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Sunday evening, after tea, she travels out of town and through the woods to visit with the funny men. According to Nan, the trip has only just been arranged, which means there is not a moment to waste. Chop-chop, shake a leg and save your questions for later. Her grandparents are like that, they can rarely be doing with questions. Whether it’s a treat or a chore, they want everything done right away. At least Nan can be nice. Grandad is the worst. When Grandad says jump, you only ask him how high.


It’s obviously an honour, being invited to the woods. That much is plain even when nothing else is. She can tell by the painstaking way that Nan plaits her hair and by the sight of the floral-print dress from the camphor-wood chest.


“There now, you’ll suffice. I dare say I’ve seen worse.”


“You’ve seen worse every Friday night in the taproom.”


The old woman laughs shortly. “Indeed I have,” she says. “Some of those who come in, we ought to be putting straw down.”


At first Lucy had hoped she might go to the woods in a painted charabanc, like the one they took up to Frinton-on-Sea, with parents and offspring lined up on wooden benches, everyone singing and passing around sandwiches. Instead the journeys are made inside Coach’s rusting, decommissioned old Maudslay, which she quickly decides is just as good. She grows to love the retired army truck – its pitch and its rattle; its constant clanging vibrations. She can sit in the back and watch the streets scooting by, or lie full-length to observe summer clouds overhead. The truck bed contains grit, soil and straw. But if her grandmother worries about the floral-print dress getting dirty, it seems she’s much too kind to complain.


On the landing, in the dark. Hours beyond her regular bedtime. “Oh look, here she is, just when I was starting to worry. Did you behave yourself?”


“Yes thanks, Nan. They were all very nice.”


“Well then, there we are.” Nan’s head bobs in relief. “What a nice thing to happen. What a stroke of good fortune.” Behind the door at their backs, her grandfather is snoring.


 


The first visit is apparently deemed to have been a success because Lucy is invited again on the following Sunday – then again and again on the Sundays after that, through June and July and deep into August. After a spell she takes her inclusion for granted and clambers up eagerly to join Winifred, Edith and John. As befits her junior status, she is always the last to be gathered and the first to be dropped, but once on the road the children become equals. The girl feels happy, exalted; one of a band of unsecured bodies in the back of the truck.


The skies are clear and the air is warm. They ride out in daylight and are brought home after dark. She sees the squirt and spatter of stars, which the city keeps hidden. She can make out the Plough and Orion’s Belt, too, but the rest of the spread is a mystery to her, like hieroglyphics from the time before Christ, or the Russian alphabet with its upside-down letters. Each star is a sun and each sun, Lucy thinks, must therefore be surrounded by invisible planets in perpetual rotation. Exactly how many stars can she see from her berth in Coach’s truck? Why, surely hundreds and hundreds and then a few hundred more. Looking at the stars, she feels impossibly small.


Winifred stirs, half-asleep at her side. “What were you saying again?”


“The stars. Up there. There are too many stars.”


“What rubbish. You say silly things, Luce. It’s not us that are small, it’s the stars. I could reach out my hand and pick a thousand like daisies.”


“Do it,” says Edith. “Reach out and pick Lucy a big bunch of stars.”


Galaxies joggle and reel above their heads. They only begin to fade out when the truck rolls under the street lamps of the city.


“My mum and dad might be there on one of those stars.”


Winifred cackles. “Your old man’s in the ground, don’t get fancy ideas. Probably right next to mine. Probably right next to Edith’s and John’s, come to that.”


“Her mum might be though,” Edith allows, sleepily.


More often than not she is home by midnight. She carries a key in her sock and lets herself in to find the public bar empty and the cigarette haze hanging and the Labrador dozing on the floor. Her grandmother has retired for the night, although she keeps half an ear open to ensure all is well. The girl brushes her teeth and climbs the stairs. She douses the landing light and gropes to locate her bed in the eaves. Sleep steals quickly upon her and it is a good sleep, deep and replenishing, the kind that only innocent children are permitted to have. All the same, these late nights take a toll. No matter how deeply she sleeps, she falls into Monday feeling utterly spent.


 


On her first trip to the forest, Lucy had imagined the funny men as something like a circus troupe, or a band of wild gypsies, given to dancing and tricks. But that isn’t it; they are not that way at all. What they remind her of more than anything are her cousin Jo’s dolls, which had been picked up second-hand or passed down from her mother. The dolls were delightful but each one had seen better days. You could play with them quite roughly because they’d all been broken before.


Coach heaves his truck off the main road and rides it up Turpentine Lane. Then he turns off the lane onto a lane that’s smaller still, almost a track, with a long line of grass sprouting up its middle. Finally, after a jolting, bone-shaking five minutes of this, the vehicle veers to its left and completes the journey on a narrow bridleway, its steel sides scratched by brambles, its belly scraping the uneven ground. Lucy barks her knee and bites down on her tongue. When she clings on to the side, twigs stab at her hands.


The truck lurches to a halt. The birds are all singing. They have come to rest in a wide woodland clearing, roughly the size of a football pitch, which ends abruptly against a hard line of trees. “Here we are, bang on time. Here’s my lorry-load of little helpers.” For an instant, still getting her bearings, she assumes Coach is shouting behind him to the passengers in the bed. Then she realises that he is calling out to the funny men.


The funny men are a curious bunch. Nothing could have prepared her. She wants to stare but she doesn’t mean to be rude, except that maybe staring is expected because what else can you do? The world is home to outlandish creatures. But she has never seen men as outlandish as these.


Coach steps out of the cab to help her climb down. Then he gives the girl’s shoulder a squeeze and tips her a wink so swift and conspiratorial it all but passes her by. “Tonight we’re extra blessed because we have ourselves a brand new helper. Her name’s Lucy Marsh and I can vouch for her manners. So please be sure to mind your Ps and Qs. We’ll have us no blue talk tonight.”


She turns to face them but it is all too much. They are too fabulous; she cannot hold her gaze steady. Is that a red-checked tablecloth laid out on the grass? A forest picnic has been run up in readiness. They have brought biscuits and cake and what appears to be a trifle inside a glass bowl. The girl had not reckoned on food but now she’s seen it her stomach is growling. Still staring at the trifle, she says, “Hello, pleased to meet you. My name’s Lucy Marsh. Pleased to meet you. Glad to make your acquaintance.”


“Charmed and delighted,” replies the man in the copper mask.


