








DEDICATION

For the women who have died for their beliefs and for those who continue to suffer persecution because they dare to seek for truth by the light of a different candle.

Blessed be.













THE CHANGING PHASES OF THE MOON

The cycle begins with the new moon, a slim crescent of light which, in approximately one week, waxes to a half-disc. The next phase is known as the first quarter, during which the ripening body swells to a full circle. During the third phase, the full moon, the orb immediately begins to wane. In the last quarter, her light recedes to a narrow arc, mirroring the line which first appeared. These are the four phases of the moon—although, strictly speaking, there is a another phase, those few days at the end of the last quarter, before the new moon appears, when her face is completely shadowed by the Earth. This period is known as the dark of the moon.

Astronomers tell us that lunar phases, as seen from Earth, are determined by the portion of the moon’s surface visibly illuminated by the sun. It is this that makes the moon appear to wax from new to full, then wane again into darkness. Long before there were scientists to provide explanations, men were aware of the effect but knew nothing of its cause. In innocence, they watched and trembled as their Goddess died and was reborn.
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Part One


One


The cat went here and the cat went there,
And the moon spun round like a top,
And the nearest kin of the moon,
The creeping cat, looked up.

‘The Cat and the Moon’

W.B. Yeats

Mid-September 2006



TRY NOT TO FEEL too disappointed, my love,’ he says. ‘I’ll get away first thing, no matter what. Absolutely. Promise. Be with you before lunch.’ And then he hangs up.

‘Try not to feel too disappointed,’ she mimics his voice. ‘Or, if you’re disappointed, don’t tell me about it—isn’t that what you mean? Well, I’m not exactly disappointed, Jonathan. More like bloody pissed off.’ And something else, but best not to go there. Sally pushes her fingers through her hair. Jonathan would say she was being irrational as usual. So where in the marriage contract does it say anything about rational? Probably in the small print. Always read the small print, Dad used to say.

‘He’s right, of course, we’re both mature adults. These things happen in most marriages, if people are honest. And I’m trying to be honest—well, one of us has to be. So what’s wrong with a few hysterical outbursts, anyway? Perhaps it’s my way of coping. That’s what you therapists call it, isn’t it, Jonathan? What’s all that other psycho-shit you’re always throwing at me? Something about learning to move on? Taking responsibility for your own feelings? Look, I’m trying, aren’t I? I said I’d come on this lousy weekend. I’ve driven all this way, and found us some supper. The least you could do is turn up.’

She realizes she’s been shouting at an empty room. Who else is going to hear her? Well, only the woman from the house at the corner, and that’s several hundred, mud-clogged yards away. She’d been loading straw stuff onto a truck when Sally had stopped to ask the way. Nice woman. What was her name? Abbie? Said she might call in after she’d seen to the horses. And what would she be greeted with? Some maniac yelling at the walls.

Sally walks back through the hall to the kitchen where she’d dumped the box of groceries on the table.

So why did he wait till I got all the way here? What’s wrong with the mobile? We could both have stayed at home and come up together in the morning. This was all his idea, anyway. ‘Let’s have a quiet weekend in the country, just the two of us. Make a fresh start, put the whole incident into perspective.’

She rummages in her bag and retrieves her mobile. Yes, it seems to be working. No messages. Defeated, she struggles out of her coat, throwing it over the back of a rocking chair, rubs at the mud splatters on her new skirt and succeeds in making the stains worse. Then she makes a quick inventory of the room and lets out a long, low whistle.
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‘You’ll have no trouble finding it.’ He’d sketched out a map. ‘It’s straight out of London, up the M11, turn onto the A11 and the Newmarket bypass, heading for Bury St Edmonds. Hallowfield village is just over the Suffolk border, about two miles past Newmarket on the left. It’s well signposted—you can’t miss it. You can get settled in and I’ll be there in a few hours. I’ll get away as soon as the meeting’s over. You know what Friday afternoons are like. Don’t worry, you’re going to love it.’

He was certainly right about her not being able to miss it. As she turned off the main road, the Hallowfield sign seemed to leap out straight in front of the car. She’d had to swerve sharply and slam on the brakes to avoid crashing into it. Stupid place to leave a signpost. It was obvious from the chipped bricks on the base that she wasn’t the first motorist to be ambushed. Then a painted sign politely informed her that Hallowfield welcomed careful drivers.

Tall hedgerows flanked the roadsides and autumn sunshine sprayed the trees with gold. There must have been some recent rain. Puddles at the roadside snatched blue from the sky, and muddy tyre tracks traced the path of farm vehicles across the road as if giant snails had crawled out of the fields. Sally wound the window down. Fresh air and that sour tang of decay that told of Harvest Home and stubble rotting back into the earth. It made her think about school days and the morning assembly table laden with fruit and harvest loaves. All is safely gathered in.

She drove on. A scattering of old houses dozed in the afternoon sun and a postman, wobbling on a bicycle, waved as she passed. When you live in London you start to believe that’s all there is, a vast unending city. It’s easy to forget this other world beyond the M25. This is how most—well, a lot of—English people live. Perhaps Jonathan was right. They needed some space, needed to breathe.

The road suddenly divided, opening up around a triangle of grass. The village green? Yes, with a duck pond and an ancient oak tree. Some sort of tree, anyway, big and old. She pulled into the kerb outside a row of shops to take another look at Jonathan’s piece of paper. According to his map she would have to see a church. Yes, there it was, its tower rising up behind the shops and no obvious way to get to it. No sign of Wicker Lane: she’d have to ask directions. Perhaps one of the shopkeepers?

It was a basic assortment. A general grocery store next door to a teashop, then a post office, a hardware store and a Chinese takeaway, its neon window signs incongruous under the sagging thatched roof. Most of the buildings were of flint stone, like large, flaked pebbles stuck in cement, with red brick to edge the corners and ancient wooden beams woven into the stone to support windows and doorways. A film-set village, straight out of an advert for real ale. A pub? Of course, there it was across the road—the Green Man. And another one further along. Well, two pubs and a Chinese takeaway, that takes care of the nightlife. There was no one around, as if all the villagers had seen her coming and gone into hiding. Sally decided to try the general store: at least the door was open and there was a light on inside.

The directions she was given were easy to follow and she found where Wicker Lane ought to be, only it wasn’t a lane, just a muddy track clogged with long grass. The woman loading the straw outside the corner house assured her Stonewater Cottage was only a few yards further on. Her renewed optimism began to deflate when the car nearly sank into the mud. That’s how she ruined her new skirt, looking to see how far down the wheel had gone. But the car had moved and the lane had curved and suddenly there it was and she had forgiven the traffic, the signpost, the mud. And she’d nearly forgiven Jonathan. Nearly.

There was a large gravelled lay-by outside the fence, enough to take several cars and still allow space to turn around. There hadn’t been much time to admire the outside. As she struggled with the box of groceries and the key, a telephone started ringing somewhere deep inside the house. She never could ignore a ringing telephone, had some vague fear about it being the one call that would change the rest of her life. Only who was going to call her here? She hadn’t been the least surprised to find that the front door opened straight into the kitchen and managed to dump the shopping on the table before running to the telephone, which was, of course, in the hall. The caller turned out to be Jonathan.
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Now she’s in the kitchen again. It’s an enormous room, and all that provincial stripped pine is a little overstated but straight out of the glossies. Her admiration sags slightly when she spots the shiny, black, wood-burning stove, then remembers Jonathan saying that it’s actually a gas-driven Aga that supplies all the hot water and heating. She moves instinctively through the central hallway and into the living room, her hands caressing polished wood and latticed glass cupboards set against white painted walls. The low, dark-beamed ceiling lends a softness to the room, making the billowing sofas and tapestry cushions even more inviting. Everything looks new and fresh, untouched.

‘I think I could live here.’ Sally’s aware of a subtle seduction and is ready to collude with it. She allows herself to be led into the back room, ignoring another door she knows to be a broom cupboard. Yes, this little room would make a perfect office. There’s space for her desk and computer, and her drawing board could stand in the window to catch the last rays of the afternoon sun. She could learn to arrange dried flowers in cracked vases and plant spring bulbs. ‘Hey, now, come on. We’re only here for the weekend.’ She checks the other door and it is a broom cupboard. Another glass-panelled door leads from the hall to the outside. Through it she can see the ragged remains of a garden.

Climbing the twisting staircase, she finds three identical doors. Feeling like Alice in Wonderland, she tries the door ahead, thinking it must be the main bedroom. She guesses the one to the left is the bathroom, the one on the right a spare room with an unmade bed and discarded boxes.

She enters the bedroom and stands gazing into the dressing-table mirror. Her face is pale and drawn, almost white against her straight, dark hair. Her hazel eyes are ringed with dark smudges. Poor little Sally, as Jonathan calls her. She looks as tired as she feels and even younger than usual, despite the slick tailored jacket with the La Croix brooch on the collar. It’s made of silver and amber and doesn’t suit her at all, but she’s wearing it because it was a present from Jonathan. As a tentative peace offering it probably cost more than her father earned in a week. Sally and the brooch are reflected in the glass, with the room behind her, a tableau in which she has now taken her place. She watches herself move around the bed, her hand smoothing the quilted spread, touching small china ornaments and lace covers. It feels like home.

A shiver runs through her. She pulls herself back to reality. ‘What do I know about country cottages? Perhaps they make them to a standard pattern and that’s why this one seems to feel so familiar. A sort of déjà vu? What I need is a cup of tea.’

She stands at the kitchen sink, filling the kettle and looking out of the window and across the fields. In the distance she can make out what must be the main highway she’d turned off to reach the village, a ribbon of dull grey stitched in broken lines between semi-bare trees. Toy cars speed to and fro. She wonders if she will be able to see Jonathan’s car in the morning. Then she feels certain that she will. And everything will change. The conflict, the distrust, the hurting—all that will be over. Everything will be so simple.

She flips the switch. No little red light. No hiss of heating element. She crosses the room and tries the light switch. Nothing. For the first time she notices there’s no gentle hum of household gadgets going about their automated business. But there’s a chill in the room, and it will grow even colder later when the sun goes down. She locates the electric meter and her heart sinks. The main switch is on, the fuses are intact, but nothing is happening. Even the Aga needs power to ignite the gas.

‘Oh, shit!’ She slumps down into the rocker, pushing her hair from her face. ‘What am I supposed to do now?’ Had she passed a motel on the way in? All she could remember was trees. ‘Damn you, Jonathan Crawford. If I survive till morning I think I’m going to kill you. No, that’s unfair. You didn’t plan for this.’

But now something is humming. A soft throbbing drone, at first barely audible, then seeming to surge, resonating like a hundred angry bees. Looking around the kitchen, she sees a small grey object on the rug in front of the fire. Sally stares for a moment, not comprehending. The cat waits to be acknowledged.

‘Where did you come from?’ The place had been locked when she arrived, although the owner had been in yesterday to make it ready for them. ‘Surely you haven’t been shut in here all night? No, you would have shot out as soon as the door opened.’ She would have seen the cat if it had tried to sneak in with her. It must have been hiding somewhere in here all the time, even though Sally has been through every room and everything had been left secure. ‘Thinking of moving in, are you?’

The cat waits, unblinking.

‘Look, I don’t wish to appear anti-social, but you can’t stay here. I don’t actually like cats, and Jonathan will boot you out as soon as he arrives.’ The cat stops purring and regards Sally down the length of its nose as if she were an insolent child. She is the interloper, after all. The animal probably lives here and is being pretty tolerant under the circumstances. Oh hell, Sally thinks, I’d give anything for a cup of tea. There’s that bottle of wine in the box of groceries. Perhaps not. Or there’s some milk—better than nothing; there must be a glass somewhere. A few moments later she finds herself bending down to place an overflowing saucer in front of the cat.

‘What the hell am I doing this for?’ Don’t stroke a cat in the street, her father used to warn her. It’ll follow you home and we’ll never get rid of it. ‘But I didn’t stroke it, and I certainly didn’t decide to feed it. I don’t even remember finding the saucer. Jonathan’s right, I really do need this break.’ She sits down again and watches the cat as it sets about the business of drinking, crouching low, long neck extended. It looks awfully thin, but its table manners are impeccable. ‘The cat that got the cream, eh?’ The creature ignores her. Hadn’t the woman in the shop said something about a cat?
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‘Just here for the weekend, are you? Well, you’ll be needing some bread, potatoes…How about milk, nice fresh eggs for your breakfast?’

Sally had only wanted directions, but since she was there…Well, they would need some basics, and there was dinner for the evening. There was always the takeaway, or perhaps one of the pubs did meals. No, let’s do this properly. There would be plenty of time to cook and little else to do. She took a wire basket and looked around.

The shop was a sort of mini-supermarket which seemed to sell a little of everything, including the morning newspapers and dairy produce. A bank of shelves was stacked high with fresh vegetables, probably straight from those fields. The dividing wall was missing, exposing the studs that formed an opened divider to the next-door teashop; a glimpse of checked tablecloths and copper kettles, local enterprise.

‘Staying at Trevor’s place then, are you?’

‘Yes, I expect so.’

‘Well, it’s nice to see it being used again, even if it is only for holidaymakers.’ There were no other customers in the shop so the woman was finding odd things to tidy up as a blatant excuse to follow Sally around the shelves. ‘Mind you, I don’t know that old Martha would approve of all those alterations. Husband not with you?’

‘He’ll be along later. Who’s Martha?’ The name rang a bell.

‘Well, that’s nice. Probably not used to being on your own, are you? Martha? But of course, you wouldn’t know. Yes, lived there all her life. Quite old she was when she died. Trevor—he was related to her on his mother’s side—he found her one morning. Must have passed in her sleep. He was the only one she would have anything to do with, except her cats, of course. I think they got shipped off to the RSPCA. All except that grey one, it was nowhere to be found.’ She drew breath. ‘Now, anything else I can get you?’

‘You wouldn’t have any wine, I suppose?’

‘Certainly, my dear, I’ve got red and white.’ A proud flourish revealed half a dozen bottles of each. ‘Only three pounds a bottle. My Jack got it cheap at the wholesaler’s. Has a good eye for a bargain, does Jack. You can easy pay ten for a bottle like that in Newmarket, you know. Which would you prefer?’

I’m going to regret this, thought Sally, unable to offend by refusing.

‘Oh, er, red, I think.’ The label was unreadable. Probably ‘Produce of Outer Mongolia’.

‘Now, you don’t want one of those frozen birds,’ Sally had been rummaging in the freezer chest, ‘all water and chemicals, they are. I’ll get Jack to find you a nice fresh one. Jack…’ The woman bustled away before Sally could protest, but was back a moment later. ‘He’s just sorting you out a nice plump bird. That’s Jack’s side of the business—he’s got a free-range barn out the back. We sell no end of eggs through the shop, and he always has a few of the hens all cleaned and oven-ready for our weekend customers. Now you’ll need some fresh vegetables to go with that. What about carrots and some peas? Couldn’t get any fresher if you jumped the hedge and picked them yourself.’ Plans for dinner, it seemed, had been taken out of Sally’s hands. ‘My name’s Ruth, by the way, since you’ll be coming in here again.’ She began sorting through the piles of vegetables and loading them into brown paper bags. ‘Yes, funny thing about that cat. Her favourite it was, practically worshipped each other. Then it just disappeared. Perhaps it knew she’d passed on. Cats are like that, aren’t they? Sometimes know things we don’t. Still, I don’t suppose you’ve got any animals yourself, living in the city and all.’
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The saucer licked clean, the cat returns to its place on the rug and begins its after-dinner wash. This is a creature who maintains standards even in hard times. The dull, grey fur and crumpled ear disguise traces of a more aristocratic ancestry. The paws are dainty, the bones long and delicate.

‘Well, cat, what the hell do I do now? Try to find this Trevor, I suppose. Can’t call Jonathan—he’s still in his blessed meeting. Might be easier to go back to Newmarket and find a hotel. I could ring Jonathan from there, then he can pick me up in the morning and we can sort out Trevor and his damn cottage then. What do you think?’

The cat tidies a few stray hairs in its tail, then looks straight at her. Only now does Sally become aware of the creature’s eyes. Two orbs, clear as iced moonlight, search out her own, piercing her with their gaze and pinning her to the chair. The purring begins again, slow and soothing. Then somehow the cat is on her lap, and her hand, obedient to some primitive instinct, is moving down the length of its back. Long strokes, soothing, caressing, in rhythm with the pulsating song. Sally begins to drift down a long, dreamtime tunnel. From somewhere, a long way away, she hears the voice of a woman singing an old nursery rhyme.


Pussycat, pussycat, where have you been?
I’ve been to London to look at the King.



Her body jerks her awake. The cat is sitting alert, ears pricked forward. The late afternoon sunshine has completed its journey across the floor and the room is in semi-darkness.

‘Oh, God, what the hell time is it? Come on, I’ve got to get out of here. Where are my car keys?’

The cat leaps to the floor, bounds across the kitchen and lands on top of the Aga. At a flourish of the cat’s tail, the boiler emits a low-throated boom. At the same time, flashes of blue lightning strike Sally’s still-sleepy eyes and neon strips flood the kitchen with light. The gas fire kicks into life.

‘Oh, thank God. That’s one hell of a party trick, Puss. What do you do for an encore?’ Then her smile withers. It is just coincidence. Must be. Or perhaps cats feel power surges in the wire or something? What the hell, just be thankful. A reassuring red light signifies the approach of tea. At the same time a car pulls up outside.


Two

STRANGE ABOUT THE POWER CUT, though.’ Abbie frowns. ‘You can practically guarantee that it will go off in a storm or high winds. Nothing unusual. But there’s no reason it should have gone off today. Ours certainly didn’t.’

‘Well, everything seems to be working OK now, thank goodness.’ Sitting comfortably in the rocker, Sally is enjoying her hard-won mug of tea.

Abbie prefers to sip hers perched on the edge of the table. She’s older than Sally, at least forty judging by the grey streaks in her sun-bleached hair and the way her pale blue eyes crinkle at the corners when she smiles. Her face and hands are tanned with large freckles running into blotches. And yet her skin looks healthy, as if she spends time in the open air. Not like Sally’s indoor, fluorescent-tube complexion.

‘So you own a horse, do you?’ Sally asks.

‘Several, actually. I run a small riding school. The paddocks behind this place are ours—you can see the horses from your bedroom window. I hire them out and give lessons to the local kids. Do you ride?’

‘God no, I’ve never been near a horse.’

‘Pity. There are some lovely bridle paths around here. Great way to see the countryside. I do take beginners out, though. Not a proper lesson, just a gentle saunter across the fields. Perfectly safe.’

‘I think we’d better stick to walking, thanks all the same. But I would like to do some exploring over the weekend. That’s assuming Jonathan ever gets here.’

‘Are you sure you’re going to be all right here tonight?’ Abbie seems genuinely concerned.

‘Yes, I’m sure I’ll be fine. I feel perfectly at home already. And there’s always the cat for company.’

‘You’ve brought your cat with you?’

‘Oh, no. Sitting tenant. Perhaps you’d know about it? Scraggy-looking grey thing. I think it must have belonged to the previous owner—Martha, wasn’t it?’

‘No,’ Abbie laughed, ‘not possible. Old Martha died twenty years ago.’

‘Oh, but I thought…The woman in the shop said that Martha was the previous owner and the cottage has been empty since she died.’

‘Yes, that’s right. Apart from short stays, it’s been unoccupied most of that time. Not surprising really. It wasn’t in good repair and the family just let it fall apart. In the end Trevor—Martha was his great-aunt or something—well, he decided to renovate. He was going to live in it.’

‘Must have cost a fortune.’

‘He owns a building company, so that helps. Even so, it didn’t come cheap.’

‘But he changed his mind?’

‘Yes, he was dead keen at first. Then, when it was nearly finished, he suddenly put it on the market. He didn’t really explain why. I know he was very fond of the old girl.’

‘The woman in the shop told me that the old lady died here and that Trevor found her.’

‘Oh, you’ve met our Ruth, have you?’ laughed Abbie. ‘She’s a dear, but she does go on a bit. She’s certainly right about Trevor finding her. He was only a boy at the time and he used to visit her, about the only person who did.’

‘You remember her, then?’

‘Of course. She was known locally as Mad Martha. Us kids were sure she was a witch. We lived at the other end of the village then—my parents still do—but we’d come this way after school. A big group of us, mind; never on our own. We’d dare each other to get close to the house. When we were feeling especially brave, we’d throw rotten apples at her door until she came out and chased us off. I was terrified she’d set her cat on us.’

‘Her cat?’

‘Yes,’ Abbie laughed. ‘Vicious-looking thing. Now I come to think of it, it does sound like the one you’ve met. Probably one of its descendants. Actually the place was running with them, but this one was special. People said it had the evil eye or something.’

‘Is that why the cottage didn’t sell?’

‘Doubt it. No, I think Trevor’s timing was bad, hit a recession in house prices. I expect he’ll try again when the market picks up. Meantime he’s letting it out as holiday accommodation.’

‘So it’s still for sale then?’

‘Yes, I suppose so. Not thinking of buying, are you?’

‘No way. We’re both city birds. Need a break, that’s all. We’re going to love this weekend, if Jonathan ever turns up.’

‘At least you’ve got the cat, wherever it is. I’m sure it didn’t go out when I came in.’

‘It seems to appear from nowhere, then vanish again.’

‘No doubt it will turn up. Anyway, I must get going.’ Abbie drained the last of her tea and carried her mug over to the draining board. ‘George will want his dinner. Wouldn’t like to join us for a meal, would you?’

‘That’s really kind of you, but no thanks. I’ve gone and bought all this food and, besides, I could do with an early night’

‘Well, if you’re sure. We’re only at the corner of the lane. Ring if you change your mind, or if there are any other problems. Number’s on the leaflet—there should be a pile of them next to your phone. I tell you what, why don’t you both come over Sunday morning for pre-lunch drinks? George and Jonathan can talk man stuff and I’ll introduce you to the horses.’

‘As long as they don’t bite.’

‘No, they don’t. And neither does George.’

‘Can’t vouch for Jonathan.’
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By now it’s dark outside. A thin mist drifts off the fields, but the house is warm and cosy. It feels good to have time on her own; she’s not missing Jonathan nearly as much as she thought she would. The isolation doesn’t bother her. She feels safe here, enfolded, the treacherous streets of the city a million miles away.

The cat is nowhere to be seen. She had searched the cottage with the intention of evicting it, at least for the night. At first she felt relieved. Then, unpacking her suitcase, she felt strangely sad that it had gone. Perhaps it would find its own way back in again. Still glowing from a hot bath, Sally now realizes she’s hungry. Wrapping herself in a dressing gown, she heads for the kitchen to make a tuna sandwich. Scrabbling through drawers for a tin opener, she hears a familiar throbbing drone.

‘Look, we can’t go on meeting like this. My husband’s bound to notice.’ As soon as she says the words, she wishes she could bite them back. The wound is too raw for her to be making jokes about marital infidelity. But she’s reminded that Jonathan will be here in the morning, and he certainly won’t tolerate a cat in the house. Dad was right: she should never have encouraged it in the first place. The creature stops purring and lays its ears back in a scowl.

‘All right, then, you can stay the night, but this is your last taste of high living. Tomorrow, you go.’ She spoons half the fish onto a plate. The cat rubs its side along Sally’s leg in appreciation, executing a deft about-turn to repeat the action in the other direction. Then it sets about eating, fastidiously picking out small pieces and licking its mouth between bites, as if accustomed to such luxuries. Sally watches it between glances at the window and the darkened garden beyond, only half attending to the construction of her own sandwich. As she picks up the empty fish tin, the cat leaps up, landing heavily on the worktop beside her. Sally jumps back with a scream and the tin clatters to the floor.

‘Oh hell! Now look what you made me do.’ Blood oozes thickly from a deep cut inflicted by the jagged lid. She squeezes her finger, forcing the blood to run freely. A shower of bright red spots spatters the worktop.

The cat moves nearer, uttering a concerned chirrup. Its whiskers twitch and it reaches forward, nose searching out the wound. Sally looks up to meet the cat’s gaze. Those eyes again, those incredible yellow eyes. Heavy droning fills her ears, smothering all other sensations—the colour red, the smell of blood—soothing her thoughts away to nothingness. Light-headed, she feels the room tilt and sway. Sees the pink tongue gently licking, licking, licking…

A surge of revulsion drags her to her senses and she snatches her hand back. ‘Get away! You disgusting animal, get away from me.’ As the cat leaps for the floor, Sally’s good hand scrabbles behind her, closing around a heavy mug. She hurls it across the room, narrowly missing the small head, and it shatters on the tiled floor. The cat spins in mid-leap, lands crouching low, ears flat against its head. It spits and snarls, eyes narrowed to slits. Sally is afraid that it might attack. Instead the animal turns and darts out through the hall doorway.

Sickened by the episode and fearful of infection—God only knows what filthy holes that cat has been scavenging in—Sally rummages for a bottle of disinfectant. The pungent liquid stings as it hits the gash, laying pain on pain, but she is too shaken to care. A twist of kitchen paper to stop the bleeding, and then she remembers seeing a first-aid box in the bathroom cabinet.

Now upstairs, she is fumbling a plaster from its wrapper ready to place over the injury. ‘Well, that’ll teach me not to talk to strange animals.’ Gingerly she unwinds the blood-soaked tissue, fearful that her finger may need stitching. Then she looks at her hand, not understanding what she sees. There had been so much blood. It had hurt like hell. Now, barely a mark. Hardly a scratch.

‘I know my skin heals quickly, but not that quickly. This is bloody ridiculous, excuse the pun. I must have imagined the whole thing. Obviously I’m cracking up.’ But no, there’s the blood-stained tissue, and there are red smears on her dressing gown. Perhaps she had been unfair to the cat. They say animals lick their wounds to help them heal faster. ‘But not that fast. Oh, come on now, I might have misjudged her intentions, but she’s not a miracle worker.’ Her face looks at her from the bathroom mirror, pale and hollow. She realizes she’s trembling. She pushes her fingers through her hair, tossing it away from her eyes.

‘I think I need a drink.’

The first sips of the Mongolian red fulfil all her expectations, but the sandwich helps to mask the taste and the wine is becoming bearable. The worktop is cleaned and her dressing gown left to soak. The incident of the cut finger slips into the background of her mind.

The living room is snug and warm. She imagines winter evenings curled up with a good book. They could always rent the cottage again, or buy it. Why not? That little back room would make a perfect office. No reason why she couldn’t work from here most days, take the train down to London when needed—a few times a month maybe. No, that’s silly; she’d be bored stiff by the end of the first week. Besides, Jonathan would never consider it. A weekend cottage? No, the novelty would wear off after a few visits, and then they would be the ones saddled with a white elephant instead of Trevor. Let’s settle for this weekend; if it works out, we can always come again.

She tolerates a second glass of wine while an old film on television gives her an excuse to cry. Eventually she goes up to bed after making a final search for the cat, intending to shut it in the kitchen for the night, but it’s nowhere to be seen. She feels guilty about it now.

In the big brass bed, Sally thinks about lunch with Jonathan tomorrow and then a walk across the field and through the woods, down to the river. The sun will stretch their shadows across the stubble. They will stand on the bridge and talk. At long last, yes, they will talk. As she begins to drift, she wonders how she knew about the path through the woods and the bridge. Perhaps Jonathan had told her, or Abbie. Or perhaps she made it up. She really can’t remember. Then sleep takes it all away.
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Sally wakes to sunlight dappling her pillow and a motorbike revving up a few inches from her ear. Turning over, she finds herself being stared at by two luminous, yellow headlamps. A glance across the bedroom confirms the door is slightly ajar. She could have sworn she had closed it.

‘How did you get in here?’ But it’s too early to figure that out. She struggles out of bed. A quick shower and ten minutes later she’s bounding down the stairs to the kitchen, dressed in jeans, hair brushed into a ponytail, and feeling like a young girl. The cat scampers ahead of her, leading the way to its saucer where it rubs against Sally’s legs. Sally obliges with more milk, promising to go in search of some proper cat food. While the kettle boils for coffee, she looks out at the stretch of roadway Jonathan will be driving along very soon, then sets about tidying last night’s supper things. That chicken is still in the fridge, so maybe yesterday’s dinner can be today’s lunch. After coffee, she’ll get the bird into the oven and start preparing the vegetables. Welcome Jonathan with a roast.

‘How do you fancy roast chicken, eh Cat?’ Cat jumps up onto the table where the wine bottle stands two-thirds full, stretches out and sniffs at the cork that Sally had hastily pushed into the neck last night. ‘Not up to Jonathan’s usual standard, I’m afraid.’ The cat meows in agreement and then—Sally swears it’s deliberate—jabs its nose against the bottle and pushes it over. The bottle spins, the cork is dislodged and wine spills all across the table and onto the floor. ‘So, you’re a wine connoisseur among your many other talents, eh? Well, I didn’t think much of it either.’

She’s in too good a mood to feel annoyed, and it’s easier to make jokes than to start asking questions. Instead she heads for the hall and the cleaning cupboard. Cat bounds along in front of her and leaps up onto the telephone table, scattering the careful arrangement of tourist pamphlets. No doubt one of them is for Abbie’s riding stable. Sally remembers the invitation for drinks on Sunday morning. There is something nice about Abbie—they could be friends, given time. And it would be good to take a bottle of wine over with them, a thank-you for being there yesterday when the promised weekend showed signs of turning sour. But not Ruth’s three-pound-a bottle red. No way. And they could do with something palatable to go with the lunch today. Yes, of course. It’s still early. If she catches him before he leaves, Jonathan can call in at the supermarket for some decent wine. Perhaps some pâté and olives too. As if she needs an excuse to ring her own husband.
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The journey from the telephone in the hall back to the kitchen goes on forever. She clings to the doorframe, her legs lead-heavy, the room swaying around her. The tide of her own blood pounding in her ears fails to drown out the words. Jonathan had answered at the third ring. He sounded flustered at first, joking and laughing too loudly. ‘I’ll be leaving soon, be with you well before lunchtime.’ And yes, he would bring some wine. ‘The meeting? Oh, it was OK, but it did drag on a bit, as I anticipated. It was that chap from the oil company. I told you about him, didn’t I? We took him for a long lunch so official business started late anyway. Then, when I saw the way things were going, that’s when I realized I wasn’t going to make it. His company wants a personality profile on all prospective employees. Growing trend, you know the sort of thing—psychological screening process to eliminate potential industrial saboteurs and terrorists. Could be quite a lucrative opportunity for the practice, but you know old Harry Benson.’

Oh, yes, she knew old Harry. And Margaret Benson. He’d forgotten she’d had lunch with Margaret two days ago. Or he might have got away with it.

‘You know old Harry, resists anything new. Insisted on talking it round and round in circles. What happens if we let a psychopath through the net and he blows up the oil refinery? Could we be held responsible? Well, of course we can’t, but you know what Harry’s like.’

She had smiled and laughed with him, to smother the words, wipe them away, make them unsaid, unheard. But as she put the telephone down and turned away, they rushed back at her like a tidal wave. You know what Harry’s like.

‘You bastard, Jonathan. You lying bastard.’ Sally knew all about the symposium. The one Margaret had told her about. The one Harry was really attending. ‘Harry’s in Stockholm, Jonathan. Harry Benson’s in bloody Stockholm!’ She’s shouting at the empty room.

Empty, except for the cat.

‘You knew, didn’t you?’ Yellow eyes watch as Sally falls into the rocking chair. ‘You knew. That’s why…’ She stares at the floor where the spilled wine still drips into a red pool.

Sally feels herself sinking deeper into the chair as wave after wave of truth crashes in on her. He had planned everything. Persuaded her to agree to this weekend, knowing he would spend the night with…with that woman. Or is this a new one? The telephone call yesterday afternoon was a lie. Everything was a lie to get her out of town, out of the way. How many other times? How many more? And Jonathan is on his way now. He’ll be here in a couple of hours, maybe less.

‘What am I supposed to do, Cat?’

For a long time she doesn’t move. When the tears finally come, they scald her face. Gasping sobs shake her body. She does not feel the sudden weight on her lap, but her hands clutch at grey fur, fingers digging into the small, sinewy frame. Cat doesn’t flinch. Sally doubles over, burying her face in Cat’s side, until it’s slicked with hot, salty splashes. She has cried before. But not like this. This isn’t the pouting resentment that dissolves at the first gesture of remorse. This isn’t the anger of a little girl lost, alone, grateful for the gift of reconciliation. This anger is a surging, blood-red fury unleashed from a lifetime of denial.

Cat begins to purr.

The soft, rhythmic sound washes Sally in gentler waves. Her sobs gradually subside, leaving her exhausted. She feels as if a deep hole somewhere beneath her ribs has been hollowed out, scraped raw, then refilled with a quiet, seething hatred. She hears the clock ticking, measuring the moments that bring Jonathan nearer and nearer. She can see him negotiating the route out of town, pushing his foot on the accelerator as the roads open up. Oh, how he loves to live in the fast lane. He always drives too hard, always takes corners too sharply. That car is his conquest. Another of his fast women.

The clock ticks steadily; the chair rocks; the cat purrs.

Looking into yellow eyes, Sally sees Jonathan’s smug face. He thinks he’s pulled it off. It’s strange to look at him now. She has always found his lopsided, boyish smile endearing. Now it’s a sly smirk of self-satisfaction. The pale blue eyes are cold and calculating. How could she have loved that face?

Drained, exhausted, her eyelids swollen and stinging, she leans back in the chair. Cat’s pulsating mantra soothes her, the warm comforting fur vibrating beneath her hands. All she can see are pools of moonlight narrowing into bright shafts. Her own eyes obediently follow. The room dims as her eyelids close. Her hands, stroking Cat’s back, find the rhythm of her song.


Pussycat, Pussycat, where have you been?
I’ve been up to London to look at the King.



Her voice floats back to her from a far, distant place. She sees Jonathan’s hands grip the steering wheel as his foot spins the car faster, faster.


Pussycat, Pussycat, what did you there?
I frightened a little mouse under his chair.



She’s thrown awake by the sudden jolt of her body. The room is silent, save for the ticking of the clock. Cat is motionless on her lap, eyes wide, ears pricked. The wine has ceased dripping and lies in a red pool, like soured blood. The sight of it brings memory rushing in. What time is it? He should be here by now. Panic catches in her throat, then quickly subsides, replaced by a tranquil certainty.

Cat jumps down to the floor, crosses the room and leaps up onto the window ledge. Sally follows at a more leisurely pace: there’s no longer any need for haste. They stand side by side, Sally and the cat, and look through the window and out across the fields towards the road. Sally isn’t surprised when the morning silence is torn by the wailing of sirens.

‘That’s right, Cat, we’ll stay here. I’ll make you a nice dinner. Then, in a little while perhaps, we’ll take a walk down to the river together. We know the way, don’t we?’ She reaches out and her fingers trail through Cat’s fur. ‘And we’ll have all afternoon. It will be a long time before anyone comes looking for me here.’

They watch together as a cavalcade of red and blue flashing lights speeds along the grey line of roadway towards the turn-off where the Hallowfield signpost used to stand. Now, of course, it lies crushed and broken in the centre of the road. Already a twirl of smoke rises from behind the trees, grey at first, then quickly billowing into an ugly, black cloud.

And so, by the time the paramedics reach the car, there will be nothing left of Jonathan worth saving.
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Term Paper—Preliminary Notes

Subject:

17th Century—Aspects of Social Behaviour
in Small, Rural Communities

A study of the events surrounding the Hallowfield witch trials
and the execution of witches sometime in the mid-1600s

I have selected Hallowfield as the subject for my project this term, it being my home village and, at the present time, a focus of national news interest. (Following the unfortunate events that occurred here over the New Year.) The idea arose from a conversation with a neighbour and friend of my mother, who, being new to the village, asked me if I knew anything about the witch stories. (Which I do, to some extent, but intend to investigate further.)

Traditionally, Hallowfield has been associated with witchcraft activity, accounts having been handed down concerning six women who were hanged in the village. (Not an unusual occurrence in those times, apparently.) My initial plan is to reference the historical incident within the framework of the political and social climate of the times. (Though this might change—depends what my research throws up.)

Most accounts focus on the church’s dogmatic control of the population, the sexual and emotional repression that, within a tight community, eventually erupted in waves of hysteria. (Not surprising.) However, I am aware that such events were also set against a background of economic deprivation among the lower classes, decimation of the population by plagues that had ravaged Europe for centuries, and, of course, the English Civil War, which reduced England to a state of chaos. Parliament had disbanded, Christianity was split down the middle, and then the King got his head chopped off. Even though Cromwell took control, he was the sworn enemy of a large portion of the population.

Friend against friend, family against family. No one knew who could be trusted and who was the enemy. It is not therefore surprising that, in a small community like Hallowfield, people became paranoid.

Initial investigation and fact-finding—possible sources of information

Local knowledge and tradition. Some families (like ours) have lived here for generations. My mother and her cronies are bound to know something about it. (But in view of recent events, I had better tread carefully—perhaps leave it for a while.)

Records. The university library—local and city libraries—county records office

The Church. Parish records. (Apparently the local vicar had a bee in his bonnet about witchcraft a few years ago.)

The Internet.

I’ll start by getting a broader perspective on the persecution of witches throughout Europe and then focus in on England and Suffolk.




Three


Morning of Tuesday, 31 October
Halloween—The Celebration of Samhain



THE VILLAGE SHOP has been transformed into a witches’ cave. A frothing cauldron, cut from cardboard, dominates the window, which is draped in black and hung with skeleton masks and pointed hats. As Sally pulls into the kerb, tormented faces leer out at her. She locks the car door and hurries across to the shop, October wind snapping at her heels, and shuts the door firmly behind her against the cold. The air inside feels warmer and she finds friendlier faces. Abbie is there, talking with Ruth, who is leaning across the counter. A young mother and her child are the only other customers.

‘Hello again, Ruth. Abbie, I’m glad you’re here. I wanted to catch you before I opened up the cottage.’

Ruth looks up, smiles and says hello. Abbie turns and greets Sally with a hug. ‘Hi, you’re here already.’

‘Couldn’t wait. I left early. There’s a van following on.’

‘Today’s the day, then?’ asks Ruth.

Sally holds up a bunch of keys, jingling them. ‘It’s all mine.’

‘Well, congratulations and welcome to the village. You’re going to be happy here.’

‘Thank you, I’m sure I will be.’

Ruth’s attention is taken by her customer, so Sally and Abbie move away from the counter.

‘I was going to call in at your house on the way,’ says Sally. ‘How’s Cat? Is she all right?’

‘Yes, she’s fine. I’ve fed her this morning. And I think you’ll find she’s looking healthier: I’ve been giving her a tonic, just a general conditioner. You’re looking good yourself. I like the new haircut.’ Sally’s hair has been shorn short and ruffled into a casual style. It suits her, makes her look even younger. She’s dressed in jeans and a thick, roll-necked sweater. ‘Did you have much stuff to move?’ asks Abbie.

‘No, only personal things, but too much to bring in the car, so I’ve hired a man and van to bring it. He should be here in about an hour. I sold most of the furniture to the people who bought the flat. It seems to have taken ages to sort it all out. It’s been weeks since…Well, lawyers seem to take forever. I suppose they have to justify their pound of flesh.’

‘Yes, it must seem long-winded. But conveyancing is a delicate process. You need to know that the cottage is legally yours, all sealed and watertight.’

‘Yes, of course. Sorry, I forgot that your George is a solicitor. I’m sure you understand these things a lot better than I do.’

‘Be thankful your husband made a will or it could have taken months instead of weeks.’

‘Yes, we both did. I told him he was being ridiculous, that we were both going to live to be a hundred.’

‘That’s the thing about being young,’ Ruth is back in the conversation, ‘you believe you’re invincible. When you get to my age you begin to realize nothing’s permanent, including yourself.’

‘Thanks for that cheerful thought,’ says Abbie.

‘Oh my God, listen to me. This is supposed to be a happy day. Here, take this cream cake to go with your first cup of tea. A little house-warming present.’

‘Thanks, Ruth. Are you sure? Mind you, if I eat all this I’ll be as big as a house.’

‘Nonsense, you’ve lost weight over the past weeks. Look at you, bet you can count your ribs. You need some colour in your face. Good food and some fresh country air will soon put that right. Perhaps you’ve got something you can give her, Abbie? A tonic or something. She’s good with people as well as animals, you know.’

Sally is confused. Some elements of this conversation are going over her head. Must be something about village life: everyone knows everything about everyone else, and they’ll expect her to as well.

‘Boo!’

Sally jumps as a face grins up at her from between the shelves. It has the luminous-green leer of a hag, wart-chinned and hook-nosed.

‘My goodness, who are you?’

‘I’m a witch and I’m going to change you into a toad.’ The witch struggles through a narrow gap between the shelves, her pink anorak and Barbie trainers comically at odds with the grotesque features.

‘Now, Gemma, that’s not a polite thing to say, especially to someone you don’t know. What will the lady think?’

‘She’ll think I’m a real witch and give me lots of sweets.’

‘Yes, well Halloween’s not till this evening. And if you want to go trick or treating you’d better mind your manners. Sorry about that.’ The mother gives Sally a look that’s a mixture of long-suffering and loving indulgence. Young Gemma removes the mask and drops it into the wire shopping basket. ‘Moving into the village, are you?’

‘Yes, Wicker Lane.’

‘What, old Stonewater Cottage? That’s been empty for ages. Lovely old place, it needs someone to live in it.’ She turns to Ruth. ‘Wasn’t that the place where that woman was staying? You know, the one whose husband got killed in that accident?’

There’s a heartbeat of frozen silence, then, as if on cue, Ruth starts clattering the contents of the basket and bashing the till keys while Abbie frantically pulls faces at the mother from behind Sally’s back.

‘Oh, God, have I said something wrong?’

‘No, it’s all right,’ says Sally. ‘People are bound to find out if they don’t know already. Better to deal with it up-front. Anyway, I only came in for some milk. I’m dying for a cup of tea. No: bad choice of words. Are you busy, Abbie? Perhaps you could join me? Help me eat this cream cake?’

‘Now that’s an offer I can’t refuse. I’ll be with you in a few minutes.’

The three village women watch Sally fumble her way out of the shop while Gemma gazes hopefully at the pile of pointed black hats.

‘That was her then, was it? Me and my big mouth. I hope I haven’t upset her, first day here and everything.’

‘You weren’t to know,’ says Ruth. ‘In any case, as she said, everyone is bound to find out; and the sooner the subject is aired, the sooner it can be put away.’

‘Well, fancy her moving here, though. It’s the last place you’d think she’d want to be.’

‘I’m sure she has her reasons. It does seem strange, I grant you, her wanting to live so close to where her husband died. But no stranger than staying in that place where they lived in London, every corner full of memories. That’ll be eight pounds and fifty pence. Unless Gemma wants the hat as well.’

‘Oh, I suppose so. Might as well let the kids enjoy themselves. Though there wouldn’t be any trick or treating if that vicar had anything to do with it. Miserable old sod.’

‘Oh, you don’t want to take any notice of him, he does that every year. Going on about witchcraft and devil worship. Not that he knows the first thing about it. He’s all hot air and ignorance.’

‘But I suppose in a way he’s right,’ Abbie points out. ‘Halloween’s not about celebrating evil. Originally it was supposed to be a festival to honour the dead. Surely that must include the poor women who were persecuted for their beliefs? Doesn’t do them much honour, does it, to set them up as evil old hags?’

‘Yes, I’ve heard there were witches in this village at one time,’ says Gemma’s mum. ‘Got burned at the stake, didn’t they?’

‘Hanged,’ responds Ruth. ‘Witches in England were hanged, not burned.’

‘Were they real witches?’

‘There’s not much known about the Hallowfield women. But a lot of people accused of practising witchcraft were just old, maybe a bit daft or demented.’ Abbie touches one of the skeleton faces. ‘There was no Social Security in those days, so the poor relied on the Church. Witch hunts were a good way of ridding the parish of a burden. Although some of them, no doubt, were troublemakers, women who could think for themselves, had the audacity to stand up to the menfolk.’

‘So there weren’t any real witches then?’

‘Oh yes, there have always been witches,’ Ruth glances at Abbie. ‘Women who knew things about nature and herbs.’

‘Women who can look into a crystal ball and see further than the end of their nose.’ Abbie winks at Ruth.

The young mother feels she’s in the cross-current of a private joke. ‘Well, there’ll certainly be a few around tonight, won’t there, Gemma? Despite anything old Reverend Cunningham says about it. Right, we’d better be off before she finds something else I’ll have to pay for.’

‘Here, don’t forget your change.’

The shop door closes and Abbie and Ruth are left alone. There’s a silent moment before Abbie speaks. ‘Do you think she’s doing the right thing?’

‘Oh yes, I think Sally belongs here. I saw it the first time she came through the door. And that cottage needs a woman. It will make her welcome, and so will the cat.’

‘She’s been more concerned about that cat than anything these past few weeks.’

‘You’ve been looking after it for her, haven’t you?’

‘Yes, she made me promise to feed it regularly. Brought in stacks of cat food when she visited at the weekends. Even rang me up during the week to see if it was OK.’

‘Well, there you are, then. That cat wouldn’t let her near the place if she wasn’t right’
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Cat is there to meet her, sitting by the gate as if Sally were expected. Not that she makes any great show of welcome, just sits patiently, tolerating Sally’s strokes and fuss. Then she turns and walks at a dignified pace along the path that leads to the front door.

Sally turns the key. Although this isn’t the first time she has opened this door, it’s the first time she has done so as the owner of the house. She feels there should be some ritual for this occasion, like a bride being carried over the threshold. Cat darts in ahead of her and Sally follows cautiously, expecting the room to look somehow different.

When she drew up outside there was a moment of irrational fear that her intervention would have caused things to change. But everything is as she remembers, except for the transformation that autumn has worked on the landscape. The colours of the garden have become subdued, the shrubs and hedges bare and spiky. The earth has turned a richer shade of brown and, beyond the rooftop, trees stretch their branches, stark against a metallic sky.

The kitchen, too, is as it was the first time: the quarry-tiled floor, the big scrubbed pine table, the ticking clock and the rocking chair. For a moment her mind slips back to that morning. Not that she can remember much of it. But there was something important about that rocking chair. And the clock. Nothing is clear. It’s as if whole chunks of time have been cut out of that day, like pieces missing from a jigsaw. Of course this room holds memories of Jonathan: that telephone call, the spilled wine and the lame excuse. It has all become entwined.

She will always remember what he did, no matter how far she runs, but it can never be as bad in Hallowfield as it was in London. It seemed like everyone there knew him. They were all ready to tell her how she should feel, how heartbroken she should be, what he was like—wonderful husband, brilliant mind, so insightful, so sympathetic. And every time she forced herself to listen, it was like a knife twisting in her stomach, the betrayal all over again. She had told no one; she wouldn’t dare. None of their friends would want to hear those things about their beloved Jonathan. You mustn’t speak ill of the dead, as her father would say. So she had been careful to play the grieving widow—but the truth was there, all the time ready to blurt from her bitten tongue. And the strain of keeping it in check was sapping the life from her. No, there is no way to escape Jonathan in London.

He had never actually reached the cottage, never contaminated its walls with his lies. This is her place alone. Yes, there are memories here—every time she looks from that window she will see the pall of black smoke—yet, oddly, what she remembers most is the sense of peace that had infused her at that moment. And something else, something that hovers on the edge of her mind but refuses to come into focus. She pushes her hand through her hair. Don’t think about it now.

And then there’s Cat, rubbing up against her legs.

‘Right, Puss, I’m in residence again. Only this time it’s for keeps. We’ll celebrate with tea and milk. Abbie will be along in a minute, but from now on I’ll be doing the catering.’ She bends down to give Cat a stroke. ‘She’s right, you do look well. She’s obviously been feeding you properly.’ Cat’s coat is definitely sleeker, her body fuller despite the lean bones. Even her ears look less ragged, and some of the old scars on her nose seem to have healed over. Her eyes are as bright as Sally remembers.

Unlike that first time, the kettle light goes on straight away, and when Sally throws the switch for the Aga it booms into action immediately. It isn’t long before the radiators are ticking gently as hot water moves through the pipes.

‘God, this place is freezing.’ Abbie comes through the door, making Sally jump. She is wearing a beaten-up old raincoat over the habitual jodhpurs. ‘I thought you wouldn’t arrive till after lunch. I was intending to come round and turn the heating on before you got here. Still, it won’t take long to warm the place up.’

‘It’s certainly a lot colder than the first time I stayed here. What on earth’s it going to be like in winter?’

‘Oh, it’ll be fine. These stone cottages retain the heat once they’re warm. Not like our place, which is old and big. Right draught box. And they are predicting a hard winter, though you should be cosy enough.’

‘Tea?’

‘Wonderful. But I’ll keep my coat on, if you don’t mind.’ She pulls out a chair and sits at the table, stuffing her hands into her pockets and hunching her shoulders.

‘I gather your house is a lot older than this one,’ says Sally. ‘My solicitor had me look through the deeds and all that stuff. Apparently this place was built in the 1600s, but it’s been altered and extended a lot since then. He reckoned the plot of land has been recorded for a lot longer, though, so there could have been an even older building here before this one.’

‘Oh, quite likely. Our house and stables goes right back to the late 1500s. The ownership of the land is older still, but even on the oldest maps of the area this plot is separate, like a square patch of land that has been cut out of ours.’

‘Really? Wow, I own a piece of history. And it’s much larger than I first thought. It seems I own some of that clump of trees, too.’

‘Yes, you do. The boundary between our properties runs through the copse. There’s no fence, but a stream marks the division. Easy to jump over if you want a shortcut. You must come over whenever you want. I’ve been looking forward to having a neighbour.’

‘Yes, I will. Might even take you up on some riding lessons. I’ve caught sight of your horses in the field at the back. Is the land on the other side yours, too?’

‘I’m afraid so—you’re completely surrounded by our fields. But a public footpath runs along that boundary. It goes right along the edge of our field and on through the woods to the river. Nice walk.’

‘Yes, I went for a walk along there that afternoon…while I was…Cat was with me, she led the way. We stood on the bridge and watched the river. At least…I think…When I came back I found the police car waiting for me.’

‘It must have been awful for you.’

‘They were very kind. A policewoman drove me all the way home, then called some friends. She waited with me until they turned up.’

‘How did the police know where to find you?’

‘Apparently he’d been caught on a speed camera, so they traced the car number. The security man at our block of flats told them where we were staying. Luckily we’d left this address in case…in case of…They didn’t know it was him, only that it was his car. I was afraid they were going to ask me to identify the body. But they said it wasn’t necessary, they could do some tests.’

‘Oh, Sally, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring all that up now, not on your first day. I promise I won’t mention it again. Not unless you want to, of course. I’m always ready to listen.’

Sally is suddenly aware of the kettle steaming away. ‘Oh, I was supposed to be making tea, wasn’t I?’ She opens a cupboard, clinking china. ‘You don’t mind a mug, do you? Shall we have some of that cake?’

‘Go on, persuade me. Ruth’s right, you have lost some weight. But I like the new hairstyle.’

‘Yes, it’s…I felt like something different, easier to manage.’ She occupies herself with the kettle and teabags. Hearing the fridge door open, Cat springs up on the worktop and nudges Sally’s arm. ‘All right, I haven’t forgotten you.’ She lays a saucer out. ‘Milk? Sugar?’

‘Me or the cat?’ Abbie laughs. ‘Just milk. And not too much for Cat. I know she’ll drink the cow dry, but milk’s not actually good for cats. They should be given water.’

‘Is that right? She can be very persuasive. Well, maybe just this once, as we’re celebrating. And she does look remarkably well, thanks to you. What was it you gave her?’

‘Oh, just a herbal mix. Something I give the dogs when they’re looking a bit off colour. Amazing what a bit of rest and good food can do. Same goes for people.’ Abbie gives a meaningful look.

‘Yes, well perhaps I can relax now everything’s sorted.’ Sally carries two mugs to the table and attacks the cake with a large knife.

‘It was a big decision to move here.’

‘You’re right. I’m not sure what people will think. Mmm, this is gorgeous.’ Sally flicks cream from her top lip and licks her fingers. ‘That young woman in the shop, she must have thought I was crazy buying this place.’

‘It doesn’t matter what she thinks. It’s what you feel that’s important. Even so—Ooh, yes,’ biting into her cake, ‘I think Ruth could lead us into bad habits. Hadn’t you thought of getting somewhere else in London?’

‘No. This was the only place I wanted to be. And no, it’s not because of some distorted need to be near Jonathan. It’s something I felt the first time I walked through the door. I can’t really explain. I don’t understand it myself.’

‘And what about your job? What is it you do?’

‘Graphic designer. I’ve given that up too. At least, I’ve left the firm I was working for, although they said they might put some work my way if I would sub-contract. I thought I’d try going freelance for a while. There must be local companies that need sales leaflets and the like. And I can do websites. But I’m not desperate for money. The flat sold for a small fortune and Jonathan was well insured.’

‘Well, I’ll put some feelers out for you. Maybe some of George’s clients—he deals with a lot of people who are setting up in business. You must come over and meet him soon. Hey, what about Saturday? Sunday’s the fifth of November, so we’re having a Guy Fawkes party the night before. The boys will be home and they’re bringing their girlfriends for the weekend.’

‘No, I’d rather not if you don’t mind. To be honest, I’ve never liked fireworks. It might be better if Cat and I shut ourselves indoors and turn the TV up loud.’

‘OK, I can understand that. What about the following day? Sunday lunch? Oh, do say you’ll come. I want you to meet my family. And I can show you the horses.’

‘Yes, I’d love to.’

‘Oh, that’s good. I was afraid you were going to turn yourself into a recluse.’

‘What? Like old Mad Martha?’

‘No, you’re not in her league. But seriously, you mustn’t shut yourself away. I know Hallowfield seems like the end of nowhere, but it’s a strong community and you’ll soon make friends if you’re prepared to meet people halfway. You ought to join a few things. Are you interested in literature?’

‘Yes, only novels, though. Mostly light reading.’

‘Well, there’s a good book club. We choose a book to read each month and then talk about it, nothing too serious. It would be a good way to introduce you to a few people.’

‘They won’t think I’m strange, a widow living on her own in an isolated cottage?’

‘Look, don’t worry about what people think. They’re bound to be curious at first. But that’s all it is, curiosity, and it’ll soon pass.’ Abbie picks the last crumbs from her plate and rummages in her pocket for a tissue with which to wipe her hands. ‘Besides, this village has always been a place for women.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’m not sure how to explain it. It’s the women who are its strength. Or maybe it’s a place where women are able to grow strong. It seems to have a sort of healing quality, something in the atmosphere, or—’

The conversation is halted by the sound of a vehicle engine. Through the window they see a blue van drawing up at the gate.

‘Ah, my worldly goods have arrived.’ Sally opens the door and waves, letting the driver know he has the right place.

‘Looks like you’re going to be busy’ Abbie swallows the last of her tea. ‘Do you need a hand or would I be more help getting out of your way?’

‘Oh, no, that’s fine, I’ll manage. It’s mainly clothes and books and a few pictures. The cottage came fully equipped, but I thought I’d like my own kitchen stuff and linens, that sort of thing. It’s mostly a matter of deciding where to put it all.’

‘OK. Then I’d better make myself scarce. Look, anything you need: just ring. And you won’t forget Sunday, will you? But don’t expect a full roast dinner. It’ll be nothing special—party leftovers probably’ She parks her mug on the draining board and heads for the door. ‘Come over early, about eleven, and then I can give you the full tour. In fact, come over any time if you feel like a chat. Bye.’ Abbie backs her four-wheel-drive out of the way as the deliveryman opens his rear door and heaves down a trolley.

Cat takes one look at what’s going on, then heads off down the garden.
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‘Ah, there you are! Well, are you coming in? He’s gone now, it’s perfectly safe.’ A dark shadow emerges from the bushes and slinks along the wall. Sally has been calling from the back door, and growing concerned. Only five o’clock, but already it’s dark and the bitter wind is threatening to bring rain in its wake. No doubt Cat is used to roughing it, but even so Sally hates the thought of her staying out all night. ‘Oh, come on, hurry up. Then I can close the door.’

Cat moves warily, sniffing her way around the unfamiliar cartons. Sally’s precious chinaware is already stowed in the glass-fronted cupboards, but piles of cookery books and cooking utensils litter the kitchen table. Each item is carefully scrutinized, then Cat inspects the rest of the house, following the trail of debris created by the unpacking. Satisfied that Sally’s CD player poses no immediate threat, she rubs it with the side of her mouth, marking it with her own scent and giving it permission to stay.

‘I’m glad everything meets with your approval. Look, I know you seem to make your own arrangement about getting in and out, but I think I’ll get someone in to fit a cat-door. It would save me worrying. And how about a nice cosy cat basket?’

Cat chirrups and jumps up onto the most comfortable-looking armchair, curls around and settles down to wash.

‘Yeah, right, who needs a cat basket? I’ll take the sofa, then.’ Sally flops down onto the cushions, slipping off her shoes and drawing her legs up onto the footstool.

‘Well, Cat, I guess we’re home.’


Four


Evening of Saturday, 4 November



THE PYROTECHNICS START even before it gets dark. Of course that had been going on since the boxes of fireworks started to appear in the shops—the occasional volley of explosions, kids on their way home from school. But this is Saturday and most bonfire parties will happen tonight. As Sally draws the curtains, a few early rockets whiz skyward, exploding over the new housing development in showers of coloured rain, but they are far enough away not to bother her too much. She’d grown increasingly apprehensive during the week as the pyramid of wood scraps and domestic debris increased in the field next door. Abbie had assured her that, although they would be using the far side of the field next to Sally’s place as it was well away from the stables, they would also keep a safe distance from her cottage. The horses have been taken in early and safely bedded down for the night. Sally is intending to do the same. She has locked the new cat-door to keep Cat inside with her. ‘It’s so you don’t get frightened,’ Sally tells her. Cat is unconvinced.

It’s now seven o’clock and the bonfire is fully ablaze. Even at this distance, Sally can hear shouts and sudden bursts of laughter. Part of her longs to join them and she knows she would be made welcome, but she isn’t that enthralled by the pretty lights, and the loud bangs terrify her. She takes an occasional glance through the window, and can see figures silhouetted against the fierce blaze and the sudden blooming of incandescent flowers as the men light blue touch-paper and stand well back. Funny, she thinks, how it’s always the men who enjoy playing with fire.

Cat isn’t being much comfort. As soon as the artillery fire began, she slouched under the coffee table, uttering deep, throaty growls. Nothing Sally says can coax her out, although she seems more annoyed than afraid. Curled up on the sofa, Sally turns up the volume on the television and settles down to watch a documentary about prehistoric mammals in Britain. Astonishingly, bones of sabre-toothed tigers have been found in a gravel pit at Barrington, just the other side of Cambridge. ‘Look, Cat, they’re probably your ancestors.’ This doesn’t impress Cat, who continues to mutter obscenities.

Sally enjoys her solitary glass of wine, which is becoming an evening ritual, and after a while she’s absorbed in a television drama. In fact she barely notices that the explosions have subsided until Cat slinks out and joins her on the sofa. The next time she looks out, the bonfire has died down and the party has moved back into the house for a fireworks supper. Abbie said it was a family tradition: mugs of tomato soup and hot dogs with mountains of fried onions, a relic of the boys’ childhood.

By the time Sally is ready for bed, all of the lights in Abbie’s house are ablaze and music is bouncing over the treetops. The last thing she does before going upstairs is to unlock the cat-flap.

‘Go on, it’s safe to go out now.’

Cat, who has mastered the technique surprisingly quickly, flips the door open and disappears into the night.
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Sally shifts from deep sleep to full wakefulness in an instant. It’s probably the silence that has alerted her. It takes some getting used to, sleeping in the country, when you’re programmed to the background roar of traffic and a constant barrage of noises thrown up by the city night. Here, the solitude seems to rise up out of the fields and engulf the house; only it’s not really silent, not completely. Wind slips through the trees and carries with it unexpected sounds, the snapping of a twig as some creature stalks its prey, the swoop of a wing, the bark of a fox, all magnified beyond logic and reason. A car door slams; some teenager out long after curfew? It can be heard three fields away.

Sally had fallen comfortably asleep to the boom-box music of next-door’s post-fireworks revelry. But that must have died down hours ago. She’s completely alert, listening to the empty air and gazing at the mystery of her bedroom, which is bathed in cool, white light. Why is the room so bright? It can’t be morning, surely? Morning is grey and soft and creeps in gently, lifting shadows from the corners. This light is stark and still, as if a streetlamp had been left on all night. Only, the nearest lamp is at the corner of Wicker Lane, and the limp puddle of yellow it throws out is useless beyond a few feet. This is a white beam, a searchlight, a spotlight, something theatrical that penetrates the curtain and illuminates her bed like a stage set.

The clock reads five. She slides from the covers and moves cautiously to the window. The curtains are thin muslin and barely conceal what’s on one side of the glass from the other. Though why so cautious? Is it Sally who needs to be hidden or something out there? She pulls the drape to one side, an inch, a handbreadth. And there it is, directly outside her room, poised above the horizon.

The moon.

And such a moon. A moon she has never seen before.

Oh, she’s always known it was there, had caught glimpses of it from time to time. ‘See the moon, my love,’ her father would say, carrying her perilously on his shoulder and pointing at the bottle-top disc suspended between the smoke and the rooftops. And there was always proof of it in the nursery books. Hey diddle-diddle, the cat and the fiddle. A crescent of white in a night-sky puddle set against the printed page. And there had been other moons when she was old enough to explore the night. Small moons, tossed high above the cityscape, made pale by the flare of neon and sodium and the glare of oncoming traffic. Timorous moons, always coming or going but never the same. Moons that rhymed with June but had little to do with the flowering of first love. But beneath the gaze of this awesome presence there would be no innocent fumble in the back of anyone’s car. No cow would dare to jump over this luminary.

No, she has never seen a moon such as this. A Titan moon, magnified by the curving of the Earth, its nearness beyond the comfort of knowledge or belief. It hangs—no, it doesn’t hang, or float or glide—it has established its position above the trees, taking command of the night sky and the land below. Its roundness is near perfection; creamy gold like an antique pearl, its surface scoured and pitted by the ravages of space. It seems to shed no light from overhead—the sky is the colour of mussel shells, or at best an indigo mist—yet the fields and hedgerows glow with a phosphorescent whiteness, a light that bestows only kindness on what it touches. The banished darkness coalesces in even blacker shadows, throwing furrows into sharp relief, detailing each stone, each stubble blade.

This is an ancient moon. It once watched over the men who struck axes from rocks of flint, men who huddled in rough shelters, cowering from the prowlers of the night. This moon remembers the pathways once trodden by long-toothed tigers as they crossed this very land. Now it faces Sally’s window, as if it has singled her out for some purpose and knows she has answered its summons. Its power draws her, flows through her, a magnetic tide, subtle yet palpable, the subliminal hum of a primeval generator. If she were to listen hard enough, long enough, it may have something to tell.

A movement catches the corner of her eye, snapping her out of the spell. Something stirs over to one side of her garden, a slight shifting of shadows. From the patch of trees between the neighbouring properties a small shape emerges and slinks across the lawn, black against black. Relief: it’s only Cat returning, that’s all, and Sally won’t be alone. But then another shape, this one larger and of human form, also emerges from the trees and follows Cat. They cross the grass, clearing the shadows, and move into the full glare of moonlight. The figure is so clear that Sally can see that, despite the trousers and the bulky jacket, it’s a woman. True, it’s tall and angular enough to be a man, yet it moves with such grace and lightness that there can be no mistake. As the figure turns her head, a cascade of dark hair flows around her shoulders.

The woman pauses for a moment, as if she senses she is being watched. She looks up, directly at the window, and Sally fears their eyes will meet and she will be discovered in the act of voyeurism. She lets the curtain fall part-way to conceal her presence, and has to remind herself that the garden is hers and that the woman is the intruder. Even so, she senses no harmful intent. After a moment the woman looks away, and the two prowlers continue their passage, rounding the corner of the house and vanishing from sight.

For a moment Sally can’t breathe, and when she does she can’t move. Common sense tells her to run to the front of the house and look from the landing window into the lane, mark the direction the woman has taken. Although where would she go? Left from her front gate leads to a ditch and some fields; if she turned right she would pass by Abbie’s house and join the main village street. There’s no sound of a car starting up, so she must be walking back towards the centre of the village. A late-departing visitor from last night’s gathering? No, that makes no sense. Why cut through Sally’s garden into a muddy lane when Abbie’s house corners the road? An intruder at the stables? The place is covered by security floodlights, and, besides, the horses would have kicked up bedlam. No, it was Sally’s garden she was visiting. And she didn’t look like a burglar, or at least what Sally thinks a burglar should look like. Although, now she remembers, the woman was carrying something. Something large and heavy that she held by a handle. What was it? A jar. One of those old-fashioned stone jars with a narrow neck. The sort your great-grandmother used for sloe gin, or mead.

There’s an abrupt sound from downstairs, the now familiar double click of the cat-flap. Cat has returned, leaving their night visitor to find her own way home. Sally breathes deeply. It’s safe to get back under the warmth of the quilt. Soon she hears the soft pit-padding of paws on the stairs and waits for the thump of a small body landing on the end of the bed. The next time she opens her eyes, the room is grainy with the advancing dawn and a halo of sunlight filters through the muslin.


Morning of Sunday, 5 November
Full Moon



‘Well, are you going to lead the way?’

Cat sets off purposefully across the grass, heading towards the clump of trees. Of course Sally had explored the garden on the first day. She had discovered lawns that had been kept neat, but little in the way of flowers or flower beds, just a few bedraggled shrubs dotted about. And of course had she looked into the patch of trees that mark the boundary of her land, but the ground was slippery with mud and she gave it only a cursory glance. Then the drizzle that fell steadily throughout the rest of the week kept her indoors. November isn’t the best month to contemplate gardening and, after all, nothing was going to grow now, not even the grass. She felt glad to shelve the whole issue of horticulture until the spring and concentrate on getting the inside of the house sorted out.

Thankfully the rain had held off for last night’s fireworks and, looking back over the hedge on the opposite side of the lawn, she can see the remains of the huge bonfire, now a spent pyre of blackened staves and grey ash. The air is damp, a heavy dew bordering on mist, and hangs with the reek of sulphur, that familiar Guy Fawkes smell that announces the countdown to Christmas. A burnt-out rocket lies on the grass, and she cannot resist picking it up and touching the fragile paper tube. The blackened edges crumble in her fingers. Cat waits by the edge of the trees, sniffing a single blade of grass as if it were of great importance, then turns her head and waves her tail high to hurry Sally on.

‘All right, I’m coming.’

Yesterday she had visited Cambridge to indulge in some retail therapy. The bed linen she had brought with her looked out of place in the cottage, so she purchased new sheets and a coverlet, soft and frilly and embroidered with sprigs of thyme. Yes, it would look overly feminine, a woman’s bed—so what the hell, it is a woman’s bed. Then she came across a specialist confectionery that sold handmade Belgian chocolates. A perfect gift for her hostess; Abbie’s weakness is a sweet tooth, especially where chocolates are concerned. Sally had them make up a special selection, boxed and gift-wrapped. She carries it with her now. This is her first visit to the big house on the corner, but she has driven past it several times, the high wall of ancient bricks with red slates and gabled windows beyond. And once, when walking to the village shop, she peered at the big brass knocker and the ornately carved door. It looked like it must have been the manor house or something important; ‘old money’, as her father would have said. She has decided to try the shortcut through the trees that Abbie told her about, but the grass is still very muddy and she’s glad she chose to wear something sensible on her feet.

What do you wear for Sunday lunch in the country? Abbie did say it was informal, but what does that mean? She had only ever seen Abbie in jodhpurs. Sally is used to dressing for the occasion. Sometimes, she thinks, what you wear is the occasion, all the rest just an excuse to parade a collection of designer labels. Life will be different here, she thinks. I will be different. All this week she has lived in denims and trainers, which she now abandons in favour of leather ankle boots and tailored slacks with a loose-fitting cashmere sweater. A reasonable compromise, she thought, when she assessed her image in the bedroom mirror. Then, on impulse, she added a pendant, some sort of semi-precious stone set in a silver crescent, round and smooth and veined with white strands like curds of milk. It had been a present from someone, she can’t even remember who, received with a flurry of thanks and instantly forgotten. It has lain in the bottom of her jewellery box until now, but for some reason she remembered it just as she was about to leave the house—something light to offset the purple of the wool, perhaps? She’s not conscious of its weight around her neck; nor is she aware, as she nears the patch of trees, that her fingers seek to touch the smooth roundness of the stone.

But she remembers the white light of last night’s moon.

Yes, this was the place where the woman had emerged from the shadows, carrying that stone jar. There’s a break in the trees and a clear track leads into the centre of the copse, arched over by branches. Now the sky is visible, steel grey, behind a mesh of sharp twigs, but the trees and bushes are densely woven, and in summer the place will be rich and dark with foliage. Underfoot it’s dank with rotting leaves, and there are still green patches between the trunks where swathes of ground-creeping ivy run regardless of the seasons. Cat dives off into the undergrowth on some mission of her own, and Sally, abandoned by her guide, can hear her rustling through the withered bracken. But it can only be a few steps through to the stable yard and the little trail is clear enough to follow.

Suddenly she stops.

Why is that? Why is there a path through here? Twenty years, Abbie said, since she had neighbours. Why would she come through here when there was no one to visit? That woman last night, what was she doing? And how many other times had she been here? Sally holds her breath, listening to the silence, although of course there’s no silence: the distant hum of a passing car from the village road; a blackbird, one she has seen often in the garden, screeches an alarm call as Cat crashes through a mound of fallen leaves. And water, the gentle gurgling of water—yes, she was told there is a stream. The ground slopes down towards the centre of the grove, and she hangs on to branches and tufts of dry fern to prevent herself tumbling forwards. Ahead the ground suddenly drops completely, only a few inches, and below her feet a thin ribbon of light flickers between overhung grasses. To one side there’s a dip where she could step down to the edge, and an arrangement of large stones to make it easy to cross over the water, a sapling lending a helping hand on the other bank. But the trail doesn’t lead that way. Instead it breaks off to the left, pointing upstream to an outcrop of rocks.

She picks her way along to where the bank widens into an open space and the grass looks as if it has been flattened underfoot. A small glade filled with the music of water purling over stones.

