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			Chapter One

			It was at the Great Exhibition that I first saw my cousin, and even then I could not but think of it as a convergence, not merely of the great new powers of industry and machines with those of hill and tree, but of different times. Here was the future, loud and brash and busy, and here all the idle repose and gawping of the past, drawn to this place to marvel upon its arrival. The year was 1851, and that was utterly apt, for the apex of the century had been crested and we were now rushing headlong towards the next at a pace that must surely increase a thousandfold before its end.

			I can still recall my first words to young Lizzie, as I already thought of her then, though I blush at the memory. I can only apologise for being what I was: young and rather callow and a little too pleased with myself. I was tall, dressed in a new silk top hat and floral waistcoat, and sporting, best of all in my own eyes, my first real moustache. I smiled down at the shy creature, under the gaze of my father and her own, and said, ‘How do you find this, the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of all Nations?’

			Under the modest and rather worn brim of her bonnet, her plump lip twitched. A single blonde curl bobbed prettily. I should say that Lizzie – or Elizabeth Thurlston, as she was then – was my rural cousin, a denizen of the fair lands far to the north of our capital, and she had come up to London by train with so many others to admire all the wonders within the Crystal Palace. We had timed our own visit accordingly, though it had entailed a reorganisation of our plans so that we could attend on a one-shilling day, rather than our appointed Friday, when the charge was increased to two shillings and sixpence. It was especially crowded; the roads had been all but blocked with omnibuses, cabs, private broughams and flies. Of course we did not mention it when we met them beneath the great elm tree which stood near the Prince of Wales Gate. I was not, I hope, so irredeemably without good qualities as that.

			‘I ’aven’t seen it yet, Cousin,’ she replied, her voice as gentle as the bounds of propriety could command, although with the unfortunate trace of Yorkshire in her vowels.

			Still, I couldn’t help but recollect that whereas my mother had married well, her sister was said by all accounts to have married somewhat low, and as such I had never had the pleasure of making the acquaintance of my cousin until this very day. And yet the great progress of the iron rail had been so rapid that such meetings must surely have become rather commonplace. It was said that half the population would make their pilgrimage to see the Great Exhibition before its end, though afterwards I discovered that the nearer number would be a third; still a remarkable total.

			I glanced up at the towering elm which marked our meeting place. Outside, the day was of mixed character. Spears of bright light occasionally found their way between lowering grey clouds, so that it was unclear whether rain or sunshine would come to dominate. The tree filtered it all, casting a cooling shadow across our faces. It had been said that the opponents of the exhibition – for such did exist, if it can be imagined – had fought most bitterly against the felling of Hyde Park’s ancient trees to permit the construction of the Crystal Palace. Not wishing to let anything impede their progress, the committee had duly made some alteration in their design, and as a result the trees themselves had been enclosed within a barrel-vaulted transept, held aloft by soaring arms of iron; a feature which I now felt had come to be the glory of the whole.

			My father, at his most expansive, exchanged some pleasantry with his brother-in-law and indicated the way forward into the exhibition. The commotion of it already rang in our ears: the rhythmic thrumming of cotton manufacture, of steam-driven machinery and marine engines; the clatter of hydraulic presses and the rattle of the latest Jacquard looms. It was wonderful and it was fearful, and I tried to peer beneath Lizzie’s bonnet once more, thinking of a sudden that I should very much like to see the expression in her eyes.

			My father broke in upon my thoughts with a sharp, ‘Take Lizzie’s arm, Albie,’ and I had no time to cast a remonstrative glance at his use of the diminutive form of my Christian name before her little hand – somewhat browned by days spent out of doors – slipped around my left elbow. I had no further opportunity to spy upon her features as we processed together side by side into the bustle and the noise, surrounded not only by the heady sound of industry, but the endless murmuring of a thousand human conversations.

			We wandered at liberty and without design, through the exhibits of the colonies and other nations, before returning to the western side of the structure, where was housed all the progress and pride that our own fine country could offer. I forget what it was of which we spoke. We watched the inexplicable operations of piston and cog, smiled over splendid silks, tapestries and exquisite china and gasped at the magnificent Koh-i-Noor diamond. We stood apart whilst her father pressed through the crowds of men dressed in their smock-frocks to see a noisy flax-crushing machine and a mechanical reaper. Then all the latest medical and scientific apparatus was spread before us, as well as the accomplishments of modern horology in the form of intricate watches and clocks, their numerous ticks and springs giving way all at once to the midday chimes.

			Lizzie raised her chin to me, and I saw the delight in her nut-brown eyes before my father cried out, ‘Look! Let us see whether we shall have a storm.’

			It was then that I was introduced to a most curious exhibit: that of the Tempest Prognosticator.

			We waited for a school of charity girls, bedecked in wide white collars and straw bonnets, to move aside before we gathered around it. At first, it was unclear what it was we were gazing upon. Concentric rings of what appeared to be brass surrounded a central pillar turned from shining ebony or some other dark wood, culminating in a device a little like a crown, a little like a bell.

			‘A barometer,’ my father pronounced. ‘Most ingenious! Science and the powers of animal instinct, working in harmony . . .’

			Animal instinct? I knew not of what he spoke. I found my attention already wandering a little, for Lizzie had begun to trace a ring around the exhibit, running one finger along the rail, and when she saw me watching, a little smile almost mischievous in nature crossed her lips. Then she leaned in, her eyes narrowing, and she wrinkled her nose.

			I found myself peering more closely to see what had disturbed her countenance, and then I did and I recoiled. At the base of the instrument, arranged in a circle, were twelve bottles, and in each bottle, if I did not mistake myself, was a leech, each vile curled form pressed against the glass.

			I turned to my father. I do not know if I managed to keep the disgust from my face, but if I did not he gave no sign of noticing.

			‘Leeches have a singular talent, besides their medical advantages,’ he proclaimed. ‘They have a certain sensitivity to electrical conditions in the atmosphere. When a coming storm is detected, they endeavour to climb out of their prisons, a motion that is sensed by these small hammers – there! – causing them to strike the bell. The more agitated they become, the worse the storm and the more the bell shall strike.’ He laughed. ‘But the jury is motionless and the bell is silent. Thus, we shall have no storm!’

			He never suspected how very wrong he was, and yet no one else spoke. We merely contemplated the strange, almost alchemical-seeming invention, and my father smiled as if he had dreamed it up himself.

