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  Prologue




  1960




  Three o’clock. The chimes of the Hilbegut church clock cut through the heat haze that shimmered in the air. Above the village, on a south-facing hillside, the girl with

  the chestnut hair was watching the sunlight glint on a wafer-thin Gillette razorblade she held between finger and thumb. It winked and flashed, triumphantly, she thought: the sharp silver blade

  that was to bring her hated life to a glorious end.




  Her chestnut hair rippled around the girl’s bare shoulders. Red flowers burned in the grass, scarlet pimpernel and sheep sorrel. Red, red, soon to be joined by the red of her blood. She

  would lie down, and place her cut wrist on the springy turf, and let her life soak away into the earth she loved. Even the cushions of birds-foot-trefoil had flecks of red in their yellow petals.

  She wouldn’t look at her blood draining into the wiry grass. She’d turn her head away, and wait for sleep.




  A blue scabious flower nodded intrusively at her. She picked it and stared at the blaze of blue with a core of violet. It reminded her of her father’s eyes. Those eyes. They knew

  everything. Even stuff she didn’t want them to know. Just thinking about those eyes brought her father’s face before her, one of his unexpectedly wise remarks bobbing to the surface.

  ‘It’s not the big things that break us,’ Freddie had said to his youngest daughter, ‘it’s the little things.’




  The pain in his eyes, the memory of it, made her tighten her grip on the Gillette razorblade she had taken from his bathroom cupboard. She dropped the scabious flower and examined her wrist, the

  blue veins of it like rivers in the sand. One cut, one sleep, and it would be over, there on the blood-soaked hillside.




  The sudden, raw, stinging pain of the cut was shocking. Nauseous and trembling, she threw the red razorblade onto a patch of pink thyme. Light as a butterfly, it pitched there in the sun.

  Gasping with fear, she pressed her slashed wrist into the turf, and turned her head away. She’d done it. The burn of triumphant anger drained away, transmuted into a ringing silence. Regret

  dawned, fiercely, like the midsummer sun. The girl’s eyes gazed out across the land she loved, over the velvet greens of the Somerset Levels to the distant silk of the sea, the magic islands

  of the Bristol Channel and the Welsh mountains beyond. With love too bright and hate too dark, her mind cracked open like broken china. She let go, and let the waves of giddiness take her floating,

  the waves of her chestnut hair a drifting cloak of comfort.




  The butterfly arrived just as her eyes began to close. It was the last thing she saw as it pitched on her hand. She felt its delicate legs clinging to her skin. It sat attentively, its red and

  purple wings fanned out, its antennae glistening stiffly, its tiny pointed face watching her with blue-black eyes. Questioning her. Why?




  How had it come to this?




  





  PART ONE




  1945




  





  Chapter One




  1945




  ‘Why is Mummy screaming?’




  Freddie looked deep into the questioning eyes of the child on his lap. Then he looked away, gazing at the autumn sky outside the window. He tensed, watching a sparrowhawk hovering against

  wine-dark clouds. It came closer until he could see its cream throat and the beat of its brindled wings. The red of the rising sun glinted on its sharp claws. Level with the window, it glared in at

  Freddie, a clear, yellow chill of intention in its eye.




  ‘Daddy? Daddy, why is Mummy screaming?’ Three-year-old Lucy pinched the tweed sleeve of his jacket in her chubby hand. Freddie stroked the child’s white-blonde hair, letting a

  strand curl around his finger and marvelling at the rose freshness of her, the purity of her eyes in the dawn. He didn’t know how to answer her question. There was only the truth. And truth

  could hurt and frighten a young child.




  He had a go at distracting her. ‘Look at the big bird. A sparrowhawk. See it? Down it goes – look!’ The sparrowhawk dived like a stone falling, and flew up, satisfied, with a

  tiny, rumpled sparrow cheeping in its claws.




  ‘Bad bird!’ said Lucy and turned her frightened eyes to look into his face. They both froze, and clung together, as the longest scream rang through the walls. It went on and on, and

  Freddie could hardly bear the way it echoed through his heart. He picked up Lucy and walked about with her, his feet tramping the brown lino floor, his voice whispering an assortment of desperate

  prayers to a God he wasn’t comfortable with. ‘Please, please, don’t let her die – please God – I need my Kate – I need her.’




  He was grateful for the way Lucy wound her soft little arms around his neck and clung to him until the screaming stopped and sunlight swept across the garden and through the square panes of the

  eastern windows. The silence was a moment when the colour of fear became an intense gold. Then the sky darkened over Monterose and a new cry soared above everything, like the sparrowhawk, a cry of

  challenge and anger.




  The cry pierced Freddie’s calm. In a moment of clarity he heard a message encrypted in that wild cry, and it said, ‘I’m BACK,’ and even as he raced up the stairs there

  was dread tangled with hope in his heart. What he had seen in a vision, years ago, in the eyes of a drowning woman. Pale blue eyes with a core of gold, like the sparrowhawk.




  ‘You can come in now, Freddie.’




  Dykie, the midwife, met him at the bedroom door, her wrinkled face looking up at him brightly, her papery cheeks flushed and smiling.




  ‘Is – is Kate all right?’ Freddie asked.




  Dykie searched his concerned eyes, shuffling the responses in her mind. ‘She’s tired – but she’ll get over it. It was –’ Dykie hesitated, then beamed

  reassuringly, ‘And you have a little girl, Freddie – another one – a sister for Lucy. How about that?’




  Secretly, Freddie had hoped for a boy, and he knew Kate had too. They’d chosen a name – Robert Levi. It had a ring to it – Robert Levi Barcussy. ‘Well,’ said

  Freddie. ‘Two little girls – I hope to God they don’t grow up to be nurses and school teachers.’




  Dykie laughed. ‘Come on – in you go – I’ll go down and tell Lucy she’s got a little sister.’




