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    Red blood out and black blood in,




    My Nannie says I’m a child of sin.




    How did I choose me my witchcraft kin?




    Know I as soon as dark’s dreams begin




    Snared is my heart in a nightmare’s gin;




    Never from terror I out may win;




    So dawn and dusk I pine, peak, thin,




    Scarcely knowing t’other from which –




    My great grandma – She was a Witch.


  




  

    Walter de la Mare, ‘The Little Creature’
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  Part One


















  Alice! a childish story take,




  

    

      And with a childish hand


    


  




  Lay it where Childhood’s dreams are twined




  

    

      In memory’s mystic band,


    


  




  Like pilgrim’s wither’d wreath of flowers




  

    

      Plucked in a far-off land.


    


  


    

        

    

    

	

      

  

    

    

    

  

    

  

    

  

    

  

    

	  

    

      Lewis Carroll,


    


  


      


  


      


  


      


  


        


  


        


  


          


  


    

    

  Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
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              Down with the lambs,




              

                

                  Up with the lark,


                


              




              Run to bed children




              

                

                  Before it gets dark.


                


              




              

                Old nursery rhyme


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  The small mounds of dark earth scattered around the graveyard looked as though the dead were pushing their way back into the living world. The girl smiled nervously at the

  thought as she hurried from grave to grave. They were molehills. Moles were difficult to get rid of; poison one, another moved into its lodgings. She had often watched the molecatcher, a round man

  with a pointed face, and thought he looked like a mole. He grinned as he delicately dipped stubby fingers into his baked beans tin and plucked out a strychnine-coated worm from its wriggling

  friends and relatives. He always grinned when she watched. And chuckled when he held it towards her and she jumped away with a silent shriek. His lips, ever wet, like his dosed worms, moved but she

  heard nothing. She hadn’t for as long as she remembered. A shudder as the molecatcher mimed eating the writhing pink meat, but she always stayed to watch him push his metal rod into the earth

  then poke the worm into the hole he had created. She imagined the mole down there, snuffling its way through solid darkness, hunting food, searching for its own death. Digging its own grave. She

  giggled and couldn’t hear her giggle.




  Alice stooped and took withered flowers from a mud-soiled vase. The headstone against which the flowers had rested was fairly new, its inscription not yet filled with dirt nor blurred by

  weather. She had known the old lady – was she just bones now? – and had found the living corpse more frightening than the dead one. Could you be alive at ninety-two? You could move, but

  could you live? The time-span was incomprehensible to Alice, who was just eleven years old. It was hard to imagine your own flesh dried and wrinkled, your brain shrunken by years of use so that

  instead of becoming wise and all-knowing you became a baby. A hunched, brittle-stick baby.




  She dumped the dead flowers into the red plastic bucket she carried and moved on, her eyes scanning the untidy rows of headstones for more. It was a weekly task for her: while her mother

  scrubbed, dusted and polished the church, Alice removed the drooping tributes left by relatives who thought those they had lost would appreciate the gesture. The flowers would be emptied into the

  groundsman’s tip of rotting branches and leaves, there to be ritually burnt once a month. When this chore was completed, Alice would hurry back into the church and join her mother. Inside she

  would find fresh flowers ready to adorn the altar for the following day’s Sunday services and, while her mother scrubbed, she would arrange the glass vases. Afterwards, she would dust down

  the benches, skimming along each row, down one, up the next, holding her breath, seeing how far she could get before her lungs exploded. Alice enjoyed the work if she could make it a game.




  Once this was accomplished, and provided her mother had no other tasks for her, she would head for her favourite spot: the end of the front pew at the right-hand side of the altar.




  Beneath the statue. Her statue.




  More fading colours caught her eye and she skipped across a low mound – this one body length and not mole-built – to gather up the dying flowers. Tiny puffs of steam escaped her

  mouth and she told herself they were the ghosts of words that lay dead inside her, words that had never themselves escaped.




  It was cold, although it was sunny. The trees were mostly bare, their naked branches seen for the twisted and tortured things they really were. Sheep, their bellies swollen with slow-stirring

  foetuses, grazed in the fields just beyond the stone wall surrounding the churchyard. Across the fields were heavy woods, sombre and greeny brown, uninviting; and behind the woods were low-lying

  hills, hills that were lost completely on misty days. Alice stared into the field, watching the sheep. She frowned, then turned away.




  More flowers to collect before she could go inside where the air was not quite as biting. Cold – the church was always cold – but winter’s teeth were less sharp inside the old

  building. She wandered through the graveyard, the tilted headstones no bother to her, the decomposed corpses hidden beneath her feet causing no concern.




  The sodden leaves and branches were piled high, higher than her, and the girl had to swoop the plastic bucket back and swiftly forward for its wasted contents to reach the top. She reached for

  stems that fell back down and tossed them once more, satisfied only when they settled on the heap’s summit. Alice smacked her hands together to dislodge the grime on her palms, feeling the

  sting, but not hearing the sound. She could once, but that was long ago. When she listened intently and there were no distractions, she thought she could hear the wind; but then Alice thought that

  even when no breeze brushed her cheeks or ruffled her yellow hair.




  The small, thin girl turned and began to walk towards the ancient church, the empty bucket swinging easily by her side. Back, forwards, back, forwards, gleaming red in the cold sunlight. Back,

  forwards, back – and she looked behind her.




  The plastic bucket slipped from her fingers and clattered to the ground, rolling in a tight semi-circle until it came to rest against a stained green headstone. Alice cocked her head to one side

  as though listening. There was a puzzlement in her eyes and she half-smiled.




  She stood still for several seconds before allowing her body to turn fully, staying in that frozen position for several more long seconds. Her half-smile faded and her face became anxious. She

  moved slowly at first, making for the rough stone wall at the rear of the churchyard, then broke into a run.




  Something tripped her – probably the corner of a flattened gravestone – and she tumbled forward, her knees smearing green and brown from the soft earth. She cried out, but there was

  no sound, and quickly regained her feet, eager to reach the wall and not knowing why. She kept to the narrow path leading through the cluttered graveyard and stopped only when she had reached the

  wall. Alice peered over, the highest stone on a level with her chest. The pregnant sheep were no longer munching grass; all heads were raised and looking in the same direction.




  They did not move even when Alice clambered over the wall and ran among them.




  Her footsteps slowed, her shoes and socks soaked by the long grass. She seemed confused and swivelled her head from left to right. Her small hands were clenched tight.




  She looked directly ahead once more and the half-smile returned, gradually broadening until her face showed only rapturous wonder.




  A solitary tree stood in the centre of the field, an oak, centuries old, its body thick and gnarled, its stout lower branches sweeping outwards, their furthest points striving to touch the

  ground again. Alice walked towards the tree, her steps slow but not hesitant, and fell to her knees when she was ten yards away.




  Her mouth opened wide, and her eyes narrowed, the pupils squeezing down to tiny apertures. She raised a hand to protect them from the blinding white light that shimmered from the base of the

  tree.




  Then her smile returned as the light dazzled into a brilliant sun, an unblemished whiteness. A holy radiance.
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              Another Maiden like herself,




              Translucent, lovely, shining clear,




              Threefold each in the other clos’d –




              O, What a pleasant trembling fear!


            


          


        


      


    


  






    







  





























William Blake,
























‘The Crystal Cabinet’


























































  The white van slid to an abrupt halt and the driver’s head came uncomfortably close to the windscreen. Cursing, he pushed himself back off the steering wheel and smacked

  the hardened plastic as though it were the hand of an errant child.




  The van’s headlights lit up the trees on the other side of the T-junction and the driver peered left and right, grumbling to himself as he tried to penetrate the surrounding darkness.




  ‘Should be right, got to be right.’




  There was no one else in the van to hear, but that didn’t bother him: he was used to talking to himself. ‘Right it is.’




  He shoved the gear lever into first and winced at the grinding sound. The van lurched forward and he swung the wheel to the right. Gerry Fenn was tired, angry, and a little drunk. The public

  meeting he had attended earlier that evening had been dull to say the least, dreary to say the most. Who gave a shit whether or not the more remote houses in the locale went on to main drainage?

  Not the occupiers, that was for sure; a link-up with the sewage system meant higher rates for them. Nearly two hours to decide nobody wanted drains. They preferred their cesspits. As usual,

  Rent-a-Left had prolonged proceedings. A totalitarian sewer network was good for the cause, Fenn supposed. He hadn’t intended to stay that long, hadn’t even needed to. The fact was, he

  had fallen asleep at the back of the hall and only the noisy conclusion to the meeting had aroused him. The agitators were angry that the motion for had been defeated – good headline in that:

  ‘LOCAL SEWER MOTION DEFEATED’. Too pithy for the Courier, though. Pithy. That wasn’t bad either. He nodded his head in appreciation of his own wit.




  Gerry Fenn had been with the Brighton Evening Courier for more than five years now – man and boy, he told himself – and was still waiting for the big one, the story that would

  make world headlines, the scoop that would transport him from the seaside town’s local rag to the heart of the journalistic world: FLEET STREET! Kermit applause for FLEET STREET! YEEAAAY!

  Three years indenture at Eastbourne, five on the Courier. Next step: leader of the Insight team on the Sunday Times. Failing that, News of the World would do. Plenty of

  human interest there. Dig up the dirt, dole out the trash. File the writs.




  He had phoned the newsdesk after the meeting, telling the night news editor (who hadn’t been amused by Fenn’s instruction to HOLD THE FRONT PAGE!) that the meeting had ended in

  near-riot and he had barely escaped with his vitals intact let alone his notebook. When the news editor had informed him that the office junior had just resigned because of an emotional crisis in

  his sixteen-year-old life, so the vacancy was available, Fenn had modified his story, explaining that the meeting really had been lively and maybe he should have left sooner but when the wild-eyed

  Leftie had rushed the platform and tried to stuff a turd (it looked like a dog’s, obviously just used for effect) into the nostrils of a surprised lady councillor, he figured . . . Fenn held

  the phone away, almost seeing the spit spluttering from the earpiece. Excited pips brought the tirade to an end, and a fresh coin renewed the connection. The news editor had gained control by then,

  but only just. Since Fenn enjoyed the country route so much, there were a couple of little items he could cover in that area. Fenn groaned; the news editor went on. A trip to the local cop shop:

  find out if the boy scout impersonators (bob-a-job, once inside, pension books, loose money, small valuables, gone) were still impersonating boy scouts. Pop into the local flea-pit: were feminists

  still daubing the sexy posters outside with anti-rape graffiti and chucking runny tomatoes at the screen inside? On the way back, visit the caravan site at Partridge Green: see if they’ve got

  their power yet (the Courier had run a small campaign for the residents encouraging Seeboard to connect the site to the grid – so far it had taken six months). Fenn asked if the news

  editor knew what the bloody time was and was assured of course he bloody did and was Fenn aware that all his night shift had produced for tomorrow’s editions was one RTA (Road Traffic

  Accident) and one diabetic poodle who went for check-ups in a bloody Rolls-Royce? And the RTA wasn’t even fatal.




