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Ghostbird
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HONNO MODERN FICTION




For Molly and Josie




Math and Gwydion took the flowers of oak and broom and meadowsweet and from these conjured up the loveliest and most beautiful girl anyone had seen; they baptised her with the form of baptism that was used then, and named her Blodeuwedd.


‘Math, Son of Mathonwy’


The Mabinogion







Listen…


Rain is simple and precious.


It is language – it holds the trace of memory.


The sound of rain is music and it can drive a person mad.




One


A girl with birds in her eyes ought to be able to see to the other side of the sky.


It was an odd thought. Even though it made little sense, the idea appealed to Cadi. Her side of the sky didn’t have much going for it.


Her irises, reflected in the bus window, were made of tiny black birds. Leafy branches decorated her face. Light filtered through the window, making her skin opaque, giving her face an unreal quality.


She wondered if it was how a ghost might look.


If I fell asleep, she thought, and never woke up, would the bus go on forever?


She was the only passenger. (Her mother had missed it, a small mercy Cadi could only be grateful for.) The route was circular, meandering through half a dozen small villages and the nearby seaside town.


Here’s the long hill, and there’s the dead tree where the kestrel sits. Her gaze shifted back to her reflection and she blinked to stay awake. Who am I? An all-alone girl with birds for a brain?


Nothing hurts like not knowing who you are.


Cadi’s life seemed to her full of mysteries, some trivial, others less so. She knew most children were kept in ignorance; it was part of being young. And yet surely, not all secrets were harmful? Not if they made you who you were? The ghost-Cadi blinked again, and darkened as the bus passed close to a high hedge.


She shifted in her seat. Here’s the twisty bit I always think the driver will never get round.


A flock of starlings flew across her face. As the bus approached the village the hedges and trees opened up, and all at once there was too much sky and she became invisible.


Here’s the bridge and there’s the square. The bus stopped and Cadi made her way to the door. The driver smiled and winked.


‘Cheers, Lenny,’ she said.


‘Dim problem, bach; mind how you go.’


As the bus pulled away Cadi paused, pretending not to see the two women standing outside the village shop, watching her. Talking about me as usual, the invisible, deaf girl.


Cadi knew what the village thought about her. She was a Hopkins: secretive and private. Like her weird mother and her witchy aunt.


Her mother was a Hopkins by marriage. Women born to the name kept it and the men they chose came to Tŷ Aderyn to live with them over the broom. Take it or leave it. Most took it: Hopkins women were beautiful and generous, black-haired, with eyes the colour of harebells and desire. Their children took their mother’s name and what appeared on their birth certificates was an irrelevance. Village opinion differed on this; it was united in its pursuit of scandal.


Cadi never let on she heard a thing. It made no difference. Village whispers were as confusing as the ones she heard at home. And she didn’t believe the village knew as much as it thought it did. The only people who knew the truth about Cadi’s family were her mother and her aunt Lili.


She flipped her long hair over her shoulders. It fell like blackbirds’ feathers. When she was four, Cadi had wanted to be a bird and for a whole year waited for her wings to grow. When they didn’t, Lili told her everyone had a secret life and if she wanted to be a bird she could be one; Cadi settled for that.


The tarmac burned through the soles of her canvas shoes. Her feet felt stuck and she didn’t mind. If she stayed here forever, she could grow old, with moss gathering on her shoulders and birds nesting in her hair.


Listen…


She blinked against the beginnings of a headache. Glancing at the fading sky, she wondered if she would get home before it rained.


Tall for her fourteen years, Cadi had the same long legs that once drew her father’s attention to her mother. Cadi, however, was nothing like Violet and had anyone suggested she was, she would have argued the point until her mouth dried up. Teilo existed in only a few snapshots in his sister Lili’s house. Violet cared nothing for convention. A dead husband, particularly one you despised, was no reason to clutter a house with old photographs.


Obstinately certain she resembled Teilo, Cadi believed her mother’s oddness proved they had little in common other than a few random genes. Cadi couldn’t imagine what it must be like to be Violet. If her mother had a past she never spoke of it. Cadi didn’t know if Violet had owned a pet or if she’d believed in fairies, if she’d ever played truant from school or stolen a pen from a pound shop. Violet, with her knitting and her secrets, may as well have been conjured by magic.


Cadi’s mother kept her secrets closer than the pages of a new book.


A shadow swept across the road and a magpie landed on the roof of the lych gate.


One for sorrow.


The air was thick with the scent of honeysuckle and impending rain. Two more birds followed, swooping down to join the first.


Three for a girl.


A Jack Russell terrier ran through the gateway making straight for her. Cadi dropped to the ground, reaching out her hand. The dog wore a rough coat and a sweet nature.


‘Sut mae, lovely. Where did you come from?’


She was answered by a wet tongue. On the periphery of her vision, someone whistled. Reluctant to abandon Cadi’s petting, the dog ignored it.


From the shadow of the church stepped a tall, dark-haired man, a leather jacket hooked over one shoulder. Cadi didn’t recognise him; this didn’t bother her – tourists often wandered around the pretty churchyard.


He raised a hand. ‘It’s okay, sorry.’ He whistled again. ‘Come on, Gertie.’


This time the dog trotted away.


Cadi watched as they disappeared round the corner of the church. The clock chimed the half hour.


‘I don’t think your mother would want you talking to strangers.’ Mrs Guto-Evans had the stealth of a stoat. ‘You ought to know better, Cadi Hopkins.’


