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Judy Allen says, ‘For me, writing is not so much creating a new world as trying to understand this one – wondering what is behind or under things, wondering whether there are forces we know nothing about but which are as powerful and relentless as gravity or the struggle for life. In my stories the place becomes as important as any character – in fact it is one of the characters.’

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

Perhaps unsurprisingly, it was a bonfire that sowed the seed of an idea for this book.

Fire is dramatic and beautiful to watch. On the other hand it is the only one of the four elements defined by the ancient Greeks – earth, air, fire and water – that is always destructive.

The others can certainly be dangerous. The very earth itself can quake, and shake down buildings and change whole landscapes. When it has been burrowed into – for mining or to create tunnels or underground structures - it can collapse with disastrous results. Air in the form of hurricanes or tornados can devastate vast areas with terrible speed – and water can flood or rear up in massive and ruinous tsunamis. Yet these three can be, and usually are, benign and beneficial, and also essential.

Fire alone can only exist by destroying.

The destruction may not matter. Australian bushfires are essential for the regeneration of the vegetation (though they can be too fierce and too powerful.) A bonfire of old wood and dead leaves may not be eating up anything that matters or is wanted. A hearth fire is probably burning coal or smokeless fuel or dead twigs, all collected specially for the purpose.

It’s still destruction, though, which makes large fires exciting but something to be wary of.

I’m always aware of thoughts and images milling about, some of which will swiftly attach themselves to the seed of an idea, and in this case there were three that took root quite fast.

One was the realisation that the present is always shaped by the past, even if it isn’t obvious. In fact the past still exists in some form in the present.

Another, which I suppose was part of the same thing, was that houses have personalities – and memories.

Then - the power of the mind itself. Do magical artefacts work because of some inherent power they hold? Or do they work and have influence because the person handling them believes in them?

All this must have been with me at some level when, years ago, I went with friends to the annual bonfire at Chiddingfold in Surrey. It was a wonderful occasion. A huge bonfire had been piled up in the centre of the green and there were stalls and crowds and tremendous fireworks to finish with. At the beginning we, and everyone else, went to a farm gate a little way from the green, up a winding lane, and each bought a hefty wooden stick with cloth wrapped around its top (all money to charity). This was lit and then we all processed back down the lane to the green.

Quite unexpectedly everything seemed to change. In the dark, with the blazing light coming from the flames held above our heads, the great moving crowd of people, funnelling through the narrow lane, could have belonged to any time, past not present.

As we moved around a slight corner I could see the great dark mass of the as-yet unlit bonfire and I could see the effigy on the top. I knew it was just a large rag doll, possibly stuffed with straw or newspapers, dressed in cast-off clothes that had been handed over willingly. But all I could think about was witch-burning, the burning of Catholics by Protestants, of Protestants by Catholics, burning for heresy, burning for treason. Cruel burning, deadly burning, possibly even here, in the distant past …

The procession encircled the green and at a signal we all threw our fiery torches at the vast central heap, which caught at once. I snapped out of my time slip and enjoyed the fire and the fireworks – but an idea had taken root and eventually evolved into a book, set in the present and without human sacrifice, but in which most of the people and all the trees and houses still carried a damaged past with them.
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ONE

Imagine a house as a head. If it has windows for eyes, a door for a mouth, and walls which have ears, then the people who live in the house are the thoughts which move in the head.

If a house is a head, and the people in it are thoughts, then the people who have gone away are memories. And people, like thoughts, almost never go away completely – there’s almost always something that remains – an echo of past emotion, a faint charge of energy, the sense that someone has just left an empty room, or is just about to walk into it.

And the subconscious of the house, where the hidden things are, is in the cellar, or in the spaces under the floorboards, or in the cavities between inner and outer walls, or up among the roof rafters.

