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My Sister Rina

Granny’s room should have been cleared long ago. My husband, Rob, says the twins need their own space. At nine, Alice and Ben are far too old to be sharing. But I can’t bring myself to part with a single one of her things. Not the green batik dress and sequined slippers she wore to pick me up on my first day at school. Nor the bangles that jingled up and down her wrists, announcing her presence long before I spotted her through the sea of mothers waiting at the gates.

She was special, way more fun than any of the mums.

Granny never forced me to eat my greens or do my homework. On weekends she gave me a small glass of wine with dinner, and I was allowed to stay up late and watch horror movies long after I knew my classmates would be in bed.

Her selflessness saved me from a life of childminders and ready meals. I was three months old when my mother died in a car crash. Without asking, Granny rolled up her glamorous life in the Côte d’Azur and returned to a nondescript suburb of Bristol so she could devote herself to my care.

Everyone loved her. No matter how cantankerous the neighbour or officious the traffic warden, they all buckled to her charm.

That’s why I won’t believe Dad’s accusations.

He’s confused.

Granny would never abandon a child, let alone her own daughter. And before his stroke, Dad never spoke about a sibling.

My sister Rina.

Never recounted the time he and my sister Rina ran anti-clockwise around the Devil’s Oak in Gossdale, hoping to raise Old Nick. And he didn’t talk endlessly about playing pirate ships with my sister Rina on the long table outside the Wroxwood Commune’s farmhouse.

No daughter was mentioned in the eulogy at Granny’s funeral.

Dad is an only child.

I try hinting he’s made a mistake. Perhaps it’s a friend he remembers?

No!

A Google search on Prosperina Fuchsia Pine returns nothing.

I riffle through Granny’s boxes of random junk. She wasn’t a great one for paperwork and I don’t expect to find a birth certificate. But if Rina ever existed, shouldn’t some trace of her remain? Granny took hundreds of photographs: boyfriends, travelling companions and Dad at every age from one to sixty. Yet the only girl to appear in any of these pictures is me.

I tell Dad straight, he never had a sister.

That’s when he demands I bring him Lullaby’s jewellery box. He always called Granny ‘Lullaby’, not ‘Mum’. It was fashionable in the 1960s to use your parents’ first names. And even Lullaby was made up. She was christened Lily.

I find the jewellery box at the bottom of the wardrobe, hidden under a pile of alpaca ponchos and silk palazzo pants. It’s made of oak and lined with red velvet faded to pink. Rings, shells, semi- precious stones and earrings fall out when I release the clasp, all so jumbled they would take days to untangle. After stuffing them back inside, I carry the box down to the dining room, which has become Dad’s sickroom since the stroke left him with paralysis down his right arm and leg.

‘Here.’ I place it on his lap.

The fingers of his good hand trace the dragon carved on top and in slow, slurred speech he says, ‘I went to find my sister Rina, once. They said she’d gone to London with some lad. I knew it was a lie, but I did nothing.’

Where did he go and when? Is this memory any more reliable than his others? I don’t ask. He’s already agitated and the doctors say he must be kept as calm as possible.

‘I’m sure you did what you could,’ I say.

Dad shakes his head.

‘I’m her older brother. I should have protected her.’ He starts to cry. That’s something else he never did until the stroke. ‘As time passed, it was easier to forget, until now when there’s no time left – not for me. Rina’s all I think about.’

He takes a moment to compose himself before managing to open the box. He fumbles with a grubby ribbon on one side. His hand isn’t strong enough to grip and I have to help him. Pulling the ribbon raises an inner tray, below which sits another compartment. Shielded from the sun, this velvet is the original blood red. A white envelope sits on top next to a pendant, which Dad tells me to take.

‘You should wear this. The stone is blue john – for bravery. Lullaby wore it whenever we travelled.’

I hang it around my neck.

‘Why do you think I have to be brave, Dad?’

‘Because of them.’

‘Who?’

He nods at the envelope.

I open it and a single sheet of paper falls out. Written with a fountain pen in cramped handwriting is a letter.


Sorrow Spring

Worcestershire

February 1st 1978

Dear Lily,

The Sistren’s patience is running thin. I hardly need warn you of the consequences, should you fail to honour our agreement. This shall be the last letter I write on the subject.

Lily, you must bring us the girl.

Agatha



I fold the letter back into the envelope.

‘Who are the Sistren?’ I ask.

Dad starts to cry again.




The Commune

I don’t believe I’ll ever get over my mother’s betrayal. Lullaby, as I was made to call her, told me we were heading off on an exciting adventure. Her latest ‘friend’, Maurice, would be taking us in his Triumph Stag. Isn’t that a treat, Rina?

This was in May 1978, a couple of months before my thirteenth birthday. The Iranian revolution was in full swing, the former Italian prime minister had just been assassinated, and a man called Jim Jones was in the process of creating a utopian settlement in the Guyanese jungle, where he and his followers could live freely and in harmony. Only the latter news resonated at the Wroxwood Commune, where we lived. But Guyana was thousands of miles away and our main concerns were finding buyers for our alpaca wool and trying to stop Forest’s mother drinking all the blackberry wine.

I imagined a Triumph Stag to be a deer-drawn sleigh and was most disappointed when Maurice arrived in a bright orange car with little more than a shelf for the back seat.

‘Are you ready for your trip, Rina?’ he shouted as he pulled up.

A vague uneasiness swelled in me. Lullaby hadn’t specified our destination and Maurice was uncharacteristically jovial. Still, I was intrigued. I had rarely travelled by car before, or even ventured more than a few miles from the commune.

Wroxwood’s founder, Fletcher Sun, stumbled upon the Pennine valley of Gossdale in the 1960s. He bought an ailing farm, along with its enormous house and numerous outbuildings, and set up a commune. Cold War tensions were ratcheting up, nuclear Armageddon seemed inevitable. All he could do was create a haven of peace in a picturesque valley, far from a turbulent world. Freedom, fresh air and good food was our only philosophy.

From his travels in Peru, Fletcher had brought back the idea of alpaca farming, and this supported the commune.

Lullaby had been born and raised in the village of Sorrow Spring. There, she married an optician and gave birth to my brother, Emesh. But that life was too confined for Lullaby and she longed for adventure. Travelling to South America, my brother in tow, she met Fletcher and followed him back to Wroxwood.

Our lives were simple. A hundred and twenty of us worked, ate and lived together; a mixed bunch from across the globe: eighty permanent residents and forty or so others who would wash in and out. My father was one of them. He came after a tip from an old friend of Fletcher’s. An American, he played tenor sax in a jazz band that was touring Europe and had taken time out to explore life beyond the music circuit. Lullaby told me he was tall, handsome, warm and kind. He stayed for six weeks before heading back on the road. She only knew him as Cal and was unable to recall his surname, home state or what his band was called.

