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Chapter 1


Threads of the Tapestry


Tatiana glanced over her shoulder for the third time in as many minutes. She couldn’t help it; the eerie rustling as she scrunched through the dried leaves carpeting the damp mossy-smelling earth was making her jittery. She rubbed her arms and shuddered, was it just a wintery chill or the unnatural cold she felt whenever … no, surely she’d be safe from ghosts out here? She needed to concentrate, focus on the poem she was supposed to be learning for school and forget about the picture and the inexplicable goings-on in the drawing room. Praying it was just the cold, not some unseen presence in the garden playing tricks, she stopped chewing her lip, crossed her fingers and began to recite.


‘“Is there anybody there?” said the traveller,


knocking on the moonlit door;


While his … no… And his horse?’


‘Which is it?’ said Tatiana, struggling to remember the lines. Thrusting her hands deeper into her pockets, she paced backwards and forwards until coming to a patch of dappled sunlight filtering through the overhanging branches. There she released her hair from its clip and shook it loose allowing the sun to form splashes of russet on the wild, unruly mass spilling over her shoulders; if only it was always this wicked foxy red instead of its usual boring auburn colour. Tatiana tossed her hair back from her face and frowned, her mind searching for the words she was trying to memorize for homework.


‘And his horse in the silence champ’d…’


‘Hey! I think I’ve nearly got it.’


‘Is there anybody there?’ she shouted to the wind, and flinging her arms out wide, spun around like a windmill.


She stopped spinning and sensing a slight movement, cocked her head, listening. She looked around half expecting to see her mum, but there was no sign of her and as far as she could see nothing other than herself was disturbing the hazy winter’s afternoon.


‘Where was I?’ she muttered, leaning her back against the gnarled bark of a sprawling cherry tree. ‘Oh yes…’


‘Is there anybody there? he…’


Her sentence remained unfinished, as a prolonged mewing-shriek filled the air. Momentarily, Tatiana froze before cowering to the ground. Without knowing why, she found herself making the sign of the cross over and over again. Oh, God! What was that? She wanted to run, but her legs had turned to jelly and wouldn’t move. Swallowing hard she squeezed her eyes into slits and stayed where she was, crouched amongst the exposed tree roots. After several silent minutes had passed, she uncurled just enough to make a surreptitious survey of the seemingly empty garden. Dare she make a run for it?


She was getting shakily to her feet when another shriek pierced the air, this time coming quite distinctly from the bushes behind the cherry tree. ‘Please, whoever you are, go away,’ she whispered. Beads of sweat were forming on her ashen face, but she daren’t move. Instead she shrank back onto the dank ground shielding her head with her folded arms.


Whatever could have produced such a terrifying noise? It sounded like someone being tortured, and there most certainly was ‘somebody there’.


A rustling in the dry leaves beneath the camellias made her turn; seeing nothing, she decided to make her escape, but as she stood up a head shot out from between the shiny leaves, its button-black eyes staring directly at her. Slowly she turned to confront the intruder and watched as the strange blue face with black and white markings topped with an upstanding crest of feathers advanced towards her. The head, attached to a blue snake-like neck, became more and more elongated until the body emerged from the undergrowth.


Tatiana released her breath with an exaggerated whoosh. ‘After all that you’re just a bird!’ What on earth was a peacock doing here? Seemingly oblivious to her, the intruder shook out its feathers and strutted away, its trailing tail sweeping a path through the leaves. She was still staring at the retreating bird, when it looked back and their eyes locked.


‘Tati! Tatiana! Where are you?’ Her mum’s heavily accented voice was accompanied by the sound of her footsteps pounding along the path to the hidden garden. ‘Tatiana!’


‘I’m here, by the cherry tree,’ she shouted, as her mum, hair flying in all directions rounded the corner.


‘Are you all right?’ she gasped. ‘I heard you scream.’


‘No I didn’t, it did,’ said Tatiana, pointing at the peacock.


‘Goodness! Whatever’s that doing here?’


‘Don’t know. It just appeared out of the bushes.’


‘That’s strange,’ said her mum. ‘I didn’t know anyone in the village kept peacocks.’


‘Well it can’t stay here,’ said Tatiana giving the bird a baleful look.


‘Why ever not?’ said her mum, moving closer to the creature. ‘It has the most fabulous feathers I’ve ever seen. Think how lovely they’d be on a hat, or I could make them in—’


‘Mum!’


‘Only the ones that drop out! I’m not about to pluck it!’


