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About the Book



He walks amongst the whispering trees


And this will ever be so


No help of ours could set him free


From the woods where roses grow.


When Chloe turns the key to Small Angels, the church nestled at the edge of Mockbeggar Woods where she is to be married, she is braced for cobwebs and dust. What she doesn’t expect are the villagers’ concerned faces, her fiancé’s remoteness, or the nagging voice in her head that whispers to her of fears she didn’t even know she had.


Something in the woods is beginning to stir, to creep closer to the sleeping houses. Something that should have been banished long ago.


Whatever it is, it’s getting stronger, and pretending it’s not there won’t keep the wedding, or the village – or Chloe – safe.











For Amie and Grace
 LAG for ever










Mockbeggar


Tell it to the trees. This was once high praise in the village below the woods. It was what you might say at the close of a lively tale – told at dusk in late December, with a good fire snapping at the coals. 


Not bad. You always were a dab at a story. You should tell it to the trees, see what they make of it. 


If the mood was right – if there was a clear moon and no call to retire early, maybe you’d go further: 


Let’s do it, you’d say. Come on. Let’s go and tell them. 


If your companions were willing, you’d take up your cloaks and hats, fetch a lantern and stumble outside into the dark. You’d go softly through the dreaming village and the moon-shadowed fields, up the hill to Mockbeggar Woods. 


By the time you reached the trees you might have begun to regret your earlier enthusiasm. The woods were an imposing presence by night. Nobody knew how old Mockbeggar was, or how big. The outside had been mapped and measured but once you were in there it seemed to stretch much further – fern and nettle, oak and beech, green on green for miles. Some nights, it was said, you might find yourself walking amongst trees that had fallen centuries before. 


Mockbeggar grew by itself, hundreds of years before people took to tree-planting in this part of the world, and yet it was said that human beings had played their small part in its cultivation. In a distant time (the story ran) people cleared trees from the edge of Mockbeggar to make space for themselves, a place to build and farm. They moved in and stayed a while, and then they were gone – wandering or dead, no one could say for sure now. But they left their relics behind: smashed pots, lost coins, assorted bones. And decade by decade, root by root, the trees moved back and swallowed it all. The saplings grew tall on a diet of history.


This would go some way to explaining why Mockbeggar was the way it was. Because it was widely agreed that the trees in that wood remembered; they could whisper to one another of things past and days long gone. They were hungry for human dramas, and they loved to hear stories from the village below. 


If you whispered your tale by moonlight (the trees listened best by moonlight) you might hear Mockbeggar whisper back. The story would rustle from leaf to leaf, branch to branch, all the way to the shadowed, thorny heart of the woods where no human had ever ventured. 


When the trees listened, a story lived – it became vivid, it took possession. You’d be there at its centre, watching it all unfold. It was worth braving the dark and the cold for this subtle magic. 


Sometimes the woods heard a story they particularly liked. The trees would listen in rare stillness until the tale was finished. Then a wind would move through the branches, making the leaves rustle. The old oaks and beeches would whisper: This one we will keep. 


These were the stories that belonged to the tellers, that had their roots in village soil, stories with blood in their veins. Often they were stories of those who had been lost. (After a death it was custom to walk up the hill and entrust to Mockbeggar your memories of the one who was gone.) 


The trees would listen, and sometimes they would whisper: Yes. This one. 


Consequently it was not unknown for the dead to linger in those woods. Two hundred years ago, this was small cause for concern. In the village they were used to Mockbeggar and its ways. It was well known that a story told there – even a game of imagination played beneath its shifting, leafy shadows – might stick like a burr. The stories could cling in that subtle way that pollen clings, invisible in the throat, or showing at the sleeve as the faintest trace of gold dust. Sometimes the stories lasted too long or clutched too tightly. 


Two hundred years ago, people had simple remedies for the woods’ stings and snares, and they agreed that the dangers were a tolerable price to pay for Mockbeggar’s gifts. 


In the centuries that followed, the trees had a great deal to observe. The village never knew a lord or squire. Instead it was a refuge for those unwanted in other villages – the disappointed and the dissolute, the seduced and the abandoned. These burdens on the parish refused to decently shrivel and die. They drudged or poached or starved, clinging fast to lives that were only occasionally sweet, and all the while Mockbeggar watched and listened. The bells rang in the little church at the edge of the woods, and the trees saw the people come and go. Brides, biers and babies passed in and out of the dark oak door. Things were as they were and nobody wanted them different. 


But all this was long ago. Customs changed and the village changed and perhaps the woods changed too. They were an object of suspicion in the village now; all wonder and reverence were gone. In these later years, Mockbeggar was left mostly to itself. The little church was quiet, and the paths through the woods were all shut. 












CHAPTER ONE


The Albatross


It was Hag Night. The wedding guests – reluctant to part as stags and hens – gathered instead at the Albatross, the village’s only pub. They came in laughing, throwing the door wide open and letting in a smell of late summer, of warm earth and dying grass. 


At the heart of the group were the engaged couple, Sam Unthank and Chloe Day, whose happiness that evening had a glow like candlelight. Drinkers smiled on them from afar, and the waitress brought them complimentary cheese and olives. 


Tonight’s singer sat near the fireplace, a half-full glass at his elbow, his head bent over his guitar as if confiding something important. Still his voice reached every corner and curious alcove of the ancient pub. It was an old song – the Albatross made a speciality of old music – a story of long exile, lucky meeting, lovers reunited.


Most of the drinkers knew the tune well enough to hum along, chiming in for the chorus. Elizabeth Daunt, the village librarian, joined in without looking up from her book or setting down her gin and tonic. Even John Pauncefoot, the pub landlord – usually too shy to take part – sang a note or two, in a voice of surprising beauty. 


Chloe – one of the few in the Albatross who had grown up outside the village – glanced at her bridesmaids (whose off-duty clothes somehow looked quite striking here, though they would have turned no heads in London). Her expression said, what did I tell you? She had promised they would find the village like this. There were so many quaint, lovely moments waiting to surprise a visitor. It was like tripping backwards in time. 


Brian Last joined them so adroitly that nobody noticed him setting his half-pint and packet of salt and vinegar crisps down on the table. As the song ended he turned to Chloe – who was radiant, ready to be feted, a bride already though the wedding was a week away – and said,


‘You’re getting married this Saturday, I hear.’ 


‘That’s right.’ 


‘At Small Angels?’ 


Baffled, amused, Chloe hesitated, so Brian graciously enlightened her: 


‘I mean that place up by the woods. St Michael and All Angels. Big name for a little church. People mostly just call it Small Angels.’ 


‘That’s quite pretty,’ Chloe said. ‘If I’d known, I’d have put it on the invitations.’ 


Her praise, though well-meant, seemed to infect Brian with gloom.


‘Cake ordered by this time, I suppose?’ he said. ‘Wine bought? Guests invited?’ 


‘Ages ago. You have to be organized, you know, planning a wedding. I finished my first to-do list eighteen months ago yesterday.’ 


Chloe waited for congratulations – on the wedding, if not the list – but there were none. Brian took a sip of beer and ate three crisps – all ominousness, all grim thought. The laughter of a minute ago smoked out and vanished. 


