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A Brighter Future For Mari

M ari walked through the cemetery as she
had done for the past five years. The
cold and wet chilled her through her

wool coat, reaching up through her cuffs, whistling
down past her collar and gusting under the hem of
her dress. She was anxious to leave the flowers and
return home to her cozy fire. The almost-frozen
raindrops on the bare limbs of the trees in the old
cemetery glistened in the fading light. The sharp,
dusky scent of the earth was unlocked and released
into the damp air. The leaves beneath Mari’s feet
squelched and slid as she trod over them. She
crossed her arms tightly, taking care not to crush
the poinsettias. A chill gust of wind stung her face
and lifted her hair beneath the hat she wore.

Her fingers felt cold and hard when she reached
her parents’ graves a few minutes later. She flexed
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them, hoping to get warm blood flowing through
them. She bent to flick away the wettest of the leaves
and knelt down gingerly onto the cold, dead grass.
She didn’t cry anymore. She had stopped crying by
the third Christmas. Now, she sat before the graves
of her parents thinking nothing, feeling the cold.
Five years had passed. She was aware of the rows of
headstones reaching into the distance and down the
hill. She was aware of the whistling wind. She was
aware of her cold ears and nose.

A sudden, deafening report echoed off the grave-
stones, and as she sat staring at her parent’s graves, a
whizzing sound zinged past her ear and her father’s
gravestone suffered a small explosion at the edge.
She stared, confused and shocked. She didn’t hear
the thudding footsteps until they had arrived at the
spot where she knelt. Hands grabbed her roughly by
her armpits and dragged her, running and stumbling
over limbs, stone edges and rocks, to a large, old oak
tree. She was pushed to the wet leaves at the base
of it. Cold, wet leaves clung to her face and palms.
A shiver jolted through her body. Another report
sounded and a thunk reverberated the tree trunk.

“Stay down!” the unseen person hissed. Fright-
ened into submission, Mari obeyed. However, there
were no more shots to be heard. She twisted her
head up to see who had either kidnapped her or
rescued her. She was shoved back down into the
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leaves.
“You have to stay down, Mari.” Who was this

person? The silent wait was almost unbearable, but
considering the alternative, Mari stayed perfectly
still. Her nose was buried in the damp ground.
The sharp tang of wet earth filled her nostrils
and she focused only on breathing and remaining
motionless.

“He’s gone,” another voice whispered, “I saw him
running off.” Mari took that as a sign, jumped to her
feet and took off. She didn’t get far before she was
tackled to the ground. She scratched and gouged
and kicked. A grunt and curse let her know some of
her attacks had connected.

“Stop that, Mari!” A voice with snapping authority
stilled her. Her unseen assailant released her and
she stared up into hard blue eyes of a white-haired
woman with a braid over her right shoulder. She
wore leather breeches, a white tunic shirt under a
gray, tweed coat and held a double-barreled shotgun
in both hands.

“How do you know me?” Mari asked, unsure
whether to stand or stay on the ground. The
woman’s eyes flicked to Mari’s right and a hesitant
hand lifted her up. She shrugged away the hand and
brushed off leaves and dirt. Then, she stood waiting
silently for the woman to answer her question.

“I’m Phillipa. I own this land. Let’s get you to
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the house. We’ll get you cleaned off.” The woman
turned and began marching away toward the trees,
her shotgun angled to the ground as she carried it.
Mari felt like she was in a dream. She craned her
neck to look up at the man she had tussled with and
he at her, waiting.

“I don’t know either of you,” she took a small step
backward, “And why was someone shooting at you
in a cemetery?”

The woman who introduced herself as Phillipa
called back to her without turning, “I told you my
name. That’s Everard. You’ll get to know us well.
And no one was shooting at us. He was shooting at
you.”

Mari’s mouth dropped open. Her silent compan-
ion, an imposing man in all black, combat boots,
skullcap and holding a rifle, nodded in confirmation
as she looked to him oncemore. His face sported red
marks showing: the evidence of Mari’s momentary
self-defense. She stole a glance behind her at her
parent’s gravestones and at the bullet’s damage. She
ran after Phillipa.

Inside the house, warmed by a mug of hot choco-
late, Mari stole quick glances at her surroundings.
This house was huge. The wood floor gleamed
in the warm, gold light of the blazing chandeliers
above. The Christmas tree towered to the ceiling
in the large entryway. The kitchen, where they had
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entered, was warm and snug. Copper pots and pans
hung from a series of hooks above a butcher block
island that ran almost the length of the kitchen. The
stone floor seemed ancient and it was beautiful.

A portly man in an apron had stood in the kitchen,
whisking a liquid in a bowl with such speed his
hand was a blur. He turned to observe them as
they entered. His glance had rested on Mari and
then returned quickly to the man Phillipa had called
Everard. He had nodded quickly.