  Fenn got mad and advised the news editor of his agitated state and informed him that when he returned to the office he would show the news editor just how mad he really was by shoving his copy

  spike right up his tiny arse, wooden end first, and by stuffing the nearest typewriter into the fat mouth which was always full of shit but never kind shit, then brain- drain the Courier

  totally by handing in his resignation. He told the news editor good, but made sure the receiver was resting on its cradle before he did so.




  His next call was to Sue to tell her to expect him when he got there, but there was no reply from his flat. Then none from hers. He wished for Chrissakes she would move in with him permanently;

  it was a pain never knowing where she was likely to be.




  Thoroughly morose, he did what he was paid for. The boy scout impersonators were now impersonating jumble-sale collectors (one old lady had even lost her false teeth – she’d left

  them on the kitchen table – but was understandably reluctant to talk about it). The flea-pit had been running Bambi for the past fortnight (expected trouble next week when Teenage

  Goddesses of Love and Sex in the Swamps were playing). He drove to Partridge Green and saw only candlelight through the caravan windows (he knocked on one door and was told to piss off

  so didn’t bother with any more).




  He scraped in to the nearest pub just five minutes before closing time and fortunately the landlord wasn’t adverse to afters once the main crowd – two domino players and a woman with

  a cat in a wooden cage – was cleared. Fenn let it slip that he was from the Brighton Evening Courier, an admission that could have got him shown the door pretty promptly, or engaged in

  an informative after-hours drink. Landlords generally sought the good will of the local press (even the most drab were contenders for the Pub of the Year Award) unless they had some private reason

  for feeling bitter towards journalists (exposed marital upsets, too many voluptuous barmaids in the business, or reported unhygienic kitchens was usually the cause for their distrust). This one was

  okay, he even allowed Fenn to buy him a rum and pep, a gesture that had the reporter mentally scratching his head – shouldn’t the landlord be cosying up to him, not the other way round?

  He wasn’t into investigative journalism tonight – Fleet Street and the world’s wire services would have to wait until he was in the mood – so why the hell was he treating

  the landlord? Oh yeah, so he could drink after time, that was it. Fenn was tired.




  Three pints and forty minutes of unexciting conversation later, Fenn found himself outside in the cold night air, bolts snapping behind telling him the drawbridge was up, the public house was no

  longer a refuge but a stronghold, built to resist the strongest invaders. He kicked the side of the white van before throwing himself into the driver’s seat.




  The vehicle was an embarrassment. It carried his newspaper’s name, white lettering in a brilliant red flash, on both sides. Very discreet. Very undercover. The Courier had fallen

  out with their usual fleet hire company and now the journalists had either to use their own cars, for which there was no petrol allowance, or the one and only spare delivery van. Great for tailing

  suspected arsonists or dope peddlers. Great for keeping an eye on illicit rendezvous between well-knowns who should well-know better. Ideal for secret meetings with your favourite grass. Would

  Woodstock and Bernstein have met ‘Deep Throat’ in a fucking white van with Washington Post emblazoned on its sides?




  The headlights barely pierced the darkness ahead and Fenn shook his head in further disgust. Bloody things were never cleaned. Christ, what a night. Sometimes the late shift could be good. A

  nice rape or mugging. The occasional murder. Brighton was full of weirdos nowadays. And Arabs. And antique dealers. Funny things happened when they all got together. Trouble was, many of the best

  stories never got into print. Or if they did, they were toned down. It wasn’t the Courier’s policy to denigrate the seaside town’s image. Bad for business. Great for family

  trade, Brighton. Mustn’t scare off the punters. Unfortunately his earlier routine calls had produced nothing of interest. He always made the standard calls when he came on duty: police,

  hospitals, undertakers and fire stations were all on his regular list. Even the clergy merited a bell. Nothing much doing with any of them. The newspaper’s Diary, listing events of the

  day (and night) which had to be covered, offered little to excite. If it had, he could have probably ducked out of tonight’s council meeting; as it was, there wasn’t much else to

  do.




  Lights ahead. What town was that? Must be Banfield. He’d passed it on the way out. Not a bad little place. Two pubs on the High Street. What more could anyone ask? If the weather was nice

  on Sunday he might bring Sue out for a drink. She liked country pubs. More atmosphere. Real ale. Usually a fair selection of gumboots, polonecks, and tweeds. With the odd diddicoi thrown in to

  lower the tone.




  He squinted his eyes. Bend ahead. So bloody dark. Whoops. Brake. Downhill.




  The van levelled out at the bottom of the hill and Fenn eased his foot off the pedal. Sure these brakes are going, he told himself. Sometimes he suspected the delivery men sabotaged the vehicle

  as a mild protest against it being used by journalists. One day, someone was – Christ, what was that?




  He jammed his foot down and pulled the wheel to the left. The van skidded, turning almost a full circle, front end coming to rest on the grass verge by the side of the road.




  Fenn pushed the gear into neutral and briefly rested against the steering wheel. A sharp, quavering sigh later, his head jerked up and he swiftly wound down the window. He poked his head out

  into the cold night air.




  ‘What the bloody hell was it?’ he asked himself aloud.




  Something had run out from the darkness straight across his path. Something white. Small, but too big to be an animal. He’d almost hit it. Missed by a couple of inches. His hands were

  trembling.




  He saw movement, a greyish blur.




  ‘Hey!’ he shouted.




  The blur dissolved.




  Fenn pushed the car door open and stepped out onto the damp grass. ‘Hold up!’ he called out.




  Scuffling sounds came his way. Feet on gravel.




  He ran across the road and was confronted by a low gate, one side open wide. His eyes were swiftly adapting to the poor light, and the half-moon emerging from slow-moving clouds helped his

  vision even more. He saw the tiny figure again.




  It was running away from him along a path that was lined with trees. He could just make out some kind of building at the end of the path. He shivered. The whole thing was spooky.




  It had to be a kid. Or a midget. Fenn tried not to think of Du Maurier’s dwarf in Don’t Look Now. He wanted to get back into the van. His jiggling sphincter muscle could lead

  to an embarrassment. But if it was a kid, what was it doing out at this hour? It would freeze to death in this weather.




  ‘Hey, come on, stop! I want to talk to you!’




  No reply, just slapping feet.




  Fenn stepped inside the gate, called out once more, then began to run after the diminishing shape. As he pounded down the path and the building ahead grew larger and more visible, he realized he

  was in the grounds of a church. What was a kid running into a church for at this time of night?




  But the figure, still just in sight, wasn’t going to the church. It veered off to the left just as it reached the big cavern doors and disappeared around the corner of the building. Fenn

  followed, his breath becoming laboured. He almost slipped, for the path was muddy now, and narrower. He recovered and kept going until he reached the back of the church. There he came to an abrupt

  halt and wished he’d stayed in the van.




  A dark playground of silent, still, greyish shapes spread out before him. Oh, Jesus, a graveyard!




  The blur was skipping among them, the only moving thing.




  The moon decided it had had enough. It pulled a cloud over its eyes like a blanket.




  Fenn leaned against the side of the church, its flint brickwork rough against his moist hands. He was following a bloody ghost. It would roll into a grave at any moment. His instinct was to

  tiptoe quietly back to the van and go on his uninquisitive way, but his nose which, after all, was a newspaperman’s nose, persuaded otherwise. There are no such things as ghosts, only good

  ghost stories. Walk away from this and you’ll always wonder what you missed. Tell your friends (not to mention your pal the editor) you flunked out and they’ll never buy you another

  drink. Go to it, Ace. His nose told him, not his brain, nor his heart.




  ‘Hey!’ The shout cracked in the middle and the H was over-pronounced.




  He pushed himself away from the wall and strode boldly in among the grey sentinels. He blinked hard when he saw the conical-shaped mounds of dark earth at his feet. They’re making a

  break for it!




  He forced the explanation from himself. They’re molehills, you silly bastard. His weak smile of self-contempt was perfunctory. Fenn caught sight of the wispy figure flitting through the

  gravestones once more. It appeared to be making its way towards the back of the churchyard where large squarish shapes seemed to be lurking. Oh my God, they’re tombs! It’s a vampire, a

  midget vampire, going home to bed! Fenn didn’t find himself too amusing.




  He crouched, suddenly afraid to be seen. The moon was no friend; it came out for another peep.




  Fenn ducked behind a tilting headstone and cautiously peered over the top. The figure was clambering over a low wall. Then it was gone.




  Cold night air touched his face and he imagined lonely souls were trying to gain his attention. He didn’t want to move, and he didn’t want to stay. He didn’t want to look over

  that wall either. But he knew he was going to.




  The reporter crept forward, his knee joints already stiff from the cold. Dodging around the graves, doing his best not to disturb the ‘not-dead-but-resting’, he made for the back of

  the churchyard, towards the tombs standing like ancient, cracked supermarket freezers, their contents allowed to putrefy. He noticed the lid of one was askew and tried not to see the imaginary hand

  clawing its way out, skin green with age, nails scraped away, bones glistening through corrupt flesh. Cut it out, Fenn!




  He reached the wall and knelt there, not overly-anxious to see what lay beyond. He was shivering, out of breath (kept forgetting to breathe in) and scared stiff. But he was also curious. Fenn

  raised himself so that his shoulders were level with the top of the wall, head projecting like a coconut waiting to be shied.