‘Good luck to you, then,’ he said at last. ‘I suppose you know what you’re doing.’ 


‘What are we doing?’ 


‘You’re tempting fate. Don’t you know the story of Small Angels?’ 


‘No.’ Chloe glanced at Sam – a local, unlike herself. ‘Nobody’s said a word. What’s wrong with our church?’ 


‘Anyone want another drink?’ Sam said. ‘Brian, same again?’ 


But he was too late to save the evening. There was no distracting Brian when he had a tale to tell. 


Brian was a local historian, a curator of gossip. He had run the post office for several decades, carefully noting the address of every letter he franked. He lived alone with a Jack Russell named John Aubrey and a freezer full of meals that his wife had cooked for him before her death – neatly labelled lasagnes and shepherd’s pies on ice. The dog loved him and they were rarely seen apart. Tonight it lay quietly at Brian’s feet, watching as he spoke. Besides Chloe, it was the only creature in the Albatross to listen willingly. 


They did listen, though. The wedding guests listened, and the rest of the pub listened too, letting conversations lapse. John Pauncefoot leaned against the bar, concentrating with a resigned air. Elizabeth Daunt set down her book and sighed, but did not depart. A family of diners fell silent, the children twisting in their seats to stare, ignoring their mother’s frown. The waitress set down her tray of dirty glasses and listened openly. 


Brian had an earnest gaze, thin, restless hands that seemed made for dramatic gestures, and a long acquaintance with the acoustics of the Albatross. The singer by the fireplace – seeing that he had lost his audience for the time being – put his guitar to bed in its case and took his half-hour break. 


‘The thing is, Small Angels doesn’t rightly belong to the village at all,’ Brian began. ‘It belongs to the Gonnes. Much good it did them.’ 


‘Do you have to do this now, Brian?’ Sam said. ‘We’re meant to be celebrating, and this is morbid stuff.’ 


‘I don’t mind,’ said Chloe. Snug in the Albatross, in her circle of well-wishers, in her happy love affair, she was ready for a gloomy romance – something grim howling outside to make the warmth and bright warmer and brighter. Sam said nothing further, and Brian continued: 


‘So, there’s a house out beyond the village. White walls, sitting by itself in the middle of nowhere – Blanch Farm. The Gonnes lived there for over a century. The family name changed from time to time, of course, but it was always the same people underneath. Ten years ago, there was a whole pack of them there.


‘Selina – the old lady – was boss of the clan. I went to school with her husband, Paul. Not a bad sort. Quiet, mind you. Talked like words tasted bad. He and Selina had four granddaughters to bring up, and I never envied them that little task. You’d see those girls wandering the fields at all hours like they didn’t have a home to go to. 


‘Maybe they’d have picked up better ways if they’d gone to school, but they never stirred from Blanch Farm. People used to say that the old lady didn’t want to spend on the bus fare. Somebody should have stepped in, but no one liked to upset Selina. 


‘They were strange people. The thing was, they lived much too close to Mockbeggar Woods.’ He turned to Chloe. ‘You’ve seen Mockbeggar, I suppose?’ 


‘Just from outside,’ Chloe said. ‘It’s near the church’ – smiling, she tried out the newly discovered name – ‘near Small Angels. Isn’t it? I wanted to go in and explore but Sam said we couldn’t.’ 


‘I should think not,’ Brian said, frowning. ‘Nobody with any sense goes into those woods.’ 


Chloe looked around the Albatross, expecting a contradiction. But no one spoke. Sam had picked up the candle on the table and was tipping it so that the liquid wax threatened to drown the light. 


‘Only the Gonnes ever walked in Mockbeggar,’ continued Brian. ‘People used to say it was just them and the dead.’ 


A sigh from Brian’s audience. Here was the meat of it at last. 


‘So this is a ghost story?’ Chloe said, pleased and surprised.


‘I don’t claim that part’s true, mind. I wouldn’t say that. All I know for sure is what the tradition is, and what I’ve seen and heard for myself.’ 


He looked around the Albatross. ‘They’d rather I didn’t tell you this stuff now. They listen, don’t they, though? Can’t help themselves. Because the thing is, we all knew that there was something going on. That’s where Small Angels comes in. 


‘The Gonnes were at Small Angels all the time, back in their day. It’s just up the fields from Blanch Farm, practically on their doorstep. God knows what they used to do there, but that church is more used to strange goings-on than it is to weddings, you can be sure of that. They kept the church key – had it for generations. The old lady used to wear it on her wrist.’ 


‘This must be hers, then,’ Chloe said. She took the key from her handbag and held it up so Brian and her guests could see. It was a gorgeous thing – dark metal, weighty. ‘They gave me it when I’d paid the deposit. Isn’t it pretty?’ 


Brian looked as if he wanted to ask to hold the key but didn’t quite dare.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘That’ll be it.’ He gathered his story-threads: ‘Once a month, when there was a full moon, you’d see lights in the windows of Small Angels, you’d hear bells ringing across the fields. That was the Gonnes. I passed them once, walking through the fields towards the church. It was dusk but the moon was out already. They all carried lights and they were singing. I said, Good evening but they didn’t answer. Paul Gonne hung back for a moment and he said, Get out of it, Brian. Get home. I didn’t hang about to see any more. 


‘And then there were the beacons, too. Have you seen those yet?’ 


‘I don’t think so,’ said Chloe. 


‘There are four of them – metal brackets, you can’t miss them, still standing at the boundaries of the Gonnes’ land. The family would light them every evening. People used to get worried if they weren’t burning by dusk. You could talk all you wanted about quaint local superstitions, but when night came you wanted to be damn sure those lights were lit.’ 


‘But you didn’t know why?’ 


Brian shrugged. ‘Maybe our grandparents’ grandparents knew. But the Gonnes kept their secrets very carefully. The old lady wouldn’t even let strangers in the house. Fought tooth and claw to stop Small Angels reopening. Being turned into a venue.’ He looked darkly at Chloe and Sam. ‘Damn-fool idea, given what happened last time that place was used. I don’t suppose they told you when you booked that Small Angels has been shut up for ten years?’ 


‘No.’ 


‘Of course not. The last time the church was used was for Paul Gonne’s funeral, and that wasn’t an occasion you’d want to repeat.’ 


He took a sip of his drink, and continued uninterrupted: 


‘Before things went wrong, the Gonnes were managing well enough, as far as any of us could tell. They walked in the woods and no matter what company they found there, it seemed to suit them well enough. They never had quite enough money but they got by. They had a vineyard, and buyers would come from far off for the wine. Paid pretty well for it, apparently. There was something curious about the taste, something it picked up from the earth and the water. 


‘But one year there was a freezing spring. Vicious cold in May, just the worst time for a grape crop. Paul Gonne went out to the field one night to check on the vines and didn’t come back. They found him curled up out there – stroke, the doctors said. But he was a strong man, never ill a day in his life. The attack came out of nowhere. 


‘After that, things changed at Blanch Farm. The Gonnes stopped coming into the village. You hardly saw them any more. Especially the girls. 


