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Narnia
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PHOEBE LISTENED. IT wasn’t so much a song as a collection of voices weaving around each other. They chortled, they gabbled and they whispered. She glanced up at the sky and then down at the ripples. The Darle wasn’t like the green, sluggish rivers she used to know. It ran swift and clear. The current, split by rocks, was alive with white sprigs and swirls and skittering bubbles. It was the river that had enticed them here in the first place. It fascinated her: the shining beauty of it, the way it managed to be both playful and deep.

Next to her, Al lifted his wrist and took a peep at his watch. He breathed a sigh of relief. It was only his third day in the new job, and he must be neither too early nor too late. Timing was everything, he’d told her. That and being polite. He would, she knew, do better on the politeness than the timings.

‘Still early,’ he said.

It was rare for Phoebe to be awake at this hour, let alone active. Whoever suggested that moving to the country was a good idea? Birmingham traffic had never disturbed her slumbers, but Devon cows? To indulge in a noisy bout of mooing before six in the morning … They were plain rude.

Fresh coffee smells had then unfairly seduced her down to the kitchen. Al, already up, dressed and zealous, had slapped breakfast in front of her: too much toast and not enough coffee, but she could hardly complain. Not only was breakfast accomplished in record time, he had somehow persuaded her into the garden as well, albeit with her pyjamas still on underneath her jacket and tracksuit bottoms. Her father firmly believed in the power of fresh air.

She had pretended more enthusiasm than she felt. Phoebe Featherstone had spent most of May pretending. She had pretended so hard that she felt weak from the effort. Smiling, laughing, producing jokes; it should be easy. But she wasn’t a natural pretender and, in spite of all the practice, she still found it a strain. She wasn’t sure whether Al was taken in or not. She put on a reasonable act, but he’d known her for a long time. Nineteen years, in fact, ever since she’d come into existence. He had seen all the changes.

Phoebe huddled into her jacket. She gazed at the rushing water and flinched at the thought that it could be a metaphor for her own life slipping by.

‘What are you thinking?’ Al asked, as he often did.

‘Just listening to the river,’ she said. ‘Can you hear voices in it?’

‘Sort of. Can’t tell for the life of me what they’re saying, though.’

‘I can.’

‘What, then?’

‘They’re passing on gossip to their fellow water molecules downstream. They’re talking about us.’

‘Nice things, I hope.’

‘Shhh … I’ll tell you …’ She angled one ear riverwards and translated for him in a low, fast chatter. ‘Psst. Did you know those are the two newcomers? The Featherstones. Townies, I’ll bet. That skinny one’s the daughter.’ What could she say about herself? ‘Bad haircut, stares into space a lot. Still living at home. You’d have thought she’d have launched herself out into the world by now, got herself a job or be studying, at least. She looks as if she doesn’t know what’s hit her.’

That was quite enough about her, Phoebe decided. She swallowed and moved on.

‘The other’s her father, Al Featherstone. A real oddball.’ She darted him a sly glance. ‘When he’s not busy on his rounds of Darleycombe and the surrounding villages, he’s often digging in the garden or wandering down here by the bank. Awful dress sense, he’s got,’ she added, flicking her eyes towards her father’s baggy jeans and jumper with holes in the elbows.

Al tutted. ‘Cheeky little molecules!’

Soon, unlike her, he’d be meeting actual people, whizzing along the country roads, leaving a trail of satisfied customers in his wake. No doubt he’d simultaneously be carving out a social life for himself. Not that she was jealous. In her opinion, socializing – like Sudoku, Christmas and olive oil – was vastly overrated.

It had taken Al under a week to find work here. He was hopeless at blowing his own trumpet, but what he lacked in boastfulness he made up for in immediate likability. That didn’t stop her worrying about him, though.

He looked longingly towards the low mossy gate at the edge of the garden. He’d been miles beyond already, of course. He consulted his watch again. ‘Another hour before I have to go and collect today’s packages. Shall we go a bit further? That path goes through to a sort of glade. I think you’d love it, Phoebes. It’s really picturesque, like a little Narnian enclave.’

It was too tempting. Phoebe (who had spent much of her childhood checking out the backs of wardrobes) still fostered faint hopes that Exmoor would turn out to be a grown-up version of Narnia.

Al pushed open the gate and they wandered along the bank, into a spinney of hazels, alders and young birch trees. Ferns curled at Phoebe’s feet and sticky strands of goosegrass clung to her trousers. Her father ploughed ahead through the web of light and shade, beating back the undergrowth. He bounced a little as he walked. She lagged behind him on the path.

‘It’s not far at all,’ he assured her, looking back, all encouragement.

‘You’ve already said that twice.’

It was further than she had anticipated, though. A ploy?

‘Here we are,’ he said at last, leading her out into the open.

The glade wasn’t as idyllic as she’d been led to expect. The sun wasn’t yet high enough to cast golden dapples and show off the place at its best. The canopy hung low and dense, like lumpy knitting. Patches of mud showed through the scraps of vegetation and there were far too many nettles.

As it happened, none of this mattered at all. Because what they found there was almost as good as Narnia.
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A Delivery from the Darle
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‘WHAT DO WE do?’ said Phoebe.

‘We can’t just leave it. It’s all alone. And it’s a baby.’

‘Do you think it’s safe to pick it up?’

‘Oh … I don’t know … It might bite.’

‘Perhaps if I used my jacket?’

‘You’ll freeze. You’re only wearing your jimjams and trackie bottoms underneath.’

‘Well, give me your jumper, then.’

He yanked it off and passed it to her. She’d already slipped the jacket off her shoulders, and now she pulled his jumper over her head. It hung loosely around her, but it was deliciously warm and gave off a faint whiff of earth and bonfires. She crept forward, one step in front of the other, as slowly and quietly as she could, never taking her eyes off the tiny creature. It rose to its feet, wobbled, squeaked, then looked up at her, big brown eyes gazing out of a fuzzy, round face; quite fearless.

Her heart gave a squeeze. She crouched in the grass, flung the jacket around the cub, scooped it up and cradled it in her arms. It seemed to trust her and nestled into her chest.

