
Alice’s Story
“Mummy. My feet hurt!”
“Just a little bit further, honey,” she said. 
Billy, who was holding her left hand, fell to the ground.
“Come on, Billy,” Mum told him. “We either finish this walk, or we die.”
“I can’t walk any more!” Billy started to cry.
“Then I’ll have to leave you here to die,” Mommy told him, and released his hand.
Billy immediately stood on his feet and reached for her hand again. Mum took it and started 

walking again. Billy managed to keep up.
“How much further, Mummy?” I asked.
“Until we get there,” she answered.

They were my earliest memories. I think they stuck because I know Mummy loved us, and would 
do anything to protect us; but she threatened to just walk away from Billy if he wouldn’t walk with us.  
That’s when I knew it was serious.

Eventually we walked in through some gates. We were greeted by a woman older than Mummy, but 
she seemed friendly. She took us to her bedroom and soon there was food and milk on her table for us.

I don’t remember much after that. The woman seemed to spend a lot of time with us, but it’s all a  
blur. Then one morning she took us through a building into a cave, or something like that. Then we 
walked out of the cave and everything was different. There was no walls or buildings around us, like there 
had been when we walked in. But the woman and Mummy didn’t seem worried, so we must have come 
out a different opening.

Then Mummy knelt down on the dirt and called me and Billy to her.
“One day, you will understand,” she said, as she started to cry. “But I have to do this. Be strong, 

both of you, and know that I love you.” Then she hugged us both, even Billy who was a bit of a pain.
Then the four of us walked for a long time, long past our lunch break for bread and water when the 

sun was highest. We came to a group of huts. Some of the men started to grab at Mummy, until the  
woman with us shouted at them and touched one of them. He fell down. The others backed away. The 
woman said some things I can’t remember, and then Billy was left with one of their women. I can still see 
him crying as we three walked away. 

After walking a long time after that, almost sunset, we found another village. Again, some of the  
men grabbed at Mummy, and the woman made another one of them fall down. We stayed in one of their 
huts that night. In the morning Mummy gave me another hug. She cried and told me to stay brave. So 
long as I was brave, I might get hurt but everything would be good in the end. Then she and the woman 
walked away, leaving me with one of the village women.

I cried all that next night, but that village woman was very kind to me. The next morning she said 
that she would be my new mother. I didn’t want her, I wanted my own mummy, but she just said that  
would be how things would be.

Life in that village was good, once I got used to it. My new mother was kind to me. She seemed to 
think I was something special, even more special than her own children. I had friends and fun, and I 
learned how to be a good woman. In fact, I had just become a woman, just like my new mother told me 
would happen, when something terrible happened. I remember the shouts and the fires and the sound of 
fighting as I hid in the hut. Then some men came into the hut and grabbed me.

They dragged me out, into the light of the burning huts and the first glimmers of morning. My 



mother was dragged out with me.
An old man stood in front of us. I can still remember the smell of sweat and blood from him. He  

shouted at my mother in words I couldn’t understand, or at least I can’t remember. My mother was very 
scared. I saw her nodding whenever the man shouted at her.

Then he said something I can remember. “The girl is yours,” he said to a boy at his side.
“She’s just a child!” the boy replied, even though he had only the barest wisp of chinfluff himself. 

“I want one with big boobs!”
“You’ll take what you’re given,” the man said. “I know what I’m doing!”
It was not pleasant, being the sex slave of a brutal, careless adolescent who would rather have 

someone else. But I managed to survive. That’s better than what happened to most of my villagers. The 
men, boys, children and older women were slaughtered. The younger females were shared out like me. 

I fell pregnant in less than a year. I was delivered of twins. That was when I realised that there was 
more at stake than my own life. I had to make a life for my children. I heard rumours of a sacred village 
almost a day’s walk away, under the control of women who were dedicated to protecting children and 
outcasts. That was when I decide that I would wait until my children could walk, and then I would try to 
get there. Until then, I would breast-feed for as long as possible, and some of the women told me a few 
tricks that might help to prevent me from getting pregnant again. 

I waited as long as I dared. The kids were into their third year when my milk started to dry up. It  
was now or never! Soon after midnight on a waning moon, I stabbed my man through the neck to make 
sure he didn’t wake and raise an alarm. I needed as much of a head start as I could get. I carried the kids 
out of the village until I could carry them no further. Then I took one in each hand, and told them they had 
to walk. It was slow, but it was the best I could do. I didn’t have the strength to carry them both except in 
short spells. 

