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Sticks and stones will break my bones


But words will never hurt me.


Nineteenth-century rhyme


I would rather be a little nobody, than to be an evil somebody.


Abraham Lincoln










ONE


Thursday 3 September


Nancy had always wanted a circular driveway. Ever since she was a little girl. She had seen a Disney movie where a carriage had pulled up, led by snow-white horses and a girl in a floaty gown had stepped out. Or something. She couldn’t quite remember but it was the sense of arrival that had stuck with her. Of owning the home you’d always dreamed of.


She drove her car slowly around the gravel circle, then after her mammoth drive, she finally stopped. Switched off her new electric Tesla and tentatively patted it, as if to say: thank you for getting me here. She’d only had it a couple of weeks and was still getting used to it. She then turned and gazed at her new house.


It was all hers. One hundred per cent owned outright.


And it was the first house she’d ever bought in her life.


Willow Barn was nothing like a barn in the traditional sense. It had made her laugh when she’d first heard its name, sitting despondently at the kitchen table in a poky two-bedroomed flat in London, where the very air they breathed was polluted by the poisonous fumes floating up from the traffic-packed South Circular road below them. As far as Nancy knew, barns were buildings that were cold and draughty where farmers stored hay. But Gemma the estate agent was on the phone, telling her that she might have found ‘the one’. And the pictures that arrived in her inbox were breathtaking.


Gleaming black-framed windows that reached from the slate roof right down to the ground, stretching the length of the building. Airy vaulted ceilings. Solid oak staircases that led up to sizeable bedrooms with balcony views over the largest reservoir in Derbyshire: Heron Water, a nature’s paradise. Three acres of gardens that included woods and even an orchard. Nancy had clicked through, her jaw dropping more with every photo. Some of the rooms admittedly weren’t to her taste. The previous owners had had a tendency to go for decor that was apparently the latest trend; in this case walls that were painted a mix of dark grey or deep blue with a hint of grey, or crimson with a grey hue. All colours that in Nancy’s unsophisticated opinion resembled the water in the paint pot once the kids in the children’s ward where she used to work had rinsed their brushes. But she could change all that and the potential – my God, the potential! . . . It was magnificent.


The absolute best thing about the barn was its position. Heron Water formed the shape of a swift in flight: a head, forked tail and two wings spread wide, the feathers marked by dozens of inlets lined with reeds and trees. Nancy’s house-to-be lay under the bird’s right wing. In the photo that she’d stared at, Nancy could see the eponymous herons wading along the banks, the willow trees draping their branches into the water. It was this proximity to nature and the house’s air of peace that made Nancy say yes. She was desperate for a change from London, a new start after a devastating eleven months. She thought that a move to the countryside, where the air was clean, where it was friendly, where there would be a strong sense of community, this would be the best thing for both her and her ten-year-old daughter. Nancy had wanted a quick purchase, no chain. She’d wanted to get out of London the second the money was in her bank account. Willow Barn had a repossession order on it, so Nancy, being a cash buyer, had been able to pick it up at a bargain price and she’d pushed for the sale to go through as fast as possible so that Lara could make the start of the new term.


‘Mum, look!’ squealed Lara from the back seat.


Nancy turned her head in the direction her daughter was pointing. A V-formation of birds was flying low towards them. Were they ducks? Geese? Nancy had no idea. She had a lot to learn about the country. The birds, honking loudly, flew above the car then disappeared over the barn, presumably heading for the reservoir.


Lara was already opening her door in excitement and Nancy smiled as she followed. Lara ran down the side of the house, through the gate and into the back garden. Nancy saw trees that would be climbed, borders that were still full of the late summer gold of grasses and some rather lovely, but to her untrained eye, unidentifiable tall orange and pink flowers. In the orchard that was on the south side of the barn, she could see trees laden with apples, pears and plums. Ahead of them was a vast expanse of green lawn. Faced with such an inviting wide-open space, Nancy was suddenly filled with a child-like compulsion. She looked questioningly at Lara, unsure of whether it was a good idea, but Lara grabbed her hand. They held tight, laughing as they ran to the far end of the garden. For a brief moment, all Nancy’s troubles fell away and she was liberated, carefree and full of joy.


They stopped at another gate and Nancy looked hawk-eyed at Lara.


‘Are you OK?’


‘I’m fine, Mum. The air tastes different here.’


Nancy looked again, just to reassure herself that her daughter had no problems breathing. ‘It does,’ she said. ‘But that doesn’t mean you can forget about your asthma pump.’


‘I know, Mum,’ said Lara impatiently. She looked through the gate down towards some steps: their own private access to the water itself. ‘Can we go to the lake? Please?’ she begged.


Nancy smiled but shook her head. ‘Later. The removal vans will be here soon. We’ll need to let the guys in with our boxes.’


‘I want the holidays to last forever so I can explore and play in the garden.’


‘School starts tomorrow. Nervous?’


‘A bit. But excited to meet new friends.’


‘Loads of new friends!’


They headed back up to the house and Nancy dug in her jacket pocket for the keys. She opened up the oversized grey front door and the large light hallway welcomed them.


‘Can I explore, Mum?’


‘Go ahead.’


Lara ran off, opening doors out of sight and Nancy heard squeals of ‘It’s so big!’ and ‘This is amazing!’ from all over the house.


‘I’m going upstairs,’ called Nancy and headed for what was going to be her bedroom. She ignored the indigo-blue walls and dark grey carpet and made her way to the back of the room. She pulled open the long bi-fold doors and stepped out onto the balcony. A balcony! Never in her wildest dreams . . .


The warm breeze blew her auburn curls across her eyes and she tucked them behind her ear. Willow Barn was positioned high on the bank and she could see over the trees at the bottom of the garden out at her first proper sighting of Heron Water. It gleamed with a blue that was more akin to the sea in southern European climates, the sun glinting off its surface. The trees were still green and glossy, thick with foliage, but it wouldn’t be long before they began to turn into a palette of red and gold.


It was utterly beautiful. Tranquil. More than that. Nancy searched for the word. Healing. That was what it was. For the first time in months she had a sense of hope.



   






TWO


Thursday 3 September


It was the horns that Imogen heard first. Frustrated drivers weren’t unusual in the narrow village high street but by the cacophony she could hear out of the window, these car owners were clearly multiple and on a scale that was tipping into apoplectic.