In this moment, Phoebe felt it for the first time: a curious concentration of joy that had nothing to do with her own state, that was activated by focusing wholly on the baby otter. It was like an inner sun blasting through clouds. It was a new and glorious phenomenon. It should have a name. Perhaps she would call it ‘the Otter Effect’. Like the Butterfly Effect, only much, much better.

Phoebe whispered to her father, ‘Have you ever seen anything so impossibly adorable?’

‘Nope.’ He leaned forward and stroked the soft fur of its chin. It nuzzled his hand. It was less than a foot long from the tip of its broad, pinkish nose to the end of its long tail. ‘I hope it’s okay,’ he said. ‘I guess we need to take it back home, and then … Well, we know a place that can help. We’ll have to be quick, though. The parcels won’t wait.’

Phoebe was reluctant to relinquish her charge but knew they could get on faster if she let Al carry it. He accepted the otter tenderly and rolled it up a little more securely in the jacket.

They scrambled back as fast as they could through the bobbing fronds and over the twisted tree roots, accompanied by the river’s gurgles of excitement.

Phoebe was gasping for breath by the time they reached the garden of Higher Mead Cottage. Al handed the bundle over to her again as he unlocked the back door.

‘I’ll ring the sanctuary,’ he said. ‘Maybe you should give the little fella some water or something?’

She followed him into the kitchen and ran some cold water into a bowl, cuddling the young otter under her other arm. She held it so that its muzzle was just touching the edge of the water. It twitched its nose but didn’t drink. She noticed it had a little smudge of white fur just above its mouth.

‘Damn,’ said Al, throwing down the phone. ‘No answer. Look, Phoebe. It’s getting late. I have to go and pick up those parcels, but I’ll be back in half an hour. Do you think you could keep ringing this number, and look after the cub in the meantime?’

‘Of course I can.’

No sooner had she said the words than he had dashed out of the house again. She heard the car door slam and the motor start up.

‘Well, it’s just you and me, now, little Floof,’ she crooned to the cub. ‘I’m going to take care of you. Don’t you worry about a thing.’

The cub scrabbled gently at her hand with its paws. She carried it around the house with her, stroking it while she looked for somewhere safe to put it. The empty, oblong log basket in the sitting room might do. She placed her new furry friend inside it and put down the water bowl too, encouraging it to drink. It shrank into the corner, curling its long tail around its body. It started chewing and nibbling at its fur.

‘Are you hungry?’ she asked.

Her phone was on the windowsill. She grabbed it and quickly searched What do otters eat?

Google informed her there were thirteen species of otter, and she concluded this must be a Eurasian one, or (she made a mental note) ‘Lutra lutra’. British river otters eat trout, carp, eels, frogs, crustaceans and molluscs such as snails and slugs. Occasionally, they will prey on moorhens, rodents and rabbits.

‘I don’t think we have any of those things in the fridge, my friend.’ She went to check. ‘Yesterday’s chicken curry? Black olive tapenade? Baked beans? Cheesecake? Probably not your thing. Sorry, baby. Not a frog or moorhen in sight. But you’re very young. Do you fancy some milk, maybe?’

Google was less helpful on that front. She poured a trickle from the milk carton into a dish, then thought she’d try the otter sanctuary again first, using the landline. The sanctuary was the single tourist attraction in the area. She and Al had seen signposts to it and had planned to take a look sometime, when they were more settled in.

They had been living at Higher Mead Cottage for over a month, but most of their possessions were still in boxes. They’d agreed that the pace of life ought to be slower now, and nobody had visited yet, so where was the hurry? Anyway, time seemed to work differently in Darleycombe, like a stolid tortoise after Birmingham’s frantically zigzagging hare.

Al had done nearly all the house-hunting, zipping down to Devon on Saturdays and returning completely exhausted. When he came back with an I think I’ve found the one smile, Phoebe had agreed to accompany him for the second viewing.

The old couple who had owned Higher Mead Cottage had shown them around with chatty enthusiasm. The wonky chimney had been that way for decades, they said, so Al and Phoebe need not worry. The rooms were low-ceilinged, unassuming and cosy. Several had tiny fireplaces fitted with wood-burners. On the minus side, the window frames struggled to keep out the draughts and there wasn’t even a hint of a mobile signal. There was broadband, though, as the former owners had pointed out with pride. Apparently, their children had made them have it installed, although neither of them had ever used it.

They were charming. So was the house. Although a lot messier now. Al couldn’t claim to be the tidiest of people, and neither could Phoebe. ‘But what does it matter, really, in the great scheme of things?’ Al had said.

Her eyes on the otter, Phoebe let the phone ring for a while, but there was still no answer.

When Al returned, Phoebe was kneeling over the log basket. Her posture reminded him of paintings of the adoration of the Magi.

‘Dad, that was quick.’

‘Yes, wasn’t it?’ he said, his voice self-congratulatory but edged with worry. ‘Just made it in time. Everything was already offloaded from the lorry and I transferred it across in the car park.’

His daughter had finally got herself dressed and was layered in sweatshirts, which helped bulk out her tiny frame. She had also lined the basket with newspaper and added a few sprigs of bracken to make the otter cub feel more at home. It was now curled up, fast asleep.

‘Great job,’ he said. ‘Any luck with the sanctuary?’

Phoebe shook her head.

‘Well, I have to get my load delivered asap. I’ll deliver the otter while I’m at it, on the way out. We’d better put him or her into a shoebox once I’m ready. This is going to make me even later, though.’ He cracked his knuckles. A knot of stress was forming in his stomach. ‘Now for the tricky bit.’

He tried to look nonchalant, but she knew he was hinting.

‘Like some help?’ she asked.

‘Well, if you’re offering …’

For the job, Al had been told to download an app, and he’d been swearing at his phone ever since. Phoebe was a lot better at computer stuff than he was. It had taken her all of three minutes to grasp how it worked. He had managed sorting the deliveries for the first two days, but now that there was the pressure of time he could really do with her help.

Al unloaded the parcels from the car, armful by armful, and placed them in a semicircle on the sitting-room carpet. They varied from huge reinforced boxes to Jiffy bags, cardboard book envelopes and the classic ‘brown paper packages tied up with strings’.