‘I called round once. Just to see if I could do anything for Paul. Shouldn’t have bothered. Selina told me to leave them in peace, said she was sick of me spying and I should mind my own business. I never spied, though.’ 


‘Of course not,’ Chloe said. 


‘Just kept my eyes open. Maybe if more people had kept a lookout, things wouldn’t have happened the way they did.’ 


Brian paused to finish his drink. Those who knew where this tale was tending were waiting for someone to intervene. But the story went on; it unfolded like a disaster, unstoppable. 


‘It took Paul a while to die. Can’t have been pleasant for the family to watch.’ 


He reached down and scratched John Aubrey’s ears gently. The dog looked back at him – anxious, adoring. 


‘He kept going until late summer or the start of autumn – this kind of season, in fact. Weather was beautiful that year. 


‘I didn’t find out about Paul dying for a few days. I don’t think anyone outside the family did. Then Selina came to church – our church, I mean, the one just a spit away from this pub – one Sunday and summoned everyone to the funeral. Said she’d be glad of our company. 


‘It was tradition for the Gonnes to invite the whole village to their funerals, and it was tradition for everybody to go. After the service at Small Angels the family would have a feast back at Blanch Farm – wine, food, music. It was the way they always did things. Nearest thing they ever got to making merry. 


‘But at that time, after Paul’s death, I didn’t like how things were looking at Blanch Farm. There was a bad sort of atmosphere when you went by. Shutters closed all day. Mess in the yard. Lights in the windows at odd times. Seemed to me it was a bad idea to go off to Small Angels at dusk and then traipse back to the house in the dark.’ 


He looked around his audience – most of them locals. 


‘You lot keep your eyes on the ground, don’t you?’ he said. ‘Don’t like to mention what happened that night. But you all know. 


‘The church was full that evening. The Gonnes were in their funeral best, of course, and most of the village was there too. 


‘I remember darkness falling outside, night air coming in. It felt like we were in a lifeboat on the open sea. You understand what I mean? Better inside than out alone in the dark, but at the same time we were so obvious. One bright point in all that blackness. I had my prayer book open in front of me: Defend us from all perils and dangers of this night. 


‘And I thought: well, whatever we’re in for, it’s too late to get away now. 


‘I felt watched that night. In the graveyard, in the dusk – dusk burials were always the Gonnes’ way, they’d bury by torchlight or moonlight – I felt that the woods had come very close. Small Angels always did look like it was going to be eaten up by the trees any minute. That night, it seemed like Mockbeggar had crept closer than ever. 


‘After they’d put Paul in the ground, the girls lit lanterns to lead the way back, and there were lights burning along the path to guide us through the dark to Blanch Farm. More of them outside in the yard. People said it was pretty. 


‘We were out of the dark, away from the graves now, and here was food and wine and a sight of the Gonnes. The daughters were all grown up by that point and people were curious about them and their strange ways. Most of the village drank and ate and stared, and started to enjoy themselves. 


‘All the time, I knew something was out of joint. I had a feeling of something coming, something about to go wrong and I couldn’t stop it, couldn’t leave. It got to ten, and then eleven, and the party – it was a party, though we were all supposed to be mourning – the party kept going. It was like nobody could drag themselves away.


‘I went round the back of the house. There’s an orchard there. I wanted some quiet, to clear my head a moment. Work out in my own mind what was going on. 


‘But I wasn’t alone out there. Just beyond the orchard gate – just where the lantern light failed – I saw something moving close. A pale shape.’ 


‘A person?’ 


‘No. I went closer to the gate, away from the noise of the party, and that’s when I heard it—’ 


Here came a distraction: a late guest had arrived – a tall, dark woman, unperturbed by the stares of those around her. 


This was Sam Unthank’s sister, Kate. It was common knowledge that she had barely shown her face in the village for years, and it had been generally agreed that she would miss the wedding. 


Chloe knew better. Months ago, she had pushed Sam into asking Kate to be his best man, despite his insistence that Kate would refuse. 


He didn’t say that he didn’t want Kate at his side, Chloe noticed, only that Kate would turn him down. So she told him that they would visit Kate and issue their invitation in person.


During the visit she had been eloquent, stressing how happy Kate’s presence would make them both, and how excited they both were about the wedding. Eventually she piqued Kate’s interest. Before their departure, Kate had asked her if she and Sam were really proposing to clean and decorate Small Angels for the ceremony in the space of a week.


Chloe had confirmed that this was the plan, and Kate had said that in that case she had better join them to help. It was surely one of her duties as best man. 


(Punctuality was also one of her duties, Chloe thought now, but she wouldn’t hold that against her.) 


Kate’s gaze was on Brian – she had caught his last few words as she came in – and her expression was both sombre and sarcastic. 


‘You sure you want to tell that story, Brian?’ 


‘I’ve got a right. I was there.’


‘All the same. Isn’t talking about Blanch Farm meant to be bad luck?’ 


The Albatross was quiet. All over the pub, eyes were cast down. John Aubrey sneezed. 


‘Brian?’ Chloe said gently. ‘Don’t leave us stranded. Even if it is an unlucky story. What happened next? What did you see at Blanch Farm?’ 


But Brian was affronted. His performance had been spoiled. 


‘Ask your fiancé,’ he said to Chloe. ‘I should be getting on.’ He nodded towards his dog. ‘This one needs a walk.’ 


After he left, there was a few minutes’ awkwardness. The locals looked uneasy; they clearly regretted allowing Brian to run on like that uninterrupted. Conversation returned only slowly. 


Chloe wished it hadn’t ended like that. She should have stopped the whole thing earlier, probably – only she had felt rather sorry for Brian, whose story was so unwelcome and whose grudge against the village clearly brought him no joy.


She put this thought aside. Here was Kate to welcome. She was still standing by the door, as if tempted to turn and leave. Chloe went to her and gently steered her to the place that had been saved for her. 


When Kate and Sam embraced it was with a fractional hesitation, like two people jumping into icy water. The resemblance between them was a shifting thing – striking in some lights, invisible in others. They were made of the same stuff, Chloe thought, but made very differently. Both were tall, both handsome, but Sam had light eyes and a practised, easy smile. Kate’s eyes were dark, and she did not look as if she had forced a laugh in her life. The effect was a little intimidating. Still, Chloe would make a friend of her, and she would make her and Sam friends again, too. That would be her wedding gift to him. 


‘Thank you so much for helping out this week,’ she said to Kate, steering her to a chair. ‘I didn’t realize how much I was asking until Brian enlightened me just now. Sounds like we’ve got ten years of dust to contend with.’ 


‘It’ll be fine,’ Sam said. ‘Brian’s a professional doom pedlar, that’s all.’ 


‘He’s certainly given me a new perspective on our church,’ Chloe said. She was about to ask Kate what she had meant about Brian’s story being bad luck, but before she could, Kate said something about checking on her car and slipped away outside. 


Now the food arrived: searing-hot plates of steak and chips, one of the Albatross’s specialities. Chloe was diverted, for a moment, in ensuring that each guest had what they had ordered and checking if anybody needed another drink. 


