

FOLKLORE


2019. Here’s how it starts. A farmer says goodbye t o his cows, what remains of them – he’s lost two in the past week already – and climbs over the shaky fence that divides his parcel of land from the rest of the moor. His dog lowers her belly to the ground, cat-like, and squeezes below the fence. Then, the farmer calls the dog daft: daft dog.

What he doesn’t know is that women understand the moor differently. In his truck, the farmer sees nothing at first, just sketched-out roads leading through the heath. It is only when the dog barks that he sees a blonde head, diving through bracken. The face is thin, body wiry, laden with bags. A tramp, he thinks. He watches as the boy (for he’s decided that is what it is) scuttles up the side of the big rock, scarab-like, all arms and legs and joints. The farmer grips the steering wheel. He thinks he can hear the click-clacking of limbs in the distance.

He wishes it were ten years ago, perhaps twenty, when he could pull his air gun from the back of the truck and scare the strangers off the moor. Now the world feels all about sympathy and understanding. He’s supposed to consider the feelings of the youths burning blazes on dry gorse, leaving spent barbecues and rusted cans across his fields. He thinks of his daughter, gone now. He thinks of her more often now that she is back in the ground than he ever did when she was alive, but this is not something he would ever admit to himself.

The dog barks: daft dog. The farmer leans over and opens the passenger door, sends the dog a-running to the boy. Of course, the dog sees what the man can’t. The stranger atop the rock is not a boy, or even really a stranger. See, women know the moor differently, and the moor knows its women well.






DAY ONAN

i.

As I stepped on the moor for the first time in a little under a year, I told myself that it didn’t resent my absence. It wasn’t my jilted lover, or a mother left to rot. If it did care about my return, it would have no way of showing me. All its little expressions – the Neolithic huts and stalagmiting granite ruins – were 10,000 years in the making. In any case, I would not be there long enough to hear what the moor had to say.

Stood there once again, everything as it ever was, as it ever would be. I felt as if I could catch sight of every version of myself that had ever moved across this land.

There were few signposts, but I followed my own waymarkers – the angry little dog that screamed from the green gate by the road, a circle of burnt gorse with crisp limbs, the paddock of Shetland ponies, bouncing across the field. The evening hadn’t fully fallen yet, instead the moors burnt orange.

Gorse bushes were blooming on the banks, small cups of flowers that uncurled a bright yellow. I picked the petals, sniffed them, crushed them between my fingers. I thought of making tea, imagined being a person who forages and makes the most out of everything. The flowers smelled like coconut, and the scent would linger on my hands for the rest of the evening, but I wouldn’t recognise it until later in the night, when I wiped sleep from my eyes and was transported somewhere tropical.

I took a detour on my way to the house, climbing up a bank into towering bracken. Rounding a corner, it loomed over me, just as I remembered. Stood on Pendrift Downs, Jubilee Rock. I had always found it humbling, this thing that was named 200 years ago. Side-stepping the tufts of baby gorse creeping by my feet, I rounded the rock, reaching the carving on its flattest side.

A coat of arms larger than a grown man was etched into it in 1810. The creatures that flanked either side of the shield looked like lions, but there was something off about them. Part way down, they devolved from lion to sea creature. I wanted to see the fault that had been branded on the rock’s side. I traced my fingers across the lions’ mane, over the whipping tongues and then lower where, instead of hind legs, there were mermaid tails, and ridges that lined the backs of the lions like the fins of seahorses. I had always imagined this carving was an act of rebellion, a young man left to work alone by gaslight, toiling through the night as he committed the image to the rock, deciding to make his own history.

With Jubilee Rock blocking my view of anything apart from the waist-high bracken, I felt like I could stay just there and forget about Trewarnen completely. When night fell, I could shelter by the rock. In the morning, I could drink water from the stream. I would turn my trousers up at the ankles and stand barefoot in the river, catching brown trout with my hands, or maybe even a freshwater eel if I could bear the whistle of its slimy skin against my fingers. I would carry them back to my rock, fingers hooked through gills, eels worn round my wrists like cuffs. I’d find flint in amongst old ruins and start a fire as the fish baked in the afternoon heat on the hot stone. Roast them on a spit. In summer I would pick elderberries. In autumn, blackberries. I would crush furred nettle leaves between hardened fingers and stew them in water over my fire for tea. I could stop, keep clear of the farmhouse altogether; my mum and aunt and all the ghosts could stay locked up there without me. I could miss the memorial, pretend I was still packed away in the city. Avoid the faces of the people I’d left behind. My return would be just another rumour on the wind. I could live off the moor, hidden, another urban legend. The Beast of Bodmin and I, both creatures with too many stories to live up to.