“So that’s how you got here, eh?” the woman asks me.
“Yes, and I seek sanctuary with you. Whatever you require of me to serve your community, I will 

do it.”
The woman smiles at me. “First, we should get to know each other. What’s your name?”
“My name is ‘Alice’.”
“What a coincidence!” the woman exclaims. Before everyone here started calling me ‘Mother’, my 

name was ‘Alice’ too! And your children?”
I named the boy ‘Billy’, after my lost brother. The girl has been given my name, as is the custom for 

first daughters in our old village. She is ‘Alice’ too.”
“That should be easy enough for me to remember.” The woman smiles. “I’m sure we can find a 

place for you.”
The next few weeks surprise me. I expect to be given the most menial chores, as had been my lot 

under my spoilt-brat master, and then be sent to lessons in the evening to learn the rules of the sanctuary. 
But Mother Alice has different ideas. Instead, she spends most of each day talking with me, and telling  
me things about myself that I had never told anyone. How could she know so much about me?  Those 
rumours of the Holy Lady of the Sanctuary loom large in my mind. And she seems so driven!

I am totally stunned by the knowledge she imparts to me. Not just things that I haven’t told her, but 
things that nobody could have told her. Then she shocks me beyond my wildest imaginings.

“Alice, soon I will take you to a place you have already been.”
“Yes, Mother; but you do that every day.”
She smiles, as though she knew I would say that.
“There’s a cave here. I’ve hidden it by building the Temple in front of it, and the only access is 



through the temple and then a secret trapdoor. Only Mary and I are allowed into the Temple, and people I 
invite; and only we know that the trapdoor and the cave are there.”

“Then why would you tell me?” I’m obviously of great interest to her for some reason, but I have 
no status in the hierarchy.

“I’ll tell you because you need to know. Come with me.” Then she shoulders a backpack and picks 
up Alice, leaving me to carry Billy as she leads me out through the darkness. She doesn’t even light a  
torch. I stumble as I walk through the Temple, and I grope for the trapdoor as she whispers instructions to 
me. There is a soft sound as the trapdoor closes, and then she strikes a small light. She lights a torch set in 
an alcove.

“Let the children sleep. I have much to tell you that you need to know.”
I can’t describe how I feel as Mother Alice tells me the most amazing story. I don’t believe it, but 

she tells me I must do exactly what she says. My life and the lives of my children depend on it.
I know that Mother Alice hasn’t told me everything. She admits that she only told me what I need to 

know at this time, and the rest will come later. 
I’m numb. I’m indescribably sad. I’m also totally convinced that I have no choice but to endure. As 

my first mother said to me so long ago, I must be brave. Even though I might get hurt, it will all be good 
in the end.

I nod to Mother Alice. “Then let it be done!”
She does some things in a dark corner of the cave. 
“Time to start walking. Wake the children.”
She drops her backpack before we walk out of the mouth of the cave. There is not a sign of any 

buildings at all.
“Where is everything?” I ask.
She doesn’t answer. I kneel in the dirt and call the kids to me.
“I have to do this. Be strong, both of you, and know that I love you.” Then I hug them both. How it 

rips at me!
“Remember, we have no reputation at all here,” Mother Alice warns me. “We are fair game for 

anyone we meet. So trust me!” We start walking just as the dawn starts to break.
It takes until early afternoon before we walk into a village. The men of the village see Mother Alice, 

me and two children. I should have expected it, but I am shocked when two of them grab me and start  
arguing about who will take me first. Mother Alice tells them to release me, but they just laugh. 

“You can be second prize!’ one calls back. Then she does something. I don’t know what, but one of 
the men collapses. The other backs away very quickly.

“Let this be a lesson to you,” Mother Alice proclaims boldly. “Anyone who touches a woman or a 
child under my protection can expect this, or worse!” She looks around the circle of onlookers, but no-
one meets her gaze.

“Now that we understand each other, who is the headman of this village?”
One man, a warrior to his boot soles, steps forward. He is holding his cap in both hands and his 

head is slightly bowed. He is obviously a quick learner. Mother Alice addresses him.
“Come away from the crowd. I have secret instructions for you.” The two of them walk a distance 

into the forest, the headman to one side and a respectful step behind.
Eventually they return.
I know what has to be done. I give Billy one last hug, and tell him I love him. Then Mother Alice, 

little Alice and I walk away. 
“Expect the same to happen in this next village, too,” Alice warns me. She gives a wry smile. “But 

you already know that men think they can do whatever they want.”
And she is right. Again I am grabbed, this time by a group of three. Mother Alice places her left 

hand on the shoulder of one of them, and he collapses.



All the village stands in fear of this woman who can apparently kill with a touch. She gives the 
same warning and again she speaks privately with the Headman.

But it is now dusk. We stay in the Headman’s hut that evening. He is eager to feed us, and very 
respectful.

Morning comes, and we enjoy an ample breakfast. The headman’s woman provides me with a 
shoulder bag full of bread and dried meat. Before we leave this village Mother Alice turns to the crowd 
again. 

“Any woman or girl who wants to come with me, come now. I will protect you! But you must obey 
me, for your own good, or I will remove my protection. The choice is yours.”