Al warbled a couple of lines from The Sound of Music. His Julie Andrews impression was rather good, he thought. However, Phoebe put her finger against her lips and said he would wake up the otter cub if he didn’t cut it out.

She swiftly read out the postcodes in a low voice, supervised as he shuffled the deliveries into a sensible order, and calculated his route for him. Some of the parcels had the shop’s name printed on the packaging and she muttered her guesses about what was inside. Multivitamins in bulk, chocolates, cosmetics, wellies, stationery … Other boxes were more mysterious.

‘Mr Crocker, Mr Dobson, Ms Penrose, Reverend Daws. I wonder what they’ve all ordered?’ she mused. ‘I bet you could work out masses about our neighbours from what’s inside these packages.’

‘Yup. I bet you could,’ Al said, emphasizing the ‘you’. ‘I’m in too much of a flurry to even think about it, so I’m going to mind my own beeswax.’

As Phoebe transferred the otter cub to a shoebox, he hastily stacked the parcels into the car in reverse order of delivery. He came back in once more to fetch the box.

Phoebe followed him out.

‘Are you coming too?’ He was surprised she wasn’t back in bed by now.

‘Dad, no way am I not coming.’

She scrambled into the passenger seat and he handed her the precious package. She cradled it with devotion as he started up the engine and eased out into the lane.

‘Drive carefully, won’t you?’

He cast her a sideways glance and grinned.

A scuffling sounded inside the box and a shiny nose peeped out from under the lid. Phoebe held the box with both hands, careful to keep it steady as Al drove over a hump in the road. The nose twitched then disappeared again.

Darleycombe spread out on both sides of the river and stretched halfway up the hill. Its buildings were a mix of crooked, thatched idyllic, blockish eyesores from the seventies and flimsy modern structures that were classed as affordable housing (were any houses actually affordable these days?). A cluster of houses perched high up, proudly above the rest, looking over the view. On a clear day like today the purple tints of heather-covered moorland were visible in the distance.

They passed through the pretty part of the village, over the bridge, beyond the council houses and out the other side. The river meandered off into a stretch of woodland then returned to run alongside the road.

Phoebe huddled over the shoebox and opened it a chink again, unable to resist another look inside. The round, whiskery face peeped out, and a tiny paw crept over the edge. She pushed it back just in time.

‘Best not do that too much,’ Al warned. ‘If it escapes and leaps down my neck, I might just drive into a hedge.’

They were nearly there. They turned right, following the sign, and drew into a car park. Phoebe let Al carry the box to the gate but walked closely beside him.

The place was not open yet, but when he pressed the bell a woman came out almost immediately. She stood with her body barring the entrance. She was in her early sixties, short and compact, with thick grey hair gathered in two bunches that rested on her shoulders. Her wellies, jeans and jumper had a lived-in look, but she wore them stiffly, as if they were a uniform.

Al did the introductions.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ she replied, although she didn’t look it. ‘I’m Carol Blake. I run the otter sanctuary.’

She eyed the box with suspicion.

Al held it awkwardly, tapping the lid with one finger. ‘We found this down by the river.’ He allowed her a quick peek inside. ‘We were out walking early this morning and saw it toddling about in the grass. We thought at first it was maybe a stoat or a weasel, but then …’

‘Once we got a proper look, we knew straight away it was an otter,’ Phoebe put in. ‘Stoats and weasels aren’t as chubby-faced or cute as this.’

‘We watched for a while,’ Al continued, ‘and it gave a whistle, almost like a bird, as if it was calling, but there was no answer. It was nosing about, and seemed to be looking for its parents. There weren’t any others around at all, though, and it looked so young and helpless. We picked it up really easily and took it back home. We brought it here because we … Well, it seemed like a good idea.’

Carol’s mouth was a flat line. He would have thought they’d done exactly the right thing and she should be pleased. Apparently not. He’d also been hoping Phoebe would get an invitation to see the other otters, which she could enjoy while he whipped around the countryside delivering parcels. Instead, Carol said, ‘You didn’t give it any milk, did you?’

‘No, we brought it straight here.’

‘Well, that’s something. Otters are lactose intolerant, so if you had, you’d have made it very ill.’

A small, almost imperceptible squeak sounded in Phoebe’s throat.

‘Wait here,’ said Carol, and disappeared back inside. Al muttered something about ‘cold fish’ under his breath. He tried not to think about the clock ticking.

Carol was back a moment later, wearing thick leather gloves and carrying a cat basket and a map of the local area. She indicated that they were to open the shoebox. They had scarcely blinked before she had grabbed the otter cub by the scruff of its neck and transferred it across to the cat basket.

She surveyed them severely. ‘You assumed that, because you didn’t see an adult, this little one is an orphan. That’s probably not the case. The most likely thing is that its mother was around, hiding in the undergrowth and just waiting for you to go away.’

‘Oh,’ said Phoebe, crestfallen. ‘We’ve messed up everything, then.’

‘Well, we shall see,’ Carol answered. ‘Otter fathers are terrible and leave the females to do all the work, but the mothers are very caring and attentive. I’ve asked Rupert to babysit the sanctuary.’ Al assumed Rupert must be her husband. ‘I’ll take this young one back to the exact spot where you found her,’ Carol continued, ‘if you could show me where it is. I’ll put her back there in a temporary pen, and I’ll keep watch. If the mother comes back, I can release her straight away, and she’ll be fine. If, over the next twenty-four hours, there’s no sign of a mother, I’ll bring her back here to the sanctuary.’

‘You said “she”. Is it a female, then?’ Phoebe asked.

Carol shrugged her shoulders. ‘Hard to say, and I’m not going to examine her now. It’s just that I often get a sense about these things.’ She unfolded the map. ‘Show me the place.’

Phoebe stabbed the map with her finger, immediately able to locate Higher Mead Cottage, that stretch of the river and the glade itself.

‘I’ll drive there now. It’s not far from the top road.’