I scrambled to the top of Jubilee, the stone grazing my palms as I dragged my body upwards. Once there, I sat and licked the blood off my hands and looked across at the moors. Above ground and sludge and mulch, where everything should blend into a smudge of earthy paint, I saw something moving between the bracken. The ferns bent over themselves, parting a green sea. I craned my neck and saw the docile horns of a highland cow, but when the cow stopped to graze, the movement carried on ahead of it, disjointed.

Even the gorse seemed to fold, creaking apart as something pushed through. For a moment, I thought I saw a person – her – a black coat, a drape of material blurring into the bush. I clambered to my feet, stood high on the rock, feeling ridiculous, but suddenly, fully, desperate. Was it, could it – but no. On the balls of my feet, at the highest point of the rock, the darkness I had seen was just shadow. I couldn’t tell what was causing the land to split. Instead, I saw, in the distance, the house. Trewarnen. Twice gabled, fronted with a mouldering porch. It stood low and wide, spreading across the land like a fungus.

I climbed down from the rock and started back along the road, the house in front of me. My phone vibrated in my pocket, I checked who was calling and then ignored it: just Chris. We hadn’t spoken properly in months, although he’d tried – messaging me, ringing, at one point he sent a letter – and I still wasn’t quite ready.

My aunt must’ve told him I was coming home. They ran into each other quite often, always moving in the same small circles, the way people who never leave home tend to do. Chris was my only friend left here, my only friend anywhere, and it sounds heartless to say but I had no desire to see him. I knew he’d want to talk to me about Claud. He’d dealt with all the repercussions of what happened without me. He’d been to her funeral whilst I stayed hidden away in the North – I had only left Cornwall two months before the service. I imagine he would’ve comforted her mother, shaken hands with her father. I know that he answered a lot of questions on my behalf; people were angry. I know, because he sent me an email, a long diatribe about the state of ‘backwards village life’. He called it homophobia; said they were just trying to blame me because they thought I was Other.

‘You’re part of this community, Mer,’ he’d written, ‘you belong here as much as anyone else. More than most, actually. You know they’ve always been this way; they did it to your mum too. Don’t let them scare you off coming back home.’

In fact, I had pined for the place where I grew up, the open moorland and the quiet sky that I couldn’t find in the city. I wasn’t frightened of the villagers, no. I was scared of what would greet me as I opened the door to Trewarnen.

ii.

My mother used to make up stories about the moors. All the best ones were about the sea, usually. You had the mermaids of Zennor and the knockers in the coastal mines, selkies dragging themselves ashore and swapping seal-blub for woman-fat. Everyone else had a version of Cornwall – beach Cornwall, magic Cornwall – that seemed sunnier, brighter, richer than ours. We had marshes that drowned sheep and cow shit on the road. Farmers with burst blood vessels and ponies with curled hooves. Other people had surfing lessons and expensive dogs that their mothers took on coastal walks.

My mother would sit me between her legs as she scraped at my scalp with a nit comb and tell me the moor was magical too, with secret treasure and hidden spirits. She’d wrench lice from my hair and squeeze them dead between her thumbnails, their little bodies bursting open – pop! – with a gush of my blood. She didn’t like to sit still, my mother. Her hands needed to be busy, so story time would come as she combed, her drolls punctuated by the pop, pop, pop of my parasites.

The stories weren’t always good. Most of the time they were stops and starts, the beginning of a tale that would turn into a lament about the village, or a boyfriend, or the shopkeeper who always put the change onto the counter, never into Mum’s palm, as if she were grubby. Sometimes the stories were about her and Ysella, my aunt, when they were young, my grandmother playing the part of a bastardised Baba Yaga, an old crone with chicken legs putting curses on happy children. Other times, the stories were about me, as a baby, a time that I couldn’t remember no matter how tight I squeezed my eyes and wished.

‘You were perfect, perfect, perfect. Perfect and wee,’ she would say, splitting a section of my hair with the comb and scratching near my scalp with her nails when she found gold. ‘Eggsssssss,’ she would hiss, stretching out the discovery – and then the story would be gone. My hair is scalp-shorn now, bleached like wet sand. More than a decade since she last took a comb to it, now there’s nowhere to hide.

The best stories were about the sea, but there were others, ones that weren’t told so often, about rivers and quarries. Mermaids aren’t just for salt, she’d tell me, there’s freshwater secrets in the lakes you see on this land. The bronzy murk of them might keep it hidden, but right at the bottom of each lake there are eels the length of dragons and oysters with pearls like puffballs. There are fish with legs and frogs with teeth, and all the piskies and spirits that guard them. There are little girls born from the mud and boys made of stone.