Curious, Imogen wiped her hands on a cloth to clean off the pastry flour. Bruno’s Cafe faced the high street and she headed for the window and looked out.


She reeled in surprise. There were one, two, three, she counted, massive removal vans in the road outside, each trying to get past the line of parked cars. They had blocked the road in each direction. Imogen watched as they moved forward determinedly, set on their task of getting to their destination, unable to reverse, having no intention of reversing.


A weight, solid as a stone, fell into the pit of her stomach. She was inexplicably reminded of old Second World War footage, enemy tanks rolling into French villages, conquering, flags aloft, taking everything that wasn’t theirs. The tribal drumbeat of the soldiers’ marching boots menacing as they advanced.


Imogen had a sudden urge to run out of the kitchen and stand in the middle of the road. Stop the advancement with her bare hands. As she watched, she caught her reflection in the glass of the windowpane. Her cool blonde hair was tied up, her chef’s whites a reminder of what she was being paid to do. She was powerless, trapped in this kitchen with no prospect of leaving.


The procession continued outside. Imogen shook the earlier image from her head. There were no soldiers, no military tanks. Just removal vans.


She knew where they were going.


What she didn’t know yet was who they belonged to.



   






THREE


Thursday 3 September


The sound of an engine broke her from her reverie. Nancy hurried in from the balcony and made her way back downstairs where she found Lara kneeling at the window seat in the hallway.


‘Our stuff is here,’ said Lara.


Nancy opened the front door as the three vans, their tyres crunching on the gravel, came around the circular driveway. The first driver hopped out, eating a sausage roll out of a paper bag.


‘Nice place,’ he said, looking up at the gleaming barn with undisguised admiration in his eyes. ‘Really nice.’


‘Thanks,’ said Nancy.


‘You ready for us to get started?’


‘Sure. Can I get you guys a tea? Coffee?’


‘Three teas, three sugars.’


Nancy was confused. ‘You mean three sugars each?’


‘Yes please.’ The driver returned to the van, where his colleagues were already opening up the back doors, ready to unload.


Nancy went to her car where she’d kept back a few essentials: a kettle, mugs, teabags. A sharp, sudden crack made her look up at the barn.


‘Mum, it’s a bird,’ cried Lara. ‘On the ground.’


Nancy went over to where her daughter was standing outside one of the huge windows. Lara was staring at a small bird that lay on its side on the earth. The eye facing upwards was open and to Nancy’s mind it was staring into the middle distance, seemingly unable to understand what had happened. The bird was light brown and white with gold feathers at the base of its tail and a red patch on its head. It twitched pitifully, tiny movements that seemed to fade and grow less frequent. There was a mark on the window where it had struck it.


‘Is it dead?’ asked Lara, holding her breath.


God, she hoped not. Death had dealt too harsh a blow to her family of late. Nancy looked at her daughter’s stricken face and prayed for a miracle. She went closer to the bird and, bending down, she carefully picked it up. It was lighter than she’d imagined, its tiny bones and feathers barely registering in her hands. She felt it twitch further and then it cocked its head, regaining awareness. She opened up her palms and to her immense relief the bird flew off up into the blue sky.


3 September


RIPTON PRIMARY, YEAR 6


Erin Mackie, Tilly’s mum


Another traffic nightmare in Ripton. Couldn’t believe it when one of the three removal vans even stopped right in the middle of the high street to get a sausage roll from Bruno’s! Blocked the road entirely. I was late for my high-impact class. Grrr! 16:51


Lorna Fielding, Phoenix’s mum


Did you get their company details off the side of the van? Email their boss! 16:52


Sarah Ramsay, Noah’s mum


Oh that’s not good. What if an ambulance needed to get through? 16:54


Erin Mackie, Tilly’s mum


I’m guessing they were going to Willow Barn. You OK, Imogen? 16:54


Imogen Wood, Rosie’s mum


Yes, why wouldn’t I be? 16:55


Lorna Fielding, Phoenix’s mum


Has everyone got their uniform ready for tomorrow? Phoenix has grown out of his school shoes! Argh! 16:59


Erin Mackie, Tilly’s mum


I have some news . . . can’t hold it in as I’ve just heard. You guys are looking at the new editor and owner of the Ripton Gazette! 17:00


Lorna Fielding, Phoenix’s mum


OMG congrats! I can’t believe you’re going to be in charge of our local paper. We’d all better be on best behaviour in case you run a scoop on us [image: Cry Laugh emoji] 17:01


Sarah Ramsay, Noah’s mum


Could I get some church events advertised? Mates rates? 17:02


Erin Mackie, Tilly’s mum


Am happy to help where I can but even God needs to understand I have to make a profit. 17:02


Imogen Wood, Rosie’s mum


Huge congratulations, my friend. At least we know the news around here will be covered fairly and in an unbiased way. 17:03



   






FOUR


Friday 4 September


The first day back at school was always nerve-racking but even more so when it was your first day at a brand-new school. Nancy glanced at Lara. Her daughter had always been confident at school. She’d thrived in lessons and had lots of friends, being gentler than some of the other more outgoing children. She was a normal kid with normal interests and normal friends. Then tragedy had struck and Lara had retreated into herself for months. Her teacher would pull Nancy aside at the end of the day saying Lara had spent the breaks wandering listlessly around the playground by herself. Her friends had tried to get her to join in the games, but Lara had shaken her head so many times, they’d drifted off. She’d been the same at home, spending hours gazing out of the window of their second-floor flat. It was only when they were making plans to move to a new house and get out of the city that Lara started to show tentative hints of her old spark.


Nancy squeezed Lara’s hand. Lara smiled nervously then extracted her hand from her mother’s as they crossed the road into Ripton Primary. Nancy hid a smile. This was a good sign. Lara was embarrassed to have her mum hold her hand. It meant she wanted to make a good impression on the other kids and get to know them quickly.


Nancy gazed across the playground. It was like a reunion of long-lost friends. Squeals of recognition as parents and children were reacquainted with those they hadn’t seen for weeks. Nancy watched as women threw their arms around each other, faces aglow with the remnants of summer holiday suntans. Conversations were held at rapid speed, news was exchanged, all against the glossy backdrop of the first day of term. The kids in their brand-new uniforms, their shoes shiny and unscuffed; refreshed mums having made an effort with their clothes and make-up. There was an energy that Nancy could feel in waves but which she wasn’t a part of. So engrossed was everyone in each other that she couldn’t even catch anyone’s eye and give a friendly smile.


