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The Pier

THANA NIVEAU LIVES IN the Victorian seaside town of Clevedon, where she shares her life with fellow writer John Llewellyn Probert, in a Gothic library filled with arcane books and curiosities.

Her short fiction has appeared in The Seventh Black Book of Horror and The Eighth Black Book of Horror, Delicate Toxins and the charity anthology Never Again, as well as the final issue of Necrotic Tissue. Her Jack the Ripper giallo, “From Hell to Eternity”, won first place in the Whitechapel Society’s short story contest and appears in an e-book collection of the same name.

“The pier exists,” explains the author, “and yes, it is decorated with strange plaques and cryptic memorials, although none are quite as morbid as I’ve invented.

“It’s mostly Clevedon Pier, which is where the story was born. I was reading the plaques one day and a couple of the quirkier ones made me wonder. What if they weren’t written by the living to remember the dead at all, but were instead a channel for voices from somewhere else?

“Somerset is the original Wicker Man country, after all. It’s a place rich in pagan tradition and many of its strange rituals are lost to time. Or are they?”

 

 

THE SEA WAS FLAT and grey, mirroring the leaden sky, yet offering no reflection of the Victorian pier that marched into the water on spindly legs. The charred remains of the central pagoda gave little hint of the pier’s former grandeur. Jagged bits of timber lay scattered across the pierhead where frock-coated gentlemen and wasp-waisted ladies once strolled. Alan glanced at the informational sign showing a sepia photograph of the pier in its heyday. It was hard to believe that this was the same place.

Across the channel he could see the mountains of South Wales and to the south, Cornwall. A ferry was said to have once run tourists across to Cardiff, but the docking platform collapsed in a storm and had never been repaired.

A derelict hotel crouched on the rock face beside the pier. Alan could just make out enough faded letters on its façade to supply the rest of the name: The Majestic Hotel. It was one of those ostentatious gothic palaces that would have been decorated with plundered Egyptian artefacts and overseen by an army of servants. Now it was just a hulking ruin held together by scaffolding and protected by razorwire.

“The ticket office is shut,” said Claudia, panting as though she’d exerted herself in going to look, “and there’s nothing in the gift shop.”

“I didn’t want postcards,” Alan said with a trace of annoyance. “I wanted to go out on the pier.”

She gave him a flat look. “I mean there’s nothing in the gift shop. It’s empty. Deserted. Like this eyesore.” She gestured dismissively.

“It’s not deserted. Look, there are fishermen on the promenade.”

“Well, I don’t like it. It doesn’t look safe.”

He rolled his eyes. “It looks perfectly safe. There’d be ‘Keep Out’ signs if it wasn’t.”

“But the fire—”

“It’s not on fire now, is it? Come on, I want to see.”

Without waiting for her he walked out onto the pier. The boards were warped but they looked sturdy enough. Not bad at all considering the damage salt and the sea could do. Below him the water was silky smooth but peering down through the slats threatened to make him dizzy.

“It must have been nice once,” Claudia said.

“I think it’s nice now.”

“It’s depressing. Like that rotting hotel over there. Probably crawling with rats and God knows what else.”

Alan bit his tongue. There was no point in starting the tired old “eye of the beholder” argument. She’d never been able to appreciate the strange beauty of graveyards or abandoned buildings. Junky antique shops made her nervous and she couldn’t stand the smell of old books.

He’d spent the past few days suffering in silence. His shrill in-laws had kept him constantly on edge with their paranoid Daily Mail rants about immigrants and foreigners. A week was more than anyone should be expected to endure his wife’s family and he’d congratulated himself on making it through without killing one or all of them.

“How could they let it fall into disrepair like this?” Claudia continued. She had clearly inherited her parents’ need to find someone to blame.

He sighed. “I’m sure they didn’t do it on purpose.”

“Are you going to patronise me all day? Because if so—”

“I’m not patronising you,” he said carefully, trying hard to mean it. “You’re just so . . . unadventurous.” It was the kindest word he could manage.

“But it’s old and ugly. Why can’t we look at country houses and museums like normal people? Why do we always have to go slumming in places that ought to be condemned?”

“‘Always’? Hey, we go to plenty of places you like. And they’re always heaving with tourists and families with screaming babies. Isn’t it nice to get off the beaten path once in a while? See something with real character?”

“I just don’t like this place, Alan. It gives me the creeps.”

He was about to tell her she didn’t have to stay when he noticed the plaques. All along the promenade were little brass memorials, set into the wood of the decking and the railing.

OUR DEAREST ISABELLA, TAKEN TOO SOON

GRANDPA GEORGE, GONE FISHING

TOO MUCH OF WATER HAST THOU, POOR OPHELIA

“Look at these,” he said.

But Claudia had already spotted them and was eyeing them with disapproval.

MY BELOVED JOHN, LOST AT SEA, HOME AT LAST

ANNA, YOU GOT THERE FIRST

HOW DOES IT FEEL NOW, DARLING?

Claudia grimaced. “Is this for real?”

“They’re just commemorative plaques.”

She advanced several uncertain steps, shaking her head in response to what she read. “There’s something not right about them. I mean, look at this: ‘You reap what you sow’. What the hell kind of memorial is that?”

Alan chuckled at the one he’d just found. “‘If you can read this, you’re next’.”

“Ugh! That’s in such bad taste.”

“Not as bad as this one: “‘Go on, push her in’.”

“Alan, that’s not funny.”

“Don’t blame me. I didn’t write it.”

“No, but you obviously don’t see anything wrong with it.”

“As a matter of fact, I don’t. It makes a refreshing change from that clichéd ‘in the arms of the angels’ crap.”

“Well, I think it’s horrible.”

“You think everything is horrible,” he muttered. No matter where they went it seemed she was determined to have a lousy time. And to make sure he did too.

DO IT, YOU KNOW YOU WANT TO

The plaques were certainly unusual. Did the town just have a weird sense of humour? He read as he walked, fascinated by the universally morbid tone.

“Alan?” Claudia had stopped a few paces behind him.

“What is it now?”

“Haven’t you noticed something?”

“Noticed what?”

“They’re all memorials.”

“Yeah, so?”

She stared at him as though waiting for him to catch on. He shrugged, oblivious to whatever it was she’d spotted that he hadn’t.

“No birthdays or wedding anniversaries. No ‘World’s Best Mum’. No ‘Happy Retirement’. They’re all about death.”

They’d only come about a quarter of the way down the pier but Alan estimated he’d seen at least a hundred plaques so far. And she was right. Some were more cryptic than others but they all shared a single theme.

FOR BILLY, WHO LOVED THIS PIER. NOW YOU’LL NEVER LEAVE

“Yeah, I suppose that is a bit strange.”

Claudia wrapped her arms around herself, though it wasn’t remotely chilly. “I don’t like this at all.”

“So you keep saying.”

“I mean it. It gives me a bad feeling and I don’t want to stay here. We’re leaving now.”

Alan squared up to her like a gunslinger. “No sweetie, you’re leaving; I’m staying here.”

Her eyes flashed as her mouth worked at forming a retort. “Fine,” she said at last through clenched teeth. “I’m going back to the hotel. I’m going to order room service and a bottle of their most overpriced wine. I’m sure you won’t mind. Sweetie.” She smiled icily and then stalked away, her pointy-toed heels clacking on the boards.

“Fine,” Alan growled to himself. At least now he could enjoy the pier on his own. As Claudia’s retreating figure dwindled and finally disappeared from sight, he felt all the unpleasantness of the past week vanish with her. All that was left was peace. Waves whispered beneath him, a low ambient hiss like voices on a radio station just out of range.

YOU LOST HER

He glanced up nervously, half expecting the voices from within the plaques to manifest themselves behind him. He wasn’t surprised they had spooked Claudia, but now even he was finding them unsettling.

A fisherman stood halfway down the promenade, peering over the railing. He’d anchored a hefty fishing rod against the planking and its line disappeared into the water at a sharp angle. He looked up as Alan drew near, his weathered cap shading an equally weathered face.

“Nice day for it,” Alan said with a friendly nod towards the fishing gear.

The man simply stared in response, the unwelcoming expression of a local confronted by an odious tourist.

Alan had hoped to engage him, to ask about the plaques, but his companion’s unfriendliness intimidated him. He smiled nervously and cleared his throat before finding his voice again.

“Hey, listen, I’m sorry if I’m disturbing you. I couldn’t help but notice the rather odd character of the memorials out here.”

Again he was met with cold silence. After a week of his in-laws’ strident opinions he wasn’t sure how to handle the silent treatment.

For several seconds he felt sure the man would just continue to stare. But at last he broke eye contact and looked Alan up and down before parting his lips with an unpleasant smack. “Odd,” the man echoed.

Alan wasn’t sure if it was a question or an agreement. He added hopefully, “I wondered if maybe there was some local story behind them?”

The man nodded thoughtfully and a humourless smile made his lips curl slightly. Then he turned his attention back to his fishing line with a grunt. Clearly the interview was over.

Alan’s face burned at the wordless rebuke. He backed away and then continued along the pier.

WE WANTED WHAT WAS INSIDE

IT WAS OURS

The plaques seemed to be getting weirder and weirder the further he went. He felt like he should have reached the end of the pier by now but when he looked up he saw he was only little more than halfway along. The pierhead and its charred centre was still some distance yet.

Beneath him the water sloshed gently against the legs of the pier, soothing, hypnotic. He could imagine drifting asleep to the sound. A yawn overtook him and he shook himself. The argument with Claudia must have exhausted the little strength her family hadn’t sapped from him. His spurned wife had had the right idea, though: a good meal and some wine was just what he needed too. He’d make it up to her after she’d had a chance to cool off. No doubt the week had been taxing for her as well.

ALAN AND CLAUDIA

His breath caught in his throat and he stood gaping at the little plaque. It was several minutes before he got hold of himself. It was an astonishing coincidence, but just that – coincidence. Their names weren’t exactly unique. Still, he felt unable to move on.

He dug his phone out of his back pocket and set it to camera mode. Framing the inscription in the phone’s window he pressed the button and saved the image. Then he sent it to Claudia. You won’t believe this, he texted.

Then he saw the adjacent plaque. SHE DESERVES IT. And beside that: IT WON’T HURT.

A chill raced along his spine and he almost dropped the phone. He was too unnerved to photograph the inscriptions, but he wanted confirmation of what he was seeing. He spied another fisherman near the end of the pier and Alan made his way there, determined to find out what was going on.

“Excuse me,” he said brazenly, “but what can you tell me about these plaques?”

This man was even older than the first and looked so frail Alan marvelled that he’d managed to carry all his gear this far out along the pier. He blinked so long at the intrusion Alan wondered if the man was deaf or blind. But then his eyes fixed on Alan and he shrugged. “What’s there to tell?” he said at last. “They remember.”

This struck Alan as deliberately unhelpful. “They remember? Remember what?”

But he simply nodded as though Alan had answered his own question. Were the old timers just senile?

Spurred by a sense of inexplicable urgency Alan pressed on. “I really want to know about these plaques. I’ve never seen anything like them before. It’s almost like they’re alive. Reading my mind. Like someone’s talking to me through them.” He laughed. “I know that sounds crazy.”

Something like fear shone for a moment in the old man’s eyes. Then he looked away, out towards the sea. “No one reads those things,” he said hoarsely.

“What do you mean? My wife and I were just reading them.”

“Your wife?”

“She didn’t stay. They upset her so she left.”

Alan took the pensive silence for approval of Claudia’s decision. But enough was enough. He was losing his patience. Angrily, he seized the man’s coat. “Tell me what this is about!”

The man continued to stare out across the waves, his expression unreadable. Finally, he leaned in close and whispered “Those messages aren’t for you.”

“What are you talking about? Who are they for?”

The man shook his head fiercely. “If you’re seeing strange things in those plaques I’d advise you to turn around and go back the way you came.”

“But I—”

“Go!” With that he tore free of Alan’s grip and turned his back, keeping his eyes fixed on the water.

Alan backed away, staring in bewilderment. It was some local sport, that’s all, a game they played on outsiders. The pier clearly wouldn’t last another hundred years. Probably not even another ten. Why not decorate it with cryptic messages to confound tourists until it fell to pieces?

“Crazy old geezer,” he muttered, turning away. The ruined pagoda beckoned and he made for it in earnest, determined to get there without reading any more of the plaques.

Soon it was only a few yards away but his eyelids felt heavy again and he suppressed another yawn. Baffled by his sudden weariness he scrubbed at his face, producing starbursts behind his eyes. His cheeks felt like sandpaper. Had he forgotten to shave that morning? When he opened his eyes again tombstones slithered in his vision, rising and falling softly in the mud. Each time he blinked it took real effort to open his eyes.

A sharp pain in his hand brought him back to himself and he stared at the splinter embedded in his palm. He was standing on the bottom rung of the railing, his left hand bracing against the top plank. The ashen expanse before him was the sea, his graveyard only waves. Startled, he pulled the splinter out and backed away, bewildered and disoriented. Behind him on the pier the old man was still looking out over the water, his back to Alan. Of the first man there was no sign at all. If Alan had fallen in, no one would have seen.

His back prickled with sweat and he dug out his phone. Claudia hadn’t responded to his text so she probably had her phone turned off. When a polite computer voice confirmed that, he rang off. What was there to tell her anyway? That he’d fallen asleep on his feet and nearly done a header off the pier? He sure as hell couldn’t tell her the plaques were talking to him.

The time display on the phone surprised him and he double-checked it against his watch. Although the sky had darkened considerably, that couldn’t possibly be right. When had he sent that text with the photo? He scrolled through the menu and blinked uncomprehendingly at it. He’d been on the pier for nearly six hours.

YOU BELONG HERE

Alan forced himself towards the middle of the promenade, trying to get as far away from the railing as he could. He was nearly at the end of the pier and he felt a wild sense of victory, as though he’d been swimming against the current to reach a goal. When he finally arrived at the blackened pierhead he was exhausted. His legs ached as though he’d walked miles.