‘It’s a wonderful place to live, little sprig.’

When I was a baby, my mother moved us to a small cottage in the nearest village to Trewarnen, Blisland. She had fallen out with my grandmother, Esolyn, and became the first Tregellas woman to leave Trewarnen. Our time in the cottage wasn’t happy. As a child, I believed my mother’s discontent bled into the walls themselves, marring my childhood with an uneasiness I couldn’t shake. My mother had fled her mother, returning to the family home only once Esolyn was dead, but there was an ill in that cottage that followed us back to Trewarnen.

Only once I left for the city, for Manchester, did I start to feel well, less soul sick. Fleeing mothers proved to be hereditary, though I had run further from mine than my mother did from hers, but mine would still be rooted in Trewarnen when I reached it.

I had been asked to return, not for her, as I had expected, but for Claud’s memorial. Her funeral had been rushed, arranged in the days after her body was found, and the impact of her death stuck to the local area. When my aunt rang to invite me to the memorial, I was surprised. I couldn’t imagine why Claud’s family would want me there, or how my aunt had been told about it. I had spent the last year in the city rotting in my grief. I’d left because I wanted to be away from all of it, from my mother, from Claud, from Trewarnen. I wasn’t expecting to have one of those things taken from me forever in return. But time away from the moors had given me a clarity, an ability to look back at the things I had done; that we had done to each other.

iii.

Stood in front of Trewarnen, I was surprised by how stark and small it seemed, squatting in a patch of land. The house looked shorter and thinner than I remembered, rising from the ground like a baby tooth. It seemed to lean in the wind, the dark grey stone a shadow against the fields. When I had left, home had been a moving beast, stretching its foundations out towards me, fingers trying to pull me back before I crossed county lines.

Now, I could see it for what it really was. A humble cell, a faulty seedpod. A place in which my mother and aunt had sat and grown, and would eventually die, without breaking through to the light of real life. I had been trapped here, I realised. Squashed under the weight of its beams and limestone walls, thick to keep the outside world away. And now I had no choice but to enter again.

My mother was fizzing when I arrived. The lights were off in the hall, and I could just make out the outline of our sharp nose, her eyes yellow.

‘I’ve been reading about beetles. Sex something. What was it, Ysella? Ysella? Sex?’ she said, as she held me by the shoulders and appraised me, taking in the hoody, the short hair, the trainers. As she held on to me, I faltered at her scent – not the essential oils and cigarettes of my childhood, but something new, something earthen. The taste of it filled my mouth.

‘Sexton,’ Ysella shouted from inside the kitchen.

‘Yes! Sexton beetles! Little gravediggers,’ Mum said, walking me towards the dark kitchen. ‘Eating dead things, Sprig. Mice, voles.’ Only my mother had ever called me Sprig. The childhood nickname made me twitch. ‘Bury them underground and then eat them! Like undertakers,’ she said.

‘Weird,’ I replied, feeling around on the wall for the light switch. My hand brushed against something soft and damp before I found it. I recoiled.

Yet, once illuminated, I could see nothing but dry wall.

Away from my mother the smell remained, coating the kitchen. ‘Why were you sat in the dark in here?’ I asked, pushing a crate of mouldering bulbs and some wellies out of the way so I could put my bag down on a clear patch of floor. I picked up a bulb, a tulip, and held it to my nose – nothing. I scraped the blue fuzz from its base.

Mum sat herself at the table, unaware of the mess and the smell as she talked quickly. She didn’t offer me a seat. In front of her was the debris of her nail-biting habit, tiny crescents of white keratin positioned like a swirl.

‘The birds are back, you know. All up in the chimney again. Haven’t been able to light the fire in nine months, have we, Ysella? Bloody thing’s still letting in smeach, mind. Stinks of ash.’ She bit at her thumbnail as she spoke.

Not ash. Salt and rot. That was the smell. Clay pulled from an old marsh. It was fertile, the smell of an animal locked out in the rain. A damp sweetness.

Mum flapped her hand at the large stone fireplace behind her. Her eyes were still, set on my head. Ysella was crouched down behind the kitchen counter, searching for something. Her disembodied voice shouted a greeting from out of sight.

‘How are you, Ye?’ I asked.

‘Oh, surely well,’ she said. Something clattered onto the stone floor, and she swore. ‘Has your mam told you about the birds?’

‘I have, aye,’ Mum said.

