  All still belongs to her, and she would simply tell someone else to kidnap you, or to diminish you in some other way without my knowledge or with.  It wouldn’t really matter.”  


“It wouldn’t,” I added.


“Do you have the will?” he asked.


“The attorney does.  In the city.”


“Do you know where you could go?”  He inquired.


“No,” I said.  “We don’t have friends.  Not really.”


“I know of a place.  It is secret, a hideaway in a way.  It’s a day’s ride a way, and it’s beautiful there.  I have only been to this place a few times myself, but I know that your mother would never be able to find you there.  Never.”


“I cannot go by myself,” I said, thinking of Alice.


“You want her to go to,” he added.  


I was looking to where Alice’s room was, and he saw it.  


I nodded.  


“Be it then.”


“And what about you?” I was concerned.  “Ilona said she’d get back with you.  I cannot do that to you.


“I think I’ll manage to take care of myself, Rytis.  I have in the past, you know, before my service.  I have gone to wars like you father too, though have been luckier than him, as it happens.”


“Yes.  And I’m glad of it.  But you’re sure you’ll be all right then?”


He just looked at me with a look that said, ‘can cows give milk?’


“Right,” I said.  “Where is this place?”


“In a way, it’s kind of an island.  A small haven, really.  Emily and I have been there together,” he said, falling silent for a moment.  “There is a spring and some apple trees, some bushes of wild berries, mushrooms too I think.  You shouldn’t go hungry.  It’s very lovely there too, very.  You’ll probably have to get wet a little, but nothing that two horses couldn’t handle.”


He told me exactly how to get there and I wrote it down on a small, brown sheet of paper.  After some more minutes of debating and wondering and discussing, he walked out and I locked my door this time.  I had to think.  


He was right.  I didn’t want to stay here anyways.  I wanted to burn this house down, but too many lives depended on it.  Steponas’ for one.  I felt very dreadful thinking about the recent events, about memories that I’ll always have with me.  Forever.  


And I couldn’t stop thinking about what Ilona had said earlier.  Could it really be possible?  Could father really have done something that mother had just done to me?  To his own daughter?  It couldn’t be, could it?  And then, since mother did it to me, why not dad too?  Father, I corrected myself.  


Right now it felt like a curse to be so much like him in appearance, as everyone was comparing me to him.  I could never do that to my children, I swore to myself.  Never.  That’s what separated us so much.  Father and me.  I could never be like you father, never.  Wasn’t mother enough for you, or had the was done it?  Were your parents, perhaps, like that to you as well?  I was asking in vain.  No one would be able to give these answers to me now, no one.  Whoever heard of a dead person coming back to life?  


I had to escape from here.  Tonight.

***


I was glad at least for the crescent moon in the sky.  We didn’t speak.  There was nothing to say.  I knew she had many questions on her mind, as I did, but for now, we had to run, to get away.  She saw the urgency on my face when I asked her to go with me.  She decided not to question.  


I thought about taking her.  I know saw how apparently absurd the whole situation was.  Us escaping.  Me, unable to protect myself against a single woman, well two of them, let alone protecting one.  Protecting Alice, I thought.  I couldn’t even do that.  


I was sure she noticed how thin I was, for her eyes became wide when she saw me after almost two weeks of separation.  She said nothing, thought, and I thanked her for that silently.  I was ashamed of myself.


“Where are we going?” she asked me finally, after hours of ridding.


“Where my mother cannot find us,” I said cryptically almost.  


We rested once, then rode again.  The silence dragged on, but the fresh breeze would occasionally blow away this dreary mundaness.  Her head, she said, had stopped hurting a while ago, though the voices still haunted her once in a while.  She was better, which brought me a forgotten sense of happiness.


She asked me one,


“What happened to you?


I said nothing for a while.  Then responded with a single word.


“Later.”  We didn’t speak after that, just rode on.  We rode until morning came.  Then we rested.


She was being awkward with me, I saw that now.  She wasn’t sure of how to behave with me.  I tried to touch her, but then I felt a shiver run through her and I couldn’t tell why.  I felt sure that she was disgusted by me, though, by my drastic change, by my appearance.  I tried to rest my head against her shoulder, but she slid away from me, and then we slept in the cold morning light, separately.


“Are you hungry?” I asked her when she woke up.  I have been up for hours.  It was evening already.


“No,” she said simply.  “Are you?”


“No.”


We rode again.  It felt uncomfortable, this whole silence and uneasiness between us.  I was appalled by myself.  By my fear to broach any subject.  By my fear to talk to her even.  I stopped my horse about half an hour into our ride.  She rode on for a bit longer.  Realizing that I had stopped, however, she turned round and came back to me.


“What?” she asked me with a strange expression on her face.  I thought I could see anger hiding behind the almost blank face she was giving me now.  


“We have to talk,” I said, getting off my horse.


“I thought you’d never ask,” she said sarcastically.  I was taken aback.


“I wasn’t asking,” I said, controlling my anger.  It was on the surface though.  The pity I felt for myself quickly overcame it, however, and I was calm and stable once again.  I was somehow sad once more.


“There, that again,” she said, almost shouting at me.


“What ‘that’?” I asked her.


She jumped off her hoarse and started walking back and forth.


“I feel better.  I do.  I feel so much better and I don’t know why.” She was saying to herself.  


I do, I thought to myself.  I know the it.  


“But you,” she continued, pointing both of the hands at me, palms up.  “What is wrong with you?  Ever since you came into my room last night, you’ve been a stranger to me.  Maybe I don’t deserve to be like this, to question you, to demand any answers from you or anything.  But I just don’t understand this.  You have saved my life, in the garden there, but now, I don’t even know you anymore.”


“I don’t know you as well,” I said.  “I have never known you.  Who are you?  You don’t even know that yourself, how can I?”  I fell silent, but then continued.  “What do you want from me?” I asked.  “How different am I?  Do you not love me enough to not care of how change I am?  Is my changed physique so disgusting to you now, and you wonder at it?  Is that why you don’t love me anymore?  I…  I…” I lost my words.  I was struggling to find something to say.  


And exasperated and an angry exhale came from her lips.  She looked at me and there was pity mixed with irritation in her eyes.  


“I felt you, you know,” she was saying.  “That first time.  I think I felt you then.  There was water, I remember.  I don’t know how, but I think I remember.  It was so good, so warm.  I guess you though that I was sleeping, or unable to respond in any way, and perhaps I couldn’t, but then you spoke, I think, and your body was close to mine then.  It felt so good,” she said, almost silently.  


“I cannot do it again,” I said, thinking of my mother.  “I’m sorry.”  I turned around, not wishing to look at her any longer.  Then I fell my knees touching the ground.  She was standing behind me.  It started to rain.  A soft, gentle rain.  It was warm, the rain was, and it felt good.  I felt calmness washing over me.  This fear that I felt inside of me was being slowly washed away by these tears of heaven.  For now at least.  What bothered me now was the distance between the two bodies of ours.  Once again, I started feeling dirty and disgusting.  My thoughts were forcing  me to do so.  I couldn’t get away from them.    


When I finally turned around, I saw her looking at the sun and the dark clouds.  Her back was against a tree trunk.  The place where we were was like a desert that I have seen in some books with pictures.  The dirt was wet, though, brown, but wet.  The grass in the fields was getting brownish too, by the blowing autumn wind.  


When I finally turned around, I saw her sitting and looking at the sun and the dark clouds.  Her back was against a tree trunk.  She was thinking too.


“Tell me something,” she said then.


“Tell you what?” I asked, pretending not to have anticipated her curiosity.


“Tell me of what happened to you.”  She looked at me now.  “Tell me, now.”


“I’m afraid.”


“Of what?”


“Your thoughts.”


“My thoughts?”


“And your judgment.”


“How so?”


“If you do now, you will not love me any longer.”


“I will.”


“I cannot.”



“Love me?”


“No.”


“Then what?”


“Tell you.”


“Why?”


“Not yet.  Can you trust me?”


“Yes.  For how long?”


“As long as it takes.  Do you love me still.”


“I don’t know.”


“I’m sorry,” I said.


“Do you?  Love me?” she asked.


“I don’t know anymore.  Am I worth it?”


We said nothing to each other.


“It’s not the way you look,” she said finally.  “It’s your behavior, it’s changed.”


I was shivering, and so was she.  


Without saying anything, we climbed on our horses and continued on our journey.

***


“What do you think happened to me?” 