Sally moves to where the stream emerges from between layers of rock. It spills into a pool that, in turn, narrows and twists before tumbling over a stony ridge to form the thread of bright water running to the crossing place. What is this? A natural spring? On my land? There must have been something in the plans, but she was aware of buying only a house. Now it hits her, the realization: she owns all of this, the stream, the earth, the trees. For the first time in her life, she owns a tree. Can one own such things? She is awed by the temerity of it.

Finding a safe place to leave Abbie’s chocolates, she leans over the edge of the pool, mindful of the mud, and sees the silhouette of her own head and shoulders reflected against the metal of the sky. The surface of the pool gleams, but where her shadow falls it’s dark and clear and she can see through to the bottom. Although the stream is shallow, the pool is much deeper, or so it seems, but this may be a trick of the light, an illusion of refraction. There are stones on the bed, and some form of long-leafed weed teased by the current into mares’ tails. And something else. Bits of rubbish? No, surely not. But there are things down there, and they’re not things formed by nature. Angular shapes, mud-caked and corroded. One piece, a curve of metal, appears to be a more recent addition. Indignant that someone may have violated her pool with their dross, she slips her arm from her sleeve, baring her shoulder, and plunges it deep into the water. A momentary gasp at the coldness, but she has the object and brings it to the surface.

She turns it in her fingers, puzzled. Rubbish? No, definitely not. A circle of red-burnished copper and new by the look of it, deeply carved with vines and grapes. A bracelet, obviously, and a thing of quality. Now why would anyone…? That woman last night…And then the coldness of her wet arm breaks through her thoughts and she shudders, dragging a handful of tissues from her pocket to scrub her skin dry and comfort it with the warmth of her sweater. But what to do with the bangle? A creeping sensation that she has intruded on something very private. Feeling almost embarrassed, she slips the ornament back into the pool and scrambles to her feet.

There’s an explosion of foliage beside her as Cat bursts from the bracken and crash-lands on the rocks. ‘OK, I’m coming right now.’ Sally rubs streaks of earth from her hands, brushes her clothes down and retrieves the box of chocolates. The stream proves easy enough to get over, and moments later she’s free of the trees and crossing the paddock behind the stable block.

Sally rounds the corner of the outbuildings and heads towards the main house and the family lunch, her head filled with thoughts of the pool and its treasure trove. As a consequence she nearly runs into a young man pushing a wheelbarrow. Both startled, they cover their embarrassment by laughing.

Sally speaks first. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry. Hello, you must be Daniel. God, you’re the image of your mother. But I bet everybody tells you that.’

‘And you must be Sally. We’re expecting you. Mum’s been talking about you all morning.’ He starts to offer his hand, then pulls it back abruptly. ‘On second thoughts, better not. Been mucking out.’ He nods at the wheelbarrow piled high with straw, wet and steaming from the stables. ‘Sorry about that. Hardly the way to greet a guest.’

‘No problem. One of the reasons I’m here is to meet the horses. Anyway, I’ll be living next door to them so I’d better get used to it.’ She’s conscious of her smile and realizes she’s almost flirting. But then, he is incredibly good-looking—blond hair, pale blue eyes. A second glance and she becomes aware that, even though he’s tall, he’s barely more than a boy and she tells herself to behave. Still, she has surprised herself. After Jonathan…Well, she thought all that had died with him. ‘I’d better go and find your mother.’

‘She’s in the kitchen with the girls. It’s that door there. Go straight in. I’ll see you later.’

She can hear horses puffing and stamping their feet in the building behind her. But Sally is eager to see Abbie and hurries across the yard, nearly skidding in damp sawdust, some of it dark and clumped with horsy stains. She carefully cleans her boots outside the kitchen door where there are metal scrapers set there for the purpose, and a bristly thing, a sort of inverted broomhead made to look like a hedgehog. The kitchen is vast and smells of toast and freshly ironed linen. Ancient and modern combine, antique dressers and brushed-steel built-in ovens and microwave, amid the comfortable disorder of a family. Despite the grandiose exterior and the high plaster-moulded ceilings, this is a home as well as a house.

Abbie is sitting at a banquet-sized kitchen table sifting through heaps of papers. Her brow furrows as she chews her bottom lip. When she sees Sally, her face is transformed by fine lines that trace the curve her cheeks, the sort of lines that grow from a lifetime of smiling. She tosses a piece of paper in mock despair.

‘Look, I’ve got an accountant who’s supposed to deal with all this and I still have to fiddle about with bits of paper. Do you understand VAT returns?’

‘No, I only function from the right side of my brain.’

‘You and me both. Sally, come in,’ Abbie abandons the paperwork and gives her a hug, ‘and welcome. It’s so good to see you. You look fantastic—that colour suits you. And I love the moonstone.’

Sally touches the white pendant. ‘Oh, thank you.’

‘Were you all right last night? I hope we didn’t keep you awake.’

‘Not at all. Did you have a fun evening?’

‘Fantastic, wasn’t it, girls?’

Sally sees they’re not alone. There are two young women over at the sink, rattling oven tins and strainers. ‘Come and meet my new daughters. This is Cassie, Daniel’s young lady.’

‘Hi, and you’re Sally. Good to meet you.’ Cassie looks a little older than Daniel, but pale and thin as a wafer, with eyes like a china doll.

The other girl is a dark-eyed brunette, older and broad-shouldered. ‘And I’m Sue. I belong to Philip. At least I’m with him at the moment, but I’m not exactly private property.’

‘I met Daniel on the way in. Philip must be his older brother?’

‘That’s right. Philip’s gone off with his father. They’re doing something esoteric with the tractor engine, but they’ll be back in a while. So we thought we’d start lunch.’

‘Aren’t they wonderful?’ says Abbie. ‘Insisted on doing the cooking so you and I can skive off to the stables.’

‘Hope you like roast beef, Sally.’ Sue brandishes a vegetable peeler and drops a raw carrot into a saucepan of water.

‘Well I do, but I thought you said to expect something simple?’

‘I was overruled. The men are all starving, despite what they put away at breakfast. And as long as I don’t have to cook it, they can have whatever they like. If you ever have children, Sally, make sure they’re all girls.’

‘She doesn’t mean it. She adores those boys.’ Cassie, her sleeves rolled up to her elbows, is vigorously attacking a bowl with an egg whisk. They’re obviously enjoying being allowed to play house.

Sally remembers the chocolates. ‘Here, a little thank-you for making me so welcome.’

‘Oh, Sally, that’s so kind. I’m supposed to say you shouldn’t have, but I recognize the wrapping paper and I’m not going to argue.’

‘Well, if it’s something edible,’ says Sue, ‘you’d better hide it before the men come back.’

‘You’re right. I’ll take these upstairs and fetch a sweater. Then you and I can go and meet my other children, Sally.’


Five

SALLY IS TENSE as she holds out her hand, a peppermint balanced on her palm. He looks so huge now that she’s standing next to him. His shoulders, rounding above the stable door, are solid muscle. But his nostrils twitch delicately, and his lips quiver over her hand, searching for the treat.

‘Just hold it steady. He knows what he’s doing.’

‘Sure he won’t bite?’

‘Wilson’s too intelligent to bite anyone who’s giving him mints.’

His tongue is like a big, soft sponge, mouth soft as butter. The sweet is taken with such delicacy, leaving her hand slightly damp. She cups her palm over the chocolate-coloured muzzle and is amazed how smooth and warm it feels. ‘He’s beautiful.’

The stable block is a huge building with high windows and skylights. It smells distinctly of horse, but not the rank stench Sally associates with her father’s rose beds. This is a lighter odour and, mixed with straw, sawdust and disinfectant, is not unpleasant. Underfoot it’s all concrete. One wall is divided into separate stalls, and a few heads, inquisitive or hopeful, appeared over the stall gates when Abbie and Sally entered.

‘You’ve seriously never been this close to a horse before?’

‘No, they didn’t have them where I grew up. I’ve been to the races a few times, of course: one of Jonathan’s friends has part-share in a horse, so we got to go into the enclosure at Ascot. But I always kept well clear of the animals, although I loved to watch them race. Racehorses always look so graceful but sort of fragile, as if they were flying in the wind. This one’s built like a tank.’

Abbie laughs. ‘Yes, he’s what they call a hunter. Not so fast, but loads of stamina—can carry a heavy adult and go the distance. He’s actually George’s horse, but we hire him out quite often. Don’t worry, if you let me take you out sometime I’ll put you on one of the ponies.’ Wilson tosses his head and snuffles. Sally steps back, startled by the sudden movement. ‘It’s OK, he’s just asking for another mint. This is the last one now.’ Wilson takes the treat and moves to the back of the stall.

‘He can rest for a while. I took him out for a good run earlier.’ Daniel has come up behind them. ‘Lottie’s in the small paddock with Milo, but we’ll need to get the ponies out, too. They’ve been shut in since last night. We could take them all over to the big field, let them have a good airing.’

‘Now, you’re sure the bonfire’s out? Is it safe?’

‘Yes, I’ve checked it: quite cold. I threw a couple of buckets of water over it to make sure. Ginger and Sorrel are ready. I’ll bridle up Bonnie.’

‘What about Rowan?’

‘Cassie and I might go for a ride before lunch. We’ll take Rowan and Lottie if that’s OK. Come on, Sally, you can help lead them over.’

Sally looks horrified. But ten minutes later she’s leading a horse by a rope. At least, she suspects the horse is following Daniel and allowing her to hold the rope out of sympathy. These are the animals she has watched from her bedroom window. She thought ponies were supposed to be small, but close up these things look enormous. The one she’s leading towers above her. If it decided to make a run for it, she wouldn’t have a hope in hell of holding it back. Abbie walks beside her, giving reassuring smiles. Daniel is up ahead with a horse on either side, their rumps swaying and their shoes flashing silver with each rise and fall of their hooves.

As they pass the smaller paddock, a brown head appears over the fence and nudges Abbie. ‘All right, girl, we’ll see you on the way back. Won’t be a moment.’

‘You must think I’m a real wimp. Have you always been with horses?’

‘Can’t remember when I couldn’t ride. My mother used to balance me on a saddle before I could even walk. But I never cease to be amazed by them. Their very existence is awesome.’

‘Why the riding school? How did you get into that?’

‘Well, George rides, of course—that’s how we got to know each other—and the boys always had their own ponies. The equine culture’s pretty strong round here—pony club, gymkhanas, that sort of thing. And then of course there’s Newmarket. Lots of the boys’ friends had their own ponies. Indulgent parents, some of them newcomers to the countryside with no knowledge of horses at all. So I started giving riding lessons and tried to ensure the creatures were well looked after. Lot of harm can be done to a horse through well-intentioned ignorance. Wait there, I’ll take Ginger while Daniel opens the gate.’

‘Ginger looks rather tubby. Is she expecting?’

‘Yes, that’s right. She’s in foal. Due about the middle of January.’

Ropes are unclipped from bridles, and the horses, slapped on the rump, kick their heels and trot off across the rough grass. The gate tightly secured again, Daniel heads back to the stable while Sally and Abbie enter the smaller paddock.

‘This is Lottie, short for Charlotte. She’s mine. Or I’m hers. We’ve never worked that one out. I was with her mother when she foaled, wiped her down and watched her find her feet. So I had to have her, didn’t I?’

‘Wonderful colour.’ Sally runs her hand over the horse’s head, light brown and polished like a ripe acorn, a tracery of veins across her nose. Her eyes are like warm toffee. ‘I’d die for eyelashes like that.’ A Shetland pony, a lovable dwarf the height of Lottie’s knee, ambles up to them and bumps against Sally’s hip. ‘Hello, and who are you?’

‘If someone’s trying to barge in, it must be Milo.’

‘Now that’s more my size. You’re a sweetie, aren’t you?’

‘No, he’s not your size: your feet would touch the ground. Mind he doesn’t knock you over—he’s a bit of a clown and he’s stronger than he looks. But he’s very gentle with small children.’

‘Isn’t there a lot of work involved in all this? How do you manage the horses and run the house?’

‘Lots of help. I employ a stable girl full-time, and a couple of girls help out after school in exchange for lessons. Daniel is usually here at weekends. And I found this absolute treasure who cleans the house while I escape into the fields.’ ‘But still, it must have been difficult when the boys were living at home.’ ‘That’s when I needed it most. House full of adolescents, noise, squabbling. It was like a battleground sometimes. Out here it’s just me and the horse. We move together, like one body, one mind. That’s where I really get to know myself.’ Back at the stables, they find Daniel has Rowan already saddled and waiting for Cassie.

‘His leg looks a lot better, Mum, barely a scratch. You caught it just in time.’ ‘Yes, I’m glad we managed to clear it before it turned into an abscess.’ Daniel turns to Sally. ‘She’s amazing with animals. She has this magic touch.’

‘Like a horse whisperer, you mean? Yes, I can believe that.’

‘Yes, that too. But I was thinking more about the healing. She’s quite a practitioner, you know.’

‘No, I didn’t. What’s this, Abbie? What is it you do?’

‘Oh, it’s nothing really. Just a little knowledge of herbs and the like.’

‘Don’t you believe her. She’s the wise woman round here when it comes to horses. Ask the local vet. He often asks your advice, doesn’t he, Mum?’

‘Fortunately he’s open-minded about alternative methods of healing.’

‘Which is more than can be said for our father.’

‘Not that again, Danny. I wish you would try to understand his viewpoint. You see, Sally, George’s family have been pillars of the community for, well, centuries. He’s a senior partner in a legal firm in Newmarket. Lots of the local owners and trainers are his clients. Imagine how it might look, his wife indulging in all this New Age stuff. Bad for the firm’s reputation.’

‘What about your reputation, Mum? You deserve more credit for what you do.’

‘Not now, Daniel. Sally’s not interested in this.’

‘Oh, but I am. I’d like to know more. I have a friend in London who does Bach remedies, uses a pendulum to prescribe different blends. She used to make me up a bottle sometimes, when I felt a bit run-down or something. When Jonathan died, she gave me something to help. I don’t think I could have got through the funeral without it.’

‘There you are, you see. People are more open to these things than Dad would admit. You’d have them queuing up for help. It’s not just the animals, Sally; she treats humans as well, only family and friends, but she could help lots of people if she were more open about it.’

‘Is that right, Abbie? Look, I know this is none of my business, but I can’t help agreeing with Daniel. If you have a gift for healing people, perhaps you should consider using it.’

‘It’s not that simple. George is a good man, Sally. All right, he can be a bit pig-headed at times, but he’s never complained about the time or money I spend on the stables. He doesn’t care if I don’t make a profit, never bats an eyelid when I go out to buy a riding hat and come home with another horse. And he really doesn’t mind about the medicines and the healing, so long as I confine it to animals and use a bit of discretion. No, Daniel, I’m not going against your father in this. He’s entitled to his opinion and I respect that.’

Daniel looks as if he were about to launch into another episode of what’s obviously an ongoing family argument, but Cassie arrives, strapping a riding helmet under her chin.

‘Lunch will be a little while yet, I’m afraid,’ she says. ‘Time for a quick ride down to the river?’

‘Yes, sure.’ Daniel takes Rowan’s rein and picks up a saddle and bridle for Lottie. ‘You talk to her, Sally. She might listen to you.’ Rowan and Daniel stride off towards the paddock, Rowan snorting with anticipation and Daniel huffing with frustration. Cassie, sensing Daniel’s mood, shrugs her shoulders and runs to catch up.

‘Oh dear, I’m sorry. I obviously touched on a sore point.’

‘Don’t worry, it’s an ongoing debate. If you hang around this family you’re bound to hear a lot more of it.’

‘Seriously, though, do you treat people? Only, with all the changes recently, perhaps I could use something. I was going to see if there was a local practitioner in Newmarket, but if you deal with natural healing…’

‘Yes, of course. I do prescribe for friends; I can probably give you something. Only don’t tell George. You seem to be coping well, a little too well, I think. Sometimes these things can come back and bite you when you’re least expecting it. Let’s go through to the office. That’s where I keep my medicinal stocks.’

Abbie’s office is a screened-off corner of the stables—same concrete floor, metal filing cabinets, and a computer on a metal tabletop. The ancient wooden dresser looks out of place with its carved panels and scrolled hinges. Abbie selects a key from a bunch on her belt chain and opens the doors.

‘I like to keep all my supplies in one place. They seem to work more effectively when they’re stored together.’

‘Wow, magic potions. This looks like—what? An alchemist’s laboratory?’

Abbie laughs. ‘An apothecary’s, perhaps?’

‘What is all this stuff?’ Sally looks through jars and bottles of preserved plant life. Some resemble her own collection of cooking herbs; others are more like dried flowers, pansies and marigolds. There are pestles and mortars, a set of old-fashioned scales, ceramic pots with wax-sealed lids, jars made of stone and coloured glass. She picks up a cork-stoppered bottle made of dark blue glass, with ridges down the sides. ‘Is this poisonous?’

‘All things are poisonous if misused—even water can kill you if you drink enough of it. Yes, that bottle is a liniment, for external use only. Most of the jars contain ointments. The herbs and flowers are used for making infusions. I like to keep a few items readymade for emergencies, but I find it’s better to make up prescriptions individually for each treatment. They seem to be more potent when I have the patient in mind.’

‘And what about these?’ Sally holds her hand over small baskets overflowing with what look like uncut gemstones. There’s a tingling sensation in her palm and fingertips, like a mild electrical charge. She knows instinctively not to touch.

‘You can feel the energy from them, can’t you?’ says Abbie. ‘I guessed you might. They each have a certain vibration that can heal or give protection. Go on, choose one. Let your hand guide you. Your mind and body know what you need.’

Sally allows her hand to hover over each container and, yes, perhaps she can feel a variation as she moves from the clear quartz to the amber, then on to the amethyst. She stops over a group of small, misshapen rocks. At first they appear a sort of translucent yellowy and white glass, but, picking one up between her fingers and turning it in the light, she sees it is shot through with many other colours.

‘Is this an opal?’

‘Yes, it is. Some people call it the Stone of Karma. It’s reputed to help you remember past lives.’

‘Really? You know, since I’ve been here it’s like I’ve been trying to remember something. Sometimes I think I know…’

‘What do you know?

‘I’m not sure.’ Sally shrugs. ‘I just seem to know things, that’s all.’

‘You must keep that stone, then, carry it with you. It may help to bring those things into focus. You say you’ve used Bach remedies before? You know what they are and how they work?’

‘Distilled essences of flowers, aren’t they? A sort of homeopathic remedy that works more on a psychological level. Something about getting at the underlying mental problem that’s causing the physical symptoms. Have I remembered that right?’

‘Near enough. How have you been sleeping?’

‘Fine. It was awful at first. I’d be awake all night and exhausted all day. But since I came here, all that’s changed. This last week I’ve slept better than I have for years.’

‘That’s good. You certainly look more relaxed. OK, give me a hair will you, from the crown of your head.’

Sally does as instructed, and Abbie inserts it into what looks like a wooden bob on a leather thong. She spends some time moving this over the ranks of flower remedy bottles, finally selecting two. When she turns to look at Sally, her face is clouded with concern.

‘You need pine and crab-apple, the pendulum says. Not what I would have expected.’

‘What does it mean?’

‘It suggests you feel angry with yourself and guilty, as if you’ve done something you’re ashamed of and it’s preying on your mind.’

‘Yes, that’s exactly how I feel. But I don’t know what it is I feel guilty about, or why. It’s as if there’s something just under the surface and I can’t reach it.’

‘People go through all lots of emotional turmoil when they lose someone close to them. Disbelief, resentment—it’s all part of grieving.’

‘Yes, that’s what Jonathan’s friends keep telling me. Did I tell you he was a psychotherapist? It was one of the things he did, run training courses on grief counselling. Ironic, really.’

‘Then you don’t need me to tell you the strange things bereavement does to people. And after all it’s only been a few weeks. You need to be kind to yourself.’ Abbie adds a few drops from each of the two bottles to a small phial, tops it up with water from a larger bottle, then hands it to Sally. ‘There you are. You know how to take it, don’t you? Three drops, three times a day. And carry the opal with you, near your body. In a pocket will do. Give it a few weeks and we’ll try again, see if there’s been any change.’

‘Thank you, that’s great, but you must let me pay you for this. I know those drops cost money and that opal must be worth something. What’s your usual charge?’

‘No. Actually, I owe you. Shall we say we’re even?’

‘Owe me for what?’

Abbie hesitates, then takes a deep breath. ‘I’ve been trying to find the right time to talk to you about this. There’s something you need to know. For a start, I’ve a confession to make. The thing is, I’ve been trespassing on your property. And stealing.’

‘Really? Stealing what?’

‘Water.’

‘Water? Oh, for heaven’s sake. You are joking, aren’t you?’ But Abbie looks too serious. ‘I don’t believe this.’

‘There’s a natural spring on your land. The water’s very pure and I’ve been using it for my medicinal work. And, er…’

‘How much water are we talking about?’

‘Oh, only a few bottles a year.’

‘So, what’s the problem? I don’t—’

‘But, the thing is…I’m not the only one.’

‘Oh, I see.’ Sally is thoughtful for a moment. ‘That might explain something. I told you I’ve been sleeping well, and I have. Up until last night. Something woke me, though I don’t know what exactly. Don’t worry, it was long after your party had finished. But there was this woman. Cat was with her and she came out of the trees and across the lawn. She was carrying what looked like a water jar.’

‘I’m sorry, we should have told you before.’

‘We? Who’s “we”?’

‘There’s a few of us who go to the spring. I don’t know all of them, I don’t think anyone does. No one goes there very often, and we never take much, only what we can carry away and never more than we need.’

‘I found the spring this morning, and the pool, on the shortcut through the trees. And there are things under the water. Lots of old things, like jewellery.’

‘It’s a sort of tradition, a gift for the Goddess. It’s a way of saying thank you for…Look, this must sound really crazy. It all started a very long time ago. You have to understand that this village is old, built over and over again on the same site. It goes back centuries. The spring has always been there and people have always believed the water is somehow special. More than that, they believed that it has certain properties and that it is looked after by a guardian spirit.’

‘What, like a sort of sacred grove?’

‘Something like that. This whole area used to be forest, you see. Gradually the land was cleared for farming, especially around the time the manor house was built. That’s this place, of course, though, like your cottage, the original building was much older. But the area of trees around the spring was always preserved. At some time someone put a house there. Probably just a one-room shelter, but it got altered over time. That’s how it got its name, Stonewater Cottage—from the spring. Anyway, the woods gradually retreated down towards the river and the stream still runs through what’s left of it. But you would know that: you said you’d taken the walk across the fields and through the woods to the bridge.’

‘Yes, the first time I came. The day of the accident.’

‘Well, anyway, that’s how your cottage and land became separated, like a sort of island among the manor farmlands. It was for the women of the village, you see, they still needed the water. And the place itself, it has its own power, not only in the water. I’m not explaining this very well.’

‘Are you trying to tell me that I own some sort of shrine?’

‘Yes, you could put it like that.’

‘What, like the one at Glastonbury or something? Does this mean I’m going to get coach parties arriving in the summer, trippers wanting cream teas and bottles of holy water?’

Abbie smiles. ‘Oh, no, no. Nothing like that, I promise you. In fact we’ve always been careful to keep it a secret. There are only a few women who know about it. Only those who need it.’

‘And do I get any say in the matter?’ Sally sounds concerned.

‘Of course. It’s your land, everyone respects that. I promise there won’t be any problem for you. As I say, the women are very discreet, they’ll come and go without you even noticing.’

‘You said something before about this village always being a place for women. What sort of women?’

‘Healers, like myself, seers, women who work with natural energies.’

‘Witches?’

‘Yes, some may have been called witches, wise women, those who understood the wisdom of the Earth.’

‘And where do I fit into all this?’

‘Maybe that’s one of the things you’re trying to remember. Perhaps the water itself may help you—’

There are sounds from the stables beyond the office partition. Wilson is suddenly restless, shifting in his stall, the weight of his body falling against the gate. He lets out a cry, a sharp-edged whinny, agitated. Abbie goes to the door and Sally follows, her head spinning, trying to make sense of what she has been told. She wants to find out more, but Abbie is now onto other matters.

‘What’s up, boy? Something upset you? Oh, I see.’ She points at something near the main door: a small grey shadow that darts away and out into the yard. ‘A visitor. Your cat, I think.’

‘She must have followed me over here. I thought I’d left her in the trees.’

‘Oh, she comes over quite often now. It started before you moved in, when I was feeding her.’

‘Is that all right? She won’t frighten the horses, will she?’

‘I was rather hoping she’d frighten the mice.’
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There are shouts and giggles and yaps from the hall. Two Jack Russell terriers, out earlier with George and Philip, cannot believe their luck when they are leashed again for an after-lunch walk down to the pub. The four young people are going for a pint and a game of snooker. The front door bangs behind them and the house sinks into a comfortable silence. Sally, Abbie and George savour it for a few moments. Sally’s mind is still in Abbie’s office with its cupboard full of mysteries. She is aware of the roughly formed opal in the depths of her pocket, along with the little bottle of Bach remedy. That must be one of the things Abbie uses the spring water for. She’s also aware of George sitting opposite her at the table, and knows that this isn’t a good time to talk about it.

George and Philip had returned from whatever they were doing to the tractor, both claiming starvation. Despite the lavish meal, they had dined comfortably in the kitchen, all seated around the huge table. The oversized hunk of beef was quickly reduced to a few scraps, and Philip, as eldest son, claimed his right to the last roast potato. The table now lies in a chaos of empty platters and wine glasses.

‘You sure you’ve had enough, Sally? The swarm of locusts has left us a little of the dessert. I’m glad they made two apple pies. Look, there’s barely a quarter of one left.’

‘You must be kidding! I don’t think I’ll need to eat again for a fortnight. Where did all that food go?’

‘Growing boys,’ says George. ‘Never ceases to amaze me how much they can pack away. Thank God we only have to feed them at weekends, eh love?’

Sally liked George instantly, but can well believe his intolerance of Abbie’s interest in alternative medicine. He’s a solid man, the cornerstone of this family. There’s a kind edge to his firmness of speech, and his judgements are tempered with fairness. If I were ever in trouble with the law, she thinks, I’d know exactly who to go to; just don’t mention UFO sightings or crop circles. Obviously, the family is genetically divided down the centre. If Daniel is his mother’s son, then Philip is the product of his father: dark hair, dark eyes, solid, dependable. Philip has inherited his father’s love of horses; but in Daniel, as in Abbie, it’s more of a soul-bonding with the creatures. And it doesn’t stop there.

‘Tell me,’ says Sally, ‘what’s all this about Daniel and the elephants?’

‘Oh, that. It started when he was about four.’ George looks to Abbie for confirmation. ‘We took him to Colchester Zoo. As soon as he saw the elephants, he was sold. Spent the whole day by their enclosure, wouldn’t look at anything else. It’s been a passion with him ever since. We went to Africa when he was, what, twelve? Safari holiday. That sealed his future.’

‘So he wants to work with elephants?’

‘Yes, but we’re not sure if it will be veterinary college or zoology. At the moment he’s filling in at the polytechnic, doing a two-year foundation course in animal welfare while he makes up his mind.’

‘And Philip’s up at Cambridge reading history, isn’t he? What does he want to do?’

‘He’s not really sure yet. He’s always been interested in local history. Queen Boudicca, the Iceni tribes and all that.’

‘I was watching something on TV last night about ancient bones being found near here. Sabre-toothed tigers. Boudicca came from round this way, too, didn’t she?’

‘Yes, towards Ely anyway. This whole area has a very colourful history. And of course this part of Suffolk is Matthew Hopkins country.’

‘I’m sorry, who’s Matthew Hopkins?’

‘He was more recent, the 1600s. The Witchfinder General.’

Abbie stands up. ‘Sally, you’d like some coffee, wouldn’t you?’

‘Love some, but you must let me help wash up.’

‘No need,’ says George, ‘we’ve got a machine does that. Tell you what, you clear the table, Sally, and I’ll load the dishwasher while Abbie makes the coffee. That’s right, just pile them on the workbench. And what about you, Sally, what do you do for a living? Abbie said something about putting you in touch with prospective clients.’

‘Well, I’m a graphic designer. I was working for a big London advertising corporation, but I thought I’d try something on my own. It would be good to work directly with the client, a more personal service for local businessmen. It would have to be on a very small scale, of course.’

‘Most businesses around here are small. Not much money for big advertising campaigns.’

‘That’s just it. Computer-generated design work cuts down the costs because there’s no need to spend a fortune on printed leaflets and letterheads and so forth. I could work one on one with the client, design items to suit their individual needs, and then provide them with the software to print off their own stuff as it’s needed. Could save them a fortune.’

‘Now that does sound interesting.’

‘In fact I can handle their whole publicity presentation package, including newspaper advertising and PowerPoint presentations. And I can set them up an interactive website and teach them how to use it. Or at least I will be able to when I sort my computer out.’

‘Oh, the tablemats go in the top drawer there. You having technical problems?’

‘I set the computer up yesterday and it seems to be working OK, but I can’t get access to the internet.’

‘Phone line OK?’

‘Well, the phone’s working all right and I had the telephone company install a new phone jack in the office. Must be something wrong with the modem. Perhaps it got damaged in the move.’

‘Ayden Drayton. Now he’s the chap. Lives in the village, got a shop in Newmarket. I could have a word with him if you like. Get him to give you a ring. What do you think, Abbie?’

Abbie raises her eyebrow and gives a shrug, continues to spoon ground coffee into the plunger.

‘You don’t approve? I thought he was the computer expert round here. You know his wife, don’t you?’

‘Yes, I do know his wife, poor woman.’

‘Why, what’s wrong with her?’

‘Nothing a good divorce wouldn’t cure. The man’s a smarmy little creep who can’t keep his hands off anything that isn’t male. Thinks he’s Hallowfield’s answer to Tom Cruise. But, yes, I’m sure he could help with your computer problems, Sally. Make sure you keep him at arm’s length, that’s all.’

‘Makes a nuisance of himself, does he?’ George slams the dishwasher door. ‘I know he fancies himself a bit, but I didn’t realize it was that bad. Hasn’t been coming on to you, has he?’

‘Of course he has. Why should I be the only one left out? Don’t worry, George, I’m a big girl. I can look after myself.’

‘Even so, you shouldn’t have to put up with that sort of thing. If a fellow’s over-fond of the women, he should still respect a chap’s wife.’

‘That’s just it. I don’t think he is fond of women. In fact I think underneath all that sexual innuendo he actually hates them. It’s a power game with him. Uses sex as a sort of weapon. You know the type, don’t you, Sally?’

‘Oh, yes, I know exactly what you mean. Thanks for the warning. But I do need to get my machine up and running. At least I’ll know what to expect.’

‘OK, I’ll get onto him for you, if you’re sure you want to risk it. Meanwhile,’ says George, ‘I’ll make a few phone calls, see if we can drum up some business for you.’


Six


Morning of Tuesday, 7 November
Full Moon



SALLY HAS BEEN BAKING. Not intending to slide into bad habits, she’s making an effort to cook proper food. Living alone, it’s all too easy to pop a supermarket frozen dinner into the microwave. A quiche is cooling on the table, ready to go with a tossed salad tonight, and, as the oven was heated, she has tried out a new recipe for carrot cake. If it turns out all right, she’ll invite Abbie over for coffee later.

Although Cat has been witness to the process, Sally has the impression that her mind is somewhere else. She’s been unsettled all morning, pacing to and fro, even refused her breakfast. Sally feels like one of those television chefs, giving a running commentary on her culinary art to a television audience that’s not paying attention.

For the first time in her life, she’s living alone. Before Jonathan, she had shared a flat with two other girls, and at college there was a big accommodation block filled with students. It takes some getting used to, this isolation, but she’s beginning to love the freedom of it. Every moment is hers to do with as she wishes—no one to answer to, nothing to justify. But easy to slip into bad habits. One could spend all day in bed, eat out of tins, throw garbage out the window. Not good. Hence, self-discipline and home baking. And thank God for Cat. She, of course, has made a seemingly effortless adjustment to her new lifestyle, as cats do. ‘But what about me, eh Cat? I’m bred to live as one of a pair, a family, a group. Humans were never designed to exist in isolation.’ I’m like an old maid, she thinks, living alone with my cat, talking to it because there’s no one else who will listen. I’m turning into Mad Martha.

At the sound of a car pulling up at the gate, Cat ceases to pace the floor and leaps up onto the worktop, crouching, ears flat.

‘It’s OK, it’ll be the computer man, that’s all.’ Cat utters a deep, throaty moan. ‘I’ll have to let him in. You’re going to have to get used to visitors, you know. Don’t worry, he won’t stay long.’ Sally brushes flour from her sweater and ruffles her short layers of hair into shape.

Leather toolcase in one hand, the man leans the other arm on the doorpost and smiles down at her. He is tall and broad-shouldered, good-looking. His dark brown eyes widen as he judges her, conveying surprise and admiration, and many other things she doesn’t want to know about.

‘Mrs Crawford?’ His voice is rich, carrying a subtle trace of mockery ‘Ayden Drayton at your service. Your neighbour, Mr Hunter-Gordon, asked me to call in. Says you’ve got a problem and I’m the man to fix it for you.’

‘Oh, yes, that’s right. Thank you for coming so quickly.’ Sally feels caught off-guard, even though George rang early that morning and told her to expect the engineer. She’s conscious of Cat behind her, shoulders hunched and muttering under her breath.

‘If you could show me the patient.’

‘Yes, of course, please come in. Don’t mind the cat, she’s in a strange mood this morning. It’s in the back room, this way.’

‘Prefer dogs myself. Nice house. Not been here long, have you?’

‘Moved in last week. That might be the cause of the problem. Transporting it, I mean, though I was very careful. In here.’

‘Who re-installed it when you got here?’

‘Well, me of course.’

‘That’s probably the fault, then. Complicated things computers, all those wires, easy to get it wrong. Should have got a man to do it.’ He stares at her, not breaking his gaze, until she’s forced to look away.

‘Well, I think I know how it goes together. Besides the computer itself seems fine. It’s just that I can’t dial out. I had a new phone jack installed and the phone is working OK. I thought it might be the modem.’

‘You know what a modem is, then?’ He raises his eyebrows. ‘I tell you what, why don’t you let me take a look while you make me a coffee.’

‘Oh, of course. I’ll go and put the kettle on.’ Glad to escape to the kitchen, she grabs mugs and a carton of milk. The spoon clatters onto the tray and she finds her hands are shaking. Cat is still complaining.

‘What the hell’s got into you, Grouchpuss?’

Cat looks towards the hallway and the back room. She bares her teeth and utters a hiss and a spit.

‘I absolutely agree with you, but I do need to have the machine fixed. Just bear with it a while longer, will you? I’ll get rid of him as soon as I can.’

She carries the tray through to her office. He’s sitting in her chair, leaning back comfortably, his body claiming her territory. As his fingers skip over the keyboard, lines of white lettering scroll down a black screen. He continues to watch the monitor and she has a chance to assess him. Not as attractive as she’d thought—or rather too good-looking, like an overblown rose, too lush, too sensuous. How old? Thirty-five-ish, waist thickening: another ten years and it will be a beer gut; full lips moulded by condescension into a permanent smirk.

‘You’ve got a virus.’ He makes it sound like an insult, the result of some promiscuous lapse of vigilance.

‘Oh, you’re joking. I’m always so careful. You can see I’ve got a full security system. It was fine last time I used it in London.’

‘That’s how these things work. Lie dormant in the system. Could have been there ages. When you tried to reconnect it, that’s when it became activated.’

‘How would that affect the dial-out?’

‘Disconnects the modem. You were right there. Clever girl.’

‘Can you fix it?’

‘I can fix all sorts of things. Lucky I brought this with me.’ He brandishes a CD. ‘My little Magic Bullet. You’d be amazed at what I can fix with one of these.’ He inserts it into the drive, attacks the keyboard again, then reaches for his coffee. ‘We’ll just let that run for a few moments. Won’t take long.’

‘I didn’t know if you took sugar.’

‘No thanks, love. Sweet enough as I am. I can see you don’t come from round here.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘Too classy for Hallowfield. Kensington or Chelsea would be more your sort of style. Still, it’s nice to see a good-looking woman in the village for a change. So, you’re all on your own then, are you?’

‘My husband died recently.’

‘So George was telling me. Must be difficult without a man around.’

‘How do you mean?’ God, I shouldn’t have said that, she thinks the moment the words leave her mouth.

‘Well, you know how you women are? Need a man to look after you, see you right. Or are you one of these independent types, think you can manage without us?’

‘I’m not alone out of choice. And, like a lot of other women, I’m sure I’ll learn to manage. Especially when I get to know more people in the village. I don’t think I’ve met your wife yet, have I? What’s her first name?’ She looks at him steadily now, having scored a point.

‘Claire. No, you wouldn’t have met her. Doesn’t go out much.’

‘At home with the kids, I expect?’

‘No, we don’t have a family. It’s just that she’s not good in company, finds it difficult mixing with people.’

‘She doesn’t work then?’

‘No. Suffers a bit with her nerves. Nothing serious. Gets stressed, that’s all. She does a bit of voluntary work, though. Helps out at the charity shop run by that vicar’s wife.’

‘Oh, where’s that?’

‘Up the other end of the main street, one of the old Victorian terraces. Don’t suppose it will last, never does with Claire. Her nerves, you see, things always get too much for her. Mind you, the woman who runs the place is a right nutcase. Enough to send anyone round the twist. You’d think, him being a church man, he’d have more control over her, wouldn’t you?’

‘I don’t think I’ve met her yet.’

‘You soon will do, no doubt. Her and that neighbour of yours, George’s wife, thick as thieves they are. Same goes for most of the women round here. Especially that dark one.’

‘I probably don’t know her either.’

‘Naomi, that’s what she calls herself. She’s another one lives on her own. Now her I wouldn’t trust at any length. You want to keep well clear of her, I’m telling you. Got some strange ideas. Doesn’t seem to like men much.’

The computer emits a loud bleep and something on the screen is flashing. ‘There, I think that’s the one. Right, we’ll soon knock this little intruder on the head.’

His eyes are off Sally now and on the machine, fingers darting across the keyboard. A momentary release. The room is too small for more than one person, the other chair too close to his. She stands, leaning her back against the filing cabinet, sips her coffee and tries to re-order her thoughts. He’s a powerful force, more powerful than this space can contain. He exudes that certain type of male energy, offensive yet magnetic, and she’s both attracted and repelled by him. Abbie was right: aggressive more than passionate. And, strangely, she can sense something of Jonathan in him; that disturbs her more than anything. She wants him out of here. Of course she can handle him, and yet…He knows how to evoke that visceral weakness in her that causes her to distrust her own instincts. He knows the weight of his influence, knows women like her, knows all her frailties, the cracks in her shield. Oh yes, she wants him out of here.

‘So, it should work now?’

‘That’s the theory.’ He leans across to remove his disk from the drive, his arm unnecessarily close to her hip. He looks up at her, asking with his eyes. ‘Let’s try it, shall we?’ He clicks the mouse. The Explorer program opens along with the dial-up box. There’s the joyful little sound of the dial code and the sustained tone of a connection being made. The home page comes alive.

‘Thank God for that’ There’s too much relief in Sally’s voice. ‘Well done.’

‘Easy when you know how.’

‘Well, thanks anyway’

‘My pleasure.’ He raises himself out of the chair, his body stretching, blocking her path to the door. His hand grips the cabinet beside her, trapping her. ‘If you have any more problems, you just call me. I’m nearby so I can come by any time.’ His other hand produces a card from his pocket. ‘My number’s on here.’ He traces the edge of the card along her cheek. His eyes hold hers. Sally is paralysed, her pulse pounding, her breath freezing in her throat; a small creature caught in the headlight of an oncoming truck. ‘An evening would be good. Then I wouldn’t have to rush things, we could take our time.’

A sudden streak of grey flashes across the room, a ball of fur and fury. Cat lands on his arm, falls, claws grappling his hand, full weight catching the skin. Then she’s on the floor.

‘Bloody hell!’ He kicks out, but Cat is already out the door. He grasps the injured hand, blood oozing through the fingers.

Sally is stunned. At first she can’t speak, then, ‘I’m sorry. So very sorry. Let me see to it. I’ll fetch a wet cloth.’ She escapes to the kitchen. He follows her, pulling a handkerchief from his pocket.

‘Don’t bother. It’s not too bad, just a scratch.’ The white cloth is dotted with scarlet, but he’s right, they’re only puncture wounds that will soon scab over. ‘That cat of yours is crazy, ought to get it seen to.’

‘I don’t know what got into her, she’s never…I mean…I’m so sorry. What can I say?’

‘Never did like cats. You can’t trust them. If it was mine, I’d have it put down. Right, I’m off. I’ll send you the bill’
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When Sally goes back to her office to collect the tray of mugs, the screen is alive and running online. She’s still shaking. She moves into the chair and is suddenly uncomfortable, conscious of the warmth of his body seeping into the cushion, his hands touching her desk. There’s a momentary feeling of revulsion before she tells herself she’s getting it all out of proportion. A sleazy flirt, that’s all, thinks he’s God’s gift to women. She’s come across dozens of his sort before, and no doubt will again. No, it’s more than that. Her hand reaches into her pocket, touches the opal, feels it tingle through her fingers. There’s something not right about that man, some dark energy that echoes through hidden hollows deep in her mind. If only she could remember…

She comes off-line, shuts down the machine, and pulls the door to behind her, closing the whole episode.

Back in the kitchen, taps on full, hot water to scald clean the mug he had used. Then she hears the familiar click-clack noise of the cat-flap and Cat saunters into the room as if nothing has happened. She comes up to Sally, rubbing against her legs. Sally snatches her up from the floor and buries her face in the warm fur.

‘Thank you. Whatever made you do that I don’t know, but thank you. I wish I’d done the same. The creep.’

Cat tolerates this undignified outburst of affection, then, when released, decides she will eat some breakfast after all.

Sally goes upstairs and runs the shower, standing under it for ages, soaping herself then rinsing down repeatedly, as if something unpleasant had crawled all over her.
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Philip Hunter-Gordon
26 January 2007

Spent most of yesterday on the Internet. Amazing! There’s a phenomenal amount of info about the witch trials. Many of the sites have been set up by modern witches (or Wiccans, as they prefer to be called). Numerous historical accounts and lists of the names of victims, literally thousands of them. Not all of it correlates, but that’s hardly surprising considering the area (most of Europe) and time span covered and the fact that few of the researchers, no matter how well intentioned, are experienced archivists. Nevertheless, I’ve amassed a mountain of printouts. Not that I intend sifting through all of it in detail. I’m just trying to gain an overview.

It seems there were some sudden, isolated spates of witch persecution, but mostly it came in waves of activity like an epidemic that gained momentum as it spread from town to city, then from one country to another, eventually dying away again. This happened several times over hundreds of years; at one time most of Europe was infected with it. And usually associated with the sort of events that would cause psychological stress among the populus.

First records date back to twelfth-century France and the persecution of the Templars and other large and powerful groups that were seen as a threat to the Catholic Church.

There were continuous outbreaks during the fourteenth century, a time when the black death (bubonic plague) swept through Europe wiping out whole communities. As the cause was unknown, it was concluded that Devil worshippers and heretics were conspiring to destroy Christendom.

Then came the period known now as the ‘Burning Time’. A mass hysteria that swept through Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. It is claimed that thousands of individuals were tried and condemned to death, mostly by being burned alive after being tortured to extract a confession. But this may have been only the tip of the iceberg, as not all executions were recorded or even legally sanctioned. Sometimes whole villages were wiped out in one purge.

Witch-hunt hysteria continued among those who left Europe for the new colonies; reference the witch trials of Salem in 1692.

The last wave of official executions occurred in Europe in the early eighteenth century, but it had largely dissipated by the 1740s. The last legal execution of a witch occurred in 1782 in Glarus, Switzerland—not far from where the witch craze had begun in 1428. The last known witch burning in Europe took place in Poland in 1793, but it must have been an illegal act as witch trials were abolished in that country in 1782. However, that by no means put an end to the persecutions. Attacks by mobs or vigilantes continued into the nineteenth century in Western Europe.

The twentieth and twenty-first—yes, twenty-first—centuries saw outbreaks of killings in places such as India, Mexico and Croatia.

I had no idea of the extent of the problem. In fact I believed it to be something well buried in history.

It seems the Burning Times are far from over.




Seven


Afternoon of Monday, 27 November
New Moon



THE SKY IS GROWING DARK earlier each day, the year fading with the light as November draws to a close. Sally is eager to pull the curtains against the frosting air as the afternoons are eroded by encroaching twilight. Trees stand bleak, their branches stripped clean by the autumn blast. Always a cold wind this time of year, the locals tell her, blows straight across from Siberia, nothing in the way to stop it. She believes they’re kidding her.

It has been three weeks since Sally took possession of the cottage. It’s her domain now, has become a part of her; it lives inside her skin as she lives within its walls. The three weeks have slipped by almost unnoticed, yet she feels as if she has been here forever. She’s feeling great, sleeping longer, resting more deeply. It may have something to do with those Bach drops Abbie gave her. Or perhaps it’s the country air. She doesn’t always think about Jonathan, not the way she thought she would. And when he does appear at the edge of her mind, she turns away from him. There are too many things to do with Jonathan that she doesn’t want to remember.

A few business contacts, via George, have given her enough work to get started, and if her clients are happy the word will soon be passed around. A game of darts down at the Green Man, a friendly gossip and a cream cake in Ruth’s teashop, a plea for help to run a stall at the Christmas bazaar: the village has accepted her. Strangers smile and say hello as they pass in the street. Especially the women. She has found the library and arms herself with a pile of fiction against the long winter nights. And no, she’s not bored, although she’s not sure where all the time goes. Some of it is spent in wool-gathering, no doubt, or talking to Cat as they take their long walks through the woods. The little pathway through the copse is wearing deeper as both she and Abbie tread the fallen leaves. Sally knocks only briefly at Abbie’s door nowadays, and doesn’t wait to be asked before entering. In turn, Abbie shouts ‘hello’ from outside Sally’s kitchen as she struggles free of her muddy boots.

And the little spring and the women who creep in, sometimes in the dead of night, to steal its water? If they come and go, she isn’t aware of their passing. Until this morning, that is.

It’s a grey day, despite patches of pale blue sky. The horizon is banked with gun-metal clouds; only the wind keeps the rain at bay. A small sliver of moon, incongruous at midday, rides high like a scrap of torn tissue paper tossed into the air. It’s nothing like the moon she saw that night. The air is cold and she’ll be glad to get indoors.

This morning it was another trip into Cambridge. A hairdresser’s appointment this time, then coffee at Auntie’s Tearoom. A set of antique copper pans gleaming at her from a shop window are just what is needed to brighten up the kitchen wall. She’s unloading them from the boot now, huge cardboard box balanced between one knee and the bumper. Suddenly her gate opens and a woman steps out, lugging a plastic water carrier.

The woman looks familiar. Sally thinks she might have seen her before, perhaps at the bus stop or waiting outside the schoolyard. She looks so practical in her waxed jacket and green Wellies, a knot of auburn curls escaping from under a headscarf. She looks up at Sally and smiles.

‘Merry meet,’ the woman says.

‘Blessed be,’ Sally replies.

Sally’s mouth hangs open as the woman trudges across the lay-by and onto the road. What was that? What did she say? What did I say? What the hell…?

‘Hey—’ Sally turns to call after her. The box wobbles and Sally teeters, both threatening to tumble into the mud. She shoves the box back into the boot and runs across the gravel, but the woman is way ahead now, almost to the bend. And what would Sally say if she caught up with her? Perhaps I misheard, she thinks. No, I didn’t. And she plunges her hand into her pocket and searches out the opal stone, clutching it tightly. No, I definitely didn’t mishear. That’s what she said: merry meet. And I said blessed be. She shakes her head.

Retrieving the box, she goes through the gate herself, still trying to get her head around what has happened.

Cat is waiting on the doorstep.

‘And what are you grinning at? Another friend of yours, I suppose?’

But Cat makes no reply, merely yawns and stretches her back.
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The closed sign is clearly visible on the door of Ruth’s tearoom, the curtains pulled firmly across the lower half of the windows. But the door isn’t locked and yellow light from inside floods the pavement. The tearoom doubles as a social venue for small clubs, committee meetings and so forth. The village hall works fine for yoga sessions and the playgroup, and there’s a stage for the occasional public meeting or entertainment, but it’s far too cavernous for smaller gatherings. Besides, Ruth loves any excuse to play hostess, as if she doesn’t see enough of the villagers during the day. Her shop, with its ancient beamed ceiling and wall lights shaded in antique glass, provides a homely atmosphere where friends draw together in comfort.

Tonight it’s the monthly meeting of the Hallowfield Book Club. The early arrivals are pushing the small tables together to make one large surface, covering it with a crisp linen cloth. A circle of chairs is arranged around it and Ruth carries in her best china platters heaped with homemade biscuits.

‘Kettle’s on,’ she says, ‘I thought we’d start with a cup of tea this time. Nice way to welcome the new member, help her feel comfortable while we make the introductions.’

‘Abbie’s bringing her, isn’t she?’ That was a middle-aged man in a buttoned-up cardigan and horn-rimmed glasses.

‘That’s right. Next-door neighbour. Moved in about three weeks ago.’

‘Yes, I met her down at the pub,’ says the man. ‘She was playing pool with Abbie’s lad and his girlfriend. Attractive young woman, certainly. Now, if I were a bit younger…’ He winks at Ruth.

‘Well, you’re not, and even if you were I doubt your attentions would be welcome just at present’

‘That’s the woman whose husband…you know…’ A younger woman, large teeth, hair cropped into a severe bob, dumps her bag on the table. ‘It’s very awkward, isn’t it? I mean, I don’t know what to say to her. Do we offer condolences or what? It seems an odd way to start a book discussion. Like, it sort of colours everything, doesn’t it?’

‘Perhaps it’s best not to say anything unless she brings it up herself,’ says Ruth. ‘We should give her a chance to move on from all that, get back to some sort of normality. Just make her welcome as we would any other newcomer, then we’ll get on with our evening as usual.’

‘Yes, I expect you’re right. Still, it gives me the creeps, what happened to him. I mean, just thinking about it.’ She gives a shudder. ‘I’ve seen her around the village a few times. Looks very smart, bit posh for Hallowfield. God knows what she’ll think of us.’

‘She’ll have to take us as she finds us. Now, have we put enough chairs out? Better pull up a couple more, I think we’re expecting a full house tonight. Except for Claire—she sends her apologies. Is the room warm enough?’

‘All eager to meet the new member, eh Ruth?’ says the man in the cardigan. ‘Sure it’s not morbid curiosity?’

‘Course not. Besides, she’s very nice and I’m sure she’ll fit in fine. If we all behave properly, that is. She might be just what we need, bit of fresh air. Now, if we’re going to have an extra round of tea I’d better put some more biscuits out.’

Ruth darts back and forth and fusses with the table while people continue to arrive. The room is alive with conversation by the time Abbie opens the door and ushers Sally in. There’s an instant hush. Ruth hurries forward to make Sally welcome.

‘Come on in, love. That’s right, pop your coat up there, then come over and I’ll introduce you to everyone. I think we’re all here now except Fran.’

‘Fran’s the vicar’s wife, Sally,’ whispers Abbie as they remove their coats. ‘And whatever image that conjures up for you, I can assure you it’s wrong. She’s always the last to arrive, likes to make an entrance.’

‘Everyone, I’d like you to meet our new neighbour.’ Ruth turns to face the gathering, now all fully focused on the newcomer. ‘This is Sally Crawford. Recently moved to Wicker Lane. She’s a guest for tonight, but we’re hoping she might consider joining us as a regular member.’

Sally does the round of handshakes, names forgotten as soon as they’re spoken, except for the cardigan, who appears to be in charge and is called Harry. The only other males are a retired bank manager and a serious-looking young man with acne. Ruth and Abbie she already knows, of course, and there’s the local librarian whom she has already met several times. In addition to the young woman with the teeth, there are three other female members she hasn’t met before, although one of them could be the woman she encountered coming out of her gate. If it is her, she gives no indication of recognition, and this is hardly the circumstance in which to challenge her about it.

They all settle around the table and tea is served, the biscuits passed around with suitable compliments to the baker. Harry explains how the club is run.

‘We alternate, you see, month by month. One month it’s a new book from the bestseller list—there, we’re obviously guided by the current reviews. The next month we choose something more established in the literary world, perhaps one of the classics, or it could be something more recent, like a prize-winner or the like.’

‘It’s a good system,’ adds the girl with the teeth. ‘It makes us broaden our reading range. This month we’ve been reading Kiss of a Stranger, Martin Phelps. Last month it was To Kill a Mockingbird. What do you usually read, Sally?’

Sally is saved from answering that question by the door being flung open, and a blast of icy air sweeps in the last-awaited member.

‘God, it’s bloody freezing out there! Sorry I’m late, folks, damned car wouldn’t start again.’ The woman shakes herself out of a motley-looking sheepskin jacket. Underneath it she’s wearing a full-length, Indian-patterned skirt and a matted woollen jumper with holes at the elbows. She heads across to the table, hugging Abbie and kissing Ruth on her way around to Sally. ‘Hi, you must be the new girl? Lost your husband in that awful car crash, didn’t you? Ghastly business.’

There are several muffled gasps around the room. Oblivious of the reaction, the latest arrival wraps her arms around Sally’s shoulders and plants a kiss on the top of her head. ‘You poor wee lamb.’

‘And this is Fran, Sally. No doubt you’ll be seeing a lot more of her,’ Abbie says, visibly cringing, then mouths ‘sorry’ from behind her hand.

‘Should have paid you a visit sooner. Parish duties, that sort of thing. Still, you don’t need that, do you? Enough on your plate without the God squad on your doorstep trying to drum up business. Any of that tea left in the pot?’ Fran pulls a chair up to the table and grabs a handful of biscuits. Beads and bracelets jangle as she moves, her long, grey hair tumbling loose from a collection of tortoiseshell combs stuck, seemingly at random, into her hair. She has the bone structure of Katharine Hepburn and, despite the boarding-school accent, all the grace and charm of a building-site navvy. Sally is trying very hard not to giggle.

‘I was just explaining to Sally how we operate.’ Harry is obviously trying diversionary tactics. ‘How did people get on with Kiss of a Stranger?’

‘Chance would be a fine thing,’ laughs Fran. ‘Don’t even get one from the milkman these days.’

Suddenly everyone is talking at once as various copies of the Martin Phelps’s paperback are produced and laid on the table. As it happens, Sally has read the book recently and is able to participate in the ensuing lively debate. This isn’t at all like the literary discussions she’s used to with her London friends, mostly regurgitated cant of the critics, what’s hot and what’s not. Much to her surprise, these people do seem to have read the book thoroughly and have managed to form their own opinions. Several have marked certain passages they particularly enjoyed, or not, as the case may be. These are read aloud and evaluated in terms of literary style and furtherance of the plot, and analysed in the broader context of human behaviour. Despite the discussion being heated, and at times personal and full of hidden agendas, by the end of an hour Sally is determined to read the book again, this time from a more informed perspective.

‘We’ll have another tea break now,’ says Ruth, ‘then decide on next month’s selection.’

‘Perhaps Sally would like choose next month’s book?’ says the young man with the acne. ‘If you’d like to join us again, that is.’

‘Oh, yes. Yes, I’d love to.’ Sally’s enthusiasm surprises even herself. She looks around the table at the odd assortment of characters. A few months ago she wouldn’t have imagined herself spending one evening in such company, let alone enjoying it and coming back for more. The discussion was certainly stimulating, but it’s not that alone which intrigues her. She can feel all the undercurrents of sufferance and empathy, power jostling, and petty jealousies that are fostered in a close and closed community. There are lines here that run back generations, deep tracks formed by friendships and loyalties. It’s like a huge, extended family.

More tea is poured, and people get up from the table, stretch their legs and move about the room, talking in small clusters. Sally, aware of the natural curiosity she’s bound to attract, hovers close to Abbie. Now might be a good time to say something to the water carrier. On second thoughts, maybe it’s best to just leave it. There might be God knows how many more of them, and there are other ways of getting to know people.

The library woman approaches. ‘I’m so glad you could join us. Do try one of these before I finish the lot. I’m trying to cut down, but…’ She offers the plate of biscuits and Sally obliges. ‘And how are you liking village life, Sally? Must be very different from the city.’

‘I’m enjoying the peace, the slow pace.’

‘Not much in the way of night life, I’m afraid.’ The girl with the teeth hands her a cup of tea. ‘Still, we’re not far from Cambridge, and of course Norwich has an excellent theatre. With Christmas coming up there’s bound to be something on worth seeing. You made any plans for Christmas, Abbie?’

‘Just the family as usual. That’s enough to cope with.’

‘And what about you, Sally? Do you have any family?’ The girl goes red to the roots of her hair. ‘Oh, gosh, I shouldn’t have said that.’

‘No, that’s all right.’ Sally places a hand on her arm for reassurance. ‘I hadn’t really thought about Christmas. Our parents split up several years ago, you see. Now there’s only my sister. I suppose I could always invite her to come for a few days.’

‘You know you’re always welcome to join us,’ says Abbie. ‘Your sister, too, if she’s here.’

The conversation flutters around the street decorations in town and the issue of plastic as opposed to real Christmas trees, all safe, impersonal subjects. Eventually the others drift off and Fran takes the opportunity to catch Sally and Abbie alone.

‘There, that wasn’t too bad was it, Sally?’ she asks. ‘What sign are you?’

‘Sorry?’

‘What sign? You know, when were you born?’

‘Oh, the twenty-second of April, Taurus.’

‘Only just, though: right on the cusp. Enough of Aries in there to lighten the load. Still, Taurus is good, lots of patience.’

‘You’re interested in astrology?’ Sally sounds surprised.

‘Yes, any reason I shouldn’t be?’

‘No, only I thought…I mean…. does the Church approve of that sort of thing?’

‘Hardly, but it’s only one item on a very long list. Don’t confuse me with my husband, my dear. I’m sure you’ll meet him soon enough.’ Then, turning to Abbie, ‘Claire not here again?’

‘No, apparently she rang earlier, didn’t she, Ruth?’

Ruth moves over to join them. ‘Yes, that’s right.’ She lowers her voice to a whisper, moving in to close a small circle with Abbie, Fran and Sally. ‘Said she’s not feeling too good. Again.’

Fran and Abbie say nothing, but a certain look is exchanged.

‘That wouldn’t be Claire Drayton, would it?’ asks Sally.

‘Yes. Why, do you know her?’

‘No, but I met her husband. Ayden, is it? Came round to fix my computer.’

‘George’s idea,’ says Abbie.

‘And?’ says Fran, ‘No, it’s OK, we can all guess the rest.’

‘I think he said his wife works for you, Fran. Some sort of charity shop?’

‘That’s right. Helps out for part of the week. Nearest he’ll let her get to a proper job.’

‘He did say something about her suffering from her nerves.’

‘I bet he did. And did he tell you she also has a strange habit of walking into doors and falling down steps?’

‘Look Fran, we don’t know—’

‘Oh, get real, Ruth. Of course we know. Everybody knows.’

‘But unless she’s willing to talk about it,’ says Abbie, ‘there’s really nothing anyone can do.’

‘Bastard ought to be castrated.’ Fran speaks a little too loudly.

‘Who are you thinking of castrating now, eh, Fran?’

‘Relax, Harry, it’s not you.’

Harry joins the women. ‘So, Sally, what do you do at this cottage of yours? I heard you were starting some sort of business.’

‘I’m giving it a go, anyway.’ Sally explains about her work and her growing list of clients.

‘Oh, yes, that reminds me,’ says Abbie, ‘I might have another customer for you. Naomi. I don’t think you’ve met her yet, have you?’

‘Is she thinking of advertising?’ asks Ruth.

‘Been getting lots of inquiries from abroad recently, she was saying. Talking about setting up a website. Probably needs brochures as well. Look, if you’re free tomorrow morning, Sally, I’ll take you round and introduce you. Should have thought of that before. I think you two would really hit it off.’

‘Yes, sure. What does she do?’ asks Sally.

‘Makes guitars. What is it she calls herself? A luthier or something?’

‘Should be interesting, I’ve never worked for a musician before.’

‘Oh no, she doesn’t play them herself,’ says Ruth, ‘only makes them. It’s her hand, you see. Slight disability.’

At an unspoken signal, the members drift over to the counter where the empty cups are stacked, then make their way back to the table and take up their seats for the second half of the meeting. Sally moves to follow suit, but Fran detains her a moment, laying a hand on her shoulder. She leans close, whispering in Sally’s ear. ‘There’s something else you ought to know about Naomi, Sally.’

‘Oh really, what’s that?’

‘Naomi is our local witch.’


Eight


Morning of Tuesday, 28 November
First Quarter



IT’S OBVIOUS, FROM THE FULL-SIZED FRONT WINDOWS either side of the central door, that at some time the old terraced house has been used as a shop. More recently the glass has been blanked out by swirling patterns of purple and violet paint. There are two front doors, the discreetly unmarked one presumably leading to the upstairs flat. The other door is ornately lettered in gold with a name, Naomi Walker, and underneath that the word Luthier. An old-fashioned bell chimes as Abbie pushes the door open and she and Sally enter. Their shoes stir the fragrance of scattered wood shavings as they step down. The first impression Sally has is of utter disorder. A huge, central bench, littered with tools and curls of wood, dominates the workshop. Further tables on either side are piled with chunks of timber and pots of glue and varnish, and the walls tacked with posters, diagrams and hand-scrawled notes on scraps of paper. But then she sees rows of bright steel implements arranged on racks in order of size. Along one wall hangs a procession of partly constructed instruments, their bodies of raw wood, outlined shapes with no backs, dismembered necks, inlaid with mother of pearl; a line of unborn infants awaiting full-term. Sally gazes around the room, enthralled by the familiar lines and curves and the strangeness of their unfinished state. It’s not until Abbie speaks that she realizes there’s someone else in the room.

‘Hi, we’re not too early, are we?’

‘No way.’ The woman working at the bench rises and comes forward to greet them. ‘Come in and welcome. And you’re Sally.’

Sally gasps, then tries to speak but can’t find any words. There are two reasons for this. First, Naomi is—what? Beautiful? Stunning? She’s what Sally’s London friends would call drop-dead gorgeous, but, faced with this dark siren, that phrase sounds cheapening and irreverent. Naomi is tall and lean and, as she turns to face them, she moves like a panther. A swirl of long, dark hair traces the pattern of her motion, coming to rest in a swathe around her shoulders. She’s wearing loose-fitting pants and a soft linen shirt nipped in at the waist with a leather belt, a style that emphasizes her slimness and easy grace. Her skin is olive, betraying some exotic ancestry, eyes dark onyx.

‘I’ve been wanting to meet you. I was thinking up an excuse to call round when Abbie told me about your new business.’

As Naomi approaches her, Sally’s certainty grows. Yes, it is her—the hair, the long-limbed flex of her body. That’s the other reason why Sally is rendered speechless—Naomi is the woman in the moonlight; the one who emerged from the trees and crossed the lawn.

‘I’m sure Sally will be able to help,’ says Abbie. ‘She’s full of wonderful ideas.’

‘I certainly hope so.’ Naomi touches Sally’s arm. Her fingers are long and slender. ‘Guitars I understand, but with computers I’m out of my depth. Oh, I have one, of course, and I can word-process and do the email thing, but I can’t get into all that complicated stuff. It’s the website that’s the real problem. It seems I’m going to have to take that on if I want to expand my business and deal with orders from overseas. I’m getting a lot of inquiries from America. Look, I’ve got masses of good photographs if we could use them. And what about credit card payments? Can we make that happen online?’

‘Well, yes…er…’

‘Oh, Sally, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to charge at you like that. It’s just that I’m so excited about this. You don’t know what a relief it is to have someone come and sort it out for me! Let me make us some coffee and I promise I’ll slow down a bit. Or would you prefer tea? I’ve got all sorts of herbal stuff.’

‘Tell you what,’ says Abbie, ‘why don’t I put the kettle on while you show Sally round the workshop?’

‘That sounds like a good idea.’ Sally finds her voice. ‘I need to get an understanding of exactly what it is you do before we can begin to think about commercial presentation.’

‘Yes, of course you do. Well, this is it.’ Naomi sweeps her arms wide to encompass her studio. Light sparks in her dark eyes, and her hair shimmers with the slightest movement as if it has a life and energy of its own. ‘I’m a luthier. I make musical instruments. Guitars, mandolins, bouzoukis—here, let me show you.’ She takes down a guitar and hands it to Sally, who takes it as if were priceless porcelain. ‘This one is finished. The new owner will be collecting it tomorrow. It’s my usual design of body and neck, my sort of personal signature if you like. But he wanted this particular blue pearl inlay, and the carving of a bird on the head instead of a scroll. It’s a hawk—his name, you see, Edmund Hawk.’

‘What? Not the Edmund Hawk? And he’s coming here tomorrow?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Wow. So these guitars must be something special.’ Her hands caress the polished surface and run down the neck of dark ebony gashed with silver frets.

‘I like to think so. Go on, try it. You can play, can’t you? I can see by the way you’re holding it.’

‘Oh, no. I only learned three chords. That was years ago when I was going out with a would-be rock star. I’d love to hear you play, though.’ She holds the guitar out to Naomi, who instantly draws back, pushing her hands in her pocket.

‘No, I don’t play.’

‘You don’t? Oh, yes, I remember Ruth saying—Oh, God, I’m so sorry.’ Colour flushes Sally’s neck and face. She is mortified. ‘I just wasn’t thinking—’

‘It’s all right. No big deal.’ Naomi takes her left hand from her pocket, twisting the wrist to display the middle and ring fingers. They are withered and misshapen like dried twigs. ‘An accident. Long time ago now, I was a child. I can’t make music myself, so I let others play for me. Go on, make a chord.’

‘I don’t think I can remember…’ Sally’s fingers hover above the neck, hesitating, then find the shape. She holds down the chord while her right hand strokes the strings. The sound is warm, like honey. ‘That’s extraordinary. It’s soft and at the same time it’s loud. And so clear.’

‘That’s how a good instrument is judged. Clarity of tone and stability of the tuning. A lot of it is to do with the wood. That’s cedar. It’s wonderful to work with and I love the smell.’

‘But surely you don’t intend selling something like this over the Internet?’

‘Oh, heavens no. I hoped the site would be like a show window, you know, a first point of contact. I prefer to see the customer in person or, at the very least, talk to them over the phone several times as the work progresses. Even an off-the-peg instrument has to be carefully chosen to suit the new owner. But I need to see some sort of cash before I go shipping stuff abroad, and I thought that a credit card payment would hurry things along. Also I’ve started stocking a range of high-quality accessories—strings and tuners and stuff—that could be bought and paid for online. All helps to raise an awareness of my name, and a small order for a leather strap may lead to a commissioned instrument.’

‘Well, I can set you up a secure site with a hosting company. The transaction will happen through them and they’ll give you and your customer immediate confirmation that the money has moved.’ This woman has a good instinct for business and has thought through a workable plan for what could be a difficult-to-access niche market. Sally has momentarily forgotten all about the moonlight and the water jar.

‘Sounds great,’ Naomi’s smile is warm sunshine, ‘though you’ll have to teach me how to use it first.’

‘All part of the service.’ Sally tries another chord. ‘I wish I could play. Perhaps I ought to take it up again. Though I doubt I could afford one like this.’

‘Most of my customers are professional musicians. I’m afraid it’s very time-consuming, you see. They’re not all specially made to order, of course, but I always strive for the highest standard, so the off-the-peg models are of the same quality. And quality means using the best materials, which don’t come cheap.’

‘Neither should the expert craftsmanship. So how long would it take you to make something like this?’

‘It’s difficult to say exactly, because I usually have several projects on the go at one time. But it usually takes about six weeks to fill an order.’

‘And what’s the cost?’

‘Here, this is a price list.’ Naomi hands her a photocopied sheet.

‘Whoops. Yes, I see what you mean. Totally out of my ballpark. But I think I can do something about this.’ She flaps the piece of paper. ‘It hardly does your work justice. Do you have a trademark or a name or something?’

‘Well, this is my monogram.’ Naomi points to the head where the silver letters NCW are entwined over a crescent moon. ‘It’s embossed on all my instruments. It stands for Naomi Charlotte Walker, and the moon is a sort of personal symbol.’

Her hand reaches for a pendant, a crescent set over a round, milk-threaded moonstone and held at her throat on a silver torque. The stone could be the twin of the one Sally now wears constantly around her own neck. Her fingers trace its contours, drawing Naomi’s attention to it. She inclines her head and looks at Sally with a questioning smile.

Sally, unaccountably embarrassed, looks away. At that moment Abbie returns from the back room, carrying a tray of mugs.

‘Tea’s up. Now I hope I guessed right that you two could do some business together?’

‘Absolutely.’ Naomi pulls some chairs up to a side table and hands the mugs around. ‘You don’t know how relieved I am. Sally, your choosing to move here is a blessing.’

‘Yes, I think so too,’ agrees Abbie.

‘And what about you, Sally? What do you think of Hallowfield?’ Naomi asks. ‘Do you think you’ll stay?’

‘Yes. Yes, I think I will. It’s strange, you know, living here is so unlike everything I’m used to, and yet I feel so at home. It’s only been a few weeks and it seems like I’ve been here forever.’

‘This place has that effect on some people.’ Abbie looks directly at Naomi, and for a moment they hold each other’s gaze.

‘And you’re getting to know the villagers?’ asks Naomi. ‘I heard you went to a meeting of the book club last night.’

‘What? It’s barely mid-morning. How does word get round so quickly?’

‘Fran. She runs the second-hand shop a few doors away. Isn’t she priceless?’

‘Not what I expected of a vicar’s wife. Not that I’ve known many.’

‘She’s one smart cookie. Subtle as a charging rhino, of course, but she knows how to cut through all the crap. You know exactly where you are with her. I expect there was a full house last night, all wanting to meet the newcomer?’

‘No.’ Abbie looks suddenly serious. ‘Claire didn’t turn up again.’

‘I see.’ It’s as if a shadow has fallen across Naomi’s eyes. ‘Do we know why?’

Abbie shakes her head and reaches out to Naomi. But Naomi stands up and moves to the workbench, her back towards them, and snatches up a heavy chisel, turning it in her hand.

Abbie turns to her. ‘There’s nothing we can do, Naomi.’

‘Yes, there is. I can. I must do something.’

‘But not in anger. That’s not the way it works, you know that. Besides, we still don’t know exactly what’s going on. When we do—when she asks for our help—that’s the time.’

‘I have a bad feeling. Something’s going to happen.’

‘To Claire, you mean?’