  There was a field, slate grey and flat in the timid moonlight, and near the middle, some distance away, stood a contorted black spectre. Its multitudinous twisted arms reached skywards while the

  thicker lower limbs were bent in an effort to reach the ground from which it had sprung. The isolated tree provided a demonic relief in an otherwise dull landscape. Fenn’s eyes narrowed as he

  searched for the little figure. Something was moving. Yes, there it was. Walking directly towards the tree. It stopped. Then walked on. Then – oh Christ, it was sinking into the ground! No,

  it was on its knees. It didn’t move. Nor did the tree.




  Fenn waited and grew impatient. The beer he had consumed pressed against his bladder. He continued to wait.




  At last he decided if he didn’t make something happen, nothing would happen. He climbed over the wall and waited.




  Nothing happened.




  He walked towards the figure.




  As he drew near, he saw that it wasn’t a midget.




  It was a girl.




  A little girl.




  And she was staring at the tree.




  And she was smiling.




  And when he touched her shoulder, she said, ‘She’s so beautiful.’




  Then her eyes rolled upwards and she toppled forward.




  And didn’t move again.
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          ‘Who are you?’ he said at last in a half-hearted whisper. ‘Are you a ghost?’




          ‘No, I am not,’ Mary answered, her own whisper half-frightened. ‘Are you one?’


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        Frances Hodgson Burnett, The Secret Garden


      


    


  




  Father Hagan lay there in the darkness, forcing his senses to break away from sleep’s gooey embrace. His eyes flickered, then snapped open. He could just make out the

  thin glimmer of night through the almost closed curtains. What had disturbed him?




  The priest reached for the lamp on the bedside table and fumbled for the switch. His pupils stung with the sudden light, and it was several seconds before he could open his lids again. He looked

  at the small clock, his eyes narrowing to a short-sighted squint, and saw it was past midnight. Had he heard something outside? Or inside the house? Or had his own dream disturbed him? He lay back

  and stared at the ceiling.




  Father Andrew Hagan was forty-six years old and had been part of the Church for nearly nineteen of those years. The turning point for him had been two days after his twenty- seventh birthday

  when a mild heart attack had left him dazed, frightened and exhausted. He had been losing God, allowing the materialism of a chaotic world to confine his spiritual self, to subdue it to a point

  where only he was aware that it existed. Four years teaching History and Divinity in a Catholic grammar school in London, then three years in a madhouse comprehensive in the suburbs had slowly

  corroded the outer core of his faith and was chewing on the innermost part, the very centre of his belief which had no answers but merely KNEW. He had to retrieve himself. The closeness of death

  was like a prodding mother who would not allow her offspring to stay under the bedclothes for one moment longer.




  He no longer taught Divinity in the comprehensive school, just History, and occasionally he took an English class; religion in that particular school was almost defunct. Humanity had replaced

  the subject and the young teacher of Humanity had been sacked in his second term for blacking the headmaster’s eye. English had soon become Hagan’s second subject. No longer able to

  discuss his faith every day with curious, albeit often bored, young minds, his thoughts of God had become more and more introverted, restrained by shackles of self-consciousness. The heart attack,

  mild though it was, had halted the gradual but seemingly irrevocable slide. Suddenly he was aware of what he had been losing. He wanted to be among others who believed as he, for their belief would

  strengthen his, their faith would enhance his own. Within a year he was in Rome studying for the priesthood. And now he wondered if the earlier corrosion had not left a seeping residue.




  A noise. Outside. Movement. Father Hagan sat upright.




  He jumped when someone pounded on the door below.




  The priest reached for his spectacles lying on the bedside table and leapt from the bed; he went to the window. He drew the curtains apart, but hesitated before opening the window. More banging

  encouraged him to do so.




  ‘Who’s there?’ Cold air settled around his shoulders and made him shudder.




  ‘Just us spooks!’ came the reply. ‘Will you get down here and open up!’




  Hagan leaned out the window and tried to see into the porch below. A figure stepped into view, but was indistinct.




  ‘I’ve got a problem – you’ve got a problem – here!’ the voice said. The man appeared to be carrying something in his arms.




  The priest withdrew and quickly pulled on a dressing gown over his pyjamas. He forgot about slippers and padded downstairs in cold, bare feet. Switching on the hall light, he stood behind the

  front door for a few moments, reluctant to open it. Although the village was close, his church and presbytery were isolated. Fields and woods surrounded him on three sides, the main road at the

  front being the link with his parishioners. Father Hagan was not a timorous man, but living over a graveyard had to have some effect. A fist thumping against wood aroused him once more.




  He switched on the outside porch light before opening the door.




  The man who stood there looked frightened, although he was making an attempt to grin. His face was drawn, white. ‘Found this wandering around outside,’ the man explained.




  He moved the bundle in his arms towards the priest, indicating with a nod of his head at the same time. Hagan recognized the frail little body in the nightdress without seeing her face.




  ‘Bring her in quickly,’ he said, making way.




  He closed the front door and told the man to follow him. He turned on the sitting-room light and made for the electric fire, switching it on.




  ‘Put her on the settee,’ he said. ‘I’ll fetch a blanket. She must be frozen.’




  The man grunted as he placed the girl on the soft cushions. He knelt beside her and brushed her long yellow hair away from her face. The priest returned and carefully wrapped a blanket around

  the still form. Father Hagan studied the girl’s peaceful face for several moments before turning back to the man who had brought her to his house.




  ‘Tell me what happened,’ he said.




  The man shrugged. He was in his late twenties or early thirties, needed a shave, and wore a heavy thigh-length corduroy jacket, its collar turned up against the cold, over dark blue trousers or

  jeans. His light brown hair was a tangled mess, but not too long. ‘She ran across my path – I just braked in time. Thought I was going to hit her.’ He paused to look down at the

  girl. ‘Is she asleep?’




  The priest lifted one of her eyelids. The pupil gazed back at him without flinching. ‘I don’t think so. She seems to be . . .’ He left the sentence unfinished.




  ‘She didn’t stop when I called out to her, so I followed her,’ the man went on. ‘She ran straight up to the church, then round the back. Into the graveyard out there. It

  scared the bloody hell out of me.’ He shook his head and shrugged again as if to relieve tension. ‘Any idea who she is?’




  ‘Her name is Alice,’ the priest said quietly.




  ‘Why did she run in here? Where’s she from?’




  Father Hagan ignored his questions. ‘Did she . . . did she climb over the wall at the back of the churchyard?’




  The man nodded. ‘Uh huh. She ran into the field. How did you know?’




  ‘Tell me exactly what happened.’




  The man looked around. ‘D’you mind if I sit down for a minute – my legs are kind of shaky.’




  ‘I’m sorry. You must have had a nasty shock, her running out at you like that.’




  ‘It was the bloody graveyard that shook me up.’ He sank gratefully into an armchair and let out a long sigh. Then his face became alert again. ‘Look, hadn’t you better

  get a doctor? The kid looks done in.’




  ‘Yes, I’ll call one soon. First tell me what happened when she went into the field.’




  The man looked puzzled. ‘Are you her father?’ he asked, keen blue eyes looking directly into the priest’s.




  ‘I’m a father, but not hers. The church is Catholic, I’m its priest, Father Hagan.’




  The man opened his mouth, then nodded in understanding. ‘Of course,’ he said, managing a brief grin. ‘I should’ve known.’




  ‘And you’re Mister . . .?’




  ‘Gerry Fenn.’ He decided not to tell the priest that he was from the Courier for the moment. ‘You live here alone?’




  ‘I have a housekeeper who comes in during the day. Otherwise, yes, I live here alone.’




  ‘Creepy.’




  ‘You were going to tell me . . .’




  ‘Oh yeah. The field. Well, that was weird. I followed her in and found her just kneeling in the grass. She wasn’t even shivering, just staring ahead, smiling.’




  ‘Smiling?’




  ‘Yeah, she had a big beam on her face. Like she was watching something, you know? Something that was pleasing her. But all she was looking at was a big old tree.’




  ‘The oak.’




  ‘Hmn? Yeah, I think so. It was too dark to see.’




  ‘The oak is the only tree in that field.’




  ‘Then I guess it was the oak.’




  ‘What happened?’




  ‘Then came the strange part. Well, it was all bloody – sorry, Father – it was all strange, but this was the ringer. I thought she might have been sleep-walking – or

  sleep-running to be more precise – so I touched her shoulder. Just gentle, you know? I didn’t want to frighten her. She just went on smiling and said, “She’s so

  beautiful,” like she could see something there by the tree.’




  The priest had stiffened and was looking at Fenn so intently that the reporter stopped speaking. He raised his eyebrows. ‘Something I said?’ he asked.




  ‘You said the girl spoke. Alice spoke to you?’




  Fenn was puzzled by the priest’s attitude. He shuffled uncomfortably in the seat. ‘She didn’t actually speak to me. More like to herself. Is there something wrong,

  Father?’




  The priest looked down at the girl and gently brushed her cheek with the palm of his hand. ‘Alice is a deaf mute, Mr Fenn. She cannot speak, and she cannot hear.’




  Fenn’s gaze turned from the priest’s face to the girl’s. She lay there pale, unmoving, a rumpled frail figure, small and so very vulnerable.




  





  




  [image: ]




  4




  

    

      

        

          ‘But I don’t want to go among mad people,’ Alice remarked.




          ‘Oh, you can’t help that,’ said the Cat: ‘We’re all mad here.




          I’m mad. You’re mad.’


        


      


    


  


    

     

  

        

	

    

	

    

  

    

  

    

      

        Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland


      


    


  


    


  


      


  


      


  


      


  


        


  


  A hand lightly cuffed Fenn’s shoulder.




  ‘Hi, Gerry. Thought you had the graveyard shift this week.’




  He glanced up to see Morris, one of the Courier’s thirteen sub-editors, moving past him, his body half-turned in Fenn’s direction but his stride hardly broken as he made for

  his desk.




  ‘What? Yeah, you don’t know the truth of it,’ Fenn answered without elaborating. He turned his attention back to the typewriter, quickly reading through the last line he had

  just two-finger typed. He grunted in satisfaction and his index fingers rapidly stabbed at the machine once more. He ignored the apparent chaos around him: the clatter of other overused and

  badly-kept typewriters, the occasional curse or even less occasional burst of raucous laughter, the hum of voices, machines and odours. The hubbub would grow steadily through the day, building to a

  restrained frenzy which broke without fuss when the evening edition was finally put to bed at 3.45 p.m. Every trainee reporter soon learned the art of closing out the din, their thoughts, hands and

  black type on paper spinning their own frail cocoon of insularity.