“This is my cook, Mr. Shepherd. Would you like
some hot chocolate?” Phillipa addressed Mari. She
nodded in reply. She was thawing out in this warm,
cozy place and didn’t know if she should remain on
guard. After all, she had recently been told someone
tried to kill her out there.

Sitting in a white, frilly chair by a garden win-
dow—not being sure if she should move away from
it in case her enemy spotted her—Mari sipped her
chocolate while Phillipa passed her shotgun to a
small woman in a uniform. The woman took her
tweed coat as well, then Phillipa sat in the chair
across from her. She watched Mari for a few mo-
ments, then spoke, “Mari, I’m your grandmother.”

Mari heard a sharp gasp from somewhere and at
the same time, her teeth clamped down on her mug
in convulsion. Reacting in pain, she dropped the
cup of hot liquid and it splashed onto her clothing,
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the white chair she was sitting in and the deep,
brown, sugary drink dribbled down onto the fluffy,
white carpet of the sitting room. She stared down
at her tidy little destruction and closed her eyes in
frustration. What did she react to first, the shocking
news that she was not the last remaining in a long
line of Truetts and Cathys, or the utter lack of home
training she had just exhibited?

Her eyes rose slowly to the woman calling herself
her grandmother. Phillipa sat across from her with
her eyes closed, her fingers on the bridge of her
nose, breathing calmly and slowly. Then she opened
her eyes, a look of dimming patience upon her face.
Mari began to rise to her feet. Phillipa waived her
back down into her seat, “I’ll have someone come
clean that soon. What else do I have money for,” she
sighed, “Mari. I am your father’s mother. I know he
never mentioned me to you. He told me that plenty
of times. He didn’t approve of me. But, he’s gone
now and we’re still here.” Phillipa crossed her legs,
clasped her hands over a knee and said,” You’re a
very rich woman tomorrow, Christmas.”

Mari sat in her chair, arms raised above the sticky
mess on her clothes, half off the chair and leaning
to the side, to keep more of the goo from dripping
onto Phillipa’s carpet. She had to somehow process
this unbelievable bit of news. Her father’s mother
died years ago. Her family was upper-lower class.
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Her parents drove an old minivan. They lived in
a two-bedroom house. She received three gifts at
Christmas. She never had birthday parties. As she
thought of all these things, she grew angry at her
father and mother. Then, she transferred all this
anger onto Phillipa for mocking her on the 5th
anniversary of her parent’s death. Mocking her with
all of her wealth.

Phillipa sat watching Mari’s passing expressions,
then she turned and called out, “Everard, bring me
the Bible!” Mari watched him as he entered the room
a few moments later. He carried a large, heavy Bible
stuffed with cards, licenses, notes, journal pieces,
and photographs. Phillipa opened the Bible to a page
quickly, as if she had done this many, many times.
She motioned atMari to join her. Mari looked down
at her mess, the mug on the carpet on its side and
looked helplessly at Everard. He dipped his head
and pressed his lips together in what Mari was sure
was an attempt to hide a laugh.

After grabbing a stack of napkins from the small
table beside Phillipa, he knelt and retrieved the
mug, setting it upright on the saucer sitting on the
occasional table. Then he dabbed, hesitantly at her
coat, watching her for signs of pain or discomfort.
She admitted to herself that she felt odd at that
moment. She assumed it was her embarrassment
that made her fidget as he did his best to blot the
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chocolate on her coat. Once he finished, he leaned
forward onto his knee and studied her face.

“Alright now?” he asked.
Her eyes strayed to the scratches she left on

his face. One looked particularly painful and she
reached out a hand to examine it. His eyes widened.
She withdrew her hand, quickly. She looked away
and busied herself with standing carefully and she
nodded and mumbled her thanks. He stood, putting
a hand on her back, nudging her slightly to Phillipa,
who was sitting impatiently, tapping the open family
bible. She showed Mari the entry of her birth, and
above it, her parents’ marriage and above that, her
father’s birth.

Phillipa turned to Mari, “Your father grew up in
this. He rejected it when he left for college. It’s
understandable. He was a type. He was always sen-
sitive to positions, power, injustice, and insincerity.
What I could not accept was his coldness to me and
the insensitivity to his wife and his child. To subject
them to unnecessary struggles because of his own
personal ideologies is what I consider unforgivable.
To believe you know better than the centuries of
wise men and women before you were ever born is
the height of arrogance.”

She sighed and closed the family Bible, “We fought
bitterly one night over it all. I should have known
better, but I was losing my only son and fought
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with my emotions, rather than my intelligence. He
shouted that I would never know you as long as
he was alive and he would never take my money.”
Phillipa raised her eyes again to Mari, “And my last
words to him were that you would be my heir and
that there was nothing he could do about it.”