Further down the table, Beth and Nicole, her bridesmaids, were both looking ill at ease. Nicole, who was forthright, would have almost certainly had something to say about Brian’s story if she were sitting closer to Chloe. Beth, who was gentle about voicing her opinions, was staring down at her untouched steak with a little frown. 


Neither of them had been enthusiastic about the village even before this disruption. Chloe had been excited to show it all off to them – the old village church, the small, neat gardens full of lavender and herbs, the Albatross with its bare boards and rag rugs and sloping ceilings. 


She had expected them to be charmed, but something had failed to click. People watched them, Nicole said, frowning, as the three of them strolled through the village. Had Chloe noticed that? 


It was a small village, Chloe reminded her. Of course they were going to look twice at newcomers. Especially the fiancée of one of the local boys. 


Beth, politely, had said that she understood. And Nicole had said that she could always drive down and fetch Chloe back to London if she needed a break during the prep week. 


They meant it kindly. But she was taken aback at her friends’ reaction, because her own infatuation with the village had taken hold so quickly. 


She had been here only once before, but the visit had made an impression. It was late June, and the weather had been blissful. She and Sam had spent most of their time out of doors – cycling between villages, stopping at odd pubs along the way, picnicking at the edge of green fields of wheat, dotted here and there with poppies and dog daisies. 


Sam had preferred for them to spend their time out of his parents’ house. She didn’t press him on it. At this point, she had still been learning the Unthanks’ history, the source of Sam’s unease. Sam had told her briefly that Bill and Birdie – he never called his parents anything else – had reached an understanding after many painful years. When Sam and Kate were in their teens, there had been a rift. Then a grudging reconciliation, then several smaller separations. Bill, Chloe gathered, had been more to blame. Perhaps even cruel. But Birdie had involved Sam and Kate in her unhappiness more than was strictly fair. Still, that was over and done with now, Sam said. Though things were not quite right with Kate. There were things she couldn’t let go of. 


Every family has its strange, painful place, Chloe had thought, just as every house has one drawer full of chaos, crammed with nails and knotted string, orphaned keys and half-burned candles. She wondered if there was a way to make things easier for Sam’s family. 


Away from Bill and Birdie’s house, it was easy to put the Unthanks’ mostly-buried history out of mind for a time. The village was so unlike anywhere Chloe had ever visited before. The white and pink painted houses (the pink was traditionally made by stirring in berries or blood, Sam told her), the little stone walls, the village water-pump (she was delighted to find that it still worked), the roses climbing over the garden walls, the lush grass verges, the narrow winding lanes. There were old-fashioned lamps set at the end of each lane, and when she and Sam cycled home at nine o’clock in the evening, they were all lit. Her lasting impression was of a place with its own kind of time, its own customs and possibilities.


She had discovered Small Angels by accident. She had left Sam behind on one of their bike rides, joking that she’d race him back to the village – only to take a wrong turn and find herself cycling uphill on a faint track that threatened to vanish into the grass at any moment. 


Sam called to her to wait, and she stopped for him. But Small Angels was already in view. 


It was simply built from oyster-coloured stone, its size making it look like it was meant for children. There was no wall to the churchyard, nothing to mark it off from the fields on either side. There were graves jutting out of the grass at odd angles, and a cherry tree growing close to the path. Just beyond the graveyard were the woods. 


‘I’ve never seen such a tiny church. Did you come up here a lot as a kid?’ she asked Sam. 


‘No. Why would I?’


‘What do you mean, why? Look at the place.’ How could he miss so much beauty? ‘Besides, it’s so quiet. Ideal place to come if you wanted to do your own thing without your parents breathing down your neck . . . What did teenagers do around here to rebel?’ 


‘Me? Went to school every week. Got my A levels. Left.’ 


‘Seriously?’ 


‘We weren’t like your family. Bill wasn’t reliable, you couldn’t trust him to be kind. They’re not bad people, my family, but it wasn’t stable when I was growing up. It’s better now.’ 


‘What about Kate? What did she do?’ 


‘Kate’s not big on confidences. Never was.’


She looked away, sensing that he wouldn’t thank her for further questions. It was unusual for him to share so much about his childhood without a veil of sarcasm. 


A few yards from the furthest grave, a new structure was almost finished. She would discover later that this was the Tithe Barn – the innovation of a local entrepreneur, a reception hall built to ape the architecture of the little church. He had spearheaded the push to reopen Small Angels, and intended to market church and Tithe Barn together as a venue for concerts, weddings, and other events. A nice new stream of revenue for the village, he had promised. 


‘What are they doing there?’ Chloe asked. 


Sam shrugged. Later she would think that he must have known what was going on, but there was no one working at the building that day and they had the church and graveyard to themselves. 


She wandered closer to the woods. The first trees were spaced far enough apart for her to make out a glimpse of ferns and flowers – small flecks of pink amongst the green. But they quickly gave way to close-growing trees and brambles, and what lay beyond these was hidden. 


‘We should be heading back,’ Sam said, hurrying to catch up with her. 


‘What’s it like in there?’ 


‘Never been in. It’s out of bounds.’ 


‘How come?’ 


‘I suppose the owner doesn’t want to share.’ He took her hand. ‘Seriously, Chloe, we can’t walk that way. It’s not that sort of place.’ 


‘Not some National Trust idyll, you mean?’ 


‘Exactly.’ 


But she lingered, listening to the woods. She heard droning – bees or wasps – and the trees stirring in the wind. She had the feeling of something waiting to be discovered. 


The woods and the little church had returned to her thoughts more than once afterwards, tinged with a longing for something she couldn’t articulate and didn’t understand. 


When their original venue – Bill and Birdie’s village church – had fallen through at the last minute, she had made a spur-of-the-moment decision, booking Small Angels and the Tithe Barn at a bargain price. (Both would need a little help, the entrepreneur said, to make them ready. Some sprucing up. The Tithe Barn was very new, and the church was very old. But he was sure a young couple like Sam and Chloe weren’t afraid of a bit of hard work.) 


Sam had been surprised when she told him what she had done. It had taken a while for him to accept the new plan and concede that it ought to be fine. 


Perhaps this was what he had been thinking of: the story of Small Angels, the bad luck. Perhaps this was what Nicole and Beth had sensed as they walked through the village. Some morbid history lingering like a bad taste in the mouth. 


Rubbish. She put these thoughts away – always a knack of hers. She had a tidy mind. There was nothing to worry about in her church but grime and perhaps a few stray nails that the workmen had left behind. 


Chloe started her meal, readying herself with questions for Kate. Sam was always so reticent about his childhood. There were many things Chloe had planned to ask her. But Kate did not return. 


Ten minutes passed. At last Chloe asked Sam if they shouldn’t see what had happened.


Sam shook his head and said that Kate always did come and go when she pleased. She was back in the village and that was the main thing. One best man to check off the wedding list along with the rings, cake and flowers. Chloe could relax, everything was going to plan. 


‘Brian’s a crank, by the way,’ he added, slicing chips, knife scraping his plate with a noise that made her wince. ‘Blanch Farm is a strange obsession of his. Don’t let him infect you with it. Nobody else takes him seriously.’ 