  Fenn’s right index finger punched a last full-point and he ripped the paper with its three blacks from the machine. He read through it quickly, his smile turning into a broad grin.

  Shit-hot. Figure appearing like a white banshee in the night. Running out in front of the van. Chasing the apparition. Through the graveyard (could be a little bit more creepy, but let’s not

  overkill). The girl kneeling in the field, staring at the tree. She’s small, dressed in white nightgown. Alone. She speaks. Our intrepid reporter later finds out that she is – or was

  – a deaf mute. Terrific!




  Fenn marched between crammed desks, his gleaming eyes on the news editor. He stood over the hunched figure and resisted the urge to tap a finger on the enticing bald dome before him.




  ‘Leave it there, I’ll get to it,’ the news editor growled.




  ‘I think you ought to read it, Frank.’




  Frank Aitken looked up. ‘I thought you were on the midnight shift, Hemingway.’




  ‘Yeah, I am. Just a little special for you.’ Fenn jiggled the copy in his hand.




  ‘Show it to the sub.’ The bald man returned to his pencilling out.




  ‘Uh, just look through it, Frank. I think you’ll like the story.’




  Aitken wearily laid the pencil down and studied Fenn’s smiling face for several moments. ‘Tucker tells me you didn’t produce last night.’ Tucker was the night newsdesk

  editor.




  ‘I came in with a couple of things, Frank, but not much happened last night. Except for this.’




  The copy was snatched from him.




  Fenn stuck his hands into his pockets and waited impatiently while Aitken skimmed through the story. He whistled an almost soundless, self-satisfied tune. Aitken didn’t look up until he

  had read every word and when he did there was a look of disbelief on his face.




  ‘What is this shit?’ he said.




  The grin disappeared from Fenn’s face. ‘Hey, did you like it or not?’




  ‘You’ve got to be kidding.’




  Fenn leaned on the news editor’s desk, his face anxious, his voice beginning to rise. ‘It’s all true, Frank.’ He stabbed at the paper. ‘That actually happened to me

  last night!’




  ‘So what?’ Aitken tossed the typed sheet across the desk. ‘What’s it prove? The kid had a nightmare, went sleepwalking. So what? It’s no big deal.’




  ‘But she was deaf and dumb and she spoke to me.’




  ‘Did she say anything to anyone else? I mean, after, when you took her into the priest’s house?’




  ‘No, but—’




  ‘When the doctor got there? Did she say anything to him?’




  ‘No—’




  ‘Her parents?’




  Fenn stood up straight. ‘The quack brought her round to examine her while the priest fetched her parents. By the time they got there, the kid was asleep again. The doctor told them there

  was nothing wrong with her – slight temperature, that was all.’




  The news editor leaned his elbows on the desk and said with belaboured patience: ‘Okay, so she spoke to you. Three words, wasn’t it? Were those words normal or slurred?’




  ‘What d’you mean?’




  ‘I mean if the kid was a deaf mute, she wouldn’t know how to pronounce words too well. They’d be distorted if not incomprehensible, because she would never have heard them

  spoken before.’




  ‘They were perfect. But she hadn’t always been a deaf mute. The priest told me she’d only been that way since she was four years old.’




  ‘And she’s what now?’ Aitken looked at the typed copy. ‘Eleven? Seven years is a long time, Gerry.’




  ‘But I know what I heard,’ Fenn insisted.




  ‘It was pretty late, you’d had a shock.’ The news editor looked at him suspiciously. ‘And probably a drink or two.’




  ‘Not enough to make me hear things.’




  ‘Yeah, yeah, so you say.’




  ‘It’s gospel!’




  ‘So what d’you want me to do with it?’ He held up the copy.




  Fenn looked surprised. ‘Print it.’




  ‘Get outa here.’ Aitken screwed the sheet of paper into a ball and dropped it into a bin by his feet.




  The reporter opened his mouth to protest, but Aitken raised a hand.




  ‘Listen, Gerry. There’s no story. You’re big and ugly enough to understand that. All we have is your say-so that the girl, after seven years of being deaf and dumb, spoke.

  Three words, kiddo, three fucking words, and nobody else heard them. Only you. Our star reporter, well-known for his vivid imagination, renowned for his satire on local council meetings . .

  .’




  ‘Ah, Frank, that was just a joke.’




  ‘A joke? Oh yeah, there’s been a few little jokes in the past. The hang-glider who loved to jump off the Downs and float around stark naked.’




  ‘I didn’t know he was wearing a skin-tight pink outfit. It looked pretty realistic to . . .’




  ‘Yeah, so did the photograph. The police weren’t too happy when they tore around the countryside waiting for him to land the next time he was spotted.’




  ‘It was an easy mistake to make.’




  ‘Sure. Like the poltergeists of Kemptown?’




  ‘Christ, I didn’t know that old lady had a neurotic cat.’




  ‘Because you didn’t bother to check, Gerry, that’s why. The clairvoyant we hired sold his story to the Argus. And you can’t blame them for going to town on the

  joke – they’re our biggest bloody rivals.’




  Certain reporters in the near vicinity had grins on their faces, although none looked up from their typewriters.




  ‘There’s more, but I don’t have time to go through the list.’ Aitken picked up his pencil and pointed it in the general direction of the office windows. ‘Now will

  you get out there and come back when your shift begins.’ He hunched down to his pencilling and his shiny bald pate defied Fenn to argue.




  ‘Can I follow it up?’




  ‘Not on the Courier’s time,’ came the brusque reply.




  For the benefit of his eavesdropping colleagues, Fenn waggled his tongue in the air and tweaked his ears at the preoccupied editor, then turned and walked back scowling to his desk. Jesus,

  Aitken wouldn’t recognise a good story if it walked up to him and spat in his eye. The girl had spoken. After seven years of silence, she’d said three words! He slumped into his seat.

  Three words. But what had she meant? Who was beautiful? He chewed his lip and stared unseeingly at his typewriter.




  After a while he shrugged his shoulders and reached for his phone. He dialled the local radio station’s number and asked for Sue Gates.




  ‘Where the hell were you last night?’ he said as soon as she came on.




  ‘Get off it, Gerry. We’ve got no fixed arrangement.’




  ‘Okay, but you could have let me know.’




  He heard the long sigh. ‘Okay, okay,’ he said quickly. ‘Can you make lunch?’




  ‘Of course. Where?’




  ‘Your place.’




  ‘Uh uh.’ Negative. ‘I’ve got work to do this afternoon. It’ll have to be a short lunch.’




  ‘The Stag, then. In ten minutes?’




  ‘Make it twenty.’




  ‘Deal. See you there.’




  He rang off, thought for a few moments, and went to the office telephone directory. He flicked through the pages, then ran a finger down a list of names, stopping when he found the number he was

  looking for. He soundlessly repeated it as he hurried back to his desk, where he dialled. No reply. He tried again. No reply. The priest must be out on his rounds or whatever priests did during the

  day. Housekeeper wasn’t there either. St Joseph’s seemed like a lonely place.




  Fenn stood and pulled his jacket from the back of his chair, glancing towards the windows which ran along the whole length of the large office. It was a sunny day of a mild winter. He made for

  the door and almost bumped into the sports editor coming in.




  ‘How goes it, Ace?’ the editor said cheerily and was surprised at the low-growled response.




  

    Sue Gates was late but, he had to admit, she was worth waiting for. At thirty-three, four years older than Fenn, she still had the trim figure of a girl in her twenties. Her dark hair was

    long, fluffed away from her face in loose curls, and her deep brown eyes could gain a man’s attention across any crowded room on any enchanted evening. She was wearing tight jeans, loose

    sweater and a short, navy blue seaman’s topcoat. She waved when she saw him and pushed her way through the crowded bar. He stood and kissed her when she reached him, relishing her

    lips’ moist softness.


  




  ‘Hi kid,’ he said lightly, enjoying the spreading glow which swiftly ran through him and came to rest around the region of his groin.




  ‘Hi, yourself,’ she said, squeezing into the seat next to him. He pushed the already ordered lager in front of her and she reached for it gratefully, taking a long appreciative

  swallow.




  ‘You eating today?’ Fenn asked her. Sue often went a couple of days without touching a scrap of food.




  She shook her head. ‘I’ll catch something tonight.’




  ‘Going fishing?’




  ‘Idiot.’




  He popped the last of his cheese and pickle into his mouth and grinned through bulging cheeks.




  Placing a hand over his she said, ‘Sorry I missed you last night.’




  Fenn had to gulp down the food before he could reply. ‘I’m sorry I was ratty on the phone,’ he counter-apologized.




  ‘Forget it. I did ring the Courier, by the way, just to let you know I wouldn’t be there. They told me you were out on an assignment.’




  ‘I rang your place, too.’




  ‘I was out . . .’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘Reg took me to dinner.’




  ‘Oh, yeah.’ His voice was casual. ‘Good old Reg.’




  ‘Hey, come on. Reg is my boss – you know there’s nothing in it.’




  ‘Course I know. Does Reg?’




  Sue laughed. ‘He’s as thin as a drainpipe, wears glasses that look like the ends of milk bottles, is losing his hair and has a disgusting habit of picking his nose with his little

  finger.’




  ‘It’s the last bit that makes him irresistible.’




  ‘On top of that he’s married with three kids.’




  ‘I told you he was irresistible.’ Fenn drained his glass. ‘I’ll get you another while I’m up there.’




  ‘No, let me get you one,’ she insisted. ‘You can reflect on what a wimp you’re being while I’m at the bar.’ She reached for his glass. ‘Another

  bitter?’




  ‘Bloody Mary,’ he said smugly.




  He watched her weave through the crowd to the bar and told himself how much he admired her independence – he’d told himself, and her, many times – and wished he was convinced

  of his own admiration. Sue had been married and divorced before she was twenty-six, her ex being an advertising man in London – high-powered, high-living, hi, girls! – something on the

  creative side of the business. After just one-too-many indiscretions on his part, Sue had sought a divorce. She’d had a good position with a film production company – she and her

  husband had met when her company was hired to make a TV commercial for his agency – but after her divorce came through, she decided she had had enough of advertising people, enough of London,

  and enough of men.




