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Combining memory of a setting with real time observation, using imagination to convert the same setting into a narrative.       
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Tarnished Mind
by prithi shukla
Christine Hartley had borrowed a silver ford focus from an old acquaintance on her arrival in Wales from Florence in the autumn that year. She was a meticulous person, not only about her appearance but also with her time keeping. Most of all she hated her plans being disrupted. So, the car allowed her to travel without depending on the Great Western Railway. 
For most of the year, Christine lived in Florence, but she had to leave for Wales after an upsetting incident that had occurred at her home in Italy a few days earlier. She had arrived in the small rural town of Lampeter that afternoon looking for answers. The four-hour journey from London had robbed her of her energy. As she stepped out of her vehicle, she noticed a breeze that had sprung up from nowhere. A mist descended over the town, stealing the afternoon sun and replacing it with a sombre chill. She pulled up her collar, tugged her already buttoned coat closer and tightened her red scarf snugly around her throat. 
Christine was thirty-three, but she felt much older. Eight years had passed since Jon’s death. She had travelled to Lampeter to visit his grave, hoping to piece together a puzzle that had been bothering her. In the distance, across a field, not far from the old stone chapel she noticed a pastor hurrying towards Jon’s grave, prayer book and rosary in hand. She watched as he opened his little black hardcover, fumbling through the pages. The book had a thick crimson ribbon lining the edges and running down the spine. He looked suspicious and Christine wondered why he was there. Gingerly she walked towards the graveyard, leaves crunching under her feet as the sweet-scented grass of summer surrendered beneath the golden blanket of autumn.  
Three days earlier a young Italian boy had called at Christine Hartley’s house in Florence. He clutched onto a white envelope with a crimson poppy pasted on the back. 
“This’s for you signora,” he said when she opened the door.
Mystified by the boy’s presence, she immediately tore open the envelope. A faded photograph of two young girls in red hooded capes stared back at her. A small pale blue note with an undefined scrawl dropped on to the sandstone step.
‘Why it’s me’ she said as she glared at the picture. ‘Both these girls… are me, well… they look like me.’ Intrigued by the similarity she immediately bent down to pick up the message. The boy scampered away, down the path onto the road beyond the garden gate.
“Hey, stop, come back,” she shouted, “who gave you this?” but the boy vanished around a corner of one of the yellow brick houses.
“What’s this all about?” she shouted again, chasing him, hoping to see the boy reappear. Christine stopped to catch her breath. She gaped at the scrawl on the note again, reading it out loud:
 “I’ve just no words. Jon”
With slumped shoulders, she returned to the house, not sure where to start. She placed the note on the low coffee table, hoping to find a clue and poured herself a large glass of port. Draining it down she poured herself another and another. A drowsy impassiveness took over, as she sank down onto a reclining chair and fell asleep.
After a long three-hour doze, Christine was awoken by an unceasing: ‘drip’, ‘drip’, ‘drip’. 
“Oh no,” she cried as she looked up at the ceiling. Water was seeping through. ‘It’s that damn pipe again. The bloody plumber hasn’t fixed it.”
As she struggled to get up from her chair, her gaze fell on the blue note and photo, which were now saturated by the dripping water.
“Damn it!” she said, tugging the table away from the leaking ceiling and charged upstairs to investigate the problem. When she returned both the photograph and note had almost dried, revealing a watermark in the shape of a poppy monogram. Underneath, BAC was inscribed.
“Holy Mary mother of God,” whispered Christine “What’s this?” Intrigued, she looked at the two small red-hooded girls and said, “I wonder who they are.” She punched in the letters BAC on Google on her laptop. Nothing came up in her search, just the definition and other nonsensical information of no interest.
“The only thing I can think of is that perhaps we are identical triplets? That’s the only explanation.” Christine struggled to come to terms with it all. She decided to visit Jon’s grave in Lampeter. Perhaps this might help her come up with some answers. 
At Lampeter, the pastor Christine had spotted near Jon’s grave scurried away as he saw her approaching. He seemed to be the only link she had to help her unveil the mystery. She had no surviving family members and neither did Jon, or so she thought. She had chanced upon Jon when she was out strolling through the woods ‘Nymff Coetir’ not far from Aberaeron. Jon, who was ten years older than her, was then working as the gardener at Cedar House, close to the woodlands. They were married shortly after and decided to move to Italy. Jon was eager to escape the incessant rain and the cold Welsh weather.