			After a time I found I did not know where to look and so instead I read the information which accompanied the exhibit. I noticed with a start that its creator was named, of all things, Dr Merryweather; but I had no wit to make a humorous remark upon it, for I could not help but think of what must be entailed in the care of such an instrument. Clocks must be wound after all, and this, too, must surely place certain demands upon its owner. I imagined a maid polishing the glass, oiling the shining metal, brushing dust from the smooth wood. And what then? Would the possessor of such a thing have to take each leech, freeing it however momentarily from its confinement, and in order to preserve its life, press each in turn against his skin? The thought reduced me almost to gloom, a most unaccustomed state for my then self, and presently we moved on and I hardly know where it was we went or what we looked upon. I only know that Lizzie’s arm was in mine once more, and that she was quite unaffected; as I suppose she should have been, being a child almost of nature herself.

			At last we came to a crystal fountain, and its liquid tones sang away my melancholy. It was situated by another great elm, or perhaps the same one, my senses and my memory being, by then, entirely dazzled. Lizzie did not appear to notice. She chattered away about how they would break their journey, since rail hadn’t yet come to Halfoak, and I became a little confused, thinking at first she said our folk; and then I understood, but she was already speculating that maybe one day it would, and then she could get about quite easily. And there she stopped as a new sound impinged upon our senses.

			One of the exhibited organs, a device intended, I believe, for the Queen’s Procession, had begun to ring out, accompanying the tinkling of the fountain with a new tune, one I instantly recognised. It had been published some few years before and was already quite familiar. I had barely named the melody in my mind when Lizzie slipped her hand from my arm, clutched both instead in front of her, drew in a deep breath and began to sing.

			All things bright and beautiful,

			All creatures great and small,

			All things wise and wonderful,

			The Lord God made them all.

			As she sang, her voice suddenly rising strong and pure above it all, the sunlight speared through the crystal of the roof, through the great boughs of the tree, and laid its dappling upon her, a finer lace than any the exhibition could offer. I realised that conversations had quieted, that people around us had stopped to listen just as if Lizzie were an exhibit herself, made not of wood or iron or glass but of flesh and blood. She was an angel; she was a bird. I watched her as she sang of all God’s creatures, of flowers and glowing colours and of tiny wings; of the greenwood and the meadow, the sunset and the morning. She sang with her eyes closed, as if conscious of no one, the small coarseness in her speech quite untraceable in her song.

			The rich man in his castle,

			The poor man at his gate,

			God made them high and lowly

			And ordered their estate.

			How apposite it was! And then her song was done and the tones of the organ faded away, and I realised that everything around me was just as it had been: the machinery, the busyness, all the rushing progress of our age. Time had started again, and I shook my head at my own muddle-headedness as she rejoined our small party.

			I could not think of what to say, and yet I felt I should speak. Such, I believe, is ever the impetuosity of youth.

			‘Just as our good queen has named herself Victoria,’ I said, ‘choosing to forgo her first given name, Alexandrina, and instead named herself – why, I think you should rather be a Linnet than a Lizzie!’

			I felt my father’s eyes upon my face and I let out a small spurt of laughter along with my words.

			The lady did not reply; she merely dipped in a rather artless yet charming curtsy.

			Her father laughed too, and I only realised then how little I had heard him speak when he barked out in rough tones, ‘’Appen she should make it Vicky, then, and you shall be Vicky and Albie!’

			I knew by the white press of my father’s lips the extent of his disapprobation and horror at such a suggestion. I do not know if our relatives from the north ever knew it, but he was a still pool whose waters ran deep, and I could sense the anger simmering within him, even if his voice remained low. With an even greater excess of the politeness that ever characterised his conversation he wished them well for the long journey that was ahead of them. He told them of our pressing engagements and the demands of the City, and on both our parts, he took our leave.

			I nodded at Mr Thurlston and shook his hand and had time only to press Lizzie’s palm in mine before we were hurrying away; before I had even time to gather myself or properly say good-bye. It was only then, as we left through the high and shining doors and put the palace of crystal behind us, threading through the bustle towards the grey rooftops beyond, that it even occurred to me to remember that our good queen, besides choosing the name by which she should be known, had elected to marry her own first cousin.

			And yet my father had no cause for either fear or anger. I did not see Lizzie again, not for many a year; and even then, it was not for some time after she was dead.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The irony is not lost upon me that I barely heard Lizzie spoken of again until 1862, a little more than ten years later, the year after Prince Albert had died. So much pomp and wealth and importance, and still they could not prevent his passing; the typhoid took him the previous December, as it had taken so many others. Queen Victoria was of course plunged into the deepest mourning, for theirs was ever said to be a union of love and not simply one of convenience or state.

			Our once-happy queen now wore black, was surrounded by black, and her very heart was said to have fallen into darkness. It was rumoured that she preserved his rooms just as they had been while he breathed; that hot water was brought each morning as if he were about to rise from his slumber and wash his face; that his linen was refreshed each day, as if she were endeavouring to make it appear that nothing had changed when in reality, everything had.

			I was sitting at dinner with my father, his hair now quite grey, and Helena, my wife of the last eighteen months. She was dressed with her usual neatness in a watered silk, her raven-dark hair swept back from her high, clear forehead, adorned by a lace cap and with two neat little ringlets about her ears. She was pale of complexion, sweet of lip, and her brown eyes were always calm, reflective of her even temper. She was what Father called a sensible female, and he was right to say so, for she had been known to steer my course if ever it became uncertain. She had a visage of which the words of Lord Byron might have been written: She walks in beauty, like the night. And yet she knew at once if the haberdasher tried to cheat her by so much as an inch or the housekeeper helped herself to the tea.

			My mother had never known her, having died of an ailment of the heart some years previous to Helena becoming Mrs Albert Mirralls. Our Yorkshire relatives were on my mother’s side of the family, though some illness had kept them from the occasion of her funeral, and after that unhappy event I had scarcely heard them referred to again; so it came as something of a surprise when Father suddenly leaned forward and said, ‘Do you remember your cousin Elizabeth?’

			I had so much thought of my cousin of the north as ‘young Lizzie’ that for a moment I did not know of whom he spoke. Then I remembered, and I flushed. ‘Certainly.’

			‘Well, a most singular thing has happened to her, my boy. You remember I told you of her marriage to a cordwainer – a shoemaker in Halfoak – James Higgs was his name, I believe.’

			I agreed that he had indeed told me of such a thing, perhaps two or three years since, although I still recalled my feelings upon hearing that pretty little Elizabeth Thurlston had consented to become plain Lizzie Higgs.