The birds used to come every year. All throughout the winter, my mother and Ysella would make do with rusted radiators, refusing to clear the chimney flue of the twigs, hair, old cigarette packets and horse shit that were loaded in there. They’d say they liked providing a safe place for the birds to nest over winter when the trees had shrugged off their leaves. With the chimney blocked this way, no sound got in, except that of the birds. No traffic noises, no distant moans of the tractors that would normally colour the moors. No whistle of wind. Just a stuffed-up silence, the occasional scratch of talon on stone, and the echo-snap of a wing in a chamber.

I eventually found a seat at the table as my mother watched, resisting the urge to run my hand over my scalp. She wanted to speak on it, I could see, but she wouldn’t. It was a rule then that we never discussed my appearance, so different in style from her own. My family were a line of muted, mousey women, often fading into the landscape of the moors in a way that made them appear ghostly, until I arrived. The shadowy mass of my hair had been a point of contention with my grandmother. We became too visible. When I left, I shaved it. Bleached what little was left until my scalp prickled with the burn of ammonia. Now, pale and lost, I looked more like my family than ever before.

The table was almost entirely covered in stacks of papers – letters read and abandoned, shopping lists of items never purchased, ripped from notepads and written on the backs of magazines. The mess made my mouth feel claggy. Perhaps it had been this way before I left too, and it was only now I’d seen another way of living that I’d started to notice. I blinked it away. I caught my mother’s eyes, dragging them down from my head, and smiled at her like I had practised, all gums. She smiled back, showing a sliver of bitten nail hooked on her front tooth.

‘Tea?’ Ysella asked, popping up from behind the counter, waving three mugs.

*

The taxi driver had clocked me immediately at the train station.

I thought I was safe, with my hood up and my voice disappearing the way it had. The edges of my accent were lost somewhere on the train between Plymouth and Birmingham. Over the past year I’d been shedding it like stray hairs. One morning I’d wake up and find violent R’s strewn across my pillow. I’d pull Es and Azs and Ens out of the shower drain, trying to fit them into words like puzzle pieces, never quite finding the right shapes again. Somewhere along the way I’d picked up an H, maybe on my first night out in the city. After years of ’ave and ’ope and ’air, I had Have and Hope and Hair. I lay in bed at night, whispering them at the ceiling.

I’d asked the driver to take me to Blisland.

‘You sure you don’t want the farmhouse? Tregellas, ’int it?’ he’d asked, voice all gravel and mud. I looked up from my phone to see his eyes still staring, his expression friendly. So much for anonymity.

‘Merryn. Yeah, no, just the village. Please.’ I lifted my phone up to signify the conversation was done, but he carried on talking anyway, asking me how the farm was doing nowadays. It was little more than an empty plot of land with the house stood in the middle, and everyone local knew that well enough.

‘Moved back to the village, have they?’

‘What? No, no, still at the farm.’

He overtook a tractor on a blind corner, almost rear-ending a Jeep. He let out a small grunt when we escaped death, whereas I was white knuckling it in the back seat, my fingernails cutting into the worn leather. There was a split in the seat next to me, silver duct tape pressing the bursting foam back into place. Each time he spoke, I ripped off a little bit more of the tape.

‘The village is dead these days, of course,’ he said, complaining about ghostly second homes, parish council cuts and emmets – tourists who mine the county like ants. ‘Full of strangers. Not you though,’ he continued, catching my eye, ‘you might sound like one, but you’re made of these parts.’

He was saying too much. I didn’t want to hear any of it.

‘Back for your summer hols then, are you? Sure, your mam’ll love that.’

‘No, just a few days. Maybe a week.’

‘Don’t you know how long, maid?’ he laughed. I forgot myself then, screwed up my face at his nosiness, and he saw me. I watched his back stiffen against the seat.

‘Sorry,’ I apologised, shamed by his discomfort. ‘I’m a bit distracted. I’m back for a memorial, so.’

‘Ah. The Hawkey girl, right. Terrible shame, that. Terrible.’

*

Mum coughed, straight into her cup of tea, and I stared up at the faces hanging from the ceiling. Toby jugs. Hundreds of them, with garish moulded faces. There was a new one, a ginger tomcat, hanging from the beam over Mum’s head. It had already taken on the blurred quality of something coated in dust. The others were a mixture of impish and goblin faces, each jowly like a melted waxwork. They gave the impression they were always watching.

Esolyn had referred to them as an inheritance and I overheard enough as a child to know that it was bad luck to throw out anything with a face.

