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June 1966


The clock above the porter’s lodge of Darbyfield University was half an hour ahead of the time showing on Belle Johnson’s wristwatch, but whichever was correct, she had been waiting ages for her lift and the blazing noonday sun was doing nothing for her hangover. Passers-by glanced curiously at the attractive student with her overstuffed rucksack and a guitar in a canvas case. At nineteen she was tall, lean and supple in faded jeans and a loose-fitting T-shirt. Her long smooth dark hair was parted in the middle, a tiny plait on each side holding it back from her drawn face. One of her chestnut-brown eyes was slightly larger than the other, which gave her an appealing look – or would have done had she not been scowling.


Belle tapped the watch, but the second hand wouldn’t move, and she frowned. Her parents had given her the delicate gold timepiece on her eighteenth birthday with the instruction to ‘look after it’. Possibly it hadn’t liked being left in a puddle of wine after last night’s party. She sighed as she unfastened it and slid it into her rucksack. Hopefully it would dry out. Then her lips curved at a secret thought. Perhaps time wouldn’t matter where she was going.


‘Hello, stranger!’ The accusing voice broke through her thoughts and Belle looked up, shading her eyes against the sunlight until Carrie’s earnest round face came into focus.


‘Oh, hi,’ she mumbled. Her friend looked as neat and conventional as ever in an A-line cotton skirt and spotless white blouse. Although it was a Saturday it was exam season and Carrie clutched a folder under her arm labelled, ‘The Enlightenment – First Year Revision Notes’ in her even handwriting.


‘What have you been up to, Belle? I haven’t seen you in ages and I’ve knocked on your door ever so many times.’


‘Sorry.’ Belle shrugged. ‘I’ve been in the library. And exams, of course. Hey, how’s History going, by the way?’ Belle felt bad at keeping Carrie in the dark, but then she hadn’t told any of her friends what she’d been doing for the last week – or about her big decision.


She barely heard Carrie’s response as she glanced anxiously up the road for the twentieth time. The cars continued to pass without slowing.


‘Belle? I said, who are you waiting for?’


She forced her attention back to Carrie’s troubled face and relented. ‘Listen, I’m sorry I haven’t been around. I was going to write, honest. I’m going away for a while. In case anyone asks, the rest of my stuff’s in the landing cupboard and I’ve handed in my key.’


Carrie’s pale blue eyes widened in concern. ‘You’ve cleared your room? Why? Where are you going?’


‘I’m off to Cornwall.’


‘Cornwall? But that’s hundreds of miles away. What about exams?’


‘I’ve only one left – Monday afternoon – and it hardly counts.’


‘You’re going to miss an exam?’ Carrie’s voice rose to a horrified squeak. ‘Belle, you can’t.’


Something inside her snapped. ‘I can. It doesn’t matter.’


‘But they might not let you back for your second year.’


Belle shuffled her feet and looked away, her roaming gaze taking in the old red-brick arched gateway, the cropped grass of the quad beyond, students trailing about in chattering groups in the sunshine, bags of books slung over their shoulders. A busy, familiar scene. She’d thought Darbyfield University was where she’d wanted to be, had been ecstatic when she’d won a place to read English. How proud her parents had been. But now… well, life looked different.


‘So when are you planning to come back?’ Carrie asked, folding her arms. ‘If you are coming back, that is. What about the Summer Ball?’


‘I don’t know yet.’ Belle felt a stab of annoyance at Carrie’s inquisition, while admitting it was unfair of her.


Carrie had been her constant friend at university, indeed the first friendly face she’d met after she’d driven up from suburban Surrey the previous September. Belle’s father had hefted a box of books onto her desk, remarked that her modern hall of residence was luxury compared to the shabby hostel he’d endured as a student in London (‘But that was 1930, Dad!’ she’d groaned), then bid her an abrupt goodbye with a quick peck on the cheek and an, ‘I’ll leave you to it then.’ She’d gazed down at the upright, tweed-jacketed figure with the salt-and-pepper hair marching purposefully towards the porter’s lodge, and longed for him to look up and give a final wave. But he didn’t and sighing, she turned back to the room, feeling rather alone. She ought to make up the narrow bed and unpack. Instead sounds of activity drew her out to the corridor. There a petite girl with brown bobbed hair and delicate features was fetching a bottle of milk from the communal fridge. She looked up at Belle and gave her a shy smile. ‘Hi, I’m Carrie. I’m just making tea. Would you like some?’ And Belle’s loneliness had lifted.


Now she was biting her lip, wondering what to tell Carrie of her recent adventures, when the toot of a horn interrupted her thoughts and they both turned to see an ancient yellow car judder towards them in a miasma of fumes and tinny pop music. The young man at the wheel was grinning. Belle sighed with relief. ‘Finally, Gray!’ she exclaimed. Carrie just stared.


Happiness filling her, Belle gripped her guitar as the car ground to a halt. Gray leaned from the window and Belle’s heart leaped to see his tangle of corn-coloured hair, white teeth gleaming in his thin tanned face, sharp blue eyes twinkling above a hawkish nose.


‘You’re late,’ she admonished, trying, but failing, to sound stern.


He smiled lazily and patted the car door. ‘Couldn’t help it. Trouble getting the old girl going!’ Oh, that smoky drawl. ‘Chuck your stuff on the back seat.’


Seeing that he wasn’t going to help or apologize, Belle wrested the rear door open, then pushed her luggage inside next to some boxes and a grubby holdall. When she turned to say goodbye to Carrie, her friend was still staring at Gray and Belle giggled, for her mouth was a perfect O of amazement.


‘Carrie, darling, this is Gray,’ she said and gave her a hug. ‘Now, promise you won’t worry about me.’ She closed her eyes, breathing in Carrie’s clean, soapy smell.


‘I can’t help worrying,’ Carrie said in a small voice. ‘Be careful, Belle, won’t you? And stay in touch.’


‘I’ll write, of course.’


Carrie hissed in Belle’s ear, ‘I don’t know where you found him, but he’s gorgeous.’


Belle laughed and gave her a brief final squeeze. Then she gathered up a pulsing transistor radio and a punnet of cherries from the passenger seat and climbed in next to Gray.


‘All right, love?’ Gray pushed back his hair and smiled at her. ‘Have a cherry.’ He offered the punnet through the window to Carrie, who shook her head shyly and backed away. He popped one in his mouth and gunned the engine into life.


Belle waved to Carrie as the car leaped forward, but by the time they’d swung round the corner she’d all but forgotten her. Her mouth was full of ripe cherry and her heart was singing. She’d thrown off all her troubles. For a while, at least.


Or so she thought, as she dropped a fruit stone from the window.


Belle was still too young to have learned that your problems have a habit of coming along with you.
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Belle had known Gray for precisely a week.


She’d been out in the Derbyshire hills the previous Saturday with the Rambling Club, the university society she most enjoyed. There were a dozen of them, a mixed bag, their president a serious-faced Chemistry postgraduate named Duncan, who’d been brought up in the Cairngorm mountains and found the Peak District summits gentle in comparison. They were nice, ordinary young people, any of whom Belle would have felt happy introducing to her parents. The exercise and the peace and beauty of the countryside made her feel free; she could lose herself for a few hours.


That day’s walk had involved strenuous climbing, then on the way down the weather had suddenly worsened, the rain coming down in sheets, and they’d taken shelter in the mouth of a shallow cave. The rain passed and they’d pressed on, finally reaching the village station they’d started from, but were annoyed to discover that their train back to the city had been cancelled. The next one wasn’t for an hour. The rain clouds had gone, however, and everything looked fresh, the early evening sky gleaming peach and gold.


‘Why don’t we stop at that pub we passed?’ Duncan suggested and they retraced their steps.


Outside the Black Dog, a sandwich board advertised live music, a group called ‘The Witchers’. Belle felt exhausted, every bone aching from the day’s endeavours, so she gladly stuffed her waterproofs into her knapsack and followed the others through the ancient oak doorway.


She loved the atmosphere of the pub at once. It was old-fashioned spit and sawdust, with rough floorboards, horse brasses decorating the walls, and a scattering of wooden benches, tables and chairs. The low-ceilinged space was loud with talk and laughter, busy as one would expect for a Saturday evening. In one corner two empty chairs and a microphone had been set up on a low dais, ready for the live act.