The funny men have each been named for Dorothy’s companions in The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. Either that or Dorothy’s companions have been named after them. When they emerge from the shade, she can study them more closely. She sees the bedraggled Scarecrow, who possesses a tanned, tangled head, and the hearty Tin Woodman with his immobile copper face. She catches sight of the handsome Cowardly Lion, who fears human contact and appears to trust only Fred. And sat bright-eyed among them is Toto the dwarf, who is not truly a dwarf but is simply missing both legs. Toto has enthroned himself in a wheeled wicker chair. He is the king of the group, the gathering’s grandstanding leader. Even Coach, it seems, is prepared to bend at the knee when the dwarf requires attention.


“Wotcha, cocks,” Toto says.


Edith isn’t shy, she has been out here before. “Is that trifle in the bowl?”


The Tin Woodman says, “It is indeed. Made specially for you.”


“I was going to eat it,” says Toto. “You’re very lucky I didn’t.”


 


Seen on a map, Epping Forest is not very large and quite close at hand. And yet each of these bouncing, clanging trips is like a journey back to the distant past. The truck pulls out from the kerb and trundles for a spell through the modern world of Edmonton, with its surging traffic of motorbikes and automobiles and horses and trams. These are the streets that the girl has lived on for years. They pass the twin-gabled school she will be departing soon. Over there is the park where she fell and chipped a tooth.


But with every passing mile, the world regresses, grows younger. Coach’s truck runs out of her neighbourhood and into an industrial fringe of corroded factories, railway sidings and enormous brick warehouses. This is the landscape from a future that has already been and gone.


London slides away beneath the Maudslay’s tyres. It protests its departure with a ringing percussion and is suddenly behind them: the children sit up in the bed and watch the city recede. Then here come the suburbs, which are still under construction, so that the buildings sit rude and raw on strips of freshly-laid turf. The suburbs are new but they have been designed to look old; the houses whitewashed and timbered in antique Tudor style. The suburbs annoy her. They make no sense at all.


Go faster. Coach stamps the pedal, defying the speed limit because who’s going to stop him? Out here the traffic turns lighter; the land is practically rural. At intervals Coach honks his horn and swerves to overtake a horse-and-cart, and when this occurs, the horse flinches and the farmer braces his shoulders as though anticipating a blow. The children wave merrily as the truck thunders by. But only once in all of their visits does a farmer wave back, at which point they are so astounded they don’t know how to respond. Their hands drop in unison and they gawp at him like idiots.


The people out here lead primitive lives. Coach ploughs past tumbledown cottages, Norman churches blotchy with lichen, and overgrown cemeteries filled with drunken headstones. Now faster, still faster. The engine is screaming, the day draws to an end and the towering trees come crowding in all around. Then finally, with a grind of gears and a left-turn so violent it feels more akin to a leap, they leave civilisation and enter the fantastical forest, where anything can happen.


And maybe this, beyond obedience and politeness, is the real reason she goes. Maybe this, were she ever called upon to explain her actions, would be her chief line of defence. Your honour, she would say, I went back because the forest is fantastic, which is another way of saying that anything can happen. This is why she climbs into the truck every Sunday. And this is why, as long as she lives, she will never completely regret her trips to the forest, in spite of the trouble they cause and the horrors that follow. Try as she might, she will never forget the thrill that she feels on turning off Turpentine Lane and into the trees.


The forest is ancient. It exists outside time. It sprang up when the planet was freshly cooked and still cooling. It remains, even today, a place of possibilities. Under the trees it is easy to believe that the deer might talk and that owls might fly backwards and that an ordinary fourteen-year-old girl – the kind of girl people rarely pay much attention to – could sit down on the grass and picnic among beasts. She might shake hands with a ghost or dance alongside a lion or spoon trifle into the mouth of a storybook dwarf.


Toto is as uncoordinated as a baby. His hands have a palsy. The condensed milk and tinned fruit have got all over his front and it doesn’t help that he is laughing so hard. Coach claims that if John eats any more trifle he’ll wind up looking like trifle and this has reminded Toto of a little tree up the path that is the spitting-image of Edith; how none of them could believe it the first time they saw it. The Tin Man says Toto wants his eyes tested, the tree looks like a tree, same as all the rest. But the dwarf is adamant. He insists that it’s Edith in profile, the resemblance is uncanny. The new girl, he adds, will vouch for him as an expert witness. “What did you say your name was again?”


“Lucy Marsh, sir.”


“Lucy Marsh, so it is. One way to settle this. Come and have a look for yourself.”


“Toto, for God’s sake, give it a rest.”


Edith rolls her eyes. “Lucy, I’ve seen it. It’s really doesn’t look a bit like me.” And now everybody appears to be at least laughing a little.


“Nothing else for it, I’m going to show you this tree.” The glass bowl has been emptied but the dwarf does not mind. He peers at the girl and his smile is lovely, like the last ray of daylight. It shows how his face would have looked before it was scarred, before anything happened. He says, “Miss Marsh, come along, our adventure together starts here.”
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Give him half a chance and Grandad will tell his favourite story again – about the mighty old Griffin that first flourished then failed on the western side of Ermine Street. What a sight it once was and just look at it now: its cream trim all blistered and its net curtains gone yellow. Then again the whole street is failing, so there’s nobody to see it, aside from the other stragglers who are all failing too. Grandad says it’s the council’s fault: the council picked up a pen and caused all of this ruin. They should have brought in the caterpillars and put us out of our misery. Why not flatten the buildings while you’re about it? No point starting a job if you’re going to leave it half-done.


The tragedy is that it was a decent business, the Griffin, or he would never have said yes to the lease in the first place. The pub was well placed on a thoroughfare, providing for merchants, travellers and local tradesmen. There was a long stone trough where a man could water his horses, and a cobbled yard with stalls to board them. Upstairs were arranged six good guest rooms, and guess how many were occupied on a Friday night before market and then have a guess at the number filled on a Friday night now. The saloon bar used to take restaurant orders but there’s no call for that anymore; he laid the cook off last year and has the girl work the taps for whoever drops in. The passing trade has gone trading elsewhere. Were it not for the drunks he would have no custom at all.


A curse on the council and its so-called arterial road. Because what would you call Ermine Street if not an arterial road? It earned itself the title before the title existed. You can’t invent a new classification and say this one but not that. You don’t pin a map on a board and start redrawing London. These are the arguments she hears again and again. Sat at the table, he plays pat-a-cake with his hands, constructing a tower that never extends beyond two floors. He blames the council. He blames the brewery. He blames the licensing hours. He blames the war and the Spanish flu and never you mind that the war and the flu are now several years in the past. He says that when so many have died it rips the heart from a country. “If it weren’t for the drunks we’d have no custom at all.”