It might have been a bonfire that had gone out. Crooked trestles encircled the remains, bound at intervals by torn yellow tape. The low sun turned the debris into a mass of writhing shadows and for a moment Alan was convinced that the burnt and broken timber was trying to reassemble itself. That would explain the faint clacking sound he heard. But there was no breeze. The strips of tape hung limp as flags. The sea was dead calm.

He peered into the rubble and a flash of pale grey caught his eye. Something was moving in there. Birds picking at crumbs? But while he remembered seagulls wheeling in the sky that morning, he hadn’t seen or heard any since stepping out onto the pier.

He moved closer, squinting into the darkness. There was the smell of charred wood and the sea, along with something else, something rotten. He could just discern a few small pale shards, jutting like brambles from the ruins. It couldn’t possibly be the bed of oysters it resembled, the shells broken open to relinquish the scattering of pearls at his feet. Even as his fingers closed around the tiny misshapen object, Alan knew it wasn’t a pearl. He dropped the tooth and staggered back with a cry. His eyes soon found the lumps and hollows of a skull, then another.

The clacking was growing louder. Alan stared hard into the shadows, straining to see in the growing darkness. He fumbled for his phone again and used its display as a torch, bathing the ruins in a sickly greenish glow. Shadows leapt as he passed the light over the debris. Staring faces rose to meet the glow, their mouths stretched far too wide, their eyes glinting with a light of their own. The phone clattered to his feet as he understood at last what he was seeing. The pagoda had never been made of timber at all.

His gaze fell on a series of memorials at the base of the ruins.

I WASN’T READY

CAN YOU FEEL ME?

I’M STILL HERE

The words spun in his head and he stumbled away from the plaques. He felt dizzy, spinning out of control and unable to find solid ground. Wind rushed in his ears and coalesced into a chorus of voices both menacing and alluring. Determined to resist the pull of the ruins, he turned away only to see the pier stretching on impossibly long, far away from the shore. And it was no longer deserted. Hundreds of people lined the promenade, gazing coldly at him.

Behind him the bones crackled like flames while the silent masses watched him. Even if he had the strength to run, he’d never get past them all or survive the distance to the shore. The dizziness passed with the realisation and he sank to his knees on the planks. Shadows bloomed around him like a spreading stain, engulfing him. He didn’t want to see what form they were taking behind him.

As he closed his eyes and waited to join the others, he knew the voices had lied. It did hurt. He only hoped it wouldn’t be forever.


MARK MORRIS
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Fallen Boys

MARK MORRIS BECAME A full-time writer in 1988 on the Enterprise Allowance Scheme, and a year later saw the release of his first novel, Toady. He has since published a further sixteen novels, among which are Stitch, The Immaculate, The Secret of Anatomy, Fiddleback, The Deluge and four books in the popular Doctor Who series.

His short stories, novellas, articles and reviews have appeared in a wide variety of anthologies and magazines, and he edited Cinema Macabre, a book of fifty horror movie essays by genre luminaries, for which he won the 2007 British Fantasy Award.

His most recent work includes a novella entitled It Sustains for Earthling Publications, a Torchwood novel entitled Bay of the Dead, several Doctor Who audios for Big Finish Productions, a follow-up volume to Cinema Macabre entitled Cinema Futura, and a new short story collection, Long Shadows, Nightmare Light.

“Porthellion Quay, which features in this story, is a real place – only the name is different,” says Morris. “My family and I spent a lovely, sunny day there one summer a few years ago during a Cornish holiday.

“I love Cornwall not only because it’s breathtakingly beautiful, but also because it is wild and rugged and desolate, and because past echoes and ancient legends seem to seep out of the very rock. It’s a landscape which lends itself perfectly to the kinds of ghost stories I love, of which it seems there are far too few these days – stories which are not cosy and comforting and familiar, but which are dark and insidious, and evoke a crawling sense of dread.”

 

 

WHEN THE CHILD SCREAMED, Tess Morton felt guilty for having to repress the urge to snap at it. She was aware that it wasn’t Matthew Bellings who should be punished, but his tormentors, and yet the boy’s cry of pain or distress was so whiny that it grated on her nerves.

The reason she felt little compassion for the child was because she knew it took almost nothing to provoke a wail of complaint from him. Matthew would cry out whenever someone barged into him in the school corridor; whenever a football was kicked towards him in the playground; whenever a classmate flicked a paper pellet at him, or snatched a text book out of his hand, or pushed in front of him in the lunch queue. Indeed, the merest slight would cause Matthew’s red-cheeked, strangely wizened face to crumple, his mouth to twist open and that familiar, toe-curling bleat to emerge.

Tess liked children; she truly did. Unlike many of her more world-weary colleagues, she was still young enough, and optimistic enough, to regard teaching as a noble and worthwhile profession. She looked back on her own school days fondly, and regarded many of her former teachers with great affection. And as such she liked the idea of feeding and enthusing young minds, of equipping her pupils for the trials of life that would inevitably lie ahead.

All of which made her feel doubly bad for the way she felt about Matthew. He wasn’t a naughty boy. He wasn’t disruptive or snide or cruel. He was just . . . unlikeable.

Physically, he was stick-thin and uncoordinated. When he ran his limbs resembled a collection of slender twigs loosely bound together. He had no real friends, and as far as Tess could tell had made no particular efforts to acquire any. Breaks and lunchtimes he could most commonly be found in the library, cowering behind an open book, as if hiding from pursuers. He was the sort of child whose parents – of whom Tess had only ever met his nervous, bird-like mother – did him no favours whatsoever. Whereas the other boys carried rucksacks or sports bags, Matthew had been provided with a satchel of gleaming, conker-brown leather. Additionally, his shoes were too shiny, his trousers too short, and his old-fashioned crew cut gave him the look of a child actor in a wartime drama series.

For a while Tess had taken pity on the boy. She had put herself out, spent extra time with him, in an effort to prise him from his shell. Matthew, however, had remained not only unresponsive, but so sulky and ungrateful that in the end she had given up. She still felt a bit ashamed of abandoning the cause, but she consoled herself with the thought that at least she wasn’t as downright hostile towards Matthew as some of her colleagues. The other teacher on this year eight field trip, for instance, Yvonne Harrison, who most of the kids loved for her friendliness and good humour, frequently referred to Matthew Bellings as “that snivelling little shit”.

Turning now, Tess saw that Jason Hayes, his back to her, was hopping from foot to foot, waving his arm in the air. Her immediate thought was that Jason had snatched something of Matthew’s and was taunting him, holding whatever-it-was out of reach. Then she saw Jason lunge forward, lowering his arm in a thrusting motion, which made Matthew squeal again. Some of the other children, especially the girls, squealed too, though there was laughter in their voices.

“Eew, you are so gross!” one of the girls (Tess thought it might be Francesca Parks) shrieked delightedly.

Muttering at the child behind her to halt, Tess strode towards the knot of pupils at the back of the queue. “What is going on here?”

Jason Hayes looked over his shoulder guiltily, and then flicked his arm, tossing away whatever he’d been holding. Because of the other kids milling around, Tess couldn’t tell what it was, though she got the impression of something black and ragged sailing over the edge of the metal walkway and disappearing into the scrubby bushes below.

“Nothing, miss,” Jason said innocently, turning to face her.

“Nothing,” Tess repeated. “Do you honestly think I’m stupid, Jason?”

Jason was a sporty, thick-set boy with spiky hair. Often cheeky and excitable, but essentially a good kid.

“No, miss. No way.”

“I’m very glad to hear it. So perhaps you’d like to tell me what you were doing to Matthew?”

Tess still couldn’t see the smaller boy. It was as if the other children were purposely shielding him from view.

“Nothing, miss,” Jason said again, and then added quickly, “I was just showing him something.”

Tess sighed inwardly. She knew that to get to the heart of the onion you had to patiently peel away the layers one by one. “I see. And what were you showing him?”

“Just something I found, miss.”

Tess stared at him silently for a moment, and then very deliberately said, “Do you want to go on the Mine Railway, Jason?”

“Yes, miss.”

“Because it’s no skin off my nose to take you back to the coach. For all I care, you can sit there for the rest of the afternoon, writing an essay on how important it is to be a positive representative of the school. Would you like that?”

“No, miss.”

Francesca Parks, a precocious thirteen-year-old with a pierced navel, shrilled, “You can’t do that, miss.”

“Can’t I, Francesca?” Tess said coolly. “And why’s that?”

“You can’t leave Jace on his own. It’s against the law.”

“He wouldn’t be on his own,” Tess said. “Mr Jakes would be there.”

Mr Jakes was the school coach driver. He was a scrawny man in his early sixties who always stank of cigarettes. He had a collapsed cavern of a mouth and bad teeth.

Francesca’s eyes, still bearing the trace of the eyeliner she applied every afternoon the instant she stepped out of the school gates, widened. “You can’t leave him with that old perv.”

Tess stared at her unblinkingly. “I beg your pardon?”

Francesca’s eyelids flickered and she bowed her head. “Sorry, miss,” she mumbled.

“I don’t want to hear another word from you, Francesca. Not one. Do you understand me?”

Francesca’s head jerked in a single, sullen nod.

Tess paused just long enough to allow her words to sink in and then she focused on Jason again. “Now, Jason,” she said, “I want you to tell me exactly what you were tormenting Matthew with, and I want the truth. This is your one and only chance to explain. Don’t blow it.”

Jason braced himself. “It was a bird, miss.”

“A bird?”

He nodded. “I found a bird on the path back there, miss. A dead one. It was a bit manky.”

Tess could guess what had happened. Jason had picked up the bird, waved it in Matthew’s general direction, and Matthew, as ever, had overreacted. It wasn’t much more than boyish high jinks, but Matthew’s response – and the fact that Jason must have known from experience exactly how his classmate would respond – meant that she couldn’t be seen to condone his behaviour.

Curtly she said, “What did I tell you before getting on the coach today, Jason?”

“You told us we were representing the school and we had to be on our best behaviour, miss,” he replied dutifully.

“Correct,” said Tess. “And would you say you’ve adhered to those stipulations?”

“No, miss.”

“No,” she confirmed. “You’ve let us all down, haven’t you?”

“Yes, miss. Sorry, miss.”

“I appreciate the apology,” Tess said, “but it’s not me you should be apologising to.”

“No, miss.”

Raising her voice, Tess said, “Step forward please, Matthew.”

The gaggle of Jason’s classmates, who had been hovering in the background, now half-turned, shuffling aside to create an aisle. Revealed at the end of the aisle, crouching against the chain-link fence which enclosed the metal walkway leading to the mine entrance, was Matthew Bellings.

Tess immediately saw that Matthew was trembling and that he had something dark on one cheek. She wondered whether the incident had been more serious than she had thought. Surely Jason hadn’t punched Matthew, knocked him down, bruised his face? Despite the antipathy that the other children felt towards the boy, she couldn’t believe that any of them would actually resort to violence. As Matthew shakily straightened up, Tess saw one of the girls – Charlotte McDonald – silently hold something out to him. Something small and white. A tissue. And immediately Tess realised what was really on Matthew’s face.

It wasn’t a bruise. It was blood.

It wasn’t his own blood, though; she was sure of that. His face wasn’t cut or swollen, and the blood was too thin and brownish to be fresh. As Tess looked at Matthew staring at the tissue but not taking it, her brain made another connection.

It wasn’t human blood. It was the bird’s blood. Jason must have swung the dead and rotting creature – whether intentionally or not – right into Matthew’s face. The thought of it made her feel a little sick.

However, the fact that Matthew was doing nothing to help himself, that instead of taking the proffered tissue and cleaning himself up he was simply cowering against the fence, elicited in Tess a wave not only of revulsion, but of an almost contemptuous irritation towards the boy. Marching forward, she snatched the tissue from Charlotte’s hand and brusquely applied it to Matthew’s cheek. Matthew was so surprised that he half-twisted away, releasing another of his plaintive squeals.

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Tess muttered, “don’t be a baby.”

Instantly she knew she’d overstepped the mark, shown too much of her true feelings. She was aware of shrewd eyes on her, could almost hear the identical thoughts forming in half-a-dozen thirteen-year-old heads: Miss doesn’t like him either.

“Jason,” she snapped, trying to make amends, “didn’t you have something to say?”

“Er . . . yeah. Sorry, Matthew,” Jason said, but there was a smugness in his voice that left Tess in no doubt that the damage had already been done. Despite his behaviour, Jason knew he was still the popular choice, even with his teacher, and that could only mean more trouble for Matthew further down the line.

“Everything okay?”

Tess turned briskly and straightened up. Her friend and head of department, Yvonne, older and more experienced by five years, was standing behind her. Yvonne had returned from collecting their pre-booked group ticket from the kiosk at the foot of the walkway.

“Just a little incident with a dead bird,” Tess said. “All sorted now.”

She glanced at Matthew, who stared resentfully back at her. The boy still had a faint brown stain on his red cheek. If she had been his mother she would have spat on the tissue and rubbed it until it was gone.

“I don’t want to know,” Yvonne said jovially. She was a large, rosy-faced woman with a mass of red hair. Raising her voice, she looked up and down the queue and called, “Right you lot, nice, straight line. No pushing or shoving. Who’s looking forward to a terrifying plunge into the centre of the earth?”

Most of the kids cheered and raised their hands. A few of the girls looked gleefully terrified.

“Excellent!” Yvonne said. “Come on then.”

For the next few minutes, Tess and Yvonne busied themselves handing out yellow hard hats and getting the children settled into the wooden seats of the open-sided train which would transport them underground. Aside from the bird incident, it had been a good day. Even the weather had held up, though the clouds were gathering now and a few spots of rain were beginning to patter on the plastic canopy of the walkway overhead.