Phillipa stood and returned the Bible to the silent
Everard. She went to stand in front of the garden
window and stared unseeing at the iron seating and
birdbaths, “His last words to me were ‘Over my dead
body’…turns out…that’s exactly what happened.”
Phillipa turned around again, “I’m signing over quite
a bit of money to you tomorrow. You’re twenty-one
now. I believe it’s fitting that I do it on Christmas,
seeing as you experienced your greatest loss just
before Christmas all those years ago. It can’t make
you happy, but it can help.”

Mari sank down onto the carpet. It was all true.
All true. Her father…her father kept her from her
own grandmother. His mother. She shook and
shook. Phillipa turned to look down at her and
rushed over. She called to someone, “Get some
warm blankets. She’s going into shock.”

Mari stared ahead, at nothing, her arms hugging
her chest, “But…but why was someone trying to
kill me? Who is trying to kill me?” Phillipa pulled
off Mari’s coat, pushed her hands into her lap and
wrapped her in a heated quilt. Then, she led her to
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the stairs outside of the sitting room and nudged
her in the back, to get her to climb. Mari’s feet were
obstructed by the hanging folds of the quilt and she
simply stood on the third stair, unable to go further.

Phillipa shrugged and sat on the stair, “That’s the
other thing, Mari. Not only am I your grandmother,
but you have a half-brother who is trying to gain
your inheritance. He’s your mother’s son from a
previous…whatever it was. I’ve told him a million
times that he does not inherit. Not after he burned
down one of my houses in a rage, he doesn’t. Some-
how he thinks the law will make him an automatic
heir if you were to die. He’s…he’s not smart. Now,
do you think you can make it up the stairs?”
A brother? Mari stared ahead, unable to accept any

of the information she had received within the last
ten minutes. She didn’t move. She didn’t speak. She
merely stared. She heard a sigh of exasperation and
her extremely capable grandmother called again to
Everard, who put an arm behind her back and swung
her legs up to carry her up the stairs. Mari stared at
his face as he carried her up the stairs as though she
were simply a dress in a tailor’s bag. She wrenched
an arm free of her wrappings and put her free hand
on his face, on the wounds she had inflicted.

“You’re tall,” she said, loopily.
“She’s in shock, Everard,” Phillipa’s voice called

from behind him.
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Everard looked down at Mari as he continued to
climb the stairs. His eyes crinkled at the edges. He
was again hiding a smile.

Mari pulled out her other arm and placed her
other hand on the other side of his face, “I’m a rich
woman. I’m sorry I hurt you. Marry me.” Everard’s
mouth fell open and his step faltered.

“She’s definitely in shock. She’s not a rich woman,
yet.” Phillipa squeezed past the two of them, as
they reached the top of the stairs, stealing a look
at Mari’s face and Everard’s demeanor as she did
so. Evidently seeing more than she expected, she
stopped in surprise.

“Everard?” she said, a smile drawing over her face.
He blinked and dropped Mari in a hurry.

“Ow!” Mari said as she landed on the floor in
a heap. Uttering profuse apologies, Everard knelt
to untangle her from the blankets and lift her up.
Phillipa turned to lead the way to a bedroom for
Mari. “I see someone is charmed by a pair of soulful
eyes,” she said as she passed several bedrooms.

The jolt of the bump on the floor had restored
Mari’s senses somewhat, and she wished she could
disappear into the floor. What had possessed her
to say those things? As she followed Phillipa, she
turned to steal a glance at Everard striding behind
them, tall and imposing. She looked up at his green
eyes and saw why Phillipa had called them soulful.
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Everard, unsure if she would say anything else out
of shock, slowed his step, his face turned away, but
his eyes holding on to hers.

“Again, you two?” Phillipa called from the door-
way of a pretty, feminine room at the end of the
hall.

“They are soulful,” Mari muttered. An exasperated
sound expelled from Phillipa who nudged Mari
toward the door.

“I was talking about yours, you silly…he likes your
eyes. Oh, you’re a pair…!” Phillipa raised her eyes
to heaven. Mari stood frozen as Phillipa pulled
back the duvet, blankets, and sheets and then pulled
down the shades at the windows before swinging
the curtains together. Mari stared out of the door at
Everard’s back, having turned his back respectfully
to allow her some privacy.

Phillipa muttered beneath her breath, “…silly
family members…I’m the only sane one in the
group…and Ev, mooning about Mari for so long.”
She opened a wardrobe and pulled out a vintage-
looking silk pajama set. Then she came to Mari and
began taking off her outer clothing.

“Oh, I can do it myself, Phillipa. Thank you.” Mari
was mortified and out of sorts, “I’m not really going
to sleep. I have to go home.”

Phillipa nodded, “Yes, I know. Just rest for a little
while. I’ll send Ev-well, no. I’ll come up to get you
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in half an hour. Is that alright?” She headed for the
door, then she swung around, “Don’t worry about
John-your half-brother. He’ll be picked up soon and
won’t be able to hurt you. I’ll make sure he gets into
a good facility. Alright?”

