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To my parents










Hare House


Hare House is not its real name, of course. I have, if you will forgive me, kept names to a minimum here, for reasons which will be understandable. There are many houses which might answer to its description, at least in general, and many places which might have formed the backdrop to the events I am about to relate. Dumfries and Galloway is a big place, and sparsely populated. The whole county is a patchwork of hills and moorland and forest, of tiny roads and dykes and scattered houses; the same pattern, endlessly repeated. Those who actually live there might recognize the place, and the people – and even the story, but if they do, I expect that they will keep it to themselves.










part one


enchantment









IT WAS MELISSA who succumbed first. She fought it; I could see the rising panic in her eyes. Her hands flailed as she reached for the chair behind her, but even as she grasped at it she knocked it down. She swayed for a moment and then she was falling and the chair only served to take her down harder. She fell between the desks, sprawling awkwardly. Before I could react, the girl next to her had fallen too, and a third was already swaying, her eyes wide and unseeing. Three, then four, and then it was all of them, passing through the classroom like a wave.


In my memory, as each girl fell, she fell in silence. They made a kind of sigh, nothing more, the sound of the breath being expelled from the body by the impact of landing. They crumpled as they fell, forwards, sideways, one after the other without a word said, not even by those initially unaffected. Those left upright just seemed to stare at their fallen classmates, blinking a little, until they too succumbed. And then the last one had gone and there was nobody left standing but me, silent among them.


Memory is a tricky thing, a construct. It isn’t some unchanging reel of film that can be rewound and played exactly as it was. We recreate it afresh each time with all our human inaccuracies and bias. It couldn’t have been like that, not the way I recall it. Not that strange, bewitched calm, the silence, the girls sliding to the floor without so much as a cry. They would have been panicking, those girls, as they struggled for breath. Everyone said, afterwards, that it was the commotion that brought them running – screaming, crying, the clattering of chairs – to find the girls fallen around me, as I stood rooted to the spot, unmoving and apparently unmoved.


Yet that is the memory I have, the one I cannot shake, the one that has haunted my sleep these past few years. It reaches to me in the small hours of the night, fresh and crisp, false though it might be. The classroom and the desks, the tumbled chairs, and the girls as they fall in silence – yes, silence – like petals from a rose.










CHAPTER 1



FOR ME THE story really begins on the day the bus hit the hare, the day Janet caught me cowering behind the barn. Despite everything else that happened before and after, I cannot shake the sense that that incident contained the seeds of everything else that then unfolded. As though, had I done something differently, it might have been in my power to stop the events of the days and months that followed, ridiculous though that might seem.


It was a couple of months after I had left London to start a new life in Scotland – almost a decade ago now, incredibly, for it is still as fresh in my memory as if it were last week. They had been happy, peaceful months of dreamless nights and busy days. I had quickly fallen into a routine of work and walks, exploring my new surroundings, filling my eyes with the views, as if I could literally absorb the beauty of the world around me. I felt myself changing physically as I shook off the confines of the city – growing stronger, fitter, standing taller. I felt it in the way my shoulders no longer tensed about my ears, the way I strode out now, walking to my own rhythm with no need to match my steps to the shuffle of the crowded streets.


That day I was on the bus, just gathering my shopping together, standing up to ring the bell. I was the only passenger, the driver and I hurtling together in silence between the confines of the dykes. He had already started to slow, in fact, knowing the place where I got off. Ringing the bell was redundant but I reached for it anyway, city habits dying hard. The button was under my thumb when he slammed the brakes on hard, hard enough to throw me forward, wrenching my shoulder. The bus stopped, stalled into silence, its engine ticking furiously as it cooled, the bags in my hand still swinging wildly against my legs.


A hare. Just that. Lying injured on the road, a mangled mess of fur where its hind legs had been. I got out and the bus driver, still silent, got out too. He looked at it and shook his head as if it was not what he had expected. The creature looked back at us, at him, at me, its ribcage heaving. I could not look away. There was no fear in its eyes, but something else, something watchful and knowing. It seemed to be waiting for us to act. I wanted to ask the driver to put it out of its misery, but I knew how my voice would sound: English, foolish. He said nothing, just climbed heavily back into his bus and drove off, safe in his empty lighted box with its half-fogged windows, leaving me with the hare. I could hear the bus engine for a long time after it had disappeared from view, and then there was just silence.


I expected the hare to die and yet it panted on, watching me. I looked around in the vain hope that someone might come, someone who would know what to do: something swift and merciful. There was nobody. The hare waited, still alive, asking me for something I could not give. I knew I ought to kill it. A rock, a twist of the neck, dispatching it before it suffered any more. I knew I did not have the courage.


