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It has been exactly three years since Grandmother disappeared. I do not summon my wolves. Not today. Instead, I walk alone through the trees, just like I did the day I met her.

The ground is dry and the crackle of leaves at my heels gives me the feeling that there’s something just behind me. I am deep in the woods, much further in than I’d planned to travel, knowing I must get back before Mother wakes up.

The pre-dawn light is soft and countered by the sharp coolness of the air. I climb up to the top of a rocky outcrop, using hands and feet to navigate the mossy boulders, not so much hoping for a good view but rather to be visible. Just in case she’s close.

I should turn round. But I don’t. I reach the top and allow my tired eyes to relax, letting the browns and greens and yellows blur before me. I am wearing my bright red coat that, three years on, now fits me perfectly and will stand out to anyone looking for it. I wait. I hope. But the trees whisper to the wind and that is all I can hear.

I decide to give myself one more minute. If Grandmother is coming at all, I’d hate to miss her by such a small, insignificant amount of time. As I think this, a branch swings low behind me and flicks playfully at my hair. I whip round, laughing. I spot the culprit tree, her branch bent inwards to her trunk as though she has her hand on her hip.

‘All right, all right.’ I sigh. ‘I’ll go back.’

The tree extends her branch towards me and I hold onto it as I climb my way back down from my vantage point. I thank her as I reach the ground and, in reply, she flips my large hood up over my head so it falls past my eyes. To be honest, I enjoy the momentary darkness, but I push it off again and begin my walk back in the direction of the village.

For the second year in a row, this anniversary walk of mine has proven fruitless. But I cannot let the day pass without doing something to acknowledge it and, whether I find Grandmother or not, this feels like proof I’m still thinking of her. Proof I remember. But, as the days, weeks, months and now years go by, it hurts more and more to come back with nothing.

There is another pain with me today, too. A deep, low ache in my stomach. I ignore it, mostly, but every now and then a wrenching tears through me and, with no one around to see, I double over with the pain of it. This is only my second cycle and it’s just about more bearable than the first.

When I first bled, I thought I was dying. I burst into Mother’s room, desperate to let her know how much I loved her and how sorry I was for every fight. I was halfway through telling her that Aerona could have all I owned except for my magnifying glass, which Luki liked for bug hunting, when Mother stirred groggily. ‘Calm down, for earth’s sake.’

I explained my imminent doom, but Mother simply sighed and I cried harder, thinking she even found my death to be tedious. But no. I wasn’t dying. It was simply that no one had thought it a good idea to tell me that my ‘cycle’ meant cramps and stomach pain and backache and blood. All important details, I might add. But, as with anything associated with women in our village, it was deemed impolite at best and disgusting at worst.

Mother fetched me rags and brewed me a sage tea for the pain. I sat at the kitchen table and continued to cry, but more quietly now. Mother set the mug down and then wrapped her arms round me while I let the rest of my tears fall. I wasn’t even sure why I was still crying. Relief that I wasn’t dying. Hurt at being kept in the dark. Feeling foolish for my reaction now I had all the facts. According to Mother, I’d started my cycle ‘late’ compared to most, but so far I can only count that as earth’s blessing to me.

I join a path that is overgrown from lack of use, but still winds its tentative way back to the village. The good thing about the dry autumn we are having is that my boots will not be coated in mud from this excursion, which is the type of evidence Mother will be on the alert for, today especially.

She thinks Grandmother left us all on purpose. I don’t think she would have done so without at least saying goodbye. And this difference of opinion has acted like a wall between me and Mother since the day Grandmother disappeared.

I trudge along, stamping a little harder than is strictly necessary, only pausing when I reach the fallen tree, which is a landmark I am grateful for. When the trees have as much spirit as the ones in these woods, the landscape is ever-changing and it can be hard work recognising where I am. But this fallen trunk is a constant.

Confident on this familiar ground, I vault over the tree. As I land, I hear a sound off to my right and my stomach swoops. I step towards the noise, a sudden tension in my muscles making my movements unsteady as I strain my eyes to see what’s up ahead. My mind is already racing, picturing Grandmother’s outline, ready to hear the warm resonance of her voice and feel the welcome of her arms when she hugs me for the first time in three years.

