The Kate-and-Annie Story


The room was tiny, doorless and windowless, and  consisted of nothing besides four bleak stone walls, a stone floor and a stone ceiling.  The ceiling was so low that one could not even sit up straight and the total floor-space was around ten square feet, not even enough room to lie down in comfort.  The room was completely unfurnished and totally empty except for a wildly thrashing girl who was lying on her back, her hair in disarray and her clothing reduced to rags, screaming and somehow managing to strike out at the  surrounding stone without bruising her  arms, legs and head.  At times, when her screams grew especially loud and her thrashing unusually wild the stone would waver and recede a little, but when her energy level dropped as it occasionally did the walls would close in again.

*

*

*

Throughout the rest of the house, order reigned.  Every last thing was neatly in place and dusted and polished until it shone.  As a whole it gave off and aura of absolute sterility and order and it looked like a place in which the species "home-sapiens" had never set foot.  The house's sole occupant and owner was as always rushing about hurriedly, straightening this just a fraction of an inch, polishing that just wee bit more, making another picture which had already been hanging perfectly  straightly to begin with hang even straighter still.  Then, just when everything was so perfect that it had surpassed perfection itself, the very walls of the house seemed to waver and shake just a little.  The young woman clenched her jaw and concentrated hard for a moment and the wavering stopped, but it was already too late.  The house still did not look even remotely lived it, but the shaking had achieved a softer look, somehow.  The immaculacy didn't look quite as forbidding as it had before.  The woman apparently noticed, as she gave a little cry of irritation, muttered something about "that bitch in the basement," and went to work straightening and polishing again, a look of fierce concentration on her face.

*

*

*

Off the basement in an ever-tinier room beneath the house, the ravings and thrashings about continued.  The wild girl lapsed for a moment and felt the walls squeezing together around her and watched the ceiling as it threatened to crush her completely, and renewed her efforts.  An intense and uncontrollable rage swept through her and an ear-splitting, inhuman howl escaped her lips.  With a strength born of anger, terror and despair, she struck out at walls, ceiling and floor.  Then she twisted so that her feet were braced against one wall and her back against another and pushed. . .

*

*

*


The young woman upstairs was cursing softly under her breath.  She had no more than started straightening things again when the entire house grew transparent and then shuddered as its solidity return, this time hard enough to make books fall off tables and knick-knacks off walls and set hanging lamps swinging.  And she'd thought her control was absolute today.  It would have to be for this afternoon, when the ladies' club came over.  The thought of the house shaking while such nosy, gossipy women were in it scared her badly and made her start straightening things with twice her prior fervor.  She worked mechanically, for she'd been cleaning and straightening and polishing this very house in this very manner for as long as she could remember, and probably even longer than that.  The thought of the house shaking again this afternoon while the club was over crossed her mind again and her face went dead white.  It couldn't.  That was all there was to it.  They would start asking questions, ones that she wouldn't be able to talk her way out of without coming too close for her own comfort to subjects best left unmentioned.  The would want to know what it was, and even if she did manage to talk her way through it, afterward their perceptions would be preternaturally acute with suspicion.  They might even hear the howling coming from the basement, which was still faintly audible despite all her work to muffle the sound.  Supposing they wanted to go down stairs?  No, best not even to think it, she told herself grimly as she continued mindlessly dusting.  Then all at once the irony of so neat a woman having so wild a girl in her basement caught her and her mind went white with fury directed at the deranged creature writhing in the room downstairs.