			‘Well, it appears that a quite horrible occurrence has taken place, and you must not be shocked to hear us speak of it, my dear. But possibly you should prefer to leave the room?’ This last was addressed to my wife, but she demurred, insisting in her gentle tones that she would stay. She ever had a way with my father – her own parent was Mr Sherborne, a trader in possession of some repute, substantial means, and perhaps as importantly in my father’s eyes, no living sons.

			‘Well, what do you think! She has passed away, poor thing. It is quite, quite terrible.’

			Now that he had not laid eyes on her for many a year, he sounded utterly contrite at her fate, but I did not reflect upon that. I found that a lump had risen to my throat and stayed there, and the sight of my father’s face, struggling as I knew he was to find words when words usually came so easily to him had filled me with apprehension.

			He turned and looked at me, his eyes shining momentarily as the gaslight flickered and hissed. ‘He has killed her, Albie.’

			He had not called me Albie in many a year, but I did not think of that either. I frowned. ‘Who? Who has – who would—?’

			‘Her husband.’

			‘What? Father, how could such a thing be? It must be false. No one would ever—’

			My wife reached across the table, placing her cool hand on my own where it had curled into a fist.

			‘It appears that he was suffering under some delusion, my boy. Perhaps he was prone to it; I do not know his family. And those in the country – well, sometimes their thoughts run in unfortunate grooves. Unfortunate, indeed.’

			‘Whatever do you mean?’ My voice was taut with anger, my words blunt. At one time my father would have taken a strap to me for such a thing, but now he only sighed.

			‘I am told he thought she is – or had been, rather, stolen away by the fairies.’

			My mouth fell open. It was Helena who spoke into the silence left by my astonishment. ‘The fairies?’

			My father raised his hands in front of him, staring at them for a moment as if the answer was suspended in the air between them, and let them fall once more. ‘It is apparently rather common where they come from. People believe all manner of things. Elves churn the butter; witches charm milk away from the cows; trolls populate the bridges and the woods. Why, when I was a boy, my own mother told me of a place called Runswick Bay, where a hob in a cave could cure the whooping cough, if he was persuaded with just the right charm.’ He paused. ‘And sometimes, they say, the fairies take a fancy to a newborn babe or a lady of comely features—’ here he glanced at me, ever so briefly, ‘and steal them away, leaving one of their own in their stead. Wearing a semblance of the one who is stolen, naturally.’ A note of contempt stole, at last, into his voice.

			For a moment, I could not think how we had begun. I only pictured my cousin, stirred by the sound of a hundred clocks striking the hour all about her; the delight that was in her eyes. The delight that was in mine, when I heard her sing, in her beautiful voice, of beautiful things.

			I shook my head. ‘But, Father – how do we proceed from fairies to uxoricide? The killing of one’s own wife – of little Lizzie—? Both are surely naught but fancies. It cannot be so.’

			He cast a glance in my direction. ‘She was no longer a child,’ he reminded me. ‘And fancies – sometimes, it seems, they can run too free, to the harm of all. James – or Jem, as I believe he was known – thought his wife stolen away and a changeling left in her stead. To one superstition is joined another: that various charms will effect to chase away a changeling, when the real wife or child must be returned. Such was his belief.’ He paused. ‘Perhaps, after all, we must pity him, rather than—’

			‘Pity? Pity!’ For a moment I could only repeat the word. ‘If what you say is true, sir, we must—’ Once more I felt Helena’s hand on my arm.

			My father rubbed his eyes. ‘One such charm entailed the holding of an afflicted person over the fire.’

			His voice was so low, it was a moment before I could absorb his words. I could not speak but words crowded in upon my mind: words and images too, and some of those images were terrible, and they stopped my breath.

			‘She was burned, Albie.’ He met my eye at last. Now he only sounded weary; weary to the bone. ‘He held her over the fire and she was consumed by it.’

			Helena made a choked sound; her hand left mine and went to her throat. I rose to my feet. I could not listen; I could not think. ‘Not possible,’ I said. ‘Not possible!’ I slammed my hand down upon the table. This couldn’t be. My cousin was a child. She was all artlessness and innocence, a shy smile on plump lips; delighted, nut-brown eyes. She was an angel; she was a bird. She was a sudden pure voice, and I heard it; I swear, in that moment, I did, returned as if to mock me.

			He made their glowing colours,

			He made their tiny wings . . .

			She was my Linnet. I had pictured her as a sylvan maid dancing in some green meadow, and perhaps now she was; perhaps she was.

			We spoke for a time of how awful it was, but I barely listened to the pronouncements of my father or the softer exclamations of my wife. I felt as if my blood were heated within my veins. It was like something from a savage land, or a history book, or one of the wilder romances that ladies liked to read. It surely wasn’t anything that could happen to a real person, let alone a relation, however distant in geography or condition of life; let alone my little Lizzie. I kept staring into the fireplace as if it could enlighten me, but it was cold. All about us was solid and dependable and just as it had always been: the gleaming mahogany; the heavily dressed mantle, with its velvet covering and fringe; the objets de vertu, each set upon its little circle of lace; an ancient needlepoint bearing the words from scripture: Teach me what is good. I could rest upon none of it.

			At last, Helena endeavoured to turn the conversation to brighter things, though with little success. We were a taciturn party and the hour was yet early when we retired to our rooms. I think that even then something was beginning to stir within me, an intimation that this incident would not let me go so easily.

			I met my father’s eye once more as we said our good nights, and I knew in that look that what had taken place would haunt him too. However, it did not strike me until afterwards that there was more than sorrow in his expression. Inconceivable as it might appear, I think an idea had started to grow within him that should never have taken root and yet which I could not bring myself to tear asunder; that if he had not taken our leave of my cousin that day, in the palace of crystal, everything might have been different. That in some distant and peculiar way, the terrible thing that had befallen young Lizzie was entirely his fault.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The clock set into the old church tower was as curious a thing as I had seen, perhaps even since my cousin and I had glanced at each other from the opposite sides of a display case wherein stood the Tempest Prognosticator. There was no tempest now. Halfoak was drowsy with sunshine, making the old stone of its houses glow with golden light. The church at the heart of the village was built low to the ground, nestling like some wood mouse settling into its burrow. The tower was only a little taller than the rest of the structure, pockmarked with age and seen through a skein of floating pollen as if through a veil. Behind the church wall were glimpses of the final resting place of the flock to which it had ministered throughout the years. In front of it was the village green on which I stood, and behind me was an inn of ancient construction.

			Upon the green itself stood the tree which I knew at once must have given the village its name. A tall, raw, twisted thing, the oak was greened over with a canopy of leaves, and yet it stood upon only half a trunk. The damaged section was blasted, the wood charred and dead where it must have been struck by lightning. It had not been forgotten though, for coloured ribbons trailed from the living branches, soiled and limp, the remnants of some past Mayday celebration to welcome in the summer, perhaps, or maybe simply as a remembrance of how the village had come to be called Halfoak.