  Freddie pushed the bedroom door open a crack and peered in nervously. Kate was waiting for him with a radiant smile. As always, he was caught off guard by her beauty – the way her skin

  seemed luminous like the top of a church candle. The flame in her eyes drew him into the bedroom, their love nest with the red tasselled curtains, the colourful rag rugs Kate had made, and the

  picture of two Shire horses pulling a loaded hay cart against the sunset. On the deep window sill stood the stone angel with her sweet face and praying hands, Freddie’s first ever stone

  carving.




  ‘Don’t look so worried, dear,’ Kate beamed at him. ‘We’ve got a beautiful baby girl – and she’s big and healthy. I’m sorry I made all that fuss,

  dear. You must have been pacing the floor.’ She patted the damask bedspread which Dykie had smoothed and straightened to bring some order into the room. ‘It’s all right, dear, you

  can sit on the bed.’ Kate reached out and took his hand. She pulled it to her face and leaned her hot cheek against it. ‘I do love you, Freddie, more than anyone on earth. And

  I’ll soon be up and about again, cooking dinner and bossing you about.’




  Freddie wanted to smile, but his face felt rigid with the hours of anxiety. ‘Let’s look at the baby then,’ he said. He hadn’t told Kate how afraid he was that another

  baby would distract her from loving him with all her heart.




  He leaned over her to see the baby who was tightly wrapped in a shawl his mother had made. They both gazed at the tiny, crumpled face. ‘She’s sleeping,’ Kate said fondly,

  touching the baby’s brow with a caring finger, trying to smooth away the delicate furrow of a frown. ‘She’s already had a suck, and she’s really strong. We’re so

  blessed, Freddie. Two healthy little girls. Well . . . say something!’




  ‘Who does she look like?’ Freddie asked, and the baby girl opened her eyes right on cue and stared up at him. His blood ran cold. Pale blue eyes with a core of gold. He looked at

  Kate, and they both spoke at once. ‘Ethie!’




  There was a silence.




  Mesmerised by the baby’s gaze, Freddie offered a long calloused finger, ingrained with oil and stone dust. The baby grasped it and clung. It took Freddie’s breath away. This tiny

  being had claimed him. She had him forever. And she looked like Ethie.




  He remembered his vision of Ethie, years ago, long before she had been swept to her death by the Severn Bore. He’d seen her floating on her back in the speeding brown water, her hair

  twisting with the creamy curl of the foam, her eyes glaring a last glare, her blue lips forming words, ‘I’ll be back – I’ll be back.’




  ‘Penny for them?’ said Kate. Freddie’s silences were like green apples. They took a long time on the tree to get ripe, and when they did, the result was usually amazing, or

  funny or prophetic.




  ‘Well,’ Freddie hesitated, still feeling the powerful grip of that small fist around his finger. He looked into Kate’s amber brown eyes and saw the sunlight which was always in

  there like the view of a cottage garden from the stone archways of his fear. ‘I hope she won’t turn out like Ethie.’




  Kate looked determined. ‘Well, if she does, dear, then we must love her and support her. Ethie was a tormented soul. None of us understood what made her so difficult, but she had good in

  her too. She was clever, and deep – too deep for her own good, really. You’ll be a wonderful father, Freddie. You’re so good with Lucy.’




  ‘Ah. Maybe.’ Freddie felt a smile twitching at the corners of his mouth. He tried to forget the sparrowhawk, and its menace. He knew it was gloomy thinking, like his mother. Fearful

  and negative. He didn’t want to be like that. Or like his father.




  ‘’Tis powerful,’ he said, ‘what we inherit from our parents. My old dad – he had a terrible temper – he’d smash every plate in the kitchen, and cry with

  shame. I vowed I would never be like him.’




  ‘And you aren’t,’ Kate said firmly.




  ‘I’m all right – with you in my life.’ Freddie put his other hand gently over Kate’s brow. Her hair felt damp, her skin hot.




  ‘Ooh, that’s lovely, lovely and cold,’ she said, and closed her eyes, soaking up the healing energy that came from Freddie’s large hand. He wouldn’t say so, but she

  knew what he was doing – sending her strength and peace in a way that came naturally to him. ‘You’re making me better.’




  Freddie glanced at the mound of Kate’s body under the quilt. ‘Is – is everything all right – down there?’ he asked. ‘You know what I mean.’




  ‘Yes, dear. Everything’s all right,’ Kate beamed at him and her smile flooded his world with light. Those words – ‘everything’s all right’, the way Kate

  said them with such assurance, had rescued him countless times from the maelstrom of anxiety that swirled around in his soul, dragging him into itself.




  Gently extracting his finger from the baby’s fist, Freddie went to the window. The sparrowhawk had gone, and cockerels were crowing all over Monterose. The smell of steam drifted through

  the open window from the station, and the sounds of shunting engines, shouting men, and people whistling as they rode down the street on creaking bicycles. One particular bicycle with high

  handlebars and a basket on the front was moving fast under the vigorously pedalling feet of a small, square woman who was riding it towards the house, her face shining like an apple.




  ‘Here’s your mother!’ said Freddie, and just stopped himself from reminding Kate that Sally, her mother, had been hoping for a boy.




  ‘She’ll be thrilled.’ Kate looked down fondly at the new baby girl. ‘You’re going to meet your granny.’




  ‘I gotta get to work,’ said Freddie.




  ‘Oh, stay for a minute, won’t you?’ implored Kate. ‘We must choose a name. And Lucy must see her little sister.’




  Dykie put her head round the door. ‘Lucy won’t come upstairs,’ she said. ‘I didn’t want to force her. She seems a bit upset. I think she wants her daddy.’




  Freddie ran downstairs, the money jingling in his pockets. He paused by the kitchen door, startled by the conversation going on between Lucy and Sally.




  ‘Mummy doesn’t like my baby sister,’ Lucy announced.




  ‘Course she does. All mummies love their babies,’ said Sally briskly.




  ‘But not THIS baby. She’s a bad baby.’