She watched as the head teacher, James Whitman, toured the grounds in his suave suit, being welcomed like a revered leader as he approached each group of parents. The tight circles of mums would break open to let him join them, and they would stop talking and listen, basking in his charm. Nancy had had a Zoom call with James when she was applying to Ripton Primary back in the early summer. He’d had an impressive energy for a man in his late fifties and had made the school sound like a progressive establishment full of enthusiasm and opportunity. He’d let slip during the conversation that he advised government on education policies, had the ear of the Education Secretary herself. Nancy admired his achievements but also had an underlying sense he thought a lot of himself. She got an image of him in her mind, in an expensive suit, his sandy hair combed back, accepting an MBE from the King for services to education, and she stifled a laugh. She looked over at him again – he was deep in conversation with a cool blonde woman. Then he glanced up and she was caught in the full beam of his smile and – more cheeringly – his look of recognition. It only lasted a moment before his attention was taken by the cool blonde again and Nancy was returned to the role of Billy No-Mates.


Nancy suddenly pitched forward, open-mouthed with shock. A football had hit her on the head.


‘Are you OK, Mum?’ asked Lara, alarmed, as the ball, launched by Nancy’s skull, bounced across the playground.


‘Phoenix!’ admonished a short woman but half-heartedly. ‘I’m so sorry,’ continued the woman, coming up to Nancy. ‘He’s mad on football, absolutely obsessed with it, and I do try and tell him to be careful. Are you all right?’


Nancy mustered up a smile. ‘Yes,’ she lied. Her head felt as if it was still vibrating.


‘Phoenix!’ called the woman. ‘Come and apologize!’


But Phoenix either couldn’t or didn’t want to hear her and the woman let out a semi-exasperated sigh.


‘I’m Lorna,’ she said, holding out a hand but still keeping it close to her body, a bit like a T-Rex. ‘Chair of the PTA.’


‘Nancy,’ she said, shaking Lorna’s hand. ‘Brand-new parent.’


‘Welcome to Ripton,’ said Lorna warmly. ‘Once you’re here, you’ll never leave.’


Nancy turned to her daughter. ‘This is Lara.’


‘Nice to meet you, Lara. Whose class are you in?’


‘Miss Young.’


‘Oh, you’re with Phoenix!’ said Lorna. ‘And Miss Young’s lovely. Everyone here is lovely.’


That was statistically impossible, thought Nancy, but nevertheless nice to hear. It was good to know she’d moved somewhere friendly.


‘I met her earlier in the week when I was in for a PTA catch-up. We’re really lucky to have her. She’s only young – twenty-five – but was one of the best teachers at her previous school. It was a real coup to get her – she had three other offers locally!’


Phoenix was busy kicking his football against a wall. Lorna rolled her eyes in a faux-vexed fashion. ‘Practise. That’s all he does. We’ve got our eye on Kingsgate for secondary. You know, the private school. It’s the best educational establishment for miles. Their results are incredible.’ She lay her hand briefly on Nancy’s arm and lowered her voice. ‘We’re hoping . . . well, I shouldn’t really say, but we’re secretly hoping he’ll get a sports scholarship. But keep it to yourself.’


Nancy gave a perplexed nod at this premature intimacy and made a mental note never to tell Lorna anything remotely confidential.


‘Anyway, let me introduce you to some of the other mums.’ Lorna coasted around. ‘Oh, there’s Erin. Erin!’


A woman dressed in expensive running gear nonchalantly walked over with a girl in tow.


‘Put me to shame, you do,’ said Lorna, looking at Erin’s outfit.


‘It’s only 10K. Sets me up before I get to my desk,’ said Erin.


‘10K! I couldn’t even run for the bus. Let me introduce you to my new friend, Nancy. Nancy, Erin used to play netball for England.’


‘Wow,’ said Nancy.


‘World Championships. 2008.’


‘Did you win?’


‘No,’ said Erin abruptly, her gaze suddenly elsewhere.


Sore subject, mouthed Lorna. ‘They were robbed,’ she said out loud, her voice loaded with sympathy. ‘Erin has also just bought the local paper, the Ripton Gazette. One of the few still with a proper print run.’


The girl standing beside Erin looked at Lara. ‘Which school are you going to next year?’ she demanded.


Lara was taken aback. ‘I don’t know.’


‘This is Tilly,’ said Erin. ‘She’s in Year 6.’


‘How far can you swim?’ asked Tilly. ‘I can swim three kilometres. No one believes me – well, except for Rosie because my mum told her it was true.’


God, she wasn’t backwards in coming forwards, Nancy found herself thinking. She expected Erin to rein her daughter in from the boasting, but she said nothing.


‘Oh, there’s Hannah,’ exclaimed Lorna, waving at another mum in the playground. ‘Hannah’s a farmer. She has six hundred acres, mostly sheep and arable. Her son is Jakob, he’s in the same class as ours.’


Nancy saw a woman in scruffy jeans and a long-sleeved pink striped shirt walk over. She had dark curly hair that was tied up roughly on the top of her head and the bluest eyes Nancy had ever seen.


‘Nancy’s new,’ announced Lorna.


‘Welcome,’ said Hannah. ‘Been filling Nancy in with all the gossip, Lorna?’


Lorna flushed. ‘Not gossip. Friendly chat. Hey, is anyone doing extra tutoring before the Kingsgate entrance exams?’


‘Tilly’s doubled to two evenings plus a Saturday morning,’ said Erin. ‘Although I’m pretty sure she’s going to be OK. The tutor says she’s already at Year 8 level in many subjects.’ Erin bent down to speak to her daughter. ‘Remember to make sure you mention this morning about eco schools. It’ll get you more votes. You need to get this, you deserve it.’


‘Votes?’ asked Nancy.


‘Head of School,’ said Lorna. ‘Traditionally, first day back the Year 6 kids get to vote for who they want. I’d put Phoenix forward but he’s more sporty than an all-rounder.’ She laughed, a little desperately, thought Nancy.


‘The kids who want to stand are set a summer project to write their speech. Did no one tell you?’


‘No,’ said Nancy.


‘Don’t worry. We all know it’s going to be Rosie anyway,’ Lorna added under her breath.


‘Rosie?’


Lorna nodded over to the blonde woman. ‘Imogen’s daughter.’