When she first arrived, clutching her brother’s hand, their worldly goods crushed inside two packing cases, the place had struck her as splendid. It no longer strikes her as anything much. The Griffin is too massive to manage on a skeleton staff. The cornices fill with cobwebs that cannot be reached without fetching the ladder. The linoleum is so greasy that the squares attach to the sole of a shoe. A plane of glass that was shattered has been replaced with plywood. The public toilets are so bad even the drunks will not use them.


The thought comes eventually that Ermine Street has been dammed. Not damned like a sinner but dammed like a stream. In diverting the traffic, the council dropped the gate and cut off the supply. See how swiftly the riverbed dries. Observe the mounting panic of its stranded inhabitants: the shoppers that hop here and there in a frantic search for cool puddles; the businesses gulping and flapping on either side of the road.


The small tradesmen might just endure if they can keep their overheads low. However hard the times, people still need bread and milk, or cheap cuts from the butcher, or even a second-hand dining set from Mick’s Bric-a-Brac. But the Griffin, that colossus, is too big to survive. It is smothered by rental demands and the recent hikes in excise duty. It requires a deep, steady flow to account for its bulk and its costs. It will be the first to go down. The butcher knows it and old Mick knows it and Grandad knows that they know, which makes his temper worse.


Poor Ermine Street. It does not feel very splendid. The place has grown sad. Weekday mornings at eight, a bent old man leads his blind shire horse past the pub, headed out of town. Late afternoons, the pair pass by the opposite way. Every morning she spies them, Lucy fears that the man is taking his horse to be slaughtered and rendered for glue and her breath hitches with relief when she sees it brought back.


It turns out her grandfather has also noticed this ritual. He says, “One day, mark my words, Dobbin’s not coming home.”


But listen. That sound outside the window is the world going by. It moves at speed, with a rattle and rumble. It spatters the hem of the pedestrian’s skirt. Away in the world it’s 1923, very nearly midsummer. At her scratched and stained school desk, the girl hears that the British Empire has never been greater. It grows by the day, it covers half the globe, and this is undeniably good news: it only goes to show that all things are possible. At large in the saloon bar, she thrills to newspaper reports of dance crazes and labour disputes and Bolshevik revolution and fabulous discoveries inside the tomb of a pharaoh. She reads about the angry, unwashed rabble that threw tomatoes at King George. His Majesty was not used to such treatment. He did not know where to turn, he looked completely aghast. She reads of a pilot who flew across the Irish Sea and of another, more incredibly still, who flew clear over the United States and did not put his wheels down until he could see the Pacific. And she concludes that her grandfather is wrong, that it is not true what he says; that the world is expanding. Everywhere you look, people are being asked to go further, to delve deeper and to plant British flags in far-flung fields. More than anything, she longs for adventures of her own. She hopes that one day she might visit the sky in a plane.


Outside it’s bright, it’s modern times. The war and the flu are several years in the past and good riddance to both, because the world has moved on. It is a time of fresh starts and clean slates and unblemished sheets of paper. Pin them on a wall and set about redrawing the nation. A man can map out the future using Indian ink.


The saloon door is heavy. The youth has to lean hard with his shoulder until it abruptly swings out and spills him unceremoniously inside.


“We’re not open yet and I can’t serve you anyway. So it doesn’t even matter that we’re not open.”


“Why not?”


“You know very well why not,” Lucy says. “Unless you’ve had a few extra birthdays you haven’t told me about.”


She knows Brinley Roberts from her classroom at St Stephen’s and allows that he ranks among the least objectionable boys there. He’s as lean as a greyhound, with an oversized Adam’s apple and a preternaturally deep voice which seems to startle him more than anyone. Ostensibly he visits the Griffin in the hope of obtaining ale and cigarettes, although Lucy has started to wonder whether this is merely a ruse. More likely, Brinley comes in search of human company. Specifically, she thinks, he wants to see her.


The boy arranges himself at a table and proceeds to excavate his fingernails. “Why weren’t you in school today?”


“Working, wasn’t I?”


He says, “Doesn’t look like much work. Staring out of the window.”


“Well, did I miss anything special? At school, I mean.”


“No,” Brinley sighs. “I can’t say you did.”


In a moment she will relent and let him purchase a stout or a Porter, and then this pale, gawky youth will feel impossibly accomplished and manly. But for the time being she remains at the window, vaguely engaged with wiping out ashtrays yet with her eyes constantly trained on the bright street beyond. She saw the shire horse set out, but it is late getting back from wherever it goes.


“The Magna Carta.”


“How’s that?”


“The Magna Carta,” says Brinley. “That’s what you’ve been missing when you steer clear of school.”


She stands at the glass and watches Ermine Street. She fears for the horse and she hopes it still lives. She knows she won’t settle until she sees it go by.
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The spiritualist criss-crosses the country with his assistant, the imp. The spiritualist is elderly and imposing and must once have been handsome. He sits high aboard his two-wheel trap, like a garish figurehead at the prow of a ship or a primitive rendering of St Nicholas, before the illustrators were called in to add the fur-trimmed hat and bulging sack of presents. Hand-rolled cigarettes have stained his beard and teeth. His embroidered robe has worn through at the elbows. Around his neck is strung an oversized scarab amulet, which he refers to, in sonorous tones, as the Eye of Thoth-Amon. The amulet, he boasts, allows him to commune with the dead.


The spiritualist’s name is Uriah Smith. And as he rides forth, his liver-spotted paws on the reins, he cranes his neck to loudly school the imp in the particulars of his trade. He has not known the imp long and suspects the boy may be slow-witted. He is explaining that spiritualism is a noble vocation and not so different from detective work. This is why Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the famous author of the Sherlock Holmes stories, has become so drawn to the craft. Spiritualism, like sleuthing, depends on conducting solid research and on making enquiries, because the more you know about a client in advance, the better the service you are able to provide. So it pays to familiarise yourself with a person’s history and to ferret out their deepest, secret desires. Spiritualism works best when it is a collective endeavour. Do your homework properly and a little miracle takes place. The client steps forward and meets the spiritualist halfway. In this way you spin the tale that they wish to have spun. Every good story, he says, is about halfway factual. The real magic blooms in the space between the performer and his client, between the truth and the lie.


The imp asks, “Is there much money in it?”


“Pots of money. Buckets of money. Heed my words, boy, this time next year we will be living like kings.”