‘No. Yes…I don’t know. But there’s something…’ She slams the chisel down on the bench. ‘I’m sorry, Sally. I didn’t mean to inflict this on you. But you’ll meet her soon, if you haven’t already, and you’re bound to realize what’s going on. Claire’s a very special person and she’s in trouble. We’re all worried for her.’

‘No, I haven’t met her yet. But I did have a run-in with her husband.’

‘George sent him round to fix Sally’s computer. Can you imagine?’

‘Oh God.’ Naomi sits down again and folds her hands around her tea mug. ‘Don’t worry, Sally, we’ve all been there.’

‘I felt threatened. Helpless. But it was more than that. To be honest, he gave me the creeps.’

‘Yes, well, I expect you only saw his good side.’

‘If Cat hadn’t attacked him, I don’t know how I would have got him out the house.’

‘Your cat did what?’

‘You didn’t tell me about this.’ Abbie sits forward, eager.

‘It was just a scratch. But enough to get rid of him.’

‘Well, good for her.’ Abbie visibly gloats.

‘At least someone has the guts to stand up to him.’ Naomi’s hand moves to the moonstone where the beat of her pulse is visible at her throat.

‘It’s not just the womanizing and the bruises,’ Abbie explains. ‘He seems to have some sort of hold over her. Oh, I know that’s always a part of a violent relationship. But it’s more than that. It feels—whatever it is he’s doing to her—it feels almost sinister. The problem is that Claire won’t talk about it. God knows we’ve tried, haven’t we, Naomi? But she insists nothing’s wrong and that she can handle him. And I know there are lots of women in her situation and they do somehow manage to hold their lives together.’

‘Yes, and lots of women end up in hospital, or worse.’ Naomi drains her tea and rises from her chair, reaching for the other mugs. ‘You must forgive us, Sally. Much too soon to involve you in our problems. Besides, that’s not what you came here for.’

‘And I’ve got a riding lesson in half an hour. I’d better let you two get back to business.’ Abbie buttons up her coat and heads for the door, pulling gloves out of her pocket. ‘I’ll see you both later.’

The doorbell clangs as she leaves, and the room is suddenly silent. Sally is aware of the sweet, spicy scent of wood and sharp, winter sunlight glancing off the rows of tools. She lays her hand on a block of seasoned spruce, breathing in the tang of its resins.

‘Perhaps we should photograph some grain patterns in the raw wood. That would make an interesting background. And it says something about the handcrafting process. But we’ll start with your logo and decide on a distinctive colour scheme that can run through all the brochures and letterheads. I think I’m going to enjoy this. Now, what about business cards?’
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An hour passes before they decide to put the kettle on again. In that time they have both learned a great deal about each other’s work. They’re comfortable together, like old friends meeting again after many years and having a history to catch up on.

Sally has recognized the same thing in all these Hallowfield women—Abbie, Ruth, Fran, and now Naomi—they’re not strangers. Naomi asks her about the company she worked for in London, and naturally the conversation moves around to Jonathan and what had happened that day.

‘I still can’t remember it all,’ says Sally. ‘It’s like there are some pieces missing around the time of the accident. Something about being in the kitchen, and looking at the clock. Cat was on my lap. I know it’s important but I can’t…It’s always just out of reach.’

‘I doubt if it’s anything to worry about. You were in shock that day, and probably for a while after. The mind does some pretty strange tricks to protect itself. Apparently, if you’re involved in a serious accident your mind can blank it out completely, including the fifteen minutes leading up to it.’

‘I hope that’s true, for Jonathan’s sake. But I didn’t know about it until several hours later. I can remember the knock at the door, the policewoman standing there. She must have brushed past the shrubs as she came in the gate as there were leaves caught in her hair. I can still see them quite clearly. As she was talking, I wanted to pick them off. So why can’t I remember what happened in the kitchen that morning? And why do I feel so guilty about something I don’t even remember? It makes no sense.’

‘Survivors often feel guilty. Rationality doesn’t come into it. Perhaps it will all come back when you stop thinking about it. And it’ll turn out to be something really trivial, like forgetting to iron his shirt.’

‘I expect you’re right. How’s that tea coming?’

‘Ah, yes, the tea. You like yours not too strong, is that right?’

‘Yes, and no sugar…Naomi, can I ask you something?’

‘Sure. Ask away.’

‘Well, it’s not so much ask as tell. I need to tell you something. If we’re going to see a lot of each other, I think we need to get this out of the way.’

‘Oh dear, that sounds serious.’

‘Not really. It’s just that I’ve seen you before.’

‘Oh, yes. Where was that?’

‘In my garden. The night of the full moon. You were coming out of the trees and carrying a large jug.’

‘Ah, I see.’ Naomi pauses, tosses her head so that her hair shimmers. ‘I had the feeling I was being watched. I was certainly conscious of the cottage being occupied. I’m sorry if I woke you. Abbie has explained to you about the water, hasn’t she?’

‘She did, but I’m not sure I understand. And no, you didn’t wake me. I happened to be looking out the window.’

‘For me, the water needs to be collected at specific times, usually at night. I tried not to disturb you and I certainly meant no harm.’

‘Fran said something last night. She was talking about you.’

‘What about me?’

Sally takes a deep breath. ‘It was probably nonsense, but she said that you’re a witch.’

‘No, it’s not nonsense. I practise the Craft.’ Naomi looks straight at Sally. ‘Not so unusual. There have always been witches, although these days we’re more open about it. In fact, recently there has been quite an upsurge of interest in witchcraft. You must have come across others, surely?’

‘Well, I know it’s quite trendy at the moment. A shop around the corner from where we lived in London sells all sorts of pagan stuff. That’s witchcraft, isn’t it? I’m not sure what the difference is.’

‘Witches are essentially pagan in their beliefs, but not all pagans are witches. Though I prefer Wicca: that’s the old word for the religion.’

‘Oh, well this shop started off with crystals and incense, then got into pentagrams and spells.’

‘Usual sort of rubbish, I expect.’

‘I’m glad you said that. It’s exactly what I thought. A few of my friends got into it. Started chanting incantations and lighting candles in the garden at midnight. I’m afraid it all struck me as being a bit silly. Mostly it seemed to be about wearing black clothes and hanging pentagrams around their necks.’

Naomi smiles. ‘Yes, that sounds about right. They’ll lose interest as soon as the novelty wears off and they find they have to work at it. This time next year they’ll be into something else. It’s a dedicated discipline and real witches don’t go parading their beliefs around like a fashion show.’

‘Yes, I thought that might be the case. So, how long have you been into this?’

‘As long as I can remember. It’s something that’s born in you. But I’ve been practising since I turned twenty-one.’

‘Are there more of you in Hallowfield? Thirteen in a coven, isn’t that right?’

‘No, that’s another piece of misinformation. Some work in a group, which can be any size. Lots, like me, prefer to work alone. I try to be quite open about it, even though there are still a lot of religious zealots around. Not that I go shouting it from the rooftops, but I see no reason for keeping my beliefs a secret. We do have the protection of the law these days. I think being open and honest about it is the best way of fighting ignorance and superstition.’

‘You’re probably right. So, why do you need the water, if I’m allowed to ask?’

‘All sorts of uses, but mainly in ritual. It’s like holy water. It can be used to cleanse objects and consecrate them—that sort of thing. The water is a very special part of my work. It would be a serious loss if it weren’t to be available. But it’s your land, Sally, and you have every right to close access to the spring if you don’t feel comfortable with it. I would respect that. We all would.’

‘No. I don’t want to do that and so far it’s not a problem. I know there’s you and Abbie, and I’ve seen another woman—I think it’s the same one who was at the book club, I can’t remember her name—but I’ve not been aware of anyone else being there.’

‘We try to create as little disturbance as possible. Everyone respects your privacy; that’s part of the tradition.’

‘I just find it so weird, that’s all. But, yes, you have my permission to use it whenever you like. Only next time come in and say hello. Unless it’s four o’clock in the morning, that is. Look, how many of you are there?’

‘I don’t know all of them. Women find their way there if they need to—they don’t necessarily know each other. Of course I know Abbie uses it, Ruth and Fran. And there’s Claire. There are others, but I’ve no idea who or how many.’

‘Ruth and Fran? What on earth do they use it for?’

‘That’s something you’ll have to ask them.’


Nine


Early Hours of Tuesday, 5 December
Full Moon



A FULL MOON OCCURS WHEN THE SUN AND moon are at nearly opposite positions in the sky, which is why a full moon always rises about the time of sunset, as Sally would have observed had she not drawn the curtains early. While she ate her supper in front of the fire and re-read Kiss of a Stranger, the moon climbed steadily above the horizon. As it rose, it appeared to dwindle in size; an illusion created by the path of light rays through Earth’s atmosphere. This also passed unobserved by Sally, who went upstairs early without looking beyond her four cosy walls.

Tonight, in the early hours of December the fifth, when the moon is high above the house and as white as an arum lily, the apex of the cycle is due to occur. The sun is about to cast its light full upon the face of the Goddess as she swells to ripeness. Of this event, Sally has neither understanding nor awareness. She’s wrapped in her feather quilt and totally oblivious to everything.

Cat, in tune with the powers of the night, isn’t asleep. She is keeping watch as cats do, sitting very upright on the gatepost, tail tucked round her paws, ears pricked forward, eyes round like black marbles. She’s patient, despite the sharp air that carries the promise of a frost, but she doesn’t have to wait long. A figure appears at the bend of the lane, a woman wrapped in a padded coat and carrying a water jug, her long, dark hair tucked into a woollen hat.

‘Hi, Puss,’ whispers Naomi. ‘How’s my favourite mouser?’ Cat jumps down and makes a figure eight around Naomi’s legs. She is rewarded by a stroke of the head and a scratch behind her ears. ‘Now, let’s see if we can get through this gate without making it squeak.’ Naomi winces as the ancient hinges protest, conscious of the sound carried on the still air. But only the field mice hear, and they’re too busy with their nightly scavenging to be overly worried. Sally sleeps on, undisturbed.

Naomi’s monthly journeys to the spring have always been surrounded by silence and secrecy. She doesn’t like to think of it as being furtive; discreet, she says, simply discreet. Ever since she came to Hallowfield, the cottage has been empty and she has made the monthly pilgrimage unchallenged. The arrival of the new Guardian has meant a shift, not in routine, but in her level of alertness. Admittedly, she feels more comfortable now that Sally knows about it; at least she no longer feels like a trespasser. ‘Even so,’ she whispers to Cat, ‘I think a diplomatic visit with the oil can might be in order.’

They pass through the gate, leaving it open, and follow the path around the corner of the house to the garden. As usual, Cat leads the way across the grass and their moon-cast shadows follow them. They both glance up at the window, but the house is fast asleep. Before they enter the trees, Naomi looks to the moon. The Goddess has many moods. At her last fullness she was a warrior queen, but tonight she is the Mother Isis, waiting to enfold her daughter in gentle wings. Cat still leading the way, they disappear into the shadows.

It is nearly half an hour before they re-emerge, Naomi bearing the weight of the full container. Cat sees her to the gate where they part company; the woman to follow the curve of the lane, the feline to pursue some night-time mission that only another cat would appreciate. Eventually, she also makes her way back home, enters through her own private doorway, and pads up the stairs. Careful not to disturb Sally, she noses her way between the folds of the quilt and slithers down beside the warm body of her sleeping priestess.
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As the moon dips towards the horizon, Sally stirs. She finds the room bathed in white light as before. Immediately she is fully awake and alert, understanding the reason for the light and unable to resist slipping out of bed and going to the window. In the process, Cat is tumbled from the bedclothes.

‘What are you doing under there? I thought we agreed you would sleep on top of the bed?’ Cat stretches, yawns, lifts her back leg to scratch the side of her neck. Sally stands by the window and pulls back the muslin.

And there is the moon. Not the creamy gold pearl of last month, but a stark, white disc. Yet somehow it feels softer. She isn’t overawed by this moon; instead she feels strangely peaceful. The room is thrown into hard contrasts by its penetrating rays. The smallest details are perceptible yet strangely transformed as edges sharpen against black shadows. The crumpled bed is an alien landscape, the dressing table a cluttered treasure trove of crystal and silver. As bright as day. Yes, now what was that rhyme? Someone used to sing it to her.


Girls and boys come out to play,
The moon doth shine as bright as day.



Suddenly the room feels stuffy, too many bedclothes and the central heating has come on again to warm the house for morning. She needs air.


Girls and boys come out to play,



Yes, why not? Not bothering to turn on the light, she rummages in the cupboard for her warm boots and thick polar jacket. Her tracksuit-style sleep outfit will do; one of the benefits of sleeping alone—no need for seductive lingerie. Naturally, Cat feels it her duty to accompany Sally. They both creep downstairs as if not to awaken someone. ‘This is crazy,’ Sally thinks as she opens the back door. ‘I’m crazy. Yes, perhaps I am. Well, that’s OK, as long as there’s no one around to notice.’ Cold air slaps her full in the face, and at first she cannot catch her breath. It is another world, one of white silence. For a moment she hesitates. ‘This is a silly idea. Let’s go back inside and make some tea.’


Leave your supper and leave your sleep,
And join your playfellows in the street.



‘Oh, all right, then. Just for a few minutes.’ Hands stuffed in pockets and her breath clouding in front of her, she treads warily onto the lawn. The blades crunch beneath her feet. Cat, more accustomed to walking on frosted ground, places her paws strategically between the larger clumps of grass and heads out towards the trees.

‘Where are we going, then?’ asks Sally, as if she doesn’t know. Cat looks back and meows. ‘It’ll be dark and muddy in there. Perhaps I should have brought the torch.’


Girls and boys come out to play,
The moon doth shine as bright as day.



She ducks beneath the branches. It’s surprisingly light among the trees. They’re now winter-bare, and light from the bright sky filters through a skein of black twigs. A couple of times she almost slips and she snatches a branch to steady herself. Cat, of course, is more sure-footed. This is a path Sally knows quite well now—back and forth to Abbie’s house, morning coffee, an apple for the horses—and habit guides her feet. The night air amplifies every sound so that, even at a distance, she can hear water flowing from the rock into the pool. When they reach the stream, instead of crossing over, Cat turns from the path and follows the narrower trail to the spring.

‘Look, are you sure this is a good idea?’


Come with a hoop, come with a ball,
Come with a good will or not at all.



The pool reflects the open sky above like a sheet of blue steel, its surface ridged by concentric circles radiating from the tumbling water. Sally stands at the edge, looking down at her reflection, a woman wavering in the ripples like some landlocked mermaid. Now she is here, she doesn’t know why she came or what to do. She looks for the image of the moon in the water, but it’s lower in the sky now and the disorderly line of tree trunks blocks her view. But the clearing is still filled with light.

Light as day—no, light as moonlight. A fairy-tale light in a Cinderella ballroom. There should be music. Sweet strains of the lute or harp. A gavotte? A minuet? Her body glides and her feet pace the turf, arms held gracefully. No, too sedate, too restrained. Gypsy music, a fiddle and a tambourine, swirling skirts and jingling coins, flames from a wood pyre. Her feet catch the rhythm, stamp the hard ground, hands clapping in time. Or something more exotic, a stringed gourd and a beating drum, hips swaying in sensuous time to the music of hot sands and spices; fingers strike cymbals, bare feet slapping on smooth mosaic tiles, the scent of jasmine and the juice of the pomegranate. Sally’s back arches, and her body bends and dips as light floods the temple floor. Around and around she turns at the water’s edge, beneath the bare winter branches, her breath spinning white clouds like a dancer’s veil. A dance for the Goddess Moon.

Suddenly it’s over. Sally stands breathless, gasping. The music is silent, or was it only inside her head? ‘What the hell am I doing, Cat?’

But Cat, as always, says nothing. She is beside the pool, studying the surface with such intensity that Sally feels prompted to join her. Kneeling on the grass, she pulls off the gloves and dips her fingers into the water. They burn with cold, but she forces her hand to stay, pushing it deeper, up to her wrist. A flash of light. Something glints in the water as if it catches the rays of the moon. And yet the moon, now almost to the horizon, is hidden from the clearing. But somehow its light still fills the water and somehow it catches on her rings; the wedding band and the solitary diamond Jonathan had given her. Till death do us part, they had said. But it wasn’t his death that had parted them, was it? Not really. And she still wears his rings to remind her.

The moon knows all about what he did.

‘I don’t know what you want,’ she whispers to the moon. ‘Tell me what to do.’

She hears the voice inside her head. It could be a woman’s voice, a voice of kindness. Let go, Sally, it says. It’s time to let go.

Her hand is cold and wet, the blood drained from her fingers. The rings slip off easily. She drops them into the water, watching them spin to the bottom. Her hand feels suddenly clean and free. It is a sensation that spreads through her limbs and into the core of her.

After a moment, she stands and wipes her hands on her coat, fumbling into her gloves. Cat is already waiting to leave, and they walk back along the trail in silence. As she emerges from the trees, Sally feels lighter. The sky is already growing pale, and across the fields towards the roadway there are pink and purple streaks of light above the hedgerows.

If only she could rid herself of that other thing, the thing about the clock and the rocking chair.

And the cat.


Ten


Morning of Tuesday, 5 December
Full Moon



THE COTTAGE IS WARM, which makes Sally aware of how cold she is. She removes her coat and sleeping gear, the trousers of which are now soaking and covered with mud, and wraps herself in a dressing gown, then goes downstairs again and makes a cup of tea. A glance at the clock tells her it has gone seven, so there’s little point in going back to bed. She feels strangely disorientated and out of rhythm with the time of day. What the hell was she thinking of? Probably catch pneumonia—serve her right. Still shivering, she takes her tea over to the Aga and sits in the rocking chair. She goes over what’s happened since she first woke up. Her going out in the cold, the moon…the whole thing makes no sense. Perhaps she’s suffering from some sort of delayed reaction to Jonathan’s death. What are the standard phases of grieving? I’ve been through disbelief, she thinks, denial, anger. Now I’m into dancing in the moonlight and throwing my wedding rings in a pond. Perhaps I’m going round the twist. Yes, that must be it. Although she doesn’t think so. In fact she feels remarkably stable, despite her inability to comprehend the situation. Also she feels—well, sort of clean, as if she has immersed her whole body in the water. A sort of baptism. Yes, going round the twist, definitely. Yet, when she does stir from the chair with the intention of taking a shower, she changes her mind and simply pulls on some clothes. There’s something about the way she feels that she doesn’t want to be washed away too soon.

The morning moves slowly. A bit of house tidying, breakfast for Cat, and some toast and peanut butter for herself. Then she makes more toast, realizing she’s hungry. Freshly ground coffee and a slice of banana cake—very hungry. Cat also cleans her plate, then curls up on her favourite armchair preparing to sleep until noon as usual. Meanwhile Sally can’t settle to anything. She tries turning on the computer and checking her emails. A few need replies, but they can wait until later. There’s a project she’s working on for a local antique furniture restorer, some house-to-house leaflets, and her old boss has pleaded with her to look after one of her former customers, a national car dealer who particularly requested her services. But she can’t set her mind to anything. Eventually she gives up trying and decides to walk into the village; she might even call in at the shop. Perhaps a little exercise and some normal human contact will put her straight.
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The window is framed with strings of coloured lights, the words Merry Xmas written across the glass in sprayed-on snow, along with a stencilled sleigh and reindeer. Inside, the shop is fully geared up for the festive season, shelves laden with Christmas goodies, crackers and cards, puddings and mince pies. Every available inch is crammed with extra stock so that customers are obliged to weave through an obstacle course, while above them red and green streamers criss-cross the ceiling and balloons bounce on their heads. This is obviously the commercial opportunity of the year.

Sally puts a few items in the basket and goes to the till. There are already two customers ahead of her, which for Hallowfield qualifies as a commercial rush. Jack, Ruth’s husband, is serving behind the counter, and he nods to Sally as she joins the end of the queue. He’s not as quick as Ruth, but everyone seems happy to stand around and chat: a visit to the local shop is always more of a social occasion. Sally has been cornered by a member of the Women’s Institute who is sizing her up as a potential new member. She’s trying to think of a polite way to decline. Participating in village life is all well and good, but this, she thinks, is where I draw the line. She’s thankful when Abbie comes up behind her.

‘Hi there. Icing the Christmas cake,’ she indicates her basket, which contains a plastic Father Christmas and a gold cake frill. ‘Made the thing ages ago, of course. Was intending to decorate it this morning, but I can’t find the damn decorations. I know I put them away safely last year, but God knows where. Probably find them on Boxing Day. What are you up to?’

‘Came out for a walk really. But I thought I ought to get some Christmas cards organized.’

Abbie looks at the box of assorted cards in Sally’s basket. ‘Robins and snow scenes, eh? Bad as my plastic Santa. Thought you would have gone for something chic and understated.’

‘I probably would have, but they only seem to stock overstated and retro,’ Sally whispers. ‘I think these are rather kitsch, but they might set a new trend. God, it’s cold out this morning.’

‘Not as bad as it was at six o’clock. This time of year I wonder why I ever took up horse riding. I envy you—tucked up in your bed until after eight, I bet’

‘Well, no, actually I was outside early too. Have you got a minute?’

‘Yes, sure. You look worried.’

‘Not really, it’s just—I feel like a chat’

‘Right Let’s get this lot paid for, then go next door for coffee.’

Suddenly Sally finds herself at the front of the queue and Jack is smiling at her. ‘Morning, Mrs Crawford.’ As he speaks her name, it jars through her head like a knife scraping on china.

‘No, it’s Lavender. Sally Lavender.’ As the words come out, Sally is as surprised as Jack and Abbie. ‘I…I’ve decided to revert to my maiden name. But, Jack, please call me Sally. It feels friendlier.’

‘Certainly, Mrs…er, Sally. Do you need some stamps for these?’

‘That would be great. About twenty should do it. No Ruth today?’

‘She’s next door,’ Jack smiles at Abbie, winks and taps the side of his nose, ‘serving tea.’

‘Oh, I see.’ Abbie, in turn, gives him a knowing look. ‘Well, we’re going in for a coffee, but we won’t disturb her if she’s busy.’
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Most of the tables in the teashop are taken, but they find one that’s unoccupied, probably because it’s set apart, tucked in a corner to one side of the counter. Almost immediately a girl with spiky hair and a metal ring through her eyebrow comes over to say hello to Abbie and take their order. That done, Abbie turns her attention back to Sally.

‘What’s all this about you changing your name?’

‘Not changing it really, just going back to who I was.’

‘Sally Lavender? It’s unusual. I like it, although…Only, well I hope you don’t mind me saying so, but women often revert to their maiden name after a divorce. It’s not customary for widows to drop their husband’s name.’

‘Bit of an impulse, really. But to be honest I never felt comfortable with Mrs Crawford. Sounds very starchy. Whereas Sally Lavender sounds…’

‘Like something out of a storybook?’

‘Yes, I suppose it does. But it’s easy to remember, so I think it’s a good move professionally.’

The girl returns, bringing them coffee and apple strudel.

‘So, what’s Ruth up to, if I’m allowed to ask?’ Sally tucks into the pastry as if she hasn’t eaten for a week.

‘She’s over there with a client.’ Abbie nods to the far corner where, seated at a small table, Ruth is deep in conversation with a middle-aged woman. ‘We’d better not interrupt her.’

‘A client? What sort of client?’

‘Oh, you probably don’t know, do you? Ruth is a clairvoyant. She reads tea leaves.’

‘She does what?’

‘Reads tea leaves. Well, of course she doesn’t actually read the leaves, they’re only a prop. Ruth’s exceptionally gifted. But you know how strange people are: women who wouldn’t dream of going to a psychic counsellor think nothing of having their tea leaves read. I suppose it’s because if they don’t like what they hear they can persuade themselves it was just a bit of fun.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Sally puts down her fork, ‘but you’re going to have to run all that past me again. You say Ruth is a clairvoyant?’

‘That’s right. Do you know anything about clairvoyance?’

‘Sort of. Fortune telling, isn’t it? Palmistry, crystal balls, all that sort of thing.’

‘More or less. Only, most of those things are just a means of focusing the mind. Usually a good clairvoyant doesn’t really need them, but somehow it helps the client to feel more comfortable with the reading. People who are new to this get really spooked if the reader suddenly starts relaying information out of thin air. But, for some strange reason, the idea of their Mr Right appearing in the bottom of a teacup seems perfectly acceptable. I know that’s not logical, but most people aren’t, are they? Logical, I mean.’

‘And she gives readings to the customers? Here in the café?’

‘Not always. She does take private appointments, but some people find that a bit daunting. It’s easier to call in casually for a cup of tea and ask her to do a reading.’

‘So, the performance with the teacup is just to impress the customers?’

‘Not entirely, no. I think, to some extent, it must help Ruth to sort of tune into the client’s wavelength. You’ll have to ask her about it.’

‘But Ruth knows everything about everyone. She’s the biggest gossip in the village.’

Abbie smiles. ‘Yes, that’s what she likes everyone to think. It’s all an act, of course.’

Sally shakes her head in disbelief. ‘The first time I walked in here I was met by a barrage of questions. She knew all about me within five minutes.’

‘Yes, but did you actually answer any of those questions? In fact, have you ever told her anything about yourself? No, I bet you haven’t. Ruth talks a lot, she knows a lot, but she asks questions, then answers them herself. And she never listens to gossip. It’s very clever, the way she does it.’

Sally has to think about this. While she sips her coffee she takes surreptitious glances at Ruth, who is turning the teacup in her hands while her client nods her head. A thought occurs to her.

‘Abbie, you know the spring and the pool in my garden? You said that several of the village women go there. I know about Naomi, that she takes the water and what she uses it for. She said that Ruth goes there, too. Why does Ruth need the water? What does she use it for?’

‘As I think I told you, the water seems to have healing properties, for the mind at least—maybe for the body as well. People usually go for psychic counselling when they’re troubled. That’s what the water’s for. She uses it to make the tea.’

‘Oh.’ Sally looks down into her cup.

‘It’s OK, there’s nothing mystic in there. That’s just everyday coffee. But it’s not too bad, is it? Would you like another?’

‘Abbie, what is it about you women? Why are you here? Why am I here?’

Abbie puts down her cup and looks directly at Sally. For a moment she’s silent, then she takes a deep breath.

‘I can’t tell you because I honestly don’t know. But you’re right. There’s something about the women of Hallowfield. Some of us, at least. It’s as if there’s a purpose to us being here. Oh, I know I was born here, but I’ve never wanted to leave. In fact the very thought of leaving sends me into a panic. There are particular women, newcomers, who say they’re drawn to the place. And I know this sounds crazy, but I seem to recognize them as they come to the village. It’s as if I’ve known them before.’

‘What, in a past life or something? Oh, come on now, surely you don’t believe in that sort of thing? Or do you?’

‘I don’t know what I believe. Maybe it’s that we have certain ideas and beliefs in common, so we naturally seek each other out. Could be as simple as that.’

‘Let me guess who this group might be. There’s Ruth of course, the clairvoyant. I bet she reads palms as well, does she?’

‘Yes, she does. I remember her and Jack arriving when I was, oh, must have been about eleven or twelve. She used to work at the local dairy—that was before they bought the shop. I remember her children being very young then. In fact the youngest was born here. I used to babysit for her when I was older. I loved spending time with her and her family.’

‘Who else is there?’

‘Well, there’s Fran. Edward, her husband, was the new vicar. Still is. They came up from London. Apparently he’d been running some sort of refuge in the East End. Eventually the stress got to him and he was advised by the church superiors to take up the position in Hallowfield. She’s a bit forthright, as you may have gathered, not quite what the parish was expecting, but they got used to her after a while. Fran gets involved in everything, would have made a wonderful social worker. I think he just wants a quiet life.’

‘And there’s Naomi, of course.’

‘Yes, Naomi. She turned up about ten years ago, bought that house and set up her workshop. She made no effort to hide her beliefs. That raised a few eyebrows, I can tell you.’

‘I imagine the Women’s Institute were up in arms.’

‘You’re not kidding. To say nothing of our Reverend Edward Cunningham. He really got on his high horse, persuaded some of the church people to get up a petition. Then out of the blue, the vicar’s wife flew to her defence. Fran’s quite a force to be reckoned with.’

‘I can imagine.’

‘She reminded them about the history of Hallowfield, the witch hunts and the atrocities the community committed in the name of religion. Naomi just let it all wash over her. Anyway, she’s such a dear, no one could dislike her for long. Strange sort of friendship, but Fran and Naomi have became very close, almost like mother and daughter. The last thing anyone expected.’

‘I see. And I haven’t met Claire yet, but I think we can count her in. What’s her specialty?’

‘Yes, she does have a special gift. A form of psychic ability, like Ruth in a way, but…Well, you’ll find out when you meet her.’

‘But she does use the spring water?’

Abbie nods.

‘So that’s Ruth, who makes magic tea, and Claire—both psychics. Naomi who uses it to do magic spells and stuff like that. There’s you, using the water for your healing potions. What about Fran? I know she’s into astrology, but what the hell does she use the water for?’

‘The font.’

‘The what?’

‘It goes into the church font. For the past fifteen years, every girl child in Hallowfield has been christened or baptized with the spring water.’

‘But why?’

‘She says it’s her stand against patriarchal domination in religion.’ Abbie struggles to control the smile that grows around her eyes. ‘Fran says we ought to even up the score. She says the established Church is welcome to all the boy babies, but,’ the smile escapes into a laugh, ‘she insists that, by substituting water that comes from the holy well, all girls anointed with it are initiated as daughters of the Goddess.’

Sally gasps, then catches Abbie’s laughter. It’s a while before they both wipe their eyes and settle back to their coffee. When they do, they are both silent. It’s Sally who speaks first.

‘So that’s you Abbie, Ruth, Claire, Fran and Naomi. Anyone else?’

‘Yes. There’s you.’

‘Me? Where do I fit in? Or do I?’

‘Of course you do. You’re the Guardian of the Spring.’

‘Oh.’

While Sally is still stunned into silence, the street door opens again and Fran sweeps through in a flurry of greetings. She drags a spare chair up to their table.

‘Sally, just the girl I was looking for.’ She sits down and untangles herself from a huge hand-knitted poncho. ‘Mind if I join you?’

‘Course not. Coffee?’ Abbie calls the waitress over and orders another round.

‘You were looking for me?’ asks Sally.

‘It’s the season of goodwill, so you won’t mind volunteering, will you? There’s a brave girl. Knew I could rely on you. Got a large car, haven’t you?’

‘Yes, but hang on a minute. What have I volunteered for?’

‘Help the aged. Food parcels. Got them all made up, but we need about ten drivers to deliver them.’

‘Good God, how many parcels are there?’

‘Not that many. Brainwave idea. Each driver only delivers four. Gives plenty of time to stop and chat to the old dears. That way you get to know each other so they won’t mind you chauffeuring them to the Cambridge panto. They’re doing Aladdin this year. Managed to talk the theatre into giving us forty tickets at half price. Local businesses paid for the other half. Course the oldies won’t all want to go, but we can always find someone else for you to take.’

‘So I’m actually volunteering to take a group of elderly people into the city for a theatre trip?’

‘That, too? Great! I’ll put your name down. Sally Crawford, isn’t it?’

‘Yes. No. I mean, let me get my head around this. Has she got you down for this, too?’ Abbie admits her involvement with a shrug of defeat. ‘Oh, all right then, yes to the parcels and theatre. Only put me down as Sally Lavender.’

‘Sally Lavender? What a fantastic name.’

‘Not at school. I used to hate it then, but I think I might have grown into it now.’

Coffee arrives and they’re joined by Ruth.

‘Good morning, ladies.’ Greetings and hugs all round, then Ruth also brings up a chair. ‘Is my granddaughter looking after you?’

‘Is that the girl who served us?’ asks Sally.

‘One of them. I’ve got several. Not all mine, though. My daughter keeps changing husbands and they bring kids from their previous marriages to add to the collection.’

‘Now, you’re just the person I wanted to see.’ Fran homes in on Ruth. ‘Can I put you down for—’

‘No, you can’t. I’m far too busy this time of year. Besides, you’ve already conned me out of half my stock for those blessed hampers. I bet she’s got you signed up for the theatre trip.’ Ruth turns to Sally. ‘You have to be firm with her, you know, or she’ll run you ragged.’

‘Too late, I’m afraid. I’ve been conscripted.’

‘We all learn by our mistakes.’ Ruth looks hard at Sally. ‘You look tired. Anyone would think you’ve been out dancing all night.’

‘What?’ Sally gasps. ‘Why do you say that?’

‘All right, my love,’ Fran lays a hand on her arm, ‘only her idea of a joke. Hey, what’s wrong, Sally? You’re shaking.’

Sally looks at the three women. This is hardly the place to talk about such things, but then no one is paying them any attention. Besides, she has to tell someone and she’s not sure she has any other friends now. And these three women mightn’t think she’s mad—well, no more insane than they are.

‘Ruth’s absolutely right. I am tired. I have been up half the night. I was dancing in the woods.’

So it all comes out: being woken up last month by the moon, then seeing Naomi in her garden with Cat, this month’s early morning venture into the garden, and the dancing in the moonlight. The other three women listen intently, exchanging those knowing looks. Fran puts an arm around Sally’s shoulder as she talks, and then there’s a long silence.

It’s Ruth who eventually speaks. ‘When you first came here, we knew you were right for the cottage.’

‘It’s as I was trying to explain,’ says Abbie. ‘Something seems to be drawing us here.’

‘But what? Why?’

‘God knows,’ says Fran, ‘or at least the Goddess does.’

‘But what does it mean, all this dancing and the things in the pool?’

‘It’s an old custom, leaving a gift for the Goddess,’ says Abbie. ‘We’ve probably all done it at some time—a sort of payment for the water. And I notice you always wear the moonstone now.’

‘Yes, and I keep that opal with me, the one you gave me, Abbie. Look here, it’s in my pocket. But I’m not sure it’s helping me to remember anything.’

‘I wouldn’t be too sure about that,’ says Fran. ‘Seems you know a lot more than you thought you did.’

‘But the dancing,’ says Ruth, ‘that’s more like ritual work. Moon magic. Bit out of our league.’

‘Naomi, that’s who she should talk to.’ Fran looks to the others for support. ‘More in her line of work.’

‘But I’m not a witch.’

‘As far as we know at the moment.’ Fran blunders on, heedless of the look of alarm on Sally’s face. ‘But I shouldn’t rule anything out at this stage.’

‘I think she’s right.’ Abbie’s voice is more gentle and reassuring. ‘Naomi is more likely to be able to explain what’s happening to you. You can trust her. And, don’t worry, she won’t get you into anything you don’t want. However, it’s obvious you’re already involved in some way and you need help to sort it out. What do you think, Ruth?’

‘Yes, Naomi’s best. You’ve met her a few times already, so it won’t be like talking to a stranger. Would it help if I were to talk to her first, sort of pave the way?’

‘Would you? I think I’d find that easier. And you don’t think I’m losing my marbles?’

‘No more than the rest of us. Anyway,’ Fran stands up and retrieves her poncho, ‘I’m going to have to move. Drum up some more transport.’

‘Yes,’ says Ruth, ‘and I’d better get back behind the counter. But I’ll make sure I contact Naomi today.’

Abbie asks Sally if she would like another coffee.

‘No, thanks. I think I’ve had enough stimulation for one morning. I might go home and get my head down for a couple of hours.’

‘Good idea. In fact I think we should both make ourselves scarce before Fran comes back and bullies us into doing something else.’
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Compared with most of Europe and Scotland, England got off very lightly. About two thousand were accused, of which one thousand were executed.

The first official witch trial in England was at Chelmsford, Essex, in 1566. Three defendants: Elizabeth Francis, Agnes Waterhouse, and her daughter Joan. As was the case in a lot of these trials, the highly imaginative stories of young children were accepted as evidence. Agnes Waterhouse was hanged on 29 July 1566 (possibly the first woman hanged for witchcraft in England). Elizabeth Francis was imprisoned for a year, and then in 1579 she was charged with witchcraft again and hanged. Joan Waterhouse was found not guilty.

Other notable trials include:


	The North Berwick witch trials, 1590–1592. Came out of some miraculous cures administered by a servant woman. You’d think they would have been grateful. Instead, over seventy people were indicted, including the Earl of Bothwell, who was charged with high treason. King James himself interrogated several of the accused, some of whom were burned, a fate reserved for traitors and for Christians who did not conform to the current mode of worship. In England, witchcraft was strictly a hanging offence.


	The ‘Lancashire Witches’, 1612. A notorious mass witch trial involving twenty accused. Some confessed and their testimonies were accepted as sufficient evidence to convict the remainder. Ten of the accused were hanged, one died in jail, two were sentenced to jail for a year, and the rest were acquitted. Alison Device, who was only eleven years old, hung for hours alongside her mother and brother.


	The Flower sisters were executed for witchcraft at Lincoln in March 1618. They were accused of hexing the family of the Earl of Rutland, causing the death of his son.


	A mass trial at Chelmsford took place in 1645, in which thirty-two women were accused and nineteen were hanged.


	And so on, until 1682, when the last official execution of a witch occurred. The last conviction took place in 1712.




But that didn’t put a stop to the persecution.


	Coggeshall, Essex, 1699. An old widow, believed to have been bullied by a local reverend into confessing that she’d made a pact with the devil. A mob took her to a pond to ‘swim’ her. She floated, which proved her guilt. (Drowning was taken as a proof of innocence—this was a no-win situation.) However, as a result of the dunking, she took ill and died.


	Alice Russell was killed by a mob at Great Paxton, Cambridgeshire, in 1808.


	A deaf mute was killed by a mob at Sible Hedingham, Essex, on 3 August 1865.


	Ann Turner allegedly bewitched the cattle and land of local farmers in 1875. She is believed to be the last witch to be murdered in England.







Eleven


Early Evening of Tuesday, 6 December
Full Moon



SALLY SLEPT THE DAY AWAY, not waking until the sky turned purple, then indigo. By then she was ready for a shower and supper, but first she checked the answerphone. She had switched the ring-tone off in the bedroom and was concerned that she might have slept through Naomi’s call. There were a few business queries, and Fran asking about some prizes for the bazaar raffle. No Naomi. Ruth probably hadn’t had time to talk to her until after the shop closed; perhaps she would ring later. So Sally set about feeding herself and Cat, who was rather put out by this change in routine. Eventually they both settled down in front of the television, Sally with her glass of wine. There was still time for Naomi to call. When they had first suggested her talking to Naomi, Sally had felt a slight reluctance which grew as she came down to earth. Now she feels more than a little foolish about the whole business. I’m being hysterical, she thinks, and allowing that bunch of weirdos to encourage me.

Only that’s not entirely true, is it? Those things did happen, and in any case those weirdos are her friends, aren’t they? More than that: they’re family. No, that’s ridiculous. Abbie? Well, yes maybe, but she hardly knows the others. Yet Ruth is warm and caring and, despite the prophesying with tea leaves, far more down-to-earth than Sally’s own mother ever was. And Fran? Sally can’t help liking her: she’s like some batty old aunt. But, if she’s honest, she’s still slightly in awe of Naomi, who seems to radiate more of an aura than can be explained by her physical impact. Discussing advertising with her is one thing, but the thought of sharing her fears about this sudden bizarre behaviour makes Sally want to run a mile.

So, when the next morning comes around and Naomi still hasn’t contacted her, at first she is relieved. As the day wears on, however, she begins to wish the telephone would ring. And when it eventually does, and it’s not Naomi but a business contact, she begins to feel let down.

It’s now early evening. Sally has picked at a chicken omelette while listening to the news on the radio. She’s contemplating the washing-up when Cat, sound asleep until that moment, suddenly jumps down from the rocking chair, ears pricked forward, tail in the air, and runs to the front door.

‘What’s up, Puss? You expecting someone?’ There’s a sharp rapping. ‘Who the hell can that be?’ Aware of the darkness in the lane and her isolation, Sally slips on the safety chain, turns the catch and opens the door a crack.

‘Hi. It’s me. Naomi.’

‘Oh, come in, please. I was hoping to hear from you.’ Sally fumbles with the chain. ‘I’m sure I’m being silly, but it’s great to see you anyway.’

‘Well, actually I was wondering if you’d like to come out.’ Naomi is wrapped in her padded coat, gloves and a woollen hat pulled down over her ears, her glorious hair spilling over her shoulders. ‘I’ve been stuck in the workshop all day. My body needs some stretching and my brain could do with a beer. Do you fancy a walk to the pub?’

‘Sure, why not? Come in while I fetch a coat.’

Cat rubs herself against Naomi, who bends down to make a fuss of her.

‘You’ll need to wrap up warmly, there’s going to be a frost. It’s a fantastic evening—the sky’s so clear.’ When Sally returns she is amazed to find Cat cradled in Naomi’s arms, paws in the air and head thrown back in an ecstatic fit of purring.
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There’s no pavement in Wicker Lane, so, to avoid the mud-filled car tracks, they walk in single file along the grass verge, following Naomi’s torch beam. Across the open fields the risen moon hangs above the motorway and keeps pace with them as they reach Abbie’s wall and turn the corner into the main street. The village seems deserted, the houses already huddled down for the night with their curtains pulled tight against the winter.

‘This is the first time since I’ve been here that I’ve walked to the village in the dark,’ says Sally. ‘You couldn’t do this in London. Well, the city centre is OK, of course, but walking alone through the back streets you’d be asking for trouble.’

‘It’s not totally safe here, either. Don’t get too complacent about rural life—we have our own rogues and villains.’ Their footsteps ring on the paving stones. ‘Look, I’m sorry I couldn’t get to you sooner. I’ve been in the middle of an urgent job.’

‘Oh, what have you been working on? Another new instrument?’

‘No, worse luck. Some idiot rang up in a right panic. He’s booked in at the recording studio next week to start on his latest album and his favourite guitar looked like it had been in a hit-and-run accident.’

‘Why, what had happened to it?’

‘He forgot he’d left it propped up in the boot of his car and slammed the door down on it. I had to drop everything to fix the damage. Been working non-stop for two days. I’ve a good mind to charge him double for the repair—might teach him to look after it properly.’

‘Recording studio? Someone famous then?’

‘I guess so. But more to the point, what have you been up to? Ruth says you’ve been having some unusual experiences. Something to do with the spring water and the moon?’

So Sally tells it all over again, and when she has finished Naomi asks, ‘And what did you feel afterwards?’

‘Well, cold, of course. Wet, muddy. No, that’s not true. I was muddy, but I felt strangely clean, as if I’d actually been immersed in the pool. I suppose I must have been a bit disorientated, though I was wide awake, almost a bit muzzy, but oddly clear-headed at the same time. I couldn’t settle. That’s why I went for a walk and met up with Abbie.’

‘And did you feel hungry?’

‘Starving. Usually I can’t face food in the morning, but I managed to polish off four slices of toast and this huge lump of cake. Then, suddenly, I was hit by exhaustion. I suppose it all caught up with me. I went home and slept until the early evening.’

‘And how do you feel now?

‘I feel fine. Bit bewildered, I suppose. Fran suggested I might be a witch. I’m not, am I?’

‘No, of course you’re not a witch. That only comes after an informed commitment and years of training. But you’re obviously very sensitive to the influence of the moon, and some part of you needs to respond to that. Perhaps you’re remembering stuff you never knew you knew.’

‘Arcane knowledge hidden deep within my psyche, you mean?’ Sally laughs.

Naomi stops abruptly and turns to her, fixing her with those dark eyes. ‘Yes, that’s exactly what I mean.’ Then she laughs, too. ‘Tell you what, we’re almost to the pub and I do fancy that beer. But the moon’s still only a day off full and the sky’s clear. What say afterwards I walk back with you and we’ll go to the pool together?’
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Stepping through the doors of the Green Man is like walking through a heat barrier. In addition to the central heating, a log pyre is blazing in an inglenook fireplace that takes up half of one wall. This is a typical old English pub—low ceiling, wooden beams, horse brass. It’s like those theme bars Sally is used to in the touristy parts of the city, only this one is for real. They find a small table in a quiet corner and strip off coats and scarves.

Naomi pulls off her hat and tosses her hair. ‘I’m starving. Haven’t eaten all day. Would you like something?’

‘No thanks, I’ve just had supper. But I could do with that drink. What will you have?’

‘No, my shout. Don’t mind if I order a sandwich, do you? Now, what do you drink? Denis keeps a good cellar and the tap beer’s excellent. I’m having a Greene King—it’s a local speciality.’

‘OK, I’ll join you.’

The man behind the bar, most likely Denis, greets Naomi by name. She gives their order, and while he pulls the pints she leans back against the counter, turning to look around the room. It’s still quite early and there are only a few customers as yet. A group of young people are playing pool, the girls giggling and hitching their skirts as they make their shots. Three young men are lounging at the other end of the bar, beer mugs in hand. They must have started drinking early as they already look a little frayed at the edges. All three turned to stare when Sally and Naomi came in and began whispering to each other. They watch Naomi as she goes up to the bar, then look from her to Sally. One of them nudges his mate with his elbow.

‘Evening, Naomi. Out on the razzle, eh?’ His voice is loaded with derision.

She flashes him a humourless grin and looks away.

‘Brought a new playmate with you, have you?’ The other two snigger into their glasses.

Denis immediately walks down to that end of the bar and leans across to them. It’s clear from his expression that he’s giving them a warning. The three lads sneer and turn their backs. Denis goes back to pouring the beer and taking Naomi’s order for a ham sandwich.

‘God, I needed that.’ Naomi takes another swig. They’re near enough to feel the heat from the fire and, in the dimly lit room, the flames light their faces as the cracking wood spits showers of sparks into the air.

Sally takes a second sip of her beer and nods towards the group at the bar. ‘What was that all about?’

‘Oh, nothing much. No doubt you’ll be acquainted with the facts soon enough. Anyway, what do you think of the beer?’

‘You’re right, it’s good. Can I ask you, what brought you to Hallowfield? It seems a strange place to set up a business like yours.’

‘Well, I was looking for a home and somewhere to set up a workshop all in the one place. I’d been sharing a flat, and before that I lived with my grandmother. She sort of brought me up. When she died and left me some money I decided to go out on my own. I wanted to buy something outright but, with the price of property, London was out of the question. Besides, I felt an urge to get out of the city.’

‘You were working in London?’

‘Yes, I was lucky enough to be working for Max Bruger—he’s one of the leading luthiers in the world. He taught me so much, like a sort of apprenticeship I suppose. But I was ready to move on. And then when Manny died, that’s my grandmother, the time seemed right. Anyway, I started asking around the estate agents and found that Suffolk property prices were still way down low. This was ten years ago, of course; they’ve caught up a bit now. So, I started looking in this area and they sent me details of an empty shop. As soon as I saw the name of the village I was decided.’

‘What, you mean Hallowfield?’

‘Yes, Hallowfield. These old settlements got their names for a good reason. Hallow—hallowed—holy. As soon as I heard it, something went ping inside my head. And of course it was just what I wanted and at a price I could afford.’

‘So you think there is something significant about living here?’

‘Oh, of course. This place has a history. Think about your house, Sally. Stonewater Cottage? In Wicker Lane? Or more likely Wicca Lane? In a settlement called Holy Field? Oh, come on. Of course, your place wasn’t on the market then, and I didn’t know about the spring until after I got here.’

‘How do people find out about it?’

‘If you’re suitable, someone will tell you. Only certain people are told. Fran took me there the first time, and suddenly it all made sense. But even before that I knew I had to come here. It was almost as if I were being pushed into it. How about you? Did it feel as if it were all planned out for you?’

‘I don’t know about planned. But the first time I went into the cottage it was like I knew where everything was. Literally. I even knew what was in each room before I opened the door. I put it down to some sort of déjà vu experience. But straight away I knew I had to live there.’

‘Me, too. I belong here. So do you.’

‘Abbie said people are drawn here, women, and when they arrive it’s as if she knows them.’

‘Yes, I’ll go along with that. I feel a special bond with some of the spring users. There’s a small group of us who feel—well, as if we know each other.’

‘And they would be Fran, Ruth and Claire. You and Abbie. And perhaps me?’

‘You catch on fast.’

‘And I know what you mean about a bond between us. I’m starting to feel it, too. But I don’t know anything about any of you.’

‘Well, I can tell you all about me. What do you want to know?’

At that moment, Denis arrives with a plate of sandwiches so Naomi drains her glass and turns her attention to the food.

‘God, I’m starving. Sure you wouldn’t like one of these?’

‘No thanks, but I’ll have another drink. Same again?’ Sally gathers up their glasses. She’s aware of the lads still propping up the other end of the bar and watching as she carries the drinks back to the table. She angles her chair so they can’t see her face.

‘So, you lived with your grandmother. What happened with your parents? If you don’t mind talking about it, that is.’

‘No, I don’t mind.’ Naomi takes a deep breath. ‘My mother quit the scene when I was very young.’

‘What, you mean she died?’

‘No, she just up and left. Not her sort of gig, apparently. I can barely remember her. At first my father kept me with him. He was Simon Walker, you might have heard of him. Or Vagabond, that was his band.’

‘Oh yes, the folk rock group. I saw them live once, at Glastonbury. Is he still playing?’

‘No. He died four years ago. He had…well, it was complicated. He died of pneumonia.’ Naomi’s words are sharp and the pain shows in her face.

‘Oh, I’m sorry.’ Sally reaches out and lays a hand over Naomi’s.

‘I play all his albums constantly. He was really good, you know.’

‘So what was it like growing up with a famous father?’

‘I had the most amazing childhood. He had one of those motor caravans, and we would travel around to concerts and festivals. I loved the festivals best. It was like a party that went on all summer long. There’d be hordes of other kids and we’d all run together in a pack. I lived on hot dogs and music. I would stay up late each night to watch the acts on stage, then sleep through to the afternoon. In the winter, it was theatres. The other band members were like my uncles, and I went on the road with them in the band bus. Dad performed solo as well. He often toured the folk clubs doing one-night stands. Of course it was supposed to stop when I had to start school. That’s when I went to live with Manny. But he still took me away during the school holidays, and sometimes at weekends if it wasn’t too far. Or sometimes we’d just bunk off anyway.’

‘Didn’t your education suffer?’

‘Well, of course it did. What the hell. I wasn’t interested in all that stuff, and anyway I was going to be a musician. Besides, I hated school. I had nothing in common with those kids. They were like a different species. Manny said I had to at least put in an occasional appearance—it was the law. But the really important things I learned from her. She was my first and my wisest teacher.’

‘And what did she teach you?’

‘The Craft.’

‘What, witchcraft?’

‘Runs in the family. At least four generations, probably more. She was an awesome woman. I still miss her so much.’

‘Wow, you certainly did have an amazing childhood.’

Naomi nods her head. ‘I suppose in some ways Simon was a lousy father. He was like a big kid himself. For the first years of my life, he let me run wild. It was Manny who sorted me out, taught me the value of self-discipline. But imagine what it was like, night after night, watching my father sing and play in front of an audience. In the clubs there would be only perhaps a hundred or so, and there would be other singers and musicians. But Simon Walker was always the star. But at the festivals there could be, what, twenty thousand people, all singing and shouting. And he’d be there, in the centre of the high stage, with all the spotlights on him. And he was my father. I still get a buzz thinking about it. Of course, there was always a string of girls hanging around trying to hit on him. But I was his best girl. He always tried to keep me with him when he could.’

‘And that’s why you wanted to be a musician?’

‘I suppose so. And it was the music, too. I’d been saturated with it since I was born. Sort of took it for granted that I would play. I started to learn guitar as soon as I could hold one, and apparently I was remarkably good for my age. Then I had the accident.’

‘What happened?’

‘I don’t know. It’s a long time ago. I can barely remember now. I was only eight at the time. I suppose I should be able to remember but somehow…’ She shakes her head.

‘I’m sorry,’ Sally speaks softly. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you. I shouldn’t have asked.’

‘That’s OK. As I say, it was a long time ago.’ Naomi looks down at her hand. Until that moment, Sally had forgotten all about the disfigurement. Naomi is never obviously self-conscious about it, although that hand is usually out of sight.

‘And you’re not married or anything? No children?’

‘No, I’m not married, no significant other. Children? Never really thought about it much. I don’t want the responsibility of what you can do to them. I mean, you can really screw them up, can’t you? Perhaps it’s safer not to start. Anyway,’ Naomi puts down her glass and picks up her last sandwich, ‘what about you? What were your parents like?’

‘Nothing like yours, I’m afraid. Middle-aged, middle class, divorced. Dad’s an accountant, works for local government. Very proud of being in the same job since he left school, only of course he’s moved up the promotion ladder a few times. There are two of us: my sister, Morgain, is older than me. My mother was deeply into Arthurian legends at the time. When I was born she’d been reading about the life of Sarah Bernhardt, fortunately, or God knows what I would have been called. It was never a happy marriage and I can understand why it finally broke down. My mother lived on her nerves, which was her excuse for not dealing with reality. She was a romantic, lived in a dream world, always looking for a happy ending. Unfortunately for her, our father wasn’t Sir Lancelot. He’s a hard-edged realist, and I can understand why he found living with her impossible. I suppose in the end he’d had enough and he left us for someone more down-to-earth.’

‘And where are they now?’

‘Dad’s still living in Chelmsford with a drab-looking legal secretary called Mavis. They seem very happy. My mother died a few years ago. Breast cancer. She pretended it wasn’t happening. When she finally admitted to the doctor that she had a problem, it was too late.’

‘So we’re both orphans of the storm. And we both happened to fetch up in Hallowfield.’ Naomi finishes her beer. ‘Right then, let’s go walk in the moonlight.’

As they pass the lads at the bar, Sally can hear one of them mutter, ‘Have a pleasant evening, girls. Not too late to bed.’


Twelve

COLD AIR STRIKES THEIR FACES as Naomi strides into the road, looking up at the night sky. ‘No matter how many times I see it, I’m always amazed by it.’

‘I’m with you there,’ says Sally. ‘Those two nights when I got caught up with the moon—the first time I was overwhelmed by it, and the second time I seemed to lose all rational control. I’m beginning to think I’m going off the rails. Abbie said you know about these things.’

‘Well, as I see it, the moon is a gateway to the Goddess. It’s a powerful force and I’ve learned how to work with the moon, how to internalize that power and use it to create change. Of course She’s different for each individual, but it does seem that some part of you, Sally, responds to Her energies too.’

‘What energies? I don’t understand.’

‘Have you heard of Agrippa?’

‘Some sort of philosopher, wasn’t he?’

‘That’s right. Lived in the 1500s. He was also a magician. Now he said the moon is joined to the sun and the other planets and stars, and brings them to the world below. Being the last receiver, She gathers all those influences and pours them down upon the earth. I’m not quite sure how he put it, but that’s more or less what he meant. Anyway, the moon’s like a big mirror taking all the light from space and beaming it down on here, only instead of light it’s magnetic forces. But that’s more of an astrological explanation.’

‘Fran’s into astrology, isn’t she?’

‘Yes, and she can probably explain the cosmic effects much better than I can. What I know is that for me the moon’s energy shifts through different moods. The Goddess has many faces.’

They look up at a sky alive with stars. The moon, still rising, is visible above the rooftops, smaller now and only slightly less than a perfect circle.

‘My father used to show me the constellations,’ says Sally. ‘He knew all their names, how far away everything is and how many light years it would take to reach anything worthwhile.’ She pushes her hands into her pockets and heads towards Wicker Lane. ‘He’d say that the moon is just a dead planet and all that other stuff is just romantic nonsense.’

‘And he may well be right. Really it’s more about a personal, spiritual process. For me, that’s where the real power lies.’

They pass a row of old terraced houses, originally built to accommodate farm workers, their front doors opening right onto the pavement. They can hear sounds from televisions as they pass the windows. Sally can picture families inside, supper finished, kids arguing over the washing up, Mum settling down to watch Coronation Street. Naomi pauses, then runs to catch up with her. Her face is glowing, from either the cold air or the beer. She looks relaxed now, swinging her arms, deliberately puffing her breath to make clouds in the air. Like a child, she seems incapable of walking straight, turns everything into a game.

‘This witchcraft thing, you say your grandmother taught you?’

‘That’s right. Although not until I was an adult, of course—witches don’t initiate children. But there was lots of stuff she taught me when I was little. Attitudes, I suppose; how to look at the world. She taught me to see the Goddess in all living things.’

‘You said the Goddess has many faces. How do you know which one you’re talking to?’

‘There’s only one, but she goes under lots of names: Sophia, Isis, Kali, Demeter—depends how you want to approach her. Most Wiccans, especially the women, identify with the Triple Goddess of the Moon.’

‘What’s that?’

‘The new moon is Artemis the huntress, the full moon is Astarte the Mother, and the old moon is Hecate the crone. They follow the stages of women’s lives—the maiden, the creator/nurturer, and then the wise woman. Though we can also be any or all of them at any time so they each help us to know ourselves.’

‘Because the moon is constantly changing, like we are?’

‘That’s right. Life, people—it’s all about change and cycles. Everything works in a circle.’ Naomi spreads out her arms and twirls herself round in the middle of the road. ‘Galaxies spin in space. The Earth itself circles the sun, which in turn changes the seasons.’ She has to jump back onto the pavement as a car whips past. ‘Our lives are ruled by the yearly tides of the Earth, too, although we’re less aware of it now. The harvest is sown and grown and reaped and stored. We change with the seasons. If you tune into the phases of the Earth, you can work in harmony with them, direct your energies out on the sowing and growing tides, then gather in the results of what you’ve achieved. The same with the moon.’

‘You mean, work with the moon cycles, like waxing and waning?’ asks Sally. ‘So, if you want to make something happen, you start it on a new moon so that it will grow. And you can time things to reach their peak at the full moon. Is that right?’

‘Absolutely.’ Naomi is smiling, pleased and a little surprised. ‘Abbie was right—you do know all this.’

‘Do I?’

‘Of course you do. You just don’t know that you know.’

‘This is so weird.’ Sally’s hand closes over the opal stone in her pocket. ‘It’s like when I first came to the cottage and I knew where everything was.’ They are nearing the end of the houses. The street lamps are fewer and the night feels closer around them. ‘So what happens when the moon is waning?’

‘A good time to slow down, pull your energies back and regenerate yourself. It’s also a time to get rid of anything you don’t want, bring things to an end.’

‘And what about when there’s no moon?’

‘Ah, the Dark Phase. Some say that’s a time to rest. Personally, I think that’s when the most important work is done. That’s when you turn your light inwards, see what’s inside.’

‘I see. So, the reason I woke up when the moon was full was because the energy was, like, full-on and I must have felt it.’

‘Sounds like it.’

‘So why was I dancing?’

‘I can’t answer that—I don’t know what’s going on inside your head—but I can tell you that witches use dance. It’s an important part of the ritual work, one of the ways of making magic, although it’s always been associated in some form with the worship of the Goddess. In fact, lots of the older religions had temple dancers. Dancing is like a primitive instinct, a response to the rhythms of your body and through that to the Earth and the cosmos. It’s a way of opening the magical floodgates, letting the dance free you and allowing the power to wash over you.’

‘Wow. And do you have to take your clothes off?’

‘What? In this weather? You must be joking. But on warmer nights it feels right to be sky clad, to face the Goddess as you were made, with the honesty of a newborn child. Mind you, a good bonfire helps.’

They turn into Sally’s lane. Naomi brings her torch from her pocket and they follow the circle of light to the gate. A small, grey shadow emerges from the front path and Cat comes running up to meet them, winding herself between their feet.

‘Hello there.’ Sally bends down to stroke her. ‘Why are you out here in the cold? Do you want to go inside?’ But Cat runs off around the side of the cottage, to reappear a moment later as if waiting for them to catch up. ‘What’s got into her?’

‘She usually likes to go around to the spring with anyone who visits. But she does seem a bit agitated.’

All three walk around to the rear of the cottage, Cat leading the way and turning every few yards as if to make sure they’re still following. The garden is light enough, but not as bright as it was when the moon was directly overhead. They move in procession, casting long shadows across the grass which blend with the darkness as they enter the trees. Naomi switches off the torch when they reach the stream. The path is familiar to both of them, so they manage to find their way safely, even on the slippery ground. Cat has no problem. She struts on ahead, tail raised to indicate the way. Naomi is also in her element; she, too, belongs to the night.

They’re nearing the pool now, the gurgle of water magnified by the cold air. A twig snaps. The women freeze; Cat goes running on ahead.

‘Who’s there?’ Naomi calls out. Then, over her shoulder, ‘Don’t worry, it’s probably another visitor.’

Sally can’t even breathe. She grabs the back of Naomi’s coat as if that will protect her.

‘Who is it?’ Naomi calls again.

This time a dark figure moves out from the trees, a woman in a long, black coat. ‘Is that you, Naomi?’

‘Claire?’

‘Yes. God, you scared me. Merry meet.’

‘Merry meet. It’s OK, Sally. Come and meet Claire.’ There’s a shift in Naomi’s voice, a subtle edge of eagerness Sally hasn’t heard before.

They all move to the side of the pool and Sally has her first glimpse of the mysterious Claire. She’s short, slightly built, with fine, pale hair cut in a straight bob. Her face, high-boned and deeply shadowed in the moonlight, shows an ingrained tension that unravels any attempt at beauty.

‘I was wondering how I could get you two together.’ Naomi puts an arm around Claire’s shoulder. ‘And this is Sally, our new Guardian.’

‘Hello, Sally, and welcome. I’ve heard quite a lot about you from the others.’ When Claire smiles, her expression softens and a shy, inner light shines from her eyes.

‘Claire, you don’t normally come here in the evening.’ Naomi’s voice is suddenly full of anxiety. ‘Are you all right? Has anything happened?’ She rubs her hand over Claire’s arm.

‘No, no, everything’s fine.’ Claire shakes her head. ‘I couldn’t settle, that’s all. But you’re right, I don’t usually come here in the dark, and now I meet you two. That in itself is significant, don’t you think?’

Naomi turns to Sally. ‘It’s very unusual to actually meet someone here, you know. Three is quite a party.’

‘Well, if it is I still don’t know how I fit into it,’ says Sally. ‘Why does everyone keep calling me the Guardian? What does that mean?’

‘It’s just a tradition,’ says Naomi, ‘nothing to worry about. It’s your land, so you tend the water source, keep it safe.’

‘How am I supposed to do that?’

‘Mostly by just being here.’

‘So why does the place need looking after? It was left unattended for twenty years, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes, but it’s on private property, so it wasn’t disturbed,’ says Naomi. ‘Anyway, it wasn’t completely neglected. We still came here for the water, kept the pool clean and clear. Besides, there are ways of creating a field of protection around an area. But your arrival is important. You do have a special relationship with this land, you know.’

‘Do I?’

‘Of course you do. You wouldn’t be here otherwise.’

‘I still don’t get it.’

‘The atmosphere around the cottage and the grounds has changed since you arrived,’ says Claire. ‘There’s always a presence, but I can feel it has grown stronger.’

‘What sort of presence? Do you mean it’s haunted? Oh, God, don’t tell me old Mad Martha is still hanging about?’

‘No, she isn’t, I can assure you.’ For the first time Claire laughs. She could be beautiful, thinks Sally, if she weren’t such a bundle of nerves.

‘Mad Martha’s long gone,’ says Naomi, ‘and Claire would know. She’s a psychic, a sort of medium, only much more.’ She looks at Claire with a possessive pride.

‘Oh, I see. No, I don’t. Well, if it’s not Martha, what is it?’

‘This whole area is one of those special places where the veil is thin,’ says Claire. ‘It’s easy to sense beyond the physical world and be aware of other levels and vibrations. There’s definitely a presence here, perhaps a natural force—some believe it to be a nature spirit that emanates from the water. But what I feel is all the women who’ve been here and worshipped the Goddess in their own way. So many of them over hundreds of years, and each has left a trace of themselves, a sort of vibration imprinted on the ether. Whatever it is, since you came, Sally, the presence feels more—well, present.’

‘Yes,’ says Naomi, ‘I’d go along with that.’

‘And you’ve already experienced something of it yourself, haven’t you?’ Claire’s voice suddenly sounds stronger, as if she’s more confident. ‘Didn’t you leave something in the water?’

Sally looks from Claire to Naomi. ‘You told her about the moon and my rings?’

‘How could I? You only just told me yourself. Most of us leave gifts from time to time. It’s a very ancient custom. Some part of you must have known that.’

‘No,’ Claire cuts in, ‘it was more than a gift. You were getting rid of something, weren’t you? Letting go of the past?’

‘Yes, I was.’ Sally is stunned. ‘How could you know that?’

But Claire doesn’t hear Sally. She continues to talk as if listening to another voice. ‘And that other time, you don’t have to feel guilty about what happened. It wasn’t your fault. You didn’t know what you were doing.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Something about a rocking chair and a clock. Somebody died.’

‘Yes…Yes, that’s right. But I don’t remember…’

‘You will. You’ll remember when you’re ready. But not yet.’

Naomi puts a hand on Sally’s arm. ‘And what about you, Claire? What are you doing here? There’s something bothering you, isn’t there?’

‘Yes, you’re right, there is.’ Claire shivers, pulling her coat tightly around her neck. Her hand is small, the fingers long and trembling. ‘I’ve been sensing it for some time. Something’s going to happen. I don’t know what. The changes we have been feeling may not all be down to Sally. I think there may be other things going on. I can feel it coming closer, but when I try to tune in with it I just feel blocked.’

‘I know what you mean. I think I’ve felt it too. I don’t understand what it is either, only that it’s not good.’

‘What’s that saying?’ says Sally. ‘“By the pricking of my thumbs, something wicked this way comes.” Now you’re really scaring me.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry, sweetie. We didn’t mean to upset you, did we, Claire? Take no notice. That’s the trouble with us occult freaks, we’re so used to this sort of talk that we forget sometimes and put the wind up people.’

‘Absolutely. You feel so much like one of us that I…I’m sorry.’

‘Now, come on, lighten up. This is a special occasion, the three of us here together.’ Naomi kneels down by the pool. The moon is high enough now to be reflected in the water, a small silver bubble in a deep subterranean sky, undulating with the movement of the surface. She pulls off her gloves, dipping her hands in the water and touching them to her face.

Claire moves to stand behind her, a hand on her shoulder. ‘Would it help if you said something? To the moon, I mean.’

‘An invocation to the Goddess? Yes, it does seem right, a sort of welcome. Would you mind, Sally?’

‘What, like a prayer? No, I wouldn’t mind.’

But she does feel slightly self-conscious as Naomi gets to her feet and she and Claire stand either side of her. The three link hands and Naomi looks up to the moon.


Whenever you have need of anything, once in the month, and better it be when the moon is full, you shall assemble in some secret space and adore the spirit of Me, who is Queen of all Life.

For I am the gracious Goddess, who gives the gift of joy unto the heart of man. Upon Earth I give the knowledge of the spirit eternal; and beyond death I give peace and freedom, until once again the wheel of birth, death and rebirth spins.

To you will I teach things that are yet unknown. My law is love unto all beings. Nor do I demand aught of sacrifice, for behold, I am the Mother of All Things and My love is poured out freely upon the earth.

Blessed be.



Sally is unsure what she feels—embarrassed, uncomfortable? Yes, but maybe also some sense of reverence and respect. For a long time they stand motionless, still holding hands, silence wrapped around them, until there’s a rustling in the undergrowth and Cat emerges to break the spell.

Sally shakes herself, suddenly aware of how cold she is. What am I doing? she thinks. I should be at a wine bar or a club, going home in a taxi, driving down Oxford Street. Anywhere but here, in this lost corner of Suffolk. I’m standing in a dank wood, surrounded by open fields and I’m freezing. I’m holding hands with two of the weirdest women I’ve ever met and I’m offering up prayers to the moon. How did I get myself into this? But she says nothing, and when Naomi squeezes her hand and asks if she’s OK, she turns and smiles at her.

They make their way back to the garden and the front of the house, Cat leading the way, Sally following Claire, watching the tension gather in her shoulders as she approaches the path. They have to wait for Naomi, who stops to examine bits of leaves and twigs and gets left behind.

‘Do you want to come in? Have some coffee or a drink?’

‘Thanks, but no,’ says Claire. ‘I’d better get back.’

‘And I’ll walk with you,’ says Naomi. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll only go as far as the corner of your street. He won’t see us.’

Sally realizes that, until now, no one has mentioned Claire’s husband Ayden, or that he has been to her home.

‘All right, then, thanks,’ says Claire. ‘And thank you, too, Sally. We’ll see each other again soon.’

‘Yes, goodnight,’ says Naomi and breathes a kiss on Sally’s cheek. ‘And blessed be.’

‘Blessed be,’ Sally says in return, then wonders at herself all over again.


Thirteen


Morning of Wednesday, 20 December
Last Quarter



FIVE DAYS TO CHRISTMAS and this evening there will be a new moon. Sally is supposed to be working on a layout for a veterinary practice to use in the local press and the Yellow Pages. It is an important commission that could bring in lots more work, but she has put the project off until tomorrow. Not that she actually believes this theory about beginning something on a new moon; besides, she has other things to do this morning.

Sally is having difficulty in locating Fran’s charity shop, even though it’s in the same row of Victorian terraced villas as Naomi’s workshop. She thinks she must have driven past it, then notices the pile of old shoes and handbags in the front window. Closer inspection reveals the word Open crayoned on a piece of torn cardboard and stuck on the knocker, with a twirl of gold tinsel and a sprig of holly as an afterthought. When she steps through the door, the first thing that strikes her is the smell; in fact she’s nearly knocked out by it. Musty, dusty, mildewy—that particular aroma that hangs about the bulk storage of second-hand clothes, no matter how meticulously they are cleaned and aired. Racks and shelves and heaps of cast-offs, don’t-need-any-mores and got-no-further-use-fors. The token gesture to Christmas on the door is the only festive note in a place that generates an aura of permanent depression. Fran looks up from the glass cabinet that doubles as a counter, where she’s sorting through a pile of price tickets. She welcomes Sally with a smile.

‘Reporting to headquarters, eh?’

‘I tried the vicarage but there was no answer, so I thought I might find you here.’

‘Good thinking. Wednesday, Friday and Saturday mornings. Claire does the afternoons. Can I sell you something? I do a nice line in pink plastic handbags.’ She holds an example out for Sally’s inspection.

‘God, no. Do people actually buy those things?’

‘Well, somebody paid good money for it once. But as it’s you, I’ll let it go for five pence.’

‘I’ll think about it. What I came to tell you was I’ve delivered all four of my parcels and I’ve browbeaten three of the old dears into coming to the pantomime. Mrs Jeffries pleaded a bad hip, so I thought we might show a little compassion and let her off.’

‘Ah, well done, that woman. Now, there’s the kiddies’ party on Saturday.’

