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The Keeper’s Daughter

The stone circle at the top of the hill was all that was left. One last look and she was gone.  
* * *
Her mother's feet, soft on the stairs, quiet, so as not to wake him. The gentle knock,  
"Iona, will you take the dog out, please?" Her mother's soft island accent spoke quietly, so as not to wake him. Iona looked up from the remains of her homework to see her mother's retreating figure. Nothing ever seemed to change, Iona thought as she followed her mother downstairs, noiselessly, so as not to wake him.  
 
In the kitchen, Iona poured herself a glass of water and gathered Blue's leash and some treats. As she raised the glass to her lips, Cal staggered into the kitchen. The stench of alcohol emanating from him disgusted Iona but her revulsion didn’t over-power the sudden wave of fear that hit her so suddenly that her hand shook. Water spilled down her front onto the floor and his head swung round at her gasp, like that of a hound catching the scent of its wounded prey. His bloodshot, un-focused eyes narrowed, 
"Now look at what you’ve done, you lazy, useless, stupid…" Cal lurched towards her. Iona backed into the sink; she could see her mother out of the corner of her eye,
"Mum, don’t!" 
"Cal, please…" 
Iona didn’t have to watch to see her mother flinch as Cal turned and swung his hand at her face. Iona didn’t want to wait for the sharp yelp of pain or the thump as her mother hit the floor for the fourth time that day; she was out of the door, pelting down the un-surfaced track, easily avoiding the potholes and the muddy slipways that the deer had created, until she reached the one and only main road in the tiny island. She stopped, letting her lungs fill with the oxygen they had craved since he had lurched into the kitchen. With Blue panting at her side, Iona set off over the grassy moorland, following long forgotten tracks that she had once frequented with her father.  
 
Her father, who could no longer shield her or her mother from the coarse fishermen who inhabited the edge of the island; or the drunken unemployed, whose natural habitat seemed to be the island's one and only pub - or in Cal's case, their house. Or indeed the mainlanders who only visited during the shooting and fishing seasons and then complained incessantly about the tourists. 
 
Iona’s appreciation of this irony had only come with age but by that time her father was gone, and that didn’t sit well with her. The thought of having spent wasted time with her father scared Iona: that they had shared something impure, something not worth the little time he could spend with her made Iona feel…inadequate. He was gone now and the island, the shipping and the council had all been to blame.  
 
She could see the white trail of foam from the ferry in the grey seawater below, the only one to and from the island. The tiny boat must have been nearly in the bay, hidden from her view by the cliffs. This had once been a thriving community and a prime trading spot with many boats traversing the waters here in constant need of guidance and reassurance. Their source: her father and his lighthouse. But the council, seeing the decrease of trade in the small island's waters over the years had stated that 'his - albeit valued - services were no longer needed.'  Jobless and restless and feeling that his worth was no more than that of the abandoned lighthouse, her father's sou'wester and oil skins had been found at the cliff edge a few weeks later. 
Stopping, Iona raised her hand tentatively to her face, wiping away tears and wincing when she brushed the bruising which seemed to have become an almost permanent fixture there. The purple stood out against her pale skin. The swellings reminded her time and time again that she would never escape from Cal's flailing fists, not on the island. Blue whined at her side, reminding Iona why she was on the moor in the first place and so she set off again, further into the salt laden heathers, grasses and bogs.  
 
Iona found that her one joy left on the island was its moors. Like Jane Eyre, Iona had wandered, lost and wounded by grief long after her father had disappeared. The moors had been both friend and foe, allowing her to drown in her sorrow, and find herself again, not quite whole but nearly fixed, like Jane after the care of St. John and his loving sisters.  
 
Her mind wandered back to Jane’s lonely tale, as it often did, as feet carried her on a familiar path. As the heather thinned, the grasses became tougher and the sound of the sea became louder. The salt spray from the waves crashing far below became almost tangible as Iona found herself surrounded by blackened stone. They lay like a giant's toy, strewn over the grass, as if a careless child had knocked over a jar of misshapen marbles that had, by some fluke, landed in an almost perfect circle. No uprights remained from the old lighthouse. No hint of what had once gone before. It had stood tall. Proud, even when the paint peeled as a result of the bitter, jealous wind. Strong, even when the lamp glass was broken by the fierce storms that frequented the island's ever grey skies. Now, there was nothing. Iona stood, watching the grass move with the wind and feeling its salt filled breath on her face. She shivered and moved among the long forgotten ruins, delicately picking her way to the centre of the black circle. It was here she remembered her father at his strongest, most vibrant self:  sweeping her into his arms and running all the way to the top of the lighthouse, her screams of terrified delight echoing down through the grey passageway, his feet heavy on the stairs. Him standing, cleaning the lamp glass, maintaining the wick whilst singing the hymns he had learned at school. The only songs he knew. Her father's voice had been deep and pure, like that of a bell. It had echoed within her, filling her small body with sound and making her feel like at any moment she would break apart. Her standing at the rails, her breath curling and being lifted away in the early winter morning air when it had felt like the strong iron rails would freeze to her hands and imprison her at the top of the tower, like some fairytale princess.  
 
But she was no princess. There was no romantic, magical prince to whisk her away to his kingdom in the sunset. This was not Jane Eyre and there was no escape. Blue whined. Iona wiped her face on her sleeve.  
"I'm so sorry," Iona whispered to the earth as the unstoppable tears ran down her face. "I'm so, so sorry," this time to the wind. She crouched, curling her self into a ball, wrapping her arms around herself. "I can't stop him," Iona whispered to the breaking waves far below her. "Please, daddy, help me." This was the first time she had ever asked the dead man for help. She stayed crouched there until she felt strength slowly creep back into her limbs and her tears had subsided. Blue was sat on the periphery of the black circle, waiting. Iona stood. She knew what she was going to do.  
 
The house was silent when she arrived back. Cal, no doubt, was in a drunken stupor in front of the TV and God only knew where her mother was. My mother, Iona thought, was once so strong. Now she turns her back to the mirror, she covers the bruises in make-up and buries her head in the sand. Even after Iona's bruises and pleas, her mother had never taken the opportunity to get rid of Cal and eradicate his presence from their home. He was like a stain: impossible to remove he had been there for so long, ever since Iona’s father had gone. Cal had seen her mother’s need for support and wormed his way into her affections like a disease, breaking down her defences piece by piece. She must focus now. Iona understood that she must do as Jane Eyre had done and leave the place that had now become a prison. She also knew that her mother would never admit to anyone the reality of their lives, see the scars on her body or the welts on either of their arms.  
 
Iona left the house fifteen minutes later, as silently as she'd entered. Blue was by her side again but this time she had a different purpose in mind. At the top of the hill once again, Iona stopped. One last look and she was gone, heading for the harbour, Blue trotting at her heel.
Word count: 1,504
PAGE  
1
Word Count: 1504 
Got a Relatively High Mark in Folio