*

*

*

The girl braced her feet against one wall and her back against another and pushed with all her lunatic strength.  She put everything that she was into forcing the two walls apart from one another.  She was after her liberty after having been penned up for far too long.  And something in her kept insisting that this was the way to achieve it.  With complete concentration, the voice told her, and a total effort  of will, you can pierce the illusion that forms this stone and break free.  The words make little sense to the girl, but having heard them millions upon billions of times, she had almost started to believe them, and so fought the walls wildly, as she did today, struggling fiercely to get out.  And now she had more reason that ever to believe the words spoken inside her mind:  Today alone she had twice managed to make the walls go clear and unsubstantial, twice managed to make her prison of stone stake like an earthquake was affecting them instead of merely her own, small strength.  She knew what she had to do to make them disappear entirely was just to refuse to accept them with her entire being, fight against them with every bit of strength that she had, to focus every ounce of her control on shattering them and they would vanish.  For weeks she'd been preparing for her final effort, the final battle in her war for freedom.  And today she was ready to make it happen.


*

*

*

The woman upstairs bit back her sudden fury at the last possible instant.  She's nearly lost control, herself, but at the last second, her nearly absolute self-control had won out like it always did, and that rage was, as always, rechanneled into straightening and reordering everything in her house.  There was no room for mindless fury in her world, only control, always control.  The bottled rage of nearly two decades had been neatly rechanneled, and after fighting her emotions for so long, how could she bear to give up no?  Loss of self-control would reduce her to the sorry state of the creature below here.  Her mother had always taught her that she was better than that, that good girls didn't show their emotions.  She shook as she heard another inhuman howl filter up through the floor boards.  She wouldn't end up like that, she just wouldn't.  That was all.  She dropped that train of though abruptly and once again concentrated on straightening.  That magazine was not quite at perfect right angles to the table on which it lay.  And wasn't that a speck of dust on that wall, just below the slightly off-center painting?  She quickly fixed the magazine, got rid of the speck of dust and straightened the painting.  There.  Her house was just like her mind:  Clutter and mess had no place in either, and any emotions were as quickly done away with as some misfortunate bit of dust which had haplessly found itself on one of her immaculate white walls.  So the ladies' club was going to come over today and attempt to poke and pry into her life.  Well, she wished then luck.  If only that darned racket would stop!  Didn't that creature ever sleep?  What if they heard it?  Then that line of thought, too, was dropped as the doorbell rang and the ladies' club filed into the house.

*

*

*


It was time.  She simply couldn't take it any longer.  She moaned, pressed her feet and back against opposite walls and pushed.  For a moment, she felt the uneven stone digging into the balls of her feet, her back.  Then her mind went blank and everything she was went into forcing the walls apart, destroying them.  Now not even a moan escaped her as everything she had went into fighting her imprisonment.  As before, the walls started to tremble and then fade, but this time they wouldn't simply snap back into place a moment later.  This time, if they went, they'd be gone forever.

*

*

*

She mechanically greeted her guests, unwanted though they were, but in a completely slat tone of voice.  Everything was just right.  These women wouldn't get anything to gossip about from her.  Now a single thing was out of place, nor would she react in the slightest to any prying words they might choose to throw at her.  Then, all at once, the house started trembling.  It couldn't start now!  Everyone would know.  Everything she'd worked for all her life, discretion, anonymity, everything, would be completely ruined.  The woman lost her control, and as the walls of her house shook around her, the walls in her mind, penning in her emotions, at last shattered.  She was beyond furious.  How could that animal do this to her?  All at once, almost twenty years of pent-up fury was unleashed in the direction of the girl in the basement.  It could almost be seen like a bolt of lightening as it flashed through the floor and struck her.

*

*

*


Just as her prison was fading away forever, she was struck by the white flash of fury and her concentration was shattered.  The broken stones that had been the ceiling abruptly rematerialized directly above her and lacking support, fell on and around her.  The ceiling had been three feet thick and the broken slabs of stone were extremely heavy as they fell and crushed the life out of her body.  The stench of defeat after she'd so nearly won was horrible, but at least she had the sole satisfaction of knowing that as she dies, she was taking her captor with her.  She knew that when she died, the woman upstairs would die too, because it had been fated that neither of the two should live without the other.

*

*

*

The body lived on mindlessly in a coma for over a year, before its heart finally gave up and quit beating.  The coroner, trying to find out what had happened, was able to discover no more than that the brain had simply shorted out, due to intolerable stress.