Whatever lies buried in the sub-conscious may sleep for one or a thousand years, or even for ever. Or it may not. Something may disturb it, and once disturbed it may begin to stir, to move – slowly and blindly at first but relentlessly – up towards the surface …



The sound of the motorbike came first and then the bike itself followed. It kept up a good speed through the dark streets of the straggling town, but the rider slowed as he approached The Green, which was the heart of the village. The town had grown outwards and joined up with it years before. A traveller going in the opposite direction would find it hard to tell where the village ended and the town began, but the rider approaching The Green could see at once where the town ended and the village began.

He braked and stood still for a moment, his feet on the ground either side of the bike. At this hour there was no traffic. Everyone had already arrived home, first from school and later from work, and few had gone out again that evening.

He lifted his feet back on to the pedals and made a slow circuit, anticlockwise, around the long rectangle of The Green. As he passed, he glanced at the little row of terraced cottages, their front gardens full of the dead sticks and tattered brown leaves of November. He noticed the cottages that had been converted into shops – a newsagent, a greengrocer, a gift shop. He noticed the name of the gift shop – The Witches Cauldron.

If it had been daytime he might have noticed the small pile of wood in the centre of The Green. In the dark, though, with the light from the street lamps barely reaching it, it just looked like a shadow.

Beyond The Weaver’s Arms public house, he turned left, along the top of The Green, and then drifted slowly down its other side. He passed the oddly misshapen chestnut tree; the church of St Mary’s with the strange dark staining on its west wall; the Memorial Garden; the entrance to Mill Street.

As he passed, his reflection glinted in the windows of the shops, the houses, the pub. No one chanced to look out as he made that first circuit. Only the empty windows watched.

There was nothing about the sight of a motorcyclist to arouse memories in an ancient cottage. Or almost nothing. The machine was unfamiliar, the leathers and the helmet were strange. But the rider wasn’t wearing his gauntlets, and his hands on the handlebars – thin hands with long fingers and a modest signet ring with entwined initials – were like other hands, hands of long ago, dead hands reborn.

He turned left again, along the bottom of The Green where the mini-roundabout linked Green Road with West Street, the road from town, and then began to circle The Green a second time.

Again his image slithered across an old cottage window, again the thin white hands were reflected briefly on the glass, and somewhere inside, in a dark quiet place, the smallest imaginable tremor moved the air. It was not like a full awakening. Not yet. But something that had lain in such deep peace that it might almost not have existed was now a little nearer the surface than it had been, just moments before.


TWO

The motorbike was not quite the only piece of traffic to disturb the quiet of that evening. A small van put in a brief appearance, to deliver a bundle of local papers to the newsagent. The newsagent grumbled, as usual, about always being the last port of call on the van’s route, so that he had to stay open late. The driver shrugged, as usual, and the van moved off.

The local paper, written from Monday through Wednesday, printed on Thursday, published on Friday, mostly sold on Saturday and Sunday, carried a short report at the foot of its front page. The headline wouldn’t have made sense to anyone who didn’t already know what it meant. It read: NO TO GREEN FIRE.

NO TO GREEN FIRE

Once again, local residents are agreed The Green is not a suitable site for a bonfire on November 5th. Earlier this week a few pieces of old wood were stacked near the middle of this ancient and attractive grassy expanse, but were immediately removed by outraged householders. The voluntary ban on bonfires, which has stood for so very many years, is as strongly supported as ever.



It wasn’t the local paper’s fault, but it was a little out of date. The small pile of wood which had appeared on The Green on Tuesday, and been removed on Wednesday, was replaced on Thursday and added to on Friday. It still wasn’t much bigger than a boy scouts’ camp fire. But it was growing.


THREE

The rider was circling what appeared to be an empty village. But several people heard the sound of the engine, and one or two glanced idly out.

The newsagent, closing the shop, wondered if he might be shutting out a potential customer, but decided he probably wasn’t.

Cal, looking out from one of the top floor flats in the block in Mill Street, felt envy and resentment. The only bike he’d ever ridden had been stolen, and the owner had reclaimed it almost at once.