The question took me aback.  It wasn’t really what she was asking, though it certainly got my attention.  We practically hadn’t talked about this, not really, and now it was her broaching the subject.  No, what surprised me more was the familiarity she was using with me again.  What she wanted to know was whether I cared enough to answer, whether I wanted to know, to talk to her, to be with her.  To do anything related to her.  It wasn’t really the answer that she was interested in.  It was my response to it.  


It’s been three days since we moved in the cave of the small haven that Steponas described.  It seemed to get a little tiresome, every now and then, especially since it rained pretty much every day.  Fall was almost upon us.  And then I’d wake up at night, and she wasn’t there.  I’d discover later that she was simply walking somewhere, looking around.  She’d get irritated if I tried to tell her not to go anywhere, to be careful, for we couldn’t guess what could be hiding in the forest all round us.  


As Steponas said, there was a stream flowing near by, and few apple trees grew, which gave us some food to live on.  I’d go somewhere and Alice would sometimes follow me.  I’d turn around, and she’d simply stand, looking at me, urging me to go on.  I’d sit then, and she’d sit too, or walk back to the cave.  


Something vital has changed between us, that day that we sat in the desert.  Something has changed during the time we were apart.  I looked at her sometimes, still looking for that insane expression that I saw on her face few weeks ago.  It didn’t come back, and it never would.  Her expression was not as unsure of itself as it was when I first found her either.  She was becoming more sure of herself, more confident, which strangely made her more attractive.  I kept thinking and thinking and thinking.  I thought about her more than ever, but then I’d just turned around and go to sleep.  I still felt very tired and weak.  


It felt like this life wasn’t mine anymore.  I wasn’t myself, for I was stolen from who I was.  Perhaps all I thought, did and felt was because of the closeness that Alice and I had now, and yet we had never been so far apart as at this moment.  


“Sorry, I didn’t hear you,” I lied.


“My head,” she said, pointedly.  “When you found me, what do you suppose has happened to me?”


“You were bleeding, when I found you.”  Her tone was still cold with me.  She was trying to have a conversation, but it was broken somehow.  It felt as if walking through a broken glass, trying not to step on pieces that were too big.  Moon now reflected its light in here hair.  We were sitting outside.  I was reading and she drawing something on a piece of yellowish paper.  “My mother said that – “


“What?  What did she say?” Her eagerness left me pleasantly surprised and I continued on.


“Something about you talking in your sleep.  You mentioned fire a few times.”  I was looking at the one blazing nearby the cave that we made up as the evening drew closer.  


“My dreams, yes,” she was saying to herself.  “I have had dreams of fire.  Sometimes I do dream of things I don’t know about, things I feel I should know, but don’t remember.  It’s like something is missing, something inside of me, my head.”


“I suppose then that something of the sort must have happened to you then,” I said.  


“I dream of faces too, faces I cannot place.  They are faces of my past, I am certain of that, but I do not know them, not names, not lives, not anything about them.”


“You’ve mentioned a name,” I said quietly.


“A name?  What name?”  She was looking at me insistently.


“It might have been Jack or John, or something like that.  John I think, though.  Yes, I think it was John.”


Her eyes were piercing me.


“Why didn’t you tell me any of this before?”


I saw anger bursting out of her.  All of her countenance and physique was burning.  She ever shook a little.  


“I, I don’t know.  I’m sorry, but I suppose I forgot.  I didn’t think it was important.”


“Not important?  How can you say that?  It’s my life.  My life!  For God’s sake, can’t you understand how important that is to me?”  


“I’m sorry,” I said.  “I was being selfish, too selfish.  I’m sorry.”


“What are you talking about?” Her voice was unbelieving.


“I wanted you too much to let you go,” I said.  “I searched for your parents, or for your place, or for anything that could link you to where you’re from at the time that you were sick.  I guess I didn’t do a good enough job on that.  I’m sorry.”


“Stop it!  Stop it right now!”  She was yelling at me.  “When will this pity of yours be gone?  When?  You are seriously getting on my nerves Rytis.  Be a man for God’s sake.”  


That was cruel of her to say, but I supposed that she was getting tired of me.  I supposed so.  


And then the fire in her was gone.  She started to cry, her head resting on her knees.  She was sitting on the wet earth and shaking a little.  After a while she looked at the fire and at me again.


“I just wish I could know, that I knew,” she was saying.  Her eyes looked tortured and she clung her hands to her hair.  I didn’t know how to help her.  I simply watched her.  “You cannot help me, so don’t try,” she said, guessing my thoughts.  


It was an instance’s malady, and an instance’s thing that I did.  Not listening to my thoughts or warnings they gave me, I came round her and threw my arms abut her body.  It was very strange.  It felt very awkward.  She was hunched over herself and I had somehow fallen on top of her.  She shook herself then and threw me off to the ground.


“What do you want?” she asked me bitterly, though it wasn’t a bark of disgust that echoed in her voice.  In a way it was calm and patient, thought hostility resided in it with a cutting edge.  There was anger hidden somewhere in her, hindering, waiting for the right moment to come at me.  


“To comfort you,” I said calmly.  


Her eyes calmed a little.


“You, you don’t have to do that.”  She stammered a bit as she said it.


I stood up and went to sit down by a wall of wet tree trunks, in the dark shadows of the forest.  “I wanted to,” I said simply.


“But you don’t anymore,” she said.


“You don’t.”


“I just don’t know myself.  I don’t know anything.  It’s just like you said the other day, I don’t even know myself, so how can anyone?  How can anyone want to know me when I don’t know who or what I am myself?  Who am I?  It’s just this damned cross that’s strangling me, and that’s go the only clue to my identity.  The only one.”  She said this while taking it out from under her neckline and showing it to me.  I saw the line of the cross was getting deep into her skin and she was hurting herself with it.  


“I see,” I said.


“Who’s this Alice anyways?” she was asking me.  “Is it because the cross says that I’m Alice that I should believe it?  Is it as simple as that?  I don’t think so.”  She looked away and was quiet for a minute.  Her knees tucked under her chin, she mumbled on.  “You,” she was saying.  “You’ve got a mother, a sister.”  She was looking at the fire while saying this.  She didn’t see my pained expression, but she did hear a soft snicker on my part when she mentioned the words.  “Maybe I’m wrong about many things, but I know what I know, and that is that I’m nothing, I have nothing, I know nobody close to me.  What do I have?  Nothing.”  The last word was barely audible.  “I am nothing and I feel so very worthless.  And now it’s my head.  I know I am causing you all this, all this trouble.  I shouldn’t, for it makes me feel bad, in debt to you.”


“You’re not,” I said. 


“All this craziness going on inside of me.  Inside here,” she was pointing her index finger to her temple.  “What is going on in there?  What?”


She asked me, but I didn’t know how to answer her.  She didn’t expect it anyways.  


“I don’t know me,” she went on.  “It’s too much, too damn much.  French?  Yes; Christian?  Perhaps;  Lost?  Most definitely.”  She had her head bent over, looking at the ground.  Then she looked up to me.  “And now you won’t tell me what has happened to you.  Tell me, for God’s sake, what is it?  Perhaps I am not worth it, to know, but you said you would tell me later.  This later is now Rytis, it is and you own it to me.  All of these secrets, these nonsense, they’re, they’re just too much.  I am not allowed to know anything, is that how it is?  Especially considering that I know close to nothing of myself anyways.”


She was looking at me pleadingly now.  I was slowly understanding her, better than I did before.  I tried to speak, to set myself free and probably herself as well.  She wanted to know so much, after all.  I had to tell her, I felt.  I was angry at her for in a way forcing me to tell it to her.  I was angry at her, and in anger was it that I told her of what happened.  

***


We were running in the rain.  Thoughts of us dying from getting a fever of from an attack of a wild animal or from simply slipping and baking either of our necks, raced through me at that moment.  Perhaps one of us will die.  It was possible after all.  


My clothes were making my whole body cold I was shivering.  I saw her shiver as well, and I knew she felt just as well as I did.  My legs ached and I emptied my bladder inside of my pants because I knew I couldn’t stop.  I was heaving heavily.  I couldn’t stop.  I had to continue on running.  I couldn’t stop.  In a way, I was trying to save my life.  The thing is, though, that it wasn’t mine.  It was Alice’s.  


After I told her the whole truth, she started to scream, covering her ears at the same time.  She stood up and ran out of the cave.  I had hardly realized what has happened, when I started running after her.  If I didn’t, I felt sure that something terrible would happen to her.  I didn’t want to lose her, or be the cause of her death, if it came to that.  