Cadi turned. Mrs Guto-Evans and her neighbour, Miss Bevan, regarded Cadi with bespectacled curiosity.


My motherwouldn’t care. ‘It wasn’t anyone and I didn’t talk to him.’


‘Nevertheless, Cadi, best not to go wandering round by yourself.’


Miss Bevan sniffed in agreement.


Nosy old bats. Cadi looked down at her feet.


‘There’s a good girl.’


How old do you think I am? Cadi shuffled from foot to foot. And you don’t think I’m good at all, you think I’m weird.


The women walked away. Reaching into her shoulder-bag for a packet of crisps, Cadi remembered she’d eaten them on the bus. Her fingers found some loose change and she walked across the road to the shop. She heard them before they saw her. Hearing her name through the open doorway, she ducked out of sight, pressed against the wall.


‘What’s Owen Penry doing, talking to the Hopkins girl?’ Mrs Guto-Evans said.


‘And what’s he doing back here anyway?’


Cadi craned forward.


‘He used to have a thing for the mother, didn’t he?’


‘More than a thing is what I heard,’ Mrs Guto-Evans said. ‘After the baby and then the accident and her expecting again, it’s no wonder he left in such a hurry.


‘He fell out with his own mother too.’ Miss Bevan poked the cellophane packaging on some Welsh cakes, set them aside and picked up a bunch of carrots. ‘That farm was a tidy place in the grandfather’s day. She’s gone now.’


‘Who has?’


‘Owen Penry’s mother.’


Mrs Guto-Evans leaned toward her friend and lowered her voice. Cadi held her breath, straining to hear.


‘Do you think she knows he’s back? The child’s mother?’


‘Now then, ladies, how can I help you?’ Gareth Jones appeared from the back of his shop.


Pleasedon’t interrupt them, Gareth. For once, even though she didn’t understand it, the gossip mattered.


‘I’m sure if there’s anything Mrs Hopkins needs to know,’ Gareth said, ‘she’ll find out soon enough.’


‘Well, he looked shifty to me,’ said Mrs Guto-Evans.


‘He looked something.’ Miss Bevan snorted. ‘I’ll take the Welsh cakes and a packet of mints, thank you, Gareth.’


While the women hunted out purses and change, Cadi slipped away. She felt faint. The square went blurry, houses and trees merged into patches of light. Her eyes stung and she thought she saw the vague figures of two people she didn’t know – a man and a little girl. As she dashed the back of her wrist across her eyes the picture vanished. She ran across the square. Out of sight, she leant against a low wall, her head whirling as if it might explode.


What did the man in the churchyard have to do with her father or her mother? And what baby? Did they mean her sister? Her head hurt.


Behind the wall stood a large whitewashed house, half hidden between tall trees set in a wilderness garden. The ‘For Sale’ sign had disappeared.


That’ll give the village something else to gossip about. She didn’t trust gossip. Shreds of it clung to Cadi like goose grass. Resentment flared in her chest, a spiky, stinging flower. When I was a kid it didn’t matter. Her bag slipped off her shoulder. I’m not a kid anymore though, am I?


As she bent to pick it up, she heard a shriek – the cry of a terrified bird. Clutching the bag, her heart thudded against the fabric. The sound echoed on, wretched with fear. Why does everything have to be so horrible?


Beyond the wall in the shadowy garden, Cadi looked around for a cat up to no good. Nothing stirred, only the trees, rippling in the silent haze.


Be safe, little bird. She leaned against the wall watching for anyone else who might see her. I can’t move for whispers and gossip and people talking about me instead of to me. She was, she knew, an object of curiosity and pity. It’s what they think.Poor Cadi Hopkins: with no fatherand a mad woman for a mother.


It wasn’t any better at home. For once, Tŷ Aderyn didn’t feel either welcoming or safe. As she walked down the lane she sensed a change in the air. She eyed the sky and watched it cloud over, smelling rain.


From the first day of August until the last, it rained at least once a day in the village. When the sun broke through, people caught their breath, marvelled at the glimmer turning raindrops to treasure.


August rain wasn’t something the village questioned. A place this old must surely be a few parts magic, and who knew what ancient charms clung to the brickwork? Old wisdom attached itself, collected in puddles, slipped under eaves and down chimneys. Wild magic loitered in lanes, cunning as magpies. If it danced by the door, the village knew the wisest move was to drop the latch. Myths were entwined with reality as tightly as the honeysuckle around the cottage doors.


And ghosts exchanged secrets with the shadows.




Two


The small ghost sits at the base of the tree overlooking the lake.


Waterweed and the remnants of a daisy chain lie caught in her hair. Her skin hurts, as if thorns are trying to pierce it from the inside. Nothing is familiar. She is cold and wet and afraid: something woke her and she is filled with shock and confused anger.


What am I doing here?


She feels surrounded by a terrible loneliness and a sense of someone she ought to be looking for. In the gloomy dark there are only shadows and the dark shapes of roosting birds. The little ghost doesn’t raise her head; she is scared of the birds and doesn’t want them to see her.


A voice whispers on the edge of her remembering. There is no face to go with the voice and no name.


The ghost huddles under the tree and waits.




Three


Tŷ Aderynlay at the end of the lane, a stone’s throw from the lake.


Her aunt’s cottage – and the larger one next door where Cadi lived with her mother – had been in the Hopkins family for more years than anyone could recall. Derwen Hopkins, a man of the old ways, fell in love with a woman whose hair was made of lake-weed; a woman with azure eyes who talked to birds.