Tatiana continued staring at the bird unaware that her knuckles had turned white or that her nails were making sharp indentations in the soft cover of her schoolbook. Mystified as to why she should be so nervous, she turned slowly to her mum and in a shuddering voice, whispered, ‘It gives me the creeps.’


‘You can’t be scared of such a magnificent creature, Tati, you’re fourteen not four and you know perfectly well it won’t hurt you.’


‘I’m not frightened of it exactly … but there’s something sinister about it that I really don’t like,’ she said, lowering her voice.


‘Well I expect it will fly back to wherever it came from,’ said her mum, giving her a reassuring kiss on the forehead before wandering off.


Tatiana continued to watch the bird as it scratched amongst the fallen leaves, but even from a safe distance it put her on edge. Why should she be so rattled by a bird? It couldn’t be because of its size and it seemed pretty harmless; her mum was right, the way its bright blue feathers shimmered in the sun was quite amazing and reminded her of dragonflies she’d seen with her cousin Marcus in the summer.


‘What is it about you?’ she asked, shaking her head. She was about to leave the garden when the bird strutted towards her, drew back its head and let out another high-pitched eeeooowwww right in her face.


Later that evening, the incident of the peacock behind her, Tatiana sat at the piano in the drawing room, her hands flying up and down the keys, practising for her lesson the following day. Yes! She’d got it. No problem there then, but she wasn’t so sure about her English homework.


‘I’ll see if I can recite the poem for you,’ she said turning to the woman in the picture hanging on the wall behind her. Tatiana looked at the gilt-framed portrait of her ancestor, the beautiful Isabella Lafont. It was a picture she’d known all her life, although until recently it had hung in her grandparents’ apartment in Paris and had only come to England after her grandmother Natasha’s death. Her grandfather had insisted on her mum taking it away at once, along with the urn containing her grandmother’s ashes. Tatiana loved the picture almost as much as she’d loved her grandmother. The eighteenth-century artist’s style and detail fascinated her, if only she could paint like that! But what she admired most was the woman’s sky-blue silk dress with its wide pink sash and lace-edged sleeves. It was so beautiful; though she couldn’t quite imagine wearing, let alone running in, such a long skirt! She was so intrigued by Isabella that she frequently found herself chatting out loud to her, as if she was actually there in the room with her.


She’d decided to make up a tune for the poem; singing the words would make them easier to remember. Tatiana picked out a simple melody and began to hum. She was getting on well and focussing on the final verses when her mum stuck her head around the door.


‘There’s a film on television I think you’d enjoy, why don’t you come and watch it?’


Tatiana didn’t look up. ‘Can’t,’ she said. ‘I’m doing my homework.’


‘Doesn’t look much like it to me, tinkering about on the piano. It’s set during the French Revolution, the same period that Isabella lived, so it might interest you.’


‘This is homework! I’m learning a poem—’


‘Come on, you can finish it later, besides, you can’t stay in here, it’s freezing. The heating must have gone wrong,’ her mum said, and pulling her cardigan tightly around herself, went to check the radiator. ‘How peculiar, it’s hot! Have you opened the window?’


‘Of course not, Mum. Haven’t you noticed, it’s nearly always cold in here these days?’


‘Not until now,’ she said.


‘It’s been like this ever since the picture and granny’s ashes arrived. Sometimes the cold swirls around the room and I get a weird sensation like icy fingers running down my back … if I ignore it, it prods me!’


‘Tati! Stop it!’


‘Well it’s much worse than goose bumps. And I can feel someone watching me. I think it’s the picture, Isabella’s eyes follow me, like they’re pleading … I think it’s … her ghost.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous, it’s nothing but your imagination!’ her mum said, hurrying to the door, but Tatiana couldn’t help noticing how she glanced sideways at the picture as she went by.


‘It’s just the way the artist painted the eyes that gives the impression of them following you,’ she said. ‘And remind me to get the heating fixed tomorrow.’


‘Mum!’ But it was no use, her mum just didn’t get it; didn’t believe the cold could be caused by something she could neither see nor name.


‘Come on, the film will soon dispel all this nonsense.’


‘Have I got to?’


‘Yes. It’s a great Dickens classic.’


Tatiana followed her mum to the cosy snug and slumped onto a creaky leather beanbag in front of the television where a drama with people dressed in eighteenth-century costume was playing.


‘What’s this?’ asked Tatiana scowling. ‘It’s not even in colour!’


‘Well it is quite old,’ said her mum. ‘It’s A Tale of Two Cities, and probably made in the nineteen fifties.’