‘Belle, what are you having?’ Duncan gave her a friendly nudge. He was a good-looking, athletic young man with a scruff of short dark curls and a steady, brown-eyed gaze. He was always especially kind to Belle, who was the only girl in the group and its youngest member.


‘Sweet cider and crisps, please.’ She handed him some coins and while she waited for him to order, looked round at the other customers. Some seated around tables were dressed for walking, like themselves, while over by the window a group of brawny youngish men stood nursing pints as they waited their turn at a dartboard. Local farmers, no doubt, from their physiques and weatherbeaten faces. Belle’s attention roved to a very different party by the far wall, close to the dais, half a dozen people a few years older than herself sitting around a long table, engaged in eager conversation. She stared at them with fascination, the men with longish hair, the girls in floaty dresses and ropes of beads, bright, alien figures in a Peak District pub. The blond head of a man facing her was bent to the task of rolling a cigarette, but suddenly he threw back his head and laughed at some joke, and she caught a flash of his white teeth and felt a stab of attraction.


‘Your drink, my lady,’ she heard Duncan say and she smiled her thanks.


Thirsty, she took a large gulp of cider, which went down the wrong way so that Duncan had to slap her back. By the time she finished coughing there were signs of activity across the room. The blond man, lithe in a white shirt and jeans, and a lanky mouse-haired one with a thin, peaky-looking face and round glasses, were taking up position on the dais with their guitars. After a shuffling of chairs, some patient plinks and plonks of tuning up and a few exploratory chords, they began to play a beautiful intricate harmony and the chatter in the room died away.


‘Are you okay now?’ Duncan whispered, concerned.


Belle nodded vaguely, transfixed by the music. She crept forward with her drink to hear better, just as the duo began to sing. The song was a lament, something about love among the willow trees, sad but droll, too, sung with merriment in the singers’ eyes and a chorus with a beat that made her tap her foot. Her gaze could not leave the blond singer’s face with its sleepy blue eyes, which he closed when he sang the tenderest lines. His warm, full-throated tenor voice teased and charmed. The other man’s was higher, reedier, but attractive in its own way, and the voices wove in and out of each other in perfect harmony.


When the song was over there was a burst of applause, and then they struck up another tune that had a swing like a country dance. Belle joined in as people clapped in time. After this the blond man spoke. ‘Thank you, everyone, for your appreciation,’ he said in a slow lazy voice and Belle hung onto every word. ‘I’m Gray Robinson and this here is Stu Ford. We’re The Witchers and we’d like to thank Frank there behind the bar for having us here this evening. Cheers, Frank. Now without further ado we’re going to sing a love song.’ Gray gazed round the room as he struck an opening chord and Belle, to her amazement, felt his eyes rest on her briefly. ‘It’s a bit sad, I’m afraid, but, hey, that’s the way it goes sometimes.’


Here someone at the back of the room shouted ‘Ahhh’ and there was laughter and Gray smiled in a laid-back fashion. Belle breathed in deeply. Again he glanced her way and she stared back at him in surprise. Then he closed his eyes and began to sing, by himself this time, a plaintive ballad about a summer romance blown away by an autumn breeze.


‘I don’t usually like folksy music,’ someone said in Belle’s ear. ‘A classical man myself, but they’re good, aren’t they?’ It was Tim, another of the ramblers, a stocky, rather ponderous lad, who’d regaled Belle earlier out on the hills with an account of his ambitions to be a barrister. She was sure he’d be a good one because he could talk so much.


‘They’re wonderful,’ she murmured back. ‘Sshh, I want to listen.’


Tim ignored this and glanced at his watch. ‘We’ll have to be moving soon. It’s not long till the train.’


‘Mmm. We’ve got plenty of time.’


Thankfully, Tim took the hint and stepped away, leaving her to concentrate on the song. It faded and segued into another. After several more, Gray announced a short interval. Stu leaned his guitar against the wall. Someone passed them pints of golden beer and Stu carried his to the table where they’d been sitting. Gray took several gulps of his then set the glass on the floor and picked up his guitar. As he adjusted the strings, his gaze strayed over towards Belle.


On a mad impulse, with a leap of courage she’d never known she possessed, Belle walked over to stand before him. He rested his arms on his guitar and smiled at her.


‘I…’ She felt suddenly self-conscious.


‘Love the gear,’ he said, pointing to her muddy walking boots and she smiled.


‘I love your music,’ she mumbled and he nodded his thanks.


‘Um, I’m Belle. We have to go to catch our train in a moment,’ she went on. ‘We’re from Darbyfield University. But I wanted to say… about loving the songs, I mean. And that I hope we won’t seem rude, leaving early.’


‘Hey, no offence, I promise,’ Gray said. He sipped his beer then played a few chords, staring at her all the while. ‘Tell you what, Belle. We’re playing in Darbyfield tomorrow. The Kaleidoscope in White Horse Alley. You know it? You should come.’


‘The Kaleidoscope. Okay.’ She didn’t know White Horse Alley, but she’d find it.


‘Gray?’ Another of his friends appeared and glanced curiously at Belle before asking him, ‘Another pint?’


‘Yeah, why not. Hang on, I owe you a quid…’


‘See you tomorrow then, hopefully,’ she broke in quickly, her courage running out. She returned to the others at the bar and shouldered her knapsack then cast Gray a final glance. He was helping Stu tune up, but he smiled at her and gave her a wave. Light with happiness, she waved back. She’d see him again, she vowed.





The following evening at eight, Belle found The Kaleidoscope in a cobbled backstreet that she had never known existed. It was a Sunday evening and the city was quiet. A hand-drawn arrow sign pointed down to a basement beneath a bookshop, in the window of which lay a dozen dusty volumes with curling covers and titles such as The Way of the Yogi and Capricorn’s Daughter. She sniffed at an exotic smoky scent that coiled through the air.


The same sandwich board advertising The Witchers was propped up on the narrow pavement and Belle pretended to study it, twisting her fingers in her hair as a group of young people flowed round her and down the steps on their way inside, trying to pluck up courage to follow them. She’d never been into a club on her own before. She’d failed to persuade Carrie to come because Carrie was revising, all her friends were, so she was here on her own. Eventually, she trod carefully down the narrow concrete steps. At the bottom she pushed open a rough wooden door and found herself in a dimly lit, claustrophobic space that smelled strongly of malt and tobacco smoke. A group of lads in turtlenecks and ankle boots who were clustered around the seedy bar with pints and cigarettes looked up briefly at her entrance, but otherwise no one took any notice. She gazed about, feeling out of place. Then, thankfully, she spotted Gray. He was standing with Stu and the others near a tiny corner stage where their guitars and two chairs were set up.


Gray hadn’t seen her. He was talking animatedly, gesturing as he related some anecdote and Belle waited uncertainly, unable to take her eyes off him but too shy to approach. Someone bumped into her and beer sloshed over her arm, an apology was muttered. She dabbed at her jacket with a handkerchief then walked hesitantly across and hovered at the fringes of the group. At last, Gray noticed her and broke off his story, smiling as he stepped across to greet her, bending to kiss her cheek as though he’d known her for years.


‘Folks,’ he said, turning to the group, ‘this is Belle.’


‘Hi.’ She smiled round at them nervously and they all nodded with varying degrees of enthusiasm. Gray stayed with his arm round her waist, in a way that was friendly rather than possessive, took a sip of his beer and continued his story.


‘Then the guy said…’ It was something about an argument regarding payment for a performance – and Belle leaned against Gray, quietly dazed, unable to believe that she was suddenly part of this world. Except she wasn’t, of course. Gray had merely made it seem so. No one else spoke to her or offered her a drink and her fingers felt horribly sticky from the spilt beer. Suddenly Gray raised his eyebrows in response to a signal from a man behind the bar. He withdrew his arm. It was time for The Witchers to tune up.


As the act got underway, once again the liquid notes of the guitars, Gray’s lazy voice and Stu’s plaintive high one played havoc with Belle’s emotions. Some of the songs she remembered from the evening before, but the intimacy of this smaller space suited them better, and the audience, dedicated fans who’d come for the music, listened attentively and were warm in their appreciation.


There was no interval and late in the performance Gray took a draught of his beer. ‘Now,’ he said, ‘I’d like to sing you a song I’ve never tried in public before. It’s called “Silverwood” and it’s about a place that’s special to me.’