Gina, struggling with the shop accounts in the upstairs office, under the thatch in The Witches Cauldron, watched the bike make its third circuit, and frowned at the distraction.

Jan, on the phone in one of the terraced cottages, the one near the end, the one that was larger than those on either side of it, pulled the curtain back in time to see the tail light disappearing up Green Road. She was talking to Kate, who lived in one of the second-floor flats in Mill Street. It was three hours since the two of them had walked home from school together, and they were ready for their next conversation.

Jan mentioned the stranger orbiting The Green, so Kate carried the phone to the window and saw him, too.

Not that he was riding by that time. He’d parked the bike and was wandering up Mill Street on foot.

‘I can’t see him any more,’ said Jan. ‘Has he gone?’

‘No,’ said Kate, pressing her forehead to the window glass. ‘He’s down here.’

Mill Street was a cul-de-sac, the whole of one side taken up by the enormous block of flats where Kate lived, the other by a line of modern ‘executive’ houses. Because it was a dead end, people turning into Mill Street were always heading for one of the flats or one of the houses. So each time he disappeared into the dark places between the street lamps, Kate assumed he’d gone in somewhere, but each time he reappeared. Up one side of the street he went, down the other, then back again.

‘He’s behaving very strangely,’ she said. ‘I think he’s a prowler.’

‘He’s lost,’ said Jan. ‘A lost courier looking for a delivery address.’

‘He isn’t carrying anything, apart from the helmet, so he isn’t delivering anything. And he isn’t lost because he isn’t nervous.’

‘How can you tell?’

‘It’s cold – I can see his breath. He’s breathing calmly.’

‘He wouldn’t have to get hysterical just because he’s lost!’ said Jan. ‘What’s he look like?’

‘It’s hard to see from up here,’ said Kate. ‘Hey – you know how the houses opposite go in pairs with an alley between?’

‘Yes.’

‘He’s looking over the gates into the alleys.’

‘He’s lost his dog,’ said Jan with conviction.

‘He wouldn’t have a dog on a motorbike! Oh – now he’s going – towards The Green – he’s putting on his helmet – the bike must be really close.’

‘So what are we going to do this weekend, then?’ said Jan, losing interest.

‘Your turn to choose.’

‘You think of better things to do. You choose.’

‘You are so lazy, Jan,’ said Kate. ‘You are terminally lazy. O.K., well first of all it’s my turn to do the laundry. And Dad says if I don’t tidy my stuff out of the front room, one of us is going to have to leave home.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘He says there isn’t room for two human life forms as well as all my junk. I think it’s possible he has a point.’

‘That’ll only take a couple of hours. Won’t it?’

‘And you and I have an English assignment …’

‘That might take longer! But not the whole weekend.’

‘OK, we could go skating – rent a video – go up to the Mall, see who’s around. Or we could be really controversial and help build the bonfire.’

‘My Dad’s decided to go for it,’ said Jan. ‘He says there’s stuff in the attic we could burn, if Grandpa doesn’t mind.’

‘Why should he mind?’ said Kate. ‘It isn’t his attic any more, is it?’

‘No but if there’s stuff in it, he must have put it there. He’s only got a bedsitter in the sheltered place – he couldn’t take much with him.’

‘Right, let’s go with the bonfire, then. So when do we raid the attic?’

‘I don’t mind. Whenever.’

‘It was so much easier when we were neighbours.’

‘We are neighbours.’

‘I mean close neighbours,’ said Kate.

Jan began to laugh. ‘We are close neighbours!’

‘Aargh!’ said Kate. ‘Closer neighbours, then. You are so annoying, you know what I mean, I mean when you lived in the flat upstairs.’

‘I’m only the other side of The Green now,’ said Jan. ‘I can see the end of your block from here. Ugh, I can see Cal. He’s just come out.’

‘Forget Cal,’ said Kate wearily, ‘He’s never done anything to you.’

‘He says horrible things.’

