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Held Captive
prithi shukla
Crystyn Lloyd bought a silver Ford Focus from an old acquaintance in the autumn that year. She was a person who disliked being dependent on people and her own car meant she could travel without relying on friends, buses or the Great Western Railway. 
She lived in St Davids but had to leave for Lampeter to meet a buyer who was keen on purchasing her family home there. Arriving in the small rural town that afternoon, she parked on the street just outside the house, tired after the long journey from Pembrokeshire. She noticed a chilly breeze and pulled up her collar, tugged her coat closer and tightened her scarf snugly around her throat. 
She was thirty-three but felt much older as she walked up the narrow-pebbled path to the front door. From where she stood, she could see the low houses haphazardly scattered on the hill opposite. Nearby was a small bridge over the river Teifi, which Crystyn remembered had a set of stone steps leading down to the water. The birch and conifer on the slopes there were sparse compared to the woodland she remembered. Lofty trees had given way to open meadows for sheep and cows. The beauty of the valley distracted her from the purpose of her visit.
“Stop it!” Crystyn reprimanded herself, “I’ve got to sell this place…now where are those bloody keys.” she said, fumbling through her bag.
 “I’m so like her in some ways and I hate it,” she said, recalling her mother, “but mostly we were poles apart. Thank god! Poor dad, if only he had realised. It all’s such a shame and I wished it hadn’t ended the way it did!”
Crystyn entered the house, placing her suitcase on the floor, and looked around. The place brought back unhappy memories of her father and mother.  It had been six months since her mother passed away. The property had been locked up since then, except for when the estate agent let buyers in to view it. Most of the house had been emptied and was now bare except for a few items in the living room, kitchen and bedroom. 
“This place reeks! …needs fresh air and light,” she said and walked across to the far end of the lounge to open the window. Gazing out, she shuddered with despair at her view of St. Thomas’ churchyard, where both her father and mother now lay. Her thoughts blurred her vision, especially when she remembered her father. 
As she stared out, she noticed a cold mist had descended over the town, stealing the afternoon sun. Without the light the house felt gloomy and dark, beckoning the mist inside.
“I need a stiff drink,” she thought, as she pulled her Penderyn single malt bottle out of her bag. She poured herself a double. She poured herself another and another. A drowsy impassiveness took over, as she sank down onto the old sofa and fell asleep. An unceasing: ‘drip’, ‘drip’, ‘drip’ slowly filtered into her consciousness, making her gasp and waking her from a dream of crushing suffocation.
“Oh no,” she cried, looking up at the ceiling. Water was seeping through. ‘It’s that blasted pipe again. The bloody plumber hasn’t fixed it…damn it, the buyers are going to be here tomorrow!” 
She hurried upstairs to investigate the problem. After turning off the water mains and making a call to the plumber, she went into her parent’s room and sat down on the bed. 
Her mother had always been a fragile and delicate woman, with numerous ailments that she conveniently used whenever she had a desire not to be left at home alone. Neither Crystyn or her father could be out at the same time. Crystyn was warned as a child of her mother’s susceptibility to heart problems if anything upset her. Her father was always very gentle with her mother, giving into every fancy. After he had passed away it became Crystyn’s responsibility to take care of her. 
Everybody supposed that Crystyn’s mother would die well before her father. He was a robust man who loved his sport, especially hunting, a hobby that Crystyn despised. 
“Guns are dangerous, dad,” she’d warn, “…besides, what pleasure can you get killing a wild creature?”
“Bah! Crystyn…live a little,” he would say, laughing, “stop being so righteous!”
That same afternoon he had gone out partridge shooting with his brother. He had called home, horrified. “I’ve done a terrible thing,” Crystyn recalled him saying. 
She tried to remove the thoughts from her mind, but they persisted. There was no closure with something as awful as this. 
“I’ve done something unforgivable,” he whispered. “…and there’s no going back!”
 “What is it dad?” 
“I can’t say, I feel terrible,” he sobbed. 
Seconds later she heard his shotgun go off. The ear-splitting sound resonated through her skull, shattering her eardrum. She froze, nailed to the floor, her pulse beating wildly. Had he intentionally shot himself and what was the “really bad thing that happened”?
Crystyn sprang into action. She first called Mr Jones, a hunting companion of her father’s, who was able to tell her his location, and then she contacted the police. Without telling her mother where she was going, she silently left the house and rushed to find him.
When she arrived at the woodlands near Gorsgoch, she noticed the area had already been cordoned off.  The police had arrived and were searching the dense undergrowth. 
She saw her father’s Ranger Rover parked alongside the road. Dust swirled up, stinging her eyes as cars drove past her. As she made her way to the scene, one of the officers approached her.
“What happened? I’m his daughter” she said, her voice cracking with fear, “I was the one who called.” 
“Right, I think you better come this way,” said the officer, leading her to one of the police cars. She felt a cold chill prickle her neck.
“I want to see my dad…what happened?” 
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” the officer said.
“Why…what happened?”
“I’m not sure…it’s a bloody scene, we can only speculate,” the officer replied, leading Crystyn away from the crime site, “we’ll need to ask you a few questions.”
“What do you think happened?”
“I think your dad shot the person he was with. It was at close range, so we are a bit puzzled. Looks like an accident. He could’ve tripped and pulled the trigger by mistake!”
“That was his brother,” Crystyn replied mechanically, staring at the officer. 
“Did my father shoot himself after the incident?”
“Why do you ask that?” said the officer, surprised. 
“I heard the gun go off when he called me on his mobile.” 
“Seems like it. He shot himself in the head...”
“I think he just couldn’t face what he’d done” Crystyn murmured to herself. She knew killing his brother was bad enough but wondered if her mother had anything to do with his extreme reaction to it. Was he afraid the shock might also kill her? Was that the final ‘straw’ that drove him to shoot himself? 
The constant questioning by the police drained both Crystyn and her mother who was in a perpetual state of shock. She became even more controlling and made life difficult for Crystyn. Her mother responded to the increased chest pains and spasms she was experiencing with wild threats of her imminent death if Crystyn left the house. Crystyn felt trapped.
As her father’s funds reduced, she started applying for work close to home. Her mother became ever more cantankerous and refused any help from care workers.  One morning Crystyn left home to attend a job interview. When she returned, she found her mother dead with an empty bottle of pills clutched in her hand. 
Was this her mother’s spiteful way of teaching her a lesson? Crystyn felt stifled remembering the past, the darkness and the mist seemed to engulf her even with the window open.
Crystyn remembered how, to escape, she had relocated to St Davids and put the family home in Lampeter up for sale.  She loved Lampeter but there were just too many harsh memories. 
The doorbell rang, jolting her back to reality. She breathed in with relief and hurried downstairs to open the front door.
“Hi I’m Jim…. your estate agent...,” he smiled, “are you Crystyn?” 
“Oh hello...yes I am!” Crystyn said, stepping outside to join him, “I wasn’t expecting to see you today.” The sense of oppression she had been feeling dissipated just as the mist had done, as soon as she left the house.
“That’s right. I was just passing by and saw the light on upstairs, so I thought I’d stop and check if you had arrived…I’ll see you tomorrow then.”
 “That’s sweet of you! I’ll see you tomorrow,” Crystyn replied, smiling. As soon as he turned to leave, she decided with a sense of relief, that she couldn’t spend even one night in that house. She grabbed her bags and walked out to check into a local bed and breakfast down the road. 
***
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