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Judy Allen says, ‘The place where a story is set may not always be the first thing I think about, but once I’ve chosen it (or it’s chosen me) it becomes as important as any of the events, ideas or characters – in fact it is one of the characters. Places with powerful spirits have always spoken to the human imagination, and for thousands of years people have responded to them, perhaps planting sacred groves, building shrines, setting up standing stones – or creating stories. I find myself wondering whether there are forces we know nothing about but which are as powerful and relentless as gravity or the struggle for life.’

Her AWAITING DEVELOPMENTS won the Whitbread Award and the Friends of the Earth Earthworm Award. Author of more than 50 books including THE BURNING, THE SPRING ON THE MOUNTAIN, THE DREAM THING and BETWEEN THE MOON AND THE ROCK, she also writes for radio.
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INTRODUCTION

The idea for The Stones of the Moon came when I started to notice the legends attached to the stone circles which can be found all over Britain. There was some variety but there were two stories I kept coming across.

One was that a group of dancers had been turned to stone as a punishment for enjoying themselves on a Sunday. Sometimes it was a party of girls (The Merry Maidens in Cornwall) sometimes a company of giants (The Ring of Brodgar in the Orkneys). Occasionally the punishment was for something different – Long Meg and her Daughters in Cumbria suffered petrification for practising witchcraft.

Dancing was quite common, though, and it wasn’t hard to see where the idea came from. A circle of standing stones, especially if seen at dawn or dusk when the light is uncertain and slightly magical, can look very much like a ring of dancers. Often the stones have tilted slightly over the centuries, as the ground beneath settled and shifted. So there they are, leaning this way and that, as if swaying in time to music that can’t be heard by human ears. Sometimes one or two have fallen and are lying on the ground as if exhausted by their exertions.

The other legend, though, the really puzzling one, was that on certain nights – often at midnight on the summer or winter solstice - the stones went down to the nearby water to drink. It was said to be dangerous, and certainly unlucky, to see the stones when they were on the move so, in the days when these legends were taken very seriously, locals would stay indoors until well after sunrise on the relevant dates.

Stone circles were always set up near water, even if the water was only a stream. It may be that nowadays the nearby water-course has long since dried up, but it will have been there when the circle creators were working. In the days before water could be piped to wherever it was needed, all building, all human habitation, all places of work, had to be within reach of water.

I couldn’t think what could have suggested that idea. Was it just that all creatures need to drink and it was assumed that the stones were no different? Or was it something else? Maybe lateral thinking was needed – maybe it was the other way round?

I had an image of the water coming to the stones – but then why, and why only occasionally, perhaps only once or twice a year. What would trigger this?

I wrote The Stones of the Moon to find out. Well – not to find out – we will almost certainly never know for sure – but to find an explanation that just possibly could be right.

I put something else into the mix, as well as the drinking bit. I had always been very aware of the silence in and around some stone circles. If it’s big and famous, Stonehenge for instance, and there are a lot of other visitors marvelling and talking, it’s different. At the smaller, out of the way circles, though, when the people with me were as quiet as I was, all we heard were the sounds of bird song, perhaps, or rain, maybe. Would it always have been like that, every day of the year?

When they were being set up there would have been the voices and shouts of those working on them – and maybe thumps and thuds as the heavy stones were rolled along on logs and then levered into position. But later? When they were complete and ready for whatever function they were designed to fulfil?

That was the question I wanted to answer for myself.

So then all I had to do (all!) was develop some characters and set them to work!



Judy Allen, 2014


ONE

The Ordnance Survey map was beginning to crumple slightly in the damp, and David folded it up, not without some difficulty, and put it in the pocket of his waterproof jacket. He didn’t need to look at it again, in any case, until he had crossed the stone bridge.

His jacket, which was new and bright yellow, had an attached hood, but he didn’t put it up. Although this year was going on record for the coolest and wettest July in the last twenty, it wasn’t actually raining. It was just that the air was full of a clinging dampness that drifted down from the moors and spread over the grey town like a sea mist. Anyway, the jacket embarrassed him enough with its newness and brightness. He felt the pixie-hood appendage was best ignored.

A Sunday morning quietness was on the town and he met no one. He passed the last house and walked down the narrow road towards the river. It was quite deep and free-flowing at this point and he couldn’t hear it.

