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The Meadow at the End of the Fence

The thing about Grandma June's farm was that it didn't look like the kind of place where anything interesting could happen.

There was a house that needed painting. There was a barn that smelled like hay and old wood and something Pip couldn't quite name. There was a vegetable garden that Grandma June tended very seriously, and a chicken named Harriet who had strong opinions about everything, and a long gravel lane that led from the road to the front door and crunched under your feet in a way that made sneaking impossible.

That was it. That was the whole farm.

Pip Warren stood in the lane with his backpack over one shoulder and his suitcase bumping against his knee and looked at all of it and thought: eight weeks.

Eight weeks was a very long time.

His mum had driven him up that morning, and she had hugged him too long at the door and said “You’re going to have a wonderful time,” in the voice she used when she was saying one thing and thinking something else. Pip knew that voice well. He’d been hearing it a lot lately, ever since things at home had started being what grown-ups called “complicated.”

He didn’t know exactly what complicated meant in this case, only that it meant he was here and not there, and that Grandma June had hugged him at the door and said “Right then, Pip, let’s get you settled,” which was the kind of thing you said when you wanted to get on with things without making them worse.

Pip appreciated that about Grandma June. She didn’t make things worse.

She gave him the small bedroom at the top of the stairs, the one with the blue curtains and the window that looked out over the back fields. She showed him where the spare towels were kept and where not to stack his shoes (in front of the door, where Harriet could find them — apparently Harriet had opinions about shoes as well). She made beans on toast for supper and didn’t ask him any questions, which was the nicest thing anyone had done for him in weeks.

He went to bed early and lay in the blue-curtained dark and listened to the farm settle around him. It made different noises than home. Deeper ones. Creaks that came from old wood, not pipes. Wind that actually moved things. Somewhere outside, something called twice and went quiet.

Eight weeks, he thought again.

He pulled the blanket up to his chin and stared at the ceiling until he fell asleep.

* * *
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The next morning was grey and soft and smelled like rain that had already been and gone. Grandma June was in the garden when Pip came downstairs, kneeling in the mud with her sleeves rolled up, doing something brisk and purposeful with a trowel. She pointed at the kitchen without looking up and said “Cereal’s on the counter.”

Pip had his cereal and looked out the kitchen window at the back fields. They were just fields — grass and fence posts and a low stone wall along the far edge — but beyond the wall there was something else. A taller piece of land, greener somehow than the rest, with old trees rising out of it and morning mist sitting low between them. It looked like something that had been there a very long time. It looked like something that wasn’t exactly part of the farm.

He ate three spoonfuls of cereal before he put his bowl in the sink and went to find his wellies.

The back garden ended at a wooden gate that Pip had to lift slightly to get it open. Beyond the gate was a grassy path between two hedgerows, and the path led down to the stone wall he’d seen from the window, which turned out to be waist-high and easy enough to climb. On the other side was a fence — wire and old posts — and in the fence, about three metres along, there was a gap just wide enough for a nine-year-old to squeeze through sideways.

Pip looked at the gap for a moment.

He looked back at the farm.

He went through the gap.

* * *
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The meadow was nothing like the fields behind it. That was the first thing Pip noticed: it was a completely different kind of place. Where the farm fields were flat and practical, cropped short and smelling of mud and work, the meadow was full and loose and growing however it wanted to. Wildflowers came up in patches between the long grass — yellow ones and white ones and a small pale purple he didn’t know the name of. Oak trees stood here and there, ancient and wide, with roots that had pushed up through the soil and made little ridges you had to step over. The grass came up past his ankles and left dew on the tops of his wellies.

It was very quiet. Not empty-quiet, but full-quiet, the kind of quiet that meant lots of things were happening, just carefully.

Pip walked further in, picking his way between the roots, watching where he put his feet. He wasn’t sure why he was being careful. It just seemed right. It seemed like the kind of place where you ought to pay attention.

He had made it about twenty metres in when he stopped.

There was a rabbit in the middle of the meadow.

That wasn’t strange in itself. There were always rabbits in fields. Pip had seen plenty of rabbits. But this one wasn’t doing what rabbits usually did, which was freeze for a moment and then bolt. This one was sitting completely still in a patch of open ground, facing him, and it was looking at him in a way that felt very deliberate. Its fur was brown with a little grey in it, and one ear was almost completely white. It was large for a rabbit — not enormous, just ... more there than most rabbits seemed to be.