Silverwood, Belle thought with surprise. The name sounded familiar but she couldn’t think why. She listened closely to the words. ‘Down a winding lane, hidden by silver trees, it calls to me, place of freedom by the river that runs to the sea, it calls to me. Dancing waters, rolling hills, all the beauty you can see, it calls to me, it calls to me. Silverwood.’ It was light but heartfelt and she liked it. Silverwood. It definitely stirred a memory.


There was a round of enthusiastic applause, then they played what seemed to be an old favourite called ‘On my Wagon’. Finally, after a hearty sea shanty with Stu as a rousing encore, it was over.


Belle waited for Gray to finish talking to the fans swarming round him, wondering self-consciously what she should do, whether she was merely making a fool of herself by hanging about. One of the girls in Gray’s group of friends, willowy and fair-haired with dreamy eyes, smiled at her vaguely and Belle smiled back and it was this single friendly gesture that made her decide to wait and see what happened. To look less like a spare part she went to the bar.


‘What’ll you have, Miss?’


‘Er, a bitter lemon, please.’


She felt the man’s prurient eyes on her as he filled a glass.


‘Belle?’


She turned with relief to see Gray. ‘Oh,’ she burbled. ‘You were wonderful.’ He smiled as though this was simply his due. He paid for her drink, watched as the barman drew him a pint, then steered her back to where two tables had been pushed together, round which Gray’s friends had gathered. She sat quietly on a bench close to Gray as Stu and the others discussed the performance. Gray simply listened, sipping his beer, a faint smile on his face. When Belle finished her bitter lemon someone fetched her another, which tasted a bit different, metallic, but she didn’t complain. It made her feel happy, more relaxed. Time flew past, more strange lemonades were drunk. The barman called last orders and soon afterwards the lights flickered, a sign that they should leave. Their group, all eight or nine of them, tumbled up the steps onto the dark street. Belle’s world swayed a bit then righted itself. She shivered, fastened her jacket against the cool of the night and murmured regretfully to Gray, ‘I ought to be getting back now.’


He gripped her wrist. ‘Don’t go. We’re moving on somewhere. Where’re we going, Stu?’


‘Just back to ours, I suppose.’


Gray looked at her enquiringly as the others waited.


‘I don’t think I should,’ Belle said weakly. ‘I’m in the middle of exams and I’ve got revision.’


‘Oh, I see,’ Gray murmured. ‘That’s a shame.’ He loosened her hand. ‘Anybody remember exams?’ He appealed to the group in a teasing voice. There were shaken heads and laughter. ‘I’ll see you around then, I guess,’ he added with a rueful moue.


It was so embarrassing it hurt. They moved off, leaving her standing. All her joy drained away.


‘Gray?’ she called miserably in a small voice. ‘Gray?’ He swung round and his face lit up with a grin.


‘Coming?’


She’d get up early and revise before the afternoon’s exam. ‘Yes.’ She smiled and hurried towards him. He shifted the guitar on his shoulder, took her hand and tucked it under his arm as though it belonged there.





The party, if that’s what it was, went on for the rest of the night. Gray and Stu’s flat comprised a clutch of small rooms on the third floor of a concrete apartment block with a broken lift, but they’d made it homely, the yellow-painted walls decorated with posters and colourful strings of bells. Everyone sat or lay around on big floor cushions, the guys smoking pot and drinking beer. The willowy girl with the dreamy eyes was called Chrissie and appeared to be Stu’s girlfriend. She dished out steaming plates of vegetable stew and fried rice which people ate hungrily. A strange, throbbing music played faintly in the background. Gray sat facing Belle, strumming his guitar quietly, keeping his eyes on her as he tried out snatches of song, and soon she was busking along, experimenting with harmonies, which made his eyes light up.


‘You have a lovely singing voice,’ he told her.


‘Thank you. I play a bit, as well,’ she said, eyeing his guitar longingly, but the odd background music had faded away and when invited to try the guitar she felt exposed. ‘No, I’m not very good really,’ she lied. ‘I’d just embarrass myself.’


‘Go on. Try.’


She settled the instrument in her lap, pushed back her hair and strummed a soft chord or two, liking the tone – it was a far better guitar than hers – then, forgetting she had an audience, began to play.


‘ “Blowing in the Wind”,’ Gray said promptly with a grin and they sang it together, and soon others joined in. Then she sang ‘Michelle’ solo – she loved the reference to ‘my Belle’ and had worked out the chords from listening to the Beatles record. There was a flutter of applause and, flushed with success, Belle returned the guitar to Gray.


Stu lit a joint and handed it round. Belle tried it, too, but choked on the fumes and hastily passed it on. Instead she lost herself in Gray’s gaze as he played, which had just as mesmerising an effect on her as breathing in the scented smoke that hung in the air. He had a way of making her feel special, as though she mattered to him. No boy had ever looked at her like that before. It felt extraordinary, overwhelming.


‘You all right?’ he murmured, finally putting his guitar aside. She felt his fingers in her hair, gently tugging and stroking it, and they leaned into one another until their foreheads touched. Presently she lifted her face to his and he kissed her mouth gently, then again more deeply, and she sensed her whole body opening up to him. She shifted so that she was leaning against the wall next to him with her head on his shoulder and his arm round her. Maybe it was the food, the warm, druggy atmosphere of the room, the hypnotic music that had started up again, or all of these, but after a while Belle sank into unconsciousness.





‘Hey. Belle, it’s eight o’clock. Wake up.’


It was like surfacing from deep water. She blinked in pain and confusion against a sharp ray of daylight streaming in from the window. Gray was crouching before her and the tea he offered had a herby fragrance.


‘Don’t you have an exam?’


Her mind began to clear. Gray looked concerned and she was touched given his mockery of the night before. ‘It’s at half past one.’ She took the cup and sipped from it cautiously, her nose wrinkling at the bitter taste.


‘No need to rush, then.’ Gray kissed her brow, rose lightly and went to the kitchen. She finished the tea and, headache receding, stretched to ease her stiffness. In the morning light the room wore a murky, run-down air. Several bodies under blankets lay gently snoring. There was no sign of Stu or his girlfriend. A delicious smell of toast was filling the room.


Revision! Belle climbed to her feet. She rummaged for her jacket and shoes then hurried into the kitchen.


‘I need to go.’


‘Stay for breakfast,’ Gray commanded, holding out a plate of buttered toast.


‘I can’t. Honestly.’


‘It’ll only take you a moment.’


She took a slice and ate it while she shuffled on her shoes. Gray lounged against the kitchen doorway, watching with arms folded.


‘Goodbye,’ she breathed, standing before him. Was this it? Would she ever see him again?


‘Bye.’ His smile was teasing. As she brushed past him he reached and pulled her close and kissed her thoroughly, until she had to drag herself away. As she fumbled the flat door open, dizzy, he said, ‘Hey, my Belle.’ She turned, expectant, but all he said was, ‘Good luck this afternoon!’


She forced a smile. ‘Thanks,’ she said and pulled the door to behind her. As she tottered down the stairs she tried to dismiss a voice that sang in her mind to the rhythm of her feet, Is that it, then? Is that it?





Somehow Belle ploughed through a couple of hours’ revision in the library then, in the tense silence of the exam hall, scrawled some banalities on John Milton’s apocalyptic language and the use of stock characters in Ben Jonson’s plays. Then she was free. She trailed out with the other English first-years, dazed in the sunlight, and sat with them in the union bar as they compared answers, but her thoughts were elsewhere.


‘Are you all right, Belle?’ someone asked.


‘Of course,’ she said. ‘I was up half the night, that’s all.’ Just not revising. They seemed suddenly so young, her fellow students, so dull next to Gray and his friends. After a while she excused herself and ambled back to the hall of residence, intending to lie down.


Reaching the first-floor landing she sniffed at a smell of smoke and was surprised and delighted to find Gray sitting cross-legged on the floor outside her room. He’d taken off his shoes and was smoking a roll-up.


‘How did you find me?’ she gasped, as he pinched out his cigarette and jumped to his feet. Despite their late night his skin glowed as though he’d slept well and his jeans and shirt looked freshly laundered.


‘Easy. I asked around.’ His husky voice and lopsided grin played havoc with her insides.