I see one woman look wistfully to a young girl at here side, but she makes no move. Another young 
woman, not even my age, steps forward with an obvious limp. Her face and arms are bruised. As she 
speaks she reveals that she has some teeth missing.

“I will come.”
“Your name?”
“Mary.”
“Welcome, Mary. I am ‘Mother’. This is Alice. Follow me.”
I hug little Alice for the last time. “Stay strong!” I urge her. “Stay brave!” Then I hand her over to 

the Headman’s woman.
The three of us walk back to the cave mouth where we emerged yesterday morning. Mother’s 

backpack is still there.
“We have only ten years to build our sanctuary. Let’s get to work!”
For the first two years we sleep in the cave. Mother says it is protected by the Great Goddess, and 

that no-one should go in or out of the cave if the two ropes of the Goddess are stretched across it just 
inside the entrance. I also notice that there are often animals found dead between the two ropes.

During those two years we are provided with food by a nearby village. They live in dread of 
Mother. Some of their men also help us clear a patch of the forest for our fields. From time to time Mother 
takes two of them out into the forest, and they return with a deer for food. Neither of the men will say 
much, only that Mother tells them to wait while she goes away to pray to the Goddess, and when she 
returns she leads them to the deer that the Goddess has killed to provide for them.

In the third year we built our dormitory and kitchen, and in the fourth year we start on the Temple 
dedicated to the Great Goddess. This is set in front of the cave and completely conceals it. The side walls 
are built back to blend in with the rock face. Through all this time women have been joining our number. 
In the early years we were given girls who were considered undesirable because of some disability, or too 
ugly to marry. As time goes on we start to receive others who have fled from men who abused them. 
Mother Alice makes it clear that all who join us must forget all their old hatreds and injuries. They are 
pledged to help all, particularly women and girls but also men who show proper respect. But they must 
never join with a man. They must be subject to no man in any way, except to provide food and aid for  
those who require it, as the Great Goddess provides for all.

“Alice, come with me.” I see that Mary is also beside her.
“Yes, Mother.”  She leads us into the temple. I know this is something important, because Mother is 

usually the only one who enters the temple, for prayer and intercession with the Goddess. Others go only 
by invitation, and rarely. She takes us through the secret trapdoor that reminds me of those years long 
ago, when I took my children through something similar.

It’s dark now. Not a chink of light. Then suddenly the cave is flooded with a brightness that makes 
me blink. How is this done?  The light is bright, pure white, and constant. Not at all like a burning torch or 
a fire, and there is no smoke anywhere.



“Alice, Mary; it is time for me to tell you a few things you need to know. You will find it very  
difficult to believe. I know that, because I did.” There is that special little smile again, the one she seems 
to use only when talking to me. As though she knows what I was thinking.

“This cave was left by the Ancient Ones. It contains things that I can’t understand. I only know how 
to use some of them, but how they work is beyond my wit.

“First, the light. That is operated by this lever here. Alice, stand in front of the trapdoor.” I stand  
where she tells me. “Now reach out your left hand to touch this lever.” I do as she says. “Now push the 
lever up.”

I do that, and the cave is plunged into deepest darkness. I give a little squeal of shock. 
“Now press the lever down again.” Mother’s voice comes from the darkness beside me. I do this, 

and the cave is flooded with light again. “Always leave the cave in darkness when you’re not here. I don’t 
understand why, but for some reason the light seems to get tired if left on for too long. But if it’s turned 
off, it re-gathers strength. Mary is talked through the same process.

“Now, the next and most dangerous part. Do you see the ropes of the Goddess?”
I look into the cave. The ropes are there, and a line of small animals and insect shells is laid out in a 

straight line between them.
“Watch this!” Mother throws a small pebble into the cave. As it reaches the mid-point between the 

ropes, it suddenly explodes in a puff of dust.
“The work of the Goddess!” I whisper.
“Perhaps, perhaps not. Perhaps the work of the Ancients.” Mother seems very casual about the 

Goddess. “But never let anyone else say that. As far as you are concerned in public, it is certainly the 
work of the Goddess. But the ropes are only there to warn people. The device that does the killing is 
controlled by these levers here.” Mother leads us to another small lever in the side walls, so small that it 
wouldn’t be noticed unless you knew what to look for.

“When it is up, it is safe to cross. You can see now that it is down. Mary, push it up.”
Mary does as she is told. Nothing seems to change. 
“Now watch!” Mother throws another pebble over the ropes. It lands on the other side. “Alice, 

press the lever down again. I do this, and another pebble is thrown and explodes.
“Whenever you come in here, girls, check the lever, but don’t believe it. Always throw a pebble, 

just to be sure.”
Mother pushed the lever up again, tossed another pebble that suffered no damage, and then walked 

around the ropes. She beckoned us to follow.
“There is another lever on this side.” Mother pointed out another small switch. “Mary, push it down 

and then up again, while you watch the first lever.” As Mary does this, we can see the first lever following 
what Mary is doing.