Al dug his hands into his pockets. ‘Since you’re going that way, I don’t suppose you could give Phoebe a lift back home, could you? I’ve got a ton of parcels to deliver and I’m running unbelievably late.’

‘All right,’ said Carol in a monotone.

‘Am I allowed to come back to the glade and watch for the mother otter with you?’ Phoebe asked.

Carol shook her head. ‘No, I’m afraid not. The fewer humans around, the better.’

There was clearly no point in arguing.
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Haste, Not Speed
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AL FELT BAD leaving his daughter in the company of the less than friendly Carol Blake. Still, if Carol ran an otter sanctuary, she had to be a decent type of person, didn’t she?

He gave them both a wave as he backed the car and zoomed away from the premises. Soon he was on his official route again. He whistled as he drove, glad that Phoebe had taken such an interest in the otter, hoping that, wherever it ended up, it would survive. And that Carol would keep them posted.

He put his foot on the accelerator. The road flickered with filigree patterns of grey and gold as he sped through a tunnel of beech trees. He came out into the open again and sunshine burst through the windscreen. On either side, the verges were a tangle of buttercups, cow parsley and feather-headed grasses. Birds perched and chatted together on the few telegraph wires; were they swallows or swifts? He kept forgetting the difference. He would ask Phoebe later. She’d know.

Al’s round (more of a squiggle, really) covered a few outlying farms and several villages. In his experience, roads tended to get shorter the more you drove along them, but the Devon lanes were still long. And twisty. And very, very narrow. In the first week here he’d involuntarily breathed in, and even now he felt the hedges might tickle him as he passed.

He dropped off a supply of horse equipment at a smallholding and several smaller packages across three hamlets, darting out of the car to leave the goods and hurrying away again before anyone could engage him in conversation, desperate to make up for lost time. He had to reverse several times to let cars or tractors pass. The satnav had a wicked sense of humour and everything was taking far longer than the blasted app said it should. Luckily, people had been forgiving so far. On the whole, they seemed pleased to see him. He came bearing gifts, after all.

It was hard to believe he was actually being paid for this. It was a lot less per hour than the job he’d given up, but the joy of maths teaching had ebbed away over the last few years.

Al Featherstone considered himself young, although others might not. He had a boyish manner and a good, thick crop of hair that was only sparingly peppered with grey. It was just the stresses of the classroom that had worn him down. On top of that, he had been given heaps of admin, and if there was one thing that drove Al to despair, it was admin. Nobody had blinked when, at fifty-three, he’d suggested an early retirement. Semi-retirement, anyway. The decision was first prompted by a flyer through the door that read, ‘Choose the funeral you want from just £15.97 per month.’ It had been like a slap in the face. Although he managed to bumble along and was, on the whole, a man of cheerful habits, Al’s heart had been crushed long ago and what remained of it beat to the rhythm of his three children. For their sakes, he had no intention of playing the starring role in a funeral any time soon, bargain or no. He might be an empty shell, but he hoped that at least he was a useful one.

Essentially a shy person, Al had no idea how popular he’d been as a teacher. Many of his pupils were sorry to see him leave and sorry they hadn’t been nicer to him, a realization that came too late. At school he’d been called Mr Featherstone to his face but was always known affectionately (he hoped) as Big Al behind his back. The ‘Big Al’ worked in much the same way as ‘Little John’ in the Robin Hood stories and was the wittiest name the students had managed to come up with. It could have been so much worse, but it had riled him a little. Not that he was touchy about his height. He wasn’t noticeably small, merely below average for a man. But the ‘big’ somehow made it more of an issue.

When he had suggested the move, Phoebe had given a little crow of excitement, which was enough to stir him to action. Their Birmingham life had felt congested. He’d been craving green fields and fresh air, and surely countryside would be good for her, too? Properties on Exmoor were relatively cheap, and it wasn’t far away from his other daughter, Jules, who was studying in Plymouth. His son, Jack, currently in York, had nearly finished at university and might be settling anywhere else soon … Or, more likely, not settling at all.

Since their arrival, Al had committed himself to the dual pleasures of scruffiness and vegetable gardening. He quite liked his new, unironed look. He’d got into the habit of being smart in the early days of his marriage; Ruth had appreciated such things and it was necessary for his job anyway. Yet now he’d relaxed into a less spick-and-span edition of himself, and he had to admit he felt more comfortable being just a little bit crumpled.

At last, he was returning to Darleycombe, the village he could now call home. He followed the twists and turns of the valley, drove up a steep incline, then pulled up in a driveway. The house had a large square front and heavily curtained windows. A Vauxhall was parked outside the lean-to garage. As he strode to the front door, Al startled a posse of plump, red-brown chickens. Their heads bobbed up to view him momentarily before they resumed their pecking and scrabbling.

He had to knock twice. The door opened a chink and he caught sight of a pair of bulbous eyes and two or three strands of hair scraped sideways over a bald head.

‘Just a delivery!’ Al called cheerfully.

The door opened a little wider. Al observed that the man, a Mr Crocker, according to his parcel, wasn’t wearing any shoes, just a pair of thick, green socks. He took the package in a swift, greedy movement.

‘Sorry, I have to take a photo of it,’ said Al, fishing out his phone. ‘Not of you, just it,’ he assured the man, who had shrunk back into the hallway. He focused the lens downward on the parcel and clicked.

‘So you’ll be the people who’ve moved into Higher Mead Cottage?’ Mr Crocker pronounced the words meditatively, as if he was working them out as he went along. Al guessed he had gleaned the information from the village shop, where he’d already introduced himself. He smiled at the way Mr Crocker said ‘people’, since there was clearly only one of him standing here on the doorstep.

‘Yes, just me and my daughter, Phoebe.’

Mr Crocker shook his head. ‘Not much happening here for a young person.’

‘She won’t mind.’ Al pictured Phoebe with her hair mussed up and her down-at-heel slippers. ‘We both like the quiet.’

‘Plenty of that going on,’ the man said with a wry grin. He extended a surprisingly smooth hand, which Al shook. ‘Anyway, I’m Jeremy Crocker. Retired policeman,’ he seemed to think it necessary to explain.

‘Al Featherstone,’ said Al.

