

[image: Cover Image]



LAVONDYSS

Robert Holdstock

[image: image]

www.sfgateway.com





      
      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

     

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Darest thou now, O soul,

Walk out with me toward the unknown region,

Where neither ground is for the feet nor any path to follow?

Walt Whitman
Darest Thou Now, O Soul





Introduction to LAVONDYSS by Robert Holdstock

In his 1981 novella ‘Mythago Wood’, Robert Holdstock wrote a story that was an instant classic; he created a work, and a world, with the power of myth, something that seemed even to its first readers to have pre-existed our reading of it.

Only the very best fantasies possess this timeless quality, which is also inherent in other things – landscape, art, rituals, folk-tales and music, as indicated in the comment made by Ralph Vaughan Williams about his discovery of British folk-music:

‘I had that sense of recognition … here was something which I had known all my life, only I didn’t know it …’

Those words of Vaughan Williams were chosen by Rob (I can’t call him ‘Holdstock’ without hearing my old friend bursting into infectious laughter) as the epigraph for Mythago Wood, the novel which went on to win even more praise, awards and devoted readers than the original shorter work. What the composer felt about his first encounter with the ‘Ballad of Dives and Lazarus’ in 1893, echoed the author’s feelings about British folklore, and the mythic territory he had started to make his own.

Lavondyss: Journey to an Unknown Region was published in 1988, announced as a ‘sequel’ to Mythago Wood – which it is, in a way, in that it takes place some years later and draws upon some events of the first novel as it explores the same territory – but it stands on its own, and, in my opinion, head and shoulders above the first book. Almost uniquely amongst sequels, Lavondyss is a greater, stranger, more powerful and original work than its prequel.

Mythago Wood is an easy book to love, at its heart an old-fashioned adventure story, a romance shaped around a recognizable pattern of myth and characters. Influenced by Jung’s concept of archetypes, inspired by the writings of Joseph Campbell on the common roots of human mythology, Rob was drawn to the trope of the haunted woods, and used it to tell a terrific story, which was also (although not at all post-modern or metafictional) a story about story.

Lavondyss, which delves deeper into the mysterious realms of myth, is considerably more challenging for the reader, as it was also for the author. I remember talking with him about it for a magazine article in 1988. It was an important book for him, he said, because it contained so much of his own childhood. The setting – the real world setting – of Lavondyss is rural Kent in the 1950s, based on the area around Tenterden, home to his paternal grandparents:

‘That is my childhood landscape; that was where I had my greatest sense of freedom, and it was very formative. You know they say that when you go back you find things are smaller? That land is bigger. I was there two weeks ago, and it was bigger than I remembered. It has changed, of course, but it is still a magic place.’

For W.B. Yeats it was ‘the foul rag and bone shop of the heart’ – for Robert Holdstock, a patch of British woodland with many names – Ryhope Wood, Shadox Wood, Howling Wood, Mythago Wood – bigger inside than out, a place of ghosts and history, an old, winding path into pre-history, to the shadowy places where stories start.

‘One of my points was to juxtapose ordinary family life and contemporary folklore with very primordial, unconscious imagery and the source of ancient symbols. They are linked – and that has always been a part of life, the balance between the ordinary and the imagination. Out of that juxtaposition comes creativity and fantasy and story.’

Unlike many writers of contemporary fantasy who borrow figures from past mythologies for their own purposes, Rob was not looking for exotica or borrowed glory, nor was he bent on a modern re-interpretation of old legends; he was in pursuit of a different quarry: the myths that are not remembered, the distant roots of the legends we recall, if at all, only dimly today. For that, the usual sort of research is useless. Instead, Rob, always an organic, instinctual writer at heart, relied on imagination and dreams:

‘Most of the images in Lavondyss are from the unconscious. Not only did I allow my imagination a free rein, but I wouldn’t even start to work on a particular scene until images had come into my head that seemed vivid and realistic, and undeniably right.’

Tallis Keeton is the main character of Lavondyss. She begins as a bright, if odd, child; a budding artist/scientist/philosopher who has her own ways of exploring, and is receptive to the mysterious, invisible powers of the land. She gains admittance to the heart of the wood, and becomes a figure of legend, journeying into the underworld. The journey is both physical and metaphysical, and it can be hard going at times, especially for readers who expect fantasy to provide a comfortable escape, but, as John Clute wrote regarding  ‘Difficulty’ (in The Darkening Garden: A Short Lexicon of Horror) ‘The language of daylight cannot penetrate the labyrinth into the coigns of the underworld.’

Lavondyss is a work of astonishing beauty and strangeness. Its difficulty is both necessary and rewarding. It is a thoughtful work of fiction about the importance of fantasy in the human soul which is not only a classic of the genre, but recreates a magical experience in the mind of the receptive reader. I hope this new edition will win it the greater recognition it deserves.

Lisa Tuttle

January 2015





PART ONE

Old Forbidden Place
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A fire is burning in Bird Spirit Land.
My bones smoulder. I must journey there.

Shaman dream chant, c. 10,000 B.C.
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[GABERLUNGI]

White Mask

The bright moon, hanging low over Barrow Hill, illuminated the snow-shrouded fields and made the winter land seem to glow with faint light. It was a lifeless, featureless place, and yet the shapes of the fields were clear, marked out by the moonshadow of the dark oak hedges that bordered them. Distantly, from that shadow round the meadow called The Stumps, the ghostly figure began to move again, following a hidden track over the rise of ground, then moving left, into tree cover. It stood there, just visible now to the old man who watched it from Stretley Farm; watching back. The cloak it wore was dark, the hood pulled low over its face. As if moved for the second time, coming closer to the farmhouse, it left the black wood behind. It was stooped, against the Christmas cold, perhaps. Where it walked it left a deep furrow in the fresh snow.

Standing at the gate of the farm, waiting for the moment he knew, now, must surely come, Owen Keeton heard his grandchild begin to cry. He turned to the dark face of the house and listened. The sobbing was a brief disturbance; a dream perhaps. Then the infant girl was quiet again.

