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Every British child knows about the Little Mermaid, Beauty and the Beast, Snow White and Red Riding Hood. But which of them could tell of the malicious cunning of Tom Tit Tot, or the unsettling Small-Toothed Dog, the tragic Great Silkie of Sule Skerry or the lost, alien Green Children of Woolpit?


The hundreds of traditional tales that make up the rich story-hoard of the British Isles are strangely forgotten. Why do they not play a central role in our imagination in the same way as the Grimm tales, or Perrault’s Cinderella, or Hans Christian Andersen’s stories? Our British and Irish folktale heritage slipped away from us during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, during those years in which traditional story transitioned from the oral to the printed. While European collectors were busying themselves in capturing, writing down, popularising and sanitising their stories – or, like Hans Christian Andersen, composing brand new stories in a folk idiom – the antiquarian and folklore enthusiasts in these islands were lagging behind. Continental stories were quickly translated into English and adapted to make them suitable for children. They offered clear morals: warnings about the big bad wolves in the forest and the meanness of stepmothers; the hope that help may be forthcoming from unexpected quarters, that little deeds of kindness will be rewarded, and the suspicion that pitfalls will lie ahead when some supernatural creature seems to be promising you something for nothing.


The systematic collection of British folktales only got underway later in the nineteenth century, an activity that was rapidly incorporated into antiquarian study of a rapidly vanishing pre-industrial past. In those years there was a powerful impetus to track down and rescue the indigenous stock of traditional tales before industrialisation and urbanisation caused them to fade away entirely. For, or so it was believed, the old generations of traditional storytellers lay buried deep in quiet country churchyards and their grandchildren had migrated to the city, where they were now devouring cheap novels and penny dreadfuls and the old tales would be lost in the urban noise and bustle. The great county-by-county collection projects got underway in the second half of the nineteenth century and in the early decades of the twentieth, yet, perhaps surprisingly, this work is still going on in the present day. Researchers are still occupied in capturing traditional tales from some of the remoter parts of the British Isles and from the Gypsy, Traveller, Fairground and Roma communities and adding to the lore already archived. And, importantly, at least since the end of the Second World War, the nation’s diverse ethnic minority communities too have begun to share their own stories, ones that may originate and be rooted in locations that range far across the globe, but which share many essential themes – love, loss, value, courage – with their native counterparts. Just as – back in the twelfth century – the Breton figure of the tragic werewolf, cruelly betrayed by his wife and – in the nineteenth century – Bram Stoker’s Eastern European version of the suavely charming vampire have both migrated into and lodged themselves firmly within our story-world, so international figures such as Anansi, Haruman, Coyote, Monkey, the hulda, the fox-woman and the Japanese kappa have found their way across the oceans and into our twenty-first-century consciousness.


Those stories so assiduously collected in the nineteenth century were sometimes taken down in dark, unsettling detail, and were read with alarm, threatening the pieties of Victorian family life and social order. The strange desires, troublingly alluring figures and odd remnants of popular belief, recast as superstition, that many of them preserved could not be made decent for the ordinary reader and they were left in obscurity. Still other tales were sentimentalised or prettified for the nursery. Thus, despite the efforts of popularisers such as Andrew Lang, the editor of the Blue, Lilac and various-coloured Fairy Books, it seems now as if very many of the wonderful stories that constitute the British folktale heritage have been long submerged. Yet their shapes can be glimpsed now and again, here and there, like underwater reefs of glinting beauty and dangerous mystery, lurking just below the surface in the work of many fantasy writers, from Alan Garner and Terry Pratchett to Philip Pullman, from Sylvia Townsend Warner and Susannah Clarke to Ben Aaronovitch. Literary novelists too have found inspiration in our folk-tradition: Max Porter’s recent Lanny, Sarah Hall’s treatment of Mrs Fox, and the many books of Helen Oyeyemi, to name just a few. Indeed, the last fifty years have seen a remarkable upsurge of interest in Britain’s traditional imaginary. Old stories and motifs have been repurposed to underpin much contemporary fiction, built into new worlds where they gleam like a gloriously strange thread that runs through popular and literary writing alike. For we live in deeply unsettling times, when interest in the timeless, the local and the hitherto unseen has been suddenly and extraordinarily renewed. The Covid-19 pandemic, limiting us for so long to walk only in our own locales, brought to many a new appreciation of how spring, nevertheless, was burgeoning all around. People suddenly found themselves reconnecting emotionally with the natural world, joyfully noticing bursting buds, heady scents of blossom and loud, unabashed birdsong in hedgerows, copses, parks and gardens. So too memory and imagination were kindled into fresh and vivid life as people roamed through places underwritten by history and tradition, reminded of fairies, house-elves, river deities, dwarfs, witches and werewolves whose existences cast a sidelong light across the country’s green spaces.