‘I wish you both all the best in your new home.’

‘Thank you so much.’

Al was just turning to go away again when Mr Crocker held up a hand to stop him. ‘Wait here.’

He disappeared. Al hoped he wouldn’t be too long. Although there were only a few more deliveries to go, he was disastrously behind schedule now. Mr Crocker reappeared carrying an eggbox.

‘Take these, won’t you? From my girls.’

‘Your girls?’

‘Yes. They’re free-range, you know.’

Ah. The chickens. Al had recently stocked up with eggs but thought it prudent to accept anyway. ‘That’s generous of you. Thank you.’

‘Right you are. If there’s anything else you ever need, please don’t hesitate to contact me.’

The door was closed firmly with no more chitchat, to Al’s relief. He had the impression of kindness, though, and made a mental note to factor in an extra five minutes for Mr Crocker in the future.

As he took off again, he thought about Mr Crocker’s comment that there wasn’t much going on here for a young person. Had Al done the right thing by Phoebe?

Higher Mead Cottage was already throwing so many challenges at him. The window frames were rotting away and the beams were riddled with woodworm (it had apparently been treated, but Al wasn’t convinced. There was some suspicious-looking powdery stuff under the one in the bathroom just this morning, he’d noticed). The hot-water system regularly erupted into wild clanking noises and the only way to make it stop was to turn the heating on and off again several times. The electrics were dodgy, too. He kept promising Phoebe he would fix the flickering light in the hall, but he hadn’t got round to it yet. Then there was the garden, which was far more time-consuming than he’d bargained for. There was a real art to staying on top of things, he reflected. It was something he’d never quite mastered. It would all be so much easier if Ruth was still alive.

What would Ruth have made of all this? Jules and Jack were doing their own thing now and didn’t mind much what he did, but Phoebe was still so dependent on him. At least she was fond of her new bedroom.

Phoebe had been in favour of the move, yet now she seemed to have sunk into a kind of torpor. Despite his cajoling, she’d hardly left the house at all. Since their arrival he’d coaxed her out on a single short expedition, to a National Trust property. The formal garden, a chequered pattern of box hedges and borders, was encircled by woodland in which the ceiling was an emerald canopy and the floor a glory of rippling bluebells, yet Phoebe had scarcely registered any of it. To his dismay, she had even said she’d sit in the car while he looked around, a suggestion he wouldn’t accept since the trip had been for her benefit in the first place. Her lack of interest had shocked him. It had both sapped away his own appreciation of the place and accentuated his inner sadness. She used to like history and antiques, but when they traipsed round the manor house the only enthusiasm she had shown was for one of the ornate four-poster beds. ‘I wouldn’t mind sleeping in that,’ she’d said.

It was hard to gauge how Phoebe really felt. He supposed he was lucky he wasn’t living with a moaner, but an occasional little moan for purposes of clarification would actually be welcome. His other daughter, Jules, never had an issue with such things. Phoebe wasn’t a great one for sharing, though.

He had made her promise to try to get out and meet people here. At the village shop he’d seen a notice about a local yoga class and had suggested she might go. With a shrug and a slight grimace, she had agreed.

The baby otter, though, had lit her up like a sparkler. It was ages since anything had enthralled her like that. He only hoped they hadn’t seen the last of it.

He was jolted out of his reverie as a car careered round the bend ahead. Al punched his foot down on the brake. Something screeched. His body slammed back against the seat. As he was flung forwards again, images of his children hurtled through his head. Jack and Jules would manage, but …

I can’t die. I mustn’t. If I die, who will be there for Phoebe?

When his breath returned, his thoughts whisked by in rapid succession: I’m not dead. Neither is the other driver. Thank God! No blood shed, no bones broken. Both cars are damaged, though. Damn. At least it’s not a company vehicle … but I’m going to be ridiculously late for the last few deliveries now. I may get sacked, and in my first week, too. I’ve really let Phoebe down. At least she still has a father. My head hurts like hell. This woman looks furious.

From the way she’d sprung out of her own car, the other driver couldn’t be hurt, but she was clearly agitated. She was striding towards him in long leather boots. Her orange pashmina and her handsome swathes of dark hair blew in the breeze. Her eyes flashed with anger. He could see her mouth shaping swear words as he struggled to undo his seatbelt and get out.

The stunned sensation in his neck was probably mild whiplash. He gingerly walked round to survey the dent in his car. The other car, a purple Peugeot, had a sister dent.

‘Didn’t you see me?’ the woman demanded.

It was a stupid question.

‘No. Didn’t you see me?’ he returned. Then he added, ‘Are you okay?’ because she really might not be.

Wrinkles kept appearing and disappearing on her brow. She clenched her teeth and looked away.

‘Yes, I’m fine … That is …’ She glanced back at him and glowered. ‘Just don’t!’

‘I only asked if you were okay. Are you?’ It was hard to know what to make of her.

She turned away again. ‘No, not really. No, dammit, not at all. I could have done without this.’ She waved a hand at the two cars straddling the road at a skewed angle, bumpers kissing.

‘I’m sorry. I don’t actually think it was my fault,’ he added, hoping the insurance companies would agree, ‘but I’m sorry anyway.’

‘Sorry doesn’t really help, does it?’

Now she seemed close to tears. He fumbled in his pocket for a handkerchief, found one, but decided against giving it to her. He’d blown his nose on it earlier and it wasn’t looking its best.

‘This can easily be fixed,’ he said, attempting a tone of reassurance. ‘We just need to get the cars out of the road for now because they’re causing a blockage. I think they’re both still driveable. Did you need to be anywhere? I could give you a lift, if you want, if you’re too shaken. Do you know if there’s a mobile signal here?’ His voice was running on and on, inane words, but it would be a chance for her to gather herself.

‘Rrrrra,’ she said, which didn’t answer any of the questions but clearly helped her vent her frustration. ‘Ignore me! Just having a moment. It’s not you. It’s not even this.’ She indicated the cars. ‘It’s everything.’ Her words spurted out. Her cheeks were flushed.

It might be time to introduce himself. He stuck out a hand, determined to be pleasant.