‘Build me a house near the water,’ she said. ‘If you want me to stay.’ And he loved her so much, he did.


When the crows and blackbirds came to watch what he was doing, and listen to the woman’s songs, Derwen named the house for them, and fathered girls with observant, iridescent eyes, and a hankering to fly.


Lili’s great-grandfather (a Llewellyn by birth) later divided the Bird House into two, because Hopkins women rarely chose to leave, and most of them liked to spend time alone.


At the front, the cottages leaned onto the verge with barely enough room for a cat to pass. Pots of sage, monkshood and belladonna sat on the step in front of Lili’s door. A wooden gate stood permanently open, the bottom rail embedded in a grassy rut. A narrow gravel and grass path wound round the back to a low brick wall neatly separating two gardens. If Cadi didn’t want Lili – or more often, her mother – to hear her coming, she remembered to walk on the grass.


The back wall of the building was smothered by an ancient jasmine, the flowers so heavily scented they took your breath away. It twined round Cadi’s bedroom window and sometimes, in the middle of the night, she would wake and hear it sighing against the sill. Years of accumulated paint held fast around the window frames. Gutters wobbled and the weathered stonework needed pointing. In spite of an air of benign neglect, a sense of permanence belied the shabbiness, as if the place was held in a spell.


As Cadi came through the door, Lili smiled and pushed the notebook she was writing in to one side.


‘Hi, lovely,’ she said. ‘Did you find something nice?’


Cadi sat down at the opposite end of the table, unwilling to speak.


‘Looks like you made it just in time.’


Rain began pattering against the window. Cadi leaned across the sill, watching a bead of water slip sideways, as if avoiding something – a scrap of dust maybe – and trickle across the glass.


‘Didn’t you find any jeans?’


Cadi shrugged. ‘I looked, but it’s no fun on my own.’


‘I suppose Cerys is busy getting ready for her holiday.’


‘That’s what she said.’


‘Are you alright?’


‘Why wouldn’t I be?’


Lili said nothing and neither did Cadi. Her head was still spinning, filled with questions and something like fury mixed up with the threat of tears.


Lili stood up. ‘I’ll make tea,’ she said and filled the kettle. ‘And Cadi, go easy on your mam today.’


‘Why?’


Lili put the kettle on the hob. ‘It would have been Dora’s eighteenth birthday.’


‘Oh. Yes. I forgot.’ And I’m not even sure I care. ‘It’s not really anything to do with me though, is it?’


‘Of course it is.’


‘Lili, I’m not in the mood.’


‘Well, can you at least make an effort?’ Lili turned her attention to rinsing the teapot.


Her cottage smelled of sandalwood and bread. Everything had its place, even the dusty spiders. The kitchen covered the entire ground floor. Driftwood and pale bones littered windowsills set as deep as the thick stone walls. Dried herbs hung from a beamed ceiling. In the chimney recess stood a small black range and in front of it, a deep armchair: buttoned, shiny velvet the colour of port. Postcards and photographs crowded a mantle edged with an embroidered runner glinting with tiny mirrors.


On the opposite wall, an oak dresser filled the space, laden with books and Lili’s inheritance: her mother’s china. Painted plates and dainty mismatched cups and jugs filled with feathers and dried flowers. Framing the square window hung a pair of dark blue curtains, hand-stitched with enchantments to keep out draughts and snoopers alike. People swore, however hard you looked, you would never see into Lilwen Hopkins’ cottage.


The rain whispered against the window. A shiver ran down Cadi’s back, and for a second she saw her ghost-face in the glass. This time it was made of meadowsweet and lavender, and a solitary tea towel left hanging on the washing line. ‘Why does it rain every day in August?’


‘You know why.’


‘Not really. You said it was magic, but that’s rubbish.’


Lili threw her niece a look. ‘Is that a fact?’


‘Don’t give me that witch woman stuff, Lili. If you were a real witch, you’d make things happen.’


Lili ignored her. ‘It’s an old village legend. It rains every day in August because the naysayers tried to kill the rainmaker.’


‘What’s a naysayer?’


‘Someone who tells you what you believe in isn’t true.’


Cadi, in the dark, her dreams edged with shadow, had her own ideas about the truth. As for what she believed in, chance would be a fine thing. If everyone refused to tell her about her father, how was she expected to believe in anything?


There was all that trouble with the baby and the husband…


Cadi traced her finger against the glass, noticing the way each drop, like a fingerprint, was different, how they stretched, taking the path of least resistance.


Turning to Lili, she said, ‘What happened to the rainmaker?’


‘She decided to fight back and spoil summer.’


Cadi managed a small smile.


‘It’s true.’ Lili spooned tea-leaves into the pot.


‘What is?’ The door sprang open and Cadi’s mother backed into the room, shaking her umbrella, the rain on her fair hair glittering like diamonds. ‘What’s true?’ Violet frowned, shrugged off her raincoat and draped it over a chair. ‘What are you two up to?’


Why does she always think we’re up to something? Cadi watched as Lili poured boiling water into the teapot. ‘Lili was telling me about the rainmaker.’ Violet’s frown deepened and Cadi could tell her mother didn’t believe her.


Do you think she knows he’s back? The mother… It’s no wonder he left in a hurry…


The rain was coming down harder, sounding like stones on the window. The voices in her head nagged.


Your mother wouldn’t want you talking to strangers…


‘Hang on,’ Cadi said. ‘No she wasn’t. She was telling me about my dad.’


The crash made them all jump. Lili swore. The lid of her teapot lay on the floor in two pieces. She picked them up and flung them onto the draining board.