I peer round a tree trunk that is three times my body’s width. But no. It isn’t Grandmother. Instead, I see a much younger woman standing in the middle of a clearing, making a valiant attempt to dig a hole in the hard earth.

I withdraw behind my tree, lean against the trunk and close my eyes. When I reopen them, I watch autumn leaves waft downwards around me as if the tree is absorbing my sadness and expressing it for me. Or maybe with me. I take a few slow breaths, feeling the double-edged nature of hope cut with its sharper side.

Through the fog of my disappointment, I dimly register who the woman is: Caragh Pent, the village woodcutter. I hope she hasn’t seen me. Unlike most people in my village, I like Caragh, but today she is a reminder of that last row between Mother and Grandmother. I have moved just a few steps away from the tree and back towards the path when I hear her call out behind me.

‘Aren’t you going to say hello, Red Tammel?’ Her voice carries, but it has a forced quality as though she’s using energy she doesn’t have to spare.

‘Sorry.’ I retrace my steps. ‘I’m not meant to be here,’ I admit.

‘I won’t tell.’ She smiles.

Caragh is twenty, with long straggly brown hair that she usually wears down, providing her neck with an extra layer of warmth. But today it is tied back in a ponytail that’s already coming loose. She leans heavily on her shovel and wipes sweat from her brow as I join her in the clearing.

Since the wolf attacks on the men, the task of gathering enough fuel for the whole village was filled by whoever was in the mayor’s disfavour. Women would be pulled off their usual work for a month and sent to the woods every day to punish them or someone in their family.

Caragh was sentenced to being a woodcutter for a whole year and it shocked everyone. Her crime? Saying no to the mayor’s offer of marriage.

Even though he has since married someone else, he’s never forgotten Caragh’s refusal. That became clear when Caragh’s one-year sentence came to an end, only for him to extend it to two years instead.

It isn’t only punishments the mayor controls, but our food, too. Everyone in the village receives rations, but they are never divided fairly. Instead, the mayor decides what and how much each person is allowed. It’s a power he enjoys wielding on a whim, especially during the winter when food is already scarce. It’s even worse for Caragh because everyone is so scared of their own rations being cut, no one wants to be seen trading with her.

Well, no one respectable, at least. I gave her my sheep-wool blanket when I found out she sleeps outside all year round. But the only other person I’ve seen speak to Caragh is Raif Ulrica. He is not considered respectable because, when the mayor made joining the wolf-hunters mandatory, his father refused and the shame this brought to the Ulrica family name has been impossible to shake ever since.

Now, as Caragh holds something out towards me, I can feel her arm, once strong, now thin and trembling. She places something in my outstretched palm. Acorns. Two of them. I touch them gently, their smooth bodies and rough caps. The stalks poke out of their tops as though to prove that they already know how to grow.

‘You’re planting these?’ I look down into the sizeable hole Caragh has already managed to dig and am not surprised she’s trembling.

‘Yes.’

‘Can I?’ I ask her, holding up an acorn.

Caragh’s face breaks into another smile and she nods.

I pocket one of the acorns, knowing if I put it down, I’ll find it hard to spot again against the brown earth. With the other, I follow Caragh’s instructions exactly, nestling the acorn into the soil and filling in the large hole, like tucking it into bed. Caragh moves off to get something from the low cart she uses to carry wood to the village. My hands are cold from the damp mud, but I relish this feeling of the earth between my fingers.

My mind flashes back to a time when Grandmother and I sowed seeds in our own back garden. Each morning I would hurry outside to see how much our seedlings had grown. Grandmother explained how it was nature’s way for plants, people and even animals to change as they grew up. I’d only half listened to her because I had never been allowed to plant anything before and I was impatient for the moment the tiny shoots would be big enough to hold whole flowers. But I supposed that Grandmother was trying to teach me to be patient.

Caragh watches me come out of my reverie. Not for the first time, I find myself imagining working here with her.

