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			Chapter One


			There was something in the snow. Leah sensed it even before she shifted her eyes from the sagging wreck of her barn and scanned the white fields. She didn’t know what it was, but she felt it waiting, almost recognised it – life, as she wanted to live it? The future, or something else? It was hidden in the spaces between snowflakes, almost visible through their flicker and dance. She couldn’t reach it, not yet, so instead she tilted her head back and relished the snow’s cold kisses on her face, the numbness that spread across her skin.


			It was almost Christmas. She had escaped the city, the gaudy shop windows, the ever-repeating chirp of carols, the cheerfulness of her colleagues that faded when they saw her watching. She couldn’t bear the constant advice: you shouldn’t, mustn’t, can’t, not when you’re . . . You’ll regret it. The standing-room-only trains and jostling pavements. The nights that drew in too soon. Perhaps she wouldn’t mind those long nights, though, not here at Maitland Farm. When it grew dark, she would nestle closer to the fire and tell herself that this was not the end, the remnants, the ashes; it was a new beginning, and this was her first day.


			A farmhouse, a barn, an apple orchard and a single field were all that remained of a once-prosperous farm. The original boundaries had suited the land, but they had stopped suiting the people who lived within them and the fields had been sold off, piece by piece, to other farms, those who could still make them pay. Eventually even the house was lost to the family, at least until now. Leah smiled with satisfaction. The place might be a shadow of what it had been, but it would suit her. A dry-stone wall enclosed the pasture that stretched away from the yard up an undulating slope. She could see no other buildings from within her little hollow and that sense of being alone, cut off from everyone and everything, met some need within her. She even liked that it didn’t look like a home, not really. The darkened stone was dour and unwelcoming and there was no garden, no frivolous bright colours to suggest loitering and leisure. It was businesslike. It would keep her focused. She wanted to create something new, and she would; the farm would rise again, becoming the living, lovely image of a perfect country life.


			She turned towards the farmhouse with its narrow leaded casements, all of them dark, except for the lowering sun glaring redly from their panes. Despite its two storeys, the house looked low and hulking, crouching under the cleanness of the falling snow. The roof was already blanketed, hiding the prized slate the estate agent had been quick to point out. Leah’s incongruously bright red car, parked on one side of the yard with the haulage trailer unhitched next to it, was also in the process of being buried. Forgotten, she thought, without quite knowing why.


			She tried to picture the farm in the light of summer, the fields turned to green, the sky an innocent blue with little scuds of cloud, and as if conscious that she was trying to banish it, a breath of cold wrapped itself about her. She felt the silence rising at her back like an exhalation from the land. It had been farmed for centuries and was now in abeyance. Was it too waiting to see what it would become? She had intended to walk around her land, beating the bounds, as they might once have called it, planning for that future, but now she couldn’t bear to do it, didn’t want to step into the empty field and mar the pristine glistening surface.


			It was growing late. The sun would soon sink below the horizon, taking any vestiges of heat and life with it. Chill water had seeped into her boots and tomb-cold air snaked down the back of her neck. Her coat was speckled with white and she imagined it accumulating until she too was covered.


			Telling herself that there was no rush, she had plenty of time to review this place she had bought, Leah made her way back across the narrow yard, her feet slipping on the irregular cobbled surface beneath the snow.


			She tried to ignore the feeling that something was watching her leave.


			Inside, once she’d pulled off her boots and wet socks, she found the stone-flagged floor was hard as iron and just as cold. The chill was radiating upwards, making her shiver, so she hurried to don some slippers before going into the living room – or just ‘the room’, as the estate agent had called it. It was the largest space in the house, the ceiling high and crossed with beams rife with woodworm holes – an old infestation, the surveyor had assured her, long since dead. The dark grey flags continued in here, mottled by years of use, chipped paler in places, stained darker in others. Someone had once papered the walls in dull hues of mustard and olive green, although thankfully great swathes of it had peeled off, revealing plaster that was in turn crumbling away from the laths beneath. Leah envisaged exposed stone and whitewashed walls, generous sofas and warm rugs, a blazing fire on the hearth – which for now was empty, without even a supply of logs for burning.


			The room was largely bare of furniture, with nothing to make it feel cosy. An ugly coffee table had been left by the previous residents, along with a wing-back seat in a light brown velour that made her think of mice. The nap had worn bare along its arms, while the back was darkened with grease, or perhaps hair oil. Leah already knew she wouldn’t be able to sit there without wondering what was happening behind her, what shadows were gathering in those empty corners. Instead, she perched uncomfortably on the only decent piece in the room: an ancient wooden settle that looked like it had always been there. The seat was barely softened by a long, threadbare cushion.