			It was the clock set into the church tower which most caught my eye, however. It had a plain white face, perfectly ordinary, as far as that goes. The hands were of black iron, or so it appeared, and were also perfectly ordinary, other than the fact that they were too many in number. The hour hand was shorter, as is usual; the other two were a little longer, and the same length.

			I blinked again. I realised I had heard of such things before, but I had believed them long vanished from the world. I almost heard a voice, excited and chattering: The railways ’aven’t come yet, not to ’Alfoak, but mebbe one day soon . . .

			Well, it had come here now, or within ten miles at least, and here was its witness: one of its minute hands showed Railway Time, otherwise known as London Time, marching across the land, set by the great Observatory at Greenwich and relayed across the nation by electric telegraph; whilst the other showed local time, that ordination originally fixed by use of a sundial, which even now I could spy set into the wall of the church, its gnomon and part of its dial plate quite rusted away. It had been some years since stationmasters were armed with almanacs and schedules listing all the differences so that passengers could be apprised of the necessary corrections to their watches as they travelled across the land. I looked at my own pocket watch now, and found, with equal parts of annoyance and amusement, that it had stopped at around midday.

			The time in Halfoak was either twenty-three minutes past five, or about that number until six o’clock; or perhaps both at once. Standing in the heart of the sleepy village, I bethought it a good thing that the clock was not required to tell the year, though the very configuration of its timepiece suggested somewhen in the past. I decided I should assume local time to be the one trailing, and I tried not to smile. At least I was not to catch a train by it; not yet, at any rate.

			I almost felt I had dragged the modern day into the heart of the riding along with my bag containing changes of clothes and some sundry items, which I had set down gratefully by the serving hatch of the Three Horseshoes a short time previously. I introduced myself and enquired if they had a room. It had felt like an age since I had alighted from the train at Kelthorpe, the nearest town, and hired a carrier to bring me the rest of the way by cart, since there was not a pony and trap to be found. I was now in the wilds indeed, somewhere close to the border between the south and west ridings, and I still felt rattled by the jolting journey; the springless cart was a far distant relation of the smooth and efficient hansom cab of the City. It was in some part due to my discomfiture that upon entering the inn I had walked into the taproom rather than the parlour, and yet it was there I had found my host, a Harry Widdop, according to the enquiries I had made.

			‘We’s got two,’ said the fellow, a suitably stout and ruddy-faced man with his shirt sleeves rolled about his elbows. ‘Which does tha want?’ And he glared at me as if all my future happiness hung upon my answer.

			I explained that I had not had the good fortune to visit the region previously and that being the case I had no preference; which one would he recommend? At which he eyed me with suspicion, his eyebrows drawing down into a frown, his sandy mutton-chop whiskers bristling, and he slammed down the tankard he was engaged in polishing. He disappeared from view and I just had time to reflect that what these Yorkshire fellows lacked in volubility was more than amply compensated by their forcefulness of speech when he reappeared from a doorway to one side of the hatch. He gave a little toss of his head, which I assumed was an instruction to follow him from the public area into his domain.

			The door gave entry into a narrow passage. Widdop stopped only to choose, at length and with some forethought, a key from a peg on the wall, leaving an identical key hanging at its side. He led the way along the passage and up a narrow and creaking stair of bare and somewhat worn wooden risers and proceeded along a corridor carpeted in some long-faded pattern which ended in a white-painted door. He pushed it open – there was a keyhole, but the door was not locked – and brought me into a surprisingly bright and airy chamber with a well-curtained bed, a washstand and a dresser backed by a much-speckled mirror. The window stood slightly open, admitting a soft breeze smelling of summer meadows, but he crossed the room and abruptly pulled it closed. I was engaged in thinking that I should open it again the moment he quit me when he sharply pulled the curtains across, covering glass and shutters alike, and plunged us both into shadow.

			I endeavoured to keep the surprise from my expression, but I must have met his gaze somewhat stupidly for he pronounced, ‘If tha should want ter shut out t’ moon. ’S unlucky to look upon it, wi’ t’ moon up high.’

			I nodded, as if I had the first inkling of what he spoke, and he told me his terms – which were most reasonable – and, after pressing the key into my palm, left me alone in my new abode.

			The first thing I did, of course, was to cross the room, the boards beneath my feet surely announcing my every step to anyone below, and open the window. Off to the side were a collection of outhouses and the inn’s stables, but beyond them was a glory of rippling golden corn and flower-spotted meadows, culminating in the deeper hues of woodland. I could smell the new growth, the muskier smell of horse and from somewhere not too far away, the more chemical scent of washing. Still, it was all most idyllic, with only the distant forms of labourers in the fields to show that this was not the scene of some Elysian repose but a land required to nurture its occupants.

			I concluded that my room must face east and that upon the morrow, should I see the hour, I would be treated to a fine sunrise – or perhaps, remembering the landlord’s words – I should first see the moonrise. I wondered if his other room must be at the opposite end of the inn, thus being unlikely to see either, having the church to cover the sunset from view, and I considered it my good fortune that his hand had not strayed to the other key on the peg.

			I did not wish to wait upon that celestial occurrence, however, nor even to unpack the bag which I had placed at the foot of the bed. Quite aside from the need to begin the mission on which I had come I was eager to be in the fresh air, which smelled so wonderfully clean after all the yellow fogs and smoky fumes of London, so it was little time indeed before I descended the stairs once more, exchanging a nod with the landlord as I passed through the inn. I stepped outside, and from thence it was but a short step to the front of the church where I lingered, Railway Time and local time alike ticking away the minutes whilst sunlight bathed the nape of my neck.

			I turned my back upon it, somewhat reluctantly now that the moment had come, looking along the road to where almost the last homely cottage stood and towards the hill that rose to the north of the village. It was a landmark which must have been visible for miles about: no mountain, but it stood proud of the rolling pastoral slopes which surrounded it like an island jutting from the sea. It was notable both for its stature and also for its peculiarity of shape. Only a little taller than it was wide, the hill was quite round, culminating in a flattened top that made it look like nothing so much as an upturned pudding – no doubt the genesis of its name: Pudding Pye Hill. On closer examination I could see the top was not entirely flat, however: a narrow protrusion like a tombstone adorned its summit. This was, I had been informed, a tumulus or barrow, so it was indeed a grave or some other ceremonial place of ancient times. The only other natural irregularity upon the surface of the hill was the jutting crown of a small grove of trees. From this distance it appeared to me like nothing so much as a gathering of local gossips, bending towards each other to catch some choice morsel of news.