As Christine entered the cemetery, she found Jon’s grave was covered under a huge mound of leaves, while the headstone was wrapped in a coat of moss. A few roots from a nearby tree slithered over the boulders near the grave. She was upset at the neglect and knelt, shuddering, while recalling how Jon fell from the balcony of the Sistine Chapel, while they were looking at Michael Angelo’s fresco Creation of Adam. She never understood what happened. 
Christine tried to clear the dead leaves off the stone slab with her gloved hand. Squeezed between the edge of the flat stone and the thick grass she noticed a red paper poppy.  
“What’s this,” she said, “it resembles the monogram on the blue note.” She immediately picked up the paper flower to examine it. 
“There’s an inscription on both sides…” she whispered turning it over, “Bella, on this side” and “Angela on this.” 
“Holy Mary mother of God,” she exclaimed, “I’ve got it…BAC decoded is Bella, Angela and Christine!” Excited with her discovery, she knew the priest had the answers. 
“The paper poppy feels dry. He must’ve dropped it unknowingly when he scurried away,” she thought, “or perhaps he dropped it intentionally!” 
Christine stood quite still, contemplating her next move and peered out into the graveyard past the old stone church. Her gaze fell on three little boulders placed on the slab.  Each stone had their own individual alphabets B, A, and C. This made her skin crawl. 
“Three stones, three identical sisters!” Christine mumbled and hurried off in the direction of the church. 
“I’m going to find that bloody priest!” she said in exasperation.
As she came to the church, Christine noticed a small arched side entrance where three ravens were pecking at a mossy stone. Ignoring the birds, she lifted the latch and leant on the heavy wooden door, pushing with all her weight to open it. On entering the premises, she realised the church had not been used for years. She cautiously treaded down a set of stone steps, which led her into a dark chamber with no windows. The air reeked of a decaying carcass. She wondered if the church door was unlocked from inside deliberately. Anxiously she looked around feeling she was silently being watched. An ominous sound gurgled up from below. A rustle of robes made her spiral round, but it was too late. The parson was standing right before her. He pushed her into a deep seven-foot pit on her right. It was too deep to climb out. Christine hit her head against the stone edge and lost consciousness.
After a few hours, she was awakened by a white torch light and water. The priest was looking down at her. Christine was virtually submerged and hastened to stand up. Her limbs felt bruised and swollen. She realised the priest was trying to drown her. 
 “Jon killed your two sisters when he was a young lad,” he said, “they were conjoined at the hip, and he didn’t like that.” 
The pastor squatted on his haunches, his tarnished brown teeth visible in the light. 
“He was my son. We both were devoted followers of the church’s secretive ‘Hegemonic Redeemers’. Twins, triplets and deformity are evil.”
Christine listened aghast as the pit gradually filled with water.  
“He meant to get rid of you too but your aunt, our neighbour, sent you away after the death of your two sisters. Years later, when Jon heard you were staying near ‘Nymff’s Coetir’ he started working at Cedar House. The oaf fell in love with you and to escape the church he foolishly left with you for Italy, of all places!”
The priest pulled out his bible, sifting through the pages.
“He didn’t jump over the balcony but was pushed, he was killed for desertion. The red poppy represents his blood. You stole him from me.”
Unable to find the poppy he shoved the book back into his pocket.
“If you’re wondering who sent you the note, I did, through one of my priestly connections at the Vatican.
You’ve got to die!”
The priest jumped up, swaying on the edge, mad with revenge.
Christine seized the opportunity and lurched forward. She grabbed the pastor’s black cassock, pulling him into the pit of water. His head hit the edge as he fell in. Christine realized he must be unconscious as he did not surface. The water was now up to her shoulders. She stepped onto his body to climb out. As she did, he grabbed her ankle and tugged at it, pulling her under water. Christine punched and kicked him several times. Her last blow got him between his eyes which sent the parson reeling back. She clambered out of the pit as he lay submerged and still.
Christine shuddered and staggered for help to the closest house and called the police. 
A month later, back in Florence, Christine relived the event repeatedly. Jon had turned out to be insane, she thought. She had known him for three months and didn’t question his desire to leave Wales in a hurry for Italy! She didn’t know him at all!
“You can never assume that somebody is who they seem to be,” she heard herself say, “you never know what lies in their mind. It takes a long time getting to know someone, and even then, you may not know who they are!” 
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