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A burst of wind shifted and blew a lock of my fringe, kissed my 

forehead with angel’s lips. The scent of lavender wafted past, and a 

crow’s caw filtered through the fog of my mind. The large stone ledge on 

which I sat, a remnant of a ruined castle, dug into my behind. Knobbles, 

formed through time and erosion, bit, and I wondered at my similar 

protrusions. They may not be visible, perhaps reside within me, but are 

there just the same. 

Blue skies dusted with cirrus heralded the beautiful day to come. 

The sun, not yet fully risen, promised to warm this part of the world like 

love to a heart. I sighed and laced my fingers with their bitten nails, the 

sore skin surrounding them.  

The hilltop humbled me. Seeing the village from this height always 

brought things into perspective, and I often wished life was as easy as it 

appeared from up here. The spread of houses reminded me of rich 

children’s train sets, the church spire of pictures hanging on Dr. Floyd’s 

waiting room wall. Everything looked so serene, so right. Until I walked 

back down the hill and entered the town, my life.  

My skirts swished as I rose, fluttered from an especially feisty gust, 

showing my legs. I let out a whoop as if someone may possibly see my 

embarrassment. Yet no one was there. How I wished that were always so. 

A newfound resolve to stand up for myself settled in my marrow, and I 
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jumped off the wall and strolled down the hill toward the village, a smile 

tweaking my lips. 

****************    

“Get the fuckin’ porridge on, girl,” she said from her rocking chair 

beside the kitchen fire. “Stomach reckons we’re on rations.” She frowned, 

slapped her hands onto the rocker’s arms. “Where you been, anyway? 

Out on one of yer fancy walks? Charmin’, that is. Leave me to get meself 

ready of a morning, why don’t you. Fat lot of good you are. Some 

companion.” 

I hung my cardigan on the hook beside the kitchen door and 

moved to the larder. The porridge bag heavy, it almost slipped out of my 

grasp. Imagine the mess. Imagine the reprimand. Bag on the work surface, 

I dug an empty cup into it and placed the oats in a pan along with some 

milk. She snorted behind me, the sound of her rocker moving faster, 

indicating her ire. I inhaled deeply and concentrated on my task. Kettle 

filled with water, I set it on the hob to boil.  

“Tea. You making my tea?” she said. 

“Yes, as I always do.” 

She sighed, one of obvious annoyance. Goose bumps littered my 

skin. Her rocker creaked louder, the sound of it resembling unoiled 

doors. A shudder whipped down my spine, and I held myself rigid, 

waited for it to pass. 
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“Fancy you’re getting cheeky,” she said. “Wouldn’t do that if I were 

you.” 

I spooned tealeaves into the teapot and poured fresh sugar into a 

glass bowl. She liked things just so, as if she were a lady, yet to look at 

her she appeared a tramp. Dirty clothes covered her flaccid body, 

unkempt hair her head. Tonight was bath night, and she would require 

my assistance. Unable to hoist her large frame into the tub, she’d insist I 

help. Insist I scrub her back. An image of her clammy skin flashed 

through my mind, and bile rose in my throat, burning my tonsils. I 

contemplated her comment and decided she was right. I was cheeky. 

Desperation, despite the ramifications, can do that to a person. 

Testing my newborn courage, I said, “Why wouldn’t you do that?” 

and turned to set the tea tray on the table between us.  

Her face, one side reddened by the heat of the fire, didn’t disguise 

her emotions. Her mouth hung open, snapped closed, and opened again 

with voiceless indignation. Eyes, wide with shock, showed an alarming 

amount of white. I hid my burgeoning smile and swallowed down the 

butterfly that had flapped from my belly into my throat. 

“Because,” she said, “I’ll take my fuckin’ stick to yer!” 

A delicious imp came to visit my insides, swam through my veins, 

and pushed my tongue to voice spite. “You’ll only take your stick to me if 



Be Free, Child 

7 

I come near you. After all, you can hardly get out of that chair by yourself, 

can you, wedged in as you are.” 

How daring was I? How daring. Heart thudding, legs aquiver, I 

turned away from the spectacle of her shocked features to stir the oats in 

the pan. The clock’s tick seemed overly loud, the wind rustling the leaves 

of the hedge beneath the kitchen window a cacophony of whispers. 

Whispers in so many voices, loud enough to pain my eardrums. I turned 

and left the room, left her to fester in her rocker, the porridge to boil dry 

in the pan, and the tea to cool in the pot.  

****************    

Usually a sanctuary, my room offered nothing but oppression. The 

dark grey walls, iron bedstead, complete with hard mattress, and a lone 

wooden chair beside a small chest of drawers filled the small space. I sat 

on my bed and considered what to do. My life, such as it was, was all I 

knew, and the woman downstairs—my mother—the only human I had 

shared a significant amount of time with. 

Errands to the shop, the post office, and the dairy afforded me 

some respite from the monotony of my days, but there were only so many 

times I could visit these places without arousing Mother’s suspicions. 

Anything out of the ordinary sparked her eyes into watchfulness, her 

mind into overdrive. My morning walks, just about tolerated, had been a 

battle to keep. 



Be Free, Child 

8 

“What d’you want to go walking for? You got enough to do here. 

Besides, leaving me on me own isn’t very nice. If your father were ’ere….” 

And if he was, would my life be any different? His identity a 

mystery, I spent many nights wishing he would appear, see the mess 

Mother had become, and rescue me. Take me away to his family, where 

I’d be embraced by them all. Meeting with a white-haired grandmother, 

steel-grey spectacles perched on her nose, became my focus for a time. 

She’d teach me to crochet doilies, to knit socks, and encourage me to 

make friends with the other girls my age. But no, neither my father nor 

his mother existed, and those musings crumbled, the dust settling atop 

my other dreams and desires, the pyramid of dirt ever-growing. 

“Girl! Girl! The porridge is burnin’. Get yer arse down here this 

minute, yer fuckin’ little cow!” 

I stood and opened the top drawer of the chest, pulled out a 

cardigan, and shirked it on. I couldn’t face collecting my other one from 

the kitchen, and the urge to flee the house gripped me with insistent 

fingers. 

Go! Get away! 

Toward the back of the drawer sat my purse. A crude affair, dark 

brown velvet with a drawstring, it rested heavily in my palm, filled with 

monies collected over the past years. Once a week I’d save pennies from 
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the household fund, and once a month I exchanged the small coins for a 

note—perhaps I had done so for just this day. 

My feet, lead-heavy, stumbled on the wooden stairs, the clatter of 

my boots loud in the stillness of the hallway. Without glancing into the 

kitchen—for if I saw her wretched face I would crumble and stay—I 

swung open the front door. The inside lock banged against the wall, 

sending a tiny shower of plaster to the linoleum, and the butterfly 

flapped once again in my throat. 

“Girl! Where the fuck do you think you’re goin’?” 

Clutching the two sides of my cardigan together over my chest, I 

stepped out of the house and left the door wide open. 

Let her wrestle her bulk from the chair to close it, to take the pan 

from the hob, to pour her warm tea. Let her fester…. 

Down the path and out onto the street, I glanced around, taking in 

the sights for the last time. Unsure of the train times, I hurried along, 

mindful that my purse contained a large sum, worried that I might lose it 

along with my chance of escape. Doubt whispered cruelties in my mind, 

snarled venomous accusations, spat and hissed regarding my departure. 

But another voice, the sweet and loving one, spoke with authority. 

Go. Be free, child. 

 

 