Keeton retraced his steps across the garden, stepped into the warm house and kicked the snow from his boots. He walked into the parlour, prodded the log fire with the metal poker until the flames roared again, then went to the window and peered out at the main road to Shadoxhurst, the nearest village to the farm. He could just hear, very distantly, the sound of carols. Glancing at the clock above the fire he realized that Christmas Day had begun ten minutes before.

At the parlour table he stared down at the book of folklore and legend that lay open there. The print was very fine, the pages thick and of good quality paper; the illustrations, in full colour, were exquisite. It was a book he loved, and he was giving it to his granddaughter as a present. The images of knights and heroes inspired him; the Welshness of the names and places made him nostalgic for the lost places and lost voices of his own youth in the mountains of Wales. The epic tales had filled his head with the sound of battle, war-cry and the rustle of tree and bird in the glades of haunted forest.

Now there was something else in the book, written in the white spaces around the print: a letter. His letter to the child.

He turned back to the beginning of that letter, where the chapter on Arthur of the Britons began. He scanned the words quickly:


My dear Tallis: I’m an old man writing to you on a cold December night. I wonder if you will love the snow as much as I do? And regret as much the way it can imprison you. There is old memory in snow. You will find that out in due course, for I know where you come from, now …



The fire guttered and Keeton shivered despite it, and despite the heavy coat he wore. He stared at the wall, beyond which the snow-covered garden led to the fields, and that hooded figure, coming towards him. He felt a sudden urgent need to have done with this letter, to finalize it. It was a sort of panic. It gripped his heart and his stomach, and the hand that reached for the pen was shaking. The sound of the clock grew loud, but he resisted the urge to stare at it, to mark the passage of time, so little time, so few minutes …

He had to finish writing the letter, and soon. He bent to the page and began to squeeze the words into the narrow margin:


We bring alive ghosts, Tallis, and the ghosts huddle at the edge of vision. They are wise in ways that are a wisdom we all still share but have forgotten. But the wood is us and we are the wood! You will learn this. You will learn names. You will smell that ancient winter, so much more ferocious than this simple Xmas snow. And as you do so, you are treading an old and important pathway. I began to tread it first, until they abandoned me …



He wrote on, turning the pages, filling the margins, linking his own words to the unconscious child with the words of fable, forming a link that would be of value to her, one day in her future.

When he had finished the letter he used his handkerchief to blot the ink then closed the book. He wrapped it in heavy brown paper and tied it with a length of string.

On the brown paper he wrote this simple message: For Tallis; for your fifth birthday. From Granddad Owen.

He buttoned up his coat again and went back out into the cold, silent winter’s night. He stood outside the door for a moment feeling frightened, very disturbed. The hooded figure had come all the way across the fields and was standing by the gate to the garden, watching the house. Keeton hesitated a moment longer, then trudged over to it.

Only the gate separated them. Keeton was shivering inside his heavy overcoat, but his body burned with heat. The hood was low over the woman’s head and he could not tell which of the three she was. She must have been aware of his unspoken thought since she looked up slightly, turning to regard him. As she did so, Keeton realized she had been staring past him. A white mask gleamed from below the woollen cape.

‘It’s you, then …’ Keeton whispered.

Distantly, moving down the slope from the earthworks on Barrow Hill, he saw two other hooded figures. As if aware that he had noticed them, they stopped and seemed to shrink into the whiteness of the land.

He said, almost bitterly, ‘I was beginning to understand. I had begun to understand. And now you’re abandoning me …’

In the house, the child cried out. White Mask glanced towards the landing window, but the cry was another transient moment of disturbance. Keeton watched the ghost woman and couldn’t help the tears that surfaced to sting his eyes. She looked back at him and he thought he saw some hint of her face through the thin holes that were the eyes.

‘Listen to me,’ he said softly. ‘I have something to ask you. You see, they’ve lost their son. He was shot down over Belgium. They’ve lost him and they’ll grieve for years. If you take the daughter, now … if you take her now …’ he shuddered, wiped a hand across his eyes and took a deep breath of the frozen air. White Mask watched him without movement, without sound. ‘Give them a few years. Please? If you don’t want me … at least give them a few years with the child …’

White Mask slowly raised a finger to the lips of the chalk-smeared wood which covered her face. Keeton could see how old that finger was, how loose the skin on the hand, how small the hand.

Then she turned and ran from him, her dark cloak billowing, feet kicking up the snow. Halfway across the field she stopped and turned. Keeton heard the shrill sound of her laughter. This time, as she ran, it was away to the west, towards the shadow wood, Ryhope Wood. On Barrow Hill her companions were running too.

Keeton knew the country well. He could see at once that the three figures would meet at the edge of Stretley Stones meadow, where five ogham stones marked ancient graves.

He was both relieved and intrigued, relieved because White Mask had agreed with his request; he was certain of it. They would not come for Tallis, not for many years. He was certain of it.

And he was intrigued by the Stretley Stones, and by the ghost women who were moving to rendezvous there.

The child would be safe ….

He glanced round, guiltily. The house was in silence.

The child would be safe for a few minutes … just a few minutes … he would be back at the house long before Tallis’s parents returned from the Christmas service.

Stretley Stones beckoned him. He pulled his coat more tightly around him, opened the gate and waded out into the deep snow of the field. He followed White Mask’s tracks, and soon he was running to see what they would do in the meadow where the marked stones lay …
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[THE HOLLOWER]

Earthworks

(i)

‘So you still don’t know the secret name of this place?’ Mr Williams asked again.

‘No,’ Tallis agreed. ‘Not yet. Perhaps not ever. Secret names are very hard to find out. They’re in a part of the mind that is very closed off from the “thinking” part.’

‘Are they, indeed?’

They had reached the bottom of Rough Field, walking slowly in the intense summer heat, and Tallis clambered over the stile. Mr Williams, who was an old man and very heavily built, manoeuvred himself across the rickety wooden structure with greater care. Half-way across the stile he paused and smiled almost apologetically. Sorry to keep you waiting.