  The big problem was that the marriage had produced a child, a son named Ben. He had been the reason for moving down to the south coast. Her parents lived in Hove, which was the other half (some

  said the better half) of Brighton, and they had agreed to become semi-permanent baby minders. Ben stayed with his grandparents most of the time, but Sue made sure they got together nearly every day

  and he moved in with her on most weekends. Fenn knew that she missed having the boy around all of the time, but she had to make a living (her fierce independence meant refusal of any maintenance,

  even for Ben, from the errant husband. Half the money from the sale of their Islington house was all she had demanded). She managed to get herself a job with Radio Brighton and had soon become a

  producer. But it took up a lot of her time and she was seeing less and less of Ben, which worried her. And she was seeing too much of Fenn, which worried her almost as much. She hadn’t wanted

  to become entangled with another man; casual acquaintanceships were all she would allow, necessary only for those odd times when a weak body needed something more than a pillow to cling to. Those

  odd times had become more frequent since she had met Fenn.




  He had urged her to give up her flat, to move in with him. It was ridiculous that they should feel so close and live so far apart (three blocks away, to be precise). But she had resisted, and

  still did; Sue had vowed never to become totally dependent on one single person again. Ever. Sometimes, and secretly, it was a relief to Fenn, for it gave him his own independence. Guilt hit him

  occasionally (the bargain seemed to be too much in his favour) but when voiced, she always assured him that the boot was on the other foot and it was she who was getting the better deal. A

  man to lean on when the going got rough, a body to comfort her when the nights were lonely, and a friend to have fun with when things were going right. A shoulder to cry on, a lover to spy on, and

  a wallet to rely on. And solitude when it was needed most. What more could any woman ask for? Plenty, Fenn thought, but he wasn’t going to prompt her.




  She was back, handing him the thick red cocktail with an expression of mild disapproval on her face. He sipped the Bloody Mary and winced: Sue had told the barman to go heavy on the

  Tabasco. He noticed she was trying hard not to smirk.




  ‘What are you doing here today, Woodstein?’ she asked. ‘I thought you’d still be tucked up in bed after your late shift.’




  ‘I ran into a good story last night. Well, it kind of ran into me. I thought it might make the late edition but the Ayatollah had other ideas.’




  ‘Aitken didn’t like it?’




  Fenn shook his head. ‘Like it? He didn’t even believe it.’




  ‘Try me. I know you only lie when it’s to your advantage.’




  He briefly told her what had happened the previous night, and she smiled at the excitement that gradually began to blaze in his eyes as the story went on. At one point, when he was describing

  how he’d found the little girl kneeling in the field, cold fingers had touched her spine, making her shiver. Fenn went on to tell her about the priest, the doctor, then the arrival of the

  distraught parents.




  ‘How old was the girl?’ Sue asked.




  ‘The priest said eleven. She looked younger to me.’




  ‘And she was just staring at the tree?’




  ‘She was just staring towards it. I got the impression she was looking at something else.’




  ‘Something else?’




  ‘Yeah, it’s kind of hard to explain. She was smiling, you know, like something was making her very happy. Rapturous, almost. It was as if she were seeing a vision.’




  ‘Oh, Gerry . . .’




  ‘No, that’s it! That’s just what it was like. The kid was seeing a vision.’




  ‘She was having a dream, Gerry. Don’t exaggerate the whole thing.’




  ‘How d’you explain her talking to me then?’




  ‘Maybe you were dreaming too.’




  ‘Ah, Sue. . . . Come on, I’m being serious.’




  She laughed and linked his arm. ‘I’m sorry, lover, but you get so het up when you think you’re sniffing out a good story.’




  He grunted. ‘Maybe you’re right. Maybe I did imagine that part of it. The strange thing was, I got the impression it wasn’t the first time. When the girl’s parents

  arrived, I heard the mother mumble something about Alice – that’s the kid’s name – going to the same place before. The priest nodded, but his eyes seemed to be warning her

  not to say too much in front of me. It was all kinda cagey.’




  ‘Did he know you were a reporter?’




  Fenn shook his head. ‘He didn’t ask, so I didn’t tell him.’ He sipped his drink thoughtfully. ‘He wanted me out of the way, though. Couldn’t wait to get rid

  of me once the mother and father got there. I pretended to be more shaken up than I really was, so he let me rest a while. Then, just before the parents took Alice away, he went through some ritual

  with her. Mumbled something or other and made the sign of the cross.’




  ‘He blessed her?’




  He looked at Sue quizzically. ‘If you say so.’




  ‘No. That’s what you’re saying. He must have blessed her.’




  ‘Why would he do that?’




  ‘A priest will bless a house, a holy medal, a statue. Even your car if you ask him nicely. Why not a child?’




  ‘Yeah, why not? Hey, how do you know all that?’




  ‘I’m a Catholic – at least I used to be. I’m not sure if I still am; the Catholic Church doesn’t actually approve of divorce.’




  ‘You never told me.’




  ‘It was never important. I don’t go to church any more, only at Christmas, and that’s mainly for Ben’s sake. He likes the ceremony.’




  Fenn nodded knowingly. ‘So that’s why you’re so wild in bed.’




  ‘Creep.’




  ‘Uh huh. That’s why you’re into flagellation!’




  ‘Will you stop. The day I let you beat me—’




  ‘Yeah, that’s why I have to undress in the dark . . .’




  She groaned and pinched his thigh under the table. Fenn yelped, almost spilling his drink. ‘Okay, okay, I lied, you’re normal. It’s a pity, but it’s the truth.’




  ‘Just you remember it.’




  He squeezed her thigh in return, but his touch was gentle as well as higher and further in. ‘You’re saying, then, that it would have been standard practice for him to bless the

  girl?’




  ‘Oh, no, it sounds unusual to me under those circumstances. But not especially so. It may have been to reassure the parents more than anything else.’




  ‘Yeah, could be.’




  Sue studied his profile, and was aware that she loved him some days more than others. Today was a more day. She remembered when they had first met, over three years ago. It was at a party given

  by the radio station for one of their announcers, who was leaving to join the mother ship, Great Auntie BBC, in London. Some of the friendlier Press had been invited; Gerry Fenn was considered

  aggressive but friendly enough.




  ‘You look familiar,’ she had told him when he skilfully got around to introducing himself. She had caught him looking her way several times before he edged his way round the room so

  that he could deliberately bump into her.




  ‘Yeah?’ he had said, eyebrows raised.




  ‘Yes, you remind me of an actor . . .’




  ‘Right. Who?’ He was grinning broadly.




  ‘Oh, what’s his name. Richard . . .’




  ‘Eastwood. Richard Eastwood?’




  ‘No, no. He was in that space thing . . .’




  ‘Richard Redford?’




  ‘No, silly.’




  ‘Richard Newman?’




  ‘Dreyfuss, that’s who. Richard Dreyfuss.’




  His smile disappeared and his lips formed an O. ‘Oh, yeah. Him.’ He beamed again. ‘Yeah, he’s okay.’




  They had talked, and he had made her laugh with his swift changes of mood, his sudden intensity broken by a wicked grin that would leave her wondering if he were not joking when he looked so

  serious. That was three years ago and she was still never sure.




  He turned to face her, that same wicked grin on his face. ‘You busy this weekend?’




  ‘Not especially. I’ll be seeing Ben, of course.’




  ‘Could you keep Sunday morning free?’




  ‘Sure. Any particular reason?’




  His grin broadened.




  ‘How would you like to go to Mass with me on Sunday?’
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          ‘Well I don’t,’ said the mother. ‘I’ve got forebodings like there was going to be an almighty thunderstorm.’


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        The Brothers Grimm, ‘The Juniper Tree’


     


    


  


    

  Molly Pagett listened from the bottom of the stairs. It was a small, red-brick house, identical to all the others on Banfield’s council estate, and movement in any of its

  rooms could be clearly heard from the bottom of the stairs. The familiar bip bip of Alice’s Galaxy Invader came to her ears; her daughter spent hours playing the battery-operated game,

  shooting down the descending green aliens with an unerring skill that both baffled and impressed Molly. She went into the kitchen and filled the kettle.




  At least Alice had put away her crayons for a while.




  Molly sat at the fold-away table, her face, already thin, even more gaunt because of the increased anxieties of the past two weeks. Alice had been a constant source of concern for Molly Pagett

  since the usual children’s illness at four years of age had left her daughter its unusual legacy; the effects of mumps had turned Alice into a deaf mute. Molly drummed her fingers on the

  table and resisted the urge to light a cigarette. Five-a-day was her maximum: one first thing in the morning, one halfway through the morning, one just before Len, her husband, arrived back from

  work, and two later in the evening while watching telly. Five-a-day was the most she could afford, but sometimes she smoked ten. Other times she smoked twenty. It depended on Len. He could be such

  a bastard.




  Molly quickly crossed herself, an appeasement to God for the profanity, but not for the thought; that was well-founded.




  Her frown increased when she remembered the night before. The priest had frightened her and Len, knocking on their door in the middle of the night, then standing in their hallway, his face white

  and anxious, a black-garbed messenger of bad tidings. Nonsense, she’d told him when he said Alice was up at the presbytery, a doctor taking care of her. Alice is safe in bed, Molly had

  insisted. She’s been there since seven. Wanted to go up early because she was feeling tired.




  Father Hagan had just shaken his head and urged them to get dressed and come with him; but Molly had run into Alice’s room, knowing the priest wouldn’t lie, just sure he was making a

  mistake. Her bed had been empty, covers thrown back, her doll hanging halfway out of the bed staring lifelessly at the floor. Len and the priest had followed and it was Father Hagan, not her

  husband, who tried to calm her. Alice was all right as far as the doctor could tell. She had probably been sleep-walking, that was all.




  All the way to the bloody church? Len had asked, not caring that he was talking to a priest.




  Father Hagan had told them to find warm clothing for their daughter; she was only wearing a thin nightie. By the time they had both hurriedly dressed, Len’s mood had turned into one of

  anger for, being an atheist, he kept clear of churches (although he enjoyed the occasional funeral, which he regarded as a social event) and to be dragged out to one in the middle of the night

  – and a bloody cold night, too! – was not much to his liking.