‘Now, whoa there, I’m no good with kids. I’m not sure I even like them. No, I absolutely put my foot down on that one.’

‘Pity. But I bet you’re a wiz at wrapping parcels for Santa’s sack. I’ll let you off the party if you give a hand Friday afternoon. Two-thirty in the village hall? Tea and homemade mince pies?’

‘Oh, I suppose so.’

‘And while we’re on the subject of Christmas, as the wife of the Reverend Cunningham, it’s my duty to remind you that the church doors are open to all on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day.’

‘Well, I don’t actually…I mean it’s not something…’

‘No, don’t blame you. A couple of holly wreaths and a new set of candles are hardly going to draw a record crowd. He hauls the same old nativity scene out of the vestry every year, and every year something else gets damaged. We’ve got a three-legged donkey now, Mary’s nose is broken, and the shepherds look like they’ve been in a drunken brawl. Besides, I can’t imagine anyone wanting to spend Christmas in that icebox if they didn’t have to. Still, had to ask. But you are coming to Naomi’s Yule celebration tomorrow, aren’t you?’

‘I said I would, but I’m not sure exactly what it is I’ve been invited to.’

‘Winter Solstice. What the pagans used to celebrate before it got hijacked by the Church and renamed Christmas.’

‘So what will we be celebrating?’

‘The return of the sun. It’s the shortest day, you know, longest night—what they call the dark tide of the year—so from now on the days start to lengthen. Unfortunately, the coldest part of winter is still ahead of us. Good time for a feast.’

‘So it’s a traditional sort of thing?’

‘Goes back centuries. In the old days, of course, food would be carefully rationed. They couldn’t afford to go on feeding all the animals, so the oldest geese and cattle were slaughtered and they ate anything perishable before it went off. Plus the high lords were supposed to give handouts to the poor, noblesse oblige and all that. Those old druids knew a thing or two. They certainly had a sound grasp of economics.’

‘Yes, I suppose businesses still need Christmas to get them through the winter season.’

‘It would be a long, dreary haul for everyone without it. Our ancestors also understood a lot about human psychology. Seasonal affective disorder we call it now. Depression brought on by lack of sunlight. So they organized a good old knees-up, brought greenery into the houses, danced, sang, gorged themselves sick, and got more than a little drunk.’

‘Things haven’t changed much then?’

‘Season of Misrule, it used to be called in the Middle Ages. Time to loosen up, turn the world on its head. Enough of a morale booster to get them through the misery of the next three months. By the time the food finally ran out they could see spring was on its way.’

‘What’s this?’ Sally holds up a strange-looking gadget, steel blades enclosed in a ring of plastic.

‘Called an auto-chop, I think. It’s for cutting vegetables. Used to be all the rage thirty years ago. Find one in every second-hand shop. Now what about this blouse? Looks your size.’

‘I don’t think lime green’s my colour. Where do you get all this stuff?’

‘Oh, you’d be surprised what people give away. Some of it hardly used. But we also get given a lot of rubbish that doesn’t go on sale. Have to maintain standards, you know.’

‘So what’s the money used for?’

‘Well, there’s the Women’s Refuge, they’re always short of cash. Lots of the clothes and toys go there, too. Women often arrive in the middle of the night with just the kids and what they stand up in.’

‘Sounds awful.’

‘It is. Then there’s things like the panto outing. Bit of Christmas cheer to get them through the winter. Same principle. Pantomime, that’s all part of it, a leftover from the mummers’ plays. You know, twelve days of Christmas and all that.’

‘So what happens at this thing of Naomi’s tomorrow? She said come to lunch and something about a ceremony before we eat.’

‘That’s right. A little ritual to mark Yuletide. Don’t worry. Naomi will do the business part of it. We just watch. Then we all tuck into a good lunch and get pissed as rats if we want to. She told you to bring some food and a bottle, did she?’

‘Yes. So you’ve done this before?’

‘Oh yes, every year as far as I remember. Well, since she came to Hallowfield, that is.’

‘Fran, do you mind me asking you something?’

‘What’s that, my love?’

‘Well, why are you in Hallowfield? I mean, I know you’re married to the vicar, but you don’t seem, well…’

‘What you mean is, when someone is referred to as the “vicar’s wife” I’m not exactly what comes to mind?’

‘Well, that’s not quite, I mean…I’m sorry, this is so rude of me. You must think I’m awful.’

‘Not at all. I’ll take it as a compliment. I tell you what, do you fancy a quick sherry? I keep a bottle handy this time of year in case anyone pops in. Even got some proper sherry glasses here somewhere. Don’t worry, I have washed them.’

The sherry is very sweet and not very good, but it somehow complements the smell of the shop. Fran pulls up a couple of chairs behind the makeshift counter where a one-bar electric fire takes the chill off their feet.

‘Sure I’m not keeping you from your shop work?’

‘I’m hardly overrun with customers. It’s January, when the Christmas bills come home to roost and the kids have grown out of their school clothes, that’s when this place is full. Cheers, Happy Christmas.’ She takes a hefty swig from her own glass. ‘So, what’s someone like me doing in a place like this?’

‘Yes, that’s what I was trying to ask.’

‘Often ask myself the same question. You want the whole story?’

‘Yes, if you’d like to tell me.’

‘Well then, Edward and I met when we were both up at Oxford—I was reading history and he was at theological college. Joined the same action groups, protests, sit-ins, that sort of thing. It was what students did then: flower power, the dawning of a new social era, Age of Aquarius and all that. We were all searching, I suppose, looking for new meanings. I’d joined a Buddhist meditation group. Like a lot of people I was turning to the philosophies of the East, looking for my own personal guru. Then suddenly there was Edward, afire with the spirit and not bad-looking with it. It was a new sort of Christianity he was preaching, something about real people, real life. Like me, he wanted to spread love throughout the world. Sounds daft now, doesn’t it? But we’d all been to see Jesus Christ Superstar, hadn’t we? So I bought the whole package. Ah, such dreams we had then, such dreams.’ Fran tops up her sherry glass.

Sally shakes her head when offered the bottle. ‘What sort of dreams?’

‘Oh, a mission in India, the starving millions, working beside the Peace Corps. We planned to set out hand-in-hand to save the world. Being Edward’s wife was more than an adventure: it was a crusade. Anyway, I got my degree and he got ordained. Only it wasn’t India he got sent to, but the East End of London. Broken-down old church, congregation numbers swelled to half a dozen on a good night. Only temporary, we said, somewhere to start and at least we’d be doing some good. And there was certainly plenty to get our teeth into. We worked in day centres, did soup runs; I helped set up one of the first women’s centres in the city. And time went, as it does, and eventually I began to realize why we’d never made it to India.

‘You see, Edward lacks a certain kind of compassion. No tolerance for those who make different choices. He would never have survived in an Eastern culture. I hadn’t realized it, up too close I suppose, but his superiors obviously had. Then things got worse. Suddenly it was the ’eighties, Thatcherism, unemployment, urban decay. The more we worked to put it right, the more the world fell apart around us. I was so full-on with my own projects that at first I hadn’t noticed that Edward wasn’t coping. I mean seriously not coping. Oh, we’d left those ideals behind long ago. But a new sort of reality was creeping in. Violence, drugs, Aids, teenage rent-boys. Early every morning I used to go down with a bag to clear the used syringes from the church porch. Edward couldn’t hack it. Eventually the stress got to him and he had a sort of breakdown.’

‘So, what happened? What did you do?’

‘They sent us to a retreat in Scotland for six months. Then the Church recommended he take on something less demanding. And that’s how we ended up at Hallowfield—1988 that was. Again we both said it was temporary. But I knew by then that all the fight had gone out of him and he was ready to slump into the comfort of middle age. We still talked about India, but I knew that, for Edward, talk was all it had ever been. Now it’s all about saving the church roof while I organize the OAPs’ bingo evenings. This country village—this monument to mediocrity—is his reality. And it could have been my living death.’

‘But it wasn’t, was it?’

‘No, it wasn’t. Because, from the moment I entered the place I felt as if I’d come home. And, of course, there were Abbie and Ruth. Oh, the house was awful, of course: old, damp, draughty, as most vicarages are. But it was the village itself. By then, of course, I was thoroughly disillusioned with the Church. But I was used to working hard. Bags of energy and looking for somewhere to use it, that’s me. And you don’t have to go to India to help people, or to a city slum. Poverty and loneliness find their way in everywhere, even a little community like Hallowfield. Oh, at first I was angry, I suppose, resentful and bitter, but somehow I mellowed into the habitual old cynic you see here. And there’s hope, there’s always hope—it’s a blessed curse sometimes. Then I learned about your place, the spring water.’

‘Yes, they told me what you do with the church font.’

‘It’s a small act of sabotage, but an effective one I believe. As far as I’m concerned, the Church and I parted company a long time ago. Oh, I support Edward to some extent with his parish duties. Yes, I know I tend to put the boot in where I can. He knows all about it and I know how much it annoys him. It’s turned into a sort of game, if we’re honest.’

But you’re not being honest, are you? thinks Sally. Not with yourself anyway. She has learned enough from Jonathan about the rudiments of psychotherapy to know that Fran is playing the game to avoid facing up to a lot of unpleasant truths. ‘Did you never think of leaving him?’

‘Vicars don’t get divorced—it’s bad form.’ Fran lifts her glass up, as if studying the light through the liquid. ‘Actually, that’s not true. Divorce rate is very high. Neglected wives being used as unpaid secretaries and social workers. I can’t say I didn’t think about it at one time.’

‘You never had children?’

‘No, no children. I had a baby once. A girl, stillborn. Came too early. After that it just didn’t happen, even though we tried hard enough. Well I did, I’m not sure about Edward. I went for tests and things, but he would have nothing to do with it. Said it was God’s will. And then Naomi came.’

‘Abbie said you two are very close.’

‘She’s just about the age my daughter would be if she’d made it. Of course Edward took up arms against her straight away. Only he got quite worked up about it, got it all out of proportion, even whipped up some supporters among the congregation, sort of vigilante group. Fortunately they all backed off when he started preaching hellfire and damnation. Scared me a bit, I can tell you. I thought he was going to have another breakdown. I suppose initially I flew to her defence just to spite him. But you can’t be with her for long before you grow to love her. In some ways she’s such an innocent. It makes her vulnerable to people like my husband, and at the same time it’s what protects her. Naomi’s my family now. Then Claire arrives and now you’re here. So I’m blessed. You sure you won’t have another sherry?’

‘Yes, quite sure. You’re into astrology, aren’t you?’

‘Only in a general sort of way. I know just about enough to work out a natal chart and do a basic interpretation. But I’ve got a lot to learn.’

‘What does Edward think of that?’

‘Work of the Devil, he reckons. Like Buddhism. I still go on meditation weekends, though. But of course having anything to do with Naomi means I’m a lost soul anyway, according to him.’

‘Naomi talks about the Goddess.’

‘The old religion. The Creator always was female, you know, worshipped for thousands of years before these new men-only religions turned up. Interesting how people are turning back to the old ways. Perhaps it’s because women are finding their own strength and need a female deity to relate to. Our understanding of the purpose of life is different—well, it would be, wouldn’t it? I don’t honestly believe the creator and sustainer of the universe gives a pig’s piss about the church roof. But if this world was created out of love, then He—She—does care about Mrs Jeffries’ bad hip, and that the Wilson kids go to school with no breakfast because their mother’s too drunk to get out of bed.

‘Good Lord, look at the time.’ Fran tosses back the last of her sherry. ‘Sorry, but I’m going to have to throw you out, my love. Time to shut up shop, and I promised I’d call in at the village hall with some decorations for the kids’ party.’ She gathers up the glasses and bottle. ‘I say,’ she calls from the kitchen doorway, ‘I don’t suppose you could give me a lift, could you? It’s not far out of your way.’

‘Sure, no problem.’

‘Oh, good. You’re an angel. We might as well take some of the presents over with us since you’ve got plenty of room in your vehicle. They’re through here—that’s right. If you could carry that lot out, I’ll bring the rest.’


Fourteen


Winter Solstice—The Celebration of Yule
Late Morning of Thursday, 21 December
New Moon



SALLY AND RUTH ARRIVE TOGETHER at the private entrance next to Naomi’s workshop. The door is hung with a wreath of holly, decked with red ribbons and gold-painted pine cones. The door has been left ajar, so they enter and call to the upstairs flat. Naomi’s head appears over the banisters.

‘Come on up, you two. Food goes in the kitchen. We’re in the sitting room.’

Upstairs is surprisingly spacious and is filled with the smell of freshly baked bread. The kitchen is large and old-fashioned, a clutter of what look like hand-thrown ceramic pots and jugs. Nothing matching, nothing there by design, except the tidy bunches of what must be flowers and herbs hanging from the ceiling to dry. The worktops are already overflowing with piles of misshapen rustic loaves and bowls of salads.

‘I can guess who made the chocolate cake,’ says Sally.

‘Always rely on Abbie for anything to do with chocolate,’ says Ruth. ‘I brought sausage rolls and a glazed ham—not very imaginative, I know, but I baked and dressed it myself.’

‘Looks yummy. I made a salmon mousse, I hope that’s all right. And here’s a few canapés. Looks like chicken in those tortillas.’

‘That will be Claire’s contribution. She must be here already.’

‘Merry meet, you two.’ Naomi comes into the kitchen, carrying a large glass of something spicy with bits of fruit floating on the top. Dressed in black and purple, she’s all movement with her long hair loose and swirling like her skirt. Around her neck, in place of the usual moonstone, is a five-pointed star set in a silver circle. She gives Sally a hug. ‘Merry meet, and Happy Solstice.’

‘Merry meet. The food looks wonderful. You must be the bread-maker?’

‘And that punch smells wonderful, too,’ says Ruth, coming forward to hug Naomi. ‘Merry meet, my love, and Happy Solstice.’

‘Come through and I’ll get you both a drink. Abbie and Claire are here already; we’re only waiting for Fran.’

They follow her into a comfortable, sprawling room of floor cushions and sagging sofas draped with hand-dyed batik prints. The walls are festooned with swathes of holly, ivy and mistletoe. A dozen candles burn on shelves, and in the wrought-iron grate a log fire is roaring and sparking. Claire is sitting on a cushion next to the fire, her legs curled under her, her face flushed by the warmth of the flames. She gets to her feet as they come in, ready to give what is obviously the customary greeting.

‘Merry meet, Sally, Ruth. I’m so glad you’ve joined us, Sally. It was strange us meeting that time, and I wanted to get to know you properly.’ In the light of day she looks brighter and healthier, certainly less tense. And she’s smiling. She’s younger than Sally had first thought, perhaps mid-twenties. There’s still an aura of fragility about her, and she’s indeed very pretty in an ethereal sort of way.

‘Excuse me if I don’t get up.’ Abbie is sprawled on a sofa, her feet up on a cushion. ‘First chance I’ve had to catch my breath. Been up most of the night.’

‘Why, what’s wrong?’

‘Sick horse. Not one of mine, thank God. Belongs to some friends. They meant well as usual, let it out to graze in long grass, just what you don’t do in winter. But their son is a pupil of mine, so I feel sort of responsible.’

‘When it comes to any sick horse you’d feel responsible,’ says Ruth. ‘So what’s wrong with long grass?’

‘Causes low blood pressure, which in turn causes laminitis, inflammation of the hoof. I spotted something wrong when its owner came for a riding lesson, so I called in the vet. Needs careful medication to sort the blood pressure out and get the swelling under control, and there’s support pads for the feet that need changing regularly, quite tricky for the uninitiated. So McPherson suggested I take the horse in and back up his treatment with some of my own. There are some herbal liniments that are very effective. And the massage, of course.’

‘McPherson, isn’t he the new partner at the surgery? Young chap?’

‘Yes, he is. And very open-minded about alternative therapies. He’s like a breath of fresh air around here.’

‘This must all seem very strange to you, Sally.’ Claire sits down on her cushion again, making room for Sally on a chair beside her. ‘All this talk about herbs and healing.’

‘Yes it is, but somehow it’s not. I’m not sure about this ritual thing, though. I did look up something about the Winter Solstice on the web last night. I gather we’re performing some ancient ceremony of greeting the new sun. But aren’t you supposed to do it at sunrise in a stone circle?’

‘Already done that.’ Naomi ladles out a drink for Ruth, then crosses the room with a glass for Sally. ‘I couldn’t do the stone circle bit—there aren’t any around here unfortunately—but I was up on Wandlebury Hill at five o’clock.’

‘What, on your own? In the dark? Isn’t that a bit risky?’

‘Well, it was dark, but I certainly wasn’t alone. There were dozens of people milling about. Lots of would-be druids in white robes. There were even a few people poncing about in cloaks and swords. A couple of policemen in a squad car turned up to make sure there was no breach of the peace. People presented them with flowers and the Chief Druid shared his thermos of coffee with them.’

‘Sounds like quite a party. Is it always like that?’

‘It is nowadays. There always have been gatherings at the Solstices and on May Day morning, but in recent years there’s been this massive upsurge of interest in all sorts of neo-pagan stuff. If it goes on like this I’ll have to find somewhere quieter.’

‘You’re not part of a group or anything, are you?’

‘No, I work on my own. Lots of witches do. This is the one ceremony of the year I like to share with my friends. And I can’t really expect you all to get up before dawn, so I do my more personal work at the actual sunrise.’

‘And what’s it supposed to achieve?’

‘Well, the increase in the length of daylight is like a sort of turning of the tide. If you cast something out on a tide it gets carried into the universe throughout that phase of motion. So if we push out some positive thoughts about what we want to achieve over the next few months, the tide will carry it forward and give it a boost.’

‘Oh, I see. Well, I think I do.’

‘Don’t worry, this bit is just about sharing with friends. Relax and enjoy. It’s a holiday.’

‘OK, I’ll try. This punch is good. What’s in it?’

‘Actually it’s spiced cider. Traditional drink for Yule. I try to bring in as much of the old ways as I can, like the greenery to decorate the room. And the Yule log. That’s the big lump of wood at the centre of the fire. Fran provided that. You’re not supposed to cut it down yourself—it has to be given. Where is she, by the way?’

‘You know she’s always last,’ says Abbie. ‘Don’t worry, she wouldn’t miss this. In fact I think that’s her now.’

There is a clomping of feet from the stairway and a few muttered words. Naomi calls out hello.

A voice calls back, ‘Where do you want this bloody quiche?’

‘Yes, that’s Fran.’

‘In the kitchen,’ Naomi calls. ‘I’d better go down and drop the catch on the front door.’

As Naomi goes downstairs, Fran blusters into the room, struggling out of her poncho.

‘Merry meet, chaps. God, what a morning! Emergency meeting of the church flower-arranging ladies. Some silly argument over who’s doing what with the Christmas tree. Bloody women are a pain in the arse.’

‘Hope you’re not talking about us, Fran?’ Naomi is back and pours another drink for Fran. ‘Here, sounds like you need this.’

‘Has it got alcohol in it?’

‘Yes, lots.’

‘Thank God for that. Hey, come here, sweetie. Big Yuletide cuddle.’

Sally sips her drink, breathing in the cinnamon and cloves. The aroma is quite heady, evoking memories of Christmases gone or those that never were but should have been like this. She feels warm and comfortable and very glad she came. Eventually a hush descends on the gathering, the women are glancing at their watches. Nearly noon. They all seem to be looking to Naomi, who nods and parks her glass on the mantelshelf.

‘Time for business. If you wouldn’t mind clearing the coffee table and pulling it into the centre.’ She leaves the room. As if pre-rehearsed, the women rearrange the space and draw the curtains, leaving only the candles to give them light. Naomi returns carrying a wooden chest, which she places on the floor beside the coffee table, then kneels down.

Sally looks around at the others for some clue. They are all watching Naomi, their expressions relaxed yet solemn. She unfolds a black cloth and spreads it over the table, then carefully lifts out a series of items, removing each from its own silk wrap. First, two thick candles, the creamy yellow of beeswax; one burned down, the other unused. Each is placed in a crystal holder. She then unwraps what looks like a polished wooden rod, about a foot and a half long and carved with symbols.

‘For Sally’s benefit I’d better explain about the tools. This is my Wand, which I cut myself from the branch of a living hazel tree, first asking the tree for its blessing. I place it in the East, its element being Air. It’s like an extension of my willpower and I use it to direct energy. My Cup stands in the West, the cardinal point of Water, which of course is ruled by the moon, so the Cup is made of silver.’ On the opposite side of the table to the Wand, Naomi stands an ornate, long-stemmed goblet, richly decorated with vines and grapes. ‘Its function is to gather, hold and disperse energy.’

Then a leather sheath is unwrapped from which she draws a knife with a double-edged blade. ‘This is my Athame. Its element is Fire and it corresponds to the South. It is used for inviting and dismissing energies, invoking and banishing. Don’t worry,’ she glances up at Sally, ‘it is never used to draw blood. And lastly,’ placing a plate-sized disc on the table, ‘this is the Pentacle. It’s a five-sided star, a pentagram, drawn inside a circle, the same as the one I’m wearing, only bigger and made of copper set in clay. It’s a shield and a protector. It’s placed in the North because it belongs to the element Earth, although, strictly speaking, it holds all the elements in balance.’

Naomi closes the wooden chest and pushes it under the table. ‘I do have other tools, but this is a very informal ritual so I won’t be using them today. These are enough to create a balance and hold the energies in control. Sally, do you feel comfortable with all this so far?’

‘Yes, I think so.’ She gives a nervous laugh. ‘I was expecting a cauldron and broomstick.’

‘Well, as a matter of fact…’ Naomi grins mischievously. ‘But not today. Just to remind everyone, I’m going to draw an imaginary circle around us and ask for the protection of the guardians of the four quarters. Then I’ll say something about the Yule celebration, offer a prayer to the Goddess, and do the business with the candles. Then there will be a few moments of meditation, which you can join in if you wish. After that we’ll bless the bread and water and share those. Then I’ll release the powers and open the circle. And then we can all dig into the food.’

‘Bread and water, Naomi?’ asks Claire.

‘Oh, Lord yes, I’ll fetch them. Look, there’s a box of frankincense on the mantleshelf. Throw a handful on the fire, will you?’ While Naomi is out of the room, Claire sprinkles powder onto the burning logs. They hiss and spit, and a gush of fragrant smoke bellows into the room.

Naomi returns with a small loaf of bread and the water jug. ‘It’s from your spring, Sally, so perhaps you should do the honours. If you would fill the Cup.’ Until now Sally has never thought about the water being safe to drink, but it probably comes straight from a cavern deep in the Earth, and it does appear to be clean and clear as it splashes into the silver goblet.

As if on cue, they all gather in a circle around the table. There’s a moment’s pause while silence settles over them. Sally hopes against disappointment. She certainly doesn’t want to be involved in any questionable activity, the sort that would make headlines in the Sunday newspapers. At the same time, she’s hoping it won’t turn out to be the sentimental, universal love stuff some of her friends have got caught up in. The thought of that sort of silliness makes her cringe. But another part of her feels strangely calm and accepting, as if this were the most natural thing in the world. And perhaps she feels the slightest tingle of anticipation, as if something is stirring inside her. Some memory. She’s conscious of the opal in her pocket. Her fingers momentarily flicker over the moonstone at her neck as she looks around the circle, the five other women, each calmly waiting. Abbie and Claire exchange a smile; Ruth brushes a fleck of cotton from her skirt; Fran straightens her shoulders in readiness, swaying onto her toes as if eager to begin.

Naomi has her eyes closed, concentration setting her expression. Taking a deep breath, she raises her hands, palms either side of her shoulders.

‘Blessed be all who are gathered here.’ She takes up the knife from the makeshift altar and begins to move around the edge of the room with the knife blade held at shoulder-height, drawing an invisible circle. Sally is aware of the rhythm of Naomi’s voice, and the fall of her footsteps as she paces three times around them tells her something of what is happening.

‘I create sacred space.’ The phrase is repeated.

Yes, that makes sense. It’s as if the world is cut away and only this room and the six of them remain. Sally is aware of the firelight and the trails of incense on the air. And when Naomi returns the knife to the altar and takes up the Wand, it’s as if she has sealed them in a vault. She then moves to the four compass points in turn and intones, her voice deep and vibrating, using strange-sounding words, as if she’s addressing powerful beings who are to guard the four quarters and is summoning them by name. Air, Fire, Water and Earth; the words ‘safe’ and ‘protection’ are repeated. It does not matter that Sally cannot understand the rest. Like the others, she stands unmoving until the co-ordinator of this rite returns her Wand to the altar.

‘I create this circle of light to be a temple between the worlds. In the name of She who is Astarte and Isis, I do consecrate and bless this place. So mote it be.’

Naomi looks around at the group, then turns to Sally and winks. ‘OK so far?’

‘Yes. OK.’

‘Right. I’m going to call upon the Goddess now. I think you’ve already encountered her, haven’t you, Sally?’

Sally remembers the moon that first night, the power that forced her from her bed, the gentle light that later summoned her to dance.

Naomi is speaking again. ‘Lady, you who are the beauty of the Earth, and the light of the sky,’ she lights a taper from the Yule log, ‘we invite you to come among us and attend this rite.’ As she bends to touch the flame to the used candle it comes alive with a gentle glow, throwing glints of gold on the cup and knife. ‘Since our beginning, our ancestors have gathered at this season to celebrate the rebirth of the sun. Like us, they watched the dying orb and knew it would no longer warm the Earth. The trees lost their leaves and bore no fruit. The beasts ceased to bring forth their young. Even the birds deserted the land. They shivered around their fires as the ever-encroaching night stole the light from the skies. And they prayed to their Goddess. Until, on the darkest of nights, She became the Great Mother and once again gave birth to the sun. Now, as then, She begins the yearly cycle anew, bringing light and hope to all the world.’

Naomi again takes up the taper and lights the new candle from the old.

‘We join the Goddess in greeting the new sun. A new year and a new beginning for us all. And so we welcome the new light within ourselves. The old solar year has run its course and completed its cycle. The year is dying, let it die.’

She extinguishes the old candle, and as she does so it seems as if the new flame leaps high and lights the room. ‘We give welcome to the new sun.’

‘Welcome,’ they each murmur, and Sally does too. They look around to each other and smile. There is a shifting, a relaxing, as if a change has taken place, a task has been completed.

‘Now we’ll just take a few minutes in silence to contemplate what we’re leaving behind with the old year and what we may encounter in the new. Don’t force any thoughts. Just leave your minds open and listen to what the Goddess is telling you.’

Again a stillness falls over the group. Sally isn’t sure what to do or how to do it. Listen to the Goddess? She remembers that night beside the pool, the voice inside her head, so she tries to visualize herself there again, beside the water with moonlight pouring down on her. But all she can think of is the opal in her pocket. Perhaps I will remember, she thinks, and her thoughts go back to that morning and the walk across the fields and beyond…

Suddenly she’s back in the room. Naomi is breaking bread and holding her hand over the cup.

‘This food and water is the blessing of the Goddess to our bodies. Let us share it freely and remember those who have nothing. Sally, it’s your right as Guardian of the spring. Will you be Cup Bearer, take it round the circle?’

So Sally goes from friend to friend, passing the cup for each to drink from while the bread is passed from hand to hand. Then Naomi is thanking the Goddess and bidding Her farewell. The Guardians of the quarters are dismissed and released. Naomi retreads the circle around the room in the other direction.

‘The circle is open, yet never broken. Merry meet, and merry part, and merry meet again. So mote it be.’

The candle is extinguished, the curtains thrown open, and it is all over.

Released from ceremony, the women laugh and touch each other, scrape splashes of molten wax from the table and clear breadcrumbs from the floor. Naomi wraps her magical implements in their cloths and clears the table.

‘What do we do now?’ asks Sally. ‘Do you need any help with that?’

‘No, thanks. My responsibility. A good worker looks after her own tools. But I expect everyone is ravenous, so you can help get the food organized.’

The table is cleared and reloaded as plates and dishes are relayed from the kitchen. Fran is brandishing a corkscrew and trying not to drop the glasses. Sally is surprised to find that she is very hungry, and the others obviously share her appetite. They seat themselves wherever they can—on sofas, floors, cushions, all around the fire, which still bursts with an occasional puff of incense. Food is passed around and they help each other to generous portions, as if it’s imperative that every scrap is devoured. At first everyone is eating, sampling each dish, and taking huge gulps of the wine.

Naomi seems to have made a point of sitting next to Claire. They exchange words quietly and Naomi puts her hand on Claire’s shoulder, stroking it gently. Fran pauses, fork poised in mid-air, to watch them. She bites her lip and a momentary concern clouds her face.

‘Come on, tuck in, Sally.’ Ruth sits down beside her with a loaded plate. ‘Don’t try to be ladylike, we’re all starving.’

‘It’s quite normal after ritual work to be really hungry,’ says Abbie. ‘In fact, it’s a good measure of how effective it has been. All to do with the shifting and displacement of energy, that’s right isn’t it, Naomi?’

Naomi nods, her mouth full of sausage roll.

Sally takes another hunk of bread. ‘I feel as if I’ve been on a ten-mile hike.’

Eventually Naomi puts down her plate. ‘Right. Debriefing time. I know some of us are still eating, but it’s important that we each have a chance to say anything we want to say about what we thought or saw or felt. Newcomers first. So, as the saying goes, Sally, how was it for you? Not too spooky, I hope?’

‘No, not at all. No different from any other religious service I’ve attended. No, that’s not true. In fact it was much better. More personal, I felt more involved.’

‘Did you have any thought about what you might be leaving or getting into as the year changes?’ asks Abbie.

‘I kept thinking about what it is I can’t remember. For a moment I felt scared, as if when I do remember I won’t like it. And then I imagined I was walking over a bridge, the one in the back field that crosses the river. And I knew that once I got to the middle I wouldn’t be able to turn back.’

‘No going back, eh?’ says Fran. ‘So, whatever it is you’re avoiding on the other side, you know you’re going to have to face it and something will have to change.’

‘I suppose so. Yes.’

‘And what about you, Abbie?’

‘Horses. Surprise, surprise. No, it was odd because I was me and I was a horse too. Like being in two minds at the same time. And I saw myself come to open the stable door and let the “horse” me out. And I ran across the field.’

‘Like you need to set yourself free?’ Naomi observes.

Ruth puts down her plate. ‘Oh, God, this is getting very Freudian.’

‘Jungian, actually,’ Sally interjects. ‘I mean it’s more like subconscious-self stuff. Archetypal. Oh, I’m sorry—I really know nothing about this.’

‘Not at all, girl, your opinion is important,’ says Fran. ‘I’d forgotten your chap was into this psychotherapy stuff. That is right, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, it is, but I only know what I’ve picked up from him. But that’s what we were doing, wasn’t it? Creating an environment for our subconscious minds to communicate with our conscious selves through mental images?’

‘Bravo! Got it in one,’ Naomi cheers. ‘Yes, Sally, that’s exactly what we were doing. See, I told you she was one smart cookie.’

‘Now, what about you, Naomi?’ says Fran. ‘What did you get?’

‘I kept thinking of my accident.’ Naomi holds out her hand, something she rarely does, making everyone aware of the deformity. ‘I was with a clown and he kept trying to play silly jokes. I showed him my hand and told him it was time to stop messing around. And then he just sort of collapsed like a deflated balloon. I’m not sure what to make of it.’

‘Of course you don’t—not yet,’ says Claire. ‘But there’s obviously something you’re avoiding that should be faced. It’ll come clear, I’m sure. In fact it sounds as if several of us are going to have to face up to something. What about you, Ruth? I noticed you were looking worried. You’ve been quiet all morning. This isn’t like you.’

‘No, I’m sorry. Bit of a funny mood, that’s all. Don’t know what’s wrong with me.’

‘So what did you see?’ asks Abbie.

‘Well, that’s just it. Nothing. I saw nothing. I tried to visualize the New Year and what I would be doing. It was like looking into a blanket of black fog. So I’m afraid there’s nothing I can tell you. What about you, Claire? You don’t look too happy either.’

‘It was like a tidal wave. We were all on the beach, at least I think we were all together. Then there was a huge wave and we were all swept up, going round and round in circles. I thought we were all going to drown. And then my feet struck something solid, like a rock, and we hung on tightly to each other. That’s all.’

‘What do you mean, “that’s all”? Sounds pretty drastic to me.’ Fran reaches over to refill Claire’s glass. ‘That’s not the first time you’ve seen something like that, is it?’

‘No. It’s been a while now. I keep having the feeling that something is threatening us and it’s coming nearer. But I don’t know what. Probably my imagination.’

‘Of course it’s your imagination,’ says Naomi, ‘and it’s usually pretty reliable. Besides, I’ve been feeling it, too. Something’s not right and I don’t know what it is or what we can do about it. Not yet anyway. Oh, Sally, I’m sorry. What must you be thinking? This is your first time with us all together. It’s supposed to be a celebration and it’s all turning into doom and gloom.’

‘That’s all right. I’d rather you be honest about things. I just hope it’s nothing I’ve caused.’

‘Of course it’s not.’ Fran lays a reassuring hand on Sally’s arm.

‘Although,’ says Ruth, ‘with Sally’s arrival it feels as if the circle is complete. Maybe there’s a reason we’re all together. Perhaps we’re all waiting for something.’

They all lapse into a brooding silence. Despite the steady flicker of the candles, it’s as if a shadow has fallen across the room.

Naomi stirs herself. ‘Did anyone else get anything? Fran, what about you?’

‘Nothing so dramatic, I’m afraid. I just kept thinking how warm and comfortable it is in this room and how cold it’s going to be in that church on Christmas morning. I could see icicles hanging from the rafters.’

‘Oh, Fran,’ Abbie leans over and puts an arm around her shoulder, ‘you won’t be alone. We’ll be there, won’t we, gang?’

‘Jack won’t miss church on Christmas morning. Weddings, funerals, and Christmas. Only time he’ll shut the shop.’

‘George and I will be there, naturally, and the boys. It’s an old family tradition, church on Christmas morning. Can’t let the establishment down. You’ll come, won’t you, Sally?’

‘I don’t usually, but…Yes, why not? Might have to bring my sister. What about you, Naomi? Not your sort of thing I would imagine.’

‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world. I’ll be Little Miss Goody-goody. Get right up Reverend Cunningham’s nose. Oh, sorry, Fran.’

‘Apology not required.’

‘And Naomi’s coming to us for lunch after, aren’t you?’ says Abbie, ‘Why don’t you join us, Sally? Your sister is very welcome too.’

‘And you’re very welcome to my sister. I’m beginning to wish I hadn’t asked her. Only, her marriage broke up last year and she doesn’t get on too well with Dad’s new wife, so she’d be on her own. If you’re sure you’ve got room for us both?’

‘Of course there’s room.’

‘What about you, Claire? You coming to hear my husband’s Yuletide sermon?’

‘No, not possible. You know what Ayden’s like about anything to do with religion.’

‘So what are you doing for Christmas?’

‘His parents are coming to us this year. They’ll expect the full works—roast turkey, tree, everything just so. We’ll have to put on a good show so Ayden can prove how well the business is doing. What are you doing for the rest of Christmas Day, Ruth?’

‘After church I’m putting my feet up, with a bit of luck. My youngest has asked us over to their place. Both the girls and their families will be there with their armies of noisy kids. Still, Jack can help play with the new toys and I can be Granny and phase out on a bottle of sherry while I watch the Queen’s speech.’

‘Oh, go on, we know you and your family. You’ll love every minute of it. Right, I’m for the chocolate cake.’

‘Me, too.’ Naomi scrambles to her feet. ‘Oh, it’s wonderful having you all here. This is my Christmas and my family. With Sally here, the circle feels complete.’

‘Yes, but for how long, I wonder? How long?’

‘Ruth, what has got into you?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps I’m feeling my age. OK, let’s see how much of that chocolate cake we can demolish before we have to get back to the daily grind.’

‘And let’s open another bottle,’ says Fran. ‘We haven’t toasted the new sun yet, and each other.’

They refill their glasses and Naomi stands with hers, holding it up high. ‘May the Goddess protect and defend us. Give us the strength to face whatever this New Year brings. So mote it be.’

‘So mote it be.’ The prayer is echoed around the room.

Fran tosses her drink back. ‘Whatever it is that’s coming, I’ve a feeling we’re going to need all the help we can get. You remember that film with Bette Davis, you know the one: All About Eve. What was it she said? “Fasten your seatbelts, we’re in for a bumpy ride.” ’
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Philip Hunter-Gordon
29 January 2007

Who were these people accused of being witches?

Contrary to popular belief, many men were accused, although most were women, some still children. Anyone with a psychiatric illness or mental impairment was an obvious target. Often the poor and sickly, an easy way of ridding the parish of a financial burden. But there were also those accused from the middle- and high-born classes. Anyone could point the finger. An easy way to get rid of a rival or end a feud.

Those who confessed were only too eager to fling accusations at anyone and everyone as further proof of their repentance.

A body search would reveal a mark or blemish, evidence enough to secure a conviction.

The finding of an oddly shaped wart resembling an extra teat was sufficient proof of the accused’s guilt.

Pricking all over with a needle to find a numb spot. (Often a trick knife was used to guarantee a result.) As a female being examined would be stripped naked, this was usually carried out by other women under the direction of the Church authorities. (One can imagine the sadistic cruelty employed in the performance of these duties.)

Any puritanical churchman witnessing such an examination and becoming sexually aroused by the proceedings would claim she’d put a spell on him and that it was the Devil’s work.

The other popular method of extracting a confession was ‘walking’. The accused would be kept on her feet, walking up and down for days at a time. Sleep deprivation, confusion, and eventual hallucinations—probably ready to confess to anything.

Ironically, those who confessed to the often highly imaginative and even blatantly ridiculous charges were usually forgiven and welcomed back into the Church, whilst those who continued to protest their innocence were most likely to be executed.

Hanging was the preferred method in England. That sounds a better option than being burned alive. Not so! Those burned were likely to be rendered unconscious fairly quickly by smoke inhalation. Whereas hanging, in those days, was not a quick jerk of a knotted noose designed to break the neck. A gallows would be constructed to accommodate a row of people who were forced to stand on stools while the ropes were tied. The stools then being kicked away, they were left to dangle with their full weight on their neck so that they slowly choked to death. Sometimes it was hours before their limbs stopped twitching.




Part Three


Fifteen

IT’S THAT TIME BETWEEN Christmas and New Year; a time between times. A time when life holds its breath and waits for another year to begin. It would have been Sally’s fifth Christmas with Jonathan. This was the worst time to be alone…but any worse than having him here and knowing? Would he have shopped for that woman’s Christmas present? Would he have chosen Sally’s gift with the same care? Oh yes, he would have been with Sally, but where would his thoughts have been?

Morgain arrived on the morning of Christmas Eve. It was all right. In fact, Sally told herself, without the tension created by the presence of their parents, it went quite well. Afterwards Sally realized why. They had grown so far apart that the old sibling rivalries and petty jealousies were now obsolete. They met this time as strangers and merely exchanged pleasantries.

Abbie included both sisters in her Christmas Day and insisted they joined them for a traditional family breakfast before church. Not wanting to have to explain about the shortcut through the trees, Sally led the way via the grassy verge to the corner of Wicker Lane and Abbie’s gate. It felt quite strange knocking at the front door.

They had been warned to wrap up warmly, a reference, she thought, to the icebox parish church, but it turned out that what Abbie called her family included the horses. Breakfast took place in the stable yard where all the animals were on parade, wearing woollen blankets, their tails and manes trimmed with tinsel and their breath puffing white clouds as they stamped their hooves. The aroma of freshly roasted coffee mingled with the now-familiar horse smells. Philip and Daniel were both looking forlorn, bereft of their respective girlfriends and nursing hangovers from the night before’s session in Cambridge. But that didn’t stop them demolishing the mountains of bacon sandwiches and bowls of porridge with brown sugar, served from a heated trolley that had been trundled into the yard.

Despite the happy greetings outside, the church service was a sober and staid event. George and Abbie and the boys took the pew second from front, as custom dictated, with Sally and Morgain squeezed in at the end. Sally felt herself prodded in the back, and turned to see Naomi wink as she sat down behind her, settling a prim and innocent expression on her face. She was soon joined by Ruth and Jack. Fran bustled in from the vestry only moments before her husband emerged in his starched white surplice. Naomi shuffled up to make room for her, and they exchanged a quick peck on the cheek, something that didn’t go unnoticed by the Reverend Cunningham. There was a ripple of coughs and a shuffling of feet as the small congregation settled down to welcome the newborn child. About half of the pews were either full or empty, depending on one’s viewpoint.

Thank God for the carols, thought Sally. They at least were familiar friends, and there was obvious pleasure in the singing of them, even though ‘Joy to the World’ did sound a little incongruous in those bleak surroundings. A couple of times she had to nudge Daniel, who was in danger of falling asleep. Fran was right: it was an icebox, and the dilapidated crib and meagre scattering of candles did nothing to dispel the aura of gloom. Nor did the Reverend Cunningham’s expression do anything to add cheer to the event. Once handsome, his thinning face had caved in upon its chiselled bone structure, giving him a cadaverous appearance. His eyes were cold grey, and his mouth forced into a permanent pucker of displeasure, as if penance were a way of life. At no time did he allow the joy of the season to deter him from his task. His sermon, on the gift of love, showed little kindness to the congregation’s freezing feet as he droned on for what seemed like hours. By the end of it, Sally thought she had learned nothing except the meaning of the phrase ‘as cold as charity’. Throughout the service he glanced repeatedly over Sally’s shoulder to where Naomi was sitting next to his wife, and each glance honed the steeliness of his eyes to a sharper edge. At one point Sally could resist no longer and turned to catch a glimpse of Naomi’s face, a portrait of innocent sweetness and rapt attention.

Just when she thought that the circulation in her legs was lost forever, Edward Cunningham reached for his hymnbook and the organ burst into the opening strains of ‘O Come All Ye Faithful’. Seeing the end in sight, the congregation rose as one and rejoiced in song. Despite her lack of religious conviction, Sally never failed to be moved by the singing of carols, especially that one. It seemed to encapsulate everything that Christmas should be and could be: the fulfilment of hope. As usual, she felt herself moved by some irrational emotion and had to fight back the tears. One voice rose above the others, a clear, strong soprano coming from behind her. She was surprised to realize it was Naomi, singing loudly and with full conviction. But of course she was her father’s daughter and there was music in her veins.

After a respectable pause, they all filed out. Like children freed from lessons, the congregation relaxed and there was an outbreak of excited chatter about what the day had brought so far and the treats to come. Sally waited for Naomi to join her.

‘I’m surprised to see you here. I know you said you would come, but I thought you were joking. You sing beautifully.’

‘I love singing carols, all the old familiar tunes.’

‘So do I. Though like you I’m not sure I believe in what I’m singing.’

‘Oh, I don’t know. I think all myths should be believed. They’re all true at some level.’

Reverend Cunningham was at the door, shaking the hand of each parishioner. Fran introduced the newcomers and he looked faintly disappointed that neither Sally nor Morgain looked likely to swell future numbers in the pews. He gave an almost audible intake of breath as Naomi offered her hand.

‘An interesting service, Vicar.’

The merest touch of fingers was all he allowed her. ‘I’m surprised, as usual, to see you here, Miss Walker.’

‘As usual, I came to keep company with my friends. And to enjoy the singing, of course.’

‘Yes, I do realize you’re not a believer. As you’re fully aware, we don’t see eye-to-eye on theological matters. Nevertheless, I’m glad that you’re still willing to come to hear the Word of God. I never cease to hope that one day you may come to me and not only hear but understand and accept His Word.’

‘Oh, I hear the Word of God all the time, Mr Cunningham. That’s the difference between us, you see. I believe that the ruler of the universe is quite capable of communicating with me, or anyone else for that matter, whenever She wishes. She doesn’t actually need any help from you, and She certainly doesn’t need your permission. But thanks for the kind offer.’ Naomi gave him the sweetest of smiles and turned away, almost skipping down the path.

‘That was a bit below the belt, wasn’t it?’ Sally muttered when she caught up with her.

‘Miserable old sod. Look at him—his face looks like a sponge full of vinegar.’

‘Oh, be fair to the poor man: you only came to his service to provoke him.’

‘Yes, s’pose you’re right. Still, it gives him something to feel self-righteous about, doesn’t it? He’ll probably enjoy fuming about it for the rest of the day.’ ‘Yes, he will, but it’s Fran who’s going to bear the brunt of his bad mood.

Won’t do much to improve her Christmas, will it.’ ‘I hadn’t thought of that. Oh, shit!’
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So that was Christmas morning. Christmas dinner followed late in the afternoon, giving Daniel, Philip and Naomi the chance to escape to the pub while Sally and Morgain helped Abbie roast the turkey and prepare all the stuff that went with it. George made several offers of assistance, but was dismissed from the kitchen each time. He had cut logs and stacked them in the sitting room, where he tended an open fire on which he planned to roast chestnuts later that evening. His duty was to carve the meat. He had selected several bottles of an especially good wine and introduced a favourite vintage port to follow the pudding, which was, of course, ceremoniously doused with brandy and set aflame.

Meanwhile Fran had invited two elderly ladies and one even older gentleman of the parish to join them for a Christmas dinner. And, of course, Edward had felt obliged to invite the church organist, a widow with no immediate family. Fortunately the curate had made other plans, but the old chap who kept the graveyard tidy was alone and abandoned and so was able to even up the numbers. It was just as well some generous farmer had donated an outsized turkey over whose carcass the Reverend Cunningham intoned grace before they all sat down to eat. Fran dashed about the table, ladling out sprouts as if it were a soup kitchen, while Edward, still seething from his encounter with Naomi, carved the bird and served his guests seasonable portions of overcooked meat with generous helpings of sanctimonious indignation.

Ruth, forbidden by her daughters to lift a finger in the kitchen, forgot all about the Queen’s speech. She was too busy crawling around the floor connecting sections of speedway track, promising the youngest grandchild she would read a story from the new book just as soon as she had worked out how to assemble her sisters doll’s house. She did, however, consume several large glasses of sherry, and eventually fell asleep on the sofa, still wearing her paper party hat.

Claire worked at being the hostess. She kept an anxious eye on the kitchen while serving drinks and dutifully admiring her sister-in-law’s new diamond earrings. Ayden’s mother loudly stressed their value and her daughter’s husband’s generosity. Ayden parried with references to Claire’s new gold watch. It was ostensibly a Christmas gift from him to her, but it didn’t take much to work out why it has been purchased and whom it was meant to impress. Her surprise and pleasure were, therefore, short-lived, although there was little time to indulge in disappointment. She knew Ayden expected this meal to be perfect, so she kept vigil on the oven and dressed the table with what she hoped was stylish flair. Ayden entertained his family and made no comment on her efforts, but she knew he was watching her straighten the edges of the tablecloth and set out the silverware. She prayed that the day would end peacefully.

After the protracted eating binge at the big house, everyone staggered from the table and collapsed in front of the fire. Presents were brought out from under the tree and there was even something for Morgain. Sally was glad she had thought to bring gifts for George and the boys, in addition to the chocoholic recipe book she had found for Abbie. Calm and level-headed as ever, Abbie had stage-managed the day, making it all look so effortless. She even found time to sit down and enjoy the company of her family and guests between slipping out to attend to the animals.

It had been the perfect Christmas, the one Sally had always dreamed about. But it was, after all, a day for families. So early in the evening she suggested that she and Morgain returned to the cottage, determined that they should spend the remains of the day together. Now mellowed in mood, she wanted time to talk about their mother’s death and their father’s new marriage. Perhaps they would even reminisce about their early life together; share a little of their hidden selves that had not been revealed when they had been with their parents. But when they were alone in the peace of Sally’s home, they found that the only remnants of their childhood were the memories of their parents’ rocky relationship. As that well-worn subject was quickly exhausted they ended up sipping cream liqueurs and watching television.

The next morning, Boxing Day, Sally took Morgain into Cambridge, showed her the ancient colleges and the river. They had lunch in the Fort St George pub while watching the college rowing teams training on the Cam. They were both relieved when Morgain said she had to work the next day and had better make her way back to London that evening, leaving Sally and Cat to settle down and enjoy each other’s company.
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Thinking she ought to call in on Abbie and thank her and her family for sharing their Christmas with her, Sally took the shortcut through the trees and visited the pool before crossing the stream. Her mind was still on Morgain which explained why, as on her first visit, she rounded the corner of the stable block and nearly collided with a man. This time it wasn’t Daniel but a stranger, standing with his back towards her and deep in conversation with Abbie.

‘Yes, I think he can go home now, though he still needs to rest up for a few weeks. They’ll have to keep him warm and give him good food and gentle exercise for a few minutes each day. No riding until he gets the all-clear. You know the drill.’

‘Of course. And he’ll need something to build up his strength. It’s really knocked the stuffing out of the poor—’ Abbie was interrupted by a volley of yapping from the terriers as they rushed to greet Sally. ‘Oh, hello. Sorry I didn’t see you there.’

‘Hi. Perhaps I’ve come at a bad time. I didn’t know you had visitors.’

‘Don’t worry, I’m just on my way out.’ The man gave Sally a smile as he hefted a battered leather case into his Land-Rover.

‘You haven’t met Brian, have you? This is our new vet. And Sally is our new neighbour.’

‘Hello, Sally. Not that lovely old cottage in Wicker Lane?’

‘Yes, that’s me. Moved in at the end of October. You sound like a useful person to know. I have a cat, so I might need to call on your services some time. Do you do small animals as well as horses?’

‘Anything with fur or feathers, plus the occasional goldfish. My surgery’s in Mill Lane, but I’m always happy to come out if there’s an emergency.’

‘I’ll certainly call on you if I have any problems. Fortunately at the moment she seems very well. Thanks to Abbie.’

‘I think a lot of animals hereabouts can be thankful to this neighbour of yours. There, you see, Abbie, another endorsement of your talents. I really wish you would reconsider. It would be a wonderful opportunity for both of us.’

‘No, I’m sorry. As I’ve already explained, it’s simply out of the question.’

‘Well, we’ve a few weeks before they start filming.’ He got in his vehicle and wound the window down. ‘You know where to contact me if you change your mind. Right, I’ll be off. Nice meeting you, Sally. Hope you’ll enjoy life in Hallowfield. Bye, Abbie.’ His car pulled away, the dogs barking and tumbling in its wake.

‘What was all that about? Or shouldn’t I ask?’

‘Oh, some documentary film the TV company is planning about developments in the treatment of horses. The idea is to show the country veterinary practice maintaining its traditional relationship with the horse and owner, and the trainers of course from the Newmarket stables, but taking advantage of all the new technological developments. They plan to include the Equine Research Centre and how their facilities work in with the local vet services.’

‘Sounds interesting. But where do you come into it?’

‘Well, Brian, being such a great advocate of complementary medicine, has managed to talk them into including alternative healing treatments to ensure that a balanced, holistic approach is presented. In fact, the director’s very keen on the idea.’

‘That sounds fantastic. So what does he want you to do?’

‘Oh, they’re talking about some interviews and filming us doing joint consultations. Sort of explaining how my work supports that of the qualified medics and how we can complement each other’s approach.’

‘Wow. And you said no?’

‘Of course I said no. You know how things stand with George.’

‘Yes, but even so—?’

‘Can you imagine what his friends in the Rotary Club would say if they saw his wife on TV expounding crystal healing and the laying on of hands?’

‘Does it matter what his friends think? Besides, you’d have a qualified, respected professional standing up on national television and supporting what you do. It would give your work the status it deserves. Surely he wouldn’t expect you to turn down a chance like this?’

‘Yes, that’s just what he would expect. There’s really no point in talking about it any further.’

‘But what if you—’

‘Sally, I said no. Now please, drop it.’ Abbie snatched up a broom and stomped off into the stable block.
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Sally was still feeling uncomfortable the following morning and had decided to go over and make peace when Abbie tapped on her door. Sally’s face lit up when she saw who it was.

‘You know you don’t have to knock. Oh, please come in.’

‘Peace offering.’ Abbie held up a cloth-covered plate. ‘The remains of our Christmas cake. Thought we could finish it off over coffee.’

‘Brilliant suggestion. The kettle’s just boiled, actually. Tea plates are in the top cupboard.’ Sally took an extra mug from the draining board.

‘Look, I’m sorry about yesterday. I know it’s a sore point between George and me, but that’s no excuse for snapping at you.’

‘My fault. I’d no business sticking my oar in where it’s not wanted.’ Sally brings the drinks over to the table. ‘Promise I won’t say another word—even if I do think you’re wrong.’

‘Look, I—’

‘All right, all right…Only joking. Is that all that’s left of the cake? But it was massive. Where did the rest of it go?’

‘Not too hard to figure that one out. They brought me a month’s worth of dirty washing, trashed the house, monopolized the phone and the bathroom, and now, when the food’s all gone, they’ve cleared off to stay with friends. That’s kids for you. Anyway, how was your sister’s visit?’

‘OK, I suppose. Though I hadn’t realized how much we’d grown apart. At least we didn’t argue, which can only be an improvement. We used to row all the time.’

‘I can believe that. You’re nothing like each other, are you? Hard to believe you’re sisters.’

‘I think she takes after our mother. I was more Daddy’s girl. Or, at least I tried to be. Mum was a bit of a dreamer.’

‘So, what did Morgain think about your romantic country cottage and rustic village friends?’

‘Oh, she thought the cottage was sweet, but a pity the road’s so muddy and there are no proper shops. She thought you and your family were wonderful, but what a shame you were forced to mess about in that smelly stable yard. With a big house like that, surely you could afford to get a man in to clean up after the horses?’

Abbie rocked with laugher and passed the plate to Sally. ‘We might as well polish this off.’

‘Thanks. God, I’ve eaten so much over this last week. Still, a few more calories won’t make much difference. Actually, Morgain did say something about this place.’

‘What was that?’

‘She said something about it having a funny atmosphere. Nothing bad or uncomfortable. But she said that it felt crowded, as if she were never alone. Well, she wasn’t, was she? Alone I mean, because I was with her. What I mean is…Have you noticed anything odd about it?’

‘Can’t say I have. But then I’ve never been alone here either. What about you? Ever felt anything strange?’

‘I’ve always been comfortable here. And it’s always felt familiar—perhaps that in itself is strange. I don’t know. I thought you were into that sort of thing. You don’t think it could be haunted, do you?’

‘No idea. Yes, I’m interested in that sort of thing, but it’s not exactly in my line of expertise. What about Claire? Have you tried talking to her?’

‘Of course. She’s a medium, isn’t she? I’ve only actually met her twice. I did talk to her at the Solstice party, but just briefly. Do you think she’d come around and have a feel, or whatever it is she does?’

‘Why not give her a ring? I’m sure she’d be interested. So would I, for that matter.’

‘OK then, I’ll ask her. And if she agrees to come, I’ll let you know and you can join us. Have you got her phone number?’

‘Great. Only, on second thoughts, it might be better to call in on her at Fran’s shop rather than phoning her at home. Ayden’s a bit touchy about that sort of thing.’


Sixteen


Friday, 29 December
First Quarter



ALTHOUGH SALLY WAS ALERT to the sound of an approaching car, it was Cat who first signalled Claire’s arrival. She woke from her customary after-lunch nap, stretched, and ambled over to the door, where she sat washing her face.

‘I think that’s her now,’ said Sally.

Abbie paused in mid-sentence, strained to hear, then shook her head and carried on talking. A minute later there was a knock on the door. Claire stood on the step in her long, black coat, hands comfortably tucked in the pockets, a long scarf draped around her neck.

‘I thought I’d walk. Ayden doesn’t really like me using his car, doesn’t trust women drivers. Besides, it’s not too far and it’s good to get some fresh air.’ Her cheeks were glowing from the cold wind, and her fine hair was tossed out of order.

‘Come in, you must be frozen. I’ll make us some tea.’

‘Hello, Abbie.’

‘Hi.’

‘Here, let me take your coat,’ said Sally. ‘Have a seat by the Aga and thaw out.’ As Claire sat down, Cat jumped up onto her lap, circled into a ball and went straight back to sleep. ‘Do push her off. She’ll treat you like a piece of furniture if you let her.’

‘That’s OK. We’re old friends.’

‘So, how was Christmas?’ asked Abbie.

‘Oh, you know.’

‘No I don’t. But you sound less than enthusiastic.’

‘Well, it’s always a lot of work, isn’t it? Then suddenly it’s all over. I’ll be glad when we can all get back to normal.’

‘Ayden back at work?’

‘Oh yes, busy time for him. Sold a lot of computers this month. Now there’s all the installations and set-up queries. He’ll be working late, so it was easy for me to get away.’

Sally noticed a shadow flicker across Abbie’s face. They chatted about everything and nothing while they drank their tea. Occasionally Claire would look around the room, studying the ceiling and the corners, or turn her head slightly to the left and downwards, as if listening.

‘Hope you don’t mind me being here?’ said Abbie. ‘I’ll understand if you say you can’t work with people looking on. Only I’m dying of curiosity.’

‘Me, too. I’ve been longing to get inside this place. If you hadn’t invited me, Sally, I would have found some excuse to call in.’

‘So, what do we do, Claire?’

‘Perhaps if I can look around. Is it all right to go through the rooms? I’ll need to concentrate so I don’t need a guided tour, but you can both come with me.’

‘Fine. Where do you want to start?’

‘Right here would do. Come on, Cat, time to get off.’

They made a strange procession through the cottage. Claire led the way, walking slowly and studying each room, not its contents but the spaces between, as if reading the air itself. Sometimes she would run her fingertips across a wall or a wooden beam. Cat walked with her, almost touching her legs yet seemingly careful not to trip her up. Abbie and Sally followed behind, not speaking as instructed, yet exchanging querying glances when Claire stood still and turned her head to one side to listen to whatever it was she alone could hear. Eventually they came to rest in Sally’s bedroom. Claire stood by the window and pulled back the muslin curtains.

‘You can see the horses from here. That’s your Lottie, isn’t it, Abbie, over by the hedgerow?’

‘I often watch them from here,’ said Sally. ‘Sometimes Abbie takes her students over the jumps.’

‘Been spying on the neighbours, have you?’ Abbie placed a hand on Sally’s shoulder. They looked at each other, both a little tense, then at Claire. ‘So, what do you think? Does Sally have a ghost?’

‘No, you’re not haunted, Sally. At least not in the conventional sense. There’s no Mad Martha, if that’s what you were worried about. But there is a powerful atmosphere—more than that, power in the atmosphere. It’s as if the building itself has soaked up the essence of everyone who has lived here. I can sense the women, so many of them, down the centuries. You’re in good company. You’ve stood by this window and looked at the moon, haven’t you? Well, you weren’t the first to do that.’

Claire moved downstairs again to the sitting room, still looking and listening. ‘There should be a spinning wheel, you know, just there.’ She pointed to one side of the hearth. ‘And bunches of herbs hung up to dry, like in Naomi’s kitchen. Long winter evenings spent alone. They never married, you know, at least I don’t think any of them did. But this is a happy house, even though it’s seen sad times, too. And long periods when it’s been empty. Sometimes the women left…’ her voice faltered a little, ‘or were forced to leave.’

Although the room felt warm from the central heating, the fireplace was grey with the ashes of a spent fire and Claire shivered in the gloom of the late afternoon. ‘Sometimes they left without saying. And sometimes there was fear…’ She ran her hand along the mantelshelf, her fingers trembling. In that pale light it seemed that all of the colour had drained from her face. Earlier she had looked relaxed, brighter somehow, but now tension was forming in the shadows around her eyes. She had turned to look at Abbie and Sally, was staring directly at them, and yet it was as if her gaze were focused somewhere else entirely.

‘There are women in long dresses. Two of them, standing here, close to the fire. They’re holding each other’s hands. They’re afraid—holding—holding on to each other.’ Claire clasped her arms across her stomach. ‘Knocking at the door—heavy blows—pounding. It won’t stop. They won’t stop. Men outside with flaming torches, one, then another, pounding at the door. They won’t leave until they’ve done their work. They carry the Word of God. One man—I can’t see his face—he’s speaking. “They must be taken up,” he says. “Taken up.” I don’t know what that means. But the words…’ Claire shook her head. She reached out for Abbie and Sally.

Abbie grasped her hand. ‘Who are they? The women?’

‘I don’t know, but…I feel sick.’

‘I think we’d better stop this.’ Sally moved towards her, but Claire held up her hand.

‘No, there’s more. Another place. A big man with a hard face. He has a white streak through his hair. He’s sitting at a desk and holding a pen. Candlelight, the flames sputtering. He’s writing in a big book, using a quill pen. Strange writing, I can barely make out the letters. I think it’s a list of names. I can see Sarah. And Abigail. Mistress Abigail Marchant. Oh, damn, I think I’m going to throw up.’

Claire made it to the bathroom, and Sarah knelt beside her, stroking her back as she retched over the bowl. Abbie wrung a cloth under the cold tap and, when Claire eventually leaned back against the bath, she gently pressed it to Claire’s forehead and cheeks.

‘You’re still shaking. What happened?’

‘Don’t worry, it’s not the first time. You get used to it. I sometimes react like that when I come up against a negative energy field. Like when you’re flying and you hit a patch of turbulence.’

‘Does that mean something’s wrong in the house?’

‘No, the house is good. The atmosphere is peaceful and you’re right to be here, Sally. It’s just that at one time there were some events that caused high levels of negative emotion. I tuned into it and it came back and bit me, that’s all.’

‘Are you all right now? Is there anything else we can do?’

‘No, I’m fine. A little cold, that’s all.’

‘Yes, you’re shivering,’ Abbie rubbed Claire’s hands between hers. ‘Let’s get you downstairs. Do you think you could manage some green tea? Do you have some, Sally? It’ll help settle her stomach.’

Down in the kitchen, Sally put the kettle on again while Abbie pulled a chair up and settled Claire close to the Aga.

‘So what was it? Who do you think the women were?’

‘I think at least one of them lived here. So she must have been Guardian of the Spring at some time. This place is well protected, almost like it has an invisible wall around it. But at that time, whatever the danger was, it got through. I’ve no idea what happened to them after that.’

‘When do you think they lived?’ Abbie asked.

‘Difficult to say. They were dressed very plainly, no distinct fashion. So it could have been any time over a long period. But I felt it was at least a couple of hundred years ago.’

‘But you don’t think…you know…’ Sally searched for words. ‘I mean, I’ve got to live here. Should I be worried about this?’

‘Absolutely not. Look, any old house has a history and there is bound to have been something unpleasant happening at some time: family arguments, illness, someone dying. Or you could buy a brand-new house on a development estate and the field it’s built on turns out to be the scene of a battle and is saturated with violence and death. We’re surrounded by history, immersed in it. You can’t dodge out of its way. No, this house is fine. It’s interesting, though. I wonder what happened.’

‘Sounds like they were being arrested or something,’ said Abbie. ‘Might be worth doing some research.’

Sally dunked a teabag in hot water and carried the mug over to Claire. ‘Isn’t your Philip interested in local history, Abbie?’

‘Yes, he is. I’ll have a word with him. Though he won’t be home this weekend—too many New Year parties.’

‘Well, whatever it is, it’ll keep a while longer. Strange about the names, though. Mistress Abigail Marchant: your name, Abbie. And my name—Sally’s short for Sarah.’

‘Now, don’t put too much weight on that,’ said Claire. ‘These images I get, it’s not like watching TV. My mind has to unscramble the information and it’s difficult not to influence things to some degree. You two were in the room, I was talking to you, and then trying to decipher that unfamiliar script. I may easily have got my wires crossed.’

‘Even so,’ said Abbie, ‘it was very strange to hear my name like that.’

‘Me, too. For a moment it took my breath away. Literally. Like I’d been punched in the chest.’ Sally laid her hand on Claire’s forearm. ‘How are you feeling now, Claire?’

‘Ow!’ Claire visibly jumped, spilling drops of tea on her lap.

‘What’s wrong? Did I hurt you?’

‘Oh, it’s nothing. Slight burn, that’s all. Caught it on the oven shelf.’

‘Here, let me look at it.’ Abbie approached, taking the mug and trying to get hold of Claire’s arm.

‘No!’ Claire snatched her hand away. ‘No, it’s fine, really. Sorry. I didn’t mean to shout. Still a bit up in the air, I think. The walk back will help me get grounded.’ She was already pulling on her coat and heading for the door.

‘You sure you’re going to be all right?’ said Abbie. ‘Let me give you a lift. It won’t take a moment to get the car round.’

‘No thanks, I’ll be fine.’

‘Well, let me walk to the corner with you then.’ Abbie grabbed her jacket. ‘See you later, Sally.’ She gave her a look that said ‘we have to talk about this’.

‘Bye, Sally.’ Claire was already halfway out the door. ‘And listen, don’t worry about what might have happened hundreds of years ago. This house has a beautiful atmosphere and it feels so right for you. Enjoy it. But if you do happen to come across a spinning wheel…’
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After Claire and Abbie left, Sally went back to the sitting room and switched on all the lights, trying to dispel the shadows the afternoon had cast. Should she light a fire? Yes, that might help to cheer the place up. She set about clearing the grate and laying paper and fire lighters under some logs, then sat back to watch the small flames lick around the edges of the wood. A spinning wheel? Yes, it would suit the room. A genuine antique would probably cost a fortune, but she had seen modern ones in craft shops. Perhaps she could look into it, get some books out of the library. Plenty of sheep around there, should be easy enough—

Out of nowhere came a volley of loud bangs, like cannon fire shaking the house.

The noise exploded through her body, sending her heart thumping like a trip-hammer. She tried to think what it could be, but all her mind could show her was a group of black-cloaked men pressing against her door, in the flickering light of flaming torches. Her breath jammed in her chest and terror held her limbs like a vice.

It came again, another barrage of sound, this time not so loud, and she realized it was her own doorknocker.

But her heart was still jumping and she was gasping for breath. It was a moment before she managed to scramble to her feet, hoping her legs would carry her across the kitchen. Her hand fumbled the slip chain into place before opening the door a crack.

‘Who’s there?’

‘It’s only me. Fran.’

‘Oh, thank God. Hold on, I’ll take the chain off.’

‘What’s up? What’s with all the security? It’s the middle of the afternoon.’

‘Yes, sorry. You startled me, that’s all. No, actually you scared the shit out of me.’

‘Christ, you scare easily. I only knocked on the door.’

‘I know. It’s been a strange afternoon. Claire’s been around. I think I got a little bit spooked.’

‘You’re not kidding—you’re as white as a sheet. Come and sit down and tell me about it. That’s what I came around for, anyway: to find out what happened.’

‘Right, but let’s go into the other room. I’m trying to light a fire.’

Sally recounted the afternoon’s events right up to Fran’s knocking and the reason it frightened her. Fran knelt by the hearth, building up the fire and listening intently.

‘And they were right here, you say, in this room? No wonder you got spooked. But Claire’s dead straight you know. If there were anything to worry about, she would have said.’

‘No, she was very reassuring. I suppose it was the connection: you know, me living in the cottage and the names. And then the door banging. Still, the room looks cosy enough now.’

‘Where’s your cat?’

‘Probably outside. She was quite interested in what Claire was doing, but she ran out of the room when things started getting fraught.’

They fell into a moment of silent thought, both watching the flames. Sally touched the moonstone at her neck, stroking its curved surface. Then she said, ‘I’ve just realized, isn’t it one of Claire’s afternoons at the shop. I hope I didn’t deprive you of your assistant?’

‘Not at all. Pleased to help. It’s a good cover for her if she needs to go anywhere. If Ayden had come looking for her, I’d have told him she was on some mission for me.’

‘It’s not that bad, is it? I mean, I realize they have problems, but surely she doesn’t have to account for everywhere she goes, does she?’

‘Oh, you don’t know the half of it. As you’ve probably gathered, she won’t talk about it; covers it all up, and it’s like we all have to pretend we don’t know. However, I’ve worked in enough women’s refuges to know a battered wife when I see one.’

‘I touched her arm earlier and she nearly jumped through the roof. Said she’d burned it on the oven. I don’t understand. Why does she stay with him? There are no children to be responsible for. She’s got a circle of good friends who are ready to help her. If you could have seen her this afternoon, she was a capable, self-possessed woman meeting head-on something that would scare the life out of most people. Even when it made her physically ill she just carried on and dealt with it.’

‘That might be part of the problem, that she is strong. It’s something I’ve seen in those women. A sort of perverse heroism that keeps them living in hell, trying to hold their lives together, in the hope that some day it’s going to get better.’

‘Why doesn’t she just get out? I know lots of women do find a way. I suppose she believes that one day he’ll turn into the man she thought she’d married.’

‘Don’t we all, my love? Don’t we all?’

In the grate, the burning logs shifted. There was a snap and a small puff of smoke as some impurity ignited in the wood. Fran took up the poker and pushed the logs back.

‘Domestic violence is very complicated. Usually it’s all about power and control. Once the pattern of physical violence is established, just the threat of it is usually enough to keep the victim in line. That’s emotional abuse, and in some ways it’s worse—the threat of violence along with the constant undermining of the spirit.’

‘Yes, that’s what Ayden’s all about: power and control. That time he came here, I knew straight-off he was a nasty piece of work, but there was something mesmerizing about him that made me feel helpless. It was like being shut in a room with a cobra. You know how they sort of hypnotize their victims until they can’t move and then they strike? I can see how someone could be taken in by him, even end up being married to him. But once they’d realized what he was really like, they’d want out. It just doesn’t fit with Claire, though. I can’t imagine her allowing herself to be intimidated into being a virtual prisoner.’

‘No, I know what you mean. But with Claire I think there’s more to it. It’s like he has some hold over her. If only she’d damn well talk to us.’ Fran jabbed at the fire with the poker. ‘It makes me so angry. At times I feel like shaking her. I’ve thought about confronting him, but I know that would only make things worse. He’d put a stop to her working with me, and that’s one of the few freedoms he lets her have.’

‘Perhaps Naomi’s got it right. She seems to manage without a man. Or at least if there is one in her life she never lets on.’

Fran turns to Sally, her face full of surprise. ‘Oh, good grief—you don’t know, do you? I’d have thought you’d have caught on by now.’

‘Caught on to what?’

‘Naomi. She’s not interested in men. Not at all. Didn’t you realize she’s gay?’

‘Oh.’ That was all Sally could find to say. Her mind turned around slowly, thinking about the times she’d been with Naomi: their work on the computer, that evening they walked to the pub, how Naomi looked, moved, how she was when she was with her.

‘Oh,’ she said again. ‘No, no, I didn’t know. I mean, it never occurred to me. She never said anything.’