Tallis Keeton was tall for her thirteen years of age, but very thin. She felt helpless, watching the man; she felt certain that any steadying hand which she might offer would be useless. So she thrust her hands into the pockets of her summer dress and kicked at the ground, scuffing up the turf.

When he had crossed into the field Mr Williams smiled again, this time contentedly. He pushed a hand through his thick, white hair and rolled up his shirt sleeves. He was carrying a jacket over his arm. They began to walk on, then, towards the small stream which Tallis called Fox Water.

‘But you don’t even know the common name of the place?’ he said, continuing the conversation.

‘Not even that,’ Tallis said. ‘Common names can be difficult too. I need to find someone who has been there, or heard of it.’

‘So … if I understand correctly … what you are left with to describe this strange world which only you can see is your own name for it.’

‘Only my private name,’ Tallis agreed.

‘Old Forbidden Place,’ Mr Williams. ‘It has a good sound to it …’

He broke off, about to say more, because Tallis had rounded on him, a finger to her lips, dark eyes wide and concerned.

‘What have I done now?’ he asked, prodding the ground as he walked beside the child. It was high summer. The animal droppings in the fields buzzed with flies. The animals themselves were gathered in the shade beneath the trees which were grouped about the field. Everything was very still. The human voices seemed thin as old man and girl walked and talked.

‘I told you yesterday, you can only say a private name three times between dawn and dusk. You’ve said it three times already, now. You’ve used it up.’

Mr Williams pulled a face. ‘Terribly sorry …’

Tallis just sighed.

‘This business of names,’ Mr Williams persisted after a while. They could hear the stream, now, tumbling over the stepping stones which Tallis had placed there. ‘Everything has three names?’

‘Not everything.’

‘This field, for example. How many names?’

‘Just two,’ Tallis said. ‘Its common name – the Hollows – and my private name.’

‘Which is?’

Tallis grinned, glancing up at her companion. They stopped walking. Tallis said, ‘This is Windy Cave Meadow.’

Mr Williams looked around, frowning. ‘Yes. You mentioned this place yesterday. But …’ He raised a hand to his forehead and shaded his eyes as he looked carefully from right to left. After a moment he said dramatically, ‘I see no caves.’

Tallis laughed and raised her arms to indicate the very spot where Mr Williams stood. ‘You’re standing in it!’

Mr Williams looked up, looked round, then cupped his ear. He shook his head. ‘I’m not convinced.’

‘You are!’ Tallis assured him loudly. ‘It’s a big cave and goes into the hill, only you can’t see the hill either.’

‘Can you?’ Mr Williams asked from the scorched meadow, in the middle of a farm.

Tallis shrugged mysteriously. ‘No,’ she confessed. ‘Well, sometimes.’

Mr Williams regarded her suspiciously. ‘Hmm,’ he murmured after a moment. ‘Well, let’s get on. I’d like to dip my feet in cold water.’

They crossed Fox Water by the stepping stones, found a suitable, grassy piece of bank and slipped off shoes and socks. Mr Williams rolled up the legs of his trousers. They flexed their toes in the cool water. For a while they sat in silence, staring back up across the pasture, Windy Cave Meadow, to the distant dark shape of the house that was Tallis’s home.

‘Have you named all the fields?’ Mr Williams asked eventually.

‘Not all. The names for some of them just won’t come. I must be doing something wrong, but I’m too young to work it out.’

‘Are you indeed?’ Mr Williams murmured with a smile.

Ignoring the comment (but aware of its wry nature) Tallis said, ‘I’m trying to get to Ryhope Wood on my own, but I can’t cross the last field. It must be very well defended …’

‘The field?’

‘The wood. It’s on the Ryhope estate. It’s a very old wood. It has survived for thousands of years according to Gaunt – ’

‘Your gardener.’

‘Yes. He calls it primal. He says everyone knows about the wood, but nobody ever talks about it. People are frightened of the place.’

‘You’re not, though.’

Tallis shook her head. ‘But I can’t cross the last field. I’m trying to find another way to get there, but it’s hard.’ She stared up at the old man, who was watching the water, lost in thought. ‘Do you think woods can be aware of people, and keep them at a distance?’

He pulled a face. ‘That’s a funny thought,’ he said, adding, ‘Why not use its secret name? Do you know its secret name?’

Tallis shrugged. ‘No. Only its common names, and it has hundreds of those, some of them thousands of years old. Shadox Wood, Ryhope Wood, Grey Wood, Rider’s Wood, Hood Trees, Deep Dell Copses, Howling Wood, Hell’s Trees, The Graymes … the list is endless. Gaunt knows them all.’

Mr Williams was impressed. ‘And of course, you can’t just walk across the field to this name-thronged forest …’

‘Of course not. Not alone.’

‘No. Of course you can’t. I understand. From what you told me yesterday, I understand very well.’ He turned round, where he sat, to peer into the distance, but there were too many fields, too many slopes, too many trees between himself and Ryhope Wood for him to have a view of it. When he looked back, Tallis was pointing beyond the trees.

‘You can see all my camps from here. In the last few months I’ve heard a lot of movement in them. Other visitors. But they’re not like us. My grandfather called them mythagos.’

‘An odd word.’

‘They’re ghosts. They come from here,’ she tapped her head. ‘And here,’ she tapped Mr Williams’s. ‘I don’t understand completely.’

‘Your grandfather sounds like an interesting man.’

Tallis pointed to Stretley Stones meadow. ‘He died over there, one Christmas. I was only a baby. I never knew him.’ She pointed in the opposite direction, towards Barrow Hill. ‘That’s my favourite camp.’

‘I can see earthworks.’

‘It’s an old castle. Centuries old.’ She pointed elsewhere. ‘And that’s Sad Song Meadow. There, on the other side of the hedge.’