Inside her room, she watched anxiously as he prowled about, touching the strings of her guitar, squinting at a volume of country and western music that lay open on the carpet, examining her posters of Snoopy and the Beatles. But all he said was ‘Nice’. Then he picked up a photograph from the desk.


‘These your folks?’


She nodded. ‘Dad, Mum, my little sister Jackie.’


‘You look the perfect family.’


‘What do you mean?’ She couldn’t tell if he was being wistful or sneering.


He set down the photo and put his arms round her. ‘Oh, Belle, you’re so pure,’ he whispered, smiling at her wonderingly. He was compact, wiry, only a little taller than her five feet eight, and she stared directly into his piercing blue eyes, feeling the warmth of his body.


‘I’m not at all pure,’ she said, indignant.


‘Yes, you are. Don’t be cross. It’s a compliment. It’s something I like most about you.’


She smiled uncertainly. ‘I’m not annoyed. I don’t know quite what you mean by pure. It sounds boring and I certainly don’t want to be that.’


‘You’re really not boring. Very interesting, in fact.’


He pulled her to him and she closed her eyes as he kissed her, his tongue exploring her mouth. She kissed him back, then, after a second’s hesitation, led him to the narrow bed and drew him down close beside her. She would show him that she wasn’t ‘pure’.


It was not her first time – recalling with embarrassment a drunken fumble with an angelic-looking first year Engineer after a party in freshers’ week. She’d wanted to lose her virginity – get it over and forget about it – but he was inexperienced as well, and although he hadn’t meant to, he’d hurt her. They’d avoided one another since. After that, she’d dated two or three others, but never for long.


Gray was prepared and clearly knew exactly what to do. He was gentle and patient with her and she found herself responding passionately, soon lost in widening ripples of pleasure. Afterwards they lay panting in one another’s arms. ‘That was beautiful,’ he whispered, his gaze lost in hers.


‘Am I still pure?’ she asked, smiling.


‘Oh yes, very.’


She made a moue. He raised himself on one elbow and traced the contours of her face with his finger. ‘I’m serious,’ he said wonderingly. ‘It’s like nothing bad has ever happened to you. So sweet and perfect like your room and your perfect family. When I saw you in the crowd that first night I couldn’t look away. Your spirit shines out of your eyes, you know. That’s what I mean by pure.’


‘That’s ridiculous. I’m not like that,’ she said hotly. ‘You don’t know me. I—’


‘No, don’t spoil it.’ He stroked her hair, then bent and kissed her eyelids and she shivered with delight.


At that moment came a knock at the door and they froze. ‘Belle, are you there?’ Carrie’s muffled voice. She rattled the door handle. Thank goodness I locked it. Belle began silently to giggle. Gray smiled. After a moment Carrie’s footsteps retreated and Belle felt ashamed. Carrie was her friend after all. She got up and visited her tiny ensuite bathroom.


When she returned Gray was lying on his side, examining a pile of books on her bedside table. ‘Ignorance and Self-Deception in Troilus and Cressida?’ he read aloud. ‘Heavy stuff.’


‘It’s wrong for me, though. I thought that English Literature here would be exciting, but it’s not. It’s taught in such a boring way and some of the lecturers are so old. I don’t think they’ve read anything published since Charles Dickens.’


‘Why stay, then? Life’s too short.’


‘I’m lucky to be here, Gray. I worked hard for it.’


He nodded. ‘Fair enough, but sometimes the things you want you find you don’t want.’


She bit her lip and wondered if he might be right. ‘What about you?’


‘What about me? I do what I care about. Music. I hated school, got out as soon as I could, left home – there was just me and my mum – did this and that for a year or two then got together with Stu. It’s been good, but it’s changing now he’s got Chrissie. Feels weird. It’s Stu’s flat and I need to find somewhere new.’


‘Where?’


‘Cornwall to start with. Silverwood.’


Again, recognition stirred. ‘The place in your song. It’s in Cornwall?’


‘Yeah. It’s this huge house in the middle of nowhere. I spent some time there last summer. I need to go back, work on some songs in peace. I’ve got so many ideas.’


‘When are you going?’


‘Saturday.’


‘Next Saturday?’ Belle breathed, staring at him in dismay. That was in five days’ time.


‘I’m just waiting for my car brakes to be fixed.’


‘You’ve got a car?’


‘Yeah. Is that bad?’


‘No, of course not, it’s great.’ None of her friends had cars.


She sat up slowly, her movements heavy with disappointment. What was she doing here with him if he was going away? Did he see her just as a pleasant way of passing the time? She’d only just met him, but she’d fallen in deep and she’d thought he felt the same. What an idiot she was. But when she glanced down at him he was looking thoughtful.


‘Come with me,’ he said at last. ‘To Cornwall.’


‘What?’ Her spirits rose. Maybe he did feel the same as her. Then they sank again. ‘My last exam’s on Monday. It’s not an important one, but… Can you wait till I’ve finished?’


‘Unfortunately not. I’ve got a booking in Falmouth on Sunday night. It’s a shame because I thought…‘ He paused.


‘What?’


‘Well, Stu can’t make it, so first I thought I’d try solo. But then last night you sang for me. You’ve a great voice, really soft and touching. I’ve been thinking. You could try doing one or two of the songs with me. We’ve a few days to practise.’


‘Me? Sing with you? I couldn’t.’ She laughed in disbelief.


‘You. Could. Yes.’ He tapped her collarbone with his finger in time with his words then smiled at her astonished face. Then he sighed. ‘It’s a shame about that exam.’


‘Yes. Look, I’m really tempted.’


He smiled. ‘Don’t look so serious, love. It’s up to you. I just thought… well, why don’t you come round to the flat tomorrow and we’ll talk. And… other things!’


She kissed him. ‘Okay!’





After he’d left, Belle locked the door and lay on her bed for a long while, brooding. Her mind and body thrummed with joy at the memory of Gray. He’d come into her life so suddenly and with such force that he’d torn it apart. She’d listened to many love songs, read many romances, but despite all the boys she’d dated, she’d never experienced the force of love for herself.


But now Gray was moving things along without giving her time. Cornwall. A wonderful house. Being with him. Singing with him. It was all too tantalizing. Yet the exam, only to test her written English skills, but still. And afterwards she had plans. Parties. The Summer Ball next week. She’d paid the deposit on a backpacking holiday in Wales with the ramblers. Though she’d need to earn some money to pay for that. How long would he be in Cornwall? She should ask.


She was reluctant to say no to the opportunity. Maybe once he left Darbyfield she’d never see him again. Perhaps this was irrational, but she’d always had that fear when people said goodbye. She couldn’t afford to follow him down on the train, and she could hardly ask him to come back and fetch her after her exam. Perhaps she could hitch? But he wanted her to learn his lovely songs right away and sing with him on Sunday!


She sighed, turned over and pulled a pillow over her head. Everything about her life here seemed colourless now. Tomorrow’s exam. Mediaeval English, for heaven’s sake. It meant mugging up paragraphs of Chaucer and writing out modern translations. Boring, boring, where was the magic in that? Whereas Gray filled her heart and mind with life and excitement. You have to work for what you want, her teachers had told her.


What had Gray said? Sometimes the things you want you find you don’t want. Well, she didn’t want Mediaeval English and, to be honest, she didn’t like any of her studies. The course was a disappointment and she didn’t know if she even wanted to come back after the summer holidays. Monday’s exam, though, she’d never missed an exam in her life. But Gray, if she turned away this opportunity to be with him, there might never be another. She sat up, blinking, and glanced round the room, seeing it now with his eyes.


Pure, he’d called her. Now she understood. Her teenage posters, the spider plant on the desk, fairies on a flyer for a student production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream – ordinary middle-class things, like everyone else’s. Her eye fell on the photograph of her family. As he’d remarked, they looked perfect, two parents, two daughters, everybody smiling for the camera.


One thing Gray was wrong about, though.


He’d said nothing bad had ever happened to her.


Sometimes she felt that something had. Something that had struck at the roots of her confidence and made her careful, diligent, watchful.


She picked up the photograph and slid it into the drawer of her desk. ‘Silverwood,’ she said to herself. She was going to Silverwood and she wouldn’t be pure any more.