They were at Porthellion Quay, a tin mining museum and visitor centre surrounded on three sides by towering Cornish cliffs. The museum was a sprawling affair, set in two hundred acres of hilly countryside, and consisting of a long-abandoned (though beautifully preserved) mining village, and a small quayside and docks beside the fast-flowing River Tam. The children had been given a tour of the village and assay office, had had a lesson in the Victorian school (after first dressing up in period costume, much to their embarrassment and hilarity), had made rope on the ‘rope walk’, and had enjoyed a picnic lunch down by the quayside. Now it was the highlight of the trip – a journey on a rickety narrow-gauge railway into the tin mine itself.

“Everybody wearing their hard hats?” asked the driver, a grizzled, wiry man dressed in blue overalls and an old miner’s helmet with a lamp on the front.

Tess glanced at Francesca. She was the only one who had protested about the headgear, but even she was now perched sullenly in her seat, the strap tightly fastened beneath her chin.

“All ready, Mr Hardacre!” shouted Yvonne, looking around and raising her eyebrows in gleeful anticipation.

“Let’s be off then,” Mr Hardacre called.

He gave an unnecessary double-blast on the whistle, which made several of the children jump, and then, to a smattering of cheers, the train chugged jerkily forward.

Tess settled back, enjoying the rattling motion and the feel of wind on her face. She knew that the train cut leisurely through half a mile of woodland before plunging downhill into the mine itself, and she half-closed her eyes, relishing the sensation of light flickering across her vision as it forced its way through the gaps in the passing trees and bushes.

Raising his voice above the noise of the train, Mr Hardacre began to deliver what was obviously a well-rehearsed spiel, providing them with various facts about mining and the mine itself. Tess listened as he told them how arsenic was a by-product of tin smelting, and how one of the often lethal jobs given to women and children was scraping the condensed arsenic off the walls of the calciners, which drew toxic fumes up from the smelting houses.

She phased out when he started to quote facts and figures relating to ore production and the length and depth of the mine’s various shafts, and only knew that the mine entrance was coming up when several of the children sitting near the front of the train began to whoop. Opening her eyes, Tess saw the glinting thread of track, like a long zip, disappearing into the centre of an approaching black arch. Dazzled by the flickering sunlight, the arch seemed to her to be not quite there; it was like an absence of reality into which they were being inexorably drawn, its edges fuzzy, its heart of darkness utterly impenetrable.

She blinked fully awake just in time to be swallowed by blackness. A palpable ripple of fearful excitement ran through the group at the sudden claustrophobic chill emanating from the rocky walls, and at the way the light from Mr Hardacre’s lamp slithered and fractured across the tunnel’s myriad planes and surfaces. Tess swallowed to ease the sudden pressure in her head, but even after the silent pop in her eardrums the previously guttural rumble of the train’s engine sounded thick and muffled. She imagined the thick, dusty air clogging her throat and had to make a conscious effort not to cough. After a couple of minutes of travelling downhill, Mr Hardacre eased back on the brake and brought the train to a grinding halt.

He gestured towards a tableau on their left. Illuminated by the light of a number of ersatz Davy lamps, fuelled not by oil but by electricity, was a family of mannequins. There was a father, a mother, a boy and a girl, all dressed in the drab clothes of a typical mid-nineteenth century mining family. The father’s shiny, chipped face was streaked with black paint, evidently intended to represent subterranean grime. Like Mr Hardacre, he wore a mining helmet and was resting a pickaxe on his shoulder.

“They’re well creepy,” Tess heard one of the girls whisper. She glanced in the direction of the voice and placed a finger to her lips, though she couldn’t disagree.

The wide, painted eyes of the family seemed to stare blankly at the newly arrived group. The little girl was missing a chunk of plaster from the centre of her face, which gave the impression that some hideous skin disease had eaten away her nose and part of her mouth.

Mr Hardacre told them about life underground, about how the father would toil away for ten or twelve hours at a time in stifling conditions, while the children would sit waiting, often in pitch darkness, looking after his food and matches and whatever else he might bring down the mine with him. Meanwhile the women – if they weren’t scraping arsenic off the walls of the calciners – would be at home, cleaning and washing and cooking the Cornish pasties that their husbands ate every day.

“Any questions?” Mr Hardacre asked finally.

For a long moment there was silence, and then Simon Lawson tentatively raised a hand.

“Is the mine haunted?”

The shadows occupying the wrinkles in Mr Hardacre’s face deepened as he frowned. “Haunted?”

“Yes . . . I mean . . . well, people must have died down here. Accidents and that. So I just wondered whether there were any, like, stories or legends or anything . . .”

Tess glanced at the boy, but in the gloom he was nothing but a hunched shadow.

“Ghosts, eh?” Mr Hardacre said, and this time he smiled, the shadows flocking to his widening mouth. “Well, I don’t know about that, but have you come across the story of the fallen boy on your travels today?”

There was a general shaking of heads.

“There’s a bench with a plaque on it outside the sweet shop,” Mr Hardacre said. “It’s dedicated to Michael Rowan, who died at the age of thirteen on March 16, 1865. Did anyone see that?”

A few hands went up, though Tess herself had not noticed the plaque.

“Well, there’s a strange little story associated with him,” Mr Hardcastle said. “Not a ghost story exactly, but still . . . sad. And a bit creepy.

“The mine, as I told you earlier, was founded in 1832. However there’s a secondary shaft, which we’ll see in a few minutes, which was created in 1865. The reason for this was that after thirty years of mining, the seams on this level were all but exhausted. It was decided, therefore, to mine deeper – and so the secondary shaft was created, in the hope that further seams would be discovered on a lower level.

“One of the most prominent miners at that time – he was a sort of manager, answerable directly to the mine owner – was a man called William Rowan. By all accounts, Rowan was not popular. He was a bear of a man, and something of a bully, and he had a son, Michael, who was apparently much the same.

“One of the victims of Michael’s bullying was a young lad called Luke Pellant. The story goes that Michael chased Luke into the mine one night and that in the darkness Michael ended up losing his way and falling down the secondary shaft. It was just a big hole in the ground at that point, and back in those days there were no safety barriers or anything like that. Anyway, when Luke told everyone what had happened, a rescue operation was mounted, but of course it was too late – the lad had fallen eighty feet or so onto solid rock and was pretty much smashed to pieces.

“Although Luke claimed that Michael had fallen, Michael’s father, William Rowan, didn’t believe him. He accused Luke of pushing his son down the shaft, of murdering him, and he swore he’d see the boy brought to trial and punished. The general view, however, was that Michael’s death had been nothing but the result of a terrible accident, and one that he had brought on himself. When nothing came of Rowan’s campaign to see Luke brought to justice, Rowan was furious.

“A few weeks later, Luke disappeared, and it seems that although Rowan was initially suspected of having had something to do with it, Rowan himself put it about that the boy had fled out of guilt or shame for what he had done. In any event, nothing ever came of the incident – until about twenty years ago, when they were excavating the ground down by the quayside to lay the foundations for the information centre. During the excavation some bones were found – an almost entire skeleton, in fact – which tests revealed were about a hundred and fifty years old, and were those of a boy somewhere between the ages of ten and fifteen.” Mr Hardacre shrugged. “It’s never been proven, but the general consensus is that William Rowan abducted and killed Luke Pellant and buried his remains down by the river. Of course, the Rowan family, who are still quite prominent in the area, refuse to accept it, and had the bench erected as a sort of . . . well, a sort of statement of defiance, I suppose.”

“Are there any members of the Pellant family still about?” Tess asked.

Mr Hardacre shook his head. “Not that I know of. Not in these parts anyway.”

“So the bad kid gets remembered and the good one gets forgotten,” one of the girls piped up. “That is so not fair.”

Mr Hardacre shrugged. “I don’t think it makes much difference after all this time. Although if it’s any consolation, Michael Rowan, despite the commemorative bench, is not regarded fondly around these parts. The locals call him the ‘fallen boy’, not only because he fell down the shaft, but also because, in their eyes, he – and his father – had fallen from grace.”

“So does Michael Rowan’s ghost haunt the mine then?” Simon Lawson asked.

Mr Hardacre smiled. “Not that I know of. Shall we carry on?”

He started the train up again and they went deeper, the engine creaking and grinding as they chugged downhill. The tunnel became narrower, the walls more jagged and uneven, and Tess had to suppress a wave of claustrophobia when she looked up at the black ceiling and got the impression that it was crushing down on them, closing them in.

She was relieved several minutes later when the tunnel abruptly widened and they found themselves in a natural arena-like cavern, the walls and ceiling sloping away on all sides, giving a sudden disorientating sense of space. Once again, Mr Hardacre eased back on the brake and the engine groaned to a halt.

“Right,” he said, “who fancies a bit of mining?”

This time the response was not quite as enthusiastic. Tess and Yvonne ushered the children out of the train and ordered them to follow Mr Hardacre, who led them across to what looked like a huge, squared-off well, surrounded by a metre-high wall. The shaft of the ‘well’, a raft-sized square of impenetrable blackness, had been overlaid with a sheet of thick but rusty wire mesh.

“This is the secondary shaft I was telling you about,” he said.

“The one that the boy fell down?” one of the girls asked.

“That’s right. This shaft has been unused since the mine closed a hundred years ago. Even before then it was prone to floods and cave-ins.”

“Are there any plans to open the shaft up again?” asked Yvonne.

Hardacre shook his head. “It would cost too much money. And there’s nothing to see down there that you can’t see up here.” He raised a finger. “Now, remember I told you that children often used to sit down here for hours in the darkness, waiting for their fathers to finish work? Well, when I said darkness, I meant darkness. I was talking about the kind we don’t usually experience in this modern age. The kind where you literally can’t see your hand in front of your face. How many of you want to know what that kind of darkness is like?”

Tess glanced around. Most of the hands were going up, though some of the children looked nervous.

“All right then,” Mr Hardacre said. “But when the lights go off, I want you all to stand absolutely still. We don’t want any accidents. Okay?”

There was a murmur of assent.

Mr Hardacre crossed to a chunky plastic box on the wall, which had once been white but was now grimed and smeared with black fingerprints. The box had a single switch in its centre, and thick black wires snaked out of the top of it, leading to the ceiling of the tunnel, along the length of which, Tess noticed, were a series of dimly illuminated light bulbs. Mr Hardacre switched off the lamp on his miner’s helmet and then looked around at the group and smiled, evidently relishing the moment.

“Ready?” he said, and before anyone could answer he pressed his finger down on the switch.

There was a loud click, like a bone snapping, and the world vanished. Around her, Tess heard a brief, shrill chorus of alarmed squeals, which then seemed to abruptly cut off, leaving a silence and a darkness that felt skin-tight, constrictive. For a few seconds Tess was convinced that she could no longer move; she felt her throat closing up, her chest tightening. She couldn’t shake the notion that she was all at once utterly alone. With an effort she raised her hand in front of her face, but she couldn’t see it, she couldn’t see anything.

She didn’t realise she was holding her breath, waiting for something to happen, until she heard a scuffle of movement to her left. Then, for the third time in twenty minutes, Matthew Bellings cried out, his familiar, teeth-grating mewl of protest echoing jaggedly in the confined space. Immediately the light clicked back on and the world was restored. Blinking, somewhat dazed, Tess looked around her.

The children were standing in little groups, all except for Matthew. He was standing alone, in their midst but isolated. Tess focused on him, and her heart gave a sudden lurch. Matthew’s face was scored with streaks of blackness. It was as if the darkness had not allowed him fully to return, as if it had eaten part of him away.

But of course that was nonsense. The black streaks were not darkness; they were simply dirt. Clearly someone had stepped up behind Matthew when the lights were out and had smeared begrimed hands across his cheeks. The question was—

“Who did this?” Yvonne snapped, stepping forward.

Tess’s colleague was quivering with rage, pointing at Matthew but sweeping her burning gaze around the rest of the class. The children stared back at her silently or looked down at the floor.

“What did Mr Hardacre tell you?” she continued. And when again she was met with silence, she shouted, “Well?”

“He told us to stand still so there wouldn’t be any accidents, miss,” replied Julie Steele, whose dark fringe half-obscured her chubby face.

“Yes he did, Julie. So why did one of you decide to be an idiot and do the exact opposite?”

Again, silence. Angrily Yvonne said, “Right, well there’s only one way to resolve this. Everyone hold out your hands.”

There was a shuffling, a collective glancing around, and then hands appeared, palms up, for inspection. Tess looked from one pair to the next, her gaze skittering. As far as she could see, they were all white, unsullied.

But not all the children had complied with Yvonne’s instructions. At the back of the largest group, partly concealed by their classmates, were two crouching, whispering figures. They appeared to be facing each other, holding hands. And then Tess realised that they were not holding hands, but that one was cleaning the hands of the other.

“You two,” she shouted, pointing, striding across.

Two guilty heads snapped up. Beneath the yellow bulbs of their hard hats, Tess recognised the faces of Jason Hayes and Francesca Parks.

Yvonne had joined her now. With her curly red hair streaming from beneath her own hard hat, she looked faintly ridiculous, but no one was laughing.

“Come here!” she hissed, her furiously sibilant voice echoing around the cavern.

Jason and Francesca shuffled forward. Francesca was holding a begrimed Wet Wipe.

“Jason Hayes, show me your hands,” Yvonne ordered.

Jason hesitated, but the expression on his face was almost resigned. Slowly he turned over his hands, revealing his palms. Despite Francesca’s ministrations they were still mostly black.

And so, a split-second later, was everything else.

Just as they had a couple of minutes before, the lights in the tunnel suddenly went out. This time, caught unawares, the screams from some of the children were louder, edged with panic. There was shuffling movement and someone called out; from the sounds they made, either they or someone else appeared to stumble and fall. Yvonne’s furious voice rose above the melee:

“Everyone just stand still! Mr Hardacre, what’s going on?”

Tess heard the click-click, click-click of their guide testing the light switch.

“Must be a power cut,” he said. “Hang on a sec.”

There was a smaller click and suddenly a thin beam of white light cut through the blackness. It was the lamp on Mr Hardacre’s helmet. The beam bobbed and shivered, playing across the walls and the faces of the children as he moved his head.