‘Sad Song Meadow,’ Mr Williams repeated. ‘Why did that name come to you?’

‘Because I can hear music sometimes. Nice music, but sad.’

Intrigued, Mr Williams asked, ‘Singing? Or instruments?’

‘Like – like wind. In trees. But with a tune. Several tunes.’

‘Can you remember any of them?’

Tallis smiled. ‘There’s one I like …’

She ‘tra-la-laad’ the melody, beating time with her feet in the water. When she’d finished, Mr Williams laughed. In his own gravelly voice he ‘da-da-daad’ a similar tune. ‘It’s called “Dives and Lazarus”,’ he said. ‘It’s an exquisite folk song. Your version, though …’ he frowned, then asked Tallis to hum the theme again. She did. He said, ‘It sounds old, doesn’t it? It’s more primitive. It’s lovely. But it’s still “Dives and Lazarus”.’ He beamed down at her. He had a twinkle in his eye, a way of raising his eyebrows that had made Tallis laugh since the first time she had met this man, two days before.

‘I don’t want to boast,’ he whispered, ‘But I once composed a piece of music based on that folk song.’

‘Not another one,’ Tallis whispered back.

‘I’m afraid so. I’ve had a go at most things in my time …’

(ii)

They stood among the alders by the wide stream which Tallis called Hunter’s Brook. It flowed from Ryhope Wood itself, then followed the shallow valleys between the fields and woods, coursing towards Shadoxhurst, where it disappeared into the ground.

Ryhope Wood was a dense tangle of summer green, rising distantly from the yellow and red of the brushwood that bordered it. The trees seemed huge. The canopy was unbroken. It stretched over the hill in one direction, and in the other was lost in the lines of hedges that extended from it like limbs. It looked impenetrable.

Mr Williams rested a hand on Tallis’s shoulder. ‘Shall I take you across?’

Tallis shook her head. Then she led the way further along Hunter’s Brook, past the place where she had first met Mr Williams and to a tall, lightning blasted oak that stood a little way out into the field from the dense tree hedge behind. The tree was almost dead, and the split in its trunk formed a narrow seat.

‘This is Old Friend,’ Tallis said matter-of-factly. ‘I often come here to think.’

‘A nice name,’ Mr Williams said. ‘But not very imaginative.’

‘Names are names,’ Tallis pointed out. ‘They exist. People find them out. But they don’t change them. They can’t.’

‘In that,’ Mr Williams said gently, ‘I disagree with you.’

‘Once a name is found, it’s fixed,’ Tallis protested.

‘No it isn’t.’

She looked at him. ‘Can you change a tune?’

‘If I want to.’

Slightly confused, she said, ‘But then it isn’t … it isn’t the tune. It’s not the first inspiration!’

‘Isn’t it?’

‘I’m not trying to be argumentative,’ Tallis said awkwardly. ‘I’m just saying … if you don’t first accept the gift as it is – if you change what you hear, or change what you learn – doesn’t that make it weak somehow?’

‘Why should it?’ Mr Williams asked softly. ‘As I believe I’ve said to you before, the gift is not what you hear, or learn … the gift is being able to hear and learn. These things are yours from the moment they come and you can shape the tune, or the clay, or the painting, or whatever it is, because it belongs to you. It’s what I’ve always done with my music.’

‘And it’s what I should do with my stories, according to you,’ Tallis said. ‘Only …’ she hesitated, still uncertain. ‘My stories are real. If I change them … they become just …’ She shrugged. ‘Just nothing. Just children’s stories. Don’t they?’

Looking across the summer fields at the tree-covered earthworks on Barrow Hill, Mr Williams shook his head minutely. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Although I would think that there are great truths in what you call children’s stories.’

He looked back at her and smiled, then leaned back against the split trunk of Old Friend and let the intense gleam settle in his eye. ‘Talking of stories,’ he said, ‘and especially of Old Forbidden Place …’

He slapped a hand to his mouth, realizing what he had done as soon as he had spoken the words. ‘I’m terribly sorry!’ he said.

Tallis rolled her eyes, sighing resignedly.

Mr Williams said, ‘But what about it, what about this story? You’ve been promising to tell it to me for two days now –’

‘Only one.’

‘Well, one then. But I’d like to hear it before I have to –’

He broke off, glancing at the girl apprehensively. He suspected he would make her sad.

‘Before you have to what?’ Tallis asked, slight concern on her face.

‘Before I have to go,’ he said gently.

She was shocked. ‘You’re going?’

‘I have to,’ he said with an apologetic shrug.

‘Where?’

‘Somewhere very important to me. Somewhere a long way away.’

She didn’t speak for a moment, but her eyes misted slightly. ‘Where exactly?’

He said, ‘Home. To where I live. In the fabled land of Dorking.’ He smiled. ‘To where I work. I have work to do.’

‘Aren’t you retired?’ Tallis asked sadly.

Mr Williams laughed. ‘For goodness’ sake, I’m a composer. Composers don’t retire.’

‘Why not? You’re very old.’

‘I’m a mere twenty-six,’ Mr Williams said, looking up into the tree.

‘You’re eighty-four!’

His gaze reverted to her in an instant, his expression one of suspicion. ‘Someone told you,’ he said. ‘No one could guess that well. But in any case, composers do not retire.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because the music keeps coming, that’s why not.’

‘Oh. I see …’

‘I’m glad you see. And that’s why I have to go home. I shouldn’t be here at all. No one knows I’m here. And I’m meant to be resting my bad leg. And all of this is why I’d like you to keep your promise to me. Tell me the story of …’ He caught himself in time. ‘Tell me all about this strange place that is so forbidden and so old. Tell me about OFP.’

Tallis looked concerned. ‘But the story isn’t finished. In fact, there’s hardly any of it at all. I’ve only learned little bits of the tale.’

‘Well, just tell me those bits, then. Come on, now. You promised. And a promise made is a debt to be paid.’