Such casual liaisons came as no surprise to the good people of Gossdale. Wroxwood was synonymous with drug-taking, orgies and even satanic rituals. True, Fletcher had a special greenhouse for his more exotic plants. But I doubt the commune’s sexual practices differed much from those in the farms and pub back rooms of the surrounding neighbourhood. And our only ritual was morning yoga.

At twelve, I was an odd mix of worldly wise and utterly naïve. I knew about sex and drugs, but remained completely ignorant of religion, politics and popular culture. The life of a typical 1970s child – watching Tiswas on a Saturday morning, going to the park to drink cans of Vimto and sharing packets of Spangles – was alien to me. My unorthodox upbringing left me ill-equipped for life outside the commune. The bizarre behaviour and beliefs of the Sorrow Spring Sistren appeared less strange because I knew no different. Warning signs, which would have screamed danger to almost anyone else, failed to register with me until it was too late.

I should have acted upon my initial misgivings about the trip with Lullaby and Maurice; questioned why my brother was not coming with us and why all my clothes were packed for what was supposed to be an overnight stay.

And then there were the reactions of Emesh and my friend Forest. We three were the children closest in age and shared a love of den building and adventure novels. Forest started crying at Maurice’s arrival. Emesh handed me his most treasured possession, a disintegrating copy of The Count of Monte Cristo.

‘I’m only away for one night,’ I said.

Forest looked at Emesh and burst into tears again.

Emesh stepped forward and looked as if he meant to hug me but dropped his arms at the last moment and said, ‘That car’s well cool, Rina. I wish I could go in it.’

His cheer sounded forced. I looked at Maurice, leaning out of the driver’s side window, smoking a cigarette.

‘I suppose so,’ I said.

Ravi, one of the cooks, ran out of the barn that served as our kitchen and passed me something wrapped in a white handkerchief.

‘For the journey,’ he said.

‘Thanks, Ravi. See you soon.’

He nodded, smiled and looked sad.

Fletcher rushed out from the farmhouse with his camera and insisted on taking a photo of me and Lullaby.

‘I can’t have you going off without getting a picture,’ he said.

We posed in front of the car. Fletcher took his snap before hugging me goodbye. Maurice rolled his eyes and flung his cigarette butt to the ground. Lullaby opened the passenger door for me. I wriggled my way onto the narrow back seat.

As we drove away, I turned and waved at my friends. Forest was still crying and Emesh’s face was in a fixed grin. By the time the house, my friends and the grazing alpacas had slipped from view, foreboding had threaded its way into my heart.

At some level, I understood my childhood was coming to a close.




Rooks

We journeyed west across the Pennines before turning south down the M6. Around Wigan the novelty of travel, the motorway with its thundering lorries and leathered bikers roaring past, began to wear off. My calves were cramping and my bladder ached.

‘Can you tell me where we’re going now?’

I asked. ‘I told you, darling, it’s a surprise,’ Lullaby said.

‘Just tell her,’ Maurice said. ‘You’re going to have to grow up, stop hanging around with those smelly hippies, put a skirt on and go to school.’

‘School?’ I said. ‘Why can’t I learn with Forest and Emesh?’

‘You misunderstand, my love.’ Lullaby turned round and squeezed my knee. ‘You’re not going to school now. We’re visiting your aunt at Laburnum Lodge.’

‘I haven’t got an aunt.’

‘Of course, you have, silly. My older sister. I’ve told you about your aunt Agatha before.’ She certainly had not. ‘You’ll like her. She loves young people.’

‘Then why have I never met her?’

‘Because she lives in Worcestershire. It’s too far just to drop in.’

The journey seemed interminable. We stopped only once, at a service station, where I ate my present from Ravi, a sort of Indian sweet made with almonds and condensed milk. Whilst nibbling it at a wooden table outside, I noticed the strange looks we received. Lullaby’s swishing pink and orange robes and large blue stone pendant, so beautiful and glamorous to me, were raising smirks in passers-by. Most of the men dressed like Maurice, in polyester trousers and shirts unbuttoned to the navel. The women wore flower-print smocks. Lullaby was from a different age. When she returned their scrutiny with a hostile stare, Maurice simply raised his eyebrows, as if to say, see. However, even Maurice’s more conservative clothes didn’t escape the derision of one group. All in their late teens, they fell out of a Transit van, in slashed clothes held together with safety pins, their hair spiked and dyed red and green. I gaped in amazement; Maurice in disgust.

‘What you starin’ at, Granddad?’ one of the girls said, seeing him gawp at her barely there, rubber skirt. One of the boys put an arm over her shoulder and turned to Maurice, flicking two fingers at him.

Maurice stood shaking with rage. Lullaby quickly smothered a smile.

‘Punks,’ Maurice said when they’d disappeared inside the service station. ‘Just look at them. I saw them in London last year. I didn’t realise they’re coming up here now. It should be illegal. If you ask me, they’re worse than those Rastafarians everyone’s so enamoured with.’

‘Now, now, Maurice,’ Lullaby said. ‘We were all young once.’

‘Yes, but we didn’t behave like that.’

Looking at Lullaby, his face creased a little as if doubting his own statement when it came to her.

Lullaby didn’t notice. She was playing with her sleeve, allowing the copious fabric to shiver in the breeze, gazing with wonder at its elegance.

‘I like their spirit,’ she said. ‘It’s just such a shame that, as the century drifts on, we’re giving way to such ugliness.’

‘You can’t dress like that when we go to …’ Maurice stopped himself and Lullaby looked up. ‘Here, Rina.’ He reached into his pocket and brought out some change. ‘Why don’t you go and get yourself a hamburger? There’s a Wimpy Bar. That sweet won’t fill you up.’

He pointed me in the direction of the service station building.

‘Ask for extra cheese. It’ll be a damn sight tastier than those bean stews you get at Wroxwood.’

The commune was vegetarian and the smell of grease and burning flesh coming from the kitchens turned my stomach. I thought of spending the money elsewhere, but Maurice was bound to ask me and I was a hopeless liar. So I ordered the burger and stuffed it down as quickly as possible to avoid the taste. Unused to the meat and high fat content, my digestion rebelled and I had to dash to the toilets to throw up.

‘This is what happens to a child brought up on lentils and lettuce. She can’t stomach real food,’ Maurice said when I came back.

I returned to the tiny car seat, clutching my belly.

‘Can we go home now?’ I asked.