  ‘Oh, don’t be silly, Lucy. She can’t be a bad baby when she’s only just been born. There’s no such thing as a bad baby.’




  ‘I’m not being silly, Granny.’




  ‘Don’t you stamp your foot at me, young lady,’ said Sally. ‘Now come on. You come upstairs with Gran and we’ll see what we think of the new baby. You might like

  her!’




  ‘I won’t,’ Lucy muttered. She looked up and saw Freddie in the doorway. ‘I want Mummy. I want Mummy to come downstairs. I don’t want a baby sister. Baby sisters are

  bad.’




  Freddie nodded at Sally. ‘’Tis a girl,’ he said. ‘Strong as an ox, she is. You go up. I’ll take Lucy out in the garden.’




  ‘Is Kate all right?’ Sally asked.




  ‘Seems to be – yes – but . . .’




  ‘But?’




  Freddie hesitated. ‘It was – she had a bad time – worn her out.’




  Sally nodded. ‘She’ll get over it. You know Kate, always looking on the bright side.’




  Freddie picked up Lucy, who was clinging to his legs, and together they watched Sally bustling up the stairs proudly carrying a tiny yellow and white matinee set she had knitted for her new

  grandchild.




  Lucy rarely cried, but she did now, snuggled against Freddie’s shoulder. Freddie maintained a calming silence, his eyes waiting for the moment when Lucy would look up at him. Then he would

  send her his love, wordlessly, his big hand patting and stroking the child’s small, indignant back.




  ‘Where’s Granny Annie?’ sobbed Lucy, looking at the Bakery Cottage next door.




  ‘She’s still asleep,’ Freddie said quietly. ‘See, the curtains are closed. It’s early in the morning. Granny Annie can see the new baby later.’ He was glad he

  hadn’t woken Annie. She would have been worrying twice as much as he was, about the birth.




  A late red rose was hanging over the wall. He sniffed its fragrance, and immediately sensed the presence of a bright spirit. A blaze of light. A smile. A scent of honeysuckle. A pair of wise,

  familiar eyes. Granny Barcussy! His beloved Gran who had died when he was a child. Freddie looked at Lucy, wondering if she had seen her too, but he was pretty sure she hadn’t.




  ‘Let the flowers do the talking,’ said Granny Barcussy, and he felt her touch his arm. Then she vanished into the light, leaving him a feeling of warm acceptance. Had she led him

  towards that red rose?




  He put Lucy down and looked into her eyes. ‘You pick Mummy some flowers.’ He took a penknife from his pocket, opened it and neatly cut the red rose. ‘No – wait a

  minute,’ he said, as Lucy held out her hand for it. ‘Let Daddy trim the prickles off.’




  Smiling now, Lucy waited while he neatly shaved the prickles from the stem, and gave her the rose. Freddie watched her staring at it and he sensed that the vibrant life in the flower was

  radiating love and warmth. Lucy darted all over the garden, picking Michaelmas daisies, sprigs of mint and rosemary. She arranged them round the red rose and brought him the posy. ‘Some

  string, Daddy?’




  ‘Ah – string.’ Freddie rummaged in the depths of his jacket pocket and found a grubby curl of white string. ‘That do?’




  Lucy nodded, beaming. ‘You tie it, Daddy,’ and she put the posy down on the broad back of the lion he had carved from Bath stone.




  ‘This is a reef knot,’ he told her as he tied the stems together. ‘Left over right and right over left. It’s strong, see?’




  ‘You are clever, Daddy,’ Lucy looked at him adoringly, her eyes shining now. Freddie felt energised by her joy. He fished in his pockets again, wanting to see Lucy’s eyes shine

  even brighter.




  ‘There you are – a silver sixpence for the baby, and a silver shilling for you. Don’t lose it now.’




  Lucy gasped. ‘Thank you, Daddy!’ She flashed him a smile and ran into the house, clutching the flowers and the coins. Freddie strode after her, pleased to see her white-blonde curls

  bouncing as she ran. He couldn’t describe the magic of making Lucy happy. It was a blessing in his life.




  He followed her upstairs, smiling as he listened to Kate’s cheerful voice. Lucy was on the bed, curled against her mother, and she had dumped the posy on Kate’s heart. Sally was

  walking around with the new baby in her arms.




  ‘We’ve got to choose a name,’ she said, looking down at the baby with her eyes full of tears. Old tears, thought Freddie. Tears for Ethie!




  ‘Who is she like?’ he asked.




  Sally didn’t hesitate. ‘Ethie,’ she said. ‘I saw it straight away. It’s like – like she IS Ethie, reborn. Ethie was exactly like this, and a difficult birth.

  So why not call her Ethie? It’s short for Etheldra.’




  ‘No,’ said Freddie and Kate together, and Freddie bit back the comment that burned on his tongue. He felt the name Ethie would be a curse on the new little baby.




  ‘What do you think, dear?’ Kate asked him, and he noticed that her face was suddenly pale, her eyes half closed.




  ‘Something plain and simple,’ Freddie said. He watched the tiny baby who was staring at him over Sally’s shoulder, her pale blue eyes burning with intensity.

  ‘Tessa,’ he said. ‘How about that?’




  ‘Hmm. Tessa. We haven’t got a Tessa in the family,’ Sally said. ‘We could call her Tessie for short.’




  ‘What do you think, Kate? – KATE!’ Freddie turned to look at Kate, shocked to see her eyes closed, her face drained of colour, her eyelids blue, her sweet lips unmoving. He

  took her hand. It was limp. ‘KATE! Something’s wrong. Call Dykie up.’




  ‘Mummy’s asleep,’ said Lucy firmly.




  Everything happened quickly. Dykie came running up the stairs. ‘You take Lucy downstairs, Sally – and the baby – for now. And you, Freddie – best leave the room,’

  she said, but Freddie stayed close, holding Kate’s limp hand, his thumb fondling the plain gold wedding ring and the diamond engagement ring she wore so proudly.