Tallis’s face, fair, freckled and full of sadness, seemed very child-like now. Her brown eyes glistened. Then she blinked and smiled and the child was gone, the mischievous young adult returned. ‘Very well, then. Sit in Old Friend. That’s right … Here we go. Are you sitting comfortably?’

Mr Williams wriggled in the embrace of the tree, thought about the question and announced, ‘No.’

‘Good,’ Tallis said. ‘Then I’ll begin. And no interruptions,’ she said sternly.

‘I shall hardly breathe,’ he said.

She turned away from him, then slowly came round to face him again, a dramatic look in her eyes, her hands slightly raised for emphasis. ‘Once upon a time,’ she began, ‘there were three brothers –’

‘So far very original,’ Mr Williams murmured with a smile.

‘No interruptions!’ Tallis said sharply. ‘That’s the rule!’

‘Sorry.’

‘If you interrupt at a crucial point you might change the story. And that would be disastrous.’

‘For whom?’

‘For them! For the people. Now. Keep very quiet and I’ll tell you all that I know about Old Forb –’ She stopped herself. ‘About OFP.’

‘I’m all ears.’

‘Once upon a time,’ she began again, ‘there were three brothers. They were the sons of a great King. They lived in a big fortress and the King loved them all very much. So did the Queen. But the King and the Queen didn’t like each other and he locked her away in a high tower on the great north wall …’

‘So far, very familiar,’ Mr Williams interrupted mischievously. Tallis glared at him. He asked, ‘Were the sons called Richard, Geoffrey and John Lackland? Are we speaking of Henry the Second and Eleanor of Aquitaine?’

‘No we are not!’ Tallis declared loudly.

‘My mistake. Do continue.’

She took a deep breath. ‘The first son,’ she said, with a hard, meaningful look at her audience, ‘was called Mordred –’

‘Ah. Him.’

‘In the King’s language, a very old language, this name meant “The Boy who would Journey”. The second son was called Arthur –’

‘Another old friend.’

‘Which,’ Tallis said with a furious look, ‘in that same forgotten language meant “The Boy who would Triumph”. The third son, the youngest, was called Scathach –’

‘The new boy you mentioned.’

‘Whose name means “The Boy who would be Marked”. These three sons were good at all things –’

‘Oh dear,’ Mr Williams said. ‘How tiresome. Weren’t there any daughters?’

Tallis almost shrieked her irritation with the impatient man in the tree. But then she looked confused. She shrugged. ‘There may have been. I’ll come to that later. Now don’t keep bursting in!’

‘Sorry,’ he said again, his hand raised appeasingly.

‘These three sons were good at sport, and at hunting, and games, and at music. And,’ she said, ‘they loved their little sister very much. Although hers is a different story than this one!’ She glanced at him sharply.

‘But at least we know there was a sister.’

‘Yes!’

‘And her brothers loved her.’

‘Yes! In different ways …’

‘Ah hah. What different ways?’

‘Mr Williams!’

‘But it might be important …’

‘Mr Williams! I’m trying to tell you the story!’

‘Sorry,’ he said for the third time, in his smallest, most conciliatory voice.

Again the girl composed her thoughts, grumbling all the while. Then she raised her hands for total silence.

But even as she was about to speak the change went through her, the brief shuddering, the sudden whitening of her face which Mr Williams had witnessed just the day before. It was what he had been waiting for and he leaned forward, watching curiously and anxiously. The possession of the girl, for possession is what he imagined this to be, disturbed him no less now than it had before, and yet he was helpless to intervene. Tallis looked suddenly ill, rocking on her feet, looking so wan and gaunt that she might have been about to faint. But she remained standing, although her eyes became unfocused, staring straight through the man in front of her. Her hair, long and very fine, seemed to drift in an unfelt breeze. The air around her, and around Mr Williams, grew slightly chilled. Mr Williams could find no better word to describe this change than: eerie. Whatever possessed her would not harm her because it had not harmed her yesterday, but it changed her totally. Her voice was still the same girl’s voice, but she was different, now, and the language she used – usually quite sophisticated for her age – suddenly became dramatically archaic.

He heard the slightest of movements in the underbrush behind him and twisted awkwardly where he sat to glance at the trees. He couldn’t be sure, but for an instant he imagined he could see a hooded figure standing there, its face white and expressionless. Cloud shadow altered the quality of light on the face of the wood and the image of the figure had gone.

He turned back to Tallis, holding his breath, shaking with anticipation, aware that he was in the presence of something beyond his reason.

Tallis began to speak the story again …

The Valley of Dreams

Forty years the King lived and his sons were men, now. They had fought single combat and won many honours. They had fought in battle and won distinction.

There was a great feast in honour of the Ear of Corn. Ten stewards carried the mead to the King’s table. Twenty stewards carried the quarters of the ox. The Queen’s lady made bread that was as white as snow, and was scented with the autumn land.

‘Who shall have the Castle?’ asked the eldest son, emboldened by wine.

‘By the Fair God, none of you,’ said the King.

‘How so?’

‘Only my body and the body of the Queen shall live in the Castle,’ said the Lord.

‘That is a bad idea,’ said Mordred.

‘On my word, it shall be that way.’

‘The broken haft of my seventh spear says I shall have a Castle,’ said the son, defiantly.

‘You shall have a Castle, but it will not be this one.’

There was a great argument and the three sons were made to stand on the flame side of the table and eat only with their shield hands. The King’s mind was made up. When he was dead he would be buried in the deepest room. The outer chambers and all the courtyards would be filled with earth from the field of the Battle of Bavduin, from that great time in the history of the people. The fortress would become a huge mound in honour of the King. There would be one true way to the heart of the tomb, where the heart of the King could be found. Only a Knight of five chariots, a seven-speared, coldly-slaying, fierce-voiced Knight could find that way. For the others there would be only battle with the warrior ghosts of Bavduin.

In all of this, who gave a thought for the Queen? Only Scathach, the youngest son.

‘In all this blood-earth,’ he said, ‘where will the heart of our Mother lie?’