I knew that I had to save her.  I had to save her in order to save myself.  If she died because of me, it would be the last thing I would know.  I had to catch her before that happened.  Before I lost this still unknown secret to me from my life.  I couldn’t let her get away from me.  Not now, not ever. 

Chapter 7


We collapsed suddenly.  She was slowing down, I saw, and I seized the opportunity.  I fell on top of her and we entangled into each other.  She was trying to say something, but I couldn’t understand it.  The rain was too loud for it.  She was trying to fight me back, to fight me off.  However, I now realized that I was having more strength than I have had in the past few weeks.  I wrestled her down to the ground.  She was facing me, her eyes looking fiercely at me.    


“Let go of me! Let go!” she was screaming.  “Let go of me you – “


I pressed my lips on hers, afraid of what could have been her next word, drowning it in my kiss.  I was afraid of her hurting me even more than her running away had done.  Or of me hurting her.  I wanted her to calm down right now, to relax for a bit.  I was afraid that with the truth I have lost her forever.  I wanted her back with me.


I kissed her harder, though she was still struggling to break free.  And then, after what seemed like the longest moment of my life, she kissed me back.  I was terrified she wouldn’t, and when the moment came, I failed to recognize it right away.  I lay on top of her, motionless for a while.  And then, then her arms relaxed in mine.  She wasn’t struggling anymore.


My hands were holding her hands down to the ground, and now her fingers were caressing the insides of my palms.  When that notion came to my mind, I became more aware to kiss her harder, longer, more.  To make love to her.  


The cold rain was running through our bodies while I pressed my body to hers.  She was whimpering and moaning a little.  We gave heat to our bodies, I to her and she to me.  We said nothing.  It felt as though we were feeding our hunger by this love making, for it never seemed enough.  Later, I thought back on this time, and it reminded me of animals making brutal love to each other.  The way horses make love to mares, or dogs to bitches.  It reminded me of that, though it was more human, somehow, more familiar.  It was something that I wanted.  It was nothing to what my mother gave me.  Nothing.  


It was still raining when we fell exhausted.  Some rays of sunlight morning were perturbing themselves through the dark clouds in the sky.  I fell asleep with her in my arms.  It felt strangely wonderful, her breathing on my naked chest.

***


Our relationship was strained afterwards.  


When we finished making love that fatal night and woke up from the calming sleep, Alice pushed me away.  We went back to the cave in silence.  I was s bit surprised that she did go back with me, that she relented in doing so.  I was hopeful that after all, she still wanted me, wanted to love me perhaps.  


When we did make love, it would usually be forced and sometimes unnatural.  We would throw each other, or hit each other, either she or I would, I don’t even remember which one for it would be both of us doing the hitting and beating usually.  She wouldn’t kiss me in the beginning though.  It would be physical love, and she would never look me in the eye.  She would kiss me on the lips though.  I treasured those moments.


One night, I decided to give her something.  We had just fallen exhausted after another wild love making.  Somehow, accidentally, I brushed down my neck, and I felt an amber necklace I’ve been wearing ever since I don’t know when.  I think it might have been my grandmother, who had died not long after my father’s death.  Or maybe I found it some place.  I couldn’t exactly say.  It was likely that someone could have given it to me, considering how valuable amber was.  


I took it off and pulled it over Alice’s head, round her neck.  She seemed to want to struggle against it at first, but then the exhaustion took the better of her and she gave up.  I lay my head on her stomach and started telling her the story that my grandma told me when I was little.  


“Once upon a time, there was a fisherman named Kastytis.  He would swim into the sea and would fish the fish in there.  However, the queen of the sea, a mermaid named Jurate, didn’t like this.  Her fish were complaining to her about Kastytis.  She went up to the fisherman and started scolding him.  They fell in love when they saw each other.”  I felt Alice playing with my hair.  “Kastytis went to live in Jurate’s castle at the bottom of the sea.”  I lay one hand on her arm, the one which was messing with my hair.  I started sliding my fingertips on it, sometimes stopping and also playing a little, tickling her skin with my skin.


“However,” I continued, “the god of heavens, Perkunas, saw them together and became jealous.  He too loved Jurate.  He threw bolts of lightening into the sea and killed Kastytis, destroying Jurate’s catle as well, which was made of amber.  This is the reason why there’s amber in the sea today.  When Jurate started crying for her lost lover, her tears became beads of amber as well, given off to the merciless waters.”


I turned to face her.  She was looking at me, meeting my eyes.  I came closer to her and kissed her lips.  She kissed me back.  We did not fight this time.  


“I want to see the sea someday,” Alice whispered to me.


“You will,” I said.  “Someday.”

***


After that, we started to speak more often.  When we did something, getting food, water, preparing fire, all that, it seemed to come more natural, easier.  We would look at each other and then either of us would smile once in a while at the other.  And then we ventured into the dark waters again.  


She wished to know why I did it.  Why I slept with my mother.  Since the last time we spoke of this, I didn’t have the opportunity to finish.  She ran away without hearing anymore.  


It was hard, very, to come back to this again, to tell her, for then she’d feel like she was to blame, but she wanted to know, she yearned to know.  There couldn’t be trust between us otherwise if I didn’t.  And so, I did.  I told her everything.  


We were sitting by a fire inside the cave, she on the other side of the bonfire of me, looking at my face through the flames.  I was looking at the curving flames inside the heat source.  


It took her a while to understand.  She said nothing for a long, long time after that.  She simply sat there, now looking at the fire herself, thinking.  We both started preparing food for lunch when she said,


“Thank you.  I’m sorry.”


It was all that needed to be said between us.  There was no need for further explanations or questions.  Life went on, though both of us have changed without the ability to ever come back to who we were before.  


I was immensely happy for her not blaming me any further, or for her not blaming herself.  


She was hurt when I first found her that day in my mother’s garden.  I thought I loved her then, but what I felt for her now was nothing to that childish love of then.  I felt that I loved her now, truly loved her.  


I wished she hadn’t run from me when I have told her half the truth.  But then again, what could have been her initial reaction?  Was she supposed to stay calm and take everything without a changing face?  Perhaps.  But I would probably have done the same.  I would have run too, I know it, were I in her place.  I caught her before she could escape, however.  I had her.  I told her.  I loved her.  


We both were so innocent.  I, as well as her.  We were that, and we weren’t anymore.  I was happier, perhaps, but then I became the small boy again in my mother’s arms.  Alice became my conspirator in this game of hide and seek.  I spoiled her into the truth by telling her of the wickedness of this world.  


But for now, I wanted to be free.  I wanted to be free.  To be myself.

***


We’d be quiet often.  Sometimes her head pains would return, though only for a moment or two.  Mother’s herbs did work wonders it appeared.  I was worried nevertheless, though she’d try to tease me about it.  Her dreams would keep returning more and more vividly as well.  She’d describe the man she saw in them.  He was named John.  I’d get jealous every time she’d say his name.


He had a blond beard and hair, seemingly.  Was rather tall and lean.  His eyes were green, like hers, and he was an older man, of about forty or so years of age.  The way she talked of him, you could tell that he was a beautiful man, to her at least.  He’d say nothing in the dreams, just look at her, calling her name.  There was deep longing in his voice when he called it, she said.  She was also sure that he was French, though what gave her that impression she didn’t know.      


We were quiet for a little while.  Then she spoke.


“Remember, remember when I said that I felt you?  On our way here, that day?  I wasn’t really awake that time, that day, but later, I realized, somehow, that it did happen.  Perhaps it was your passion for me.  You adored me and wanted me.”


“I still do,” I said.


“I felt.  We were both afraid of each other.  I’m sorry Rytis.  I’m sorry for what has happened to you, for what you had to go through.”


She came to me then and pressed her body to mine, hugging me close to her, holding me.  


“This realization came in time, you see,” she continued.  “It was unnatural, unreal.  The relationship between your mother and your sister.  I saw the way you behaved, the way you treated each other.  I see now that I was right.  You said it yourself.”  She stopped, pulled back and looked into my eyes.  “And then you told me of your father, the way he died, how familiar you two were.”


I thought about my sister’s words again, about my father in them.  Alice was pitying me for his loss, but now I felt a kind of hatred and disgust towards my giver of life.  I was feeling sorry for my sister now.  Not for my father or even myself.  


“I wondered about why you’d want me around, why you loved, love, me as much as you say you do.  There was no one else for you, I realized later.  I also saw the same thing about myself as well.  Even if there is someone for me,” I thought of this mysterious John, “I can not recall him, or whoever it is.  You and I,” she said softly, stroking my hair, “two lonely birds in this cold world.”