  ‘Don’t look,’ said Dykie, and she rolled the quilt back over Kate’s body. Freddie caught a glimpse of blood-stained sheets.




  ‘Oh my goodness!’ Dykie’s eyes flashed up at him, dark and afraid. ‘She must go to hospital. Immediately. No time to telephone—’




  ‘I’ll take her in the lorry. You hold the doors open – and find some towels, will you please?’ Freddie wrapped an old tartan rug around Kate’s shoulders, flung the

  sheets back and lifted her. ‘Never mind the blood,’ he said, and, unexpectedly, tears ran down his cheeks and dripped from his chin. In a daze, he carried her down the stairs with Dykie

  running ahead, and Sally white-faced in the kitchen doorway, the baby screaming in her arms. ‘Get some cushions for her – and you get in the back with her.’




  Sally came running with two brown cushions from the sofa. Between them they bundled Kate into the back of the lorry which was half full of stones from the quarry. A trail of blood was left along

  the garden path and into the road.




  ‘You look after the children – please,’ Freddie said to the distraught Sally who was close to panic, ‘and keep calm.’




  ‘My girl. Please, please God, don’t take my girl.’ Sally was openly weeping and staring at the sky. ‘Don’t take our Kate – she’s all we’ve got

  – please God.’




  Dykie climbed into the back of the lorry with Kate, her navy blue skirt getting covered in stone dust. ‘The baby will have to go with her,’ she called to Sally. ‘See if you can

  get someone to help – then bring her up in the pram.’




  Freddie didn’t usually swear at his lorry, but he did now. ‘Start, you bugger. Bloody well start.’ The engine spluttered into life and he put his foot down and roared up the

  hill to Monterose Hospital where Kate had worked as a nurse in the years before Lucy was born. ‘All that love she gave,’ he muttered as he drove furiously. ‘Now it’s gotta

  come back to her – oh God – if I lost her . . .’ His whole body was shaking uncontrollably as he turned into the hospital drive. He braked carefully, not wanting to jolt his

  precious cargo, and Dykie leapt down and ran into the hospital.




  Shaking and terrified, Freddie managed to lift Kate down from the lorry. She opened her eyes and looked up at him. ‘My baby?’ she said. ‘Where’s my baby girl?’




  ‘Your mother’s got her. Don’t try to talk, Kate – my love. You lie quiet.’




  The doors of the hospital burst open and two nurses in starched hats, and a burly porter rushed towards them with a trolley. Freddie stood, mesmerised, with Kate in his arms, and he didn’t

  want to let her go. He pulled the tartan rug tightly round her. ‘That was Ethie’s blanket,’ she said, in a voice like a dry leaf. Freddie felt her trembling in his arms, and the

  morning sun lit her pale cheeks. Her skin looked grey, like the face of the stone angel.




  ‘Put her on here.’ The porter helped Freddie to gently lie Kate on the high trolley. He smiled confidently. ‘Don’t you worry, sir – we’ll take good care of

  her.’




  Freddie nodded. Miserably, with his heart thumping, he followed the trolley inside, and Dykie took his hand as if he was a child. ‘There’s nothing we can do now, Freddie. Except

  pray.’




  They stood watching the doors close on Kate’s dark head as she was wheeled away. NO ADMITTANCE was stamped in red letters on the doors. It looked very final.




  ‘You’re shaking, Freddie,’ said Dyke looking up at him like an enquiring robin. ‘You should sit down.’




  ‘Ah. Sit here and wait, I suppose.’ Freddie sat obediently on one of the hard metal chairs against a wall. A bleak and cheerless place. He found hospitals intimidating.




  ‘I’ll wait with you,’ said Dyke.




  ‘Thanks.’ Freddie stared around at the peeling paint on the walls, the exposed pipes and brown linoleum floor. He looked at the stains of Kate’s blood on his shirt; he could

  smell it and it terrified him. Kate’s life draining away. Wrong. It was wrong. It shouldn’t be happening. And was it his fault? Their love-making had been beautiful, a warm and blessed

  secret that meant the world to Freddie. ‘Kate was my only love,’ he said to Dykie. ‘I never looked at another woman. I loved Kate since I were nine years old. Loved her. And she

  wanted this baby so much – we wanted a boy, but she’d love anything, Kate would. If she gave birth to a blimin’ frog, she’d love it – that’s the way she is.

  Heart of gold.’




  ‘Don’t torment yourself, Freddie,’ said Dykie kindly, but Freddie needed to talk. He felt nauseous and giddy with shock, and the talking distracted him from the question of

  whether he was going to pass out, fall on the floor and disgrace himself as he’d done many times in his childhood. He didn’t tell Dykie that. He was the man. Had to be strong.




  ‘Last time I came in here was four years ago, before Lucy was born,’ he said. ‘And my mother came. We came here to a presentation ceremony, and Kate had the “Nurse of the

  Year” award. We were so proud of her. But she laughed it off. Fancy me getting that, she said, I haven’t done anything special. Always laughing, she is. Always laughing. The house rings

  with it.’




  ‘And she will be again,’ Dykie assured him. ‘We got her here just in time, thanks to your wonderful lorry.’




  Freddie wasn’t convinced. He found himself once more on the descent into gloomy thinking. He looked into Dykie’s birdlike eyes. ‘Tell me honestly, will you – could she

  die?’ he asked.




  Dykie wagged a skinny finger at him. ‘Now what would Kate say if she heard you saying that?’




  The corners of Freddie’s mouth twitched as the possibility of a smile drifted through his being. ‘She’d call me a – a prophet of doom. Don’t be a prophet of doom,

  dear, she’d say.’ A negative thought rushed in, wiping the smile before it happened. That’s what I’ve become, he thought gloomily, a prophet of doom.




  And hard upon that thought came another one. That baby, he thought, she’s brought bad luck.




  





  Chapter Two




  MADAME ELTURA




  Sally’s cheeks were crimson with worry and frustration as she marched into the hospital with baby Tessa screaming in her arms.




  ‘Any news?’ she asked breathlessly.