There is, nonetheless, a huge hinterland of unexplored folktale preserved from all across the British Isles, stories that are familiar only to experts, those people who preserve the old stories of their own regions, and enthusiastic amateurs – amateur here in its original sense of one who loves something for its own sake. I came to love many such local tales told to me in my childhood in North Yorkshire: of the helpful, healing Hob, the scary boggart – whom we’ll meet later in this book – and the hideous Black Dog. Later, as a scholar interested in myths, legends and tales of every kind, I sought them out afresh; indeed, my first book-length publication was The Feminist (later reprinted as The Women’s) Companion to Mythology. In recent years I’ve been increasingly intrigued and delighted by the turn towards folklore in English novels and stories. For nowadays, if we think about the patterning of traditional tales at all, it’s probably through the ubiquitous framework of the superhero movie with its endless variations on the familiar plotline, forever pitching the good, if flawed, man against various embodiments of total evil. And, notably, it is men who are usually charged with saving humanity, even if they are sometimes assisted by a feisty female sidekick; it’s a hero pattern that, thanks to theorists such as Joseph Campbell and his influential The Hero with a Thousand Faces, is an all too familiar one. But our traditional tales are neither so simplistic nor so predictable. They give generous space to the subaltern voice: to the powerless, to the poor, to girls and wives, even to animals, all those creatures who need to find ways not only to survive in this difficult world, but to live well in it, despite the dark forces ranged against them. These stories compel, seizing our attention with their strangeness while at the same time speaking clearly to shared themes of human existence. They explore huge questions: of love and loss, and of the conditions under which we do our everyday work and how we might thrive in it. They patrol the shadowy borderlands between life and death and they tease out our hopes and fears for our children. They demand we consider issues such as migration, asking who belongs here, who can make a home here, who can find the strength to begin all over again in a strange new land – and who might have been here for much longer than you think. Folktales pick fights about disability and aging, about women and men, and, crucially, they hold out to us the environments in which we live – our much-loved British countryside – and show how it might slip through our fingers.


Our time-honoured stories grew within different regional cultures across the British Isles that were entirely oral. Thus, their forms tend to be spare and stripped down, freeing different storytellers to expand and elaborate to their listening audiences. Differing nuances and meaning, new details and varying explanations would have been added each time the tales were performed – just as nowadays a good reader aloud will vary her emphasis and intonation, energising and breathing life into the words on the page. Folktales often have very familiar plots – the same narrative patterns recur widely across the British Isles – and so their earlier audiences would always know – or guess – how the tale would end. For them, the intriguing questions would be: how does the story arrive at that end? How will it be told? What sly asides, jokes or judgments will the storyteller bring to the performance? The traditional tales lost some of this intimate dimension when they were captured in print, imprisoned within a cage of words. In a return to those old storytelling practices, Hag, the collection of stories contained in this book, was first conceived as a podcast series. For podcast technology quite beautifully allows the recapture and reproduction of some of those original oral features; there’s an intimate voice speaking directly in your ear, telling the tale just to you, while modern sound-design allows really vivid aural effects to be incorporated into the story’s sound-world.


Disenchantment, the vanishing of the supernatural marvellous from the workaday world, is a defining feature of modernity, or so the sociologist Max Weber argued. The Victorians indeed feared that the coming of the railway, the factories belching out their dark smoke, the greedy cities with their noise and dirt, gobbling up the pastures and woodlands of older England, would drive the fairies and other spirits away – and perhaps extinguish them altogether. With the ascendancy of technology and science, the victory of reason, superstition and foolishness would be banished. Yet, despite the ringing rhetoric of progress and modernisation, many aspects of the non-rational – in particular, religion – survived. The new technology was indeed harnessed to support the hypothesis that unseen things were moving around us; the microscope revealed teeming life in drops of water, and photography purported to capture spirit beings moving in the darkness of the séance. Heroes of old, King Arthur and Sir Galahad stepped forward to serve as symbols for the British Empire and the British officer in global conflicts; during and after the Second World War, writers, such as J. R. R. Tolkien, turned towards fantasy once again. This turn in some ways looked very much like a nostalgia for what had perhaps never existed, akin to the Victorian mourning for the fairy realm, but in fact medievalist and folkloric fantasy has always been about the present as much as the past. For the world we live in is, of course, not disenchanted at all. Many things move within it that we cannot comprehend satisfactorily through the application of reason nor fit into the logic of our systems and paradigms. Human existence so often calls for exploration through the imagination, through metaphors, images, narratives that give shape to emotions and conditions, to our sense of being and our struggles to survive and thrive. The supernatural and inexplicable, the selkie, the boggart, the mermaid, the Green Children and the fairies return then, tapping into a powerful sense of continuity from past into present and onwards into the future.