Nancy saw a girl with the sort of angelic blonde look that featured in upmarket clothing catalogues. It was obvious she took after her mother. Imogen was elegantly tall, with effortlessly dewy skin. Her long hair fell forwards over one shoulder, contrasting beautifully with the silver-grey blouse she was wearing with her impeccable white trousers. She looked faintly recognizable to Nancy, but she couldn’t quite place her. She felt she’d seen her on TV or something, years ago. Maybe Imogen used to be on one of those plethora of lifestyle shows, but Nancy couldn’t remember which one.


Imogen had stopped talking to the head and was looking over at them, a slight frown on her face. She started to approach and one by one the other women clocked her and turned towards her like flowers radiating towards the sun. Nancy was faintly aware of a nervous hush as they waited for Imogen to arrive.


‘Imogen!’ beamed Lorna quickly, in a one-woman race to be the first to welcome her.


‘Hi, ladies,’ said Imogen. ‘Glad to be back?’


Lorna and Erin voiced their delight enthusiastically.


Then Nancy felt Imogen cast her gaze towards her.


‘Hi,’ said Nancy.


‘Hello,’ said Imogen.


‘Nancy’s new,’ said Lorna.


‘We’ve just moved here,’ said Nancy.


‘To Willow Barn,’ said Lara.


Nancy looked down at her daughter and smiled. She was suddenly aware that it had gone deathly quiet. She looked up and none of the women were meeting her eye and Imogen had seemed to go rigid.


A bell rang from inside the school.


‘Right,’ said Hannah quickly. ‘First day of the last year of primary school has officially started.’ She waved to Jakob as he headed into the building.


‘Remember, I’m going to drop your inhaler in the office so it’s there if you need it,’ Nancy said to Lara. She threw her arms around her and enveloped her in a hug that Lara tried to wriggle out of.


As Lara walked off, Nancy turned back to speak to the other mums but they had all drifted across the playground, away from her.



   






FIVE


Friday 4 September


‘It’s all got to be green. I’m ditching chemicals,’ said Nancy, as she led the builder into the kitchen. He padded in in his socks and she’d been cheered that he had taken his shoes off at the front door. She liked that, liked the fact he was respectful. She also liked that he had his company logo on his polo shirt: Dean Chapman Builders. He had a kind face that was weathered permanently brown from at least two decades of working outside. ‘I want to change this floor too,’ she added, pointing. ‘I know it looks new but it’s laminate.’


‘Oh?’ said Dean.


‘It gives off toxic fumes for the first ten years at least. Could I have natural limestone?’


‘You can have anything you like,’ said Dean.


‘I want to replace the front door as well. It’s drab. Much of this house is drab,’ she mused, looking around at the pewter-coloured walls. They sucked the life out of the room. Nancy liked colour. Colour gave everything a sunny levity. Her own furniture was helping a little. Most of it she’d never seen in situ before. Moving from a tiny two-bedroomed flat to this large, airy, four-bedroomed barn meant she’d had to go shopping and she’d spent a few days wandering around sustainable furniture shops, picking out eight-seater dining tables with a beautiful oak grain and soft sofas the colour of cornflowers. She’d had a sense of guilt at first. Never before in her life had she been able to spend such sums. It was all for Lara, she’d reminded herself. It was what she and Sam, Lara’s dad, had always dreamed of for her. Once purchased, all the furniture had gone into storage, only brought to life now, once she’d finally moved.


She switched on the kettle. ‘Tea?’


‘Yes, please,’ said Dean, pulling a notebook from the back pocket of his shorts. ‘So are you planning to redecorate?’


‘God, yeah. This place needs cheering up. But the paint needs to be non-VOC. My daughter, she’s got asthma. It gets aggravated easily.’ Nancy had spent hours researching what was best and for the first time in her life she had some control over what Lara breathed in. The persistent mould on the walls and the formaldehyde from laminate in a rented flat was not something she had to suck up any more. She had the money to be able to provide a safe home for her child. ‘And I mentioned the garden on the phone to you as well,’ she continued. ‘Do you have any experience of natural pools? You know, the ones you can swim in that are kept clear without any chlorine. Like wild swimming.’ Nancy had come across a picture of one in a magazine in the hospital waiting room a few months ago. It was one of the most beautiful things she’d ever seen. A large pond – a pool, really – with crystal-clear water and bulrushes and purple irises growing around the edge. Giant rocks on one side formed both a jetty and diving-off point. It was idyllic, a picture that seemed as if it was from a more simple and innocent time. There was the reservoir, of course, but a natural pool would be private, warmer and somewhere Lara could play where she could keep an eye on her.


‘That’s a specialist job, but I know someone who could help you out,’ said Dean. ‘Did you say you only moved in yesterday?’


Nancy shrugged. ‘I want to get it changed as soon as possible. And I quite fancy chickens. A coop or whatever it is you need for them.’


Dean laughed. ‘Now that I can help you with. My wife is a farmer. Hannah.’


Nancy’s eyes lit up in recognition. ‘I think I met her this morning. At the school. With Jakob?’


‘Yes, that’s right. Village life. It’s small. You’ll get to know everyone and everyone will get to know you. And your business.’


Nancy smiled. ‘Got nothing to hide.’


‘Just as well. What made you choose Ripton?’


‘I used to go to university in Derby, years ago. With a friend. She still lives in the city.’


‘That’s a way away.’


‘Only thirty miles.’


‘Might as well be three hundred. Chalk and cheese.’


She handed Dean the tea she’d made. ‘Do you want to see the rooms that need decorating?’


‘Sure.’


‘Let’s start upstairs.’ She led him up to the bedrooms, opening the door of hers first. ‘I was thinking of a light blue in here,’ she said, walking over to the bi-fold doors, which she’d opened earlier. A soft breeze came into the room, lifting the curtains. The reservoir shone in the sunshine. ‘Something to echo the colour of the water,’ said Nancy, ‘although I’m sure it can go every which shade depending on the weather.’


‘It certainly can.’


‘Have you swum in it?’


He laughed. ‘Swimming’s not my thing. But loads of people do. Some nutters go in all year round but there’s also a start-of-season swim in March. To coincide with the Straw Bear Festival.’


‘What’s that?’


Dean pointed out of the bi-fold doors. ‘See that yew tree?’