			If there was little to make it comfortable, there was less to make it hers, but in time it would be both. In the New Year, Leah planned to have her own furniture brought over from Manchester; she had brought only the bare essentials for now, along with tools, clothing and food supplies. She had told herself this was deliberate, that she wanted to live with the place for a while before filling its empty spaces, although she would admit that it had been a relief not to have to deal with removal men. She didn’t think she was ready to face their questions and curious glances.


			And there had been a kind of satisfaction in packing up her life and letting it all go. In the end she’d done it quickly, as she had with Josh and Finn’s things – as if their clothes and shoes and books and toys had belonged to people only remotely connected with her. But each item still summoned such memories, and she had been clinging to too many of them: Josh’s warm woollen sweater; Finn’s teddy bear, the first they ever bought for him; his fire engine, though the siren supplied by his voice was now for ever silent; the tattered plush puppy he had chosen himself.


			When Leah had packed up her own things there were no such feelings, nothing she could connect with anything else, and when she’d finished she stared at the sealed boxes as if they belonged to a stranger. And perhaps that was what she’d wanted. She couldn’t even remember what half of them contained, but that was all right; she was here to look forward, not back.


			Now, catching sight of the fireplace again, she shifted on the hard settle. It was cavernous, edged by stone slabs and topped by a broad wooden beam greyed by time and cracked by centuries of heat. There were scratches in the surface, patterns she couldn’t quite make out: witch marks, intended to keep evil at bay, maybe, or some other message from the past – or nothing at all? When she went over to examine them, peering as if they were a language she couldn’t read, she realised they were only notches where some hard object had repeatedly struck the wood. She ran her finger over them, deliberately not raising her eyes to the objects she had placed on top of the beam, the first things she had brought into her new house. She could still see their shapes at the edge of her vision. The two urns were of carved marble, one a little larger than the other, just objects, and yet the voice at the back of her mind started up again with the question she couldn’t bring herself to answer: didn’t she understand what was in there? Didn’t she know?


			She shook herself, shifting her gaze to the mirror above the mantelpiece, something else left by the previous occupants. Its face had been left turned to the wall, a mark of respect when someone died, or maybe just superstition. It was apparently supposed to prevent the spirit of the deceased from being trapped in the house.


			It was time to let that go too. Leah reached up and grasped the frame so she could free the creaking wire from the solid brass hook on the picture rail, then turn it and rehang it mirror side out. She peered around the frame at the foxed and clouded glass, seeing in its reflection the blank wall – and something else; a pale shape that glimmered, there and then gone.


			She started back with a cry, letting the mirror crash back into place and sending fragments pattering to the mantelpiece. Leah examined it in dismay, expecting to find shards of broken glass everywhere, but there were only crumbs of plaster.


			She put a hand to her heart and let out a dry laugh. What was wrong with her, spooked by what must have been her own reflection? She turned to look around the room, trying to push away the thought that it couldn’t have been, that the angle hadn’t been right, and instead she replayed the words her friend Trish had said to her when she’d waved her off.


			‘Lots of luck, Leah – not that you’ll need it. You’ll smash it!’


			Well, at least she hadn’t smashed the mirror; she certainly didn’t need that kind of luck. She left it as it was, facing the wall, and sat down again. To distract herself, she reached out and grabbed the estate agent’s pack from the table. As she started flipping through the pages, the phrases lingered: A rare opportunity . . . historical Yorkshire farmhouse, parts dating back to the seventeenth century . . . secluded position along a private track, unspoiled view. Solid timber doors and staircase . . . A stone-built barn, ripe for conversion.


			They made it sound like a story she’d once been told – but then, it always had been, hadn’t it? A fairy-tale spun by the man she loved, a dream she could almost step into . . .


			No matter how desirable the agent had made it sound, the reality was very different. The farmhouse had been a vacant possession – indeed, on that first viewing, it had looked abandoned, its rooms scattered with a miscellany of furniture, as if the occupants had up and left at a moment’s notice and might suddenly return and reclaim it all. But no one had lived there in months. It had lingered on the market for a long time until Leah had come along. Lucky for you, the agent had crowed, although it hadn’t felt so much like luck as Fate: the house had still been there for her when she’d needed it; when she was ready. And why not? After all, her ancestors had once owned this farm and the land surrounding it.


			Leah closed her eyes, remembering the day she’d first seen it.


			Josh had been at home, on the laptop, although she didn’t know when he’d stopped working – since he’d been made partner he’d grown sick of running the business, juggling problems with staff or the office or some other crisis and rarely able to spend time on the legal work he loved. He’d kept hinting that he wanted to make something instead, to withdraw the money he’d invested in the firm to buy bricks and mortar, to do up a property and turn it into a living.