Three [image: ]



Evening was falling by the time they came to a gap in a line of silver birch trees and Gray nudged the yellow car between rugged stone gateposts. They bumped along a rutted drive with tangled undergrowth on either side. This opened out into a park of rough grass where they passed two goats staring at them over a wooden fence near a tumbledown shed, then Belle caught her breath at the imposing mass of the house before them.


‘Gray, it’s huge!’


Gray laughed. ‘I told you.’


Silverwood was a beautiful, broad-shouldered building of Cornish granite, its particles of quartz sparkling in the waning light. A wisteria still in glorious flower crept across the frontage and here and there sash windows stood raised to welcoming effect. The building must have sustained damage at some time, as if a demolition ball had chipped the top right-hand corner, but Belle didn’t have a chance to see properly before they drew close.


A campervan was parked on the gravel area before the house and Gray pulled up alongside it. Belle stared at its gaudy hand-painted decoration of flowers and trees. They stood together for a moment looking around, relishing the tranquil atmosphere, the smell of smoke coiling from Gray’s cigarette failing to mask a glorious scent of earth and sap.


Only the sound of a flute or recorder, inexpertly played, broke the peace of the evening, then it stopped abruptly and the bold face of a young man with short brown curly hair appeared at an upstairs window, ‘Hey!’ he called down, a degree of surprise in his voice.


‘Hey!’ Gray called back. ‘I’m a friend of Francis’s. We’ve come to stay for a bit.’


‘Sure. I’m Arlo. Go in round the side. I’ll come down.’ The young man withdrew.


‘How does Arlo fit in?’ Belle murmured as they made their way towards the left-hand side of the house.


‘No idea. He wasn’t here last year, but then people come and go.’


Something dawned on Belle as they turned the corner to see a brick wall with an arched doorway open before them. ‘Gray,’ she hissed, ‘does anyone know we’re coming?’


‘Well no, they don’t have a phone, do they?’ he said, offhand.


She stopped dead. ‘Surely we can’t just turn up,’ she said in dismay.


Gray gave an uncertain grin. ‘I’m sure it’ll be okay,’ he said and walked on. She followed reluctantly. His way of dealing with the world was obviously different from hers, and she had little choice but to go along with it.





In other ways Belle was glad of his laid-back nature. The drive down had been fun. Twice in her life she’d been with her father when the family car broke down and he’d treated it as a personal affront, endured with barely suppressed rage that made the rest of the family cower. So, when after an hour that morning, clouds of steam had begun to rise from under the bonnet, forcing Gray to pull into a layby, she was wary. Yet he remained remarkably unbothered. They simply waited for the engine to cool before he hefted a canister out of the boot and poured water into the radiator. Then off they went again. All without fuss. ‘It’s always happening,’ he sighed. ‘Costs too much to fix.’


They laughed and sang the rest of the way to Cornwall. At lunchtime they stopped at a pretty village near Bristol to buy bread and cheese and cheap cider from a shop. They sat on a bench by a wide babbling stream to eat, threw the crusts to a family of swans, then crossed by stepping stones to a grassy island where they lay curled up in each other’s arms and dozed for a while.


They’d talked on the journey, too, mostly of music and the place where they were going, Silverwood, on the north side of the Helford Estuary.


‘It belongs to a guy called Francis Penmartin,’ he said. They had met last summer at a folk music festival in Falmouth and Francis had invited him to visit. Gray had ended up staying several weeks, getting inspiration from the landscape, writing songs. ‘It’s magical and they’ve a good thing running there.’ He spoke in awe of a woman called Rain and her amazing vision for the place, how people lived there together in harmony, away from the evils of the capitalist system. They grew much of their own food and made their own clothes, and there was no television or anything, though there was electricity, and everything was very spiritual and close to the earth. He’d loved it. He could be himself there and nobody bothered him.


Belle listened, spellbound, thinking it sounded like heaven. ‘How long are you planning to stay?’ she asked him, not daring to say ‘we’ yet in case it sounded too possessive.


Gray braked suddenly to avoid hitting a dawdling car in front, then the engine strained as he swerved and overtook it. Belle clutched onto her seat. ‘I don’t know yet. Depends how things go, what turns up.’


She glanced at him, puzzled. ‘But don’t you have to get back sometime?’


‘Maybe. Need to fix up some gigs.’ He shrugged and stared at the road ahead. ‘Let’s have some music, shall we?’


Belle switched on the radio and tinny pop filled the air. She rested her head against the window and watched the passing landscape, lost in her thoughts.


So far Gray had volunteered only vague details about his background and had asked nothing more about hers. They had passed several days in a happy haze of lovemaking and music with not much time given to talking. Only now was Belle finding that he was completely unlike anyone she’d known before.


Most significantly, Gray appeared to live on impulse. He was serious and purposeful about his music, but otherwise he liked to be free of other people’s expectations and she both admired this and was shocked by it. All her life she’d been ruled by routine. Neither she nor her sister had been allowed morning lie-ins, even on Sundays. Time had to be usefully employed, her father said, the days plotted out, the trajectory of school, exams, university, work, marriage and children her expected path. Now she was dazzled by a man who she suspected had none of these things in his sights, but who lived for the moment and got by. He was twenty-two, she’d discovered, and she looked up to his superior experience. Unlike any boy she’d dated, he’d had to make his own way in life, to hustle. He wore an air of detachment that intrigued her. Maybe she’d be the one to penetrate it. The thought was thrilling. More worrying were thoughts of her family. She hadn’t told her parents what she was doing. She’d write as soon as she could, she decided.


The tinny music was fading and when Belle shook the radio, it died altogether so instead she began to sing one of the songs they’d been practising together. Gray smiled and joined in and soon their voices were weaving together in harmony. With the windows wound down and the wind in their hair, they sang with loud joy as they crossed a humped bridge over a narrow river and entered Cornwall.





Now at Silverwood they passed under the stone arch into an overgrown vegetable garden. A small terrier dog with a high-pitched bark rushed out of a door at the side of the house, his tail wagging in a friendly manner. Gray crouched down with a ‘Hey, Figgy boy,’ and made a great fuss of him.


‘Gray, what a nice surprise!’ called a gentle voice and Belle’s eyes widened as a wiry woman in dungarees rose stiffly from behind a jungle of plants and flexed her back with a groan.


‘Hello, Janey.’ Gray straightened and beamed at her. ‘It’s good to see you.’


‘And lovely to see you,’ Janey said, with a weary smile. She tossed a handful of weeds onto a pile in a wheelbarrow. ‘I’m just finishing out here. The tasks are endless this time of year.’ She pushed a lock of greying hair off her narrow, tanned face and fastened her eyes on Belle. ‘And who’s this?’


‘I’m Belle,’ Belle said politely. ‘I hope it’s all right that I’ve come. Gray said—’


‘Yeah, sorry I couldn’t let anybody know we were coming,’ Gray mumbled.


‘Never mind, you’re here now.’ Janey looked thoughtful then said, ‘I’ll throw some extra pearl barley in the pot for supper and we’ve more than enough carrots and potatoes.’


‘You are a marvel, Janey.’ Gray flashed her a charming smile and she looked pleased.


‘Yes, well, rather an untidy one.’ She gestured at her grubby clothes and worn rubber boots.


‘Janey keeps everything together here,’ Gray remarked to Belle.


‘I try,’ Janey said, with a sigh, ‘but it’s a challenge. Especially with Rain being away.’


‘Oh? Where’s she gone?’


‘Wales. Some conference or other, I don’t know exactly. I can’t keep up.’


‘A conference? How grand!’


‘A pow wow, then. With some guru I’ve never heard of. You know Rain. She’s taken Angel, of course. Angel’s her son,’ Janey told Belle. ‘He’s just turned seven and we love him to bits. Listen, why don’t you two make yourselves tea. I won’t be long.’





Figgy the dog, who’d been sitting panting, leaped up at their approach and led them into the side entrance, through a lobby full of muddy footwear and into a huge old-fashioned kitchen beyond. Here he lapped water from a bowl by the sink then trotted outside again. Belle gasped to see the walls, which were painted a cheerful blue with puffy white clouds. ‘So pretty! Like the summer sky.’


‘Yeah, nice,’ Gray said vaguely. He filled a kettle at a large chipped white sink under a rear window with a view of a mossy courtyard, then set it on a hotplate on the ancient range.


‘I can’t believe this place. Everything’s so old!’ Belle said. She peeped under the lid of a saucepan at some unappetizing-looking cold stew.