‘Is that why you didn’t tell me any of that stuff?’ 


‘To be honest, I’d forgotten. Most people round here grow out of those stories by the time they’re through primary school.’ 


‘So we’re not cursed, then.’ 


‘Are you disappointed?’ 


‘Slightly,’ she said, smiling. ‘I’ve never been haunted before. You’ll have to put me out of my misery, at least.’ 


‘How do you mean?’ 


‘The story. He was just getting to the good bit. What happened at Paul Gonne’s funeral? And what about the family? Are there any still left at Blanch Farm?’ 


Sam sighed. ‘Do we really have to go into this?’ 


‘I can go and find Brian, if you’d rather.’ She was trying to sound playful, as if it hardly mattered. In fact, being put off had only increased her curiosity. 


‘Can I tell you later?’ he said. ‘It’s not a nice story.’ He had lowered his voice. A couple of their guests were listening, she realized. ‘Not some big exciting mystery, or whatever it is Brian was trying to sell you. Just human sadness.’ He looked towards the door, which Kate had left open. ‘You don’t want to give it much thought. It’ll only upset you.’ 


‘Fine. Later, then.’ 


They said nothing more about it, but she found herself thinking of little else that evening. She had been cocooned in joy only a short while ago; the world had seemed made for her delight and convenience. Now she had a new perspective on the Albatross – its jars of sunflowers, its gleaming horse brasses, its little lights. This was a pleasant place, but outside it would soon be growing dark. Her happiness felt like a very small island. Through the open door she saw that the sky had changed. A chill was creeping in like a touch of cruelty.










CHAPTER TWO 


Mockbeggar’s Children 


Lucia tells a ghost story


In the beginning were the woods. They knew me before I was born. They saw my mother grow sick and heavy with me; they saw her discontent grow alongside me like a twin. When – in the weeks before my birth – she took to standing silent at the orchard gate, watching the autumn wind whirl dead leaves free into the sky, the woods saw that, too. From my earliest childhood they were a backdrop to my thoughts, even in the private and forgetful moments of sleep. When the trees moved in the breeze the sound was as familiar as the sound of my own breath. 


Before I was six, I had learned how the seasons passed on the vineyard: the flowers, the fruit, red and yellow coming amongst the green of the leaves (traffic lights, Elphine used to call this effect.) Then the pruning-back, the dead months when it seemed that nothing would grow again, and then the green-and-pink furred buds that always returned. I learned to enjoy watching my grandparents in certain tasks – testing the ripening grapes’ sweetness, or making up Bordeaux mixture, that bright blue fungicide that looked like a bucketful of summer sky. I learned to look for the partridges coming home to roost in the pear trees in the evening, to listen for the owls returning to bed at dawn. But Mockbeggar was the most important thing of all. 


The woods watched us work the fields in every weather. They watched Grandpa pruning for hours until his thoughts became a merciful blank and he saw vine branches whenever he closed his eyes. They watched Nan busy over our accounts, a shoebox of receipts at her elbow. They watched our father standing at the orchard gate, at the very place where our mother used to linger in the weeks before her departure. 


With me and my sisters the trees were more than watchers – they were an audience. It was one of our oldest games, acting plays in Mockbeggar, and whenever we came to the woods tricked out for a new production – trailing cloaks of mildewed velvet, shedding glass beads with every step – I had a sense of the woods growing wakeful. We made them hungry. They wanted the story we were going to tell. 


For a long time, I was too young to be involved in the plays, too young for anything but the very shortest visits to Mockbeggar. I would sulk when my sisters left me behind but it did no good. 


Then, eventually, there came a day when Ruby – always our leader, being the eldest – said I was old enough. 


I was seven years old. It was late August or early September. The grapes were small and hard still, and very green. There were blackberries growing in the hedge. 


‘You can eat these,’ Helena told me, ‘but not the ones from Mockbeggar. Nothing from in there. Understand?’ 


I already knew that very well – Nan had told me dozens of times that it wasn’t safe to eat things growing in the woods – but Helena still reminded me of the rules quite often. She said I obviously needed it, given how many I regularly broke. 


I was about to tell Helena to mind her own business, but Elphine spoke first. 


‘Look, Lucia,’ she said. ‘These are dead-nettles. The petals are sweet.’ 


She pulled up a nettle and showed me how to pull off the small white flowers and suck the nectar from their base. I didn’t have to be afraid of the sting, she said. They were safe to touch.


Because it was my first real visit to the woods, my sisters had decided that I needed a proper welcome before we got down to the play. We halted at the edge of the trees. There were still ox-eye daisies left, and Elphine strung together a little wreath for me, then Ruby and Helena crowned me carefully, making sure the flowers were straight. 


‘Welcome, Lucia,’ Ruby said, mock-solemn, and the other two echoed her – welcome, welcome. 


They curtsied, circling me, and they were joking but not entirely. I knew not to laugh. 


Then Ruby said, ‘What do you want to see first?’ 


It was almost awful, a question like that. Where could I possibly start? What if I chose wrong and missed something important or lovely?


I looked at the ground, and at the trees, and neither helped me. 


‘All of it,’ I said, finally. 


‘Oh, is that all?’ said Helena – but with only mild sarcasm. She understood how I felt. 


There was never a bad time to see Mockbeggar. But that season might have been the loveliest of all. There were sloes and raspberries growing, the clearings were bright with goldenrod. The sun came through the trees and the light seemed tinted green. 


‘It doesn’t matter if you miss something today, you know,’ Ruby told me. ‘You can come back again. As often as you like.’ 


As often as I liked. Such staggering luck. It was almost too marvellous to believe in. 


We passed from silver birches to beeches, and the mild breeze made the branches rustle. Welcome, Lucia, I imagined them saying, like my sisters had done. Come and look, come and see. 


Back then there were dozens of paths through Mockbeggar:


There were some that were very hard to find – stumbled upon once or twice and then never again. 


There were a couple of bad paths. If the woods sometimes moved like one great mind, stirred by a single impulse or memory, then these bad paths were like trains of thought which led nowhere good, dark or dangerous ruminations. We avoided these paths and gave them no names. 


Some paths were new – the trees shifting on a whim. Our ancestors wouldn’t have recognized them. 


Some paths had been there for a while and were now lost; the woods had swallowed them. Grandpa might have known them in his youth, when he still visited Mockbeggar, but he never talked to us about the woods. 


That first day, my sisters showed me the easiest path to find, the hardest to lose – the Elbow, which runs straight for a while and then veers off without warning at a right angle, leading right to the heart of the woods. Or as close to the heart as any living person has ever been. 


There were little streams of clear water running over the path. We were happy, excited, and so we talked very loud – Ruby explaining things, Helena clarifying or disputing, Elphine sometimes putting in something gentle or strange. We always listened when she spoke because she had a way of making things look different. Like a sudden shift in the light. I already knew that she didn’t think like other people. 


As we went along I jumped the streams, saying look at me, look at me, and because it was my day, my sisters did stop to look. They were glad of me, just then, I think – pleased I was there to share their adventures. And I was glad of them. 