			‘Oh my God – I’ve seen the future, Leah . . . Look at this!’


			She’d grinned at his excitement. ‘Are you a soothsayer now?’ she’d said, and laughing, leaned over his shoulder. Her smile had faded at the sight of a neglected room, everything dark and cast into shadow.


			‘It’s just the other side of the Pennines. Isn’t it perfect?’


			She hadn’t understood what was so wonderful. He scrolled down, exclaiming over the potential, pointing out the period features. He was even enthused by the acres and acres of space all around it – acres and acres of nothing, as Leah privately thought.


			‘And this – see, Leah? Can’t you just see Finn playing there?’ He called up an image of a rough field and placed his fingertip on the screen before trailing it downwards, as if describing their son’s haphazard route as he ran through the meadow.


			He turned and grinned at her, bubbling over with excitement at the picture he was painting, his story of the future for the three of them, but she had felt only a growing dismay.


			‘It’s perfect – isn’t it perfect, Leah? Just imagine . . .’


			She hadn’t wanted to imagine. It was all too much work – it was too remote, too far from home. She had her job, her friends. She even remembered thinking, I have my life. She had not known then how easily it could all be snatched away.


			She reached over his shoulder and scrolled back up, looking for the asking price. Surely the cost would be too high? It must be . . .


			And instead she’d seen the name: Maitland Farm.


			Josh had let out a whoop of triumph as the cursor lingered on the title. ‘You see? It was meant to be!’


			What would the estate agent have said if he’d known? She imagined he’d barely have been able to contain his excitement if they’d told him that Maitland was her maiden name, or that her family had hailed from this very part of Yorkshire, that they’d been landowners who’d lost their birthright . . .


			Her mother had told her something of it once, although Leah hadn’t really been paying attention. Her mother always did love to tell her stories . . . but it had all seemed to fit. In response to the questions she’d tried to present as idle curiosity, the agent informed her that the farm had been in the Maitland family for years before they’d lost it, and after that, no one had ever settled here long enough to make a real go of it.


			When she’d first seen the name at the top of the computer screen, however, Leah had given a dismissive laugh, declaring it a coincidence, distancing herself from the idea that it might mean anything at all.


			Now she was a landowner, and she’d done it in spite of her friends’ well-intentioned warnings: that she shouldn’t leave her job, shouldn’t leave her home and everything she knew, shouldn’t make any big changes, not while she was grieving. They’d been so certain that this was no time for her to be alone, no time to take on the biggest challenge of her life.


			She didn’t care for any of that. This was what Josh had wanted, something Finn would have loved. They couldn’t be part of the story any more but she could finish it for them, couldn’t she? Leah could no longer build the perfect family, but she could build the perfect house for a family to live in. After Josh’s death she’d taken the money from the business and ploughed it into his bricks and mortar, and it had felt right. There would be clean air, good hard work and the satisfaction of making something better.


			And after all, she was a Maitland.


			Trish was the first person Leah had told, but to her surprise, her closest friend hadn’t told her, ‘You’ll smash it!’, not then. Instead she’d wailed, ‘But you can’t! It’s almost Christmas . . .’


			And that immediately triggered images of laden plates, piles of presents, paper hats and crackers and happy children, living children with ruddy cheeks and brightened eyes; pictures that came around every year and yet depicted a reality she knew was as fragile as tissue paper ripped from a parcel. She’d scarcely thought about it – she hadn’t wanted to – so it had come as a relief when Trish’s husband announced he wanted to escape Christmas too. Although in their case, it wasn’t so much escaping it as running headlong towards it. Curt wanted to take Trish and their daughter Becca to Lapland, to see Father Christmas and Rudolph and ride on a real sleigh over real snow.


			When Trish remembered she wouldn’t be there for Leah, she had been stricken, insisting in a quavering voice that she would stay – or even better, that Leah must join them.


			‘Of course you have to go – it’s going to be brilliant,’ Leah said. ‘I’m thrilled for you – you’ll love every second of it! And I’ll think of you when I’m slaving away on the farm.’ She’d winked at this last and laughed before insisting that she really would be too busy. She would spend the winter clearing the house, making a clean sweep and deciding what to do with it next, planning the new start she would make in the New Year.


			‘Seriously, it’ll be good for me,’ she’d added, and when she picked out a gift for Becca, she chose a toy farm, complete with wooden sheep and cows and horses.


			Leah smiled, thinking of Trish and Curt and Becca having fun in Lapland, and set aside the papers. The bright prose – a rare opportunity – belonged to the future, while the farmhouse lingered in the past. Still, the place echoed something inside her, right down to that turned mirror, the windows that had been shuttered against the light.