It took too long to die and it watched me the whole while. It was only when it was dead that it became pitiful in a way it had not been when it was alive. I stood there for a moment longer and then I picked up my bags and set off on the two-mile walk for home.
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You could say I had dreamt of this place. Not in the usual meaning of the phrase; I had had no waking thought of leaving London at the time. But I had gone to bed one night at a time when things had been at their lowest and I had woken the next morning with an image in my mind of a place clothed in silence, a place that seemed familiar long after the dream had fled. I could not tell you where it had come from, this image, only that I woke rested for the first time in ages, calm and serene as if freed from some imprisonment. A grey morning light was battling it out against the streetlights and the sirens were starting up in the distance – if, indeed, they had ever stopped – but if I closed my eyes, I could almost see the dream image still lying there: a house alone among the hills, the forest behind it stretching to the horizon. A place of peace, where I might find refuge.


It might have lain there till it faded had I not, some time later, taken it into my head to have a brief holiday among the hills of south-west Scotland. I was on my own for although various friends had reacted enthusiastically to the idea when it was first discussed, in the end none of them had been able to commit the time. And perhaps, looking back, I might not have made the most inviting of holiday companions. I have never had, nor needed, an extensive social life but I had valued my small circle of friends. They had been supportive when I had been forced to give up teaching – extravagant, even, in their offers of support. But when the immediate crisis had passed and I had refashioned a life for myself from the wreckage, it seemed they had found other priorities.


Pride made me go ahead on my own anyway, but even as I set off I was beginning to regret my decision, half minded to turn around and cancel the whole enterprise. I barely glanced out of the window as the train made its way north through hills that seemed to rise bleaker and wilder with every mile that passed. It was only after the taxi I had taken from the station had started to thread its way through narrow lanes, all flooded then with May blossom, that my mood had started to lift a little. The taxi climbed up a hill and the countryside widened out around us, fields giving way to moorland, open to the skies. As it crested the top of the hill, I caught my breath and leaned forward, only just preventing myself from asking the driver to stop.


There it was, just as I had seen it in the dream, laid out before me, as familiar as my own hand. Caught in a fold of land, the house and its buildings huddled together, quite alone. Behind them, only the hills, clothed in endless ranks of trees.


‘That’s the spot,’ the driver said, as if he had read my mind. ‘That’s where you’re going, isn’t it? Hare House Cottages, you said.’


He spoke quickly, with a heavy accent, and it took me a moment or two to disentangle what he had said. He let the car slow and pointed through the windscreen.


‘That’s the main house just there, Hare House. Awa’ i’ the woods. And the cottages are next door.’


I must have made some noncommittal remark in reply, although I have no memory of it. All I can remember is the way the clouds moved swiftly across the landscape, the sunlight and shadows patterning it in shades of green and gold, and the feeling – ridiculous though it was – that the indifferent world had spoken to me, and to me alone.


As the taxi turned up the track that formed the driveway to the cottages and rounded the corner into a small cobbled yard, I saw a figure standing on the doorstep waiting, gilded fleetingly by the sun. It was Grant – Mr Henderson as I knew him then – the owner. On the phone he had been clipped and efficient, briskly authoritative, and I had not imagined he would be so young, not even thirty, as it turned out. He sprang to open my door with old-fashioned gallantry and shook my hand as I got out. His manner was touched with a seriousness that belied his years.


‘Just you then?’ he asked.


‘Just me,’ I replied, and I liked the way he didn’t probe any further but took my bag in through the open front door while I paid off the taxi.


‘No need for a grand tour,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid it’s rather small.’


‘It’s perfect.’


The view from the kitchen window was a dance of spring leaves in the wind. He leaned against the counter, quiet for a moment, looking around the room as if seeing it for the first time. I was struck by his air of sadness, even as he recalled himself and smiled at me again, a rueful smile.


‘Too small, really, for holiday lets. The world seems to want somewhere that sleeps six.’


Another time, another year, another life, and I might have let it slide. But the dream image and, more importantly, the sense of peace that it had brought me, spoke to me in that moment. What, after all, did I have to go back to in London? I had a job that I could do anywhere, a rented flat that required no more than a month’s notice to leave, no ties – or no real ones, anyway. For too long these things had made me feel like a failure, my life stalled. Now, for the first time, I saw them as a freedom. Before I could stop and think further, I spoke.


‘You wouldn’t be looking to let the place out long term, then?’


For the first time he seemed to really register me, his eyes meeting mine, appraising.


‘Would you be interested?’


I’m not stupid. I know that all that had really happened with my ‘dream’ was that my waking mind had pieced together a partial image out of scraps and I had mistaken déjà vu for recognition. I had freighted a random blip in the brain’s sequencing mechanism with a significance it could not bear. Partial recall, confirmation bias – I know how much we are prey to the irrational when making up our minds. I was at a dangerous stage in my life: middle age is bad enough at the best of times but here I was, abandoned by the only career I’d ever wanted, and with nothing of substance to take its place. I know that now; part of me knew it even then, deep down. It didn’t – doesn’t – matter. The image still lay there in my mind, and with it the sense of calm and peace and healing that it seemed to bring. Whether it was the indifferent world that had spoken, or my subconscious, it made no difference. It had chosen its moment well. I saw no reason not to seize it.