Nothing else looked new, but unlike the moor, the house itself felt changed. Ill-fitting. The jugs, especially. There seemed to be more of them, jostling for space. Looking up felt like standing in a house of mirrors. Too many yellow-tinged eyes staring down from above. Hanging above the fridge, a Toby jug shaped like a mermaid was being slowly choked by a spider’s web.

‘What time do we need to leave on Saturday to get to Claud’s thing?’ I asked them both, as I took my cup of tea from Ysella. I was normally a very organised person, but this was the one thing I couldn’t bring myself to investigate.

‘Claud’s thing, dear? Your Claud?’ she said, not looking at me as she held out a second cup to Mum, who grabbed it with both hands.

Who else had a Claud? ‘The memorial. Mum said it was Saturday, right?’

Ysella went back to the counter for her own tea. At the table, my mother dipped a finger into her mug, winced at the heat and then stuck the finger into her mouth. Neither answered me.

‘This Saturday?’ I asked again, fishing an island of limescale from my cup, ‘Anyone?’

‘Your mother knows more than I do,’ Ysella said.

‘It’s been delayed, I’d say,’ my mother said, suggesting rather than answering.

‘What?’ I asked. I turned to my mother, waving a hand to pull her attention from the tea, ‘Mum?’

She moved her eyes from the mug slowly. ‘Oh, yes. Yes, it’s been delayed. There’s an issue with the roof, at her dad’s. It’s leaking. They’re rearranging though, no mind.’

I could still have been in the city, on my own. I felt duped, then. Dragged home early for little reason. I looked pointedly at Ysella, but she simply shrugged and turned to Mum, ‘You know, Lo, they’re named after the sextons who look after church graveyards, your beetles.’

She was right about the sexton beetles: they bury corpses for food.

It’s more than that though. They don’t just bury them, they breed on them, too. A male and female beetle will meet at the site of a dead animal, and if they’re a match, the pair will bond and fight off any other beetles that approach the food. Together, they strip the hair and feathers, plucking the body clean, and then they mould it into a ball, before pushing it deep underground.

They arrive on the moor in April, just in time for the resurrection, and by October they’re gone, just below ground. The bones of their meals stay in place forever, breaking down gradually to feed the soil. And so the cycle continues.

Knowing that I shouldn’t have returned so soon left me uneasy. I had been home for mere hours, and I was already seeing things I shouldn’t. I missed the city, where I had clean mugs and a descaled kettle and my own space. A place where the air smelled like traffic and takeaways, instead of the rot of this kitchen.




FOLKLORE


The moor knows its women well, but it is men who have tried to carve apart the land many times over. First came the names: Black Down, Kerrow Down, Metherin Down, and the place in which we stand: Pendrift Down.

Step back 200 years. In the cities a revolution was booming, but on our land the same men were stuck arguing the same cases. The Morse code of ownership – dots and dashes signed across pieces of paper – that held before were no longer enough for the land-owning sons.

The sons raised stones and marked their boundaries with their initials, laying claim to land even the ice age had not mastered.

They were wrong to think the land would bow to them. The granite they cut from our crust, the cattle they grazed ate from our bounty; we were the hands that fed.

Now the stones lay broken and wilted, trampled by animals and ignored by the woman who walks past them, limbs long, joints creaking in the wind. She does not look below her feet. She does not crouch by granite, nor does she scrape lichen from old letters to see on whose land she walks. She doesn’t need to. She knows in her bones – those click-clacking bones of hers – that this is not a land that belongs to men.

Listen. Place your ear to the ground. Hear the hush first, the cloying earth.

Now, raise your hand, press your bone knuckles down and knock. Quickly now, whilst the birds are silent in their nests and the wind is holding its breath. Knock.

You hear it? You must. An echo, ringing below like a cough. Hollow ground. Hallowed ground. A cavern of roots and stones, and deep beneath:

A womb, a holding place, a growing place. This is where She keeps.



iv.

Later, I drew myself a bath. I cracked the window and rolled myself a cigarette, pinching only the stingiest amount of tobacco into the paper. I was trying to save the little money I had left until I started my summer job in two weeks’ time. It wasn’t much, but I’d managed to get hired writing technical copy for an import and distribution company. No one’s dream, sure, but it was a step closer to being independent and staying in Manchester.

I ran the bath hoping to cover up the smell of smoke, but when I searched, I couldn’t find even the most basic of shower gels. I made do with Ysella’s homemade bath oil mix and an old jar of dried flower heads I found behind some cinnamon toothpaste.