  ‘No. Nothing. They took her through there,’ said Freddie, raising his voice above the screaming baby.




  Sally handed Tessa to Dykie. ‘She’s never stopped crying all the way up here,’ she said, ‘and I found the pram but I couldn’t drag it out from under all that wood.

  I did try. But in the end I put her in my bicycle basket, tied her in with string and rode up here, pedalled up that hill with her bawling. Turned a few heads, it did. It’s a cold day but

  I’m hot as ten fires.’




  ‘Poor little mite’s hungry,’ said Dykie. ‘She ought to be with her mother.’




  Sally struggled out of her heavy bottle-green serge coat and hung it over a chair.




  ‘You’re breathless,’ Freddie observed. ‘Come on, you sit quiet and get your breath back.’




  Sally looked at him gratefully. Sensing she was on the edge of tears, Freddie looked into her worried eyes, and thought about what he was going to say. Words came through to him in a bright

  stream, words that didn’t come from him but from a shining spirit person who had befriended him long ago when he was a child. ‘Kate’s going to be all right. She’s a strong

  woman, full of life, and she won’t let go. She loves being a mother. It’s important to her. She’ll be all right, you’ll see.’




  Watching the calming effect of his words settling around Sally like a soft cloak, Freddie felt empowered. ‘Let me hold the baby,’ he said to Dykie. ‘You go and find someone

  – tell them we’ve got her and she should be with her mother.’




  ‘I should think the whole hospital knows she’s here.’ Dykie eased the howling infant into Freddie’s arms, and something magical happened. He looked down at the

  baby’s tiny scrunched-up face and saw it smooth itself out like a flower in the sun. In wondrous silence, baby Tessa gazed up at him, her clear inquisitive gaze piercing his heart. Freddie

  talked to her in the language of silence, and he listened to the flow of her thoughts.




  ‘She’s going to be a daddy’s girl!’ said Sally.




  ‘You just got yourself a job, Freddie,’ Dykie said.




  Freddie hardly heard them. Tessa’s stare completely absorbed and unnerved him. She WAS like Ethie, but he could also see Kate in her, and his mother, and – a startling thought

  – She’s like me.




  Freddie walked to the window and showed Tessa the sky over Monterose. Silver and ivory clouds bubbled over the distant hills, and thousands of elm trees dotted the landscape like splashes of

  chromium yellow, and along the hedges the hawthorns hung heavy with scarlet berries. Far out across the Levels, the starlings made immense towers of black specks, swerving and shifting. ‘A

  million birds with one mind,’ Freddie told Tessa and saw a spark of recognition in her pale blue eyes as if she knew everything about the world she had entered. Her unwavering gaze stripped

  away the layers of knowledge he’d worked so hard to accumulate, stripped his soul bare. In an instant, the clever hardworking mechanic had fallen away like a black shell, and the creative

  artist with the gift of prophecy stood there in the sun, hand in hand with this new little being who had burst through the gates of pain and arrived, with nothing.




  The squeak of shoes and a whoosh of Dettol-scented air brought him back to reality. The door marked NO ADMITTANCE was open, and two white-coated doctors stood there with grim expressions.




  ‘Mr Barcussy?’




  ‘That’s me.’ Freddie’s heart began to thump again, he could feel it pulsing against the layers of thick crocheted shawl wrapped around baby Tessa.




  ‘And I’m Kate’s mother,’ Sally stood up, her eyes on fire with anxiety, ‘and Miss Dykes – Dykie – is the midwife.’




  ‘Come this way.’




  Again, the nausea and the fear whirled through Freddie’s head as his feet followed the two doctors into a small room with dark oak chairs and a desk topped in olive green leather. On the

  walls were yellowing charts of people’s insides, horribly fascinating but not exactly calming. A skeleton dangled in the corner, chillingly cheerful, with a tobacco-factory grin. Freddie

  turned his back on it, not wanting the baby to see it.




  ‘Your wife has lost a lot of blood, Mr Barcussy. We’ve managed to stop the haemorrhage. But she’s very weak. We need your permission to give her a blood transfusion.’




  ‘And what’s that?’ asked Freddie. His skin felt cold and sweaty. He wished he hadn’t asked. He didn’t want to know about Kate having someone else’s blood in

  her veins. ‘Anything,’ he said, interrupting, ‘I’ll sign anything to get her better.’




  ‘It will help her recover very quickly – otherwise it’s touch and go, and six weeks of complete rest. I imagine that’s not an option?’




  ‘I want – what’s best for Kate,’ Freddie said, and he signed the papers with a cold, sweaty hand. ‘And where is she? I’d like to see her please.’




  ‘And the baby,’ said Sally. ‘She’s newly born – and hungry.’




  The corridor was long and squeaky, full of ominous doors. They walked in silence and above his heavy footsteps Freddie heard the sudden roar of rain on the roof and the harsh cry of a heron as

  it passed overhead on its way to the river.




  ‘Wait here while we set up the blood transfusion. It’s ready to go. Then you can come in, and we’ll see if the baby will feed.’




  Again, the three of them waited, this time standing up, in a corridor where nurses bustled to and fro with trays and trolleys. Beyond the double doors marked MATERNITY there were babies crying.

  It set Tessa off, crying again.




  ‘Give her to me,’ said Freddie and, with tender pride, he scooped Tessa into his arms. He could calm her down, and show Kate he had bonded with their new daughter. Freddie wanted to

  be the one to put Tessa back where she belonged, in her mother’s arms.




  The ward sister had an intimidating starched hat and an even more starchy expression. She eyed Freddie up and down, her eyes pausing on his boots which were covered in oil and stone dust.

  ‘We don’t usually allow MEN in the maternity ward,’ she said. ‘Shall I take the baby?’




  ‘I’m coming in.’ The steel in Freddie’s blue eyes made her step aside.




  ‘Just ten minutes then. And strictly with the curtains round.’