Pip went still too. He wasn’t sure what else to do.

The rabbit looked at him. Pip looked at the rabbit. The meadow held its breath around them.

Then the rabbit turned and hopped, unhurried, into the long grass and disappeared.

Pip waited a moment, then another. He walked to the spot where it had been sitting. There was a little flattening of the grass, a small hollow where it had rested, but otherwise nothing. No sign of where it had gone. The meadow went on around him, full-quiet, keeping whatever it knew to itself.

He stood there for a while.

He wasn’t sure how long. Long enough that the grey sky began to lighten a little, and a wood pigeon somewhere in one of the oaks started up a soft conversation with itself. Long enough that the dew finished drying off his wellies. Long enough that the tight, cramped feeling he’d been carrying since the drive up yesterday — since the last few weeks, really — loosened just slightly, like a knot that hadn’t come undone yet but knew it would.

He thought: that rabbit knew I was here.

He thought: it wasn’t scared.

He thought: I want to come back tomorrow.

Pip Warren turned around and walked back through the meadow, through the gap in the fence, up the grassy path, and through the garden gate. Grandma June was washing her hands at the outdoor tap and looked up when she heard him come through.

“Find anything interesting?” she asked.

Pip thought about it. He thought about the full-quiet and the old oak trees and the rabbit with the white ear sitting in the open like it owned the place.

“Maybe,” he said.

Grandma June turned off the tap and dried her hands on her trousers. She didn’t ask anything else, which was, again, exactly the right thing to do.

“Lunch at noon,” she said, and went inside.

Pip looked back over his shoulder at the stone wall. From here he couldn’t see the gap, or the meadow, or any of it. Just the wall and the hedgerow and the grey-and-green of the fields beyond. Just an ordinary farm on an ordinary morning.

But he’d be back tomorrow. He’d be back earlier than today, before the mist burned off, before it got too bright. He’d sit quietly and not move around too much. He’d be the kind of person you weren’t afraid of.

For the first time since his mum had driven away, Pip Warren felt something he hadn’t felt in a while. It wasn’t excitement exactly — it was smaller than that, quieter. It was the feeling of a door not quite closed, with a thin line of light showing underneath.

It was enough.

— ★ —
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CHAPTER TWO
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Thatch

He was up before Grandma June.

That had never happened before in the history of Pip’s life, as far as he could remember. Grandma June was always up first. She woke the way birds woke — easily and without complaint — and by the time you came downstairs there was already tea going and the radio murmuring to itself about the weather. But this morning, when Pip crept down the stairs in his socks, the kitchen was dark and the kettle was cold.

He left a note on the kitchen table that said “Gone outside.” He thought about adding “Back soon” but he didn’t actually know that, so he left it as it was.

Outside, the world was pale and still. The dew was heavy on the grass and the hedgerows were wrapped in thin mist and everything smelled like the beginning of things. Pip’s wellies were cold when he pulled them on, and cold when he walked through the wet grass of the garden, and cold all the way down the path and over the stone wall and through the gap in the fence.

The meadow was even quieter than yesterday. The mist sat lower here, between the oak trees, pooling in the long grass so that it looked like the ground had gone soft. Pip moved slowly and didn’t talk, which he wouldn’t have done anyway because there was no one to talk to, but it felt important to be deliberate about it.

He found a good spot near the largest oak tree, which had a root that stuck up at just the right angle to sit on if you didn’t mind it being damp. He sat. He waited. He watched the mist move.

Nothing happened for quite a long time.

Pip didn’t mind. He was good at waiting when he wanted something, which wasn’t always — waiting for school to end, for example, he was terrible at — but this felt different. This felt like the kind of waiting where the waiting was part of the thing.

A wood pigeon started up somewhere overhead. A spider crossed the root near his left hand with tremendous purpose. The mist thinned a little as the light grew, and the wildflowers showed themselves one by one, yellow first, then white, and somewhere ahead in the long grass, a small brown shape appeared and sat very still.

The rabbit with the white ear.

It was closer today. Ten metres, maybe less. It was sitting in the same unhurried way as before — not frozen, not nervous, just present. It turned its head slightly to look at him with one dark eye, and Pip felt the same odd sensation as yesterday: that it was not simply seeing him, but looking at him. Considering him.

He held very still.

The rabbit moved towards him.

Not all at once. It came in short hops, the way rabbits did, stopping between each one to check. But it was definitely moving closer
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