‘No, we can’t,’ Maurice shouted at me in the rear-view mirror.

Acid churned around my guts and my temples throbbed from retching. I pulled my knees up and nestled my face in them, so Lullaby and Maurice couldn’t see me cry.

As we travelled south, the North’s sharp slopes gave way to the Midlands’ gentler hills; lush, green and interspersed with woodland.

By the time we turned off the motorway two hours later, the sun was low in the sky, my plaits had unravelled and my hair splayed around my head in an unruly halo. The car stank of the regurgitated ketchup that stained my clothes, and my face was smeared with snot and swollen with tears.

Lullaby and Maurice resorted to communicating in hisses and were still blaming each other for my state as we turned up a steep hill, which stood black against the red disc of the setting sun.

‘Why is it my fault?’ Lullaby said. ‘You gave her the hamburger.’

‘She’s your child,’ Maurice was saying, when a dark shape darted out in front of us.

He slammed on the brakes and attempted to swerve. Something thudded against the offside of the car and spun out of view. We veered across the road before Maurice yanked the steering wheel in the opposite direction. The car lurched back and my head smacked into the window as we bumped to a standstill against the kerb.

‘What the hell?’ Maurice was out of the car and running his hands over the side panel before Lullaby could undo her seatbelt.

‘Stay here,’ she said to me.

I ignored her and climbed over the front seat, still rubbing my face where it had hit the glass.

Lullaby had walked away from the car and was standing beneath an ash tree next to a sign reading ‘Sorrow Spring’. Three rooks landed on the branches above her.

At her feet lay a mass of blood and tabby fur.

‘What is it?’ I asked.

‘A cat,’ she said.

The creature’s ribs rose and fell in short, shallow blasts.

‘No damage done,’ Maurice called from the car. ‘Let’s get going.’

‘We can’t leave it here,’ Lullaby said. ‘It’s still alive.’

Maurice came over. He poked the cat with his toe. What was left of the head rolled backwards, the neck flopped to an unnatural angle, a single rasping breath escaped it and the rise and fall of the ribs ceased.

‘Well, it’s dead now,’ he said.

Lullaby remained staring at the bloody mess.

‘It’s just a cat. No one’s going to miss it,’ Maurice told her, and returned to the car.

Amidst the gore, something was glinting. I leant closer. It was a small silver disc. A name tag, ‘Mr Proudfoot’.

Someone was going to miss it.

‘Shouldn’t we …?’ I began.

‘There’s nothing we can do,’ Lullaby said. ‘Come away now. Maurice is waiting.’

I stayed staring at the cat’s mangled flesh and nausea rose in me again, thinking of the hamburger meat sitting on my stomach.

‘Rina,’ my mother called again.

As I turned towards her, a figure stepped out of the dark.

It had hideous misshapen features – a twisted mouth and hollow eyes. I stood frozen and mesmerised. It grabbed my arm and pulled me close, the terrible face next to mine, peppermint and tobacco breathed against my cheek.

I wanted to scream but the sound died in my throat.

‘I’m looking for my Jimmy,’ said a thin, hoarse voice.

It had been a trick of the light, those warped features. As she moved out of the shadows, I saw a woman around Lullaby’s age or a little younger, with the sunken cheeks and emaciated limbs that only illness brings.

Lullaby came to my side and prised the woman’s hand from my arm.

‘Can we help you?’

‘I’m looking for my Jimmy. Have you seen him?’

Lullaby glanced at the cat.

‘Oh, I see,’ she said. ‘We’re very sorry. He ran in front of us. There’s nothing we could do. I’m sure he didn’t suffer.’

The woman stood, turning her head from side to side, her eyes unfocused and confused.

‘Where is he?’ she said.

Lullaby nodded in the direction of the signpost.

‘But that’s Mr Proudfoot,’ I said.

The woman didn’t hear. She moved towards the carcass, then let out an unearthly wail.

‘You think this is a joke?’

‘I’m sorry, I don’t know what you mean,’ Lullaby said.

‘My boy, my son, where is he?’ She spun round and screamed into the darkness, ‘Jimmy!’

Lullaby’s expression changed from sympathetic to frightened.

‘We’ve not seen a boy.’

The woman grabbed my arm once more. ‘Help me find my son,’ she said.

Her eyes were so desperate and pleading that, despite my fear, I couldn’t help feeling sorry for her.

Lullaby pushed her hand away, tugged me towards the car and thrust me inside.

‘But Jimmy, my Jimmy!’ the woman screamed.

‘Maurice, go,’ Lullaby said.

Enjoying the drama, Maurice slammed his foot on the accelerator and the car screeched away.

‘Who’s Jimmy?’ I asked.

‘No one,’ Lullaby said.

‘Was that woman drunk?’ Maurice snorted. ‘I guess there’s not much else to do in a place this small.’

I looked back through the window. The sun’s dying rays caught the top of the ash tree. One of the rooks raised its beak and cawed to the sky. The two others copied. Then all three swooped down on the remains of Mr Proudfoot.

Jimmy’s mother had disappeared.




Laburnum Lodge

The road wound up the hill to the edge of the village where we turned onto a narrow driveway overhung with tall firs and the golden boughs of laburnum trees that gave the house its name.

Maurice drew the car to a halt in front of it. As he got out, he looked up and whistled through his teeth.

‘Nice,’ he said.

Laburnum Lodge was a Victorian house set in an acre of land at the top of the hill overlooking Sorrow Spring village. Three storeys high, its turrets made it look still taller. Ornate gables, intricate plasterwork and ivy climbing the walls gave it a medieval appearance. It was no larger than the farmhouse at Wroxwood, so I wasn’t overawed, though I was surprised to learn it had just one occupant.

‘What does your sister do with all this space?’ I asked. ‘Isn’t she lonely?’

‘She won’t be for long,’ Maurice muttered.

Lullaby pulled a rope to ring the bell. By now, the sun had disappeared over the hill and birds were starting to roost in the nearby trees. A bat flitted overhead and disappeared beneath the eaves, just before a child-size shadow was thrown against the glass panels of the front door.

It creaked open.

I couldn’t help gasping at the woman before me.

I had expected to find an older version of Lullaby, who wore her hair long and loose, and dressed in vibrant colours. My aunt was a tiny bird of a woman. At only twelve, I dwarfed her; the black dress she wore would not have fitted over my shoulders. She stood, hunched and grey, on the threshold, her arms crossed, her face pinched in displeasure. A tightly pulled bun left insufficient hair to cover the scalp, and a sharp nose gave the impression of a beak, adding to her avian appearance. Similar women tottered around Gossdale. Usually, they dragged trolley bags behind them and traded in Green Shield Stamps. However, the moment my aunt spoke, all notions of frailty disappeared. Her voice was firm and commanding, and her accent, strange to my ears, with its muddied vowels and intonation that dipped and turned at odd moments.