I held myself still, watching as dried camomile flowers drifted on the water around my ankles. The heat of the bath made my chest mottle, my toes burn. Hard water had drawn green rings around the plug hole and eaten away the top layer from the ceramic, leaving the tub rough against my skin. The floor was limestone, freezing any time of day, and a threadbare towel hung on the iron radiator, collecting flakes of peeling paint. It was a room where time would stop.

I had stayed downstairs with Mum and Ysella beyond the first cup of tea, which grew cold, and well into the second, also untouched.

They’d been talking about Ysella’s job. She’d been a history teacher before she retired, and now she spent her time as a volunteer folklorist of sorts, storytelling for tourists and occasionally scouring archives for the ancestry of people’s last names.

At one point, Ysella, who’d forgotten her tea, had moved back into the kitchen. She pulled a Pyrex bowl from the fridge then searched the cupboards as she spoke, before coming across a masher. She was telling Mum and me about an old woman she’d interviewed called Mrs Rowe, who’d been frightening some emmets holidaying in the cottages in Halagenna – a little hamlet nearby.

‘I don’t know if you remember Halagenna, Merryn. Or Rowe, but our mam knew her well. Hers was the grandest house there back in the day, before they started evicting all the locals from the cottages and dolling them up for holiday lets.’

‘Mam used to say Trewarnen and Halagenna were two spots of pure Celtic history, didn’t she?’ Mum said, eyeing Ysella and me over her brew. She was the only one who braved the limescale to drink the tea.

‘Aye,’ Ysella nodded. She turned to me. ‘Your gramma hated Rowe but the two of them practically went back as far as Jubilee.’

‘What did she do with the tourists, then?’ I asked. Ysella’s wrists were washed in pink. As she moved the utensil, little specks of silver glittered all over her hands. The thing in the bowl looked like the raw meat of a cow’s tail, or perhaps a limb belonging to a tall baby – long and fleshy and tube-like.

‘The emmets? She’s been telling their kids that a ghost drowned in the river by Bradford. Saying that the cows drink there, so all their cups of tea and lovely milkshakes are haunted.’

I laughed and glanced at Mum, who was chewing her fingernails again and looking at the bowl in front of Ysella.

‘I hope that’s not our dinner, Ye,’ I said, as I got up to pour my tea down the sink.

‘It’s not for eating, maid,’ she replied, nodding at my mother, who took her hand from her mouth long enough to say, ‘Eel. And lard. For a project.’

A project. I nodded and dropped my mug into the brackish water of the sink. I assumed she was making something exotic for the chickens.

I asked Ysella why Rowe thought a ghost had drowned at Bradford, mainly to distract myself from the mess in her bowl, and she told me Rowe was just doing what they all were: looking for answers.

‘It’s just a theory. People have been thinking there’s something off on the moors for a long time, just no one can agree exactly what it is. Rowe reckons it’s a haunting. The folks over at Jamaica Inn reckon it’s the Beast of Bodmin – though of course that helps them sell tickets for that museum of theirs, so they would say that. The farmers think it’s something else.’

‘Same as our mam,’ my mother said.

Ysella cleared her throat. ‘All just old superstitions.’

‘Why, what did Granny think it was?’

Mum shifted in her seat, as if she wanted to answer me, but a look from Ysella silenced her.

‘She didn’t think anything much about it, Mer. She just never really trusted the moors all that much. Didn’t think it the safest place.’

Ysella tapped her fingers against the side of her bowl and then smiled at me. ‘Ain’t it time that you go and wash off? You must be exhausted after all that travelling.’

‘I don’t know why you had to go to a university so far away,’ my mother said.

‘It’s the best thing you ever did, that,’ replied Ysella.

Mum scoffed, and I nodded at Ysella, grateful that she was fighting my corner for once. I had applied without telling them, sending my forms in from Claud’s flat. I thought they’d never approve of me going, not so far away, not on my own.

At the time, I’d thought Claud and Chris would be coming with me, or at least going somewhere else, but neither of them even tried. Chris said he was going to go to London, but I know he only set himself a big goal so no one would actually expect him to reach it. It meant he could stay at home near his mum and everything he knew without having to feel guilty about not leaving. And Claud, well. Claud was in no state to go anywhere.

My mother hadn’t approved, she’d been furious. Ysella, on the other hand, had supported my decision. I was surprised. I’d thought she’d want to keep me closer, not encourage me to broaden my horizons. But she’d told me to get myself off the moor, experience a different way of life.