  Alice had looked so pale when they arrived there. Even Len stopped his sullen muttering. Yet she looked so peaceful.




  The doctor told them he had found nothing wrong with her, but to keep her home for a day or two, make sure she got plenty of rest. If she acted strangely, or appeared not to be her usual self,

  give him a ring and he would pop round. He was sure there was nothing to worry about, though. Young children often went for midnight jaunts, whether asleep or otherwise; Alice had just jaunted a

  little farther than most.




  Molly was still frightened. Why had Alice gone to the tree again? She had been frantic when her daughter had gone missing two weeks before. She had searched the church and its grounds, twice

  running down to the road to make sure Alice wasn’t out there. In a panic she had run to Father Hagan’s house and he had helped search the grounds again. It was the priest who spotted

  her daughter in the field kneeling before the tree. Alice had been smiling when they went to her, a smile that had vanished when she became aware of their approach. Then she had become confused,

  disorientated. They had led her back and, in sign language, Molly had asked her why she had gone into the field. Alice had merely looked puzzled, as if she didn’t understand. She had seemed

  fine after that (perhaps a little distant, but that wasn’t too unusual for Alice; it was easy to get lost in a world of silence) and Molly had tried to forget the incident.




  Now, because of the previous night, the anxiety was back with a vengeance. And the fear was mixed with something else. What was it? Apprehension? More. Something more. The faint glimmer of hope

  . . . No, it was impossible. The man had been mistaken. He had seemed so certain, though.




  She couldn’t remember his name, the young man who had nearly run down Alice. He had been sitting in an armchair looking a little worse for wear when she and Len had arrived. The familiar

  stink of booze permeated the air around him (familiar to her because that same unpleasant odour was so much a part of her husband), although he didn’t appear to be drunk. He said Alice had

  spoken to him.




  The kettle changed its hissing tone and steam billowed out across the kitchen. Molly switched the gas jet off and dropped a tea bag into an empty cup on the draining board. She poured undiluted

  lemon squash into another cup for Alice and filled both with boiling water. Molly stood looking down at the swirling yellow-green liquid, thinking of her daughter, her only child, thinking that

  miracles never happened. Not to the Molly and Alice Pagetts of the world, anyway.




  She put the cup and two biscuits into a saucer and made her way from the kitchen. As she mounted the stairs, her mind ran through a quick, silent prayer; but she dare not let herself hope. Alice

  would soon be back at the special school for the deaf in Hove, and Molly, herself, would be back at her part-time job as a home-help, and Len would be his usual disagreeable self, and everything

  would be normal again in the Pagett household. She prayed it would be so, yet she prayed also for something better.




  Alice did not look up when Molly entered the bedroom. Even though she couldn’t hear, her daughter could always sense when someone had entered a room, but this time she was intent on her

  drawing. The Galaxy Invader now lay on the floor beside the bed and her crayons were near at hand in a box on the bedside cabinet. Molly stood over her with the hot lemon drink and still Alice did

  not look up from the sketchbook.




  Molly frowned when she saw the picture. It was the same one. The same one she had drawn day after day for two weeks. Molly had shown them to Father Hagan, who had dropped in earlier that morning

  and he, too, had made no sense of them.




  Molly placed the cup and saucer beside the crayons and sat on the edge of the bed. Alice looked surprised when the yellow crayon was removed from her hand. For an instant, it was as though she

  did not recognize her mother. Then she smiled.




  

    The rain was like tiny ice pellets striking at Father Hagan’s face. He stood at the wall, looking into the field, watching the tree; the sky, after a bright start to the day, was now

    dark overhead, a thin haze of silver between the distant horizon and the brooding clouds.


  




  Nothing happened. Nor did he expect it to. The tree was just a tree. A tired old oak. A silent witness to passing time. He could see the sheep grazing in a far corner of the field, their bodies

  yellowy-grey and bloated, concerned only for the next mouthful of grass and the growing heaviness in their pregnant bellies.




  The priest shivered and pulled the collar of his dark blue raincoat tight around his neck. His black hair was damp, his glasses speckled; he had been standing there for five minutes paying no

  heed to the freezing rain. There was a feeling inside him that he could not grasp, a sense of unease that he could not define. He had not slept well the night before, after the doctor had left with

  the Pagetts and Alice, and the man called Fenn had gone. A peculiar loneliness had descended afterwards, leaving him feeling vulnerable, isolated. In his years as a priest, loneliness had become an

  acquaintance, and rarely an enemy. But last night, the solitude was total, his room a cell surrounded by impenetrable blackness, devoid of life, a deathly vacuity separating him from the rest of

  humanity. He had the terrifying feeling that if he left his bedroom and walked out into that darkness he would never reach its edge, that he would walk and walk and become lost in it, never to find

  even his room again. The sensation was suffocating and he was afraid.




  He had prayed and prayer slowly forced back the contracting walls of fear. His sleep had been restless, more exhausting than if he had stayed awake, and the barest glimmer of morning had been

  welcomed with immense gratitude. He had shivered alone in his church, his early-morning devotions fervent, intense, and later, at morning Mass shared with four of his flock, he had begun to shake

  off the nagging unrest. But not completely; it still lingered through the day like an elusive tormentor, refusing to be identified, content to stab then hide.




  The tree was withered; the years had made it a twisted thing. It dominated that part of the field, a gargantuan guardian, innumerable arms thrown outwards to warn off intruders. A grotesque

  shape disrobed of summer leaves, intimidating in its ugliness. Yet, he told himself, it was just a centuries-old oak, its lower branches bowed, bark scarred and dry, its vitality patiently stolen

  by time. But why did the girl kneel before it?




  The Pagetts had always lived in the parish, Molly Pagett a staunch, if quiet, member of the Catholic community. She was paid for the work she did keeping the church clean, but the wages were

  minimal; she would have probably worked for nothing if Father Hagan had asked her to. He had not met Leonard Pagett often, and he had reluctantly to admit that he cared little for the man. Pagett’s atheism and ill-disguised dislike of the Church and churchmen had nothing to do with his

  feelings towards him, for the priest knew and respected many such people. No, there was something, well, not good about the man. On the rare occasions when Father Hagan had called at their home,

  Pagett had always appeared sullen, uncomfortable in the presence of the priest. And in turn, the priest felt uncomfortable in the presence of Pagett. He was glad Alice’s father had been

  absent when he called in to see her that morning.




  Alice. A good child, a curious child. Her disability had made her a solitary one. She was frail, yet seemed to carry an inner strength within that small body. She was happy at the church,

  helpful to her mother, respectful of her surroundings. Alice didn’t appear to have many friends but, of course, her silence was frustrating to other children, who had little pity for such

  things. She appeared to be as intelligent as any other child of her age despite the cruel affliction, although she was often lost in her own world, in her own dreams, an obvious result of her

  disability. That morning she had seemed almost completely lost in that private domain, absorbed in her confused scribblings.




  It was the memory of Alice’s drawings that turned him back towards the church.




  He walked through the bleak graveyard, his shoulders hunched against the stinging rain, his footsteps hurried. Molly Pagett had shown him more pictures drawn by the child over the past two

  weeks, and they had all looked similar to each other, mostly in yellow and grey, some with added touches of blue. Strangely, only one was different, although not in style; the colour had changed.

  It was in red and black. All had looked vaguely familiar.




  Alice was no artist, but her illustrations endeavoured to portray a figure, a person dressed in white, the blue used infrequently, red just once. The figure was surrounded by yellow and it had

  no face. It appeared to be a woman, though the overall shape was not clear.




  He entered the church porch, relieved to be out of the rain. He fumbled for the key to open the big oak doors, for the church was always kept locked nowadays because of increasing vandalism and

  theft. The holy sanctuary was only available to those in need at appointed times. The long key clicked in the lock and he swung one side of the double-doors open, stepping inside and closing it

  again. The thud echoed around the walls of the gloomy church and his footsteps were unusually loud as he walked to a side aisle after genuflecting and blessing himself.




  He paused before beginning the journey to the front of the church, gazing at the distant frozen figure against a wall to one side of the altar. Could it be? Father Hagan became more certain as

  he approached the statue: the outstretched arms, the head slightly bowed to gaze at whoever knelt, sat or stood before it. The drawings made more sense when the image they represented was

  viewed.




  Alice often sat here. Curiously, it came as no relief to identify the object of her obsessive drawings. Instead, it was a mildly unsettling sensation.




  The priest stared up at the compassionate but stone face of the Blessed Virgin and wondered at the acute sense of despair he suddenly felt.
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          ‘I say, how do you do it?’ asked John, rubbing his knee. He was quite a practical boy.




          ‘You just think lovely wonderful thoughts,’ Peter explained, ‘and they lift you up in the air.’


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        J. M. Barrie, Peter Pan


      


    


  




  Sunday. Morning. Sunny. But cold.




  Fenn pulled his Mini in behind a long line of cars, most of which were settled halfway on the grass verge beside the road.




  ‘It’s gone 9.30, Gerry. We’re going to be late.’ Sue sat in the passenger seat, making no attempt to get out of the car.




  Fenn grinned. ‘They don’t make you wear sackcloth any more, do they?’ He turned off the engine.




  ‘I’m not sure I want to do this.’ Sue’s teeth chewed anxiously on her lower lip. ‘I mean, it’s a bit hypocritical, isn’t it?’




  ‘Why?’ Fenn looked surprised, although his eyes were still smiling. ‘Prodigals always get a good reception.’




  ‘Cut it out, it’s not funny.’




  Fenn changed his tone. ‘Ah, come on, Sue, you don’t have to become a Born Again Catholic. I’d feel a bit lost if I went in there alone; I wouldn’t know what the hell to

  do.’




  ‘Admit it: you’re bloody scared. What do you think Catholics do to agnostics? Burn them at the stake? And what makes you think you’d be noticed anyway?’




  Fenn squirmed uncomfortably. ‘I guess I do feel like a trespasser.’




  ‘A spy, don’t you mean? And how do you think I’m going to feel?’




  He leaned forward and put a hand around her neck, gently tugging her towards him. ‘I need you with me, Sue.’