Mari looked around the pretty room and nodded
without aword. Phillipa left, closing the door quietly.
Mari didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t sleep
here. She had a home to go to. Why didn’t she just
say “no, thank you” and be donewith that? She knew.
Although she was brash and abrupt, Phillipa was
comfortable, she took charge and she was a lovely
person. Mari didn’t realize she wanted someone to
take over…just for a little while. She had been on
her own since she was sixteen. She reluctantly put
on the silk pajamas. They felt luxurious.

Mari walked to the large windows and pulled
back the curtains, finding a fancy filigree knob. She
pressed it down and the window pushed open like a
French door. The lawn was expansive and hedged
by groups of trees. Tiki lanterns were lit at intervals
near the house and down a trail that led to a large
workshop. She walked out onto the little balcony
and leaned out to see how far the property extended.
The light on the horizon was almost gone now.
The incident at her parents’ graves seemed to have
happened so long ago. Only an hour ago, she was the
only person left alive in her world and now…now…
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“She is your grandmother and she’s watched out
for you for five years.” It was Everard. He sat below
her on the garden patio she had looked out upon
earlier when she spilled her hot chocolate and was
told she had a family. The flickering flame light
caused shadows to dance around him. He leaned
against a stone balustrade that formed a railing at
the edge of the patio.

“How do you know for sure?” she asked. She
leaned her elbows against the balcony rail.

“I know because I’ve known this family all my life.
My mother is Phillipa’s closest friend. I knew your
father.”

Mari considered this, staring at a dancing flame
in the distance, “Why didn’t she tell me who she was
sooner? It would have been nice having a family
after Mom and Dad died.”

“Well…Phillipa may seem like a know-it-all and
someone who never has a moment’s hesitation, but
she didn’t know how to do it. She was afraid of you,
really. She wasn’t sure if you had bought into your
father’s ideas.”

“Really? No…I couldn’t. They were harsh ideas.”
Everard placed his palms onto the balustrade. His

eyes reflected the firelight and all Mari could see
was his face in partial shadow, “They were. I found
out John discovered your inheritance. He’s always
been jealous of you since his mom and dad ended

14



their relationship so long ago and you were born.”
Mari leaned over the balustrade listening to his

voice and watching the shadows play over him.
“And,” he continued, “I know she watched out for

you because I’ve been here the whole time helping
her keep watch.”

Everard had an endearing way of keeping his head
turned away from her, but keeping his eyes on hers
that tugged at Mari’s heart.

“You have? So you’ve both been…sort of…stalking
me?” she asked, dumbfounded.

His laugh was a clear sound that echoed off the
walls and stone and sounded wonderful. Her smile
was wide and without embarrassment.

“How do I get down there, to where you are?” she
asked, “I mean, without Phillipa seeing me? She
might try to force me to stay here if she sees me.”
He straightened, his eyes and smile dimming a little.
He moved to stand directly below her as she leaned
out over the ledge, looking down. His arms were
crossed and his feet spread apart. He raised his face
to gaze at her.

“Don’t you want to stay?” He asked in a low voice.
She lost track of her breathing, and her mouth

went dry. She clutched the railing and she couldn’t
answer.

“If you want to come down here to me, the only
way to do it is to let me catch you.”
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Mari gasped softly, “What?”
“There’s no way to get past Phillipa to get down

here. I’ll catch you.” As if to reassure her, he patted
his chest at his heart and raised his arms up to her.
Mari looked around. Was it so important that she
avoid Phillipa and risk injury? Then she looked
down at the garden patio, the lit torches, the sultry
shadows and the man who revealed himself as her
eternal bodyguard. She wanted to let him catch her.

“It’s cold,” she breathed, making one last-ditch
effort to stay the same as she was before she came
here. One last-ditch effort to save herself from a
future forever changed.

“Let me keep you warm,” he responded. His
voice had dropped to an octave that warmed her.
Grinning, she swung a leg out of the balustrade and
turned around until she was on the opposite side.
She looked down to see that Everard was still there.
Then, she let go. He caught her in the same position
he had carried her up the stairs, only this time, he
was prepared for Mari’s hands to reach up and pull
his head down to hers.

“Keep me warm,” she whispered.
Phillipa dropped the curtain back into place, her

face reddened. Things had progressed nicely, but
goodness, they had progressed quickly, too!
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The end.
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Also by N. Annette Knight

And Riley Runs: A Short
Story Thriller
Riley is a 12-year old girl who
is granted a small amount of
independence for the first time
by her protective parents. Soon,
suffering from hurt feelings and
neglect by her closest friends,

Riley finds herself utterly alone and racing against a
setting sun. Unknown to Riley, she will soon have
to run for her life.
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