Mollified, the imp beams out at the retreating country lane. His soft heavy belly sits on his soft heavy lap. His short legs swing excitedly from the end of the trap. At intervals he will rub the pads of his fingers against his right thumb to produce guttering blue flames that generate feeble warmth. This is his one great gift, which he has picked up overseas – a war wound of sorts, although not as bad as some others. The spiritualist, of course, is a preposterous fraud. But his fat imp assistant may be possessed of true magic.


“Are you still back there, my boy?”


“Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I be?”


“No reason; just checking. You are a most curious creature.”


“I’m still here, Uriah.”


“Good news. Sit tight. What with my amulet and your tinderbox fingers we are extremely well met. This time next year we will be performing at concert halls.”


“At what?”


“Concert halls! Concert halls!”


“Yes,” says the imp. “I should like that, I think.”


There are no concert halls in this part of Kent. Instead the road winds past hop gardens and oast houses, fording and re-fording a chocolate-brown river. Periodically they catch a glimpse of grand homes, either set back behind walls or proudly perched on the hillside. It is said that during the war a man could stand on these slopes and hear the thump of big guns from the other side of the Channel. Each thump made a widow and the widows now live in these homes. Uriah likes widows; he stalks them like game. The trick, he explains, is to approach with great caution. Kent is a rich region and that brings its own dangers. The downside with rich people is that they hate and fear poor people. They’re liable to recoil or turn violent if you run at them too freely. That’s why he is at pains to remain patient, discreet, altogether unthreatening. Tread lightly; research thoroughly. Sooner or later the money will follow.


“Softly softly, catch a monkey. You know the expression.”


“What expression?”


“The monkey,” sighs Uriah. “Ah well. Never mind.”


The imp is formally known as Arthur Elms, although this name was provided by his adoptive parents, so it follows that once, long ago, he was known as something else. He was a fat, ignored child and a fat, ignored soldier and now he lives rough and remains fat, no matter how little he eats. And yet Uriah is wrong; the boy is not slow-witted at all. His brain, if anything, is an engine on the verge of overheating. Faint, swarming voices crowd the bore of his skull. Sparks fly from his fingers when he rubs them together. Few people like him but he is minded not to care, for he is at heart a bright and merry fellow, forever in flight from some mischief or other. Sometimes this is a mischief he has seen others create. Sometimes it is a mischief he has put a hand in and stirred.


He says, “If we sold that horse and trap we might have lots of money. We could book into an inn and order up a roast dinner.”


Uriah, though, is having none of it. “Sell Queenie?” he says. “Oh dearie me, no.”


“How much do you reckon we’d get for her, though?”


“For Queenie?” He laughs and then coughs. “Our Queenie is priceless.”


“And what about the amulet. How much is that worth?”


“More than priceless,” he says flatly. “It is worth a price beyond rubies.”


The way Uriah tells it, he and the imp are a double-act, rather like a pair of vaudevillians. One day, he says, they will see their name up in lights. Arthur Elms can hardly wait; the very thought gives him goosebumps. But for the time being he is content to learn the ropes of the spiritualist trade and perform his role as best he can. So he takes a seat in the corner of over-furnished front rooms and watches as Uriah circles his prey and slowly reels them in. The old man runs his black stare across the pictures on the wall and the items on the mantelpiece, mining them all for whatever information they hold. His questions are perfectly calibrated, immaculately arranged. They are inviting empty vessels to be filled as directed.


Uriah’s clients, Elms has observed, are usually brittle, well-spoken women who carry the faint whiff of ill-health. These women have mislaid their husbands or their sons – or occasionally their daughters – and desire nothing more than to locate them again. So Uriah takes each woman by the hand and, lowering his voice, explains that the amulet he wears is nothing less than the fabled Eye of Thoth-Amon, plucked from the ruins of an Egyptian tomb and possessed of a power to bring comfort to the lonely. Then he scrunches his face and sends out the Eye and it seems that the Eye is able to find these lost souls every time. The Eye reports back that they are happy and whole and that all send their love and at this news, more often than not, the brittle women start weeping. Sat in his corner, the imp is entranced. Obviously he knows that the Eye is a fake. But it looks so impressive and Uriah handles it like a master.


“Oh Madame, he loves you,” Uriah is saying and by this point the spiritualist, too, appears to have worked himself to the brink of tears. “I’m getting that very strongly. The Eye of Thoth-Amon is most insistent. It tells me that true love never dies. It is an eternal flame.”


The widow nods her head and swabs at her face.


“But I am sensing doubt, Madame. I sense that you do not believe what the Eye has told us today.”


And now the widow is alarmed. She has spent the past few minutes weeping and moaning and calling out her husband’s name. What would make the spiritualist think that she remained somehow a sceptic? “No!” she says. “That’s not true at all.”


Uriah appears still to have his doubts. He scratches hard at his yellowing beard. Almost rhetorically he asks, “What further proof can we offer? What further marvels can the Eye perform? Good heavens, I suppose Madame requires some physical manifestation of what we have been discussing. This idea that love outlives death and that true love that never dies.”


“No! No, not at all.”


“The love that is an eternal flame,” Uriah says – and this is the imp’s cue to bring his thumb and fingertips together – to produce the brief friction that causes the flames to jump out. Time and again he obliges and time and again the result is the same. His final act brings the house down. The widows go to pieces.


“I do wonder, however, whether you ought not to act shocked by the thing,” Uriah tells him when they are back out on the road. “It seems to me that you would be very shocked. You might elect to cry out or rise up from the chair. You might say, ‘Goodness gracious, my fingers are alight’.”


Legs swinging from the back of the trap, the imp makes a Herculean effort to take Uriah’s advice on board. “I could start screaming and crying, like an infant that’s been burned.”


“You could,” says Uriah.


“I could shout, ‘Oh fucking hell. My fucking hands are aflame’.”


“All I am requesting,” Uriah says sharply. “All I am requesting is some outward acknowledgment of what a remarkable thing is taking place. Because when all’s said and done, that is what it is. There’s no denying it’s a remarkable thing.”


“I could fall over, perhaps. I could . . .”


“How do you do it?” Uriah asks, interrupting the imp’s flow. “Out with it, boy. Tell me how it is done.” But he might as well ask a salmon to explain its reasons for swimming upstream or a hummingbird to demonstrate how it is able to suspend itself in thin air, because Elms’s skill is a mystery and he is minded not to question it. Fate singled him out, it was as simple as that. One moment he was minding his own business – standing by the sea out at Cape Helles, the flies buzzing against the sandy walls all around. The next, hey presto, along came his gift. The voices. The flames. They startled him as much as anyone.


“It happened, that’s all,” he mutters. “Some things just happen.”