  She looked into his face, about to rebuke him for his blatant small-boy expression; instead she groaned, and pushed her way out of the car, slamming the door behind her.




  Fenn winced but couldn’t repress the chuckle. He locked the car and hurried after Sue, who was stamping along the tree-lined path leading to the church entrance. A few other late arrivals

  hurried along with them, the sound of organ music speeding their footsteps.




  ‘The things I do for you, Fenn,’ Sue muttered from the corner of her mouth as they entered the porch.




  ‘Yeah, but they’re not all bad,’ he whispered back, a sharp elbow making his grin disappear.




  The church was full and Fenn was surprised; he thought clerics were complaining about the fast-diminishing number of churchgoers. There were plenty here. Too many, in fact; he and the other

  latecomers would have to stand at the back. He watched as Sue dipped her hand into the font at the top of the centre aisle and admired her legs as she quickly genuflected. Remember where you are,

  Fenn, he told himself. He decided he would feel too self-conscious to follow her act and discovered he felt self-conscious not following it. Shuffling to one side, trying to look as unobtrusive as

  possible, he glanced around the church interior. The congregation ranged over all ages and all shapes and sizes. Plenty of kids, some with adults, others just with brothers and sisters or friends;

  plenty of women, mostly middle-aged or older, a few teenage girls here and there; and a good sprinkling of men, most of them family types, one or two groups of teenage boys among them. A hymn was

  being sung and mouths opened and closed, many not forming words – just opening and closing. The tune wasn’t bad, though, and the overall effect of all the voices banded together by the

  rich strains of the wheezing organ was not unpleasant. Fenn hummed along with them.




  The hymn finished and there was the rustle of closing books and shifting bodies, a muffled sound like a wave soaking the shore. The congregation knelt and he wondered what to do – the

  stone floor looked unreasonably hard. He snatched a look at Sue for guidance and was relieved to see her merely bow her head slightly. He did the same, but his eyes looked upwards, roaming over the

  heads of the people in front.




  The priest’s monotone litany drew his attention towards the altar and he barely recognized the man in his dazzling uniform of office, a white cassock and bright green and yellow vestment.

  Father Hagan had changed identity; he bore little resemblance in both character and appearance to the confused and anxious man in dressing gown and bare feet of a few nights ago. The transition was

  as dramatic as Clark Kent changing into Superman. Or Popeye after spinach. He wore his robes like a suit of holy armour and it afforded him a calm strength. Fenn was just a little impressed, but

  cynically reminded himself that fancy dress was the most camouflaging disguise of all.




  Father Hagan’s face was expressionless, his eyes cast down, almost shut, as he quickly went through the opening prayers. The congregation responded to his solemn supplications in an almost

  incoherent drone. Then both priest and worshippers prayed as one; and as they did so, Fenn noticed the priest’s eyes were fully open, his head no longer bowed. He kept glancing to his left as

  though watching someone kneeling on that side of the church. Fenn followed his gaze but could only see rows of bowed heads. He shifted his position to get a clear view down the side aisle; still he

  saw nothing unusual. He turned his attention back to the Mass, interested in the service, but deriving no sense of well-being from it, no spiritual uplift. Soon he became aware of a growing

  frustration, a slight resentment.




  Maybe he just didn’t like being part of the gathering, part of a crowd that seemed – to him – to be mindlessly repeating words as though they were a magic formula, a collective

  petition of adoration. It began to unnerve him. Fenn neither believed nor disbelieved in the existence of God: either way, it meant little to him. Find your own morality, your own code; then stick

  with it. So long as nobody else got hurt (too badly) you were doing okay. If there was a God, He was big enough to understand that. It was man, mortal bloody man, who created the myths. What

  Supreme Being could encourage let alone appreciate this dogmatic repetitive ritual? What Almighty Power would encourage His own creation (whom, so the rumour went, He had created in His own image)

  to toady up to Him so they could have a slice of the heavenly action when their number was called? It didn’t make sense.




  Fenn glared defiantly towards the altar. There were lots of other things to toss in for debate. Like idolatry, theological misinterpretation, and naive symbolism. Like birth control, confession

  and penance and absolution. Like bigotry (who says you have to be a Catholic to get a foot in the gate?), ceremony, solemnization, and in-bloody-fallibility. Original Sin, for Christ’s sake! And not to mention the Church’s view on fornication.




  He began to smile at his own indignation. Nothing like a good church service to stir the emotions, for or agin.




  As Father Hagan read from the Gospel, Fenn looked at Sue and surreptitiously reached for her hand, squeezing it softly; she ignored him, intent on the priest’s words. He let his hand drop

  away, surprised.




  The sermon began and Fenn paid scant attention, although he studied Hagan with interest. It was strange: the priest didn’t look so invincible now. His face looked strained and he still

  glanced towards the side, at someone sitting in the front pew. Once again, the reporter tried to see for himself, and this time he could just make out the back of a woman’s head between the

  shoulders of a man and woman sitting in the second row.




  She was wearing a bright pink scarf. Maybe the priest didn’t like pink.




  Fenn shifted his feet, becoming restless. If he were a smoker, he’d be dying for a cigarette. Was it sacrilege to chew gum in church? He decided it probably was.




  The priest’s words seemed hesitant, as though even he were not convinced. But as he spoke and developed his theme, his words became stronger and Fenn could almost feel the sense of relief

  that passed through the congregation; they obviously preferred their sermons hard and unrelenting. Father Hagan’s voice subtly rose in pitch, at one moment accusing and the next coaxing, then

  reassuring, returning to a more reproachful tone when things were getting too cosy. Fenn enjoyed his technique.




  The service went on (to Fenn, on and on . . . ) and he regretted having arrived for the full Mass. His idea was to soak up the atmosphere of the Sunday service, maybe chat to some of the people

  afterwards; but the prime purpose was to get to the priest. He intended to have a long talk with him when Mass was over, wanting to find out how the little girl was. Had she returned to the church?

  Had she spoken again? Now he wondered if he wasn’t suffering too much for the sake of his craft.




  He sneaked another sideways peek at Sue, feeling a trifle embarrassed by her obvious reverence towards the surroundings. Once a Catholic, always a Catholic. He hoped it didn’t mean she was

  going to kick him out of her bed that night.




  The church became particularly hushed. Father Hagan was doing something with a highly polished chalice, breaking what looked like a white wafer into it. The Communion, that was it. Drinking of

  wine, breaking of bread. Christ’s blood and body. What did they call it . . .? The Eucharist.




  All heads were bowed and the people standing around him sank to their knees as a tinkling bell rang out. He looked down at Sue in alarm and she motioned with her eyes for him to get down beside

  her. The stone floor hurt his knees.




  He kept his head low, afraid to offend anyone – particularly HE WHO SEES ALL – until he heard movement around him. Looking up, he saw that people were stepping into the aisles and

  forming a double-line queue leading up to the altar rail where the priest waited with silver cup and Communion wafers. An older man wearing a white cassock attended him at one side. The procession

  of people shuffled forward and the organ wheezed into life once again.




  Several people were sitting now and a few of those at the back of the church had risen to their feet, not prepared to suffer bruised knees any longer. Fenn considered their judgement to be sound

  and rose himself; Sue remained kneeling.




  Singing began and the congregation moved down and around, approaching the altar from the centre aisle, returning to their places by the side aisles. Fenn saw the pink scarf moving along the

  bench towards the centre and instantly recognized its wearer as the woman who had come with her husband to collect the little deaf and dumb girl from the priest’s house a few nights before.

  The priest had been looking towards Alice’s mother throughout the service.




  The pink scarf joined the other bowed heads in the slow-paced procession and disappeared completely from view when the woman knelt to receive the host from the priest.




  It was then that a small figure rose from the spot where the woman had been sitting throughout the Mass. She stepped into the side aisle and looked up at a statue before her; then she turned and

  walked towards the back of the church. Fenn recognized Alice. Her yellow hair was parted in the centre, two long plaits resting over her shoulders; she wore a maroon raincoat, a size too big for

  her, and long white socks. Her hands were clasped together tightly, fingers intertwined, and her eyes looked straight ahead and at nothing in particular.




  Fenn stared, aware that something was wrong. Her face was pale, her knuckles white. He realized the priest had been watching her, not her mother.




  And Father Hagan was watching her now.




  The Communion wafer hovered tantalizingly above a gaping mouth, the receiver’s tongue, draped over a lower lip, beginning to twitch. Alice’s mother, kneeling beside her

  fellow-communicant, was too lost in her own devotional prayers to notice the delay in proceedings.




  The priest looked as though he was about to call out and Fenn saw him visibly restrain himself. A few other heads were turning to see what was provoking such riveted attention from their priest,

  but all they saw was little Alice Pagett, the deaf mute, walking towards the back of the church, presumably to join the queue for Holy Communion. Father Hagan realized he was delaying the Mass and

  resumed the ceremony, but his eyes worriedly followed the girl’s progress.




  Fenn was curious. He thought of stepping forward to block her way but knew that would be stupid: she might just be feeling unwell and in need of fresh air. Yet, although she was pale, there was

  a look of happiness on her face, a faraway joy in those vivid blue eyes. She seemed to see nothing, only what was beyond her physical vision, and the notion disturbed Fenn. Could she be in a

  trance? She bumped into no one, nor were her footsteps slow or dream-like. He looked down at her as she passed, and half-smiled, not knowing why.




  The organ played on and voices rose in communal worship, emotions high at this particular point in the Mass.




  No one seemed to notice the other children leaving the pews.




  Fenn looked from left to right in surprise. The kids – some no more than six years old, others up to twelve or thirteen – were slipping away from their elders and making their way

  towards the church exit, the infant exodus largely unnoticed because of the throng of people in the centre aisle.




  Unlike Alice, there was nothing trance-like about these children. They were excited, some giggling, as they skipped after the deaf and dumb girl.




  A mother realized her offspring was trying to make an escape (a common enough occurrence with this one) and swiftly caught him. His howl of rage and struggles to get free shocked the mother.

  People around her, other parents, began to realize what was happening. They were startled at first, then confused. Then just a little angry. One father forgot himself and called out after his

  departing boy.