‘It’s only words,’ said Kate. ‘Tell you what, meet me on the corner tomorrow, usual time. I want to begin the essay now. They always take longer than I think.’

She heard the bike start, just past the end of Mill Street. A few seconds later Jan heard it roar past at speed and head off up the road to town.

Within five minutes, they’d both forgotten all about it. If he was a prowler, it seemed he’d done his prowling and gone. It didn’t occur to either of them that he might come back.

In one of the attics, high under the thatch of the row of old cottages, the faint tremor that had disturbed the dusty air subsided. But it didn’t fade away. It might be weak, uncertain, insubstantial – but something had quickened it, made it restive. It couldn’t slip back into easy oblivion – not now, not again.


FOUR

A small, loose-leaf ring-binder, A3 size, dark green, less than half full, several days between each diary entry:



Nov 3.

Kate’s working on her English assignment tonight. I can’t be bothered. I’ve just let Marvin out of his cage and he’s running all over my desk. I’ve made a wall of books so he can’t fall off. I now have hamster hairs all over this page. It looks like there will be a bonfire on Monday night. Unless the objectors chuck water on it. Or unless it rains. Mum says it’s not worth all the argument and fuss for a couple of hours of baked potatoes and sparklers. Dad says it’ll be a street party. He says it’ll help everyone leave the past behind. Mum says it’ll stir the past up. I don’t care either way. If they don’t light this one Kate and I can go in to town to the big one in Central Gardens.


FIVE

There was no rain on Saturday morning, but there were restless clouds, high in the sky, and sudden cold flurries of wind that took all the loose leaves off the trees and spun them in the air before letting them fall.

Unlike the evening before, the village was active this morning, though the only person actually on The Green was the landlord from The Weaver’s Arms exercising his dog. A few people were shopping locally, the rest were backing out their cars or walking up to West Street to catch the bus, heading for the supermarkets and other shopping opportunities in town.

As usual, people talked, in the shops, on the pavements, at the bus stop. Today, the conversations were mostly about memories. Or, rather, memories of memories – stories that had been passed down through families. No one still alive was old enough to have a personal memory of The Fire, though most people still spoke the words as if they formed a proper name, with initial capitals. It had been enormous, The Fire. It was said it could be seen from hundreds of miles away – or fifty – or anyway at least thirty.

Some of the scars were still clearly visible – the scorch marks seared into the west wall of the church – the wounded tree, half eaten by flames when it was young.

Some of the scars were hidden – the clear glass in the west window of St Mary’s replacing the stained glass which had shattered in the intense heat – the Memorial Garden, planted on the site of the cottages which had been incinerated in minutes, many with their occupants still inside.

But whether the signs were obvious or hidden, they were not forgotten. There hadn’t been a bonfire on The Green since The Fire, and there were several who believed there still shouldn’t be.

Yet the pile of wood was gently growing and, with less than forty-eight hours to go now, decisions had to be made. Was it really such a dreadful thing to want a party? Would it really be an insult to the memory of lives lost, families trapped and destroyed by flames? Would the very stones of the church protest? Or would they understand that time had moved on; would they accept that it was better for the younger ones to enjoy a few fireworks close to home rather than wander off elsewhere and perhaps get into trouble? After all, none of the people who had suffered by The Fire were still alive. Even the injured and bereaved were long gone, into dust and memories, living on only in the genes of their descendants.

As recently as last year, a bonfire would have been unthinkable. This year, things were not so clear.

Jan and Kate, shuddering in the cold wind on the corner of Mill Street, still unable to decide how to spend the morning, couldn’t help but pick up some of the agitation of indecision that hung on the air.

Agitation creates its own kind of energy, and the energy was infectious. If the thing that was half shimmering awake, deep in the subconscious of one of the cottages, needed some kind of power to fuel it, then power was certainly available now. Perhaps there was even enough to enable it to begin to remember past skills, to test itself, to send the first fragile threads of influence out of its dark hiding place.
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