Nancy stepped onto the balcony. She wasn’t sure what a yew was but further along the water’s edge, towards the reservoir cafe, there was one particular tree that stood alone. It was huge, majestic. The trunk looked as if it was made of a collection of wooden stalagmites, all packed tightly together, out of which grew gnarled, crooked limbs.


‘That’s where I was standing in my straw bear outfit the night of the spring solstice, before being slain,’ said Dean.


‘Slain?’


‘It’s a village tradition. Every year someone from the village gets the joy of dressing from head to toe in a straw costume – you can’t even see their face – and they parade through the village with the Spring Queen. When the bear reaches the two-thousand-year-old tree, it’s “slain” by the Queen and the spirit of spring is released. Yeah, it’s pretty nuts. But you know these centuries-old traditions, no one really wants to give them up.’


Nancy nodded, even though she personally thought the Straw Bear Festival sounded a little disturbing. ‘Who’s next year’s bear?’


‘Dylan Wood. Married to Imogen. You might have met her this morning too.’


Nancy thought of the beautiful blonde. ‘I did.’


Then something caught her eye out in the water. She gasped and stepped forward, unable to truly make sense of what she was seeing.


‘Is that a . . . spire?’ she asked.


Way out in the centre of the reservoir, a tall, pyramidal stone point broke through the surface of the water, a black cross at its tip.


‘Old church,’ said Dean. ‘The site of the reservoir used to be a hamlet – Wakeley Green. When they decided to flood it they moved some of the buildings but about eleven remain. At this time of year, when the water levels have dropped, you can see the roofs of some. Sometimes you’ll have a view of the chimney pots too.’


The spire was darkened by decades of being submerged in the cold of the reservoir. No doubt it was slippery with algae. There was something ghostly about it and Nancy tried to imagine the rest of the church sunken beneath the surface. People’s homes too. She shivered.


‘You want to show me the rest of the house?’ asked Dean. ‘Then I can work up a quote for everything.’


‘Sure,’ said Nancy. She pulled her gaze from the water and led him out of the room.



   






SIX


Friday 4 September


Unpacking boxes was hungry work and Nancy had looked up from the mountain of protective paper she’d accumulated to see that it was lunchtime – and she was starving.


She walked into the village – her first proper exploration of the high street. Ripton was several hundred years old and the buildings were of the original warm grey stone with slate roofs. There was everything she could possibly need: a chemist, a local grocery that also housed a post office, a bookshop with all the latest titles displayed in its bay windows, a butcher’s, a gift shop, a pub. She found herself wandering into them all, buying bits and pieces before remembering she had nothing in for dinner and her friend from university, Beth, was coming to visit for the weekend. She spotted a deli and it was when she came out, clutching a bag full of fresh pasta, a jar of homemade tomato sauce and three large slices of pecan pie, her stomach by now screeching with hunger, that she found herself jostling for space on the narrow pavement with an elderly lady.


‘You’re the new girl,’ declared the lady, smiling. ‘Moved into Willow Barn.’


Nancy, who had been about to cross over the road to a cafe to get some lunch, turned in surprise. So this was what Dean had warned her about . . . everyone will get to know you. And your business.


She looked at the elderly lady in her knee-length green mac and soft, wide-fitting shoes, the kind that allowed for bunions. A floral scarf set off the cheerful expression on her face as she waited for Nancy to answer.


‘I am,’ said Nancy, a touch distracted as she wondered how this woman could possibly know. Perhaps a new face stuck out a mile in this village, perhaps the woman had seen her going to her new house – or perhaps word had got about and she had been thoroughly discussed. But this lady was looking at her with a wide, friendly smile.


She put out her hand. ‘Nancy,’ she said. ‘Pleased to meet you.’


‘Hazel,’ said the woman. ‘I’ve lived in Ripton my whole life. All seventy-two years. Never had any reason to go anywhere else. You’ve definitely picked a good ’un.’


‘Oh, excuse me,’ she said, suddenly seeing something behind Nancy and she dug into her coat pocket, where she extracted an old metal tin that had once held travel sweets. Nancy saw Lorna approaching with a dog on a lead.


‘Would Cooper like one?’ asked Hazel and, barely waiting for Lorna’s nod of approval, she fed the cocker spaniel a treat.


‘Thanks, Hazel,’ said Lorna. ‘How’s the exercise plan going?’


‘I’m out here every day. Doctor’s orders. “Got to get the blood sugar levels down.” It’s exhausting to tell you the truth. And not the same since I lost Sukey,’ she added, her eyes welling up.


Lorna patted her arm. ‘She was a lovely dog. And she did get to fourteen, you know. That’s a ripe old age.’


‘Thanks, love. Anyway, I’ve given up all my biscuits and I only have sweetener in my tea now. Hopefully that’ll shut the doc up. Diabetes, my backside.’


Lorna turned to Nancy. ‘Hazel’s our resident dog whisperer. Been shopping?’ she asked, looking at Nancy’s bags.


‘A few things for dinner.’ Nancy nodded across the road. ‘And I think I need a coffee.’


‘You’re going to Bruno’s?’ said Lorna.


Nancy thought she detected a note of alarm in her voice. ‘Yes. Unless . . . it’s a bad idea?’


‘Not at all,’ said Lorna hastily. ‘In fact, mind if I join you?’


They settled themselves at a table, Cooper taking up residence underneath, resting his head on his paws and falling asleep.


‘The food here’s amazing,’ said Lorna. ‘Ah, there’s the chef!’


Nancy looked up. A woman in chef whites, her blonde hair up in a bun, had just come out of the door that led to the kitchen.


‘Imogen!’ called out Lorna, waving.


Nancy could swear Imogen stiffened when she saw them, but she had no choice but to come over.


‘Nancy dragged me in here for a coffee,’ said Lorna.


It hadn’t been like that at all, but Nancy didn’t know how to correct her, and anyway, it shouldn’t matter, should it?


‘I needed a break from emptying boxes,’ she said. ‘You never realize how much stuff you can accumulate. And I only moved from a tiny two-bedroomed flat.’


‘Well, enjoy,’ said Imogen stiffly. ‘I’d better get back into the kitchen.’


‘She’s a fantastic chef,’ said Lorna, as Imogen turned away. ‘With friends in high places!’


When Nancy didn’t ask who, Lorna added in lowered tones: ‘Nigel Slater. They’ve even worked together.’


Nancy smiled politely.


‘So . . .’ said Lorna, once they’d placed their order with the waiter, ‘where in London have you moved from?’