“Poetry, my love?” I said, teasing her.


“Something of the sort,” she said and smiled at me, her head laid on my chest.  “We sang our songs and we heard each other’s voices.  We found each other somehow.”


We kissed.  We made love.  I felt freer than any bird could ever be, even if released from its cage in the captivity.  I felt blissfully, unexplainably, intolerably happy.

***


As the end of the month neared, I told Alice of my upcoming birthday and of our return.  I told her of what will be happening soon and of what I was dreaming about for us.  About our future together and about the life that we will share.  She agreed on many points and disagreed on some.  We argued quite a bit, but then we couldn’t resist our bodies and would reconcile in time.  It seemed that the hotter an argument got, the more we yearned for each other’s bodies.  We’d cling to them, I to hers and she to mine.  


I told Alice about everything, about the will and what it contained most importantly.  We wondered about where my mother will have to go when we came back.  We both knew that she will not be living underneath the same roof as us.  And since the castle and everything in it and most lands around it will be mine, there was no reason for her to stay.  I suggested I’d build her a hut somewhere in a forest, or she could come and live in this cave that we resided upon right now, if she so chose.  We laughed wickedly at these ideas of ours a little, but then it quickly died out for the memories accompanying my mother.  


I quickly dismissed the idea of my mother coming to live in this place, though.  It was our secret hideaway, our own little paradise.  I would never show it to my mother.  Her memory would quickly destroy the memories that Alice and I have created in these past few weeks.  I loathed just the idea of it.  


And as for my sister, we’d send her on a trip someplace; perhaps to some neighboring country, Poland or Russia perhaps.  A long trip.  I mentioned nothing about my sister and my father to Alice, however.  This was not for me to tell.  It belonged to Ilona and only she could share what it meant to her.  It was my sister’s tale to tell.


Days went nearer and finally the one we’ve been waiting for arrived.  After our horses were saddled and ready to ride, we said our goodbyes to the place that’s been home to us for almost a month now.  We rode out to meet the destinies that awaited for us in our future home.  

***


I didn’t see her, and maybe, I hoped, she didn’t see me as well.  We avoided going into the parts of the house where she usually ventured.  Neither my mother nor my sister seemed to be anywhere.  I guessed their presence was in their rooms, sleeping perhaps.  It was a very early morning, after all.


Steponas didn’t greet me as well.  I guessed that he must have found employment someplace else.  House seemed to be empty.  And then I saw Emily washing clothes in a pond by the house-castle.  


“Where’s the mistress?” I asked, half shouting since she was a fair distance away.  


She turned then to look at who was disturbing her calm afternoon.  Her eyes widened when she saw me.


“Master Rytis!”  She fluttered, breathing audibly.  “Is that really you?” she asked, amazement in her voice.  “I thought you was dead.”  She came to me then and I asked her again.


“I dunno sir,” she said, after thinking a while.  “I haven’t seen her in some days, I reckon.”  She scratched he head and looked at the house.  “In her rooms, I s’pose.”


“Are you the only one here then?” I asked her impatiently.


“Perhaps master,” she said.  “Though it’s hard to tell, with the house being the size of a castle, he?  Is that what it is then?  A castle, eh?”  she seemed to laugh a bit, but it got strangled in her voice and she started to cough laudly.  “I just mind me own business, to the work I goes to do, clean, cook, wash some,” she said, looking at a wet cloth she was holding in her hands.  “Perhaps there is some more peoples working in here sir, but I’m not sure, sir.  The house’s big, master.”


“Yes Emily,” I said after a while.  “Thank you.  And my sister?  What about her?  Is she here do you think?”


“Oh, I dunno sir.  Left perhaps?  Haven’t seen her longer than your mum sir.  Some weeks now it’s been.  About the time’s you left, sir.  You’s been gone such a long time, sir, and now’s your back, sir.”  She was smiling at me, some holes in here toothy smile showed.  “Perhaps it’ll be better now sir.  It’s been gloomy so since you’ve left, master.  All gloomy and empty likes.”  She shook her head a little to both sides.  


“Yes, well, we’ll see,” was all I said.  “Mind you making us something for food?” I asked.  


“Oh no, not at all sir.”  She stopped a little to think.  “And the lady’s back too,” Emily added, looking a little behind me at Alice, who was hiding there all the while.  “I’ll be just a minute,” she added, and scurried off to the house.  


We followed her and soon were eating hot bread with cheese and milk.  We did little after that.  I wondered about the impossibility of getting my mother out of the house.  It won’t be easy, I knew, but I had to think of some way.  I could never have guessed that I will need not to bother on these ideas.  


There were strange noises in the house that night.  I felt someone walking outside my locked room’s door.  I didn’t dare to venture outside.  I guessed it must have been my mother, for I have not seen her at all that day, but that was left as a guess only.  


Alice slept with me.  It left a warm feeling inside my chest.  Her head rested against my naked chest, her breath tickling my skin gently.  I kissed her forehead gently and laid down to think.  It was hot, strangely, for fall had come finally.  My birthday was to be tomorrow.  I smiled on that thought.  It will all be mine in just few hours.  I will be free then, I thought. 


I wondered about getting the necessary papers from the man who had my father’s will.  It will be in the morning.  I told my thoughts to Alice and she agreed on them.  And then, I once again felt someone walking outside my room’s door.  I said nothing.  I felt as if someone was listening.  I was afraid.  


Alice rubbed herself against me and we made love again.  It would be the last time we would.  


When I woke next morning, she was gone.    

Chapter 8


My bed was empty.  A sudden panic flashed into my mind, but I calmed myself, assuring myself that she was only out for a walk or breakfast.  Yes, that must be it, I told myself.  That must truly be it.  


I searched for her everywhere.  It was in vain.  She was nowhere to be found.  I questioned Emily, who indeed seemed to be the only one servant left in the house.  She knew nothing.  Finally, desperate, I dared to venture into the forbidden quarters.  


I knocked at my mother’s door.  When no one answered, I went in, holding the metal handle with an iron grip.  Door slid open easily.  It was empty.  No one greeted me or exclaimed in shock at my unwelcome entrance.  A single candle burned in the middle of the room, a white circle drawn round it on the floor.  


She was here.  My mother was.  After that, I was capable of going further in, of searching her room better, looking everywhere, tossing everything around.  There was nothing here.  Nothing.  Nothing.  Nothing.  I fell on my knees, grabbing my hair in my hands, pulling at them.  I didn’t know of what it was that I spoke, but I felt unable to think of anything.  I felt desperate.  My eye glimpsed the burning candle with one side of my eye.  I was looking at it transfixed, at the flame dancing.  I started sliding closer to the burning flame, my body on the floor, pushing myself further with my hands. 


I reached out my arm and taking in the candle, flipped it to one side.  Taking some paper from somewhere, I fed it to the flame.  I gathered some more easily burnable material, not really noticing what it was.  All burned well.  More and more the flame asked, give me more it said.  I gave it more.  It was burning, all round me, my mother’s room was.  I was suffocating, I now remember.  I was dying and rejoicing at the thought.  


And then I saw someone coming in through the door.  It was a shape of someone, but I could not see who it was.  The shape started speaking to me.  It was saying something.  I fainted, not seeing anything or anyone then.  Alice, I thought, as I died.  I thought I did.  I wanted to believe it.  My wish was empty, as my mother’s room was.  Don’t leave me my lover, I am coming.  I didn’t.  

***


When I woke, it was Steponas’ face that greeted me.  He told me that it was him who saved me.  He couldn’t understand it, but I cursed him.  It was Alice whom I wished for, not he, to have saved me.  The room could not be saved.  All burned in it, but at least the castle itself was unaffected.  That was good, he said.  That was good, but I didn’t care.  Where is Alice?  I asked him.  He did not know.  He too searched everywhere, but couldn’t find her.


I tried to kill myself.  He understood that, as I did.  And my mother?  He did not know where she was as well.  Nor my sister, nor any other servants.  Not Nina not anyone else.  He had left soon after I have and it was Emily, the only one, who was left.  She too knew nothing.  Nothing.  Again that word.  I came to despise it in no time.  


All grounds were searched.  All neighboring lands.  Everything was.  There was nothing.  There was nothing.  I was.  There was nothing else.  No Alice.  No lover.  


Where are you my girl?  Where?  