‘Well, no reason why she should, I suppose, unless someone actually broached the subject. Then, like everything else, she’d be very open and straightforward about it.’

‘Oh.’

‘And don’t get any wrong ideas. It’s Claire she’s interested in, not you.’

‘Claire? And does Claire know that?’

‘I very much doubt it. She’s got enough to worry about as it is. But I’ve seen the way Naomi is around her. And I’ve heard what Naomi says about Ayden and what she would like to do to him.’

‘Christ, what a mess.’

‘What a mess indeed. The Goddess only knows how it’s going to work out. But some nights I lie awake and weep for the pair of them.’
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It’s that time between Christmas and New Year; a time between times.

This year it coincides with the waxing of the moon as it passes through the first quarter of the cycle and begins to swell towards fullness. As New Year’s Eve approaches, the Goddess presents a gibbous face, a lopsided face, the face of a mad woman. This is the season of misrule, when the walls of order and sanity break down and the world is turned upon its head.
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Philip Hunter-Gordon
31 January 2007

Struck lucky first time! Didn’t even have to go to Bury St Edmonds as I thought. Some precious volumes of historical court records are kept at the university library. I was even able to get photocopies.

One of the chief instigators of the witch hunts during the English Civil War was Matthew Hopkins, known as the Witchfinder General. A self-styled and self-appointed eradicator of evil, he operated in East Anglia between 1645 and 1647. Hopkins was paid 20 shillings for ridding a town of witches—a handsome sum of money in those times.

Although familiar with the name, I am amazed to discover that Hopkins acted under no authority whatsoever. Yet he and his associates were directly responsible for the hanging of up to 200 women. It says much about the state of the country at the time that he and a small group of men were able to go around arresting people, having them thrown into prison and then securing warrants for their execution through the local magistrates.

His activities began in Essex and spread through to Suffolk. So far I haven’t found any record of him visiting Hallowfield. However, the gaol at Bury St Edmonds was full of accused witches awaiting trial, and, if there were any arrests of Hallowfield women, that is most likely where they would have been sent. In the university library records I found two very interesting pieces of information.

1. During May 1646, Matthew Hopkins did attend the Bury St Edmonds assizes where a number of people appeared on witchcraft charges. One of those charged was a woman from Long Melford. Among the witnesses called were the Reverend John Payton of Hallowfield and an Adam Sewell, a landowner, also from Hallowfield.

This was at a time when the Suffolk witch hunts were in full swing. This meant big business for the town, of necessity involving the judiciary, constables, accusers, jailors, etc. Up to forty or fifty people being executed in one go. This was the beginning of the most intense phase of the East Anglian witch hunts, so it is not, therefore, surprising to find Hopkins involved. Although it is unclear why the Hallowfield men were called as witnesses, the woman being from about thirty miles away. However, it does confirm a point of contact between Hopkins and Hallowfield.

2. In 1647 two arrests were made in Hallowfield. The women, Sarah Norton and Abigail Marchant, were sent to Bury St Edmonds gaol to await trial. They were subsequently released and cleared of all charges. The magistrate presiding at their interrogation carefully recorded the details.

The man mainly responsible for their arrest was the Reverend John Payton. Also interviewed as a prime witness was Adam Sewell.

So, Sewell and Payton are summoned as witnesses at a witchfinder’s court at the county assizes. The following year, they have two local women arrested and sent up on similar charges.

I wonder if it’s possible to trace all these names through local parish records?

Matthew Hopkins was obviously a mentally tortured and deluded man. Apparently this witch hunt business all began when he started having hallucinations about a bear rampaging around his bedroom at night. He blamed this on a group of women whom he happened to see from his bedroom window and decided must be witches who had laid a curse on him. His reign of terror ended in 1647 when he himself was ‘discovered as a sorcerer’ and was consequently hanged.
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ARE YOU SERIOUS? Do we really have to do this?’ Sally calls out to Abbie, who is leading the four of them in single file along a narrow pavement.

‘Yes, we do. It’s a village tradition. Every New Year’s Eve as long as anyone can remember.’

‘But it sounds absolutely awful.’

‘Yes, it is. That’s the whole point.’

‘You used to think it was the social event of the year.’ George is behind Abbie and in front of Sally. ‘That’s where we did some of our best courting.’

‘Yes, but that was nearly twenty-five years ago.’

‘This is real time-warp stuff.’ Naomi is bringing up the rear.

‘So, you always go as well, Naomi?’

‘Wouldn’t miss it for anything.’

As the night is fresh and dry and the village only ten minutes away, they have decided to walk so they can have a few more drinks to wash down the copious amount of wine they’ve already consumed, without worrying about driving home.

Sally had decided that it really was about time that she returned Abbie and George’s hospitality, and she was surprised but very pleased when they accepted her invitation to dinner on New Year’s Eve. George naturally insisted on bringing a couple of excellent bottles, and Naomi, who was also invited, turned up with a bottle of something homemade that tasted rather sweet but turned out to be not far off pure alcohol. Sally had some difficulty serving the dessert. Then, before she had a chance to ask if anyone would like coffee, Abbie flourished four tickets and announced that they were all going to a disco.

The music can be heard from quite a way off. With midnight little more than an hour away, there seem to be a lot of other people about.

‘Anyone else going we know?’ asks Sally.

‘Everybody turns up there eventually. Whoops!’ Naomi slips off the pavement, grabbing the back of Sally’s coat. They both dissolve into fits of giggles.

George stops to wait for them. The car park is full and overflowing onto the road, doors wide open with people wandering outside for air or a surreptitious smoke.

‘Oh my God, I don’t believe it,’ says Abbie. ‘He’s actually playing “Viva Espana”.’

‘What you fail to appreciate,’ says George, ‘is that all Jeff’s discs are collector’s items.’

‘Museum pieces, you mean.’ Naomi goes off into more giggles. ‘He certainly hasn’t bought anything new this side of the millennium.’

‘Jeff is a museum piece.’ Abbie takes Naomi’s hand and tugs her towards the entrance. ‘In fact he’s the original Medallion Man.’

‘Are your boys here, Abbie?’ asks Sally.

‘You must be joking. No, this is strictly grab-a-granny night. Anyone under the age of twenty-five left the village hours ago. They’ll all be clubbing it in Newmarket or Cambridge. The good thing about this do is that the music’s loud but not ear-splitting, we know the songs off by heart, and we’re all old enough to make fools of ourselves without caring what anyone else thinks.’

As the four of them stumble into the hall, no one seems interested in their tickets, and George spots a table that is just being vacated. The women take off their coats, using them to claim ownership of the chairs, while George goes off to find them some beers. By the time he returns, Sally and Naomi are up dancing and Abbie is talking to Ruth.

‘…got here about half an hour ago.’ Ruth raises her voice to be heard above the noise. ‘Fran’s here somewhere, too—with Edward, would you believe. Last sort of do you’d expect to see him at. Probably come to save us all from a den of vice and corruption. Hello, George.’

‘What’s this about vice and corruption? Am I missing out on something? Evening, Jack. Fancy a beer?’

Pink Floyd are putting another brick in the wall, so any attempt at conversation has to be at full volume. The centre of the room is a mass of heaving bodies and undulating limbs. Green and red lights flash around the walls and ceiling, turning faces into carnival masks. Women have kicked off their high heels and men discarded their coats and ties, white shirts turned lurid by the ultraviolet. Dance movements, remembered from decades ago, are initiated then imitated around the room. A fat man in a waistcoat is doing a bad imitation of Mick Jagger. His wife, her skirt far too short for her bony knees, shrieks with laughter, as if she hasn’t seen him do this a thousand times before.

This yearly rite of passage is presided over by Jeff, high priest of the turntable. A one-time John Travolta look-alike, he wears his shirt open to the waist to reveal a medallion almost large enough to cover his middle-aged spread. As he grinds his hips, insisting that ‘we don’t need no education’, his surfer-wave of gelled hair has slewed sideways and is threatening to slip off his balding head.

‘Bizarre, isn’t it?’ Ruth shouts at Abbie.

‘What’s bizarre?’

‘All this. Looks like something from Dante’s “Inferno”. Perhaps Edward has a point.’

‘Oh, cheer up Ruth—it’s a laugh. You still feeling a bit down?’

‘I know. Sorry. Probably the time of year. Been busy at the shop. I’ve been thinking I might take a holiday.’

‘You certainly look tired. A break might do you good.’

Sally seems to be dancing with several people at once, while Naomi, although surrounded by other bodies, dances with no one but Naomi. She is sleek in skintight pants and a skimpy top, her eyes closed, hair flowing like silk in the wind. A slick of sweat glazes her neck and shoulders as she moves with a sensuous grace, her body taking unashamed pleasure in its own freedom. Naturally, heads turn to watch her, but she’s unaware of anything but the rhythm in her bones and the wine in her blood.

Suddenly the music stops and the dancers shuffle back to the sides of the room. Sally and Naomi come in search of George’s promised beers. ‘They’d run out of glasses. Can you manage with a bottle?’

‘No problem.’ Naomi takes a long swig. ‘That’s not old vinegar-face over there, is it? Shall I go over and wind him up?’

‘Don’t you dare. Sit down and behave yourself,’ says Ruth.

‘Spoilsport.’ But Naomi does sit down, leaning back in the chair and running the chilled bottle down the side of her neck. She is suddenly still, looking intently across the tables at the other end of the room.

Sally turns to discover what has caught Naomi’s attention and sees Claire standing next to Ayden. They’re talking to another couple; Ayden unaware of being watched, but Claire is looking their way. Sally waves discreetly, a barely visible curve of her fingers. Claire responds with a shake of her head, then turns her back. With Naomi full of drink, light-headed from dancing and looking for mischief, the situation is potentially explosive.

‘Hello there. Sally, isn’t it?’ Someone is standing beside her. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.’

‘No, sorry, it’s me. I was miles away. Brian McPherson—have I got that right? You’re the vet, aren’t you? We met at the stables.’

‘That’s me.’ The music starts up again, this time an Abba classic. ‘Do you want to dance?’

‘Sure, why not.’ Sally forces her attention away from Claire and Ayden and they move to join the dancers.

‘Come on, you too.’ Abbie pulls George by the sleeve and they almost tumble into the crowd.

Naomi’s gaze is still intent on the other end of the room. Claire looks glamorous, in a tight-fitting black dress with long sleeves and a short skirt, and high-heeled ankle-strap shoes. She’s trying to pay attention to whatever Ayden is saying, but occasionally she allows her head to turn slightly in Naomi’s direction.

Naomi places her bottle on the table and rises to her feet, threading her way along the edge of the dance crowd as she heads towards Claire. Suddenly an arm slips around her waist.

‘Not now, sweetie.’ Fran firmly turns her back the way she came. ‘Whatever you had in mind, this isn’t the time or place.’ Keeping a tight grip on Naomi, Fran escorts her back to her chair, and with a strong hand on her shoulder forces her to sit down. Fran is none too steady on her own feet, and when Jack pulls a chair up for her she flops down onto it. She keeps a tight hold on Naomi’s hand. ‘Think we’ve both had a little too much festive spirit, eh? Hello, Ruth.’

Abba finishes and makes way for Elton John, a slow tune this time. Ruth and Jack get up to dance. George, panting from exertion, looks grateful and pulls Abbie close to him. Brian, still a relative stranger, takes Sally’s hand and places a tentative arm around her waist. Ayden is now deep in conversation with an older man. Claire stands to one side, watching the dancers. Naomi watches Claire.

When the song is over and people are returning to their tables, Jeff reminds them that the old year is fading fast.

‘Can’t do this like I used to.’ George is still out of breath, despite their slow sashay through ‘Yellow Brick Road’.

‘Nonsense, my love. You’re still the virile young man I married. Just takes you longer to get up to speed, that’s all. Hello, Fran. Surprised to see you here.’

‘You and me both. Some idea of Edward’s about going out to meet the community in its natural environment.’

‘God, makes us sound like a troop of baboons.’

‘That’s probably how he sees the rest of the human race.’

‘Evening, Fran.’ George reaches for a fresh bottle. ‘Fancy a beer?’ He uncaps another one for her.

‘Thanks, you’re a pal.’ The music starts up again and she whispers to Abbie, ‘Who’s that Sally’s dancing with?’

‘New vet, Brian McPherson. Oh, dear, I hope he keeps away from George. Christ, I think I’m beginning to feel my age, too.’ Abbie gulps down a long drink. ‘That’s better. Nice to see Ruth and Jack up dancing. She’s certainly not been herself lately. I’m more than a bit worried about her.’

‘She says she’s feeling out of sorts. The other day she was talking about going on holiday. Do them both good to get away, what with the shop and that tribe of grandchildren.’

‘He’s a dear man, isn’t he, her Jack?’

‘Sweet as they come.’

‘Look out, here comes your Edward.’ Abbie switches on a smile as she turns to greet him, ‘Evening, Vicar. Happy New Year.’

‘And to you, Mrs Hunter-Gordon. Ah, Mr Hunter-Gordon. I was hoping to have a word with you. It’s about the parish committee. The elections are coming up and—’

‘Oh, give it a rest, Edward!’ Fran shouts above the music. ‘This is supposed to be a party. Let the poor man dance with his wife and get drunk if he wants to.’

‘I must confess, I have had a few,’ says George. ‘Not got my best thinking head on. Perhaps I could call round next week—’

‘Good evening, Reverend Cunningham.’ Naomi scrambles to her feet. ‘Would you like to dance?’

‘Er, no thank you, Miss Walker.’

‘Yes, I expect it’s a bit too physical for you—sins of the flesh and all that.’

Edward’s shoulders stiffen; his face is a study in concrete. ‘I’m here as part of my parish duties. I wasn’t intending to participate.’

‘Ah, so that’s why we’re here,’ says Fran. ‘To patrol the joint, make sure no one’s enjoying themselves? Well, everyone deserves an evening off once in a while, even me. So why don’t you give us all a break and go home?’

‘Oh, come on Edward, loosen up a bit. Have a beer.’ Naomi offers him her bottle.

‘I think one of us has had quite enough to drink already, don’t you, Frances? Perhaps it’s time I took you home.’

‘I’ve no intention of going anywhere, Edward, but if you can’t stand the thought of anyone having a good time why don’t you just sod off. This is what people are all about, you know. If you really despise human nature that much, you should have got a job as a lighthouse keeper.’

Naomi explodes with laughter, spraying the air with a mouthful of drink.

‘Perhaps it’s time I went.’ Edward desperately clings to the remains of his dignity. ‘Mrs Hunter-Gordon, would you be kind enough to phone me if Frances has difficulty getting home?’

‘Certainly, of course I will.’ Abbie manages to control herself until he reaches the door, then all three of them collapse in fits of laughter. Abbie takes Naomi’s bottle from her as she is led away to dance by someone tall, dark and hopeful who thinks he’s struck it lucky.

Suddenly Ayden is beside their table, Claire behind him. ‘Evening, George. And it’s Mrs Hunter-Gordon, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, we’ve met before.’ Abbie gives him a cold stare.

‘How’s the computer business?’ asks George. ‘Christmas sales booming?’

‘Oh, you know, can’t complain.’

The men stand with their backs to the table, talking male stuff and watching the dancers. Remembering how she recently enlightened George about the more unpleasant aspects of Ayden’s character, Abbie observes that, although George sounds friendly enough, he manoeuvres himself to stand between Ayden and the table where she and Fran are seated; the elder stag guarding his females from a young buck. As if she needs protecting. Still, it gives her a sort of warm, fuzzy feeling towards her husband. With Ayden’s back turned, Claire is able to move close to Abbie and Fran, touching a hand on each of their shoulders.

‘Enjoying the party? Haven’t seen you dance yet,’ says Abbie.

‘Ayden’s not really into that. I think he only came to nurture a few contacts. He’s fishing for an invitation to join Rotary, so he needs to show himself at social gatherings.’

‘Tell me about it,’ mutters Fran.

‘It won’t take much to persuade George to dance. You’re welcome to borrow him for five minutes.’

‘No. Thanks, but best not to.’

Abbie reaches up and lays a hand on Claire’s shoulder, starts to say something, then thinks better of it and shakes her head.

The song winds down and another begins.

Naomi, having caught sight of Claire standing at their table, abandons her bewildered partner and struggles through the crowd. ‘Happy New Year! I didn’t know you were coming. It’s so good to see you here.’ She brushes a kiss on Claire’s cheek.

‘Bit of a last-minute decision.’

‘Well, I’m glad you made it. Come and dance with me.’ Naomi catches hold of her hand. Claire pulls away, but too late. Just then Ayden turns around and sees them.

‘Hey, you. Get your hands off my wife.’

‘We were only going to dance.’ Naomi looks astonished.

‘Well, I’m telling you to keep away from her.’

‘It’s all right, Ayden, I wasn’t going to—’

‘And you can shut it as well. Turn my back for two seconds and there’s some fucking dyke with her paws all over you.’

‘Now steady on, old chap.’ George pushes himself between them. ‘No need for that sort of language.’

‘Please, Ayden, it was nothing.’ Claire’s voice is shaking. She moves to his side, tries to take hold of his arm. ‘Come away, we’re embarrassing these people.’ Instead he grabs her wrist.

‘I’ll come away all right. The further away from that bitch the better.’

‘That’s quite enough of that.’ George is bristling now.

‘Yeah, and you want to watch her with your wife, and all. Who knows what they get up to, with her and her witchcraft. We all know what that’s about, don’t we?’

‘Now look here, Drayton, I think you’d better leave.’

‘We’re leaving all right, don’t you worry.’ He turns to Naomi, jabbing a finger at her face. ‘They used to burn people like you.’ Then he drags Claire towards the door.

Abbie stands up and starts to follow them. Naomi, eyes blazing, is struggling to free herself from Fran’s grip.

‘No, please don’t. It’s all right.’ Claire turns back and tries to smile, but there’s fear in her voice.

‘Claire—’

‘Please. It’ll be OK.’

‘Well, what do you make of that?’ George is nonplussed. ‘Damn fellow must be drunk. Still, no excuse. No excuse at all.’

‘Are you all right, love?’ Fran puts an arm around Naomi, who is trembling with rage and shock.

‘I think we should go after her,’ says Abbie.

‘She said not to.’

‘But you saw what he was like.’ Naomi is almost in tears. ‘Anything could happen.’

‘It’s you he’s got it in for, not Claire. You’d only make things worse. Come on, have a seat—we all need to calm down a bit.’

Sally, heading back to join her friends and bringing Brian with her, is just in time to catch sight of Claire and Ayden heading out the door. Questioning looks and a whispered explanation are exchanged with Fran, while Brian says hello to Abbie and is introduced to George. The very situation Abbie was hoping to avoid.

‘Ah yes, my wife has spoken very highly of you. Seems you really impressed her with the way you dealt with young Jim’s pony.’

‘And I was really impressed by your wife. She’s very knowledgeable.’

‘Always has had a special touch with the horses, haven’t you, my love?’

‘Brian doesn’t have a drink, George. Sorry we can’t offer you a glass, but if you don’t mind a bottle…’ It’s like being in a speeding train and knowing that the brakes have failed.

‘Bottle’s fine, thanks. Yes, she certainly has an understanding of animals. But I’m even more impressed with her knowledge of traditional medicine and complementary treatments.’

‘Humph, well. Don’t know much about that myself. I’d have thought that being medically qualified you wouldn’t have time for that sort of stuff.’

‘On the contrary, it’s something that many members of the veterinarian profession are looking at seriously. Same with human medicine, of course. That’s why I was hoping you might have some influence with this documentary film. I’ve been trying to persuade her to take part.’

‘What film? She’s not said anything to me about any documentary. Abbie?’ He turns around, but his wife is nowhere to be seen.

Undaunted, Brian launches into an explanation of the planned television programme and appeals to George—as Abbie’s husband and closest influence—for support. But before he gets too far, the music stops and Jeff announces the approach of midnight. He switches over to the BBC broadcast and, as the first chimes of Big Ben ring out, a brief scramble erupts as the crowd re-sorts itself into couples.

‘Thank God! Saved by the bell.’ Abbie is hiding behind Ruth and Jack.

‘What on earth are you doing?’

‘Oh, it’s a long story. I’ll tell you tomorrow. Well, next year actually.’

A ragged circle forms around the room and, as the first stroke booms out, arms are crossed and hands taken. The countdown begins.

‘Eleven—ten—nine—eight—’

‘Oh there you are, Abbie!’ George calls. ‘Wondered what had happened to you.’

‘Where’s Sally?’

‘—seven—six—’

‘Right here. Oh good, there’s Naomi and Fran.’

‘—five—four—three—’

‘Come on, squeeze in here.’

‘—two—one!’

And it’s ‘Auld Lang Syne’, for old times’ sake and the days of long ago. Yes, they will be brought to mind. But for now the circle closes and opens, then breaks up and everyone is kissing and hugging. And it’s a wish for a Happy New Year, with a deep and passionate kiss between Abbie and George, a warm and tender embrace for Ruth and Jack. Fran and Sally and Naomi hug everyone and anyone in sight.
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They all walk home together, first taking Naomi to her front door, then leaving Fran at the rectory gate. Naomi is still a little light-headed, but the encounter with Ayden has gone a long way towards sobering her up. The others tell her there is nothing she can do that won’t make it worse and they will talk to Claire first thing in the morning.

There are no lights on at the vicarage; although it will be a cold welcome home for Fran, at least the silence is an old friend.

Jack and Ruth kiss goodnight all round and disappear through the side gate beside the village shop.

It’s just starting to spit with rain as George and Abbie walk Sally past their corner and along her lane. Cat is waiting for her in the shelter of the front porch. They say their farewells at the gate, hurrying home out of the wet. As Sally slips her key in the lock, she can hear their voices carried on the night air.
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Sally gets ready for bed, physically exhausted, but her mind still racing. She was hoping to see the moon tonight, but the sky is banked with dark clouds that promise a steady drizzle until morning.

Ruth can’t settle either. ‘You go up to bed, love. I’ll just sit a while. I think I’ll make myself a cup of tea.’ Yes, perhaps she does need a holiday, who knows.

Abbie and George go straight to bed. George has had more than a bit to drink and, despite his intentions, falls asleep immediately. Abbie lies awake. Perhaps this thing with the TV company will just go away. And Claire. I’ll ring her first thing in the morning. Oh, hell no, can’t do that. It’s New Year’s Day, so Ayden won’t be at work. What to do?

Fran lies awake also, thinking about Naomi and Claire and where it’s all going to end. More than once she reaches for the telephone, then thinks better of it. Let Naomi sleep it off. But still she lies awake.

Naomi, meanwhile, doesn’t even think of going to bed. She feels ill at ease, as if her nerve endings are raw. From her wooden chest she takes out the wrapping of silk that covers her scrying mirror, a circle of concave glass backed with black enamel. To help her focus, she lights a white candle and a cone of incense, offering a prayer to the Goddess. But her mind is all over the place. All she sees when she looks into the pool of dark light is a long-stemmed silver goblet, her own magical Cup with its swathes of vine leaves and grapes. It’s filled with water, with the full moon reflected on the surface. Over the image of the moon, another face comes into focus. Is it a cat? Yes, it’s the grey cat that lives with Sally, the one that guards the pool. And that’s all she sees.

Above them all, in the night sky and beyond the clouds and the rain, the real moon is still two days away from being full. The year is only a few hours old and, for the women of Hallowfield, the night is far from over.


Eighteen


The Early Hours of Monday, 1 January
First Quarter



THE WIND HURLS RAINDROPS at the window, rattling against the glass like handfuls of sharp grit. Sally hovers on the edge of sleep, waiting for a quiet moment, but the night won’t let her. Cat has abandoned the bedcover and is sitting on the dresser peering down at her. Sally is still high on laughter, her limbs throbbing from the dance, her head buzzing from noise and flashing coloured lights. And the beer, of course. She’ll be sorry in the morning. Oh, but it was fun, wasn’t it? Best night out since…since…An image of Jonathan surfaces. Pity about that nasty incident Naomi had with Ayden. Glad she wasn’t there when it happened. Poor Claire, why does she put up with it? Jonathan…

A missile strikes. Cat takes a flying leap onto the bed, landing on all fours. It’s an effective attention-grabbing technique she has acquired.

‘Oh, for God’s sake, I wish you wouldn’t do that. Well, settle down then, I’ll never get to sleep with you tramping about.’

But Cat lets out a wail. It begins deep in her throat and builds to a scream, a primeval cry that cuts to the bone.

Sally struggles upright and fumbles for the light switch. ‘What the hell—’

Cat is off the bed and pawing at the door.

‘All right, I’m coming.’ She struggles into a dressing gown and they both head downstairs, Sally’s mind filled with images of smoke inhalation and swarms of invading rats. The kitchen, where Cat leads her, is dark and silent. She flips the switch and light floods the room but reveals nothing. Cat yowls again, dives for the front door, and starts scratching frantically.

‘Someone out there, is there?’ She slips the safety chain into place, then presses her ear to the wooden panel. Now her thoughts are running with burglars and escaped lunatics. All she can hear is the thudding of her own heart, but Cat is insistent.

‘Who’s there? I’m calling the police.’ What I should have done in the first place, she thinks.

But there’s a faint sound, like something hitting against the bottom panel.

‘Who’s there? What do you want?’

A voice, incoherent, but it sounds like a woman and somehow familiar. Cat cries in response. Sally unlatches the door. It flies open, yanked against the chain, as something heavy falls with it. Pale yellow hair, a dark collar and, where raw skin is uncovered, a smear of blood.

‘Claire? Oh, my God, Claire! Wait, I’ll have to get this thing off.’

She struggles to release the chain with Claire’s dead weight against it. Seconds take forever. Then the door flies open, and Claire tumbles through onto the floor. She is soaking wet, her skin feels frozen. It takes all Sally’s strength to manoeuvre her inside, Claire moaning and whimpering with every movement while the cold wind blasts into the room, splattering them with icy rain. Eventually they’re both in and Sally slams the door shut. Then she’s down on her knees, pushing wet hair from Claire’s face.

‘What happened?’

Claire tries to speak, but manages only a choking sob.

‘I’ll call an ambulance.’

‘No. No, please.’ From somewhere Claire finds strength to grasp Sally’s wrist. ‘Don’t.’

‘You need help. I must get someone.’

‘No!’ Her voice rises to a scream. She is pulling herself up, eyes wide with fear.

‘All right, all right. But we must do something. I can’t handle this on my own.’ She looks around the room as if searching for some way out of this predicament. ‘Abbie. I’ll get Abbie.’

Claire nods and relaxes a little. She lies back on the floor and closes her eyes.
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By the time Abbie arrives, raincoat around her shoulders and first-aid box in hand, Sally has turned on the heating and plugged in an electric fire. She has also managed to peel off Claire’s soaked cardigan and wrapped her in a duvet. She is still wearing the black dress, but the high heels have been replaced by flat shoes. Abbie kneels down beside her.

‘She’s still very cold,’ says Sally. ‘Must have walked all the way here. Look how she’s shaking.’

‘That’s because she’s in shock. That would make her cold, apart from the temperature outside. Look at all these red marks on her legs. Looks like she’s been kicked. You have called the ambulance, haven’t you?’

‘No. She won’t let me. That’s why I called you.’

‘What do you mean, she won’t let you?’

‘She got really upset. I didn’t know what else to do. You try talking to her.’

‘This is crazy.’ Abbie shakes her head. ‘Look, Claire, you’re badly hurt. This is more than I know how to deal with. You need medical help.’

Claire becomes almost hysterical again. This time she tries to struggle to her feet and they have to restrain her.

‘All right. I’ll see what I can do.’ Abbie finds a bottle of Rescue Remedy in her box and squeezes the dropper into Claire’s mouth. ‘Let’s get this wet dress off her and get a proper look. Have you got some scissors? It’s already torn beyond repair.’

While Abbie is snipping the material away, the telephone rings. The two women look at each other in alarm.

‘I’d better answer it.’ Sally picks up the receiver. ‘Hello? Oh, it’s you.’ She sounds relieved. ‘Yes, how did you know?…It’s Claire, she’s hurt—No, she wouldn’t let us. Abbie’s with her…Yes, of course.’ She puts the telephone down and comes back to kneel beside Abbie.

‘Naomi?’ Abbie asks.

‘She’s coming straight over.’

Claire whimpers as they remove the remnants of the dress and Abbie runs her hands over her body. But when she presses her fingers into Claire’s side she yells with pain.

‘What are you doing?’ asks Sally.

‘Checking points of impact. See here, all round her side. But I think the liver and spleen are clear.’

‘Some of those bruises don’t look new.’ Sally points to a series of purple-and-yellow blotches on Claire’s shoulder.

‘She got those about a week ago, I should think. And look at these white scars on her breast.’

‘What would have caused those?’

‘Cigarette burns would be my guess.’

‘Oh, my God. And look at this, on her arm. She said she caught it on the oven, but I don’t believe that for a moment. So what do you think? Can you do anything?’

‘Well, the rest is mostly scratches and abrasions. She’ll have some nasty bruises, but they’ll heal. The real worry is this big red area above the hip. It’s taken a heavy blow. It could mean a ruptured kidney. And almost certainly some of her lower ribs are cracked.’

‘How serious is that?’

‘Depends. If a lung is punctured…Look, I don’t care what she said or how upset she was, if she starts to have trouble breathing, or if she loses consciousness, we call an ambulance.’

‘So can you help her?’

‘I’ll need more stuff. I’ll have to go back to the stable. Do you know how to feel for a pulse?’

‘Yes, I think so.’ Sally takes Claire’s wrist and locates the spot.

‘It’s high, only to be expected. But if it suddenly goes any higher, or drops, or if there’s any other change—well, you know what to do. Keep her warm and don’t let her move about. Oh, and if Naomi’s coming you’d better ring Fran.’

By the time Abbie returns, Naomi has arrived. She is kneeling beside Claire, holding her hand.

‘You’re going to be all right,’ she whispers over and over again. ‘You’re going to be just fine.’ She strokes Claire’s hand, then touches her face, stopping only to wipe away her own tears.

Abbie starts to unpack a leather case, taking out an assortment of jars and bottles. ‘How is she?’

‘I think she’s a little better,’ says Sally. ‘At least she’s not shaking so much, and I think her pulse is a little steadier.’

‘She hasn’t coughed up any blood?’

‘No, nothing like that.’

Abbie is down on the floor again. ‘Claire, can you hear me?’ Claire stirs at the sound of Abbie’s voice. ‘Good. Here, Sally, fetch some warm water and get her to swallow two of these.’

‘What are they?’

‘Painkillers. Only Ibuprofen. Best I can do.’

‘Let me help,’ says Naomi. ‘I want to do something.’

Abbie hands her a screw-top jar. ‘Arnica cream. Put some on all the red marks on her arms and legs. It’ll reduce the bruising. But not where the skin is broken and avoid that burn. I’ll need to clean these scratches. More warm water, Sally. I’ve got some sea salt here, and then we’ll use some calendula cream. And look at this abrasion on the back of her thigh. Looks like she’s been dragged over something rough, like concrete.’

‘Sally said she might have some cracked ribs?’ Naomi dabs gently at the reddened patches of skin, biting her own lip for fear of causing more pain.

‘Almost certainly. Not much can be done about that, even if she went to hospital. I’ll start a comfrey poultice every six hours—it should help the bones to heal. God, I shouldn’t be doing this.’ Abbie is suddenly angry. ‘You do all realize it’s probably illegal? If she comes to any harm we could all end up in gaol.’

Sally stands over them, holding the glass of water and the Ibuprofen. Abbie’s right. They should be at the casualty department filling in forms, trying to answer questions, with Claire behind a curtain surrounded by doctors and nurses and injections and machines. What the hell do they think they’re doing? For a moment she hesitates, looks towards the phone. A car pulls up outside.

‘That will be Fran and Ruth,’ says Naomi.

‘Here,’ Sally hands the glass to Abbie, ‘I’ll get the door.’
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Claire is in Sally’s bed. With a lot of help she managed the stairs and has been cleaned and made as comfortable as possible. Naomi refuses to leave her and is keeping watch while the others go downstairs to recover. Ruth makes them all some tea, to which Fran adds a drop of brandy, while they go over the events of the past hour.

‘How did Naomi know?’ asks Sally.

‘She just did, that’s all,’ says Ruth. ‘We all felt something. I ought to have known, should have seen more clearly.’

‘You’re a clairvoyant, Ruth, not the bloody Nine O’Clock News,’ says Fran. ‘Was anyone actually asleep or anywhere near it?’

They all shake their heads.

‘So what do we do now?’ asks Sally. ‘Find out what happened, I suppose?’

‘We all know what happened,’ snaps Fran, ‘and who. It’s not as if it’s the first time. But I don’t think he’s ever gone this far before.’

Abbie leans back in the rocking chair. ‘What we need to find out is why she won’t let anyone know. Why is she protecting him?’

‘Women often hide it,’ says Fran. ‘They feel ashamed, as if they’ve been made to think it’s their fault. “She made me do it,” that’s the excuse. “She was asking for it.” Makes you sick.’

‘No, I don’t think that’s it. When I said we’d call an ambulance, she acted as if she were terrified. We should be calling the police right now, but I can’t see that that would be any different.’

‘I think we’ve gone too far to bring the police into it.’ Sally is suddenly animated. ‘Think about what it would do to Abbie. I’m sure there are laws about getting proper medical assistance. If it turns out Claire is seriously hurt, well, I don’t know how she’d stand legally. They could bring criminal charges against her. Us, too, come to that.’

‘Can you imagine how George would react? His worst nightmare come true.’ Abbie manages to smile. ‘At least I’ve got a good lawyer in the family.’

‘Right,’ says Fran, ‘but if we’re going to collude with this cover-up, we’ve a right to know what we’re dealing with. She’ll have to talk to us.’

Ruth has said nothing. She moves away from the others, over to the window. It could have been my daughter, she is thinking, my Shirley. We had no idea until the divorce. She never said. Wouldn’t admit it, as if it were her own fault, what her husband did. But I should have known. Me, a clairvoyant—that’s a laugh. I know all about everyone else’s problems, oh yes: Mrs Samuels’ operation, the break-in at the garage…But when it comes to my own daughter? Tonight she has seen the marks on Claire’s legs, angry red weals. But she has known about Claire long before. They’ve all known and they’ve failed her. They let a man do this. What right did he have? To break another human being just because he could? How could a woman deserve this? To be beaten down, made to cower?

She looks at the door, just a few inches from where she is standing. Her coat is hanging up beside it. Anger grows inside her, not as a red fire, but cold and white, as slow and solid and relentless as a glacier. Her hand reaches for her coat. Cat rubs against her leg, but Ruth pushes her away. She turns the knob slowly, so as not to make a sound. A man did this. No, she won’t leave it, not this time. She won’t fail Claire.

‘Regardless, she can’t go back there,’ Fran is saying. ‘Ever.’

‘You’re right, but we’ll have to deal with that when we come to it. What about now? Sally, you’ve been landed with this. It doesn’t seem fair, you hardly know her.’

‘I don’t understand why she came here.’

‘Do you think she was trying to get to the pool?’

‘Of course. Then she’d best stay here with me. Even if she were well enough to be moved, where else could she go? I can’t imagine your George agreeing to take her in. Or Edward, come to that.’

They don’t hear, behind them, the door opening and closing. ‘I expect Naomi will insist she goes to her place.’

‘That won’t do. Ayden’s bound to come searching for her. After what you said happened at the disco, Naomi’s is the first place he’d look. But there’s no reason he should come here, is there?’

‘I suppose not,’ says Abbie, ‘though he does knows you, Sally.’

‘Only through George. There’s nothing to link me with Claire. I don’t think he even saw me last night, at least not with any of you.’

‘That’s true. When he came to our table you were dancing with McPherson, weren’t you?’

‘So there’s really no reason he should come here, is there?’

For some unknown reason this has become important to Sally. She needs to do this. Even though it’s true she hardly knows Claire, she feels personally responsible for her. ‘And with you next door, Abbie, it will be easy for you to look in on her, won’t it?’

‘Yes,’ Abbie concedes. ‘It does sound like the best arrangement.’

‘I guess that settles it, then,’ says Fran. ‘She’ll stay here for the time being. You realize you’ll be taking on Naomi as well? I can’t see her going anywhere for the next few days.’

‘That’s no bad thing. My nursing skills are practically zilch.’

‘I don’t know about anyone else,’ says Abbie, ‘but I’m just about all-in. I think we’d all better get some sleep. There’s not much of the night left.’

‘Christ, look at the time. I have to be getting back—Edward will need waking up.’

‘And I think it’s best we all try to carry on as normal.’ Abbie pulls herself out of the chair. ‘Just as well it’s New Year’s Day. Not many people will be going to work and everything will be running late anyway. What about you, Ruth? The shop’s not open today, is—Hang on, where’s Ruth?’

‘She must have gone home. I didn’t see her go, though, did you?’

‘No. I thought she came in your car, Fran?’

‘That’s right. She must have decided to walk back. Odd that she didn’t say anything. Look, I’d better be off. I’ll see if I can catch her up.’

‘Very strange,’ Abbie mutters, ‘though she has been acting a little weird lately. I’ll give her a call later. What’s the time? Oh, my God. I’ll need to get back soon. Even George will wake up eventually. He’ll think I’m with the horses. Let me just take another look at Claire before I go.’
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Upstairs, Claire is sleeping and looks almost peaceful. Naomi has pulled an armchair up next to the bed and is wide-awake. She looks up when Abbie enters the room.

‘We’ve decided she stays here for the time being. The rest of us ought to try to carry on as normal. We don’t want to draw attention to the situation.’

‘I’m not leaving,’ says Naomi.

‘Good.’ Sally follows Abbie into the room, ‘I could use your support. Now, Abbie, what should we do?’

‘Let her sleep, best thing at the moment. But watch her breathing. The other thing to watch for is blood in her urine. That would indicate kidney damage. When she wakes, check her temperature, give her some more of the Bach drops and another dose of Ibuprofen. Now, you must encourage her to breathe deeply, but if there’s any sign of respiratory distress, or any bleeding, dial 999 then me. In that order. I’ll keep my cellphone with me and I’ll come immediately. I’m sorry about having to leave you, but we don’t want George coming over here looking for me.’

‘You should get some sleep anyway. Though I expect you’ve got the animals to attend to.’

‘That’s all right. I’d already arranged for the stable girls to cover for me this morning. I thought I’d be nursing a hangover: hadn’t anticipated this. But, yes, I might try to get my head down for a couple of hours. I suggest you two do the same.’
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The bedroom is bright with sunlight. Claire is still sleeping, Cat curled up by her side. Naomi, in an armchair next to the bed, looks up with a start when Sally enters with a tray.

‘I’ve brought us some coffee and bacon sandwiches.’

‘You’re an angel. I thought I could smell something cooking. I’m starving.’ She sits up and takes a sip from her mug. ‘Ah, that’s great. Have you managed to get some sleep?’

‘Yes, I’ve made up the bed in the spare room. And I insist that you let me take over while you get some rest.’

‘I won’t argue with that. She looks comfortable, anyway. Sally, this is so unfair on you.’

‘No, it’s not. I’m part of this. Whatever’s going on is happening for me, too.’

‘You can feel it too, then?’

‘Yes. It’s like something is replaying in my head. I keep remembering something Claire said about men outside with torches…No, I had too much to drink last night and I’m physically exhausted, that’s all it is.’

‘Don’t ignore those sorts of things: it could mean something. You have to learn to listen to your instincts.’ Naomi looks towards the bed. ‘Perhaps if we’d all listened more instead of rationalizing, this would never have happened.’ ‘I don’t think it’s going to help if we start blaming ourselves over this. It’s only one person’s fault, and he’s not here.’

‘No, and I hope he doesn’t come looking for her. Still, I think it would be a good idea if you locked all the doors. I don’t see why he should turn up, but if he does we call the police straight away.’

‘I won’t argue with that. Now, finish your sandwich and coffee, then go and get your head down for a few hours. I promise I’ll wake you if there’s any change.’
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It is mid-morning when Abbie returns. Sally has to run down to unlock the back door and let her in. Naomi is sound asleep in the guest room; Claire awake and calm, although still in a lot of pain. Sally helps with the changing of the poultice, watching carefully how it’s made up and applied in case she has to do it in Abbie’s absence.

‘How long do we have to keep this up?’

‘A few days at least, more if we can manage it. Normally it takes about six weeks for a rib to mend, but this might speed up the process. And we’ll put more cream on the bruises and keep checking her temperature and pulse. Be sure to watch out for signs of difficulty breathing or a cough. Claire, you’re going to have to breathe deeply, or at least normally. Try it. Yes, I know it hurts, but you need to keep your lungs well ventilated.’

As Abbie attends to her patient, Claire tries to thank them.

‘Hush, sweetheart,’ says Abbie, ‘not now. Let’s just get on with the job. I expect we need to get you to the toilet, unless you think you can use a bedpan.’

‘No way.’ Claire almost laughs, a good sign.

‘OK, but don’t try to go on your own.’ Over her shoulder she mouths to Sally, ‘Make sure she’s not passing blood.’

They wash her down with warm water sweetened with lavender oils, and Sally finds a fresh nightdress and brushes Claire’s hair while Abbie makes her a cup of camomile tea. When she is settled, Abbie sits on the bed and takes her hand.

‘Now, you know we all love you,’ she says, ‘and, even though it’s against our better judgement, we’ve agreed to play this your way. We know you have your reasons and we trust that. But you’re going to have to trust us in return. When you’re feeling stronger, you’re going to have to talk. You understand that, don’t you?’

Claire nods in agreement. She closes her eyes and tears slide down her cheeks.

Abbie slips out of the room and signals Sally to follow her. They whisper in the hallway.

‘Have you heard anything?’ Abbie asks.

‘From Ayden, you mean? No, not a thing.’

‘Good. I don’t think you will, but it’s wise to keep the doors locked. But now it seems we’ve got something else to worry about. Ruth.’

‘Did Fran manage to catch up with her?’

‘No. She rang to say she couldn’t find her anywhere. I tried calling the shop earlier, but their phone was engaged. Then Jack rang me about half an hour ago. He asked if I’d seen her.’

‘What did you tell him?’

‘I said no, not since we walked them home last night. What the hell else was I supposed to say?’ Abbie pushes her hand through her hair. ‘So then he said he’d woken up late to find her side of the bed untouched. There’s half a cup of cold tea on the kitchen table, the back door was unlocked, and the coat she was wearing is missing.’

‘So she hasn’t been back home at all yet?’

‘Looks like it. The poor man’s frantic with worry, ringing round the family, everyone he knows. He says if she doesn’t show up soon he’ll have to call the police.’
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THE MOMENT GEORGE LEAVES, Abbie snatches up the telephone and punches in Sally’s number, knowing she has only minutes to warn her and Naomi of the police officer who is about to knock on the cottage door. Fortunately, he chose to pay his first visit to the corner house. George answered the knock and found a young lad who, a few years back, had stood before the bench on a charge of inciting public disorder—he and his friends had been staging a protest at the foxhunt and things had got a little out of hand—and now there he was wearing a police uniform.

‘Sorry to trouble you, Mr Hunter-Gordon, but I need to have a word with you and Mrs Hunter-Gordon about Ruth Clifton.’

‘Yes, of course,’ said George. ‘Come in. Farrow, isn’t it?’

‘That’s right, sir. Mick Farrow.’

‘Has there been any news yet?’

‘No, I’m afraid not. I understand you and your wife saw Mr and Mrs Clifton home last night.’

‘That’s right. I expect you’ll want to talk to both of us. My wife’s outside with the horses, I’ll go and fetch her.’

So Abbie had a few moments to centre herself before being confronted. But the sight of the uniform made her heart sink. Up to that moment she’d been so caught up in her anxiety for Claire that Ruth’s disappearance hadn’t registered as something to be too concerned about. Naturally she was anxious about where Ruth had got to and when she would turn up. But now ‘when’ had suddenly become ‘if’.

‘That’s right, we all walked home together. We went to Naomi Walker’s place first, then took Mrs Cunningham round to the vicarage. Her husband had left the village hall earlier and he was already at home. Then we said goodnight to Ruth and Jack at their gate and they both went in together.’

‘Can you remember what time that was?’

‘Not really,’ said Abbie, ‘but I imagine it must have been well past one. It was just starting to rain when we reached Sally’s, if that’s any help. That’s Sally Lavender, she lives round the corner in Wicker Lane.’

‘I see.’ He made careful notes in his little black book. He used a ballpoint pen and kept clicking the point in and out. ‘And how was Mrs Clifton last night? Did she say anything that would explain her whereabouts? Did she talk about going somewhere, seeing someone?’

‘No, not at all.’

‘Did she behave any different to usual?’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Abbie.

‘She was bit quiet, don’t you think?’ said George. ‘Usually you can’t stop her talking.’

‘A little perhaps…’

‘I see. Do you have any idea why that was?’

Abbie shrugged. ‘It’s a busy time of year for their business. Tired maybe.’

‘How did she seem with her husband?’ He clicked his pen, as if expecting to record something significant.

‘Fine, as always.’ Abbie hoped she hadn’t spoken too quickly. ‘They danced together several times. I noticed they were holding hands when we walked them home.’ So far it was all true.

‘I see.’ He looked almost disappointed. ‘And she never said anything about going anywhere this morning? Visiting family or anything?’

‘Not a thing. When Jack rang me earlier, he said he’d already contacted the daughters and they knew nothing.’

‘And you had no contact with either Mr or Mrs Clifton after you left them last night?’

Abbie shook her head. She was fairly sure the young constable used to play in the school football team along with her Philip. Somehow that made it easier, knowing it was him she was lying to and not some anonymous authority. But should she be lying at all? What about Ruth?

‘Not a thing,’ said George. ‘We both went straight to bed. Out like a light, I’m afraid. I didn’t wake till nearly nine. You were up before me, weren’t you, love?’

‘Yes, I’m not used to lying in. I did try to ring Ruth a couple of times.’

‘When was that?’

‘Between eight and nine. Couldn’t get through, the line was engaged. Then Jack rang me and said he didn’t know where she was. What do you think’s happened to her?’

‘Probably nothing. People are reported missing all the time, then turn up right as rain. It’s only been a few hours and we wouldn’t normally be concerned at this point. Only Mr Clifton is a fellow member of the cricket club and I…er…’

‘Yes, well it’s good of you to take the trouble,’ said George. ‘As you say, there’s bound to be a logical explanation. Is there anything else we can do to help? Perhaps I ought to go round and be with Jack. What do you think, Abbie?’

‘I think he could certainly use some support right now. Yes, go on, George. Unless you need us for anything else, Constable?’

‘No, not at the moment. But I’ll need to speak to the other lady who saw them home. That’s the old cottage that sold recently, isn’t it? What did you say her name was?’

‘That’s right. Sally Lavender.’

‘Well, thanks for your help. Please get in touch if you remember anything else, even if you think it’s unimportant.’

The constable left and George followed him out immediately, stopping only to give Abbie a peck on the cheek and tell her not to worry.

[image: ]

Sally takes the stairs two at a time and shakes Naomi awake.

‘Oh God, what time is it? What’s happened? Is she all right?’

‘Claire’s fine, but Ruth’s still missing.’

‘What? You mean she hasn’t been home since last night?’

Sally nods. ‘Abbie just rang. There’s a policeman on his way round here.’

‘Oh, shit.’ Naomi is on her feet. ‘What did Abbie tell him?’

‘Nothing. We left Ruth and Jack at their gate and haven’t seen or heard from either of them since.’

There’s a knock at the front door.

‘That’ll be him now. I’ll have to let him in.’

‘I’ll warn Claire, tell her not to make a sound.’

‘Good idea. Then come down. We’ll say you’re visiting. He’ll want to see you anyway.’

There’s another knock, but Sally is already running downstairs and heading towards the door.

‘Please come in, Officer.’ She’s out of breath, which must look bad. She tries to smile then realizes how inappropriate that is under the circumstances. ‘It’s about Ruth, is it?’

‘That’s right Miss, er…’ He consults his notebook. ‘Lavender, is it?’

‘Yes, Sally Lavender.’ She pulls out a chair for him and sits down herself.

He places his cap carefully on the kitchen table before sitting. ‘I understand you walked home with Mr and Mrs Clifton after the disco last night?’

‘Yes. We took Fran and Naomi home first. Naomi’s here, by the way. She’ll be down in a moment.’

Constable Farrow clicks his pen and writes it all down in his little book. ‘And what time would that have been?’

And so they go over it again. And when Naomi joins them he hears the same story for a third time. They’re not exactly lying to the police, are they? Simply omitting certain facts. But they avoid looking at each other for fear of giving something away.

‘So you all went to your address first, Miss Walker? And where would that be?’ Naomi tells him, even though she’s quite sure he knows where her workshop is. ‘I see. So you haven’t seen Mrs Clifton since you arrived home in the early hours? Have you heard from her at all since then?’

‘No.’

‘And you are visiting Miss Lavender because…?’

‘When Abbie told me Ruth was missing,’ says Sally, ‘I let Naomi know. She came round to see if there was any news.’

‘I see. Right.’ He closes his book and clicks his pen before tucking it in his top pocket. ‘Thank you for your help. And try not to worry too much.’ He gives them the obligatory speech about missing people turning up unharmed. ‘I’m sure I won’t have to call again.’ It sounds more like a threat than a message of hope.
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From her bedroom window, Abbie is watching Wicker Lane. As soon as she sees the police vehicle come around the bend from Sally’s place she runs downstairs, grabs her coat and heads across the stable yard towards the copse. She has to knock on the back door, which is being kept locked. At least they’re doing something right.

‘I managed to get through to Fran,’ she says. ‘She’ll drive over to Ruth’s daughters, see if there’s anything she can do there. She’ll see us later.’

‘Great. Now, will someone please tell me what the hell is going on?’ Naomi looks from Sally to Abbie.

So, seated round Sally’s kitchen table, they go over everything yet again. Naomi learns little more than she has already gathered.

‘You’re saying she left this room without anyone noticing? And she hasn’t been seen since?’

‘That’s about it,’ says Abbie. ‘When Jack first asked me if I’d seen her, I said no. I didn’t realize then that she hadn’t been home. And when I did…well…We were trying to protect Claire, weren’t we, so it seemed easier to stick to the same story. But now I’m really worried. She’s been gone—what—nearly six hours? Where the hell can she be?’

‘It’s starting to look bad,’ says Sally. ‘Shouldn’t we come clean and tell the police?’

‘She went out into the night and no one knows where she is,’ says Naomi. ‘I can’t see it makes much difference if she left from home or from here. She’s still missing.’

‘More to the point, why did she leave without telling us?’ says Abbie.

‘I think it’s obvious why she left.’ Naomi slaps her hand on the table. ‘Claire was hurt and we all know who was responsible.’

‘Even more reason to tell the police,’ says Sally. ‘We’re digging ourselves into a hole and soon we won’t be able to get out of it. Meanwhile anything could be happening to Ruth.’

‘Look, the police are already onto it. We’d have to tell them about Claire and it would all come out. You saw how scared she looked.’

‘Naomi’s right,’ says Abbie. ‘Let’s talk to Claire first. We need to know exactly what it is she’s hiding from.’

And so they talk around in circles until it’s agreed that they will wait a little longer and see what happens. Meanwhile they have to talk with Claire. ‘Sally, I’m going to ask you a big favour.’ Naomi gets up from the table and stretches her back.

‘What’s that?’

‘You’ve been brilliant, letting me stay here all night. I know it’s an imposition, but I couldn’t possibly stay a few more days, could I? Just until Claire starts to mend?’

‘Of course you can. In fact I’d like you to. Then we can keep a permanent watch on her. We can take turns sleeping in the spare bed, if that’s all right.’

‘More than all right. Oh, you’re an angel.’ Naomi gives her a hug. ‘I’d better go home and collect a toothbrush and a change of clothes. Perhaps I ought to do that while Abbie’s here. I’ll only be gone a few minutes.’

‘Good idea.’

‘I’ll go up and check on her now,’ says Abbie. ‘The poultice needs changing again anyway. We can do that while you’re gone. And when you come back we’ll need to sit down with her and find out what the hell we’re getting ourselves into.’

Abbie leaves the room and Naomi looks for her car keys.

‘Here, I think these are yours.’ Sally finds them on the kitchen counter. ‘Naomi,’ she says, ‘before you go I need to say something.’

‘What’s that?’ Naomi finds her coat.

‘It’s just that…Well…You and Claire. Fran explained to me how you feel about her.’

‘Did she?’

‘I’m sure she was trying to help. I probably would have guessed anyway, sooner or later.’

‘Claire has no idea, you know. I mean, she realizes I’m gay, but that’s all. It’s my problem, she has enough of her own.’

Sally lays her hand on Naomi’s shoulder. ‘She obviously values your friendship.’

‘Yes, she does. And right now she needs all the friends she can get.’
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As soon as she parks the car, Naomi feels uneasy. Something has changed, even though there’s nothing to be seen. No sign of a break-in, no damage to the windows or the doors to her flat and workshop. She reaches out her hand, tracing the air a few inches from the door. The seals she has placed around the building, discernible only to herself, are still intact. She checks the workshop first, where nothing appears to have been disturbed, then goes upstairs to her flat. Again, everything is as it should be.

Still feeling uncomfortable, she gathers a few clothes and some things from the bathroom and stuffs them into a holdall. The answerphone is flashing, announcing she has eight calls. There may be something urgent. When she presses playback there’s one business inquiry followed by a stream of Happy New Year messages that would have delighted her at any other time. She carries on with her packing while listening. Should she take her magical implements, just a few basic things? A bunch of very drunken friends are singing ‘Auld Lang Syne’ all the way from Scotland. She makes sure her credit cards and chequebook are in her bag.

And then her blood runs cold.

‘Naomi, is it? Naomi the witch? Naomi, witch, bitch!’ His voice is soft, almost a whisper. ‘My wife with you, is she? Gone running to her little friend? Yes, well, I know what sort of games you play and I don’t want that sort of filth in my bed. So don’t think you can send her back to me when you’ve finished with her. No man would touch that slut after she’s been with you. You’re welcome to her. Just tell her to keep her mouth shut if she knows what’s good for her.’ Naomi’s first instinct is to wipe the tape clean and clear the air of his voice, but she makes herself play it back again, memorizing the words and taking note of the time. She remembers his reaction last evening when he saw her touching Claire. His property, he owned her. Why would he give up his prize possession so easily? 9.30 a.m., the recording says. So what had he been doing between the time Claire ran away from him and the time he made the call? He might have been drinking, but he doesn’t sound drunk. He knew exactly what he was saying.
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‘Any news of Ruth?’ Naomi asks as soon as she is through the door.

‘No, nothing. George rang about ten minutes ago. He’s staying with Jack. Poor man’s distraught.’

‘I’ll go down to the pool in a while, see if I can find out anything. But first I think we ought to do something about making this place safe.’ She tells them about the answerphone message.

‘What do you make of it?’ Sally keeps her voice low, aware of Claire awake upstairs.

‘I don’t know. It scared the hell out of me. If he’d been angry or threatening, it would have made me furious. But that…It was creepy.’

‘It doesn’t sound as if he intends to come looking for her. And if he did, he’d be looking in the wrong place.’

‘You don’t think he was watching your workshop, do you?’ Abbie asks.

‘I thought of that. When I left there I drove out of the village, up to the main road, then came back by a different route. He definitely wasn’t following me.’

‘Good thinking. It would also be safer if you two came and went via my house. Use the shortcut through the trees, he wouldn’t know about that. Naomi, you’d better park your car round the side of the stable where it can’t be seen from the road.’

‘That makes sense. In any case I think we need to set seals around the house.’

Abbie puts a hand on Naomi’s arm. ‘You still look shaken. And I’m sure none of us has eaten today. It won’t take a minute to put something together.’

‘No, I don’t think I could eat. I just need to get myself centred. Is Claire awake? I’ll go up and see her for a moment, explain what we’re doing, and then we’ll get straight on with it. But I won’t tell her about the phone message. She doesn’t know about Ruth yet, does she?’

‘No, I was waiting till you came back.’
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‘Setting seals, what does that mean?’ asks Sally.

‘OK. You’re going to have to help with this anyway. So, your first lesson in practical magic. We’re going to build an invisible barrier all around the house and then around the edge of the property. He won’t be able to get in. He won’t even be able to think about who’s in here or what they’re doing. If he comes anywhere near, he’ll forget what he came for and go away.’

‘Are you sure this is going to work?’ asks Sally.

Naomi gives her a withering look, not even bothering to reply.

They begin, as before, with the casting of the Circle and the invocation of the Goddess.

‘This is a smudge stick.’ Naomi lights a bundle of incense, taking it around the room. ‘Frankincense and myrrh, good for driving away any evil.’ The billowing smoke fills the corners. ‘Now we have to explain to the Goddess what we’re doing. We have to be very specific.’

Before they started, Naomi had asked Sally to find some salt—lots of it. Sally had searched her kitchen cupboards and poured all she could find into a glass bowl. Naomi now holds her hands over it, asking that it be blessed. ‘Here, you take charge of this.’ She pushes the bowl into Sally’s hand. ‘It’s your home, so the spell will work even better if you’ve had a hand in casting it. Now, walk round the outer edge of the room and sprinkle a little of the salt at each of the quarters.’

Sally does as she’s told, though she can’t really see how this is going to work. As she drops the first of the salt, Naomi’s voice fills the room, clear and commanding: ‘Guardians of the South, Element of Fire, bar the means of entry to Ayden and anyone intending to harm Claire and Sally and any occupant of this dwelling.’ Sally moves to the next quarter. ‘Guardians of the West, Element of Water, send confusion to Ayden should he seek to reach anyone within these walls.’ Her voice seems to gather strength into the room. Sally feels a shift in the atmosphere, as if something is tightening around them.

‘Guardians of the East, Element of Air, send back to Ayden the hurt he would cause to anyone in this home.’ Sally moves to the last quarter, dropping the fourth handful of salt. ‘Guardians of the North, Element of Earth, lend Claire and Sally, and all within these walls, your strength should Ayden approach this place.’

Sally returns to the altar. ‘So mote it be,’ Naomi declares, then whispers: ‘Well done, you.’

‘Something’s changed. I really felt it,’ says Sally. ‘What about the rest of this salt?’

‘Hold on to it, you’re going to need it in a moment. Now this is the important part for you. Abbie, you can help with this, too. I want you both to visualize the circle of light that I drew around the room when we opened the temple. Can you see it in your mind?’

‘I think so.’ This is actually much more difficult than Sally expects.

‘Well, take a moment to get the image really strong and try to keep it there. It takes a lot of practice to be able to create and control images, but do your best. Now, we’re going to push that circle outward, widen it so that it surrounds the whole house, and then push it even further to the gate and the garden. Have we got that?’

After a moment, the other two nod.

‘Right. We’re going to put spikes on it, like a thick barbed wire, only made of white light. Can you see it?’

Sally finds this easier. She’s beginning to understand what Naomi is doing.

‘Inside the circle is a sheet of dense fog, so that even though we can still see through it to the ring of light and beyond, anyone looking in from outside can see only a grey mist. Really concentrate on that. Now, repeat this with me:


Craft a fence of Earth and Water, build a wall of Air and Flame
Weave a spell to keep out evil, none shall come to hurt or maim.



As Sally and Abbie master the words, the simple lines become a chant that gathers power and reinforces the images their minds have created.

Then, suddenly, it’s over and Naomi is extinguishing the candle.

‘Don’t relax, we haven’t finished yet. Come with me, Sally, and bring the rest of that salt. Perhaps you should check on Claire, Abbie. She’s bound to have picked up some of the energy from what we’re doing.’

Outside, having made sure there’s no one to observe them, Naomi tells Sally to seal the wider circle around the property. Starting at the front gate, they walk all around the cottage, sprinkling salt and chanting the spell while visualizing the sheet of fog and the ring of incandescent barbed wire beyond. Back again at the gate, Naomi gives a deep sigh of relief.

‘Oh, well done.’

‘I can’t say I think much of your idea of poetry,’ says Sally.

‘It doesn’t matter what it sounds like, so long as it’s easily remembered. And if at any time you feel uneasy, just visualize the barrier of light and repeat the spell. And now perhaps someone could put the kettle on. And something to eat wouldn’t go amiss. We’re all going to be starving after that.’

As Naomi packs away her magical implements, Sally sets about producing soup and sandwiches.

‘Exactly what we need,’ says Naomi. ‘You’re a lifesaver.’

‘No problem. Abbie’s taken some up to Claire.’

‘Good. And after we’ve eaten I’ll make a visit to the pool. And then I don’t think we can put off telling Claire any longer. Not about Ayden’s phone call, though—no point in worrying her needlessly. But she ought to be told about Ruth.’
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Behind her, Naomi hears the key turn in the back door. She sets out across the grass towards the trees. Last night’s rain has left the garden dank, the grass muddy and spotted with worm casts. Clouds hang low, and the air is cold and heavy with moisture, promising to turn to mist in the early evening. As she enters the copse, there is silence; no birds sing on the bare branches, no small creatures skitter through the undergrowth. She’s conscious of her breath intruding on the stillness. The rain has washed the tree trunks black as ebony; the carpet of ivy leaves is polished jade. For a moment she catches sight of something moving that could be Cat, but it’s there and gone. The water in the stream is deep and, although the spring runs swiftly, the surface of the pool is dark and inert.

Naomi stands at the water’s edge, eyes closed, her mind reaching out, searching, feeling, touching. A prayer to the Goddess, the Mother. A plea for help and guidance.

‘What has happened to Ruth? Where is she? Will she come back?’ She forces her own thoughts to clear, leaving the way open for whatever she may be told. But there’s only the soft burble of the spring. Nothing. But still she has faith, even as she gives thanks and a blessing and turns to leave.

There, beside the path, a flash of white. She crouches down, pushing aside the grass, and pulls out something that has been caught on a frond of dried fern. A black feather, long and sleek, with the streak of white that had caught her eye. She recognizes it immediately as a flight feather from the wing of a magpie. There was a song they used to sing as children, a song about magpies.


One for sorrow, two for joy, three for a girl and four for a boy,
Five for silver, six for gold, seven for a secret never to be told.



She searches in the grass, stands up and scans the trees overhead. Frantic now, she hunts through the undergrowth, around the pool, runs along the path by the stream, tears at the bushes, the rocks, the brambles, anywhere. But no, there’s only one magpie feather. One for sorrow. The Lady has heard her, and She has given Her answer. There will be no joy.
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Sally and Abbie are with Claire, trying to stop her from crying. Each choking sob jars her ribcage, sending a knife of pain down her side. Abbie is only too aware of the further damage this may be causing.

‘You’re going to have to stop this. You’re making yourself worse.’

‘Look, we know nothing yet,’ says Sally. ‘She may have wanted to be on her own, taken herself off for a couple of days.’ Even she realizes how stupid that sounds. ‘There may be all sorts of reasons.’

‘George is with Jack. He’ll let us know as soon as she turns up.’ Abbie tries to force Claire back onto the pillow.

‘This is all my fault. I should never have come here.’

‘There’s no way you’re responsible for what happened. Besides, that may have had nothing to do with Ruth running off like that. You know how she’s been lately.’ A knocking on the back door echoes through the house. ‘That’ll be Naomi.’

‘I’ll let her in.’ Sally runs downstairs and unlocks the door. ‘Thank goodness you’re back. She might listen to you. We told her—’

But then she sees that Naomi is holding a black feather and her face is wet with tears. She walks straight past without looking at Sally and goes up to where Abbie is still trying to comfort her patient. She places the feather carefully on the bedside table. ‘Claire, stop that.’ Her voice isn’t loud, but it cuts through everything else.

Claire holds her breath and stares at Naomi, whose presence seems to fill the room.

‘There’s no time for this. There’s work to be done.’ She sits on the side of the bed and grasps Claire by the shoulders, bringing her face close to hers. ‘You must look for Ruth.’

‘But I don’t know where—’

‘You know what I mean. Look for her.’

Claire nods, almost imperceptibly, and quietens her sobbing. Somehow she gains control of herself. Still looking into Naomi’s eyes, she leans back into the pillows. Naomi stands back now with Sally and Abbie. Sally looks at the other two for an explanation, but all she gets is a silent shush. They all look to Claire, who has now closed her eyes and is breathing deeply. She has gone inside herself, listening as Naomi did, only she hears a different voice. It’s a voice she’s heard many times, one of the many, and for many years. These voices are as familiar to her as her own thoughts. And they have shown her things, places and people, as they do now. A deep breath, a gasp, and she’s back, like a diver surfacing from the ocean bed.

‘Well?’ asks Naomi. ‘What have you got?’

‘It’s too late to help her,’ Claire murmurs. ‘Our Ruth has gone.’
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Fran has arrived. They try to tell her everything that has happened, but are too shocked and bewildered to be coherent. Even Sally has taken Claire’s vision as a statement of fact.

Fran seems to have no reason to doubt her either. ‘Oh, those poor girls.’ Her face is tight with pain. ‘They adore their mother. And the grandchildren. The whole family exists around her—she’s the centre of their lives.’

‘You’ve been with them, haven’t you?’

‘Yes, I drove over to Isleham this morning. They live almost next door to each other. But as time went on…Well, they needed to be with their father, so I arranged for some neighbours to look after the children and took them back to the shop. Your George was still with Jack when I got there. Poor man’s a wreck. This will destroy him.’

‘A policeman came this morning,’ says Sally.

‘Yes, I’ve spoken with him, too. He was at the shop with Jack. And we’re keeping to the same story?’

‘We have till now,’ Abbie shakes her head, ‘but this could change everything.’

‘What time is it?’ asks Fran. ‘There’s usually an on-the-hour news update on Radio Cambridge.’

Sally switches on the kitchen portable and turns the dial in search of the local station. The kitchen is suddenly pounding with the beat of country music. They block their minds to the inane words of the singer and wait for the announcer to come on. A woman’s voice, unnaturally calm, her words clear and measured as she speaks of terrible things. Something about the American president and a ceasefire, and then it’s as if she’s talking only to them.

‘Reports are coming in of the body of a woman found in Exning Woods this afternoon. Police have not yet issued an official statement, but there are fears that there may be a connection with the disappearance of a middle-aged Suffolk woman in the early hours of this morning.…There were protests today at the meeting of—’

Sally presses the off-switch. Silence binds itself around the room, then unfolds to cover the world outside. There may be a bird singing in the garden, but none of the women hear it.
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Claire has insisted on coming downstairs. Naomi and Sally have wrapped her in a dressing gown and helped her into the rocking chair by the Aga. Abbie should have protested, but she has not moved from the kitchen table where she has been quietly weeping for nearly an hour. Fran is making yet another cup of tea.

‘But it’s obvious what happened,’ Claire is saying. ‘Ruth went off with some idea of confronting Ayden. He was still at home when I…’

‘When you managed to escape.’ Naomi is standing next to her, stroking her hair. ‘It could have been you.’

‘Perhaps it would have been better if it had been me. Ruth would still be—’

‘Now you can just stop that, girl,’ Fran cuts in. ‘There’s only one person responsible for all this, and that’s Ayden. Though God only knows what Ruth thought she was doing.’

‘But what do we do now?’ says Sally. ‘This hole we’re digging’s getting deeper. Shouldn’t we tell the police everything before we make things worse than they already are?’

‘What difference will it make if we tell them about Claire?’ asks Naomi.

‘Look, she went out into the night and disappeared.’ Fran rearranges the mugs as if it helps her to think. ‘There’s nothing to link her with Ayden unless we tell them what happened.’

‘But we don’t know what happened,’ says Sally.

‘It’s obvious, isn’t it?’ Abbie speaks for the first time. ‘We all witnessed the way he behaved last night, and the state Claire was in when you found her. And what about that phone message?’

‘Very generous of him to let her go like that.’ Unlike Abbie, Naomi is no longer crying. There’s a hard look about her eyes. ‘I wonder what brought about that change of heart. Sudden attack of homophobia, do you think? Guilty conscience about beating up his wife? I don’t think so. No, that had something to do with Ruth.’

‘You’re right. Ruth went to have it out with him, and we’ve all seen what he’s capable of doing. And by now he’s figured out that if Claire has one friend, there may be others. He knows someone is onto him, that’s why he left a warning.’

‘Look, the police are bound to catch up with him eventually.’ Fran hands around the mugs. ‘There’ll be forensic evidence and stuff. Perhaps we should sit tight a while longer and see what happens.’

And so it goes on. But they all know they won’t give anything away, that they’ll close ranks, hold together. And even though common sense tells them that what they’re doing is wrong, their instincts tell them to shutter the windows and bolt the doors. Men in authority bring nothing but fear. They’re at the door now, and they’re carrying torches…

‘There’s still Claire’s safety to think of.’ Abbie reaches for yet another tissue. ‘The quicker they uncover evidence against him, the quicker they’ll have him under arrest.’

‘That won’t make any difference,’ whispers Claire. ‘Nothing can stop him.’

Sally goes over to her and takes her hand. ‘He can’t hurt you from prison, and that’s where he’ll be.’

‘It won’t make any difference where he is. If he thinks I betrayed him, then he’ll have me put away.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘He’s always said that’s what would happen if I didn’t do exactly as he said. If I ever told anyone about…about his rages and how he loses control and…and what he does…He said he’ll have me committed.’

‘He said he’d do what?’

‘Is that what this is all about, Claire?’ Fran’s voice is shaking. ‘Is that the hold he’s got over you? But you can’t seriously believe that?’

‘He’ll tell them I hear voices and see things, hallucinations. He’ll tell them I’m psychotic.’

‘What? You mean your being a medium?’ Abbie struggles for words. ‘He thinks it’s an illness?’

‘No, not really. But he won’t acknowledge it, either. He says it’s my nerves, that it’s something I should keep under control. And when he’s angry he says it’s all my fault, that I provoke him, make him do it. He says that I’m unstable and that I can’t be trusted, because of what I might say or do. That’s why he doesn’t like me seeing people. He says if I make trouble for him, he’ll have me put in an asylum.’

‘Oh, come on now, that’s ridiculous,’ says Naomi. ‘It sounds like something out of a Victorian novel. Things like that don’t happen any more.’

But they do, thinks Sally. People hear voices and see things that other people can’t see, and they get labelled mentally ill. She tries to think about the procedures, the legal restrictions, appeals and tribunals. ‘Nobody gets committed on one person’s say-so anymore. There has to be some evidence of abnormal behaviour. Proof that they’re a risk to themselves or others.’