‘I’d love to, yes. Why not?’


He named a monthly rent that seemed ridiculously low. We shook on it, his face suddenly splitting into a smile that lit his eyes and swept away his air of restraint and melancholy. His hand enfolded mine and I had the sense that we were sealing a friendship as much as striking a deal. Just then, a bird started singing outside the window and I can still bring it to mind, that moment, complete and perfect in itself.
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Normally I enjoyed the walk from the bus. It was the same route I’d taken the day I had arrived, the road rising steadily from the wooded river valley, out onto the open moor. It had been raining on and off all week and as I climbed, the sound of running water rose all around me. Streams had started to spring everywhere out of the hillsides, ignoring the roads and the walls and finding their ancient courses. I stopped at the top as I always did, and took in the view of the house and the cottages, waiting for the sense of rightness they always brought me, but this day it did not come. The hare, accusing, seemed to stare at me still, asking something of me I could not give.


The clouds were closing in on all sides, dark and ragged. Even as I watched, the forest started to disappear beneath the veils of coming rain. The sunlight briefly painted everything a spectral glowing green, unreal in its intensity, and then it vanished, the clouds sweeping in and obliterating everything. The rain started and I put my head down and hurried on.


By the time I had turned onto the track that led to the cottages, I was soaked through. As I approached, I saw with a sinking heart that my neighbour Janet’s car was still parked in the yard outside. She should have been gone by now if she had stuck to her normal routine. She should have knocked on my door and found I was out and then left, allowing me to return unnoticed. Worse than that, as I rounded the corner of the old stone outbuilding that guarded the courtyard, I saw Janet herself standing at my door, her head covered with a plastic rain hood, the fabric of her anorak darkening with spots of rain. She seemed to be neither knocking nor ringing, just standing there waiting with her hands down by her side, patient as the grave.


Without thinking, I ducked around the side of the building before she could spot me. It just seemed the easier option, the coward’s way out. While we had never exactly had a formal arrangement that she would give me a lift into town, it had become a regular enough thing that it would be hard to explain to her why I had preferred the vast inconvenience of the bus, with its attendant waiting and long walk to and from the stop. Easier just to hide and wait, and slip home unnoticed when she had gone.


If she ever would go. The rain intensified as I stood there, finding its way through every defence. There was no sound of the car starting, her driving off. I risked a peek around the corner and saw that Janet was still waiting on my doorstep, apparently there for the duration. I quickly withdrew before she sensed my gaze, crouching in what little shelter the building afforded. To be caught now, hiding like a naughty child, would only make things worse. I shifted my weight, my back pressed hard against the cold damp of the stone wall, looking out at the rain passing in skeins up the valley, thickening and thinning with the breeze. She must surely give up soon, I thought. I would hear her car start up, and then I could make my move. All I had to do was wait. I closed my eyes and willed myself to patience.


If there was a fly in the ointment of my new life, it was Janet. When I first moved in, I barely understood a word she said, for she spoke with a thick Scottish accent, an accelerating tumble of unfamiliar words. Otherwise, she had seemed unremarkable, with her sensible clothes and her rather doughy face, her wiry grey hair that retained no trace of any original colour. The outer walls of our two joined cottages were thick stone, but the inner ones were not and I was aware sometimes of her movements on the other side, as she, no doubt, was of mine. Apart from Grant, she was the only person I knew to speak to in the place. After the crammed anonymity of London, at first I had rather liked the fact of knowing my neighbour’s name, and being on more than just nodding terms with her.


Certainly, the first time she had given me a lift I had been nothing but grateful. It had been on a morning when it had been raining steadily since I’d got up, with no sign that it might ever stop. I’d had to nerve myself up for the walk to the bus stop and it was only the fact that I was almost out of food and in danger of missing the only bus for hours that forced me to step out into the downpour. My shoes and my jacket, supposedly waterproof, quickly proved useless and I was barely at the end of the drive before I was wet through. I had resigned myself to a miserable walk and a miserable dripping trudge around the supermarket when Janet appeared in her car beside me like the answer to a wish. I had been so sunk in my misery I had not even heard the engine.


‘I’m away off to town now if you’d like a lift,’ she’d said.


It was only some time later that it occurred to me – one of those thoughts that strikes you in the early hours when everything seems equally probable and significant – that Janet might well have watched me set off in the rain that day and let me leave, in the full knowledge that she would herself be setting off just a few minutes later. She did take a sort of grim satisfaction in watching people do something she considered foolish and then suffering the consequences. And while the thought was absurd and I soon dismissed it when daylight came, I couldn’t quite shake the suspicion off. Spending time with Janet had that effect on me, I found – suddenly the least charitable interpretation became the obvious one.