  Still carrying his daughter, Freddie followed the starched hat into a long ward full of women. The knitting needles stopped and twenty pairs of eyes stared at him. He ducked through the cream

  curtains, and there was Kate, not lying half dead as he’d expected, but sitting up, dazzling them all with the love that shone from her bright brown eyes.




  ‘That’s the best thing I’ve seen today!’ she declared. ‘My wonderful Freddie.’




  Speechless, he leaned over and kissed her tenderly, his eyes searching hers. Then he tucked baby Tessa into her arm. ‘My baby,’ she breathed. She unbuttoned her nightie and exposed a

  breast that was full and throbbing.




  ‘We don’t usually let men . . .’ began the starched hat but one quiet power stare from Freddie silenced her.




  Tessa began to suck noisily, her eyes gazing steadily at Kate. ‘Bless ’er little heart,’ said Sally. ‘Thank goodness!’




  Freddie propped himself on the bed, his arm round Kate, his mind already creating a stone carving. A mother and child. In alabaster. He’d use the beautiful pink alabaster boulder

  he’d found in the quarry, and he saw himself carving it out in the sunshine, with chisels and sandpaper, and running water to make it smooth as marble. It would express his gratitude and awe

  at the way Kate looked so ripe and peaceful, and the baby utterly contented. Beyond the wonder of it was the statement his carving would make about priorities and wordless love.




  Freddie bristled when he saw the vicar’s long black robe and pristine shoes coming through the hospital entrance just as he was leaving with Sally and Dykie. So far,

  he’d managed to keep his mouth shut and not get into confrontational arguments with vicars. He found this one, the Reverend Reminsy, particularly patronising, and right now he felt vulnerable

  and nervous after the stressful morning. He wanted his family together under one roof, private and safe.




  The Reverend Reminsy reminded Freddie of a heron inspecting an estuary – a yellowy-grey pointed face with black eyes that didn’t allow any glimpses of who was actually in there

  behind the ecclesiastical smile. Irritated, he stood back and let Sally butter him up. He half expected her to curtsy. Instead, she took the vicar’s hands and gazed into his face. ‘How

  kind of you to come,’ she gushed.




  ‘I was told you’d had some kind of crisis,’ the Reverend Reminsy said. ‘What’s happened?’




  ‘Everything’s all right now,’ Sally said joyfully. ‘Our Kate is in good hands. She’s having a blood transfusion – and we have a beautiful little granddaughter

  – another one.’




  ‘Oh, what a blessing.’ The Reverend Reminsy grinned like a wizard. ‘Congratulations, Freddie. You’ll be having her christened, of course.’




  ‘Ah,’ said Freddie, not wanting to agree or disagree. He’d have to go along with traditions, he thought, for the sake of peace. And if he saw an angel in the church, he’d

  have to keep quiet about it. Long ago in his childhood his parents had drummed that into him as if they were padlocking his soul. ‘Even if you do see spirit people,’ his father had

  thundered, ‘you don’t talk about it. I forbid you to mention it, ever again, to anyone. Especially not Doctor Stewart.’ And Annie, his mother, had added, ‘Nor the

  vicar.’




  At the funeral of his father, Levi, Freddie had been a rebellious lad of fourteen. He’d sat on the steps at the back of the church and refused to sing, and as he stared at the coffin and

  the backs of people’s heads, he’d seen an angel. She had filled the church with an immense cone of light stretching from floor to ceiling, her luminous robe covering the entire

  congregation, her light gilding the black hats and the stiff shoulders. Her radiance fizzed and sparkled as if it shone on a rainstorm, turning each drop into a twinkling star.




  Freddie had sat transfixed, letting the reassuring, joyful light fill his miserable being until he felt on fire and empowered. He’d wanted to crack the hard shells of protocol that encased

  the assembled family and he wanted to assert himself now that his father was gone. He’d picked his moment, waited until the last verse of Rock of Ages had died away. Then he’d

  stood up and told them he’d seen an angel.




  When the dust had settled, his brother, George, had frogmarched him outside and slammed him against the stone wall. ‘Don’t you bring shame on the Barcussy family,’ he’d

  hissed furiously. ‘I’m the head of this family now, and you’ll do as you’re told – boy.’




  It still hurt thinking about it. A bitter lesson, but the radiance of the angel hadn’t faded. It stayed in his heart, strong and bright, sustaining his spirit through the dark years of the

  war when he and Kate had worked so hard, and had so little. Another of his prophetic visions had come true in the war years. He’d been called up to use his skills as a mechanic, working on

  Spitfires at Yeovilton. Long ago, as a schoolboy, he’d seen himself standing on the airfield in a blue overall, a spanner in his hand as he watched the brave little planes taking off into the

  dawn. He’d felt proud, and glad not to be fighting, glad to go home to Kate at the end of the long day.




  ‘Have you given the baby a name?’ The Reverend Reminsy’s question brought Freddie back into the gloomy foyer of the hospital.




  ‘Tessa,’ he said, and added, ‘Tessa Francis, after my old granny. She was Francis.’




  ‘Oh yes, and a real character she was, old Mrs Barcussy. I remember her well.’ The Reverend Reminsy stood looking up at Freddie with an unnerving expectancy in his eyes. Something

  close to mockery, Freddie thought, and he felt the vicar was deviously trying to make him talk about his very private ability to see spirit people.




  ‘I gotta go.’ Freddie put on his tweed cap and resisted the temptation to outstare those keen little eyes. But in his heart he wanted to tell this holy man about the sparrowhawk,

  about Ethie. He wanted to ask if curses were real, and if they were, what did God think he was doing? The question burned on his tongue.




  ‘You go on to work, Freddie. I’ll talk to the Reverend Reminsy. Then I’ll fetch Lucy and . . .’ Sally’s words were cut short as the roar of an engine rattled the

  doors of the hospital.