‘It’s been a while, Lily,’ she said.

‘Lily?’ Maurice turned to my mother in amusement.

‘It’s Lullaby these days, and, yes, Agatha darling, it’s been far too long.’ My mother stretched out her arms for an embrace.

The gesture was not returned.

‘Too long, or not long enough, Lily?’ Agatha asked.

‘Too long,’ Lullaby said, still attempting a smile. Realising a kiss or hug would be rebuffed, she turned to introduce us. ‘This is Maurice.’ Agatha made a humph sound. ‘And my daughter, Prosperina Fuchsia.’

Agatha stared at me as if I were some exotic zoo specimen.

‘This is your daughter?’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Quite sure, Agatha,’ Lullaby said.

‘She looks foreign.’

‘Her father’s American. Is that going to be a problem?’

Agatha sighed.

‘There’s so little room to be fussy these days. It would have been better if you’d brought the boy as well.’

‘Agatha, we have an agreement.’

Agatha looked at me, her lips pursed.

‘You’d better come in.’

*

The scent of beeswax and lavender filled the hall, whose décor could not have changed much since the house’s construction: eau-de-Nil wallpaper painted with birds of paradise, the grandfather clock at the foot of the stairs ticking unevenly and showing the time to be four o’clock, when it was gone seven. The Wroxwood farmhouse rooms were light, airy and square; here all was irregular and the dark wood panelling of the staircase, illuminated by a solitary bulb, made for a gloomy arrival.

Lullaby was looking around and admiring the objects. The giant vase next to the door, painted green with ugly flowers protruding.

‘Great-Aunt Liz’s, wasn’t it?’

A brass plaque from a ship.

‘Was that the one Father served on?’

Agatha didn’t reply until we reached the kitchen, where she turned to her sister and sniffed.

‘Let us come to an understanding, Lily. This contract extends only as far as …’ here she glanced in my direction, ‘… as far as previously agreed. You’ve been generously reimbursed. Now, everything in this house belongs to me. If you must follow all this heathen nonsense, chanting and garish clothes—’

‘There’s no law against bright clothing,’ Lullaby said. ‘You’re as bad as that vicar in Gossdale, tut-tutting just because we don’t dress as if we’re going to a funeral. He made all sorts of ridiculous accusations too. And how you can lecture me on heathen practices, I don’t know.’

‘What on earth do you mean? I attend church every Sunday. And as for my dress, I have been to a funeral. Poor Maude Barrowcroft fell through her banisters. Jed was going to go round the next day and mend them. Such bad luck. Maude never recovered – died in hospital. Between you and me, she hadn’t long to go, but still, such a dreadful end. You remember Maude, don’t you?’

‘All you Sorrow Spring ladies look the same,’ Lullaby said. ‘It’s lucky you’re here on your own, or I wouldn’t have recognised you.’

‘I’ve never cared for sarcasm, Lily, so kindly mind your tone. I’m doing you an enormous favour—’

‘Favour?’ Lullaby looked incredulous. ‘Favour?’

‘Yes, Lily, a favour. I didn’t have to agree.’

Lullaby looked at me. ‘Perhaps you could point Rina to her room, and we can discuss this amongst ourselves.’

‘There’s nothing to discuss. Come, child,’ Agatha said to me. ‘You must be in need of some supper. Sit down at the table and I’ll fetch you something to eat.’

‘Better not,’ Maurice said. ‘She’s had a gippy stomach ever since that burger at Knutsford.’

‘What do you expect if you feed her such rubbish?’ Agatha said. ‘She needs something wholesome. I’ll put a pan of soup on.’

As she took a match to the stove, I noticed a pewter ring sitting on her middle finger, with two heads engraved upon it, one a woman’s, the other a bird’s. It was far too heavy and chunky for her tiny hands and stood in contrast to the rest of her small, neat demeanour.

The stove gave a satisfying whoosh as the gas caught.

‘How much is this place worth?’ Maurice asked, picking up a glass figurine from the dresser. ‘Is this Lalique?’

‘Can you put that down?’ Agatha said. ‘It belonged to our mother. I shouldn’t like to have it broken.’

Maurice held the piece at arm’s length, examining it before putting it back.

‘But this place,’ he continued. ‘The land alone must be worth a fortune. Pull it down, build some flats. You’d get at least—’

‘Laburnum Lodge is not, nor ever will be, for sale,’ Agatha said.

Maurice was unused to being spoken to so sharply. Lullaby rushed to soothe him.

‘This is our family home,’ she said. ‘It’s not just about money, Maurice.’

‘If you say so,’ he said, unconvinced. ‘But why you’d want to stay in this old place is beyond me. It must be freezing in the winter, and with all these oddball locals. You know we were accosted by a drunken woman on our way here?’

‘Oh dear,’ Agatha said. ‘Blanche, was it?’

‘No,’ Lullaby said. ‘Actually, I was going to mention it. This woman was very upset.’ She looked pointedly at her sister.

‘Upset?’ Agatha said.

‘We killed her cat,’ I chipped in.

Agatha didn’t seem to hear.

‘Damn thing ran out into the road.’ Maurice said. ‘ “Jimmy” she called it. What sort of name is that for a cat?’

‘Jimmy wasn’t the cat,’ I said. ‘The tag said Mr …’

I tailed off. Agatha still wasn’t listening. She was staring at Lullaby, her mouth open in horror. Lullaby took Maurice by the arm and led him to the corner.

Agatha recovered and returned to the stove.

‘Where were we? Soup?’ she said. ‘I think you must have met the Frain girl. She’s not quite right in the head. Gets all sorts of notions. Sit down, Prosperina Fuchsia, and I’ll bring it over to you.’

Agatha poured the soup into a bowl and placed it on the table in front of me. Ravi’s soups were thick and creamy with warming spices. This tasted of carrots and little else. I took a few spoonfuls and watched Maurice and Lullaby over the top of my bowl. They whispered to one another before he nodded and she stepped towards me and placed a hand on my shoulder.

‘As you’re settled, Maurice and I better get going,’ she said. ‘It’s a good four hours home.’

I put down my spoon.

‘Going – without me?’

‘Yes, darling. You’re staying with your aunt for a while. Won’t that be fun?’

‘How long is a while?’

‘We’ll see.’

‘What about Emesh, why isn’t he here?’