I was gathering my things from the kitchen so I could go upstairs when Ysella moved past me, carrying her bowl over to the window. The stench of it trailed behind, the same smell as when I arrived: silt and decay and something animal. I picked up my bag and trainers as she scooped the paste out of the bowl and smeared it onto the windowsill and around the frame. It caught in lumps as she spread it across the uneven wood. I could see the meat of it, the shine from the fat. Silvery scales and red and white flashes. Was it the blood that had curdled the butter?

I was about to ask her what she was doing when a movement caught my eye – my mum, stood silently in the doorway. She saw my hesitation and shook her head, bringing her fingers up to her mouth, before disappearing back into the hallway. I took my things and hurried upstairs.

*

I couldn’t tell you how I fell asleep in the bath, but I did, and I woke abruptly. There was a crash somewhere behind me, and I jerked upwards involuntarily, causing a tide of cold water to rush over the sides of the bath. Then banging, so loud that it seemed the very foundations of the farmhouse must be moving, dragging themselves out of the ground. My body shivered with fear or cold, or both, and I gripped the sides of the bath to pull myself up, almost slipping as I did so. Clumps of lavender stuck to my body; in the lower light, the dark heads looked like ants swarming my stomach. A hundred little legs and bodies, moving together. I flicked one off and swatted violently at my pickled skin. I knew killing an ant caused the rest to swarm, and I shrank into myself, expecting pain.

Of course, it didn’t come. It always took me a minute to place myself when I woke somewhere different – there was a moment where the dream would soak through into reality, and I would wait for it to recede, moving cautiously until I felt real again. I took a moment before I was back in the room.

The clanging in the walls had stopped with a loud whirr: old pipes. In the newly silent bathroom, I remembered: wasps. Wasps swarm, not ants. And certainly not buds of lavender.

My mother let herself into the bathroom as I was picking bits of flower from my hair and wiping them onto the wall. She peered out of the little square window as I wrapped the sandpaper towel around me.

‘You left this,’ she said, thrusting my phone towards my wet hands before turning on her toes to stare out of the window. ‘Did you see anything on the moor? Or hear anything outside?’

I wiped my phone on the towel, trying to dry it off. ‘What, just now?’ I asked.

‘Now. And on your walk up earlier?’

I thought back to the strange parting of bracken, the invisible trail. The moment I thought I saw her, in her coat. For a woman so often away in her mind, my mother occasionally had an uncanny sensibility about her. How did she know to ask? It could’ve been mother’s intuition, but I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of reading me correctly. ‘No, not really. I went to the rock though, Jubilee,’ I said.

‘Ah, with the Merlions,’ she said as she pressed her face against the glass, hands cupped around her eyes.

Of course. The confused lions on Jubilee weren’t a mistake after all, or a rebellion by the carver. They were always intended to be beastly. I’d been told that before, but forgotten in the moment, taken in by how stark the moor felt whilst I walked on it alone. How easy it was to make up my own myths when I had been away for so long.

I rubbed the sharp towel against my arms when she wasn’t looking, watching the little curls of dead skin that it pulled up. I pressed them against the wall too, next to the lavender buds.

She cracked the window open and pushed her head out into the darkness, staring at the ground below and then turning her face to the sky.

‘There’s been more talk,’ she said, her voice outside, ‘of something dark on the moors. It’s not just Rowe.’

‘Dark how?’ I asked, as I turned my back to her and pulled my hoody on over the towel.

‘Like Ysella said. Beast, maybe. Something dark and too long to be a fox.’

‘That’s nothing new,’ I said.

‘’S not the Beast, that’s the thing. Too big. Not animal.’

‘A person?’

‘Mmm. No. Not the type you want to go hunting,’ she replied, pulling the window closed.

‘Who’s hunting?’ I asked.

She motioned me to the window, and we both stood, leaning forward. She pointed out into the black night and when I said I couldn’t see anything, she told me to wait. And then: blink, blink, blink. One after the other, low roaming gleams appeared outside, near the edge of the field. Torches, sweeping the ground and the skies.

‘They’re after it,’ Mum said, her eyes following the lights of the whole village.

‘Surely they’re not actually trying to hunt the Beast of Bodmin?’ I asked, holding myself completely still – it had been a long time since we’d stood so close to each other. I kept my eyes trained on the lights flickering ahead, unwilling to spook either of us out of this almost-intimacy.

‘No matter what it is, they won’t find it in here. Ysella’s made sure of that.’

‘What’s Ysella done? She doesn’t believe in any big cat; she’s said it herself enough times.’ I said. I spoke too fast, too dismissively, and she pulled herself back from the window. I was left with a circle of her breath on the glass.

She cleared her throat and then spoke again. ‘I told you, it’s not the Beast they’re hunting, Sprig.’