‘That’s part of its charm. Pass those cups, will you?’ Gray selected one of a row of dusty glass jars on the wooden worktop and shook some of the dried leaves it contained into an old tin teapot. Belle obediently fetched two wonky pottery mugs from the draining board and wiped them dry with a ragged tea towel.


Whilst they waited for the kettle to boil, Arlo, the young man who’d greeted them earlier, sauntered in, his strong bare feet swishing on the flagstones. He grinned at Belle, hitched up his blue cotton trousers and yawned lustily. Since he didn’t make polite conversation and Gray’s expression was guarded, it was left to Belle to be friendly. ‘Hello, I’m Belle and this is Gray,’ she said, putting out her hand.


The young man shook it, then he and Gray nodded at one another. Gray doesn’t like him, Belle noticed.


She had never heard the name Arlo before. He reminded her of pictures of the god Pan she had seen in books, bright-eyed, boyish, muscular and full of vitality. She liked his open, friendly expression and the crisscross pattern of the drawstrings at the neck of his shirt whose whiteness emphasised his tan. ‘Gray,’ Arlo said, ‘I’ve heard of you. You’re the singer, right?’


Gray raised his eyebrows. ‘Right. I was here last year.’


‘Yeah. Sorry to have missed you. I was in India. Sirius said your music’s amazing.’


‘Is Sirius here?’


What odd names everyone had, Belle thought.


‘He’s somewhere about.’


‘Belle sings, too,’ Gray said with a grin. ‘You should come and hear us in Falmouth tomorrow night.’


‘I’d like that. Do you need a flute-player?’ Arlo asked eagerly.


‘Sorry, no.’ Gray’s voice was firm, and remembering Arlo’s off-pitch efforts earlier, Belle suppressed a smile.


‘All right.’ Arlo shrugged, apparently not offended.


When Gray poured the tea delicious scents of raspberry and ginger filled the kitchen. As they sipped it, Belle asked Gray, ‘Where are we going to sleep?’


‘There are lots of bedrooms,’ Arlo waved his hand airily as he drifted out of the kitchen. ‘Janey will sort you out. See you later.’


Janey came in shortly afterwards, directed Belle to sit and rest, and swept Gray off, talking non-stop, to locate a suitable bedroom. On their return, Arlo appeared in a pair of wooden clogs and clopped about helping Gray unpack the car, whistling as he went. Belle hung about outside in the fading sunlight, finishing her tea and vaguely wondering about the purpose of four wooden buildings in front, arranged in a horseshoe near the walled garden. They were too big to be sheds and their broken windows and front doors suggested human rather than animal use. Her gaze moved to a hen coop near the goatshed where several chickens pecked about in a run. Nearby, against the boundary hedge, there was a wooden shelter with a corrugated iron roof. Half of it was full of neatly stacked logs and beside these stood the skeleton of a big elderly motorbike, components of which lay strewn over the concrete floor like bits of a jigsaw puzzle.


The air was still warm and swifts swooped about overhead with high-pitched whistles, catching insects. Drifts of cloud tinged with orange and mauve filled the sky. Darkness was gathering under the trees. From somewhere in the house came the faint chatter of a radio. Belle closed her eyes and felt a sense of deep peace. She was with Gray. Silverwood was lovely. Janey seemed friendly. So did Arlo. She would be happy here, she thought.


Just then a distant chugging sound started up. Then a man’s deep hearty laugh came from somewhere in the house, and when she looked up she saw a light come on at an upstairs window and a sagging scrap of curtain move across with a rasping sound.


From there her gaze was caught once more by the damaged top-right corner of the building. Belle crossed the drive to take a closer look and saw that an attempt had been made to repair the damage with stone of a darker colour.


A sharp pain as she tripped on something hard. ‘Ouch!’ She glanced around to see bits of rubble poking up from the undergrowth. It was getting too gloomy to see, but she squinted ahead, trying to make out the bulk of a ruined building stretching at a wide angle from behind the house. She stepped towards it, but barked her shin on a fallen tile, yelped again and retreated.


‘Belle?’ She heard Gray’s voice as she returned to the front of the house and gazed up to see him framed by an open window. ‘There you are. Come on up!’


‘Hang on.’ She stood for a moment, struck by a fragrance of woodsmoke in the air. Where was that coming from, she wondered.


Out of curiosity, she tried entering the house at the front, climbing several steps to a giant pair of double doors, but the bronze doorknobs would not turn. Indeed, they gave every impression of having been stuck for years, so she made her way round through the arch to the side entrance.


The kitchen was full of steam and delicious herby smells coming from the saucepan on the range. Janey was bustling about, preparing vegetables. She had changed into a long cotton skirt and a smock top and was chatting to Arlo, who was setting plates in a pile on the long wooden table.


‘… and whatever your book says, the protein in goat’s milk is more easily digestible. Hello, dear,’ she addressed Belle. ‘Dinner’s on the way.’


‘I’ll come and help, but I need to find Gray first.’


‘No need to do anything on your first evening. You get yourselves settled.’


‘You are kind.’


‘We’re nearly ready, anyway,’ Arlo added cheerfully, placing a knife on a board next to an enormous wholemeal loaf as lopsided as the house. Next to it was a slab of butter on a pottery dish and a couple of dusty wine bottles labelled ‘Blackberry, ‘65’. Janey pointed the way to the stairs with her ladle. Belle threw her a grateful smile and slipped away through the far doorway into the shadowy depths of the house.


She walked through a spacious panelled hall smelling heavily of incense. This, she thought, must be from several Indian rugs, pools of bright colour on the scuffed floorboards. Several doors opened off; she’d have to explore later. She went to a broad staircase that rose from the centre of the hall. ‘Gray?’ she called up, craning, but there was no answer. She started to climb, two steps at a time, and when she reached the first landing called out to him again. Hearing his answering voice she continued upwards.


On the second floor she followed Gray’s shouted ‘In here!’ into a large airy bedroom, not at the front of the house from which he’d summoned her, but at the back. She found him resting barefoot on an old mattress, one of two pushed together on the floor under an open window, arms linked behind his head, staring up at the ceiling where a moth was fluttering around a dimly lit bulb. He grinned at her when she entered. She glanced about, a little disappointed. She’d hoped for a bed at least.


‘I suppose we use our sleeping bags,’ she said wistfully.


‘Ah, fortunately, no,’ he said, his face brightening, and scrambled to his feet. ‘Janey said something about a linen cupboard.’ He squeezed her waist as he passed and brushed her lips with his, then she heard him humming as he cantered down the stairs.


Hands on hips, Belle scanned the room. A dustpan and brush lay near her rucksack and her guitar, so she picked them up and did her best with the dust and cobwebs. Going to the window, she paused in wonder at the sky, streaked with cloud and tinged with shades of gold, crimson and purple. She leaned on the sill to stare, then glanced down and frowned, trying to make sense of what she saw in the gloom. It seemed that two angled wings extended behind the main house, but only the left-hand one of these remained intact. The other was the ruin she’d glimpsed earlier. Naked elevations, burned black, still thrust upwards, casting shadows across fallen masonry half blanketed with undergrowth. Only fragments of the old roof clung to the walls. The sight was deeply unsettling.


After a while she raised her head and peered out at the fields that undulated away into darkness beyond the ruins. It was hard to tell where the land ended and the sky began. And which way, she wondered, was the sea?


Just then a yellow light snapped on in the distance. It illuminated the four squares of a window and by its glow she could make out the silhouette of a cottage. A pair of high chimneys stood out against a line of trees and smoke coiled from one into the still air. Belle sniffed and once again she could smell a woody fragrance. As she watched, the trim figure of an older woman appeared at the window of the cottage and stood as though gazing out. Belle realized with disquiet that the stranger might be able see her, indeed was staring right at her. Then the woman raised her arms and drew the curtains across in a slow, careful movement.


At the sound of footsteps Belle turned to see Gray, his arms full of bedding. ‘This is the best I could find.’ The pile landed on the mattresses with a thump and a draught of air.


‘Oh dear.’ Belle bent to investigate. She shook out a large blue eiderdown that reminded her of her grandmother’s, sending up a cloud of feathers. She batted at them, coughing. The quilt was lumpy with age, its colour faded, but it would have to do, as would the pair of sagging pillows. The sheets were singles, though generously cut, and when she spread one across the makeshift bed she noticed that it was labelled in one corner in neat handwritten capitals.