I felt week for a couple days, but soon was up, trying to search again.  I went to Ilona’s room.  I slid down the cold, stone wall of my sisters room, wishing I could cry, but nothing happened.  I was dry.  Where are you?  Where?  Again, silence in my head.  No body answered.  In desperation, I ran to the stables.  Jumping on the fastest horse in there I rode into the forest, into anywhere, just to get away.  I rode and rode and rode, until the night came, and the returned exhausted.  I did the same next, and the next, and many mornings after, trying to find, to search.  I did it over and over again, trying and always failing in my unanswered search.  


I asked people about her, about a young, golden haired lady.  I even asked people about my mother and my sister, caring enough to bother.  No one knew anything.  They were blind to the knowledge that I so desperately tried to find.  I went back to the cave.  I stayed there for a while.  Nothing.  Nothing once more.  


Afraid that someone might have come back, I went home.  I hoped, I prayed that Alice would be there.  She wasn’t, however.  She would never be.  Instead, Steponas was waiting for me.  We embraced then and talked.  Only then did I tell him of all that passed by while I and Alice were in the cave.  He listened, and I felt better, a little, after talking to him.  We talked all day and late into the night.  It felt so very, very good.  


Neither of us could understand the meaning of Alice’s disappearance.  


“The door’s been locked, you say?” Steponas asked me again.


I nodded, looking at my hands.  Fire was burning in the small room that we were sitting at.  Light played on my skin, reflecting shadows from the walls.  


“Could she have decided to go someplace?” he asked. 


“I don’t think so,” I said, unbelieving.  “She wouldn’t have, I know she wouldn’t have.  I would have found her by now.  I know it.”  I was trying to convince myself more than anyone.


“Could she have left you?” Steponas asked quietly.  


“Why?” I asked him, though myself as much as him.  


“Perhaps, perhaps she was too disgusted.”  He meant me and my mother.


“Impossible,” I denied.  “She was, yes, but she had ample chances to run away before if she truly wished it, and yet she didn’t.  Why now?  Besides she did, does, love me.  She loves me the way I love her, I know it.  I know it,” I finished through clenched teeth.  I was aware of my blind stare at something and how unstable that might appear to Steponas.  Yet, I knew he’d understand that he had understood.  I wasn’t afraid of him leaving me if I behaved in the manner that I was behaving right now.  


“Not everything’s so easy, Rytis,” he said, using my name, as in the rare occasions that he did.  “Perhaps she lied,” he dared.


I became angry, he saw, and I felt it, blood boiling through my veins.  


“Don’t be angry,’ he said, “but we are trying to understand the disappearance, no?”


I calmed a bit.  I nodded.  He continued.


“Maybe she was afraid a bit, now and then, when you were in the cave?  And when you came back she decided to flee.  Is that at all possible?  We could at least speculated in that direction, couldn’t we?  It’s possible, don’t you think?”


I said nothing.


“O.k. then, perhaps your mother had something to do with this?”


“But she couldn’t have,” I was contradicting him, realizing that I was leaving no other choices for Alice’s disappearance.  “The door’s been locked.  It would have been from inside not the outside that it would have been opened.  The key was inside the lock.”


“But what it, what it?”  Steponas repeated.  “It could have happened, couldn’t it?  I mean your mother having something to do with this.  She would, wouldn’t she?  If she could, wouldn’t she?  You said Alice loved you – “


“Loves,” I corrected him.


“Loves you, then,” he said.  “So then, she wouldn’t do anything like running away from you, would she?


“No, she wouldn’t,” I said monotonically.  “She wouldn’t,” I said dumbly.  I felt numb.  Everything felt numb.  We were drinking warm wine from wooden cups, though mine was barely touched.  “She wouldn’t leave like that.  Not without saying a word or leaving a note of goodbye.  She wouldn’t, I know it.  She knew how to write, she would have written a letter to me, at least.”


The determination in my voice stopped Steponas from what he was going to say next.  I knew he doubted me, and to tell honestly, deep inside of me, I doubted myself as well.  I wanted them to be true, the words that I was saying, but I couldn’t stop feeling a pang of doubt inside of my heart.  What if?  What if?  I kept thinking Stepona’s words over and over again.


Like I said, there was no way to get in from the outside, since the door was locked from the inside.  What then?  Would Alice really do something like this to me?  Would she really?  I thought I loved her.  I knew I did still.  Very much.  But now, this love was starting to turn into hatred.  How could she do something like this to me?  How could she? 

I was torn between agony and despair.  I wanted to.  I wanted to cry then, so very, very much.  I wanted my soul to pour out, to feel better, to release the confusion inside of me.  Nothing happened.  Nothing happened.  I didn’t cry, not then, not for a very, very long time.  I covered my face with my hands, trying.  


 I felt a hand on my shoulder.  It felt comforting and good.  


“Think about today Master Rytis.  About right now.”  His voice was soothing and calm.  “Think about your own life.  And even, even if you cannot make yourself happy, think of those you could make happy, of joy you could give others.”


“Those?”  I said bitterly.  “And who might ‘those’ be?”


“Simple people,” he said.  “People like Emily, like me.  Common folks.”


“What are you talking about?” I was confused.


“I know that it must hurt terribly, what has happened to you, but think about it Rytis.  It’s been more than few weeks now.  You’ve been wallowing in your own misery.  Some mothers lose their babies and they cannot stop to think about it for a minute because they have to move on in order to live.  You have hatred in your heart now, and that’s not good, if releasing in a way.  You have to try to let go, if not for yourself or for Alice, the do it for us, the servants who need you.  We need to work to live.  We will starve otherwise.”  He stopped for a moment, noticing my expression intent on the words he was saying.  “Have you wondered about the villages living around this castle, about the people and the families who starve and die because they have nothing to eat?  You are the owner of this place now.  You can do something about it.  Yet, you don’t give a single thought to it.  I know it hurts, for me to be so cruel.  It must do, but for how much longer?”


I was angry at his words, at him telling me what I had to do.  And yet, and yet, I saw the reasoning behind them.  It’s been so long, it seems, since Alice has gone from my life.  And yet, I still couldn’t see farther from my own shadows.  


Steponas was right.  This place did belong to me now.  I had the right to do as I wished.  I saw that in his own way my friend was trying to distract me from my pains, from going insane.  


I wanted to help, if only to get my mind away from what I was suffering.  The skin on my fingers still hurt a little from the fire I caused in my mother’s room.  Now was my time to do something.  To heal myself.


“What do you suggest?” I asked.   

***


It wasn’t easy.  Not easy at all.  Steponas suggested that I should probably take care of the house first and go on from there.  I heeded his advice.  Some things had to go.  More specifically, all that hadn’t burned during the fire in my mother’s room.  All there had to go, to be erased from my memory, from my life.  It was mine now, after all, I reminded myself.  I owned it, I said, so I could do as I wished.


There were many potions, herbs, different kinds of grasses and weeds in there.  I was surprised how mush survived the flames.  After some deliberation, I decided to keep most of them.  I might as well see if I can use them myself, perhaps.  Maybe they’ll come in handy someday, I told myself.  Perhaps I’ll know what they’re for one day.  


As it happened, however, I didn’t need to look far for the explanations of most of the herbs she had stored.  While going through my mother’s drawers, I discovered a book full of pictures and explanations of different grasses and flowers.  What each one meant, what they were from, where they came from, and things like that.  I was surprised at this discovery, for I was sure that mother was incapable of understanding written words.  I was wrong it seemed.  


If it wasn’t for Steponas, I probably wouldn’t have done anything at all.  I still ‘wallowed in my misery’, as he had put it himself.  


After some inspection of the house, I went to the capital of the Great Duchy of Lithuania, Vilnius.  I wondered a little, asking after the person that I was seeking for, but he seemed to have been a popular one in town, for it didn’t take me too long to find me.  The lawyer of my dead father’s was a short and stocky man.  The double chin wiggled every time he spoke and his skin shone with the fat underneath it. 


We talked some and I explained the situation to him, meaning all that I needed were the papers for my ownership of the castle and all it’s grounds, with some surrounding villages as well.  


He was a good man, I was thankful to find out.  He asked little questions of me, simply nodded, and after some talk, released me with the documents that I requested.  He also gave me some money from my father’s bank account, to use as I will.  Of course, I could take as much as I wished anytime I liked.  I only needed a bit of it for the improvements Steponas and I were planning to overtake.  


Going home, I decided to hire some men from the city who were capable of doing certain jobs such as a blacksmith and a woodworker.  I assumed that some surrounding villages might have people of these professions, but since I was in the city, I wanted to get the most capable in these professions.  Since I found out from the lawyer that my father was one of the richest men in the country, I then understood that I had no need to worry about the money.  I wanted to change the home that I lived in.  It had to be different if it was going to be truly mine now.  