Cadi got to her feet, her response automatic. ‘It’ll mend, Lili, it will.’


She reached for the pieces and Lili slapped her hand away. ‘Leave it.’


Lili never hit her. Lili never hurt anyone.


Lili glared and Cadi felt her face reddening. ‘What did I do?’


The tiny room was all at once too small for the three of them. Cadi thought of Alice in the rabbit hole, eating magic cake. Her mother pulled a pack of cigarettes from her skirt pocket, and for once Lili didn’t stop her.As the lighter flared, Cadi saw how pale Violet’s face was.


‘And just what has Lili been saying, about your father?’ Violet inhaled hard and her breath sounded like a rush of wind.


‘I didn’t say anything.’ Lili turned, her back against the sink, her hands rigid on the edge of the wooden draining board.


Cadi folded her arms, her hand still stinging from Lili’s slap, refusing now to feel guilty. She avoided Lili’s puzzled gaze.


‘Tell her, Cadi.’ After a few seconds, Lili threw her hands in the air in exasperation. ‘Oh, for goodness sake, Violet, she’s making it up. No one said anything.’


‘Well,’ Cadi said, ‘finally, someone’s telling the truth.’


It was Violet’s turn to stare. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘It means, mother dear, no one ever tells anyone the truth around here.’


‘Cadi, I’ve had a long day at work. I missed the bus and had to put up with bloody Alyn Jenkins going on about his wretched sheep and you know I get sick in cars.’ Violet was so nervous in cars, it wasn’t only the motion made her nauseous. ‘And then I had to walk from the crossroads. I need to go home and get dry.’ She stood up. ‘Don’t bother with the tea, Lili. We’re going.’


‘I’m not going anywhere.’


‘Cadi, don’t.’


‘Don’t what, Lili?’ Cadi let out a cracked laugh. ‘Don’t talk about my dead father or my weird mother? Or you?’ She whirled on the spot, pointing a finger in Lili’s face. ‘Don’t mention Lili the witch, who pretends everything’s fine when any idiot can see that’s a big fat lie. No one’s allowed to know this family’s dirty secrets, especially not me, even though half the village obviously does because they talk about me behind my back all the time like I’m invisible.’


‘Cadi, stop it.’ Lili raised both her hands in a defensive gesture. ‘Please, stop this now, before…’


‘Before I say something I regret? Well, how about this?’ Cadi yelled. ‘Don’t go to the lake. Don’t mention water at all come to think of it – it’s a wonder we’re even allowed to drink the stuff!’ She was crying now, shaking with misery. ‘And whatever we do, never, ever say anything about my dead sister.’


Violet grabbed her daughter’s wrist. ‘That’s enough.’


Her mother’s face was wild with grief. Cadi saw it, but it made no difference. ‘I hate you!’


‘You know perfectly well why I’ve forbidden you to go to the lake.’ Violet shook Cadi’s arm. ‘Why would you want to anyway? Why?’


Cadi thrust her mother’s hand away. ‘You’re hurting me!’


‘You don’t go to the lake, Cadi, you don’t. Do you hear me?’


‘You can’t stop me! I’m fourteen, I’m not a child!’ The shriek in her voice reminded her of the bird in the square. ‘Why can’t you just tell me, Mam?’


‘This is your fault.’ Violet let Cadi go and turned her outrage on her sister-in-law. ‘I knew I couldn’t trust you.’


The stink from Violet’s cigarette had absorbed the air in the small room. Cadi watched her mother, saw the glitter in her eyes; saw how she was on the edge of panic. She heard Lili’s voice and the beginnings of her sarcastic laughter. Watching Violet’s contempt, remembering what day it was and forcing herself to stop her rage.


‘You’ve always been able to trust me,’ Lili said.


‘I’d rather trust a mad dog.’


‘For goodness sake, Violet.’ Lili tried to put her arm around Cadi but this too was thrown off. ‘Look at her. It’s not her fault.’


Violet banged her hand on the table. ‘You have to stop talking about it, both of you.’ She glared at Lili. ‘You promised, you evil bitch.’


There are some words that go too far. Lili said if Violet didn’t leave she would make her.


‘You don’t scare me, Lilwen Hopkins.’


That’s not true though, is it? You scare each other. Cadi’s voice was measured now and disdainful. ‘She hasn’t told me anything, you stupid woman. Don’t blame Lili. Blame yourself. Then again, why not? Go ahead and blame her too. You’re as bad as each other.’


Violet reached for her raincoat. ‘You’ve always hated me, haven’t you, Lili?’


Cadi could hear Lili breathing, heard her own breath, almost in time.


‘Right now,’ Lili said, ‘I can’t describe how I feel about you.’


Cadi reached for her bag. Somewhere in the outer reaches of her brain, a bird screeched again. ‘What is wrong with you two? I thought I was supposed to be the kid around here?’


Violet emitted a brief sigh. ‘It’s nothing to do with Lili; none of this is any of her business.’


The three of them knew this was a lie. Cadi was amazed how much hostility her mother could compress into a single breath.


‘You really are stupid, aren’t you, Mam?’ she said. ‘It’s to do with all of us.’




Four


It wasn’t in Cadi’s nature to be defiant.


Some days are different and even the most reasonable people find their breaking point. Cadi felt neither reasonable nor particularly rebellious. She felt miserable and wretched and wanted only to escape. The headache had come back. Cadi never got headaches and now she seemed to have a permanent one.