  Freddie stiffened. There weren’t many lorries in Monterose. Most of the tradesmen still had horses and carts. Freddie’s Scammell lorry was his pride and joy, and he knew the

  particular sound of that engine. Who had started it, out there in the hospital car park? Frowning, he crossed the foyer in long strides, only to see his precious lorry lurching out of the car park,

  a strange young man at the wheel, the whites of his eyes gleaming as he revved the engine, his eager hands wrenching the steering wheel.




  ‘Oy!’ Freddie ran forward, the money jingling in his pockets. ‘What d’you think you’re doing?’




  The way the young man grinned at him ignited a hot rage in Freddie. It burned from the depth of his being, up into his arms, into his throat and over his cheeks. ‘Bring that BACK!’

  he roared. ‘That’s my lorry. I worked my back off to get that.’




  Devastated, Freddie ran after it, never close enough to touch it, but choked by exhaust smoke and dust as his lorry hurtled through the wide gates and down the road, away from Monterose. He ran

  until his lungs were on fire and he was crying with fury. Gasping, he collapsed against a farm gate, his breathing louder than the fading sound of his lorry disappearing into the distance.




  The cows crowded up to the gate to look at him with motherly eyes. ‘My lorry’s gone. Stolen,’ he informed them, ‘and I had to stand there and watch him take it.’ He

  felt the cows soaking up his anger, their dark eyes calming, caring, offering him silence and stillness. ‘What am I gonna do?’ he sobbed, and immediately the words came through to

  him.




  ‘You get a hold of yourself, lad, and get it back.’ His father’s voice was very close, but Freddie was too shattered to see him. ‘Don’t ever be like me,’ Levi

  said, and momentarily Freddie felt the warmth of a hand on his shoulder. He took some deep breaths, trying to calm his shaking body, and remembered his father’s destructive rages which had

  wrecked his childhood. He remembered the owl he had made from the smashed pieces of china, and how good it felt to make something beautiful out of a disaster.




  Calmer, he stood in the lane, listening, making a plan of action. He had to figure out who had taken his lorry, and he had to work out how far it would go on the fuel left in the tank. He was

  too upset to go back to the hospital. He found himself walking towards the stonemason’s yard. Herbie would be there, and Herbie would help him.




  Without his lorry, he had nothing. No way of earning to keep his growing family. The bright eyes of baby Tessa sparkled in his mind. Ethie’s eyes. Had she come back through this tiny new

  being? Had she sent the sparrowhawk? Was it a curse? A curse encrypted long ago from the white hot metal of jealousy, a curse carried across time by an embittered, angry woman, Kate’s sister,

  Ethie, drowned in the Severn River. She was dead. But it wasn’t over.




  Freddie had hypersensitive hearing. Years of listening to the deeper sounds of the countryside had given him a unique ability to detect secret dramas in the natural world. He

  could stand close to a hedge and hear the crack of an eggshell as a baby bird hatched. The language of the wind in the trees was clear to him; each tree had a different voice, and there were

  conversations between them, the ripple of poplar and the roar of oak, the whisper of beech and the singing of pine. In spring, he could even put his ear against a tree and hear the sap whistling up

  inside the heartwood.




  So now, instead of heading down the road to Herbie, Freddie found himself listening again. He was sure he could hear his lorry, far away, parked, with the engine throbbing. And voices around it,

  arguing. A fast high-pitched, scolding voice that was firing questions, and between the questions was a monosyllabic grunt in reply.




  Freddie turned around and followed the tyre marks, glad that the wheels had been muddy from his recent trip to the alabaster quarry. With the road covered in mud and horse manure, it

  wasn’t difficult to follow the curve of his lorry’s tracks, down a narrow lane that led through woodland and on towards the Levels and the river. He knew the lane well and strode down

  it, still shaking inside, spooked by what he might find round the next bend, the sound of the lorry’s engine growing louder and closer with the quiet thud of his footsteps.




  At the bottom of the hill two scraggy dogs charged at him barking. Dogs didn’t faze Freddie. He saw their fear and how it turned up as fierce barking. ‘Now you quieten down,’

  he said in his quietest voice. ‘What’s all that fuss about? Eh?’ He’d discovered long ago that if you asked a dog a question it would usually stop barking and sidle up to

  you, its tail flipping apologetically. And it worked with these two. Once they’d smelled his hand and accepted a gentle stroke, they trotted dutifully beside him. As the lane narrowed into a

  sharp bend, Freddie felt like a dog himself, his hackles rising, knowing that whoever was round there had heard his voice and fallen silent, awaiting his approach. A smell of wood smoke and soup

  hung in the air.




  His lorry was there, awkwardly parked with its nose in the hedge, the driver’s door flung open, and no one inside. ‘Now you calm down.’ Again the voice whispered to him, and

  strength steadied his mind. In slow deliberate strides, Freddie reached inside the cab and turned the engine off. He took the can of distilled water from the back, opened the bonnet and sensed the

  state of the engine. It was too hot to touch, and it had a sooty smell, like a steam train. With his hanky wrapped around his hand, he unscrewed the water tank and poured some in, the hiss of steam

  clouding his glasses. The glug of the water going in was oddly comforting as the thirsty engine creaked gratefully.




  Only then did he turn to face the two pairs of eyes watching him. The young man, now staring sulkily at his boots, was sitting on the steps of a brightly painted gypsy wagon parked on a wide

  grassy layby, the skewbald horse tethered and munching at the grass and bramble leaves.




  Standing over him was a tiny, birdlike woman with a frown clenched into her brow, two spots of crimson on her cheeks. ‘Say you’re sorry to the gentleman!’ She aimed a slap at

  the young man’s hunched shoulders, knocking him sideways, her wine-red shawl flying.




  ‘Sorry,’ he mumbled, and she gave him another clout, this time on his ear.




  ‘Sorry what?’ she demanded.




  ‘Sorry – sir.’




  Freddie stayed silent, standing guard in front of his lorry. He tried to see the eyes of the young man who had dared to steal it, but they were downcast.