That first day had set the pattern for the rest. Janet took to appearing at my door twice a week, just at the point when I would otherwise have been setting off for the bus, as if it were a settled thing between us. She must, I suppose, have observed my movements in the weeks after I moved in and divined my habits. She drove impatiently, dashing at the puddles that stretched across the narrow roads, sending bow waves of water cascading over the drystone dykes on either side. The roads were for the most part single track but she did not give way to oncoming traffic, what there was of it, but barrelled on, forcing the other car onto the verge. She had the habit – terrifying to a non-driver – of taking her eyes off the road while she waited for me to answer her questions and it was always a relief when we reached the outskirts of the town. We split up to do our actual shopping – to my relief, for I wasn’t sure that I could face doing it under her dour scrutiny – then once we had loaded our bags into the boot of her car, we headed off for what seemed to have become the real business of the day.


It had been my idea, the first time. It had seemed only right that I should thank her for the lift with the offer of a cup of tea or coffee somewhere before we both returned. I wasn’t even sure if she would accept – why spend good money on something you could perfectly well make at home? – but she did, steering me firmly past the cheery-looking place on the main street whose door always opened with a burst of fragrant steam. Her favoured spot was down a side street, a grim and usually empty cafe where we were guaranteed a table by the window. There she sat, commenting on everyone who passed before her gaze, and I sat opposite her, quickly realizing how little we had in common.


On that first afternoon she soon filleted my life for the bare facts that I allowed her. I saw myself through her eyes: single and not getting any younger, childless and increasingly likely to remain so, friendless enough that I had been able to uproot myself from one life to another with barely a wrench. She pressed me for details of what I did, refusing to be put off by my attempts at generalities until finally I was backed into an admission of something concrete.


‘Tutoring,’ she said. ‘That’ll no pay well.’


‘Well enough,’ I said, trapped into snappishness, then regretting the implication that she had found a tender spot.


‘But you were no always a tutor, were you? And what did you do before that? Teach?’


‘I was a teacher for a while, yes,’ I said.


‘Why did you give it up? Couldnae hack it?’


Those who can, do; those who can’t, teach – I had been hearing it all my adult life. And then later, unspoken, the question: what about those who can’t teach? I could see it now, written in Janet’s tight and satisfied smile, her narrowed gaze. She was a turner-over of rocks, I realized, not giving up until she had exposed something grown pale and hidden in the darkness, something that fled the light. She watched me until I looked away and then she smiled again and let my silence be her answer.


Looking back, I wonder now why I never asked her anything about herself, how she had ended up living in that little cottage next to mine. It was as if she had always been there, always been the same, sitting in judgement through the cafe window. She seemed to know the worst of everyone who passed under her gaze, transforming them into so many specimens: of broken marriages, spoiled children, drink problems, lingering and self-inflicted illnesses. I had no doubt that I too would be added to the catalogue of cautionary tales.


I have never been one for gossip, never. Even before I learned for myself the destructive power of the whispered rumour, I have never been comfortable with hearing someone else’s shame dissected among the coffee cups, picked over, every last delicious crumb hoovered up. I grew to dread the moment when Janet’s eye would pick out some hapless mortal in the street and bring her head closer to mine, lowering her voice, her cold eyes sliding towards the victim so that they must know, surely, that they were under discussion, must feel it like an itch beneath their collar. And I, weakly complicit, could do nothing but lean forward too, see the person take on a pinched disreputable look, forever tainted. It left a taste worse even than the thin and bitter coffee the cafe served. As we walked back to the car I knew that the whole evening would be soured by it, discontent spreading like spilled milk, getting into every corner. Each time on the drive home I told myself that I would call a halt, that next time I would refuse to hear it.


And yet I didn’t. Each time I sat in silence and let her talk – until it was Grant who happened to pass us as we sat there. I saw him first, and his face shone out in that grey street as if some stray shaft of sunlight had caught it. Janet was distracted by something – berating the waitress, probably – and I found myself willing him to walk on, quick, before he too fell under her eye. But he stopped to greet an older woman and stayed courteously passing the time of day, gravely tilting his head to catch what she was saying, flashing that brief, transforming smile. He was dressed in an old waxed jacket, a pair of cords rather frayed and worn about the knee, but he moved with his usual easy grace and as he reached to touch the woman’s shoulder in a gesture of farewell I saw her face light up with an answering smile that would linger even after he had gone.