			That reminded me of why I had come, and my mood faded. I shifted my gaze down the hillside. About halfway up – neither up nor down, I thought, the words of the old rhyme coming to me – stood a single cottage. There was no sign of habitation, rather a general air of abandonment, though that might simply have been my fancy.

			Dust rose around me as I walked towards it, catching in the back of my throat. The ground was parched, rutted with old cartwheel tracks now set hard, and yet before I reached the foot of the hill I found a little brook sunk into a channel in the earth. Its banks were almost choked with long grasses and its bed with watercress, but it sung merrily along, revealing glimpses of shining brown pebbles between the shifting green. Its clarity and coolness made the day’s heat press upon me with greater intensity, and I longed to slake my thirst, even to rinse my face in the sharp, cold water.

			Naturally I did no such indecorous thing, but stepped across a little arched stone bridge, quite charming in its rusticity, and stopped for a moment to wonder what my cousin’s thoughts must have been upon the realisation that this would be her marital home. I could not imagine, but was flooded instead with a wave of anger that threatened to sweep me away. How could she have tied herself to such a blackguard? Did she have no intimation of his character? I remembered her shy glance, her clear voice rising so beautifully above the tinkling of the crystal fountain. She was an innocent! There was a fineness in her, and for a moment I stopped, unable to go on, overwhelmed by the thought of so sweet a dove being caged in such a manner.

			I took a deep breath and went on, reminding myself that though she had possessed some delicacy, she had spent her days surrounded by those who had none, and that despite her City relations, she had few prospects to lift her aloft. I fought down a pang against my father at that, for how had I been better? I had barely thought of her, not for years. I had entered into my own more felicitous union, under the approving gaze of my parent, and had spared little thought, let alone a sovereign, for my poor dear cousin of the north.

			Yet here I was, brought here by some impulse that had bewildered not only my own mind but my father’s and that of my own dear, sensible wife. My head was mazy with sunlight, my step uncertain. Still, at least the thought of her misfortune and our failure to lend her any assistance had smoothed my way: we were the only family who remained to her, and my father had silently agreed to my visiting with a view to seeing if there was anything I could do. And that made the matter of leaving my employment a simple one, for I was currently a clerk in my father’s business, working in turn at each lowly position in order to learn everything that could possibly make me of most use to him; in time, and when he decided it, I would rise to greater heights of responsibility. My father being somewhat harder upon family than those without connection to him, he had not yet seen fit to offer such advancement.

			I shook the thought of such clockwork occupations from me and went on, leaning into the slope as it grew steeper of a sudden. The little path was dry and clean and edged with emerald tufts of grass, dotted with bright daisies. I did not stop until I reached the neatly constructed gate, where I glanced up and saw the cottage, and the reality was so distant from the picture I had built of it that for a moment I thought I was looking upon a vision.

			It was in every way charming: a low, stone structure nestled into the hillside with a roof half covered in moss and twining ivy. It had a somnolent air, its windows being half shuttered like eyes just beginning to close, and it came to me then that they should have been closed properly – and then I realised the shutters had not been made fast to mark my cousin’s demise because her husband was a villain, and there must be none who cared for her enough to carry out even that small service. I recalled the place as I had expected to find it: a hovel, crumbling and dismal and cold, reflecting the heart of the one who had brought her to this pass.

			Swallowing down my anger once more I opened the gate, glancing at the garden to see a profusion of colours just inside the wall – God made their glowing colours – and peas in want of picking, their weight pulling at their stakes.

			No smoke rose from the chimney. No rattle of pans or happy cries came from within. No birds sang. All was as still as if I were in the heart of a forest, until I stirred and walked up to the door, every nerve concentrated upon listening, as if by doing so I could conjure her from the air.

			All things bright and beautiful . . .

			And then something at once choking and bitter impinged upon my senses and my hand shot to my mouth. It was the smell of charring, of some unpleasant meal left too long on the stove: of something gone bad. I coughed it away, but I already knew that it would not leave me, that smell; it was beyond the power of anything to freshen. I stumbled back from the door, imagining what the air must be inside, the miasma trapped therein like some lurking beast. I caught a glimpse through a half-closed shutter as I turned away of a silent hearth, grey with unswept ashes, and then the house was behind me and instead I saw the whole of Halfoak spread below, the image of bucolic peace and calm, and I stumbled from that too and hurried away from it all, up the hill.

			Gradually I began to slow as I realised how the nature of the hillside was changing. More of those bright-eyed daisies peeped from the verdure, and all about me were dandelion clocks, nature’s own timepieces, their heads so laden and gauzy that as I went higher they began to take to the air, floating past me and hurrying onwards, as if carried on a matter of some urgency. I remembered a game I used to play in the park with my mother, so long ago, blowing away the seeds and counting: one . . . two . . . three . . . The total was said to tell the hour of the day, and now here were hundreds of airborne hours and minutes rushing away all about me.

			The sight was calming and my breathing steadied as I went on towards the summit. I found myself drifting for a time and I remember only fragmented images: the rough old back of the tumulus rising before me, the wide vista spread below, an open sky dotted with white scudding cloudlets. And I remember laying my hat upon the bank and leaning back against it, letting time float away while I stared into that blameless and peerless blue.

			When I rose to my feet, the sky was deepening from the colour of forget-me-nots to that of periwinkle, a deeper purpling above promising the onset of evening. My limbs felt light; it was as if I had slept a night and a day away instead of resting for a matter of moments. Quite refreshed, I decided I would make my descent a little further around the hillside, thus avoiding the sight of that sad empty cottage, and I made my object the little stand of oaks. I could just make them out, the leaves dancing in the light breeze, and as I went I saw that the hill was not perfectly round after all; the grove was set into a little ledge, as if someone had taken a spoon to the Pudding Pye and set to.

			I began to see that my progress was not to be so easy after all. The ground had not at first appeared treacherous, but it was made irregular in every direction by unruly tussocks and pocked with rabbit holes that threatened to turn my ankles. The flora grew wilder as I went, wiry brambles gaining thicker stems until they became a thorny wilderness, armed with inch-long daggers that tore at my legs. They soon gave way to dark mounds of growth, thick and matted. There was a warm musty scent that reminded me unpleasantly of what I had sensed – or imagined – about the cottage door. Gorse bushes grew amongst it all, their unruly sharp twigs leavened by flashes of brilliant yellow.