‘Like talking to people who aren’t there, you mean?’ Claire’s voice is loaded with irony. ‘Like self-mutilation, cigarette burns? He’ll say I did it myself, the cuts, bruises and everything—that it’s all part of my illness.’ ‘There would have to be some history of mental disturbance.’ ‘The voices started when I was a child. There are doctors’ records.’ ‘Look, any claim he makes has to be supported. It can’t just be his word against yours.’

‘It’s not just his word. He has a witness who’ll agree with everything he says.’

‘What witness?’ ‘My mother.’


Twenty

I GREW UP IN A HOUSE OF SILENCE.’ Claire looks straight ahead, her eyes seeing only the past. She grips Naomi’s hand tightly and speaks slowly, laying each word in place. ‘It was an old, sombre building, full of heavy furniture and those stiff-backed wooden chairs. The windows were covered by dark curtains. The walls had once been papered with delicate pink roses, but they’d long ago faded into the plaster. There were some pictures on the walls, sepia prints of stories from the Old Testament. They were strategically positioned as a lesson to anyone who dared to look up. I was taught to keep my eyes lowered as a sign of modesty. The paintwork was the colour of curdled cream and even the porcelain of the handbasin was cracked. Cleanliness was next to godliness—I was taught to scrub my hands and face often, and to keep my clothes spotless. I was also told that it was unseemly to run, so I trod softly in my slippers and tried not to make the floor boards creak.’

‘It sounds awful.’ Sally is the only one to speak. The others hold their breath, waiting for the next words.

‘I didn’t know any different. Children don’t, do they?’ Claire smiles. It doesn’t reach her eyes. ‘I thought everyone lived like that. At least, I did before I started school. That was quite scary, at first, the other children running and shouting and laughing. I would never have dared do that at home. Oh, my parents had warned me about it, of course. How I would have to be with those heathen children full of wickedness. How I would be led into their ways. But they prepared me to resist temptation and prayed with me to be strong and turn away from sin.’

‘Had you never played with other children before?’

‘Oh, yes. Most of the time I was alone, but sometimes we would visit other members of the church, and some of them had young families. Their houses weren’t as quiet as ours, and I would watch the children play. They did things I was never allowed to do at home. Sometimes I would pluck up courage and try to join in. But then I’d become aware that my father was watching. A little line would show between his eyes and I’d know I was doing wrong. Still, I did look forward to those visits. The other children had wonderful toys—shapes made of bright, coloured plastic that you could build into things, or things with batteries that moved and made noises. I wished I could have toys like those, but when I told my mother she said that was coveting and that it was a sin. I knew the word, but I hadn’t realized that it meant toys. But I wanted God to love me, so I tried not to think about it.’

‘Every child needs love,’ says Sally.

‘Oh, I was loved. They were always telling me how much I was loved. God loved me and my father loved me. God was my Father-in-Heaven, of course; then there was Jesus, who was also my father. It was all a bit confusing, these different fathers. I knew when I was being good, because my own father would smile and put his big hand on my head. And even when I was bad, he still said he loved me, only then that line would appear between his eyes and he would talk in a loud voice with words like he was reading out of the big book.

‘With my mother, it was easier. Often there was just her and me. When we were alone, she would sit me on her lap and brush my hair. Sometimes she would sing “All Things Bright and Beautiful”…Her voice was soft, as if she were almost afraid to sing out loud. She was always trying to be good, too, and not make that line appear between my father’s eyes. I wondered if my mother had a Father-in-Heaven, too. I thought he would be my grandfather. Some of the children at the prayer meetings had grandparents. They had grey hair and walked slowly, and they looked more like my own father and mother. The people at the church called my father an elder, and I thought that had something to do with being old.

‘Of course we weren’t like other people. We didn’t follow the ways of Satan and weren’t full of sin. We were saved and walked in the path of righteousness. When we died we would all go straight to heaven and be with God and Jesus. So I thought I was happy. It wasn’t until a long time afterwards that I realized I’d been sad and lonely.’

A moment of silence. Naomi squeezes Claire’s hand, encouraging her to continue.

‘And then the lady started coming. It must have been near my fifth birthday, though I’d been able to see the colours for as long as I could remember. Bright lights shimmering around living things—people and animals, even plants. I thought it was the same for everyone. At first, when I talked about it, my mother took no notice. She was always telling me to hush, she couldn’t keep her mind on what she was doing with me chattering away all the time. But then I started to point to the picture in the hall and say that the halo around the head of John the Baptist was the same colour as that of the man in the greengrocer’s. That’s when she began to get angry. She warned me not to say such things, especially in front of my father. I didn’t understand what it was I’d done wrong. Like any child I just wanted to know. Why did my father’s colours grow dark when he was angry? And why was it that people’s colours changed when they were ill?

‘I suppose it was when I learned to use crayons and started to draw stick people with brightly coloured auras around them that she got really scared. “This is sinful. Don’t let your father see this.” I didn’t need telling twice.

‘So when the lady started coming at night and my mother said I’d been dreaming, I knew this was something else to be careful about. At first she came on her own. She wore a blue dress made of velvet. It had a white frill at the neck and a big full skirt that came right down to the floor. She always had a little lace cap pinned on top of her head. Her hair must have been long, as it was plaited and coiled into a bun, with little ringlets around her forehead. I’d seen pictures of Queen Victoria, so I thought at first she must be a queen. She wasn’t a young woman, but she was always smiling. The first time she stayed with me only a few moments. Then she bent over and stroked my cheek and kissed me goodnight. She came again, and after a while she began to speak. Her voice was soft and she didn’t seem to move her mouth, but the words came right inside my head. I was never afraid of her—in fact I began to look forward to her coming. Especially on those nights when I was sent to bed early.’

‘Why was that?’ asks Sally. ‘Why did they send you to bed early?’

‘It was my father. I knew what would happen because he looked angry, though I was never sure if it was my fault or my mother’s or what we had done wrong. He would take down the big book and put it on the table. Then he’d say, “Send the child to bed,” and turn his back towards us. I could see his colours change: dark greys and blacks swirling all around him like big storm clouds. My mother would clutch her handkerchief and look away so that I couldn’t see her eyes. Then I would be taken upstairs.

‘I could hear his voice in the room below. It would get louder and louder. He would be talking to yet another father, the Almighty, who saw when people got lost off the path. I didn’t understand everything he was saying, but I knew the words “wrath” and “punishment”. Then there would be the noises. Thuds and crashes. Furniture being toppled over. I was terrified to move, even though I didn’t know what was happening. Well, not then, anyway. I’d lie there with the blankets pulled up, trying to make the sounds go away. I’d be shivering even though I wasn’t cold. And then my lady would come. And I knew I was safe. The next morning my mother would move slowly and breathe in sharply if I tried to touch her.

‘Of course, as I grew older I knew only too well what was happening. On those nights I would listen at the bedroom door until it was unbearable. Then I would fly across to my bed and hold the pillow over my ears. By then I had learned to find my way into another world where there were other people. A lot of them were like my lady, but some were children. The next day I’d pretend not to notice the bruises on my mother’s arms and legs. I had no idea what she’d done to deserve such punishment. I thought it must be my fault.’

Sally moves closer. ‘Did he ever…? Were you ever punished like that?’

‘No. No, he never touched me, only when he put his hand on my head. No, what I did to offend the Almighty earned a far worse punishment.’

They all wait while Claire takes a deep breath to steady herself. Then she finds the words to continue.

‘I suppose I was a bright child. I loved school. Provided I was careful, it gave me a freedom I’d never dreamed of. At first I was wary of the other children—they were very rough and noisy—but I soon realized that my behaviour made me seem odd, so I began to loosen up a little. I never made any really close friends, but I learned to join in the games and I did well in the classroom. Besides, my lady was always there and she’d taught me how important it was to keep areas of my life in separate boxes. I made sure my parents had no cause for concern.

‘I still saw the colours, of course, but I’d learned how to turn them on and off. And I could see and hear the people who were still around when they should have gone to that other place. That was because they didn’t even know they’d died. But there were others who came to find them and take them home. Then there were people like my lady. She explained that not everyone could see and hear those things. She said I was special, but that meant a big responsibility. It wasn’t going to be easy, and the first thing I had to learn was how to control it. Above all, she told me, I had to learn to keep everything a secret, because not everyone understood and people would be afraid. And it all worked very well, until the accident.’

‘You had an accident?’

‘No, I was just an innocent bystander. A little boy was run over. I watched the others come and take him away. His mother was screaming and holding his little body in her arms like she was trying to squeeze the life back into him. There was blood on her clothes and a pool of it on the road. I still saw it weeks later in my sleep. I suppose if it happened now they’d call it post-traumatic stress and I’d be sent for counselling. Only, as usual, I never told anyone what I’d seen. The trouble was, I started to cry out loud in the night. I’d wake up drenched with sweat and gasping for breath. And of course my parents realized something was wrong.

‘My mother persuaded my father that it must be some childhood illness. She was allowed to take me to the doctor. She was such a nice woman and insisted on talking to me alone. She asked about the dreams and what I thought about before I went to sleep. I can remember trying not to cry. I don’t know what I said, but I must have let something slip. Afterwards she talked to my mother, something about it not being unusual for a child of my age with an active imagination. She prescribed some tablets, but they didn’t help. The dreams were as bad as ever and, what was worse, my lady didn’t come any more.

‘Eventually, that doctor sent us to yet another doctor who talked with my mother for a long time. He wrote lots of words down in a folder, then gave her some different tablets for me. The new pills made me sleep more, but they still didn’t block out the dreams. I must have talked in my sleep, said something about the dead and the spirits who took them away. My father must have stood over my bed and listened.’ Claire falls silent.

‘And he punished you? Is that what happened, Claire? What did he do?’ asks Sally.

‘My memory of the first part of that day isn’t clear. It all happened without warning. I was met from school and walked home as usual, even though it wasn’t far and I was almost ten years old. I remember feeling uneasy. My mother was even quieter than usual, and she held my hand very tightly. When we reached home I was told to go into the front room. I knew something was going to happen. I was afraid, but I had no choice.

‘My father was in the room, and so were the other elders of the church. I knew at once that they’d been waiting for me. I was told to sit in a chair in the centre of the room. They stood around me in a close circle, their faces above me, though no one, not even my father, would look straight at me. They each held a Bible in their hands and began to read out loud and to pray. One of them held a crucifix—it looked like the big one that usually hung in the meeting room. The praying went on and on, like it always did, only I couldn’t remember hearing those prayers before. They were sort of chanting, saying the same thing over and over. I can remember some of it, though it made no sense. “Defend us in our battle against the principalities and powers, against the rulers of the World of Darkness, against the spirits of wickedness in the high places.”

‘Their faces were angry and their voices got louder and louder. I was terrified. It was like fear was growing in my chest, getting bigger and bigger, till I couldn’t breathe. Suddenly the man holding the crucifix jumped towards me. He was shouting: “We drive you from us, all unclean spirits, all satanic powers, all infernal invaders, all wicked legions, assemblies and sects.” He thrust the cross in my face. All I could see was the body of Jesus being crucified, all pain and bleeding. I yelled out and turned my head away, and they said that was a sign. After that, everything I did was taken as a sign. If I cried, if I called out for my mother. I tried pleading with them: I said I’d be good. I bit my lip and it started to bleed, and they said that was a sign. I tried being quiet and not moving. It made no difference. They said I must confess my sin and I did, even though I didn’t understand what I had done. None of it mattered. It was as if they didn’t hear me. They just raged on and on. I think some of them were hysterical, out of control, I thought they were going to kill me. “The sacred Sign of the Cross commands you. The power of the mysteries of the Faith commands you.”

‘I don’t know how long it went on. The light outside the window faded and turned to night. Still they didn’t stop. “The holy apostles Peter and Paul command you. The blood of the Martyrs and the intercession of all the Saints command you…” At one point I tried to run, but they dragged me back and tied my hands to the arms of the chair. My heart was racing so fast I thought it would burst. I could feel my hair sticking to my face, which was wet with tears and sweat. On and on it went. “God the Father commands you, God the Son commands you, God the Holy Ghost commands you…”

‘And then it was like the room started to move away from me. There was a white mist all around. I could hear my lady calling, and I felt as if I were walking towards her voice. I couldn’t hear or see that awful place any more. She took my hand and led me into a field. The mist lifted and the sun was shining. She told me to lie down and put my head on her lap, that it was all right to go to sleep now. And I did. I slept peacefully for the first time for months.

‘When I woke up, it was morning. At first I couldn’t understand why I wasn’t in bed. Then I saw my father and remembered. He was still looking down on me, but now, for the first time, he looked directly into my eyes. “Welcome back, my daughter,” he said, and he knelt down to my level and put his hands on my shoulders. “God has seen fit to return you to us. Praise the Lord.” The other elders were still there and so was my mother. She was standing behind them, her face very white and her eyes red. My wrists were stinging and there were red marks around them, but otherwise I wasn’t physically hurt. After a while, they let my mother take me. She gave me a bath, put me into a clean nightdress. I was given something to eat and put to bed. I must have slept for the rest of the day.

‘My mother said nothing. In fact there was never any explanation. No one ever told me what I’d done wrong or what had happened to make it right. Only, the strange thing was, from then on my father seemed more aware of me. When we went to the meeting room, I was paraded in front of the congregation. It was as if the Claire who he believed had supped with the Devil and returned to tell the tale was more valued than the one who had tried to be a good daughter. Now I was a credit to him, proof of his piety. Thank God, or someone, that it was a good nine months before he succumbed to his overworked heart. At least no one could say it was caused by the fight for my soul and blame me for his death.

‘My mother survived surprisingly well on her own. She smiled more often, and walked without stooping her shoulders. We seemed to be better-off financially. I imagine, after years of self-imposed poverty, there was quite a little nest egg. She bought new curtains. We even went on holiday to the seaside. She sat in a deckchair, watching me run along the beach and splash through the waves.

‘But that was an exception. Normally she rarely went out. But she did buy a television set, and we’d watch it together in the evenings. It was as if it gave her a window on a life that was denied to her for so long that she couldn’t manage to live it in person. After a while we stopped going to the prayer meetings. My father’s name was rarely mentioned.’

‘So, what happened about the psychic stuff? Did you still see the lady?’

Claire shook her head. ‘From then on it just stopped. I think I must have hidden it, along with everything else that happened in that dreadful room. I pushed it into some corner of my mind and pulled a curtain over it. I concentrated on fitting into the world and being like everyone else. I’d learned computer skills at school and managed to find a job in an office. Nothing remarkable. But I was happy working alongside other girls who were also unremarkable. We devoted all of our energy to looking for the right man. In the lunch break we’d look through magazines and pick out wedding dresses. Just in case.’

‘But you did remember,’ Sally points out. ‘Something must happened.’

‘One of the girls said there was a psychic fair on. She was nervous about going on her own, so she asked if I’d go with her. It was held in the function room of a hotel, somewhere quite fancy, so I thought I’d go along for a laugh. There were rows of trestle tables set up for card readers and crystal gazers and those do-it-yourself salvation books. The whole place reeked of incense. My friend sat in front of a tarot card reader and paid her money. She was hoping to find out if her boyfriend’s intentions were serious. They went on talking for what seemed like ages. I got a bit bored waiting and, well, I did feel sort of unsettled. So I wandered about, just looking at the different stalls. One of the women beckoned me over to her table. She had nothing on show, no cards or runes or coloured oils, just a strip of white paper with the words Clairvoyant Medium scrawled in felt-tip. She said, “I’m sorry, love. I’m not plying for business, honest. But I have an urgent message for you. She’s really very insistent.” Of course I thought she was just, you know…But then she said, “It’s a woman in a long, blue dress. She’s got little ringlets around her forehead and a lace cap on her head. She says you know her.” And that’s when it all came tumbling back to me.’ Claire looks around her, refocusing on the room and the circle of women. ‘That’s it really. That’s all I can tell you.’

‘You poor wee lamb.’ Fran wraps her arms around Claire and rocks her gently. ‘We’d no idea it was like that. No wonder…’

‘Oh, why didn’t you tell us? You’ve been holding on to all this.’ Naomi is sitting at Claire’s feet, still holding her hand. She rubs her cheek on Claire’s knee. ‘Why didn’t you let us help you?’

‘Your father was a very sick man,’ says Sally. ‘There was probably nothing your mother could have done.’

‘I know that.’ There’s a sharp edge to Claire’s voice. ‘Of course I know that. Anyway, after that there was very little left between us, nothing worth salvaging. I moved out as soon as I could. We hardly saw each other for years.’

Fran brushes Claire’s hair out of her eyes. ‘So what’s this about her and Ayden? How did you get mixed up with him anyway?’

‘You’ve all met him. You know what he’s like. Mr Charming himself. I was vulnerable, I suppose. I’d never had much in the way of affection, especially from a man. And he behaved as if I were the sun and the moon. He wanted to own me, possess me, worship me. At least that’s what he said. I just got swept along with it.’

‘All the usual danger signals,’ says Fran. ‘I expect he stopped you seeing your friends, moved you away from what little family you had? Fits the pattern.’

‘Yes, that’s how it was. At first I thought it was because he loved me. How dumb can you get? It was like I’d escaped from one tyrant only to run straight into another one.’

‘I suppose we all end up marrying our own fathers,’ says Abbie, ‘no matter what we set out to do.’

‘Ayden’s very like mine, I can see that now. He even has that little line between his eyes, like a warning signal. By the time I realized, it was too late. We’d married and moved to Hallowfield.’ She clings to Naomi’s hands. ‘Thank heaven we did. He wanted one of the new houses. Four-bedroom detached, en suite, double garage. He’s very into status symbols. Guess I was one of them.’

‘And your psychic thing?’

‘Oh, no. That’s not permitted.’

‘But he uses it to keep you under control?’

‘Yes, that and the…It’s not that it happens often. It’s the threat, you see. It’s always there—at any moment he could turn. And if I tell anyone or if I try to leave him, he’ll say I’m mad.’

‘And your mother would back him up? After all that happened to her? He’s obviously met her?’

‘Oh yes, they’ve met. At the wedding and a few times since. She’s not what you’d call clued into men, just as vulnerable as I was. He charmed his way around her. And then he started asking questions about my “nerves,” and had I always imagined things? What was she supposed to do? Admit her husband was a wife-beater? Say her child was mentally abused and tortured while she stood by and did nothing to stop it? It’s like she’s locked it all away in some dark cupboard so she doesn’t have to look at it any more. No, much easier to remember what the doctors said and how they gave me pills to make it better. She’ll back him up all right.’ Claire smiles and shakes her head. ‘I have to keep reminding myself that she’s a victim, too.’

‘And if we turn him over to the police…?’

‘He’ll try to have me committed. Apart from pure vindictiveness, it would now be his best line of defence.’

‘Yes, I think you’re right there.’ Abbie stands up, folding her arms and pacing the room in thought. ‘It wouldn’t save him, of course, not in the long run. But a good lawyer could use it to stall the police for a while. It might just be enough to get Claire sectioned. But then, even if her mother went along with it, it would never stand up medically.’

‘No. But they’d put Claire in a hospital.’ Naomi scrambles to her feet. ‘There’d be doctors and psychiatrists…They’d keep asking her questions.’

‘That’s right,’ says Sally. ‘They could hold her for three days on just a doctor’s say-so. There’d be an appeal of course, a medical panel—’

Naomi moves in front of Claire as if to shield her. ‘And it would be just like before. Like those church men. An inquisition. No, we can’t put her through that.’

‘You’re right,’ says Abbie. ‘We can’t ask that of her. It’s too much.’

‘Out of the question.’ Fran is also defiant. ‘Don’t worry, my pet. You don’t have to say anything to the police or anyone else. But you’re not going back to him. Is that understood?’

‘Do you think he’ll let her go that easily?’ asks Sally.

‘Damn right he will. Essentially he’s a coward. Besides, now he’s got more to worry about than his wife running away.’

‘But we can’t just let him get away with it. What about Ruth?’ Abbie demands.

Naomi tosses her head, her hair swirling and her eyes flashing with cold anger. ‘Who said anything about him getting away with it?’
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Philip Hunter-Gordon
5 February 2007

This is absolutely amazing. A coincidence? Well, it certainly puts a different light on this term’s work.

No problem getting access to local church documents. Local vicar, Cunningham, was more than obliging. Apparently a particular interest of his.

(At the present time other lines of local research are a bit difficult. Ruth Clifton’s death is still very much on everyone’s mind, so talking about multiple hangings is really not a good idea.)

However, this is what I found out from the parish records:


Abigail Marchant—wife of Oliver Marchant, lived at Wheatcroft House, died 1648, aged 47. Lived in this very house! That could make her an ancestor of mine. Dad’s great-great-whatever—grandmother?



(I wonder if Mum knows anything about her? Not a good time to ask, though.)


Sarah Norton—spinster, lived alone at Stonewater Cottage in Wicker Lane. (That’s next door—Sally’s place.) Died 1648, aged 35.



Rev. Cunningham helped me search through the lists of births and deaths, and we were able to confirm what I had already discovered about their arrests. They were ‘taken up’, as he put it, but subsequently discharged. Strange that they both died the following year. No cause of death recorded and no known graves.


Adam Sewell—landowner, died 1668, aged 60. He was the chief witness against them. Apparently quite wealthy, he owned most of the fields where the new housing estate is now built.




The Reverend John Payton left the parish in 1649. No explanation. Apparently went up north somewhere.



This changes everything. Suddenly I feel directly involved with these people (well, I suppose I am), and the need to find out what happened is becoming a personal mission. Wish there was someone else I could talk to about this. Everybody around here is walking on eggshells and Mum’s as tight as a piano wire.




Twenty-one


Midday of Tuesday, 2 January
First Quarter



ABBIE JUMPS DOWN FROM the driver’s seat and runs around to help Fran, who already has the back open and is dragging black bin liners onto the front path. Sally opens the cottage door to let them in, and they burst into the kitchen, breathless and giggling. The commando raid has obviously scored a victory.

‘Where’s Claire? Is she still downstairs?’ Fran turns around and is already out the door on her way to collect another bag and a cardboard box.

‘So did the police come?’ asks Abbie.

‘Yes, just as we expected,’ says Sally. ‘In fact they came shortly after you left. They’re probably looking for you now. Claire’s still downstairs. We would have taken her back upstairs, but she insisted on waiting until you got back. She was worried that you might have run into you-know-who. She might as well see this lot before she goes back to bed.’

‘Right. Let’s get this sorted, then you can fill us in on your morning.’

The bags and bundles are shifted through to the sitting room where Claire, guarded by Naomi, is leaning back in an armchair, Cat curled up on her lap.

‘There,’ Abbie is beaming, ‘all your worldly goods. We emptied your wardrobe, drawers and shoe cupboards. Found most of the records and books you asked for and a few more besides. They looked more your taste than Ayden’s.’

‘And most important, there’s this.’ Fran flourishes Claire’s handbag. ‘Look inside and see what else we recovered.’

Claire opens the bag and pulls out a handful of documents. ‘Oh, thank heavens. Birth certificate, passport, medical cards, National Insurance papers. I’m a legal citizen again. I’m not sure I need the marriage certificate.’

‘No, but your divorce lawyer will.’

‘And, what’s more, your credit card and cash card were still in your purse, so we visited Newmarket and Cambridge, did a tour of the cash dispensers. Look at this.’ Abbie up-ends a paper bag and wads of banknotes tumble and flutter into Claire’s lap, sending Cat flying for safety. ‘I think you’ll find there’s over four thousand pounds there. They stopped paying out when we reached the daily limit.’

‘We didn’t have much more than that, anyway. The business account is separate.’ Claire is on the brink of laughter. She runs her hands through the money. ‘I think you’ve nearly cleaned him out. He’ll be furious.’ The laughter spills over and her eyes are bright with tears.

It’s Fran who knows about these things. ‘You have to act quickly, before they have time to realize that the woman isn’t coming back. Once that sinks in, they start making life as difficult as possible—cancel credit cards, put a block on shared bank accounts, change the locks. If they’re really vindictive, they’ll cut up her clothes or set fire to her belongings. I’ve helped re-house plenty of women, moved them to the other end of the country when necessary. Clothes and personal stuff can be replaced, but if you have any hope of starting a new life, it’s the paperwork you need. Apply for a job, rent a flat—you’ll get nowhere without some sort of identity. And for that you need your own bank account and credit cards, and you try getting those without a birth certificate or a passport.’

They’d planned it all late last night while they listened in to each news broadcast, waiting for the story to unfold.

By this morning it will have been over twenty-four hours since Claire fled her home early on New Year’s Day. Although Ayden has guessed she is with Naomi and has said Naomi could keep her, part of him will still expect Claire to come crawling back as she’s always done. He will be planning to take his revenge, one way or another. They have had to act immediately, while he is still terrified by the events of New Year’s morning and while he is still so full of anger that he can’t think clearly; act, before he fully realizes that his wife has really gone and that whoever is hiding her will also know what happened to Ruth.

Today, most of the country will be going back to work, picking up the threads of a new year. Town will be busy with the January sales, and if they are lucky Ayden might be at his computer store. So Sally had rung, asking about some software, hoping he wouldn’t recognize her voice. Yes, he will be open all day. If she cares to call in later…That told them that the coast would be clear. It also told them he is attempting to behave as normal. He must know that the police will be watching the villagers on the lookout for any change in routine.

Entering the house was no problem. Claire had told them the alarm code and where to find the spare door key. The street was quiet, most of the residents being out during the daytime. And what if they were seen? Only Mrs Hunter-Gordon and the vicar’s wife collecting for the next jumble sale.

‘So, you’re a free woman.’ Naomi laughs with her.

Claire wipes her eyes with a tissue. ‘It can’t be that easy, can it?’ And then she catches her breath. ‘No, it wasn’t that easy. Think what it cost…Ruth…It cost—’

‘Right. That’s enough of that.’ Fran seizes one of the bags. ‘Let’s get this lot upstairs. Hope you’ve got room for it all, Sally?’

‘And I think it’s time we got you back to bed.’ Abbie slips off her coat in preparation for work. ‘That dressing ought to be changed again. And then you can get some sleep. I expect you’re exhausted.’
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It had been a long morning for Sally, Naomi and Claire. They had guessed that the police would be back first thing, so, while Abbie and Fran went off to reclaim Claire’s worldly goods, they had set about staging a charade. Claire had to be helped out of bed, then she had insisted on taking a shower and said she felt better for it. Naomi was horrified at the purple and blue stains that patched most of her body. They helped her dress in Sally’s clothes: trousers and a high-necked, loose-fitting sweater, nothing showing. Claire fixed her own hair and borrowed some make-up. By the time they had sat her in an armchair with a coat thrown over the back and a handbag by her feet, she looked like any casual visitor.

‘If they ask, say you came with Naomi.’

‘Oh hell, the car,’ Naomi gasped. ‘They’re trained to spot things like that. We’ve got to make it look like we’ve just arrived.’ She ran through the trees and around the stable. Thankfully, the engine started first go and she left it running to warm the inside and the engine while she cleared ice from the windows, then drove it around to Wicker Lane and positioned it outside Stonewater Cottage.

Sally laughed when she answered Naomi’s knock. ‘Anyone would think you’ve done this sort of thing before.’

Naomi had hardly sat down with Claire, her own coat and bag tossed on a chair, woollen scarf draped around her neck, when there was a knock at the door.

There were two of them, Detective Inspector Rankin and Detective Sergeant Thorp. Sally showed them into the sitting room, and explained that Naomi and Claire were visiting and who they were.

Rankin was a big, broad-shouldered man, whose presence seemed to fill the low-ceilinged room. Sally, desperate to appear to be acting naturally, found it difficult not to stare at him. It was his hair that caught her attention: sweeping back from his forehead, it was thick and dark except for a broad band of white above his left eye. ‘Ah yes, I see the officer spoke with you yesterday, Miss Walker. And Mrs Drayton? You and your husband are on our list as being at the disco. Also friends of Ruth Clifton, I understand?’

‘Well, I am—was. My husband hardly knew her.’

‘I see. Well, as you’re here perhaps you won’t mind answering a few questions.’ He moved slowly and spoke purposefully.

It was much the same as before, only this time the questions came faster and harder, mostly from the sergeant, while Inspector Rankin make meticulous notes. How long have you known her? What was her relationship with her husband like? When was the last time you saw her? What did she say? What sort of mood was she in? They asked the same things over and over, rephrasing the questions to trip them up. Sally and Naomi kept to the same story, told the exact truth right up until they all reached home and went to bed.

‘And you didn’t see or hear from her again after you left her at the shop?’ The inspector turned from one to the other, looking them both directly in the eyes. Naomi answered just as directly, not missing a beat. Sally shook her head.

‘And what about you, Mrs Drayton? We understand both you and your husband left early New Year’s Eve. Is that right?’

God, they don’t miss a thing, thought Sally.

‘Yes, that’s right. Bit embarrassing really.’ Claire looked away, smiling sweetly. ‘We had a sort of a row. Nothing important. He’d had a little too much to drink, that’s all.’

‘And did you both go straight home?’

‘Yes. We’d made it up by the time we got there.’

‘And then what did you do?’

‘What did we do? It was New Year’s Eve, Inspector. We were celebrating. What do you think we did?’

They were both too hardened to be embarrassed by Claire’s mischievous grin, but at least it put a stop to that line of questioning.

‘And none of you have any idea what might have happened?’ asked Rankin. ‘Why Mrs Clifton went out again?’

The questions went on and on, going over the same ground again and again.

Sally looked at Claire, holding Cat tightly on her lap, as if drawing energy from her small body. She thought of that morning when she had sat in the rocking chair, clinging to the grey fur, wet with her own tears, and how she had felt the rhythmic purring as if the whole room shuddered with it. Something about car wheels. And someone was singing…

‘We’ll need to talk to your husband, Mrs Drayton. Is he at home?’

‘No, he went back to work this morning.’

The inspector consulted his notes. ‘Computer Net in Newmarket. I believe he’s the owner?’

‘That’s right. He’ll probably be there all day.’

‘Right. We’ll send someone out.’

‘Oh, Inspector. Could I ask you…Well, it’s just that I’m supposed to be at work, too; the charity shop in the village. Whoever interviews him, could they not mention that you’ve seen me here? He says I spend all my time gossiping, and well…’

‘I understand.’ He actually smiled, well almost. ‘Don’t worry. Our officers are there to collect information, not pass it around. Right, ladies, that will be all. At least for now. You may be required to come in to the station and make a formal statement. We’ll be in touch. Meanwhile, if you think of anything…’
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The house is quiet again. Claire is sleeping. The events of the morning have taken a lot out of her, although she does seems to be moving a little more easily and there is some colour in her face. Abbie has remembered that she is supposed to be giving a riding lesson after lunch and hopes that Daniel had thought to cancel it. She left in a hurry, expecting to find the police waiting on her doorstep. Fran left soon after, knowing they would be hunting her down also. Edward would have told them she was at the charity shop, so she’d need to think of a reason for not being there.

Sally is standing at her bedroom window, cradling Cat in her arms. Cat doesn’t often allow herself to be treated as a pet, but this afternoon she seems tired and gives in easily. They watch Naomi cross the lawn to the pool. The garden is still, except for a few birds darting among the trees and raking the earth for grubs and insects. So far it has been a cold winter and there’s promise of worse to come. The wildlife must be desperate for food, and for their sakes Sally is thankful that Cat is indoors and not out hunting.

There’s movement at the corner of the field. The gate opens and Abbie leads a horse through, stopping to close the latch behind her before she mounts. It’s the big toffee-coloured mare, Abbie’s own Lottie. They move around the edge of the field, gently at first, Lottie lifting her feet and placing them carefully as if sensing a fragility in her rider. Then Abbie straightens her back and shifts in the saddle and Lottie begins to trot, working up to a canter. Sally remembers something Abbie said about this being the time when she’s on her own. There’s only her and the horse and they move as one. It takes that union of woman and animal for her to be fully aware of herself.

‘And what about you, Cat?’ Sally rubs her cheek on Cat’s head. ‘Do you know who I am? Because I’m damned if I do.’

But if Cat knows, she’s not telling. She closes her eyes and turns her head to one side, the way cats do. Sally thinks it’s her way of saying: I’m comfortable with you and that’s all that matters.

This is the first moment she’s had to catch her thoughts since New Year’s Eve. She’s glad Claire came to her. She was really trying to reach the pool, Sally knows that, but even so she wants to take care of her, protect her. She’s beginning to feel some sort of personal responsibility for the group. It’s she who must keep them safe. She’s sure she knows these women, has known them for a long time, and has only recently found them again.
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A full moon rises over the fields, hazing the edges of scattered clouds with gold and blue. They leave the house together and form a sad little procession across the frosting grass, carrying gifts, flowers, fruit and candles. Claire has insisted on coming, too, even though her muscles ache and each step shoots a pain through her ribs. As they enter the stand of trees, Cat pads through the icy dew to join them. They have come to bid their sister farewell and commit her to the protection of the Goddess.

The moon is almost full now, a pale and misty circle of light haloed in a blue haze. The Goddess herself looks down on them, wearing the face of Demeter. She is there to welcome Her daughter and take her home.


Twenty-two


Afternoon of Thursday, 11 January
Last Quarter



IT IS A WEEK before the police will allow Jack to take his wife away and bury her. But, for all their forensic violations, they have found nothing. Oh, the cause of death is clear enough—a violent blow to the head; but who caused it, or why, remains a mystery.

So it is the eleventh of January before they are finally allowed to lay Ruth to rest. On a grey day, the biting north wind slices through the graveyard, finding its way through every crevice of the ancient stone building. The moon, up there somewhere behind the clouds, is now entering its last quarter. An appropriate time for endings.

The doors of the hearse are already open as, one by one, the cars pull up alongside the church wall. Abbie is next to George, who is driving, with Naomi, Sally and Claire in the back. It’s supposed to be a private affair, with only family and close friends at the service and by the graveside, but it seems like half the village is gathered outside the gate. Well, everyone in Hallowfield knew Ruth, but that doesn’t excuse the members of the local and national press who are hanging about on the opposite side of the road. No doubt it’s their presence that necessitates the attendance of the two uniformed police officers to maintain public order. So much for privacy. There’s also an official police presence inside the church. Detective Inspector Rankin is standing at the back, next to the font, a good position from which to view everyone as they enter the building.

‘He’ll be on the lookout, you know, for signs of a guilty conscience,’ Fran explains. ‘He thinks the murderer will be among the mourners, or hanging around outside. Some sort of morbid fascination with seeing their victim laid to rest, as if that would make an end to it.’

Abbie tells her not to talk such rubbish, but there’s something about Detective Inspector Rankin, something hard to define, that makes Abbie sensitive to his presence. She glances over her shoulder and looks at him again. He seems to fill more than his allotted space; perhaps it’s as simple as that. He commands respect from the other officers, and George certainly speaks very highly of him. But, whatever the cause, he has managed to unnerve all of the women during the past week. Little attention has been paid to Claire and Ayden, who are just another village couple who attended the disco, but Abbie, Sally, Fran and Naomi have all been summoned to the interview room to face the inspector and talk their way through that night yet again. They all kept to the same story, and George and Jack, who told nothing but the truth, confirmed the women’s version of it. As Rankin sat opposite her, Abbie found herself mesmerized by the wide streak of pure white hair. She kept thinking of a badger, although they weren’t usually creatures to be feared. Rankin hadn’t bullied them; no, he had been very calm and objective. Despite the typed and signed statements, he always wrote certain things down, slowly and carefully, as if everything could be reduced to a list. Abbie had watched his pen move over the paper, and each time she left the interview room she had felt sick.

As they take their places behind Ruth’s family, George squeezes Abbie’s hand. He’s been fantastic through all of this, looking after Jack and steering the family through all the legal stuff, not only as a lawyer, but also as a friend. And he has still found time to be there for her. In return, she’s lied to him, deceived her own husband. In the pain of the death of one of her closest friends, she’d almost lost sight of that.

The vestry door opens and Fran walks out, making her way across the nave to join them. Her appearance, as always, signals the imminent manifestation of the Reverend Edward Cunningham. The already hushed congregation falls into silence. As she takes her place at the end of the second pew, Fran reaches across to place a hand on Jack’s shoulder. He looks older and smaller, somehow, as if he has withdrawn into himself. His daughters sit either side of him with the son up from London. They press up close to their father, holding him together. Further along the seat are the daughters’ families; husbands uncomfortable in formal suits, the younger children with no understanding of why they are here. Fran recognizes Ruth’s granddaughter, with her spiked hair and metal eyebrow ring. She looks astonished, as if reality has suddenly slapped her in the face.

Edward leads them painfully through the service while his wife recalls the morning spent with the family, brewing endless cups of tea and trying to keep the young ones amused. Her husband knew nothing of that. What right had he to give thanks for a life of which he had no understanding, to mourn a death in which he played no part?

Eventually the men step forward to shoulder the coffin, and the family follows them outside. The women leave next, somehow contriving to huddle together, with Claire in the centre. Abbie has used her talents well: there is little physical pain now, and the bruising has mostly faded. Claire looks brighter and feels stronger. After the first few days of rest, she has been determined to fight her way back to some sort of normality. Trying to make herself useful, she has taken to preparing their meals while Sally is working at her computer. She’s an excellent cook, and has been able to give Sally plenty of enthusiastic advice about regenerating her garden, promising to help when the season arrives. Claire laughs more often now, and at times her eyes sparkle. Sally has been surprised more than once by Claire’s sharp sense of humour. It has been like watching the real Claire emerging from a dry husk.

Naomi left the cottage after a few days to return to her workshop and her work, coming back each evening to sit with them before going back home to bed. Naturally, the others have been constantly coming and going; Naomi always through Abbie’s property, avoiding the roadway. So far as they’re aware, Ayden hasn’t followed her, nor been anywhere near the cottage, maybe because they’ve been careful, maybe because the seals are holding strong. Whatever the reason, he seems to have no idea where his wife is.

Claire has insisted on coming today, said she can’t hide forever. And she’s right about that. They have decided to take the risk of Ayden seeing them all together, and if he’s there and realizes who’s shielding her, well so be it.

The mourners follow Edward to the graveside and stand a few feet away from the opening in the earth while the box is manoeuvred into position and lowered into the ground. Claire is thinking how ridiculous he looks with his white robe billowing in the wind. She concentrates on that image to dampen her fear. Even though it is years since her father led the interrogation, the sight of a man wielding a Bible still rekindles the horror of that afternoon.

She’s aware of Ayden, of course. She whispers to Sally that he’s there, she can feel him watching her. He’s taunting her, threatening, knowing only too well how to make her afraid, his very presence is enough. She straightens her body, forcing herself to stand tall, visualizing a white light above her head and feeling the energy run the length of her spine, another current surging up through the earth to meet it. A deep breath and she feels strength flood her body. Twice she has allowed a man to take her willpower. She won’t go there again, no matter what the cost. Not after the price Ruth has paid to set her free.

Naomi is aware of Claire beside her, can feel a change in her aura. She grips her hand and when Claire looks towards her they exchange the swiftest of smiles.

The men take up their spades, the space is filled in, and Ruth is given to the Earth. Wreaths are laid on top, too many to cover the mound, and they spread over the grass, covering the new grave with a blanket of colour. The family moves away, followed by the small gathering of close friends. The women remain at the graveside, standing together and instinctively joining hands while the north wind cuts through the ranks of stone slabs, stinging their faces and scattering flower petals around their feet.

‘I’m sorry, Ruth,’ murmurs Sally. ‘I should have known where you were going. I should have stopped you.’

‘It was all of us,’ says Abbie. ‘We’re all responsible.’

‘No, there’s only one person responsible.’ Naomi looks at the others defiantly. ‘We’ll make him pay, Ruth. I swear we’ll make him pay. So mote it be.’
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They’re among the last to return to their car. Fran, who had to drive Edward to the reception, has gone on ahead, but George is outside waiting patiently for his four passengers.

Claire stops, her body suddenly rigid. The others follow her gaze. And there he is, across the roadway, leaning against a gatepost, watching them. He is as Sally remembers, tall, good-looking in an overstated way, only now he appears slightly dishevelled and his face is grey in the fading light. He makes no attempt to move, but looks at them steadily. His shoulders are hunched, hands deep in the pockets of a leather jacket, the collar turned against the biting wind. Or is it to hide his face? He must have been skulking at the back of the crowd all this time, but now he stands almost alone. Sally grabs Claire’s arm and feels her trembling.

Naomi’s eyes lock onto Ayden’s and she steps out into the road. But Abbie, a beat behind her, grasps the back of Naomi’s coat. ‘No! Don’t you dare.’ She spits out the words in a harsh whisper. ‘Not in front of the police. They’re watching every move. Get in the car.’ She pulls open the door with her free hand and shoves Naomi towards it. ‘Sit down and shut up.’

Obedient, Naomi is nevertheless ready to argue, but the door is slammed before she can say a word. Sally opens the other door, and Claire, still shaking, falls into her seat.

‘What’s going on?’ George twists around as Sally scrambles into the back next to Claire.

But Abbie is already beside him, tugging on her safety belt. ‘It’s nothing.’

‘That chap’s not bothering you again, is he?’

‘No. Just get us out of here, will you?’
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‘You all saw him, I suppose?’ Fran throws her coat over the back of her chair, rubbing the life back into her freezing hands. They have all gathered at Sally’s cottage.

Abbie nods between gulps of hot tea. ‘I thought he might try to follow us to the reception but, if he did, there was no sign of him near the shop when we left. Still, to be safe I told George to drive in our gate so we could cut through the back way. I know he’s bound to catch on soon, but there’s no point in inviting trouble.’

‘Well, there was no sign of him when I pulled into the lane just now. How are you coping, Claire?’

‘I’m all right, I think. Yes, I am. For a moment, when I first saw him…But then I thought, I’m not going to let him win.’

‘No way is he going to win,’ Naomi mutters.

‘Bastard’s as guilty as sin, as far as I could see,’ says Fran. ‘He knew the police were on the lookout. The very fact he made no attempt to approach you, Claire, well that just proves it. What do you think, Sally?’

‘Well, obviously he wasn’t trying to draw attention to himself. I suppose if there’d been any sort of confrontation at the funeral the police might have started looking more closely at what the argument was about on New Year’s Eve.’

‘Exactly,’ Abbie agrees. ‘What do you think he’s told people, Claire? The neighbours must realize you’ve moved out.’

‘Perhaps not. It’s winter, gets dark early. Most of them are out at work all day, so they might not have noticed. Besides, he didn’t like me getting involved with the neighbours.’

‘Yes, I can believe that.’ Fran gives a cynical smile. ‘Sign of the times we live in—a woman disappears for nearly a fortnight and nobody notices she’s gone. What about his family?’

‘We don’t see them that often,’ Claire replied. ‘It would be easy enough to make up some excuse—I’m not well, my nerves are bad. He’d think of something. However, I think seeing him today has helped me decide. From now on I’m going to come out of hiding. If it becomes common knowledge that we’ve split up, well, there’s no reason my leaving him now should be linked with Ruth’s death two weeks ago.’

‘That’s true. But do you think you’re ready to deal with this? He could make things very unpleasant for you,’ says Abbie.

‘Yes, I’m ready.’

‘It’s almost like we’re colluding with him again,’ says Sally.

‘Yes, but—’

Abbie lays her hand on Claire’s shoulder. ‘We’ll find a way to deal with him.’

There’s a sharp clattering sound from the hallway. Fran jumps, slopping her tea. ‘What the hell’s that?’

‘Only the cat-flap,’ Sally laughs. ‘Her ladyship has decided to grace us with her presence.’ The kitchen door is nudged open a couple of inches and Cat slides through to join them. ‘Ah, there you are. Where have—Oh, good grief, what’s she got in her mouth?’

‘It’s a mouse.’ Abbie is very matter-of-fact. ‘Probably dead.’

‘Oh, that’s disgusting.’

‘It’s what cats do. Don’t worry, I’m used to dealing with dead mice.’

‘Well, I’m not.’ Sally shrinks back into her chair as Cat saunters past her and sits down on the rug, placing her catch between her paws. She looks up at her audience, as if awaiting their approval. The seemingly inert body suddenly twitches and turns over.

‘It’s still alive!’ Sally shrieks, instinctively drawing her legs up under her. ‘Oh Abbie, get it out the house.’

‘Don’t you dare stand on the chair, Sally Lavender!’ Naomi laughs, but she backs away herself.

‘It’s not funny. Oh, look, somebody do something.’

‘Don’t be such a wimp, Sally,’ Fran scoffs.

‘It’s a matter of getting it away from her.’ Abbie is approaching cautiously. ‘She’s too quick for us. If she thinks we’re trying to steal her supper, she’ll only run off with it.’

‘Could we try throwing something over it?’ Naomi offers. ‘We don’t want to hurt it.’

Meanwhile Cat is studying the small creature as it turns onto its feet, quivering with terror. Believing its persecutor has relented, the mouse makes a sudden dash for cover. Cat sits back, watching with apparent lack of interest as it scuttles across the floor and almost makes it to the shelter of a cupboard door. Then Cat leaps. One spring-loaded pounce and the poor thing is again trapped beneath her feet. She takes it in her mouth, carrying her trophy around the room. This time there’s a small bead of blood on her fang.

‘Make her stop!’ cries Sally while Claire looks on, motionless and horrified.

‘We’ll have to grab her, force her mouth open.’ Abbie moves to confront the proud hunter.

‘No! No, wait!’ shouts Naomi. ‘She’s trying to tell us something.’

‘I’ll tell her something if I can catch the little beggar,’ says Fran.

‘No, Abbie, leave her. This is important.’ Naomi’s voice carries the power of command. ‘Wait. Please. She wants to show us.’

Cat releases the mouse yet again. Now injured, it lies panting, a smear of blood on its side. Cat washes her paws, looks the other way. Desperate to escape, the mouse struggles to its feet and darts to one side, tumbling across the floor. Claire, sickened, whispers that they ought to rescue it. But Naomi still insists they do nothing, and even while she is speaking Cat springs again, turning in mid-air, to land on the mouse and again take it up in her teeth.

‘This is awful,’ Sally shudders. ‘How could she do that?’

‘Because she’s a cat,’ says Fran. ‘Because it’s what cats do best.’

‘That’s it, don’t you see? It’s a message.’

‘No, Naomi, I don’t see. What are you talking about?’

‘We’ll do what we do best. Use the knowledge and skills we have. Only we’ll do it slowly, like Cat. We’ll take our time. Let him think he’s got away with it—then, when he thinks he’s safe, we attack. Again. And again. Yes, that’s the way. We’ll destroy him little piece by little piece.’

They look from one to another, each grasping at some level what Naomi is saying. Then they watch, fascinated and horrified, as Cat torments and tortures the mouse, finally parading past them, carrying her still-gasping prey out of the room.
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Later, after the others have gone and while Claire curls up in an armchair, Sally goes up to run a bath, intending to soak the day away. She finds it on the stairs: the little mouse, abandoned and dead. It doesn’t appear to be very injured, barely a scratch. It probably died of fright.


THE GODDESS MAÀT

In the beginning, before anything existed, there was Nun, a shapeless ocean in which the potential for life was contained. Or so the ancient Egyptians believed. And out of this ocean rode a great barge of gold, bearing upon it Ra, the Sun God, who was to be the father of all living things. By his side was Thoth, God of the Moon, learning, wisdom, and magic. And with them was she who was both the daughter of Ra, and wife of Thoth: Maàt, universal Truth and Justice, personified in the form of a goddess.

The Egyptians devised their pantheon of gods and goddesses in order to grasp a deeper understanding of life. It was Maàt who governed the movement of the stars, who told the sun when to rise and when to set. She bestowed order upon the chaos of creation. She—Truth, Justice—was the underlying network connecting all things. So as not to disturb the very fabric of existence, the Egyptians lived according to these values: there must be Truth and Justice so that Order may prevail.

In art, Maàt is pictured as a beautiful, young woman with wings and a headdress bearing one of her symbols: a white feather. White is also the colour that signifies her presence. Her other symbol is a heart. In the Judgement Hall of the Tuat, the underworld, the heart of the deceased is weighed against the feather, representing Truth. If the heart is found to be free from the weight of sin, the deceased joins the company of the gods; otherwise, the soul is devoured and destroyed.

According to the Laws of Maàt, there are principles by which Man should live, referred to as the Declarations of Innocence. No doubt these laws were taught to Moses when he dwelt among the pharaohs. The first and foremost of the Laws of Maàt is ‘I have not killed, nor bid anyone kill.’




Part Four


Twenty-three


Afternoon of Wednesday, 17 January
Last Quarter



THE LIGHTS ARE OUT in the tearoom, but Sally might be in luck as the sign on the shop next door still reads Open. As Sally rushes in, Fran glances up from behind the counter where she is thumping and prodding at the computerized till.

‘Greetings, you’re my last customer of the day.’

‘Looks like I only just made it then.’

‘I could use some technical support—this thing refuses to co-operate. Can’t see why we don’t just use a tin box. I’m sure I can’t remember Ruth having any trouble with this thing.’

‘She probably had more patience with it.’ Sally grins. ‘Actually, I’m a bona fide customer. I need some eggs.’

‘Help yourself, but you’ll have to pay tomorrow. I think I’ve just told the machine to total up the day’s takings. Never mind.’

‘How’s it going? Have you settled in all right?’

‘As soon as I get the hang of doing twelve things at once, I’ll be fine. Drop the catch on the door would you, sweetie, and turn the sign round.’

Sally flips the hanging card over and glances out at the evening sky, dark already and heavy with the promise of snow. ‘It’s odd seeing you behind the counter—I keep expecting to see Ruth. I guess it must be really strange for you.’

‘I feel like any moment she could come through from the back room and ask me what the hell I think I’m doing.’

‘So what’s happening with the charity shop?’

‘I’ve left the WI in charge of it for now. Don’t know how long I’m going to be needed here. Early days yet, less than a week since the funeral.’

‘So how’s Jack doing?’

‘Not good. Looks like all the stuffing’s gone out of him. I think it’ll be a while before he can think about starting work again.’

‘Is he still staying with his daughter?’

‘Yes. Thankfully they’re a very tight family. The youngest, Shirley, she’s helping out here for the time being, and there’s Zoë, of course, the granddaughter, she’s full-time in the café. Good little worker, actually—not as gormless as she looks.’

‘Still, it’s a lot for you to take on.’

‘I must admit I’m enjoying it. Half the village comes in and out—I get all the latest gossip.’

‘I bet. I’ll take a dozen of these free-range.’ Sally looks around. The shop looks only slightly less organized than usual, and the shelves are well stocked, the counter clean and polished. A glance through to the tearoom shows crisp, white tablecloths with little vases of flowers set in the centre. Fran obviously has everything in hand, although she herself looks a little fraught, her hair escaping from its plastic combs and flying in all directions.

‘Has it been busy here?’

‘Certainly has, what with being shut for a few days. And there’s bound to be a certain amount of morbid curiosity. Right,’ slamming the till drawer shut, ‘teatime. Come through and sample the new chef’s lemon meringue pie.’

‘New chef?’

‘Ah, you might not have heard. Started yesterday. Claire.’

‘Claire?’

‘Only part-time. Few hours each morning. Cakes, pastries, that sort of thing. Zoë can manage the toasted sandwiches, but she can’t bake. Besides, as a cook, Ruth is a hard act to follow. Then I thought of Claire.’

‘But that’s brilliant. Just what she needs.’

‘Well, it’s a start. Here, you try this.’ Fran cuts them each a huge chunk of pie and carries it over to one of the tables. ‘And what about you? What’s it like being on your own again?’

‘Well, it was all a bit sudden. The house feels very quiet. Mmmm, this is to die for.’ Sally licks meringue crumbs from her mouth and brushes them from her coat. ‘But in some ways it’s good to have the place to myself again.’

‘You did get rather landed with our problems.’

‘Oh, don’t get me wrong, I was more than glad to have Claire. And Naomi for that matter. It was the right thing to do, and Claire was the perfect house guest. But it was a temporary arrangement, we all knew that. Right after the funeral she started talking about finding somewhere more permanent to live, even though I made it clear that there was no hurry. Then, all of a sudden she was moving in with Naomi.’

‘Yes, it rather took me by surprise, I can tell you.’

‘I mean, I can see the practical side: Naomi has plenty of room and they have a lot in common, so they should be able to live together. And if anyone can keep Ayden at bay, Naomi can. But I was thinking about what you said, you know, how Naomi feels about Claire. Sounds like a good recipe for someone getting hurt. Surely Claire must realize how things are? Or if she doesn’t, shouldn’t one of us tell her?’

‘That was my first reaction. Then, when I thought about it, I wasn’t so sure. Sometimes things flow, as if they’re taking a pre-determined course, like water finding its own level. I’ve decided for once I’m not going to go charging in. Let’s just see what happens, eh?’

‘Well, if you think so. But Claire’s still very vulnerable.’

‘And you think Naomi isn’t?’

‘Well, then—’

‘I think we should leave them to work this out themselves. Wait and see.’

‘And what about Ayden? Is that what we’re doing with him, waiting to see?’

‘No, we’re waiting for the right time.’

‘If you could have seen him there outside the church, staring at her. At us. It was like he was goading us, daring us to say something. The police haven’t got a clue and he thinks he’s won.’

‘Good, then he might relax a bit, drop his guard.’

‘You don’t subscribe to this forgiveness stuff, then?’

‘No, I do not. That’s Edward’s department. I’ve seen too many battered women who’ve turned the other cheek. They end up with two black eyes instead of one.’

‘So why are we doing nothing, then?’

‘I told you. We are doing something. We’re waiting.’

‘Waiting for what?’

‘Saturday, of course.’

‘Why? What’s happening Saturday?’

‘Friday’s the new moon.’

‘Oh. I see.’ Sally is quiet for a moment. ‘Do you know what Naomi’s got in mind?’

‘Some sort of ritual, I should think.’

‘Look, I’ve been thinking about what she said, you know, about using magic to attack him, take him to pieces. I’m not sure I feel comfortable with that.’

‘And nor should you.’ Fran peers at her over the rims of her glasses. ‘There are moral laws that govern the application of power. Sort of karmic code of ethics. Naomi’s a bit of a drama queen, you should have gathered that by now, but she knows better than to misuse magical energies. Sooner or later it would come back and bite her.’

‘So what are we going to do?’

‘Some attempt to invoke justice, probably. Put matters right. Restore balance, that’s the important thing.’

‘I see. That doesn’t sound so bad.’ Sally watches Fran take her empty plate over to the counter and grab a teapot.

‘I’m going to make some tea to wash that down. Join me?’

‘You sure I’m not holding you up?’

‘No, I always have one this time of the day.’ Then Fran laughs. ‘Would you listen to me? This is my first week here and it’s only Wednesday.’ She drops teabags into a pot and fills it from the urn. ‘Amazing how quickly you can fall into a routine.’
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Sally waits for Fran to shut up shop and walks with her to the corner of Church Lane before returning to her car. The sky is invisible behind the yellow glare of street lamps. But, even without the clouds, there would be no moon tonight for the face of the Goddess is veiled by the shadow of the Earth. Sally stops for a moment and looks across at the village green with its ancient oak tree stretching naked branches up into the darkness. Her cheek is touched by a feather of ice, and then another. Before she reaches home the air will be thick with billows of downy white, turning slowly and gracefully, as if in no haste to end their long journey to the ground.

After dinner she takes her customary glass of wine through to the sitting room, expecting to find it in darkness. But she had forgotten to close the curtains earlier, and now finds there is a faint glow illuminating the walls and outlining the furniture. Going to the window, she’s surprised how quickly the white coverlet has spread itself over her garden and the fields beyond. The familiar is transformed, its harsh edges softened and all imperfections healed. Even on this darkest of dark nights, the sky mirrors the opalescent sheen of the snow. But here in the country the sky is never really black, not when there are street lamps in the village to illuminate low-hanging clouds and beyond the fields there’s a perpetual string of lights along the motorway. So she doesn’t light the lamp and draw the curtains, but instead finds an armchair from where she can watch the snow fall. Cat is already comfortable in the chair opposite. Sally can hear her breathing with a soft, undignified snore.

Tonight there will be no moon.

What was it Naomi told her about the dark phases? A time to look inside yourself, sort yourself out. Perhaps a time to remember. She slips her hand into her pocket, finding the opal stone Abbie had given her. What is it that she can’t remember? Ask the Goddess, Naomi would say. But which one? Hecate it should be for this dark phase, but she sounds scary. Sally likes the sound of Isis, the Mother, Egyptian Goddess of moon and magic. Naomi seems to favour Isis: she has a statue of her with huge wings outspread, and holding a mirror. A mirror in which to see yourself? Maybe that’s what she’s supposed to symbolize.

Sally is back on that morning, the first morning. She can feel the pain of the telephone call all over again, cutting into her like shards of glass. The rocking chair and the tide of anger that overwhelmed her.

And then the cat. Purring, droning, so loudly it filled the room, filled her head until she couldn’t think. Then suddenly she had felt a calmness. A voice, singing…


Pussycat, Pussycat, where have you been?
I’ve been up to London to look at the King.



Sally’s eyes open wide. She’s back in the sitting room, in the dim light cast by the snow outside. Cat is still asleep, still snoring.


Pussycat, Pussycat, what did you there?
I frightened a little mouse under his chair.



‘It was you, wasn’t it? You killed Jonathan. Or was it me? Did you make me do it?’

Cat stirs and stretches.

‘But how did you know?’

Guilt. That’s all it is. All it ever was. Guilt because of the anger I didn’t want to own. I’ve suppressed it all. No, that’s not quite true. I’ve always remembered the anger. It was the accident I couldn’t remember. I was there. I saw it as it happened. Could I have made it happen? Is that why I blocked it out?

Yes, I know how I felt, but I never wanted it to end like that.

Or did she? He lied to her. Their whole life was a lie. He was never who he pretended to be. The Jonathan she knew never existed, he was only in her head. No wonder she wanted him dead. ‘You knew that, didn’t you, Cat? You’ve always known everything.’

Cat wakes at the sound of her name. She yawns and stretches her limbs.

‘It was you all along, wasn’t it?’ Sally runs to the telephone. ‘Naomi? Oh, thank God you’re there. I’ve remembered. I’ve remembered what happened that morning. It was the cat. She made me do it. I think I killed my husband.’
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They come at once, Naomi and Claire together. Within minutes they’re all in the kitchen, Claire brewing tea and Naomi sitting next to Sally with her arm around Sally’s shoulders. Naomi knows all the right things to say, the key words that turn the locks and pull back the bolts. And out it all comes, everything Sally has been holding back since the day Jonathan died.

‘I must be going crazy. I actually believed that Cat did it. At least that’s how I remember it. She’s just a cat, isn’t she? It must have been me and I’m trying to deny it. But I’m sure she knew. She made me phone him. And what about the cut on my hand? I don’t understand.’

‘No, but you’re starting to.’ Naomi’s voice is calm and firm. ‘Yes, you’re right, she is just a cat. And no, she didn’t know any of those things. Nor did she heal your hand.’

As if to prove the point, Cat saunters into the room, sits down in front of the Aga and begins an overall wash, starting with her nose and ears.

‘See? She’s a cat. A very special one, I grant you. A cat who is exceptionally intelligent and is sensitive to auras and certain vibrations. Which is why you and she are able to tune into each other and you can use her as a channel.’

Sally shakes her head. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘I think I do.’ Claire hands her a mug of hot tea. ‘Here, drink this. I’ve put a few drops of Abbie’s Rescue Remedy in it. It’ll help calm you. Didn’t you say that when you very first set foot in this house it all looked familiar?’

‘That’s right. I knew where everything was, and about the river and—’

‘And would you say that up until then you’ve always tried to be very practical and down-to-earth? A rational explanation for everything? Doesn’t that sound like your father? Not like your mother, far too romantic and airy fairy.’

‘Yes, that’s what Dad used to call her, “that airy fairy mother of yours”. How did you know?’

‘And so, being the good little Taurean that you are, you were always careful to stick to the facts. You didn’t want to be like your mother, did you? She was the reason your father left. He abandoned you and your sister, and all because your mother wouldn’t subscribe to his blinkered view of reality. She would insist on being herself, all imagination and intuition. That’s no way to keep a man, is it?’

Naomi looks up at Claire. ‘It’s all starting to make sense, isn’t it?’ She takes Sally’s arms, forcing her to look into her face. ‘You, my girl, are one very powerful psychic. Only you’ve never allowed yourself to acknowledge it. When you stepped into this place it must have been like walking into a high-voltage generator. It forced open channels in your mind that you never knew existed. But another part of you knew exactly where you were and why. You also knew precisely what was going on with Jonathan.’

‘Only, of course, you would never admit it to yourself. Jonathan, this house, any of it,’ says Claire. ‘That would be crossing into forbidden territory. But you found a way of dealing with the situation. And you found a willing accomplice in the cat.’

‘I’m finding it very hard to take all this in. And I still don’t understand what Cat has to do with it.’

‘Well,’ Naomi takes a deep breath, ‘you’ve heard of witches having familiars, haven’t you?’

‘Oh, come on. Next you’ll be telling me I can ride a broomstick.’

‘No need. Like me, you have a perfectly good car. Now, how can I explain this? You remember the ritual we performed at the Solstice? I showed you my magical implements and explained their different uses, didn’t I?’

‘Like the cup? And the knife?’ Sally sips more of her tea. It seems to be working, she feels a little more composed and is ready to listen, even if it does sound completely far-fetched.

‘They’re each symbolic of a process. Using them as a focus, I can control and direct mental energies.’

‘Yes, I can understand that. I think.’

‘But they’re not merely symbols. Because they’re used often, and exclusively for that purpose, I believe they actually become powerful objects in their own right.’

‘Yes, but what’s that got to do with Cat?’

‘Well, could you imagine using a magic wand that has a living field of energy, that’s not only conscious but is sensitively tuned to your moods and is capable of basic intelligent thought and action? It’s a very special relationship and usually it’s built up over time. But it seems you two clicked into each other instantly. I bet you know what she’s thinking a lot of the time. And does it seem like she understands what you say? Someone trained in the Craft would know how to make use of a cat’s natural psychic energies. But you obviously managed it instinctively. Either that or you already knew.’

‘I’ve never had a cat before. My father would never have animals in the house.’

‘No? Perhaps that wasn’t such a bad thing, considering what you can do with them. As I keep telling you, you know so much already. Only, you don’t know that you know.’

‘And you are telling me that’s what Cat is? A sort of channel for psychic energy?’

‘More like a pre-programmed guided missile. But yes, that’s what she is.’

‘You said she appeared when you first arrived.’ Claire is speaking now. ‘That was before you’d had time to take anything in. No time to put up mental barriers. You became instantly tuned to each other. Instinctively, you knew what to do and you put her to work.’

‘So it was me all along? My hand healing so quickly, and the wine getting knocked over?’

‘I’d bet good money on it,’ says Naomi.

‘And I’d bet,’ says Claire, ‘that it all happened in the first twenty-four hours and there’s been nothing very dramatic since then.’

‘That’s right. Apart from her showing me around. And she always knows when there’s someone at the pool.’

‘Yes, she would. Animals—cats, particularly—get a buzz out of the sort of energy that people like us generate.’

‘People like us? You mean…Oh hell.’

‘It seems this evening you’ve broken through a psychological brick wall,’ says Claire. ‘You might find you start awakening all kinds of knowledge and ability. Who knows what else you can do?’

‘Oh, no!’ Sally is suddenly horrified. ‘Jonathan! If what you say is true, then it was me. I killed him!’

‘No.’ Claire kneels beside her and takes her hand. ‘You can’t be held responsible. You didn’t know what you were doing.’

‘It was like you were holding a gun and it went off,’ says Naomi. ‘You didn’t know it was loaded, you didn’t even know what the gun was. Besides, what about Jonathan? Isn’t he responsible for his own actions? And therefore he has to take the consequences.’

‘That’s right.’ Claire pulls up a chair so that the three of them are sitting close together.

‘You weren’t responsible then because you weren’t aware of your capabilities,’ says Naomi. ‘But now you are aware and you have to learn to control it. In fact you’ve probably done so to some extent, without even realizing it. That’s why it’s all gone quiet. The old rational mind stepping in to stop the party getting out of hand.’

‘But if you should want to test out your skills,’ says Claire, ‘you’re welcome to borrow my husband to practise on.’

Sally blinks twice before she realizes Claire is joking. Or is she? He is out there still, a murderer, walking free.

‘So what about you, Claire? Why couldn’t you use this to stop Ayden?’

‘Because I’m not capable. I see things, mental images. And I hear voices—sometimes I actually see people. But I can’t control energies. That’s Naomi’s department. She’s trained to do that.’

‘So why didn’t you do something, Naomi? I mean before Claire got hurt?’

‘Because I wasn’t certain what was going on, or at least why, and Claire wouldn’t tell us.’ She takes Claire’s hand. ‘She made it clear she didn’t want to involve anyone else, so I figured I had no moral right to interfere. But how I wish on the Goddess that I had.’

‘OK, I can understand that. But what about now, after what Ayden’s done, and if the police aren’t going to arrest him? We all keep talking about not letting him get away with it. Shouldn’t you—we—be doing something?’

‘We should. And I’m planning to.’

‘Fran did say something about Saturday.’

‘The right time to cast an intention is on a waxing tide. New moon’s on Friday, so Saturday’s the day to invoke justice. Ruled by Saturn, you see. A ritual to invoke justice for Ruth. We can set in motion events that will send all the evil intent back to its source. Nothing can bring Ruth back to us, but it will avenge her death.’

‘In what way? I mean, what will it do to him?’

‘That’s not for me to say. We’re not in a position to understand everything, we don’t even have any proof that it was him. What we can ask for is justice for Ruth, and we can set events in motion that will bring that into being. Then if Ayden is guilty, he’ll be punished in full measure.’

‘Well, if it’s justice for Ruth, you can count me in.’ The words are out before Sally has time to consider what she’s committing herself to.

‘I’d hoped you would say that. I don’t think it’s right or fair to expect Claire to participate.’

‘I’ve told you, I want to be a part of it,’ says Claire.

‘No way. You’re too emotionally embedded in the man. There could be no objectivity. Not that any of us is particularly distanced. However, Fran is eager to act. And Abbie, of course. But we need all the power we can summon up, and it seems that you, Sally, could be a real asset. But perhaps you need to think everything through first. Why don’t you sleep on it? If you still feel the same on Saturday, I’ll be glad to have you on board.’

‘You’re right, I need to take all this in. But I’m beginning to see some sense in it.’ Turning to Claire, she asks, ‘And what about Ayden? Have you seen anything of him since the funeral?’

‘No. Though I’m sure he knows where I am. He’s keeping out of sight. He’s probably convinced himself that he’s got away with it. I’m sure he knows that we know, but he thinks we’re powerless to do anything about it. We’re only women, you see.’

‘Well,’ says Naomi, ‘maybe it’s time we showed him what we women can do.’


Twenty-four


Evening of Wednesday, 17 January
Last Quarter



BACK IN NAOMI’S SITTING ROOM, comfortable amid its abundance of cushions and rugs, Claire and Naomi are both aware of the silence within the room and beyond. Outside everything is still. The snow has stopped falling, having settled in a thick layer that will transform the village into a Christmas-card scene in the morning light. A car passes and pulls up further along the road. Claire reaches over to refill Naomi’s wine glass.

And she freezes.

Her body is rigid and her eyes filled with sudden fear. ‘It’s him,’ she whispers. ‘He’s out there.’

‘Who? You mean Ayden?’ Naomi is immediately alert, her mind moving instantly to the series of pentagrams drawn in the air around the building and the images of iron bars at the windows and doors, reinforcing them with Earth and Fire.

Claire moves to the window. From outside, the house would appear to be in darkness. The curtains are drawn against the cold night, the room unlit except for a single candle flickering in a crystal holder. Claire moves the edge of a curtain an inch, enough to see down and along the road. That’s his black BMW, unmistakable.

‘Is it him?’ Behind her, Naomi’s voice is a whisper. ‘What’s he doing?’

‘Nothing. At least, he’s not getting out of the car. Watching us, that’s what he’s doing.’

There are two sets of tyre tracks in the road, those from Ayden’s vehicle weaving an erratic course to the curb, and the straight lines Naomi had created when they’d arrived home a short while ago. ‘He knows we’re here and that we haven’t been in long.’

Seconds slip by while they hold their breath. Minutes pass, and still they dare not move. Claire holds back the edge of the curtain while Naomi looks over her shoulder. There’s no sign of life from the BMW. They’re beginning to wonder if it has been abandoned. If that were the case, however, there would be telltale footprints leading away from it, but the road is as white and smooth as a wedding cake.

‘This is ridiculous.’ Eventually Naomi stands back. ‘Why the hell am I whispering? Look, I’m going down to talk to him.’

‘You can’t do that. Ruth—’

‘This is different.’ Naomi snatches up her cellphone and thrusts it into Claire’s hand. ‘You watch from here. Any sign of trouble, dial 999.’

‘I really don’t think you should do this. Let’s call someone. Perhaps George—’

‘I refuse to be intimidated in my own home. And, no, I don’t need a man to sort this out.’

Claire feels sick with fear. She listens for Naomi’s footsteps descending the stairs, then her muttered curses as she struggles into her boots. The front door opens and cold air billows up the stairwell. Naomi comes into sight on the pavement below, stomping purposefully across to where the BMW is parked. When she starts thumping the car roof, Claire punches in the emergency numbers, ready to press the talk button. She’s only slightly relieved to see that the door doesn’t open. Instead the window is being wound down.
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‘You just don’t get it, do you?’ Naomi spits the words at him. ‘She’s left you.

She’s not your property any more. We’re not going to let you hurt her ever again.

Now piss off or we’ll call the police.’

‘The police? Bloody useless load of wankers, they are. Go on, then: call them.

What do you think they’re going to do, eh? Arrest me for sitting in my own car?

I’ve a right to park here. Go on—fetch the sodding police, if you want to. See what they have to say about it. They can’t touch me and you know it.’ ‘Well, let’s see what they do when we tell them about Ruth.’ ‘What? You think they give a toss about that interfering old bag? I’ll tell you the same as I told her: what I do with my wife is none of your fucking business. And you can tell Claire from me to keep her bloody mouth shut. And the same goes for you if you don’t want to see her locked up.’

Naomi steps back. Now she’s pointing at him, her arm outstretched, shoulders rising as she takes a deep, deep breath.

‘We know you, Ayden Drayton.’ Her voice sounds strangely resonant, echoing as if both distant and imminent; subtle, yet potent as venom.

The sneer fades from Ayden’s face.

‘We know you. We know what you have done. And we will make you pay.’ The words reverberate through the midnight air like cracking ice.

Ayden makes an attempt to close the window and fumbles at the dashboard. Somehow his hand finds the key and the engine fires.