			She made her way up the creaking staircase – beautifully carved, fine workmanship – to her bedroom. She had not chosen the largest, the one at the back of the house overlooking the orchard; that’s the one that she would have shared with Josh. Nor did she take any of the smaller rooms that might have been claimed by Finn. She’d decided on the second double room, which also might have been meant to be, since it was already furnished with another remnant, a heavy old wooden bedstead. Her possessions were stacked in a corner, largely still in their boxes. They looked a little like Christmas presents, but instead of the new, they held only the old.


			She ran her hand across the closed lids, thinking of unpacking, and opened the first, pulling out T-shirts and old jumpers and ripped jeans, all the clothing she’d need for the dirty work ahead of her. She hung the clothes neatly on the cheap clothes rail she’d set up to keep her going until she furnished the place properly. Outside, it was full dark. The window casements were framed in stone, the glass leaded into diamonds, and if it hadn’t been for the snowflakes stroking the panes, brightening momentarily in the light of the room’s single naked bulb, she would have seen nothing at all.


			Leah put her face up close to the glass, noticing the flaws in the panes. There was an icy aura, as if the air outside was leaking straight through the imperfect glazing. When she’d looked around earlier she’d heard distant traffic on the road, every sound reaching her easily, the thin window glass providing no barrier, but now there was nothing. There was no trace of another house, not even a light, but when she peered through one of the clearer diamonds she realised it was not entirely dark after all. She could make out the field in the gleam of the moon, ending in the suggestion of a stone wall with trees jutting from it. Indeed, the sky was strangely pale, pregnant with snow, made of snow, and flakes hung in the air, motionless as the picture on a Christmas card. Each one was fat and white, a child’s idea of what snow should be.


			For the first time, Leah felt a thread of disquiet. This snow wasn’t going to stop any time soon. It wouldn’t be melted by the heat pulsing from a city’s tightly packed buildings or scattered by numerous tyres on busy streets, turning filthy grey before it vanished. This snow would cover everything, pushing it all deeper and deeper, like memories; like secrets. It would soften detail and steal away colour, changing the world into something new and strange.


			Leah told herself again that it was magical and beautiful, trying to shake off another, more insistent thought: that this was her new start and it was already in a shroud.
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			Chapter Two


			When Leah awoke the light was strange, the room still half dark but with a peculiar luminosity that flickered in an ever-changing pattern. She wondered whether that was what had roused her; the house was otherwise motionless and perfectly silent, as if nothing had changed here for centuries and never would.


			When she sat up, she saw the source of the light. Outside the window, the snow was glowing as if lit from within. She pushed the duvet aside and cold air took its place like a mantle about her neck as she padded across the exposed floorboards to the window.


			The silken edge of dawn was just colouring the field, though the moon still rode high, turning the snow into a glory of silver light. Leah stared into it, frozen by the vision. In her old life she’d never really enjoyed winter. There had been rare days when the schools were closed and she’d stayed at home with Finn, but mostly snow meant shovelling the drive, scraping ice from the car and staggering around like a drunk, her arms outstretched for balance. She was familiar with the filthy, wet snow of miserable commutes and aching fingers. This was something else: something almost miraculous.


			The flakes fell slowly in their unknowable pattern and she focused upon a single one, trying to trace its descent. She quickly lost sight of it and another took its place, then another, almost making her dizzy.


			Finn would have loved this. He wouldn’t have been silent before its mystery, though, and she smiled at the thought of him flying through the house, clamouring for snowmen and sledging. He would have been out in that field with his dad all day, hurling handfuls of snow in each other’s faces, shrieking as they pushed it down each other’s necks.


			As if in answer to the images in her head, Leah heard a sound.


			Her forehead creased and she leaned towards the cold glass. She expected to hear nothing – it was only imagination, not even a memory – but the noise came again, quite clear through the thin pane: a dull whoomph, the sound of snow shattering against a wall.


			Leah bit her lip. She wasn’t sleeping; she hadn’t imagined it. She remained motionless, listening, but heard only the blood rushing through her veins. It had sounded so real . . . perhaps a clump of snow or an icicle had fallen from the roof, that was all. Who could possibly be there? Her friends were miles away, in another life. Perhaps it was a trespasser, then, or a poacher – but what could they expect to find out here, at this time of year?


			And why throw snowballs at her house?


			She peered out, already persuading herself there would be nothing to see, that she had been half dreaming, and she heard another sound: the distinct dry scrape of a hand delving into layers of crisp snow, the kind that would make a perfect snowball. Surely she must have imagined hearing that – but it was followed by a high, clear giggle.