Unconsciously, I was smiling too, I realized. As soon as I had moved in, Grant had encouraged me to go wherever I wanted in the grounds around the main house and we met occasionally when our early-morning walks intersected. He would fall in with me and we would walk together for a few hundred yards, sometimes longer, as ready to be silent as to talk, however our moods dictated. We said nothing much of any consequence – remarking on the turns of the weather, the passage of the seasons as summer turned to autumn. It didn’t matter; those brief encounters, side by side, were enough to lift the day for me. All I knew of him – and this was from Janet, who else? – was that he had already suffered tragedy: first his parents had died, killed in a car crash, and then his brother, an officer in the army, had been killed too, leaving just him and his much younger sister, still away at school. Though he never said anything about it, I wondered if he might be lonely, rattling around in the large house on his own.


A stillness alerted me to the fact that Janet, too, was watching. Not Grant, but me, cold and knowing. My smile died on my face.


‘Don’t,’ I said, before I could stop myself. ‘I don’t want to hear it.’ I hadn’t meant to say it out loud but it was true, I didn’t want to hear it, whatever shabby episode she had in mind, real or imagined. I thought she might laugh, but she just sniffed and went back to checking the bill, carefully counting out the money for her allotted share. It was only after we had paid and left and were walking back to the car that she spoke, apparently apropos of nothing.


‘Oh, there’s things I could tell you would make your hair curl.’
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That morning, the morning of the hare, I had woken and realized that it was one of Janet’s days, and my heart sank. I couldn’t face the prospect, especially after my outburst the previous time. The day had dawned with deceptive brightness and as I lay and watched the sunlight send its shafts around the edges of the curtains, it occurred to me that I didn’t have to. After all, we had never had a formal arrangement that she would give me a lift. No, I would get the earlier bus, could even have lunch in town – somewhere nice, a fresh book from the library for company. By the time I was halfway over the hill the rain had started lightly, but I didn’t care, the prospect of escape dangling in front of me like some successful prank. Childishly, I’d been full of glee and it was only seeing her just now, waiting, that it occurred to me how rude my behaviour would seem to anyone else.
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I don’t know how long I had been waiting behind the barn before the idea came to me to just abandon my shopping where it was and emerge empty-handed as if I had simply been for a walk, perhaps having forgotten the time, or even what day it was. Not long, perhaps, though long enough to have got chilled, the damp soaking through to my bones. I had not heard the car, but surely she must have given up by now and retreated to her own cottage. If I was quick, she might not even see me, assuming she was not keeping vigil at her kitchen window. I tucked the tops of my shopping bags over to try and shelter their contents as best I could, so I could retrieve them later, after dark. The rain and the wind rattled them, loud as chains.


I straightened, took a deep breath, rehearsed my surprise at seeing her waiting, if she was indeed waiting, suddenly realizing the time. She might not actually believe me, for she was no fool, but it might serve to paper over the cracks. I risked another look around the corner and was relieved to see my doorstep empty. Perhaps I might get away with it after all. I thrust my hands into my pockets, ready to make the move.


‘You’ve forgotten your wee bags.’


She had the gift of silent movement, I’ll give her that. She might have been there for ages for all I knew, standing four-square at the other end of the barn in the rain, knowing exactly what I was up to, watching me dig myself in deeper. In the silence that followed I could hear the stir of the wind setting the last of the leaves in motion, and the rain as it fell and pooled and dripped and flowed, the rush of it in the drainpipe by my head. Cattle bellowed somewhere and distantly a tractor passed and repassed, tirelessly. Then, above us both, high above the clouds, a skein of geese passed over unseen, calling as they went. Hundreds of them, thousands even, bird after bird, the sound of them the sound of exile and longing. Many as they were, they seemed to fill the sky with loneliness.


As the last mournful note faded off into the south, I picked up my bags. There was nothing to say, no explanation to make. I shrugged and walked away and left her where she was, the rain still pattering around us.










CHAPTER 2



IT WAS THE next morning that I first met Cass, although ‘met’ is perhaps too prosaic a word to describe our first encounter. I had woken at my usual hour and gone for my usual pre-breakfast walk through the grounds. They must have been grand, once; several acres of semi-parkland, shading into a fine beech wood. Beyond that lay the plantation forest, separated by a high drystone wall which had started to tumble in places. Like the wall, the grounds showed signs of gathering neglect. What must once have been a series of vistas and avenues and glades had been overtaken by undergrowth, and when I first arrived the air had been full of drifting seeds and thistledown. Now the dead seed heads stood cracked and dried in clumps beneath the trees and only the moss, which coated every available surface, retained its bright jewel green. Grant might swipe at the odd snaking bramble, and mutter something about sorting the place out, but he seemed to confine himself to mowing the grass, keeping a few lawns clear around the house and weaving a network of green pathways through the encroaching wilderness.