For our everyday is not a disenchanted place, however loudly our commuter trains rattle along their tracks or however tall the tower blocks stand in the place where the trees once grew. In her disquieting work ‘Glitches’, the poet Sarah Hesketh has named what is missed when our attention remains directed downwards to our phones on those tedious daily journeys. Beside the train tracks, if we would only turn to look, we could glimpse ‘faces forcing / their way out of the stone, quick bodies etched in gold’; these are ‘the residents of the edgelands made flesh’. The modern world still holds on to its magic, its weirdnesses, and spookiness, if we can attune ourselves to the enchantments that lurk in the quotidian. So these new stories aim to make listeners and readers take their normal daily environment just a little less for granted, urging you to notice, even seek out, the strange and quirky, keeping an eye open for those flashes of the ancient and the otherworldly as you go about your business.


Each of the authors in this collection was given a different traditional tale as a prompt for her re-imagining, stories that stemmed from very different parts of the British Isles. Nevertheless, these localities were places that each writer knows well, often as their current or childhood homes. Those original stories are no longer than a couple of pages at most; some indeed are only a paragraph or a few verses long, but each author spins a brand-new tale out of the raw stuff she was given, sparkling, fresh iterations that transpose these universal themes into contemporary life. Although the source tales deal with topics that are always already modern, always relevant, their traditional trappings can seem old-fashioned and quaint, dulling their urgent voices and blunting their impact. But in this new collection, shorn of their three-legged stools and horses and carts, their shiny gold coins and soldiers’ muskets, they are set directly in dialogue with the modern.


When I was first tasked with choosing a single set of narratives to represent the many different regions of the British Isles, I had a whole treasury of tales to choose from. At that time I didn’t know that the authors who would take up these tales and shape them into new creative works would all be women – some women of colour and queer women – each of whom would bring her own lived insights and experiences to the stories I’d picked out, selected just because I liked them and because I thought them a little different from those more familiar tales that we share with our European cousins. While there are lots of tales about selkie (seal) women, all following much the same pattern, I chose a very short ballad from Shetland that tells of a selkie man and his predatory habits. I’ve always been rather fond of the quite funny Yorkshire tale of the boggart, a kind of low-level poltergeist that is annoying rather than sinister and the phlegmatic resignation of the farmer that it plagues. Finding a story for London – which has urban myths and legends a-plenty, but not traditional folktales as such – was more difficult. London was (and is) a melting pot to which people brought their own tales as they migrated from rural areas, but these weren’t London stories exactly, rooted as they were in the fields, forests and moorlands of the shires. In the end, I found an account of a strange happening in Tavistock Square, an instance of murderous sibling rivalry. Finding a tale from the Midlands also presented a challenge but, as the great cities expanded outwards they incorporated ancient manor houses and their parkland, wild forests and mysterious lakes into their suburbs; some of the wild then is brought into the heart of the new city. Wales has a plethora of stories about the Tylwyth Teg, the Welsh fairies whose activities may help or hinder the humans they encounter and whose rules must be followed to the letter. Mermaids are often glimpsed amid the crashing waves off the Cornish coast and their siren song is heard by fishermen looking for a spectacular catch. In Somerset, the piskies form strong views about human behaviour and how it might affect powerless humans and animals, as well as vexing the piskies themselves. East Anglia is particularly rich in lore: two medieval chronicles yield separate inexplicable accounts of a bright green boy and girl, who materialise one hot August day at the edge of a Suffolk cornfield. Norfolk breeds bold young women and importunate ghosts while Black Shuck, the spectral and terrifying Black Dog, roams freely across both counties.