From the flat above, Claire watches Naomi step back as the car spins away from the kerb and slews across the road like a huge, frightened beast. Naomi stands motionless in the roadway until the tail lights disappear, then she turns and makes her way back to her front door.

Claire is already halfway down the stairs to meet her. ‘Are you all right? What did he say?’

‘Nothing that we didn’t already know. Come on up. I don’t know about you, but I really fancy some toast and peanut butter.’
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Morning of Thursday, 18 January
Last Quarter

It’s now nearly nine o’clock and Sally ought to be getting down to some work. Cat brushes against her legs, and without thinking Sally picks her up. Since last night she hasn’t been sure what she feels about Cat. But with Cat tucked snugly in her arms, paws on shoulders and purring with the pleasure of physical closeness, she’s just the same cat she was yesterday and the day before that.

‘Who’d of thought it, eh, Puss? We make a formidable team, don’t we, you and I.’ Then she remembers Jonathan and is sickened by what she may have done. ‘I’m beginning to wonder what else we’re capable of.’

Just then the telephone rings. ‘Hi. Abbie here. Have you got a moment? Can you come over? I’ve got something wonderful to show you.’ She sounds excited. ‘Please say you can come. I’m in the stables.’

The garden and the area of trees are full of snow, so Sally goes the long way around. Even so, Wicker Lane is slippery and she’s glad of her thick boots and padded jacket. As she rounds the house and heads for the stable block, she’s not surprised to find Cat there ahead of her. She obviously took the shortcut and now ignores her mistress, having other business to attend to in the storage sheds.

As soon as Abbie sees Sally, she puts down her broom. ‘Shush, quietly now—we mustn’t alarm them.’ Her hair is a tousled mess and her face flushed. She looks radiant. ‘Over here.’

The foal is swaying on ungainly legs. It takes a couple of steps towards its mother, nearly tumbles, but manages to steady itself. The mare tosses her head and snorts a gentle warning at Sally, then nuzzles her newborn.

Sally gasps with wonder. ‘When did this happen?’

‘About two hours ago. As Ginger is her mother I thought we’d call her Cinnamon, Cindy for short.’

‘She’s amazing. Perfect. And she can stand up and everything. Have you been up all night?’

‘Well, most of it. Brian McPherson came out. Not that he was needed—it all went very smoothly. And George has been supplying endless coffee and sandwiches, bless him.’

‘I’ve never seen anything born. Well, only on TV.’

‘It’s something you never get used to—always a miracle.’

‘New life, a blessing after all that has happened. You must be exhausted. Or elated?’

‘Both. I’m still running on adrenalin. It’ll hit me about mid-morning, I should think. George’s the one who’s feeling it at the moment. Still, I’m keeping out of his way.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘Oh, this damned documentary thing. It was bound to come up again with Brian here.’

‘And?’

‘Oh, I don’t know what to think. I called in the vet as a matter of course, you see, but he wasn’t really needed. I delivered the foal. Me and Ginger and Nature, all working together. And after everything else that’s happened…’

‘After what you did for Claire, you mean. Look, you can’t deny that you have a…a what? Talent? Skill?’

‘I was thinking more of Ruth. She wasn’t afraid to follow her convictions, even though she paid a dreadful price. And here am I, holding back because I don’t want to upset George.’

‘What do you think he’d do? Divorce you? Cast you out of the family home, never to darken his doors again?’

‘No. He’d rant and rave, then sulk for a bit. Probably slam a few doors.’

‘And for that you’re prepared to deny who you are?’

‘When you put it like that…No, I’m being flippant. It’s not as simple as that. We’re an old family, you see. George has a certain influence in this community and he epitomizes certain values—honesty, integrity. It’s George and people like him who hold society together.’

‘But time changes things, Abbie,’ says Sally. ‘And values change, too. I know it looks like we’re making a mess of life, but some of those changes are for the better.’

‘Of course they are. But they can happen only if there’s some sort of basic stability. The only reason I’m allowed to practise alternative medicine, and that Naomi can call herself a witch and still walk through the village without being stoned to death, is because of George and people like him. Don’t you understand that?’

‘Hey, calm down now.’ Sally puts her hands on Abbie’s shoulders. ‘I’m sorry, I’d no idea you felt so strongly about this.’

‘But can’t you see—’

‘Yes, I can see now. You’re between a rock and a hard place. Whatever you decide to do, you’ll feel you’re betraying someone.’

‘Yes, that’s it.’

‘But what about yourself?’

Abbie is silent for a moment, then nods and relaxes. ‘“First know yourself, and to yourself be true.” You’re absolutely right. What with everything that’s happened lately, I seem to have lost sight of who I am. I need some time out, some space to think when I’m not so tired. I’d better finish up here and then get my head down.’

‘That wouldn’t be a bad idea. But if you want to talk it through, you always know where to find me.’
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Evening of Saturday, 20 January
New Moon

No one asks Naomi where she acquired the white ostrich feather at such short notice. It’s just one of those things that Naomi would be likely to have. Her sitting room has been transformed. White sheets and shawls drape the windows and furnishings. An altar cloth of white satin gleams like mother of pearl in the light of a dozen white candles. Outside, snow still covers the fields, crisp and brittle in the now-frosting air. The world is a temple of white, the moon a sliver of ice.

Little has been said since they arrived. United in their common purpose, the women are nevertheless isolated by their own thoughts, each nursing their own blend of loss, anger and sorrow; to each the colour of grief holds a subtle variation of shade.

Sally watches as Naomi sets up the altar, the Wand, Cup, Pentacle and Athame. These are now familiar objects, yet they stir within her a kind of reverence. Trails of incense smoke curl up from the fire, something sharp, slightly bitter. Cedar, perhaps? Vervain? There is a jug of water from the spring—she was asked to bring that—a small loaf of dark bread, and, beside them, the feather and a length of white cord.

In the centre of the altar, Naomi places an Egyptian statue: a young woman, all in white, with snowy wings and a single feather as a headddress. In one hand, the woman holds an ostrich plume, like the one on the altar; in the other, a set of scales. There’s also a photograph of Ayden that Claire found among the things rescued from her house. She was going to destroy it, but Naomi said no, it might come in useful. There’s a tension in the room, a tightness in the stomach.

‘Blessed be all who are gathered here.’ The words are also familiar now, the pacing three times around the circle. ‘I create sacred space.’ The Guardians of the quarters are summoned and the room is sealed. ‘I create this circle of light to be a temple between the worlds. In the name of She who is Astarte and Isis I do consecrate and bless this place. So mote it be.’

When the central candle is lit, the new Goddess is summoned.

‘We call upon Maàt, winged Goddess of Truth. She who guides the sun and the planets on their path through the heavens, may She guide us now. Through Maàt, we invoke the laws of Universal Justice. Through Maàt, we seek to right the wrong done to our sister Ruth.’ Naomi turns to the other women. ‘Do I speak for all here?’

There are nods and whispers of agreement, except for Fran, who speaks out loud and clear. Abbie wipes a tear from her face.

More prayers and praises and offerings of oils and incense and flowers. Then Naomi takes up the white plume in her right hand and the photograph of Ayden Drayton in the left, balancing the two as if weighing one against the other.

‘Goddess Maàt, the first and foremost of your laws is: I have not killed, nor bid anyone kill. You see within the soul of all beings. Look into the heart of this man. If he has wronged our sister, then may that wrong be righted. If there is malice in his intent, then may it cause harm to no one but himself. If there is evil in his heart, may it be destroyed. If there is justice owed to her, then may Ruth be repaid. Is this the will of us all?’

‘Yes,’ the women reply. ‘It is our will.’

‘Then this is what we ask of the Winged Goddess: that Truth be revealed and that Justice be done.’

Naomi places the picture and the feather one upon the other, and, taking up the white cord, begins to bind them together. ‘For the life that was lost and sorrow heavy borne, let Truth be known and Justice be done.’

The spell is repeated and one by one the circle takes up the chant: For the life that was lost and sorrow heavy borne, let Truth be known and Justice be done.

Over and over, the spell is made until it is learned by rote. So now it will be recalled whenever thoughts turn to Ruth or whenever her name is spoken. And all the while Naomi binds the cord tighter and tighter. Eventually, as if on an unspoken signal, the chanting ceases and the bound items are laid upon the altar.

‘So mote it be.’

Bread is broken and eaten in silence. As the Cup is passed from hand to hand, Ruth’s name is whispered. The temple is closed.
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Philip Hunter-Gordon
9 February 2007

Yes! Had words with Professor Harris. I was told he had done some local research on Hallowfield; apparently he was living here at the time. This would have been about twenty years ago. Some of the Hallowfield families go back generations, and the prof got to know the older residents in an attempt to record the oral history before it all got lost. They told him the stories their grandparents had told them about what their grandparents had heard (Things don’t seem to get passed down like that any more.) Among the tales he managed to record were some gems about the witch hunts. When I explained what I had uncovered in our family, he was very excited and insisted on lending me his own writings. He did stress that it’s all folklore and hearsay, nothing can be authenticated. However, I am welcome to make use of his work, provided I make any new findings available to him.

Now, according to the old folks, there was an ongoing grievance between Sarah Norton, who lived in Stonewater Cottage at the time, and Adam Sewell, who owned most of the and that was not owned by my family. Sewell was not a well-liked man—apparently he had some sort of physical disfigurement and a personality to match. It seems he had made an offer of marriage to Sarah, which she rejected. He was possibly more interested in her property than her. (Some of the fields behind the cottage, including what is now our paddocks, were once part of the cottage grounds.) His ambitions thwarted, maybe he started looking for other ways of getting his hands on her land. But who knows?

For whatever reason, Sewell persuaded the Reverend Payton to stir up public feeling, to the extent that Sarah and her friend Abigail (my ancestor) were charged with witchcraft. Payton had already publicly accused the two women (no explanation for this, but apparently Payton made a regular thing of denouncing people from the pulpit), and so was more than ready to comply with Sewell’s demands. Incited by Payton’s and Sewell’s accusations, a group of men came at night to Sarah’s cottage and forcibly dragged the women away. They were taken off to appear at the assizes at Bury.

The women were accused of practising witchcraft and of being in league with the Devil. (Although, from what I understand, witchcraft has nothing to do with Satanism. In fact, modern witches don’t even believe in the personification of evil.) However, fortunately for the women, they were interrogated by a county magistrate who had retained some rationality despite the current wave of witch hysteria. A strange giant of a man by all accounts, quiet but influential and fair-minded. He was referred to as ‘The Badger’ on account of the white streak in his mop of black hair. Anyway, he released the women without charge and sent them home.

And apparently he sent Payton and Sewell off with a flea in their ear, which must have really pissed them off.




Twenty-five


Evening of Sunday, 21 January
New Moon



IT’S BEEN A LONG DAY. Even though it’s a Sunday, Sally’s been working on a big advertising promotion for a Cambridge tour company featuring the Cam and the more famous of the university buildings. It’s the wrong time of year to take fresh shots, so she’s having to reprocess archive material from previous summers. But the posters and leaflets are beginning to look good. The company already has a website, but one they had designed themselves. Hopeless. Later in the week she’ll get to work on that and bring it into line with her new ‘Sally Lavender’ look, along with a PowerPoint presentation. Besides, working takes her mind off Jonathan and what she might have done.

But now she has reached a natural pause and realizes how long she has been at it. That’s one of the drawbacks of being your own boss—so easy to put off starting work, and then when you do get into it there’s no one to tell you it’s time to stop.

Apart from the endless cups of tea, she’s had only a couple of slices of toast for breakfast. She’ll go to the Green Man: the walk will do her good and the meals aren’t bad for pub fare. She fetches her coat and boots. Although the roads and paths have been gritted and are now clear, snow still lies over the fields and grass verges.
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The log fire flares up in the draught from the open door. Sally quickly closes it behind her to keep the cold air outside where it belongs. Denis, polishing glasses, greets her as a regular, and several early evening customers smile or nod as she walks up to the bar.

‘What can I get you, Miss? The usual?’ Denis is already reaching for a pint mug as Sally approaches, shaking herself out of her coat.

‘Great. And can I have a look at the menu?’

‘The poached salmon’s all gone, I’m afraid, but I’ve had an unexpected delivery of pheasant that I can highly recommend.’

‘That poached, too, is it?’ Sally gives him a wink. ‘Thanks, but I think I’ll play safe with the chicken.’

A burst of laughter from the other end of the room. Sally recognizes Philip, Abbie’s eldest son, with the group at the pool table. He returns her wave with a smile, as he leans over to line up a shot. She takes her beer and the evening paper, and, making herself comfortable at a table near the fire, settles down to await supper.

Sally has finished her meal and ordered a second pint when the door opens and closes for the umpteenth time, a constant stream of locals coming and going. Sally can’t help looking up to see if it’s someone she recognizes.

Ayden looks awful. He hasn’t shaved, and the face behind the ragged stubble is pasty and bloated; his clothes are creased, the jacket stained. He stands in the middle of the room, staring across at her. Of course he recognizes her—that’s obvious from his stunned expression. There’s a chasm of silence before he lurches in her direction.

‘You’re one of them, aren’t you? At the funeral. I saw you together.’ His voice is loud enough to make heads turn in their direction.

Sally makes no response, momentarily unable to move or think. The sudden silence of his customers alerts Denis to the shift in atmosphere. He raises the bar flap and comes around to where Ayden has taken up the centre of the room.

‘Thought you’d put one over on me, didn’t you?’ He’s pointing at Sally. ‘You and that Hunter-Gordon woman, all pals. And that other bitch. Thought I didn’t know where she was, didn’t you?’

Ayden’s bluffing stupidity is enough to pull her to her senses. Of course you didn’t know where she was, thinks Sally, and now that you do you’re furious. And I’m a sitting target. I’ve got to get out of here.

Denis steps up beside Ayden. ‘Come on, Mr Drayton, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.’

‘Like hell I’m leaving. Came in here for a drink.’

‘It’s all right,’ Sally grabs her coat, ‘I was going anyway.’ Before Denis can stop her, she rushes past him and out the door.

‘Oh, shit!’ As soon as the cold air hits her, she realizes she’s made a big mistake. The village street is empty. Dark shadows fill the spaces between houses, and the street lamps are spaced further and further apart as the road leads towards her home. ‘Now that really was a smart move.’ Expecting Ayden to come up behind her at any second, she tries to put as much distance as possible between her and the pub while struggling into her coat. So when she does hear the door open and footsteps pounding the pavement, a wave of sick terror almost brings her to her knees.

‘Sally, are you OK?’

For a moment she’s too frightened to recognize the figure running towards her. Then she realizes it isn’t Ayden and gasps with relief.

‘It’s all right. Denis has him under control’ Philip takes her arms. ‘God, you’re shaking. What on earth was going on in there?’

‘Nothing, just a…’ Sally feels as if her legs are about to give way and collapses against Philip’s shoulder.

‘We’d better get you home. Where’s your car?’

Sally shakes her head. ‘I walked.’

‘Well, mine’s over there, only a few yards. Can you manage? I think I’d better take you back home to Mum.’
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Philip is driving very carefully. Mostly because the roads are quite icy, but also because he’s aware that his passenger is a close friend of his mother and likely to send in a report. Not that she seems to be paying much attention. In fact she still looks quite upset.

‘Are you warm enough? I’d try turning the heater up but it’s not very efficient.

Still, can’t complain: car’s a nice little runner for its age. Besides, I’ll have you home in a couple of minutes.’

‘This is very kind of you. I hope I haven’t spoiled your evening.’

‘No way. I only called in for a quick pint and I’d promised my mate a game, a sort of return match. I’m supposed to be studying.’ ‘Studying? Isn’t next term a few weeks away yet?’ ‘It is. But the more work I get under my belt during the holidays…’ ‘The more time you have for partying during term?’ ‘Exactly. Besides, it keeps the parents happy to see their studious son working hard. Justifies their outlay on the car.’

‘I doubt your mum’s fooled for a minute. Reading History, aren’t you?’ ‘That’s right. Social and political history of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.’

‘Abbie said you’re interested in Ancient Britain, too.’

‘Yes, the whole business about the Roman invasion and then the Saxons.’

‘I expect you know all about Hallowfield? I understand quite a lot’s happened here.’

‘Well, there’s not much early stuff, though there seems to have been a settlement here for some time. Most of the interesting events took place in the 1600s. Witchcraft trials and all that. Here we are.’ Philip turns the car in through the gates of Wheatcroft House.

‘Thanks, Philip, you’re a star. I hate to think what would have happened if you hadn’t followed me.’

‘My pleasure. But I insist that you come in and say hello to Mum.’

‘OK, I won’t argue with that. Tell you what, though, I’d be really interested to find out some more about the history of witchcraft in the village. If you happen to come across anything…’

‘I’ll see what I can find out. In fact you might have given me an idea for one of next term’s papers. Leave it with me. Come on, let’s get you into the warm.’
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Sally goes around double-checking all the doors and windows. Cat, quite unperturbed, is asleep in her favourite armchair. That’s a good sign. She’s assured Abbie and Philip that she’ll be fine, but now she’s alone Sally doesn’t feel quite so confident. She thinks about ringing Naomi, then dismisses the idea. But that reminds her about the seals they had set around the cottage. Well, there’s nothing to be lost. So she goes in search of the beeswax candle and the incense sticks that Naomi left with her.

The lamps are dimmed, the candle will light the centre of the room. Thin trails of scented smoke curl up from the incense, carrying with them the memory of the last time they cast a circle for protection. She has no wand or knife, nor can she remember the exact words, but she paces out the circle three times around the room, using her hand to draw a ring of light. Then, at each quarter, she asks the Guardians to protect her. By now Cat is awake and observing the proceedings. Lighting the candle, Sally closes her eyes and visualizes the new moon as Diana the Huntress, long-limbed and agile, armed with bow and arrow. She looks a bit like Naomi, but that’s all to the good, a powerful champion to have at her side, and at this moment Sally needs all the help she can get.

She begins by apologizing for her lack of proficiency and begs for tolerance. After all, this is an emergency. Then she asks for help and guidance. Concentrating very hard, she visualizes the ring of light. Chanting the spell Naomi gave her, she pushes it outwards to surround the house and garden, seeing it thicken and sprout sharp barbs. Inside the circle, she creates a dense cloud of fog that obscures the cottage and anyone inside it.


Craft a fence of Earth and Water, build a wall of Air and Flame
Weave a spell to keep out evil, none shall come to hurt or maim.



Sally repeats the spell over and over, turning on the spot as, using her hand in place of a knife, she traces the circle she sees in her mind. Her arm is cold but her hand feels alive, as if a current of electricity is flowing through it to her fingertips.

Then it’s over and she’s extinguishing the candle and turning up the lights. Well, Jonathan, she thinks, what would you and your fellow psychologists think of that little demonstration?
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Ayden’s car is where he left it, unscratched as far as he can see in this light. He wouldn’t put it past her, sort of thing a woman would do. He can never resist checking it over every time he returns to it. Vandals everywhere these days. But it’s also the pleasure of admiring it yet one more time. It’s something he’s always promised himself: a BMW. Black, of course. Not quite new when he bought it, but near enough. He gets a kick every time he looks at it, and, as always, he feels that certain shiver as he slides behind the wheel and starts the engine.

He steers the car away from the kerb and moves slowly along the road. Could use another drink. Nothing left at home, no point in going there, the stock of booze they’d got in for Christmas is all gone. Must admit he’s been knocking it back a bit lately. Not surprising really. He sees the village’s other pub ahead. They probably all know about him there, too. And beyond that is Naomi’s house. Her and Claire. No, he’d had enough of that the other night. And now there’s that other bitch, Sally Lavender. Women. Not worth wasting his time on.

‘So what does a man do at ten o’clock on a Sunday night in a dump of a village like this? Bugger all, that’s what. Right, I’m getting out of here.’ Ayden swings the car out towards the main road. ‘Cambridge, that’s it, drive into Cambridge, bit of life there. Go find some young people, have a couple more drinks—you never know, perhaps I’ll pick up a bird. Not too old to score.’ It’s starting to rain. He flicks the wipers on and clears the windscreen.
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Just as Sally is going upstairs, Abbie rings to see if she’s OK and makes her promise to keep her mobile by her bedside. She tries to settle down to sleep, the Goddess knows she needs it, but in the darkness her mind is racing. After a while she hears the familiar click-clack of the cat flap. Cat went out only a short while ago, but it seems that night patrol is over early. A few moments later she jumps up on the bed as usual and begins what feels like an urgent washing session. Sally reaches for the light switch and sits up.

‘Ugh, you’re all wet. Raining, is it? Well, that’ll clear the last of the snow away.’ She rubs Cat over with a bunch of tissues, then strokes down the damp fur. She can feel, rather than hear, the deep-throated purr.

And something else.

It’s like a tingle of energy running through Cat’s body, similar to the fuzzy sensation around an electromagnetic field. She can follow its path with the palm of her hand. Sally had acupuncture at one time to ease a back strain. The therapist talked about the body flowing with energy lines that cross and create centres. Meridians, he called them. Is that the same thing Naomi was talking about? And didn’t Naomi say that if she links this energy with her own and directs it she can make things happen? Like she did with Jonathan?

Sally’s hand follows the length of Cat’s back, moulding her palm to the contours of Cat’s spine. Cat’s eyes, huge, black marbles in the dim bedroom light, narrow to slits of green. She feels the weight of the creature on her lap, the sound deep in its throat vibrating through her own body. She sees Jonathan’s hands grip the steering wheel, his face looming close to hers. Or is it Ayden? The same full mouth, the same arrogant sneer.

A sudden surge of energy leaps between her and the animal. She can see her own face reflected in Jonathan’s eyes…

For the life that was lost and sorrow heavy borne, let Truth be known and Justice be done.
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It’s raining more heavily now. Ayden flips the wipers onto a faster sweep. He’s on the Newmarket bypass, three lanes each side of a wide central reservation. But the road is clear, not like mid-week rush hour when it’s nose to tail all the way. Sunday evening, and they’re all at home watching telly. Is that what Claire’s doing? All snuggled up cosy in front of the box? He’ll fix them, all right. Like he fixed that bloody Ruth Clifton.

It was her fault anyway, interfering old bag. Who’d have thought she’d turn up at his place at that time in the morning? Telling him how he ought to treat his wife. Yelling at him about her daughter. What’s her bloody daughter got to do with him anyway? Her own fault if he hit out, the way she was going on at him. He’d already had enough of his own wife that night. And God knows where she’d got to when he needed her. If she’d stayed put instead of running off it would never have happened. He only meant to shut the bloody woman up. Not his fault if she fell and hit her head, and then wouldn’t get up. He’d needed a drink then to steady his nerves. Then he found she’d stopped breathing. After that he was sober. Too bloody, stone-cold sober.

Cambridge isn’t that far now. He needs that drink.

The road is clear and he pushes his foot down. Faster, harder, nothing around to get in his way. All look the same, these motorways, embankment flashing by, overpasses one after the other. Like giant insects on concrete legs, striding over the motorways. He’d read that somewhere.

It’s over a week since the funeral. The police haven’t come near him, not after that first interview. Thank God Claire had the sense to keep her mouth shut. They’d been hiding her somewhere, those women. Bet that Lavender woman knew where she’d been. But now she’s with Naomi and they won’t let him near her. She doesn’t know what it’s been like for him all this time, living on a knife-edge, dreading any moment they’d come for him, start asking questions, then more questions. It’s taken all his strength just thinking what to do each day. He’s exhausted with it all. If only he could sleep.
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The cat purrs and the rain rattles the window. Sally is conscious of the energy flowing through their bodies. A sudden wave of exhaustion washes over them, as if the tension of the evening has drained her. Tired, must get some sleep. Sleep. Then she hears a voice singing:


Pussycat, Pussycat, where have you been?
I’ve been up to London to look at the King.



[image: ]

The wheels are spinning the car through the night. Ayden leans back, pressing his body into the seat as the road flashes by faster and faster. The wipers rock from side to side. So tired, drained, eyes heavy, heavy…

Suddenly the car is turning itself, swinging across the lanes towards the embankment. He grasps the wheel, yanks on it, forces the car away from the edge towards the central reservation. A concrete pylon is rushing towards him…


Pussycat, Pussycat, what did you there?
I frightened—



Everything happens so slowly. Ayden watches as the world around him explodes and a billowing cloud of white plastic smothers his face. He is thrown forward against the strain of the seat belt, then back against the headrest, his body jolting with the impact. All movement ceases, and through the crazed windscreen all he can see is cracked concrete with a bent piece of metal jutting out of it. For a long while all he knows is silence.
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Cat leaps off the bed and onto the floor where she begins frantically licking her ruffled fur. Sally leans back against the pillows, breathless and trembling. She doesn’t know what frightens her most. The thought that it might have happened again, that if she had gone on she could have caused harm to the man, even killed him?

Or the fact that she wished she had?


Twenty-six


Morning of Tuesday, 23 January
New Moon



FRAN IS LOOKING FORWARD to her morning break when Sally comes through the door looking pink-cheeked and windswept. Doesn’t she look well?, Fran thinks. Nothing like that whey-faced city waif who turned up here a few months back. But as she approaches, Fran sees that Sally’s eyes are shadowed.

‘Hello there, you look tired.’

‘Yes. Sorry I wasn’t there when you rang last night, but I got your message. Something about the local newspaper? No, I haven’t seen it. Why, what’s happened?’

‘Well, I’ll show you if I can find a copy.’ Fran starts rummaging behind the counter. ‘Late night, was it?’

‘Fairly, yes. Dinner with a new client. Runs a tour company in Cambridge.’

‘Oh, really?’ Fran peers over the counter top, eyes bright with sudden interest. ‘And what’s he like?’

‘Utterly charming. And so are his wife and three teenage children.’

‘Oh well, never mind. Ah, I’ve found one. Here: read it for yourself.’

‘What am I looking for?’ Sally turns the pages then gasps, scanning the words beneath the photograph. She looks up at Fran, her mouth open in shock.

‘Yes, it took the wind out of my sails, too.’

Sally studies the picture more closely. The crumpled mess makes sense only when explained by the article next to it. His name is there and a description of the vehicle, a black BMW. And the time the accident occurred. ‘I don’t believe this.’

‘I know what you mean. No matter how much faith you have, when this stuff actually starts to work…’ Fran shakes her head.

‘What, you think this is to do with the ritual we did at new moon?’

‘Of course. I think this may only be the beginning.’

‘It says he wasn’t hurt.’

‘No. Apparently walked away without a scratch. Miraculous escape, they’re calling it. If only they knew the real story.’

‘It says he’s been charged with drink-driving.’ Sally is reading through the article again.

‘Now there’s a surprise. And driving a car that wasn’t insured. That’s the bit that threw Claire.’

‘She’s seen this then?’

‘Yes, it was Claire who spotted it. She’s in the café kitchen. Why don’t you go and have a word with her?’

Claire is heaping whipped cream between layers of sponge cake, humming a tune between licking her fingers. She looks up as Sally comes in. She seems different, taller somehow, more in charge of herself.

‘Though I say it myself, that carrot cake is good.’ Claire points to a huge, dark confection frosted with sweet, creamy cheese. ‘Grab a plate and cut yourself a slice.’

‘You look as if you’re having a good time.’

‘The best. And I’ve got another job lined up too. A few hours on Sunday mornings selling plants at the local nursery.’

‘That’s great.’

‘Don’t sound so enthusiastic.’

‘Sorry. I’ve just seen the paper.’

‘Oh, that.’

‘Yes, that.’

Claire is suddenly serious. She leans her hands on the back of a chair, hangs her head for a moment, then looks into Sally’s face. ‘You know, I just didn’t realize how much I hated him until I read that. He loved that car, you know. It was almost like another woman in his life. He treated it in a way he never treated me. He gave it…’ She searches for the words. ‘Time. That’s it: he gave the car his time.’

‘Yes, I know exactly what you mean. Jonathan had one of those.’

‘It’s working, isn’t it? The ritual?’

‘You think so?’

‘Oh yes, not necessarily how each of us might have envisaged it. We asked the Goddess for truth and justice. He’ll get what he deserves. Not for us to say what that might be.’

‘Or how it happens?’

‘Or how it happens.’

‘Fran said something about the insurance.’

‘Now that’s odd. You see the insurance premium should have been paid by the bank, that’s how Ayden arranged all the domestic bills. He bought the car last year, a sort of Christmas present to himself. As it was a few days before Christmas, the insurance arranged a temporary cover and sent a direct debit for the year’s payment to the bank at the beginning of January. The same thing was supposed to happen this year. In fact I remember receiving the advice note from the company during Christmas week, saying they would debit the sum on…um…I think it was the third of January.’

Sally considers those dates for a moment. ‘You remember what happened on the second of January, don’t you?’

‘What?’

‘Fran and Abbie cleaned out your joint account.’

‘You’re right—I’d forgotten about that.’ A smile lights Claire’s eyes and creeps to the corners of her mouth, popping out in a little giggle. ‘And we don’t have an overdraft facility. The bank is fairly tolerant, but that insurance cover cost a fortune—they would never have stood for that. But no, that still doesn’t explain it. Even if you don’t pay on time, insurance companies usually give you a few days’ grace. And surely they would have sent reminders? Besides, that was almost three weeks ago and Ayden transfers money from the business into our private account every week.’

‘Well, something obviously went wrong somewhere. And driving an uninsured vehicle and smashing it up while under the influence, those are pretty serious charges. Let’s be thankful no one else was hurt.’

‘Oh, but somebody was. His beloved car,’ says Claire. ‘And uninsured, it can’t be replaced. Oh, how sad.’ The little giggle erupts again.

Fran comes into the kitchen, carrying a tray of used dishes.

‘Are the next lot of cheese and onion scones ready yet? All of the last batch are sold. Oooh, that looks yummy, Claire!’ She flicks a finger of cream from the mixer. ‘Hey, and don’t forget to take your morning break. I don’t want to wear her out, she’s too good an asset for the business.’

‘You’re taking this shop-minding very seriously, aren’t you, Fran?’

‘You bet. In fact,’ she stops to catch her breath, ‘in fact I think I might take it on full-time.’

‘What? You mean like a job?’ Sally looks astonished.

‘Yes. Why not? Jack’s not hurrying back to work, and I can’t see him ever being the same now Ruth has gone. Shirley’s been great, but she has her own family to look to. No, what Jack needs is a full-time manager. Matter of persuading him, that’s all.’

‘But what about all the work you do around the village?’

‘’Bout time Edward recruited some of his parish committee to take on more of the social work. Most of the village come in here anyway, so I won’t be missing much.’

‘Well, I think I’ll get a coffee to go with this cake,’ says Sally. ‘Are you joining us, Fran?’

‘Not just yet. Shirley should be here any minute—I’ll have my break when she takes over.’ Fran snatches up a plate of scones, then pauses, looking thoughtful. ‘Tell you what, Sally, can I ask you a favour? After you’ve had your coffee, could you spare ten minutes to go round to the church with me?’

‘Sure. Why?’

‘I’d like your opinion on something, that’s all.’ She dives back into the café, leaving both women looking puzzled.

‘What’s that about?’

Claire shrugs. ‘No idea.’

‘Do you think she’s serious? About working here, I mean.’

‘Yes, she might be,’ says Claire, ‘though I hate to think what Edward will have to say on the subject.’

‘You going to join me for coffee?’

‘Yes, go through and order me one, will you? It won’t take a moment to finish this.’

As Sally walks through to the café, she hears Claire humming again. That’s right, it’s an old Nancy Sinatra song. And as she orders their coffees from Zoë, she can hear Claire’s voice drifting in from the kitchen: ‘…one of these days these boots are gonna walk all over you’.
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They jump into Fran’s old banger of a car and are at the church gate in minutes. There’s something particularly depressing about churchyards in winter, even on a sunny morning like this.

Without speaking, Fran and Sally make their way to Ruth’s plot. The carpet of blooms laid down nearly two weeks ago has died quickly in the frost, but it has been cleared and replaced by arrangements of entwined holly and ivy and some Christmas roses. It looks like Naomi’s work. There are also pots of snowdrop bulbs, their tips showing diamonds of pure white, and a small posy of fresh roses.

‘Never mind, Ruth, it’ll soon be spring. Won’t see the ground for daffodils and hyacinths, eh Sally?’

‘You bet. As soon as the first flowers show we’ll bring them in armfuls.’ She reaches down and touches one of the holly berries, then looks up at Fran. ‘You said you wanted my opinion on something?’

‘That’s right, let’s go inside.’ They follow the path to the side door, Fran striding on ahead. What’s got into her this morning?, Sally wonders. But she follows Fran into the church, shivering as they enter. It seems even colder in here than it is outside. Fran digs her hands in her pockets and walks into the space at the head of the nave. She’s silent for a moment, looking around at the bleak walls.

‘What can you feel?’

‘What do you mean?’ asks Sally.

‘In here. What do you feel?’ There’s a hard edge to Fran’s voice. She has turned to face the altar, her back towards Sally, who can see only the tense jut of her shoulders.

Sally looks around for some clue as to what Fran’s talking about. It’s an ancient building but of no particular historical interest. Dampness has seeped up through the walls and down through the ailing roof to stain the crumbling plaster, and there’s that perpetual smell of furniture polish mingled with decay that clings to the air even in the hottest of summers.

‘Cold,’ says Sally. ‘The place feels as if it will never warm up.’

Fran nods. ‘Is She here? The Goddess?’ Fran sounds anxious, almost irritated. ‘You’ve felt Her, haven’t you? At the Solstice and beside the water? Tell me, can you feel Her here?’

‘I don’t…’ Sally shakes her head. ‘I don’t feel anything. But that doesn’t mean…This is a Christian church, isn’t it? I’m not even sure I believe in a God. Or a Goddess, for that matter. In fact I’m not even sure I know what it means. I never went to Sunday School. My father didn’t approve of organized religion. Do you think there’s a God, Fran? Or is it only the Goddess you believe in?’

‘I think it’s too abstract a concept to grasp. We need a god-form, something we can visualize, talk to. I think we invent what we need to believe in. You can tell a lot about folk by studying what they worship.’

‘And this church was built by people who believed in a male creator.’

‘Yes, any society where women are relegated to second-class citizens is bound to have an all-powerful male as its ideal.’ Fran moves to the lectern, running her hand over the head of the brass eagle. Its outstretched wings hold up the huge Bible with its silk bookmarker—lovingly embroidered, no doubt, by some daughter of the church—to mark where Edward will read the lesson.

‘What about the Goddess?’ asks Sally. ‘Where does She come in?’

‘Once upon a time God was a woman, did you know that? Makes sense, doesn’t it? It’s the women who give birth; therefore, the world and everything in it must have been brought about by a female creator. Oh, I know She appeared in all sort of guises, but the principle was always the same. And there was none of this “My God’s better than your God” nonsense. Historians tend to dismiss it as a collection of fertility cults but, as most early historians were men, anything to do with pregnancy and birth would be far too sordid to be of any spiritual significance. But it’s a fact. The Goddess really was worshipped throughout the world for thousands of years.’

‘So what happened? Where did it all go?’

‘Times changed. The new religions were about power and domination, and it all got mixed up with politics and the state. The Law told people what to do and the Church told them what to think and feel. None of this going around worshipping whatever you like. No, keep the people in poverty and ignorance and fill their heads with hellfire and damnation. The old religion was outlawed.’

‘But what about the women, those who practised the old ways? Why would they allow that to happen?’ Sally asks.

‘The same way any civilization is overthrown. Look at what the British Empire did in India and Africa, the Spanish Conquistadors in South America. Same principle. First, you send in the army and beat the crap out of them. Women are still being beaten into submission—we don’t have to look far from home to see that. Then you send in the missionaries, and the gods of the old religion become the demons of the new. Promise love and forgiveness, instil guilt and terror, and back it all up by an act of parliament.’

‘Wow, when you put it like that…So where does that leave us?’

Fran turns to face the rows of pews. ‘We’ve forgotten who we are. We need something to relate to. We need our Goddess—She’s been denied to us for too long.’

‘But not now. Surely things are changing, at least in this part of the world?’

‘Still a long way to go, but yes, She’s coming back to us.’

‘And have you found Her?’

‘Oh yes, I think we both have. I discover Her every day, one way or another. She’s there every time I watch the young mums push the swings in the park and whenever the old dears come into the shop for their packet of biscuits. She was working through Abbie that night when she dressed Claire’s wounds, and She pitched her tent alongside those women at Greenham Common. She was there when my daughter was born, even though she didn’t live long enough to draw a breath. Oh yes, She’s there all right.’

‘I think I know what you mean. I felt Her that first night when I woke up to find my bedroom filled with light. And then that time She called me out to dance in the moonlight.’

‘But do you feel Her here? That’s what I need to know.’ Fran’s eyes meet Sally’s.

‘I don’t know…I can’t feel anything at this moment, apart from cold. But it only happens sometimes, like when the moon’s full. That seems to do it for me.’

‘The phases of the moon, yes, and certain places where natural energies are strong. And those times when women gather, that’s when She touches us. But She’s not here, is She? I’ve never felt Her here.’

‘I can’t say I have either, but then…’

Fran looks around the church, as if seeing it for the first time. ‘And I’m damned sure, now, that I never will.’ She steps down, away from the altar, searching her pocket for the keys. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’ She strides off towards the door with Sally hurrying to catch up with her. The door closes behind them with a hollow-sounding thud and, as Fran turns the key, they hear the tumblers click firmly into place.
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The bottle’s neck chinks against the side of the glass, spilling whisky over the pile of documents. Ayden flicks the drink onto the carpet, then dabs at the top sheet with his handkerchief. Not that it’s worth the paper it’s written on. Damn the bloody company, damn the lot of them. Nothing’s too much trouble when they’re trying to take your fucking money off you, but when it comes to paying out it’s a different matter. Just wouldn’t listen, kept on saying the same thing over and over, like a bloody record. Our company isn’t liable, Mr Drayton. You weren’t insured with us when the accident occurred, Mr Drayton. We’re under no obligation to consider any claim. Twenty-five thousand bloody quid’s worth of scrap metal and they’re under no obligation to consider any fucking claim. Well, they’ve not heard the last of this.

He drains the glass and pours himself another while sifting through the pile of insurance policies to see what else Claire’s cocked up. Just as well he’d seen to the business insurances himself, including the company van. Of course the police checked that straight away, no doubt hoping to find something else to throw at him. Thanks to his own efficiency that was all in order, otherwise he’d have nothing to drive at all. Though God knows how long that will last if they go ahead with the court case. Solicitor reckoned he could lose his licence. How’s he supposed to run a business with no bloody transport?

He finds the house policy. It looks up-to-date, but he decides to get on to the insurers himself, get them to confirm that the house and contents are still covered. Only a ten-minute wait this time, and the girl is at least civil, even if she sounds too young to be in charge of a department. She reassures him that yes, everything’s in order, unless he wishes to review his cover.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, I see your policy was arranged three years ago.’

‘Yeah, that’s when we bought the house.’

‘In your area the rise in house prices is above the national average rate. Also, you’ll probably find that your contents have increased in that time—perhaps new purchases for the house, personal items. Should there be a claim, the cost of replacement may not be fully met by your amount of cover.’

‘I thought you’d sold me one of those inflation-proof policies, supposed to go up every year?’

‘That’s right, sir, to reflect the increase in value of the items you’ve insured. However, that doesn’t cover additional items. We do advise our clients to review their cover from time to time.’

‘Pay more money, you mean? Don’t miss a bloody trick, do you?’

‘Of course it’s entirely up to you, sir.’

Ayden looks around his living room. The sofas were new last year. And there’s his hi-fisystem, bought it for Christmas, state-of-the art speakers, cost him a fortune. Worked bloody hard for that and everything else. Then the car gets wiped out in one night. ‘All right then, you win. Do whatever you have to do, only make sure I get it in writing.’

‘Could I suggest a ten per cent increase, sir?’

‘Yeah. No, make it twenty. That’s right. And never mind the direct debit, I’ll pay for it right now.’ He fumbles in his wallet and scatters a wad of credit cards on the table. ‘Right, I’ll give you my Visa number. Are you taking this down?’


Twenty-seven


Evening of Thursday, 1 February
First Quarter



IT’S THE FESTIVAL OF OIMELC, and Naomi is working alone. Claire, naturally respectful of Naomi’s personal beliefs and practices, is spending the evening with Fran at the shop. Stocktaking, they said. Those two have been spending a lot of time together recently. Naomi has a feeling they’re plotting something. She has been noticing a certain exchange of looks between the two of them, and there have been several unexplained visits to Cambridge. But whenever she tries to find out what’s going on, Claire shrugs her shoulders and changes the subject. Yes, they’re definitely up to something. However, it’s good that Naomi has the flat to herself tonight. A full ritual to invoke the Goddess Brigid, the Celtic Goddess of holy wells and fire. For Naomi it’s a time of cleansing and meditation. Brigid is a bringer of visions and her fire is a symbolic transformation.

She has taken a ritual bath, washing her body with water from the spring that had been blessed and scented with herbs. Her hair is tied back so as not to distract her. She wears a simple black robe. Now the room is alive with candlelight, white candles for purification and cleansing. Incense billows from the glowing embers in the grate, and her Cup, filled with water from the Hallowfield spring, stands upon the altar along with her other implements. The circle has been drawn and the seals have been set. Naomi calms her thoughts in readiness for the invocation of the Goddess.


Great Lady, Mother of the Earth, Triple Goddess of fire,
Come to me this night, for You are the only mother I have known.
Inspire me with Your wisdom and help me find the words that speak truth.
Lend me Your fire to burn away the shadows from my mind.
Touch me with Your warmth that my spirit may be healed.



Naomi holds a taper to the altar candle and the light of the Goddess springs to life. Naomi seats herself in something akin to the lotus position, her long back held straight to allow energy to flow through from the crown charka. Her hands lie in her lap. She breathes slowly, deeply, bringing her body to rest, her mind open and ready for whatever Brigid may reveal. The room with its host of candles has receded to another time and place, leaving only a soft glow on her inner eyelids, a mist through which the Goddess may appear or show her visions of what has been or what might be. She feels only the weight of her misshapen hand.

Mother Goddess. She can remember nothing of her own mother. Her grandmother, Manny, was always there for her. Manny was her teacher, her counsellor. But why did her own mother leave? Perhaps Naomi will never know. It was Manny who helped Naomi come to terms with her injury, although she would never tell Naomi how it happened. If you’ve forgotten, then it may be for the best, was all she would say. Eight years old—she should be able to remember. Obviously her mind has put up some form of barrier. She does vaguely recall the hospital and hearing her father crying. She tries to retrieve those scraps of memory and rebuild them.

That’s right, she was lying in a bed and she couldn’t see her hand or even feel it, but her arm felt enormous. There was a doctor, an Indian-looking man with a beard. He kept saying things like ‘This won’t hurt’ and ‘We’ll soon have you comfortable’. Where was her father? She could hear his voice, but he was sobbing so hard the words made no sense. She tried to look for him among the circle of nurses and people in white coats. Then she realized he was on the floor. She struggled to pull herself up and caught sight of him crouched in a corner, jammed up against a metal cabinet. Then the nurse made her lie down and told her she must keep still.

‘Somebody get him out of here.’ That was the doctor. He sounded angry.

Some of the nurses moved towards him. ‘Come on, you’re only upsetting your daughter.’

Naomi caught another glimpse of him as they pulled him to his feet. He was dirty and dishevelled, face wet with tears and streaked with something black.

‘Dad?’ she called out. But he was being dragged out of the room and he didn’t seem to hear her.

‘It’s all right, honey,’ said a woman in a white coat. ‘They’ll take care of your father. You can see him later when he’s—’

‘Just keep him out of here, will you? If he gives you any more trouble, call security.’ Then the doctor was smiling at her again. ‘Don’t worry, sweetheart, everything’s going to be just fine.’

But she saw the look the doctor had given her father as he was pushed through the door. And the way the nurse frowned when she leaned over to touch the wad of bandages that covered Naomi’s hand.

Naomi has often recalled this scene in the hospital, but this time it all seems so much clearer than ever before. So what happened before that? That’s what she can’t remember. She tries to look deeper, to push her mind back into the dark vortex of that day. But there’s nothing. She makes a deliberate effort to relax, takes several deep breaths, and visualizes the Goddess standing in front of her.

‘Help me, please. There are things here I need to know. It’s been hidden from me for too long now. What is it I’m so afraid of seeing?’

Stillness and a golden misty light. It glows brighter, more intensely, until it flickers with red. A bonfire, flames licking and sparking against a night sky. Then laughter. Her laughter. She’s running around the fire and there are other people, some silhouetted against the glow—children playing like herself, and grownups guarding the blaze. A bang, a flash of green light, and a ball of flame shoots high into the air, exploding in a shower of sparks. Naomi puts her hands over her ears and turns to watch as yet another rocket whooshes skyward leaving a zigzag trail of yellow smoke. She can hear the shouts and squeals of the other children. But she is with her father.

‘Here, Naomi, sparklers. I’ll light one for you.’ He fumbles with his cigarette lighter, almost falling over, but catches his balance and hands her the firework. He lights another and shows her how to make circles and figures of eight in the air by swirling it round and round. Two children at play. Yes, that’s how they were, she and her father. Or a child and a clown. Naomi watches herself, so happy to be with him, and she feels sick. Something is growing inside her, something dark and heavy. It’s fear. A terrible fear. She wants to be her own mother, to protect the young girl who is Naomi. She calls out to herself: ‘Get away from him! Don’t touch it—run!’

But the child doesn’t hear her. All she knows is the crackle of the fire and the whizz of the Catherine Wheels and her father’s stupid grin. He’s laughing too much, and his eyes look strange as they sometimes do when he’s been out with his friends. When he’s like that, he might not speak for hours and hours. Other times he’s silly and stumbling, with his hair mussed and stuff spilled on his clothes. But he’s her father, the famous Simon Walker, who sings and makes music and bows while the audience cheers for more. So the child Naom pretends that it’s all right and laughs with him, while the woman Naomi, helpless with terror, watches his fumbling hands and his stupid, circus grin.

He reaches for another firework and his giggling face is distorted like that of a madman or like Ayden as he sat in his car that night, jeering at her, calling her a bitch. His face is like a carnival mask in the red of the flames. The feeling of dread inside her is heavy and hot like the fire. It fills her chest until she cannot breathe for fear. And there’s anger too, anger and fear, twin snakes coiling into a ball of flame. Stop him! Why doesn’t somebody stop him? Her father? Ayden? The child reaches out her hand. Daddy, no—don’t do it! No, not her father. Ayden’s face. It must be Ayden. The searing ball inside her chest burns so hot that she can no longer bear it and thrusts it from her.

And the world explodes around her.

Naomi is back in her body. She gasps for air and tries to calm herself before she opens her eyes. The candles have burned down a little way; other than that, the room is unchanged. But she is changed. The memory is clear now, and so is the pain. Now she knows what happened and, worse, why it happened. It’s a while before she’s able to breathe freely and pull herself to her feet. She must finish the work at hand, close the circle and extinguish the candles. First, she takes a long drink from her cup to steady herself before she goes through the necessary closing of the ritual.

The candles are now cold and the equipment cleared away. Still trembling, she makes her way to the kitchen to throw water on her face. Gradually the world comes back into focus. She knows she should eat something, but instead she pours herself a large glass of red wine, hoping it will soothe the place where the fire built up inside her. It’s gone now, banished. Or is it? She should feel balanced, as if everything has returned to its normal state. Instead she feels as if something has escaped—as if, somewhere out there in the night, there is a wild animal on the loose.
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Morning of Friday, 2 February
Full Moon



Abbie’s alone in the stable building, except for four horses, a foal, an unknown number of mice, and Cat. Actually there aren’t nearly as many mice as there used to be: Cat seems to be doing an excellent job of reducing the population. Abbie can hear her now, rustling about in the straw. The horses don’t mind Cat wandering in and out of their stalls, and she seems to know instinctively when to get out of the way of their hooves. Abbie is sitting on a bale of straw, applying conditioning oil to a saddle, a routine task that she enjoys. It forces her to sit down and have a quiet moment, and right now she needs some space to think.

Brian McPherson had called in earlier and, inevitably, the subject of the documentary came up yet again. And again she said no. After he left, she went to wash her hands and caught sight of herself in the mirror. Another grey hair, well, there’s bound to be a few now—but it made her realize that time is slipping away. The boys are almost gone, and what happens next? Empty nest syndrome? Still, she has her other children: the horses. But what has she achieved? Oh, there’s the riding school, of course, but…

And then Claire turned up. Abbie had just settled down again to work on the saddle when the horses snuffled and shifted in their stalls, a sign that someone was outside. A moment later Claire came through the door, bundled up in her heavy coat with a woollen hat and scarf.

‘Brrr! What a morning. That stable yard’s like an ice rink, nearly fell on my butt coming over.’

‘They reckon there’s more snow on the way. Here, come and thaw out.’

Claire removed her gloves and crouched down to warm her hands in front of the two-bar electric fire that was subsidizing the background heating of the stable. ‘Can’t stay long, I’m on my morning break. But I finished that bottle of jollop you gave me—’

‘Herbal infusion.’

‘Whatever. Anyway, it seems to be doing me good, and you did say you’d let me have some more when it ran out.’

‘Certainly I did, but I don’t think it’s all down to my tonic.’

Claire looked up and smiled. ‘It takes a lot of getting used to, you know.’

‘What does?’

‘Being happy.’

‘I’m sure you’ll learn to cope.’ Abbie stood up, pulled her key chain from her pocket and went through to her office and the carved wooden dresser. ‘How’s Naomi?’ she called through the door.

‘Oh, fine. At least, she was until this morning.’

‘Why, what’s wrong?’

‘Well, she was a bit quiet. Said she hadn’t slept well, but I have the feeling something happened last night while I was at the shop.’

‘Oh?’

‘She was doing some ritual work.’

‘Yes, of course, it was Oimelc.’ Abbie came back, carrying a large bottle of muddy-looking liquid. ‘You think it has something to do with that?’

‘Could be. I’ll try and find a quiet moment later, see if I can get her to talk about it.’

Abbie resumed work on her saddle, spreading another layer of conditioning oil with a dry cloth. ‘How is it working out, you and Naomi living together?’

‘If you mean am I aware of how Naomi feels about me: yes. Seems everybody knew about it except me, but I’m beginning to get the message. It’s the way everybody keeps asking how we’re getting on while pretending they’re looking at something else.’

Abbie looked back at Claire. ‘So, now that you are aware of the situation, how do you feel about it?’

‘Oh, God, I don’t know. I mean, it’s not a problem. Whatever’s going on for her, she’s worked hard at keeping it from me.’ Claire stood up and brushed straw from her coat. ‘What I had with Ayden was never what you’d call a partnership. I’ve got a lot to learn about living with someone, even as friends. Anything more than that? I’ve never even thought about going down that road.’

‘Perhaps you both need to be more open about your feelings if you intend to make the arrangement permanent. It hardly seems fair on Naomi. Better to let her down now than allow her to set up false hopes.’

‘Yes, though I’m reluctant to cause waves at the moment. Being a bit selfish. As I said, I’m not used to being happy. But, no, you’re absolutely right, the longer we go on like this, the more hurt she’ll be if I have to let her down.’
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She is now buffing the leather to a soft shine. The door opens, a cold blast of air, and Sally comes in.

‘You’re my third visitor this morning. Claire’s just left and before that Brian McPherson was here.’

‘Haven’t seen him since New Year’s Eve,’ says Sally.

‘He was talking about you. Quite a lot, actually. I think he’s working up to asking you for a date.’

‘Oh dear. I’m not sure I’m ready for that yet. In fact, I’m not sure what I think about having a man in my life full-stop.’

‘Sounds a bit drastic.’

‘Oh, it is. I like to think of myself as being self-possessed. You know, modern woman, career-orientated, independent, all that sort of thing. But when it comes to men, I fall to pieces. I get so caught up with their relationship to me that I lose sight of what I’m getting, or not getting, from them.’

‘I’m not sure I know what you mean.’

‘Well, like with Jonathan. I was so amazed that he’d actually wanted to marry me that I turned a blind eye to the fact that he was a two-faced lying skunk. Well, of course I knew really—I’d have to be stupid not to—but I wouldn’t acknowledge it, even when I had my nose rubbed in the evidence.’ She sits down on a straw bale. Cat jumps up and turns around on Sally’s lap to find a comfortable position for washing. ‘I think Cat here has the right idea. Never see her chasing a tom.’

‘No, only mice—and you don’t want one of those. Didn’t you say your father abandoned your mother?’

‘That’s right. Mind you, she did drive him batty. But, yes, he left us, me and my sister and Mum. He went off to live happily ever after with Mavis.’

‘They say we do tend to marry our fathers.’

‘That’s what they say.’ Sally thinks for a moment, a look of astonishment transforming her face as comprehension dawns. ‘Oh, hell. Is that what it is?’

‘Could be. But I’m no psychologist.’

‘No, that was Jonathan’s role. He was the expert on human behaviour, especially mine. Knew how to pull all my strings. I was overwhelmed by him. I don’t know if I want to go there again. But at the time I suppose I was so afraid he’d run off, like my father did, that I put up with anything.’

‘And after your father ran off your mother died, didn’t she?’

‘That’s right. Oh shit! Hey, you’re good at this, aren’t you?’

‘It’s so obvious when you’re not standing in the middle of it.’

‘So you think I was afraid that I literally couldn’t live without a man?’

‘What do you think? You’re the one who’s opting for celibacy.’

‘I don’t know. What do I think? Perhaps it’s about time I learned to live with myself. What do I need a man for anyway? I’ve managed without one for the past four months. And there are certain advantages—no shaving stubble in the handbasin, no smelly socks in the laundry basket.’

‘Like a fish needs a bicycle?’

‘Precisely. Besides, I’ve got a perfectly good cat.’
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Evening of Friday, 2 February
Full Moon



The conversation with Abbie has left Sally uncertain and confused. The moon has a long way to travel before her light enters Sally’s bedroom in the early hours of the morning, bathing her sleeping body and disquieting her dreams, but direct light isn’t necessary for a meditation: an awareness of the moon’s presence is all that Sally requires. The routine of the casting of the circle and the setting of seals is developing a comforting familiarity. It might not be the right way—Naomi would probably list a line of faults in technique and procedure—but when she repeats the words ‘I create sacred space’, it really does feel as if the world has receded and she’s in a special place that’s hers alone. Except for Cat, of course, who, being a creature of the moon, refuses to leave the room.

Sally invokes the Goddess with a prayer, again choosing to name Isis with whom she is beginning to identify. Is she discovering her own method of working or is she remembering something she already knows? Like she knew about the layout of the cottage and where the river was. Now, there’s an interesting thought. She makes herself comfortable in a chair, back straight, feet together, like Isis herself as she is seen seated in the carvings on Egyptian walls. She folds her hands in her lap, cradling the uncut opal that she always carries with her, rubbing its rough edges between fingers. The candle flame dances above the column of wax until her eyelids are ready to close.

The smell of the incense sticks is light and pleasant. Lotus, it said on the packet. Not that she would know what a lotus smells like, but she likes the sound of it. Lotus—the word evokes things Egyptian: gold and lapis lazuli, a row of dark-haired maidens holding ostrich plume fans, the Goddess herself with outstretched wings. Isis in another form, kneeling this time, her head bearing a crescent moon. Then another Goddess, this one sitting upright on a chair wearing the head of a cat. Diana the huntress, swift-footed in pursuit of a forest deer. Though Diana isn’t Egyptian. Greek, isn’t she? Or was that Artemis? Demeter, lamenting her lost daughter. All these Goddesses. A small statue of clay, a rough female form with huge hips and belly, the first image of the Mother Creator.

As Fran said, women’s god-forms have been taken, forbidden and destroyed. Only God the Father was allowed. The father, the first male image, a divine being for a girl child until she learns that he has feet of clay. But by then the damage is done, the pattern is set. Jonathan. Yes, he just was like my father, and I followed him blindly until he turned out to be another false idol. The Goddess has been here all the time. The images and statues are only a means of finding Her. Inside, that’s where our Goddess is hidden, in the last place we’d think of looking.

Sally’s eyes open and the room comes into focus. It takes a moment for her surroundings to make sense, the sharp edge of the opal cutting into her palm. She feels as if she’s been away for a long time, although it must have been only minutes. The candle flickers, reminding her that its light must be extinguished and the circle closed. It is as she bends to put out the flame that she remembers doing the exact same thing before. That’s right, she was standing in this room, in this very same place, and she bent over to put out the candle, pulling her long skirt away from the hearth. Long skirt? Yes, a thick, heavy skirt of dark material, a dress with a white collar, her hair bound up and tucked beneath a starched cap. There’s someone with her. Abbie? Though she looks different. This woman is younger and taller. And there’s fear in her eyes.

‘I believe they’re coming,’ she says. ‘It’s of no use. They know we’re here.’ The room glows red in the half-light of the fire. They hold their breath. A noise rocks the house, then another. Heavy blows on the door. Abbie grasps her hand and they wait for what they know must happen.

Sally blinks, tries to clear her head. The image changes. Another darkened room, another hearth, this one blazing. She’s standing in front of a table on which there are several candles casting a yellow circle. The light falls on a huge book over which a man bends his head, quill pen dipping for ink and scratching over the page. Another man stands behind him, his face concealed in the shadows. He’s muttering words she can’t understand, but the writer nods. Sally can’t move. There are people either side of her, hands pinning her arms to her sides. The smells in the room are overwhelming—wood smoke, the burning fat of the candles, the sweat of unwashed bodies. Her own fear. The writer looks up. ‘How do you plead, Mistress Sarah?’ She knows him, even though his face looks different: lined and scarred, as if he has been a fighter. But the eyes, that same cool detachment, and the hair, a streak of white, like a badger. She has sat before him in another time and place, answering endless questions. Only then he was Inspector Rankin.

The second man steps forward from the shadows. Sally recognizes him, would know that arrogant sneer anywhere, despite the shaven head and the hare lip. ‘She’s guilty, sir,’ says Ayden. ‘The witch is as guilty as sin.’
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It’s past midnight and, again, Ayden’s van is parked outside Naomi’s workshop. The light is on in the flat above, so they must be in there, Claire and that bitch. He has tried to stay away, even watched the match on telly. Chelsea were playing. But he couldn’t concentrate; his mind kept shifting to this place. He’s lost count of the times he’s done this. Just sat here, watching the window. This time he’ll get out of the car and go across to the door. This time he’ll give the orders. He’ll drag her out of there if he has to. She’s his wife, he has the right. One more cigarette and then…But he knows it will be like all the other times. He’ll sit here until he’s numb with cold and his back’s stiff and his legs cramped, then he’ll drive back to the dump that used to be his home.

He almost falls asleep, cigarette in his hand. It drops on the floor as he jolts awake, and now he’s having to reach around in the dark for it. It is the noise that has startled him. It wakes a lot of other people, too. Late at night in a Suffolk village you don’t often hear the wailing of sirens. Ayden guesses it is a fire engine.

And he is right.


Twenty-eight


Morning of Saturday, 3 February
Full Moon



NAOMI RUNS THE LENGTH of the hall and slams open the door to the room where Claire is still sleeping soundly. For a moment she stands, looking as if she’s trying to run in three directions at once, then she dives onto the bed and starts to shake Claire’s shoulder. ‘Wake up! You’ve got to wake up.’

‘Oh God, it’s not that time already, is it?’

‘No. I mean yes, it is. But something’s happened. It was on the news and I thought it couldn’t be your place, so I rang Fran and she rang someone else, then called back and said it was yours and it’s really bad.’

‘What are you talking about? What’s going on?’ Claire wrestles herself out of the bedclothes and into an upright position.

Naomi, still in flight-or-fight mode, steps back to give her space. ‘I so much don’t want to tell you this, but you’ve got to know.’ She takes a deep breath. ‘Your house. Last night. There was a fire.’

‘Oh.’

‘No, I mean it. A real fire. They said it was completely burnt out.’

‘Oh, I see. What day is it?’

‘I don’t know, er, Saturday. Do you understand what I said? There’s been a fire at your house.’

‘Right.’ Claire stares blankly for a moment, trying to get her head around what Naomi is saying. ‘Any chance of a cup of tea?’

‘I was just making it when—’

‘What’s that you’re wearing? And what have you got on your feet?’

‘What?’ Naomi looks down at herself. Her long, showgirl legs end in a matched pair of huge, green frogs with bulging eyes. She’s also wearing a T-shirt with the slogan ‘Witches do it on a broomstick’ emblazoned across the front. ‘They were a Christmas present.’ As if that explains everything. She pushes her wild hair out of her face. ‘I thought…I mean, I was going to wake you up and…That was before…I’ll go and make the tea.’ Halfway down the hall to the kitchen she can still hear Claire laughing.
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The street is awash. It looks more as if there’s been a flood than a fire. A few firemen are moving around the front garden. Dressed in their heavy protective clothing, they look like cartoon characters. A fire engine is still parked outside, along with an official fire service van and a police car. The police officer is talking with one of the firemen, who’s holding a clipboard, and they’re standing either side of a strip of yellow plastic tape that cordons off the property.

The smell of smoke is all over the village. Sally and Claire join the straggle of villagers on the opposite side of the road. As usual, people have come to gawp. The place is gutted, broken glass everywhere, tiles off the roof. The neighbour’s kids are more interested in the fire engine.

Claire stands with her hands in her pockets. The flower beds either side of the front path have been trampled by big fireman boots—this is the only thing that seems to cause her any distress. The rest of it she gazes at with detached curiosity like any other sightseer. Naomi is beside her, clutching at the sleeve of Claire’s coat, twisting the material between her fingers.

‘Odd, isn’t it,’ says Claire, ‘all those smoke marks above the windows, like big black fans. I suppose they were caused by the heat flaring upwards when the windows blew out.’

‘Oh, Claire, this wasn’t supposed to happen.’ Naomi is struggling with tears, rubbing her face with the heel of her hand. ‘Your lovely house, all your furniture.’

Claire steps off the pavement and crosses to what used to be her front path. Naomi follows close behind, looking along the road in both directions. Ayden’s company van is parked a few yards away, but there’s no sign of him. A neighbour stands on her doorstep, dressing gown wrapped tightly around her against the cold. Claire raises a hand to her, a gesture that’s almost a wave. The woman bites her lip, her face creased with concern.

The men in uniform look around as Claire and Naomi approach the yellow tape. ‘I’m sorry, madam, you can’t go in there.’

‘But it’s her house.’ Naomi is indignant. ‘Surely—’

‘Ah, Mrs…’ The fireman looks at his clipboard.

‘Drayton. I’m Claire Drayton.’

‘Ah, yes, Mrs Drayton. Even so, I’m afraid I can’t let you go any nearer. It’s not safe in there, you see.’

‘Believe me, it never was.’

He exchanges a puzzled look with the police officer, who coughs politely and turns to her.

‘I know this is a bad time, Mrs Drayton, but could I just clarify a few matters with you? Mr Drayton said there’s only himself in residence.’

‘That’s right. I’ve been living with my friend here.’ Claire lays a hand on Naomi’s arm.

‘So, when was the last time you were in the house?’

‘Oh, several weeks ago now. I had no intention of returning.’

‘I see. And could you tell me where you were last night, around midnight?’

‘We were at home, watching television.’

‘There was a late film on we both wanted to watch.’ Naomi tries not to sound defensive; she’s guilt-laden enough without this interrogation.

‘And was Mr Drayton with you?’

‘Ayden? No. I haven’t spoken to my husband since…since I left.’

‘So, he didn’t visit you last night, then?’

‘No. Why? What makes you think—’

‘Perhaps I misunderstood,’ the fireman cuts in. ‘Mr Drayton was very distressed, a bit confused maybe. He’s with the people at number fourteen, they said they’d look after him. We can sort it out later.’ But he and the police officer are exchanging looks again.

‘What happened?’ asks Naomi. ‘When did it start?’

‘The callout came just after midnight. Neighbours heard noises, probably the tiles smashing on the path. If it had been spotted sooner…These cold winter evenings, everyone indoors with the curtains drawn—you’d be amazed at how quickly a fire takes hold. We were here in ten minutes, but by then it was well ablaze. Too late to save anything much, I’m afraid. We don’t know the cause yet.’

‘So what happens now? Is there anything I should do?’

‘Well, I’ve advised Mr Drayton to contact his insurance company immediately. Considering your present circumstances, you might wish to speak with them yourself, independently. Probably be someone here shortly. With a major incident like this, they like to have a representative on the scene as soon as possible.’

‘An investigator, you mean?’ asks Claire. ‘In case of arson, I suppose.’

‘Oh, my God.’ Naomi holds her hand over her mouth.

‘Well, for everyone’s sake we need to establish the cause as quickly as possible.’ He glances at Naomi, then back to Claire. ‘There’s nothing else you need do. If you leave us your address and number, we’ll keep you informed, though I’m afraid it will be some time before the building will be safe to enter. Even then, I wouldn’t hold out much hope of recovering any personal belongings.’

Claire shakes her head. ‘There’s nothing I’d want from here anyway. But thank you both. I expect it’s been a long night.’ Claire smiles at Naomi, taking her hand, holding it tightly and giving a little tug. ‘Come on, let’s go home.’
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Afternoon of Sunday, 4 February
Full Moon



Sally is contemplating a pile of ironing. Then there’s the spare bedroom—she could make a start on that. She’s planning to strip the wallpaper and paint the walls a soft creamy yellow. Or she could make another cup of tea.

Of course she knows all about the fire. She’d woken yesterday morning to the smell, which, with the stillness of the wind, hung over the village most of the day. She’s part of the village network now and word gets around in no time, even without the five-way telephone communication that took place within minutes of Claire and Naomi returning to the flat. Naomi sounded more distressed than Claire, but refused all offers of company. Later in the morning, Sally called in at the café and found Jack’s daughter in charge and a part-time helper running the shop. Apparently Claire and Fran had gone off somewhere together. Again today, Claire has remained elusive and Naomi tearful. Cat, however, seems to be expecting a visitor. She’s on the kitchen table, sitting at attention with ears pricked forward, listening out for an approaching car. So Sally isn’t surprised to hear the sound of a vehicle drawing up outside her gate, but she doesn’t recognize the sound of the engine. A quick glance out of the window reveals an unfamiliar blue Daihatsu, but it’s Claire who gets out of the driver’s side.
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‘What do you think?’

Sally has come outside to inspect the new acquisition. ‘Neat. It’s a dear little car.’

‘Isn’t it? Good condition for its age. And it comes with a year’s warranty. thought it was about time I got my own transport organized. I’d hardly touched anything of that four thousand, and with a regular income now I thought it would be a good investment.’

‘That’s great. Come on in. I’ll make some tea to celebrate.’

‘Sounds good. I was at the nursery this morning: I thought you’d like this.’ Claire places a plant in the centre of the table.

‘Oh, that’s lovely, thank you. Though I’m not very good with house plants.’

‘Thought you’d say that. It’s a peace lily. They’re easy: just keep it warm and watered. But I won’t be offended if it dies on you. No, Cat, don’t chew the leaves.’ She lifts Cat up and carries her over her shoulder like an infant, while Sally makes the tea.

‘I went to look at the house yesterday.’ Sally takes the milk from the fridge. ‘It looks awful, Claire. I can’t begin to imagine how you must have felt.’

‘Strangely enough, I didn’t really feel anything much. It was like it had nothing to do with me. Which, I suppose, it hasn’t any more. I think Naomi was more upset about it than I was.’

‘It’s this ritual business, the spell we cast for Ruth. She feels responsible, as if what’s happened to Ayden were all her fault.’

‘Yes, I gathered that. But we were all in it together, weren’t we? I know I wasn’t actually present, but, even so, it was just as much my doing as hers. Though I think there’s more to it. She’s been in a strange mood for a couple of days, and she won’t talk to me about whatever’s bothering her. I’ve got a feeling it does have something to do with Ayden.’

‘Here, have some tea.’ Sally places mugs on the table, avoiding looking Claire in the eyes. She’s still carrying the car crash on her own conscience. ‘And what about Ayden? Have you spoken to him about the fire?’

Claire puts Cat down on the floor and pulls up a chair. ‘No, I haven’t. And I’m not planning to make any claim on the insurance payout.’

‘But surely you’re entitled—’

‘I was hoping to go to the pool, if that’s OK.’

‘Of course it is. You know you don’t have to ask.’

‘I need a few moments there. To sort of give thanks, I suppose. This fire, what it damaged was just bricks and plaster. It was never a home. What I do feel is, well, strangely clean. It’s as if I’ve been released from something. I think the house being destroyed may have finally broken the links with Ayden. And my father, too, maybe. I no longer feel anything for either of them. The only person I’m angry with is myself. And ashamed.’

‘Why? What on earth have you got to be ashamed of?’

‘Allowing it to happen in the first place. I should have seen what he really was, and then I should have had the guts to stand up to him. By the time I realized what I’d got myself into, I was trapped. How could I be so gullible, so pathetic?’

‘Look, that’s rubbish.’ Sally grabs Claire’s hand. ‘You’re the strongest person I know. To be able to live like that and to bear it all and say nothing. That’s part of the problem, Fran thinks. You, and a lot of women, are too strong for your own good. You all put up with it because you can. Just one more day, then another. Hang in there and it will all come right. But it never does. At least you had genuine cause to be afraid—I allowed myself to be mentally abused because I was frightened of not being loved. How pathetic is that?’

‘Fran reckons it’s because we’ve lost touch with the Goddess. That we’re looking for our salvation in all the wrong places.’

‘I’m beginning to think she might be right. Would you mind if I come with you?’

‘To the pool? Of course not. Bring a jug and we’ll get some spring water for the new plant’
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Late Afternoon of Thursday, 9 February
Full Moon



The churchyard is grey and empty. The last rays of sunlight strain through the clouds; a little wind, not enough to stir the trees, tosses flower petals on the graves. Claire is standing beside Ruth’s grave. The days are beginning to draw out and, as the café closes at four, she has time to visit while it’s still light. She has brought a spray of white roses, which she arranges in a vase after first removing the faded ones from her last visit. Ruth once told her that white roses were her favourite. When the season is right, Claire will plant a small rose bush here.

Suddenly, she’s aware that she’s no longer alone. A swish of grass, a crunch of stones. Something cold slithers up her spine. She walks carefully around the grave so that, when she raises her head to look at him, Ruth will lie between them. He’s several yards away. Near enough to make her heart beat harder, yet far enough that she can run if she needs to. For a moment she considers that to be her best, her only, course of action, but something in the slackness of his face, the forward bend of his shoulders, makes her hesitate. He reminds her of a rumpled garment that has begun to unravel, thread by thread. His hair has grown long and greasy; stubble shadows the greyness of his skin. There’s a rip in the sleeve of his coat.