“And does it hurt very much? It must sting dreadfully.”


“Not very much. It only feels a bit warm.”


“Fabulous, fabulous. What a stroke of good fortune.” A moment later, he adds, “This time next year we shall be living like kings.”


In the meantime, however, they are living like tramps. Pickings are scarce. The nation’s in the doldrums. Nights, the pair bed down in hay barns, or between the ivied colonnades of a cemetery tomb, or under a sheet of tarpaulin in the back of the trap, where Uriah keeps the imp awake, first with his talk of the spiritualist trade and then later with his snoring. Daytimes they feast on the animals that the motor vehicles have left them. Some of these animals have been smeared beyond all recognition. Others are perfectly preserved, as though lulled to slumber. But you need to get to them fast; once the flies have begun settling it is already too late. With a skill borne out of long years of experience, Uriah finesses his penknife to fillet squirrel and grouse. He strips the skin off a rabbit as though peeling a banana; uses the point of the blade to hook out the intestines and kidneys. One evening they find themselves a sleek piebald faun, its body still steaming, only a few minutes dead.


Uriah eyes his friend fondly across the campfire. “Now tell me the last time you ate as heartily as this.”


“Me?” says the imp, his teeth working at a piece of gristle. “I don’t know, can’t remember. Long time, probably.”


“Poor soul, it must be quite a trial. Big boy likes you needs constant replenishing.”


“If we sold Queenie, we could eat like this every day.”


“Queenie,” shouts Uriah. “Queenie, cover your ears.”


Onward they travel, the spiritualist and his imp. Can this even be counted as Kent anymore? They turn the trap onto a lane that diminishes by degrees until it becomes no more than a rutted woodland track and press on through a light drizzle until they arrive at an open-sided shed that is used to store timber. The two men clear out the logs and wait out the rain. Then Elms departs for a spell in search of kindling and when he returns the old man peers out with inexplicable shyness and says, “Do it again, my dear boy. Show me how it’s done.”


“Do what?”


“You know perfectly well.”


Under heavy cloud cover the flames are brighter than before. When the fat tramp rubs his fingers they curl and dance like the corona around a Christmas pudding. They catch at the kindling and turn from blue to orange. Then Uriah leans in and takes Elms’ hand, marvelling at the warmth that still clings to his skin. And the intimacy of the gesture knocks out Elms’ defences; it makes him loud and sentimental. Choking back tears, he says that he loves old Uriah who has become like a father to him. He wants to make the spiritualist proud. He says that nobody has been as good to him as Uriah has been.


“God’s little imp,” the old spiritualist says.


“I don’t even know what that means.”


“God’s little imp. That’s what you are. The very last vestige of the irrational world.” He licks his stained teeth and grins shark-like through his beard. He tells the fat tramp that he should not be afraid; that he has been built for great things and that they will do those great things together. Uriah will teach him. He has taken him under his wing. One year from now they will be living like kings.


“Did the amulet tell you all of that?”


“The amulet.” Uriah laughs. “The amulet is nothing, it’s worthless. Or rather, it’s two worthless trinkets. Look closely and you can see where I glued it.”


Warily he puts out his pale fingers in order to study the thing. But the firelight is fitful and it throws spastic shadows – and perhaps Uriah’s handiwork is better than he claims. And perhaps, for whatever reason, Uriah is not telling the truth.


“I don’t believe it,” he says. “It seems to me it must be worth pots of money.”


The rain has stopped but the woodland is dripping. Elms parks himself by the campfire, sitting on his heels. And at his back, the old man keeps talking. His talk is torrential, he is swept up in the moment. He says he has spent his life among tinkers and thieves, beggars and frauds. He has been struck by policemen and wintered at a prison. He has bedded too many women and sat with too many widows and has called out the dead enough times to know that what’s dead is dead and that there is no real magic beyond the cheap magic of talk, until one day on the road he spies this fat, unwashed fellow who might have been belched out of nowhere.


Elms pokes a stick at the flames. “Maybe I should say, ‘My hands have caught fire. Fetch me a bucket of water!’. . .”


Uriah ignores him; he is building to a crescendo. He booms, “Fifty-eight years I have wandered this earth. And I have never encountered anybody remotely like you.”


Morning draws in. The track winds on through the trees and presently drops down to parallel a glistening black river, shallow and swift. Uriah uncouples Queenie from the trap and coaxes her across to the water to drink. Elms trots at their heels, his teeth chattering, his round belly swinging. He takes a stone from the beach and attempts to skip it, but the river is rocky and he misjudges the angle. He picks up another and slides it out underarm.


“My dear, silly boy. You need to find something flatter, with more weight. Slate would be perfect but you keep picking up pebbles.”


So Elms stoops to collect an oblong stone, the size and shape of a primitive house-brick. This he hoists in his grip, gauging the distance and gathering his strength.


Staring out over the lacquered surface, Uriah says, “Slate’s what you’re wanting. Not piddling pebbles.”


This time Elms swings the stone sidearm, very quick, so that it strikes the old man at the point where the skull joins the neck. The impact jars his arm clean up to the shoulder and makes Queenie shake her withers.


Uriah lands on his side in the shallows. His left leg is kicking.


Elms stands over him. After a short, shocked moment, he says, “Are you alright, Uriah?”


“Na-gug,” says Uriah. He toils to get his arms under him and his head from the water. Dark blood is now blotting his upturned coat collar.


The imp leans in, bends his knees and brings the stone down again. This time the blow is experimental, almost tender, as if by tapping the old man he might somehow revive him. “Gug,” says Uriah.


Elms discards the stone, rubs his palm on his coat. He says, “I’ll go get some help. I’ll be back very soon.”


He hastens off the low bank and over to the trail where he finds a tree stump to sit on. There he forces himself to count to fifty in French. As he does so, he kneads his white fingers into the joint of his shoulders and studies the dispute of three squirrels in the boughs overhead. Round and round the tree they go. It makes him dizzy just to watch.


Back on the shoreline, he turns the spiritualist over and slips the Eye of Thoth-Amon from around his neck. Next he unbuttons the coat pockets and locates a penknife, some coins and a ten shilling note. His gut is joggling. His arm is in uproar. Breathing hard, he drags Uriah out into the rushing water and then turns him loose. The current carries the body about twenty yards downstream before it fetches up against one of those protruding black rocks. He believes he can make out the man’s head and knees amid the egg-white of the foam.


His shoulder is hurting; his trouser legs are soaked through. He can barely lift the reins to guide Queenie to the track, let alone raise the trap to manoeuvre her back into harness. “Dear old Queenie,” he murmurs. “Poor old horse,” and high above his head the squirrels embark on some fresh altercation.