‘Unless my word dishonours me, where it falls!’ said the Lord.

‘That is a cruel thought.’

‘By the cauldron’s thousand, put there by my own hand, that shall be the way.’

Oh, but the Queen’s heart was black. Black-hating, black-raging, black-furious for all but her youngest son. With a mother’s kiss, this is what she said to Scathach. ‘When the time for my death is here, place my heart in a black box, which will be made for me by a wise woman.’

‘I shall do that gladly,’ said the son.

‘When the heart is in the box, hide it in the Castle in an earth-filled room where the autumn rain can saturate it and the winter wind can move it as it moves the earth itself.’

‘I shall make sure of it.’

She was a dark-hearted beauty, a rage-filled mother, wife of a great but cruel man. In her own death she would haunt that man, even as far as the Bright Realm.

At the time of the Bud on the Branch there was another great feast, and the King gave his sons Castles in the realm. For Mordred there was the Castle known as Dun Gurnun, a massive fortress built among the rich beech-woods in the east of the land. There were forty turrets on each wall. A thousand people lived within Dun Gurnun and none was ever heard to complain. The woods teemed with wild boar as tall as horses, and plump doves, and all of this hunting was for Mordred alone.

For Arthur there was the Castle in the south of the land, known as Camboglorn, high and proud turreted among the dense oak woods. It was built on a hill and there was a full week’s riding around the winding road that led to its great oak gates. From its high walls there was nothing to be seen except the greensward, bloated with red deer and wild pig, sheltering crystal waters that were fat with silver salmon. All of this was Arthur’s alone.

But what of Scathach, the youngest son? At this time he was away at war, fighting for the army of another king in a great, black forest. When he returned home his father hardly knew him. His scars were terrible, although his beauty was the same. But there are scars that cannot be seen and this son had been deeply wounded.

Now, when he saw how his elder brothers had been given fine Castles with good hunting, he asked for his own. The King gave him Dun Craddoc, but it was too draughty. He offered him Dorcic Castle, but there were strange ghosts there. He suggested the fortress known as Ogmior, but it stood on the edge of a cliff. The youngest son rejected all of these and the King in a fury said this to him. ‘Then you shall have no Castle made of stone! Anything else is yours, if you can find it.’

And from that day Scathach stood on the flame side of the table and ate only with his shield hand.

Angrily, Scathach went to his mother. She reminded him of his promise to help her to haunt the spirit of her husband in the Land of the Fast Hunt, or in the Wide Plain, or the Many Coloured Realm, wherever the King, in his death, should flee. Scathach had not forgotten and told her so with a son’s kiss. So the Queen sent him to a wise woman, and the wise woman kept him with her for thirty days, between one moon and the next, while she sought in her ecstasy among the Nine Silent Valleys for a Castle that would satisfy him.

At last she found it. It was a great and dark place, made of that stone which is not true stone. It was deep in a forest, hidden from the world by a circle of gorges and raging rivers, a place of winter. No army could take that Castle. No man could live there and keep his mind alive. No man could return to the world of his birth without first transforming into the animal in his soul. But the youngest son accepted it and travelled to Old Forbidden Place, to mark its highest tower with his white standard.

Many years passed. Years without vision. In those years Scathach’s mother passed, by use of masks, into the realm of Old Forbidden Place. And his brothers too, although they came only as close as the closest gorge and peered at the castle from that distance, watching their sibling at the hunt, pursuing beasts that are beyond description, for all things in this world were born from the minds of men and since all men were mad, they were mad creatures, madly running.

(iii)

It took a moment for Mr Williams to realize that Tallis had stopped speaking. He had been staring at her, listening to the words, to the story – which reminded him of the Welsh mythological tales he had often read – and now he saw how the colour flushed back to her cheeks, and awareness settled in her vacant gaze. She folded her arms and shivered, glancing round. ‘Is it cold?’

‘Not really,’ he said. ‘But what about the rest of the story?’

Tallis stared at him, as if she didn’t understand his words.

He said, ‘It’s not finished. It was just getting interesting. What did the son do next? What happened to the Queen?’

‘Scathach?’ she shrugged. ‘I don’t know yet.’

‘Can’t you give me a hint?’

Tallis laughed. She was suddenly warm again, and whatever event had overtaken her had passed away. She jumped to a low branch and swung from it, causing a small shower of leaves to descend upon the man below. ‘I can’t give you a hint about something that hasn’t happened yet,’ she said, returning to the earth and staring at him. ‘It’s a strange story, though. Isn’t it?’

‘It has its moments,’ Mr Williams agreed. Then quickly he asked, ‘What’s so special about a Knight of five chariots and seven spears?’

She looked blank. ‘His number of single combats. Why?’

‘Where was the Battle of Bavduin?’

‘Nobody knows,’ she said. ‘It’s a great mystery.’

‘Why would the sons be made to eat with their shield hands?’

‘They were in disgrace,’ Tallis said and laughed. ‘The shield hand is the coward’s hand. That’s obvious.’

‘And what exactly is a son’s kiss?’

Tallis blushed. ‘I don’t really know,’ she said.

‘But you used the words.’

‘Yes, but they’re just part of the story. I’m too young to know everything.’

‘What is “that stone which is not true stone”?’

‘I’m getting frightened,’ Tallis said, and Mr Williams smiled at her, raising a hand, ending the inquisition.

‘You’re a fascinating young woman,’ he said. ‘The story you have just told me is no story that you made up. It belongs in the air, in the water, in the ground …’

‘Like your music,’ Tallis said.

‘Indeed yes.’ He turned where he sat and glanced at the wood. ‘But I don’t have a shadowy figure whispering to me when I compose. I caught a glimpse of her. Hooded; white mask.’ He looked back at Tallis, whose eyes were wide. ‘I could almost feel the breeze between you.’

He slipped from his uncomfortable perch in the heart of the dying tree. He brushed bark and insects from his trousers and then looked at his watch. Tallis stared up at him, suddenly gloomy.