There was no sign of Grant that morning, and I had the privilege of enjoying the early-morning calm alone, broken only by the alarmed scatter of birds fleeing my approach. After a while, tiring a little of my own company, I decided to finish by visiting the hens, as I sometimes did. Behind the house but screened from it by a fringe of trees lay the remains of an old walled garden where half a dozen hens scratched within their wire-fenced enclosure. It was a pleasant, sheltered spot and the hens provided an undemanding background murmur of conversation. Sometimes Grant would be there, collecting the morning’s eggs, but mostly I’d have the place to myself. I had taken to bringing them a few treats, clumps of chickweed or kitchen scraps, so when they saw me coming through the gap in the wall where the gate had once been they would hurry over with their dumpy wide-legged run, wing stubs flapping in their excitement. But that morning there was no crooning chatter as I approached, no scramble to greet me, nothing but a continued silence.


As so often happened after a day of rain, the morning was a bright one, washed clean and full of golden promise. The grass was frosted with dew and the slanting morning light gave it a subdued sheen. Each hen lay where it must have fallen, a heap of bright russet feathers against the green. Crouched among them was a girl, who straightened slowly at my approach. She held one bird cradled in her hands and the fall of her hair matched the colour of its feathers exactly.


I knew who she was, of course: Grant’s sister, returned from school, perhaps for her half-term holidays. Cass, her name was – Cassandra. Young madam, Janet called her. The wee besom; the afterthought, with a twelve-year gap between her and her brother; the by-blow – ‘for where’s the red hair in that family, that’s what I’d like to know’. Packed off to school even before her parents had been killed, seventeen now, spoiled, left to run wild; Janet’s contempt for her had been clear.


What Janet had neglected to say – and perhaps in her book it counted as another flaw – was that Cass was beautiful, and not in the commonplace way that most seventeen-year-olds are, just by dint of being young. She had the most striking appearance, that unusual combination of red hair and brown eyes that made both appear to be the same dark red, like some exotic creature from a fable. Her brother was handsome enough in an ordinary understated way, but Cass seemed not quite real as she stood up before me with a single graceful motion, glowing against the subdued green and grey of her surroundings, her eyes lit from within.


The silence stretched between us. And then she smiled, a smile full of warmth and welcome that I could not help but return in kind.


‘I’m Cass, by the way, Grant’s sister,’ she said, as if meeting someone in an enclosure full of dead hens was an everyday occurrence, nothing that couldn’t be carried off with a little charm. ‘And I bet I know who you are too. You’re the mystery lodger who nobody knows anything about.’


She was barefoot, I noticed irrelevantly, her feet long and pale, half buried in the grass. She must have been frozen, standing there with the dew soaking into her jeans. She walked towards me still carrying the dead bird and her feet seemed to find their own way through the tussocks and bare patches that the scratching hens had left in the grass.


‘Fox?’ I said at last, for it seemed I had to say something, although I would have expected more damage: feathers scattered, heads missing. The birds were all there, all apparently untouched. The one in Cass’s arms was lifeless, its comb pale and its eyes glazed, but there was not a mark on it.


‘It must be,’ she said. ‘I should tell Grant.’


She handed the body to me while she stepped over the fence of the enclosure, disdaining the gate. I saw from her footmarks in the dew that she had come the same way. Looking back, I could see my own marks, a parallel track of brighter green. There were no others.


‘He’ll be devastated,’ she said.


‘Was he fond of them?’


‘They were Rory’s hens,’ she said simply. ‘He was the one who got them. Said they made more sense than most people.’


Rory. It took me a moment to place the name. The brother, the other brother. The army officer, killed in action.


‘Oh God, I’m sorry,’ I said, and instantly regretted the emptiness of my words.


‘He loved these hens. Loved them. It was all he could talk about. Like nobody had ever kept chickens in the entire history of the planet.’ She looked down at the bird I was still holding and brushed her fingers against its feathers, but made no move to take it from me. ‘He gave them all names, used to call them and they’d come charging over. This one was his favourite, the boss hen, the alpha female. He always said she made sure she got the best of everything.’


She glanced at me sideways, through her fringe, and I was struck once more by the match of her eyes and her hair, the contrast with the creamy smoothness of her skin.


‘What did he call her?’ I asked, even though I had the feeling I was feeding her her cue.


‘Cass,’ she said. ‘He said she reminded him of me.’


Before I could react – and what reaction might have been appropriate to such a remark, I have no idea – her face changed in some indefinable way, her eyes blanking, all animation gone for a moment as she swayed and I was forced to take her arm to steady her.


‘Are you all right?’ I asked. ‘Cass?’


There was no response and for a moment I feared she might collapse. I felt my heart quicken and my fingers tighten into the flesh of her arm before she blinked and returned to the present.


‘Head rush,’ she said at last. ‘Stood up too quick. I’m famous for it, actually, at school. Total dizzyhead. You should have seen me in biology when we were supposed to dissect some rat or mouse or something. Bang, gone, on the floor. They hadn’t even started, hadn’t even got them out. It was just the thought of it. No wonder I got an E.’ I let go and she looked at me, rubbing her arm. ‘Are you all right? You’ve gone a bit pale.’