			She froze. It’s not real. Still the sound hung in her ears, unmistakeable: a child’s bright cry of happiness coming out of the dark, as if from the heart of the snow itself. For one crazy moment she wondered if that was exactly what she had heard – the sound of the snow, its true nature – until the fantasy was dispelled by the hollow rattle of something striking the front door.


			Leah held her breath. Was it a snowball striking wood – or someone knocking to come in?


			On the edge of hearing, so faint she wasn’t certain if it was real or only the memory of another sound, came the echo of laughter – a child’s voice, silvery and clear, and yet fading, as if they were walking away across the field, passing beyond her.


			She swiped at the breath-damp window, clearing it almost as if she could clear her vision, and peered out, but she could see nothing. Snow moved and shifted across the field, obscuring her view, hiding everything.


			When the laugh came again, she knew that someone was there. She rushed from the room and across the landing, down the stairs and through the hall. The key was in the front door; she let out a frustrated cry as the latch stuck, but at last it clanked open and she pulled the door wide – to be enveloped by a whirl of icy air and feathery snowflakes. They clung to her, and blinded, she struck out as if she could push them aside. They danced away but there were more, always more of them, so many that she couldn’t see the field any longer. The world was full of swarming snow and the only thing she could make out was the moon’s cold disc, shining through it all and showing her nothing.


			‘Hello?’


			Her voice came as a shock to her, too little used and with a quaver in it, but she didn’t care. She called out again, louder, though the word uppermost in her mind was her son’s name; as if, having begun to build the home Josh had envisaged for the three of them, he could possibly have come to find her here. She pictured the sound weaving its way through the cascade and into the field, crossing any barrier the snow tried to place between them, but her cry quickly died away.


			All that answered her was silence. The laughter had faded; the snow muffled everything. Without thinking, Leah stepped outside, and when her bare feet sank into the snow, she almost welcomed the numbness it brought, ignoring the bitter chill, moving into it, away from the light spilling from the house. She did not call out again. She realised she was shivering with cold – or was it something else? For a moment the only sound was her teeth chattering. Beneath that was dead silence and she knew it was hopeless. The child she’d heard wasn’t about to show himself. She wouldn’t find out who they were, not tonight. Possibly there hadn’t been a child at all. Perhaps she had only dreamed of walking to the window, of hearing a voice. Or maybe the trickster snowflakes had confused her hearing just as they had deceived her vision.


			They were still swirling madly around her, flurrying against her as if to push her away from whatever she had seen. Another shiver shook her in its grip. It was too cold out here for the living; she didn’t belong in this world – but nor did she belong in Finn’s, not now. She couldn’t follow where he had gone.


			Opening her mouth as if to call out, although she had no idea what she wanted to say, she tasted the snow on her tongue.


			Defeated, she turned back towards the house – and saw the mark that must have been on the door the whole time she’d been standing there looking out at the field.


			White clumps clung to the wood, forming a broken circle where a snowball had shattered against the door. Leah glanced at the ground, searching for further traces, but all she could see was her trampling footprints.


			She took another step and realised she was freezing. Her feet were red and throbbing, her fingers icy, her limbs leaden. Pain, waking at last, flared and she hurried inside, quickly closing the door behind her to cut off the bitter air.


			As she went back upstairs, she was conscious of the horrid intimacy of her damp feet on the dry boards. The play of snow at the window mocked her as she climbed back into bed, the grime of the house still clinging to her skin. She curled into a ball under the duvet and closing her eyes, thought, I am going mad.


			The cold wrapped itself around her bones; the image of snowflakes dancing in front of her eyes wouldn’t leave her. It didn’t help to know that she should have dried her feet and changed her clothing before getting into bed.


			She steeled herself to emerge into the draughty room once more, wriggled from under the covers and went to the light switch, blinking as the sudden glare asserted reality around her. That was what she needed, to stop her from entertaining thoughts she surely never would have allowed herself in the light of day. Half dreaming, her imagination had escaped her control. It couldn’t happen again; she had to be able to trust herself.


			She turned to the pile of boxes and yanked open the nearest, hoping to find some warm jumpers. Softness met her touch; her fingertips sank in and she pulled out the top one, and another, and then she stared at the objects spilling across the floor.


			They were Finn’s toys. She peered into the box and saw more inside, all piled together: everything she hadn’t been able to bear throwing away when she’d cleared his room.


			The cold forgotten, she picked through them. Here was the cuddly puppy that had grown ragged from her son’s love; his first grown-up cricket ball, the leather worn by summers of play; the model Spitfire Josh helped him make; the bright red plastic of his favourite fire engine. Woo, woo . . .


			And on the floor, staring up at her with bright black eyes, was his old teddy bear.