‘Anyway, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Al Featherstone,’ he said.

The woman frowned at his hand and didn’t take it.
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Sherlock
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WAS IT POSSIBLE to care too much? If it was, her father was surely guilty. He had cared about every single boy and girl in that Birmingham school, including the mean ones. He’d tried so hard to teach them maths, even though they weren’t in the least bit interested. And he cared about Phoebe way more than she cared about herself.

Take her bedroom, for example. It had previously been a blank, square space, but now it resembled a colourful and chaotic palace. Al had even rigged her up a four-poster bed. That is to say, he’d managed to screw four posts around her bed and draped them with a thick, shiny fabric in turquoise, her favourite colour, adding gold tiebacks with tassels. He had invested in a heap of new and beautifully mashable pillows. And he’d bought a rubber stamp of an elephant, so one day soon after the move they had spent the morning stamping mini golden elephants over the headboard.

All this because she’d made a passing remark about a four-poster bed when they visited a National Trust property, and he had remembered it. She loved to draw the curtains around her, cocooning herself in with her thoughts. Al had put down turquoise fluffy rugs to match, strung fairy lights around the bookcase and hung up the treasured ukulele she never played. Her computer was connected to a screen positioned at the end of the bed, with the handset on her bedside table so she could binge-watch Strictly, Bake Off and detective dramas on playback whenever she liked.

Al had overspent on both money and energy. The rest of the house was having to wait.

This afternoon he had got in even later than expected, only to tell Phoebe that he had to go out again. Due to a prang with some rude woman driving a Peugeot, he needed to get the car fixed.

Phoebe sighed. She’d have to get used to being on her own again. Unfortunately, since Carol Blake had taken the cub, the Otter Effect seemed to have faded. Now she just felt a dull, sinking sensation in the pit of her stomach. She lay in bed staring into space for a while. At least when you were alone you didn’t need to pretend at all. You could be as miserable as you liked.

The move had seemed such a romantic idea, and she had assumed that everything was going to be (even if not a hundred per cent Narnian) significantly better in Devon. Yet now they were here she couldn’t shake off the feeling that she had just been buried for ever.

She kicked her shoes off, climbed on to the bed and picked up her phone. Ignoring the warning voice of her own common sense, she made herself do an online happiness survey. Her score came out as three out of ten. The questions had been stupid, though. How often do you go outside? (Seldom.) How often do you socialize? (Hardly ever.) How much time do you spend on your hobbies? (Hardly any.) Do you have something to look forward to? (No.)

Cataloguing her woes was fatal. Phoebe knew that. It would take her on a downward spiral leading to a deep morass of self-pity. She must try harder to be happy here. She owed her father that much.

At last she heard the front door opening, followed by Al’s whistling as he moved about the kitchen. A few moments later his footsteps sounded on the stairs. By the time he poked his head around the door her smile was back in place. He had two mugs of coffee with him, which went some way towards lifting her spirits. Life was so much better when you were wholly and deeply caffeinated.

Phoebe accepted one of the mugs, wrapped her hands around it and waited for the usual question.

‘So how are you?’ asked Al.

‘Completely galluptious, thank you,’ she answered without hesitation. ‘And you?’

‘Oh, very mixolydian indeed,’ he replied.

It was great that he was prepared to misuse vocabulary with her on a daily basis. Doubtless people living closely together always developed their own quirky ways of communication.

‘Can they fix the car?’ she asked.

‘Yes, but not immediately. I’ve got a hire car for now. Any news about the otter?’

‘Still nothing,’ she said.

They both looked pointedly at her phone, but it refused to ring.

‘Ah, well. Maybe a bit of Sherlock, to take our minds off it?’

‘Good plan.’

She pulled herself a little higher on the pillows and switched on the TV using the handset. Al settled in the chair to watch with her.

A distraction was definitely needed and, if anyone could do it, Sherlock Holmes could. Phoebe liked Professor T., Endeavour, Poirot and Hetty Wainthropp, but nobody – nobody – would ever come close to Sherlock Holmes. She had watched every incarnation of him from Basil Rathbone to Benedict Cumberbatch. She possessed all the stories on audiobook, too.

As they watched, Al punctuated the mystery with comments such as ‘Oh, it’s a spooky one, isn’t it? I seem to remember that character. Can’t for the life of me remember who did it, though.’

Phoebe would have appreciated her father’s comments more if they had been timed better. Too often he shared his opinion just at a crucial point in the drama.

‘Did you get that one?’ he asked when the programme finished.

‘Yup.’

‘Smarty-pants. I was miles off,’ Al admitted.

Phoebe had watched so many episodes she knew most of the plots inside out. Even if she forgot, she had trained her brain to tick alongside Sherlock’s and so could fathom out the mystery without too much effort. Only occasionally did she fail to work it out, when the red herrings were extra clever or her head had fogged up. It was frustrating when that happened. Her brother and sister used to call her the brainbox of the family. It was ironic that they were the ones now studying at university.

She picked up Al’s phone, which was lying on the bed, and listlessly flicked through his photos. Most of them were images of parcels being delivered.

‘If I was Sherlock, I could deduce so much from these.’

‘Like what?’ he asked.

‘Like … well, this one, for example.’ She held up the photo he’d taken at Mr Crocker’s house. It didn’t show much apart from the parcel itself, held in Mr Crocker’s hands. In the background below was a corner of Mr Crocker’s left foot, with dark-green socks and no shoes on, and a small area of his porch with the edge of some wellington boots visible.

‘I can tell you that this man has chickens.’

Al gaped at her. ‘What? How the devil did you know that?’ He was sure he hadn’t mentioned it in conversation.

‘You really don’t notice anything, do you, Dad?’

He rubbed a hand over his brow. ‘No, I’ve never been observant. I don’t know where you get it from, Phoebe.’

His shoulders bowed. A moment of silence passed between them. They both knew she had inherited it from her mother.

‘It’s all about context. See here?’ Phoebe said, pointing to the photo. ‘There’s a tiny feather stuck to the toe of that wellington boot. It’s a reddish-brown colour. Chicken-coloured.’