Lullaby gave a shallow cough. ‘Sorrow Spring air doesn’t suit him,’ she said, watching her sister out of the corner of her eye.

‘I don’t want to stay here on my own,’ I said.

Since birth, all I had known was the commune. I shared one of the barns with six other children between eight and twelve years old. The thought of passing a night at Laburnum Lodge, alone but for this strange woman, frightened me. And I couldn’t quell the tears, which spilt down my cheeks and plopped into my soup.

‘Good God, she’s at it again,’ Maurice said, and mouthed the word ‘brat’ at Lullaby.

‘Don’t cry, darling,’ she said. ‘You’ll love it here. Your aunt Agatha will look after you and you’ll soon make friends.’

This only made the tears run faster, as I thought of my Wroxwood friends playing without me in the den we’d made in the woods, or re-creating the most exciting scenes from Treasure Island, using the long, outside dining table as our ship. ‘I want to go home,’ I said.

‘Oh dear,’ Agatha said. ‘I see we’ve got a bit of a sulky temper. You’re quite the baby.’

‘I’m not a baby,’ I said, and pushed the bowl away from me, sloshing soup onto the table.

Maurice let out a snort. Lullaby leant towards me.

‘Of course you’re not a baby, darling,’ she said. ‘And you must prove it by not making a fuss. It’s not for ever, and once you get used to it, you’ll love Sorrow Spring. I grew up here and it’s a beautiful place.’

‘But, Lullaby … Mum …’

‘I’ll be back at Christmas.’

‘Christmas? That’s ages away.’

‘It’ll pass in no time. Now dry your eyes and give me a hug.’

I did as I was told and tried not to look at Agatha for fear the sight of her would renew my tears. I followed Lullaby along the hall, hanging onto her arm, desperate for her to change her mind. When we got outside, I clung to her again.

‘Hurry up, Lullaby. We’ll not get back until tomorrow morning at this rate,’ Maurice called from the car.

Lullaby took my hands from around her neck, then kissed me on the forehead.

‘One day you’ll understand why I had to do this,’ she said.

I suppressed the sob rising in my throat and Lullaby kissed me once more before she too got into the car.

Maurice screeched off, slowed momentarily at the end of the drive before speeding down the hill. The engine’s roar faded to a hum as the headlamps snaked away from me. I ran to the end of the drive and watched the lights dwindle to pinpricks before disappearing into the night.

*

I stood gazing into the pitch black and trying not to cry, until a noise in the bushes at the end of the drive startled me. I looked back towards the house. Agatha was already inside. The bushes rustled and swayed. Had Jimmy’s mother followed us here?

‘Hello,’ I said.

More rustling from the bushes.

‘Is anyone there?’

No reply.

The door to Laburnum Lodge opened and Agatha called for me. I walked back to the house, wiping my eyes on my sleeve.

‘What a lot of fuss,’ she said. ‘I thought you’d be a little more grown up.’

‘There’s someone out there,’ I said. ‘In the bushes at the end of the drive.’

‘No one will be hanging around at this time of night. You must have heard a fox or a badger,’ she said. ‘Lily was always seeing things in the dark. I do hope you’re not going to take after her too much. Come inside.’

I did as she said. But as I looked back into the darkness, I had the distinct feeling of being watched.




The Night Visitor

In the murk of the hallway, the grandfather clock struck seven as I walked through the door.

‘Nearly ten o’clock,’ Agatha said. ‘No wonder you’re in such a pet. You should have been in bed hours ago.’

She stopped to scrutinise me once more. Her expression was difficult to read, her mouth downturned, her eyes alight. She ruffled my hair.

‘You must be overtired. Go and get some sleep. Take your case to your room. It’s the second on the right. The basin’s in the corner and I’ve left a fresh towel for you. Wash your face and I’ll come up and see you in a few minutes.’

My room must once have belonged to another girl, with its faded cherry striped wallpaper and flower stickers around the mirror. The bed was next to the window. Its dark wooden headboard had a bird’s head carved into it. A rook, like the ones that devoured Mr Proudfoot. I placed my case on top of the mattress. It contained few items: socks, knickers, one pair of shorts, two pairs of dungarees and three T-shirts, Emesh’s The Count of Monte Cristo, and a fluffy bunny called Harold. I was far too old for such a toy. I wondered if Forest had stuffed him in there, knowing he was my secret favourite. It was comforting to have him in that unfamiliar place.

Shortly, Agatha came up to the room and placed a mug of cocoa on the bedside table.

I expected her to leave; instead, she sat down next to me.

‘I don’t suppose you say prayers at that Wroxwood place.’

‘We do a sun salutation every morning.’

‘Humph. As I suspected,’ she said. ‘Get some sleep tonight. In future you’ll be saying prayers with me morning and evening. Do you understand?’

As I had no intention of spending many nights in an eerie house with a strange woman, miles from my friends and family, the easiest answer was, ‘Yes, Agatha.’

‘Aunt Agatha,’ she said. ‘Children do not address their elders by their Christian name alone.’

‘I’m not a child.’

‘And children do not question their elders.’

The ‘why’ hovered on my lips a second before I swallowed it.

‘Yes, Aunt Agatha,’ I said.

‘Good girl.’ She patted my hand.

*

I didn’t undress. Instead, I lay on top of the bed with Harold tucked under my chin. Sleep wouldn’t come. I remembered the cocoa on the side. It was lukewarm and a thin film was forming on the surface. I filched it out with my finger, put the mug to my lips and took a tiny sip. It was made with water and only a little milk and, despite being overly sweet, it had a bitter aftertaste. I pulled a face and slung the remainder down the sink before returning to my bed.

Apart from the dripping tap in the basin, the house lay silent.

I counted to a hundred, then a thousand, hoping to bore myself to sleep. Nothing worked. I wondered if I would be able to find my way back to Wroxwood on my own. Some of the wash-ins used to hitchhike. Was I too young?

The hall clock struck nine, which meant it was closer to midnight. It was then I heard someone moving around outside below my window, followed by the sound of Aunt Agatha in the kitchen and the back door opening. No one had rung the bell so the visitor must have been expected. Perhaps this was whoever had been lurking in the bushes.

The possibility of sneaking out of the front crossed my mind.

I took my plimsols in my hand, stuffed Harold into my dungarees and crept halfway down the stairs. Aunt Agatha was talking to someone in the kitchen. A man, so not Jimmy’s mother, although I could not make out what he was saying. Only Aunt Agatha’s high, plaintive voice was clear.

‘We must all take our share of responsibility. I have the girl. That was no mean feat.’

Was she talking about me?