For the next hour Mother shows us all sorts of strange things. She shows us the gadget she had 
strapped to her forearm under her full, flowing sleeves. This can kill any man whom she touches. She  
shows us how to trigger it so it doesn’t kill unintentionally. She also shows us another strange machine  
that can kill at a distance, which she used in those early days when hunting deer for food because our 
gardens didn’t produce enough.

“But all of these machines get tired if they are used too often or out of the cave for too long. They 
need to be put back in their cradles, to regather strength.”

Over the next month Mother takes us back into the cave almost every day, to show us more things 
and to ensure we had forgotten nothing.

Then she says the most surprising thing of all.
“Alice, Mary; I will die soon.”
“No!” Mary reacts. “You are not as old as my mother, and she is still strong!” Mary’s speech is  



sometimes unclear because of her missing teeth.
“I am thirty five years old,” Alice says. “Much too young to die! I know that, and part of me resents 

that it must happen. But I also know it will.
“Alice, you will be the new Mother. But you will be Mother for only a few years. You will not die, 

but you will leave the sanctuary. When the time comes you will know why. When you go, Mary will be 
Mother after you. She will keep the sanctuary going, choose her successor, and women and children will 
continue to be safe here.”

I am shocked, and numb. Mary embraces Mother and starts weeping. Then I join them, the three of 
us founders of the sanctuary mourning Mother’s death ahead of time.

“When will this happen?” I ask.
“Tomorrow.” I will go walking in the forest with you, Alice, to pray with you. A man will see us. He 

will desire you, and he will kill me so you will be without my protection. That is why you must wear the 
armband tomorrow, not me. After he has bashed me with his club, he will turn to grab you. You will kill 
him. I have shown you how to do that, using the armband. Then you come back to the sanctuary to call for 
help to bring the bodies back here.” Mother gives that wry smile again.

“Mary, please go back to your room now. I need to tell Alice some private things.”
Mary stands and leaves us. I look to Mother. 
“If you know this, Mother, why can’t you avoid it?”
“You will know, in good time. But there is one more device I must explain to you. I don’t know how 

the ancients did this, or why. But I know that if I pull this large lever down while holding this button in, 
everyone in the cave will go back about thirteen years.”

How do you know that, Mother? Have you done it before?”
Again that little smile. “Yes, but only once. And you will use it too, but only once. You will know 

when that time comes.”

It has been five years since Mother died. Everything happened exactly as she said it would. How 
had she known? But the sanctuary is getting bigger all the time. 

Mother had taught me and Mary how to read and write. She said we will need these skills as the 
community got bigger and we needed to keep records instead of relying on memories. Soon after Mother 
died, we started teaching our smarter girls and women these skills.

The biggest surge in newcomers had been in one wave just over three years ago. Crops had been 
poor that year, and one starving settlement had plundered a neighbouring village to seize their stored  
grain. They had kept a handful of the younger women as slaves, but killed everyone else they could find. 
A half-dozen or so had made it to the sanctuary. What really caught my attention was that the young son 
of the aggressor headman had taken the daughter of the annihilated village Headman as his own trophy. I 
knew from my earlier days that these two were actually my own twin children. I’m glad they both 
survived, even if I’m not happy about little Alice becoming her brother’s sex slave. But neither of them 
knew they were siblings. Probably better that way. But men do things like that to women unless they are 
taught a bit of fear. That’s why we built this sanctuary.

I shake my head. All that was so long ago! My children are a part of my life that is so remote from 
me now that I no longer have any connection with it. It’s as though it never happened.

Things have improved since then. Thankfully the harvests have been good, so there have been no 
more murderous raids by desperately hungry villages.

But now I hear some new arrivals at the gate. I stroll down to see if these are more women hoping to 
join our community.

I am shocked! I see before me a young woman with two children. One child is exactly as I 



remember Billy, my son. The other is little Alice. How my heart leaps! And then I look at the woman. She 
is me, thirteen years ago!

So that’s what Mother Alice was telling me without telling me! My son was his own father. I am my 
own daughter, sired by my own son. Every one of my ancestors, as far back as forever, are my own 
descendants, and I have no other descendants except myself.

Then what is my purpose in living? I am an island, completely cut off from everyone else who ever 
was or whoever will be! Then I look around. The sanctuary is alive with women who, like me, will have 
no descendants. They are content to be of service to others, to offer hope to those who are oppressed. I 
correct myself. I will have descendants by the thousands. Not from my body, but from my heart.

I know what I must do. I walk towards the new arrivals, smiling as I greet them. “Tell me your  
story,” I invite the woman. “Start with the earliest thing you can remember.”
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