‘So it is. You’re quite right. Mr Crocker is the proud owner of several chickens. He calls them his girls.’

‘Sweet. Also, I believe Mr Crocker has a problem with his foot. Probably an ingrowing toenail.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘The fact he isn’t wearing shoes. And I can see a slight bulge under his sock in the area of his big toe, which looks as if there’s a plaster there.’

‘I don’t know whether to be proud or horrified at your powers of perception,’ said Al.

‘Proud, Dad. Proud.’

Al stretched his knuckles, and they clicked loudly. It was a sound that might grate with some people, but Phoebe associated it with being loved and comfortable.

The rowan tree outside waved its fleecy blossoms as if trying to brush the windowpane. Al stretched and went to open the window, determined that Phoebe should get another dose of Devon air. She drew the duvet around her ears as a fresh breeze penetrated the warm fug of the bedroom. Al stood, silhouetted, admiring the view. The strip of land that was their back garden, flanked by his new vegetable plot, dipped down to the riverbank. Hills rose beyond a line of woodland in dozens of different shades of green. The sky spread above it all, a smooth sheet overlaid with a thin layer of cotton-white clouds.

‘Ruth would have loved all this,’ he muttered, so softly Phoebe wasn’t even sure he had spoken.

She closed her eyes.

When she opened them again he was still standing there. Was it her imagination or did he flick a tear from his cheek?

‘Are you okay, Dad?’

‘Yes, yes, of course.’ He gave himself a little shake. ‘Oops! I’ve just remembered the washing’s still on the line. It’s been there three days.’

She had known this. She hadn’t reminded him because she’d wanted him to remember on his own.

‘Silly old me,’ he said with an eye-roll. ‘Well, I’ll get it in later. It’s Featherstone time now.’ He crossed the room to switch on the computer.

Every week, they met with Jules and Jack via Zoom. Jules was studying hospitality, tourism and events management in Plymouth while Jack was in his final year of environmental science at York University.

‘Can we not mention the otter yet?’ Phoebe suggested. ‘Until we know what’s happening?’

‘If that’s what you want,’ Al replied with an air of disappointment.

‘It’s just that Jules will … you know … make a big drama of it. Tell the world. Demand photos. Post it on Twitter and TikTok and Instagram. And I sort of want to keep it between us at the moment. I just want to own it for a bit longer, if that makes sense?’

‘It does. I won’t tell, I promise.’

In fact, Jules and Jack, both more talkative than Al and Phoebe, packed the half-hour with their news. Jack raved about his new romance, a ‘seriously hot’ sociology student he’d met at a sailing club. Jules described an incident during a university ball when a friend’s boyfriend had thrown a shoe from a fourth-floor window and it had bounced off the bonnet of a car passing below. Jack laughed along to the story, inserting comments and comparisons. Al beamed on.

Phoebe hoicked up the corners of her mouth and tried not to come across as sullen. So they were having a wonderful time. Great. Pleased as she was for them, the brightness of their lives cast hers into deeper shadow. Friendships (and boyfriendships) were a distant memory for her, and Jules and Jack had no idea how much they were rubbing it in.

‘And what’s going on with you two in Darleycombe?’ Jack asked.

‘Not a lot,’ said Phoebe.

‘How’s the job, Dad?’

‘Great,’ Al said. ‘Great, except that my satnav is evil and I keep getting lost. And today I got delayed and was late for everything and a cross woman in a Peugeot banged into me.’

‘Oh, Dad!’ they chorused.

As soon as the call was over, the phone rang, as if it had been waiting politely for them to finish.

Al and Phoebe looked at each other.

‘That’ll be Carol.’

Phoebe put a foot out of her bed, but Al was faster. She hadn’t wanted a house phone upstairs because it might disturb important things like sleep, but now she was beginning to regret her decision. She pulled the duvet back around herself and listened impatiently. She could hear her father’s side of the conversation from upstairs but couldn’t quite make out the words. The call went on and on. If she didn’t find out about the otter soon, she would burst.

Finally, she heard Al’s footsteps on the stairs. His face appeared at the bedroom door. His expression gave nothing away.

‘Well?’ she demanded.

‘Well what?’ he asked with a nonchalant air.

‘You know perfectly well what.’

He could be the most annoying person in the world when he put his mind to it. He stuck his hands in his pockets. ‘I take it you’d like to know about our furry friend?’

‘C’mon, Dad! Tell me before I thump you!’

He took a step back, a smile playing on his lips. ‘Carol says the little one is doing fine. She was observing it all day in the glade. It played and snuffled around, but there was no sign of any other otters at all.’

Phoebe sank back on her pillows. ‘So it will stay in the sanctuary now?’

Al nodded. ‘Yes. For whatever reason, it seems to be motherless.’

That last word hung between them, exuding sadness. Al pulled his head back as if trying to distance himself from it.

Phoebe cleared her throat. ‘Poor little otter.’

‘Carol said thank you to us both. She sounded a bit grudging, but she assured me she would make a temporary home for the cub at the sanctuary. It’s only about eight or nine weeks old and is a female, apparently. She’s already called in the vet to give it the once-over, and it seems okay, just a little dehydrated. She has managed to get it eating and drinking with the help of a baby’s bottle. She wants to keep it well away from the public eye, though. She hopes to be able to release it again once it’s older. In the meantime, it’ll be fed and cared for and learn how to fish and fend for itself.’

‘Can we see it again?’ Phoebe asked quickly.

‘That’s exactly what I asked. I had to wheedle, but yes: Carol has agreed that we can go and visit later in the week. She went on and on about not getting too attached, though. The idea behind the sanctuary is to release otters back into the wild, but some become too used to human company and then it’s no longer possible.’

Phoebe wished they hadn’t been quite so hasty in taking the cub to the sanctuary. Yes, Carol was the expert. All the same, she felt that she, Phoebe Featherstone, would make an excellent substitute otter mother.
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Aardvark, Cat, Leech and Otter
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PHOEBE COULDN’T BELIEVE she’d agreed to this. She was dreading it.