She has taken him by surprise, as he has her. For a long time he stands and stares. His eyes are still full of that dark anger, but behind them, further, deeper, she can sense a flicker of fear that was never there before.

‘Claire?’ He doesn’t move.

Energy surges through her limbs. She can run if she needs to, but she holds her ground.

‘Claire, when are you coming home?’

‘What home? I believe it no longer exists.’ She shakes her head. ‘I’ve seen a solicitor. I’m getting a divorce.’

For the briefest moment a wave of shock washes over his face, to be hidden, instantly, by that smirk of derision. ‘You wouldn’t dare.’

‘I’ve also made a statement, an affidavit. If anything—anything—happens to me it will be handed to the police.’

‘Oh, yeah? And who’s going to believe a crazy woman?’

‘No, that won’t work any more, Ayden. Not after what you did to me.’ Then slowly, deliberately allowing each word to find its target, ‘Do you seriously think I’d rather live with you than be locked away somewhere safe where you can’t touch me?’

For once Ayden can’t think of anything to say.

‘Besides, who would believe you? Look at yourself. A drunk who smashes up his car and burns his house to the ground?’

He feels confused. It isn’t supposed to be happening like this. ‘It’s her, isn’t it? She put you up to this. She’s doing this to me and you’re helping her. And the others. You’re all in it together!’

Claire feels it almost physically, as if a rein has tightened in her hands and the muscles in her arms respond, testing her strength. She pulls her shoulders back, raises her head. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’ The faintest lift of her brow.

Whatever he was expecting from her, it wasn’t mockery.

‘Don’t think I don’t know how to deal with you. There’s something you haven’t counted on. Someone who’ll know how to put a stop to what you’re doing.’ Ayden glares, breathless, then turns his back on her, striding off towards the porch and through to the church.

The moment she hears the door slam behind him, she runs for her car, scattering the dead roses along the path.
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Philip Hunter-Gordon
10 February 2007

The two accused women were released and were sent back to Hallowfield. But that didn’t stop Payton and Sewell.

Apparently they continued to stir up public feeling against the women, blaming every sickness and misfortune on them and claiming it to be the work of witchcraft. The accused group had now grown to include their friends—six altogether being identified as the leading practitioners of evil. Lies and rumours spread throughout the small community like the plague itself, until feelings eventually erupted.

It could have been any minor event that triggered the final episode—somebody’s horse dying or the milk turning sour, something quite trivial—but it doesn’t take much to fire up a crowd who are looking for a scapegoat. It happened in the church at a Sunday morning service. The Reverend Payton was preaching about the evils of cavorting with the Devil when Sewell got up and accused the women directly. By then public feeling was running so high against them that the congregation soon became a hysterical mob.

Abigail, Sarah and four others were ‘taken up’ by the villagers. This time there was no imprisonment or trial. The men dealt with it themselves. Whatever interrogation took place, it would have been brutal.

The hangings took place immediately on that Sunday morning—on the village green. Probably the same oak tree that stands there now. It’s supposed to be several hundred years old. I used to climb it when I was a kid.




Twenty-nine


Afternoon of Saturday, 10 February
Last Quarter



BUT THE MOON, FRAN, why should I be so…I mean, is there any reason it would have such a weird influence over me?’ Sally is drawing crescent shapes in the condensation on her kitchen window.

‘Oh, all sorts of reasons. Your moon could be in a very strong position in your natal chart. But you can’t look at one factor in isolation; you’d have to study the whole horoscope to see what’s going on.’

‘Is that something you can do?’

‘Well, I know how to do it, the theory that is, but I’m hardly what you’d call an expert. I’m certainly willing to have a go.’

‘I know you’re busy, but—’

‘I can always find time for a friend. However, it may take a while. I’m going to be a bit tied up over the next few days.’

‘Why, what are you up to?’

‘New Year. Time for some changes.’ Fran’s eyes are focused on the distant fields.

She has been quiet since she arrived, and tense, almost nervous. Not like the usual Fran.

‘Naomi thinks that you and Claire are up to something.’

‘Does she? Well, Naomi’s usually right about most things. However, that’s not the reason I came round to see you.’ Fran takes a deep breath. ‘I came to ask you to come to church tomorrow morning.’

‘Church? Well, I don’t usually—I mean, Christmas was a one-off thing. Why? Is it some special service?’

‘No, nothing like that. It’s Ayden. He’s been to see Edward a couple of times. I think he’s up to something.’

‘Ayden? Wouldn’t have thought those two would have much in common.’

‘Precisely my point. I’d like to think his conscience had got the better of him and he was seeking spiritual counsel.’

‘Yeah, right,’ Sally snorts.

‘So, when Edward gets a mysterious phone call and Ayden turns up at the vestry, alarm bells start to ring. He was there again last night. His van was outside when I arrived home, about seven, but I don’t know how long he’d been there. I tried listening at the door, but these old buildings weren’t designed for eavesdropping. However, I managed to be nearby when he came out and they said something about the morning service this Sunday.’

‘And did you ask Edward what it was about?’

‘Yes, but he won’t tell me anything. In fact he’s been in a strange mood ever since.’

‘Whatever it is, it can’t be good. What about Abbie?’

‘Already spoken with her. She and George will be there of course, matter of form, but I thought Abbie should be warned. I think it’s best if Claire and Naomi keep out of the way, so don’t say anything to either of them. You know what Naomi’s like with Edward, and if Ayden intends to cause trouble…’
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Morning of Sunday, 11 February
Last Quarter



It’s not such a cold day, which may have encouraged a few more parishioners than usual to attend morning worship. A streak of sunlight has chanced its way through the stained glass, brightening the flagstones with a mosaic of blue and red. Vases of early daffodils bring the yellow of the sun; the air is filled with their musky pollen. Disjointed sounds, which could generously be interpreted as music, come from the organ. People gather in little clusters outside, chatting animatedly before entering. Sally, seated near the back, is watching the regular members of the congregation take their places. Several villagers pause to say hello to her before organizing themselves for the service. The placing of handbags, a lining up of prayer- and hymnbooks, a moment of silent prayer, eyes closed, bowed head supported on hand, before they settle down. Then a lot of looking around—Who else is here? Who’s missing?

Abbie and George arrive and invite her to join them in the front row. With the boys away the rest of the long seat is empty, but this is the Hunter-Gordon pew and no one would dream of encroaching uninvited. George greets Sally with a peck on the cheek and helps her to locate the page for the first hymn. Abbie both welcomes and silences her with one meaningful look and the slightest flick of an eyebrow. Then she focuses her attention on the vestry door. The two women draw close together, while the organist, determined and relentless, wrestles with ‘Nimrod’.

The vestry door opens and Fran enters, scanning the congregation. No sign yet of Ayden, as Abbie and Sally are also aware, having taken frequent glances behind them. Fran slips into the pew next to Sally and grasps her hand, but only her mouth smiles. Her eyes look tired and watery, and her grip is a little too tight for comfort. The other hand twists in and out of the leather strap of her handbag. That’s odd. Fran doesn’t usually carry a proper handbag. And she’s wearing a rather smart coat. Sally’s never seen her looking this dressed-up for church, even at Christmas. Is she going somewhere?

No time to ask questions. Abbie jabs her sharply in the ribs and Sally follows her gaze to the door at the back where Ayden has just entered. Obviously he’s made some effort to tidy himself up, although recent loss of weight has left him looking gaunt, almost wolf-like. In the unfamiliar surroundings he hovers momentarily, shoulders hunched, hands in pockets, before sliding into the pew nearest the door. The three women look away quickly before he sees them.

Almost immediately, Edward enters. In a swirl of starched white surplice he kneels to pray at the altar rail, perhaps a moment longer than required. Naomi would have said that that was for full dramatic effect, and there’s a lot of throat-clearing and shifting of feet as the congregation awaits its spiritual guide and mentor. If nothing else, his entrance has silenced the organist. With a quick glance at the assembly, Edward bows his head. ‘Let us pray.’

A couple of hymns and several prayers, a lot of standing up and sitting down, then the Reverend Cunningham mounts the steps of the pulpit and opens wide his hands.

‘Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians, chapter six, verse twelve. “For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places.”’ He pauses, allowing the words to register with the congregation. His gaze is drawn to the man at the back.

‘When Paul came to Ephesus he found a city in the grip of superstition, fear and darkness. It was a city devoted to debauchery, not unlike like many in our world today, London for instance, or even Cambridge. However, the root cause of the licentiousness of the Ephesians was—and this may surprise you—their devotion to their religion. And why should that be?’ He pauses, slowly sweeping the faces with his gaze, holding the eyes of each in turn. ‘Because Ephesus was the place where the great temple of Artemis was located. A temple that was as familiar to the people of that day as King’s College Chapel is to us. One of the seven wonders of the ancient world. Tourists travelled from all over the Roman Empire to see it, just as they come today to walk the banks of the Cam and view the colleges. However, unlike our modern-day tourists, who mostly come to admire the architecture, those ancient travellers came to worship Artemis. Yes, Artemis, the Moon Goddess, one of the many idols of a female religious cult that encouraged dancing and drunkenness and…and every other debauchery known to mankind. Alas, upon reaching Ephesus with the intention of bringing the Good News to its people, to his dismay, Paul found it to be a centre for the practice of witchcraft and the black arts.’

He pauses again for the full weight of his words to strike home. ‘Fortune telling, astrology,’ now he looks directly at Fran, ‘every type of occult abomination was practised openly. Satan held the people of that city in his thrall.’ Edward’s voice, which has grown louder and louder, now drops to barely a whisper. ‘And, as is the inevitable consequence of witchcraft, the people lived in slavery and squalor, fear and darkness, indulging their lusts in painful, degrading acts and drunken depravity.’

‘Oh, shit, he’s really lost it this time.’ Abbie whispers close to Sally’s shoulder.

A wave of restlessness moves through the congregation, sharp intakes of breath and a few loud coughs echoing round the high walls. This isn’t what parishioners want to hear on a chilly Sunday morning in February.

Undaunted, Edward continues. ‘Do I see you sitting there, smugly thinking: There but for the grace of God go I? Well, people of Hallowfield: think again. Cast your minds back a few weeks to New Year’s Eve. Revellers on the streets. Loud music and lewd dancing. Discarded liquor bottles and cans tossed in the gutter. Harmless fun, you might argue? Ah, but it doesn’t stop there, does it? Have you never visited the little teashop in the heart of our village? Oh yes, don’t think I’m not aware of what went on there. God has a way of punishing those who consort with evil.’

This time there are audible gasps of protest. Sally can feel Fran’s body tense; her hand is held in a grip of steel.

‘How many of you turn to the horoscope page in your newspaper? Another form of harmless fun? No. The whole ragbag of astrology and horoscopes, Ouija boards and crystal meditation, of yoga and other heathen practices, these are all means by which satanic forces ensnare the weak and unwary.

‘And witchcraft? As we all know, Hallowfield has a history of witchcraft. And history has a way of reasserting itself. Who are these modern-day witches? Yes, I say witches, for these women do not work their evil alone. Covens gather in the darkness of night to cast their spells and spread venomous lies against the so-called patriarchy. In other words, against men. That’s who their victims are, that’s where their evil is directed, against their fathers and brothers. Against their husbands.’

A loud murmur from the congregation.

‘They worship in the nude, did you know that? Dancing and chanting without shame. Laying hands on one another, touching each other’s naked bodies. Psychic healing, they call it, but I can think of other words to describe it. Drugs. Perversion. Sexual depravity of the worst kind. Yes, even here, in Hallowfield. Innocent women seduced away from their husbands by sweet words persuading them that what they do is normal and natural.’

Sally can’t resist looking around at Ayden. He’s slouched back in his seat, the trace of a sly grin tugging at the corners of his mouth.

‘Like Paul, we must assault the strongholds of evil with the weapons of spiritual warfare.’ Edward is at full volume now, his voice ranting on above the protests of the crowd. ‘How, we ask, are we to fight these handmaidens of Satan?’ His face is flushed red and dark; there are flecks of spittle on his chin. ‘Here lies our answer.’ He brandishes the Bible that has been lying open in front of him. ‘Exodus, chapter twenty-two, verse eighteen: “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live—” ’

‘Shut up!’ Suddenly Fran is on her feet. ‘Shut up, you silly, stupid man, before you make an even bigger fool of yourself.’

Edward stares at his wife.

‘He put you up to this, didn’t he?’ She flings an outstretched hand at the back of the church. All eyes turn towards Ayden. ‘Came running to you with some sob story about his wife having left him, did he? And, as usual, you had your head so far up your arse that you actually believed him.’

Edward’s jaw continues to work, but the only sound he can produce is a meaningless grunt.

‘You haven’t got a clue, have you? You’ve no idea what goes on in this village, what people’s lives are really like. Do you seriously think they’d bring their problems to you? Do you think they’d tell you if they’d spent the rent money at bingo or if their kids were on drugs? Never. Because they know you’re above and beyond all those nasty, sordid little tragedies. Everything has to be censored before it reaches your ears. You’re the vicar, too close to God to be confronted with humanity in all its pitiful honesty.’

He manages to raise a whisper. ‘Sit down, Frances.’

‘No, Edward, I will not sit down. Do you want to know why his wife left him? I’ll tell you the real reason. It was because on New Year’s Eve she tried to talk to a friend so he hit her. Oh, that was nothing new. He’d done it before, often—only this time he beat her senseless, nearly killed her. I bet he didn’t mention that when he came sneaking round to our back door, did he?’

‘He said…I thought…’ Edward’s hands are shaking, his whole body trembling. Beads of sweat have broken out on his brow.

‘He can’t get near her, now that her friends are protecting her, so he thought he’d get you to do his dirty work for him. He’s nothing more than a bully and a thug, and you’re no better. You go on about the God of Love, the God of Compassion. What happened to your love, Edward? Where’s your compassion? That’s what you were supposed to teach these people, wasn’t it? The wonder and joy of knowing their Creator. Well, your tight-arsed, holier-than-thou, self-righteous contempt soon put the lid on that one, didn’t it?’

‘Frances, I think you’d better leave.’

‘Oh, I’m leaving all right, Edward, don’t you worry. Should have done it years ago. He’s betrayed me, too, you know,’ looking round at the congregation. ‘Just like he betrayed all of you. Remember the third commandment? Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain? Well, that’s exactly what he’s done. He uses his authority as God’s representative on Earth to infect this community with his own, personal brand of misery.’

Sally can hear one or two sniggers among the horrified gasps. Surprisingly, Fran’s emotional outburst seems to be easing the tension generated by Edward’s fire and brimstone.

Again Fran turns to face her husband. ‘But you know the worst thing you’ve done to these people? You have taken their Father in Heaven, the maker of the universe, the spirit that holds all existence in His hands, and you’ve recreated Him in your own image and likeness. You, Edward Cunningham, have turned your own God into a boring old fart!’

Sally has to bite her lip so as not to laugh. She looks at Abbie, who has a hand over her mouth.

‘Right, that’s it,’ says Fran. ‘I’m out of here. And if any of you have any sense left, you’ll do the same.’ She snatches up her bag and strides down the aisle towards the door.

It takes a moment for Sally to realize what’s happening and to run after her. Abbie stands up.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ George rasps, snatching at her coat in an attempt to pull her back into her seat.

She hesitates, one heartbeat, then two. ‘I’m sorry, George,’ she murmurs and races down the aisle after Sally.

Next moment the three women are gone. They have left in such a rush that there was no time to even glance at the congregation. If they had done so they might have seen the expression on Ayden’s face. They would also have recognized the young man who was sitting in one of the side pews—Mick Farrow, the young constable who visited them on the morning of Ruth’s disappearance.
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Outside the church, Sally is surprised to see Fran’s old banger already parked by the kerb. There’s a quick reshuffle as Abbie climbs into the passenger seat while Fran instructs Sally to follow them to the shop in her own vehicle. Minutes later, Sally pulls up behind them as Fran slams the driver’s door, then leans back against it, head bowed and shoulders shaking. Abbie gets out the other side and quickly runs around to put her arms around Fran. Sally can’t tell if she’s laughing or crying, and isn’t surprised to find it’s a bit of both.

‘I’ve done it.’ Fran drags a huge crumpled hankie from her pocket and wipes her eyes. ‘Christ, would you believe it? I’ve actually bloody done it.’ She blows her nose loudly.

The side gate opens and Claire comes running out. ‘What happened? Are you all right?’

‘I’m fine, sweetie. Everything’s fine.’

‘Claire?’ Sally spins around. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be at the nursery this morning?’

‘No, took the morning off. I wanted to be here when Fran arrived.’

‘You mean you knew about this? How could—’ Then Sally looks at Fran’s car. Why was it parked outside the church? And what’s all that stuff piled in the back? Suitcases?

‘What’s going on?’ Abbie looks stunned. ‘You had this all planned, didn’t you?’

‘Not all of it. But, yes, I was planning to leave him. I moved most of my stuff out yesterday, not that he noticed. I thought I would slip away unobserved while he was taking the service. Then Ayden got in on the act. Edward wouldn’t tell me what his sermon was about, you see—he usually rabbits on about it for hours. That’s when I guessed what they were up to. So I stowed the rest of my stuff in the car and left it parked out the front of the church in case I had to make a quick getaway. Which, as it turned out, I did.’

‘What happened?’ asks Claire. ‘Was it what we expected?’

‘More or less. He was working himself up to the burning-at-the-stake scenario when I jumped up and opened my big mouth. I’m so sorry, Claire,’ Fran takes her hand. ‘I spilled the beans about you and Ayden.’

‘That’s all right, Fran, it’s not important now.’ Claire leans her forehead against Fran’s shoulder. ‘I told you, you must do whatever you have to do. We had to protect Naomi.’

‘Would somebody please mind telling us what this is all about?’ pleads Abbie.

‘Sorry to put you through that, Abbie.’ Fran blows her nose again and stuffs her hankie back in her pocket. ‘But I needed you and Sally to be there. Moral support and all that. It was obvious that Ayden was manipulating Edward into doing something to get at Claire or anyone who was helping her. Naomi was the obvious target. It’s happened before, this witchcraft business. Edward’s got a real thing about it.’

‘Yes, I remember that,’ says Abbie. ‘Shortly after Naomi moved here, wasn’t it? Didn’t he start some sort of campaign? But I thought that was all forgotten?’

‘Not by Edward, it wasn’t. Besides, this time it’s different. For one thing, seven years ago he hadn’t realized she was gay as well as a heathen. And the villagers weren’t harbouring a murderer in their midst then. Right now they’re all feeling paranoid, looking over their shoulders all the time, just waiting for trouble. And with the murderer himself pulling Edward’s strings, God knows what might have been stirred up.’

‘And Naomi will keep winding Edward up, you see,’ says Claire. ‘You know what she’s like.’

‘I had to protect her. So I planned some diversionary tactics. And by the Goddess, it worked, didn’t it?’ Fran is beaming now.

‘What do you mean?’ says Sally.

‘What do you think people are going to remember about the service? Edward’s history lecture? Or will they remember how the vicar’s wife stood up and denounced her husband? Can you imagine the gossip outside the school gates? How I swept out of the church, never to darken his doors again? The WI will have a field day. Everyone will have forgotten whatever it was Edward was banging on about while I become a local legend.’ Fran closes her eyes, her voice suddenly serious. ‘Unfortunately, they’ll also be talking about Claire’s marriage.’

‘But he never got as far as naming Naomi, right? That’s the important thing.’ Claire seems very calm about the whole thing.

‘Well, you might have let us in on it.’ Sally sounds as if she’s about to sulk.

‘No. More effective, your not knowing. Especially when you ran out after us, Mrs Hunter-Gordon.’

‘Oh, hell—George. He’ll be like a bear with a sore head when I get home. I’ll never hear the last of it.’

‘Well, don’t go home, then. Stay and have lunch here.’

‘It’s Sunday. I can’t just—Oh, what the hell. All right. What about you, Sally?’

‘Might as well: you’re here now,’ says Fran. ‘And this might be a good time to make our announcement, eh Claire?’

‘Why not? Champagne’s in the fridge. I’ll see if I can find Naomi.’

‘But not a word about what happened in church.’
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Claire is wrestling with the wire twist on the champagne cork. ‘Never could get the hang of these things.’

‘Not enough practice, that’s your trouble.’ Fran has spread a white cloth over a table and is laying out small plates and silver forks. ‘Found that black forest gateau yet? And no helping yourself to the icing.’

‘As if I’d do such a thing.’ Abbie comes in from the kitchen bearing a frosted cake, her chin daubed with chocolate.

‘Ah, be sure your sins will find you out.’

There’s an explosion as the cork fires at the ceiling. Claire squeals and attempts to catch the bubbling wine in the row of glasses. Sally is sitting next to Naomi, who is trying to smile and failing.

‘Do you know what this is about?’ Naomi asks.

‘No idea, apart from Fran leaving Edward.’

‘Which she should have done years ago.’

‘Yes, that’s what she said. But I think there’s something else they haven’t told us. Look,’ Sally puts her arm around Naomi’s shoulder, ‘Claire thinks the world of you, you know that. Whatever it is, it won’t be anything that would hurt you.’

‘I’ve got so used to her being here, you see. I never expect anything more. Only, I thought, I hoped…She knows she can stay with me as long as she likes.’

‘Let’s just see what they have to say.’

‘Now everyone, champagne.’ Claire carries two dripping glasses over to where Naomi and Sally are sitting.

‘Well,’ Abbie raises her glass, ‘what are we drinking to?’

‘You tell them, Fran.’

‘A toast, ladies,’ she raises her glass, ‘to the new proprietors of the village store and tearoom.’

‘What? You mean—’ Abbie’s glass is frozen in mid-air.

‘Claire and I, we’re partners.’ Fran sweeps the room with a grand gesture of her arm. ‘We’ve bought the business.’

‘Well, not the building, of course,’ says Claire. ‘That still belongs to Jack. An investment for the family. But we bought the stock and the goodwill. And a five-year lease. The rent will give him a bit of extra income now he’s retiring, and he’ll keep the chickens on as a part-time thing. He’s been very generous, even helped us negotiate with the bank for the loan.’

‘So that’s what all the trips to Cambridge were for?’ whispers Naomi.

‘Of course, it won’t make us a fortune,’ Fran takes a decent gulp of her wine, ‘but we church mice are used to existing on thin air. I’m moving into the flat upstairs. At least it’ll be warmer than that barn of a vicarage. And, with no rent to pay, I’ll able to save up a few quid. Five years ought to be long enough.’

‘Enough for what?’

‘To save up the fare to India. Only an extended holiday, six months in an ashram. But I’m going. This time, I’m really going.’

‘And what about you, Claire?’ Naomi’s voice is quiet, barely a whisper, as if she is afraid to know the answer. ‘What are your plans?’

‘My plans? I’m not sure I have any. Learn to live again, I suppose. Run the café. Bake cakes, talk to people.’

‘And where will you live?’

Claire looks at Naomi, seeing for the first time the anxiety in her eyes. In all the excitement she hasn’t realized how Naomi must be feeling. ‘Oh, well, I think Fran needs her own space now, don’t you? I’d rather hoped…If I’m not too much in your way, that is?’

‘No, that’s all right. I think I can put up with you for a little while longer.’ Naomi’s smile lights up the room.

It’s not long before the bottle is empty. They might have to open another one.
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AND WHAT DELIGHTS do you have in store for us next, Sergeant?’ Detective Inspector Hobson rubs the palms of his hands together.

‘You’re sounding unusually bright and cheerful for a Monday morning, sir.’

‘Am I? There are times when life seems to be on my side. My team won on Saturday, five three, my mother-in-law went back to Sheffield yesterday, and I’ve just heard that the Greek broker we had up for money-laundering got sent down this morning for a two-year stretch. Now, that’s not a bad start to the week, is it?’

‘Better than a poke in the eye with a sharp pencil.’ Shaw flips through a file before placing it on Hobson’s desk.

‘Ah, the house fire at Hallowfield. You got my message then? You managed to get hold of him?’

‘Yes, he’s here now. But I didn’t think we had anything else on him?’

‘No, we don’t. Fire service have closed their books on it. But I’m not happy with that, not happy at all. Got an itchy feeling about this one. So, I thought we’d have him in and tell him the good news in person. Press a few of his buttons, see what pops up.’

‘Well, he looks like a man with a lot on his mind.’ Shaw grins.

‘OK, let him stew for another five minutes, then you can show him in.’
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The five minutes seem like fifty to Ayden. They’ve plastered No Smoking signs all over the place, which doesn’t help. Bloody Big Brother government, they’ll be telling us when to take a piss next. How long are they going to keep him hanging about? He’s got a business to run. Not that customers are queuing up at the door. Still, they’re not to know that. What the hell do they want him for now, anyway? The bloke who phoned said it was about the fire, but it could be, well…‘Christ, I’d kill for a cigarette,’ he realizes he’s muttering the words out loud. He cringes, wiping his hand down his face. Probably got hidden microphones and cameras in here. Thank God he’d had that drink before he came. Just the one to steady his nerves.

The door opens. ‘Inspector Hobson will see you now, sir, if you wouldn’t mind coming through to his office.’ Shaw is being overly polite. Ayden catches the smear of sarcasm in his voice.

‘Ah, Mr Drayton, do come in.’

The man who enters looks around the room, his gaze darting in all directions as if expecting to see more than is there. He looks rough, thinks Hobson, gone a long way downhill since we last interviewed him. What, a week ago? Looks like he hasn’t slept since then. ‘Please take a seat.’

Ayden sits down as directed and fishes his cigarette packet out of his pocket.

‘Ah, sorry sir, no smoking area, I’m afraid.’ He’s aware of Drayton’s glance shifting to the filing cabinet where there’s an ashtray overflowing with half-smoked butts.

‘So, what’s this about then? What’s happened now?’ Ayden watches Hobson shuffle through a folder of typed forms. He seems to be taking his time. ‘Should I get a solicitor?’

‘And why would you need a solicitor, Mr Drayton?’ Hobson looks directly at him, faking a broad smile.

‘Nothing. I just thought, with me having to come in here…’

‘Ah, didn’t Shaw here explain when you arrived? Sorry about that. It’s simply that we’re bit snowed under at the moment. Seems you’ve been causing a member of the public some undue stress, Sergeant.’

‘Oh, dear. My apologies, sir.’ Shaw is sitting behind, by the door, so Drayton can’t see the smirk flicker across his face.

‘Anyway, I thought I ought to bring you up to date with the situation as regards your house fire. I received a report—ah, here it is—from the fire department. Lot of technical jargon that I won’t bother you with. What it boils down to is that, even though it was an unusually fierce fire, they couldn’t find anything out of order. They’re satisfied, in the absence of any further evidence, that it was probably started by the accidental dropping of a cigarette. Therefore we’re now able to close the file on this one.’

Ayden sags back in his chair, eyes closed, as waves of relief wash over him. He takes several breaths before he tries to speak again. ‘So that means the insurance company will have to pay out?’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t know about that, sir, not part of our jurisdiction. Insurance companies, eh Shaw?’

‘Look, they sent me this letter.’ Ayden rummages in his inside pocket for a folded sheet of paper and hands it to Hobson. It’s dated last Thursday, but is already creased and grubby. ‘See what it says? They’re withholding a decision pending results of official investigations by the police and fire services. So you need to tell them it’s all been cleared up now. Tell them they can go ahead and pay out what I’m due.’

‘Well, I can’t instruct your insurers as to how to handle their claims, Mr Drayton. Naturally I shall be sending them a copy of my report, as will the chief fire officer, but I have no influence on whatever action they decide to take. It’s all down to the assessors, although I’m aware they were expressing concerns—’

‘Yeah, well they would express concerns, wouldn’t they? Ready enough to take your money off you, but when it comes to paying out it’s a different matter.’

‘You can see their point, though, can’t you? Very expensive car written off with no cover, court case pending, probably a hefty fine, at the very least—’

‘You don’t think I’ll get a gaol sentence, do you?’

Hobson shrugs. ‘Then there was that coincidental increase in the premium. And now it transpires that your wife has left you. Expensive business, separation, or will it be a divorce? The solicitor’s fees alone…Still, I expect your business is doing well. Lot of money in computers, I understand? Anyway, I mustn’t keep you from your work any longer. The sergeant here will show you out.’

[image: ]

Sergeant Shaw walks with Ayden all the way, grinning as he ushers him through the main entrance. He’s still grinning as he turns and heads back towards the reception desk where a moment ago Constable Farrow was talking to the duty sergeant. Now, though, Farrow’s attention is on the glass swing-door through which Drayton has just left.

‘What’s he doing here? That bloke who was with you?’

‘What? Drayton? Inspector Hobson wanted to see him. Why, do you know him?’

‘Yes, I do. As a matter of fact, that’s why I’m here. I saw him in church yesterday and I need to put in a report about it.’

‘What? About you going to church on Sunday? Proper little choirboy, aren’t we?’ Shaw winks at the officer behind the desk. ‘You’ll be telling us you’re in the Boy Scouts next, eh?’

‘Look, it’s all part of community relations, keeping in touch—’

‘Oh, yeah, yeah.’

‘Who was in church yesterday?’ No one had heard Inspector Hobson walk up behind them.

‘I was, sir, and so was that chap who was with you. Drayton, isn’t it? Ayden Drayton. Right pantomime it was, too—big ding-dong between the vicar and his wife.’

‘Sounds better than Coronation Street.’

‘All right, Shaw, that’ll do. Now, what’s this about Drayton?’

‘Well, this row they were having, it involved him. Mrs Cunningham—she’s the vicar’s wife—she seemed to think there was some sort of incident on New Year’s Eve between Drayton and his wife. But that didn’t tally with what they’d told me.’

‘And why should they be discussing their marital differences with you, Constable?’

‘It was following the Ruth Clifton murder. I did some of the routine interviews with people who were at the disco. Drayton and his wife claimed they both left early, which was confirmed by witnesses. Went home for a bit of New Year’s nooky, or so they said.’

‘But not according to the vicar’s wife?’

‘From what she was on about yesterday, there may have been a serious incident of domestic violence between them. Unreported—I already checked that first thing this morning.’

‘Domestic violence? How serious?’

‘Mrs Cunningham reckoned he nearly killed her.’

‘And this was the same night Ruth Clifton was murdered? They were at the same disco?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Right, Constable, you’d better go through to the office and make a full report. Shaw, get onto someone on Rankin’s team. Tell them Constable Farrow might have something for them.’
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Late Afternoon

Sally runs towards the shop door, expecting the Closed sign to be turned around at any moment. Wrenching the handle, she tumbles through, out of breath and laughing at the startled look on Fran’s face.

‘I was just about to shut up shop. How come you always turn up just as I close the till? I think you do it on purpose.’

‘No, it’s OK, I don’t want anything. Thought I’d see how your first day went. New business and everything.’

‘Been rushed off our feet. Word’s got round the village like radioactive fallout. Naturally they’re more interested in the loss of a husband than the change of ownership. Still, as long as it keeps the turnover turning over I can live with that.’

‘The village is certainly buzzing with it. My phone’s been ringing all day, and on the way round here every other person stopped me on the street. That’s why I’m so late.’ Sally is sorting through some special offers. ‘These any good?’

‘No, they’re rubbish. Old stock. Why do you think we’re practically giving them away?’ Fran points her towards another shelf. ‘And what are people saying? All about me, I hope.’

‘Oh, yes. All about you. No mention of Naomi or witchcraft—you were absolutely right about that. I must say, people seem to be very supportive of you. Not much sympathy for Edward, I’m afraid, but that might be because they were talking to me. The way we all left together it must be obvious whose side I’m on. I’ll have some of these tomatoes.’

‘Yes, they’re freshly picked. Help yourself, pay me tomorrow.’

‘Apparently there was one hell of a row between Abbie and George last night.’

‘About yesterday, no doubt? Now why doesn’t that surprise me?’

‘I think she’s very upset, though I’ve hardly managed to speak with her today. Says she’s tied up with some visitors. And how about you? How did you find being on your own last night?’

‘Very strange. First night alone since we came to Hallowfield. What, eighteen years? But I’m very conscious of Ruth—it’s as if she’s watching over me. I think she’d approve.’

‘Of course she would.’ Claire comes in from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a tea towel. ‘Hello, Sally.’

‘Hi, you’re not usually here this late.’

‘Full-time now. Got to pull my weight. I’ve had to give up the job at the nursery, too, which is a shame. Still, there’s a bit of garden out the back here, so I might grow some herbs to sell. Naomi’s quite an expert on that. I’ll get her to help me.’

‘How is Naomi?’

A slight frown clouds Claire’s expression. ‘Well, she’s much happier now she knows I’m not about to leave the country or whatever it was she thought Fran and I were up to. But I’m convinced there’s something else still troubling her, though she won’t talk about it. And it’s starting to get to me too now, a sort of uneasiness. I believe it’s got something to do with what’s happening to Ayden.’

‘According to the village grapevine, he’s been sleeping rough at the shop,’ says Fran. ‘He looked a right mess yesterday, didn’t he? The neighbours seem to think he started going downhill long before the house fire. Coming and going at all hours, drinking heavily. Was that usual, Claire?’

‘The drinking? Oh, he could put it away all right, that’s when he got…when he was…But it would start off as a social thing, like on New Year’s Eve.’

‘Sounds like he’s been drinking steadily.’ Sally frowns. ‘It could be developing into an actual drinking problem.’

‘Like alcoholism, you mean?’

‘Possible.’

Claire looks at her, thoughtful for a moment. ‘You’re not happy about this either, are you, Sally?’

‘No, I don’t think I am. Justice for Ruth, that’s what it was about. I thought it would feel good to see him suffering. And in a way it is, but…but something’s not right.’

‘Well, I think the bastard deserves everything we can throw at him.’ Fran is quite indignant. ‘Sometimes I wish I believed in Hell. I love the thought of him burning in it.’

‘Yes, I agree he deserves everything that’s happened and more,’ says Sally. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I’m still convinced we did the right thing, including the ritual. But it feels like it’s all getting out of control, somehow.’

‘I’d go along with that,’ says Claire. ‘It’s as if something else is affecting things. That would account for some of us feeling unsettled.’ She closes her eyes for a moment and listens, as if to an inner voice. Whatever it’s saying causes her expression to shift from puzzlement to surprise. ‘In fact,’ she looks directly at Sally, ‘I think there are things we’ve not been telling each other.’

Sally looks away. ‘Yes, you’re right. We need to talk. All of us.’

‘Yes. And the sooner the better. What do you think, Fran?’

Fran shrugs her shoulders. ‘Whatever you say.’

‘How about tonight, then? Could we meet at your place, Sally? It would be good to be near the pool. Could you contact Abbie? I’ll make sure Naomi’s there.’
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Another half an hour goes by before Claire manages to leave. The door is locked, the blind down, so she uses the side gate. It’s almost dark now and the light from the neon strips in the shop flood out across the pavement. She pauses to look at the arrangement in the window. Oh dear, what a mess. A mishmash of unrelated items and bargain offers that looks more like a jumble sale than a retail outlet. Must do something about that tomorrow. Perhaps a theme of some sort? Stocks of Easter eggs are starting to arrive. It might be fun to do some sort of display, get some fluffy bunnies, something to attract the kids. A celebration of Ostara. ‘Only don’t tell Edward Cunningham,’ she giggles quietly to herself. ‘And there are plenty of daffodils—’

A cold knife runs through her. She can feel the finest hairs on the nape of her neck begin to rise. Claire knows she’s being watched.

She turns her head first, slowly, allowing her body to follow, until she’s looking across at the village pond towards the ancient oak tree. She recognizes the van, of course, parked at the kerb on the far side of the green, but there doesn’t appear to be anyone in the driver’s seat. Her eyes are full of the glare of the shop light and so it is another moment before she discerns the dark shadow beneath the lower branches. She doesn’t move; can’t move. And yet the accustomed fear is something that stands slightly apart from her, as if she has stepped aside from it.

It’s that time of day when the street is empty, only the occasional dog walker and a few passing cars. She watches as a bright red spark appears to jump away from him. Taken up smoking again, have you, Ayden? The space between them diminishes as he skirts the edge of the water. She buries her hands in her pockets, tenses her shoulders. He’s now standing on the edge of the pavement with only the roadway between them. His face is grey and stubbled. Another car roars past, momentarily blocking her image of him, as if she has blinked. But she daren’t blink.

‘That’s near enough, Ayden. Don’t come any closer.’

‘How are you?’ His voice cracks with a cough. He looks smaller, somehow, shrunken into himself.

‘Say whatever you came to say.’

‘We need to talk. It’s about the house, the insurance.’

‘That’s nothing to do with me. I want no part of any insurance claim.’

‘The police have been on to me again, hanging round the shop, asking about the stock and how much money I’ve been taking. They called me into the station this morning. It’s all a bloody conspiracy with the insurance company. They’re trying to find a way of not paying out.’

‘Why are you telling me?’

‘That bastard Hobson’s going to have me in gaol over this. You’ve got to help me.’

‘What do you expect me to do about it?’

‘You’ve got to come back, put everything right between us. Convince them it’s all been a mistake. They might believe you. For fuck’s sake, Claire, it’s your home as well as mine.’

‘No. It was never mine. Nothing was ever mine.’ Something’s stirring within her, like a tiny creature, barely aware of itself.

‘She’s at the bottom of it, isn’t she? Her and those other bloody women. They’re making it happen, aren’t they?’ He moves towards her.

‘Stop there! You put one foot on that road and I’ll scream so loudly every house in the village will hear.’ Anger, that’s what it is. Waking, stirring…

‘All right, all right.’ He backs off. ‘I won’t touch you. But you’ve got to make them stop. I’ll stay away from you if you get them off my back.’

Claire laughs. Not at him, but at herself. At all the times she could have screamed and didn’t dare.

‘That’s right, go on, laugh at what those bitches have done to me. You’re one of them, aren’t you? A witch like all the rest. I should have killed you when I had the chance.’

‘Like you killed Ruth?’

Ayden raises his hand as if he will strike her. But he senses she’s beyond his reach now and it’s not only the width of the road that separates them.

‘Yes, we know, Ayden. All of us know what happened to Ruth.’ Her voice is calm, lilting. ‘It only needs one of us go to the police. Any one of us could tell them.’ She looks straight at him, her gaze meeting his, until he lowers his head.

He breathes heavily, as if gathering his words before he speaks. ‘You’ve got to help me, Claire.’ His voice is breaking. ‘They’ll lock me away.’

‘I’m going home now. And if you try to follow me, I’ll make certain they lock you away.’

Claire takes a step backward, then another, turns her body. Her eyes are still fixed on him and a smile, a small flicker of victory, moves on her mouth as she speaks. ‘You know what, Ayden? You’re right. I am one of them. Yes, we are all in it together. The house, the car, everything, we did it. So why don’t you try explaining that to the police? And if they don’t believe you, well, you can always plead insanity.’
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Philip Hunter-Gordon
15 February 2007

I’ve spent this morning with Dad and—guess what?—the old man’s come up trumps!!!

I’ve been trying to find some hard evidence to back up the stories of these women, and particularly their connection with our family. There’s only the written court record that refers to Wheatstone House. Nothing in the graveyard to hint of the burials, though I suspect their bodies would not be permitted on church property. I did try going back to the university records, but they shed no further light on the situation. No action seems to have been taken by authorities against those who were responsible for the hangings. There is only the story passed down by the locals about six women, including Sarah and Abigail, who were all hanged on some unspecified date in 1648.

No help from our vicar now, either. He’s gone off the whole subject all of a sudden. Apparently there was some incident in the church last weekend, something to do with his wife. Besides that, or maybe as a result of it, he’s gone a bit overboard about the witchcraft business. What he’s saying isn’t very rational either.

However, I should have thought of it as soon as I realized that Abigail Marchant was related to our family and, at one time, had lived in our house. Dad, being a solicitor, has all the records of our property going way, way back. But unfortunately nothing as far back as 1648, and certainly no mention of Abigail or witches. At first I thought we’d drawn a blank. Then we discovered it.

In 1853 one of the women who lived at Wheatcroft House, she was my great-great-whatever-grandmother, arranged for six bodies to be moved. They were all buried outside the churchyard wall in an unmarked grave. She had them dug up, though they only amounted to a tangled heap of bones. That was strange enough in itself and God knows how she knew where to dig.

But then she had them all placed in one very expensive coffin and interred in our family plot. Apparently the vicar at the time agreed to do this provided the new grave was also eft unmarked.

Were these the bodies of the six women accused of witchcraft? And if they were, why are they now buried with my family?




Thirty-one


Evening of Monday, 12 February
Last Quarter



WHAT DO YOU MEAN, you caused the fire?’ ‘Claire’s house? You burned Claire’s house down?’

‘But you two were at home all evening. Isn’t that right, Claire?’

‘Yes, we were, but—Naomi, what have you been up to?’

The five women are seated around Sally’s kitchen table. Sally has insisted on opening a bottle of wine, guessing they might need it.

‘I didn’t mean to. It was an accident.’ Naomi is fighting back tears. She arrived with Claire, looking like a traitor about to face a court martial. As soon as Abbie explained why they’d been summoned, she pleaded guilty and made a garbled confession.

‘I don’t understand how can you accidentally set fire to someone’s house when you’re not even there.’ Sally fills Naomi’s glass. ‘What is this fire-vault thing, anyway?’

‘It’s all right, nobody’s blaming you.’ Claire pulls her chair closer and takes hold of Naomi’s hand. ‘Take your time, tell us what happened.’

‘Come on, sweetie,’ Fran hands her a fistful of tissues. ‘Blow your nose and tell us what this is all about.’

‘You say you’ve been doing some other magic stuff?’ asks Abbie. ‘That’s not what we agreed. We gave it to the Goddess to deal with, remember?’

‘It wasn’t supposed to be about Ayden. I was doing something personal. A meditation to try to shift some memory blocks. I suppose they got muddled up.’

‘What did?’

‘Ayden and my father. It was like the feelings got crossed over. There was so much anger, like a fire, it was eating me up.’

‘So you threw it at Ayden?’

Naomi nods. ‘I couldn’t allow myself to hate my father, could I?’ she whispers.

‘It depends what he did.’ Sally’s voice is steady and calm. ‘It must have been something very bad.’

Naomi raises her damaged hand. ‘This. He did this.’

‘You’ve remembered how it happened?’

Naomi bites her lip and nods again, before telling her friends about the fireworks party. ‘He should never have been allowed to be in charge of a child. That’s what I was to him—another kid he could play with. Only this time we were playing with fire. He lit a Roman candle and gave it to me to hold.’

‘Oh, my God.’ Fran is already halfway out of her chair. Sally pulls her back and silences her with a look.

‘Was he stoned?’

‘Yes, he’d take whatever was available. They all did it; it was part of the music scene. Amphetamines, mostly—you know, speed—that’s how it started. By the time he died, he was mainlining heroin. It said on the death certificate it was pneumonia. I think the doctors were trying to be kind.’ She takes a deep sigh. ‘The great Simon Walker died of Aids.’

‘And you remembered all this during the meditation?’ The others are silent, leaving the questions to Sally.

‘That’s right. I was so angry. With him, for being what he was, for robbing me of my music. And angry at myself because I had lied to protect him. I lied when it happened, said I picked the firework up by mistake. And I’ve lied ever since by making him something he wasn’t.’

‘That was to protect yourself.’

‘It was like a fire, inside me, burning me up. I had to get rid of it.’

‘But you threw it at Ayden?’

‘I couldn’t hate my father, could I? Only I suppose I must have—you see, that’s another lie.’

‘Not all of it, though. He was great at what he did. And he loved you, even if he did make a lousy job of it.’

‘Yes, I know. That’s why I couldn’t put my anger where it really belongs.’

There’s a silence, which is broken by the clatter of the pet door. Cat mews as she leaps up onto the table, and her arrival seems to ease the tension.

‘I still don’t understand what that has to do with the house fire.’ Sally raises her glass, reminding the others to drink up. ‘What’s a fire-vault?’

Naomi empties her glass. ‘It’s like a sort of psychic hand-grenade. Or perhaps more like a land mine because it has to wait for the right conditions to set it off. You understand a bit about the elements now, don’t you? Well, if you’re working on a non-physical level, those qualities take on a solid reality. It’s possible to isolate a particular element, condense it, and then direct it to a certain time or place.’

‘But why would you want to do that, unless you’re an arsonist?’

‘No, that’s not the idea at all. Vaults are useful for influencing a situation. You’d send Earth to stabilize something, Air to generate communication. Stuff like that. Fire is supposed to energize. Water unblocks emotions. Only with this one I got all my personal feelings mixed up in it, and then I threw it all at Ayden. I didn’t realize what I’d done until afterwards, and even then I was only aware that something had got out of control. Ayden must have somehow created the right conditions for it to be activated.’

‘What, you mean it sort of hovered about in the house waiting for him to set it off?’

‘Like an accident looking for somewhere to happen?’ Fran laughs.

‘Well, yes, more or less.’ Naomi looks at her hands.

The others manage to raise a smile, except for Sally. ‘Naomi’s not the only one who’s been causing accidents,’ she says. ‘I’ve got a confession to make, too.’ Cat goes over and rubs herself against her mistress’s arm, then she turns in a circle, settling down in front of Sally, so that Sally can run her hand along the length of Cat’s back. She recounts the night she sat up in bed, stroking Cat and thinking about the day Jonathan died. How she felt the energy move through Cat’s body as she relived the minutes in which her husband sped towards his death. And the photograph of the crumpled mess that once was Ayden’s BMW.

There’s a silence, then Abbie looks around the circle of women.

‘We asked the Goddess to punish Ayden,’ says Abbie, ‘but we didn’t specify how that was to happen. Could it be that Naomi and Sally are acting as channels?’

‘That’s possible,’ says Naomi. ‘Or maybe we just messed up. Maybe your Edward is right, Fran: perhaps witchcraft is too dangerous to be good?’

‘Oh, that’s rubbish and you know it.’ Fran drains her glass and looks around for the bottle.

‘Lots of things that are useful are potentially dangerous,’ says Abbie, ‘but that doesn’t make them evil. But you were both being irresponsible. Sally, you were playing about with things you didn’t yet understand. And Naomi, that was sheer incompetence, you should have known better.’

‘Yes, I guess you’re right.’ Naomi looks miserable.

‘Look, none of us are guiltless in this.’ Claire’s voice holds a new authority. ‘We’ve all allowed our personal, emotional baggage to influence the working of the spell.’

‘Have we?’ Fran looks baffled. ‘How? I’ll admit my marriage problems came to a head—’

‘Oh, Fran,’ says Claire, ‘they’ve been coming to a head for years. What made you decide to leave him now? If Edward hadn’t been such a sanctimonious prick, women like me might have gone to him for help and Ruth mightn’t have died. You stood up and condemned both of them together, remember? And those wasted years, Fran—where did all that anger go?’

‘Fair comment.’ Fran refills her glass and takes a large gulp.

‘I’m aware I’ve been struggling with my own loyalty issues.’ Abbie looks into her glass. ‘Knowing what I ought to be doing and resenting George because I haven’t had the guts to stand by my own convictions. I’m so angry, and the poor old boy’s done nothing to deserve it. Again it all started with Ayden.’

‘And I’ve not been exactly impartial in this.’ Claire takes a deep breath. ‘I saw him this afternoon, after I left the shop.’

‘Who? Ayden?’

‘He was waiting for me on the green. If we wanted to break him, well, I think we’ve succeeded. And what’s more, he knows that we’re responsible for the things that have happened. He was pleading with me, begging me to make you all stop. And when he tried to threaten me, he was like a pathetic, snivelling kid. And, oh, God, how I loved it. Twisting the knife, watching him squirm.’

‘Do you remember the mouse, the one that Cat brought in after Ruth’s funeral?’ Sally sits back and studies Cat’s head, the tilt of her ears as she moves them to follow the conversation. ‘That’s what we’ve done to him.’

‘Not at the ritual,’ says Fran. ‘We gave it to the Goddess to deal with, didn’t we?’

‘Yes, we gave it to the Goddess,’ says Claire. ‘We asked for justice for Ruth. For the life that was lost and sorrow heavy borne, let Truth be known and Justice be done. We asked for justice but what we wanted was revenge. For what our partners did, for what our fathers did. For a lifetime of bullying and suppression, of having to deny what we really are. How much anger is that? I think it’s time to let go.’

‘Claire’s right,’ says Naomi. ‘We’re all too bound up in this. We need to give it back to the Goddess.’

‘Or report him to the police. We could still do that,’ says Sally.

‘You must be joking. We’d all be up in court for withholding evidence.’ Abbie stands up and walks over to the window. ‘Helping in the cover-up of a murder, that’s a pretty serious offence.’

‘Claire’s right,’ says Naomi. ‘The idea was to leave it to the Goddess. I think we need to put all this emotional stuff back where it belongs.’

‘Another ritual?’ says Sally.

‘Yes, maybe. Something to balance the whole situation. I think we ought to do it at the pool this time.’

‘Then it will have to be soon,’ says Abbie. ‘Tomorrow, in fact. The film crew will be arriving on Wednesday.’

‘What? You’re going ahead with the documentary?’

‘Yes. Obviously I won’t let them come onto your land, Sally, but even so they’re bound to cause a disturbance in the atmosphere. And George will be giving off a few negative vibes of his own.’

‘Have you told him?’

‘Yes.’

‘How did he take it? Was he all right about it?’

‘No. Even worse than I expected.’

‘So, you don’t think he’ll come round to the idea?’

‘No.’

‘But you’re going to go ahead with it anyway?

‘Yes.’

‘Good for you.’
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Morning of Tuesday, 13 February
Last Quarter



‘He’s here, sir. Do you want me to keep him waiting?’ Shaw hovers by Inspector Hobson’s office door.

‘No, he’ll be expecting that. Bring him straight in this time. Rankin’s had a look through the notes and he’ll join us after a few moments—enough time for Drayton to get comfortable. Just another thing to unsettle him. Now, you’ve got the drinks tray organized, have you? Right then, show him in.’

The man looks considerably worse than he did yesterday. As he walks past Shaw, the sergeant turns away, hand held to his nose. Apparently Drayton’s given up on personal hygiene altogether. Hobson comes forward to offer a handshake. He notices that Drayton’s hands have developed a slight tremor.

‘I thought this was all cleared up. You said yesterday the file was closed. Have you written to my insurance company yet?’

‘We will do, sir. Unfortunately these things do take time.’ Hobson waves a hand towards a chair, seating himself on the opposite side of the desk. ‘However, the sergeant here will see that’s attended to sometime today, won’t you, Shaw? Can’t keep Mr Drayton on tenterhooks, can we?’

‘I shall do my very utmost, sir.’ Shaw takes up his accustomed position, next to the door and behind Ayden’s back.

‘Now then, I’m sorry to have to call you in again,’ says Hobson, ‘but I do need your help in order to tidy up a few more loose ends.’

‘I didn’t think there were any left to tidy.’

‘Well, you know how these things tend to arise. And it’s best to deal with them and get them out of the way, then we can all rest easy. It’s really your wife I’m interested in at the moment. Oh, would you like a drink? Some tea, perhaps?’

‘Yeah, I could do with a coffee.’

‘Shaw, see to it, would you? And, er, as no one’s looking I’m sure we can bend the rules this once.’ Hobson reaches for the now-clean ashtray and places it on the table in front of him. ‘Oh, do allow me, sir.’ He reaches into his pocket for his own cigarettes and lighter.

Ayden takes a deep breath and exhales a stream of smoke. ‘So what’s it about this time?’

‘Your wife, Mrs Drayton. Claire, isn’t it?’ He scans a sheet of paper among the many scattered on his desk. ‘Ah yes, Claire Drayton.’

‘That’s right, but I don’t see what she has to do with the situation.’

‘Quite a lot, don’t you think? She’s another claimant on the insurance, another interested party, so to speak.’

‘No, she wants nothing to do with the money.’

‘Really? A woman on her own with no apparent financial resources, recently going into business with a large financial commitment…’ Hobson observes the expression on Ayden’s face. ‘Didn’t you know about that, Mr Drayton? Have you not talked to your wife since she left you?’

There’s a sharp tap at the door. It opens immediately and a man enters. He’s tall and broad, his physical presence seeming to fill the room. ‘Ah, Rankin, do come and join us.’ Sergeant Shaw follows him in, bearing a tray of plastic cups that he hands around. Drayton is thankful for the interruption and gladly helps himself to packets of sugar and a plastic spoon. ‘You won’t mind if the inspector sits in on this? Rather interested in village life, aren’t you, Rankin?’

Rankin smiles and nods at Ayden, taking out a notepad which he places carefully on the table. He looks familiar. Ayden is sure he’s seen him before somewhere, but can’t think where. Certainly not the sort of man you’d forget. That large, square head with the streak of white hair.

‘Now, your wife,’ Hobson continues. ‘Apparently she was no longer residing in the house at the time of the fire. When did she move out?’

‘It was sometime after Christmas. Can’t remember the date exactly.’

‘Really? Your wife walked out on you, but you can’t remember when?’

‘No, well, I’ve been under a lot of pressure, what with the car accident.’ He glances at Rankin, who looks up from his notepad and gives him an encouraging smile. ‘And you know what it’s like with women, always making trouble over something.’ Yes, Rankin would understand that.

‘I see,’ says Hobson. ‘So your wife was causing you some stress before she moved out, was she?’

‘Yes, well, they do, don’t they? Women. Always something, eh?’ Ayden takes a last draw on the cigarette and grinds it into the ashtray.

‘There were ongoing problems in the marriage. And what happened to make her leave?’

‘I reckon it was those women she’d got mixed up with, you see, putting ideas in her head.’

‘And which women would they be?’

‘Well, that Naomi Walker, for one. Claire’s moved in with her. I’m sure it was her that started it. But they’re all the same—all in it together, you know.’

‘Are they indeed? All in what together?’

While Hobson is doing the questioning, Rankin seems to be writing it all down. At least someone’s taking it seriously. There’s something solid about Rankin: a man’s man. He’d understand what women are like.

‘Yeah, well it started when she got in with the vicar’s wife. I should never have let her work at that shop.’

‘Are you talking about the village store?’

‘No, it was the so-called charity shop. That’s where she met the Walker woman.’ He takes another cigarette from the offered packet.

Hobson flicks the lighter for him. ‘You don’t think much of this Miss Walker, then?’

‘Everyone knows about her. Her and her witchcraft. Bloody dyke, that’s what she is.’

‘Really? And what about your wife’s other friends?’ asks Hobson. ‘Mrs Clifton, for instance?’

‘Ruth Clifton?’ Rankin raises his eyebrows. ‘Now wasn’t she the woman who was murdered recently?’

‘No, I don’t know anything about the Clifton woman.’ Ayden gulps down his coffee, drops of it splattering onto his shirt. ‘No, it’s that Naomi Walker who’s responsible. She’s at the bottom of it all.’

‘All what, Mr Drayton? The bottom of what?’ The voice comes from behind him. He had forgotten about Shaw.

‘The car crash. And the fire. All that muddle with the insurance payments. That’s when it all started, when she went off with Naomi Walker. But the others are involved with it too—they’re all in it together.’

‘Are you saying a group of women were responsible for your car accident?’ Hobson leans forward, elbows on the desk. ‘Did they interfere with the vehicle in some way?’

‘Yes. Well, no, not exactly. Not in any way you could see.’ He looks to Rankin for help. He’d understand how women work. Rankin continues to write on his notepad. He moves the pen slowly, meticulously forming each letter.

‘You know what it’s like when women get together.’ Ayden flicks ash and drains his coffee cup, crushing it in his fist. ‘Her and her friends, bloody witches, all of them. They make things happen. The vicar understands; he’s onto them. He knows about the sort of stuff they get up to. I reckon his wife’s one of them. God alone knows what else they’ve set up against me. My whole life falling apart and all my wife can do is stand there and laugh. Needs teaching a lesson. If I could get my hands on her—’

‘Could we get back to the night of the fire, for a moment.’ Hobson clears his throat. ‘What exactly were you doing outside Miss Walker’s flat…’
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Eventually, they let him go. He and Shaw are halfway down the corridor when Ayden remembers where he’d seen Rankin. The funeral. He was at Ruth Clifton’s funeral. A surge of cold fear runs through him. It’s all he can do to push his way through the glass doors. He can feel Shaw watching his back, grinning as he stumbles to his van. He leans against the driver’s door, fumbling for the keys. Beads of sweat break out on his face and he drags a grubby handkerchief from his pocket.
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‘Well, what do you think?’ Hobson opens the window. The room is thick with the smell of smoke and stale sweat. He looks down into the street where Drayton is leaning against his van, wiping his face.

‘What do I think?’ Rankin finishes writing and closes the pad, screwing the top back on his pen. He stands and walks around the table to where the suspect had been sitting. They haven’t actually informed him yet that he is a suspect, that will come all in good time. Rankin looks down at the crumpled plastic cup and the ashtray, now full of Ayden’s stubbed-out filter-tips. Using the end of his pen, he gently nudges the side of the cup. Then, looking steadily at Hobson and tapping the edge of the ashtray, he says, ‘I think we ought to bag this lot up and get it over to forensics.’


Thirty-two


Evening of Tuesday, 13 February
Last Quarter



CAT IS IN THE GARDEN, waiting for the women to emerge from the house. She knows they’ll come soon, but why do they always take so long about everything? Always such complicated preparations, and talking, always talking. Ah, well, she should be used to their ways by now. She has learned to be patient, and the waiting gives her time to observe the night. Dark clouds banked high above the horizon patch-out vast areas of sky and obliterate most of the stars. The shadows are thick and the ground beneath the women’s feet will appear as black as tar to them. Being human, they have limited eyesight; it’s as well she’s here to look out for them.

At last the house door opens and she watches them fumble their way into the garden. There’s a crescent moon overhead, but waning fast, barely a sliver of white. They each glance up, as if to seek Her blessing before beginning their journey across the lawn. They have brought light of their own. Each carries a candle, the flame dancing in a glass jar. Naomi first, Fran, Abbie, then Claire. Sally, her lady, brings up the rear of the procession. Cat gives a small chirrup before stepping out to lead the way.
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Ayden climbs out of his van, unsteady on his feet, limbs a little shaky, but his thoughts are unbearably clear and focused. He has driven across the central green and parked beneath the old oak tree, tyres gouging twin tracks across the grass. It’s late. The village is silent, the air still and heavy with moisture. The tree overhead splatters him with droplets of water as he moves to the back of the vehicle, pausing for a moment to look up through the branches. A small moon, like a thin rind of lemon, is caught in the criss-cross of black twigs. For a moment he can imagine what it would have been like to have lived here as a boy, to have climbed that tree, played on the green with the other lads, thrown stones into the pond and fished for tadpoles. Perhaps things would have turned out differently. Perhaps not. But he liked Hallowfield right from the first. It felt somehow…familiar. Still, no time for that now. Behind the van he bends down, unsteady on his haunches. The duct tape sticks to his trembling fingers.

He’s glad to get back into the vehicle again. He’s not bothered by the cold and damp, but there’s no point in attracting unwanted attention. The bottle of Scotch in the glove compartment is still two-thirds full. He picks it up, then decides to have a cigarette first. His last one. How many times has he said that? The lighter flares briefly in the dark.

The thing is, he doesn’t really understand how it all went wrong. He had it all going for him—the business, the car. Oh, it was good, that car. It said everything. And there was Claire. What had she got to complain about? Gave her a decent home, didn’t he? More than most women got. And then that old bag turning up. Shouting at him, something about her daughter. He didn’t mean to hit her—well, not that hard, anyway. After that, everything seemed to fall apart. Bloody women, that’s what it always comes down to. He stubs out the remains of the cigarette. He wasn’t enjoying it anyway. Unscrews the top of the bottle. A long swig, neat, biting the back of his throat—he can feel it burning all the way down. Then he turns the ignition key.
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Cat pauses to sniff the air before she enters the trees. She can sense the faintest flicker of energy, like a static charge. The ground is stirring in its winter sleep. Too early yet to feel the full flood of new life, but it won’t be long now; no, not long. She also smells traces of tiny creatures that have snuffled their way through dead leaves and loam. But that must wait until later. It’s a long way to morning and there’ll be good hunting before the night is over. For the moment there’s other business to attend to.

She moves back and tallies the women as they pass by her along the path, falling in beside Sally. Sally is her special lady now. There were many before her. Or were they with the other cats, her forebears? Her own memories, or those she carries encoded in her blood? It’s difficult to separate out the past from the present. She knows there is always one, a Guardian. Like Martha. Cat can remember Martha. Or was that something her mother told her? No matter, it’s all the same.

She tastes the air again. Not long now until spring and Ostara, the festival of the newborn. There will be lambs in the fields and newly hatched chicks. Then comes Beltane, the eve of May Day, when the young people dance and crown their queen. The Summer Solstice, the noon of the year and the longest day. The year turns again through Lammas, the festival of fire and the feast of Artemis, when women will bake bread from the first grains of the harvest. Then—best of all for cats—Harvest Home, with the store houses groaning full, and mice and voles quivering in the bare stubble. Yes, the great wheel will turn, year upon year, and Cat will work the seasons with her lady, Sally.
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Ayden is waiting for something to happen, some significant change to occur. He can feel the alcohol surging through his bloodstream, a familiar sensation, especially recently. There’s a smell, of course, like being in a traffic jam on a hot day. Nothing more than that. A slight headache maybe, perhaps a vague feeling of nausea. At least he can think clearly. Sort of. Though he still can’t figure out why it all went wrong.

Through the windscreen he watches the branches swaying as his body slumps sideways. From this angle he can see the moon again, like a silver fish caught in a net. Like when his dad took him fishing when he was a youngster. He was good to him, his father. A bit heavy-handed sometimes, and not that his mother was much help. But it didn’t do him any harm, did it? Not in the long run. At least his father kept his mother in check. That’s how it should be. He takes another pull on the bottle and watches the moon struggle against the mesh. He’s not aware of the car drawing up across the road.
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This night seems exceptionally dark. The grass is damp and the cuffs of Sally’s jeans are soon wet, clinging coldly to her legs. She’s aware that Cat has joined them, as she often does.

The others move ahead of her, separate, each contained within her own cocoon of light. They lift their feet high and place them down carefully on the slippery earth. What was that Claire said? Something about all those women down through the years taking this same route to the pool and its spring. A procession through time. Women like Mad Martha and her predecessors. And herself. Sally is beginning to understand now, who she is and why she’s here. She and her cat. Perhaps, one day, people will think she’s crazy too. She smiles. Well, a little eccentric maybe.

They step into the trees, sensing the path more than seeing it. In Sally’s mind she has an image of seaweed, surging and billowing with the tide. Each separate ribbon-like leaf swaying and swirling to its own dance, each following the rhythm of its body and the pull of the moon in its blood, yet all seeming to move as one. Ahead of her, Naomi turns to follow the bank of the stream, dipping her head beneath the branches. Claire is close behind her, reaching out a hand, almost touching. Their relationship? Well, who knows? Claire needs time to heal. At least that’s what they have now, time, and Naomi is content to wait and see.

Then there’s Fran, with Abbie following close on her heels. What will happen to Abbie and George? A rift, yes, and it will never heal completely because that would mean Abbie recanting—and pray the Goddess she won’t do that. But with any luck it will scar over. They will each shift to accommodate the changes. Their relationship is built on the solid rock of history and is able to survive the infliction of one small scar. Unlike Fran and Edward, whose marriage was based on the shifting sands of mismatched beliefs. Amazing it stood up as long as it did.
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Constable Farrow has been working late. Just when he thinks he’s nearly home, he spots a vehicle parked under the tree on the village green. Damn. Cars aren’t allowed on there; they should know that by now. The parish council will be in his ear if the grass is damaged again. Probably a courting couple or, more likely, some kids messing about. He’s tempted to turn a blind eye, but it won’t take a moment to tell them to move on. He pulls into the kerb, cuts the engine and tries to make out the writing on the side of the van. Then he reaches for his mobile phone and punches in a number. Minutes pass while he’s passed from one officer to another. Eventually Inspector Rankin comes on the line. It takes a moment to explain the situation. Rankin, unreadable as ever, merely asks what the occupant is doing.

‘Well, he’s not doing anything, sir, just sitting in his van, under the oak tree.’ Farrow begins to feel like a right fool. Perhaps he should have gone straight home to bed.

‘Now there’s a coincidence. Just the man I wanted a word with. Are you sure it’s him, Constable?’

‘Well, I’m sure it’s his van, sir, and there’s definitely someone in it, but I can’t swear who. Too dark and too far away.’

‘Right. You stay there and keep an eye on him. Don’t make any approach. If he moves, follow him discreetly and keep in touch with me. I’ll be there as quickly as I can.’

Oh, bugger, thinks Farrow. So much for an early night. I’ll be knackered in the morning.
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Cat shadows the women along the edge of the stream, then into the clearing by the pool where she knows there’s a certain tree whose overhanging branches will give a cat’s-eye view of what is to follow. Sure-footed, despite the dew-slippery bark, she leaps upwards. By the time the women have set down their lanterns, she’s nestled into the fork of two thick branches. She watches from her perch above their heads as they empty pockets of fruit and flowers, more candles and those fiery sticks.

The ritual begins. They each take their appropriate place. Cat’s senses are on full alert, ears pricked to catch every sound, whiskers trembling to sense each shift and change in the atmosphere. She can sense their thoughts settle and focus as the Naomi woman begins to build the ring that surrounds them, forming it from the energy flowing through her hands. Cat is able to discern it, strong and binding, encompassing her within their sacred space. Candles are lit, more words and chanting now, all slow and deliberate, like a stately dance. Each sound and movement releases more of the energy, forming currents and eddies that rise to where Cat is balanced overhead, bathing her in its vital force. Soon she will observe pinpricks of white fire darting between the branches, then balls of swirling blue and purple will rise from the women’s bodies, bursting like bubbles of light. Blissful, Cat begins to purr, her eyes closing to narrow slits through which she gazes at the curled feather of a moon.

[image: ]

Sally is aware of Cat up above her somewhere. She is supposed to be concentrating on holding the Cup steady. It is her task to fill it from the pool. The freezing water splashes her hands and she wipes them down her coat. The candle flames illuminate their circle but throw everything beyond into darker contrast. The other women are black shadows against a blacker screen. Sally looks around, at the silhouetted figures, the six women. No. Five. There should be five of us here. But for one moment she thought she saw…
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Ayden looks up at the moon. It seems to be moving, or is it the tree? A trick of the light. Or a trick of the dark? The branches are moving, swaying. Wind must have got up. There was no wind earlier, when he parked the car. How long ago was that? He feels vaguely dizzy. Could be the Scotch. He’d like another drink, but his arm is suddenly too heavy and weak to lift.

The moon is still there, caught in the branches. And there are dark shadows, large, solid shadows. Were they there before? They look almost human. Could be women. Women hanging there from the branches, their skirts long and heavy, arms and feet dangling like dead wood. He tries to think what they are doing there.

There was something about the churchyard, a vague memory of men dragging the women by their wrists. Ropes—yes, lengths of rope. ‘Fetch more ropes!’ someone shouted. A man passing coils of it through his hands, yanking tight a knot. The oak tree. But no, Ayden’s thoughts slip away from him, like fish. Yes, they were good times, fishing with his dad. If only he didn’t feel so tired.

He still hasn’t noticed the car parked across the road. And he’s too drowsy now to have any awareness of the second car pulling in behind it. Important to stay awake, though he can’t remember why. The women in the tree, they look asleep. Very asleep. Perhaps it’s time for him to sleep, too…
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Cat is aware that the energies are changing. As the invocation is made to the Goddess, she feels a shifting of level or pitch, as if something is happening within the minds of the women. It’s Naomi who speaks the words, but they all follow with their thoughts. And when Naomi tries to explain what has happened, they each know within themselves what went wrong and why. How they confused justice with revenge, how they allowed their own personal bitterness to cloud the glass.

‘Sweet Lady, please be tolerant with us. We ask again: For the life that was lost and sorrow heavy borne, let Truth be known and Justice be done. Only this time let it be your justice, not ours. Let Ayden’s fate be his own, to follow as the Goddess wills. So mote it be.’
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As it draws up behind him, Farrow sees that there are four men in the unmarked vehicle. He climbs out of his own car and walks back to join them.

Rankin winds down his window. ‘Well, what’s he been doing?’

‘Nothing, sir, as far as I could see. Just sitting there.’

‘Right then, here we go. Oh, and Farrow—well done.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ Farrow stands back as the driver wrenches the wheel and the black saloon mounts the pavement and crosses onto the grass. Oh, bloody hell, more tyre tracks on the green. He’ll never hear the last of this.

As the car cuts across the front of the van and slams to a stop, all four doors open at once and the officers jump out. They realize immediately that the engine of the van is running. Rankin stands by the driver’s door while Hobson locates the length of rubber tubing taped to the exhaust. He shouts across to Rankin, who yanks the door open and catches Ayden’s weight as his body tumbles towards the ground. The big man grasps him by the shoulders of his coat and pulls him upright, coughing and gasping.

‘Can you hear me, Drayton?’

‘What?’

Shouting over his shoulder, ‘Yes, he’s conscious. Someone call the medics.’ Then turning back to Ayden, ‘Drayton? Can you understand what I’m saying?’

‘What’s going on? Claire…I want Claire.’ He’s sniffing and trying to wipe his face on his coat sleeve.

‘Do you know me? Detective Inspector Rankin?’

Ayden nods. ‘Yeah, what of it?’ His body, empty now of all resistance, is slumped against the van. His shoulders shudder and tears begin to dribble down his chin.

‘Ayden Drayton, I’m arresting you for the murder of Ruth Clifton. You’re not obliged to say anything but…’
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Less than half a mile away, in a dark patch of bare trees, Ayden’s wife is reaching out to take the Cup from Sally’s hands. Claire looks into the Cup Bearer’s eyes as she raises the rim to her mouth and drinks deeply.

‘Blessed be,’ whispers Sally.

‘And blessed be thee,’ Claire replies.

Sally turns to the next daughter. And it’s at this moment, as she steps around the circle, that all the barriers between self and other fall away, and Sally feels the Goddess alive within her. Ah yes, now I understand: I am one with everything and everything is one with me. All women are part of me and I am all women.

And so the Cup is passed from hand to hand, from generation to generation.

On a branch, high above Sally’s head, Cat looks up at the moon and seems to smile. She closes a single eye. Anyone not familiar with the ways of a cat would, understandably, mistake it for a wink.
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