“No need to panic,” he said. “We’ll just get back on the train. I’ll soon have us out of here.”

“Miss?” said a voice in the darkness.

Tess turned, but the children were little more than shadowy shapes.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Jason’s gone, miss,” the voice said, and now Tess recognised it as belonging to Francesca Parks. “He’s not here.”

“What do you mean – gone?” snapped Yvonne.

“I don’t know, miss,” said Francesca. “He was standing right next to me. But when the light came back on, he’d . . . disappeared.”

Yvonne huffed. “Oh, this is ridiculous. What is that little idiot playing at?”

“Matthew Bellings has gone too, miss,” one of the boys said.

Tess felt as though the situation was spiralling out of control. “What?” she said. “Are you sure?”

“Yes, miss. He was right there.” A shadowy shape raised an arm, pointing at the spot where Matthew had been standing a few seconds before.

“Matthew?” Tess called, looking around. “Jason?”

There was no response. Tess and Yvonne looked at each other. Tess saw a flicker of fear in her colleague’s eyes.

“Let’s get the other children on the train,” Yvonne said. “Count them to make sure we haven’t lost anyone else.”

They did it as quickly as the darkness would allow, while Mr Hardacre did a quick recce of the tunnels leading off from the central cavern, shining his helmet-mounted light down each one and calling the boys’ names.

Finally he returned, shaking his head. “I’ll put a call through to the main office,” he said. “Find out what—”

“Listen,” said Tess.

“What—” Yvonne began, but Tess held up a hand for silence.

“I heard something . . . There it is again!”

They all listened now. From somewhere ahead of them and to their left came a scraping, a shuffling, as if someone or something was emerging from a burrow, scrabbling towards the light. Mr Hardacre walked slowly forwards, placing his feet with care on the uneven ground, the beam of light from his helmet sweeping across the cavern walls.

Several of the children gasped as something suddenly tumbled out of one of the side tunnels. Tess saw white hands clawing at the ground, eyes flashing as a face turned towards them.

“Matthew!” she shouted and ran forward, ignoring Mr Hardacre’s warning about minding her footing.

Matthew was on his hands and knees, shivering with fear, his eyes wide and staring. His face was black with dirt. His mouth was hanging open, and as Tess approached him a string of drool fell from his lips and spattered on the ground.

She dropped to her knees, gathered him up in her arms. He flinched and then relaxed, clutching at her as though craving her warmth.

“Matthew,” she said softly. “What happened? Do you know where Jason is?”

Matthew looked up at her. He was clearly dazed, confused.

“He called me Michael,” he whispered.

“Who did?” asked Tess. “Jason, you mean?”

Matthew shook his head. “He called me Michael. He thought . . . he said . . .”

Suddenly his face crumpled and he began to sob.

As Tess hugged him tight, trying to comfort him, Hardacre slipped past her, into the tunnel. Yvonne, bringing up the rear, panting a little, crouched down beside her. Before Yvonne could say anything, Tess gently transferred Matthew into her colleague’s arms and muttered, “Look after him.”

She stood up shakily. She could still see the white light from Hardacre’s lamp shimmering across the walls of the side tunnel – and then he turned a corner and all at once they were plunged into blackness again.

Tess stepped forward, feeling her way into the tunnel. She moved sideways, crab-like, her hands sliding along the rocky walls, her feet probing ahead. With every step she couldn’t help but imagine a precipice in front of her, a gaping abyss. She told herself she was being foolish, but she couldn’t shake the idea from her mind.

Then she rounded a corner and suddenly saw thin slivers of ice-white light limning the jags and crevices of the tunnel ahead.

“Mr Hardacre, wait!” she called and hurried towards him.

She flinched as he turned towards her, the light from his lamp flashing across her vision, blinding her.

“What are you doing here?” he said almost angrily. “You should have stayed in the cavern with the children.”

“Yvonne’s with them,” Tess said. “Jason is one of my pupils. I couldn’t just wait around in the darkness, doing nothing.”

Hardacre made an exasperated sound, but he said, “Come on then. But be careful.”

They moved on down the tunnel, Hardacre leading the way, his lamplight sliding across the glossy walls. Down here the world was stark and primal. A world of rock and silence, of harsh white and deep black, nothing in between.

“How deep does this tunnel go?” Tess whispered.

Hardacre’s shoulders hunched in a shrug. “A mile maybe.”

“Will it—” Tess began, but then she stopped.

There was a figure crouching in the tunnel ahead.

It was on its haunches, bent forward, its back to them. It was  naked, its forehead resting against the rocky wall. It reminded Tess of a child playing hide-and-seek, counting to a hundred before standing up and shouting, “Coming, ready or not.”

Hardacre had halted too. Tess stepped up beside him.

“Jason?” she said.

The figure didn’t respond. Tess slipped by Hardacre, moving towards it.

“Be careful, miss,” Hardacre said.

“It’s all right,” Tess replied, though her stomach was crawling with nerves. “There’s nothing to be frightened of.”

She was within arm’s reach of the figure now. She could see the nubs of its vertebrae, the white skin streaked blackly with grime.

“Jason,” she said again, and reached out to touch the figure’s shoulder. It was freezing cold.

Unbalanced by her touch, the figure rocked backwards. It tumbled over like a turtle on to its back, still in a crouching position, its hands crossed in front of its belly, its knees drawn up.

When she saw what had been done to Jason’s face, Tess screamed. She screamed and screamed, the sound echoing off the walls. Forever afterwards she would see the image in her mind. She would see black dirt spilling from the gaping cavern of Jason’s mouth and tumbling from his empty eye sockets like thick dark tears.
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Lavender and Lychgates
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MY MOTHER’S HAIR CATCHES the last rays of the afternoon sun and burns. My own is darker, like my father’s, but in some lights you can see echoes of Emmeline’s bright fire buried deep.

She leans over the grave, brushing leaves, dirt and other windblown detritus away from the grey granite slab. A rosebush has been trained over the stone cross, and its white blooms are still tightly curled, with just the edges of the petals beginning to unfurl. Thomas Austen has rested here for fifteen years. Today would have been my brother’s birthday.

To our right is one wall of the Cathedral, its length interrupted by impressive stained-glass windows that filter light and drop colours onto the worshippers within. My father, Grandma Tildy and my twin brothers, Henry and Jacoby, are among them, listening to the intoning of the mass. I can hear the service and the hymns as a kind of murmur through the thick stones. Emmeline has refused to set foot in there since Thomas’s untimely demise. I used to attend, too, but only until I was three or so, when I made plain my preference for my mother’s company over one of the hard-cushioned pews. Peregrine gave up arguing about it long ago, so I’ve been perched on the edge of Micah Bartleby’s tomb, weaving a wreath. I braid in lengths of lavender to add colour. I put the finished item beside my mother and tap her on the shoulder to draw her attention.

“Thank you, sweetheart,” she says, voice musical. Her face is smooth and her skin pale; only the flame-shaped streak of white at her widow’s peak shows that she’s older than you might think. Her figure remains trim and she still catches my father’s eye. “Don’t go too far, Rosie.”

She says this every time even though she knows the graveyard is my playground. When I was smaller, Emmeline would not let me wander on my own. She knew – knows – that things waited in the shadows, bright-eyed and hungry-souled. Now I am older she worries less for I’m aware of the dangers. Besides, the dark residents here want only to steal little children – they are easier to carry away, sweeter to the taste. She believes I am safe. I drop a kiss on the top of her head, feel how warm the sun has made her hair. She smells of strawberries.

I take my usual route, starting at Hepsibah Ballantyne, ages dead and her weeping angel tilted so far that it looks drunk and about to fall over. Under my carefully laced boots crunch the pieces of quartz making up the paths, so white it looks like a twisted spine. Beneath are miles and miles of catacombs, spreading out far beyond the aboveground boundaries of the graveyard. This city is built upon bones.

The cemetery devours three sides of Lodellan Cathedral, only the front entrance is free, its portico facing as it does the major city square. High stone walls run around the perimeter of the churchyard, various randomly located gates offer ingress and egress. The main entrance is a wooden lychgate, which acts as the threshold to the home of those-who-went-before.

No rolling acres of peaceful grass for our dead, but instead a labyrinth, a riotous mix of flora and stone, life and death. There are trees, mainly yew, some oak, lots of thick bushes and shrubs making this place a hide-and-seek haven. It’s quite hard, in parts, to see more than a few feet in front of you. You never know if the path will run out or lead over a patch of ground that looks deceptively firm, but is in fact as soft and friable as a snowdrift. You may find yourself knee-deep in crumbling dirt, your ankles caught in an ancient ribcage or, worse, twenty feet down with no one to haul you back into the air and light.

I am safe from these dangers at least, for I recognise the signs, the way the unreliable earth seems to breathe, just barely.

You might think perhaps that becoming dust would level all citizens, make social competitions null and void, but no. Even here folk vie for status. Inside the Cathedral, in the walls and under the floor, is where our royalty rests – the finest location to wait out the living until the last trumpet sounds. Where my mother sits is the territory of the merchant classes, those able to afford a better kind of headstone and a fully weighted slab to cover the spots where the dearly departed repose.

Further on, the poorer folk have simple graves with tiny white wooden crosses that wind and rain and time will decimate. Occasionally there is nothing more than a large rock to mark that someone lies beneath. In some places sets of small copper bells are hung from overhanging branches – their tinkling plaint seems to sing “remember me, remember me”.

Over by the northern wall, in the eastern corner, there are the pits into which the destitute and lost are piled and no one can recognise one body from another. These three excavations are used like fields: two lie fallow while one is planted for a period of two years. Lodellan does not want her dead restless, so over the unused depressions lavender is grown, a sea of purple amongst the varying greens, browns and greys. These plants are meant to cleanse spirits and keep the evil eye at bay, but rumour suggests they are woefully inadequate to the task.

In the western corner are the tombs proper, made from marble rather than granite, these great mausoleums rise over the important (but not royal) dead. Prime ministers and other essential political figures; beloved mistresses sorely missed by rich men; those self-same rich men in neighbouring sepulchres, mouldering beside their ill-contented wives, bones mingling in a way they never had whilst they breathed; parvenus whose wealth opened doors that would otherwise have remained firmly shut; and families of fine and old name, whose resting places reflected their status in life.

My father’s family has one of the largest and most elaborate of these, but he is banned from resting there – as are we. Even after all the scandal with his first wife and the kerfuffle when he set up sinful house with my mother, Peregrine had his own money. His parents saw no point, therefore, in depriving him of an inheritance and left him their considerable fortunes when they died. What they did refuse him was the right to be buried with them. They seemed to think this would upset him most, which caused Peregrine to comment on more than one occasion that it was proof they really had no idea at all.

Once upon a time I liked to play with my dolls in the covered porch that fronts the Austen mausoleum, imagining these grandparents I’d never met. But now I’m older, I don’t trouble with dolls anymore, nor do I concern myself with grands who didn’t care enough to see me when they lived. I feel myself poised for I know not what; that I stand on a brink. Grandma Tildy tells me this is natural for my age. So I simply wait, impatiently. I walk up the mould-streaked white marble steps and sit, staring into the tangled green of the cemetery.

Across the way a veil of jasmine hangs from a low yew branch, and something else besides. Something shining and shivering in the breeze: a necklace. I leave my spot and move closer to examine it without touching. There’s little finesse in its making, the blue stones with which it is set are roughly cut and older than old. The whole thing looks pretty, but raw. I know not to take it. Corpse-wights set traps for the unwary. There are things here the wise do not touch. Should you find something, a toy, a stray gift that seems lost, do not pick it up thinking to return it for chances are its owner is already contemplating you from the shadows. There are fetishes, too, made of twigs and flowers, which catch the eye, but nettles folded within will bite. Even the lovely copper bells may be a trick, for many’s the time no one will admit to hanging them.

There’s a rustle in the boughs above me and I see a face, wrinkled and sallow, with yellowed buck teeth, the brightest green eyes and hair that is, in the very few parts that are not white, as fiery as Emmeline’s. The creature seems a “not-quite” – part human, part something else. Troll? My heart stops for a few beats as I stare up at the funny little visage; its gnarled hands hold the leaves back so it may peer at me clearly. Then it tries a smile, a shy strangely lovely expression, which I cannot help but return. I do not think this being is associated with the shiny temptation on the branch below it.

“Rosie! Rosamund!” My mother’s shout reaches me. I back away and race through the bone orchard, my feet sure.

Emmeline is standing, stretching her arms up to the sky. In her hand is her sun bonnet, which she wears less than she should, its ribbons fluttering. She smiles to see me. “Afternoon service will be finished soon.”

I’m almost there when my foot catches on a tree root I could swear was not in existence a moment before and I fall towards my brother’s grave. My hands hit the rough-polished granite and while one stays put, merely jarring the wrist, the right one skids across the surface, catching on the letters of his name. I feel the skin peel from my palm and let out a squeal of shock and pain. A slew of hide and a scarlet stain mar the stone. The ring my mother gave me, silver vines and flowers all entwined, is embedded into the flesh of my finger and I think I feel it grind against bone. I knock my knees against the sharp edge of the slab, too, ensuring impressive bruises in spite of the padding of my petticoats and skirt.

I may be almost an adult, but for all that I wail like a child while Emmeline fusses about with her lacy handkerchief.

“Oh, oh, oh, my girl! Come along home, we’ll get those seen too. Your grandma will have something we can put on that.” She helps me up and dabs at the seeping blood while I howl. My abused flesh stings and burns as we pass out under the lychgate. Shadows crowd above us in the angles of its ornate roof.

As we hobble away, I remember that I forgot to whisper good wishes to my brother.

My father has streaks of grey at his temples and furrows on his forehead. He says it’s because he is given to thinking deeply. Peregrine looks tired and gives me a weary smile as I kiss his cheek and go to my place at the table. The breakfast room is painted a warm lemon and the curtains are pulled back so as to catch all the natural light.