As the original stories came into being as spoken creations, some of the new tales also have a very marked narrator’s voice. In Eimear McBride’s ‘The Tale of Kathleen’, the teller has strong views about the world in which Kathleen’s tragedy played out, and how that might relate to the Ireland of today. Other stories have narrators who are telling their own tales, stories in which we come to trust – or wonderingly distrust – the experiences they share with us. Daisy Johnson’s disturbing story, ‘A Retelling’, begins self-referentially with the writer’s task, commissioned to retell the tale of the Green Children, but it takes us on a compelling journey into strange, hidden places, bringing the wild and uncanny back into the city. Kirsty Logan’s tale, ‘Between Sea and Sky’, is narrated, in part, by an outsider, a woman who is trying to make a place for herself within a community with a secret, but who ends up harbouring a secret of her own. Many of the other tales are first-person narratives: Emma Glass’s story, ‘The Dampness is Spreading’ and Naomi Booth’s ‘Sour Hall’ all give distinctive voices to speakers who are trying to process trauma, only to find that trauma emerging in ways that speak very clearly to women’s unique experience of childbearing. Pregnancy, miscarriage and birth transform bodies and alter souls, bringing blood, pain and terror, as well as joy. As Liv Little’s ‘The Sisters’ transposes a tale about two brothers duelling for the love of one woman into a searing story of two rivalrous sisters, we hear voices speaking in Caribbean English, bringing rich cadence to that towering fairy-tale figure: the hostile mother ready to banish her own child.


Mahsuda Snaith and Natasha Carthew take different approaches to voice; their third-person narratives relate tales that take place in the distant past – or an apocalyptic very near future. Mahsuda’s ‘The Panther’s Tale’ draws on her own Bengali folk heritage to bring a blaze of vivid jewel-like colour to what was originally just a little anecdote about how a Midlands aristocratic family got their coat of arms and motto. Natasha Carthew’s ‘Droll of the Mermaid’ shares its title with her source story (a ‘droll’ is an entertaining tale in Cornish dialect), and we hear in it both the musicality and muscularity of the narrative voice and the distinctive speech of Lowan and his family.


Two new stories were commissioned from Irenosen Okojie and Imogen Hermes Gowar for this printed version of the Hag collection; they will soon be available as podcasts, for they too have been re-engineered back into the direct and intimate context of the spoken tale. Irenosen was assigned the rousing Norfolk tale of ‘The Dauntless Girl’, who is afraid of nothing – neither the gloomy bone house in the local church at dead of night, nor her master’s persistent dead mother. Dared to fetch a skull out of the ossuary at midnight, the girl succeeds triumphantly, and when approached to deal with a ghost, she declares that this particular service demands an increase in her wages. In her story, ‘Rosheen’, Irenosen takes up the themes of exploitative labour and extraordinary courage; descent into a haunted space of the dead enables this truly undaunted young woman to understand her family’s history. Imogen’s Somerset tale ‘A Holloway’ cleverly transposes the original story’s drunken, tyrannical father and his ponies into a familiar modern context. Told from a young girl’s perspective, a point of view that holds in tension the possibilities of the supernatural with a wrenching realisation of deep-seated fear and trauma, the tale transports us into the heart of Exmoor and its ancient powers, melding a glorious summer landscape with the dynamics of a troubled family.


Many of the stories in Hag are in dialogue with ‘folk-horror’ or the ‘new weird’, a cultural trend that emerged in the 1970s in films such as The Wicker Man and is still being revived today with hit films like 2019’s Midsommar. The past re-emerges into the present – or is revealed never quite to have gone away – violently and disruptively; the contemporary characters do not necessarily understand what they are dealing with or how to combat the forces that have been aroused. But with new understanding comes also hope, closure, determination in the face of trauma and pain. Each Hag story has a woman either at its heart or close to it; women’s friendships and their enmities, their power to give birth and to deal death, to harm and to heal thread their way through the narratives.


Lastly, a word about the title. Hag is a very old word in English; its earliest form, hægtesse, is found in the tenth-century Old English ‘Metrical Charms’ where it invokes a fierce, supernatural female who shoots dangerous disease-bearing missiles at hapless humans. For me, and I think for all the writers featured here, the Hag is a powerful figure indeed. In one early and widespread traditional story, found first in Ireland and then across Great Britain in the medieval period, a knight finds himself in deep trouble. Either he, or his beloved king, will be slain if he cannot discover the answer to the trickiest of all tricky questions (as Sigmund Freud would acknowledge, centuries later): ‘what do women want?’ He searches for a year and a day, interviewing women of every rank; in one poem he is able to compile a whole pamphlet full of all the different answers he has been given. But none seems totally convincing, and he is plunged into despair. Quite by chance he encounters a hag, an ugly, old woman – often with quite monstrous features: bristles, tusks, bleared eyes and a gaping mouth – who tells him that she knows the right answer. And, if he will marry her, she will divulge it. The hag’s answer does indeed satisfy all the women who hear it, and the knight is off the hook – except he must now marry this hideous, elderly and low-born woman. With varying degrees of reluctance, he goes through the ceremony. Once they are in bed together she explains that there’s a choice: he can have her fair by night and foul by day, or vice versa (or, in Chaucer’s version, beautiful and faithless or ugly and faithful). But the knight has learned from the hag’s answer – that what women want is to be given agency to decide things for themselves – and he hands the choice back to her. And she chooses to be lovely all the time – as, of course, you would. The curse placed on her by her stepmother is lifted and she is restored to beauty, and marital happiness with a husband who recognises her selfhood and right to choose her own mode of being.