When they come back onto the track, the animal finds its rhythm. Elms’ shoulder is sore but he knows the soreness will pass. He has been hurt in the past and the pain never lasts very long. The joint will heal and the trouser legs will dry and everything will be well because great things are forecast. He keeps his good hand on the reins and watches as the path turns away from the rush and roar of the river. It straightens and widens and turns to tarmac again. Half a mile out, he sees a sign for the town.









4


Up ahead, the deep dark woods. On the drive out, bouncing in the bed of Coach’s truck, the children discuss the individual merits of the strange, funny men. Winifred admits that while she feels a particular bond with the Cowardly Lion, one struggles to find much to say to him because frankly he doesn’t have much to say in return. As such, she would probably have to claim the Tin Woodman as her favourite, except don’t tell the Lion, because that would hurt his feelings. Edith says that she likes the Tin Man as well, but her preference is Toto. John leaves off sucking his thumb long enough to venture that he quite likes them all, he can’t rightly pick one. Maybe Toto or the Scarecrow, although he concedes that the Lion’s nice too.


Fred says, “What about you, Lucy? Who’s your best funny man?”


“I’ve only met them once. I don’t know yet.”


“Come on, pick a name. You can always change your mind later.”


On her previous visit she had spent the most time with Toto. “They all seem very nice,” she says hesitantly. “So far, I think the Tin Man might be best.”


“Ah, Tinny,” says Fred. “He’d be loving this conversation. His ears must be burning.”


She is still familiarising herself with her travelling companions: with solemn Edith and spirited Fred and the ungainly John, who is surely too old to be sucking his thumb yet continues to do so with a constant grim application. Overall, she likes them and thinks they like her back, which is just as well, it would be awful if they didn’t. It would make these journeys awkward; they’re so snugly packed. Each time Coach brakes and accelerates, he either throws Lucy against the others or the others against her.


“Ouch!” says John.


“Sorry.”


“Do us a favour, Lucy,” Edith says. “The next time you come, leave your knees and elbows at home.”


One curious thing about the children in the truck: in terms of their backgrounds, they might be peas in a pod. Like Lucy, it turns out that Winifred lives with her grandparents. Like Lucy, these grandparents manage a public house in north London. And Edith’s situation is only a little different: she is being raised by an uncle and aunt near Alexandra Palace. Her uncle used to own and run his own restaurant until the business went bad and he was forced to close down. Then John explains that he lives with his mother and his mother’s new husband, who is called Mr Parnell. John says that although the house is a decent size, he has to share his bedroom with three other boys, Mr Parnell’s noisy sons, which he does not like, although he supposes it could be worse. It could be four other boys. It could be five. Eventually, after a period of deep thought, he says, “It could be six other boys.”


It mostly falls to Fred to keep these journeys diverting. Fred pulls faces, sings songs and does voices. Her conversation moves so fast that Lucy has a job keeping pace. One moment Fred is mimicking an Italian gentleman named Mr Falconio, who is apparently engaged in some ornate and ongoing feud with her family. The next she is breathlessly recounting an exchange she had with Coach, or Tinny, or making laughing reference to something she describes as “the Terrible Unmentionables”. Lucy has no idea what this means although she eventually grasps that “the Terrible Unmentionables” is Fred’s convenient, cover-all label for any awkward topic of conversation; for anything that people would prefer to avoid. She supposes it may conceivably refer to the funny men too.


Fred says, “Nobody likes to talk about the Terrible Unmentionables. John doesn’t like to talk about the Terrible Unmentionables, but then John doesn’t like to talk about anything, do you, John? Poor little bastard, the cat ate his tongue. But I don’t mind, it’s not so bad. Oh, Falconio! Falconio! Don’t bring up the Terrible Unmentionables! Who did you say your favourite funny man was again?”


Lucy looks up, startled. “Who, me?”


“No, not you, I’m talking to Falconio. Oh Falconio! Yes, of course you. I’m asking you.”


“The Tin Man, I think.”


“Oh yeah, that’s right. Old Tinny. You’ve got good taste, Lucy, I’ll give you that. But then everybody likes the Tin Man the best. He’s the most dashing. He’s the most romantic out of all the funny men. The ladies like Tinny and he likes them right back.”


Edith says, “The Tin Man likes whatever he can get his hands on.”


“Hooks,” corrects Fred. “But Lucy, what would I do if he decided that he liked you most of all? More than Edith and me? Wouldn’t that be awful? What would we do?”


“Kill ourselves,” suggests Edith, deadpan. “Kill Lucy. Kill Tinny.”


“Kill John,” cries Winifred.


“Oh come on, Fred, that’s your answer to everything.”


“Kill John. Do it now, why hang about? Kill John.”


John grins uncertainly. “Shut up you.”


Fred turns back towards Lucy. “I mean it, what if he decides he likes you the best? He might do, you know. You’re dead pretty, Luce.”


“Oh no,” she says. “I’m really not, it’s just the dress.”


“No, you are, don’t make me out as a liar. How dare you accuse me of lying, Falconio. Look at you. And now look at me.” She contorts her face; crosses her eyes. “Look at me, I’m hideous.”


“No. No.”


Exasperated, Edith says, “Stop going on. You both look about the same, if that settles the matter. You both look the same. You’re both hideous.”


Beneath the trees, the funny men. They are brought to the woods in a truck identical to the one that Coach drives, aside from the fact that the bed is covered by canvas, and it is driven by a man named Crisis, who is all but identical too. Coach and Crisis must be siblings, the resemblance is so close; possibly cousins at a push. Both men appear to work together, somewhere close to the forest. She cannot tell whether Coach and Crisis work for the funny men or if it’s the other way around.


Coach pulls the truck broadside and wrenches the handbrake. “Funny men, meet the helpers. Helpers, meet the funny men.”


“Delighted and charmed,” says the Tin Woodman, stepping forward.


Is he truly her favourite? She allows that this might be the case, although who can say, it’s only her second trip out. Fred says that he is dashing, but what does being dashing entail? The Tin Woodman wears a mask made from galvanised copper. This has been painted in skin tones, decorated with a copper-wire moustache, and is evidently held in position by a pair of tortoiseshell spectacles that are not merely looped about his ears but actually fastened in a bow about his head. He possesses a pair of fearsome-looking steel hooks in place of his hands and, from the evidence of his awkward, halting gait, might also be missing a portion of leg. Can a man be considered dashing when he is unable to walk smoothly, or shake hands when he wants, and when there is no obvious means of discerning whether he is smiling or not? Lucy does not know, but she resolves not to judge. The Tin Man is smartly dressed and unfailingly courteous. That helps to make up for all the parts he is missing.