The late afternoon sun lay warm on her hair. She dawdled along the rutted path towards the lake, scuffing the toes of her shoes in the dust. On either side, Ragged Robin and foxgloves floated between hedges threaded with honeysuckle. Small blue butterflies darted everywhere.


So what if her mother forbade her from going to the lake? She went anyway (and Lili knew it). Her mother was selfish and irrational; Lili was a hypocrite. Usually when she was angry with Lili, she was also aware of her loyalty; this time, Lili’s hypocrisy felt like betrayal.


She’s the one always telling me to think for myself and ask questions. How could her aunt be so clever and yet so foolish? It’s not fair. Why can’t they see this? Cadi knew she ought to feel guilty about upsetting her mother. About forgetting it would have been Dora’s birthday. I don’t know what the fuss is though – we’ve never made a thing of it before.


The story she had grown up with was straightforward. Her sister drowned in a tragic accident and her mother couldn’t bear to talk about it. Then her father died too, and talking about that freaked her mother out so much it was frightening. She was already pregnant with me when he died. No wonder she hates me.


Lili showed her pictures of Teilo and Cadi knew he’d been good fun and mad about cars. But if Cadi questioned her, about her sister and the accident, there was always a point when Lili hesitated, when she changed the subject and urged Cadi not to upset her mother.


In spite of this, up until now, Cadi’s world had been simple. Even her mother, in her oddness, managed a kind of consistency in her care. And Lili kept her safe. Cadi knew her aunt shielded her from the excesses of Violet’s grief.


She instantly rejected any kind thoughts, reminding herself Lili was as bad as her mother. I’ve had to make up my own story because I haven’t known any better. But it’s never been the truth; only their version of it. Cadi plodded down the path, her head down, fighting tears. Those horrid village women know more than I do.


If you don’t know who you are, your story is incomplete.


At the end of the path the way narrowed between birch and hazel trees to little more than a rabbit trail. Parting the overhanging branches, Cadi walked on until she came out at the lake. It lay as placid and familiar as ever and she paused. Tree shadows shivered on the water and light ran across the surface like molten gold.


She sat down in front of a flat outcrop the locals called the Sleeping Stone. At the edge of the lake, tiny waves lapped against the shallows. As she leaned back, the sun warmed her face. She pulled a copy of Jane Eyre from her bag. If she was going to be miserable, she decided, she may as well make a proper job of it.


From the shadows the ghost catches a glimpse of Cadi, near the water, her flowered frock soaking up the afternoon sun.


Can you see me?


She watches Cadi and the longing returns. Beneath her skin, she feels the sharpness again: small barbs of pain. Her fingers flex and stretch.


Do you hear me?


I am too young to be here alone.


Cadi carries on reading and the little ghost watches her eyes as they move across the page.


Crouching at the edge of the water, under the surface, the ghost sees tiny, darting fish.


I lost something…


Look in the water…


Why don’t you see me?


Thirsty, Cadi laid her book to one side.


At the water’s edge she could see a shadow made of mist. A shiver of energy ran down her back. She blinked and it was gone. I’m imagining things.


She walked to the lake’s edge, scooped up a handful of cold water and drank it down. Minnows nosed the surface and Cadi tried to catch one. It shimmied away, a sliver of mermaid light. She smiled and watched the water as it settled, revealing delicate, coloured pebbles.


Look in the water…


The shivery feeling came back and Cadi stared out across the lake. It felt unexpectedly dangerous and she looked away into the shallows again. As she did, clear as could be, lying on the stones beneath the surface of the water, she saw a thin silver bangle. The moment her fingers closed around it, the scent of meadowsweet clogged the air, so intensely it made her lightheaded. Her ears filled with the sound of her heart, beating like a drum, and she had to lean her weight on her other hand to stop herself falling into the water.


I lost something…


It was a baby’s bangle. The kind you adjusted to fit a tiny wrist, decorated with a pattern of flowers. Cadi shook her head to clear it of the cloying smell. She turned over the bangle, looking for signs of rust. There were none. It looked as good as new – someone must have lost it recently. She slipped it into the pocket of her jacket. She would ask at the shop. Someone may have put up a card.


I’m afraid and I don’t understand…


From behind her she heard a bird call, an odd, trapped sound making her shiver again, and all at once she wanted to be at home. She put her book in her bag, and started toward the path.


The birdsong subsided into a silence she could hear. Cadi was struck by a tremor of fear that made her stop. Unnerved in the strange hush and with the odour of meadowsweet still caught in her throat, she swallowed. Another shiver ran through her, and the certainty she was being watched.


Or followed.


Aros!


‘Wait for what?’ She spoke out loud, mostly to reassure herself. ‘There’s nobody here.’


The undergrowth began to draw in the light, making the air feel heavy. The sense of being observed deepened: something or someone wanted to be noticed. Nothing felt familiar.


Once again, Cadi told herself not to be silly. Of course it’s familiar – look, there’s the hazel tree.


Only it wasn’t the same. The foliage looked denser and unnaturally dark. She felt movement, rustling and scratching, surrounding her and horribly alive. Oh my god, what’s happening?


Cadi forced herself to begin walking. She moved a branch to one side. It snapped back, whipping against her face like a slap. She flinched and tried to dodge as it sprang toward her again.She yelled, raising her arm to ward off the blow. More branches curled around her head, catching in her hair and dragging at it so hard her scalp hurt. She screamed and tried to cover her head with her hands. All around her the undergrowth shook. The trees, which normally stood benign and comforting, now seemed to gather around her and Cadi started running.