The road was unhedged and to his left he could look across an area of wasteland, too damp for building, where a few sheep strayed. And to his right a double line of stakes straddled roughly-cleared ground, scarred with the spoor of earth-moving machines, indicating the line of the new motorway.

The road he was walking crossed an old stone bridge. It was a beautiful bridge but it was not wide enough to bear the volume of traffic that would be taking a short cut across this corner of Yorkshire as soon as the new motorway link-up was completed. And when it had been completed, this town would be for ever doomed to be on the way to somewhere else, never more a place in its own right. He wondered if anyone minded.

The motorway bridge wasn’t built yet, but work on the approaches was well under way. He stood leaning on the parapet, looking up-river at the immense earthworks on both sides. Especially he looked at the works on the town side of the river, where they had made the discovery and where, presumably, his father was pottering right now, although the volunteers wouldn’t arrive until tomorrow. He could see no sign of movement. Whatever was going on down there must be happening behind the great mound of earth and rubble that rose steeply, almost like a dam wall, on this side of the excavation.

No car passed. Nothing moved.

David took out the map again, folded it down to the relevant square, and looked around. From the other side of the river the ground sloped upwards to a featureless horizon. Somewhere up there was the stone circle he was looking for. The road, having crossed the bridge, set off in both directions. Down to the right it merged into the mess that was going to be the motorway. To the left it passed a large, bleak, factory-like building with high chimneys before it disappeared from view.

He put his finger on the map. ‘You are here,’ he said aloud. A movement caught his eye and he crossed to the other parapet. Between the bridge and the factory-like building a boy and girl were crouched at the water’s edge. Three jam-jars full of water and a home-made net were beside them, but they appeared just now to be observing rather than fishing and very absorbed in whatever they could see. David wondered if they had heard him say ‘You are here’, but they were quite a little way away and far too intent on whatever they were doing to look up. The boy seemed to be about his own age, and too old to fish with jam-jars, David thought. The girl didn’t look much younger. He withdrew quickly to the other parapet, taking his shiny yellowness out of their range of vision. He returned to the map, running his finger along the brown contour lines. They seemed to suggest that the ridge in front of him went on rising well beyond what looked, from the bridge, to be the top.

The best landmark lay between the factory and the bridge. A deep natural cleft cut right back into the slope, almost to the summit. It seemed to him that if he climbed the bank parallel to the cleft and continued walking he should reach his objective. He put the map away again, crossed the bridge and the road, and began to walk up a slope that was steeper and wetter than he had expected. He went as quickly as he could, trying to take the ground by surprise and sometimes using his hands. He was very conscious that he was now in full view of the boy and girl at the river’s edge, should they chance to glance round, and he kept up maximum speed until he reached a narrow plateau, the skyline he had seen from the bridge. From here the ground rose gradually to a new skyline – featureless ground with short, coarse grass and patches of bracken, heather and agonizing gorse.

He stood looking round at the view, not minding so much if he was seen now that he was no longer crawling about like an ungainly yellow spider.

From here he could see his father down on the site, moving jerkily about like a little ant while another figure, presumably the president of the local archaeological society, stood by and watched him. ‘Come with me,’ his father had said, but the Romans had never appealed to David. The thought that his father was about to preside over the uncovering of one of their mosaics held no magic for him.

He stood still, looking down, aware that he was deliberately postponing the moment of actually finding the circle – like leaving the marzipan on the cake until last.

He couldn’t have explained why he wanted to find it. Only twice before had he seen stone circles, both in the Scottish border country where his father had been supervising the excavation of a Roman villa, interesting for its relatively far northern position.

The first one had been a fine circle, almost complete; the grey weathered stones, pitted like chewed nougat, standing as tall as his father. It was David’s first experience of anything so ancient and he had stayed with it until his father insisted they move on – walking among the stones, touching them, asking questions to which it seemed there were no answers. The tiny local museum had had little to say about it. The centre had once been excavated but all that had been found were the remains of a cremation, thousands of years old. No one was even certain that the cremators and the circle builders were the same people. The stones and their relationships to each other had been measured but the measurements were lost and any conclusions long since forgotten.