Then we reached the bend in the track. Just before we turned away, deeper into the woods, the Elbow took us close to the river. The Fane runs deep and fast in some parts of the woods but at that point it’s shallow, and there’s a brown rock halfway across. If you wanted, I thought, you could use it as a stepping-stone and reach the opposite bank without getting your feet wet. 


The opposite bank was overgrown with corn mint, and beyond that were briars growing higher than any I had ever seen before, looming over the narrow path. The track advanced a couple of yards and then twisted out of sight. I had an idea that there might be a clearing beyond. 


‘What’s that way?’ I said, taking a step forwards. 


Ruby pulled me back from the water, her face so serious that I was alarmed. 


‘We don’t go that way. Not ever. You understand?’ Her fingers dug into my wrist. In those days Helena might pinch or kick me when I aggravated her more than usual, but it wasn’t Ruby’s way. 


I shook her off and rubbed my arm ostentatiously. No one asked if I was alright, not even Elphine. 


‘Lucia,’ Ruby said. I had never heard her so stern. ‘You understand? Never go that way. You have to promise.’ 


‘Fine.’ 


‘Come on,’ Elphine said, taking my hand. ‘Let’s go. This isn’t a good place.’ 


We didn’t talk about it any more. From experience I already knew there were some questions that nobody would answer, no matter how often I asked. 


Instead my sisters taught me to peel bark from fallen twigs to find the cream-coloured wood beneath. They taught me to trace figures in the shapes of the branches: writhing limbs and wild hair, acrobats frozen mid-fall. 


We came to a horse chestnut my sisters liked – a friend of the family, practically. Ruby lifted me onto the lowest branch and shook it so that it shuddered and jolted and I was in wonderful danger of being dashed to pieces. 


‘We’d better get a move on,’ Helena said at last, looking up at the sky. ‘The light’s already going.’ 


Mockbeggar didn’t belong to us after dark. I was mostly ignorant back then but I already knew this one thing very well: leave at dusk if you know what’s good for you. The sunlight lies, it tells you everything’s safe, it tempts you to outstay your welcome. 


Time was slipping away so we ran, our feet thudding like horses’ hooves over the dead leaves. We were horses, briefly, in my imagination. (So easy to turn into a horse back then. You remember that?) I was the slowest. I could hear my sisters calling up ahead, I could see their costumes bright blue and red and amber against the leaves. By the time I reached the clearing, I was breathless. 


This glade was called the amphitheatre, Ruby told me. It was about thirty child-strides across, ringed by an audience of trees. 


At the centre stood a ruined beech. A storm had brought down one of its branches and it looked as if it was twisting in grief or pain. If it was a person it would be wringing its hands. 


‘That’s the Dervish,’ Elphine told me.


‘I don’t like it.’ 


‘Of course you do,’ Ruby said. 


And she was right, I realized. The Dervish was beautiful. Or at least hard not to look at. I touched its damp mossy bark and my hand came away greenish. If I rested against the tree for long enough perhaps I would become part of it, I thought. I wondered whether or not I would mind. 


‘Places, please,’ Helena said, her voice now brusque and official-sounding. ‘Two minutes to curtain.’ 


I fussed with my red cloak. Like all our costumes, it had come from a trunk in the attic. The trunk was an heirloom with a cautionary tale attached. Nan told the story well: decades ago, the clothes had belonged to a relative of ours, a man who had – perversely enough – wanted to leave Blanch Farm. Even if this was permitted (and of course it wasn’t) it seemed like a strange thing to want, I thought. Still, he had fled, and – remarkably – had managed to get away. He went to town to pursue the stage. Naturally he failed. His new friends forgot him, and he drank himself to death. This was what happened to you when you forgot your right place in the world, Nan said. 


The actor was buried far from the village, and only his trunk made it home at long last. The silk and velvet and tweed, all tainted with mildew and disappointment, had been stowed in the attic until we had found them. 


That afternoon, I thought of the poor drunk-to-death actor and I understood him less than ever. How could anyone want a better audience than this? 


‘Wake up, Lucia,’ Helena said. ‘We’re starting.’ 


I wish I could remember that first play better. Someone was poisoned, I think. There was almost certainly a rich merchant and a mad queen and a tragically-starved-to-death-orphan (this would have been me.) 


I had been told in advance what would come next. I had been promised. I had waited to witness it with almost unbearable excitement. Still when it happened I wasn’t quite prepared. 


We set the story going, and the woods listened, and slowly the world shifted. 


The story caught like a fir tree blazing up, it was all around us. Our voices didn’t sound like they belonged to us any more. When Helena, the cruel merchant, told me that I was no use to anyone and had better starve, it was as if I saw two people. There was Helena with glittering eyes, face pale and rapt – and there was someone else, not visible and yet there all the same. We had summoned something into the amphitheatre with our words and careful gestures – the story gripped us like a spell. I felt as if I moved my hand very quickly, I might see sparks. 


I would have felt drunk with it on my own, I think. The magic might have been too much. But the other three were there, and they had done this before, so I knew it was alright. 


Dusk came on as we were acting, and we had to run for it when we were done – stamping through nettles and foxgloves in old velvet, costumes snagging and trailing in the dirt. When I struggled to keep up, Ruby and Helena each took one of my hands and pulled me along. 


It was bewildering, to be dragged out of the play so suddenly. You know that feeling of putting down a book that’s held you, or stepping out of a cinema after your film’s finished? It was that kind of shock, only stronger. On my own I might have got completely disorientated. 


We beat nightfall by five minutes. At the top of the field we paused to get our breath back. There was still light in the sky, and down the lovely orderly sweep of vines was Blanch Farm; the windows were shining bright in the dusk. The beacon outside the orchard wall was already burning. All was in balance, all was well. 


When we got into the kitchen Nan was there, busy over her weekly budget. All the money in our house went through her. The income from the vineyard got written down in a big book, along with expenses, shop and restaurant orders, sales from country fairs and to other customers. She noted down the money our mother’s family sent, too, and the money that trickled in from elsewhere. She was the only one who understood how much cash we had from one year to the next, and how badly we were doing. (We were always doing badly, it was just a matter of degree.) At Blanch Farm, the money you had in your pocket was the money Nan put there. Nothing was bought that she didn’t know about. 


‘Did you behave yourselves out there?’ she asked. 


Ruby nodded. ‘We did, Nan, honestly. We remembered all the rules.’ 


‘Well, mind you keep on remembering. Last thing we need is you girls putting his back up—’ Then she saw I was listening and told me sharply to go and get changed, I was deep in Mockbeggar dirt and looked a disgrace. 


Even in those days, I knew that we were always only just safe. Nan impressed this on me more than once. If we didn’t mind her, and mind the rules she had put in place for our safety, there was no saying what might happen. She understood Mockbeggar better than anyone, for all she was a married-in and hadn’t grown up at Blanch Farm. 


Nan told us that our riches – the beauties of Mockbeggar, its alchemy, what it did to our plays and stories – didn’t come for nothing. The beacons were one duty we could never forget. All of us had to take our turn lighting them; Nan sent me out with Grandpa to do my part as soon as I was old enough to hold a match. 