It began to rain, falling in large drops like gravel on her head. Don’t stop. Keep running.


Something was following her and she dared not look back. The path was slippery and as she ran she tried to avoid the muddy ruts in the track. Terrified, with her hair whipping across her face and blinding her, she stumbled and almost fell. Don’t look back.


Cadi heard a jumble of words: hissed and angry words that might have been in her head, and might have been behind her.


Blentyn drwg… Aros i mi…


The Welsh was only vaguely familiar; the voice sounded like a furious child.


‘Leave me alone!’ She was running faster now, not caring if she fell. The rain lashed down. Behind her something landed on the ground, missing her head by inches. She turned and saw a branch, the raw rip where it had been torn from the tree white as an exposed bone.


Aros!


She screamed and fled. The lane came into sight and as Cadi rounded the last curve and saw the cottage, she bolted for the gate. When she was inside she sank to the ground, breathing hard, crying with fear, her hair plastered to her head.


Once again she heard the shrieking bird. Shaking, she risked a glance down the lane. There was nothing to be seen and for a moment she could believe she had imagined everything. As she touched her stinging cheek her fingers came away covered in blood.


Cadi looked at it as if it belonged to someone else. This is crazy. I’ve been attacked by a tree.


‘Cadi?’ Lili appeared, a raincoat held over her head like a sail.


Staggering to her feet, she whispered, ‘It’s nothing, I caught my face on a branch.’


If you want to lie successfully, stick as near to the truth as you can.


‘It doesn’t look like nothing to me.’ Lili threw the raincoat around Cadi’s shoulders and took her chin in her hand. ‘That’s a nasty cut, cariad. And you’re shaking like a leaf.’


In the kitchen Lili bathed Cadi’s wounds.


‘That was some branch,’ she said, dabbing at Cadi’s face.


Cadi didn’t answer.


Lili smoothed comfrey ointment over the cuts. ‘There you go, that ought to do it. Take the jar with you and put some more on later.’ She set a pan of milk to boil. ‘I’ll make you some hot chocolate.’


As suddenly as it had begun, the rain stopped. The light began to fade. Cadi imagined something sliding along the wall and the fear returned. ‘You won’t say anything to Mam, will you?’


‘Is there something to say?’ Lili gave Cadi a look. ‘Like, you’ve been to the lake?’


‘I wasn’t looking where I was going, that’s all.’


‘You haven’t answered my question. And Violet isn’t blind. Those cuts aren’t going to disappear overnight.’ Lili spooned chocolate into mugs and opened the biscuit tin. ‘And I’m not sure I buy the branch thing. Something else happened, didn’t it? Was somebody else there?’


‘No!’ Cadi couldn’t meet Lili’s gaze. ‘Don’t go making it more than it is, okay?’


‘I’m not making it anything.’


‘Promise me.’


‘All I’m saying is, if your mam asks outright, I’m not telling lies.’ Lili poured hot milk into the mugs. ‘I’m in enough trouble as it is.’


‘For someone who’s turned keeping secrets into an art form, you’ve got a funny way of reading the rules.’


‘I’ve told you before, they aren’t my secrets.’


‘You mean there’s more than one? Brilliant.’


‘That’s enough, Cadi.’


Cadi heard something dangerous in her aunt’s voice. She didn’t care. ‘You can say that again.’ She hadn’t realise she enjoyed talking back quite so much.


‘Alright, alright, I’m sorry. You’re upset, I can see that. I won’t say anything, for now. So long as you promise me there’s nothing to worry about. Now drink up your chocolate.’


‘There isn’t.’ Crossing her fingers under the table, Cadi decided if she didn’t promise out loud it didn’t count. And Violet wouldn’t suspect a thing. She’d be too wrapped up in being annoyed with Cadi for going to the lake.


She’sgoing to have to get used to it. The hard edge of the bangle in her pocket rubbed her hand. My dad loved the lake and even though Mam hates it and I’m scared to death, I’m going back.


‘Don’t worry, Lili,’ she said, forcing a smile. She picked up the mug. ‘And thanks for the chocolate.’


Later that night she woke up with the end of a dream fading. Her mother and father slow-danced together under the cherry tree in Lili’s garden … a silver bangle hung from a branch…


Cadi lurched to wakefulness.


They gave her the bangle. It had been Dora’s. She realised she’d half guessed this the moment she lifted it out of the water; when she saw the shadow and sensed the restless energy, as if something had attached itself to the water.


And it’s why I can’t tell Lili. I can’t tell her because I can’t be sure she won’t tell Violet. It didn’t matter how much she hated her mother, the truth was she wanted to love her. She wanted everything to be normal and for them to be the kind of family where the only secrets they had concerned birthday treats and Christmas presents.


If she told Violet about the bangle it would break her mother’s heart.


Falling asleep again, she dreamed her parents still danced in the garden under a slender moon.




Five


Most people missed unadorned magic.


Lilwen Hopkins kept her knowledge to herself (and her athame hidden under her mattress.) She kept her Tarot cards wrapped in black silk and hardly ever looked at them. Even if she was persuaded to, the way a woman sighed when asked an innocent question about a man she desired told Lili everything she needed to know.


Her lineage was old: Gwenllian, her mother, had been a green-fingered witch woman. She could, people insisted, plant a twig and grow a rose. And her grandmother, Morwenna, had known more about herbs than most of the village’s gardeners had forgotten. Tŷ Aderyn herbs were legendary.