‘You must be joking! No way I’m watching this.’


‘It’s a good story, at least give it a try.’


Tatiana let out an exaggerated sigh and crossing her arms, wriggled deeper into the shifting beans. She’d watch the film till the next advert to please her mum, then go back to her poem.


Her mum was right. The ladies with their high powdered wigs and floor-sweeping gowns were of exactly the same period as the portrait next door. It was only because of the picture that she had a vague interest in the French Revolution, but she knew very little about it other than a whole load of people, mainly aristocrats, had their heads cut off. Here, for the first time, the reality of those turbulent years was being revealed in all its gory detail. She watched as innocent people lost their heads to the hated guillotine and was so absorbed in the story that it wasn’t until a peacock outside a chateau let out a screech that she was brought back to reality. Tatiana jumped, and covering her ears, cast a bewildered look at her mum.


‘That’s done it!’ she cried, and scrambling awkwardly out of the beanbag, hurtled from the room. She was standing in the passage, wondering whether to go back, when she overheard her parents talking about her.


‘Whatever’s the matter with Tatiana?’ she heard her dad say. Oh no! He sounded irritated, why? What had she done to annoy him this time?


‘I’ve no idea, she doesn’t usually get upset by films, but she has become rather over-sensitive recently,’ said her mum. ‘She even wanted to move the piano out of the drawing room, until I pointed out there was nowhere else for it to go.’


‘What did she want to do that for?


‘She thinks she’s being watched…’


‘Watched? Who by exactly?’


Tatiana shot back to the drawing room and was staring at the piano when her mum came in. ‘What’s wrong, Tati?’


‘It’s those horrible birds, I can’t stand them,’ she said, trying to stop her voice from quavering.


‘But they’re so beautiful … and it’s only a film.’


‘It’s not them, it’s the noise they make.’


‘I know it’s not very nice, but it’s nothing to be frightened of,’ she said, putting an arm around her. ‘Come back or you’ll miss the end.’


Wrapping her arms around her mum, Tatiana glanced at the portrait. She really didn’t understand why she was scared, and of what exactly? A noise?


This time she curled up on the sofa beside her mum, and watched the remainder of the film clutching a cushion to her chest. All went well until she saw a young girl, who she judged to be about fourteen, like herself, climb the steps of the scaffold and kneel at the feet of the executioner. The girl’s brimming eyes were fixed on his black-hooded face pleading for mercy, but at a signal from him, she rapidly made the sign of the cross, and bent forward placing her slender neck on the blood-stained block. When Tatiana heard the swish of the falling blade followed by a dull thud, an icy tremor swept over her.


‘How could they?’ she cried. ‘She was no older than me!’ and dropping the cushion on the floor, rushed out of the room. Taking the stairs two at a time, she bolted to her bedroom and flung herself face down on the bed.


Tatiana found it difficult to sleep. Fragments of her tune, a persistent repetition of ‘is anybody there?’ from the poem, muddled echoes of the peacock and images of people being beheaded, kept revolving through her mind, which, although not so frightening in themselves, combined to fill her with an inexplicable dread. Then she remembered the girl in the film making the sign of the cross before being guillotined, just like she’d done in the garden; strange. It’s not as though she was catholic or even particularly religious, how weird was that? And so she continued to toss and turn, until her beloved cat, Pushkin, jumped onto the bed. That was better; she pulled her under the covers, hugging her soft warmth until a rumbling purr lulled her into a fitful, dream-filled sleep.


Where was she? She appeared to be in a long narrow corridor formed of tightly clipped hedges so high they reached far above her head. Looking up she saw how the lowering sun was edging the uppermost leaves in a coral glow in stark contrast to the deep indigo shadows where she stood. She seemed to be trapped in a vast maze and wasn’t sure she liked it, but propelled by curiosity she set off along the path. Almost immediately she came to a T-junction. Which way? Left or right? Whatever she chose, she’d inevitably arrive at either a dead end or another similar junction. Tatiana hurried on, continuously twisting and turning, but no matter how hard she tried she couldn’t find the middle, nor could she find her way out. She was beginning to panic and longing for the dream to end, when she heard music.


Could this be a clue? With renewed hope she set off in pursuit of the sound only to meet yet another hedge blocking her way. ‘I can’t get out! Please help me,’ she yelled.


‘This is how life is,’ said a disembodied voice. ‘The whole of life is a question of choices.’


‘Well how am I supposed to know which is the right one?’ she asked. It answered in a mocking voice. ‘You aren’t, that would make it too easy, pointless in your being here, in being born; trust yourself and follow your instincts.’