I slid down a couple of stairs, trying to hear what the man was saying. He remained indistinct.

‘I’ve locked the telephone in the study and if she runs, she won’t get far,’ Aunt Agatha said. ‘But I’ll keep an eye on her for the next few days.’

So they had anticipated my escape. Tonight wasn’t the time to act. It would be better if I could find a payphone and call Wroxwood. Fletcher was sure to want me back and come and fetch me. But for now, I would stay and await my moment.

I was moving back to my room when my aunt and her visitor coming into the hall, forced me to stop.

‘You should leave as you came,’ Aunt Agatha said.

‘No one will see me at this time of night,’ the man replied.

His accent was far thicker than Aunt Agatha’s, as if he were chewing as he spoke, and I had to listen closely to understand.

‘She’s definitely the one?’ he said. ‘Your sister hasn’t swapped her daughter for another child?’

‘Lily wouldn’t take such a risk with a girl. Now the boy …’ Aunt Agatha let the sentence hang.

‘No chance of the boy?’

‘They’re going to France.’

France? I stuffed my fist in my mouth to stifle a cry. It must be a mistake. Lullaby wouldn’t leave me and travel so far away.

The man walked towards the door and I could see him through the banisters. He was much younger than I had thought – late teens or early twenties – tall, thin, with narrow eyes and a smattering of acne across his cheeks. He turned the handle then paused and looked back down the hall.

‘It’s not the end of the world. There are other boys,’ he said.

‘Wait,’ Aunt Agatha said. ‘We have another problem. My sister saw Emily Frain, here in the village. She was asking for Jimmy.’

‘Shouldn’t she be in Canada? You need to use your police contact to get rid of her.’

‘He’s on suspension over another matter.’

‘Dammit.’ The man hit the wall with the side of his fist. ‘Do you know where she’s staying?’

‘It must be somewhere close.’

‘One more thing for me to sort out,’ he said. ‘You better keep your side of the bargain after all this aggro.’

‘As soon as the transaction’s completed.’

‘I could go to prison for this. If I get done, don’t think I’ll keep my mouth shut.’

‘Why should you get done?’

‘Things have been said. People suspect.’

‘Suspicion isn’t proof,’ Aunt Agatha said.

‘All I’m saying is, I expect what I’m owed. My old man always told me to stay clear of you lot.’

What lot – who did he mean?

‘Where your father was concerned, the feeling was mutual,’ Aunt Agatha said. ‘Every second or third generation of your family chooses to forget who keeps this village safe. We would never have asked if times weren’t desperate. St Faran’s Day is around the corner. Our numbers are shrinking. More and more children are born in hospital and the Distaff line is nearly at an end.’

‘Your sister won’t have any more? And I’m guessing you’re a bit old for all of that now, aren’t you, Agatha?’ The man gave a low laugh.

Aunt Agatha stiffened.

‘God did not bless me with children,’ she said.

‘It seems the Good Lord is rather stingy when handing out virgin births.’

‘How dare you?’ Aunt Agatha said.

‘I dare because I’ve risked everything for you lot. And I expect what I’ve been promised.’

‘You have my word and that of the Sistren.’

‘That’ll have to do for now. If you were younger, I might have asked for something else. Nana had an old photo of you – quite the looker once.’

He leant forwards, taking her chin in his hand, turning her face to the light.

‘Not bad. Not bad at all.’

Aunt Agatha drew back. He smiled and let go.

For a moment, he lifted his head and stared in my direction. I was in complete darkness and he could not have seen me. Yet the weight of his gaze pressed upon my flesh and revulsion prickled over my skin.

Who was this man?

His attention shifted back to Aunt Agatha and I relaxed.

‘Till next time,’ he said.

She watched him leave, before bolting the door and putting her face in her hands. Her breathing came hard and fast. Then she took one slow, deep breath and returned to the kitchen.

I went back to lie on my bed and tried to make sense of their conversation – the Distaff line, children born in hospital, virgin births. Holding Harold close to my chest I asked him, ‘Why has Lullaby left me here? And where’s Jimmy?’

His soft ears flopped against my neck and my only reply was the mendacious chimes of the grandfather clock below.




Caterpillar

On my first day at Laburnum Lodge, I woke to bright sunshine streaming through thin curtains. As I sat up and looked around the unfamiliar room, the sharp stab of abandonment hit me once more. Here I was, far from home and alone except for a strange woman who claimed to be my aunt.

Harold the Rabbit had fallen off the bed during the night. I picked him up and hugged him to me. In the morning light, I could see one ear was moth eaten and the stitching that formed his smile had come loose.

‘Who are these people, Harold?’ I whispered.

The events of the previous night seemed distant and blurry, but I couldn’t shake them from my mind. Your sister hasn’t swapped her daughter for another child?

‘Did he really mean me?’ I asked.

The rabbit stared back, his mouth crooked in indecision.

Perhaps I had misunderstood.

I placed Harold on the windowsill and walked over to the basin. My eyes were still swollen from yesterday’s crying, so I splashed cold water on them to avoid further accusations of being a baby.

‘Is that you, up and about?’ Aunt Agatha called from the kitchen.

‘Yes, Aunt.’

‘About time. Come and have some breakfast.’

I dried my face and plodded downstairs.

The hall was no less gloomy. Daylight only accentuated the shabbiness of the rug and the darkness of the corners.

The kitchen, which had larger windows and plain cream-coloured walls, was far cheerier.

‘Your breakfast’s on the table,’ Aunt Agatha said.

A small egg sat next to a single slice of white bread, spread with a wisp of margarine and cut into soldiers. I said nothing about being too old for soldiers and dipped them into the bright yellow yolk. The white was underdone and clung to the bread like mucus on the rim of a nostril. I finished the bread instead and crushed the eggshell in on itself so that Aunt Agatha couldn’t see how little I had eaten. She was leaning against the sideboard next to the sink, drinking a cup of tea and didn’t seem to notice.

‘With names like Prosperina Fuchsia, I suppose you’ve never been christened?’ she said.

‘The vicar in Gossdale used to come and tell us we ought to be. Fletcher always told him to get lost.’

Aunt Agatha screwed up her mouth.

‘The vicar was right, and I don’t much like the sound of this Fletcher. And even without being christened, I do think your mother could have called you something that wouldn’t attract so much attention at school.’

‘School?’

In the commune, our education was one or two hours a day, and dispensed with entirely if it was sunny enough for swimming in the river or snowy enough for sledging. To me the threat of going to school was the equivalent of going to the workhouse in a Dickens novel. We used to pity the Gossdale children hurrying about, weighed down by bulging satchels and trussed up in their uniform blazers and ties whatever the weather.