I remember striking the light, standing on a small crate so I could reach the fuel. In the dusk I thought I saw something in the flare of the match-flame. A pale shape, at the edge of the circle of light, half-hidden in trees. 


I gasped, and nearly dropped the match. 


‘Steady,’ Grandpa said, lifting me down. ‘Don’t want to be making a fuss about that.’ 


‘But—’


‘Often happens. So there’s no need to get upset. Understand?’ 


I wanted him to think I was brave. I nodded. 


‘Good,’ he said. ‘Good girl.’ 


He held my hand for a little while walking back, which helped. Then he took his hand away to adjust his hat and didn’t give it back. I walked as close to him as I could and I thought often happens, over and over, until we were safe home. 


You didn’t get something for nothing. Nan was always saying as much. 


The beacons were fuelled with wood and gorse that we gathered from the hedgerow near the woods. This task was never completed. There never seemed to be enough cut to satisfy our grandparents, and we could never be certain that Nan wouldn’t descend on us as we read or played and order us to go out and cut more. 


I asked Nan what the beacons were for, of course – why one of us had to make the weary trudge to the four corners of our land every evening to light them – and I got the usual answer. I’d find out in good time. When I was older. 


It wasn’t just a matter of age, though. Nan was cagey about telling me things, even more than my sisters; she always found me a little suspect. It began from the outset: I’d been born wrong – outdoors, in Mockbeggar itself. Who knew what other perverse things I might take it into my head to do? 


Nan – who knew how everything ought to be done – said that the proper way was for our family to be born at Blanch Farm. Start as you mean to go on, Nan used to say, and stay out of trouble. Born here, live here, die here, and be buried at Small Angels. 


Our mother had meekly gone along with this edict for the births of Ruby, Helena and Elphine – just as she’d dutifully gone along with every other rule at Blanch Farm. If she rebelled it was quietly, as in the matter of our names. (Much too fanciful for Nan’s taste. She preferred to call us all different intonations of girl.) For a while our mother was happy – she loved Mockbeggar and our father. Ruby, the only one of us old enough to remember, was adamant about that. 


But slowly our mother changed. Nan found her undutiful – skulking off to the orchard or her cello or her books when she ought to have been working. Small things – a favourite cup being smashed – upset her out of all proportion. She was always wanting to talk to people about Mockbeggar, inviting them over for coffee. Sometimes she verged on the indiscreet – though of course no one in the village wanted her confidences. She said she was lonely.


‘She was from London,’ Ruby used to say, when she told me the story. ‘It wasn’t her fault she couldn’t understand this place.’ 


Ruby thought that if she had understood – properly understood – she would never have run off. But that’s what she did, on the evening I was born. 


She left it late to make the decision. Maybe she wasn’t bold enough until labour forced her to show her hand. Then she announced that she wanted our father to drive her to the hospital. She didn’t want Nan’s help – she didn’t want Nan to be the first person in this world to touch her baby.


Dad said no, of course. They had to remember the rules. 


Nan and Grandpa had raised him carefully – just as they were raising us – and he knew his duty from a young age. 


My mother, desperate now, got John Pauncefoot to drive her instead. John was working here in those days. This was the piece of kindness that got him fired. 


They were halfway through the woods when my mother realized it was too late for the hospital. Instead I was born then and there, with John Pauncefoot’s help, on the side of the road. Hedgerow child, Grandpa used to call me. He would say it kindly, though never when Nan was present. 


Our mother never returned to Blanch Farm, though I was deposited there not long afterwards. She went back to London, to her family – who were wealthy enough to pay Nan a large regular sum to maintain me and my sisters, on the understanding that none of us ever contacted them again.


It was probably for the best, Nan said. Our mother was only a married-in, it didn’t matter so very much if she left. Better she went back to her own people than stayed at Blanch Farm practising her tragedy airs. 


Still, it was unsatisfactory. Nan feared our mother might set a bad example for me and my sisters. (Me especially, since I had almost escaped with her.) The desertion was bad for our father, too. He stayed devoted to our home – as hardworking as Nan and Grandpa could have asked – but some spark, always very faint, now died out of him altogether. His opinions withered to nothing. Whatever you think best, he’d say, when Nan asked him some question to do with running the vineyard. As I grew up I realized that she worried he lacked some crucial quality that would be needed for keeping things afloat when she and Grandpa were gone. 


I wondered if Nan had been a fraction less careful in bringing up our father, whether he would have gone after our mother on the night of my birth. Ruby said that he had been halfway to fetching the car before Nan reminded him of his duty. I think that Nan saw all of this when she looked at me. Perhaps she smelled the woods on me, too. I’d got too close, even as a baby. 


That was the beginning of it, I suppose. I was a discordant note from birth. As a child, I was Lucia-the-bad. I was the one they had to keep an eye on. Most of the family used to remember – sometimes laugh over – my small crimes. It gave them a sense of continuity, of knowing where everything stood in our small world. Sometimes I liked these reminiscences – as the youngest child, it was nice to stand out, even for infamy – and sometimes I didn’t. 


There was one story they particularly loved: the first harvest I was old enough to watch unsupervised, I’d never stop pestering the workers in the fields. I wanted them to talk to me, but they wouldn’t. They were seasonal pickers who came from the village, and they wanted no conversation with any of us. But I didn’t know that, and I took it personally. I didn’t care to be ignored. I was mildly curious about these people from the outside. I wanted to know what it was like to be them. And they had snubbed me without any justification. 


To avenge my dignity, I began a campaign against them – quite a clever one, Ruby would say, laughing. 


‘Do you remember any of it, Lucia?’ she’d ask, and I’d shake my head. 


That didn’t matter, because everyone else did. I began small – sneaking off with people’s water bottles and sandwiches. I was so quiet about it that people began to wonder what was going on. I enjoyed the sandwiches – I was always a hungry child – but it wasn’t enough. They hadn’t paid sufficiently. 


I began hiding tools and crates. Then I started leaving things to replace the thefts. Small animal bones, bits of broken glass. People got very nervous – it was easy to make them nervous, this being Blanch Farm. 


At last they complained to Nan, who eventually caught me and slapped me and dragged me out from behind a bush to apologize to them all. After that I shunned them as thoroughly as they shunned me. 


Years later, I recall my family sitting at dinner, reminiscing over this. I saw Nan glance at me – born outside like an animal, I imagined her thinking. What more could you expect of a girl like that? 


The time I really went too far was mostly an accident. 


Everyone knows how our family used to visit Small Angels. But at this point, I was too young for that, as I was too young for so many things. Every month, by moonlight, my grandparents, father, and sisters would walk to the church, singing a song I didn’t know, and wait the night out there. When I was very small, Nan would stay with me, but once I was six or seven, it was judged that I could manage well enough in the house alone. I’d be sent to bed early, barricading myself into my bedroom against Blanch Farm’s emptiness. Then I’d be left with nothing to do but listen as the church bells rang – chiming through the silent village streets, through the paths of Mockbeggar. There was a challenge in the music. It sounded like come and get us. In the village, Ruby told me once, they used to hear it and lock their doors. 