I turned to look at her and she pantomimed checking her wrist, though she was wearing no watch. ‘You ought to get yourself off to bed. And wear something warm, it gets cold in that room of yours.’

v.

When my mother left, I went to Ysella’s room and sat on the floor in front of the window. Her bedroom faced out onto the same section of the moors as the bathroom, and I wanted a better look at who was out searching for something at this time of night.

They disappeared from view shortly after I sat down, walking up and over one of the hills. This was the way they’d searched for Claud when she was missing, before they knew she was really gone. A group of them, farmers and fathers and brothers, had all taken themselves out across the moor with torches and walked, scanning the ground for anything unusual. Torches, even though it was midday when they finally clocked that no one had heard from her for two days, and her flat was empty.

My mother and aunt hadn’t joined in the search. They’d wanted to, but from what I could gather from Chris after it all – after they’d found her, after she’d been buried – the villagers wouldn’t let them help. They said the family, my family, was bad luck. They didn’t want to risk it.

We spoke on the phone one night a few weeks after it had happened. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to face all of it, so I’d taken to calling Chris late at night from bed. I’d told him that it was bullshit. ‘Who would turn down help when their daughter was missing, over some stupid superstition?’

He’d agreed with me, but then he said ‘You’ve forgotten what it’s like down here, Merryn. You’ve gotten out, and you’re seeing a different side of the world. But people aren’t like that here. Things stick. You’ve got no dad and no granddad.’

‘Hey!’

‘I know, I know. I’m not trying to be a prick. I know how fucking horrible all this is. For you, for me, for everyone. I’m just saying what I can see. They don’t trust your family. I know it’s not fair.’

‘No, it’s not fair. No one was closer to Claud than me. They’re a bunch of bigots, all of them. If they were trying to keep me away, I’d understand, maybe. But my mum? My aunt? Not helping would’ve killed Ysella, especially with where, you know.’

‘With where she was found, I know. I’m not sure it was the gay thing though. It might’ve been. But that’s not what they said.’

‘What did they say?’

‘They said … well, it’s stupid. It really is.’

‘Tell me.’

‘They said your family lose people.’

From Ysella’s room, I could hear the performance of end of night tasks downstairs. The scratch of old ash being pulled from the fireplace, the steady procession of locks on the front door being fastened. They’d both been alone for as long as I could remember, my mum and Ysella, and they seemed to cope OK. I had been alone for – well, I wasn’t sure how to quantify how long … I’d been without Claud for a year. She’d been gone for ten months. And before that? I didn’t want to think of all the times Claud had brushed my hair behind my ear, kissed me gently on the forehead, slept next to me in either of our beds.

Now I was home, I would have to find a way to function through the week. I couldn’t let myself go to seed the way I did in the city. If Ysella thought I was out of control, she’d never let me leave. A week was all I needed to get through. The memorial, a general catch up with Chris, and then I’d be back on the train in time to start work before second year.

Just then, something caught my eye. As I went to lift myself from the floor, I spotted something in front of me, pushed underneath the chest of drawers by Ysella’s window. I pulled my phone from my pocket and shone the torch towards it. It was a notebook, fat and full, hidden away.

I pressed my face against the floorboards and peered beyond the dust to the wedge of leather and paper. I crooked my fingers under the drawers, twisting my knuckles against the wood to reach. An unassuming thing, it was coated in brown leather that peeled at the corners and was held closed with an elastic band. Page after page of cheap off-white paper, easily greased, with thinning grey lines stretching out endlessly.

I stopped about a third of the way in, at a tear, a ripped-out page, with just the straggly hangnails left. I flicked on through a few blank pages before I found more torn paper. Something else had been removed. I picked at the cuticles of paper by the binding as I thought about what I had found. Ysella was not usually a destroyer. An historian, she often crossed the academic bridge into hoarding, and threw nothing away. Everything had its place in her room, with her work neatly filed in her desk.

I tucked my find into the waistband of my joggers and spirited myself out of Ysella’s room just as I heard her heavy tread on the stairs. She placed a hand on my shoulder as she passed me, and I held myself still until she was gone, determined she wouldn’t see what I’d taken.

When I got to my room, I was too struck by the change in it to look at the book right away. It’s not changed a bit – that’s what you always hear people say when they return home. They go off to uni or run away or they die, and their bedroom remains the same, a shrine coated in polythene. My room had not stayed the same.

Mum’s bags and boxes were once confined to the free-standing wardrobe next to the window, but they had escaped and were roaming free. Someone had taken the wardrobe doors off, and her belongings were purged across the floor. I kicked at an
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