Nancy didn’t remember telling Lorna that she’d come from London and wondered how she knew.


‘Lewisham.’


‘Oh right.’


‘You know it?’


‘No.’ Lorna paused. ‘Does it have posh parts?’


Nancy let out a bark of laughter. ‘What do you mean?’


‘I thought the whole of London was posh . . . or at least cost a fortune to live in. Don’t sheds go for a million quid or something?’


‘Not exactly.’


‘But property’s worth a lot more than here, right? I mean, your old flat, for example . . . it would be more expensive to buy down there than up here.’


Lorna looked at Nancy quizzically and Nancy suddenly realized that she was trying to work out how someone who came from non-posh London could afford a million-pound house on the edge of a reservoir.


‘My husband and I rented,’ said Nancy. ‘So I wouldn’t know.’


Lorna was floored and Nancy was saved from further interrogation by the arrival of the coffees.


‘Do you live in the village?’ asked Nancy.


‘In one of the lanes opposite the school,’ said Lorna. ‘There’s myself, my husband Simon, and Phoenix you met this morning. My youngest is Pepper. She’s six and currently mad about mermaids.’


‘Cute,’ said Nancy. ‘Lara went through a mermaid phase too. I had to get her a costume, which she insisted on wearing in the bath.’


‘Aww,’ said Lorna. ‘Pepper would love that. Do you work?’


‘No.’


Lorna’s eyes widened. ‘Nice.’


‘I used to be a children’s nurse but gave it up a few months ago.’


‘Are you looking for something new?’


‘I’m not sure yet. My old job . . . I loved it but by the end I was exhausted. The pressures on the NHS are well documented. I might go back to nursing at some point, but I might try something completely new.’


‘Like what?’


Nancy threw up her hands. ‘No idea. I used to have a childhood dream of running a shop. Or a gallery.’ She laughed at her pretensions. ‘There’s an empty premises in the high street. Used to be a restaurant? Maybe I’ll make some enquiries.’


‘What, for there?’


‘Have I said something wrong?’


Lorna glanced over at the kitchen. ‘No.’ She looked down at Nancy’s hand, at the wedding ring on her finger. ‘Is it just you? Or will Mr Miller be joining us?’


Nancy baulked.


‘Sorry,’ said Lorna. ‘I’m asking too many questions. My Simon says I should work for the secret service. Divorce, is it? There’s loads of single mums here. I’ll introduce you to some in the playground.’


Nancy nodded mutely.


A strange noise was coming from under the table.


‘Cooper!’ exclaimed Lorna as she peered underneath.


The dog had thrown up.


‘I’m so sorry,’ said Lorna. ‘We tried him on some new food this morning. It obviously hasn’t agreed with him.’


Nancy seized the chance to make her excuses and leave.



   






SEVEN


Friday 4 September


Nancy pulled up in the yard of Hilldale Farm, being careful not to run over the chickens that seemed to have a death wish and kept strutting in front of her car.


As she got out, she immediately noticed the quiet. Nothing but the sound of birds. The sun lit up the round bales of hay, scattered through a field like giant golden playing pieces on a board game. The ground beneath them was now stubble. A large farmhouse was on her left, with pale grey stone walls and a green front door. Two outbuildings were opposite – essentially big wooden sheds. Nancy jumped at the sound of a loud whinnying and looked behind her to see a black horse staring at her over the fence. Behind it were more fields, stretching as far as the eye could see.


She went up to the house and knocked on the door but it was silent inside. Of course, she thought, farmers don’t sit around drinking tea. They’re out, working the land. She was starting to think she’d made a wasted journey when she saw a figure crouching down, a distance away in the fields. Nancy screwed up her eyes against the sun to see better. The person seemed to be dragging something along the ground. She thought it was Hannah up there so climbed the stile and walked the footpath that crossed the field.


As she approached, Nancy saw she was right. It was Hannah. She was bent over, dragging something heavy, and then, in a sudden shock, Nancy saw what. A sheep lay dead on the grass, its limbs stiff and comically aloft, while Hannah pulled on two of those limbs.


‘Everything OK?’ asked Nancy, the words no sooner out of her mouth than she realized what a stupid thing it was to say.


Hannah looked up and her face was contorted with effort and anger. ‘No. A dog attacked my flock this morning, killed a ewe.’


Nancy looked down at the mangled creature, its coat matted with blood. Its neck was on show and she suddenly saw the inside of its neck was on show too. She gagged, then turned away, unable to stomach the sight of ravaged flesh and sinew.


‘A dog did that?’


‘I’ve seen worse. Some left without faces once.’


‘Where’s the owner?’


‘At the time of the attack, who knows? Shouting ineffectively at their dog? Failing to put it on a lead? Witnessing the destruction then scarpering like a shameless coward?’


Hannah seethed and Nancy felt uncomfortable. ‘I’ve come at a bad time,’ she said.


Hannah stood up straight and exhaled. ‘It’s fine. Can I help with something?’


‘I wanted to see if you had any chickens for sale,’ said Nancy. ‘Dean mentioned you might. When he came over to quote for the house.’


‘You ever looked after chickens before?’


‘Never,’ said Nancy, thinking she was about to be told it was no business of hers, a townsperson going around trying to acquire living creatures.


‘It’s pretty simple,’ said Hannah. ‘I’ll show you the ropes.’


An hour later, Nancy shut the boot of her car on four plump Derbyshire Redcaps, a coop and all the necessary food and bedding to get her started. She headed down the road, driving with extreme care, nervous about her cargo. She could hear them clucking to each other, perhaps terrified of what this utter novice was going to do to them.


‘Only eggs, ladies,’ Nancy called from the front. ‘No roast dinners, so you’ve got nothing to worry about.’


As she returned home, Nancy turned into her driveway and let out a delighted laugh when she saw a blue car parked outside her barn, a woman leaning against it, her face tilted to the sun. The woman looked up as Nancy leapt out of the car and ran over to envelop her in a tight hug. ‘You’re early!’ She pulled away and looked at her friend. ‘It’s so nice to see a friendly face.’


‘Are people around here not friendly?’ asked the woman.


Nancy drew back, as if surprised that the question had arisen. ‘No, they are. It’s just, you know, everything’s new. Honestly’, she reiterated in response to the look on her best friend, Beth’s, face.


Satisfied, Beth looked up at the barn. ‘Well, haven’t you gone up in the world? A country house. You, a lady of the manor.’