			I took a more circuitous route, beginning to regret my choice of destination; the back of my neck was hotter than ever and I was forced to bat away the cloud of midges which were moving with me. Then a path opened before me: there was a clear way after all, carpeted in a gentle grassy sward. I stepped along it, seeing the grove ahead like some promised land, and was of a sudden reminded of the aisle of a church edged on each side by silent pews: an aisle created by nature, the air heavy and somnolent, laced with only the censer of musky flowers and nature’s hymn of the soft murmur of bees.

			In another moment I emerged into a little clearing. The oaks stood tall and stately about me, whispering their secrets, and before them was a grassy dell with a darker circle marked upon it, caused by some variety of fungi, I guessed, continually spreading outwards from the centre to find fresh sustenance; though I had not before seen such a thing, I had heard them referred to as fairy rings.

			The ledge upon which the trees stood narrowed as it cut into the hill until it was lost in shadows. I found myself drawn inwards, walking beneath the twisting branches as if I could process right into the mound, until the ledge culminated in a darkened cleft, shadowed and obscured by grey rocks jutting from the green. Then I saw something odd amidst the grass. I narrowed my eyes. It looked like nothing so much as a short black handle, bound about with twine darkened at its mid-point, perhaps with the sweat of a man’s hand. I went nearer and bent to examine it more closely. It was sticking into the ground a small distance from the cleft in the rock. I could just see the brighter shine of a blade disappearing into the earth. I was reaching out to grasp it, half bewildered, when an urgent call cut into the air behind me.

			‘Nay – tha mustn’t! Dun’t touch it!’

			I whirled about and saw a woman in a simple cotton dress and white pinafore, her head covered by a plain straw bonnet. She was perhaps in her thirties, and she held the hand of a small child; its other was pressed to its face as it sucked its thumb. With dark hair tousled in a tumble of curls and face tanned like a nut, it took me a moment to identify the child as a boy.

			My startlement, I think, surpassed their own, but my next reaction was to wonder at her effrontery. ‘Why ever not?’ I asked.

			She looked askance in the direction of the cottage and leaned in, as if from such a distance she could whisper in my ear. ‘’E put it there!’ she said. ‘’Im!’

			Before I could reply she continued, ‘It’s to bring ’er ’ome.’ She spoke as if this would explain all: her sudden appearance, her odd pronouncements. ‘It’ll keep t’ door open, till she comes back!’

			‘Who ever do you mean, madam?’

			She rolled her eyes. ‘Yon. Lizbeth Higgs. An’t tha ’eard of ’er? Fairies took ’er an’ put that enchanted stock in ’er place. ‘Er ’usband, ’e burned it up, see? An’ ’e put that bit o’ bright metal there so as to keep t’ gate open. Otherwise it only opens yance every seven year. This way they’ll ’after give ’er back, see? T’ fairies will. An’ then everyone’ll see ’er, an’ they’ll ’after let ’im loose.’

			I concluded that I was conversing with a madwoman, infected with the same nonsensical superstition which had hastened my cousin’s death, and I pressed my lips tightly closed.

			‘I spied yer up yon.’ She was obviously not to be deterred. ‘Up on t’ barrer. Tha mustn’t sleep there. It belongs ter t’ good folk, din’t tha know? Kip up yon and you’ll wake silly; they’ll steal your soul clean away. I came up ter warn yer.’ She took a step closer, affecting nothing but concern, and I softened towards her a little. I glanced at her boy, still silent, still with his thumb in his mouth. He stared back at me with eyes as black and bright as sloes.

			‘Not from these parts, are yer? Else tha wun’t a come.’ She glanced around, drawing her light shawl more tightly about her neck. ‘I dun’t like it mesel’. I’m off back now. I saw yer and I’ve teld yer, an’ that’s me Christian duty, and it’s done. I’d not be ’ere after sunset for nubbody’s silver, an’ that’s the truth on it. I’ll bid yer good day, sir.’

			Her unexpected politeness rattled me more than all her odd words and prompted me into saying, ‘Forgive me. You meant well, I’m sure. Lizzie – Elizabeth Higgs was my cousin.’

			At this she looked really quite startled. She took a step back, dragging her silent child with her and gazed about as if made newly nervous. ‘’Er cousin?’ Her expression gave way to a glare as equal parts of disbelief, astonishment and suspicion fought for command of her features. At last, all gave way to a kind of pity. ‘Why then, sir,’ she said, ‘that bein’ the case . . .’

			I waited, wondering what fantastical utterance would follow upon all that had preceded, and then she took my breath and made my mouth fall open in what, in other circumstances, might have been a quite comical fashion.

			‘You’ll be wantin’ ter see ’er then,’ she said.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			I could scarcely keep up with what happened next. The good lady, who gave her name as Mary Gomersal, marched me once more down the hill and across the stream, along the dusty road and back the way I had come. The child dragged at her heels and spoke not at all. I myself began to feel like a naughty child being led homewards as the door of the Three Horseshoes beckoned and we entered the dark. It took a moment to see that its taproom was now the abode of two old gaffers, the dominoes and scattered pennies on their table leaving little room for two frothing pints of beer.

			The landlord appeared somewhat surprised to see Mrs Gomersal and her child, particularly, perhaps, because of the presence of a lady in his taproom, but she went towards him directly and said, ‘This ’ere gennleman’s come to see ’er.’

			His eyebrows shot upwards in imitation of a pantomime clown. ‘I knows it! ’E’s stopping ’ere.’

			By this time my head was spinning with heat and fatigue and lack of sustenance. Mrs Gomersal turned to me and narrowed her eyes. ‘Tha’s seen ’er already?’

			I could only shake my head.

			‘Tha knows ’e’s ’er cousin, then?’ The good lady addressed the landlord once more.

			The effect of this statement was dramatic; his eyebrows this time sinking as a frown gained mastery of his features. He leaned in towards me, staring as at some hitherto unknown and unsuspected creature. ‘’Er cousin? Why, yer din’t say – I din’t connect – I mean, I’m sorry, sir. I shall show ’er to thee at once. I thowt – I thowt yer was nobbut a gazer.’

			Such, I supposed, must account to some degree for his bluntness at our first meeting, though a certain brusqueness of manner seemed natural to the fellow. He reached behind the bar and fetched more keys, this time a whole fistful, from which he selected one. Then he stared at it as if a thought had struck him.

			‘Come now,’ said Mrs Gomersal, ‘No more delay. ’E mun see ’er at once.’

			The landlord cast one further look at me – this time one of reproach, as if it were my fault he had not connected my name with that of my cousin – before leading the way back outside into the still-bright evening. ‘I give ’im t’ best room,’ he muttered, ‘and even warned ’im not ter look on ’er when t’ moon were full. Bad luck, that.’