  Father Hagan heard the shout and looked up. He was just in time to see the small girl in her maroon raincoat and long plaits pull open the church door and disappear into the bright sunlight.

  Other children rushed after her.




  The voices grew weaker as people became aware that something was amiss. Soon only the plump nun at the organ, lost in her own rapturous praising of God’s benevolence towards mankind, was

  singing.




  Fenn suddenly became alert. Christ, he had almost been in a trance himself; it had taken an effort of will to snap out of it. He moved swiftly to the door and pushed one side open. The light

  stung his eyes for several moments, but a few rapid blinks allowed him to see clearly once more.




  The children were running through the graveyard towards the low grey-stone wall at the back.




  Fenn stepped from the porch and followed, his footsteps quickening when he saw Alice clamber over the wall. The other children began climbing over too, the smaller ones helped by their bigger

  companions.




  A hand grabbed the reporter’s arm.




  ‘Gerry, what’s going on?’ Sue stared after the children, then at him as if he would know.




  ‘No idea,’ he told her. ‘They’re chasing after the little deaf and dumb girl. And I think I know where she’s going.’ He broke away, running now, anxious to

  get to the wall.




  Sue was too surprised to move. Voices from behind caused her to turn her head; bewildered parents were emerging from the church, looking around anxiously for their missing children. The priest

  pushed his way into the crowd, saw Sue standing on the path leading through the graveyard, then looked beyond at Fenn’s retreating figure.




  The reporter skipped over fresh molehills, stumbling once but managing to keep his feet. He practically fell against the wall, his hands smacking its rough top. There he stood, drawing sharp

  breaths into his belaboured lungs, his eyes widening.




  The girl, Alice, was kneeling before the crooked oak, just as she had on that dark chilly night less them a week ago. The other children were spread out behind her, some kneeling as she was,

  others just staring. Several of the younger ones were pointing at the tree, laughing, jumping little steps of delight.




  Fenn’s eyes narrowed as he studied the object of their attention. There was nothing else there! Just an old tree! It wasn’t even beautiful; in fact, it was bloody awful. What was the

  fascination?




  Someone bumped into him and he looked round to see Sue had caught up with him once more.




  ‘Gerry . . .?’ The question froze on her lips as she saw the children.




  Hurried footsteps behind them, other bodies brought to a halt by the low wall. Fenn and Sue were jostled as parents pushed to see what had become of their offspring. A mild shock ran through the

  gathering crowd. Then a hushed silence. Even the organ had stopped playing.




  Fenn became aware that the priest was standing beside him. They regarded each other for several moments and the reporter thought he detected a touch of hostility in Hagan’s gaze, almost as

  if he suspected Fenn of having something to do with the phenomenon.




  Fenn looked away, more interested in the children than the priest. He reached into his pocket and drew out a cheap, pocket-size camera; he clicked off four rapid shots, then leapt over the

  wall.




  Sue, irrationally, tried to call him back; for some reason she was afraid, or perhaps just shocked, and it was the sense of fear that kept her quiet. The people around her grew restless when

  they saw him enter the field, and they seemed reluctant to follow. Scared, like her, or perplexed. Perhaps both.




  He approached the first child, a boy of eleven or twelve in duffel coat and jeans. The boy was smiling, just as Alice had smiled that first night. He appeared to be unaware of Fenn, and the

  reporter waved a hand before the boy’s eyes. A brief frown crossed the boy’s features and he jerked his head aside, trying to get a clear view of the tree.




  Fenn left him, went on to another child. A girl this time, squatting in the damp grass, a look of bliss on her face. He crouched beside her, touching her shoulder.




  ‘What is it?’ he asked softly. ‘What can you see?’




  The girl ignored him.




  He moved on and watched a five-year-old clap his hands together and sink to his haunches with glee; two girls, twins, holding hands, both smiling; a boy of about thirteen, on his knees, hands

  held together before his nose, palms flat against each other, lips moving in silent prayer.




  Another boy, this one in short trousers, his knees smeared with mud from where he had obviously fallen, stood hugging himself, shoulders hunched, a wide grin on his face. Fenn stood in front of

  him, deliberated obscuring his view. The boy stepped sideways, still grinning.




  Fenn bent down so that his face was level with the boy’s. ‘Tell me what you see,’ he said.




  One thing was sure: he didn’t see Fenn. Nor did he hear him.




  The reporter straightened and shook his head in frustration. The little faces around him were all smiling. Some wept, but they still smiled.




  He noticed the priest was climbing over the wall, others following his example. Fenn turned and walked swiftly towards the girl in the maroon coat, the deaf and dumb child, who knelt some yards

  before the other children, close to the oak tree. He moved in front of her, but to one side so that he did not block her vision of the tree. Crouching slightly, he aimed the camera and shot two

  more frames. Straightening he photographed the rest of the children.




  Then he turned and photographed the tree.




  The parents and guardians were among the children, claiming their charges, taking them up in their arms or hugging them close. A girl, not six yards away from Fenn, swayed, then fell into a heap

  on the soft ground before her distraught mother could reach her. Another younger girl followed suit. Then a boy. The five-year-old who had been clapping earlier broke into hysterical tears as his

  mother and father approached him. Many of the children began to weep, worried voices dispelling the uncanny silence that had prevailed as the adults tried to comfort them.




  Fenn’s eyes shone with bemused wonder; he had a story, a great story. He was witnessing the same kind of hysteria that had swept through a crowd of over three hundred children in

  Mansfield a few years before; there had been a mass collapse at the Marching Bands Festival. This wasn’t on the same grand scale, but the events bore some similarity. These kids were being

  affected by whatever was going on inside Alice Pagett’s mind. Somehow she was transmitting her own hypnotic state to them, making them behave in the same way! Jesus, some kind of telepathy!

  It was the only explanation. But what had induced her delirium – if delirium it be?




  Father Hagan strode through the concerned families and swooning children, making straight for Fenn.




  The reporter was tempted to snap off a quick picture, but decided it wouldn’t be the right moment; there was something daunting about the priest, despite his worried manner. He slipped the

  camera back into his pocket.




  The clergyman disregarded Fenn and knelt beside Alice Pagett. He put an arm around her, his hand covering one shoulder completely. He spoke to her, knowing she could not hear, but hoping she

  would sense the kindness in his words.




  ‘Everything’s all right, Alice,’ he said. ‘Your mother is coming, you’re going to be fine.’




  ‘I don’t think you should move her, Father,’ Fenn interrupted, crouching low again so he could look into Alice’s eyes.




  The priest looked at him in a strange way. ‘Weren’t you the man who brought her to me the other night? Fenn, isn’t it?’




  The reporter nodded, still watching the girl.




  ‘What’s your game, Mr Fenn?’ Hagan’s voice was brusque. He rose, pulling Alice up with him. ‘What have you got to do with this business?’




  Fenn looked up in surprise, then stood himself. ‘Now look . . .’ he began to say when another voice spoke.




  ‘She wants us to come again.’




  Both men were shocked into silence. They stared down at Alice.




  She smiled and said, ‘The lady in white wants us to come again. She says she’s got a message, Father. A message for all of us.’




  Fenn and the priest were not aware that the crowd was hushed again, that everyone had heard Alice’s soft-spoken words even though it should have been impossible over the frantic hubbub of

  anxious voices.




  The priest was the first to speak, his words hesitant. ‘Who, Alice?’ Could she hear him? She had spoken, but could she hear? ‘Who . . . who told you this?’




  Alice pointed towards the oak. ‘The lady, Father. The lady in white told me.’




  ‘But there’s . . . no one there, Alice.’




  The girl’s smile wavered for a moment, then returned, but was less strong. ‘No, she’s gone now.’




  ‘Did she say who she was?’ The priest still spoke slowly, keeping his voice low, gentle.




  Alice nodded, then frowned in concentration, as though trying to remember the exact words. ‘She said she was the Immaculate Conception.’




  The priest stiffened, blood draining from his face.




  It was at that moment that Alice’s mother, her bright pink scarf hanging loose at the back of her head, rushed forward and threw herself on her knees, pulling Alice to her and hugging her

  tight. Molly Pagett’s eyes were closed, but tears poured from them to dampen her daughter’s face and hair.
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  Wilkes




  

    

      

        

          So the mother took the little lad and chopped him up in pieces, threw him in the pot and cooked him in the stew.


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        The Brothers Grimm, ‘The Juniper Tree’


      


    


  




  He closed the door, not forgetting to lock it. Then he switched on the light. It took no longer than two seconds to cross the small room and slump onto the narrow bed.




  Kicking his shoes off, he laid his hands across his chest and stared at the ceiling.




  ‘Fucking people,’ he said aloud. Treating me like scum, he added silently.




  His job as busboy in a trendy Covent Garden restaurant had not gone too well that day. He had spilt coffee, returned to tables with wrong orders, rowed with the barman – who was a

  fucking poof, anyway! – and locked himself in the staff toilet for twenty minutes, refusing to come out until he had finished weeping. The manager had warned him for the last time –

  any more scenes and you’re out! – and the joint owners – two fucking ex-advertising men not that much older than himself! – had agreed.




  Well he wouldn’t go back! Let’s see how they get on without me tomorrow! Bastards.




  He picked his nose and wiped his finger under the bed. He tried to calm himself, repeating his mantra over and over in his mind; but it had little effect. Visions of his mother (as always,

  whenever he was angry) flashed into his mind, rudely elbowing his chosen soothe-word aside. It was because that cow had thrown him out that he’d had to accept such menial labour. If he had

  still lived at home he could have afforded to live on the dole like the other three million or so unemployed.




  After a while he got up and went to a white-painted chest of drawers on the other side of the bedsit. Opening the bottom drawer he took out a scrapbook and carried it back to the bed. He turned

  the pages and, although it did not relax him, a different mood descended. He liked reading about them. Even now, nobody really knew why they had done it. The fact was: THEY JUST BLOODY WELL

  HAD!




  He studied their newsprint faces, an impatient hand brushing away the thick lock of blond hair that fell over his eyes. He thought that one of them even looked like him. He grinned, pleased.




  All you needed was the right person, that was all. It was easy if you found the right one. Someone famous, that’s all it took.




  He lay back on the hard, narrow bed and, as he considered the possibilities, his hand crept to his lap where it fondled his own body.
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