The Hag that presides over this book is not a victim of stepmotherly enchantment, but she certainly knows a thing or two about the ways in which the world can appear and the hidden forces that pulse below the everyday surface. She knows about transpositions and transformations, about the very old and the sparklingly new. And she offers true insight into that eternal question: what it is that women want. For there is nothing like a Hag-tale for crystallising what is really important – and timeless – in women’s existence, for teaching us valuable truths about love and desire, about courage and persistence; how we feel about our parents and our children; how we relate to our immediate communities, and how much we should believe – and conform to – what they are telling us.




A RETELLING


Daisy Johnson


Based on
The Green Children of Woolpit
SUFFOLK
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ONE


Beneath the dirt there is not enough air to breathe for long. I can feel everything that moves and grows and threshes and dies and is eaten and lives again and dies and is buried. I am buried too but the earth is moving and there are seams of light and I take in a breath big enough for a lifetime.


TWO


I have been asked to write a retelling of ‘The Green Children of Woolpit’ and so, when I go back to my parents’ for Christmas, we pay a visit to the village. It rains on the drive and there are fights over what music to play in the car. Mum won’t listen to Christmas music and my sister won’t listen to anything else. We settle on an old audiobook which we used to hear when we were children and which has somehow resurfaced again. It is Roald Dahl’s Revolting Rhymes which are retellings of fairy tales in which Cinderella flashes her knickers and Little Red Riding Hood slaughters the wolf and wears its fur as a coat. This is fitting enough so no one complains. We drive past places that we used to come to when we were younger. We smell Bury St Edmunds before we see it – the stench of the sugar beet factory which you can see from the road. After that we don’t recognise any of the signs. My sister’s boyfriend has come along for the ride and he asks me about the myth. He’s a GP-in-training and is helpful to have around. I tell him the bits of it I can remember from the email and he is particularly interested in the colour of the children’s skin when they first appeared: green. ‘Anaemia,’ he says, ‘I’m certain.’ We come off the motorway. There are caravan parks and dirty horses tied up on roundabouts and signs for closed farmer’s markets and dead-end roads and not many people around. The village is small, we drive from one end of it to the other in hardly any time. It is still raining and our plan – to walk around soaking in the feel of the place, to drive afterwards to the nearby wood said to be haunted by The Babes in the Wood – is foiled. We park outside a church and nervously check the service times by the gate. We are heathens and reprobates and we don’t want to interrupt something we don’t understand; but the church is empty. We slop up and down the aisles in our wellies and waterproofs, examining the carvings on the ends of the pews which seem to depict animals merged with one another: dogs with the wings of birds, pigs with bodies that do not belong to them. Even the angels above our heads have their hands clasped around their faces as if sighting something over our shoulders, their mouths open and wailing.


It’s called Woolpit, I tell them, because of the pits they used to have to catch wolves. Stone pits with stakes at the bottom called ‘wolfpits’, sometimes with a rope so that mice and frogs could climb out again.


My sister doesn’t believe me. Mum has found a leaflet for something called the Lady’s Well which I’d seen on Wikipedia and which isn’t far from the church. We decide to try to find a cup of tea before attempting to hunt it down. There is a shop which advertises tea and cake but is only selling knick-knacks: Christmas decorations, soft hats and scarves, key rings and jewellery. But outside the shop is the village sign which I take a photo of: two children with green-tinged skin and a wolf. We set off to find the Lady’s Well. I tell them the story as we go, as far as I can remember it.


‘One day,’ I say, ‘two children appeared in Woolpit. No one could understand the language they were speaking and they had green skin. Eventually they managed to explain that they had been looking after their sheep in a land with no sun and no moon and had heard church bells. Following the sound of the bells they had found themselves in the village.’


‘This way,’ my sister says. We are on the main road that comes in and out of the village and there are more cars than there had been before. We stumble along the verge and I shout the rest of the story back to them.


‘They wouldn’t eat anything except for beans.’


‘What sort of beans?’


‘I’m not sure. And eventually the boy got sick and died. But the girl grew up and got married and moved to King’s Lynn, I think. Apparently she was a bit wild.’


‘Slut,’ my sister said. ‘It’s over there.’