‘St Mary’s School. Where’s that, I wonder?’


Gray shrugged, uninterested. He was sitting, watching her from the windowsill, his fingers playing an invisible guitar.


She spread out the other sheet and a blanket, then knelt to tuck the bedding in around the mattresses and laid the eiderdown on top. Then she joined him at the window, leaning on the sill. Her gaze wandered once again over the ruins. Beside her, Gray picked a roll-up from his breast pocket and lit it.


‘What happened down there?’ Belle murmured. ‘I mean, was there a fire or something?’


‘I don’t know. Probably.’ He drew on his cigarette, then stood up and tweaked her hair. ‘Come on, babe. Janey said dinner’s nearly ready.’


She straightened and took a final look round the room. It really was very bare, with no pictures on the peeling wallpaper or rugs on the floorboards. At least there was a mantelshelf above the cramped fireplace and they could store clothes in the massive chest of drawers that brooded in one corner. The simple life. What else could she possibly need? She thought of something.


‘Where’s the bathroom?’


‘There’s one next door.’


‘Is it just for us?’


‘Something this place is not short of is bathrooms. Only problem is there’s never much hot water.’


‘Really?’ she said, dismayed.


He laughed. ‘It’ll be whoever gets there first. Sometimes we have to heat water in the kitchen and bring it upstairs.’


‘We’re on the second floor, Gray.’


His white teeth flashed in a grin and he hugged her. ‘You’d better not get yourself dirty, then,’ he murmured in her ear. He kissed her lightly and let her go. ‘It’s a good thing I’m too hungry to do anything else right now.’ He pinched out his cigarette, tucked it in his pocket and followed her downstairs.





In the kitchen, Arlo and two others were already sitting expectantly round the table. As Belle and Gray sat down, Janey hefted the pan of stew onto the table. ‘Do the introductions, Arlo,’ she said. She fetched a tray of baked potatoes out of the oven and began to dish up.


‘Yeah, so this is Gray and this is Belle and, Gray, you said you know Sirius.’ Sirius, handsome and powerfully built with a blue bandana tied in his grey-threaded hair, nodded as he studied Belle from his seat at the head of the table but did not smile. Next to him a slight, fair-skinned girl in her twenties with long shiny brown hair perched on her chair with her knees drawn up and toyed with several bangles on her slight wrist. She wore a disconsolate expression but greeted Belle politely enough. ‘I’m Chouli,’ she said in a soft cultured voice.


‘Hi, Julie.’


‘Chouli. With a ch.’


‘It’s short for Patchouli,’ Janey explained. ‘Isn’t that right, dear?’


Chouli nodded. Belle, imagining that Patchouli couldn’t be her real name, said, ‘I love the pattern on your dress, Chouli.’ The girl looked pleased. She wore a floaty white gauze garment, beautifully embroidered with flowers and birds.


‘Thanks. I made it myself.’


‘You’re so clever. I’m useless at sewing.’


‘I’ll teach you to embroider if you like.’ They smiled at one another.


Everyone, Belle reflected, glancing about as she split open her potato, was comfortably clothed in their own individual style. Sirius’s coarsely woven shirt and leather jerkin were clearly homemade. Arlo wore a plaited bracelet of bright thread. Belle felt she was the only one who shopped at C&A.


‘So what’s brought you both down here?’ Arlo asked as he cut bread.


Gray contemplated him, then supped a mouthful of his stew, stopped, added salt and began to eat as quickly as the heat of the food allowed.


‘Gray asked me to come,’ Belle rushed in, thinking Gray a little rude. ‘He said it was good here, that you shared a marvellous sense of community.’


‘We do,’ Chouli said.


‘And there’s peace and quiet to work on my music,’ Gray said finally.


‘The vibes are great here,’ Arlo said with enthusiasm. ‘Rain says it’s the ley lines. Any time you want to hook up to play, as I said…’


‘I think that’s unlikely,’ Gray said shortly and returned to his food. Belle wondered why he’d taken against Arlo. The young man seemed harmless to her.


Apart from Gray’s brisk rebuttal, the atmosphere at dinner was tranquil. Janey, Belle thought, looked tired, but given the lines etched into her face then perhaps she always did. Sirius drank deeply of the blackberry wine. Gray poured some for himself and Belle, but when she sipped it she found it acid and the others laughed at her screwed-up face. For dessert, Chouli fetched a dish of strawberries from the draining board, her bangles rattling as she spooned them out into bowls. They were small but tasted sweeter than any that Belle had eaten before.


‘We grow them here,’ Janey told her. Most of their food, she said, was either grown at Silverwood or bought at local farms and markets. Sirius had driven into Falmouth for odds and ends that very morning. It seemed that their determination to live an alternative life didn’t cover motor vehicles. Or electricity, Belle thought, noticing the pendant light.


At the end of the meal, Janey glanced at Sirius then addressed Gray and Belle. ‘I think I speak for all of us,’ she said, ‘when I say, “Welcome to Silverwood”. And you are indeed welcome.’ They both murmured thanks and she hurried on. ‘However, with Rain away, it’s left to me to remind you that it’s important that everyone here follows the rules. Not that there are many.’ Here she stared anxiously at Sirius, who raised his eyebrows and nodded for her to continue.


‘We try to live off grid here, Belle, which means we avoid turning on the lights much or using hot water.’


‘Not that we ever pay for those,’ Sirius murmured with a knowing smile, and Janey looked embarrassed.


‘Anyway,’ she continued, ‘there’s a kitty for other stuff and we expect everyone to give what they can. Anyone who’s earning pays more. And it’s important that we all pull our weight here. It’s a great deal of work to keep the house and garden in good order.’ Here her voice became plaintive. ‘Rain doesn’t approve of rotas or anything like that; she says we must work on an outpouring of generosity of spirit. Of course, she’s right, but —’


‘Some people have more generous spirits than others,’ Sirius broke in and gave a deep laugh. His eyes twinkled. ‘Poor old Janey. Everyone takes advantage, hey?’


‘I’m sure they don’t mean to, Sirius.’


Sirius leaned and rubbed Janey’s shoulder. ‘Never mind, love. What would we do without you, eh?’


‘We understand,’ Belle said, feeling sorry for Janey. She’d initially wondered if Janey and Sirius were together, but she’d noticed during the meal that it was Chouli who sat closer to him and he was gentler with her than with Janey.


‘Thank you, Belle. Another thing is Angel, Rain’s son. They’re not here at the moment, but they’ll be back in a day or two. I’m always having to remind everyone that he’s only a child.’


‘Oh, come on, old girl,’ Sirius groaned. ‘There’s no need to nanny us. If we’re to live a life of freedom away from the world we need to forget all this bourgeois nonsense.’


‘I’m talking about drink and hash and… well, you know the sort of thing.’


Sirius sighed. ‘Of course, of course. I’m sure that these people… Anyway, you do, Gray, you’ve been here before.’


Gray, who had been staring down at his empty strawberry bowl, gave a good-humoured shrug.


The conversation moved on to other things and Belle, sitting quietly listening, started to get to know the people around the table, thinking how different they were from anyone she’d mixed with before.


Janey asked how everyone had passed their day. Sirius spoke proudly about his painting. A gallery at Penzance had agreed to hang two canvases of his and he’d spent the afternoon framing them. He fetched them, one under each arm, to show everyone, and Janey particularly was fulsome with her praise. They were the size of large tea trays, acrylics, a pair of nudes in artless poses, and Belle squirmed with unease to see that they were of Chouli, though Chouli herself looked bored rather than perturbed. While knowing little of art, Belle judged them lifelike, though the trails of ivy that Sirius had painted into the girl’s hair and round the borders of the pictures made them look fussy and a bit sentimental. She asked Sirius what else he liked to paint, and once he saw that she was genuinely interested, he said she was welcome to look sometime.


Janey gently asked Chouli what she’d been doing and Chouli said shyly that she’d written a poem. ‘Oh, do read it out. I love your poems,’ Janey exclaimed so Chouli, obviously prepared for this request, withdrew a folded piece of paper from a pocket in her skirt and everyone listened respectfully to a rhyme in praise of a meadow full of butterflies that reminded the poet of her childhood. Again, Janey was the first to offer praise and Chouli smiled with glowing eyes. Belle, brought up on a diet of Keats and Tennyson, wasn’t sure what to say apart from that it was ‘touching’ and might make a good song.