‘It’s nice, eh?’


‘Nice? That’s like saying Buckingham Palace is nice. Or a pink diamond is nice. It’s better than nice. It’s positively amazing.’ Beth moved over to the Tesla, ran her hand over it. ‘And check this out.’


‘Well, you know . . . after where we used to live. All those car fumes. It was really important to me to go electric . . .’


‘I hope you’re not apologizing for doing the right thing by your daughter,’ said Beth. ‘Now, you gonna show me around?’


‘In a minute. There’s just one thing . . .’


Beth was looking at the car, puzzled. There was a distinct sound of clucking.


‘Are those chickens I can hear?’ she asked.


Nancy beamed and went to open the boot, revealing her new purchases.


The chickens seemed content enough once they’d been removed from the car and they’d been pecking happily at the grass in their run when Nancy and Beth had left to pick up Lara from school.


The two women stood in the playground as the crowds of parents grew, friendship groups clustering together.


Beth watched with interest. ‘It’s quite tribal, isn’t it? All these clans preparing for battle.’


Nancy laughed. ‘There’s no battle. Well, not usually on day one.’


‘I know I don’t have my own and I work in a secondary where the kids are older and get themselves to school but, trust me, as a receiver of dozens of parent emails, there’s always an issue of some sort.’ Beth grimaced. ‘God, I’ve only been back a week. You should have seen my inbox, groaning with complaints, pleas, passive-aggressive missives about how their darling child should be in receipt of a scholarship or a bursary.’ Beth looked around. ‘Might even be from some of the mums here,’ she mused.


Nancy put on a polite smile as Lorna bounded up to them.


‘So lovely to have coffee with you today,’ Lorna said, linking arms with Nancy as if they were best friends. Her eyes slid to Beth and she raised an expectant eyebrow.


‘This is my friend, Beth,’ said Nancy.


‘Oh, are you a new mum too?’ asked Lorna.


‘Good God, no,’ said Beth. ‘I just enjoy the little darlings at work instead.’


‘Are you a teacher?’ asked Lorna.


‘Bursar. At Kingsgate School.’


You could practically see Lorna blossom. ‘Oh wow. Bursar.’ She quickly checked herself. ‘What a coincidence! We’ve applied to Kingsgate. My son, Phoenix, is a sporting fiend. We’re hoping he’s lucky enough to get a scholarship?’ She did a small, self-effacing laugh. ‘Don’t know if you remember our application?’


Beth thought, a concentrated frown on her face. ‘Phoenix . . . Hmm, no, don’t think I do.’


Lorna’s face fell. She was about to say something else but the doors of the school had opened and Lara, newly released by the teacher, ran across the playground.


‘Auntie Beth!’ she cried, throwing her arms around her. ‘You came!’


‘Of course I did,’ said Beth, twirling Lara around. ‘And you’ve grown again. I know children do but it always seems to take me by surprise.’


‘How was your first day?’ asked Nancy, leaning in for a hug.


‘I met loads of new friends. This morning I sat next to Rosie and she invited me to her birthday party.’


‘Oh wow,’ said Nancy, pleased her daughter was already being included. ‘What else?’


‘This afternoon we had a vote,’ said Lara.


‘Ah, yes, Head of School,’ said Nancy. ‘Was Rosie the winner?’


Lara smiled shyly and pulled her cardigan aside to reveal a blue badge pinned to her polo shirt. ‘No. It was me.’


Nancy’s jaw dropped. Then she became aware of numerous gazes turned their way. She looked up to see Erin, Imogen and several of the other mothers staring at them with a mixture of disbelief and thinly veiled hostility.


Beth threw her arms up in delight. ‘Congratulations!’ she said. ‘They picked the best candidate.’


‘But,’ said Nancy, ‘you hadn’t even written a speech.’


‘Miss Young, she’s really nice by the way, Mum, she’s got pink hair and a pierced nose!’


Nancy looked over at Miss Young, who was making sure the rest of the children were being reunited with their parents. She immediately liked her, felt herself warm to her non-conformist attitude.


‘Anyway,’ continued Lara, ‘Miss Young said I could write something in class. Then we all had to stand at the front and tell the other kids what we stood for.’


‘And what do you stand for?’


‘Being kind and supportive and encouraging everyone not to drop litter but mostly campaigning for the teacher to give kids sweets if they get three smiley faces on their work in a row.’


Nancy was still a little stunned. ‘Smiley faces?’


‘Yeah, you get one for good effort. And when I read my speech out, one of the other kids, Jakob, he asked Miss Young if she would actually do it, give out the sweets, and she said yes and I got voted in.’


Beth laughed. ‘Nice work, kid.’


‘You need to speak to Rosie’s mum about the party,’ Lara said to Nancy.


Nancy looked up at Imogen and saw her resting her arm around Rosie’s shoulders, quietly talking in her ear, no doubt commiserating with her about her failure to be voted Head of School.


‘Sure. No rush though.’


‘No, there is. It’s tomorrow,’ said Lara.


‘Oh right.’


‘I’m your wing woman,’ whispered Beth in Nancy’s ear.


Nancy put on what she hoped was a warm smile and walked over to where Imogen was surrounded by Erin and several other friends. The conversation died as she approached.


‘Lara says she’s been invited to Rosie’s party.’


‘Yes,’ said Imogen.


‘She thought it was tomorrow?’ prompted Nancy.


‘That’s right. Heron Water. Two o’clock at the activity centre.’


‘OK, great.’ Nancy looked at Rosie, saw her red eyes. Felt she should say something. ‘Sorry it didn’t work out, Rosie.’


‘It was a close call,’ said Imogen. ‘Only one vote in it.’


‘Oh right,’ said Nancy, taken aback at her quietly aggressive tone.


‘Rosie’s friend Bella was off today. Wasn’t really fair to go ahead without all the kids having a say.’


‘Can’t really wait though, can you?’ said Beth. ‘Always someone off sick.’


‘Maybe she should have been allowed a proxy vote. You know, like proper politics,’ said Imogen.


‘It’s important school reflects real life,’ said Erin. ‘Teaches the kids about the world.’


‘Maybe Bella wouldn’t have voted for Rosie anyway,’ said Beth breezily. She looked down at the aggrieved girl. ‘No offence, Rosie.’


Nancy’s stomach tightened at the collective sharp intake of breath from the gathered mums.