There is a sideboard loaded with food, but no sign of servants. Cook and her girl set out our meals, but neither Emmeline nor Tildy could get used to being waited upon. “No point pretending we’re better than we are,” they said. I think Peregrine, only child of aged and proper parents, loves the chaos of this household. When he was growing up, he told me once, everything had a place, including him. Heaven forbid he should stick a toe out of line. “Your mother,” he said, “rescued me from the tyranny of order.”

“Bad sleep?” I ask, refilling his cup and pouring tea for myself.

“Emmeline was restless, so neither of us slept well. Or rather, she slept but didn’t rest.” He stifles a yawn. “She kept kneading the covers and the mattress as if she would change their shape. I suppose I should be grateful it wasn’t me.”

I, too, feel tired. Last night Tildy painstakingly cleaned the wounds and smeared them with a salve that reeked of lavender, before applying bandages. The three drops of Valerian she put in my milk ensured I slept without pain, but my slumber was fraught with dreams of mud and dirt closing over me, sucking the moisture from my skin and turning me into a cold dry husk. “She’s still abed?”

“Preparing the boys,” he grins. My parents take turns-about rousting Henry and Jacoby. It’s not that they are hard to wake, it’s that getting two nine-year-olds washed and dressed in the morning is a challenge. No one parent should have to deal with that every day. My younger brothers are wild but not bad, and Grandma Tildy (a twin herself) says they will calm down in a year or two. It should be noted, however, that she no longer takes the morning shift.

“And you didn’t think to take her turn after she’s had such an awful night?” I ask primly. My father throws up his hands in defence.

“It just so happens that I did offer, and it just so happens that your mother refused, Miss Bossy Boots,” he grins and butters a piece of toast, then continues, “And shouldn’t you be getting ready?”

It’s a Monday and that means the pain of four hours at Miss Peach’s Academy for Accomplished Young Ladies. When I got too old for governesses, Peregrine insisted I be equipped with an education suitable for a young woman of Lodellan’s Quality. He said there was no need for me to become the wife of a rich man and even if I chose not to join society, I should at least know how to behave. Forewarned and forearmed, if you will.

Grandma agreed with the sentiment in principle, but she said I should have a trade, just in case life took me in a different direction. After all, today’s heiress is just as easily tomorrow’s guttersnipe – Emmeline’s path upward might very well be a slippery slope downward for me. Peregrine replied there was enough time for me to learn a trade after a few years of becoming accomplished.

Tildy got that look she sometimes gets and took me to the bakery anyway. It’s run now by Kezia and Sissy, the ’prentices she took on when Emmeline stopped baking. My Uncles, George and Artor, married them, so when Grandma finally admitted her hands no longer had the strength for the work, the business stayed in the family. Tildy concedes with gloomy pride that everything seems to be running smoothly without her.

She tried to teach me how to make the fancy bread for which she and her daughter had been famous. Alas, even though I was most willing, I showed very quickly that I had no talent at all. I think Tildy was more disappointed than she let on, but she shrugged it off.

When Emmeline, who’d been apathetic at best about Peregrine’s plan, heard about my first attempt at a trade, she was not happy with her mother. My fate at Miss Peach’s was sealed.

The door to the breakfast room is flung open and the twins fly in, clean and dressed, but no less frenetic for it. They aim themselves at the platter of bacon, from which I have already taken more rashers than is considered proper for a delicate young lady. Emmeline follows them, dark circles under her eyes, a tired smile on her lips. She stands in front of the sideboard, contemplating the breakfast options with something like confusion. Peregrine, rising, steers her to sit down while I put a mix of munchables onto a plate for her. She gives us a look that says I’m quite capable of doing this for myself, you know, but eats what she’s been given and asks, “How is your hand, Rosie?”

I display the offending limb: apart from a few pale scars there is no trace of yesterday’s injury. Tildy, at a loose end when her baking days ended, started brewing things instead – not beer, although she’s a dab hand at wheat beer. She took lessons from an old friend who used to do her best business after the real doctors had paid their expensive visits to patients. My grandma takes a particular pride in the things she can now do with herbs and mixtures, ointments and potions.

Emmeline nods. “Your grandmother will be pleased with herself.”

With the twins safely delivered to the hands of their schoolmaster (private tutors do not last too long with them), I continue towards Miss Peach’s. A few streets away, I can hear the noise from the market at Busynothings Alley, siren-song subtle but strong. Any absence from school will be reported (as I know from bitter experience), so it’s hardly worth the trouble. Lateness, however, although frowned upon, isn’t generally met with anything more than a tut-tut from the principal’s pursed lips.

I hesitate at the corner of Gisborne Street and Whortleberry Lane and contemplate my options.

Today is needlework. Tuesday is charity day, when we all troop down to the kitchen and make meals for the less fortunate (but I have a theory that all those dinners end up on Miss Peach’s very own table). Wednesday is painting. Thursday is healthy outdoor activities: walking to a park and sitting under trees to protect our complexions. Friday is deportment. The older girls have extra classes to learn beauty and styling techniques, how to manage households and how to best have and raise children. Apparently, accomplished young ladies don’t need to know anything else. Trifles such as literature, science, history, maths and geography are taught to me by Peregrine, or I pick them up by my own reading in our impressive library at home.

I think of needlework and how many times I am likely to prick my fingers, how much blood I am likely to spill on the fine sampler fabric. I am early, and I also know that while forty-five minutes is counted as “absent”, thirty minutes is merely “late”. My decision is thus almost made for me.

Whortleberry Lane is where books are born.

There are three tiny printeries, which never seem to lack for business. Two specialist paper-makers inhabit long, thin shops and will create a paper for whatever purpose you require: invitations, thank you cards, sympathy cards, sketch sheets, even the special black-edged paper for the desks of those in mourning. Three bookbinders have premises in the Lane and they will cover your books, fix old and ill ones or make you your very own journals and diaries for writing, stamping your initials on the cover in gold or silver flake. An ink-maker has strange, ill-ventilated little rooms in which it can be hard to breathe. And then there are the bookstores proper where you might find all manner of ordinary and extraordinary tomes.

My favourite of these is run by the pretty Misses Arbuthnot, two sisters who will find you any book you care to ask for, or may suggest something you just might like – should you be in the mood for a suggestion. The place, although very neat, has crooked staircases and leaning bookshelves and the smell of old knowledge embedded in the walls. Some days Tildy asks me to request the Misses Arbuthnot to find her a particular book. Invariably I will bring it home wrapped in brown paper with string tied tightly about to keep the busybodies out. She’s a good library in her rooms, does Grandma.

Today, the younger Miss Arbuthnot (the one with the blonde curls) is minding the store. She gives a smile when she sees me slip in, but otherwise goes on with her inventory. The newly arrived books are in small wooden crates, some with the lids already jemmied off, presumably with the small lady-like crowbar lying on the counter. As I go past, I can see some of them have their spines marked with a fine golden “M”. The younger Miss A subtly moves her body to obscure my view and the message is clear: too young for these ones.

I take the first flight of stairs, then the second, then the third and am puffing, just a little, by the time I reach what should by rights be an attic. There were customers on the lower floors, but this one is empty, the aisles between the shelves all deserted as far as I can see as I scamper up one, down the next to check. This level exists in a kind of clever déshabillé, seemingly disorganised unless you know the system. These are the books about books. They are arranged in what might be called Birth, Life, Death – the making of, caring for and disposal of books too injured to go on.

This is my favourite place.

Carabhille’s Birth of the Book waits just where I left it. I hide it away on a lower shelf, out of its ostensible order so no one else might buy it before me. Moneyed family or no, I still have to earn my pocket money and nothing by Carabhille is cheap. It will be another good month before I can make an offer. This one has a tooled leather cover in blood-red, the lettering on its spine and front is silvered. Open it and you find a hand-illuminated manuscript in brilliant colours with gold leaf highlights; no woodcuts, no moveable type. The frontispiece depicts a great tree from which hangs strange fruit: more books, each one tiny and beautifully detailed. The edges of the pages are rough – hand-cut by their first owner, whoever that may have been. The book smells old. It’s weighty and I feel as if I’m holding knowledge.

“How’s your hand?”A voice asks. It’s a pleasant enough voice, not quite broken, but I still shout in fright. I turn around and see a tall, handsome-looking lad, dark-haired, pale-skinned, green-eyed.

“What?” Strictly speaking, I know it should be “Pardon?” but he’s taken me by surprise.

“Your hand. I saw you leave the churchyard yesterday with your hand all bloody. I wondered if you were all right?”

I’d not seen him, nor anyone else, but then I suppose I was not at my most attentive.

“Oh,” I say. “Fine.” I show him. He looks impressed and gives a low whistle.

“Someone’s clever.”

“My grandma.”

“Not your mother?”

“No, not yet. Maybe one day she’ll ask Tildy to teach her.”

“What’s she do now, your mama?”

“Paints.”

“Houses?”

“Portraits. Pictures of rich people and their unattractive children,” I say and poke out my tongue like a brat. My manners, thus far, have not been up to scratch, so why change tack now?

“Naughty,” he says. Before I can reply there’s a scuttling at his feet. A fox comes out of the shadows of the shelving and weaves about his boots. He seems to think there’s nothing unusual about this. It spits out a bark and gives me a long measuring look. I crouch down and offer my hand, hoping it will let me stroke its pretty red fur. It moves toward me as if it will, but then tries to nip my outstretched fingers and runs away, back into the shadows.

“Not very friendly.”

“Picky things, foxes.”

I look up and find the boy is gone. I wander between the shelves, searching for him but he’s nowhere in evidence. I put the Carabhille back in its hiding place and make my way down the stairs, a little shaken. I check each of the floors to see if he made it down before me, but there’s no sign. He must still be hiding upstairs, in some spot I don’t know – although I cannot imagine where that might be.

Outside the sun is very bright and blinds me for a moment so I don’t see who grabs me by the arm and gives me a bit of a shake. When my eyes adjust I find my father, his handsome face dark with an anger he so seldom experiences he doesn’t seem to know how to wear it. Luckily I bit back those swear words I’m not supposed to know.

“What do you have to say for yourself?”

“I was just . . . I was only . . . I was late, not absent.” In truth, I’m too perplexed to be afraid of Peregrine’s temper, and I also know he never can maintain a rage for very long. Sure enough, I’m rewarded by the clearing of his expression the same way a strong wind blows away storm clouds. “And anyway, what are you doing here?”

“Collecting a book for your grandmother about the uses and tasteful arrangement of lilacs.” He pulls a face. “How much do you hate that school?”

“It bores me rigid, Papa, you know that.” I lean my head against his shoulder. He smells like aftershave and wool. “The instruction is mindless and I fear my brain will atrophy if I’m left there much longer.”

He snorts. Peregrine is especially bad at being authoritarian. “Then, my Rose, what do you want to do?”

“Well,” I say slowly as if I haven’t been thinking about it. “I do believe Grandma was right when she said I should learn a trade.”

“It won’t be baking, my heart.”

“Yes, I think we all know that even if it weren’t for Mother’s objections, I have absolutely no talent in that direction anyway.” I sigh unconvincingly. “But what I would like to try, Father dear, is bookbinding.”

“Bookbinding?” He looks startled as if this would never have occurred to him in a hundred years – and truly it would not. It’s only been in my head for a couple of months.

“I’m sure someone will take me on – if not as a proper ’prentice, then at least someone will teach me, surely?”

“There’s a Mistress Kidston who is a bookbinder of great repute – she’s in the one at the end of the Lane,” he says, considering. “She’s repaired books for me before, made my diaries and ledgers. I think she would be appropriate.”

I love that my father knows this. He wouldn’t have me ’prenticed to some smelly old man. I also love that my father doesn’t insist on me becoming a lady too fine to tie my own laces or pour my own milk. I love that he’s given up on my young ladies’ education as a bad joke.

“This, of course, is on the condition that you promise to attend better to your ’prentice studies than you have thus far to your young ladies’ studies. And you will confess to your mother what you’ve done. And what agreement you’ve forced me into.” He rolls his eyes upward like a saint being martyred.

“Cowardly cat,” I scorn, but hug him hard. “We have an accord, sir.”

“I suppose there’s no point in sending you off to – what is it today?”

“Needlework.”

“Oh, messy. Now, come on home. May as well get into trouble sooner rather than later.”

In a week, I will start my ’prenticeship. Emmeline met my announcement with an amicable and rather relieved “Thank Heaven”. Grandma grumbled but accepted it. Henry and Jacoby looked at me with a new respect, for a while at least. Now it’s time to gather all the accoutrements for my new trade.

Peregrine has ordered all the tools from a man Mistress Kidston recommended. Had it been up to my father, each and every instrument would have been hand-made and carved with my initials, but I think he sensed the pain of embarrassment this would cause me. I must admit my excitement as the craftsman listed all the things I would need: the nippers, the frottoir, the paring and lifting and skife knives, the polishing irons and the ever-so-elegant spokeshave, but to turn up on my first day like a princess with her own engraved tools was a little too much.

Tildy has taken it upon herself to organise the uniform part of my requirements. Miss Lucy’s tiny modiste’s is set below street level, but bright in spite of it. The full fronted glass of the shop draws in light, and the artfully-made gas lamps are all alight and cast a golden glow over the white and green rooms.

“I’d prefer overalls, you know,” I grumble, flapping at the outfit being pinned on me. It’s calico, a practical fabric and hardwearing and perfectly suited to a ’prentice. What’s not practical are the skirts, which are almost as voluminous as those of a party dress; the pockets are good, though, and deep.

Lucy Pye, tiny silver spikes held precariously in her mouth and stuck in the silken cushion on her wrist, puffs up at me, mumbling about little misses.

“I know,” sighs Grandma. “But it’s enough you’re being allowed to be a ’prentice instead of going to that fancy school, isn’t it?”

I grudgingly admit it is.

“Can’t expect to dress like a boy too, my Rose. Now go and change. We’ll pick these up in two days, Miss Pye.”

I go behind the curtains into the cramped dressing room and strip off the frock, careful to avoid the pins. I can hear the whine of the seamstress as she talks at Tildy.