‘Do I have to?’ I asked.

Aunt Agatha peered over the top of her teacup, regarding me for some moments; my bedraggled hair and the dungarees still filthy from the previous day’s journey.

‘The holidays are nearly here. Perhaps it’s best to wait until September. In the meantime, we can start on learning some Scripture. I take it they at least taught you to read in that place.’

‘We read adventure stories every day.’

‘And arithmetic?’

‘I helped Fletcher with the bookkeeping.’

‘That’s something. School in September then.’

I pouted.

‘You want to make friends, don’t you?’ she asked.

‘I have friends.’

‘I mean here, in the village. You must meet Joy and Hope. They’re my friend’s granddaughters.’

‘Is that who came last night – your friend?’ Our night visitor had been far too young to be a grandparent but I wanted to test my aunt.

‘Visitor?’ she said.

I didn’t want to tell her I’d earwigged their conversation so said, ‘I heard someone come to the back door.’

‘Ah, yes. That’s another friend. A farmer. He brings me fresh produce now and then.’

‘Why does he come late?’

‘Well, farmers work all hours, you know.’

‘Did he come looking for Jimmy?’ I asked.

‘Jimmy? Oh, that woman you saw on your way here – she’s not quite right in the head and doesn’t know what she’s saying.’

‘But what’s happened to her son?’

‘You ask too many questions, Rina. It doesn’t pay to be curious in Sorrow Spring. You’ll come to understand our ways by and by. As I said, you must meet Joy and Hope. They won’t be in your school year – they’re a little older – but at least you’ll know what to expect. Today you can help me in the garden.’

‘Can I have another slice of bread first?’

‘It’s may I. And do you really need two slices of bread for breakfast? Lily didn’t warn me I’d be eaten out of house and home.’

‘We take as much as we want at Wroxwood.’

‘I can well imagine. Have another slice today. But you’ll need to work even harder in the garden, agreed?’

‘Yes.’

She looked at me, her head cocked to one side in expectation.

‘Yes, Aunt Agatha,’ I said.

*

At the top of Sorrow Spring Hill, Laburnum Lodge had a three-hundred- and-sixty-degree panorama. To the south lay the Worcestershire plain, a patchwork of fields and farmhouses, which ended abruptly at the Malvern Hills’ steep slopes. And in the distance on clear days, the outline of the Welsh Black Mountains mottled the horizon. To the north rose an urban landscape, the chimneys, roads and high-rise flats of Birmingham and the Black Country.

Wroxwood sat in a valley – we always looked up – the hills closing in upon us, absorbing us. At Laburnum Lodge, I felt disconnected. All was beneath me and far away.

The kitchen door opened onto a patio with wide herb beds to either side. I had often worked with the commune herbalist, Angharad, and Aunt Agatha was pleased that I knew many of the plants’ names and their medicinal purposes, although she was shocked that we used so many for cooking.

‘Potatoes with rosemary? What a waste. They’ll regret it come winter when they’re eaten up with rheumatism.’

‘Isn’t cannabis better?’

‘What?’

‘For aches and pains, we use cannabis.’

‘We do not grow such plants here.’

‘What’s in your greenhouse then?’

It stood unobtrusively to the side of the herbs behind a low wall where other beds lay, some covered with wire netting. I wandered closer to have a look. Aunt Agatha followed, laying an arm on mine, preventing me from getting too near.

‘These are medicinal plants that must be treated with caution. For your own good, touch nothing beyond this wall.’

‘Are they poisonous?’

‘Well, you know what they say – the dose makes the poison. Belladonna, for example, can help with aches and pains, but too much induces convulsions, even death.’

‘So all of them can be deadly?’ I asked.

‘Not at all. Tansy, penny royal and black cohosh are all helpful for female complaints.’ She pointed to the bright yellow, mauve and white blooms. ‘But others should only be handled by experts.’ We stopped in front of an innocuous-looking plant with small white flowers. ‘I may teach you someday. Until then, this area of the garden is out of bounds.’ She gave a sad smile. ‘I learnt all this from my mother and she from hers. But these arts are dying. It’s all about modern medicine. And I’ll not deny there’s been much progress. But at what cost?’

Aunt Agatha appeared not to be addressing me and I didn’t reply.

‘Come along. Let’s not get distracted,’ she said. ‘The vegetables require our attention.’

Beyond the patio and herbs, a small orchard of apple, damson and pear trees encircled a lawn. Behind the last of these trees lay another stretch of land where Aunt Agatha grew vegetables.

At the very end stood the chicken coop for bantam hens to lay their tiny eggs, which suited Aunt Agatha, who considered gluttony the gravest of sins.

That day we were to work on the vegetables. Given her age and tiny frame, Aunt Agatha was strong and fit, interspersing heavy digging with spraying and cutting. I was to help with weeding around the emerging broad beans and lettuces, and had to pluck off the multitude of caterpillars munching on their leaves.

Again, I was able to please Aunt Agatha by telling her the best way to catch slugs – a beer trap. She said she’d heard this before but never believed it. She was less amused when I told her the men used to pee around the chicken coop to ward off foxes.

‘How disgusting. I’d sooner put up with the foxes.’

Aunt Agatha’s reaction made me laugh, much to her bemusement.

Outdoors and away from the oppressive atmosphere of the house, my mood began to lift. Maybe I had misunderstood. Lullaby’s absence could be temporary. Perhaps she and Emesh were only visiting. Maurice, I remembered, had family on his mother’s side, who lived near Nîmes.

‘Can I ask a question, Aunt Agatha?’

‘Is it an impertinent one?’

‘I don’t know. It’s just you’re Lullaby’s sister.’

‘She’ll always be Lily to me.’

‘But you’re well … old.’

I was lucky, ‘old’ was the last adjective to offend Aunt Agatha. Age was something to glory in, not flee.

‘She never explained about us?’ Aunt Agatha asked.

‘She never mentioned you at all.’

‘Now, why doesn’t that surprise me?’ she said tartly. ‘You may as well know, we’re half-sisters, as well as cousins.’

I crumpled my forehead trying to figure out how this twofold relationship was possible.

Aunt Agatha put down her trowel and stretched her back. I noticed the pewter ring now hung on a chain around her neck.

‘Our mothers were sisters, who both loved the same man. My mother was much older than Lily’s. She was only seventeen when she had me. Lily was born when Aunt Nancy – that’s your grandmother – was in her late forties. She and Lily were so alike. Neither could settle in the village, but nor could they settle elsewhere. Lily came to live with us here, at Laburnum Lodge, when Aunt Nancy went off on one of her adventures. My own mother died when I was still very young. And after Nancy up and left, I more or less raised Lily on my own. Much good that did. I never had any influence over her. When all’s said and done, we’re simply different people from a different generation.’