‘Right, well, we’d better get home,’ she said and, with a quick nod to the others, guided Beth away.


‘Thanks, Beth,’ she hissed with affectionate exasperation, as they walked out of the playground.


‘Sorry, but the woman’s clearly some sort of tinpot dictator. It’s only a kids’ school vote. She needs to get some perspective.’


‘That’s as may be but we’re trying to fit in here.’


‘It’ll all blow over by tomorrow, just you see,’ said Beth. She stepped forward and took Lara’s hand. ‘Now come on, your mum and I have got a little surprise for you.’


‘Ferdinand, Harriet, Henry and the one with the black neck is called Bow-tie,’ said Lara.


‘You like them?’ asked Nancy.


‘I love them! Can I give them some food?’


Nancy nodded and as Lara began chucking corn in their run, a champagne cork popped. Nancy turned to see Beth step out of the bi-fold doors with a bottle and two glasses. She set them on the patio table and poured them both a drink.


‘Congratulations,’ said Beth, raising a toast. ‘You have the most amazing new home. Although I have to say that the drowned buildings are a little spooky.’


‘I’m telling myself it’s just atmosphere,’ said Nancy. ‘Anyway, they’ll be covered up again in a few weeks. Once the weather turns.’


The two women settled themselves at the table and watched Lara as she played with the chickens.


‘I can’t believe she’s in her last year of primary,’ said Beth. ‘I remember when she was born. And now look: running her own chicken farm!’


‘She’s always adored animals,’ said Nancy. ‘Ever since she was little, but we’ve never been able to have any before.’


They hadn’t had the room, the money or the time, even though Nancy was acutely conscious that her daughter was obsessed with them. Lara had yearned for a pet but had to make do with the woodlice she’d collected outside and brought in the flat, keeping them in a shoebox under her bed.


‘I’ve had a request for a puppy, some sheep and, of course, a pony,’ said Nancy.


‘Wow. Which are you giving in on?’


‘Not sure yet. The sheep could keep down the grass. The pony too, I suppose . . .’


‘And it’s not like you don’t have the space.’ Beth took a sip of her champagne. ‘Look at her. She looks so . . .’


‘Happy?’


‘Yes. A bit like the old Lara.’


Nancy smiled. ‘I think she’s a country girl at heart. I know we’d do anything to change what happened, but moving here . . . it’s been one good thing to come out of so much awfulness.’


‘How’s the asthma?’


‘Good. No attacks so far. Although that pump is never far away. The doctors have said it will make all the difference being here. When I think of the years we spent in that flat . . .’


‘You had no choice,’ said Beth firmly. ‘Stop beating yourself up.’


She’d probably always beat herself up. Nancy would never forget the day Lara came home from school, two summers ago. It was hot and the air was thick and still. Nancy had closed the window against the stink of the traffic outside. Lara had looked pale and had sat on the sofa, not in the mood to do much, struggling even to watch the TV. Her breath had been wheezy and Nancy had watched as she’d taken puffs on her inhaler. A dozen in the end but it still didn’t seem to ease her breathing. And then suddenly, Lara was struggling, a panicked look on her face as she realized she couldn’t get enough air in. It had been so quick, that was what had terrified Nancy. In less than a minute she’d been calling 999 and then had clutched Lara’s hand in the ambulance as they’d sped to the hospital. As a nurse, she had understood the serious looks on the paramedics’ faces, the intervention the doctors were taking to save her daughter’s life. When Lara had lain in bed, surrounded by machines but over the worst, she and Sam had looked at their child and thanked their lucky stars. But it was the flat, they both knew, the continuous, malevolent vapour of nitrogen oxide winding its way into their home that they couldn’t get rid of, even with all the windows closed.


Later, she and Sam had curled up together, talking through their options, knowing that on their combined modest salaries they couldn’t afford to move for months, if not years, not with the several thousand pounds they were trying to save for a hefty deposit and three months’ rent up front. They’d fantasized about winning the lottery, a desperate, futile attempt at trying to find a solution. ‘Imagine,’ they’d said, ‘imagine winning millions. Think about where we could go, the house we could buy.’ It had seemed impossible, a dream that was far out of reach.


‘Have I told you yet how happy I am you’ve moved back up here?’ said Beth.


Nancy smiled. ‘Only about a hundred times.’


‘So . . . no more nursing.’


‘Not for the moment. I’ve got enough to keep going for a while. Maybe in a year or so I’ll look for something new.’


‘What are you going to do with your days?’


‘Settle Lara in. Get to know the area. Take up hobbies.’


Beth sat up, interested. ‘Like what?’


Nancy looked embarrassed. ‘Don’t laugh.’


Beth pointed to her serious face. ‘Not laughing.’


‘Pottery.’


Beth smiled.


‘You promised!’ said Nancy.


‘Honest, that’s a smile of approval. Lara isn’t the only one who needs to heal, you know.’


Nancy nodded. ‘I’ve always wanted to do something creative. Never had the time before. How’s Martin?’


‘Good. Still working at the Royal Derby. They’re short on anaesthetists so he’s doing extra shifts. Hey, we can see so much more of each other. Whenever Martin’s on a weekend shift, I’ll let you know.’ She took a sip of her champagne and gazed around the huge garden, the view down to the reservoir. ‘Derbyshire. It’s our spiritual home. Ever since university.’


‘Yes. Although I don’t remember venturing out into the countryside much. Most of our spare time we spent in Derby’s bars and clubs.’


‘Keeping the local economy alive,’ said Beth. ‘Where’s Lara going to school next year?’


‘Thought I’d apply to Kingsgate.’


Beth clapped her hands in delight. ‘I was hoping you’d say that. I’ll be able to see her from my office window on her way to maths.’


‘Well, I have all this money. Lara should benefit as much as possible. It’s a great school and now I can afford the fees.’ A year ago, she’d never have been able to say that; the very notion of it would have been laughable.


‘You need to promise me something,’ said Beth.


‘What?’


‘You call me if you need anything. And I mean anything. I’m only thirty miles away now.’


Nancy looked up at her friend. She knew what she meant. When Nancy had been living in London, the calls had been few and far between. Life had caught her up in its whirlwind: the nursing shifts, Lara’s illness, and more recently, Sam.


‘I can’t hear you,’ said Beth, cupping her ear.


Nancy smiled. ‘Course. I promise.’
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