“No point, if you ask me, in your young miss to be ’prenticing. What’s she need that for? Got money and a fancy home; no doubt her father’ll find her a husband to look after her. Why does she need a trade?”

“That’s enough out of you, Lucy Pye, keep your fingers to stitching and your lips from flapping and making a breeze,” says Tildy mildly. “My granddaughter won’t depend on chance in her life – she’s smart enough to know the only person she can rely on to look after her is herself. That makes her smarter than most people I know. I never relied on anyone, nor did you so don’t go looking down on my Rosamund for not being a lazy brainless girl with nothing in her head but sequins and beads.”

“Might have been nice,” snipes Lucy, “to have the choice, though. Do you really think I’d have spent all these years sewing if there’d been some useful man around to take care of me?”

“Take care of yourself. Can’t ever be sure when a man’s going to die or change.” I hear the clink of coins on the glass top of the counter. “Be thankful you’ve only yourself to rely on.”

I struggle back into my own frock and do up the buttons on the front of the bodice, cursing every one of them. I tidy my hair and step out. Grandma Tildy stands and nods to a chastened seamstress. “We’ll see you Friday, Miss Pye.”

We walk out the white door that looks like a wedding cake, then take the steps leading to the street. You can tell it’s a good neighbourhood because crevices like this don’t smell like cats’ pee.

“Honestly, Lucy Pye and her opinions everyone’s got to hear!” Tildy clicks her tongue in annoyance. “Now, a few years back there was a seamstress who sewed like an angel, you’ve never seen such dresses for all that she worked in the Golden Lily. Gentle as a doe and never said a mean word about anyone. She’s one I miss.”

“What happened to her?”

“Moved away,” says Tildy shortly, and I recognise the tone she gets when she realises she’s started telling a story she doesn’t want to give you the end of. I’m about to start pricking at her to ease out more information when a tall shape appears a few paces ahead of us in the gathering afternoon. I see him only briefly; he gives a sharp-toothed smile and then slides into an alleyway. I think I see a flash of dark red at his heels.

I turn to Tildy, whose hand convulses on my arm. Her face is stricken-white.

“Who is that, Rosie? That boy?”

“I don’t know, Grandma. I met him a few days ago at the bookshop.”

I can feel her shaking and worry that she will fall. “Come away, Rosamund, we must get home.”

“Tildy, are you all right? Do you need to sit down?” There’s a tea shop not far down the street.

She shakes her head. “No, love. We just need to get home.”

Tildy insists we cross the road even though it takes us out of our way – but it also keeps us away from the mouth of the alley, which is black, toothless. “Rosie, promise me you’ll stay away from him if you see him again.”

“Why? I barely know him, Grandma.” I protest, not about the ban on him, but the idea she seems to have about my connection with the nameless boy.

“Let’s just get home, Rosie.”

I heard from some of the girls at Miss Peach’s how their grandparents went soft in the head, but with my fierce grandmother it seems unlikely. Still she’s frail and afraid and I’ve never seen her like that before. It frightens me.

She spends much of our walk looking back over her shoulder as if we might be followed.

Emmeline has gone to bed early, troubled by a headache.

After dinner, I leave Tildy and Peregrine to talk and take the boys upstairs.

When they are washed, sleepy and in their pyjamas (the ones with the feet in them), I agree to read them a story. They always choose the one about the Robber Bridegroom because, they say, the clever girl wins. So I give them the tale and only when they are drifting off do they let slip a disturbing fact.

“Met your boyfriend today, Rosie-rose,” singsongs Henry as I pull the covers up to his chin.

“Boyfriend!” chimes Jacoby, who holds tight around my neck before I tuck him in too.

“I’ve not got a boyfriend, as you both know.” I kiss two warm, shiny foreheads.

“He said he knew you,” mumbles Henry. “He was waiting outside the gates of our school and talked to us.”

“What’d he look like?” I ask the drowsing children. Jacoby mutters that he is tall and dark-haired, which tells me very little, but makes me cold. There’s no further news to be had from the twins, both are asleep and even if I had the heart to wake them I doubt I’d get much more information.

I look in on my mother. Her nightgown has ridden up as she’s tossed and turned in distressed sleep, her hair is damp and sweat beads her brow. Beneath her lids, her eyes dart here and there, searching for something. Her hands clutch and clench. I wipe her forehead and cover her with the sheet lest she take a chill.

Peregrine and Tildy are talking still, and I can hear their voices raised. This is unusual in and of itself.

I creep down the stairs, careful to avoid the ones I know will protest my weight.

“I know what I saw, Peregrine. I saw him look at Rosamund and I saw him true.” Tildy’s voice is hard with urgency. “He’s a cold lad.”

“Oh, Tildy. Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t believe in any of that nonsense.” But Peregrine’s tone is more bravado than truth and Grandma hits back at him with undiluted scorn.

“You don’t believe! How can you say that? You of all people, when you know what Emmeline did! You know what’s possible.”

What Emmeline did. Why my mother no longer bakes. Her power and its consequences, her revenge and how awful it was. What Emmeline did.

I don’t pay attention to his reply for there is a shifting of the air behind me and my mother walks past me. Her eyes are still closed and she moves toward the other stairs that lead down to the kitchen.

I stick my head in the door of the dining room and beckon my arguing relatives.

They follow and by the time we get to the stone-vaulted basement kitchen Emmeline is a whirl of white nightgown and red and white hair. Her eyes are closed, but she moves with graceful assurance around the room and finds everything she needs. Emmeline begins to make the bread mixture she’s not dipped her hands into since before I was born. On my mother’s face is an expression which plainly says that she does this against her will. She mouths “no, no, no” but her hands keep mixing, mixing, then she dumps the dough out onto the tabletop and begins to knead it angrily. I am frozen, unsure of what to do; Peregrine and Tildy watch with a kind of fascinated horror that pins them to the spot.

Emmeline makes no recognisable shape. I think her mind resists even in sleep, and whatever has pulled her from her bed has failed. When at last she stands, unmoving, her head low and her tears dripping into the leftover flour on the bench, then I put my arms around her. She doesn’t start or cry out. I talk to her in a low voice and Peregrine and Tildy do the same. We walk her out of the kitchen, up the stairs and back into her own bed. We do not wash Emmeline’s hands for fear the touch of water might wake her, so we gently try to pick off the remains of any dough, and hope she will not remember this night’s venture.

The day is miserable, grey and dull. It has been raining constantly, monstrous great drops of moisture hit the windows with a savage sound and pour down the panes like small violent rivers.

Emmeline retreated to her bed again soon after breakfast. We none of us have spoken about her nightly excursion and she senses something is wrong and it makes her short with us, as if she knows we are not telling her something important. That we are treating her as if she’s a child. She pleads weariness and a headache and no one doubts it. Tildy gives her a tincture of Valerian. In return, I do not tell my father what the boys said last night about the slender young man. I do not wish to worry him, although I’m certain Tildy would be happy to crow a victory over that piece of information.

The twins have been bickering since early this morning and by the afternoon it has worn thin. Peregrine has, uncharacteristically, lost his temper and sent them to their room. This caused no end of uncomprehending distress and many tears. My father maintained his rage long enough for the boys to disappear up the stairs, pathetic sobs wafting down behind them as they slowly closed their door as if waiting for the reprieve that did not come.

I give my father a severe look and he has difficulty meeting my eyes. The trouble with being so easy-going is that people start acting as though you’ve no right to a bad mood. It is unfair but unavoidable.

“Oh, all right!” he huffs and makes his way up the curved staircase, his boots thudding with displeasure on every step. The boys will think themselves in line for a hiding now. I smother a grin, and Tildy stomps out of the front parlour. Her temper is no better than anyone else’s in the house at the moment.

“Shouldn’t you be doing something?” she demands. Idle hands and all that. I sigh.

I try to look saintly and put-upon. “Saturday, Grandma, and even the worst of the wicked get a day off.”

“You little . . .” she trails off so I never hear what she thinks of me. Her eyes dart past my shoulder and out one of the front windows. I turn and follow her gaze.

Through the decoratively etched glass panes on either side of the front door I can see the youth, impervious to rain or so it seems. I fling open the door and make to go out, but Tildy grabs my arm and pulls me back. She charges past me and I can feel her fear like a cold breath coming off her skin. She’s terrified but she will protect me no matter what.

“Who are you?” she yells. “What do you want?”

I see his mouth curl up at one corner, part contempt, part fondness, as if he knows her better than she might ever think; as if he won’t do her harm because he’s terribly, irrationally, mysteriously fond of her.

But then she slips on the soaked stone steps and falls like a sack of potatoes down our long front stairs. The expression on the boy’s face is one of distress in the moment when he’s still there. I look to my grandmother, flick my eyes back up and he’s gone yet again.

The rain is cold and hard against my skin as I kneel down beside my grandmother.

“Tildy! Tildy, are you all right?” I’m too scared to move her. Did she hit her head? Did I hear bones crack? Is there blood anywhere? Will she be all right?

At first there is a silence, a lack of response that makes my heart contract to the size of a pin. And then the sound of salvation, the most beautiful noise in the world: Tildy cursing up a blue storm.

Peregrine has heard the commotion. He looks impressed at the range of his mother-in-law’s profanity. Indeed, there are things I’d like to write down – one never knows when one will need a decent curse.

“Can you get up, Tildy?” My father speaks to her as if she is better beloved than his own mother – which she is.

“Everything aches and it will be worse tomorrow.” She moans, lying still. I try to feel for any broken bones. She tolerates it for a moment, then brushes my hands away. “Enough, child.”

“I’ll send for the doctor,” says my father, and puts his hands under one of Tildy’s arms, and gestures for me to do the same.

“Never mind that. I’ll go and see my friend – she’ll have something will dull the pain better than any of those sawbones will come up with.”

“She’s on the other side of town.”

“A walk will do me good.” She’s being stubborn. She doesn’t want to go out alone, doesn’t want to encounter the cold lad again.

“Take her in the carriage, Papa. It won’t take you more than an hour. I’ll keep an eye on things.”

There is no more debate when Tildy gives in and admits that although nothing’s broken, she is not in a state to walk the streets and she will need some kind of treatment to ease her aches.

They climb into the carriage, Peregrine’s driver at the reins, just as the afternoon bruises into night.

I ask cook to throw together a light supper. I go upstairs to check on the twins and find them both asleep, curled beneath their beds as if they hid there after Peregrine’s tirade. Dark, damp curls are infested with dust-bunnies.

I open the door to my own room and immediately something feels wrong. The carpet underfoot squelches, saturated as if someone dripping wet paused there. On the cream coverlet of my bed I can see paw prints, large but fine, in a mud that may be almost as red as their owner’s fur. The prints trek across the wide expanse of the mattress, then show a leap onto the small stool with its covering of cream and gold brocade, then a slight skid across the glossy painted surface of the duchess.

I go through my trinkets, the shiny things in the small cut-crystal bowls, all the bits of jewellery I’ve been given over the years by my parents and Tildy. The only piece missing is the ring twisted out of true by my fall and still stained by my blood. Given mother to daughter and then again, as I expected to do to my own daughter in turn.

There’s the sound of a door opening somewhere in the house. At first I think it my father and grandmother, but realise it’s too soon and the tenor was surreptitious, sneaky. I go out to the corridor and peer over the railings into the entry hall.

The front door is wide open.

I thought it too soon for Peregrine and Tildy to return; now I know it is too late.

I take the curved staircase at a dangerous pace, careful not to fall. In the drying shallow puddle on the stoop I can see the outline of two smallish feet as if imprinted there by the moonlight. At the end of our street, seemingly so far away, I see a flash of white and know it for my mother. I slam the door behind me and run into the road, my shoes slapping against the cold wet cobbles. Sometimes I almost slip, slide along, then regain my balance.

Always just in front of me, always just at the end of the next street is the flickering flag, leading me on. I cannot believe she moves so fast.

At last I gain our destination – I should have known it all along. The graveyard is lit in part by the lambent light from the portico of the Cathedral. The Archbishop’s wolf-hounds strain as if against leashes; they cannot leave the bounds of their building. Then there are the corpse candles dancing around the graves, I follow the grim path to where more of them helpfully serve to illuminate my mother’s grisly task.

Emmeline kneels in the muddy mess of the bone pit. She is scooping up great hunks of mud with her cupped hands, gathering it to her as if it is an injured child she can put back together. When she has enough, when it clumps together like clay – do I see it move in the moonlight? Shuddering with breath? – then she begins to mould it as she once fashioned loaves of bread. When she finds a bone, she sets it aside – will she find a use for it later?

The boy watches her, sitting cross-legged on a grave so old that the elements have removed any trace of the name of its occupant. His expression is fond and unhealthy all at the same time. I step as quietly as I can but the quartz is no friend to me this eve. I know these ways, these paths, but then, I suppose, so does he. This is as much his playground as it ever was mine – more.

“Hello, Rosie.” He doesn’t even bother to look at me as I creep along. I give up all pretence and stand next to him, watching as the captive sleeper sculpts the graveyard mud. I take steps towards her, but he holds up his thin hand – I notice for the first time its port-wine birth mark, a match for the one my father bears. On his finger, loose and worn wispy by age, is my silver ring. “Uh-uh. It’s not safe for anyone to wake her but me now. Besides, my mummy’s got work to do.”

“What’s she doing?”

“Building a body. Of course it will be just a shell to start with, but once it’s tempered with your blood, sister-dear, it will be a vessel fit for me.” He smiles. “And when I settle my soul inside, I will walk out under the lychgate, Rosamund, and I will have everything you stole.”

“I didn’t steal anything from you.” I want to turn and run, but I will not leave Emmeline behind.

“Oh, yes you did, my life and my place here. You stole my mother.”

“She’s our mother, Thomas.”

“Mine!” When he yells his face elongates, the rims of his eyes seem to dry out and crack, his mouth opens to ridiculous size and his tongue, red and sharp, is split like a serpent’s. The moment passes and he’s a handsome youth once more, rather like my father in looks. Our father.