I also wanted to hire men to protect the castle.  There was little need to do so, since ever since my father’s death in the war, and our victory as an outcome of it, no one attacked our country.  Other countries were afraid of us rather.  My mother thought there was no need.  To tell truly though, I think she didn’t care enough to do anything about it, about getting the castle and her people protected.  


I found forgetfulness in this restoration of my home.  I would think less of Alice when this occupied my mind.  


Almost a month had passed since I lost my love, and life around me seemed completely changed.  I did every suggestion that Steponas threw upon me, plunging myself in every project he suggested.  We changed the pipe lines, the sewer, the kitchens, the commodities and almost all the furniture there was to be changed.  We bombarded some of the walls to make the rooms bigger, airier, and lighter.  The castle seemed bigger, grander after that.  I knew there were secret passageways somewhere in the building, but I couldn’t find them, even with these extravagant tries in doing so.  


There were always people around.  Some other noblemen and noblewomen would come and visit, exclaiming their compliments and surprises.  I almost felt happy sometimes.  People busied themselves from one place to the next.  There was shouting and children’s screaming going on.  Outside of the caste, people would sell different things on certain days and occupants from different villages would come to buy them.  Food was plentiful, land was green and gracious to it’s owners, or to one in this case.  We were readying for the upcoming winter, storing supplies from the fields, woods and gardens.  


Animals mooed and barked, children screamed and cried.  There was laughter and singing.  We’ve built cottages around and inside the castle walls.  I could hardly believe how changed it all was now whenever I looked on all that had changed.  How did it all happen?  I would ask myself.  


Young maidens would sometimes try to talk to me, but I ignored them, knowing of my rudeness but caring little to change.  I’d spend more time in my room than was healthy, I knew.  I needed all the sounds that the castle now provided, this fullness of people’s presence, in order not to go insane.  It was a comfort, though I’d seldom participate in the activities that others invented.  I would watch people rejoice in their happiness form the sidelines.  


         I allowed myself to grow a long, black beard, long hair.  I didn’t wash often.  When the constructions and changed were finished, I too seemed to be back with my wallowing again.  My clothes became dark, dirty.  I wanted to blend into the background, so all I started to wear would be black, or of the darker shades.  I would often wear a dark, long cloak from a heavy material.  Even in summer it would be my main garment.  I tortured myself this way, I knew.  I also couldn’t remember the last time I laughed.  


When the work around and inside the castle was done, people were working and living in it and around it, I had to find a different occupation to fill my mind with.  As ironic as it was, for I hater my mother for it, I fell into her footsteps.  I began to be very interested in herbs, plants and flowers that my mother used to created different potions and medicines.  The book I found in her room I would read over and over again.  Upon going through the books of our library, I discovered some books on different plants in there as well.  I read those too.  It was ironic indeed, I thought, for I had despised my mother for the work I was doing right now myself.  


Every morning I’d wake up and go into the garden.  It wasn’t hers, however.  It was a different one, my own.  I’d plant and grow and then mix and boil the plants together, experimenting, making different potions, taking suggestions from the books and form my own experience of working with mother when just a kid.  I’d use the memories to help me on when I was lost at some times of what to do.  I’d then test these mixtures on animals, which sometimes worked and sometimes killed the creatures.  I was merciless and continued in my search of different medicines.  


The pain in my heart became less pronounced as the days went by.  I fell into a daily routine, and even though I wanted to have people around me to cheer me up, it didn’t really work out that way.  It didn’t help.  I wanted people to be there around me to strengthen my forgetfulness, to erase the memories.  It helped at first, but after a while the presence of people became an everyday experience, thus causing the memories to come back again.  I realized later that it was my own behavior which pushed people away.  I was, in a way, ashamed of me.  Because I felt I could do nothing to help people come to me more, talk to me, do anything around me, I gave up trying in general.  I’d spend most of the days in my garden.  


I’d come back to the time I first saw her.  The sun had bathed her face in sunshine, her hair spread all round her face, her body limp in the flowers of my mother’s garden.    I’d come back to my first experience of kissing her, caressing her.  And then I’d think about when we’d speak, about me telling her of my life, about her trying to remember and then making up the memories if she didn’t have any to share.  I’d think on us in the cave.  


And then the winter came.  All I did at this period of my life was made potions, sometimes read a little, sometimes ate some, and sometimes slept, which was the most seldom of my activities.  

***


I had realized earlier that my mother’s disappearance must have had something to do with Alice’s.  Even though we hadn’t seen my mother that day, I felt something in the house and Emily confirmed that she was there.  This couldn’t have been a coincidence.  I doubted myself about that, however.  I couldn’t be sure, for we hadn’t seen her, but what else?  She must have had something to do with it, she must have.  I was certain of it.  


It didn’t matter anymore, though, I told myself.  I don’t know where Alice is, and I will probably never do again.  She has gone and I have to live on.  It’s been many months now since I last remember kissing her lips.  I still remembered.  


I wondered about Ilona as well.  Was she an accomplice to my mother?  It was possible, even though Emily said something about her going away not too long after Alice and I did.  And Nina too.  Where was she?  Where were they?


I was sitting by a fireplace in a small room and reading a book that cold winter’s night.  Fire made a rustling sound, relaxing and warm.  I felt myself snoozing a little.  And then I heard a creeping noise behind me and a chill ran through my body.  I was sitting in a soft arm chair and the high back of it hid me from whoever was at the door, or I assumed that there was somebody.  I couldn’t shake the emotion away from me. 


Gently, closing the book, I laid it on a small table beside the arm chair.  Then I stood up and turned around.


It was hard to see at first who stood in the doorway.  The only window in this small chamber had a frost on it, thus blocking the moonlight out.  Once again, the soft crackling of wood gave me a sensation of warmth, but even the flames in the fireplace did little to show me who the intruder was.  Dark shadows fell on the figure that I wanted to see.  I felt afraid, though stood my ground.


“Who are you?” I asked steadily.


There was no answer at first, but then I heard something.  It was a sound that I expected least of hearing.  Giggling.  At first I felt anger, but then fear took over this emotion again. 


“Who are you?” I demanded again, my voice raised just a tone louder.  


“I?” said my mother.  “Don’t you recognize me?”  She stepped into the light as she said this.  Her face was decorated by a strange expression.  The lines of her lips were crooked somehow, turned in an un even way.  In her way, she was almost smiling, but I would never call it, knowing her.  It was a mocking expression, a snobbish puff, nose raised just a tiny bit, to indicate how she felt about herself and about you.  


She wasn’t wearing black anymore, I noted.  This was probably the more shocking observation about her than her expression, or in a way her sudden appearance even.  The clothing she wore was pink.  A dark pink dress with red and light blue ribbons decorating the garment.  


“You?” I whispered hoarsely.  


And then a childish fear came into me.  I felt like a small boy, unable to do anything.  I was afraid of this person standing in front of me, more than of the unknown just moments ago.  I was looking at the cover of the brownish book I’ve just laid on the table.  My fists were clenched hard.  


She was looking at me, I felt, but refused to meet her gaze, to let her inspect my expression.  I refused to let her diminish me again.  Instead, I decided to hide by not looking into the mirrors of her soul.  


“And what has happened to you, my dear?” she enquired.


  She was talking of my appearance, of my beard, of the way I have changed, the way I looked.  


“I don’t want you here,” I said through clasped teeth.  “You, you have to leave.”


“Make me,” was her reply, which I, for some reason, expected the least.


“I will, if you don’t go.”


“As if that would bring her back,” she said quietly, but loud enough for me to hear.  She wanted me to hear.  


“What did you say?” I asked.


“You’ve heard me.”


“Where is she?” 


“Not here, as I can see.”


I grabbed her by the arm and started shaking her.  I wasn’t weak anymore, not like all those months ago when Nina attempted her attack.  The exercise in the garden everyday, the fresh air, has helped me to get my strength back.


“I won’t repeat again.  Where is she?”


She started to laugh and then to sing a rhyme.


“You will never catch me,


my pretty, pretty boy.


I am far away now,


And thanks for joy.”


I started shaking her harder and harder, and she just laughed, which infuriated me even further.  I couldn’t understand what was wrong with her.  Why was she doing this to me?  Jealousy?  But it seemed so long ago.  Had she gone out of her mind?  Was she like this all her or my life and only now I was understanding it?  Could this eruption of emotion had brought the change in her behavior now?  All the time I shook her, she kept saying the rhyme, over and over again.