Can you blame me for getting curious? I wanted to join the procession, I wanted a candle of my own. I wanted to sit with my sisters at breakfast the next day, tired but full of satisfaction, importance, knowledge of a job well done. Because it was important, whatever happened at Small Angels. I was sure of that. 


One vigil night, I decided I was at least going to hear the song properly.


Nan had already sent me to bed, and neither she nor any of the others would have expected me to be rebellious enough to stir. They were unlikely to notice or miss me. I slipped outside with a coat thrown over my pyjamas and hid in the long grass of the orchard before the others came out. 


October, it must have been. The sky was clear and the moon was out, smiling down like my accomplice. I got chilly but didn’t move. 


At last they came out. They lit the candles and began to sing. 


The tune was familiar – ‘Maria Marten’, or pretty close – but the words were new to me. The song was a conversation. I was too far off to hear everything but I could make out a quarrel, a fight, and a terrible threat: 


– your heart will feed my hungry dogs 


And your eyes will feed my crow


And your blood will spill on the thirsty ground


In the woods where roses grow


I saw Elphine’s face grow tight in the candlelight. The story grew bloodier, and I saw her eyes widen. I heard her voice grow fainter, like she was suffering in the telling. I didn’t understand why they wouldn’t stop or comfort her. 


At last they got to the final verse. Now Nan’s hand was on Elphine’s arm, warning her. They all had to keep going. 


He walks amongst the whispering trees


And this will ever be so 


No help of ours could set him free 


From the woods where roses grow


Then silence. Elphine’s eyes were full of tears. 


They turned and went through the orchard gate one by one, and the song began again. 


I already knew that Elphine – who felt things differently and deeper than other people – should be protected at all costs. I wanted to make her happy, and fix the song for her.


I was good at tinkering with stories in those days. I had a secret game where, if a book displeased me, I would doctor the ending – add a pencil-line or two after the last paragraph. But later the wolf got better. That sort of thing. So why shouldn’t I change this song-story for Elphine? 


That night, barricaded in as usual, I sat up and distracted myself from the quiet by stringing words together. I made a rough new verse for the old song. And the next day, when Elphine was back, I slipped into her room to sing it to her. 


First I had to tell her about my spying, though. She was troubled about that. 


‘Nan would be so angry,’ she said. ‘She doesn’t want you knowing about all that yet—’


I cut her off. I could tell that the song upset her, I said, but I had the solution. And I began to sing: 


But maybe one day things will change


And he’ll be free to go 


And history will be laid to rest 


In the woods where roses grow


It was marvellous, to begin with. My voice wasn’t as sweet as my sisters’ – nothing to Elphine’s – but I was singing the family song all the same. More than that, I was improving it. Shaping it like warm clay into a friendlier shape.


But Elphine stared at me as I sang, eyes wide – and when I finished I realized she was terrified. I didn’t understand why until I followed her gaze to see Nan, standing in the doorway. 


She hauled me to my feet, stared into my face for a couple of seconds, and then slapped me. 


‘You stupid girl,’ she said. 


‘I was just playing,’ I said, trying not to cry. The slap had taken me by surprise. ‘It’s only a song—’ 


‘It’s life and death,’ she said. ‘You’ve got no idea how much it means for us. And you’ve got no right to meddle with it.’ 


Worse than the slap, worse than being locked in my room for two days afterwards, was the general agreement that I had brought it all on myself. I had no business spying, Nan said, and no business at all messing with that song.


No one came to see me during my imprisonment. I had thought that my sisters might, but they sided with Nan. Even Elphine wasn’t defending me. 


On the first day I spent hours staring out of my window, watching afternoon turn to evening. Outside, I could see Grandpa, just visible in the dusk. He was calling the hens in. The dark of the chicken shed filled with the sound of beating wings as they jumped one by one to their perch. 


Most nights it made me melancholy and happy to hear him. Now I only felt lonesome. 


Ruby came outside – just a little way into the garden – and said something to him. He answered, shaking his head, and she went in again, followed soon after by Grandpa. Now it was just me and the moon. 


If they thought I was bad, I’d prove them right, I decided. Through the quiet week that followed – I was in disgrace even after Nan let me out of my room, nobody talked to me any more than was strictly necessary – I racked my brains for something awful to do, something to show them all. 


At last I decided I would cross the Fane, at that shallow spot with the stepping-stone. I had promised Ruby not to, but now she wouldn’t stick up for me when Helena said I was an idiot and a sneaking little spy besides. So I’d cross the Fane and follow that curving path and see what was waiting there. 


It took me a day or so to find my moment. But I did manage to slip away at last, late one afternoon. 


I used to have a secret game that I never told my sisters. Because I had been born in Mockbeggar, I used to tell myself that the woods might like me best. 


I knew it was pretence. But that afternoon I almost believed my own lie. To begin with I felt so welcome. I had been to the woods several times by that point, but never alone. There had always been someone to follow. And yet I didn’t lose my way now. I found the path to the Fane like it was nothing. 


But before I reached the river it had already grown darker. I was beginning to wonder whether or not I’d make it back before dusk. But I went on. Stubborn, fighting tears. It felt too late to turn back. 


There’s no safe place to stand in a darkening wood. Even with your back to a tree, you’re not out of harm’s way, not really. 


I sobbed once. A small sound in the deep Mockbeggar shadow. I heard myself and I didn’t sob again. 


He would have been following me a while, I think. He would have crept along in my wake, almost as soon as I’d passed the boundary of Mockbeggar. Barely visible, a dark shape between the bare branches – disappearing when you turned your head or moved. 


I crossed the Fane. The stepping-stone was as convenient as I’d thought it would be. 


I’d already come too far. I struggled up the bank, crushing mint underfoot. I took the narrow path, rounded the bend so the river was lost behind me. 


This path was out of bounds. None of my sisters – not even Ruby, who got to do everything first – had been this way before. I wanted to run back to safety, to find them even if they were furious with me. At the same time there was a thrill to that knowledge. 


In a clearing, I found a house made of briars. That’s how it looked at first glance, anyway. The old stone had crumbled to almost nothing; it would have made you grieve to see it. But the briars had grown up around it so that the shape of the building – which could only have been a hovel even in its heyday – was still roughly visible. 


It was very quiet. No birds there, not the buzz of an insect. The only sound was a child crying softly. 


A boy was sitting on the step, his knees drawn up, his head bent so his face was hidden. 


When I took a step closer he looked up at me. He was thinner than a child ought to be – so thin that in some places he didn’t seem to be there at all. 


‘Why are you crying?’ I said. 


‘I can’t find my brother,’ he said. ‘Why are you crying?’ 


My tears had returned without my noticing. When I tried to explain them to him, my words came out feeble and inadequate: 


‘Nan’s cross with me. She hit me for no reason and locked me up. Nobody told her to stop.’


He seemed to understand, though. He said, ‘You can stay here for a while, if you like.’ 


There was no saying no, of course, even if I’d wanted to. 
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