  ‘He’s only a lad. Fourteen he is, and just lost his father.’ The gypsy woman’s eyes glittered with a feeling Freddie knew only too well. Grief. How it felt to lose your

  father at fourteen, as he had done. ‘And his mother,’ she went on. ‘Died giving birth in the pea fields when he was only eight. But ’tis no excuse.’ She raised her

  bony hand and the boy cringed. ‘You get back down the farm, get on with the hedge-laying – that’s what you’re supposed to be doing. Not stealing lorries.’




  Freddie’s silent appraisal seemed to spook her. She hobbled up to him, a curious fire in her eyes as they searched his face for understanding. He gazed back, reminded of his granny. Words

  floated through his consciousness, but none of them would do so he maintained the silence. He thought it might coax the truth out of the boy and his feisty granny. But he was unprepared for what

  happened next.




  A change came over the gypsy woman. The deep frown disappeared, eclipsed by a beguiling look of genuine surprise. ‘Don’t you worry – your lorry’s safe now, and

  there’s no harm done,’ she said, and she took one of Freddie’s large roughened hands between hers.




  Startled, he let her unfold his palm, her touch like hazel twigs, a bright glow in the air between them. She studied his palm as if it were a map.




  ‘I’ve got nothing to give you, sir, only a box of clothes pegs,’ she said, pointing to a basket piled high with freshly made pegs whittled from the insides of sticks.

  ‘But I’ll tell your future for you – for free – as compensation.’ She looked directly into his eyes, seeing him hesitate. ‘And believe me, sir, you need to hear

  it. No one else will ever tell you what I can see. I’m a Romany Gypsy, sir, and proud of it, and my gift has been handed down through five generations. Seers, that’s what we are.’

  She leaned closer, her voice husky. ‘And I’m telling you now, sir, whether you’re listening or not – you’re one of us. You’ve got the gift of prophecy and you

  don’t use it. You know you’ve got it – and it’s been beaten out of you. You need to use it, because you’ve got trouble in your life, and today is only the

  beginning.’




  Freddie felt a ripple of shock through his whole body. He stared at the gypsy woman’s face and saw she was deadly serious. Immediately, the eyes of baby Tessa bobbed into his

  consciousness, not young eyes, but old eyes that harboured a sinister darkness under the bright gaze of a newborn. He felt himself crumpling inside, all his defences crashing as he meekly followed

  the gypsy woman into the painted caravan, eyeing the garish red and yellow promises splashed over its flaking surface: ‘Madame Eltura, the one and only true fortune-teller’.




  He still hadn’t spoken, and the multiple shocks of the day were gathering in his bones, making him tremble.




  ‘Sit down there.’ She drew him inside and he manoeuvred himself onto a tiny, rickety chair, his long legs hunched awkwardly. Threadbare purple curtains festooned the cubicle, with

  gold and silver stars stitched into them in tarnished sequins. A cloth of heavy black velvet hung over a round table, and in the middle was a crystal ball.




  What am I doing here? Freddie thought, alarmed, and his father’s angry words came bounding back at him like long ago dogs barking through the halls of his life. ‘I don’t

  want no fortune-telling or mumbo jumbo in this family!’ Levi had thundered.




  ‘Don’t touch that!’




  Freddie’s finger sprang back from the crystal ball. He’d wanted to touch the cold gleam of its mirrored surface.




  ‘Is that – real rock crystal?’ he asked, speaking for the first time since his arrival.




  ‘Pure as the sun and moon, good sir.’ Madame Eltura wrapped her twig-like hands around the orb of crystal and closed her eyes. Freddie thought fleetingly of Kate. If Kate had been

  there she would have giggled. He thought how cold and cheerless his life would be without her bright spirit of fun.




  The eyes flickered open again and fixed him with a gimlet glare. ‘Now don’t interrupt me, sir. It’s a trance, you see. But listen, listen for your life – and remember

  – forever.’




  She started to talk in a different voice, a voice beautiful and spellbinding. Freddie sat, mesmerised, his eyes widening, his heart pounding with the revelations that poured from her woody old

  lips. How could she know these things? Yet he believed her. Deep in his eternal soul, he knew beyond any shadow of doubt. She was right. It was true. It would be true.




  And he, Freddie Barcussy, would have to deal with it.




  Stunned, he waited until she had finished. Then he asked, ‘Have you got a piece of paper?’ She gave him a page, torn from a red memo notebook. ‘I’m not leaving until

  I’ve written this down,’ Freddie said. He took a stub of pencil from his pocket and quickly covered the paper, both sides, with his copperplate script. Then he folded it into four,

  tucked it into his breast pocket, and extracted his legs from the cramped space.




  Without another word, he started his lorry, backed it out of the hedge, and drove home. He strode through the kitchen, past the surprised faces of Dykie and Lucy. ‘I got a job to do

  upstairs. Won’t be long,’ he said.




  ‘You look shaken, Freddie,’ Dykie called. ‘I’ll put the kettle on.’




  Freddie took an envelope from his bureau and put the folded piece of paper inside. Then he found a stick of red sealing wax and a box of matches, took it into the bathroom and locked the door.

  He sat down on the edge of the bath, drew out the piece of paper, and read the gypsy’s prophetic words one more time.




  His heart was heavy as he replaced it in the blue Basildon Bond envelope, lit a match and dropped a blob of melted red sealing was over the flap. He let it cool and wrote his name and the

  date.




  He took it back into the bedroom, and sat on the edge of Kate’s side of the bed, tapping the envelope and making a silent vow. Never, never, would he disclose its chilling words, to Kate,

  or anyone in his family. He alone would carry in his heart the power of the gypsy’s prophecy – unless – unless . . . Freddie opened a concealed drawer in his bureau and picked out

  a small brass key. He unhooked a picture from the wall. It was a watercolour he’d done of Monterose Church. Behind the picture was a little wooden door with a brass keyhole. He unlocked it

  and put the sealed envelope in the hidden cubbyhole, rested his hand on it in a moment of silent prayer, and locked it in.
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