‘Is it time to go?’ she asked.

‘All good things,’ he said kindly. ‘This has been a wonderful two days. I shall tell no one about them except one person, and that person I shall swear to secrecy. I have returned to one of the places of my first real vision, my first real music, and I have met Miss Tallis Keeton and heard four wonderful stories.’ He extended his hand towards her. ‘And I would like to live another fifty years, just so that I might know you. I’m like your grandfather, in that.’

They shook hands slowly. He smiled. ‘But alas …’

They walked back across the fields until they came to the bridleway into Shadoxhurst. At once Mr Williams picked up his pace, raising his stick in a final farewell. Tallis watched him go.

When he was some distance away he stopped and looked back at her, leaning on his stick. ‘By the way,’ he shouted. ‘I’ve found a name for the field, the one by the wood.’

‘What is it?’

‘Find Me Again Field. Tell it that if it argues, the old man will come and plough it up! It won’t argue long.’

‘I’ll let you know!’ she shouted after him.

‘Make sure you do.’

‘Write some nice music,’ she added. ‘None of that noisy stuff!’

‘I’ll do my very best,’ his voice came to her as his figure diminished, dwarfed by the trees that lined the bridleway.

‘Hey!’ she yelled.

‘What now?’ he called back.

‘I haven’t told you four stories. Only three.’

‘You’re forgetting Broken Boy’s Fancy,’ he shouted. ‘The most important story of them all.’

Broken Boy’s Fancy?

She saw him out of sight. The last she heard was his voice intoning the melody which he had earlier called “Dives and Lazarus”. What did he mean, Broken Boy’s Fancy?

Then there was just the sounds of the earth and Tallis’s laughter.
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[SINISALO]

Broken Boy’s Fancy

(i)

The child was born in September, 1944, and christened on a warm, clear morning at the end of the month. She was named Tallis in honour of the Welsh family, in particular of her grandfather, who had been a fine storyteller and who had much enjoyed the comparison of his skills with those of Taliesin, the legendary bard of Wales. It was said of Taliesin that he had been born from the earth itself, had survived the Great Flood, and told fine tales in the winter lodges of the warlord, Arthur.

‘Why, I remember doing the very same thing myself!’ her grandfather had often said to the younger, more easily influenced members of his family.

No one had been able to find which woman’s name was the same as that romantic figure of the early days, so ‘Tallis’ was coined and the girl was christened.

This was only the first naming. It had been performed in the church at Shadoxhurst, an ordinary ceremony conducted by the old vicar. When it was over the whole family gathered out on the village green, around the hollow oak that grew there. In the bright day a picnic blanket was spread out and a frugal but enjoyable feast consumed. Wartime rationing had not affected the availability of home-fermented cider and eight flagons were emptied. By evening, Grandfather’s spiky and amusing tales of legend had degenerated into a confused and incoherent sequence of anecdotes and recollections. He was led home to the farm in disgrace, and put to bed, but his last words on that last day of September were, ‘Watch for her second name …’

He had prophesied well. Three days later, at dusk, a commotion in the garden brought everyone running from the house. There they saw the great lame stag, known locally as Broken Boy. It had stumbled through the fence and was trampling over the autumn cabbage. In its panic it ran towards the apple shed, butted against the wood and snapped off a fragment of tine from its right antler.

All the adults had gathered on the lawn, watching the tall beast as it struggled to escape, but when Tallis’s mother appeared, holding the infant, it became suddenly subdued, marking the ground with its hooves, but staring at the silent child.

It was a moment of both fear and magic, since no stag had ever come this close to them before, and Broken Boy was a local legend, a great hart of well in excess of fourteen years. What caused the creature to be held in such awe was that it seemed to have been known in the area for generations. Some years it would not be seen at all, then a farmer would notice it on a high ridge, or a schoolboy on the bridleway, or the hunt as it crossed farmland. The word would go out: ‘Broken Boy’s been seen!’ The hart had never been known to shed its antlers, and the velvet hung on the tines like filthy strips of black rag.

It was the Ragged Hart. The rags of velvet were rumoured to be shreds of grave shroud.

‘What does it want?’ someone murmured, and as if brought back to life by the sound of the words the stag turned, leapt over the fence and vanished into the gathering darkness, away towards Ryhope Wood, across the two streams.

Tallis’s mother picked up the fragment of antler and later wrapped it in a strip of the infant’s white christening robe, tied tight with two pieces of blue ribbon. She locked it away in a box where she kept all her treasures. Tallis was named Broken Boy’s Fancy and was toasted as such well into the night.

When she was ten months old her grandfather sat her on his knee and whispered to her. ‘I’m telling her all the stories I know,’ he had said to Tallis’s mother.

‘She can’t understand a word,’ Margaret Keeton replied. ‘You should wait until she’s older.’

That made the old man angry. ‘I can’t wait until she’s older!’ he stated bluntly, and returned to the business of whispering in the infant’s ear.

Owen Keeton died before Tallis had become aware of him. He had walked out across the fields one Christmas night and died, huddled and snow covered, at the base of an old oak. His eyes had been open and there had been a look of gentle rapture on his frozen features. Tallis remembered him in later years only in the family story of her name, and in the photograph that was framed by her small bed. And of course in the volume of folk stories and legendary tales which he had left for her. It was an exquisite book, finely printed and richly illustrated in full colour. There was an inscription to Tallis on the title page, and also a long letter from him, written in the margins of the chapter on Arthur, words conceived one winter in a desperate attempt to communicate across the years.

She did not read that letter with any real understanding until she was twelve years old, but one word caught her eye early on, a strange word – ‘mythago’ – which her grandfather had linked by pen to Arthur’s name in the text.

The Keetons’ farm was a wonderful place for a child to grow up in. The house stood at the centre of a large garden in which there were orchards, machine sheds, greenhouses, apple sheds and woodsheds, and wild places hidden behind high walls, where everything grew in abundance and in chaos. At the back of the house, facing open land, there was a wide lawn and a kitchen garden, fenced off from the fields by wire designed to keep out sheep and stray deer … all except the bigger harts, it seemed.