She loves these woods. It isn’t the work she minds, but the shame the villagers attach to it. They ignore her, letting their eyes slide over her like she’s nothing more than an old crate left out in the street. Even her mother, Mrs Pent, no longer speaks to her. Mother doesn’t approve much of what I do, but she still lets me come home every night. I cannot imagine what it’s like for Caragh to live so close to her family and for them to pretend she doesn’t exist.

Caragh comes over to check my progress and sees that I have already planted my first acorn. ‘The trees like you,’ she says approvingly. She holds up a little book, opens it and jots down a few notes. ‘That’s just so I remember where things are, so I know where to check back in spring,’ she explains.

I nod because this makes sense.

‘What do you mean, the trees like me?’ I ask. I assume it’s because I haven’t chopped any of them down, but they seem to like Caragh, too.

It’s as though Caragh knows what I am thinking.

‘Cutting is only part of being a woodcutter. It’s the part most focus on, and that’s the fastest way to get these trees to turn on you,’ she says. ‘Another part of this job is planting.’ She gestures towards where my acorn lies. ‘And listening.’

‘Listening?’

‘Yes. I’ll show you.’

Caragh walks over to her bag and pulls out a long axe. I follow, not sure what to expect as we approach a strong-looking tree at the edge of the clearing.

‘Ready?’ asks Caragh.

I nod, though I’m not sure.

It takes her two attempts to fully raise the axe, but then she takes a step towards the tree. At once, an angry cracking noise sounds and the earth around the base of the tree splits apart. I cry out and take a step backwards, watching as what appear to be green snakes twist and writhe their way up the gnarled tree trunk. Horrified, I watch as the brown of the bark is replaced by a poisonous green as the writhing mass – not snakes but wriggling vines – smothers the tree, hiding her from our view.

The air is charged with a fear that I don’t think is my own, but is strong nonetheless. Caragh takes another step towards the tree and, even as I want to call her back, the vines split open and inch-long spikes sprout from them and grow longer by the second, reaching out towards Caragh, who is standing there quite calmly.

I cannot take it any more. I grab Caragh by the arm and pull her away from the tree, and, as I do so, I hear Grandmother’s voice in my head saying, We do not need to be frightened of something working so hard to survive.

We are several paces away from the tree and her defences before I stop. The charge in the air is already easing and, to my astonishment, Caragh is smiling at me.

‘I told you.’ She grins. ‘You’re a good listener, Red.’

I breathe hard, looking warily at Caragh. ‘That tree wasn’t exactly subtle, was she?’ I say.

No longer under threat, the thorns retreat back into the vines and, slowly, the vines uncoil themselves from around the trunk and snake their way back into the earth. I watch, mesmerised.

‘No,’ admitted Caragh, ‘but you’d be surprised how many people would see those defences as a challenge.’

‘But then how can you do the woodcutting part of your job if the trees don’t let you?’

‘They do let me,’ she says. ‘They might show me where a tree is dying or has fallen. Or when I’ve planted enough new ones that they can spare one. It’s like a partnership,’ she explains.

‘But you’ve never taken that fallen tree back there?’ I say, pointing in the direction that I came from.

‘No. They won’t let me.’

‘Why not?’

‘I suppose it has a purpose for someone.’ She shrugs. Her voice is light like this is a throwaway comment, but I blush again because I think I know what that purpose is.

‘So they let you cut down some trees in exchange for the work you do planting new ones?’

‘Exactly. It takes a lot of fuel to keep a village going. And, attitudes being what they are, it’s important to protect these trees however we can. No one likes to talk about it now, but the old woodcutters did a lot of damage here. You’ve seen it? The place where they used to work?’

I nod. I avoid going there because it’s a horrible corner of the woods, just the jagged remains of rows and rows of tree stumps sticking out of the ground like grotesque graves. The place is lifeless. Nothing green grows there, the ground is dusty and cracked, and the wide space devoid of trees is eerily silent without the usual chorus of birdsong heard throughout the rest of the woods. The old woodcutters used to bring fuel by the wagonload, far more than our village needed, until the wolf attacks put a stop to that, too.

I open my mouth to ask more questions, but a gentle tugging from behind me interrupts my train of thought. A tree has hooked my hood with her branch. I reach up to free myself, but she has already let go. I turn to face her and can tell she’s a young one. There is a hesitancy to her movements, like each motion is a question or a suggestion rather than an instruction.