“Where is she?  Where is she?!” I shouted in frustration.  Finally, I tossed her on the floor, exhausted.  My arms were shaking.  My mother was now crawling towards me, looking straight into my eyes.


“I crawled into your room that night,” she was saying.  “I did, I did.”  A smile.  “And then I stole the bitch away.  The whore you’ve been fucking around, fucking her, fucking her.  Why did you betray me?  Why?”  A pitying expression was now playing on her countenance.  


I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.  She had admitted it, after all.  It was her.


“It was you who did it then, after all?  You did it?”


“I,” she said with a proud tone in her voice.  “I, I, and I’d do it again.”  I saw her steadying, her lead curving beneath her body.  She was going to jump on me, to attack me.  I wasn’t completely sure, but I saw her legs bending over her knees, underneath her body, still looking straight into my eyes, trying to fix me with her gaze so I wouldn’t wonder anywhere else.  It was hard to see, however, through the skirts she wore, but I caught the sight and understood.  She was going to fight me, like Nina did.  They must have discussed it, I assumed.  


I waited no longer.  I didn’t want to feel dirty and unclean again.  


I grabbed a poker that was lying against a wall by the fireplace and with all my might, rested it against my mother’s head.  I kept on hitting her, over and over again, over and over again.  I knew that she was dead already, probably from the first blow, but my mind couldn’t waken, my body couldn’t stop from the pleasure at doing this murder.  


I knew how I’d feel later, ashamed and disgusted by myself, but the moment was now, here, and I didn’t care.  There was blood everywhere, on the floor, on the armchair, on the small wooden table, and on the brownish book.  


After a long while, I fell to my knees and something started happening.  I wanted to cry, and this was the closest moment that I came to experiencing the emotion again.  I desperately wanted to cry.  It didn’t happen.  Nothing happened.  I wanted to cry because I just killed the giver of my life, the person that was supposed to be dearest to me in this world.  I wanted to cry because I just killed the secret of where Alice was.  I wanted to cry because of everything that my has happened wrong in my life so far.  I wanted to cry for getting rid of my mother now and forever.  I wanted to cry for my father’s death many years ago, and then for the secret that my sister had buried deep inside of her.  I wanted to cry for what my mother had done to me, for my weakness in resisting it.  But most of all, I wanted to cry for Alice.  The only person that I felt I truly loved was dead to me.  I couldn’t cry because of that knowledge.  I couldn’t cry.  I was empty.  I was dry.  


I knew that I shouldn’t give up hope, like Steponas said, but at the moment I felt like there was none left.


After a while, I felt exhausted, next to my mother’s body.  I fell asleep in her still warm blood.   
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“It came today Rytis.  This morning,” Steponas was saying.  


“What did?”  I wasn’t paying attention.  Instead, I was attending to a small boy with a broken hand.  He was a farmer’s boy, a young eleven year old.  Apparently, he’d broken it when he fell off a horse while plowing his father’s fields.  


“It’s a message Rytis.”


“Yes?”  The boy started to scream when I applied some potions on his wound and tightened the bandages around it.  “Hold him,” I yelled to Steponas through the screams.  Steoponas grabbed the youth tightly.  There was little need of him, however, since soon after the boy fainted, become limp in my servant’s hands.  He passed out from the pain.  


“Lay him on the bench,” I told Steponas, indicating the one on my left.  We were by the farmer’s house, close to the fields that the boy was working in.  “But gently now,” I cautioned.  “We don’t want to cause him anymore pain by waking him up.  Did you get the herbs from pain?”  I asked him after washing my hands from blood of the boy.  


“Yes,” he said, looking at the shallowly breathing injured body.  


“Give it to him when he wakes up,” I said and walked to the anxious looking boy’s parents.


“It should heal in few weeks, but you have to be careful,” I told them.  


They wanted to say something more, but I walked away.  


“A miracle, a miracle,” I heard someone saying.  


A man walked up to me while I was rearranging my medicines in my bag, looking for the ones I still needed to use on the wound.  He was helping the youth with plowing, I realized later.


“Sir, those parents thought their son would surely be losing his hand, but now, well, now you’ve fixed it, it seems.”  He was looking at me with a worshiping gaze.


“Not me,” I contradicted him.  “Nature,” I said, pointing at a bag, which I had now tossed round my shoulders and where my potions were stored.  


I went back to Steponas.


“People worship you,” was the first thing he said.


I knew he was thinking of all those times these many years during which I was able to cure the so called ‘uncurables’.  I knew I couldn’t take the credit.  


“No, it’s not me Steponas.  Those were the herbs which had done it, it would be a certain plant or herb or flower that I would use.  That’s what cures people, not me.  It might be the knowledge, more or less, but not me so much.  Now,” I said, changing the subject, “what was it you wanted to show me?”


“Oh yes, of course.”



And then the boy woke up.  We both fell to work, quickly feeding him the herb which took away the pain.  I gave some of them to his parents, administering the usage of it regularly and every time he needed.  After some more instruction, we left on our horses towards the castle.  


I now was looking at the graying hairs on Steponas’s head.  Has it really been so long?  I looked at his arms, which were strong once, and remembered how easily they’ve lifted Alice and carried her to my room from my mother’s garden.  They were think and weak now.  Perhaps he still could do it, I thought.  Perhaps not.  


Alice.  That name again.  It’s been almost ten years, but I still couldn’t forget the ghost haunting my dreams.  It’s been a while since I thought about her, but now it came back to me again.  I was twenty nine, and she’d be what? Twenty six?  That is if I guessed her age correctly when I first saw her.  She’d be that, if she was alive today, of course.  


“What did you want to show me?” I asked Steponas again as we neared my home, seeing him rummaging through his clothes.  


“It’s somewhere in here, Rytis.  Just came this morning.”  His expression changed then and a relaxed smile appeared.  “Ahhh, here it is,” he said, pulling out a red envelope.  “Smells nice too,” he added, and gave me the letter.  


We were galloping slowly through the green fields of my property, which were being washed by an easterly wind.  I was surprised at the color of the letter.  Red,  I speculated.  Such a rich color.  Expensive.  I smelled the letter.  Roses.  Something else too.  Something exotic and heavenly.  Peppermint perhaps?  


“Where was I when this came?” I asked.


“Attending to that babe that had some kind of red rash on its skin,” he answered.


“Oh, yes.  Right,” I said.


“And then you went to the boy.”


“Right,” I repeated and opened the envelope.


Another piece of red paper was inside.  Strange, I thought.  Royal color and so much of it.  I knew how hard it was to get red paper.  It was very hard to get it in the Great Duchy of Lithuania, at least, I knew that for sure.  Where had this come from?   

I quickly read through what was written there and my mouth gaped open.  I couldn’t stop myself from scratching my beard then, as I’ve gotten used to doing.  


It was an invitation, a plea of help in fact.  Asking me, begging me to come to Russia, to the Royal Palace of the country.  The matter seemed to be of grave importance, of life and death.  The emperors of Russia had invited me, begging me, as was repeated several times in the letter, to come.  There was no further explanation in the letter, except the reason for me specifically being invited.  


I was aware that my popularity of a healer had grown to great extent over the years.  I have healed many ill with sicknesses which seemed to be impossible to be cured.  I was aware that I was well known in my country.  I was not aware, however, that my reputation was known in other countries as well.  The letter mentioned that the Royal Palace of Russia had heard of me, of my incredible deeds, miracles in fact.  Because of this, they were now hoping for a miracle as well, because they were so greatly in need of one.  Beyond that, there was nothing else.  


Even though I was of a noble blood, and our two countries were on somewhat friendly terms at this period in time, I was sure they wouldn’t require me in some military advise.  I was sure they had others more capable of doing such services.  Because of this, I knew that what they must have meant as ‘miracles’ then had to be my herbs and potions and what they had done to people.  


“We have to go on a journey,” I said to Steponas after finishing to read the letter.


“What?  Why?  Where?” Were his immediate responses.  


“To Russia,” I said.  “Tell Emily to pack my trunks.  We’ll leave in the morning.”

***


“She has allowed you to come in, sir.”  The servant with a snout-like nose announced to me, almost spitting in my face.  His wig was so powdery, that as his head bobbed from side to side as I followed him, dust of white silently fell on his already white shoulders.  He wore a dark blued frock and white stockings.  His posture told me that if I questioned him in anything, I was very likely receive a snort or silence.  