Lili still potted up cuttings of betony and borage from original stock, offering them to people in need of good dreams or productive bees. She cut mistletoe, the all-purpose magic, from the oak tree in the garden, and left bunches of it on people’s doorsteps. No one ever refused her gifts.


Hopkins women knew small magic: nothing spectacular – none of them rode broomsticks or could turn metal into gold, although there were people who said Morwenna could light a candle by looking at it. Her fires never went out and while she was châtelaine of the big cottage, the chimney never once needed cleaning. Gwenllian couldn’t keep a fire in to save her life but her garden hardly ever needed weeding. Some of her roses were so sweet the bees got drunk and you could hold twenty of them in your closed hand and they would never sting you.


The village accepted this – the Hopkins were old village and Lili’s father (by rights a Jones) had been a respected solicitor admired for his integrity.


Acceptance is relative.


Lilwen Hopkins possessed a subtle energy giving people the impression of a much larger woman. When she spoke, her voice took strangers by surprise. It held an edge, as if dust lingered in her throat. She wore her hair – as dark as Cadi’s – in a twist of blue or green silk. In winter she favoured emerald green boots and in summer, when she could get away with it, bare feet.


Lili’s particular talent was for glamours which, rather than having the drama of invisibility, rendered her unimportant. Her mother told her anyone could do it, if only they had the patience to apply themselves. If Lili chose to, she could pass virtually unseen.


Gwenllian taught Lili that nature resisted arrogance and most spells were cast by the ill-advised. Magic, she said, was as much about common sense and intention as it was about spells. ‘I have recipes and cures; blessings and healings. Don’t ask me for spells, cariad; spells are for fools. If people need you, they’ll find you. And always be wary of showing your hand. When a certain type of person believes you have a gift, they’ll do anything to get you to use it.’


Sitting in the velvet armchair, the row with Violet and Cadi ran through Lili’s head. She recalled Cadi telling her, if she was a real witch, she’d make things happen.


She means, get Violet to talk. Lili knew this as sure as her own name. But it doesn’t work like that.


There had been something different in Cadi’s eyes today, more adult and distant. And Lili hadn’t seen her this upset or frightened in years. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d seen her niece cry. Until a few weeks ago, Cadi was always bursting through the door demanding to be read to, or begging to make fairy cakes, wearing her grandmother’s apron. Nagging Lili to let her help pot up geraniums for the kitchen windowsill. She couldn’t recall a Saturday evening when she hadn’t bought a pizza and rented a DVD and the two of them curled up on Lili’s bed surrounded by crumbs and chocolate wrappers. Whatever had upset her so badly, only a fool would fail to make a connection.


Lili had no choice.


Magic, her mother told her, didn’t make you strange, it made you useful. Stick to nature’s rules and you wouldn’t go far wrong. A witch woman’s power was to make things happen. But that kind of ability came from knowing what was needed rather than what a person believed they wanted.


And a promise was a promise.


If you can hear me, Mam, help me out here? The asking echoed round the kitchen.


She would keep Violet’s secret. And she would keep an eye on Cadi. Getting to her feet, she straightened the cushion and blew out the candle.


The following morning, she sat at her bedroom window trying to concentrate on her notes. Even though it had been raining for half an hour the air was already humid. The pencil slipped from her fingers. Lili tilted her face toward the window and imagined the rain running over her eyelids and her neck, into the cleft of her collarbone, cooling her skin. On the other side of the window lay the gardens she had known all her life, as perfect and as wild as the best of dreams.


A witch woman’s garden is different, even one where the woman is discreet. The birds know it and make their nests boldly, knowing they are safe. And even if she doesn’t plant them, certain plants remember. Nightshade, valerian and foxglove take root in a witch woman’s garden.


The older garden, behind Violet’s cottage, lay in shadow. Lili sighed and turned her eye and her heart away. Leaning against the window frame she breathed in warm air and the scent of lake water, looked toward the far end of her own garden, to where a spreading cherry tree disguised the view. Beneath the tree a wrought iron table stood, and chairs holding faded cushions.


A door slammed. Cadi walked down the path, her feet crunching on the gravel.


Lili opened the window. ‘Is your mam at work?’


‘Yes.’


‘Where are you going? How’s your face?’


Cadi waved. ‘Don’t stress, Lili. I’m going to see Cerys. I’ll be back when I’m back.’


‘How long will you be?’ I have to talk to her.


Cadi shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’


Lili hesitated and the moment passed. ‘It’s starting to rain; you’ll get soaked.’


‘It’s August, Lili. It’s nothing and it’ll stop in a minute, you know it will. I’m off. I’ll see you when I see you.’


‘Not good enough, tea-time at the latest.’ Lili watched as her niece strode away down the lane, her frock spilling behind her like a flowered cloud. ‘Give my love to Cerys.’


The edges of the sky stretched, turned milky blue and rainlight drifted through the trees. The garden shook itself; spiders admired their newly decorated webs. Lili watched the rain shape-shifting across the window. Even though it wasn’t heavy it didn’t fool her. In August the rain could throw a person off their guard and leave them wondering where the birds had gone. It slanted across the wind and when the stars came out, caught on their edges like icicles. It fell with no meaning or intention – its nature was to fall.


August rain followed its own rhythm, capricious and yet as certain as the dawn chorus. There would be a flicker, between breathing in and breathing out and there it would be: rain edged with the scent of lake water drifting through the village. And no matter how many times she washed it, it left a damp tang in Lili’s hair.


On a rainy morning in August, Lili knew, if a woman ran outside and collided with her future lover, however hard she fell, it wouldn’t last. You didn’t go looking for love in the village in August.