He had heard about the second circle from the curator of the museum, who was anxious to help and distressed that he could offer so little information. The curator had described its location, and David’s father, in a benevolent mood at the successful culmination of his Roman investigations, had helped him to find it where it clung just below the crest of a bleak ridge, a couple of miles from the nearest track. That circle had been small, ground down by wind and weather, the top of the tallest stone no more than a hand’s breadth above ground. The circle was incomplete, with two or three stones flung some distance away, embedded deeply in the earth, as though the ground had moved or vandals had attacked the structure centuries before. Old records showed that the area had a history of floods, and David’s father had suggested that these might be responsible for the destruction. But to David these small, worn stones, crouched low in rough, dark grass and visited only by ravens and straying sheep, had no less power than the first tall circle they had seen from the road. ‘Why?’ he kept saying. ‘What were they for?’ But his father was drawn to Roman archaeology and said that it was a waste of energy to beat your brains out over something so lost in antiquity that no useful clues remained.

And now summer work had begun on the site in Yorkshire and David, dutifully examining the Ordnance Survey map to see where they would live for the duration, had noticed the now familiar little ring of dots. Under them, in archaic writing, were the words Weeping Stones. That, for him, charged the entire summer project with an excitement as great as his father’ s.

This time he would have weeks in which to explore, instead of discovering something on the last day and having to go home, leaving it to continue its slow disintegration, not even partly understood.

He moved across to the cleft which, according to the map, pointed to the circle like a crooked finger. It was almost too narrow to fall down at this point, but very, very deep. He walked along its edge, lay on his stomach and peered into it. The sides were practically sheer and covered with ferns. As it widened out towards the river it became shallower and shrubs grew at the bottom. He could look right along it to its widest point. Beyond, he could see part of the road, and over the road the factory-like building and, near to it, on the mud and shingle beaches of the river’s edge, the crouched figures of the boy and girl, tiny in the distance.

He got to his feet and set off upwards and to the right, heading in the direction indicated by the cleft. He had taken perhaps twenty steps when the stone circle seemed to rise out of the coarse grass on the skyline in front of him.

It seemed to David that it was complete, not because it was a precise circle – it wasn’t, it looked more like an ellipse – but because the stones seemed to be equally spaced one from another.

He moved closer.

They were quite large, these stones. The two tallest would reach, he could see, to his shoulder or higher. The smallest had been worn down to knee height, or perhaps they had been sucked down into the ground. Perhaps each stone was several metres high and in the secret world under the earth stood an immense structure, its very top breaking the surface of the ground, as rocks break the surface of the sea. And like surf the stubby grass broke against the pitted stones.

The Weeping Stones, standing, leaning, alone on a moorland ridge, worn down by their journey through time, carrying nothing with them to indicate their purpose; unless, perhaps, their purpose was plain enough to anyone perceptive enough to interpret it.

The stones leaned, this way and that, leaned together as if they were whispering, and a light breeze moved the grass against their roots and drew a thread of mist over their heads and away.

David’s heart was beating so hard that the circle seemed to his eyes to move in rhythm. He waited until his initial excitement had died down before moving in. He wanted to touch, to examine, to explore, to pace out the distance between the stones, to look up at the sky and down at the earth as he had done before, trying to understand.

He moved into the circle, at the edge. He stood – forming a part of it himself and looking across its width – and suddenly he felt uncomfortable.

A sensation, not quite of dread but certainly of unease, had dropped upon him. He had no idea why. Down below he could still see half the town, though the river and the earthworks were cut off from him by the ridge he had climbed. The town looked remote and still. It had no reality. Only he had reality – he who was alive and the stones which were not. Or at any rate were not the same form of life as he was – because in their way they were alive.

He was standing between the two tallest stones. They leaned towards him, not touching him, two tall, hard, grey shapes, heavy matter, damp with the mist. It was as if they were in communion with each other – something was passing between them and he had broken the circuit. He stepped forward into the circle, and the uncomfortable feeling left him to be replaced by a growing fear. He had broken into something, disturbed a pattern. Now he was out of the way and the chain of communication was resumed. He was alone in the centre, the marshy centre where the trefoil grew, flesh and blood in a community of stone, an alien community which was somehow conscious in a way he did not understand.
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