He calms and continues. “I should have been first, but you sat in my place. You took her.” He sighs lovingly, his eyes moist upon my mother. “But she remembers me. That’s what kept me here, you know. Her memory is true. She really just wanted me, never you. Just me.”

I am silent and he continues, “I must thank you, though, that taste of blood and flesh you gave me for my birthday was just the thing I needed. Of course it’s the very least you can offer, little thief.”

“Have you spent all these years thinking that?”

“She told me.”

“Emmeline?” I ask, my heart breaking. Surely not my mother. Surely not my Emmeline.

“No, her.” He jerks his chin towards a tree and next to it sits the fox, now unnaturally large as if it may change its size at will. As the moon shifts and clouds obscure part of the silver disk, there seems to be a woman in the animal’s place, with neat dark hair and sharp features, watching spitefully as my beautiful mother drudges in filth. The moon’s face clears and once more there is merely a fox. “She has been my friend all these years.”

“What’s her name, Thomas?”

“Sylvia.”

“Do you know who she was? What lies has she told you?”

“The dead don’t tell each other lies,” he sniffs, but it’s unconvincing and I feel I can go on.

“She was Father’s wife. She’s the one who killed you.”

There’s a sharp bark from the fox. I can’t tell if it’s a protest or a laugh.

“You’re lying. You’ll say anything to stop me living.”

“Thomas, if you wake Emmeline and ask her, she’ll tell you. You trust her, don’t you? You trust your mother.”

“If I wake her she won’t finish.”

“Yes, she will, if I’m lying! She’ll want to show you – she’ll want you back, you’re her first-born.” Oh please, oh please, oh please let it be a lie! I need to know as much as he does, how true our mother’s heart is.

He’s reluctant. I wonder that the fox-bride doesn’t take on her human body, yell at me, stop my dissident tongue, but perhaps she can’t. Perhaps this is her punishment, that she can only flicker between one form and another, never able to hold onto a woman’s shape, try though she might; never able to speak with more than the bark of a fox and in a tongue only the dead can understand.

“Wake Emmeline, Thomas. Wake her. If I lie, then what’s to lose? If I lie then why should your friend object to me being found out?” Above the fox I can see something stirring the leaves of the tree, ever-so-subtly, ever-so-quietly that not even Sylvia notices.

Thomas doesn’t see either. He shifts his attention to our mother and calls out softly. “Mother? Oh, Mother-mine, wake up.”

Emmeline blinks and shakes her head. She takes in her hands and the black marks on her nightgown and the dark stains of clay and mud streaking up her forearms. Thomas stands over her and helps her up. None of the muck on her rubs off on him, as if his substance will not allow anything to stick.

Emmeline looks at me, her eyes confused, her expression pleading. Oh, please explain, my Rosamund. How to do so? How to say it without angering this frightful spirit?

“Emmeline.” I’m wary of calling her Mother in front of so jealous a brother. “Emmeline, this is Thomas, your first-born. He has a question for you. He has been waiting for so long to come back to us – to you.”

Her eyes flash and I hope I see understanding there. Emmeline and her talented hands, Emmeline and her strong will; Emmeline who did what she did all those years ago. My mother is clever and quick.

“Mother, how did I die? How was I lost to you?”

She flicks a look at me and I give a barely perceptible nod. I have known this story as long as I can remember, heard it at Tildy’s knee before Emmeline could stop her. Heard it so I might know who my mother was and how special she was, what she could and would do to protect her family.

“Your father’s first wife cursed me.”

Thomas howls as if stuck with a knife and the fox barks sharp enough to hurt my ears. She makes to disappear into the shadows but a dark lumpen shape drops from the boughs above and scoops her up, holding tight as tight can be so she can neither nip nor struggle. The hands are gnarled but very strong and they wrap around the animal’s throat with an astonishing speed and begin to squeeze. One moment it is a fox, the next a young woman with a thin neck, the next a fox again; one barks, the other cries out; in the end both are silent. A limp red carcass dangles in my strange friend’s grip.

Now there is Thomas to deal with.

He looks so stricken and already he seems . . . thinner. I think I can see through him to the faint outlines of gravestones. He has been held here by belief and memory, and now his foundation has been shaken to its core, shown to be false.

I feel sorry for my brother.

He shakes where he stands. The mud at his feet seems to suck up at him. “Mother,” he whimpers. “Don’t you want me back?”

“I never really had you, lovely boy. I miss you, Thomas, I truly do.”

“Wouldn’t you rather me, though? Me, not her? I was the one you were supposed to have.”

“But I do not love Rosamund less. She did not take anything from you, she did not replace you. You must understand, Thomas, that I would not have you instead of her. You were taken from me so long ago. I grieve every day, but I know I cannot have you back.”

“You don’t mean that,” he screams. The mud is now most certainly sucking at his lower limbs but he does not seem to notice. Emmeline smiles and nods.

“Yes, I do, my darling boy. I love you but I will not exchange my rosa mundi for you. And I will not forgive you if you harm your sister.” She reaches out to put a gentle hand on his chest. Her palm meets something not quite solid, sinking further into his flesh than it should.

“Mother,” he whimpers and he weeps. “Don’t you love me?”

“Ah, so much, so much. Yes. And I will miss you forever.”

He sinks to his knees, suddenly weak. Emmeline kneels beside him and cradles him against her. I can see through him, now, to the ground beneath. She strokes his face but her fingers begin to dip beneath the skin as he loses solidity, loses his form.

Thomas wanted nothing more than to be loved, to have his chance with our family. He had only a child’s selfish desire for something with no idea that there are some things we cannot have. This night, I understand my brother. One day I may weep for him and one day I may forgive him. Until then I give him what I can. I sit next to him and hold his rapidly fading hand. He looks at me with moon-washed eyes; I’m not sure he can see me anymore.

Robbed of his power, of Emmeline’s yearning memory, he becomes shadow and recollection, nothing more. In a few more beats of the night, he is gone and there are only Emmeline and I and our strange ally.

We rise and move towards the creature, who is hunched and wizened. It’s dressed in rags that were once proper clothes. The fox’s corpse is rotting now, quite rapidly, and the not-quitehuman-not-quite-troll throws the body as far away as it can.

I notice that Emmeline’s green eyes more or less match those of the weird human-ish thing. It – she, it is obviously a she – gives a shy smile and a curiously graceful curtsey. My silver ring, which fell into the mud when my brother’s hand dissolved, is cold in my palm. I hold it out to her. She looks pleased and slips it onto one enlarged knuckle and pushes with determination until it pops over and dangles around the thin digit. With a nod of thanks, she turns to the yew tree once again and climbs swiftly, her large feet and hands finding holds not obvious to the eye.

“Who is she?” I ask.

Emmeline shakes her head. “My father had varied tastes, Rosie. I think the hair and eyes tell a story.”

She holds me close and there is no place nicer or kinder than in my mother’s arms. I think of Thomas, deprived of this, a cold lad his whole life. I hope the last memory of our mother holding him sustains him in his final sleep. I hope he will not be forever alone in the dark.
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AS CYNTHIA DROVE BETWEEN the massive mossy posts where the gates used to be, Karen said “Were you little when you lived here, Auntie Jackie?”

“Not as little as I was,” Cynthia said.

“That’s right,” Jacqueline said while the poplars alongside the high walls darkened the car, “I’m even older than your grandmother.”

Karen and Valerie giggled and then looked for other amusement. “What’s this house called, Brian?” Valerie enquired.

“The Populars,” the four-year-old declared and set about punching his sisters almost before they began to laugh.

“Now, you three,” Cynthia intervened. “You said you’d show Jackie how good you can be.”

No doubt she meant her sister to feel more included. “Can’t we play?” said Brian as if Jacqueline were a disapproving bystander.

“I expect you may,” Jacqueline said, having glanced at Cynthia. “Just don’t get yourselves dirty or do any damage or go anywhere you shouldn’t or that’s dangerous.”

Brian and the eight-year-old twins barely waited for Cynthia to haul two-handed at the brake before they piled out of the Volvo and chased across the forecourt into the weedy garden. “Do try and let them be children,” Cynthia murmured.

“I wasn’t aware I could change them.” Jacqueline managed not to groan while she unbent her stiff limbs and clambered out of the car. “I shouldn’t think they would take much notice of me,” she said, supporting herself on the hot roof as she turned to the house.

Despite the August sunlight, it seemed darker than its neighbours, not just because of the shadows of the trees, which still put her in mind of a graveyard. More than a century’s worth of winds across the moors outside the Yorkshire town had plastered the large house with grime. The windows on the topmost floor were half the size of those on the other two storeys, one reason why she’d striven in her childhood not to think they resembled the eyes of a spider, any more than the porch between the downstairs rooms looked like a voracious vertical mouth. She was far from a child now, and she strode or at any rate limped to the porch, only to have to wait for her sister to bring the keys. As Cynthia thrust one into the first rusty lock the twins scampered over, pursued by their brother. “Throw me up again,” he cried.

“Where did he get that from?”

“From being a child, I should think,” Cynthia said. “Don’t you remember what it was like?”

Jacqueline did, not least because of Brian’s demand. She found some breath as she watched the girls take their brother by the arms and swing him into the air. “Again,” he cried.

“We’re tired now,” Karen told him. “We want to see in the house.”

“Maybe grandma and auntie will give you a throw if you’re good,” Valerie said.

“Not just now,” Jacqueline said at once.

Cynthia raised her eyebrows high enough to turn her eyes blank as she twisted the second key. The door lumbered inwards a few inches and then baulked. She was trying to nudge the obstruction aside with the door when Brian made for the gap. “Don’t,” Jacqueline blurted, catching him by the shoulder.

“Good heavens, Jackie, what’s the matter now?”

“We don’t want the children in there until we know what state it’s in, do we?”

“Just see if you can squeeze past and shift whatever’s there, Brian.”

Jacqueline felt unworthy of consideration. She could only watch the boy wriggle around the edge of the door and vanish into the gloom. She heard fumbling and rustling, but of course this didn’t mean some desiccated presence was at large in the vestibule. Why didn’t Brian speak? She was about to prompt him until he called “It’s just some old letters and papers.”

When he reappeared with several free newspapers that looked as dusty as their news, Cynthia eased the door past him. A handful of brown envelopes contained electricity bills that grew redder as they came up to date, which made Jacqueline wonder “Won’t the lights work?”

“I expect so if we really need them.” Cynthia advanced into the wide hall beyond the vestibule and poked at the nearest switch. Grit ground inside the mechanism, but the bulbs in the hall chandelier stayed as dull as the mass of crystal teardrops. “Never mind,” Cynthia said, having tested every switch in the column on the wall without result. “As I say, we won’t need them.”

The grimy skylight above the stairwell illuminated the hall enough to show that the dark wallpaper was even hairier than Jacqueline remembered. It had always made her think of the fur of a great spider, and now it was blotchy with damp. The children were already running up the left-hand staircase and across the first-floor landing, under which the chandelier dangled like a spider on a thread. “Don’t go out of sight,” Cynthia told them, “until we see what’s what.”

“Chase me.” Brian ran down the other stairs, one of which rattled like a lid beneath the heavy carpet. “Chase,” he cried and dashed across the hall to race upstairs again.

“Don’t keep running up and down unless you want to make me ill,” Jacqueline’s grandmother would have said. The incessant rumble of footsteps might have presaged a storm on the way to turning the hall even gloomier, so that Jacqueline strode as steadily as she could towards the nearest room. She had to pass one of the hall mirrors, which appeared to show a dark blotch hovering in wait for the children. The shapeless sagging darkness at the top of the grimy oval was a stain, and she needn’t have waited to see the children run downstairs out of its reach. “Do you want the mirror?” Cynthia said. “I expect it would clean up.”

“I don’t know what I want from this house,” Jacqueline said.

She mustn’t say she would prefer the children not to be in it. She couldn’t even suggest sending them outside in case the garden concealed dangers – broken glass, rusty metal, holes in the ground. The children were staying with Cynthia while her son and his partner holidayed in Morocco, but couldn’t she have chosen a better time to go through the house before it was put up for sale? She frowned at Cynttia and then followed her into the dining-room.

Although the heavy curtains were tied back from the large windows, the room wasn’t much brighter than the hall. It was steeped in the shadows of the poplars, and the tall panes were spotted with earth. A spider’s nest of a chandelier loomed above the long table set for an elaborate dinner for six. That had been Cynthia’s idea when they’d moved their parents to the rest home; she’d meant to convince any thieves that the house was still occupied, but to Jacqueline it felt like preserving a past that she’d hoped to outgrow. She remembered being made to sit up stiffly at the table, to hold her utensils just so, to cover her lap nicely with her napkin, not to speak or to make the slightest noise with any of her food. Too much of this upbringing had lodged inside her, but was that why she felt uneasy with the children in the house? “Are you taking anything out of here?” Cynthia said.

“There’s nothing here for me, Cynthia. You have whatever you want and don’t worry about me.”

Cynthia gazed at her as they headed for the breakfast room. The chandelier stirred as the children ran above it once again, but Jacqueline told herself that was nothing like her nightmares – at least, not very like. She was unnerved to hear Cynthia exclaim “There it is.”

The breakfast room was borrowing light from the large back garden, but not much, since the overgrown expanse lay in the shadow of the house. The weighty table had spread its wings and was attended by six straight-backed ponderous chairs, but Cynthia was holding out her hands to the high chair in the darkest corner of the room. “Do you remember sitting in that?” she apparently hoped. “I think I do.”

“I wouldn’t,” Jacqueline said.

She hadn’t needed it to make her feel restricted at the table, where breakfast with her grandparents had been as formal as dinner. “Nothing here either,” she declared and limped into the hall.