It was such a long journey, now I reflected.  A month almost, to reach the Polar Bear, the Bear that Russia was known as to everyone of civilized world.  It was an early spring when I came to Russia, but snow here did not seem to be in a hurry to melt.  I was only too thankful to Steponas for having decided to pack warm clothing, which I protested against at first.  


Hall that I was being led through was that of a pink color, wide and very roomy.  Flowers of many different kinds and shades decorated the walls, crystal lamps hung form the ceiling, and sun shone through huge glass windows.  With quick glances, I was eager to inspect every corner of the hallway, though never wondering too far away from the bacony back of my guide.  I could hear him breathing heavily in front of me.  His short steps made a tap-tapping sounds which echoed through the almost empty, long tunnel of light that we were now passing through.  


I felt excited and thrilled at the upcoming prospect.  The Czarina, Katherine of Russia herself, waiting for me.  I will soon be speaking to the grandest noblewoman in all of the known world.  I felt a little weak in my knees, and a little weary at the thought.  


The big oak doors opened in front of me and I entered.  My guide left me in a huge room full of sunlight, after announcing my presence.  Slowly, I dragged each of my foot forwards, towards the middle of the room.  There were pictures of many unknown faces on the white walls, and there were mirrors in places as well.  I saw my reflection in one of them and shuddered.  Tall, dark, almost a shabby man was looking back at me from one of the looking glasses.  Who are you? I wanted to ask, but then I heard a shimmering somewhere deeper into the room.  It was on my left, and I turned.  I saw a back of a dark, green dress.  A woman wearing it had an elegant, small physique.  She was standing by one of the windows, looking out .  I guessed this to be the Czarina.  


She was now turning to face me, and out of respect for this woman, I bowed my head, looking at her feet as she was coming nearer to me.  Her steps were barely audible.  


Her shadow came over me and I started rising my eyes to meet hers.  There would have been nothing out of the ordinary.  However, I noted the cross hanging round her neck.  A cross.  My gaze stopped as I couldn’t resist inspecting it.  It looked very, very familiar to me.  I wanted to reach out and touch it, to examine it, to turn it the other way up and see if there was a carving on it.  I stopped my hand before it could make up it’s own mind.  My gaze rose up her neck, her chin, and settled itself on her eyes.  I was shaking feverishly by the time I found them.  She has not changed at all during those years.  


Her eyes were still the same color, her lips still the same shape, hair still shone with the same luster as the last time I rummaged through them.  Only her posture, her elegantly shaped movements, were different now.  They were stronger, pronouncing power and confidence.  


What bothered me, however, was her look.  It didn’t change.  It was a stranger’s look.  She simply smiled at me pleasantly with not a hint of recognition.  


When she noticed me shiver, her eyebrows rose a little and she came closer to me.  


“Please, sit down,” she offered, with a hint of worry.  Still the same voice, with that same rich French accent that I remembered so very well.  The same rolling r somewhere in there.  There were so many questions buzzing in my mind.  How did she get here? for one.  It was the most important to me.  Did she remember me? was what I wanted to ask her next.  Did she know who I was ever?  I asked her none of these questions because I saw the expression on her face.  Her eyes gave me all the answers.  She didn’t know who I was.  



I knew that it must have been my mother’s work somehow, or could it have been my drastic appearance?  I simply was so happy that she was alive, but even though I shook almost uncontrollably, and she was about to call for someone to help me, I steadied myself, calming my being with her presence.  


‘No,’ I told her, ‘I’m all right.’  ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘the journey wasn’t too bad.’  ‘It was nice,’ I repeated myself.


We were speaking in Russian, and I was surprised at how well she spoke it.  She was sitting next to me and inquired about me, about my healing methods and exactly about where I come from and some about my life.  


Noting.  Not a hint of recognition.  


After we talked some more, she told me of the reason I was here.  Her eldest child, a son, an heir to the throne, was gravelly ill.  Not a single healer in all the country was capable of helping him so far.  It’s been months, she was saying.  He is a little better, but what if he is hurt again and starts to bleed once more?  It seemed that every time he cut himself, or blood started coming out in any part of his body, it would be almost impossible to stop it.  He is dying, she confessed, and she was desperate for any kind of help she could get.  


She asked me to come back the next day.  


Her son, I thought as I walked the empty city streets.  It was almost night and it was freezing.  Her son, she has a son.  She has more children too.  Four daughters,  I leaned later.  The boy was ten years old.  It was shocking, I realized, for it meant that she must have married the czar not too long after leaving me.  Or otherwise…  Otherwise, I thought, the boy was of my blood as well as hers.  But if that was true, it would have been impossible for her to tell me that he was an heir to the throne.  No one would accept a bastard to the throne of a kingdom, or czar dome in this case.  No one.  


But then again, what if she really did not remember?  What if?  What if?  Those two words again were bothering my mind again.  Could it be possible for the boy to be my son?  A child of hers mine?  I couldn’t let myself to be so happy, so foolishly happy.  What if I was wrong?  What if?  What if?

***


I was not seeing anything, wondering down the dark city’s streets.  I felt tired a weary.  My mind, I felt, would burst with all the thoughts gathered in my head.  I wanted to tell her, to implore of her, but my pride got the better of me.  If she loved me enough, she would have remembered me, she would have, I thought to myself.  Even if my mother gave her something to drink, I was convincing myself that I would have never forgotten Alice’s face if I was in her place.  Never.  


I was afraid as well.  Afraid of causing panic to her, of appearing like a fool and losing her again through my behavior.  Perhaps it was true and my mother did give her something.  If that was true and now she couldn’t recall me, she would have most likely thrown me out of the palace, thus blocking out any chances of me seeing her again.  Even if in silence and suffering, I could now see her again.  


And then I thought about her becoming a czarina, a queen, of such a grand, such a powerful country.  How did it happen?  How?  I knew my mother had some connections, but this?  I smiled to myself, thinking of it.  Such a miracle, such a wonderful, wonderful miracle.  If I hadn’t practiced the potion making and the meanings of flowers, I would very likely now have ever met her in my life again.  I would have died without knowing, I thought. 


I noted that I was walking down a narrow street with houses on each side of it.  I stopped, laid my back against a wall of one of them, and slid down it, slowly.  I rested my elbows on my knees and gathered my face in my palms.  And then, something I was praying, hoping for, for many years now, began to happen.  Hot tears started rolling down my cheeks, almost unnoticed.  


At first a thrill of shock went through my body.  And then I began to laugh.  I couldn’t believe what had happened a few hours ago.  Was it real or was my delirious mind playing games on me?  


I started to laugh louder and then yell and scream.  I jumped up and started fisting the air, laughing and crying and screaming all at the same time.  At some moments sadness would come over me, and then laughter and screams again.  I wasn’t sure what it was that I wanted to do.  My body was shivering and I felt my spirit was there with it.  


I longed to kiss Alice, to be with her again.  Something has changed, something was different, not only about her but about me as well, that was for sure.  It wasn’t just my appearance of my behavior right now.  I felt something wakening inside of me.  Something which I thought had died long ago.  With every tear drop, this something became stronger inside of me.  I sobbed and then would gasp for air, and sob again.  


After a long while, as I sat there against a wall of a house, I felt whisper of happiness in my heart.  It spread and began to sing and it overwhelmed me and I started laughing hysterically, screaming a little again.  I was surprised no one peeked a head from any of the windows or started yelling at me before, the first time I was laughing a yelling.  Now, however, lights were coming on in some of the windows and I was beginning to hear people talking inside of the houses, children crying.  The sound was like a melody of church bells to me.  It was alive outside and inside of me.  I was alive inside of me just as much as the outside world.  I wanted to live.  


I didn’t care much about the heads now starting to peak out the windows, I was still laughing hysterically.  I was still inexplicably happy.  


I jumped on my feet again, and laughing still started to run.  I was running through the city streets, snow falling on my head, my hair and beard all wild around me.  I knew I’d scare anyone who’d see me right now, but I care little if that happened.  This something that awakened inside of me could have been described by only one word, I knew.  Love.  


I knew what it was that I had to do.  Even though my pride had gotten the better of me earlier, I would still fight for Alice I my own way, silently.  I will help you to love me again, I thought.  Whatever it takes.  You’ll see and you’ll know when that moment comes again, Alice, my love.    

I was standing in front of the Royal Palace of Russia now.  I stood there and looked at it, at where she was sleeping now.  I will win you again, I told myself.  You’ll see.        

And then I tucked my hands inside my pockets, my body still quivering with the earlier emotion, turned on my heels, and went home.  
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