“All right,” grumbles Coach. “All right now, no crowding.”


Her next question is this: is the Tin Man the most freakish of all the funny men? Again, she thinks that he probably is, insofar as he gives the impression of being as much metal as flesh. But then none of the four are altogether unblemished and, even knowing what’s coming, she is still taken aback. What a collection they are, with their missing arms, legs and eyes, and their elaborate disguises intended to fill in the blanks. Put them together and you might arrive at one person.


“Hello, you old bastards,” Winifred is saying. “Hello, funny men. We’ve missed you quite dreadful.”


Toto says, “Wotcha, Fred, we’ve missed you too. It’s been a shit-awful week, but now the sun has come out. I reckon our little helpers must bring the weather with them.”


The Tin Man says, “And what a happy bonus to see that Lucy is back. Of course there’s no telling which of our guests will return. One can only be thankful she didn’t decide to run away screaming.”


“Oh no,” she says. “I’d never do that.”


“Well, I do thank you, Lucy. You do us all a great service.” And now the Tin Man’s voice seems to be smiling even if his mouth cannot move.


 


Take a random group of boys and girls. Throw them together and a hierarchy is established. Each member unconsciously finds his or her own role to inhabit. She has seen it happen at school or on the street and most recently in the bed of the truck, where Winifred is the queen and she and Edith princesses, which leaves poor thumb-sucking John as their subordinate. And here, again, is the very same system laid out anew, because why should the funny men be different from anybody else? Within the first few moments of her opening visit, she recognised Toto as the group’s colourful, confident leader and now becomes aware of the other pieces slotting into place. Winifred is correct: the Tin Man is the dashing gallant, full of rueful good humour, at ease in his skin, and never mind that it’s not skin, while the Scarecrow takes the rank of cool-headed lieutenant. The Lion, she realises, is the lowliest member. He stands off to one side, with a black patch over one eye and his boyish face clenched. The Lion dislikes company and won’t hold himself still. When Lucy walks over, he retreats a few shuffling steps and shouts, “Hello! Hello!” as a warning to her not to draw any closer.


Fred says, “You should be thanking me, not her. I can hardly stand to look at you. I think I’m either going to faint or be sick.”


“Give it a rest, Fred,” Edith says in a murmur.


“I mean it, I’m not joking. If I start to faint, one of you better catch me. If I start to be sick, it’s every man for himself.”


There is no picnic on this second trip to the woods. Coach explains that he has been rushed off his feet, he had no time to prepare, and that too much trifle will make the children fat pigs. Instead, he and Crisis suggest hide-and-seek: a spot of exercise to keep them lean and strong. The guests will run off and the funny men can give them a minute or two and then come to find them. At first Lucy worries that they might all become lost, Epping Forest so big and they now far from the road, but Coach reassures her that they have played this game before and drawn up decent rules. None of the helpers, he says, is permitted to run more than a hundred paces in any direction. He is very clear on this score. Anyone who strays further will be disqualified and punished.


He says, “Yes, I’m looking at you, John. No running away.”


John nods at the ground.


“Cheating little get. We had to have us some words.”


She runs out through the trees, away from the clearing, regulating her stride in order to keep better count. It is a babyish game, she hasn’t played it in years – but the very act of setting forth stirs up happy memories and she is somewhat surprised to find herself laughing. She intends to run the full hundred steps and then plop herself down, but she is only a little over halfway when she alights on a clump of bracken and decides this will do just as well and might outwit her pursuers, who will be casting their net further afield. The sun is up but the birds have stopped singing. The forest is still and it feels a good place to be.


After she’s been about five minutes in hiding, the Scarecrow passes by. All but the lower part of his face is covered by a mask made from tanned leather. His empty left sleeve has been crisply folded and pinned to the lapel of his coat. She calls, “Well done, you found me. I’m right over here.”


The Scarecrow gets down on his heels. “You shouldn’t have shouted. I would have walked right by.”


“Well, never mind. It’s a silly game in any case.”


How old is the Scarecrow? There is no way of telling. His hair is dark and his voice is strong; she supposes he may be reasonably young, not much beyond thirty. Looking at him, she is struck afresh by the oddness of these trips. If someone had taken her aside two Sundays gone and told her that this is where she would be and that he would be here too, she would never have believed it, not in a million years.


She says, “It’ll be getting dark soon. And then the stars will come out.”


He asks, “Is that good or bad?”


“Oh, very good. I love seeing the stars.”


From a distance, very faintly, comes the squeal of hysterical laughter. Winifred. Caught.


The Scarecrow retrieves a cigarette from the pack and Lucy helps get it alight. Life must be so tiresome with the use of only one arm. But the silence between them is pressing; it makes her shy and tongue-tied.


She says, “Well, this is very pleasant.”


“You find it pleasant?”


“Of course it is. I do like the forest. It feels like we have the whole place to ourselves.”


“Then I’m afraid you’re mistaken. There are others here too and if we’re very unlucky we may even see them. The Kindred of the Kibbo Kift.”


“Aha,” says Lucy. After a beat, she adds, “The what?”


“The Kindred of the Kibbo Kift. It’s an organisation of pacifist boy scouts. They like to ramble the woods on summer nights. Sometimes if you listen, you can hear them singing.”


“What a strange name. Are you making fun of me?”


The Scarecrow draws on his cigarette. “No,” he says. “If I wanted to tease you, I hope I’d be able to come up with something a bit more sensational.”


Lucy fidgets. She can feel that the seat of her dress is damp from where she’s been sitting. Next time, she thinks, she’ll bring a blanket to rest on.


“If I wanted to tease you, I would say that the woods are full of wolves or bears. I’d say, ‘Did you hear that noise? I do hope it’s not wolves’.”


“Yes, all right. Thank you.”


“But there are no wolves. Or bears, for that matter. There’s only a band of sanctimonious boy scouts.”


Toto shouts, “Found you at last. Now bloody budge up, I can hardly see you in there.”


Away from the trail, Toto likes to dispense with the wheelchair and proceed under his own steam. The dwarf has no legs but he moves by wriggling aboard his muscular hips, employing his one good arm to steer and steady himself much as a gondolier might plant his pole in a Venetian canal. In he comes, his head and shoulders rolling. Ideally she would have liked to speak with the Scarecrow longer. Still, there’s no denying that Toto in motion is a sight to behold.