			She stooped and picked it up. Bear had been Finn’s from babyhood. It had always been Bear, never Teddy. A lot of its fur had fallen out, though it was still soft and golden at the seams, where little hands and rough games couldn’t wear it away. The texture was at once familiar and strange. She’d always insisted Finn keep it, this toy he’d had the longest, even when it had only been her favourite, no longer his. She pulled Bear’s ears straight and adjusted his arms so they were held outwards, awaiting a hug, or offering one.


			Leah blinked. She had no recollection of bringing the toys with her – in fact, she was quite sure she remembered deciding not to bring them to the farm. She’d thought it would be better for her, a step towards facing the future rather than surrounding herself with the past. She hadn’t been able to bring herself to give them away, so the toys had been destined for storage along with the rest of her old life, ready to be picked up again when she was ready.


			So it was just a mistake, then. After all, she’d packed quickly, automatically, without thought – and yet maybe a part of her had known what she was doing all along? Maybe her subconscious hadn’t been able to let them go – or something hadn’t let her. She shook away yet another fanciful idea, a wild idea that it was her son who had guided her hand, making sure she brought all his precious things along, so that when he came to visit her they would already be waiting for him.


			She sat on the edge of the bed, cradling the little bear in her arms, holding him close. Why should she let go? His presence warmed her. It felt right in her arms, meant to be. She rested her cheek against Bear’s head, no longer shivering, no longer cold. She should perhaps be afraid, but what she mostly felt was wonder. Had the snow given her a glimpse of some kind of miracle? It was the right time of year for that, though it struck her that it wasn’t even Christmas yet – it wouldn’t be for days – and she started to laugh, though her cheeks were wet, with melted snow or with tears, she could not have said.
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			Chapter Three


			When Leah woke again, she knew by the quality of the light that it was morning, though not how early. It was pleasant to be roused by the movements of the sun instead of shutting it out with curtains or blinds, or to have a clock tell her when to sleep and when to rise. The events of the previous night were at once as unreal and as present as a dream. Vivid moments came back to her – a child’s bright laughter, the feel of ice under her feet, soft fur in her hands, and something else: hope, perhaps.


			But what had she seen, after all? Nothing. The sounds she’d heard could have been the play of wind against stone, the sigh and creak of ancient wood, the settling of a house she wasn’t yet familiar with. She had brought Finn’s toys here herself. Had she really thought it might be a miracle? The notion dissolved as she looked at the toys scattered across the floor in the light of a new day.


			She began to gather them together, putting them back in their box. Barely looking at them, handling them as briefly as she could, still she recognised each item by touch. A succession of images rose before her: Finn chasing around the room with his glue-spotted Spitfire, making machine-gun noises. Finn snuffling to his raggedy puppy in a language only he understood. Finn dragging her into the garden, clutching his cricket ball, pretending to be a champion spin bowler. He had always been so full of stories, full of vivid imaginings, and she had loved them, but she had always known where they had ended.


			Then only the teddy bear remained. She retrieved Bear from her bed, intending to return him to the box too, and instead raised the toy to her face. Any trace of the scent of Finn’s skin or his hair had long since faded, but she could not bring herself to shut this part of him away again, leaving Bear in the dark. Perhaps he had been brought to this place by some sort of magic – if only the human kind.


			Leah went to the window and placed Bear on the sill, facing away from her, looking out into the snow. It was only when she turned again that she noticed something on the wall behind her pile of boxes. The plaster had already been partly exposed when she’d moved in, the dull, browned wallpaper peeling away and hanging loose in great swathes. Now she saw that its hanging weight had dragged it down further, revealing more of the wall.


			She stared at the shape outlined there, wondering if it was mould or damp, but when she went closer, she saw that it was neither. The plaster itself had discoloured, forming a figure that looked a little like a child. His hair was a shadow and his eyes were uneven holes in his face. There were his head and shoulders and torso, one arm raised as if he were waving. She grimaced. It looked like a boy but it was old and fallen into decay and she didn’t like to see it there, a part of this house. She wished she could wipe the figure away and promised herself that soon, she would. It meant nothing; it was an unfortunate suggestion of a shape and nothing more.


			She realised she had raised a hand to peel off more of the wallpaper and snatched it back. Why should she want to see more of the old plaster now, before she was ready to resurface and paper it? Better to leave it covered.