‘In what way?’ I asked.

Aunt Agatha sighed. ‘Tradition, duty, loyalty are held cheap by the young. It’s all about love and self-expression. No sacrifice. No hard work. Lily would never help in the garden. I’d lay money down that she never so much as watered a pot plant at that commune of yours.’ I repeated Fletcher’s explanation of why my mother didn’t have to work on the farm or in the kitchens like other members of Wroxwood.

‘Lullaby sacrificed herself for the community by going out to work in a town and understanding the outside world.’

‘Did she, indeed? The poor thing,’ Aunt Agatha said. ‘And what sort of work did she do?’

‘Something in an office. Maurice worked there too.’

Lullaby left early in the morning and came back late at night. Several Maurices had materialised over the years. In the commune she preferred socialising with the women, because the men were ‘so possessive and tiresome’.

No one would describe my mother as beautiful, but she emitted an energy that attracted others. I longed to be just like her.

After a couple of hours, my back became sore and I slowed. I came to the last of the lettuces and saw a fat caterpillar chomping away. Bending towards it, my fingers outstretched, I saw it was jiggling and jerking about in such a bizarre manner, I thought something must be vibrating the plant. Nothing, however, disturbed the rest of the leaf.

‘That’s weird,’ I said.

Aunt Agatha stood up straight and reached her hands behind her back to rub the base of her spine.

‘What’s the matter?’ she asked.

‘Something’s up with this caterpillar.’

‘I don’t care what’s up with it. Get it off my lettuces.’

Again, I stretched my fingers forwards to pluck it from the leaf, but it continued to jerk about, and its skin appeared to be boiling; a sight so repellent, I drew back.

‘What’s the matter, child? It’s only a caterpillar. You’re as squeamish as Lily.’

I was far from squeamish. Wroxwood’s live-and-let-live philosophy hadn’t extended to grubs. My hand hung above the leaf, and still I recoiled.

Aunt Agatha marched across.

‘Really, stop making such a fuss.’

She leant over the lettuce, and she too stopped.

‘Oh dear,’ she said.

‘What is it?’ I asked.

At that moment, the caterpillar’s writhing became so intense it appeared to be dancing on the leaf. Then its thick green skin split open and a thousand tiny maggots poured forth, crawling across the remains of its flesh.

I cried out in disgust and turned away.

‘What’s happening?’ I asked.

Aunt Agatha’s voice was cold and flat.

‘Wasps. They lay their eggs inside the caterpillar. When they hatch, they feed on its live flesh until they’re fat enough to leave.’

‘Can’t you stop it?’

‘Nature is cruel,’ she said. ‘I thought they would have at least taught you that at Wroxwood.’

‘I’ve never seen that. Not ever.’

‘I’ve not seen it for a while,’ Aunt Agatha said. ‘It doesn’t bode well.’

I couldn’t look at the caterpillar, but had recovered enough to glance at Aunt Agatha. Her eyes had drifted north to the heat-hazy outline of the urban sprawl beyond the hill.

‘If the wasps kill the caterpillars, doesn’t that mean you’ll get more lettuces?’ I asked.

‘I wasn’t thinking about the vegetables.’

‘What then?’

‘Nothing you need concern yourself about,’ she said. ‘Now, you must be hungry. You’ve done a good morning’s work. Run along and wash your hands and I’ll make lunch.’

*

The image of the caterpillar, writhing with maggots, and Aunt Agatha’s strange reaction, wouldn’t leave me and I had little appetite for my lunch of cheese salad, or for the special treat of preserved pears topped with cream, which she served afterwards because I had worked so hard.

As I ate



















Author’s Note


Lo, in the lyf of Seint Kenelm I rede,

That was Kenulphus sone, the noble kyng

Of Mercenrike, how Kenelm mette a thyng.

A lite er he was mordred, on a day,

His mordre in his avysioun he say.

The Nun’s Priest Tale from The Canterbury Tales by

Geoffrey Chaucer



Those of you familiar with Worcestershire or medieval hagiography may spot the similarities between the legend of Sorrow Spring’s St Faran and that of St Kenelm. Although Faran’s tale differs from Kenelm’s in many respects, Kenelm’s legend was the inspiration for this story. Both were young men, murdered by their sisters and their sisters’ lovers. Both Faran and Kenelm were decapitated in a quiet grove, where, in acknowledgement of their holiness, a spring burst from the earth, bringing forth healing waters.

It has been suggested that the veneration of St Kenelm’s well dates from pre-Christian times and that his legend was invented either to appease the sensibilities of the church or to cash in on the medieval appetite for pilgrimages. Certainly, the legend does not correspond with the historical facts. The real life Kenelm was King of Mercia and died, not as a child, but in adulthood and his supposedly wicked sister, Quendryda, was an abbess in Kent.

Whatever the truth, the church dedicated to him and its associated spring served as an important place of pilgrimage, and he was sufficiently well known to appear in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales.

The Reformation brought an end to pilgrimages, and the village of Kenelmstowe was abandoned. Only the church remained. This was my local church growing up. We all knew about the legend of St Kenelm and the spring’s healing properties. Back then, however, the well was inaccessible.

Only several years after I left the area was the path cleared and the well restored. When I visited, I was amazed to see nearby trees hung with small pieces of cloth. This stems from the practice of healing ‘Clootie wells’. The cloth represents an ailment and so as the cloth decays, the illness passes and the afflicted, cured. I found it interesting that that in the 21st century people still hold to these ancient beliefs.

This book imagines other, less benign beliefs, surviving into the modern age.

A word on the smallpox outbreak mentioned in Sorrow Spring. This was a real event that took place in 1978. After it was thought the disease had been eradicated, Janet Parker contracted it at her place of work, the microbiology lab at Birmingham University. She became ill in August that year and died in September. Fear seized the city. However prompt action in vaccinating and quarantining those who had been in contact with Janet prevented the disease from spreading. Unfortunately, this didn’t mean Janet was the only victim. Her father, Frederick Witcomb, died of a heart attack whilst in quarantine, and the day after her death, Henry Bedson, the head of Birmingham Medical School microbiology department, slit his own throat.

A thorough account of the outbreak and its fallout can be read in The Last Days of Smallpox: Tragedy in Birmingham by Mark Pallen.

Finally, it should be noted that on 25 July 1978 Louise Brown was born, the first baby conceived via IVF. These so-called test tube babies were the subject of much discussion at the time.
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