‘Me? I’m fine. I was worried about you for a second, that’s all.’ I proffered the body of the dead hen, hoping she would take it from me, but she just hooked her arm back through mine, tilting her head a little so she could look at me. With one of the mercurial changes of mood with which I was to grow familiar, she was suddenly intense, serious, pleading.


‘Come back to the house with me,’ she said. ‘Help me break the news to Grant. I can see you would be exactly the right sort of person to do it, where I’d just get it all wrong.’


I laughed, shifting a little in her grip. I’m not really a touchy-feely sort of person, especially with someone I’ve only just met, but there was something in the way she seemed to cling to me that made it hard for me to disentangle myself.


‘He’ll blame me,’ she said, widening her eyes.


‘Of course he won’t,’ I said. ‘You just found them, that’s all.’


‘He will. He might. You don’t know him. I’m always being found at the scene of some disaster and I totally get the blame, even when it’s not my fault.’ She broke her gaze and looked down at the hen, letting her fingers brush its feathers again. ‘You could tell him it was you who found them first.’ Her glance up at me was candid and open.


‘I could, but that would be a lie.’


‘Only a tiny little one.’


‘All the same.’


She cocked her head, looking to see if I would relent, but then shrugged and seemed to forget it, urging me to come down anyway, chattering away beside me as we walked, full of the relentless egotism of youth. I learned more than I wanted to about how pointless her school was, how empty-headed her fellow pupils and how ignorant her teachers. She seemed once more completely unconcerned and yet I felt that there was an undercurrent of uneasiness beneath the flow. Her arm felt tense in mine, as if I was the only thing holding her up.


As we came to the yard at the back of the house, she stopped. ‘Have you been in the house yet?’ she asked. ‘Have you seen it?’


‘Not really,’ I said. I had admired Hare House from afar, the way it seemed to be framed by the landscape, classically proportioned, a harmonious assemblage of grey stone, subdued against the vivid greens around it. It was not particularly large but it had a sort of reserved grandeur about it. It did not seem the sort of place one could simply drop in to.


‘Oh, you have to see it. I can’t believe my brother hasn’t shown you round.’


She started towards the back door and I went to follow her, but she stopped me.


‘No, no, no, you’ve totally got to come in the front to experience it properly. Go on round and ring the bell and I’ll let you in. Oh, I can’t wait to see your face.’


I hesitated, feeling ridiculous, but she waved me off impatiently and disappeared into the house. Annoyed at what seemed to me to be an unnecessary charade, I walked around to the front of the house. It was surrounded by a springy lawn, rather better kempt than the rest of the grounds, and at the front a sweep of gravel, somewhat taken over with weeds. There was a magnificent view from here, a version of my own but wider, the rolling hills golden in the October sunshine and the trees aglow with all the changing colours of the leaves. The house, though, was blinded, its shutters closed up, and when Cass opened up the front door with much sliding of bolts I could see nothing but the slant of light it admitted across the floor, and the darkness of the interior. Her cool hand went over my eyes even as she pulled me in, so that I half stumbled over the threshold.


‘Come in, come in, don’t look until I’ve turned the lights on properly, I want you to get the effect all at once.’


She closed the door behind me and scampered her way up the staircase. Her injunction not to look was entirely unnecessary for I could see almost nothing after the bright sunshine outside. Some light filtered down from upstairs, outlining the curve of the banisters and catching against some glass display cases that appeared to line the walls. Otherwise all was shadowy and dark, the air smelling a little musty and unused.


‘Hello? Cass?’ The space around me seemed to ring with my voice. I could not shake off the feeling that I was being watched, judged, by hundreds of pairs of eyes and I wondered for a mad moment if this was some sort of a practical joke, a set-up of which I was about to be made the victim.


‘Cass?’ There was no answer, but the lights suddenly flooded on, leaving me blinking. The sensation of being watched had not been entirely in my imagination, for there they were, the eyes, the hundreds of eyes: the glass unblinking stare of dead animals ranked around me in the cases. Not the usual hunting trophies I might have expected, but something much more peculiar. I took them for dolls at first, or toys, animals dressed up in Victorian clothes. One case held a wedding with a bride and groom, bridesmaid, vicar, a whole congregation packed into the pews. Another was a school, a third a drawing room with lace-decked creatures taking tea while one sat at a miniature piano. A closer look showed that each character in every scene was in fact a hare, stuffed and awkwardly posed in its crudely made costume.


‘Macabre, isn’t it?’


Not Cass, but Grant. I spun around from the wedding tableau I had been looking at with horrified fascination and saw him standing in one of the doorways that led off the hall, his face unreadable.


‘Cass about?’ he said.


‘She headed upstairs,’ I said. ‘She was just going to turn on the lights.’