There is a gate into a wooded area that runs beside the road. The Lady’s Well is apparently somewhere in the moat. We stomp around with the photo on our phones, calling to one another. The earth is soft and my boots sink in almost to the calves. The moat runs beneath the trees, here and there filled with murky water, here and there overcome with brambles and the roots of holly. The sound of the cars passing is cut off, as if they never were. I wait to feel something mystical, an oddity in my blood or bones. I am vulnerable to superstitions and fairy tales, the pockets of weirdness smattering the land. When I was young I became obsessed with washing my hands, certain something would happen if I did the job badly. Often the reality of horror films or books or the nightmares I had as a child would melt into the world and I would find it difficult to tell the difference, to remember which was real and which wasn’t. Perhaps this is the state all children live in. I am not a liar but sometimes I would find myself lying about things I had seen or heard and then, later, I would almost come to believe my own lie, become caught up in it.


There is a tree rooted into the bank of the moat with dirty ribbons tied to the branches and crumpled bits of paper half buried in the dirt at the foot of the trunk. I can hear the others calling to one another on the far side of the moat but I cannot see the flash of their colourful coats or their faces peering back at me. I get out my phone and look up the well again. There is a website with blurry photos and spelling mistakes that describes the well as having been a sacred place which people journeyed to visit and the water of which was said to cure eye problems. I put the phone in my pocket and catch sight of something beneath the tangle of ivy and fallen tree branches. It is a metal grate and, when I move around, I find that the entrance of the well is there, a concrete opening into the side of the moat, a sludge of water and mud puddles. I call the others over and we stand looking down at it and then take turns to have photos taken standing on top of the grate. The others get into the shallow water and kick around, calling on good fortune, but I drop to my knees and dunk both hands in up to the wrist and then touch my hands to my face.


THREE


Everyone comes down with flu and Christmas is subdued. My sister keeps saying it was water from the Lady’s Well that did it and I tell her I’ll put her in the story if she doesn’t watch out. We drink Lemsip rather than bubbly wine and no one much feels like turkey. There are fights over who gets the sofa by the fire, whose turn it is to make tea, who had the last dose of Night Nurse. In the end we eat defrosted veggie chicken nuggets from the freezer and beans on toast with cheese, and watch back to back episodes of old Agatha Christie series. No one wants to play Articulate or Trivial Pursuit or even really open the presents under the tree. I keep thinking about how I’m going to write the story, what I’ll change about it or keep the same. Some of the reports on the myth say that the children were probably Flemish or escaped servants. My dad says that it sounds like they were kidnapped and kept in an underground cave or cellar and that’s why there was no sun or moon. Everyone in the family has an opinion about the story and I wonder if I’ve somehow ruined it by getting them involved, somehow broken the retelling so that it won’t spin out right on the page. My sister thinks I should put a refugee slant on it, a story for our modern times, an allegory. I do a crossword with my brother and the words we get right are: wood, blood, night. We decide to try to write the story with random words we can find from the dictionary. It’s a game we’ve played since we were children and though I want to tell them that it’s not the same with this story – the one I’ve been asked to write for an audio-book publisher – I don’t want to start the sort of fight that normally happens at Christmas. My grandmother is the most ill so she gets to hold the Concise English dictionary and the rest of us use our phones. We go around the room yelling out words which my mum writes down on a piece of paper. The story goes like this:




Mastoid, nonagenarian, segment, seel, strangle, onanism, once, frog, hazardous, muslin, particular, temperature, unusual, visible, visitant, wad, weir, Lazarus, diarist, disappear, brackish, and, anatomy, brick, dread.





Dread, I think, that’s right. But the others are yelling so loud about what the words all mean put together that way and in relation to the story that I forget the thought. Some of us are feeling better so we open a bottle of wine and play Articulate and eat almost all of the cheese board that was supposed to come after the turkey which is still in its roasting tray on the side. I am on a team with my sister and at times we work together well, know all the same references; at other times we fight and get only one card right and then get angry and blame each other. She huffs at me when I don’t guess her Napoleon and flicks the card across the table at me – my hands raising to smack it down – and I feel a sharp pain in my left eye.


‘Shit,’ she says.