It wasn’t that she disliked people. There were some that she liked very much indeed, and she found all of them quite fascinating. It was just that they were such hard work. They required focus, they required energy, and she felt obliged to behave a certain way whenever they were around.

She’d only turned up because Al had made her promise. So here she was, clinging to the radiator in the village hall. The room was tediously beige and full of hard surfaces that amplified any sound and seemed to accentuate the chilly edge in the air. She shivered. Life had been a lot warmer in the days when she’d had all those layers of fat, even if they hadn’t done much for her image.

With her best toothpaste-advertisement smile, she ran her eyes around the room to examine the other participants. Just like her father’s deliveries, you could guess a lot about a person from the packaging. Whether it was lumpy, smooth, heavy or bright. Whether it rattled or smelled funny.

There were only four in the yoga class, and the others were much older than Phoebe. The teacher was in her early forties, and, after a quick appraisal, Phoebe decided she was the most interesting person present. Her dark hair was in a high ponytail fastened by what looked like a fat purple caterpillar. She was wearing a tie-dyed T-shirt over her leggings and her fingernails were painted jade green. She was the type of person, Phoebe thought, who was a vegetarian borderline vegan, believed in the power of crystals and dabbled in pottery.

Chatting with the alternative yoga teacher was Darleycombe’s vicar, Reverend Daws, who everyone seemed to call Rev Lucy. She was in a pale-pink tracksuit, which, coupled with her sweet smile and frizzy blonde hair, gave an impression of innocence and niceness. Phoebe put her down as the type of person who changed her sheets every Saturday, knew how to make a quiche Lorraine and had a window box of geraniums that she never forgot to water. She’d have a quiet husband who stayed firmly out of church affairs and two children who were polite but slightly spoilt. Her sermons would be brief and apologetic.

The other two participants were grey-haired ladies in Lycra, who Phoebe mentally dubbed ‘Serene’ and ‘Melancholy’. Melancholy’s facial expression suggested she had quite honestly given up on most things in life but was doing this class to please someone else (presumably, Serene. They seemed to be friends). The two of them had looked at Phoebe curiously when she came in. They were probably thinking, How nice to have someone young in the class.

‘Hi, I’m Christina,’ said the probably vegetarian yoga teacher, pouncing on Phoebe, who caught a slight whiff of aromatherapy oil when she approached.

‘I’m Phoebe.’

‘Great to have someone new here. Brave of you. Hope you enjoy it.’

‘I’m sure I will,’ Phoebe answered, not sure at all.

‘Got any medical conditions, Phoebe?’

‘No,’ Phoebe answered swiftly. ‘Have you?’

Christina looked amused, as if this was an unsuitable question for her, the teacher. It ought to go without saying that she was super-fit.

Serene and Melancholy were at the front, so Phoebe took her place at the back behind Melancholy and next to Rev Lucy. She was relieved that she didn’t have to tie herself in knots, and much of the session was taken up in merely lifting the arms in slow motion and breathing. She guessed Christina was longing to do more but felt limited due to the age and relative stiffness of Serene and Melancholy. Melancholy had unnaturally loud breathing, as if she was following a technique she had learned in a former lesson which she was keen to show off.

Christina had removed her shoes and did the exercises in bare feet. Her sinuous body flexed and twisted. Her students followed with clunkier movements. When they were asked to stand on one leg, Phoebe wobbled violently. Fretting that she would topple over and draw attention to herself, she willed her left foot to grow roots into the floor and keep her upright. The room was beginning to go blurry.

‘Now we’re going to do the Cat,’ said Christina.

‘Are you all right?’ asked Rev Lucy.

Phoebe thought she was addressing her, but then realized she was looking at Christina, whose face had suddenly creased up.

‘Never mind me,’ Christina answered huffily. ‘Let’s just get on.’

They were taken through the next series of movements. Along with the others, Phoebe crouched with her back arched: easy. She bent her head upwards: not so easy. Summoning extra willpower, she levered her muscles into the required positions. Thank goodness everything was in slow motion.

‘How did you manage, Phoebe?’ asked Christina when they had finished.

‘Good, thank you.’

‘Do you feel energized now?’

Hardly. She could have collapsed on her mat right there and fallen asleep if it hadn’t been so cold. Luckily, Christina didn’t seem to need an answer. She was now bustling about, chatting to the others.

‘Is there any news of Miaow?’ the vicar asked her.

‘No, nothing at all.’ At once Christina took on a look so tragic it out-melancholied Melancholy. She noticed Phoebe listening.

‘Miaow is the name of my cat,’ she explained. ‘I called her that because I thought it was only right that she should be able to say her own name. She’s been missing for three whole days now. I’m desperately worried about her.’

Phoebe couldn’t help smiling at the name, although she sympathized. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry. What does Miaow look like? I’ll keep an eye out for her.’

‘She’s a tortoiseshell. Sweet, but bossy with it. She firmly believes she rules the universe. She has a toffee-coloured smudge on her nose and a streak of white between her eyes. But you’ll know her if you see her, anyway. She’s the only cat in the village. There must be about ten thousand dogs in Darleycombe, but she’s the only cat.’

Christina was evidently fond of exaggeration. She sighed. ‘She’s never disappeared for this long before. I’ve put up notices and sent it out on the village email. I’ve even offered a reward, but no luck so far. I live alone, so I’m missing her a lot.’ She swallowed hard. ‘Anyway,’ she said, rallying, ‘I don’t want to burden you with my problems. Tell us all about you, Phoebe.’

Phoebe suspected that Miaow led a far more interesting life than she did.

‘Dad and I moved to Darleycombe last month. He thought I should try something new, so here I am. This yoga session has been an experiment, really.’

‘Well, it’s lovely that you came. There isn’t much else on around here, I’m afraid. What other things are you interested in doing?’

‘Oh, not a lot,’ Phoebe assured her. ‘I’m trying out an art class on Zoom, but I’m terrible at it. Otherwise, I’m happy with just reading and telly.’

‘I love art too!’ Christina exclaimed, delighted that they’d found something else in common. ‘I’ve done hundreds of art classes over the years. And I make jewellery. I made these, in fact.’ She pulled at her earrings, which
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