She was pondering this strange statement when she heard the music again and although the words were indistinct, she could tell it was a young girl singing.


‘Who’s there?’ she called. The singing immediately stopped. ‘I know you’re there,’ she shouted, swivelling on the wet gravel. ‘Please help me find the way out.’


But the silence remained leaden and the chill air swirling through the maze did nothing to ease her sense of foreboding. With the sound of scrunching gravel ringing in her ears, she ran to the next junction where she caught a glimpse of the girl. ‘Wait!’ she cried, sprinting after the retreating figure, but upon reaching the next bend all she saw was a disappearing flash of blue velvet. Then she heard the girl singing again, and this time the words were clear. The girl was singing in French.


‘Hey! That’s my tune!’ Tatiana shouted. ‘But you’re singing the wrong words!’


She set off again, slowly and calmly, this time letting her intuition guide her. As she followed the ebb and flow of the notes, she caught occasional glimpses of the elusive blue cloak and in what seemed like no time, was out of the maze. Free at last, she was enjoying the warmth of the final rays of the setting sun when the sound of a peacock calling nearby made her jump. The sound reverberated around in her head until evaporating into the descending dusk, when to her dismay she looked up to find herself back amongst the imprisoning hedges.


‘How can this be? I was out a moment ago.’


She ran frantically twisting and turning this way and that as a childishly high-pitched voice taunted, ‘See, you can’t get out, you will never escape; not until you’ve solved the riddle and saved your maman, will you escape!’


Tatiana ran and ran trying to get away from the voice, but no matter which way she turned, she couldn’t get rid of it. ‘You have to reach the centre of you, know yourself for who you are, only then will you both be free.’


Tatiana awoke screaming. Oh god! She groped under the bedclothes, seeking the comfort of a reassuring purr from Pushkin, but even that didn’t help. What a load of rubbish; why did she have to save her mum? What from? Her dad? Surely not. She decided to dismiss the dream as one of the gobbledygook sort, which if like most dreams, would soon be forgotten.




Chapter 2


Enlisting Marcus’s Help


The following morning, Tatiana, unable to get the dream from her mind, watched her mum as she prepared breakfast. She seemed her normal cheerful self, if anything too cheerful for so early in the morning, especially to Tatiana after a bad night.


‘You okay, Mum?’


‘Me? Absolutely, why don’t I look all right?’ she asked turning to check her face in the kitchen mirror.


‘You look fine. I was just wondering … and Dad? He seemed really grumpy last night.’


‘Oh don’t worry about him, I expect he was just anxious about today’s auction in London – he’s desperate to buy a picture for a client and it’s been generating far too much interest for his liking,’ she said.


Well Mum seemed okay and as far as she could tell, didn’t need saving from anything, least of all Dad, so why the horrible dream? If it was still bugging her when she got back from school she’d phone Marcus.


Marcus, and Tatiana had known each other all of their lives; had played together since early childhood and were such close friends that they were often taken for siblings. This was partially on account of their dads being cousins, but also because of the strong bond between the two families. Marcus, who was two years older than her, was like an older brother, and the one person who Tatiana trusted more than anyone. With him she had no secrets, and if anyone could help her make sense of her dream he would – that was if she could get hold of him at his posh boarding school.


Tatiana returned from school and had gone to the drawing room to practise her music assignment when she heard a crash accompanied by a truncated meow coming from the direction of the back hall. What was that? She shot out to the passage and was looking around when she noticed the cellar door was open. Oh No! Pushkin must be down there. She shuddered; she just hated the cellars.


Even on the hottest of summer days the cellars were cold with an ever-present musty smell of damp stone. A smell so hostile that it made her want to hold her nose rather than inhale. The cellar door, under the back stairs, was opened by a key that only worked from the outside. She pushed the door further open and fumbled for the light switch at the top of the stone steps.


‘Pushkin?’ she called, but there was no response other than a muffled clink from below. ‘Pushkin?’ Suppose she was hurt? She’d have to go down.


Treading carefully past a pile of newspapers stacked on the first step and skirting the empty bottles lined up on another, she made her way to the bottom. The surrounding slate floor was littered with empty boxes, thrown down from above, where they’d stay until her mum took them to the re-cycling centre in town along with the bottles and papers.


The cellars consisted of two rows of small vaults either side of a central passageway. Some were lined with shelves, others partitioned into bays where, in days gone by, large quantities of wine would have been stored, but now contained no more than a half-dozen cardboard boxes with an assortment of what her dad called ‘kitchen plonk’. She wasn’t interested in her dad’s wine, she just wanted to find Pushkin and get out. She’d nearly reached the end of the passage, when the cellars were suddenly plunged into darkness.