She’s right, of course. I was making good time, but now it’s uncertain whether I’ll get home before the village wakes up. If I’m spotted, one look at my delivery log will show I have no good reason to be in the woods, let alone so early. Not only that but Mother will also be cross if she sees me before I have time to change out of my favourite grubby trousers and into the skirts I am supposed to wear instead.

The sudden panic must show in my face and spread to the air because the yellowing leaves of the young tree flame with splashes of a vivid red, like the very tree is blushing. I place a palm to her trunk to steady her, thanking her for the reminder.

‘Looks like you’d best be heading back,’ says Caragh.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘But thank you for showing me all this.’ I rummage in my pocket for something to give her for her time, as is the required etiquette of our village.

‘Don’t worry,’ Caragh says when she notices what I am doing. ‘You helped me, remember?’ She points at my planted acorn. ‘I owe you now.’ With a smile, she turns her back on me and picks up her shovel.

I hurry from the clearing. When I glance back, Caragh is not digging. Instead, she is beside the threatened tree, her palm to the bark, making amends. I pause just long enough to see white blossoms erupt along the lower branches as they encircle Caragh in what is unmistakably a hug.

I linger to watch, but my young tree friend twists her leafy branches until her cascade of leaves hides the clearing from my view like a rippling green curtain. Taking the hint, I go.

Back on the path, I hasten along it faster than usual. I don’t fall over, but I trip a couple of times on mud-covered rocks I cannot spot at this speed. My field of vision is narrow. But, each time I trip, I find a branch ready and waiting for me to grab hold of and steady myself, and my heart feels a little fuller.

At last, the light begins to change as the trees thin and the ground becomes flatter. Sounds shift as though they are turning outwards, and I know this means open space, the edge of the woods. I pull my red coat more tightly around me as I leave the shade of the trees and step into the shadow of the tall stone tower that overlooks the tree line. At the very top hangs a large metal bell. The mayor ordered this tower to be built during the worst of the wolf attacks to add another layer of protection to our village.

This is where our wolf-crier sits and watches, ready to sound the alarm if any wolves are spotted approaching the village. It stands sombre and silent, like a lifeless tree that forgot to fall over when it died. The sight of it always makes me feel gloomy, and today is no exception. It has not been needed in nearly ten years, but the mayor still insists on regular wolf drills.

I pass the ready-made pyre, another deterrent, waiting to be lit the moment a wolf dares to come too close to our village boundary. Then I unbolt the large gate that is set into a high stone wall that seals our village off from the woods. The world feels dimmer as I move from earth to cobbles. The airy whisper of leaves fades and is replaced by the hollow sound of my footsteps, their weak echoes breaking through the quiet morning, but the smell of smoke tells me that I am no longer the only villager awake.

I hesitate. I either go straight through the village and risk being seen by someone who will take great pleasure in telling my mother, or I go the long way round it and risk being home late enough that I give myself away to her anyway.

It doesn’t seem like much of a choice, but I head towards the village square.
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It is quiet here. The various trading houses are locked and bolted and, as far as I can see, I am the only person walking along the main street. I have walked this route hundreds of times before, but still I pay close attention to the ground just ahead of me.

I reach the village square and pass the only tree that has been permitted to live this side of the village boundary. She is enormous, her trunk so wide that it takes more than twenty children holding hands to form a circle round her. We tried it when I was younger, though we never dared touch her. That was bad luck. Now we couldn’t if we tried as, by order of the mayor, she’s surrounded by a high, spiked fence.

She’s an oak tree, and her trunk is mostly covered by ivy that has climbed to some of the lower branches, but not yet reached the higher ones. It reminds me of Aerona’s half-finished paintings. In both their cases, the incompleteness of them still, somehow, seems perfect.

The first sign of the working day reaches my nose as I cross the square and approach the bakery. The inviting waft of baked bread and the ever-present scent of gingerbread tell me that Wilson Quillem is preparing for his first customers. Wilson belongs to the old hunting family that founded this village, so his name carries prestige here. The Quillem family established the fur trade that put our tiny village on the map. Traders would come from far and wide to buy the quality wolf pelts. Wilson was all set to take over from his father when the number of wolf attacks soared.