I fumble up out of my seat, clamping my hand over my eye and glaring at her out of the other. Never mind, Mum says. I go to the bathroom and fill my hands with water and force my eye open and hold it beneath the water. It feels as if there is something in there, irritating it, moving around harshly as I blink. I fill my hands with water again and flood my eye, trying to dislodge it. I can hear them continuing to play in the other room, and also the sound of Dad and Gran watching a film on television, the rattle of words merging together into odd sentences. I straighten up and look into the mirror over the sink. The vision through my left eye is red-tinged, as if I am pressing my fists hard against it, and the red blot obscures part of my face in the mirror so that – just for a moment – the face behind seems different from the way I know my own to be; different enough that I feel a shock of panic in my belly. I sit on the sofa and watch the end of the film through my one good eye. My sister seems to know I am annoyed and draws me a picture of the Green Children of Woolpit the way she imagines them. They look like aliens with skinny, fidgeting arms and oversized mossy-coloured heads and eyes as big as car wheels. One of them has a dead wolf slung over their shoulders and the other is carrying a brown briefcase in one hand.


‘Nice,’ I say.


FOUR


Back in the city I do not see friends or go to the cinema or walk around the frosty parks. My flat windows grow foggy and damp with condensation, the coffee maker is on through the night and I take up smoking in a way I haven’t done since I was a teenager, huffing out into the icy mornings, dropping the sizzling butts into my empty tea cups. Inherent in retelling is – at first – destruction. Breaking down from the inside out. Suggested is respect but what is really there is vengeance, violence, retribution, the allure of denigration. There are Post-it notes and printouts and scrawled edits stuck up all over the walls and in a follow-me trail across the floor. I run out of all food besides baked beans which I heat up in the microwave and eat from the bowl with a spoon, swallowing through the pockets of cold. I run out, even, of cigarettes but do not feel able to go to the shop to get more. My skin feels raw, sensitive to changes in temperature or the sun through the thin curtains. My eye troubles me some, occasionally smarting or throwing red veins of light across the page I am reading. I write a first sentence and then begin again, scrawl out, delete, move some pages around on the floor. I cannot find an angle, a hook or a way in. My head is full of all of the ideas my family bandied around – the story made from the dictionary words randomly chosen, the drawing my sister had done. I tug the duvet on to the sofa and bury myself. The dreams are fraught, catastrophic: houses crumbling, foundations sinking into mould-soft earth, splintering and flooding. There is a sound running through, constant, metronomic. I am trying to get away from it but all the doors are open behind me and I am waking up and the sound is still there. I check in the kitchen and the bathroom, stick my head into the bedroom. As I move out towards the front door the letterbox flaps one final time and then is still. I stand at the end of the hall, listening. I have been in the apartment for nearly a year and though it is noisy and contracts around other people’s smells and worries there has never been any trouble, any knock and runs or arguments over bins or car parking. I wait for the letterbox to flap again and imagine, then, how I will stride over and throw the door open and the tone of my voice and the way I will move my hands. But the letterbox is unmoving, and after a while I decide that, of course, it had been a dream which had lingered the way they often did when I was a teenager and really I needed to feed myself and have a shower and go for a walk and break out from the story I had been trying, so hard, to break into.


I walk to the corner shop and buy milk, bread, cigarettes, satsumas, coffee and some more beans. I take the long way home, down to the bottom of the road and into the small park with the dried-up pond and bins overflowing with poo bags. I try to ring my parents to check in but there is no answer on either of their phones and the texts I send remain unread. There is something about being outside after spending all week in the flat that gives the city a tilt, like looking at it with my head to one side, or over my shoulder. The air smells different, almost damp, the way the fens used to do when we were children and would dig or make strange hidy-holes from fallen branches. Once we had gone out in an enormous freeze and I had fallen through the ice and then run dripping home and not told my parents what had happened – the crinkling sound of the sheet giving way, the shock of cold, the alternative line of sight in which it had been my younger sister or brother on the ice and they had fallen and not come up again. I hadn’t told them what I’d seen beneath the water: colours and things growing. I got used to not telling them these stories.


The park is nearly empty and I sit on a bench even though it is cold. There are buildings all around, shutting off the sky into slices and scissors of space, leaving no room. When I look at them from the corner of my eye I think that they appear almost leafy, as if overcome by wilderness, and I think that I have lived with this story too long, too intensely, and that when I am finally finished with it, it will have taken something from me, a sliced away part to keep as it goes.


I am unwilling to go back to the flat and decide I will drop off the shopping and pick up my laptop and go to work in a café or perhaps the local library which is noisy but has big tables and sockets. Someone has scattered rock salt on the stairs for the ice and it grits under my shoes as I go. At the door I cannot find the key and drop to my knees to dig in the bag, shunting aside the shopping. My head is at the height of the letterbox and when I look up, key in hand, I see that there is something on the metal, around the rim and on, also, the flap. I scrape at it with my finger and it flakes away, green coloured, mossy to the touch. I put the key in the door and go inside and close it behind me. My pulse has sped up and my throat feels full, as if with cotton wool. It means nothing, of course, but it does not feel like nothing. I have forgotten about going to the café or the library, about the goodness of being outside after so long indoors. I lock the door and check the windows and make coffee in the kitchen and drink it standing up, fingers clamped around the handle, something buzzing and repeating and swarming in me.