			Shaking her head at herself, Leah grabbed her jeans and a shirt and crossed the landing, moving quickly past the silent stairs. In the bathroom, plumbing creaked and whistled before a gush of water emerged from the bell-shaped, lime-scaled tap, more air than liquid. Pipes clanked and juddered against the wall and holes gaped where they vanished into the floor, the boards black with rot. The bath, a heavy affair of chipped enamel, had a greenish stain from the dripping tap. Leah imagined it refinished and restored, lying there in a room made cosy by candlelight. She would change it all; and she would be changed along with it. She’d not often been the one to take up a hammer and put up a shelf, but when she had tried, she’d always enjoyed the satisfaction of knowing she could do anything, if she only took the right steps, one after the next. She’d prepared herself as much as she could, packing a pile of instruction manuals and downloading dozens of TV programmes and YouTube videos; now she reminded herself that the further the distance to go, the greater her sense of achievement would be.


			The water was as cold as ice-melt. She splashed it over her face, the initial shock quickly giving way to tingling, making her feel suddenly and brightly awake. It occurred to her that she could have boiled a kettle – her ancestors had doubtless heated water on the range for washing – but she’d be getting the heating fixed as soon as possible. She’d find someone qualified to take a look, although with the snow already drifting deeply across the much-lauded private track, she didn’t suppose that would be any time soon.


			Anyway, she’d soon get used to a little privation. First on the agenda this morning would be to finish her tour. She would walk the boundaries of the farm as she’d planned, surveying it afresh, and this time without an irritating estate agent talking the place up incessantly as he peered over her shoulder. It would help to make it hers, to claim it. And she’d start drawing up her list of everything she’d need to transform it, imposing her will on the old stone, the rotting wood, the chipped enamel, the leaking pipes and crumbling walls.


			Everything, she thought. This place will have everything.


			She visualised the rooms around her, warm and glowing and full of comfort instead of empty and grey, smelling of neglect and must and time.


			*


			A short while later, Leah stepped out into the raw chill. There was no colour in the land, but the sky was a glorious azure, fading to the palest hint of blue at the horizon. The sun’s glare was merciless, the snow a blinding brilliance that made her squint against it. The wall edging the field was turned to silhouette, the outlines of the jutting trees as sharp as knives. She told herself the firs were ready-made Christmas trees, a jolly sight, though snow clung to their forms, rendering them lumpen and troglodytic. The prevailing wind had swept it from one side, leaving dark profiles a little like faces half turned away.


			She focused on the glitter before her and a memory came: of her skipping along at her mother’s side, her fingers encased in mittens, a scarf drawn up to her chin and her mother’s words: ‘Look, Leah! The snow shines brighter than any diamond.’


			She smiled wistfully. Her mother had passed away some years ago, but Leah remembered her stories, fairy-tales that always ended in marriages and diamond rings. Her mother had always seemed so wise, almost as if she had been envisioning a life after the happily-ever-after. Leah pictured her with Finn as a newborn: the way she’d fitted his whole face into the span of her thumb and forefinger and laughed at how tiny he was. She imagined her own mother that small, her great-grandmother doing the same thing, and her mother, going back and back . . . perhaps even leading to this very place, this field, this farm.


			She reached the gate that divided the pasture from the yard. ‘Just enough land for a family,’ the estate agent had said. Loops of frayed twine secured the gate to the post, but Leah could find no way to untie the knot and anyway, the bottom rungs were buried in a drift. She brushed snow from the top and, testing her weight on the sagging bars to ensure they wouldn’t break, climbed over. Before jumping down, she hesitated. This was where Josh had pictured their son, running haphazardly down the meadow. The word that came to her was pristine – something perfect so easily spoiled – but then it wasn’t, was it?


			The snow shattered like spun sugar when her boots broke the surface. Deep and crisp and even, she thought, and it was: beautiful and smooth, save for where marks had been gouged into the surface a short distance away.


			Disquiet stirring inside her, Leah walked towards it. The snow was deeper here, reaching the top of her boots, and she heard nothing but the crunch and creak of her steps. She felt like the only living person for miles around, and perhaps she was.


			She stopped and stared. Here, the surface was scored with lines – almost like writing, though they spelled no message, yielded no secret. Leah could picture how they had been made: a little hand sweeping through the crust to reach the softer snow beneath, the kind that would clump into the best kind of snowball, one that would fly fast and keep its form until it shattered against a back or a wall or a door.


			There was nothing strange about the marks except that they were here, in the middle of her field.


			Leah looked back at the house. The white flecks still clung to the front door like a miniature wreath. She imagined a boy drawing back his arm and throwing his missile as hard as he could. A child could have thrown a snowball from here, couldn’t he? She told herself that Finn could have. For all it had taken her a while to walk here, that was because of the deepness of the snow . . . it wasn’t so very distant, was it?


			The snow. There was something about the snow.