‘I got the curse.’


‘I’d say that was cool, if I thought it was.’ Cerys patted Cadi’s hand.


Cadi shrugged. ‘Nothing is as bad as you going away. Not that I begrudge you your holiday.’


The two girls sat side by side on a double swing under Cerys’ umbrella.


‘I know, cariad.’ Cerys pushed her spectacles up the bridge of her nose. Her dark red hair was pulled up in a ponytail. ‘I’ll miss you so much, I’ll be too miserable to enjoy myself.’


She looked so mournful, Cadi almost laughed. ‘You kill me.’


‘You’re so prosaic, Cadi. But we’re the opposites that attract. Nothing will part us, not even death.’


The toes of Cadi’s canvas shoes scraped the tarmac. ‘I’ll miss you more.’


‘You won’t miss me at all. You’ll turn into a hermit. I’ll get back and find you living in a cave.’


Cadi agreed this was a possibility. Nevertheless, she would count the days until Cerys came home. ‘Ten days is ages.’


‘They’ll fly by,’ Cerys groaned. ‘There, I’ve said it again, the ‘F’ word. Why do I have to fly to Greece?’


‘Because your parents choose brilliant holidays?’


‘I wish you could come with me. What if the plane crashes?’


‘We’d both be dead?’


‘Unhelpful and cruel.’ Cerys pushed her foot on the ground and brought the swing to a stop. ‘I’m not making it up. I’m really scared.’


A pulse of energy hit the back of Cadi’s neck, and her friend’s terror swept through her like a hot wind. Cadi shook her head to clear it. ‘You’ll be fine. It’s a new moon; Lili always says it’s a good time for adventures. I could ask her to do a protection spell.’


‘You’re kidding.’


‘I’m kidding.’


‘I’ll tell you what the real differences between us are,’ Cerys said. ‘You’re clever, sensible and kind. And you have a witch for an aunt.’ A deep sigh registered her approval. ‘I’m shallow, but I’m smart and brave.’


‘That is true.’ Cadi kept her doubts about Lili to herself. Cerys adored Lili and wouldn’t hear a word against her.


Cerys peered at Cadi’s face again. ‘You still haven’t told me how you got those awful scratches.’


‘Yes, I did.’ A moment of fear surged through her and she felt the branch again, hitting her face, heard the fury in the unknown child’s voice. ‘I went for a walk and I wasn’t looking where I was going and smacked into a branch.’


‘You always look where’s you’re going.’


Cadi glanced up at the church clock. ‘I have to go otherwise I’ll be in trouble.’


Cerys frowned. ‘You sure you’re alright?’


‘I’m fine, don’t worry. I really have to go though. Lili is so on my case.’


‘I know the feeling. It’s rent-a-row in my house. Anyone would think we were going on safari, the fuss Mam’s making over the packing.’


‘At least your mother notices you.’


‘Lili notices you.’


Cadi agreed, although she thought Lili didn’t know fourteen as well as she thought she did. Not what felt so important to Cadi it had become a second shadow.


‘It’s four o’clock already,’ Cerys said. ‘Mam’s on my case too. She said if I’m late she’d kill me.’


‘So either way, you’ll end up dead.’


‘Looks that way.’ Cerys eyed the sky and closed her umbrella. ‘I do believe the rain’s stopped.’


‘We better go.’


‘Best friends forever?’


From the pocket of her denim jacket, Cadi pulled a small package. She handed it to Cerys. ‘I made this for you.’


Inside a fold of tissue paper lay a friendship bracelet woven in green and gold silk.


Cerys beamed. ‘It’s beautiful. Tie it on for me.’


Cadi looped the bracelet round her friend’s wrist and made a knot.


‘Thanks, Cadi. I’ll never take it off.’


‘I should hope not.’


They walked to the playground entrance.


‘Now don’t you go looking back,’ Cerys said. ‘Don’t forget to let them know what an amazing and talented person I was. And avenge my death.’


‘You can count on it.’


They stood close enough to hear one another’s breath. Above them, in one of the poplar trees a dove cooed.


‘Close your eyes,’ Cerys said.


‘Why?’


‘Trust me. Close them.’


Cadi did as she was told, and Cerys brushed her lips with a kiss.


‘What did you do that for?’ Cadi said.


‘Because I can?’




Six


Cadi couldn’t care less if she was late, but she didn’t want to give Lili a reason to question her again.


As she came through the door, Lili greeted her with a smile. ‘Ah, there you are.’


‘Sorry if I’m late, we lost track of time. Cerys is going on holiday tomorrow; I shan’t see her for ages.’


Lili placed the teapot on the table. ‘Never mind, I’m sure we can find things to do.’


Cadi hung her jacket on the back of the door. ‘What have you been up to?’


‘You sound like my mother. I’m supposed to ask you questions like that.’


‘You know what I’ve been up to.’


Lili raised her eyebrows. ‘I know what you told me.’


Cadi ignored her and went over to the laptop. ‘Can I look?’


‘Of course.’ Lili opened the lid. ‘I wanted to live on one of these things when I was a kid.’


Cadi leaned over her shoulder and peered at the screen. A houseboat with a wooden hull and a cabin in the stern, painted red. A girl steered the craft along a narrow canal and below the prow, water fell away in glittering arrows.


‘I thought, maybe two children going through a magic portal into another world.’
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Someone needs to be forgiven. Someone needs to forgive.

‘Charming, quirky, magical’ Joanne Harris