FIVE


I am woken in the night by something, although to begin with I do not know what it is. There are the shadows of tree branches all across the ceiling of my room and the air smells sulphurous, my hands damp with the water from the Lady’s Well. Something is banging and banging and banging. I drop out of bed and on to all fours. The panic is not there yet although I can taste the beginning of it, acidic, bubbling on my tongue. I do not turn the lights on or look for my phone. There is a silhouette in the glass of the front door, a figure with hand raised, growing larger as they bring it against the wood. I am dreaming, I think, and so open the door without hesitation and only when the door is open and she has pushed past me, mouth cracked wide, knuckles raw, do I think: I am not dreaming, this is not a dream. I am shouting and she is too, both of us screaming wordlessly. She is coatless in the cold, bare armed and shoeless, long fingered, her hair streaked with grey, her eyes round as buttons. I go towards her thinking, perhaps, to touch her calmingly or to take her and move her forcibly towards the door and she lashes out with both fists; something hard in one of her hands strikes my face and draws a seam of dark from the corner of my left eye down across me, a clunk as my knees connect hard with the tiled floor. Everything moves in and out of focus: something sticky on my face and on my fingers, the floor very cold, the sound of movement in the rooms around me which have their own pulse, a staticky heartbeat which gives me a headache.


When I come to properly the flat is very quiet. I hitch myself up using the wall. My knees are black and blue and there is pain over my eye, blood on my hands. I peer into the kitchen and the sitting room, the bedroom. There is light beneath the bathroom door, the sound of water moving. I nudge the door open with my foot. She is in the bath, clothes on, hair matted to the bony shape of her skull, elbows jutting over the edge of the tub, the floor covered in shampoo and conditioner bottles, bars of soap, the bath-mat chucked to one side, toilet roll unspooled. I expect her to panic when she sees me but she only looks carefully up at me and then does something complicated with her hands, fingers twisting in the air, thumb popping loosely in the socket.


‘What do you want?’


She blinks, turns her hands, signing perhaps. Deaf, then, or mute. I am not afraid of her, though perhaps I should be. Her body is aging and frail looking, only her hands have any strength. She clicks her tongue at me, gestures up to my face. In the mirror my fringe is clotted with blood, my lip bulbous and bruised, my cheeks and neck stained with red. I fill the sink and hand the water up, let it drop ruby coloured back down, rinse and repeat, probe wincingly at the sore spot on the top of my head.


‘That wasn’t necessary,’ I say to her, but she is under the water, face submerged, hair ballooning, hands clamped around the edge of the bath.


In the kitchen I make tea and toast, heat up some beans in the microwave, butter the toast and put it and the beans on to two plates, then take them in to her.


‘Is there someone I can call?’ I say, but she doesn’t answer, prods at the toast and then scrapes the beans off and eats only them, dropping the toast to the floor, ignoring the tea. I eat ravenously, pick her toast up and eat that too. Nothing has ever really happened to me. I fell through the ice as a child but was in no danger; I had a minor car accident when I was a teenage driver; I almost fell in love but never quite made it. I write rather than live, of course. I look at her skin for a greenish tinge and then feel ridiculous. I go into the other room and bring back a notepad and pen, give it to her. She holds it and eyes me.


‘Who can I call?’ I ask, and point to the paper.


She draws her knees out of the water and rests the pad on them, begins to draw something, one hand curled around so I cannot see. When she is done she holds it up. She has drawn two figures, hand in hand, long haired. She points to one and then to herself and then taps at the second figure.


‘Who is it?’ I ask, and she grows agitated, lips drawn back from her teeth, the pen snapping between her fingers. ‘Okay,’ I say, ‘Okay, okay. We can go look for them.’


I lend her a coat and some old trainers. She looks more normal then, her hair drying to frizz, her hands carving through the air, making marks and images which I cannot interpret. It is late, early really, but I ring my parents, seeking advice, and again the phones go straight to voicemail. They have disappeared before, emailed from Tenerife where they had gone without telling us, ‘a little trip’ they said. Sometimes when we were children we’d find that one or other of them had wandered away from the trolley in the supermarket, taken their bag with them, left us skidding up and down the aisles with our shoes in our hands, clambering on to the shelves and hiding.
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