‘It was I who turned on the lights.’ He had not moved from where he stood and I saw that his hand was on a bank of switches. ‘I was wondering who it was in here.’


He moved at last, to the foot of the stairs, and bellowed up them. Cass replied faintly and inaudibly from some far reach of the house. ‘I should apologize for my sister,’ he said. ‘She genuinely would forget her head if it were not screwed on.’


There was an awkward pause. I had got the impression that Grant was someone who valued his privacy, and yet here I was, standing in the middle of his home, as if I had just barged in.


‘I’m sorry; Cass insisted I come in and see,’ I said.


‘That’s all right,’ he said shortly. ‘Have a proper look. I forget they’re there half the time.’


I could not imagine passing up those stairs each night without being acutely aware of the creatures, frozen though they were. Even dressed up in their costumes, raised up on their hind legs, the hares had nothing human about them. Their glass eyes gave them a look of watchful contempt. Turning back to the wedding scene again, I could not help but feel the bride and groom were glaring at me, resentful at being disturbed. I couldn’t shake off the memory of the dying hare the day before, the quality of its gaze.


I became conscious that Grant was staring at the dead hen, still in my arms. I felt a flush of colour rise. ‘Did Cass not tell you? About the hens?’ I asked.


He put his hands out and I passed it to him. Distantly we heard the crash of pipes and the run of water, explaining Cass’s absence.


‘She came dashing through the kitchen just now saying you’d found them all dead this morning.’


It was ambiguous, in a sense. The English language has long since lost its plural ‘you’, an omission we should perhaps regret. I could not tell from Grant’s words whether he thought that I alone had found them, or Cass and I together. A fine distinction, perhaps. I rubbed my hands to clear them of the sensation of the hen’s feathers, which still lingered like a stain. Caught red-handed, caught holding the body. I could find no way of phrasing a clarification that would not have sounded like something else. I let the remark lie.


‘I’m sorry,’ I said again. ‘You must be very upset.’


He shrugged. ‘It’s annoying. But hens are funny creatures. These things happen.’


‘Yes, but these ones particularly. Rory’s.’


He stiffened, jerking his chin upwards. ‘Rory’s hens? Who told you that?’


I caught a movement and looked up. Cass, silent on her bare feet, was standing at the turning of the stairs as if she had materialized there. She ran down the last flight and hooked her arm through his in an affected sort of way, demanding our admiration of the tableaux. Grant tolerated her for a second, then disengaged his arm and reached for the light switch.


‘Easier to go out the back,’ he said, as the hall once more went dark. ‘We don’t really use the front door much. Cass, if you could lock it up again?’


She moved off easily through the gloom. All I could see once more was the outline of the cases, although now that I was aware of them it seemed to me that the faint unblinking gleam of all those eyes could still be made out. Grant opened the door into a back corridor and he and I entered it together. He paused at an open door that led into the brightly lit kitchen, the light spilling into the dim corridor.


‘The kettle is just boiling,’ he said. ‘You’d be welcome to join us for a cup of tea.’


‘Oh yes, do, and toast – I’m ravenous and utterly parched.’ Cass had skidded up to join us and clutched my arm. Grant’s face had been polite and unexpectant when he had made the invitation and I had been about to refuse, but Cass was unstoppable and dragged me in, grabbing three mismatched mugs, then heaving the huge kettle off the Aga with both hands. The kitchen was large and warm, much warmer than the rest of the house, and cluttered with things that had no business there but that seemed to me to be exactly right – even the dead hen, which Grant had left casually on one of the counters. It was a room for living in, with a fireplace in the corner surrounded by a collection of shabby armchairs, as well as the large kitchen table, which was almost entirely covered with paperwork.


‘I can’t stay,’ I said. ‘I really should be getting back. I’ve work to do.’


‘No, stay,’ and it was Grant who said it, sweeping some papers into a pile, making a space for me at the table. ‘It’s about time we had you around.’


Cass brought over the tea and my fingers found the warmth of the mug, welcome after the chill of my walk. We chatted, the three of us, with the ease of a much longer acquaintance, and when I did reluctantly finish the last dregs of my tea and stood to go, it was Grant who rose to see me out.


Out in the dimness of the corridor, he led me down towards the back door, his heels ringing against the stone flags. At the door, he paused, and his face once more was blandly polite, closed off, unreadable.


‘You’re very welcome to drop in any time,’ he said, and then after a pause added, ‘You know, when it comes to our brother, I’m afraid you really don’t want to believe everything my sister says. She’s never been one to let the facts get in the way of a good story.’


I nodded, grateful for the dimness of the hallway, feeling a sting in my cheeks. I had no doubt that he was right about Cass and her imaginings. But all the same, as I walked through the cool morning air back to my cottage I had an image in my mind as vivid as if I had seen it with my own eyes: a young army officer leaning over the fence to absorb the murmur of the hens, finding peace in their company in a world of war.
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