			I realised he was speaking to Mrs Gomersal, who had followed us, still with the strange little elf-child in tow. I wondered briefly if she were awaiting some coin and my hand went to my pocket, but then she bustled ahead of us as if to show us the way. I still felt dazed. I had assumed my cousin to have been buried at once and had entertained no expectation of seeing her; I had come only to seek some remembrance perhaps, possibly even a likeness, adorned with a lace handkerchief or a lock of her hair.

			They directed me around the side of the building, the landlord holding open a wicket for me to pass through, and I recognised the outhouses I had spied from my window: the back of the stables, a bay mare nodding over the door of one of the stalls; a workshop; a coal shed; a brew house; a privy. Around a corner there was a smaller rectangle of yard with a pump at its centre, and judging by the damp sheets that twitched idly in the breeze, a wash house.

			‘We couldn’t ’ave ’er in t’ back,’ Widdop explained. ‘Crowner din’t like it, but soon as ’e came for the inquest, ’e unnerstood.’ His voice had fallen quiet and a little low, so that for a moment I did not take in the words. I preferred not to dwell on what his tone portended. This odd outing had already taken on the nature of a dream, and I knew not how I had come to be here, or what I would do next. I looked down at the cobbles and saw they bore the traces of soapy water. The hems of my trousers were darkened; I had not noticed it before.

			‘They’re usin’ t’ yard, while she’s in there,’ said my host, then hastily added, ‘It’s no bother.’

			We ducked beneath the line of washing and I saw a washtub and dolly peg in the yard, the tub still full of greyish water. Set into the wall of the outbuilding behind them was a single plain door and a darkened window, which appeared to have paper pressed against the inside of the glass. He went up to the door and turned the key, then stood aside.

			‘I’ll wait,’ he said. ‘While yer pay yer respects, like.’

			Mrs Gomersal nodded as if that were the right thing, folding her arms. As soon as she let go of her child’s hand he slumped and sat cross-legged at her feet. All three of them looked at me expectantly and I looked back, and then I turned and stared instead at the door. I knew not what lay upon the other side, but I suddenly did not want to see it.

			I swallowed hard, realising that my throat was dry as sand. I could not imagine what this place had to do with my cousin. I had wanted to see where she had lived, and now I had seen it. I had wanted to understand what her story had been; to reconcile myself to the way it had ended. I realised that it had all felt like a story to me, and with good reason – such things did not really happen, not in these days. It was a dream of a tale: far too gone in fantasy for any book.

			But I was here, and it was no story. Instead there was a door, as plain and blank as thousands of others like it, and yet I found myself reluctant to take a step towards it.

			They were waiting for me, however, and so I forced myself to move. At once, my gorge rose. There was just the suggestion of a scent on the air: the same stench I fancied I had detected outside the cottage on the hill. I swallowed, and at once wished I had not. It was the kind of smell that told on the stomach as well as the nostrils, and I knew I would not be rid of it, not all that evening; possibly not even thereafter.

			I reached out with a hand that no longer felt like my own and pushed the door open a crack. Then I pushed it wider, and without looking around again at the eyes that watched my progress, I stepped inside.

			I blinked to accustom my vision to the shadows, and began to make out particular forms. There was another dolly tub and some draining slats, a bittle and pin abandoned in a dusty corner, a clothes airer and pulley and a large mangle, too heavy to move, all sitting there silent and unused. The windows were indeed covered with thick layers of old newspaper and in the dim light it was difficult to make anything out. Then I realised that what I had at first taken for a mound of laundry upon a table was in fact something else. All at once I saw feet; and from thence, the rough outline of two legs, a torso with arms crossed at its chest; two shoulders; a head, the whole covered with what appeared to be white muslin, barely disguising a rather less respectful piece of oilcloth. Another step, and it was obvious that here was the source of the foulness that had seeped from the door. She should have been buried at once, was my only thought. Why did my father not tell me of this?

			Here was reality, and it was more than my mind could hold. I stopped and gazed upon the pitiful object that had been my cousin; that had been Elizabeth. Linnet, I whispered her name under my breath, and the thought of her brought me to myself. I could almost feel the pressure of her hand taking my left arm as I walked slowly towards what remained. The oilcloth was not seemly. No candle burned for her. The windows being covered – that was as it should be, but oilcloth? I railed against it. Then the idea entered my mind that the poor creature was not even coffined, and my bewilderment gave way to a dull anger.

			I kept moving until I stood at her side, as if she had become the exhibit in some sorry show. I reached out and touched the covering, and in the next moment, I had reached out and drawn it back.

			I knew at once why the oilcloth had been chosen. Freed of its prison, the vile odour that had been trapped within spilled freely into the room, assaulting my senses so that at first I did not even see the monstrous thing beneath, thinking its darkness only more cloth. I staggered away from the mephitic onslaught, batting my hands against it as if it could be stopped. I choked, bending double and retching painfully, though I expelled only a thin fluid. Yes, here was reality in all its bitterness and pain, a surfeit of it.

			I straightened once more and I could not stop my eyes from stealing towards the horror that lay there: the charred, cracked skin; cheekbones gleaming through shreds of burned flesh and black cinders; rivers of crimson wending through their desolate landscape. The effect of each individual atrocity combined to render the features unrecognisable to my eye, and I was grateful for it. Not only the ravages of fire but those of time had made their assault upon this thing that had once been human, yet had been treated as so much less.

			The worst thing – the thing that would return to me night after night, making me sit bolt-upright in my bed, gasping for breath and staring wide-eyed into the dark – was the way the skin had shrunk back from the teeth, which were oddly perfect, even and white, forming a bright grin that stood out purely from the corruption all around.

			There came a sound – a high, sharp sound, from under the cloth that still covered much of the sorry object. I reached out and drew it back a little further and saw that a Bible had been placed on her breast, and upon that, a plate of what appeared to be salt. I was trying to imagine what relic of paganism had made them do such a thing – was it to keep evil spirits away? – when the source of the sound was released and a large black fly, fattened on who knew what, darted towards me.

			I tugged the cloth upward once more, no longer caring how the body was covered, only wishing that it was, but the oilcloth no longer fit. I let out some inarticulate sound, a child’s sob, and a distant voice called out – I do not know what it said, though it was full of concern. I tugged hard on the cloth, pulling it over the awful skull with its thin covering crusted and peeling, and I realised that a few scraps of hair remained; it was brittle, strands of it crumbling at my touch, and then I saw a flash of a finer, paler hue at the nape of the neck.