“Budge up,” he barks at the Scarecrow. “Are you staying or what?”


The Scarecrow says, “All I’m doing is smoking.”


“You can be doing that anywhere. Walk about, have a smoke. See if you can round up any more of the tykes.”


“Good to talk to you, Lucy,” the Scarecrow says.


“Shoo, shoo,” says the dwarf. And then to the girl, “Help me off with this jacket, there’s a pet. Damn thing gets all rucked up by my pits.”


Once, years before, they had hidden in the pantry while her mother went looking. The game in the forest has suddenly brought it all back. She and Tom and their father huddled in the half-light with the door closed at their backs and the jars and tins arranged on the shelves all around. She recalls that the flour had looked so inviting that her father dared her to eat it and see. In the event they each licked their fingertips and dipped their hands in the jar. But the flour was awful, which in turn set them laughing. It seemed strange that the linchpin of all her mother’s delicious cakes and breads could taste so revolting in its purest, whitest state.


 


Later, back at the truck, she learns that some altercation has occurred in another part of the forest. Edith is angry, overwrought and on the verge of tears. Lucy can’t work out the details and feels it would be impolite to ask and yet, unaccountably, it seems the slow, docile Lion is somehow to blame. Edith has climbed into Coach’s truck where she sits with her arms tightly folded. She says all that she wants is to be driven back home.


Toto is incensed. Coach and Crisis have barely had time to position him in his chair, but now he wants to set himself down again. He affects to lunge at the miscreant and reprimands him as though he is scolding a dog. “Lion! You dirty article. Play nice. No rough stuff. Look at her and look at you. You great, disgusting brute.”


Lucy steals a glance and is relieved to see that, whatever offence the Lion has committed, the creature is clearly overcome by remorse. He tries to speak but his constricted throat won’t engage, so instead he turns to clasp his hands and silently entreat the furious girl in the truck.


“Edith, look,” says Winifred. “He’s saying he’s sorry.”


“Lion! You great dirty brute.”


Crisis says, “It’s because he’s been drinking. He had a skinful coming over. He gets too jumpy otherwise. Not that I’m making excuses for him, mind.”


“Can we go home, please?” calls Edith from the truck.


It is left to Fred to make the peace. The girl walks between the funny men, variously stretching and stooping to kiss each one goodbye. She leaves the Lion until the end. He shakes in her embrace and appears to be weeping.


On his way to crank the engine, Coach digs Lucy lightly in the ribs. “You all right there?”


She nods glumly.


“Attagirl,” says Coach.


“Same time next week,” the Tin Man is shouting. “It’s been a joy and an honour.”


The truck rocks drunkenly on the bridleway. If Coach dared drive any faster, they might be overturned. The girl starts tottering, she has not quite found her sea legs – but when she reaches out for support, the usually accommodating Edith bats her hand brusquely away.


Lucy back-pedals and comes into contact with John. The boy has rolled himself in a ball and appears already to be sleeping. When the truck runs over a branch, it dislodges his thumb from his mouth.


The night is overcast, full of incoming rain. It is as though God has run a roller north-to-south across the sky. Lucy does not like it; it makes the heavens look black.


Fred chatters from the gloom. “Hide-and-seek, they call it. Torture, I call it, when the ground is that wet. But oh no, Coach says hide-and-seek, so hide-and-seek it is. My shoes are completely caked. I think my smock must be as well. And it’s all right for Coach.” She turns to raise her voice at the rear hatch of the driver’s cab. “It’s all right for Coach, because it’s not him who’s playing, he just stands about gassing, miserable bastard.” She settles back. “He can’t hear me anyway.”


Lucy says, “My dress as well. My nan will have kittens.”


“If we come down with pneumonia, we’ll know where we caught it.”


She finds herself peering through the pale stands of trees, at the strips of velvety darkness, and realises that she is looking for the pacifist scouts the Scarecrow told her about, except, of course, she can no longer remember the name. The Kiddo Kiff? The Kiddo Cliff? Something jagged and festive, like a twist of tinsel or a clatter of bells. Her limbs are sore and her lids are heavy and yes, she does worry about the mud on her dress, she can’t help herself, it feels like a failing, like she is coming home soiled. As soon as she sat down amid the bracken, she could feel the wetness crawling through the fabric – but what was she to do? The forest is filthy, it scratches, splatters and drips. That’s the nature of nature. If one doesn’t like it, one ought to stay put indoors.


So far as she can tell, Epping Forest is empty. But maybe it’s not. Quite possibly it isn’t. There might be a row of boy scouts just five paces away and she would never know because Coach is driving too fast and the trees are too thick and there is no moon out tonight. All the same, she does wish that she could remember the name. The Kindred of the Cliff Kiddos?


“And the other thing that happened, just you listen to this. When the Tin Man found me he got so excited he caught his foot on a root and fell forward on me. And you know, his hooks. I thought he was going to run me right through. En-garde! Like in The Three Musketeers.”


“I think I did hear you screaming.”


“It’s funny now, but it gave me a fright. And him too, he was good about it, but then he’s not a bad sort, old Tinny. And he is still my favourite, so there. I shall fight you for him, Luce, and I reckon I’m stronger than you, which means Tinny is mine.”


Out of the darkness, Edith says, “They’re all horrible.”


Fred turns towards her. “You still in a grump, Ede?”


“You should have a listen to yourself. It’s pathetic.”


“She’s only in a sulk because she didn’t like the game. None of us did, welcome to the club. Honestly Ede, it’s like you think you’re made out of glass.”


“They’re not our boyfriends,” Edith says. In the gloom, Lucy cannot make out what the girl’s face is doing. “They’re horrible. Sunday nights are horrible.”


After a moment, Fred says, “Ignore her, Luce. She’s in one of her sulks.”


At the southern skirt of Epping Forest, the road ascends for a spell aboard steep grassy banks and crosses an expanse of meadow and woodland – and the sensation is that of laborious ascent; it must be how plane passengers feel in the opening seconds of take-off. The land drops away and the night wind whips her ears as the Maudslay travels amid the treetops. And yet to Lucy it seems as though Coach’s truck is stationary and the landscape is moving. The trees come streaming past in the opposite direction. She looks out from the bed and watches them run, humped and shaggy, across the meadow at midnight. They are like prehistoric beasts, an army of mammoths in frightened retreat. She fancies that they must be escaping some natural disaster – all of them running, heads down and silent, at the same dogged pace, and then all at once gone. The land bare, the trees streaming away to the north and Lucy sat in the old army truck, left behind to confront whatever is coming up next.
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