From that garden the land seemed endless. Every field was bordered by trees. Even the distant skyline showed the tangled stands of old forest that had survived for centuries, and into which the deer fled for protection in the season of the hunt.

The Keetons had owned Stretley Farm for only two generations, but already they felt a part of the land, tied to the community of Shadoxhurst.

Tallis’s father, James Keeton, was an unsophisticated and kindly man. He controlled the farm as best he could, but spent most of his time running a small solicitor’s business in Gloucester. Margaret Keeton – whom Tallis would always think of as ‘severe but strikingly beautiful’, after the first description of her mother she ever overheard – was active in the local community, and concentrated on managing the orchards.

The main running of the small farm was left to Edward Gaunt, who tended the garden and greenhouses too. Visitors always thought of Gaunt (he himself preferred the bare name) as the ‘gardener’, but he was far more than that. He lived in a cottage close to the Keeton house and – after the war – owned much of the livestock on the farm. He was paid in many ways, and the best way – he always said – was from the sale of cider made from Keeton apples.

Tallis was very fond of Mr Gaunt, and in her early childhood spent many hours with him, helping in the greenhouses, or about the garden, listening to his stories, his songs, telling him stories of her own. Only as she grew older did she become more remote from the man, as she pursued her own strange interests in a secretive way.

Tallis’s earliest memory was of Harry, her twice-lost brother.

He had been her half-brother, really. James Keeton had been married before, to an Irish woman who had died in London, early in the war. He had married again, very quickly, and Tallis was born shortly after.

Tallis had memories of Harry which were of a loving, gentle and, to a delightful degree, teasing man; he had fair hair and bright eyes, and fingers that never failed to find her funny-bones. He had returned from service action unexpectedly, in 1946, having been reported as ‘missing, presumed dead’. She remembered him carrying her on his shoulders across the fields that separated their garden from Stretley Stones meadow where the five fallen stones marked ancient graves.

He had sat her in the branches of a tree and teased her with threats of leaving her there. His face had been burned – she remembered that blemish vividly – and his voice, at times, very sad. The burn had followed the crash of his aircraft when fighting over France. The sadness came from something deeper.

She had been just three years old when these memories became a part of her life, but she would never forget the way the whole house, the whole land, seemed to sing whenever Harry visited the farm; joy, perceived in her own childish way, despite the shadow which he carried with him.

She remembered, too, the angry voices. Harry and his stepmother had not been at ease with one another. Sometimes, from her small room at the top of the house, Tallis would watch her father and Harry walking arm-in-arm across the fields, deep in conversation, or deep in thought. During this time, which the child found immensely sad, the sound of the sewing machine, downstairs in the workroom, was like an angry roar.

Harry had come to the house at dawn, the summer of Tallis’s fourth birthday, to say goodbye. She remembered him leaning down to kiss her. He had seemed hurt. Hurt in his chest, she thought. And when she asked him what was the matter he smiled and said, ‘Someone shot me with an arrow.’

In the half-light his eyes had glistened and a single tear had dropped on to her mouth. He whispered, ‘Listen to me, Tallis. Listen to me. I shan’t be far away. Do you understand that? I shan’t be far away. I promise! I’ll see you again, one day. I promise that with all my heart.’

‘Where are you going?’ she whispered back.

‘Somewhere very strange. Somewhere very close to here. Somewhere I’ve been looking for for years, and should have seen before now … I love you, little sister. I’ll do my best to keep in touch …’

She lay there without moving, without licking away the salty taste of his tear on her lips, hearing his words again and again, marking them for ever. Soon she heard the sound of his motorcycle.

That was the last she knew of him, and a few days later, for the first time, mention was made in the house that Harry was dead.

(ii)

Tallis became the tiny, confused witness of a terrible grief. The house became like a tomb, cold, echoing. Her father sat alone by the woodshed, his body slumped forward, his head cradled in his hands. He spent hours like this, hours a day, days a week. Sometimes Gaunt would come and sit with him, leaning back against the shed, arms folded, lips moving almost imperceptibly as he spoke.

Harry was dead. He had been an infrequent visitor to the family home, although he didn’t live far away, estranged by arguments with his stepmother, and by something else, something which Tallis did not understand. It had something to do with the war, and with his burned face, and with the woods – with Ryhope Wood in particular – and with ghosts. It was beyond her understanding at this time.

Tallis found very little comfort in the house, now. When she was five she began to create secret camps, a precocious activity for one so young.

One hidden camp was in the garden, in an alley between two brick machine sheds; a second by Stretley Stones meadow; a third in the tangle of alder and willow that crowded part of the bank of the stream called Wyndbrook; the fourth and favourite camp was in a ruined sheep shelter among the earthworks, up on Barrow Hill.

Each camp seemed to attract Tallis at a different time of year, so that in summer she would sit and look at picture books by Stretley Stones meadow, but in the winter, especially in the snow, she would make her way to Barrow Hill, and huddle in the enclosure, staring across Wyndbrook at the dark and brooding face of Ryhope Wood.

Often, during these long months, she would see the black shape of Broken Boy in the distance, but if she followed him he always eluded her; just occasionally – always in spring – Tallis would find his spoor close to her house, or see his furtive, lame movement in the nearer fields and copses.

During these early years of her childhood she missed her parents very much, missed the warmth that she had known so briefly. Where once her father had talked to her when they had walked together, now he strolled in thoughtful, distant silence. He no longer remembered the names of plants and trees. And her mother, who had always been so joyful and playful with her, became pale and ghostly. When Margaret Keeton was not working in the orchards she sat at the dining table, writing letters, impatient with Tallis’s simple demands upon her attention.

So Tallis found refuge in her camps, and after her fifth birthday she took with her the book which her grandfather had left for her, the beautiful volume of fables and folklore. Although she
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