			The room darkened and I turned to see a shadow filling the doorway. Quicker than thought, I pulled a small knife from my pocket and cut a lock from the poor head of what had once been my cousin and slipped it out of sight once more before hands came to help me straighten the oilcloth. The landlord worked with his eyes narrowed, one sleeve pressed across his nose and mouth. Without ceremony, without even looking at her again, he grasped my elbow and pulled me towards the door with no more formality than if I were a horse. I did not object – I was glad to step into the light, though now I was being impelled away, I had to turn and look. I wish to the Lord who made me that I had not, for I saw that the Bible had slipped from her breast and was now lying half open upon the floor amidst a spill of salt, its pages crumpled, as if she herself had thrown it aside.

			I turned from the sight, already aware that – God forgive me – were a hundred Bibles thrown into the dust, they could not have tempted me to step for a second time into that terrible place.

			I leaned back against the wall of the wash house, trying not to think of the poor creature at my back, yet able to do nothing else. I felt the lowering sun on my face; I think I cried. After a time, the landlord assisted me inside the inn. His helper and her child were nowhere to be seen, and I did not recall when they took their leave of us. I found myself sitting at a table in the taproom, a glass of brandy and water at my elbow. He set meat before me, though I could not eat a morsel.

			I sat there whilst the windows darkened to indigo and then nothing but blackness. The settles around the walls of the room began to fill with labourers from the fields and I was soon surrounded by living chatter and gruff exclamations and laughter. Every so often, I looked up; was it my fancy that several eyes at once darted away from mine? I cared not.

			After a time, some wag started up a country tune. I could not see who began, as his rough voice was soon joined by others:

			As I walked out one sweet mornin’

			Across the fields so early

			O there I met with a bonny maid

			As bright as any fairy.

			‘Where are you going, sweet maid?’ said I

			As by the hand I caught her.

			‘I’m going home, kind sir,’ she said

			‘I’m nowt but the weaver’s daughter.’

			I bestirred myself and saw through the throng my host, Widdop, at his customary place at the hatch, polishing a glass. He was accompanied now by a cherry-cheeked maid I assumed to be his daughter. The girl was about Linnet – Lizzie’s – age when we first met, and I found I could not look at her.

			In a moment, Widdop had set down his glass and was at my side. His expression was half of worry, half apology, as if he had been quite deliberate in the trouble he had caused; and it occurred to me that perhaps he had, that there might have been some mischief in it. After all, of warning of what I should find in their outhouse they had given me none.

			He spoke to me, his voice lowered so that it could not be heard by the boisterous crew. ‘Forgive t’ table,’ he said. ‘We’d ’ave put you in t’ parlour, sir, only, well, this were nearer—’

			I waved his concern away; it was of no consequence. All I could see before me was that sad object, lying alone and cold in the wash house.

			‘You’ll be wantin’ t’ keys, then, I suppose, sir?’ he said. ‘To t’ cottage?’

			‘Of course I shall not,’ I replied at once. I hadn’t even thought of it. The question of the property, of what should happen to it or to whom it belonged, had never entered my mind – then it struck me, quite forcibly, that a great many things had not.

			He nodded as if it were what he had expected, his expression one of palpable relief. And yet he held in his hand a key. He held it out and I stared at it. After a moment, for want of any alternative, I took it.

			‘I’m actin’ as agent for it, sir,’ he said, ‘just at t’ minute. Rent’s paid up for a month in advance. ’E were doin’ all reet, were Jem Higgs. Harvest money, you see – lots of ’em buy new boots wi’ it.’ He shook his head, as if he had realised something sad: ‘They’ll not see ’em now, I reckon.’

			I did not reply and after a little reflection he continued, ‘’E paid rent to t’ young squire, Edmund Calthorn, but after what ’appened – the old squire, ’e said it were best that key were kept near. Didn’t like t’ constable always callin’ for it. ’E isn’t in t’ best ’ealth, ’is wife’s taken up wi’ ’is care, an’ ’is son in’t up to much, if I may set it out plain, sir. So I said I’d take it forra bit.’ He stared down at it now, much as I had a moment ago. ‘I don’t rightly know what to do wi’ it now, sir. No one’ll sort it, an’ it’s still full o’ their things, an’ no one knows if ’er ’usband – if ’e’s coming back again.’

			‘I shall not require it, I am sure.’

			‘A good thing, sir,’ he said, stirring himself, although he did not take back the key. ‘It’s not a good ’ouse, or a lucky ’ouse, neither. Not even afore this. They say you can ’ear ’em up there on a night, dancin’, like, playin’ their unnatural music. That’s not a good thing to ’ear, sir. Not right it in’t, an’ that’s a fact.’

			I did not reply to this remarkable statement, but merely thanked him for his pains before making my retreat, hurrying up the narrow stair and along the corridor and thence gratefully into my room. I was glad to close the door behind me and to be alone once more, and was just drawing the curtains of my bed, ready to hide myself away inside them and think of nothing at all, when a breath of a sweet breeze caressed my cheek and I realised that the window was still open.

			I crossed to it, the steady creak of the floorboards mingling with the sounds of revelry penetrating the room from below, and I paused a moment, caught by the peace of the scene without. Everything was still; all was silent. The fields lay silvered under a sky brimming with stars. The sweetness of the air was indescribably lovely. I looked down and made out the dark hulk of the wash house, covering its awful secret – but this place was full of secrets, was it not? The thought of the man my cousin had married passed before me. I wondered what manner of creature he had been, and how he managed to conceal what he was – how had he persuaded her, an innocent, to join herself to him?

			I shook my head and, raising my eyes once more to the heavens, saw that a brilliant moon had risen. I bethought myself of the landlord’s warning and smiled for what felt like the first time in a long, dreary age. Whatever had happened here, Half­oak was beautiful – bright and beautiful, and the Lord God had, after all, made it all. I whispered the words of the hymn under my breath as I pulled the casement closed and turned from it, feeling a little clearer.

			I realised I was still holding the small silver key in my hand. I slipped it into my pocket, feeling for a moment the slightest touch of the pale hair I had placed there.

			He gave us eyes to see them

			And lips that we might tell . . .

			I could almost imagine a sweet voice joining my own, soaring effortlessly above it, as clear as mine was hoarse; as powerful as mine was whispered. The idea of it was a comfort. That was Lizzie; that had been my Linnet, alive and on the brink of her life, full of pureness and joy in having that life, and that thing – that thing I had seen in the outhouse, I suddenly knew, as surely as I knew the shape of my own hands, could not possibly ever have been my cousin.
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