After this Arlo and Janey offered accounts of how they’d passed the day. Arlo had been tinkering with the motorbike and writing what he called an ‘artistic manifesto’ which he promised to share when it was finished. Janey had set up a stall on the main road selling homegrown flowers and strawberries to passers-by, which had made one pound and three shillings for the kitty. Belle understood that this sharing of their days was part of the routine at Silverwood and felt a prickle of alarm at joining in herself. Fortunately, it fell to Gray to describe their journey down, which he did with amusing self-deprecation.





Once the washing-up was done, she and Gray made their excuses and trudged wearily upstairs. Before she edged the thin curtain along its wire, Belle paused at the open window, staring out at the night and breathing in new scents borne in on the breeze. Gray came and stood behind her, snaking his arms round her waist.


‘Who lives there?’ she asked, pointing to the cottage where a single upstairs light shone out.


‘A friend of Francis’s. I don’t know much about her.’


‘And where’s the sea?’ she asked. He pointed towards the dark distance.


‘Can we go and find it tomorrow?’


‘Yeah, we can,’ he whispered. She shivered with pleasure at his soft warm breath on her neck, then turned in his arms to face him.


‘It’s perfect here,’ she said. ‘Everyone’s so… welcoming. Thank you for bringing me.’


‘I knew you’d like it.’


‘The man who invited you here in the first place…?’


‘Francis Penmartin?’


‘Yes. Where was he tonight?’


‘Francis doesn’t live here. He just visits occasionally. Otherwise, people come and go. I hadn’t met what’s his name, Arlo, before, or Chouli, but Janey and Sirius are here all the time and so usually are Rain and her son.’


‘Janey’s such a sweet woman.’


‘She is, yes.’


‘Why don’t you like Arlo?’


‘Did I say that?’


‘I guessed.’


‘I don’t not like him, just… he’s a bit out of it.’


This puzzled Belle, but she couldn’t get Gray to pinpoint what he meant. She sensed that he wasn’t interested in other people in the way that she was. For a moment her spirits faltered. Perhaps she’d taken on too much with him. Still, she did know that she loved the warm comfort of his arms around her. She pulled him down beside her and snuggled up close to him. ‘I think I’m going to love Silverwood,’ she whispered.


‘I thought you would.’ She could see his eyes glinting in the darkness and smiled as he began to sing quietly, ‘Silverwood, Silverwood,’ and again she experienced that bolt of recognition.


Later, as she was drifting off to sleep, she remembered why.





It had been three or four years ago, a wintry Sunday, and Belle was blissfully alone in the house, having refused to go out to lunch at the home of one of her father’s teaching colleagues, her excuse being that she had too much homework. She’d grilled cheese on toast, then turned on the electric fire and settled with the plate in her father’s armchair. A pile of choral music belonging to her mother lay at eye level on a nearby shelf. Looking closely, she noticed a small book with a coloured spine hidden under it. Curious, she eased it out. It was a guidebook about Cornwall and she turned the pages as she munched, looking at the black-and-white photographs of beaches, quaint fishing harbours and ruined engine houses. There was a map glued into the book at the back and when she started to unfold it, a scrap of card fell out onto her lap. She picked the card up, dusted off crumbs and turned it over.


It was a black-and-white snapshot of a young woman standing by a jagged black rock on a sandy beach. She was bare-legged and carried a jolly-looking infant in gingham knickers and a mob cap. The baby, she thought, was possibly herself, but the woman definitely wasn’t Mum or Aunt Avril or, indeed, anyone she recognized.


There was a faint pencil scrawl on the back: ‘Kynance Cove, 1948’. She’d have been eighteen months that summer. Belle stared at the picture a moment longer then knitted her brows and put it aside, turning her attention to the book with renewed interest. Why was it in the house? She was sure she’d never been to Cornwall and her parents had never mentioned doing so. ‘Kynance Cove’ was listed in the index and she turned to the page referenced and read the description. It was one of the best-known Cornish beauty spots, she learned, with ‘serpentine rocks that take their name from their resemblance in gloss and colouring to snakeskin’. There was a photograph of the cove opposite the text and Belle gazed at it longingly. With those jagged rocks it was wilder and more characterful than any of the gentle sandy beaches she’d visited on family holidays in Dorset.


She finished her toast then flipped to the map inside the back of the book, finding the cove at the southernmost point of the county. Cornwall, she mused, looked like a pair of giant jaws – quite sinister – with Land’s End at the tip of the upper one and Kynance on the lower. Just north from Kynance someone had made a pencil dot near Falmouth and labelled it with one word, something like ‘Silverwood’. But there was no mention of Silverwood in the index. Perhaps it was too small a place. After Belle refolded the map she turned to the front of the book and was surprised to see that the title page had been torn out – there was only a ragged remnant. How odd.


Another thought struck her. Rising, she went to a bookcase on the other side of the room and pulled out the oldest and scruffiest of the family photo albums. She knew there was only a single photograph of her as a tiny baby before the toddler pictures began. There it was. She was lying in a cot, the lens of the camera reflected in the sheen of her large dark eyes. She’d once pointed out that there were many more pictures of her sister Jackie at the same age and had been slightly mollified by her father’s reply, ‘We didn’t have a camera when you were born. Someone else took that one and gave it to us.’ Belle compared the picture of her as a newborn to the older baby in the beach photograph, then examined later photographs of herself in the album. The same whorl of dark hair, high forehead and rosebud mouth. Surely the infant on the beach was herself, she concluded.


Later, when her parents and sister returned, her father good-humoured after a well-cooked roast dinner, she showed them the photograph she had found and asked who the woman was. Her father’s joviality disappeared in an instant. ‘Where did you find that?’ he snapped. ‘Have you been snooping about?’ Stunned and confused, she explained how she had come across the guidebook, while her mother examined the print with an expression of quiet distress.


From across the room Jackie’s eyes met Belle’s, telegraphing the message Now you’re for it before she disappeared upstairs, leaving Belle to the mercy of their father’s change of mood.


‘I don’t think Belle’s done anything wrong, dear,’ her mother said gently.


Her father sighed. He sat down in his chair by the fire, passed his fingers through his sleek hair and managed to compose himself. ‘We met some friends on the beach there, didn’t we, Jill? I can’t remember their names. The wife was very keen on you, Belle, as you can see.’


‘Yes, that’s it,’ Belle’s mother said quickly. ‘I can’t remember who they were either.’


Her parents glanced at one another briefly.


‘I didn’t know we’d been to Cornwall,’ Belle said hastily to cover the silence.


‘Well, we did. A short holiday. We were lucky with the weather, I seem to remember. Now if you don’t mind, I’d like a few minutes’ peace to sit and read the paper.’


And so the matter was closed.


But not quite. When no one was looking, Belle tucked the photograph into her jeans pocket and escaped upstairs to her room. She took down the cardboard treasure box she kept on the top shelf of her wardrobe. It contained, among other things, her secret diary, a Valentine’s card whose sender she’d never discovered, and a silver christening bracelet which she didn’t dare confess to her parents she’d accidentally bent out of shape. She added the photograph to the pile in the box then picked up the bracelet. She’d damaged it years ago when she’d tried to adjust it to fit onto her wrist. There were no photographs of her christening in the album downstairs, she realized, only of her sister’s.


Belle returned the bracelet to the box and the box to its hiding place then sat on the bed feeling troubled and unsettled.


From time to time over the past few years she’d taken out that photograph and studied it. The guidebook, however, mysteriously vanished.


She’d decided to forget the matter, not to investigate further. Instead she had striven to be the hard-working elder daughter who liked to please and, despite the occasional teenage rebellion, had largely managed to do so. But sometimes she felt on edge, as though she were walking a tightrope over an abyss, a tightrope that was fraying and might one day break, sending her tumbling into the unknown.


Beside her, Gray stirred in the darkness. ‘Are you awake? I’ve remembered where I read the name Silverwood before,’ she whispered and told him.


‘That’s weird,’ he sighed and she had to agree, but he meant for a different reason. ‘Silverwood shouldn’t be on a map. It’s too mysterious, like the lost island of Atlantis or Shangri-la.’
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