The mayor’s ban on men and boys entering the woods hit the Quillems hard because they had the most to lose. I’ve known Wilson all my life, and he loves to bring up ‘the good old days’ any chance he gets, as though he’s worried we’ll forget his (or his family’s) former importance.

For all his talk of how much better his life used to be, Wilson still does all right. More than all right. He runs a bakery now and, although the shopfront is a little shabby, the cakes are wonderful. Of course, the mayor collects the majority of the food to parcel out in rations, but the rest Wilson is free to trade with. His is also the only business to trade with the villages on the other side of the woods. He pays women to transport his goods for him, and this is why I decided to become a courier.

I hear the clatter of the bakery door and the tinkle of a bell. As the door is thrown wide, another wave of smells floods through the air and I breathe it in, savouring it. Wilson is standing in the bakery doorway. He’s wearing his usual pale pink coat that always puts me in mind of the icing on a cake. But, in the warm glow of the bakery’s light, it has taken on an orange sheen.

‘Red!’ He calls out in his usual booming voice, and I look up and down the street nervously. So much for not drawing attention to myself. ‘What are you doing here so early?’ His tone is a mixture of surprise and suspicion.

‘Nothing,’ I say, furious at myself for not thinking of a cover story. I pull my long red coat more tightly around me, hoping Wilson won’t notice my grubby trousers. ‘Just walking.’ I make to move on before he can interrogate me further, but Wilson calls me back.

‘Wait a moment, will you?’

‘I need to get back to Mother, Wilson.’

‘One minute.’ He is already retreating back over the threshold, obviously expecting me to follow. When I don’t appear as quickly as he’d like, he calls, ‘I’m going to need you to take a parcel to Ms Blaeberry later.’

My mood lifts at the thought, but I am careful to keep my face blank. Ms Blaeberry lives in a cottage in the woods and everyone says she’s a witch. Years ago, she lived here in this village. But she refused to stop practising her magic so the other villagers stopped trading with her, just like they have with Caragh, and she was forced to leave.

That’s the story anyway. But I know Ms Blaeberry. I’ve taken several
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Dear Reader,

Once upon a time, I found myself wondering why Little Red Riding Hood’s mother is so insistent she follow one set path through the woods. I thought about this as I walked my dog on our usual loop, and again when I went for a run, the same run I always do so I am 1. less likely to fall over and 2. won’t get lost. Well, that answers my question, I thought to myself. Then I started thinking about the way Little Red Riding Hood doesn’t realise her own grandmother has been replaced by a wolf. And the more I thought about it, the clearer the answer became …

I was born severely visually impaired and my vision deteriorated further shortly before I turned eighteen. I often joke that what I see is mostly guesswork. My eyes can make out a certain, small amount and then, given the context, I know what I am expecting to see and do my best to fill in the rest with my imagination. And this isn’t uncommon, since 93% of blind and partially sighted people are reported to have some vision.

While I have never been in Little Red Riding Hood’s exact position (and I truly hope you haven’t either!), I have stood waiting for a family member to meet me and have cast around for the hair, coat, or even car colour I associate with that person. I have smiled at anyone who fits the right criteria in case they are the one I am there to meet. It’s not the most reliable system, I can tell you that much. And on the flip side, I have been known to completely (accidentally) fail to recognise friends and family members if they appear in a place where I am not expecting to see them.

So, maybe it isn’t so wild that Little Red Riding Hood didn’t believe her eyes when she came face to face with a wolf in her grandmother’s clothing. Maybe she was simply filling in the blanks of what she could see with what she expected. After all, how many of us would expect to see a wolf in a nightcap?

Little Red Riding Hood is one of the only stories I can think of that captures a fragment of the spectrum that is sight loss. That is why, in this story, Red is visually impaired and her view of the world is like my own – a beautiful swirling mix of light, colour and guesses that become familiar surroundings.

Off the trodden path, Red finds that there are more roots to trip over, but there are even more branches to catch her, and best of all, there’s a lot of magic to be found when lost in the trees.

Beth O’Brien
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