‘Turn the lights on!’ she shouted, and tripping over the silent Pushkin, fell, knocking her head against the wall.


The darkness swirled silently around her, as if bats circled overhead, and her stomach convulsed at the overpowering stench rising from the ground. As she pulled herself upright, the ground squelching beneath her, made her gag. ‘Odd’s Fish!’ She heard someone mumble. She was still clutching her stomach, when she heard the voice again. ‘Surely we will add our own puke to these festering mounds of excrement covering the floor?’ Then all the horrors of some unknown, yet unforgettable past welled up in the darkness surrounding her.


Tatiana opened her eyes with a start. What on earth was that? Feeling Pushkin by her feet, she grabbed her and stumbled towards a faint strip of light edging the door, groped her way up the stairs, and finding the door unlocked, was out. She banged the door shut behind her and leant back, shuddering. That was just horrible and so weird – where had that strange voice and unbelievable smell come from?


She had to ring Marcus. She looked at her watch; with any luck he’d have finished his evening studies by now.


‘Hi, Marcus … I need to talk to you, properly, not on the phone, and was wondering if—’


‘Hey, funny you should ring I was just trying to decide what do when I break up for the Christmas holidays. Mum and Dad are busy the first weekend and although I’ve been asked to stay with a friend, I’d much rather see you. Could I come and stay?’


Tatiana sighed; just knowing he was coming made her feel instantly better.


Two days later, Tatiana was on her hands and knees in the drawing room kowtowing before Isabella’s picture. She’d started performing this strange ritual after seeing a film with Marcus in which a Chinese family had honoured their ancestors by prostrating themselves in front of their portraits. Later Marcus had jokingly pressed his hands together, knelt and bowed to the portrait of her ancestor, which had led Tatiana to make a habit of doing the same; something that drove her dad crazy. ‘Get up off the floor, Tatiana,’ he’d shout. ‘What do you think you’re doing, you’re not bloody Chinese!’


She was still on her knees, staring up at Isabella, when she heard a soft fluttering behind her. She turned expecting to see a trapped moth, but instead saw a page from her music book, propped open on the piano, turn over by itself. Thinking there must be a window open she checked, but no – they were all closed. Then she watched as page after page quivered and flipped over as if turned by an unseen hand. She jumped up and was staring at the piano when the book juddered violently and fell to the floor at her feet.


‘Oh my God!’ she gasped and crumpled onto the piano stool. She was trying to collect her scattered thoughts when, noticing out of the corner of her eye, a misty shape blurring the fireplace, she spun around, but too late, it had gone. Tatiana leapt up and with faltering steps, crossed to the fireplace, where, with a show of bravado she didn’t feel, she confronted the silver cup containing her grandmother’s ashes. ‘Did you do that? Or was it you?’ she said glancing reproachfully at Isabella’s unresponsive face. ‘Whoever’s playing these tricks, please stop it.’


Tatiana retreated to the relative safety of her bedroom. The trouble was that their house was anything but normal, partly because it was very old and rambling, but also on account of her dad dealing in antiques. Every room in the house was crammed full of random objects and dilapidated furniture he’d bought at auction and was waiting to restore or sell. Even her bedroom was furnished with strange objects, including a stringless, once gilded harp, which she quite liked, and the more recent addition of a moth-eaten tapestry, which, convinced it must harbour untold numbers of spiders, she didn’t.


She threw herself onto her bed, her pulse still racing, her palms clammy and with a buzzing sensation in her limbs. If only she could see who or whatever ‘it’ was in the drawing room, then she’d know whether to be frightened or not. She grabbed a cushion and hugging it tight to the hard knot in the pit of her stomach, slumped back on her pillows staring vacantly at the wall. The weekend couldn’t come soon enough.


Each evening that week saw her slip warily into the brooding silence of the drawing room. The hairs on her arms, acting as a barometer to any suggestion of a whispering draught, warned her when the temperature was about to drop; then, her fingers would take on the rhythm of her quickening breath and she’d play in a torrent of urgency and fumbled notes. Occasionally a fleeting touch on the shoulder would make her stop. She’d go rigid, fingers splayed mid-movement as she held her breath, waiting. Until, unable to bear the suspense a moment longer, she’d wheel around hoping to see something tangible, something she could confront, but there was never anything there, least nothing she could see.
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