			She shook the thought from her. It must have been local boys trespassing, having a snowball fight, not knowing that someone now owned the place – after all, how could they? But there was no sign that whoever had made these marks had been snowballed in turn, by return fire, as Finn would have put it. And when Leah searched the field again, she realised something else, finally facing the thing that had been nagging at her since she first stepped out: there had been no footprints leading to this place. The snow had been so perfect, such a lovely picture, until she had walked on it. And still there was not the trace of a footprint to mar its surface except her own.


			The cold ached in her throat. There should be more – there must be some message or meaning she could understand – but she stood there and waited and nothing happened. The traces remained as they were, nothing more or less than they had been a moment ago, and she could not read them. She did not know who had made them. But there must be some simple explanation; there had to be.


			She let out a long breath, which hung on the air in front of her before it vanished. She brushed at her eyes, chilling her skin with her damp gloves. Then she bent and plunged her hands into the snow. Defying herself, logic, and all the sane world around her, just for a moment that belonged to her and her son, she pressed a handful together and threw it into the centre of the field.


			‘There,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll play with you.’


			Feeling that she had made an irrevocable promise, Leah turned and followed her own trail back to the gate. After a final glance behind her, she strode into the yard, past her car, now engulfed in snow to the top of the wheels, its windows glazed blind, white with frost. A thread of concern passed through her, then was gone. What did it matter? It wasn’t as if she needed to go anywhere, and in any case, the village wasn’t far. She could walk there if she wanted, all the while breathing clean fresh air instead of polluting exhaust fumes.


			When the barn came into sight, built of the same darkened stone as the house, the estate agent’s words rang in her ears: ‘What a find, what an opportunity. Everybody wants converted barns these days, don’t they?’ Leah wasn’t thinking of that yet, though. First, she was focusing on the land; she was going to see the orchard.


			Finn would have loved that. She smiled, remembering a wonderful day they’d once spent in Sherwood Forest, pretending to be Robin Hood, firing arrows as they’d raced along. Josh had lifted Finn onto the lower branches of a tree – he did so love to climb them – and they’d cheered as Finn pulled himself higher, punching the air in triumph.


			Suddenly tired – time to leave the fairy-tale behind – Leah leaned against the wall marking the boundary between Maitland Farm and the fields that had once belonged to it. According to her surveyor, who’d told her what he knew of the history of the farm and its decline, they’d been parcelled off and sold piecemeal to pay various debts.


			‘It’s suffered over the years from falling yields,’ he’d said on the phone. ‘It would have made for a poor living. The soil’s exhausted and that’s no good if you’re trying to make a farm pay its way. And the more land the owners sold off, the less they’d have been able to rotate crops and livestock, so things would have got worse and worse. It’s a good thing you’re not really interested in anything but the house, otherwise I’d have to advise against the purchase.’


			It had all sounded so much worse than the estate agent’s talk of previous owners ‘failing to make a go of it’ – especially as he’d couched it as a real opportunity for her, even though she’d never even had an allotment before, let alone a farmyard. But Leah wasn’t bound by the past and not everyone could be a farmer: the fields would provide the perfect view, regardless of yields or fertility. Once she’d breathed life back into the buildings she’d have buyers lining up for a slice of rural life, the kind with dried flowers in the hearth, top-of-the-range Hunter wellies by the door, Land Rovers still bearing that showroom gleam and bouncing hypoallergenic labradoodles. Okay, so it might be a city person’s idea of the country – but she was a city girl herself, and what was wrong with that? It needn’t stop someone being happy here.


			The path to the orchard was almost concealed between the side of the barn and the sold-off land. She could feel the uneven footing as she started down it, frozen hard as rock beneath the snow. It narrowed where the stone wall gave way to a leafless hedgerow of what she thought might be spindly hawthorn. She leaned in closer to the barn to avoid the spiked black twigs grasping at her coat.


			Leah saw at once that the trees in the orchard couldn’t be climbed. They were planted haphazardly; indeed, they made her think of figures bowing their heads together, drawn into different groups and allegiances. Narrow limbs sprouted from thin, contorted trunks, some grizzled with clusters of twigs resembling bunched fists. Most of them were growing too close together. When the breeze shifted their branches, they clacked against one another with a hollow, hungry sound. She realised she had been hearing it for some time, the background to her thoughts.


			Leah stared in dismay. The trees were so withered, they must be dead. Surely they hadn’t been so forlorn when she’d first seen them? Distracted by the agent’s forceful chatter, she had tasted the word orchard on her tongue: its cheerful, sweet, domesticated savour. The agent had told her knowledgeably they were native trees and she had liked the sound of that.


			‘They’re likely Yorkshire Beauties or perhaps Greenings,’ he’d said, as if he knew what he was talking about. ‘Both varieties are good cookers, and even better, they keep well over the winter. Exactly what you’d want from your orchard.’
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