The mirror on the far side was discoloured too. She glimpsed the children’s blurred shapes streaming up into a pendulous darkness and heard the agitated jangle of the chandelier as she made for the lounge. The leather suite looked immovable with age, and only the television went some way towards bringing the room up to date, though the screen was as blank as an uninscribed stone. She remembered having to sit silent for hours while her parents and grandparents listened to the radio for news about the war – her grandmother hadn’t liked children out of her sight in the house. The dresser was still full of china she’d been forbidden to venture near, which was grey with dust and the dimness. Cynthia had been allowed to crawl around the room – indulged for being younger or because their grandmother liked babies in the house. “I’ll leave you to it,” she said as Cynthia followed her in.

She was hoping to find more light in the kitchen, but it didn’t show her much that she wanted to see. While the refrigerator was relatively modern, not to mention tall enough for somebody to stand in, it felt out of place. The black iron range still occupied most of one wall, and the old stained marble sink projected from another. Massive cabinets and heavy chests of drawers helped box in the hulking table scored by knives. It used to remind her of an operating table, even though she hadn’t thought she would grow up to be a nurse. She was distracted by the children as they ran into the kitchen. “Can we have a drink?” Karen said for all of them.

“May we?” Valerie amended.

“Please.” Once she’d been echoed Jacqueline said “I’ll find you some glasses. Let the tap run.”

When she opened a cupboard she thought for a moment that the stack of plates was covered by a greyish doily. Several objects as long as a baby’s fingers but thinner even than their bones flinched out of sight, and she saw the plates were draped with a mass of cobwebs. She slammed the door as Karen used both hands to twist the cold tap. It uttered a dry gurgle rather too reminiscent of sounds she used to hear while working in the geriatric ward, and she wondered if the supply had been turned off. Then a gout of dark liquid spattered the sink, and a gush of rusty water darkened the marble. As Karen struggled to shut it off Valerie enquired “Did you have to drink that, auntie?”

“I had to put up with a lot you wouldn’t be expected to.”

“We won’t, then. Aren’t there any other drinks?”

“And things to eat,” Brian said at once.

“I’m sure there’s nothing.” When the children gazed at her with various degrees of patience Jacqueline opened the refrigerator, trying not to think that the compartments could harbour bodies smaller than Brian’s. All she found were a bottle of mouldering milk and half a loaf as hard as a rusk. “I’m afraid you’ll have to do without,” she said.

How often had her grandmother said that? Supposedly she’d been just as parsimonious before the war. Jacqueline didn’t want to sound like her, but when Brian took hold of the handle of a drawer that was level with his head she couldn’t help blurting “Stay away from there.”

At least she didn’t add “We’ve lost enough children.” As the boy stepped back Cynthia hurried into the kitchen. “What are you doing now?”

“We don’t want them playing with knives, do we?” Jacqueline said.

“I know you’re too sensible, Brian.”

Was that aimed just at him? As Cynthia opened the cupboards the children resumed chasing up the stairs. Presumably the creature Jacqueline had glimpsed was staying out of sight, and so were any more like it. When Cynthia made for the hall Jacqueline said “I’ll be up in a minute.”

Although she didn’t linger in the kitchen, she couldn’t leave her memories behind. How many children had her grandmother lost that she’d been so afraid of losing any more? By pestering her mother Jacqueline had learned they’d been stillborn, which had reminded her how often her grandmother told her to keep still. More than once today Jacqueline had refrained from saying that to the twins and to Brian in particular. Their clamour seemed to fill the hall and resonate all the way up the house, so that she could have thought the reverberations were shaking the mirrors, disturbing the suspended mass of darkness like a web in which a spider had come to life. “Can we go up to the top now?” Brian said.

“Please don’t,” Jacqueline called.

It took Cynthia’s stare to establish that the boy hadn’t been asking Jacqueline. “Why can’t we?” Karen protested, and Valerie contributed “We only want to see.”

“I’m sure you can,” Cynthia said. “Just wait till we’re all up there.”

Before tramping into the nearest bedroom she gave her sister one more look, and Jacqueline felt as blameworthy as their grandmother used to make her feel. Why couldn’t she watch over the children from the hall? She tilted her head back on her shaky neck to gaze up the stairwell. Sometimes her grandfather would raise his eyes ceilingwards as his wife found yet another reason to rebuke Jacqueline, only for the woman to say “If you look like that you’ll see where you’re going.” Presumably she’d meant Heaven, and perhaps she was there now, if there was such a place. Jacqueline imagined her sailing upwards like a husk on a wind; she’d already seemed withered all those years ago, and not just physically either. Was that why Jacqueline had thought the stillbirths must be shrivelled too? They would have ended up like that, but she needn’t think about it now, if ever. She glanced towards the children and saw movement above them.

She must have seen the shadows of the treetops – thin shapes that appeared to start out of the corners under the roof before darting back into the gloom. As she tried to grasp how those shadows could reach so far beyond the confines of the skylight, Cynthia peered out of the nearest bedroom. “Jackie, aren’t you coming to look?”

Jacqueline couldn’t think for all the noise. “If you three will give us some peace for a while,” she said louder than she liked. “And stay with us. We don’t want you going anywhere that isn’t safe.”

“You heard your aunt,” Cynthia said, sounding unnecessarily like a resentful child.

As Brian trudged after the twins to follow Cynthia into her grandmother’s bedroom Jacqueline remembered never being let in there. Later her parents had made it their room – had tried, at any rate. While they’d doubled the size of the bed, the rest of the furniture was still her grandmother’s, and she could have fancied that all the swarthy wood was helping the room glower at the intrusion. She couldn’t imagine her parents sharing a bed there, let alone performing any activity in it, but she didn’t want to think about such things at all. “Not for me,” she said and made for the next room.

Not much had changed since it had been her grandfather’s, which meant it still seemed to belong to his wife. It felt like her disapproval rendered solid by not just the narrow single bed but the rest of the dark furniture that duplicated hers, having been her choice. She’d disapproved of almost anything related to Jacqueline, not least her husband playing with their granddaughter. Jacqueline avoided glancing up at any restlessness under the roof while she crossed the landing to the other front bedroom. As she gazed at the two single beds that remained since the cot had been disposed of, the children ran to cluster around her in the doorway. “This was your room, wasn’t it?” Valerie said.

“Yours and our grandma’s,” Karen amended.

“No,” Jacqueline said, “it was hers and our mother’s and father’s.”

In fact she hadn’t been sent to the top floor until Cynthia was born. Their grandfather had told her she was going to stay with the angels, though his wife frowned at the idea. Jacqueline would have found it more appealing if she hadn’t already been led to believe that all the stillbirths were living with the angels. She hardly knew why she was continuing to explore the house. Though the cast-iron bath had been replaced by a fibreglass tub as blue as the toilet and sink, she still remembered flinching from the chilly metal. After Cynthia’s birth their grandmother had taken over bathing Jacqueline, scrubbing her with such relentless harshness that it had felt like a penance. When it was over at last, her grandfather would do his best to raise her spirits. “Now you’re clean enough for the angels,” he would say and throw her up in the air.

“If you’re good the angels will catch you” – but of course he did, which had always made her wonder what would happen to her if she wasn’t good enough. She’d seemed to glimpse that thought in her grandmother’s eyes, or had it been a wish? What would have caught her if she’d failed to live up to requirements? As she tried to forget the conclusion she’d reached Brian said “Where did they put you, then?”

“They kept me right up at the top.”

“Can we see?”

“Yes, let’s,” said Valerie, and Karen ran after him as well.

Jacqueline was opening her mouth to delay them when Cynthia said “You’ll be going up there now, won’t you? You can keep an eye on them.”

It was a rebuke for not helping enough with the children, or for interfering too much, or perhaps for Jacqueline’s growing nervousness. Anger at her childish fancies sent her stumping halfway up the topmost flight of stairs before she faltered. Clouds had gathered like a lifetime’s worth of dust above the skylight, and perhaps that was why the top floor seemed to darken as she climbed towards it, so that all the corners were even harder to distinguish – she could almost have thought the mass of dimness was solidifying. “Where were you, auntie?” Karen said.

“In there,” said Jacqueline and hurried to join them outside the nearest room.

It wasn’t as vast as she remembered, though certainly large enough to daunt a small child. The ceiling stooped to the front wall, squashing the window, from which the shadows of the poplars seemed to creep up the gloomy incline to acquire more substance under the roof at the back of the room. The grimy window smudged the premature twilight, which had very little to illuminate, since the room was bare of furniture and even of a carpet. “Did you have to sleep on the floor?” Valerie said. “Were you very bad?”

“Of course not,” Jacqueline declared. It felt as if her memories had been thrown out – as if she hadn’t experienced them – but she knew better. She’d lain on the cramped bed hemmed in by dour furniture and cut off from everyone else in the house by the dark that occupied the stairs. She would have prayed if that mightn’t have roused what she dreaded. If the babies were with the angels, mustn’t that imply they weren’t angels themselves? Being stillbirths needn’t mean they would keep still – Jacqueline never could when she was told. Suppose they were what caught you if you weren’t good? She’d felt as if she had been sent away from her family for bad behaviour. All too soon she’d heard noises that suggested tiny withered limbs were stirring, and glimpsed movements in the highest corners of the room.

She must have been hearing the poplars and seeing their shadows. As she turned away from the emptied bedroom she caught sight of the room opposite, which was full of items covered with dustsheets. Had she ever known what the sheets concealed? She’d imagined they hid some secret that children weren’t supposed to learn, but they’d also reminded her of enormous masses of cobweb. She could have thought the denizens of the webs were liable to crawl out of the dimness, and she was absurdly relieved to see Cynthia coming upstairs. “I’ll leave you to it,” Jacqueline said. “I’ll be waiting down below.”

It wasn’t only the top floor she wanted to leave behind. She’d remembered what she’d once done to her sister. The war had been over at last, and she’d been trusted to look after Cynthia while the adults planned the future. The sisters had only been allowed to play with their toys in the hall, where Jacqueline had done her best to distract the toddler from straying into any of the rooms they weren’t supposed to enter by themselves – in fact, every room. At last she’d grown impatient with her sister’s mischief, and in a wicked moment she’d wondered what would catch Cynthia if she tossed her high. As she’d thrown her sister into the air with all her strength she’d realised that she didn’t want to know, certainly not at Cynthia’s expense – as she’d seen dwarfish shrivelled figures darting out of every corner in the dark above the stairwell and scuttling down to seize their prize. They’d come head first, so that she’d seen their bald scalps wrinkled like walnuts before she glimpsed their hungry withered faces. Then Cynthia had fallen back into her arms, though Jacqueline had barely managed to keep hold of her. Squeezing her eyes shut, she’d hugged her sister until she’d felt able to risk seeing they were alone in the vault of the hall.

There was no use telling herself that she’d taken back her unforgivable wish. She might have injured the toddler even by catching her – she might have broken her frail neck. She ought to have known that, and perhaps she had. Being expected to behave badly had made her act that way, but she felt as if all the nightmares that were stored in the house had festered and gained strength over the years. When she reached the foot of the stairs at last she carried on out of the house.

The poplars stooped to greet her with a wordless murmur. A wind was rising under the sunless sky. It was gentle on her face – it seemed to promise tenderness she couldn’t recall having experienced, certainly not once Cynthia was born. Perhaps it could soothe away her memories, and she was raising her face to it when Brian appeared in the porch. “What are you doing, auntie?”

“Just being by myself.”

She thought that was pointed enough until he skipped out of the house. “Is it time now?”

Why couldn’t Cynthia have kept him with her? No doubt she thought it was Jacqueline’s turn. “Time for what?” Jacqueline couldn’t avoid asking.

“You said you’d give me a throw.”

She’d said she wouldn’t then, not that she would sometime. Just the same, perhaps she could. It might be a way of leaving the house behind and all it represented to her. It would prove she deserved to be trusted with him, as she ought not to have been trusted with little Cynthia. “Come on then,” she said.

As soon as she held out her arms he ran and leapt into them. “Careful,” she gasped, laughing as she recovered her balance. “Are you ready?” she said and threw the small body into the air.

She was surprised how light he was, or how much strength she had at her disposal. He came down giggling, and she caught him. “Again,” he cried.

“Just once more,” Jacqueline said. She threw him higher this time, and he giggled louder. Cynthia often said that children kept you young, and Jacqueline thought it was true after all. Brian fell into her arms and she hugged him. “Again,” he could hardly beg for giggling.

“Now what did I just say?” Nevertheless she threw him so high that her arms trembled with the effort, and the poplars nodded as if they were approving her accomplishment. She clutched at Brian as he came down with an impact that made her shoulders ache. “Higher,” he pleaded almost incoherently. “Higher.”

“This really is the last time, Brian.” She crouched as if the stooping poplars had pushed her down. Tensing her whole body, she reared up to fling him into the pendulous gloom with all her strength.

For a moment she thought only the wind was reaching for him as it bowed the trees and dislodged objects from the foliage – leaves that rustled, twigs that scraped and rattled. But the thin shapes weren’t falling, they were scurrying head first down the tree-trunks at a speed that seemed to leave time behind. Some of them had no shape they could have lived with, and some might never have had any skin. She saw their shrivelled eyes glimmer eagerly and their toothless mouths gape with an identical infantile hunger. Their combined weight bowed the lowest branches while they extended arms like withered sticks to snatch the child.

In that helpless instant Jacqueline was overwhelmed by a feeling she would never have admitted – a rush of childish glee, of utter irresponsibility. For a moment she was no longer a nurse, not even a retired one as old as some of her patients had been. She shouldn’t have put Brian at risk, but now he was beyond saving. Then he fell out of the dark beneath the poplars, in which there was no longer any sign of life, and she made a grab at him. The strength had left her arms, and he struck the hard earth with a thud that put her in mind of the fall of a lid.

“Brian?” she said and bent groaning to him. “Brian,” she repeated, apparently loud enough to be audible all the way up the house. She heard her old window rumble open, and Cynthia’s cry: “What have you done now?” She heard footsteps thunder down the stairs, and turned away from the small still body beneath the uninhabited trees as her sister dashed out of the porch. Jacqueline had just one thought, but surely it must make a difference. “Nothing caught him,” she said.
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